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Our beautiful local landmark has been hitting record numbers of attendance this season.  Visitation is up 

thirty-five percent over last year at this time, and we welcomed spring this past weekend with a 

remarkable twelve hundred visitors a day.  

This achievement would simply not be possible without the dedicated work of Filoli’s amazing volunteer 

corps, and we are grateful every day for their service.  In fact, many of Filoli’s visitors are unaware of the 

seamless way that volunteers contribute to every phase of the historic site’s operation.   

When visitors arrive at Filoli, they are greeted and checked in by welcoming volunteers in the Visitors 

Center; as they leave the Center they may see the Art Exhibit, coordinated and hung by volunteers; they 

may then wander into the garden or house where volunteer docents are happy to tell Filoli’s stories and 

answer guests’ questions.  Perhaps a visitor may chose to take a guided nature, orchard, house, garden, 

or special topical tour—in which case a volunteer docent will provide a delightful depiction of the 

families who lived here.   

Behind the scenes, there are volunteers working to make all of the floral arrangements for the house 

and Visitors Center; working to sell tickets for events and take new memberships; planning our special 

events and often creating decorations for those events; or working to pull weeds and clean trails.  And, 

when our guests are ready to leave the property, they may decide to stop in the gift shop where the 

retail experience is facilitated by volunteers.  Or they may decide to grab a last-minute bite to eat in the 

café where, again, it is Filoli’s volunteers who graciously serve the meals. 

This body of more than 1,000 volunteers is responsible for so many things that go on at Filoli, both with 

guests and behind the scenes. We rely on these ‘teammates’ to make things happen every day.  We are 

extremely grateful for and proud of our relationship with our volunteers.  It’s said many times and many 

ways—Filoli would not be the same without them.    

While Filoli is a timeless classic, in recent years we’ve worked with our governing board and our 

volunteer leadership to keep up with the times by instituting best practices of well-run nonprofit 

organizations.   For more than 30 years, the relationship between Filoli and its volunteer corps has been 

defined by historical practice, not clear policy, and to address this, Filoli’s leadership made the decision 

several years ago to adopt a standard form of volunteer agreement, similar to those used by thousands 

of other nonprofits in California and throughout the United States.   The intent of the collaborative 

(myself, the board, and the volunteer leadership) was that the volunteer agreement would clarify the 

relationship between Filoli and its volunteers, and make clear the commitments and obligations that 

define that relationship.   



As executive director of Filoli, I will be the first to admit that we could have done a better job in laying 

the groundwork for the introduction of the volunteer agreement last December, and for that I apologize 

to those volunteers who saw this as somehow demeaning their work or their contributions to Filoli.   

That was certainly not the intent: more than anyone at Filoli, I realize that the service of volunteers is 

critical to the success of this beautiful historic site.  Beyond form, a number of volunteers questioned 

the substance of the agreement, which of course is their right.  But even when our board agreed to drop 

the provision that was the most divisive—a liability waiver similar to those used by countless other 

organizations to reduce the risk of frivolous litigation—a small but vocal group of advocates has 

continued to insist that the very introduction of a volunteer agreement is an insult to the volunteer 

corps. 

Thankfully, the vast majority of Filoli volunteers have not bought into this negative rhetoric.  To date, 

more than 1,000 Filoli volunteers have agreed to the terms of the agreement—as revised, in response to 

concerns raised.  Some volunteers have declined, as is their right; we will continue to honor their 

service, and we thank them for their invaluable contributions to the success of Filoli.   But historic 

preservation is as much about the future as it is about the past, and we can’t secure that future without 

strong systems and policies in place.  The overwhelming membership of our volunteer corps has 

recognized this, and we will continue to honor them and support them as we move forward.  They are 

the future of this important historic site. 

  


