Volunteering with EducAid Sierra Leone in Sierra Leone….
So you are going out as a volunteer to Sierra Leone with EducAid. Now I have been out three times I thought I would write something to help you plan your trip.
Firstly it is hot, you will be just north of the equator. The temperature rarely falls below 27 ºC even at night.  
Paperwork.

You will first need to check insurance. Don’t get ordinary holiday insurance, there are companies that specifically deal with people who are going to do voluntary work. Try Banner insurance but there are some other companies who do similar work. 

Next you will need to book your flight. Go through Kevin McPhillips, they block book seats and you get a considerable discount on the standard fare with BMI. If you change your booking, however, you will need to pay £50 so be sure of your dates. 

Next get a letter of invitation sent to you from Miriam. You will need this to get your visa. Type your own name and dates on it. You will need some proof you can look after yourself financially. A letter from your bank or that of your parents will do. I used a photocopy of a bank statement. Now download the visa application form from the Sierra Leone consulate in London. Send the lot with £50 and a registered self addressed envelope to the consulate but not too early as you must leave SL 3 months from when the visa is dated. Put your reason for travelling as tourism. 
There are no easy facilities for getting money out here, there are two ATM’s that I am aware of but they are very expensive to use.  Bring a mixture of pounds and dollars. You will need dollars for the trip across the river, more about that later. There is a safe here so keeping money here is not a problem. Bring at least $100 for travel.

Packing.
 May I suggest you buy an old case in the charity shop and leave it here when you go. The home boys and girls need bags to store their clothes. You could buy old T shirts and leave them as well. 
You get 40kg allowance so you will have enough weight for all your clothes. I suggest that girls wear shorts a lot of the time but maybe not very short ones, use common sense. It is natural to bring white tops but be warned, they get very dusty and dirty quickly so darker coloured ones are better. I wear sleeveless vests almost all the time, or T shirts. It is wise to have a couple of pairs of long trousers for evening in the provinces to keep the insects off, and maybe something with long sleeves. I wore socks too in the evening to stop my feet being bitten. All the above information works for boys too. Bring one nice outfit in case you go out anywhere. Sandals or flip flops are worn by everyone but you can buy footwear cheaply here. You must have a torch and spare batteries, it gets very dark. Don’t forget the sunhat and the suncream. If you are coming in the rainy season, an umbrella is very useful. 
Medical

Start early with this. Only yellow fever is compulsory but it is advisable to have hepatitis A and C and typhoid. Some of these will be charged for so check with your surgery and go for hepatitis as soon as you know you are coming. The course can take a number of months. Check your polio and tetanus are up to date. Investigate anti-malarials on the net. You need to get a private prescription and the costs of the various sorts vary considerably so talk to your doctor or travel nurse at the surgery. I asked for a small supply of needles in case I had to go into hospital and the travel nurse gave me some but you can buy kits on the net for emergency use. Bring a small supply of paracetamol, anti diarrhoea and something for constipation and assorted sticky plasters and you should be OK. Also buy insect repellent and enough anti-itch or bite relief and a tube of savlon or similar. 
So now you are on your way. You will have to fill in the immigration form on the plane so don’t forget the address of the school, 23B Sherriff Drive, Lumley. The immigration officer will give you a stamp for one month even if you say you are staying longer. Don’t worry, you can renew it, they do that automatically. You will have to show your yellow fever certificate after that so don’t forget it. If Miriam has told you that you will be met by the State House Security [Soriba, Idriss or Osman], you can ask a porter to find hone of them. If he is not there, don’t worry. Get a porter and ask for the Pelican water taxi. Have $40 US ready for it, that is the current price. The helicopter is quicker but much more expensive and risky and often out of service. Pay the porter a few dollars. I usually pay $5 which is a good tip. If Soriba, Idriss or Osman [friends of Miriam and Alhassan’s] help you, give them $10. 
There is a minibus to the water taxi and then you have a wait while it makes another trip and all the luggage is loaded. Keep your hand luggage with you. They will give you a life jacket and a walk along the jetty brings you to the boat. The trip takes about half an hour and it can be choppy so a travel sick pill might be in order if you suffer. When you get there, someone will meet you and about half an hour’s drive will get you to the school. If the plane is very late, you can borrow a phone off someone working for the water taxi and ring one of the contact numbers or ask them to ring for you and say you are coming but you are late. They will also work if for any reason there is no-one to meet you but that has never happened yet. 
How much money.

That depends on your lifestyle. If you eat local food you can live very cheaply but if you want to go out and get fish and chips, it will cost about £7. Beware, the school food is always highly spiced with peppers but bread is really cheap. You can go and stock up at the supermarket but it is not cheap. Boxes of cereals cost about £6 but a box of laughing cow cheese triangles is only 50p. I can live on £10 a week but I suspect that £200 a month is more realistic if you want western food and if you want to travel round and go to beaches, etc, maybe more. I think it is possible to deposit money in the EducAid bank but you would need to ask Miriam about that. I just take cash and change it here in the school. 
Communicating with home. 
I just use my normal phone. Try and find out if your company has an arrangement with one of the local companies here but my T-mobile one picked up Zain automatically but you may have to force your phone to pick up the required network because the phones pick up the strongest signal.  I use mine to text home just using the ordinary number. If you want a phone that works here, you can buy one locally. Generally, in Freetown you can pick up your mail every day and in the provinces you can borrow the internet stick although reception is less reliable. 

Some additional words.

People here do not get paid much and to them we are very rich. Try not to flash your money around, be discrete when you buy things and don’t tell them about all the wonderful things you have got at home. You can buy a bag of popcorn for 18p but if you have others with you, buy them a bag too.  The same applies with eating or drinking while others are with you and showing you around. They have so little, they always accept what you give them.  It is not being patronising, just good manners. Never throw food away. If you don’t want it, give the rest to someone else, even if it is the rest of the food on your plate. You might never do that in England but here it is the done thing.  Be sensitive and respectful of their situation.  They will share whatever they have with you.  Try and be conscious of this and do the same whenever you can.
Is there anything useful I can bring out?

You can ask Miriam if there is anything in particular you can bring out but A4 punched plastic pockets are always in high demand and small useful things like paper clips, glue sticks and packets of elastic bands.  DVD’s of films are also appreciated. I would also suggest for yourself that you bring coffee, try the Kenko refill packs, very light. Also coffee mate because the only place you can get liquid milk is the supermarket and that is sterilized and once it is opened it can go off in the fridge if the electric goes off. You can get powdered milk here but not as nice. The teabags here aren’t wonderful either and I suggest a tub of margarine or spreadable butter. I brought out a load of cup-a-soups, hardly gourmet food but fills a hole at lunchtime if the food provided is not to your taste. 
If you are going to one of the schools outside Freetown, ask to be taken to the supermarket before you go. You can get familiar foods but cooking is done on an open fire with no ovens etc so be careful what you buy. 

Finally, it can be scary going to somewhere completely new and unknown but everyone here will look after you and make you very welcome. If you have any questions at all, don’t hesitate to e-mail me on pat@deltaflyer.org.uk using a header of educaid visit so I don’t delete it as spam or Miriam on miriam@educaid.org.uk  
Have a good trip. Pat

Useful contacts.      www.bannergroup.com           www.slhc-uk.org.uk (SL embassy)
www.sierraleonetravel.com   (Kevin McPhillips)

Mohamed Sannoh.  +232 33 514211
Ndola (will probably be the one to meet you) +232 33 354973
