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[image: image] “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”

– Margaret Mead

Volunteer vacations–combining travel and volunteer work–are becoming an increasingly popular way to see the world. Why spend your vacation working? It’s not about work—it’s about travel. Travel becomes transformative when you share experiences and integrate with the people, culture, and environment of the place. Volunteer vacations convert the tourist into the traveler, allowing you to experience a destination and connect with locals in a new way. It’s about sharing talents and abilities, mutual learning, and pulling back the curtain that separates the foreigner from the country.

It’s also about fun. You might find yourself drawn to the rich indigenous cultures of Guatemala, Bolivia, or Peru. The golden sands of Honduras, Panama, and Brazil may beckon. Are you captivated by the extraordinary wildlife of Costa Rica and Ecuador? Or do you long for the laid-back vibe of Nicaragua and Mexico? From the European-Latin fusion of Argentina to the beaches and colonial cities of less-traveled Colombia, Latin America offers something to entice any traveler.

Of course, it’s also about need. Poverty figures in Latin America dwarf those of the United States and Canada. Most Latin American countries don’t have social safety nets like welfare or Medicaid. Entire families may live in one- or two-room homes with dirt floors and no running water. Children may go to school only 100 days a year—or not at all. Wildlife conservation and environmental protection is often left behind in the basic struggle for survival.
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I took my first volunteer vacation when I was 13 years old, building homes with Habitat for Humanity in Washington State. The camaraderie that I shared—with both my fellow volunteers and the family whose home we were building—was amazing, and it was gratifying to be able to help people in need. Seeing the injustice of economic inequality up close, and feeling the satisfaction of participating in a solution, planted the seeds for my first career in international development.

Today I have built homes in Honduras, monitored presidential elections in Ecuador, and worked with marginalized youth in Bolivia. Each experience opened a window into a world different from my own, and I gained indelible memories in the process. Whatever you choose to do, volunteering will add a new dimension to your travels and will leave you with meaningful remembrances of your own.
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Planning Your Trip


WHERE TO GO

Encompassing 20 nations, 4 dependencies, 600 million people, and roughly 8 million square miles, Latin America is a big place with many possibilities. Once you’ve narrowed down your options, take the time to read up on your destination. A deeper understanding of the local culture, economy, and political context will not only help you find the right fit, but also greatly enhance your volunteer experience once you’re on the ground.

Mexico and Central America

Mexico is Latin America’s northernmost country, filled with bustling and sophisticated cities interspersed between lush countryside and ancient pyramids, as well as endless golden beaches. Heading south, Central America’s “Northern Triangle” of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras is next: a fertile region of mountains and cloud forests that is also rife with hardships. While Guatemala and Mexico are rich with indigenous cultures, the Maya and the Aztec the most famous among them, in compact Honduras a visit to Mayan ruins can be made in conjunction with a trip to its spectacular Caribbean archipelago. At the southern border of Honduras lies Nicaragua, the poorest country in Latin America (and second poorest in the Western Hemisphere, after Haiti), but volunteers may be surprised by the wealth of volcanoes, colonial architecture, and easygoing attitudes. The stable and more economically developed Costa Rica, Panama, and (English-speaking) Belize make up the rest of the region.

Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua have a large selection of locally based volunteer opportunities, from teaching English to protecting sea turtles, plus some unusual offerings, such as the promotion of green and alternative building practices in Guatemala, or training emergency responders in Nicaragua. Because of Mexico and Central America’s proximity to the United States, flights there are frequent and generally much less expensive than those to South America.

South America

From the beaches of Brazil to the Andean mountains of Bolivia, the coffee farms of Colombia to the pampas of Argentina, South America evokes beauty and romance. Colombia, Venezuela, Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana line the northern Atlantic coast of the continent. Along the Pacific, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia are famed for their Andean mountains, strongholds of the diverse Quechua people and home to many more indigenous groups as well. They also share the Amazon rainforest with their eastern neighbor, Brazil, whose beaches and fun-loving cities are as celebrated as its forests. Argentina, Chile, Paraguay, and Uruguay compose the Southern Cone region and are distinguished by a strong European influence and a love of the asado, or barbecue.

Colombia is emerging as a great offbeat destination for travel and voluntourism, while a more established path for volunteers has been worn to Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia. As a result, these countries also offer the greatest number of locally based volunteer opportunities in the region. Southern Cone countries have stronger economies and less outreach to international volunteers, but existing opportunities are generally well organized. National regulations make volunteering in Brazil a trickier affair, but those wishing to practice their Portuguese or samba steps while volunteering will find plenty to do. Flights to South America are generally pricey, and advanced planning is recommended to make the most of a trip.

[image: Image]

Plaza de Armas, Lima, Peru

WHEN TO GO

Latin America is a year-round destination: It’s sunny somewhere in Latin America no matter what month it is. Top travel times for Latin Americans themselves are Semana Santa (Holy Week, the week leading up to Easter) and the days between Christmas and New Year’s, so you can expect beaches to be packed (often bordering on mayhem) and most big cities to be quiet during those times. Prices for airline tickets and hotel rooms in the popular destinations spike significantly during these periods.

Across Latin America, altitude is as important as season in determining temperatures, so remember that it can be cooler, especially at night, in mountain cities such as Mexico City, Antigua, Quito, Cusco, or La Paz.

Mexico and Central America

Generally speaking December-April is the dry season (verano) in Central America, with temperatures at their hottest in March and April. Spring break is a great time for students to visit—although if your break coincides with Semana Santa, book your airfare well in advance to get a reasonable price. Hotels and hostels in top tourist destinations such as Antigua, Guatemala, or Roatan, Honduras, are often booked months in advance.

On the Caribbean coasts of Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua, August-October is hurricane season. October tends to be the rainiest month (though it rarely rains all day) and is not the best choice if you are looking for sunshine.

