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There are few subjects more fraught with controversy than

volunteering in Africa, and recently many organisations have been

exposed as having extremely unethical practices. Sadly, many

innocent volunteers, who have nothing but the best of intentions,
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get tricked into being part of something that couldn't be further

from their expectations.

   With this in mind, this week's author and experienced volunteer,

Carolynne Geary, decided to investigate which organisations are

actually promoting good practices by providing wildlife, local

communities and volunteers with opportunities that will make a

significant difference.

   In this gallery, she celebrates some of the organisations that focus

on key aspects that enrich the lives of all involved, as well as the

environment. Whether that be through ecological research,

education or community support. However, most incorporate all of

these focal points in such a way that each facet benefits the other.

   Volunteers are vital to these organisations as they bridge the gap

in resources that many non-profits face. Those who work in

conservation in Africa know all too well that there are no easy

solutions and that nothing is perfect, but those who take the time

to volunteer at the following organisations can rest assured that

they are making a real impact, which will be felt for years to come.

   

Navigation: Click on the 'Next’ or ‘Back’ buttons above

each image to see the gallery.

   

Head to the last page of this gallery to learn more about Carolynne

Geary, who hopes to have shone some much needed light on a

handful of the great places to volunteer in Africa.
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Carolynne (left) and her sister in Wilderness, South Africa
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About the author

Carolynne Geary holds degrees in economics, geography, life

sciences and education, and is the recipient of several academic

awards. She is fascinated by the interface between science and

media, as well as all aspects of science communication. She has

done research on the human aspects of African conservation, as

well as biological research on many species from rhinos to ants,

aardvarks to robins.

   She currently lives in Cape Town and, when not thinking or

reading about conservation, she runs, surfs or insists that those

around her start running or surfing – with varied success.

     

https://www.facebook.com/carolynnegearyphotography/
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Wild dog collaring in Zululand ©Wildlife Act

Endangered Species Programme, WildlifeACT, South

Africa

The mission of Wildlife ACT, a beneficiary of My School My Village

My Planet, is to help save the planet’s endangered wildlife and
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wild places from extinction. As a team of knowledgeable and

passionate conservationists who work 365 days a year, they

provide volunteers with the opportunity to get hands-on

experience by taking part in their endangered species programme.

   The programme is based on five different game reserves in South

Africa's biodiverse Zululand region and focuses on endangered

animals - including the African wild dog, cheetah, rhino, lion,

elephant, leopard and vulture. It offers a crash course in

conservation techniques that can be learnt from the best.

Volunteers are up before sunrise and learn practical skills – from

radio telemetry to collecting behavioural data. No two days are

alike and volunteers have the opportunity to work on all the

reserves for two weeks at a time.

   Like many good volunteer organisations, the group sizes on this

programme are kept small so that every individual can greatly

benefit from training in conservation techniques and mentoring by

the programme managers. Most importantly, the volunteers - by

providing data that can be used in planning relocation and

management of animals - are involved in work that fights against

the extinction of some of the most iconic and ecologically

important species in Africa. Some volunteers have had complete

career changes following their time on this programme.

   

As the team says, “this is Zululand - it’s not always easy or pretty,

and there are many challenges, but it’s one of the most rewarding

and enriching experiences you’ll ever have.”
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Volunteers get ready to start the day in Tsitsikamma National Park ©Nature's Valley Trust

Nature's Valley Trust (NVT), South Africa
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Along one of the most beautiful stretches of coastline in the world

lies a small but important organisation called the Nature’s Valley

Trust. Spearheaded by Mark Brown and his passionate group of

conservationists, this little organisation aims to make a big

practical difference with the work that they do.

   The coastal forests and beaches of Nature's Valley are pristine,

and to say that the area is unspolit would be an understatement.

Based in the Tsitsikamma National Park, volunteers are privileged

to regularly see Knysna turacos fly overhead and bottlenose

dolphins surfing by the beach. Far more importantly, however, is

the trust's community-driven work, and their programme is an

exemplary model of how integrated conservation can be achieved.

