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2Editor‟s Comment

Volunteering is for young people who want to have a good time overseas 

before heading to university, right?  According to recent trends, this is way off 

the mark.  Since launching Projects Abroad Pro in 2009, the number of older 

volunteers who have signed up to help in the developing world has increased 

dramatically and we are regularly taking calls from people of all ages who 

want to get involved.  In our spotlight article this month we discuss possible 

reasons for this change in the average age of our volunteers and what it could 

mean for the future. 

Thankfully, the recent chaos surrounding air travel caused by the 

Eyjafjallajokull volcano in Iceland appears to have finally clamed down.  At 

one point last month it looked like most of our volunteers would be reading 

this newsletter from home with flights grounded and no end in sight.  Our 

feature article for May looks at the aftermath of this spectacular natural 

disaster and questions how it affected our volunteers, project partners and 

worldwide staff. 

In other news we hear from Recruitment Director Ian Birbeck about how the 

first six months of Projects Abroad Pro has made a difference to our 

organisation.  Ian was one of the very first Projects Abroad volunteers back in 

1992 so he has a unique perspective on how we have changed over the 

years. 

From one of our original volunteers to one of our most recent, we spoke to 

Laura McClean about journalism and broadcasting in Mongolia.  If you still 

have time left after reading Laura‟s volunteer story then why not head to our 

„Meet a Country Director‟ section for a chat with Daniela Viljoen from Bolivia? 

Until next month 

 

The Editor 

 



3A Message From Ian Birbeck

It was last year that the idea of Projects Abroad Pro was first discussed 
amongst Projects Abroad staff.  It is exciting coming as we approach the 
first six months that we have a larger than ever number of qualified 
volunteers joining the Pro programme.  Projects Abroad Pro has really 
allowed us to make full use of qualified volunteers when they go 
overseas.   
 

I was one of the first volunteers joining 
Projects Abroad as a teaching volunteer with 
no experience in 1992.  Even in those days 
we had qualified volunteers joining us.  The 
difference was that we weren‟t making full 
use of their skills.  The main reason was 
because we had no dedicated team that 
could find out and make use of the 
experiences overseas. 

 
Since Projects Abroad Pro has been launched the number of different 
trades and skill sets we have been able to use has grown.  If your skill set 
doesn‟t quite fit the criteria listed on the website please don‟t hesitate to 
get in touch with us so that we can find out whether you will fit in.   
 
Projects Abroad Pro allows volunteers to pass on their experience to 
others and really make a difference.  It also allows the volunteer to return 
with a different perspective on life.  A couple who went away with us to 
South Africa a couple of years ago found it a life changing experience.  
The wife brought her teaching skills to the local school.  The husband used 
his construction skills.  They came back to the UK and suddenly decided 
rather than enjoy a quiet retirement in the UK they would move to South 
Africa and help out.  They are still there!  It doesn‟t happen to everybody 
but is the sort of thing that can happen.     
 
Ian Birbeck 

Recruitment Director 
 



4Volunteer Stories

Laura McClean, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia 
 
Coming from Scotland I thought I was used to the freezing cold and had my 
fair share of interesting customs. However, nothing could have prepared me 
for the culture shock of Mongolia. The winter here is bitterly cold but almost 
always with a blue sky. I feel privileged to have seen the mountains 
surrounding Ulaanbaatar covered in snow and the Gobi's frosty morning 
sunrises. Mongolia is unlike any country I have ever visited. From the 
remoteness of the countryside spotted with the occasional Ger camp to the 
western-style Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia is a country where you feel as though 
you have travelled hundreds of years in a matter of miles. 
 
The traditional living of Ger families 
means that they are  extremely 
welcoming; nowhere else in the 
world have I experienced such 
hospitality. Travelling through the 
Gobi and sleeping in a number of 
Gers it always amazed me how 
willing a family were to give up their 
homes and beds to visitors -  not 
that we took them! The smell of 
snuff, taste of Mongolian vodka and 
warmth of the Ger stove will forever remind me of the friendliness of 
Mongolians, despite their huge losses of livestock from the freezing winter. If 
you're visiting Mongolia you would be a fool to miss out on a Gobi tour. 
Mornings spent sliding down a frozen river, watching eagles hunting and 
locals wrestling provided me with some of my most memorable moments. 
Experiencing a Ger for the night is a must; it is the only way to fully 
understand Mongolian customs away from the bustling capital city. 
 