Northern Mexico (above the Tropic of Cancer/the 24th parallel) is temperate and dry, with cool weather in the winter.

South America

The countries close to or crossed by the equator—Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and Brazil—can have warm weather year-round, at least at sea level. Seasons are referred to by locals as invierno (winter) and verano (summer), but even within a country, the months that are wet or dry and warm or cool vary. Variations in temperature are defined more by altitude than by season. Cities like Quito, Ecuador (elevation 9,350 ft/2,850 m), Cusco, Peru (elevation 11,150 ft/3,400 m), and La Paz, Bolivia (elevation 11,975 ft/3,690 m) are much cooler than coastal areas, and they can get downright cold during the winter, especially at night.

Farther south, Argentina and Chile have climates similar to the United States and Canada—but in reverse. In winter the northern regions of Argentina and Chile enjoy fairly moderate weather, while the southern tips (the Patagonia region) are cooler and get snow. Summer is December-March, and winter is June-August.

BEFORE YOU GO

Passports

Many volunteer organizations ask for your passport number. If you don’t have a valid passport already, start the application process. Most countries in Latin America require passports be valid for six months beyond the date of entry into the country, so if you already have a passport, check the expiration date. Some countries may require visas—check the individual country chapters and/or with the local embassy of your destination.

As a precaution, scan your passport and birth certificate into your computer at home, then email the scans to yourself so that you can access them if your passport goes missing. Make a photocopy of your passport to take along as well. Visit the website of your home country’s embassy in the country you’ll be visiting and find the 24-hour emergency citizen services number. Write this number down on your photocopy. Keep your passport in your handbag or backpack, and tuck the photocopy into your suitcase, so the documents are traveling separately.
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The jaguar corridor runs from Mexico to Argentina; there are opportunities to support wildlife protection across the region.

Vaccinations

Ensure that routine vaccinations for tetanus, polio, and hepatitis B are up-to-date before traveling. Vaccinations for hepatitis A and typhoid are typically recommended for travel in Latin America.

Yellow fever is a mosquito-borne disease endemic in parts of Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru, with some cases in Argentina and Panama. A safe and effective vaccine is available and may be required if you are traveling from a country where yellow fever is endemic (for example, from Peru to Bolivia).

Transportation

For many of the opportunities in this guide, the biggest expense will be airfare—and the farther you travel, the greater that expense will be. However, by booking well in advance or traveling at nonpeak times, you may be able to save money. Also consider other airports that could offer a better fare; you might find cheaper flights if you are willing to hop on a bus from a different airport to your destination. For example, travelers to western Panama may find cheaper flights to San José, Costa Rica. They can then reach the volunteer site via a relatively inexpensive bus ride, rather than a pricey domestic flight.

If you are not staying at the volunteer site, check whether or not local transportation is needed and provided. If not, include that in your estimate as well. Bus networks are comprehensive across Latin America, as well as a cheap way to travel. Intercity buses are generally reliable, but buses within some big cities in Latin America may not be safe; taxis are recommended instead.

Driving in Latin America is fairly easy, especially if you speak Spanish or have a GPS, and rental cars are available at all international airports. A valid driver’s license from your home country is usually sufficient.

Language Skills

Even if you are planning to take foreign-language lessons, brushing up on those skills prior to departure will only enhance your experience. Enroll in a language course at your local institute or community college, or sign up for an online class. Self-learners can buy a study guide from companies such as Teach Yourself, Pimsleur, or Rosetta Stone; download language learning podcasts; or find conversation partners with whom to practice online or in your home community.

It’s worth noting that English is the first language in the Bay Islands of Honduras, as well as in Belize, so if brushing up on your Spanish skills is a priority, volunteer opportunities in these places might not be the best fit. Portuguese is spoken in Brazil. It’s possible to study the indigenous languages Quechua, Aymara, and Guarani while volunteering in Bolivia.

What to Take

Let’s start with what not to take: Leave your valuables at home. The best way to avoid problems is to eliminate their possibility. If you do bring electronics, such as a tablet or music player, the more discreet you can be, the better. Do not use these devices while walking down the street or on public transportation. If you bring a laptop, leave the standard carrying case at home and pack your computer inside something less obvious. If your engagement ring is flashy, or your earrings could pass for real diamonds, leave them at home. Ditch the expensive watch and wear a cheap one for your trip.
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Sea turtles come to Latin American beaches and mangroves to lay their eggs.

Likewise, if you want to bring anything from school supplies to project materials, be sure to check first with your hosting organization to see what is really needed, and if it is available to purchase at your destination instead. Not only will you keep your luggage lighter, but you’ll also help support the local economy with on-site purchases.

Now, for what to take. Many warm places feel surprisingly cool in the evenings, so a lightweight jacket or sweater is often handy. If you will be in the mountains, be prepared for cooler temperatures, and even downright cold nights. Once you’ve laid out on your bed all the clothes you want to bring, put half of them back in the closet. Do bring one nice outfit for the unexpected (a night on the town, an inauguration of your project, or even a local wedding—you just never know!). Remember that Latin Americans tend to dress up more than their northern counterparts, and that shorts are not usually worn except on the beach.

Think about the kind of work you will be doing, as well as any exploring you plan to do. Hiking boots can be great for agricultural and construction work. Closed-toed, strong-support sandals (such as those made by Keen, Chaco, or Teva) can be good for nighttime beach patrols for sea turtles. Lightweight and quick-dry long pants and long-sleeved shirts can be lifesavers in buggy jungle environments. A waterproof jacket or poncho is handy anywhere that rain threatens. If you will be staying in the jungle or on the beach, buy some biodegradable shampoo and soap, and environmentally friendly insect repellent and sunscreen. Bring a high-quality water bottle, such as a stainless-steel model that keeps water cool even if you leave it in the sun (and avoids increasing plastic waste). You may want to bring earplugs and Pepto-Bismol (the latter is available in some pharmacies in Latin America; the generic version is called bismuth), and a pair of flip-flops to wear into the shower. A few sites require that you bring your own sleeping bag. Be absolutely sure to bring a hat.


