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Foreword
Volunteering is an essential tool in the struggle to end
global poverty and inequality, so this year VSO asked
one of its community volunteers, James Lansana,
to introduce this annual review. Here he shares his
own experiences as one of 1,836 VSO community
volunteers helping build a fair world for everyone.
We are used to disasters in my community. If you
look at the geography of Bo district, Sierra Leone,
you will see it’s almost surrounded by rivers. So, it’s
prone to disasters like flooding, and the risks have
been increasing as people cut down the trees for
charcoal or logging. What makes it worse is that
most people here are illiterate and poorly educated
on disaster issues. Until I was trained by VSO, they
didn’t have the ideas to help them to prepare and
stay safe.
Since I was trained by VSO in disaster risk reduction
(DRR) in 2018 I have been meeting with the local
authorities and formed a DRR club with youths in
the community who were interested to learn. We
use skits and songs to sensitise people, especially
the most marginalised like people with disabilities.
Young people are among the most vulnerable here,
but they also love to learn and share what they’ve
learned with others, so by targeting them my impact
becomes greater.
People in this community are now more aware.
They’re following our education. People now look
at me as a community champion. They even gave
me an award. They look to me, they trust me,
because of the training I have had. Initially, I was just
a community member like them, but now I am highly
respected.
In March, we had the opportunity for more training
with VSO, this time on mitigating the risks of
COVID-19. This was before Sierra Leone had even
had its first confirmed case of coronavirus.
Once I returned to Bo and shared what I’d learned,
people were ready to listen.
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Most of the communities I’m travelling to are 10 to
15 miles from the nearest road. You can’t reach these
places by car, so even the government will not go
there. I have been travelling there, demonstrating
hand washing, telling people to wear face masks, to
use social distancing measures.
COVID-19 is just another risk for us to understand
and adapt to, just like flooding in Bo. Disasters and
shocks are becoming more common, and they
hurt the poorest people worst of all. We need to
make sure the most vulnerable people have the
information and preparation they need to stay safe.
I am proud to be a volunteer and to play my part in
creating a fair world for everyone.

James Lansana
Community Volunteer

©VSO/Evelyn Fey

A fair world for everyone
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Our year
in numbers
4,158
people volunteered with VSO
in 20 countries
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VSO reached more than

4.5 million
people, including:

2.8million

over
through our education programmes

785,000

nearly
through our health programmes

120,000

over
through our resilient livelihoods
programme

796,000

and over
through our resilience, inclusion and
social accountability programmes
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2030: The road
to a fairer world
The year 2020 is a vital landmark on the road
towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
The UN has called for a decade of action to deliver
the SDGs before the 2030 deadline. The 17 goals are
ambitious – and that’s before we take into account
the massive additional challenges that have been
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Towards the end
of this year, the coronavirus outbreak began to put
huge pressure on fragile health, governance and
economic systems around the world.
Now the UN is warning that the current level of
action is not at sufficient scale to meet the SDGs. It
says “ambitious action” is needed if the goals are to
be delivered on time.
That means that the next ten years must be a decade
of delivery; a period when the world redoubles its
efforts. VSO’s unique volunteering for development
approach can add a great deal of value in this
context. Its unique ability to build relationships
and inspire action in local communities is essential
in strengthening health, education and livelihood
systems, while also controlling the impacts of
COVID-19.
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Going to scale
Over the last 60 years, VSO has worked in over 90 countries with more than
80,000 volunteers and reached over 50 million people.
We couldn’t be prouder of these numbers. Behind
each statistic is a story of resilience, determination
and humanity. But now heading for a new horizon
and scaling up VSO’s impact like never before.
In 2019, we set ourselves the objective of reaching
an additional 5 million people a year by 2021. To do
this, we’ll draw on the knowledge and experience
we’ve gathered over six decades to develop the
quality and scale of our programming. We’ll drive
the adoption of our volunteering for development
approach to deliver systemic change across sectors
and societies.
By replicating and growing our best work and
focusing on where we can add value through our
Volunteering for Development approach, we have
exceeded our expectations and are close to meeting
that target in the first year of the plan. VSO has been
able to reach more people over the past year than
ever before and over the next four years we hope to
reach another 16 million more.
We updated our values to help focus our mindset
internally, as well as to articulate VSO’s modern-day
identity, attracting partnerships with like-minded
people and organisations that share these values. We
invested in our practice areas of health, education
and livelihoods, allowing for better strategic oversight
and accelerated growth in our global portfolio.
Innovation at VSO is now about scaling our work –
doing what we know works well, in many
more places.
To support this move to scale, we are organising
ourselves around a global programme
implementation team to ensure quality and
consistency. Focusing our technical, programme
and business support teams on implementation
enables clear prioritisation of work and
demonstrates value for money to our donors.
We’re in a stronger position than ever to create a
fair world for everyone.
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Building Learning Foundations:
Delivering at scale
There’s already compelling evidence of the power
of volunteering for development when taken
to scale. Our Building Learning Foundations
(BLF) programme is currently operating in every
government-funded primary school in all 30 districts
of Rwanda. The project has improved teaching for
1.8 million children, including those with disabilities
and learning difficulties.
“Before, I wasn’t interested in using teaching aids as I
thought that children were able to easily understand
my lessons,” says maths teacher Seraphin. “However,
after joining the Building Learning Foundations
project, I realised I was wrong”.
Now Seraphin uses teaching materials that help to
make lessons clearer. An education volunteer visits
him once a month to accompany and mentor him
as he develops his teaching practise. Seraphin cites
these one-to-one meetings and the constructive
feedback following lesson observation as the two
things that have helped him improve most.
“I have opened my mind and I am more reflective in
my lesson delivery. This has allowed me to change
the way I teach. I am also making my own essential
classroom materials. Now, my pupils always seem
interested in my lessons.”
Since the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi, Rwanda
has been through a period of growth and rapid
transformation. This led to a sharp decline in poverty.
However, 39% of Rwandans are still living in poverty,
and education is a powerful tool for people to
improve their own lives.
The Building Learning Foundations programme helps
strengthen teacher development, school leadership
and governance. It builds inclusive and impactful
education for Rwandan children, no matter who
they are, where they come from or what support
they need.

