Volunteering at Christ Orphanage

Christ Orphanage has been the beneficiary of many volunteers since it was founded in 2007. The contribution of volunteers has made it clear how important volunteers are, not only in aiding in the education of these children, but also in encouraging and inspiring them. It is with this in mind that we are endeavoring to make volunteering at Christ Orphanage as accessible to as many volunteers as possible.

The purpose of this document is to give you information to aid you in the decision making process to volunteer, while also giving you information that will make your time there as enjoyable and as memorable as possible. The testimonials on the website should give some insight as to what an incredible experience it is.

Qualifications Required

No qualifications are required to make you eligible to volunteer at Christ. All that we ask is that volunteers are self-motivated and patient. You will find numerous roles within the school that you can fill and you will be encouraged to choose the one that suits you. Just being around the kids, and speaking English to them, is incredibly beneficial. 

We recognise being able to read as the gateway to learning, we therefore encourage volunteers, with or without experience, to teach the kids phonics and basic reading. Information on how to do this is provided in advance but we encourage you to find further instructions and aids before make your trip. 

There will also be kids who are struggling with basic mathematics. The teachers will be able to point these kids out to you and you can give them the additional assistance they desperately need.  

Requirements

A letter of invitation will, in most cases, be required by you to obtain a Visa to enter Ghana. As you will be working with children you will need to provide two documents prior to being sent this letter. You need to provide a reference from your employer/school on letterhead and also a police check/character reference from your local police station. 

While exceptions will be made it is encouraged that your time spent volunteering is at least four weeks. This is to enable us to balance the benefits of having a volunteer against the distraction to the kids of a new arrival.  

Your Role

At present there are seven classes being taught at Christ, Nursery through to Class 4. There are full-time teachers for each of these classes and as it is important not to step on their toes, or distract from the syllabus, all volunteers teach one-to-one rather than taking a class. 

Once you have been assigned, or chosen, a class to help during your stay you will take children from the class for ten minutes at a time for one-to-one teaching. This is an opportunity the children really embrace.

It is important to note you may not see the benefits of your work, especially if you are only there for a short time. I mention this as some volunteers question whether or not they had an impact.  It is imperative that you know that the benefits cannot be underestimated and are a product of the combination of your work with that of the volunteers that preceded you and those that will follow you.

Process

The first step in volunteering at Christ Orphanage is to get the two documents listed above. Once you have these you can contact Raymond through the website to let him know of your intention to volunteer. He will request that you send him on your references. On receipt of these he will email you a letter of invitation to enable you to apply for your Visa. Once you have booked your flight and sent the details to Raymond he will confirm your booking for the hotel of your choice and confirm that he or his brother will meet you at the airport to transfer you to Hohoe. 

A Visa is only valid for entry into the country for three months from the day it is issued. You should therefore not apply for it until you are within three months of your departure date.

On Arrival
The trip from the airport is approximately four hours. I would recommend you to use the bathroom at the airport before you start out on this journey. If you need to use the bathroom during the trip and need to use a conventional toilet give the driver plenty of notice. There are some on route, but very few.

Once you get to the hotel, and you have been shown to your room, you will be left to settle in. Raymond will meet you at the hotel the following morning at whatever time you prearranged the previous night. He will show you around the town, pointing out where the bank is, the Internet cafe etc. and tell you about some of the customs and history of the region. 

He will then take you to Christ and show your where it all began, charting the progress that has been made over its first few years. He will then introduce you to the children and the teachers before returning to the hotel with you where he will sit with you and discuss what you would like your role to be at Christ. 

Volunteer Experience

You are expected to arrive at the Orphanage at 08:00 each morning and work till 12:30 at which time you return to the hotel/town for lunch, and a nap if required. It is optional to return in the afternoon to play games with the children. The children love this time with the volunteers and it is a great opportunity to get them more familiar with the English language while also having fun. The afternoon playtime runs from 15:30 till 17:00.