   The work of Nature's Valley Trust broadly falls under four

different programmes - Conservation in Action, Conservation

Education, Community Engagement and Ecological Research.

Their holistic view of people and the environment drives the four

programmes, which help shape how the local communities live,

how they view the world around them and how they, as

individuals, can contribute to conserving the natural world.

   The driving force behind their work with volunteers is to train

young conservationists who could potentially partner with

Nature's Valley Trust in a practical way. These programmes are

limited to a small number of participants, which ensures a

personal, hands-on environment for skills to be learnt and value

added – both to the organisation and the volunteer.

   Two programmes are offered - a student internship or a full

volunteer experience. Nature's Valley Trust’s student internship

programme is ideally suited to young conservation graduates who

hope to build experience either through scientific work in the field

or educational projects. These internships are usually affiliated

http://www.naturesvalleytrust.co.za/
http://www.naturesvalleytrust.co.za/


with specific projects but are flexible enough to allow interns the

opportunity to manage their own mini-project depending on their

expertise. Full-time volunteers, on the other hand, may focus on

either conservation education or research ecology - or a mix of the

two. Volunteers will engage with a wide variety of stakeholders,

including the local communities and conservation professionals,

making the experience more than simply an enjoyable gap year,

but providing participants with life skills that will impact any

future work that they do. In addition Nature's Valley Trust's work

is scientifically acclaimed and volunteers have the opportunity to

work with a variety of published professionals in many areas of

ecology.

   Whilst all of these factors are important, working abroad can be

difficult, but the caring team at Nature's Valley Trust places great

value on every member of their team, and are passionate about

making the volunteer experience the best it can be for each

individual.
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Volunteers bring the boat to shore in Andavadoaka © Louise Jasper, Blue Ventures

Blue Ventures, Madagascar

On the southwest coast of Madagascar, in the remote fishing

village of Andavadoaka, Blue Ventures established its first marine

conservation expedition in 2003.
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    Andavadoaka is 175 kilometres north of the regional capital of

Toliara. Accessible only from the sea or by narrow, winding sand

tracks, the area is arguably better suited to the zebu carts of the

region’s Masikoro farmers than the 4x4 vehicles that struggle on

the route, but that just makes it all the more special for those who

do make the journey. The drive there is slow but varied and

beautiful; twisting through the unique spiny Mikea forest before

passing empty beaches with an unbroken barrier of coral reefs

visible just offshore. The reefs shelter extensive lagoons of

turquoise waters dotted with the white-sailed outrigger canoes of

the coast's traditional nomadic fishermen.

   Working for over a decade alongside Vezo communities on this

coast, the conservation organisation Blue Ventures has developed

a highly acclaimed integrated approach to marine conservation in

the region.

   The model of this ecotourism social enterprise is simple and

effective - volunteers join marine conservation expeditions, during

which they explore the diverse coral reefs, and learn scuba diving

and scientific reef survey techniques. The data that volunteers

collect by diving five days a week is vital to the management of one

of the world’s most remote marine biodiversity hotspots. And by

living and working alongside the traditional fishing community,

volunteers play a direct role in supporting local conservation and

community development initiatives.

   Instead of generating financial gains for shareholders, profits

from the expeditions are used to fund grassroots conservation

efforts, and volunteer fees are directed into the community

through the development and support of alternative livelihood

programmes. As well as a 'buy local' policy, Blue Ventures also has

a 'hire local' policy, with more than 80% of its staff being Malagasy



nationals. Employment opportunities extend beyond the core

team, and the expedition itinerary includes volunteers joining local

fishermen for sailing lessons, excursions to nearby islands and

fishing trips.

   Blue Ventures volunteer expeditions stimulate both conservation

initiatives and the coastal economy, demonstrating the far-

reaching benefits of sustainable and ethical tourism, whilst

enriching the lives of the volunteers who participate.