How to Volunteer


TYPE OF WORK

Think about the type of work you want to do. Do you like working with people? Do you enjoy taking care of children? Are you passionate about women’s rights? Is working with animals where your heart lies? If interacting with local community members and practicing foreign-language skills are priorities, you may want to put projects that benefit people at the top of your list. Many of the organizations in this guide offer a holistic approach to development, and as such, their work falls into multiple categories.

Development projects should aim to leave the beneficiary—whether an individual or a community—better equipped to confront the challenges than before. (Consider the adage of teaching someone to fish, rather than giving someone a fish for one day.) When working on a development project, it is important to bear in mind that many are ongoing efforts to address large problems, and volunteers must be able to accept that their efforts are “a drop in the bucket,” or rather, a step forward along the development journey.

Agriculture

Agricultural work might be on a rural community farming or permaculture project. The best of these projects include local outreach—such as demonstration farms and educational workshops in schools—that support a community-wide change in thinking about agriculture.

Children and Youth

Volunteers might work with kids at an orphanage or nursery, tutor teens in English or math, or organize sports activities for at-risk youth. The most effective child care centers are those that provide a quality education that prepares the children and youth for an economically viable future, and engaging alternatives to the temptations of drugs and gangs.
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Volunteers can participate in sports programs for marginalized youth.


Questions to Ask Yourself

Identifying the right experience depends greatly on knowing yourself and your own expectations. One volunteer told me she selected an organization precisely because it didn’t seem structured – for others that would be a reason to run away. Here are a few questions to consider.

What are my top expectations?

Do you expect to change the world, or change yourself? Do you need to see a job get completed during your stay, or is it enough to know that your efforts are a drop in the bucket? Will you be crushed if you don’t hear a thank you from the beneficiary of your efforts, or will it be enough to hear it from the organization hosting you? All of the organizations listed in this book are doing something worthwhile, but the best project for you will depend on your goals.

How much time do I have, and how much of it do I want to spend working?

Even if you only have one week and really want to spend some of it lazing on the beach or studying Spanish, there are volunteer opportunities available – some for as little as one day.

How far out of my comfort zone do I want to go?

Do you want to stay in a comfortable hotel and just visit the project during the day? Will you be at ease visiting a marginalized neighborhood? Do you want to find a placement where English is the primary language of communication, or can you cope with language barriers? Do you need to be somewhere with Internet access and cell phone coverage, or can you live without them?

What else do I want from this trip?

Do you want Spanish or salsa lessons, or just nature walks and time to read a book? Do you want to meet and socialize with other volunteers, or would you prefer to be the only international around? If you want to maximize your interactions with the local community, programs that offer homestays are a good choice. Those hoping to enjoy some of Latin America’s famous sunshine need to be sure to check the season of their would-be destination.

How much structure do I prefer?

This applies to your volunteer work as well as your free time. Generally speaking, the larger agencies with programs in multiple countries offer greater structure (and consequently have higher fees). This may include language lessons, cultural outings, field trips, and other benefits that are well worth the fees, but you may prefer to organize such things on your own. Likewise, smaller organizations may have more flexibility in the type of volunteering they offer, tailoring it to the skills and interests of the individual volunteer, but they may also require significant initiative and resourcefulness on the part of the volunteer in order to maximize the experience.

What expectations do I have of the community where I will be working?

Will you be comfortable if you work with a community that has different gender roles and hygienic standards than what you are used to? Will local community members work side by side with your at your project, and if not, will that be okay with you?

What expectations do I have of myself?

What do you expect to have contributed to the local community through your volunteer efforts? Do you want to improve your Spanish (or Portuguese, or Quechua) language skills, and if so, will the volunteer opportunities and accommodation options you are considering lend themselves to that? How will you share your experience with others in order to maximize your impact?




Community Development


This broad category includes everything from installing solar panels at a health clinic or water catchment systems at a school and training firefighters in emergency response to supporting the administration of microcredit programs. For those who prefer a tangible sign of progress, projects in the area of construction—from installing a better stove to building a house—may be especially satisfying.

Education

Educational programs range from lending a hand at an elementary school to teaching English to adults in order to improve their job opportunities. Volunteers might provide vocational training or health and hygiene education through workshops, or tutor struggling students at an after-school program.

Environment

Environmental projects may have volunteers working in an office preparing educational materials, outside creating trails (or recycling, or picking up trash, or planting and tending flora), or in schools or neighborhood centers providing community outreach. In a context where putting food on the table is a more urgent need than care of the environment for many families, volunteers should look for projects that combine community outreach and education with their efforts and know that their presence can help draw attention to an area that might have been overlooked by the local community in the past.
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Volunteers can support women’s weaving cooperatives in Peru or Guatemala.


Health


While opportunities abound for specialized skills, from first-aid training to heart surgery, you don’t necessarily need to be a medical professional to assist in a community health clinic or public hospital. Volunteers may be able to help organize workshops, assist medical staff, provide translation skills, or raise awareness on issues such as HIV/AIDS.

Wildlife Protection

Volunteers can choose from activities such as protecting turtle hatchlings on their journey from nest to sea, supporting the rehabilitation of injured and trafficked animals, or restoring natural habitats for endangered species. Not all wildlife protection projects allow volunteers to work with their animals; work may instead be focused on the cleaning of cages, restoration of natural habitats, or visual monitoring of animal activity in the wild. Programs that help develop alternative sources of income generation for the community are especially interesting, turning many “wildlife protection” projects into a combination of environment, education, and community development.

