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The right people
in the right places

As the organisations featured over the next four pages happily confirm,

volunteers are the lifeblood of their work Nevertheless, volunteering is a

potential minefield for the unwary and

company, UK-based People and Places

very year newspapers and

soclal networking sites are

filled with tales of gap year

volunteering plans that ended in
disappointment or disaster - both for the
volunteers and the community they had
hoped 10 serve

It's not always about unscrupulous

companies relieving our eager children of
large sums of money, most of which find
their way into the wrong pockets. Another
potentially traumatic problem i3 managing
expectations and matching people’s skills
with the right project. It's an Issue all too
familiar to Sallie Grayson, co-founder and
programme director of People and Places.
Now a Responsible Tourism Award winner
wo years after getting a ‘highly
commended’ nod, People and Places prides

Itself on offering fully transparent

72 | ritravel

the unprepared. Qur winning

ofters a responsible way forward

programmes. The first volunteer
organisation to be independently audited
by the Responsible Tourism Partnership, it
works with local partners - from respécted
responsible tour operators to international
NGOs - to match volunteers’ specific skills
10 local needs.

Since launching in March 2006, People
and Places has placed around 250
volunteers and expects to place a further
200 in 2009, It currently works with elght
partners, supporting 16 projects in the
Gambia, South Africa, Nepal, India, Peru,
Indonesta, Swaziland and Madagascar.

Explains Sallle: ‘Most short-term
volunteer travellers do not have an
in-depth knowledge of all the nuances of
the community they seek to serve. They are

well meaning, Intelligent, well read and

optimistic. This optimism almost invariably

leads them to want to achleve more than

may be practical or possible

‘We do not piace volunteers without
the informed consent of the project - this
means that the project is privy to the skills
of the volunteer well before they arrive, In
many instances the volunteers will have far
greater skills in an area they feel they are
not qualified in than those of the people
On the ground and in many Instances local
people have higher skills than volunteers
- but the very nature of the volunteer being
“foreign" leads the community tobelieve
they will know more.

‘Add to this the nuance of cultural
mores - lor example, communities where
they would not dream of disagreeing with
an honoured guest, and volunteers who
are fearful of cultural disrespect - and
misunderstandings can and do arlse. It is
imperative to have skilled facilitators on the
ground with whom volunteers and project
leaders can meet regularly.’

People and Places addresses this
challenge in three ways says Sallie.
* Detailed briefings before departure.
* Putting volunteers in touch with each

other before they leave. People and Places
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encourages previous volunteers to brief
future volunteers ~ warts and all.

« On the ground the company works with
local partners who are in and of their
communities and experienced in ensuring
guest and host will work together.

A different, but welcome challenge has
been the management of the generosity

of returning volunteers. Over the two

years to the end of 2008, volunteers have

contributed at least £49,000 In mandatory
donations to projects in the communities
in which they work, but this total is
doubled by further donations raised by the
volunteers when they return.

‘More than 20 per cent of our returning
volunteers want to continue to support
their projects when they return home,” says
Sallie, 'Our challenge was how to manage
this travel philanthropy - efficiently,
effectively and openly. To be quite honest,
as a tiny organisation, we were becoming
overwhelmed by the reporting systems
needed to ensure we were communicating
properly with donors and monitoring
efficacy - and the burden was equally

WHAT THE JUDGES SAID

'l"'k:ph‘ and Places has exercised
leadership in a sector bedevilled

by poor practice and established

a replicable business model
Committed to reporting
transparently on the money that
volunteers pay, they ensure that ths
volunteers meet their full costs and
are not a burden on the community
and carefully match the skills ol
valunteers to the needs of that
community without replacing local
labour. They have taken the ground
breaking step of having their work
externally audited and }"l!vh‘\‘."-ln«‘l
it online. These four principles set
not only a practicable standard

for operators 10 aspire to but ofter
valuable guidelines for tourists
seeking legitimate and socially

beneficial volunteering experiences.”

overwhelming for our local partners.
People and Places solved that by
becoming a founding partner of
TravelPledge (www.travelpledge.org) a
charity which channels donations to
targeted causes, with donors able to see
where money Is going and how it is spent.
All in all, volunteering should
be a satisfying process for everyone
involved. ‘Seeing the cumulative effect of
volunteering in community development
is especially rewarding,' adds Sallie.
‘We are helping communities build the
future they want for themselves. And,
because we update previous volunteers on
developments after their placement, they
gain a growing understanding that their
role was important and meaningful.’
www.travel-peopleandplaces.co.uk

ASK THE RIGHT QUESTIONS

ANYONE looking to volunteer
should do their homework to avoid
disappointment - or worse. Here is
People and Places’ checklist of what
vou should ask of any volunteer

arganisation, before signing up. More

detalls < and the right answers - are al

www. travel-peopleandplaces.co.uk

How can | be sure that what you're
telling me is true and not just
marketing hype?

2. How and where is my money spent?
3. How will my skills be used effectively?
I"m only going to be there for a few
weeks - how can my input be ol any

real use?
wha decides what my role will be?
Wha knows about me before | arrlve
and what do they know
7. Whose jdea was the project and who
runs it!?
8. Can 1 wik to previous volunteers?
9 Can I talk to local peopie before | go!
Will 1 be sate
What’y all this | hear about
adequalte Insurance?
1s there any continuity/

3, What kind of support |s there for me?
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