     

http://africageographic.com/yearbook-2016/
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Sewing seeds of hope in Mauritius ©Mauritian Wildlife Foundation

Mauritian Wildlife Foundation, Mauritius

Perhaps one of the most famous extinct species is the dodo,

highlighting the precarious nature of our environment and the

finality of extinction. Since then the frailty of Mauritian wildlife
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has gone unquestioned, and the Mauritian Wildlife Foundation

has focused their conservation efforts on restoring endangered

flora and fauna on both Mauritius and Rodrigues, as well as on

many offshore islets. And it is something that they are extremely

good at.

   Since the 1970s they have saved three bird species from similar

fates of that of the dodo – bringing back the Mauritius kestrel,

echo parakeet and pink pigeon from the brink of extinction.

However, their conservation efforts are not limited to saving

species. They also focus on ecosystems as a whole and they have

been particularly influential in the restoration of Ile aux Aigrettes

and Round Island - both areas that contain highly threatened

biodiversity of global importance. Their rigorous work has resulted

in the development of new protocols for the rescue of native plant

species, reflecting the quality of the scientific work that they carry

out. Volunteering here equates to learning from some of the

leading scientists in their fields, who have an impressive

publication list including both peer-reviewed articles as well as

books.

   Due to certain technicalities, most volunteer positions are long-

term, so volunteers are treated as an integral part of the team and

gain skills in conservation activities - both in the field and through

presentations from visiting scientists. Volunteers can enjoy the

company of multicultural teams whilst knowing that they are

making a real difference to the wildlife of Mauritius thanks to a

wide range of projects available and lots of physical field work!

http://www.mauritian-wildlife.org/application/
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A rescued monkey has a bedtime buddy ©Lilongwe Wildlife Trust

Lilongwe Wildlife Trust, Malawi

The award-winning Lilongwe Wildlife Trust is the only wildlife

sanctuary in Malawi, as well as the country’s leading wildlife

welfare conservation charity. Founded in 2007, their work spans

Places to Volunteer in Africa

0 0

http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-110/10-places-to-volunteer-in-africa/ag-mag-gallery/image/leupold-sx-2-kenai-1-10/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-110/10-places-to-volunteer-in-africa/ag-mag-gallery/image/leupold-sx-2-kenai-1-10/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/weekly/issue-110/10-places-to-volunteer-in-africa/ag-mag-gallery/image/leupold-sx-2-kenai-1-10/
http://www.lilongwewildlife.org/
http://www.lilongwewildlife.org/
http://magazine.africageographic.com/archive


many areas relating to conservation, including wildlife rescue and

rehabilitation, law enforcement, advocacy, research and

conservation education.

   Located in a 200 hectare reserve, the goal of Lilongwe Wildlife

Trust is to release animals back into the wild, and the results of

their projects speak for themselves. Rehabilitating and releasing

wild animals is notoriously difficult but, in one year alone, the

sanctuary at Lilongwe Wildlife Trust released 57 of the 254

animals for which they’ve been caring, making them world leaders

in their field. To this end their work has been recognised by several

international organisations specialising in animal welfare,

including Pan African Sanctuary Alliance (PASA), Global

Federation of Animal Sanctuaries (GFAS) and the Born Free

Foundation. They work with almost any animal that needs their

help and to date have cared for vervet monkeys, baboons, cervals,

lions and duikers, to name but a few.

   Volunteers play an integral role in the sanctuary’s operations

and, whilst all unnecessary handling of wildlife is not allowed, the

orphaned animals do need special attention and may require

round-the-clock care to ensure that they have the best possible

chance of rehabilitation. It is likely that volunteers will help out

with surrogacy work and all aspects of care until they reach the

next phase of rehabilitation.

   The volunteer programme‘s numbers are limited to ensure that

small groups receive excellent training in animal care. In addition

to this, the volunteers are involved in park management and

school/community visits, and they will also have the chance to

conduct essential research that involves population surveys and

disease screening.
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Monitoring a lion at Ol Pejeta Conservancy ©Ol Pejeta Conservancy

Ol Pejeta is a 36,000 hectare conservancy situated at the foot of

Mount Kenya that is transforming lives by protecting wildlife and

providing alternative livelihoods for the local communities. Home

to the Big Five, their overall aim is to generate income through
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tourism to support communities and conserve wildlife. Make no

mistake, however, this is no run-of-the-mill conservation reserve.