Women’s Empowerment

Volunteer opportunities that focus on women might include promoting associations of artisan weavers or supporting workshops on everything from civil rights to home finances. According to UN Women, “there is a direct link between increased female labor participation and growth,” and World Bank studies demonstrate that women are more likely than men to spend their income on food and education for their children, making investments in women a critical part of development.

CHOOSING AN ORGANIZATION

While all volunteer organizations have something positive to offer the community that they aim to serve, the programs offered, as well as the organizational structure and style, cover a wide spectrum. Large or small, highly organized or more flexible, grassroots or government sponsored, the variety of organizations is as great as the variety of volunteers. Whether you are a student or a retiree, a single or a family, a free spirit or someone who prefers structure, you can find a volunteer opportunity to meet your expectations.

In addition to asking yourself questions about what you want from this experience, you will need to ask the organizations that interest you plenty of questions to make sure you are getting what you want. Once you’ve narrowed your choices down, look for volunteer testimonials on their websites. If there aren’t any, ask for the contact information of a former volunteer or two. Search online for other volunteer comments or reviews about the organizations, in particular comments that sound authentic and feedback that is voiced multiple times.

No matter which organization you select, remember that a spirit of adventure is required when you step off the beaten path in international travel. If the work or the organization isn’t quite what you expected, do your best to remedy the situation rather than stewing in silence. Speak with your volunteer work supervisor and show initiative at your worksite in finding helpful activities that do fit your expectations. In extreme cases, a few volunteer placement agencies are able to reassign unhappy volunteers. If you’ve done your homework and have evaluated both the organization and your own expectations closely, you will find the experience rewarding.
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The indigenous people of Latin America are among the most marginalized.

How Much Will It Cost?

Many organizations welcome volunteers and do not charge any fees—and in these cases, the volunteer is almost always then responsible for his or her expenses. Some volunteer organizations ask for a small fee in order to offset the staff time spent on organizing volunteer placements or to provide a donation to the project. A larger fee may cover many of your expenses, such as accommodations and meals, or other benefits such as Spanish lessons, dance classes, or even surf lessons. Look carefully at any fees and be sure to understand what they cover. Some organizations have hefty fees that represent significant contributions to the local community, such as solar panels, construction materials for a smokeless oven or a new house, or a tank for a water catchment system.

Other expenses to consider:

• airfare

• any in-country travel (Will you need a bus ride, taxi, or domestic flight upon arrival to reach your final destination? Will you need daily local transportation to reach your volunteer site?)

• Internet access (if not included at the volunteer site or accommodation)

• special equipment (Are you expected to bring a sleeping bag? Will you need closed-toed sandals?)

• travel insurance (If you have homeowners or renters insurance, check to see if it covers theft away from home. If you have medical insurance, does it cover travel abroad?)

LITTLE OR NO FEE

Budget travelers are often drawn to volunteer opportunities that are arranged directly with the volunteer site for little or no fee. However, these organizations often do not provide accommodations or meals. Be sure to estimate all your expenses—including travel, lodging, and food—when comparing the cost of volunteer opportunities. Organizations that do not cover these expenses for their volunteers should be able to provide an estimate of transportation costs, lodging, and a meal in a restaurant; sometimes this is detailed on their website.


Volunteers with Special Skills

Professionals and students with specialized training, such as nurses, EMTs, doctors, and engineers, can find opportunities that capitalize on their skills and experience.

ENGINEERS

Engineers Without Borders (U.S. tel. 303/772-2723, www.ewb-usa.org) has active branches in many countries around the world. Water engineers in particular are in hot demand in Latin America.

Locations: Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru

MEDICAL PROFESSIONALS

Short-term medical brigades support underserved and often remote communities to provide general health care or specialty care, such as heart surgeries or repairing cleft palates, during one-week stays in a large city. Independent volunteers with more time might consider working at a public hospital or a community health clinic. Those wishing to be part of a brigade should contact:

Doctors Without Borders/Médecins Sans Frontières (www.doctorswithoutborders.org) does not generally utilize short-term volunteers, but it does recruit medical and nonmedical aid workers for paid positions in some 60 countries (minimum commitment 9-12 months). Surgeons, anesthesiologists, nurse anesthetists, and OB/GYNs may be accepted for shorter assignments. At the time of this writing, anesthesiologists, HIV/AIDS and TB specialists, nurse-midwives and certified midwives, and pharmacists were urgently needed.

Foundation for International Medical Relief for Children (FIMRC) (toll-free U.S. tel. 888/211-8575, www.fimrc.org) provides volunteers through innovative and self-sustainable programs, including clinical services, community outreach, and health education.

Locations: Costa Rica, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Peru

Project Hope (toll-free U.S. tel. 800/544-HOPE, www.projecthope.org) offers health care and education through ship-based care in partnership with the U.S. Navy, as well as through land-based missions.

Locations: Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, Suriname

Volunteer Optometric Services to Humanity (www.vosh.org) provides eye exams and eyeglasses, and is working to eliminate preventable blindness.

Locations: Belize, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guayana, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru

STUDENTS

Global Brigades (www.globalbrigades.org) facilitates university students in the areas of architecture, business, dental, environmental, human rights, medicine, microfinance, public health, and water. There are 646 chapters in universities across the United States, as well as chapters in Canada, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Germany, and Switzerland.

VETERINARIANS

Vets can train local communities on animal health care, deliver vaccinations, or educate families about food production, nutrition, husbandry, and disease control. The following specialized organizations offer short-term missions:

Christian Veterinary Mission (Canadian tel. 250/590-3340, www.cvmusa.org)

Locations: Costa Rica, Honduras, Nicaragua

Veterinarians Without Borders (U.S. tel. 206/546-7569, www.vetswithoutborders.ca)

Locations: Chile, Guatemala

World Vets (toll-free U.S. tel. 877/688-8387, www.worldvets.org)

Locations: Belize, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname




LARGER FEE-BASED ORGANIZATIONS


Larger organizations offer quite a bit more for a higher fee—accommodations and meals are usually included. Other benefits may be language lessons, salsa classes, movie nights, cultural excursions, and in-person support if the volunteer experience isn’t going as you had hoped. Organizations with volunteer sites in more than one country often have the highest fees, but these often include a financial contribution to the volunteer project. If so, ask how much that is—not only will it be a good indicator of project transparency (no organization should be reluctant to tell you the amount if they claim to make a donation), but it will also be the easiest portion of your costs to ask friends and family to help contribute toward.