©VSO

Many teachers in Rwanda lack adequate training.
National volunteers, mentored by international
volunteer teaching advisers, are improving the skills
of local teachers.
About 5% of Rwandan people are living with
disabilities and are often highly stigmatised and
marginalised as a result. The Building Learning
Foundations programme has a strong focus on
reaching children with disabilities as well as those
with learning difficulties and other factors that
act as a barrier to thriving in school. Expert VSO
volunteers have developed an inclusive education
guide for teachers, equipping them with the tools
and understanding they need to identify and meet
the needs of children with disabilities or special
educational needs. English and maths toolkits also
help promote inclusive thinking and action as part of
teachers’ daily practice.
It’s working. English proficiency levels have almost
doubled among third grade students - up from 16%
to 28% so far. Teachers are now much more likely to
praise and encourage learners.

30,000

teachers have received
mentoring from 200
Rwandan volunteers

All this requires coordination on an enormous scale.
Every school has a structured support visit from an
expert volunteer each month. Each district has a team
of volunteers who meet weekly to plan, review, reflect
and adapt their approaches. Then, districts meet in
groups of three to further scale-up good practice and
share learning throughout the country. The project
is designed so that lessons learned on the ground
are passed on proactively, allowing best practice to
be replicated and scaled quickly. Importantly, the
Volunteering for Development methodology ensures
that teachers and head teachers are supported in their
place of work. This means our support is based on a
firm understanding of the local context, on the daily
challenges that teachers face, day in, day out and
those teachers can immediately apply their learning
with their pupils. Teachers and head teachers are
encouraged to support each other through learning
networks that build local capacity and sustainability.
The goal of the Building Learning Foundations
programme in Rwanda is to reach 4.2 million children
and 42,000 teachers in 2,600 schools by March 2023.
We are well on the way. Beyond that, we are building
on this experience to deliver inclusive education
for children all over the world – developing lowcost, accessible resources; investing in teachers and
making sure that no child is left behind.
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Unlocking Talent in Malawi
Chisomo, pictured left, is a student in rural Lilongwe,
Malawi. With huge classroom sizes of up to 140
students, he was falling behind at school.
“Chisomo struggled to follow lessons. Because of his
struggles with learning, he repeated the same grade
twice,” says his mother, Shackra.
With the introduction of the Unlocking Talent project
in Malawi, Chisomo started to use a tablet computer
loaded with child-focused learning software. He is
now learning essential literacy and numeracy skills, in
his own local dialect.
The software, developed by VSO’s partner onebillion,
gives children instant feedback, which helps slower
learners catch up with their peers. Teachers can
instantly see which students need extra support. The
tablets are solar-powered, and VSO volunteers are
training teachers to guide and monitor pupil progress
using the technology.
“Ever since I started to learn using tablets, I have
learned to write, read and draw,”says Chisomo. His
mother has seen a marked difference in her son,
too.“I have noticed that Chisomo now really loves
going to school. He is no longer missing days and is
full of joy when he comes homes from school.”
More than 150,000 children have already used the
tablets to work through a structured course made
up of thousands of engaging activities, games,
and stories. But that’s barely the beginning for this
ambitious programme. VSO and its partners are
aiming to roll it out across all of Malawi's 5,300
primary schools'.
Unlocking Talent is already changing the lives of
children in Malawi. Research shows that reading
scores in schools using the tablets are twice as high
as those in other schools. It’s also won international
recognition. In May 2019, the technology behind
the project was recognised by the $10 million
Global Learning XPRIZE, a competition to solve
humanity’s greatest challenges. In further evidence
of our ambition for the programme, pilots were also
undertaken during the year to evidence the potential
of Unlocking Talent in other settings, including
with Dzaleka refugee camp near Lilongwe, and in
Ethiopia’s remote Afar region.
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40,000 active young citizens: A decade of International Citizen Service
International Citizen Service (ICS) is an international
youth volunteering programme led by VSO and
funded by the UK Government. It builds sustainable
development in some of the world’s poorest
communities whilst improving the skills, knowledge
and personal development of each youth volunteer.
The programme is now in its tenth year and has
enabled 40,000 young people to contribute to
sustainable development programmes, volunteering
to deliver results for communities across Africa
and Asia.