Home to the world’s last remaining northern white rhinos, which

are currently under constant protection in the conservancy

alongside Grevy’s zebras and Jackson’s hartebeests in the

Endangered Species Boma, the value of Ol Pejeta's work cannot be

overestimated. As well as safeguarding these species for the future,

Ol Pejeta's Sweetwaters Chimpanzee Sanctuary also gives chimps a

second chance by providing a place of refuge for those from

Central and West Africa that have been orphaned and abused.

   A role model in conservation, the conservancy aims to offer

innovative and sustainable approaches to conservation and

community development and, to this end, volunteers are extremely

important. Like all the organisations featured, volunteers are

valued and there is flexibility in the programme, allowing them to

get involved in work that is both beneficial to the conservancy

while making the most of the volunteers' skills. Work ranges from

veterinary care and marketing, to masonry and photography, and

is extremely varied according to the specific programme selected.
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A baby penguin receives the care it needs ©SANCCOB

Southern African Foundation for the Conservation of

Coastal Birds (SANCCOB), South Africa

Consistently voted by travellers as one of the best holiday

destinations on the planet, Cape Town has it all – beaches,
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mountains and a café culture to rival any European city. It also has

one of the few populations of the African penguin on the

continent, so it was the obvious location for the headquarters of

the Southern African Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal

Birds - or SANCCOB as it is best known locally.

   Started in 1968, the longevity of SANCCOB, another beneficiary

of My School My Village My Planet, points to a sustainable model

that is making a massive difference to the African penguin, whose

numbers have declined from around a million breeding pairs

(these penguins mate for life) to around 25,000 today. However,

penguins aren't the only focus at SANCCOB. Their primary

objective is rather to reverse the decline of all seabird populations

through the rescue, rehabilitation and release of birds that may be

injured or ill, or to intervene when there is an oil spill.

   And they are very good at their job. Since their inception they

have treated more than 95,000 seabirds, and independent

research states that SANCCOB’s oil spill response actions have

increased the African penguin population by 19%. However, even

during non-spill years they treat on average approximately 50

birds each week, which means that sadly during spill years, the

numbers are much, much higher.

   To meet these high numbers, SANCCOB is very much reliant on

volunteers, who become an extension of the employed staff and

are an integral part of the daily running of both the centres.

Volunteers can assist with all areas of operation whilst honing

skills that will help them wherever they go afterwards. In fact, the

range of roles available is what makes volunteering with

SANCCOB so exciting. Of course there’s the opportunity to hang

out with baby penguins, which is hard to beat as a day job, but

volunteers can also get involved in marketing, education,

http://sanccob.co.za/
http://sanccob.co.za/
http://africageo.com/5007


fundraising, translation, photography, videography and

journalism, amongst other things.

   

And who knows where volunteering at SANCCOB might lead?

Possibly to writing an article for Africa Geographic, as is the case

with this week's author, Carolynne Geary!

     

http://africageo.com/5001
http://africageo.com/5000
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http://africageo.com/5003
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Swim alongside turtles in the Seychelles ©Wildlife ACT

Nature Conservation Programme, Wildlife ACT,

Seychelles

Few may associate the beautiful island archipelago of the

Seychelles with volunteering. However, the importance of island

biodiversity conservation cannot be underestimated as, although

islands only cover 5% of Earth's surface, over half of recent

extinctions have been of island species. As a result, North Island in
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the Seychelles represents a veritable Noah’s Ark - a sanctuary

where natural habitats are being rehabilitated and where critically

endangered Seychelles fauna and flora are being reintroduced and

given a place to regenerate. And seldom does the opportunity arise

to make such a significant and positive impact on such an

important region.