FUNDRAISING

After completing your budget estimate, think about where that money is going to come from. Determine how much of your volunteer fees go directly to the project and set that amount as your fundraising goal. In addition to saving up, there are a few more ways to put together the cash for your trip.

• In lieu of gifts, ask for a donation. If your birthday or a gift-giving holiday (Hanukkah or Christmas) falls before your departure date, consider asking friends and family to donate to your trip rather than buy a present.

• Host a fundraising event. Throw a dinner or party and ask guests to make a contribution toward your fundraising goal; you can even theme your event with food and music from the host country. Volunteer groups can organize larger events, such as a walkathon, a silent auction, a bake sale, or a car wash.

• Find a grant. Go Overseas (www.gooverseas.com) offers four US$1,000 scholarships per year for volunteer travel. Travelocity (www.travelocity.com) offers US$5,000 grants (one per quarter) to be applied to a voluntourism trip with one of their partner organizations.

• Raise funds online. Crowd-funding websites can help raise awareness about your trip while offering a way for friends and family to donate. All of the sites charge a small fee for their service and vary in the way they release funds. At VolunteerForever.com (www.volunteerforever.com), the funds you raise will be released to you, or your designated organization, even if they fall short of your goal.

How Long?

Perhaps you are a student with an entire summer at your disposal. Maybe you’re a professional who has saved up enough vacation time to take a lengthy break for travel and volunteering. Then there are the rest of us, with commitments and obligations that don’t permit long vacations. Rest assured, there are plenty of volunteer opportunities for those on tighter schedules.

Many organizations accept a commitment of one month or less from their volunteers (the minimum time commitment is listed for each). For organizations with “no minimum,” volunteers can help out for as little as a few hours or one day. This can be especially appealing for people who want volunteering to be a part—rather than the sole focus—of their travels.


Questions to Ask an Organization

As important as knowing your own expectations is understanding how a volunteer opportunity is structured and what the organization is offering. The following are questions to ask an organization as you consider their volunteer opportunities.

What is the impact of this project?

Who determined the need for it: Was it a community request, or was it decided by the organization? If the latter, on what basis did they come to this decision? If it is a construction project such as a school or hospital, are there others in the area? If the project provides medical care, what other options do community members have? Does the local community support this project? (If so, how? If not, why not?)

What does the program fee cover?

A fee is not a bad thing in and of itself, and a small fee may simply cover the administrative cost of the placement. If any portion of the fee is deemed a contribution to the project, ask how much. For larger fees, ask for a breakdown of where the money goes – the organization you volunteer with should be transparent and should be able to provide this information. While placement agencies and international organizations have administrative costs (covering staff time, advertising, and having an office), comparing this between organizations will help give you an idea of what is a reasonable expense and what might be extravagant.

What level of language skills do I need to really enjoy this project?

If your Spanish (or Portuguese) skills are little to none, read between the lines in their response. Will there be any translator nearby? On the other hand, if one of your goals is to improve your language skills, does the volunteer experience provide ample opportunity to do so?

What resources are there in-country for volunteers?

Is there a number you can call 24/7 if you need assistance with anything? If traveling with an international organization, do they have a contact person based in-country as well?

You may want to ask about the average age of their volunteers. This is also the time to ask if the organization can accommodate any special needs, such as a vegetarian diet or physical limitations.



[image: Image]

ProWorld volunteers and local community members build a preschool in Agua Dulce, Peru.



MEXICO


Local Organizations

BECARI

CASA DE LOS ÁNGELES

EN VÍA FOUNDATION

NATATÉ

OAXACA STREETCHILDREN GRASSROOTS

RED SUSTAINABLE TRAVEL

SEXTO SOL CENTER FOR COMMUNITY ACTION

SOLIDARIDAD INTERNACIONAL KANDA A.C. (SIKANDA)

VOLUNTARIOS INTERNACIONALES MEXICO A.C. (VIMEX)

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

Essentials

BACKGROUND

PREPARATION

Sharing its northern border with the United States, as well as Guatemala to the north and Belize to the south, Mexico is the Latin American country most visited by U.S. and Canadian citizens. Known officially as the United Mexican States, the 31 states that make up the country are home to a wealth of natural resources, a wide diversity of climates and ecologies, stunning Spanish colonial cities, endless sandy beaches, ancient Aztec pyramids and Mayan temples, rich indigenous culture, and plenty of volunteer opportunities for adventurous travelers.

With an estimated 113 million residents, Mexico is large both demographically as well as geographically, and it is the most-populous Spanish-speaking country. Mexico’s rich culture includes more than 60 indigenous groups (with a population of more than 10 million, nearly 10 percent of the total population). The two largest and perhaps best-known indigenous groups are the Nauhatl (descendants of the Aztec) and the Maya, and the history of both groups lives on today in the form of towering pyramids and complex ruins. Yet despite a relatively high income (the World Bank calculates the gross national income at US$9,240 per capita), more than 50 percent of the population lives in poverty—a heartbreaking amount of people living with very little.