Coming out of the Gobi and going to work at BTV, one of the country's newest 
business news channels, was almost as big a culture shock as leaving home. 
On the 15th floor of a modern looking tower block, owned by a sumo wrestler, 
the channel hosts its daily news broadcasts and topical chat shows. As a 
British journalist I came prepared for the screaming and shouting of stressed 
out news editors and grumpy journalists battling for stories.  
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However, much like in the Mongolian countryside, the pace of life is slower 
than in the west. That doesn't mean things don't get done. The station runs 
like clockwork, with very much a team atmosphere. News broadcasts look 
polished and professional and the standard of journalism is high. Things work 
very differently from the UK and for some reason without the stress. It took 
some getting used to, going out as a large group of journalists an 
cameramen, attending each other‟s stories together then returning to edit. At 
home this would have the editor screeching until he was blue in the face; in 
the UK you fly solo. I'm not sure which I prefer. 
 

The opportunity to anchor the news 
is much easier to come by here in 
Mongolia and for that I am 
extremely grateful. Struggling to 
organise my show reel back home, 
something that is vital in this 
industry, I had begun to despair. 
But the willingness of my 
Mongolian colleagues to let me get 
in front of the camera was truly 
excellent. Now, 1 month on I have 
been reading the English spoken 
B-spot business news every 

evening and my show reel is certainly in for an upgrade! Perhaps I can take a 
little of the Mongolian approach to journalism back home to the UK and I 
hope that some of my ideas and techniques will have helped here. 
 
In terms of my career, this month has been extremely beneficial, interesting 
and thought provoking. And in terms of life experience it has been 
unmissable; an opportunity to learn and appreciate a way of life completely 
different to my own. I have always wanted to visit Mongolia and now that I 
have I am not disappointed. 
 
 



6Feature: Icelandic Volcano

When thinking about your upcoming volunteering project in Ghana, 
Romania or Sri Lanka, you might be forgiven for worrying about 
vaccinations, kits lists, visas and insurance.  However, I‟m pretty 
confident that most people would not rank natural disasters as one of 
their biggest concerns in the weeks leading up to departure!  This is the 
very situation that has been facing Projects Abroad Pro volunteers 
throughout Europe as well as holidaymakers and business people 
across the world over the last month, all thanks to an Icelandic volcano 
with an unpronounceable name. 
 

The Eyjafjallajokull volcano [I‟ll take 
your word for it – Ed.], located at the 
southern tip of Iceland first erupted 
back in late March, but it only came to 
the wider public‟s attention on 14th 
April when the vast ash cloud being 
released into the atmosphere began 
making its way into European 
airspace.  First Scotland, then the rest 

of the UK was forced to completely shut down all of its airports, causing 
complete chaos for anyone looking to leave or enter the country. 

 
Projects Abroad Pro Director Scott McQuarrie spoke to us about the 
fallout for our volunteers.  “As you can imagine, the volcano has caused 
us real problems,” he said.  “At this moment in time we have had fifty 
two volunteers who have been unable to get to their destination and 
there have been many more who have had to extend their time 
overseas because they couldn‟t get a flight home.” 
 
Projects Abroad staff have also been affected by the volcano; some 
more seriously than others.  “I think pretty much everyone in the office 
has a story to tell about travel plans being interrupted,” said McQuarrie.  
“I had to postpone my personal holiday for over two weeks.  While that 
might not sound like much of a big deal, if you extrapolate that to over 
300 staff members worldwide then it has caused a huge backlog.” 
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One of the issues that is often 
overlooked when events like this 
occur is the potential knock-on 
effects for our overseas project 
partners.  While some projects run 
for the whole year and can adapt to 
new volunteers as and when they 
arrive, there are also institutions like 
schools and medical facilities who 

may run more specialised projects at predetermined times of the year.  
Unfortunately they are then forced to operate without the extra help of 
skilled volunteers which is a frustrating situation for everyone involved. 
 