   Wildlife ACT's Nature Conservation Programme in the Seychelles

is certified by Fair Trade Tourism, and it focuses on endangered

species monitoring, marine conservation and ecosystem

restoration. It seeks those with a keen interest in tropical island

conservation and ecology, and small groups – no more than four

at a time – ensure that volunteers are given excellent training by a

dedicated conservation and research team.

   As would be expected, many activities focus on turtle

conservation - from early morning beach patrols and searching for

nests, to hatchling care and conducting snorkelling photo surveys.

Other conservation work focuses on the control of invasive flora

species, as well as important work with island bird populations. In

addition, volunteers also have the opportunity to get involved in all

of the activities – from field work to data entry – conducted by the

Environmental Department of the Seychelles.

   Volunteers live in the staff village in a shared volunteer house,

which provides plenty of opportunities to mix with and learn from

the full-time staff, as well as partake in activities such as

swimming, scuba diving, surfing, paddle-boarding or kayaking to

explore this special part of the Seychelles.

http://www.fairtrade.travel/
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Laurie Marker works alongside volunteers in Namibia ©Cheetah Conservation Fund

Cheetah Conservation Fund (CCF), Namibia

The Cheetah Conservation Fund is a rural research station situated
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in Otjiwarongo, which is three hours' drive north of Windhoek.

Founded in 1990, this is one of the longest running conservation

volunteer programmes in Africa, which is a testament to the

excellent management and structure of the organisation. Like any

organisation that wants to make a real impact in the field of

conservation, the Cheetah Conservation Fund focuses on both

cheetahs and people. It’s this interface between humans and

wildlife that is so important in the longevity of conservation

programmes. In keeping with this ethos, the fund runs several

programmes that help local farmers to reduce human-wildlife

conflict - including the introduction of livestock guarding dogs and

bush restoration projects.

   Volunteers do everything from chopping up meat for cheetahs

that reside in the sanctuary and assisting with cheetahs in the

veterinary clinic, to helping ecologists install camera traps and

gathering data in the field. With so much to keep them busy,

volunteers are rarely idle during their stay.

   The Cheetah Conservation Fund is quick to emphasise that

volunteering is not glamorous and the accommodation isn’t

luxurious, but the volunteers will be only too quick to tell you that

this is one of the best experiences they’ve ever had. One volunteer

from New York has returned 11 times, explaining that a special

connection with cheetahs and Africa keeps bringing her back.

   So who are CCF looking for? They need people with a wide range

of skills, including those with a background in business,

marketing, graphic design, fundraising and administration. This is

in addition to volunteer cheetah keepers, ecologists, biologists,

veterinarians and vet technicians. Expect hard work, loads of new

experiences and, of course, cheetahs!
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©Bhejane Trust

Bhejane Trust, Zimbabwe

The Bhejane Trust has been hosting volunteers in the Hwange

National Park and the Zambezi National Park since 2009. Their

volunteer programmes last two weeks and they accept a maximum

of one group per month during the dry season - with up to six
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volunteers per group.

   They are keenly aware of the importance of the volunteer

experience and focus on making sure that volunteers work on

projects that have a big impact on the conservation of the area, as

well as enjoy their time at Bhejane.

   The Bhejane Trust is primarily based in the Sinamatella area of

Hwange throughout the year, where they concentrate on providing

water for animals, offering logistical support for the Parks

Authority, rhino monitoring and environmental monitoring. A

typical volunteer stay would focus on environmental monitoring,

with one or two days potentially reserved for helping out with the

maintenance of water supply points for game in the reserve. The

monitoring programme currently involves road transect mammal

counts, static (waterhole) mammal counts, assistance with painted

dog research, vulture nest monitoring and waterbird counts. Water

supply work varies enormously and may be as simple as joining a

routine maintenance check and clean-up at some of the pumps or,

more often, helping with repairs or new installations.

   At Sinamatella, accommodation takes the form of chalets inside

the national park, which offer a beautiful view over the

Sinamatella River floodplain. In the Zambezi National Park,

volunteers camp usually at Chamabonda Vlei but sometimes at

Siamunungu, along the Zambezi River itself.
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