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TO VOLUNTEER OR NOT TO VOLUNTEER?  
THAT IS THE QUESTION… 
 

Dear Friends, 
 

Recently the media have given considerable space to 
international volunteering and Gap year volunteer placements. 
They have questioned whether people might do better 
backpacking instead of volunteering overseas. Without going 
too deep into the debate, it’s undeniable that in the past few 
years the number of organisations offering international 
volunteer placements has increased massively and the 
question posed by the media whether volunteering overseas is 
actually beneficial to the local communities as well as to the 
volunteers is a good one. We think that behind a successful 
project there are local people who are key to the organisation of 
it and reflect the needs of the local community involved. On the 
contrary, if projects are intended as a way to meet the 
expectations of the international volunteers only, then it is very 
likely to end up in a situation where all the work and contribution 
given are just not effective. 
To explain the balance between volunteers and local 
community we need to tell you how the first international 
volunteer project came about. The project was organised in 
response to the tragedy of World War One back in 1920.  Ex 
soldiers of the French and German armies met in 1920 in 
France on the battlefield of Verdun to rebuild houses and 
infrastructures, and most of all friendship between their 
countries. That was the start of a volunteer movement that after 
more than 80 years it is still going strong: over 50 international 
volunteering organisations run more than 2000 short and 
medium term projects worldwide with over 15.000 
volunteers taking part each year. Concordia has been part of 
this movement since 1961. Of course, at the beginning projects 
were mostly emergency relief work while today the volunteers 
work on a wider range of activities; however the philosophy is 
still the same: building bridges of friendship and 
intercultural understanding whilst working to benefit local 
communities. Concordia is proud to be part of this movement 
based on these principles and to share them with our partners 
of the Alliance of European Voluntary Service 
Organisations. It is incredible to think what a big part of history 
we are and our volunteers add to that each year. 
 

On this note, please enjoy this new issue of CHAT where you 
can read the experience of our volunteer Caroline in Kenya. 
Also, we have taken an entry from our new BLOG, which you 
can read on our website, and of course there is the usual, 
news, calendar of events and projects still available. 
 
Enjoy reading!! 
Concordia Team: Francesco, Fiona and Helen  
 

  

  

 
“ WHY INTERNATIONAL VOLUNTEERING?”  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Kenya: a road to volunteering!  
 
Caroline Dudley shares her experience of building a 
road alongside the community of Ngumbulu - Kenya. 
 
“My friend casually mentioning to me that she 
planned to spend part of the summer volunteering 
in Africa, I was immediately interested and 
determined to make it a joint venture. Having a 
shared interest in Africa, Kenya with all its vibrancy 
and variety seemed the ideal location for 
volunteering. After much researching I came across 
Concordia,  an organisation which appeared to 
have a good ethical tourism approach to 
volunteering whilst also being affordable and 
offering a wide variety of projects, we were soon 
signed up to a project in Machakos, the eastern 
region of Kenya.  
 
Arriving in Ngumbulu, a small village near Katangi, 
we were assigned the task of repairing a road which 
had been badly damaged by water erosion during 
the rainy season. This road provided the only route 
from the village to the nearest town with all its local 
amenities. Work on the road involved digging a long 
trench down one side in order to allow water to pass 
down without further damaging the road. Additional 
work included filling in uneven areas of the track 
with rock and covering this with soil to allow for 
smooth passage when travelling.   
 
(Working with the local community) 
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Another season draws to an end and most volunteers have now come back from their summer projects. Which 
means it’s time for a new issue of CHAT, with more volunteer experiences, news and useful information. The title 
of this issue is related to both our introduction and report from Kenya...we hope you enjoy reading it!   
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The job of repairing the road was assigned to us by 
the local people. What the village required was 
therefore not assumed by an international agency 
or KVDA but by the villagers who knew the issues 
and struggles faced by the community. Work was 
conducted alongside local people and their local 
knowledge was an invaluable contribution to the 
work project. This international team approach to 
development was extremely rewarding and 
provided a wholly unique experience. Previous to 
volunteering I had never really know or fully 
appreciated what it meant to be part of a team, or 
on a larger scale, part of a community. It meant that 
I was, fundamentally, part of something that was 
bigger and more profound than simply digging a 
trench or filling in a hole. At times the physical work 
was extremely challenging but seeing others 
working around you and the desire to see the road 
completed made me even more determined to 
muster up energy to continue.  
 