“The volunteers have taught us how
to solve our own needs, priorities and
development. International Citizen
Service has taught the community
something very important: how to use
its own initiative.”
District Engineer, Nyinahin, Ghana

Having joined the ICS programme, young
people have formed a series of National Youth
Engagement Networks that bring youth together to
foster their own initiatives for sustainable change.
In 2019, through the network in Bangladesh, young
people campaigned against early child marriage
and better menstrual health management for
schoolgirls. Since this campaign, girls’ school
attendance increased, since fewer missed school
during their period.

delivers an ‘Action at Home’ project upon their
return, benefiting their home community further.
Evaluation findings showed volunteers end their
placements with greater understanding of poverty,
inequality and development, and the role that young
people can play in tackling these issues.
The ICS programme mixes young UK and national
volunteers, which gives UK volunteers a much
broader cross-cultural social circle and greater
connection to the countries where the programme
is operating. The programme has been lauded for
its impacts on poor and marginalised communities,
for its fostering of active citizenship, as well as
for the personal development impacts on young
volunteers themselves. The programme has a strong
track record and commitment to diversity, with
30% of UK applications from BAME individuals, and
37% representing young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
ICS volunteers are particularly good at forming
relationships with children and youth, who in turn
are more likely to become agents of change in
their communities as a result of their time with
ICS volunteers. This is the true meaning of
active citizenship.

An independent analysis commissioned by
VSO in 2019 demonstrated the value of the ICS
programme to the UK economy. It found that
for every £1 spent on ICS programming, £4.64
is generated in social value, through the skills
developed by young volunteers through the
programme, as they work across cultures, and in
new contexts. What’s more, each UK volunteer

©VSO/Andy Aitchison

In Tanzania last year, more than 2,000 young
people came together to raise awareness of
the need for greater inclusion for those living
with disabilities. Sixty-six people with disabilities
contributed to the campaign, with activities
including speaking to media outlets, social media
campaigns and physical forums to draw attention
to the rights of people with disabilities, and the
challenges experienced by those in this group.

The ICS volunteers huddled together here
worked in a small village in Morogoro, Tanzania,
helping local businesses to thrive.
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Our vision

A fair
world for
everyone
Our purpose

Creating lasting change
through volunteering
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Our values

Collaboration
• Empower poor and marginalised people to take charge of their
own development
• Share skills and knowledge to create long lasting, sustainable change
• Build collaborative partnerships that promote innovation, growth
and impact

Knowledge
• Lead volunteering for development, setting the standard for ourselves
and others
• Use evidence and insight to guide our actions
• Recruit the right people and work where we have the greatest impact

Inclusion
• Stand beside and advocate for those who have been denied
choice and opportunity
• Promote diversity and equality throughout our work
• Encourage different, inquisitive perspectives

Integrity
• Commit to safeguarding and take a zero-tolerance approach to
abuse and harm
• Treat others with respect, as equals
• Be open, transparent and accountable in everything we do

Annual review

13

Doing
development
differently

14

©VSO/Omar Havana

VSO’s volunteering model of development puts the most marginalised
people first. It’s an approach that helps every person involved drive
the change they want to see, whether it be better education, improved
healthcare, or sustainable jobs. It changes policy and practice at local,
national and global levels. And in doing so, it creates the systemic shifts
needed to build a fair world for everyone.
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Putting people
at the heart of
development
We know that people in developing countries have
the power, courage and desire to help themselves.
That’s why the volunteering for development
approach puts the most marginalised people first.
We focus on those who are traditionally left out in
society – for example, people who are poor, living
with disabilities, ill, female, young, living with HIV,
or incarcerated.
These people are not passive recipients of aid, so
we don’t call them “beneficiaries”. They are the
primary actors at the heart of our development
approach. They are closely involved in every aspect
of our programme design and delivery, leading the
change, guaranteeing the results benefit the people
who need it most.

What do we mean by
primary actors?
Primary actors are the people and
communities that we work with. They are
the ones engaging in projects, helping us
understand the community's needs, and
working with volunteers to build a fairer
world. Our responses are driven by demand
from the poorest and most marginalised.
We always work with local partners who can
guide the most effective support.

Why do we use that term?
'Primary', because they are principal
contributors to VSO's work and they lead
the design and delivery of programmes. '
Actors', because they are active agents.
VSO doesn't do development to
communities, it works with them.

