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Volunteers
in Development

During the past five years the use of
volunteers as a form of technical assistance to
developing countries has increased rapidly.
There are now about 17,000—their cost is
probably about £45m p.a. Nearly 1,000 of
them come from Britain—their cost is over
£1m p.a.—nearly half of it paid by Britain.

This survey looks at these volunteers as a
form of aid. It considers how useful they are
—and how useful they could be. It
concentrates on the British programmes.

There is no doubt, it suggests, that under
favourable conditions volunteers can be very
useful indeed to developing countries. They
can fill posts that would otherwise be vacant,
and they can apply science and technology at
the level where it is most needed.

But the survey is critical of the conditions
under which volunteers from Britain work at
present. The minimum period abroad should
be two years (not one, as at present) and there
should be more extensive training. The
administration, both in Britain and overseas,
should be improved. In Britain the present
system of autonomous but co-ordinated
programmes should be replaced by a single,
but non-government programme. Overseas the
British Council should continue to run the
administration, but with the addition of
regional volunteer field officers and full-time
offices in some countries.

Appendices give details of the major
volunteer programmes and the countries in
which they are working. There are also notes
about other opportunities in developing
countries apart from volunteer-work.

The survey has been carried out by Adrian
Moyes, who has worked with the ODI since
it started work in 1961 —with the help of
Judith Wallis, who has worked as a volunteer
in Thailand.
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The author and the Overseas Development Institute wish to express

their appreciation to the Freedom from Hunger Campaign (UK Committee),
Oxfam and War on Want, whose financial and other support made it
possible to carry out this survey,

Volunteers in Development

Corrections

Page 40 IVS Volunteers starting Sept. 1964

12-18 months — 11 % (not 8 %)
18-24 months — 17%, (not 5%,)

This does not change the 9 of all vols.

Page 109 IVS was founded in 1934, the volunteer
programme was founded in 1963

Page 120 There were five volunteers in Algeria
under IVS in 1965, which makes the
total six (not three)

The Overseas Development Institute Ltd. is responsible for determining that this
work should be presented to the public, but individual members of the Council are
not responsible for statements of fact and expressions of opinion contained herein.
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Introduction

In the past five years volunteers have been used increasingly as a form of
aid for developing countries. Existing programmes have been adapted and
expanded, and new ones set up. By the end of 1965 some 17,000 volunteers
were involved in about 160 programmes (see Box 1).

This survey examines the usefulness of volunteers in development, and
how their value to developing countries can be increased. It looks briefly
at most of the major programmes, but it concentrates on those from Britain;
most sections, therefore, begin by considering volunteers in general, and
then focus specifically on those from Britain.

In making suggestions for improvement, the survey gives greater emphasis
to the weaknesses of Britain’s programme than to its strong-points; there
is some danger that this may result in giving an impression more unfavourable
than is in fact justified. The theme of the survey is not that the programmes
from Britain are without value-—but that they could be much more effective.

Equally, by pointing to weaknesses in the programme, the impression
may be given that the volunteers themselves are of low quality. There are
of course some volunteers who are below the standard of the majority; this
survey does not deal with them, but rather with the large majority who are
respected for their ability, enthusiasm and hard work.

The survey considers volunteers only in terms of economic and social
development, but this does not mean that other reasons for supporting the
programmes or working as a volunteer are wrong or irrelevant; they are
simply outside its scope.

The survey is based on work done during 1965 in Africa and Asia, supple-
mented by material gathered in Europe and Britain. Unfortunately it was
not possible to include Latin America or the Caribbean. Such an extensive
and rapid journey involves the danger of superficial research and comment,
but it has the advantage of providing an overall perspective.

The ODI is neither a Government body nor a volunteer-sending agency.

There is no final definition of the term volunteer; in this survey it is used
to describe people who work in developing countries under the same condi-
tions as local people with similar qualifications, rather than to make money
or found a career. The survey deals only with ‘qualified volunteers’—and
not with Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO)’s school-leaver and industrial
volunteer schemes (described in Appendix I): the aims, possibilities, limita-
tions, and organisation of these programmes are rather different from those
dealing with qualified volunteers. It includes, however, the French Militaires
du Contingent, although this programme is an alternative to military service
and is therefore perhaps not strictly ‘voluntary.’” Its work, aims, conditions
and problems, however, are similar to other major programmes.