Furthermore, our marketing staff are often asked to make trips abroad 
to check in with project partners and find out more information about the 
destinations we offer.  While someone postponing their trip may not be 
much of a problem in this situation, various colleagues were caught 
overseas just as the ash was beginning to effect airspace.  With key 
staff members effectively stranded overseas, this has led to an 
increased workload in our UK office and various other logistical 
problems. 
 
Thankfully, the volunteer industry is full of understanding people whose 
main motivation is to help others.  We have managed to get through the 
chaos caused by the volcano, but can only imagine the effects on huge 
companies such as travel agents and airlines who will have been hit 
hard by the volcano‟s eruption.  It looks now like this phenomenon is 
finally set to come to an end and we hope that anyone affected by the 
ash cloud is now safely home or enjoying the start of their new 
adventure with Projects Abroad Pro. 
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One of the most striking trends we have noticed since starting Projects 

Abroad Pro is the huge increase in the number of older volunteers 

applying for placements.  Traditionally, volunteer organisations have 

always received the bulk of their applications from pre and post 

university gap year students looking to explore the world and gain some 

experience before starting a career.  While this is arguably still the case, 

it is clear that the number of adults on a career break and retired 

seniors looking to volunteer overseas has increased dramatically over 

the last few years. 

One possible reason for this is the 

recent economic crisis.  With more and 

more people losing their jobs or being 

made redundant, there is a large 

workforce with plenty to offer but few 

options.  Many of these people are 

coming to the conclusion that rather 

than competing with everyone else for 

limited jobs, they could use their time more constructively by 

volunteering.  In this way they are able to gain experience in their 

related industry that very few other people can boast and will be able to 

use this to their advantage when they do return to the job market. 

Statistics also seem to show that the current generation of older adults 

are becoming the most socially involved for over thirty years.  In the 

USA for example, according to the Corporation for National and 

Community Service, in 2008 around 800,000 people aged 65 and older 

took part in some kind of volunteering. 
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While the underlying cause of this increase has not been proven, it does 

seem to be symptomatic of other broad changes in our society over the 

last three decades.  With the rise in availability and usage of the 

internet, increased international trade and migration, the world is 

becoming metaphorically smaller.  More and more people are becoming 

interested in wider issues such as Global Warming, Third World debt 

and international wars being waged against terrorism.  With all of these 

huge issues going on, perhaps it is no surprise that older people with 

skills and qualifications are looking to volunteer in areas where they can 

make a difference. 

What is certain is the way in which 

organisations like Projects Abroad Pro 

are looking to spread the word about the 

opportunities for older adults.  With 

previous generations seeing the internet 

and technology as the domain of the 

young, we are now in an age where 

parents and grandparents are regularly 

logging on to Facebook, Twitter and Google in order to explore their 

options.  Organisations are now confident that if they aim their volunteer 

projects at people with skills, qualifications and experience and 

advertise them online, then the target audience will be able to find them. 

Whatever the reasons for these changes, it seems that older volunteers 

are here to stay.  We hope that people of all ages continue to take an 

interest in volunteering and help to make a difference in the developing 

world for generations to come. 
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Name: Daniela Viljoen 

Position: Director for Bolivia 

Based: Cochabamba, Bolivia 

Home Town: Cochabamba, Bolivia 

 
 
Herman, how long have you been working for Projects Abroad? 

It is coming up to eight years in August! 
 

And what did you do for a living before this? 

I mainly taught EFL (English as a Foreign Language) at various schools and 
universities. 
 
How many people work with you in the Bolivia office? 

There are nine other staff members. 
 

If you could travel to any place in Bolivia, where would it be? 

Villa Tunari ς Cochabamba tropics! 
 

OK, can you describe Bolivia using only three words? 

Vibrant, Interesting, Social. 
 

What kinds of skilled volunteers are needed the most in Bolivia? 

We really need educational specialists, dentists and medical practitioners.  
However, to be honest we can accommodate skilled volunteers in many 
placements and they will always be a huge help! 
 
How can these volunteers help in Bolivia? 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƳƛȄǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΥ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ƻƴ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΤ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ 
new projects; give seminars and workshops to project partners and volunteers 
and above all they can help to make our projects more worthwhile for everyone. 