You are encouraged to take the weekends off and familiarize yourself with Ghana and its culture.  The "Bradt Guide to Ghana" is a recommended companion for this trip, if you choose to stay at the Geduld the owner will have one for you to borrow. I have also detailed some information from past volunteers below to aid you in your decision-making. 

There will be plenty of other volunteers in the community working at various locations and meeting them will add to your experience and possibly introduce you to some good travel companions. 

Costs

Unlike organisations that organise volunteer experiences there are no overseas administration costs. Christ recognise the importance of volunteers and wants to make it as accessible as possible. While it is proposed in the future to make accommodation available on-site to reduce the cost to volunteers, it unlikely this facility will be available until 2011.

In the meantime we have prepared a sample budget below to aid you in your planning. While expensive, you can be confident that all the money you spend remains in the community and benefits those who are providing you goods and services.

Budgeting

For the purpose of budgeting for your trip we have outlined a basic costing for your perusal, however, it is advised that you bring some additional monies with you for any recreational activities or trips. We felt it was important to be generous in your budgeting at this stage, you can obviously choose a cheaper room, share a room with a friend, find cheaper places to eat, and cycle to work while you are there.

The currency in Ghana is Ghanaian Cedis (GHS) and its rate of exchange with the Dollar has fluctuated between $1 to GHS1 to $1 to GHS1.45 over the last two years. The Cedis is a closed currency so you will only be able to get it in the country. There is both a bureau exchange and an ATM at the airport. In Hohoe, Visa (at Barclays Bank), MasterCard and Cirrus (at Commercial Bank) can be used. Current exchange rates can be checked at - http://coinmill.com/GHS_USD.html 

GHS100 - Taxi transfer from the airport 

GHS600 - Hotel Accommodation for 30 days

GHS480 - Budget for three meals, drinks and water each day for 30 days

GHS264 - Two transfer to and from Christ for 22 working days in a month

GHS100 - Return trip to the Airport

(The airport transfer and the daily transfers are per transfer and not per person, therefore if there is more than one person traveling you can share the cost.)

Total Cost - GHS1,544 ($1,150 at the time of writing)

Resources

You are not expected to bring anything with you, however, if you are considering bringing resources there is a list below of items that would either aid with the day-to-day schooling or be great fun at playtime. It is unnecessary to bring paper, pencils, copybooks etc. as they are readily available in town. The onus is on the management of the school to ensure they are never lacking these basic resources.  Any resources should be given to Raymond and Raymond alone.

· Durable Learning Aids/Toys

· Whiteboard Markers

· Arts and Crafts

· Picture Books for 2-5 year olds (25 copies required for a whole class)

· Soccer Balls / Skipping Ropes / Bubbles (There are bubble machines there)

Clothing

For guys it is recommended that you bring plenty of shorts and t-shirts. Depending on the time of year (Dec-March) you may need one or two jumpers/hoodies as some evenings can be cool compared to the heat during the day. Flip-flops or Crocs are the ideal shoe but it is no harm having a pair of runners/trainers in your bag for any trips or trekking you end up doing.

Ghanaians are conservative people and it is inappropriate for girls to wear very short shorts/skirts or low cut tops. This said, regular shorts are fine as are regular t-shirts. Many girls wear long skirts that they get made there for about GHS10 as they find them much cooler than shorts in the heat. 

The rainy season (Aug-March) can be very wet and it can be handy to have a small umbrella in your bag. 

While you will be able to find items such as shampoo, soaps etc in town it is unlikely you will find the brand you like to use. It is recommended that you pack all the toiletries you will need for your stay. Alternatively if you are there for a long time you will be able to get what you need on one of your visits to Accra. Both bug spray and sun-cream are impossible to find in Hohoe, you should therefore ensure you have packed these. It is worth mentioning that bugs aren't actually much of a bother but for those of you adamant about not getting Malaria it is worth having a good supply.  I have found spray on plasters an invaluable item to have as normal band-aids won't stay on in the heat or keep flies out of cuts. A Chemical store is a pharmacy in which you will find a variety of medical supplies and medicines - no prescription is necessary. You can also purchase hygiene supplies you might need at these shops
The staff at whatever hotel you are staying at will volunteer to do your laundry for you as a means of supplementing their income. You should allow a couple of days for this to come back to you, especially during the rainy season. They will not tell you a price but let you set it. A fee of GHS5 for a bag of laundry is generous. Any more than GHS10 is setting an unfair precedent for volunteers that may follow in your footsteps. 