©VSO/Maheder Haileselassie

Abrehet Assefa, second from right, lost her first baby to a difficult labour. In Ethiopia, VSO is helping
women like Abrehet access the healthcare they deserve.
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Encouraging enterprise in Tanzania
“When I started, people had doubts if I had the skills
to make wine. Some people in my culture think
women should just stay at home and cook so it can
be harder for women starting out in business.”
Chany Henry, pictured above is a 27-year-old
winemaker from Tanzania. Chany got business
support through VSO’s Tanzania Local Enterprise
Development (T-LED) project when she set up
her own wine shop. VSO volunteers supported
Chany to achieve her business goals, training her in
record-keeping and encouraging her to improve her
packaging, in order to attract more customers to her
hibiscus wine.
“The training with VSO gave me the confidence to try
new things and expand my business.”
Results shows 76% of the female entrepreneurs
who’ve taken part in the T-LED programme say it
has improved their negotiation and networking skills.
Over 93% say they now feel more assertive about
taking on leadership roles and making business
decisions.
Since the training, Chany has seen her customer
base grow and an increase in income. Chany now
mentors another winemaker in her area, sharing what
she learnt from VSO training. Eventually she wants to

put a portion of her profits towards improving her
local school with new buildings and teaching materials.
Tanzania has one of the largest youth populations in
the world, with almost half of Tanzanians aged under
25. VSO volunteers are working with these young
people to navigate a challenging environment by
building their own businesses and creating jobs.
Difficulty accessing capital, business networks and
professional advice are some of the issues that hold
back young entrepreneurs, especially women. The
T-LED project has established three centres across
Tanzania which provide market-driven and genderresponsive business development and financial
services. This advice comes from a network of
national and international volunteers, able to share
a wide range of business and technical skills.

Participants’
incomes have risen
by an average of

65%
By the end of the five-year programme, the project
will have created an estimated 2,500 jobs, with
support given to at least 1,300 businesses.

Annual review
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Peer education in prisons across Southern Africa
Arthur is a 39-year-old father of three and lives in
Harare, Zimbabwe. Having been in and out of prison
three times, Arthur was losing direction and struggled
to cope after learning he was HIV positive.
Arthur committed to volunteering and trained as
a VSO peer educator whilst in prison, where he
quickly learnt what it really meant to be HIV positive,
and how he could educate others around him.
He attended VSO trainings around HIV and sexual
health, as well as psychosocial support to cope
with the double stigma of being both an inmate and
living with HIV. This, coupled with skills to improve
communication and decision-making, helped him
adjust to life outside prison.

“I learnt about the importance of adherence to
medication and the importance of acceptance
and disclosure.”
Arthur now speaks out in his local community to end
myths surrounding HIV. It’s the sustained effort from
committed individuals like Arthur that creates strong,
resilient communities, long into the future.
“As a peer educator, I’ve encouraged others to
accept and disclose their status so they can live a
happy and healthy life”

©VSO/Peter Caton
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Community volunteers like Arthur are at the heart of
our development model.

1,782

“Being HIV positive does not mean the end of life. It’s
a condition that is manageable. I have left the life of
crime and I can now take care of my family and buy
medication for myself.”

volunteers trained
as peer educators
across 35 prisons

“I've learnt that I can still earn a living just like anyone
who is not HIV positive. There's no stigma against
myself or anyone who is HIV positive. This is because
I disclosed my status and I'm able to talk freely about
my status with anyone and I'm helping others to do
the same.”

©VSO/Peter Caton
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The impact of volunteering
Volunteers build strong relationships and trust
because they work with and alongside the
communities they serve. They’re there to engage
with communities. They don’t do hand-outs. Instead,
they support people to better understand their
challenges and opportunities.
Action research (Valuing Volunteering, 2015) into
VSO’s work in Africa and Asia has demonstrated
that volunteers help communities become more
inclusive, create more innovation, and generate
more social action, all through the strength of the
relationships that volunteers build.
VSO’s volunteering for development approach
brings together volunteers with local partners and
communities. At its best, volunteering is about
connection, and a network of connected volunteers
is a powerful thing.

Most VSO volunteers work in their country of
birth. Speaking local languages, understanding the
economic, environmental, societal, and cultural
issues, local volunteers have an intimate knowledge
of what works in their own communities – and what
does not. Their commitment to their communities
and on-the-ground working locations allow them to
continue working even when travel restrictions limit
the ability of traditional aid programmes to reach the
most isolated and marginalised.
Other VSO volunteers bring a mix of perspectives,
expertise and ideas from a wealth of different
countries, backgrounds and experiences. Each has its
own advantages, and each contributes to addressing
the unique needs of each community, project or
individual.

©VSO/Paul Wambugu

An all-Deaf team of UK and Kenyan volunteers have been working to tackle disability stigma around
deafness in Nandi county, Kenya. They've been supporting parents to learn Kenyan sign language so
they can communicate with their Deaf children.
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Inclusion, resilience and social
accountability
All our programmes address the root causes of poverty by focusing on three areas that reliably tackle the
structures, systems and conditions that keep people in poverty.

Social inclusion and gender

Social accountability

Around the world, millions of people are
discriminated against because of who they are.
This may be based on their gender, age, disability,
cultural background, sexual orientation, and many
other factors. We aim to understand and address the
systemic causes of this discrimination.