Much of the source material is in the form of unpublished reports, letters




from organisations and notes of interviews. Material that is not confidential
is available at the ODI. Many of the published sources are likely to be oflittle
interest to many readers and so they have been gathered together in Appendix
8, Sources, rather than in the form of footnotes to the text.

Many of the financial statistics contain estimates (for such things as
accommodation) or are averages or projections. They have therefore been
rounded fairly ruthlessly and they should not be taken as exact costs. The
total number of volunteers in the field changes almost daily and so statistics
have been taken for September 30th 1965 (unless otherwise stated). This
date gives a somewhat high figure for some programmes (including those
from Britain), because it includes some volunteers who will only be in the
field for a few months of the 1965/6 volunteer-year.



Summary of Conclusions

Value

Volunteers can be a useful form of technical assistance for development.
They can fill genuine and important needs in developing countries; they
can provide a valuable and relatively inexpensive addition to other technical
assistance programmes. They have in addition, a helpful effect on domestic
public opinion about developing countries and they are likely to promote
international understanding. Many of them subsequently continue to work
for developing countries. From this survey several conclusions emerge for
making the programmes from Britain more effective in terms of develop-
ment.

Length

A one-year basic period of work is too short to do an effective job. It does
not allow an adequate training period, it costs more to run a programme
on a one-year basis, and it gives the impression that the programmes from
Britain are amateur and less valuable than those from other countries.

A two-year period should be introduced abruptly so as to allow no choice;
if volunteers are allowed a choice the majority will choose one year. A two-
year basic period will reduce the number of people applying to volunteer,
but perhaps not so seriously as some estimates suggest.

Cost

The principle that the volunteer’s employer should pay full local costs
sometimes prevents volunteers from being employed where there is greatest
need. A more flexible approach is needed so that employers who cannot
pay the full local cost are subsidised. Subsidies should also be used to ensure
that no volunteer costs his employer more than a local equivalent.

Administration

The benefits of a unified programme administration in Britain outweigh
the advantages of the present complex system involving several separate
organisations. A single, but non-government, programme should therefore
be set up. Existing organisations interested in volunteer-work could tap
the interests of their own specialised publics on its behalf.

Administration overseas is best carried out by the British Council because
volunteers from Britain are likely to continue to be distributed in a large
number of countries in small groups which could not justify a full-time
administrator. The British Council’s administration should be strengthened
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by the appointment of regional volunteer field-officers and by the establish-
ment of full-time offices in countries where it is necessary to devise programmes
and where the number of volunteers justify it.

Training

Volunteers from Britain need more training in language and in adapting
their skill. There is also scope for experiment with an advance course, held
a year early to introduce the volunteer to the region in which he will work,
and for giving volunteers new skills which are only indirectly related to
their qualifications.



1 Objectives

To those people in the huts and villages of half the globe, struggling to break the bonds
of mass misery, we pledge our best efforts to help them help themselves for whatever
period is required—not because the Communists are doing i, not because we seek their
votes, but because it is right. If a free society cannot help the many who are poor, it
can never save the few who are rich.

John F. Kennedy, Inaugural Address, 1961

It is possible to think of volunteer programmes in terms of sending philan-
thropic people to places where they can do charitable jobs—and maintaining
them there at minimal cost. This basically is what volunteer programmes to
developing countries originally were—and to some extent still are. The
volunteers and their supporters included those who had religious reasons,
those who believed in the value of voluntary work or international goodwill
or international equality, those who felt they owed a debt to the world.
Since the foundation of Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) in 1958
and, more important, the US Peace Corps in 1961, volunteer programmes
have increasingly come to be thought of in terms of three additional objec-
tives; aid for development, public relations between countries, and a form of
education for the volunteers themselves. The new programmes that have
emerged in the past five years have grown rapidly; more and different
people have become involved in their financing, their operation and their
use. The objectives have become multiple, sometimes confused, not always
compatible. Since the operation and effectiveness of a programmie is dictated
by what it sets out to achieve, this survey begins with a look at these objectives.

Contributors

Contributors to the programmes include both governments and private
organisations such as Oxfam, Canadian universities or religious bodies.
From the point of view of governments, volunteers provide a relatively in-
expensive form of technical assistance. The volunteers are less well qualified
and less experienced than other technical assistance men (TA-men*),
but they do cost less. A Peace Corps volunteer costs the US Government
rather under £3,000 p.a.; a US TA-man would cost nearly £9,000 p.a.
A TA-man costs the French Government three times as much as a Militaire
du Contingent or twice as much as a Volontaire du Progrés (details of these
and other programmes are given in Appendix 1). In the case of the British
Government the saving is less substantial, because although the cost to

* Known internationally as ‘experts’. These people, however, are often expert only
in relation to those they are trying to help—and not in the more precise English sense
of being exceptionally highly skilled. An alternative term, Technical Assistant, is mis-
leading and clumsy—and so this crude but convenient short-hand, TA-man, is used
throughout.