A flashlight is another invaluable piece of equipment to have. These are very useful during the not too infrequent power outages. If you don't already own one you can wait and buy one in Hohoe where they are readily available.

Donation Policy

Donations will not be solicited nor accepted during your time as a volunteer at Christ Orphanage. Promoting Christ Orphanage as a location to volunteer or as an organisation suitable for financial support after you leave will be a decision for you to make once you have returned home.

Medical Advice

It is important that you get the necessary immunizations advised by your doctor for a stay in Ghana. A number of these take sometime to become effective so please make arrangements as early as possible. It is also important that you seek advice on Anti-Malaria Medication for the duration of your stay.

Insurance

Please ensure you have adequate travel insurance for your stay and any additional traveling you will be doing. 

General Advice

Make sure you keep your baggage tags when you check in for your flight to Ghana. These will be checked when you are leaving the airport to make sure you have the right bags. This is to ensure nobody steals bags from the carrousel. 

When going through customs you passport will only be stamped for two months no matter how long your Visa is for. If you are staying longer it is worth asking politely to see if they will stamp it for three months. I have never been successful in this. When your Visa is close to expiring you will need to travel to Ho to get an extension. This is about an hour and thirty minutes away. There is a charge of approximately GHS25 for this service and they will claim it will take a week to do. Tell them you want it back within the hour. They will probably look for an extra GHS5 to expedite this, money for which you will not be provided a receipt. It is totally up to you if you are willing to pay this or not, I believe it is worth arguing. While waiting for your passport back, there is a shop which the recommended taxi driver in this document can take you to, where you can shop for treats you may be craving by now. If you are uncomfortable with this process get Raymond or his brother to take you, they will be happy to do so. In this event you should pay GHS40 - GHS50 for petrol for the Tros Tros, basically whatever a Taxi would have charged you. 
There can be a lot of down time during your time in Ghana. It is recommended that if you bring your laptop with you that you include a couple of box-sets or movies to kill time. If you bring a few books with you it is good to leave them behind in the hotel for people who have run out of books. 

It is worth bringing granola bars and chocolate as treats if you are there for sometime. In my experience you can never have enough!  If you are a fussy eater or get board of bland food it is no harm to have some dressings and sauces to add a bit of flavor to some of your meals. You should only drink bottled water while you are in Ghana.

A bicycle is great for getting around. You should be able to pick up a very good one for between GHS50 and GHS60. You can also negotiate to sell it back to them at the end of your trip or gift it to the orphanage.

Ghanaians are very friendly and many people will ask to be your friend. Some will have the motive of eventually asking you for something however others will just want a Westerner as a friend or to help them learn more English. We would encourage making friends in the community however we would advise that you don't give out your phone number if you want any peace and quiet. On leaving the county it is also suggested that you only share your email address with friends you have made, if you were to give them your phone number they will ring you regularly with nothing to say. They will also expect you to call them unaware of how expensive it is for you. If you give out your email address make sure you are willing to reply to emails. It may take someone an hour to write you a short mail while a reply, which they will be thrilled with, will only take you a minute or two. As a rule I don't let anyone visit me at the hotel, as I like to keep it as my personal space. I arrange to meet people one or two nights a week in town. 

Some people you meet while you are there will ask you for money or help establishing a business. You should never give anyone money nor should you promise to help them when you get home. Invariably people when they get home don't follow up on these promises and it is important that you don't give them a false sense of hope. It is also very important that you don't reinforce the belief that Westerners have money to throw around. Setting a precedent of this nature only makes the volunteer experience for future volunteers that more difficult. If you have business experience the best thing you can do is to offer to review their business plan and give them some advice. 