(The team of international volunteers) 

Team activities did not start and end with work 
alone. Day to day tasks were conducted as a group 
and were carried out according to local customs. 
This allowed me to gain an ever increasing respect 
for the local practices as well as an appreciation for 
what I have in my own life. One example of this was 
that international volunteers were required to collect 
their own water in order to account for drinking, 
washing and cooking. This job was often extremely 
time consuming as water needed to be pumped 
from a near by well and carried to water containers. 
We often had to conduct the task daily to cater for 
the sixteen volunteers on the work camp and it was 
often frustrating that water always seemed in short 
supply, having worked so hard to fill the tanks. 
However, being involved in such a challenging task 
gave me a deep founded respect for what local 
people have to endure on a daily basis, as a fact of 
life. The profound contrast between this and turning 
on a tap back in the U.K., having water at your 
disposal seemed somehow absurd, presumptuous 
and fundamentally taken for granted, something 
easily done until you are faced with the reality of 
daily water collection.  

 
Having spoken to people back in the UK 

about my experience in Ngumbulu they are always 
struck by the ‘basic’ resources we encountered in 
our day to day lives. The camp had no electricity, 
dusty floors for sleeping, pit latrines and a wood fire 
for light in the evenings. Although these facilities 
differ greatly from what we experience in our own 
lives, such variations were extremely liberating and 
a fantastic way of seeing how people live in Kenya. 
As volunteers we were thrown into the community 
and lived as locals live. 

 
Although international volunteering has had a 
profound impact upon my own life, I also believe 
that the project had an impact upon the host 
community. Although fixing the road allowed for 
safer transit to and from town, the main impact of 
the volunteer experience went beyond anything that 
could be achieved with a shovels and 
wheelbarrows. For example, the afternoons were 
often spent embarking on home visits or teaching at 
the local school.  In the classroom, answering 
questions about western culture and teaching songs 
allowed the children to gain insight into alternative 
culture, whilst also seeing that as white, westerner’s 
we really weren’t all that different from them. We 
were told by teacher’s that this realisation had given 
the children a much needed confidence boost.      
 

“ It is therefore, my belief that 
international volunteering is a great way 

to see and partake in alternative 
cultures, give something to back to a 
community and learn and exchange 

ideas and values`”  
 
I would like to conclude this article with reference to 
the recent attacks on international volunteering as 
an arena for over-charging individuals for ineffective 
and unnecessary projects. Although this does 
happen, I can only say that from my experience, 
volunteering with Concordia offered me an 
opportunity to put my passion for Africa and 
international development into practice. Working 
with local people for local people on projects that 
have been assigned by the local community was a 
positive experience for everybody involved and I 
believe everybody, local or international learnt 
something from someone they would not have 
ordinarily have, met had it not been for the 
international work camp. It is therefore, my belief 
that international volunteering is a great way to see 
and partake in alternative cultures, give something 
to back to a community and learn and exchange 
ideas and values”.   
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Being an EVS 
volunteer in 
Brussels 
 
This is a recent Blog entry from Liz 
Underhill, who’s currently 
volunteering in Brussels through the 
European Voluntary Service 
scheme. For updates visit our Blog 
on http://concordiauk.blogspot.com 
 
“I arrived in Brussels on 1st March 
2007, not at all sure what to expect 
from my experience. I would be 
living in Brussels for one year, 
working with the Jesuit Refugee 
Service Europe (JRS) as a Media 
Officer. JRS is an international 
organisation with offices all round 
the world. The JRS Europe office 
(where I am based) is the head 
office for Europe. This means the 
office coordinates the work of 
offices and contact people in over 
20 countries. These offices are 
responsible for visiting asylum 
seekers in detention centres, 
providing legal advice, food and 
shelter and generally raising 
awareness about the situation of 
refugees and asylum seekers. 
My own personal role with JRS is 
as the Media Officer. This means 
producing a monthly update for all 
staff, a bi-monthly newsletter, 
updating the website and assisting 
with arranging events. As this role 
suggests, any week can be quite 
varied and mixed. 
I currently live in Brussels in shared 
accommodation for about 40 
people. A few other EVS people 
live there but it is mainly home to 

stagières and interns from around 
the world. It is a very vibrant place 
to live as it is home to such a mix of 
nationalities. At any one time you 
could be sat with Americans, 
Germans, people from Finland or 
the Ukraine. However, being based 
in Brussels does mean you don’t 
really learn much French or 
Flemish! The majority of people 
speak English and are very happy to 
do so! 
Brussels is a great place to live 
because it is made up of so many 
different quarters and areas. The 
European part is a very important 
part of the Brussels landscape but 
there is much more to Brussels than 
the EU.  
 