Box 1
Volunteer Programmes

Size
Programmes sending volunteers to developing countries have grown
considerably in size and number since the foundation of the US Peace
Corps in 1961. There are now some 160 organisations sending about
17,000 volunteers. This figure is expected to increase to 30,000 by
1970.

The largest programme is (September 30th 1963) the US Peace
Corps with over 12,000. There are 900 volunteers from Britain.*
Details of some of the larger programmes are given in Pillargram 2.
Their distribution by continent and subject is given in Piegrams 17
and 3.

Cost

The total cost of recruiting, training, transporting, and administering
each volunteer varies between £1,000 and £3,000 a year—of which
the developing country pays anything from a tenth to a half. The
country employing a volunteer provides accommodation and sometimes
food and occasionally pay (as for volunteers from Britain). The total
cost to all developing countries is not available but the cost to some specific
countries is given in Table 12. The cost o the countries which run some
of the larger programmes is given in Table 11.

The cost of volunteers from Britain is shared roughly 40/60 between
Britain and developing countries. Britain will contribute about
£592,000 in 1965/6 for 900 volunteers—an average cost of about
£660 each. The total average cost is about £1,200. Details of the costs
of volunteers from Britain in specific countries are given in Table 13
and of all the major programmes in Table 12.

Qualifications

Volunteers are variously and flexibly defined. The majority of them
at present have a university, professional or technical qualification
but little or no practical experience; for most their voluntary job
is the first after qualifying. The lower age limit is 20 or 21 (the latter
in Britain); there is no rigid upper age limit, but most are in their
early 20s. They usually work for a minimum of 2 years (1 year in the
case of volunteers from Britain), 2-3 months of which is usually spent
in training in their own country.

*Not including VSO’s school-leaver and industrial volunteer programmes.
These total 433. Further notes on them are given in Appendix 1.
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Conditions

They work under a wide variety of conditions. They live in accommoda-
tion which ranges from a few literal mud-huts to fine modern flats.
Their pay varies between £60 and £1,200 p.a. A high proportion
of volunteers from Britain are well housed and well paid (£600-£700
p.a. and free or near-free accommodation).

Work

Volunteers are employed in almost every kind of job; there are amongst
others teachers, foresters, surveyors, mechanics, chemists, nurses,
commercial lawyers, cattle-ranching advisors, brick-bakers, librarians,
broadcasters, builders, poultry-men, economists, university lecturers,
refrigeration technicians, social workers, engineers, lobster-pot re-
searchers, physiotherapists, oyster cultivators and ply-wood manu-
facturers.

British Programme

The British programme is run by 5 private organisations—though
the Government pays nearly 809, of the cost. The remainder of the
cost is paid by Oxfam, FFHC, Christian Aid, the Gulbenkian Founda-
tion, etc., and the 5 organisations themselves. Further details are given
in Box 14.

the Government of a volunteer is low (largely due to the contributions by
private organisations and developing countries), the cost of most British
TA-men is also low. Over 90%, of British TA-men serve on the Overseas
Service Aid Scheme (OSAS) at an average cost of £700* p.a. each; the
Government contribution to each volunteer is estimated for 1965/6 at nearly
£530.

Besides being less expensive, volunteers are also more readily available
than TA-men. It is hard to persuade skilled and experienced people, often
family men in mid-career, to change their job and residence to go and work
in a developing country. To governments running aid programmes, therefore,
volunteers provide a numerically substantial, if lower-level, addition to
their ordinary supply of technical assistance. The number of US Peace
Corps volunteers, for example, is (1965) about double that of US TA-men;
the number of German Development Service (DED) volunteers is approaching
half that of German TA-men. This addition is much less noticeable in the
case of Britain, which has nearly 11,000 TA-men and 900 volunteers.

Governments sponsoring volunteer programmes also look’ on them as a
means of projecting or improving their country’s image in developing coun-

* Excluding recruiting and other overheads which would add perhaps £100-£150
p-a. to the cost.
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