Girls will be proposed to on a regular basis by guys they have only just met. The easiest response to this is to be polite and let them know you have a boyfriend at home. This is nothing to be concerned about.

Ghana is as safe a country as any you will ever visit. That said, it is unfamiliar territory, so it is advised that you travel in groups of two or more when you go out after dark.

It is very expensive to use your phone from home while in the country. You can get a local sim card that should work in your phone when you get there for GHS1. If you are not sure about your deal with your network at home ring them before you leave and see if they can unlock your phone to enable you to use a local sim. It is probable that if they won't that the Ghanaian phone shop will be able to.  If they can't it will still be a lot cheaper to buy a phone locally and use it, the cheapest is about GHS50. International calls on a Ghanaian network are a fraction of the cost that you are used to paying. 

Nothing should be given to any of the children or any of the teachers at Christ without Raymond being involved. This is again to ensure an unhealthy precedent is not set and that unrealistic expectations of future volunteers are not created.

When traveling from Hohoe, if you are going further than Ho, you need to bring your passport to enable you to get through one of the checkpoints.

When traveling you will notice numerous checkpoints with armed police or army personnel. There is nothing to be concerned about when stopped. It is normally to check the tax and insurance of the vehicle you are in. Sometimes they will check what is in the boot/trunk of the car, again this is nothing to be concerned about. You cannot take photos of these or any other police/army facility.

We recommend a taxi driver called Godwin (020 7588 706). He is safe, reliable, and about as punctual as any Ghanaian can be. He has limited English but it has been improving very rapidly. He will know where to find most things you may be looking for from his experience looking after volunteers over the last two years. In the event he can't pick you up he will arrange for someone responsible to look after you. He will also pay them so that you don't have to negotiate prices, alternatively you can pay them yourself.
Trips

Wli Falls

Wli Falls are approximately forty minutes from Hohoe in a car or Tros Tros. Once you arrive at the visitors centre it will take you about thirty minutes to walk to the falls. The walk is not taxing and is through a very beautiful rainforest. You should bring your swim-suit along to enjoy the visit to its fullest. The water is not deep in the approved swimming area enabling you to walk right up to the base of the waterfall.  

If you have enough money to pay for the transport and entry fee for some of the students and teachers it is worth bringing them along. The trip is so much more memorable when shared with the kids. It is important that you don't just bring the eldest class, as they have too regularly been the sole beneficiaries of trips. If you are bringing children to the falls it should be all the children from P2 and above. This should be a trip they earn through being diligent while you are teaching them. The number of kids in the water should be limited at any one time depending on the number of volunteers and teachers there to ensure safety. Even though the water is shallow it is important to remember that none of the teachers are able to swim. This and any other trip with students should be arranged in consultation with Raymond.

Monkey Sanctuary

The Monkey Sanctuary is approximately forty minutes from Hohoe in a car or Tros Tros. This is a forest which houses two separate troops of monkeys numbering about 400 in total. On a visit here you can not only see monkeys living in the wild up close but you will get the opportunity to feed them. They will peel a banana as you hold it. 

This is another trip that the kids can be taken on if you have enough money for transport and entry fees. You should first consider taking all the kids who didn't get to go to Wli falls. Make sure you pick-up plenty of bananas on the way. You will only be allowed feed the monkeys a limited amount but it is worth having enough to give all the kids one for the return trip. You should also include in your budget to buy a bag of water for every two children, this is a miniscule cost but a very important element. 

Afadjato Mountain

This is the highest peak in Ghana and it takes about 1½ hours in a car or Tros Tros to get there. A return trip with the driver waiting for you will cost about GHS50. It's a demanding hike especially when you factor in the heat, but it's no Mount Everest. 