Millions of the poorest people around the world
are denied basic rights and entitlements that are
guaranteed in law. Yet corruption, fear and power
dynamics can stop people from speaking up and
demanding what they deserve. VSO is committed
to giving people a voice, no matter who they are or
where they are from, as well as helping authorities
better respond to that voice.

Resilience
Disasters, disease outbreaks and other shocks
and stresses can have a devastating effect on
communities. This can be especially damaging on
those communities that are already marginalised. Our
goal is to help communities prepare and adapt to
disasters, as well as reducing their vulnerability to
shocks and stresses.

©VSO/Peter Caton

Susan Sesay, 36, with her four-month-old son Joseph. Susan lost three of her four older children
to disease. When she became pregnant with Joseph, Susan was able to receive an ultrasound by
a VSO-trained midwife, Elizabeth Davies.
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The world faces shocks and stresses
of increasing frequency and
magnitude, due to global pressures
such as climate change, economic
crises and political instability. These
challenges are multifaceted and
intertwined – continued climate
change, for example, is likely to cause
major economic disruption. This
means that the needs of the most
vulnerable communities are complex
and diverse, calling for an equally
multidimensional response.
Poor and marginalised people are
often hit the hardest in a crisis.
They lack the resources to cushion
themselves against shocks and may
already face exclusion due to their
gender, disability or social status.
At time of writing, every country
VSO works in has been significantly
impacted by the coronavirus
pandemic. Just as we would expect
with any other shock, we are seeing
that each person’s ability to protect
themselves from the impacts of
the virus greatly depends on the
resources available to them. Poor and
marginalised people are less likely
to have savings to fall back on in an
economic downturn, to have secure

housing in which their family can
safely quarantine or provide out-ofschool education, or to be able to
access medical help when they need
it. What’s more, existing exclusion
and stigma can be exacerbated
and reinforced during a crisis. VSO
rapid assessments in some countries
suggest increases in gender-based
violence during quarantine, and an
uptick in child marriages taking place
while schools are closed.
Building resilient communities isn’t
just about responding to crises as
they happen, but building the local
ability to pre-empt, prepare for
and mitigate potential risks, as well
as creating social, practical and
financial safety nets to help cushion
the impact and speed recovery when
disaster does strike.
True resilience does not arise
from providing a specific solution
to an individual threat. Instead,
real resilience lies in building a
community’s flexibility to identify,
prepare for and respond to a range of
scenarios. We do this by building the
skills and knowledge in recognising
both the risk and the action required
to mitigate it.
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Sustainability
and resilience in
a changing world

Surviving Idai: Community volunteering in a crisis
©VSO/Jeff DeKock

When Cyclone Idai hit Mozambique, Zimbabwe and
Malawi in 2019, followed by Cyclone Kenneth just a
month later, it had a terrible impact on hundreds of
thousands of people, leaving families without food,
water or shelter and creating deadly natural hazards
during the ensuing flooding.
Suzana Capitao, pictured right, was at home with her
five children, the night that Cyclone Idai struck:
“The storm was so heavy it frightened me. I was
crying for my children, as they were not safe. That
night we moved out of the house to a nearby
school. The roof of my house had blown away and
some of the walls were taken down by the storm.”
“We had nothing to eat, but VSO came at the right
moment. We were given maize meal, rice, cooking
oil, and some relish. All these things came in handy
and it helped us to move on with our life. Since the
cyclone, volunteers helped in educating us on what
we must do in the event of these emergencies.
Volunteers are always there, and they help us
in every situation. Unlike people who are paid,
volunteers belong to our communities.”

©VSO/Bless Ngonhama

Food trucks arriving into some of the worst affected areas after Cyclone Idai
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Marta Memba, 67, was one of 13,000 people to receive food aid from VSO after Cyclone Idai

Following the disaster, VSO was able to move faster
than many other organisations because it already
had hundreds of volunteers on the ground, trained
and ready to respond to just such an event. VSOtrained volunteer Carolina Banda, 33, remembers
the moment she was called to put her training into
practice:
“When I looked outside and saw the strong winds, I
was filled with fear. But then I thought of the people
without the shelter I had, and this gave me the
courage to move outside and rescue others.”
VSO’s community volunteers mobilised quickly and
distributed a month’s worth of food and essential
items.

180

tonnes of food
was donated

They reached areas considered unreachable by
many other agencies.