For those who prefer to volunteer independently through local organizations, there are opportunities to work with children (in day cares or orphanages), to work in medical clinics or conduct health workshops, and to work in botanical gardens or permaculture farms. There are also excellent volunteer placements available through international organizations (see listings in the International Organizations chapter).
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Local Organizations


BECARI

Oaxaca, tel. 52/951-516-4634, www.becariqr.com

TYPE OF WORK: children and youth, education, health

Becari is a Spanish school in Oaxaca that places volunteers with six different organizations in Oaxaca (additionally, Becari has an agreement with the volunteer organization Oaxaca Streetchildren Grassroots). Volunteer work is mostly to support children in a variety of settings, from working in a preschool to supporting the “Teletón,” which raises funds for children with cancer and disabilities. They also place volunteers in a health-focused nonprofit dedicated to the eradication of malnutrition.

During their free time, volunteers can study Spanish at Becari. Courses start at US$150 per week for 20 hours of group classes, and volunteers receive a 10 percent discount on their course. (It is not required to take a Spanish course in order to volunteer through Becari.)

The city of Oaxaca is home to lovely colonial buildings, Zapotec and Mixtec archaeological sites, museums, markets, parks, and gardens. Together with the archaeological site of Monte Albán, Oaxaca was named a World Heritage Site in 1987.

Application Process: An application form is available online.

Cost: Becari’s registration fee is US$70, which is donated to the organization where volunteers are placed.

Placement Length: There is a minimum placement of one week.

Language Requirements: Varies by placement, but there are some programs available that do not require Spanish.

Housing: Becari can arrange for homestays (US$18/night) with 1-3 meals per day. They can also arrange for hotels and apartment rentals.

Operating Since: 1992

Number of Volunteers: 50 in 2012

CASA DE LOS ÁNGELES

San Miguel de Allende, tel. 52/415-154-0720, www.casadelosangeles.org

TYPE OF WORK: children and youth, education

Casa de los Ángeles was originally founded as a free day care center for children whose mothers work in San Miguel de Allende. It has since grown to include medical care for families, a food bank, and scholarship opportunities, as well as serving as a health clinic and a transitional shelter for poor families. At the time of this writing, the organization served 95 children.

Volunteers are assigned to particular areas at the day care: in the classroom, in the kitchen or babies’ room, working one-on-one with a disabled child, or working with older children who come before or after school. Responsibilities include playing with the children, teaching arts and crafts, feeding babies and changing their clothes, and organizing field trips. Occasionally volunteers have the opportunity to help with other projects taking place during their stay, such as construction, painting, or fundraising events. Volunteers are asked to work full-time; however, there is flexibility to work mornings (9:30am-12:30pm) or afternoons (1:30pm-3:30pm) only with a long-term commitment.

Casa de los Ángeles is located in the beautiful city of San Miguel de Allende, in central Mexico. Tourists flock here for the centuries-old buildings of the well-preserved historic center, which, together with the nearby Sanctuary of Atotonilco, have been declared a World Heritage Site. The beauty of the town, its mild climate, and its low crime rates also attract a significant number of U.S. and Canadian retirees. There are plenty of cafés and restaurants, not to mention Spanish-language schools, where volunteers can spend their free time.


VOLUNTEER PERSPECTIVE

Ariana Alvarez (age 19) is a student at Saint Mary’s College of California in Moraga, California. She had this to say about her volunteer experience with the day care center Casa de los Ángeles (tel. 52/415-154-0720, www.casadelosangeles.org) in picturesque San Miguel de Allende, Mexico.

Before coming to volunteer at Casa de los Ángeles, I would have never imagined how blessed, humbled, and content I would feel by the end of my time there. Being greeted every morning by gorgeous smiles and tiny hands reaching for hugs was such a treasure. The mothers of Casa de los Ángeles have overcome domestic violence, economic hardships, and multiple other issues as they fight to put food on the table every day, all while raising beautiful children and learning to be strong and independent women. Being granted the opportunity to see, firsthand, how hard these women fight has inspired me as a woman. The children and mothers of Casa de los Ángeles shed a light of hope and happiness onto all who cross their path. My lens on life has been altered: I have grown to see that nothing is impossible, everyone deserves a chance, and that when one is doing good, one’s actions will always be repaid (and little kisses, smiles, and hugs are the best repayment, if I say so myself). Every child I met at the center was a testament to the fact that one does not need great riches to be happy; being willing to give your time and get to know someone personally, sharing a laugh, and just being genuine has proved to be more than enough.
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A young boy enjoys his time at Casa de los Ángeles day care.



Application Process: Send an email to request an application form. Volunteers under age 18 must be accompanied by a parent or chaperone. Families with children old enough to help volunteer are welcome.

Cost: US$50 application fee. Accommodations are US$160/week or US$500/month (some meals included), and part of the accommodation fee benefits the program. Volunteers can also make their own living arrangements.

Casa de los Ángeles can arrange a pickup from the León airport for US$75 (up to three people).

Placement Length: Placement length is flexible. While volunteers who can stay a few weeks or more are especially appreciated, other volunteer placements have ranged from a few days to one year.

Language Requirements: Spanish skills are beneficial but not required. Casa de los Ángeles has hosted many English-only volunteers in the past and can help connect volunteers with Spanish classes and tutors.

Housing: Volunteers stay in a lovely 12-bed guesthouse (with a kitchen and wireless Internet) close to the city center and about one mile from the day care. (Beds in the guesthouse can fill up in advance, so best to apply early!) Breakfast and lunch are provided to volunteers at the day care on weekdays.

Operating Since: 2000

Number of Volunteers: approximately 150 in 2012

EN VÍA FOUNDATION

Oaxaca, tel. 52/951-515-2424, www.envia.org

TYPE OF WORK: children and youth, community development, education, women’s empowerment

En Vía Foundation is “a non-profit organization working to fight poverty in Oaxaca, Mexico, by combining interest-free microloans, educational programs, and sustainable tourism.” Their microloan program supports the creation or expansion of small businesses by women, their educational programs equip these women with financial knowledge, and their tourism program funnels resources into the community in a sustainable way while educating travelers about the power of microlending.