You should, but don't have to, take a guide for which there is a cost. It is not published at arrival and therefore you must be conscious that you will have to negotiate to ensure you are charged a fair price. The hike takes about 1½ hours, a bit shorter on the way down if you have any energy left. The views from the top are amazing.

Likpe Todome (Likpe Cave Hike)

This hike takes several hours and is not for the faint of heart. For those up to the challenge, the trip proves to be a very rewarding experience. After a journey up the mountain, hikers will go through a series of six caves before descending the trail. 

Ropes have been provided as an aid to hikers, but make sure to wear suitable walking shoes and carry water and food. You can arrange for a guide, which is recommended, at the tourist centre located at the bottom of the site.

You should go on this trip as early as possible in the morning to ensure you are not undertaking this adventure during the midday heat. 

Lake Volta

You would have crossed the Volta Bridge on your way from Accra to Hohoe. It is about a two-hour trip from Hohoe in either a car or a Tros Tros. A taxi or private Tros Tros will cost you about GHS50 each-way. If you do decide to use a public Tros Tros you will find it easy to get a taxi from the bridge to your chosen hotel. If you choose the Continental Hotel it is only a short walk from the bridge. The lake is a nice place to get away to and relax for a weekend. Many of the hotels have swimming pools and if you have a laptop you will find some of them also have free wi-fi to enable you catch up on your emails away from the slow cafes in Hohoe. With the exception of the The Lake Volta Hotel the food available will be similar to what you will find in Hohoe. 

It is possible to take a boat ride up to see the dam that provides electricity to Ghana, Benin and the Ivory Coast from most of the hotels. A forty-minute trip can also be made from here to visit a bead factory where you can purchase a huge variety of beads and jewellery at great prices.

* Depending on the length of your stay you may consider trips to Kokrobite, Cape Coast/Elimina or Mole. It is recommended you use your Bradt guide to aid you in organising these.

Hotels in Hohoe Region

(All only accept cash)

Geduld Hotel

Geduld is located in Hohoe and is about a 10-minute drive from the Orphanage, which is based in a small village called Wegbe. The Hotel, while basic, is both clean and safe and run by a very accommodating local lady who spent many years in Germany and speaks perfect English. The bathrooms only have cold water, however, with the heat this is not as much of an inconvenience as you may imagine.

The hotel is located about a 10-minute walk from the town centre where you will find pretty much everything you'll need including Internet Cafes and ATM machines that accept Visa, MasterCard and Cirrus.

Rooms are discounted by 20% for anyone staying any length of time and who are volunteering at Christ Orphanage. An additional 10% of you room rate is donated in the form of food to the Orphanage. Rooms, depending on facilities and size, range in price from GHS15 to GHS30. Anyone staying here for any length of time can expect to pay approx. GHS23 for the best room.

Afagame

This hotel is located in Kledjo, a village between Hohoe and the location of Christ. It is about a thirty-minute walk, or an even shorter bike ride, to the new site of Christ. Klego does not have any real facilities but Hohoe is only a short trip by taxi when you need to run errands. 

There are only four rooms here, two with hot showers and air-conditioning and all of them have a fridge, and DSTV. The air-conditioning here is far superior to that available in the Geduld Hotel. For those of you who don't need to be in the centre of town and value a hot shower and nice air-conditioning this is the hotel for you. The prices for the rooms are GHS25 and GHS20, the later price being for the room without hot water and air-conditioning.

The menu while not as extensive as that of Geduld is very good. The people who run this hotel are both welcoming, and extremely nice.  There is Internet access available through the hotel computer for GHS1 p/h.

Greater Grace Hotel 

This hotel is the closest to the new site of Christ, about fifteen-minutes walk. It opened in 2009 and is located in a village called Wegbe. This village has very few resources which means that you have to travel to Hohoe if you have any errands to run. You will be living within the community that many of the kids come from and that can add to your experience if you get out and about and meet people. 

The food is good here and the rooms are both spacious and clean. Some rooms have air-conditioning and they all have their own bathrooms. 