(Liz with other EVS volunteers) 
Belgium is also very central so it 
means you can visit other European 
countries such as France, the 
Netherlands, Germany and 
Luxembourg very easily.  
I am now 5 months into my EVS 
placement of 1 year. I am really 
enjoying the experience of living in 
another country and meeting people 
from around Europe and the world. 
My role as Media Officer means I 

undertake a mix of different 
activities and tasks.  
I recently spent a week in Croatia 
with the Slovakian winners of the 
Pedro Arrupe Award 2007, a 
refugee awareness award run 
through schools and organised by 
JRS. The 16 year old winners 
designed a DVD about the lives of 
refugees and together we visited 
refugee projects and organisations 
working with refugees in Croatia. 
This was a truly amazing 
experience, particularly as the 
students were so passionate about 
the plight of refugees and asylum 
seekers. After learning about the 
legacy of displaced people in 
Croatia, the students were shown 
the current situation for new asylum 
seekers seeking refugee status 
from outside Croatia. We met 
representatives from the UNHCR 
and the Croatian Law Centre and 
were given a tour of a reception 
centre for asylum seekers in Kutina, 
near Zagreb. We were also given 
the opportunity to visit the cities of 
Split and Zagreb. We spent some 
time on the coast at the resort of 
Opatija and on the island of Lošinj, 
experiencing traditional Croatian 
food and culture.  
I’m looking forward to seeing what 
projects I will be involved in over 
the coming weeks and months and 
hopefully will enjoy the remainder of 
my time in Brussels”. 
 
For more information about EVS you 
can email fiona@concordia-
iye.org.uk or call 01273 422513

CAN I VOLUNTEER THIS WINTER? 
 

Yes you can! Here is the summary of 
the opportunities available this 
winter… 
 
France: Clearing and pruning work around 
the EPMM centre in St Enimie close to 

Montpellier (01/10/07-12/10/07); environmental tasks on the rivers 
Tancanne and Lede (05/10/07 -27/10/07); agricultural work in 
southern France (various shifts: 24/10/07-10/11/07; 14/11/07-
01/12/07; 05/12/07-21/12/07; 03/01/08-19/01/08; 23/01/08-
09/02/08; 13/02/08-01/03/08; 05/03/08-22/03/08- 26/03/08-
12/04/08); rebuilding and renovating walls around a castle close to 
the Spanish borders (29/10/07-20/11/07; 20/11/07-08/12/07); help 
build a music room by laying soundproof material and building walls 
close Bordeaux (02/11/07- 24/11/07). Germany: learning German 
and manual work (20/10/07-04/11/07; 04/11/07-17/11/07); help with 
conservation work and countryside maintenance (20/10/07-
03/11/07); helping with the preparation of special events inside an 
ancient castle (21/10/07-03/11/07). Greece: volunteers will learn 
how to take care of the stables and horses and how to prepare 

horses for the therapeutic program (08/10/07-27/10/07; 29/10/07-
17/11/07; 19/11/07- 08/12/07);  conservation work (05/12/07-
20/12/07). Italy: picking olives for the production of local oil, 
clearing land and paths, and maintaining fences in Central Italy 
(14/10/07-27/10/07; 28/10/07-10/11/07; 11/11/07-25/11-07); 
gardening, planting different species of local plants and trees, 
cleaning paths and general maintenance work in a park in the north 
of Italy (28/10/07-10/11/07); collecting olives and maintaining the 
gardens and the green areas of the Park of Villa Buri in Verona 
(04/11/07-18/11/07); environmental work in the natural reserve 
Palude of Brivio, Lecco (18/11/07-01/12/07; 20/01/08-02/02/08); 
restoration of a path in the village of Trucco and maintenance of a 
water fountain (19/11/07-03/12/07) Japan: assist the organic farm 
with weeding, planting, handling goats and chickens, renovating 
footpaths (17/10/07-30/10/07); environmental project in Shirikami, 
Honshu island (05/01/07-14/01/08). The Netherlands: renovation 
of horse stables (27/12/07-09/01/08) 
 
If you are interested in any of these projects, please check the full 
descriptions on the website www.concordia-iye.org.uk and send 
your application as soon as possible. For more information contact 
the office on 01273 422218 or info@concordia-iye.org.uk 
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Thanks to all who contributed to this issue 
of CHAT.  

