
 

Visitors’ & Volunteers’ Policy 

Introduction 
 
The first priority for Disability Africa is the welfare of the young people on its programmes and 
the promotion of self-reliant and skilled local people.  
 
This policy is a response to the history and experience of disabled children and people in 
Africa and elsewhere. Our approach prioritises, recognises and values the experience of 
local people in the countries where we work and their capacity to deliver the objectives of 

the charity. Where local capacity does not exist, we work to build that capacity. 
 
Disability Africa believes that the exclusion of disabled people starts in the minds of the 
non-disabled, and the thinking that has been so disastrous for disabled people is a direct 
result of our traditional view of charity. 
 
The notion of charity creates people as objects of pity and delivers services within a 
terribly flawed framework where the donor is powerful, informed, wealthy and generous 
and the ‘donee’ is weak, ignorant, impoverished and grateful.  
 
Whilst it is recognised that the Projects of Disability Africa may be of genuine interest to many 

people (both from the UK and other countries) and that the ideas of ‘gap-years’ and 
‘voluntourism’ have gained considerable currency in recent years; Disability Africa recognises 
the need to safeguard its projects from the negative effects which can result (albeit 
unintentionally) from the frequent and enthusiastic involvement of casual visitors and ‘one-off’ 
volunteers and people offering training. 
 
It is understandable that those who want to help, also want to see at first hand the people that 
they are helping. Donors who visit feel reassured that their resources are being well-used, and it 
undoubtedly makes supporters feel better. Unfortunately, if allowed, the result of this logic 
would be that programmes for disabled young people become ‘zoos’, in which anyone who has 
helped (or is even thinking about helping) has an unconditional right to visit DA projects as a 

‘quid pro quo’ for their support. There are many charitable projects over the world who have 
recognised the undoubted income-raising potential of this, and “poverty tourism” has been 
the result. 
 
Disabled people the world over suffer from stigma. They are often excluded and under-served. 
Where they are “included” it is often as ‘objects of curiosity’ or pity. They are often tolerated 
so long as they are prepared to be institutionalized and ‘helped’. Allowing visits from donors or 
other would-be supporters or just well-meaning curious visitors, may have significant negative 
impact for disabled children and their families and works counter to the ideals of Inclusion. 
 
For example, if a yoga group, on holiday in the UK from Belgium, discovered a project working 

with disabled children in London, they would be very unlikely to ask if they could bring their 
group to ‘look around’. Everyone would recognise that this would be highly unusual and 
inappropriate! But for some reason this is not the case in Africa, and requests such as these are 
frequently made. Disability Africa sees no reason why projects in Africa should be treated 
differently than those in Europe or the USA.  
 
The wishes and views of parents, even when not directly expressed, must also be prioritised and 
respected. A family’s decision to engage with the project and allow their children to benefit 
from the services that Disability Africa provides, does not mean those parents also grant 
permission for supporters to visit, interact with, or take pictures of their children. 
 



The frequent presence of foreign visitors often creates suspicions within the community that 
vulnerable people are being exploited for the benefit of others. Casual visits must therefore be 

avoided to maximise the extent to which projects are trusted by the communities that they aim 
to serve. 
 
Disability Africa believes that an approach based on partnership, empowerment and 
consultation is much more effective and more civilised. We deplore the notion of poverty 
tourism as counterproductive in that it encourages notions of dependency, weakness, low 
self-esteem and patronage. It serves to further isolate those who are already 
disenfranchised as ‘recipients of aid’ rather than include them as valid, viable members of 
their communities. 
 
Visitors. 

Disability Africa wishes to carefully limit the number of visitors to its projects. Whilst we 
recognise the good wishes of all potential visitors, we need to avoid the ‘zoo syndrome’ and the 
many other negative effects which could result from frequent visits by tourists and others. 
 
Potential visitors are asked to reflect whether their visit to the project will be a meaningful 
experience for, and benefit to, the children it serves.  
 
Volunteers 
We welcome the support of volunteers, but we place our emphasis on developing the skills and 
knowledge of local people. Disability Africa will be pleased to welcome foreign volunteers to 
work on projects ‘in-country’ if they meet the following criteria: 

 

• They are able to bring and share the skills, experience or knowledge which are 
unavailable or in short supply in the country in question and 

• They can demonstrate the time, inclination, and resources to be able to visit the projects 
repeatedly over a prolonged period and 

• They are clear about how they can contribute and engage in a spirit of partnership for 
the benefit of disabled young people.   

 
Those offering specific skills or training are to consider: 

1. Is what you are offering already available within the project’s team or local network? 
2. Can you commit sufficient time? Even a superficial understanding of the local context 

takes months. Imparting skills and training is rarely effective or meaningful unless 
conducted over a significant time.  

To this end we request that partners, employees, volunteers, trustees, and any other friends of 

Disability Africa are mindful of our concerns and direct any requests to visit DA projects to  
enquiries@disability-africa.org 

We hope that potential applicants understand our position. We recognise that this policy may 
feel dismissive or ungrateful to people who want to help and give their time. We are always 
pleased to talk to people who are interested in our work and would like to further understand 
our approach. 
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