Volunteers are needed to teach English to women and children in small villages near Oaxaca. Many work in the town of Teotitlán del Valle, a small village 30 kilometers (19 mi) from Oaxaca known for its handwoven textiles. Volunteers may also be placed in Tlacochahuaya, Abasolo, Santo Domingo Tomaltepec, or Diaz Ordaz. Travel to these villages is by public bus (at the volunteer’s expense), and the ride may take up to one hour.

En Vía provides training and support, so no previous teaching experience is required. Volunteers are expected to work on Tuesday and Thursday (9am-2pm or 2pm-7pm). There are opportunities to become further involved with leadership, fundraising, recruitment, and more.

There is plenty to explore in the Spanish colonial city of Oaxaca, where volunteers usually stay, as well as in the surrounding villages. Volunteers who want to improve their Spanish receive a discount at Instituto Cultural Oaxaca, the largest Spanish school in Oaxaca.

Application Process: Send an email with your résumé and a cover letter.

Cost: None. Volunteers are responsible for their own expenses.

Placement Length: Two days per week for a minimum of one month.

Language Requirements: No language requirement to teach English. Advanced to fluent Spanish is required for most of the other volunteer work.

Housing: En Vía can help volunteers find a hostel, apartment, or homestay.

Operating Since: 2010

Number of Volunteers: 54 in 2012


NATATÉ


San Cristobal de las Casas, tel. 52/967-631-6918, www.natate.org

TYPE OF WORK: agriculture, children and youth, community development, education, environment, health, wildlife protection

Nataté was founded by a group of Mexican and international volunteers interested in fostering development and peace in the state of Chiapas. The organization promotes voluntary service, intercultural learning, youth development and education, ecological and sustainable lifestyles, empowerment of minorities and the marginalized, and human rights. In addition to coordinating volunteer placements and brigades, Nataté also reaches out to local communities with training and seminars, community development and capacity building projects, and information and awareness-raising campaigns.

Nataté offers 2- to 3-week work camps, as well as midlength (1-6 months) and long-term (6-12 months) volunteer placements. Work camps are scheduled six months or so in advance. Volunteers work 30-35 hours per week. Meals are provided; volunteers work in small teams to prepare food and clean up after meals. At the time of this writing, scheduled camps included:

• working at a shelter for abandoned and mistreated dogs and cats

• creating a vegetable garden and henhouse

• providing cultural and educational activities for a group of disabled youth

• developing an urban permaculture demonstration center

• maintaining and improving an educational park dedicated to the protection, conservation, and exhibition of the flora and fauna of Chiapas

• supporting a rural cooperative dedicated to sustainable living by building cabins, learning about permaculture, and engaging in crafts like soapmaking

• supporting a two-week “Cinema with Meaning” event focused on recycling, where volunteers participate in and lead community outreach and educational events

San Cristobal de las Casas is based in the state of Chiapas in southern Mexico. This is one of Mexico’s best-preserved Spanish colonial towns, with an artsy vibe, theaters, coffeehouses, and hip bars. It is also home to a very significant indigenous presence, which makes it easy to visit small indigenous towns nearby (either independently or with a tour).

Those wishing to brush up on their language skills can study Spanish at La Casa en el Árbol (US$120 for 15 hours of group study in a week). Volunteers interested in traveling farther afield on the weekend might head to the famed Mayan ruins of Palenque.

Application Process: An application form is available online. Individual volunteers are usually age 18 or older; children age 12 and older are welcome as part of a work team. Families traveling with children of any age are always welcome.

Cost: US$233, including meals, basic accommodations, and project-related local transportation.

Placement Length: There is a minimum placement of two weeks.

Language Requirements: No language requirement for work camps; some Spanish may be required for certain mid- to long-term opportunities.

Housing: Basic, shared accommodations are provided, typically mattresses and sleeping bags in a school, house, or tent.

Operating Since: 2006

Number of Volunteers: 109 work camp volunteers in 2012; 62 mid- to long-term volunteers

OAXACA STREETCHILDREN GRASSROOTS

Oaxaca, tel. 52/951-501-1069, U.S. tel. 501/574-9040, www.oaxacastreetchildrengrassroots.org

TYPE OF WORK: children and youth, education

Oaxaca Streetchildren Grassroots was founded by an American couple who loved vacationing in Oaxaca but wanted to respond to the difficulties faced by many local children. They informally began a child sponsorship program, which eventually solidified into a children’s charity that has continued since the founders’ passing. The organization now supports more than 600 children, offering education, meals, medical care, and any other necessary support to “Oaxacan children living in extreme poverty.”

Short-term volunteers may help out in the kitchen or the library, work with children in the computer lab, translate letters from Spanish to English, or work with children on art or other projects. In addition to these tasks, long-term volunteers may also help fundraise or reach out to beneficiary families.

Oaxaca is located in central Mexico and is famed for its silver and its beautiful colonial buildings. In addition to exploring the city, volunteers can study Spanish in their free time. The Spanish school Becari Q.R. offers a 10 percent discount on classes (from US$150/week), and the US$70 inscription fee is donated to Oaxaca Streetchildren Grassroots.

Application Process: There is a simple online form to initiate the application. Families are welcome.

Cost: None. Volunteers are responsible for their own expenses.

Placement Length: No minimum.

Language Requirements: Spanish language skills are always helpful but are not required. They have had many successful English-only volunteers.

Housing: Volunteers make their own arrangements. Volunteers may receive a 10 percent discount on homestays at a local Spanish school, Becari Q.R. (from US$18/night, including breakfast).

Operating Since: 1996

Number of Volunteers: 98 in 2012

RED SUSTAINABLE TRAVEL

Baja California, tel. 52/612-125-7824, www.redtravelmexico.com

TYPE OF WORK: environment, wildlife protection

RED takes conservation projects and turns them into “Conservation Adventures.” By incorporating economic alternatives for local communities in its efforts, RED promotes “a model of tourism for the region based on natural resource preservation.” Volunteer trips encompass “ecotourism, community development, conservation, and true cultural interaction.” Projects are located in four communities in Baja California (there is a fifth community near Mazatlán), all created in partnership with several locally based conservation organizations.

