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Meet three people who have taken on enjoyable and 
productive roles helping others and the environment

Volunteering In The 
Great Outdoors

by FIONA RUSSELL

EVERY year, thousands of volunteers work 
behind the scenes in Scotland’s great 
outdoors. Although they’re unpaid, they all 

talk of the many rewards of volunteering 
including personal satisfaction, giving something 
back, pleasure in helping others and safeguarding 
the future of our outdoor environment. 

We spoke to three outdoors volunteers to 
find out more.

The Cycling Leader
In 2012, after watching the British cyclists in the 
London Olympics, Phil Jones suddenly found 
himself “back in love” with cycling. His 
rediscovery of a sport he’d enjoyed as a 
youngster helped him to shed 10.5 stones and  
to find a new zest for life.

When other people started asking Phil how 
he had lost weight through cycling, he decided 
to help more people to get on their bikes.

Phil, of Cumbernauld, began by becoming  
a Skyride leader, which allows him to take  
other riders, usually beginners, on bike rides in 
his local area. 

He also volunteered one day a week with a 
cycling charity, I Am Bikes, which no longer 
exists, and took a course to become a Cycle 
Trainer so he could teach children the Bikeability 
course and also train other cycle assistants.

Phil also volunteered as a marshal at the 
Pedal On Parliament campaign and discovered 
the group, Freewheel North on Glasgow Green, 
which specialises in cycling for all. 

Phil says, “I decided I needed to get all the 
qualifications I could so I could help as many 
people as possible to enjoy cycling and realise 
the same benefits as me.” 

Most recently, Phil has founded a cycling  
club called Arria Wheelers. It now has 130 
members and he hopes to create a youth  
section this year. 

He said, “I confess that all of this takes up a 
huge amount of my time but I don’t mind 
because we have encouraged lots of riders to 
come and join us for fun social rides. 

“Cycling changed my life for the better –  
and I still feel compelled to help others, too.”

The Conservation Volunteer
James Brownhill, of Aberdeen, became a 
volunteer for conservation charity The John Muir 
Trust after retiring as a weather forecaster.

“My job was based in an office and I enjoyed 
it very much but when I retired I wanted to spend 
more time outdoors. I’m not much of a hill walker 
but I love things that are physically challenging. 
The conservation work with JMT is ideal.

“I get to spend many hours out in the 
countryside in some wonderful places and the 
work is physically demanding, such as fixing 
fences, repairing paths, tree planting, beach 
cleaning and clearing vegetation. It suits me very 
well and keeps me fit and healthy as I get older.”

As well as joining the JMT’s monthly working 
parties between March and October, James 
organises volunteers for a local JMT group, one 
Saturday each month throughout the year.

He said, “It has been very rewarding to see 
the group grow and we now have many new 
volunteers, especially those from a younger, 
college and university age group.”

One of his favourite places in Scotland is Glen 
Nevis in the Highlands. He says, “I have discovered 
this magical spot through volunteering with the 
JMT. We have done lots of projects like working 

on the footpaths. I have also enjoyed 
volunteering on projects in Knoydart, the islands 
and across the north of Scotland.

“The volunteering work has been the ideal 
catalyst for me to spend quality time outdoors.  
I also relish the job satisfaction that volunteering 
brings and the chance to give something back to 
our fantastic natural environment. 

“It has given me a purpose in my retirement 
and I have met lots of new people. I have also 
learned about conservation and I have reaped 
health benefits. I can’t recommend this type of 
volunteering work more highly.”
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The Trail Fairy
Andrew Cunningham has been a trail fairy at 
Glentress Forest Mountain Biking centre for five 
years. A keen mountain biker, he believes the 
work of the trail-building volunteers is “highly 
valuable, rewarding and very enjoyable”.

The Glentress Trail Fairies group, founded 15 
years ago, meet every fortnight on a Saturday 
morning to help with the maintenance of the 
many miles of mountain bike tracks and paths. 
Work includes repairing trails and creating new, 
short lengths of tracks.

Andrew (38), of Edinburgh, says, “It can be 
hard work and sometimes the weather makes it 

tough but it is almost always enjoyable and 
rewarding. I have met many new friends through 
the Trail Fairies group and volunteering helps me 
to feel more connected to the mountain biking 
scene in general.”

Andrew has been riding at Glentress for as 
long as he’s been a Trail Fairy. “It seemed like a 
natural thing for me to be part of the volunteers 
group keeping the trails in good shape. I can be 
out on the trails and see where work needs to be 
done and I can also feel proud of what we do 
when I ride sections of the trails.”

In particular, the Trail Fairies have been 
responsible for what are called the “race trails”. 
Andrew, a student outreach worker, explains, 
“There are trails, like off-piste routes, that have 
been created by the Trail Fairies and this is part 
of what makes Glentress so great to ride. It’s  
a big reason why the centre is seen as a 
world-class venue. 

“This does make me proud to think I have 
been part of the creation of these special trails.”

Andrew adds that the Glentress Trail Fairies 
are always keen to welcome new volunteers. 

“We have a core group of about 15 but we 
would like to see more people coming along to 
help out. It’s good fun, great exercise and you 
feel part of something. There is also cake – we 
have cake at the end of each session.”
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“It’s good fun and you feel part of 
something – and there is also cake!”


