Travelling to make a difference – volunteer tourists

By Martin Hatchuel
I collect definitions of niche tourism like some people collect books - because it fascinates me that there are almost as many niches in this world as there are ideas. And here’s a niche that extends its reach way beyond where tourism normally goes: volunteer tourism.

I first came across volunteer tourism when I spoke to Bill Fussell, the South African area manager for the British company Travellers Worldwide. 

“Gap year placements and volunteering are a huge industry worldwide,” he said, explaining that his company alone is responsible for placing up to 50 volunteers in South Africa at any one time - and that they stay in the country for periods of between one and six months.

“Our head office in the UK has a staff of thirteen,” he said, “and we place volunteers in fifteen or sixteen other countries - but South Africa has become our number one destination.” (interesting to note that Travellers was started by a South African - Jenny Perks - and her late husband, Phil; and that their volunteer programme in this country began when just one person came to George in 2001).

The profile

 Fussell said that it’s difficult to profile the average volunteer because they range in age from seventeen to over seventy, and cross most income and education boundaries. “But in general they’re young people and we have more girls than boys - most of them have finished school and are waiting for their university courses to begin.

“But we recently had a 70 year-old professor from Canada and we’ve got a 30 year-old here at the moment who’s taking a career break.”

The cost

Travellers - which is a commercial organisation - charges the volunteers around £1,400 for the first month and £400 for each successive month of their stay. This covers placement as well as food and accommodation costs while they are here - and full-time staff who see to their well-being.

What they do

And what type of work do they do while they’re here? 

“Many teach at disadvantaged schools - and when we do a placement with a school, part of the placement fee is donated to the school. Some work in wildlife projects, and some come for work experience, so they get placed with companies like The Cape Argus and the Big Issue, where they work as journalists. Others go to the Red Cross Children’s Hospital, where they provide caring services if they’re not medically trained.”

Fussell said that his company vets all projects before placing volunteers - and that they pay particular attention to the needs of the local communities and to the ethics of the projects in which they involve themselves. “We only place volunteers in projects that could otherwise not afford to take on the extra staff. We don’t want to take jobs away from others and we don’t want the volunteers to become a source of cheap labour. We’ve recently cancelled two projects - in one case (a wild animal breeding programme) after we learned that the volunteers themselves were concerned about the ethics of the project.”

Fussell doesn’t see volunteer tourism as a major money spinner - but he did say that the volunteers “enjoy eating out and doing touristy things while they’re here. They go to Robben Island, go bungi jumping, do shark caging and things like that.”

Jauckie Viljoen, on the other hand, deals quite differently with a far less formally constituted group of volunteers - many of whom have become friends. 

Mr Viljoen, who has recently applied for membership of SATSA through his commercial operation, Back Road Safaris (www.backroadsafaris.co.za), has set up a tour in Mossel Bay called Meet The People during which he takes visitors to meet the owners of small businesses - a traditional brickworks, a coffee roastery, protea and oyster harvesting concessions, embroideries and so on.

“Meet the People Tours give previously disadvantaged people, including youths, the chance to enter the sustainable tourism industry through their tourism products,” he said. “But I’ve realised that it comes down to this: if I can’t do more turnover, then the benefits for the people will not expand.”

For advice he turned to Debra Willoughby, an international consultant and social capital development specialist who works with societies who are rebuilding themselves after traumatic events (as in Kosovo and the Sudan). Ms Willoughby first came on the tour as a visitor and was so impressed by Mossel Bay that she bought an apartment there. Through her, Mr Viljoen has met many of the 27 individuals who have volunteered with Meet The People - “Tim, Tony and Richard who specialise in community policing, Ian who’s in IT, a gender specialist, business consultants and many others.”

Mr Viljoen said that volunteers can make a huge difference - not least “because they can access money.” He pointed out, with regret, that it’s often easier for a foreigner to access South African money (and vice versa) than it is for local business people: “because if I approach our authorities, they ignore me - but if a foreigner approaches one of our embassies, they can’t ignore him because it’s their job to build relationships.” But more than that, he said, “What I want to see is that volunteers build reciprocal links between this community and their communities at home. Unfortunately because of the cost of sending people overseas this is often not possible. 

“But in the end, just having the volunteers here helps - because we need more visitors in Mossel Bay” - and when the volunteers go home, they do a great job of marketing the place.

But he did sound a warning. “What we have to be careful of,” he said, “is that there are placement agencies who don’t deliver on what they’re promising. There’s a lot of abuse of volunteers and of the projects. Many of the volunteers say that they’re here to spend money in the communities, and they have a problem if this doesn’t happen. We had one incident where a volunteer paid an agency R180.00 per night to stay in a home stay that charges only R120.00 - and another volunteer worked out that 61% of what he paid for his visit went not to the community but to the agency.”

Mr Fussell’s organisation is also aware of the problem and, he said, takes special care to ensure that both the community and the volunteer gain maximum benefit. “Volunteers must be kept busy, they must have a fulfilling experience and they must enjoy their placement.” 

He added that volunteers who are placed by his company could take comfort from knowing that Travellers was a founder member of Britain’s volunteer tourism industry watchdog - the Year Out Group.

And it seems to me that if the industry has established a watchdog then it’s beginning to take itself seriously - and South Africa, which receives much of the benefit from volunteers, would do well to do the same. 

Contact Martin at martin@thistourismweek.co.za to make any comments.
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