Community volunteers ran sessions to help
vulnerable communities understand the risks they are
facing, including examining which areas are most in
danger, such as low-lying areas prone to flooding.
Volunteers shared their knowledge around disaster
preparedness with the wider community, enabling
the identification of people most at risk, such as
pregnant women, those who are less mobile and
people with disabilities. This makes sure no one gets
left behind or forgotten and helps mitigate some of
the deadliest effects of such disasters.
A year before Cyclone Idai hit, VSO had
begun training this network of community volunteers
in resilience and disaster response, shoring up
communities to better deal with disasters. By the
time it made landfall, 750 volunteers were trained
and ready to respond to disaster.
After the initial response, those same volunteers were
able to remain in the communities as they began the
difficult recovery process – monitoring and reporting
on the impact and ongoing needs as people began
to rebuild their lives.
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Preparing for disaster in Nepal
“The village was underwater. Most people could save
themselves by receiving early warnings of the flood,
but others couldn’t save themselves. The resources
supported by VSO has helped us save more than
50 lives,” says Arun Kumar Shah, mayor of Durga
Bhagwati-5, Rautahat.
Right now, more than 80% of Nepal’s population is
at risk of natural hazards like floods, landslides, fires
and earthquakes. This is one of top 20 most disasterprone countries in the world. With extreme weather
events predicted to become more frequent due to
climate change, it's vital that vulnerable communities
are ready and able to withstand such events.
In 2015, a devastating earthquake impacted more
than a quarter of Nepal’s population. Since the
earthquake response, VSO has been strengthening
Nepal’s ability to respond to disaster, working within
communities at a local level, all the way through to
supporting governance in planning and preparing for
disasters. The Nepali government has now adopted
some of this work as policy.
In Terai, a low-lying region in southern Nepal,
400,000 homes were lost to flash floods in 2017.
VSO embarked on a two-year project to reduce the

risk and impact of future disasters in the region,
including working with schools to introduce disaster
management as a compulsory component of the
education system.
In Rautahat, south-eastern Nepal, volunteers have
been creating preparedness plans in communities
most exposed to annual flash floods during
monsoon season, as well as leveraging local
agricultural expertise and knowledge around water
management, to lessen the impact of disasters.
This preparation meant that when flash floods hit
Rautahat again this year, communities felt better able
to manage the crisis.
“In this flood we felt more safe and confident to
overcome it compared to the 2017 flood, because
we have taken different types of disaster risk
reduction training and lifesaving skills, with the
support of VSO,” said Lahan Mishra, the volunteer
leader of the community search and rescue
taskforce in Rautahat.
“Just three weeks ago we practised a flood
simulation, which was very effective – in this recent
flood we were able to rescue more than 60 people.”

©VSO/Suraj Shakya

Assessing the damage following the 2015 Nepal earthquake
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Achieving policy change
The voices of the poorest and most marginalised
often go unheard, leaving people trapped living
in poverty, in systems and societies that have not
been built for them. Giving these people a voice to
influence decision making and policy is crucial.
This is because while substantial change can happen
through local programme activities, at other times
entire systems needs overhauling, or entire policies
need rewriting, to make change possible.
Volunteers help to promote the voice of primary
actors, bridging the gap between government or
service providers and marginalised groups, and bring
their own expertise and understanding of how to
make changes to policies and systems.

Disaster Risk Management in Nepal and finalising the
National Volunteering Bill in Kenya.
As we prepare to scale up our programmes in
the coming years, influencing policy will become
increasingly important. Working on a larger scale,
policy change will make our work possible in
guaranteeing that projects will have a long-lasting
and wide-reaching impact.
Nepal is one example of policy change strengthening
the impact we are able to make. Here we are
coupling bridging classes, to help children with
disabilities back into formal schooling, with changes
to inclusive education guidelines.

©VSO/Andy Aitchison

Policy change is a complex process, which needs
consultation with a range of groups including
stakeholders, civil society, experts, government and
primary actors.
VSO volunteers are helping to facilitate this process
and help governments and service providers to truly
understand the deep-rooted causes of an issue.
Alongside this, volunteers and primary actors work
together to make sure all policy changes are in line
with the SDG principle of leave no one behind, and
that governments are fulfilling their commitment to
the SDGs.
For example, in Zimbabwe, volunteers are tackling
SDG 3 – ensure healthy lives and wellbeing for all –
to assess the prison healthcare system. Inmates are
using community scorecards and mystery visitors to
call attention to the need for better healthcare and
sexual and reproductive health provision.
Following this, female inmates now have access to
cervical cancer screenings in one facility. At another
facility, after raising the issue of poor nutrition and
lack of protein in inmate diets, prison management
are now providing a more balanced diet.
In the last year, we have helped achieve eight policy
changes – including a national action plan for

ICS volunteers support a rally for International
Women's Day 2020 in Lamjung, Nepal.
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Putting policy into practice in Nepal
Fifteen-year-old Kabita, who is living with an
intellectual disability, has faced stigma and
discrimination all her life. In rural Dhaubini, southern
Nepal, many people believe that disability is a result
of sin from a previous life.
Her mother has seen a big shift in Kabita since
joining VSO-supported bridge classes, giving her the
education needed to return to school.
“I used to spend a lot of time taking care of Kabita,
and never thought my daughter would be able to
read Nepali letters and count numbers one to fifteen.
She started going to bridge class regularly, carrying
bags and books herself, and talking to friends in the
class. I’m so happy Kabita is now going to bridge
class regularly, and can spend four hours there
without my support,” said Kabita’s mother.

