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1) About God’s Golden Acre

God’s Golden Acre is a non-governmental organization that provides shelter for over 90 children who have been orphaned or abandoned as a result of AIDS or violence at “Khayelihle”. An outreach to rural communities greatly affected by poverty also operates under the umbrella of God’s Golden Acre. Around four thousand children living in the nearby rural valleys are helped by the outreach programs.  We are a charitable organization and have limited funding, so we rely for a large portion of the work done here on overseas volunteers offering their time. The number of volunteers does vary according to how many people are available to help at any one time.  We can accommodate about 30 long term volunteers and the group ranges from 15 to 30 people.  

GGA is located in a rural setting and as such is quite isolated.  We are about half way between Pietermaritzburg and Durban.  Both cities are about 30 minutes drive from GGA.  The site is situated about 7km outside Cato Ridge, which has perhaps 1000 people and facilities such as a school, nursery, small “country club” and some shops serving a wide area.  It is connected to the main tar road by a dirt road that runs past the edge of the property and into the nearby valley Sankontshe.    The surrounding countryside is very beautiful and no doubt you will see some great African sunsets from the property!  

GGA is a Christian organisation and the children are raised with Christian beliefs in conjunction with a focus on maintaining a connection to their Zulu culture.  It is important to realise that volunteers come from a variety of backgrounds and as such represent a variety of different beliefs.  Potential volunteers need to be respectful of Christian values, (for example, the children are expected to say grace at each meal). Religious study is taught in the school and we hold a Sunday School on site.

2) Working Arrangements for Volunteers

Areas of work
Most volunteers currently work as primary care givers on the main cluster foster home site in the nursery, crèche, pre-primary school, homework clubs and the children’s houses in the evenings.  As well as the basic care of the children volunteers also organize sporting, art and musical activities.  Some with medical experience help by running the clinic or accompanying children to medical appointments.  

Some volunteers work with building projects either creating homes for those in great need or developing the infrastructure of GGA.  The outreach projects in nearby rural communities involve a range of activities from handling food and clothes drops to working on the child sponsorship program, running a preschool, and developing a skills training center. 

While we endeavour to place individuals in their preferred areas, when volunteers first arrive they need to be aware that we will place them within the area they are most needed at that time.  Volunteers come together to care for the children at weekends and may take a different role than in the week.

How long do people volunteer for?

Volunteers come for various lengths of time, but we ask that volunteers stay for a minimum of six months.  This timeframe enables volunteers to settle in, gain some familiarity with how things work, and to develop some meaningful relationships with the children, staff and other volunteers.  It also limits the inevitable problem of the children constantly having to part with people they may have become close to.  It is difficult for shorter term volunteers to achieve the same level of trust and cooperation with them.

Working Hours
Hours will vary depending on the type of work you are involved in.  As a general guideline, on weekdays volunteers work 7-8 hours a day.  Shifts with the children are generally divided into early and late shifts covering their waking day between 7am and 9pm.  

Time Off

Volunteers get every second weekend off. Those who are off at the weekend usually work the early shift and finish at 2pm on Fridays to give more time to make the most of the weekend.  Many volunteers use the weekends to explore nearby areas such as the Drakensburg, Durban or Zululand.  Transport is provided on Fridays to a shopping mall, which is often used as a setting off point.  Volunteers must then make their own way back to GGA in time for their work on Monday.

Longer-term volunteers often take holidays at various points throughout their time at GGA and are entitled to take a weeks holiday for every three months worked.

If your placement is arranged through a particular organization, the amount of holidays may be pre-determined before you arrive. Wherever possible, after three months volunteers are encouraged to take a break, as the environment can be stressful at times. Generally, we try to accommodate people’s holiday/travel plans and be as flexible as possible. 

Special requirements for volunteers

Volunteers are also asked to sign a document on arrival, which is an agreement about personal standards of behaviour while at GGA. This covers issues such as theft, vandalism, misuse of drugs/alcohol, violence and inappropriate behaviour.   Failure to comply with this will result in a volunteer being asked to leave. 

Volunteers have a responsibility to ensure the confidentiality of any disclosed personal information about the children at GGA.  As such, a confidentiality agreement must also be signed, which states that the privacy of the children will be respected.  Incoming volunteers are reminded to show sensitivity and respect to the children, and in particular, are asked not to discuss the health or background of children in their presence.  

3) What GGA provides for volunteers

Accommodation

GGA provides volunteers with free accommodation.  The volunteer accommodation is quite basic and volunteers can expect to share a room with between 1-6 other volunteers.  Bathroom facilities are also shared.  There is electricity and running water (usually!). We provide pillows, sheets & blankets, which are reclaimed on departure.  There is also a washing machine for volunteers to use.  Hand washing is also an option!

Volunteers may invite their family members/friends to come and visit for short periods. Free accommodation is provided for them should they wish to spend a while at GGA and they would be very welcome to help out during their stay! 

Food

Volunteers are provided with some basic foodstuffs such as bread daily, margarine, sugar, powdered milk, tea, pasta, rice, porridge, coffee, and soup.  A donated fruit and vegetable delivery comes every week from which volunteers can help themselves.  This is sometimes really good and at other times less so.   They can also take an evening meal that is the same as the children receive.  This meal is usually traditional Zulu food.  It is quite nutritious and filling, but sometimes volunteers find it is not to their taste every evening and would prefer to cook their own.

