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and you’ll 
gain a lot

Kids’ play:  
Anna (centre) 
working with 
children in 
poverty-
stricken 
township 
Paterson

Bored of the ‘fly and flop’ holiday, 
Anna Dunlop made for South Africa 
for a spot of volunteering

Afternoons were 
taken up with such 

wonders as rhino and 
elephant monitoring 
or predator tracking

MORE volunteering holidays

 ‘S
eatbelts on, now!’ 
shouted ranger Mike as 
we drove through the 
night towards the flames. 
One very bumpy ride 

later, I was frantically grabbing 
branches to use as beaters to 
extinguish the burning grasses, the 
heat searing my face. Was I trapped 
in a Kate Winslet-style Necker 
Island scenario? Nope, this was 
volunteering at the Shamwari 
Conservation Experience in South 
Africa’s Eastern Cape.

I’d headed to the Shamwari 
Experience, where the Born Free 
foundation has just relocated two 
rescued lionesses, imagining close 
encounters with elephants and 
sightings of magnificent big cats, 
not fighting a wildfire started by  
a spectacular electrical storm. 
Especially not on my first day.

You see, I’d always fancied myself 
as a bit of a David Attenborough.  
I studied conservation and loved 
watching Planet Earth and Africa. 
When I was made redundant I 
knew that it wasn’t a ‘fly and flop’ 
holiday I was after. I wanted to feel 
like I’d achieved something, like 
I’d made a difference. A five-week 

you’re doing it in an African game 
reserve). Afternoons were taken up 
with such wonders as rhino and 
elephant monitoring or predator 
tracking, where we got incredible 
sightings of black and white rhinos, 
baby elephants, majestic male lions, 
a pair of cheetahs and Shamwari’s 
elusive female leopard.

It certainly wasn’t like playing 
ranger – we really did get to grips 
with the animals. I was involved  
in darting a white rhino, was part 
of a team that trapped – and later 
released – a brown hyena for a 
research project and helped with 
the sedation and relocation of a 
rescue lion. One day a week was 
also dedicated to working in the 
local, poverty-stricken township  
of Paterson, where we painted 
classrooms, built jungle gyms and 
met local schoolchildren.

It wasn’t all work and no play. We 
had weekends off and while many 
people chose to jump off bridges 
and out of planes (bungees and 
parachutes attached, of course) in 
between visiting the local towns of 
Addo, Jeffrey’s Bay and Port 
Elizabeth, I simply chilled out in the 
peace and tranquillity of Shamwari. 

In the evenings we played pool  
in the lounge, rested in the 
comfortable rooms or sat around 
the boma (outdoor fireplace), 
keeping a very sharp eye on any 
stray sparks. Because, exhilarating 
as it was, none of us wanted to 
have to use those new firefighting 
skills again.

Prices for two weeks of 
volunteering at Shamwari Game 

Reserve start at £568. 
shamwariconservation 

experience.com

stay at the ‘big five’ game reserve 
where I’d get to work alongside the 
game rangers was ideal.

Fortunately, after that night of 
high drama, things were rather less, 
well, dramatic – but no less 
exciting. Mornings were usually 
spent on physical work like road 
clearing, tree chopping and fence 
removal (manual work is a lot more 
fun when you’re accomplishing 
something worthwhile – and when 

Game time: Anna’s visit to the 
Shamwari Experience included 
the chance to monitor animals

Protect marine life in Oz
Learn to dive in Cairns  
and use your new skills to 
monitor and protect the delicate 
ecology of the Great Barrier 
Reef (right).

1-2 weeks, from £1,300. 
gooverseas.com

Teach in Ecuador
Teach English and essential 
skills to children in poor rural 
communities deep in the 
Amazon Rainforest.

4 weeks, from £809.  
realgap.co.uk

Regenerate Lundy Island
Help to protect the unique flora 
and fauna of this Site of Special 
Scientific Interest and one of 
Britain’s natural wonders.

1 week, £155, nationaltrust.org

Elephants in Sri Lanka
Participate in researching 
strategies to reduce elephant-
human conflict in the jungles of 
Sri Lanka.

2 or 4 weeks, from £1,099, 
worldwideexperience.com

Volunteer with Aids 
orphans in Ethiopia
Play games, manage activities 
and provide support to children 
who have lost parents to Aids in 
orphanages in Addis Ababa.

2-8 weeks, from £1,500. 
projects-abroad.org