Many children like Kabita, who have disabilities or
additional needs, are left out of traditional schooling.
These children should have the opportunity to learn.
VSO has supported the government to create an
Equity Strategy Implementation Plan (ESIP), outlining
ways to ensure all have access to education,
alongside nationwide inclusive education guidelines.
Despite the Ministry of Education’s endorsement
of the inclusive education guidelines and ESIP to
support children across Nepal, these weren’t being
implemented at a provincial and local level. VSO,
working with 40 local governments, aimed to find
practical ways to implement the guidelines, and plan
to make sure they were used at all levels of decisionmaking.

©VSO/Omar Havana
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Seven-year-old Puspa Umari is attending bridge classes to rejoin mainstream schooling. Here, she
listens to advice from her teacher before reading a book to her grade 5 class in Bhediari, Nepal.

VSO has international and national volunteers to
provide support at a local level to implement this
plan. Volunteers have been in contact with primary
actors to help contextualise this work and develop
the plan.
Volunteers collected data to create a database held
by local government, with a focus on vulnerable
children, such as those who are out of school or
children with disabilities. The local level government

has since adopted the database, and is using it to
plan inclusive education interventions, based on
need.
In addition, 2,525 children received learning materials
translated into braille, including those attending the
bridge classes. These children were being left behind,
and now they have a route into education, where
they can learn and grow with their peers.
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Modelling best
practice in
volunteering
VSO volunteers are held to rigorous standards to ensure their
interventions are impactful, beneficial and sustainable.
However, without proper oversight and systems in place, it’s possible for
both formal and informal volunteering to have a detrimental impact.

30
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Setting the standard:
The Global Standard for Volunteering for Development
Volunteering organisations like VSO can be at the
forefront of changing the lives of the most poor and
marginalised. However, to be impactful, our activities
must be responsible, well-planned, transparent and
respectful — and based on genuine partnerships and
measurable outcomes.
In 2019, VSO led a consultation that heard from
hundreds of voices, from 80 different countries.
Feedback was gathered from volunteer hosting and
sending organisations, volunteers, community voices
and government officials. Using this information, the
forum launched the Global Standard for Volunteering
for Development: a standard of good practice for
volunteer organisations.
The Standard was launched at the International
Volunteer Cooperation Organisation (IVCO)
conference hosted by VSO in Kigali last October,
to over 200 delegates from a diverse mix of
organisations, and with 57% of attendees from the
Global South.
With the global standard in place, volunteers will
consistently and safely be able to create measurable
impact that truly addresses the needs of primary
actors around the world.
It draws on the unique ability of volunteers to work

alongside communities, responding to the needs of
communities, as defined by those communities.
The Standard covers four areas: designing and
delivering projects, duty of care, managing
volunteers and measuring impact.

“An important consideration in
constructing the standards has been that
they encourage uptake, that they are
relevant to all volunteering-involving
organisations whatever their size and
wherever they are located in the world,
and that, most importantly, they clearly
help organisations contribute towards
the delivery of the sustainable
development goals.”
Philip Goodwin, Chief Executive

The Standard is currently being tested and validated
by 28 organisations from around the world, whose
experience and feedback will be incorporated into
the final stage of development before being made
available to the wider sector. VSO will encourage and
support other organisations to adopt the Standard
and set the benchmark for impactful and responsible
volunteering for development.
©VSO/ Becky Mursell

Last year, the VSO London Action Group held a panel discussion on 'Resilience, Conflict and Natural
Disaster: Can Volunteers Have an Impact?', held at London South Bank University.
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Responsible volunteering
Keen to have a unique experience while “giving
back”, many well-meaning backpackers are attracted
to volunteering opportunities in orphanages while
travelling in developing countries. Some pay
thousands to do so.

encouraged to place children in care, exposing them
to serious harm. Children within institutions lack
stability and are often cared for by volunteers who
lack the proper skills, experience and background
checks to work with young children.

Over the past year, VSO has contributed to a
campaign raising awareness of the damaging
practices that can arise through unregulated and
irresponsible volunteering schemes.

VSO’s vocal network of 40,000 young people who
have volunteered on the International Citizen Service
(ICS) programme have spoken out against orphanage
voluntourism, sharing resources on how to volunteer
responsibly.

These schemes prioritise the experience of the
volunteer and the revenue they generate, rather than
the wellbeing of primary actors – such as in the case
of so-called ‘voluntourism’ in orphanages.
This is at odds with what responsible and impactful
volunteering should look like: opportunities should
be ethical, sustainable and always in the best interest
of the community.
Research shows that orphanages can be harmful
when used as a long-term solution. Yet, the industry
of voluntourism creates an economic incentive
to keep orphanages open. Vulnerable families are

"There have been decades of research
showing that children are better cared
for in family setting and growing up in
institutions has all types of long-term
detriments. Almost 80% of children in
these long-term residential institutions
aren't orphans at all but have at least one
living parent, who are often encouraged
to put children into institutional care due
to factors including extreme poverty"
Clare Hawkes, VSO Responsible Volunteering Specialist

ICS alumna Elena Ricci shares her perspective:
ICS alumna Elena Ricci shares her perspective:
I spent my childhood in a small village outside
Benin City in southern Nigeria. Growing up, I
would see many western tourists come into my
village and join voluntary projects.
What stayed with me was how weird it was that
these volunteers would hug and take pictures
with children they’d never met before. It felt like
their actions were motivated more by making
their Instagram look good than ‘doing good’.
Often, some of these children would disappear
for a few days or weeks. I learnt they were being
taken to orphanages – despite having loving
families around them. The reason? Their parents
were poor, and they believed that by ‘orphaning’
their children, they would have a better chance
of an education and regular meals.