At the time of writing there was no Internet access available at the hotel however providing that facility is planned. A swimming pool is also planned but being honest I will believe that when I see it!

The price to stay here needs to be confirmed at the time of booking. It is normally substantially more expensive than the other hotels mentioned above.

* There are numerous other hotels in the surrounding area. If anyone would like to write a review or provide me with information on any of them to add to this document it would be gratefully appreciated.
* If you are interested in staying with a local family to enhance your experience while you are volunteering in Ghana we recommend an organisation called World Solidarity Voluntary Org. Please see their website for further details - http://www.wosovo.org/ 

Hotels in Lake Volta Region

Afrikiko Hotel (Ph:)

Of all the hotels on Lake Volta this is bar far the most scenic of settings. There is also a swimming pool and free wi-fi Internet access. The rooms are small but they all come with air-conditioning, a fridge, hot water, and a TV. 

Continental Hotel

This hotel is also located right on the lake and is the closest one to the Volta Bridge. It has a large swimming pool and Internet available in the reception area. All the rooms come with air-conditioning, a fridge, hot water and a television. Next-door is a very small hotel/guest house that is worth visiting for dinner. 

Lake Volta Hotel

This hotel is located the furthest from the bridge, next to the dam. It is the most resort like hotel in the area and by far the most expensive. The rooms are similar to what you would expect to find in a high quality hotel in Accra and it has a large swimming pool area. The menu here is extensive and many western meals are available, the prices charged however are very close to those charged in the Western world. There is no view of the lake from the hotel.

Please email markdpmcgrath2@gmail.com to let me know any additional information this document should contain to aid you in your decision making process. Please also let me know if you spot any errors within the document that need to be amended.
Visa
Obtaining Your Visa

If you hold a passport from the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, Australia or Ireland you will need to apply for a visa. All participants should locate the nearest Ghanaian Consulate and contact them directly to obtain an application. In Ireland it can be obtained with little hassle by visiting the Consulate on Haddington Road, ring in advance to check the limited opening hours. 

A visa should only be applied for within three months of your departure. 

- United States: www.ghanaconsulatenewyork.org
- Canada: http://www.ghc-ca.com/index.html
- United Kingdom: http://www.ghanahighcommissionuk.com/passports_visas.php
- Australia: http://www.consulate-ghana.com.au/visa.html
- Ireland: 01 6673849
The first steps to begin your visa application process are as follows:

1. Ensure your passport is active -- your travels should not fall within six months of your passport expiration date
2. Have your flight itinerary arranged (you may need your ticket number)
3. Have your Yellow Fever Vaccination (you need to include a photo copy of your Yellow Fever Vaccination card with the application)
4. Obtain a letter of introduction from Raymond by sending him the relevant documents required

5. Complete your visa application 

6. Get four “2x2” photos to attach to the application or application receipt

7. A bank check or money order (not a personal check) written to the Ghanaian Consulate/ High Commission

8. You should apply for either a Single or Multiple Entry Visa, depending on your travel plans
9. The visa process will take approximately one to two weeks. You may opt to have it expedited in 24-48 hours for an additional fee

10. Select Business Visa for Visa Type

11. Mail or bring the following items to the Ghanaian Consulate/ High Commission:

a. Letter of Invitation from Christ Orphanage

b. Photo copy of Yellow Fever Vaccination Card

c. Four 2”x”2 pictures (staple to application or application receipt)

d. Application fee in a bank check/cheque or money order 

e. Valid Passport (you must send your actual passport)

f. Copy of your flight itinerary

g. Self-addressed return envelope (they require a traceable envelope, we recommend an overnight express). *The Ghanaian Consulate in NY requests a United States Postal Service envelope. 
12. Send your visa materials to the Ghanaian Consulate/ High Commission appropriate to your nationality, listed below. We recommend processing your visa either in person or overnight traceable mail. 

13. Use the following address on your Visa application, Gaduld Hotel, Hohoe, Volta Region Ghana

14. Use the following contact in Ghana, Raymond Attrah - 00 233 246188118