There are typically 6-16 volunteers per trip. Volunteers are taken to Magdalena Bay in Baja California, where they spend their days either on the beach or on a guided nature walk, and two nights monitoring black sea turtles. A slightly longer trip might include kayaking or whale-watching. Trips can also be customized for groups of middle or high school students. The project location is remote (part of the local travel is by boat); there is limited cell phone service and no Internet access.

Trips sell out well in advance. In early 2013, National Geographic Adventure magazine named RED Sustainable Travel one of “10 Great Adventures that Give Back,” so they will likely grow in popularity. Plan this one well ahead of time.

Application Process: Contact RED (see website for details) to apply and receive an application form. A 20 percent deposit is required with the application. There is no minimum age; RED offers custom trips for families.

Cost: US$650 for three days, US$1,100 for a five-day trip with kayaking, and US$1,400 for a five-day trip with whale-watching. Prices include accommodations, meals, local transportation, and a 3 percent donation to RED’s community conservation fund. Children under age 11 receive a 30 percent discount with a paying adult.

Placement Length: 3-5 days (3-7 for youth trips)

Language Requirements: None.

Housing: Volunteers stay right on the beach, in tents with mattresses and linens. Gourmet meals are included, with an emphasis on seafood. There are well-maintained dry composting toilets, and volunteers are given buckets of hot water to use in the shower facility.

Operating Since: 2009

Number of Volunteers: 85 in 2012

SEXTO SOL CENTER FOR COMMUNITY ACTION

Motozintla, Sierra Madre, Chiapas, www.sextosol.org

TYPE OF WORK: agriculture, community development, education, environment, health

Sexto Sol Center for Community Action (SSCCA) is named for the Sixth Sun of the Mayan calendar, a time of justice and emancipation of indigenous peoples. SSCCA “contributes to the elimination of poverty and the restoration of the damaged environment by promoting cooperative enterprise, environmentally sound agriculture, appropriate technology and conservation.” They work in the Sierra Madre region of Chiapas, as well as across the southern border, supporting repatriated refugees in Guatemala. The organization assists with the creation of cooperative businesses, helps grow healthy food, improves neglected schools, protects the watershed, creates ecovillages, and helps community members heal from the trauma of armed conflict. SSCCA also advocates internationally for the respect of indigenous human rights and for environmental and economic justice.

Escuela de Agroecología y Permacultura Tierra Linda is its permaculture school, located in a mountainous region where subsistence farmers tend to plant only corn or beans and where malnutrition is widespread. The demonstration farm teaches people that, on a relatively small parcel, one can produce a variety of crops for a good diet. It is possible to grow food using soil-building techniques and other principles of permaculture even in places where deforestation has damaged the land. Tierra Linda is also the location of the founders’ office and home. Sitting on a steep ridge above the city of Motozintla, Terra Linda has a spectacular view of the Sierra Madre and plenty of sunshine.

Sexto Sol tends to have more interested volunteers than space available, and it is better able to place volunteers closer to their travel dates rather than many months out as volunteer needs change. At the time of this writing, SSCCA was looking for volunteers to:

• help with permaculture and gardening work

• assist with online tech support

• install bottle lights in dark schools

• harvest coffee at a collective coffee farm in Guatemala

• train service and kitchen staff at a newly established ecolodge

• help with a future project for an ecovillage in Guatemala

They were also looking for someone with experience with rocket stoves to heat schools.

Motozintla is a quiet town. Volunteers can use their free time to read, study, or socialize. On the weekend, the surrounding mountains make a great day-trip destination. Volunteers are asked to abstain from drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes while at Tierra Linda, and to dress appropriately for rural Mexico.

Application Process: Send an email, noting availability, skills (including level of Spanish, if any), and interests. Volunteers must have finished high school and be able to travel independently. At the time of this writing, they were unable to accommodate families but hope to do so in the future.

Cost: None. Volunteers are responsible for their own expenses.

Placement Length: There is a minimum placement of one week.

Language Requirements: Depends on the work, but usually Spanish is not required for most tasks.

Housing: Accommodations are available at the Tierra Linda farm for a small donation and include a studio apartment with a shared bathroom. Volunteers must purchase their own groceries and prepare their own meals.

Operating Since: 1997

Number of Volunteers: eight in 2012


SOLIDARIDAD INTERNACIONAL KANDA A.C. (SIKANDA)


Oaxaca, tel. 52/951-201-4992, www.si-kanda.org

TYPE OF WORK: agriculture, children and youth, community development, education, environment, health

SiKanda’s mission is “to facilitate and manage participatory processes of balanced and sustainable development in order to improve the quality of life in Mexico and other countries.” Volunteer opportunities depend on the amount of time a volunteer can commit. Those with just a day or a week can help out at the earthworm farm or lend a hand in the gardens of the organic farm. Responsibilities include feeding the earthworms, watering the worm beds, collecting organic fertilizer, building vegetable gardens, preparing the soil with compost, planting and thinning, controlling pests, tilling the soil, and harvesting the vegetable gardens.

Those with a bit more time can get involved with the sale of the organic fertilizer, work as an agricultural assistant, or lend their skills in graphic design. Long-term volunteers (three months or more) can delve deeper into SiKanda’s other projects, such as working with families who live at the city dump in the provision of economic alternatives and reduction of health risks, or working with high school students to raise awareness about the situation of the dump workers.

SiKanda seeks to ensure that all volunteers have the chance to meet the groups and communities with whom they work (including school visits). With a location just five minutes’ walk from the center of Oaxaca, SiKanda also offers volunteers plenty to do in their free time, from exploring the colonial buildings and cafés to studying Spanish.
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