Witnessing this left me with a deeply personal
experience of the white saviour complex.
I read a lot about ICS and VSO before I applied.
I loved how young people work alongside
long-term professional volunteers to ensure
that the change would be sustainable. Other
programmes lacked this and were more about
taking a gap year and having a holiday.
People who want to volunteer abroad should
do their research. Make sure that, like ICS, the
organisation is focused on making a sustainable
impact. Understand why you want to volunteer
and how that work is going to continue once
you leave.
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Our voluntary workforce
at VSO
Many of the active citizens we work with continue
engaging with VSO over a lifetime. Each year,
hundreds of people give up their time to help VSO
in the mission to create a fair world for everyone,
as part of VSO’s voluntary workforce. This year over
350 highly motivated individuals, passionate about
making a difference, donated 13,840 hours working
alongside employees in teams around the world.
Thomas Meredith, an ICS volunteer, is part of the
VSO voluntary workforce in the UK:
“Coming back from my ICS placement in 2017, I
was saddened by the thought of saying goodbye to
the programme for good. Being able to encourage
and guide new rounds of volunteers has been an
invaluable opportunity to further my own leadership
and speaking skills. It has shown me that my true
passion lies within the development sector.
“The most rewarding part of being a trainer comes
at the end of each training weekend, when I watch
the new volunteers file out the door, because I then
begin to imagine the amazing experience that they
are about to embark on, and I know that I played a
small part in it.”
VSO voluntary workforce volunteers take on a variety
of roles:
Facilitators share their knowledge and experiences,
helping volunteers gain a better understanding of
VSO’s work as they prepare to embark on their VSO
placement,
Researchers and community workers feed into
programme design through workshops with partners
and other stakeholders.
Enumerators interview and collect data from primary
actors for evidence-based impact assessment of
VSO’s interventions.
Auditors complete internal audits across
our practice.
Our International Board of Trustees provide
guidance and support to the executive board in their
leadership and stewardship of VSO.
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Sharing best practice
This year VSO added a new dimension to its
voluntary workforce. Fifteen highly respected
education professionals joined VSO to provide
technical expertise across four areas:
•
•
•
•

Education in Emergencies
Early Childhood Care and Education
Inclusive Education
Numeracy Teaching Material Development

These volunteers support the professional
development of teachers in many different
classroom-based and non-classroom contexts.
These experts review programme proposals,
give input into programme design and develop
research tools, educational resources and guides.
For example, VSO education specialists created an
open-source guide for people working in young
children’s education in extremely challenging
contexts, which volunteers adapted for use in
Rohingya refugee camps.
Resources like this are used widely by our
programme partners to support teachers’ personal
development and raise teaching standards.
The input of these education experts means that
VSO interventions are lead by best practice.
For example, as coronavirus developed into a
pandemic and traditional schooling was disrupted,
VSO education specialists adapted learning
materials to support children in continuing to
access education.
We’ve since continued to recruit and train
volunteers to support VSO worldwide, as we prepare
to scale up our work. Our volunteer selectors
provide us with insights that ensure our recruitment
methodology and practice stays relevant as
we respond to changes and deliver on our
operational plan.
We are grateful to these selectors, who continue
to play a huge part in assessing applicants
and identifying the people with the right skills,
knowledge, values and attitude.

©VSO/
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Statutory directors, trustees and members
of Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO)

Responsible for determining framework and policy for

Responsible for assessing the effectiveness of

remuneration of VSO senior management; nominating

operational and financial risk management and internal

and determining recruitment processes for new board

control, and reviewing the annual financial statements

trustees; and reviewing and making recommendations in

and the annual budget

respect to VSO’s governance arrangements

Responsible for operational oversight and management
of the global work of VSO

Sam Younger CBE *
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If you would like to know more about VSO’s work
worldwide, visit www.vsointernational.org
VSO
100 London Road
Kingston upon Thames
KT2 6QJ
UK
+44 (0)20 8780 7500
enquiry@vsoint.org
vsointernational.org
youtube.com/user/vsointernational
vsointernational.org/blog
Voluntary Service Overseas is a company limited by guarantee. Registered in England and
Wales registered number 703509. Registered Office 100 London Road, Kingston upon
Thames KT2 6QJ. Charity Registration 313757 (England and Wales) SCO39117 (Scotland).
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