Transport

There is a designated volunteer shopping trip every Friday to the local supermarket in Cato Ridge and for volunteers on their weekend off there is also a trip to a large shopping mall on the way to Durban.  Here there is a better supermarket, clothes shops, restaurants and a cinema.  Some volunteers go from here to Durban and beyond for the weekend.  Volunteers often hire a vehicle on their weekends off to go to the Drakensburg mountains, game reserves or the beaches.  There is a heavy demand on the GGA vehicles, so transport off site for volunteers is usually limited to these trips, but it is sometimes possible to go with vehicles on other GGA business to sort out visa extensions and that kind of thing.  Volunteers need to be aware that they cannot rely on extra transport except in emergencies and that they need to plan for their weekly needs on the designated volunteer trips.

Communication

Volunteers can use a telephone here at GGA but will need to purchase a world call phone card to do so.  Volunteers should arrange with family and friends a specific time to receive phone calls, so that they are present to answer the call.  

E-mail access is also available for volunteers.  Volunteers must pay a small monthly fee to use the service, and similar to an internet café, volunteers pay for the time spent on-line.  Internet Cafes are also available, both in Durban and Pietermaritzburg. 

4) What volunteers must provide themselves

Living Expenses

Volunteers will need to provide breakfast and lunch for themselves, and will need to buy food to supplement basic items provided by GGA, especially if they choose to cook their own evening meal. Most volunteers tend to buy, juices, eggs, milk, yogurt, fruit and vegetables, meat, fish, pizza, cheese, chocolate and other luxury goods.    

Depending on individual tastes the amount of money that volunteers need to support themselves while they are here will vary.  To cover the essentials, including food to supplement what is provided by GGA, volunteers should allow R80 – R100 per week, but this would cover basic additional items only and not include any ‘extras’. Goods that would be familiar in supermarkets in Europe and the US are slightly cheaper (allowing for variations in exchange rate) but broadly comparable in price.  Volunteers usually spend more money on their weekends off if they hire a car (R100+ a day), stay in backpackers (R70-R120 a night), go to game reserves, to the beach, out for dinner (R60- R100 a head in a restaurant, R40 for a large pizza), movies (R40) and shopping.

5) Advice on coming here and staying here

How to get here

Volunteers can be collected from their arrival point by someone from GGA.  It is preferable for people to arrive during working hours as it is difficult to schedule our hard working drivers out of hours. The nearest airports are located at both Durban and Pietermaritzburg, with flights to either destination occurring frequently from Johannesburg.  Coming direct to Durban or Pietermaritzburg or getting a connecting flight from Johannesburg is the best way.

Sometimes volunteers fly into Johannesburg and then take a bus to either Pietermaritzburg or Durban (Greyhound or Trans Lux).  It is preferred that volunteers arriving by bus disembark in Pietermaritzburg, as it is closer than Durban.  

PLEASE NOTE: Volunteers taking the bus from Johannesburg should be aware that the bus station in Johannesburg can be dangerous.  You shouldn’t leave your baggage unattended or leave the bus station area. 

Visas

A tourist visa lasts three months.  Longer-term volunteers will require a different type of visa.  All visa related enquiries should be directed to the South African Embassy/ Consulate/ High Commission in your country.  If necessary, we can provide a letter to confirm your plans to volunteer with us.  In some countries, the South African High Commission may waive the visa costs if the person is coming to undertake voluntary work, so it may be worth inquiring about this possibility.

It is possible once you are here to go to Home Affairs in Pietermaritzburg or Durban and get an extension to your visa of three months.  This costs R425 each time.  There should not be a problem obtaining a visa to cover the kind of stay that volunteers need.  It is always better to arrange your visa in your home country.

Vaccinations

Vaccination requirements will depend upon any travel plans to other parts of South Africa and other African countries.  Here at Cato Ridge we are not in a malarial area and therefore no malarial medication is required.  It is wise to have Hepatitis A and B vaccinations and to ensure that all routine immunisations such as tetanus and diphtheria are up to date.  You should consult a General Practitioner or Travel Vaccination Centre well in advance of your departure date to discuss these requirements.

Managing Money

For longer-term volunteers, continued access to a bank account at home may be the best way to manage finances.  Without being a South African resident it can be very difficult to open an account with a bank here.  There is a cash machine at the supermarket in Cato Ridge (about 5mins away) that takes MasterCard & Visa credit cards. There are banks in Pietermaritzburg, Durban and The Pavilion (big shopping mall about 40min drive away) for any other banking you may want to do, including changing travelers cheques. A credit card is useful for hiring cars and traveling around South Africa instead of carrying cash.

Things to Bring

It is important to be prepared for wet and cold weather as well as great heat.  Raincoats and some warm over clothes should be included as well as summer clothing.

A sleeping bag is a good idea for weekends away if you want to camp or for more basic backpacker accommodation.

A torch for night navigation of the site or on trips would be useful.

6) How to apply

No particular qualifications are required, however volunteers with a background in medical and allied health fields, teaching, childcare or construction are desirable.  A First Aid certificate and a driving license (an international one is best) would be useful as well.  Many volunteers who come do not have any particular qualifications.  The minimum age for volunteering is 18.

Volunteers will usually be placed in a position of trust.  We therefore require two references and proof of a Police or Criminal Records Check suitable to clear volunteers for work with young children and vulnerable adults.  

To submit an application please complete and send the form to the Volunteer Coordinator, preferably by email.  The volunteer coordinator will then contact your referees to request your references.  When we have received all the necessary information we will be able to assess your application and let you know if it is successful.

Please contact the Volunteer Coordinator for further information or an application form.  Email is the most convenient way of corresponding.

7) Contacting GGA

Volunteer Coordinator

volunteers.gga@telkomsa.net
The Office

God’s Golden Acre, PO Box 331 Cato Ridge, South Africa 3680

Phone number (031) 782 1417
Fax: (031) 7823337

Email: gga@wandata.com 

Website www.gga.org.za