For any question please feel free to write to: 
Concordia, The International Volunteer 

Programme Co-ordinator,  
19 North Street, 

 Portslade, Brighton       
BN41 1DH.  

Tel: 01273 422 218. www.concordia-iye.org.uk 
outgoing@concordia-iye.org.uk  

 
 

CONCORDIA NEWS SEPTEMBER 2007  
 
 
Inputting Projects 
 
If you want to get a sneak preview of the next Summer 
Programme 2008, what better opportunity than to give us a 
hand inputting the new programme online? Every year we 
rely on volunteers to help accomplish this huge task so that 
our database of projects is live by the end of March 2008. If 
you are interested please email francescob@concordia-
iye.org.uk or contact the office on 01273 422218. 
 

Volunteer Advisory Team  
 
(In the picture: our Active Volunteers!!) 

 
On 15th September 
we held the 4th 
meeting with our 
Volunteer Advisory 
Team (VAT). The 
team is composed of 
10 of our active 
volunteers who now 
are helping 
Concordia with new 
projects and helping 

the Staff with our programmes, policies and future goals. 
The VAT is an important part of Concordia as they 
represent an essential voice of volunteers in the life of the 
organisation. This meeting focused on ‘back to the basics’ 
and helped us reflect again on our mission and long term 
strategies: at the end of the meeting we came up with a few 
proposals to improve the communication with future 
volunteers. Thank you guys!! �  If you feel that you can 
contribute to the VAT please contact fiona@concordia-
iye.org.uk for further information. 
 

Post Season Event 
 
From 12th to 14th October we will run the 2007 Concordia 
Post Season Event: Volunteers will come together to share 
their experience about their projects, participate in 
workshops on global education issues and get to know 
more about what opportunities Concordia has to offer. If you 

are interested in applying please contact the office on 
01273 422218 or email francescob@concordia-
iye.org.uk. We hope to see you there! 
 
 

Co-ordinator Training  2008 
 
If you want to co-ordinate an international volunteer project 
in the UK, the next co-ordinator training will be held in 
Brighton from the 27th to the 30th March 2008. For more 
information you can contact helenpheasey@concordia-
iye.org.uk or call 01273 422535 
 

North South Preparation Weekends  for 
2008 
 
For all volunteers interested in joining a project in Latin 
America, India, South East Asia or Africa Concordia will run 
three preparation weekends in Brighton the in February 
from the 8th to the 10, and then in June and July (exact 
dates to be confirmed) 
 
What is the preparation weekend like? 
Through a range of talks, activities and exercises, the 
preparation weekend will cover practical issues such as 
health and safety, travel, visas and money and will also go 
into some of the wider issues connected to North South 
exchange: culture; development; ethical tourism; and what 
participants feel their own responsibilities as North South 
volunteers to be. We also hope to give participants a 
greater idea about the work of Concordia and our partner 
organisations and to encourage participants to exchange 
their own ideas, knowledge tips, fears and expectations. 
Volunteers will also have the opportunity to meet other 
volunteers and people who have participated in the 
programme or lived in some of the countries involved.  
 
For more information contact Francesco Bonini on 01273 
422218 or email francescob@concordia-iye.org.uk  
 
 

 

 

 Calendar 2007/2008 
 

 
 
·  12-14 October 2007  
Post Season Event in Brighton 
·  08-10 February 2008  
North South Preparation Weekend in Brighton for volunteers 
going to projects in Africa, Latin America, Asia 
·  End of March 2008  
New Summer Programme available online 
·  27th-30th March 2008 
Co-ordinator Training for volunteers who want to co-ordinate 
projects in the UK 
·  June 2008 
North South Preparation Weekend in Brighton (dates to be 
arranged) 
 

·  July 2008  
North South Preparation Weekend in Brighton (dates to be 
arranged)  


