little children are singing their hearts out
rune of ‘If you're happy and you know ir,

clap your hands." When the next verse tells them

to stomp their feet, I join in stomping mine and we
all have a fit of giggles. Their teacher chose the perfect

s0ong

he happiness here is infectious. Even Henry, my

talking guide from Camp Kenya, starts to laugh
Things are looking up for the children of Chanukeni
who were orphaned through HIV/AIDS. When Camp
art of Camps International) became involved in
plight last summer, it built them a new classroom,
complete with brightly painted desks and chairs and
walls adorned with blackboards and posters - a far cry

from their former shelter made of mud and a makuri
(tharched) roof. Agnes, their teacher, shows me the old
classroom lying in a terracotta-coloured heap ourside,

knocked down before it fell. Its dirt floor left a legacy

iy infectious jigger fleas, which bred in the
en's feet and threatened agonising disabilities

kfully these have now been eradicated due to
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Unfortunately, many ‘voluntouring’ organisations

— companies which run development projects fuelled
by the efforts and funds of short-term volunteers -

are not always what they are cracked up to be, running
more for profit than good. However, as Sue Watt
discovers, Camps International is one operation where
financial gains take a back seat to the needs of local
communities and their environments.

ication and the provision of flip-flops for every child,

itemns I'd noticed lined up neatly ourside their classroom.

Unusually, Chanukeni's main benefactor has
been tourism. Positioned just 30 minutes from Camp
Kenya's headquarters, it is one of several communizy,
marine conservation and wildlife eco-tourism
projects the company has established over the past
six years. A worthy winner of the Best Volunteer
Organisation category at the Virgin Holidays’
Responsible Tourism Awards 2008, Camps Internanonal
provides volunteering holidays for schoolchildren,
gap travellers, career-breakers and families

It's easy to be dismissive about ‘voluntouring
companies. There's no shortage of bad press
highlighting organisations that impose apparently
merirorious, yet worthless projects on communities
without so much as a whisper of consultatien with
locals about their actual needs. These companies
then charge well-intentioned clients a small fortune
to volunteer, pocketing enormous profits

Henry has little patience for such "quick-buck
merchants. “We're in this for the long term,”
he says. “We've had to build each community's
trust.” And it seems Camps has done just that




some of their projects,
we bounce along dirt ta n the company jeep
emblazoned with its logo. In small villages,
kids mash out of mud homes screaming “Jambo,
jambo®”, old men on rickety bikes break into
smiles and women wearing a riot of colour wave
demurely. "It is them who ask us to get invelved,”
Henry tells me, with a palpable sense of pride.
When we reach Stephen K imary School,
ingle-story classroom, [ see i1ts motio
on the outside: “Lenga Juu!’ - Aim High!™
statement in an area where 60 per
tants live below the poverty line. Henry
lunteers help here by planting trees
on, making benches and d
ding ranks for water conservation
to voluntouring than
and morar. Since Camps
ment three years ago, it has
pupil numbers from 200 to 550.
actions with these schoolchildren, and the
volunteering for Camps so
olutely loved spending time here,”

- ."c“\\\\\ Tay

oneymoon with V
th our own k

".I.]'U.ll".ll'l“l_]].
5 Kenyan base

dinner and much-needed beer, I m
volunteerwho's brought her mother for a three-we

ith her teenage daughrer,

“The fi
and [ helpe
them completed now;

o start build

1|1:|:Ee I_J'lF"LF‘s come 10g

aften doubt the value of short-term p
yet Camps International, withits long
vision, seems 1o have found the answer.

&\Q'h.!\\\\ 4

There"

ek in

wolunteering for Casps
International (fases,
bottom), but there are
no shortage of smiles
[insat, fop) of rewanding
nteractions with locals
[main Image)
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SUE WATT [2)

This page: Many of
Camps International's
programmes involve work
helping bocal schools
gain their footing in
turbulent situations
Opposite: A little football
usually breaks the ice
between volunteers and
students

In the morning we drive further into the hills
1o Mwaluganje Elephant Sancmuary, an eco-tourism
initiative owned by the local community. Home to the
highest density of elephants in Aftica, it makes sense to
use their by-products, and one of the volunteers tasks
is to help create paper products from elephant dung
- recycling at its finest. The resulting items are sold,
with proceeds channelled back into the community.

Heading west towards Tsavo East Mational
Park, shrubs gradually replace the roadside trees
as we enter the semi-desert that is home to Camp
Tsavo. Following a burnt-orange road flanked by
brittlebush. we reach a sign stating: “Rukinga Wildlife
Sancary”. However, what really strikes me is the
persuasive slogan anached that reads: “Extinction
sucks. Get involved. Get informed. Evolve.”

Strategically positioned between the national
parks of Tsavo East and Tsavo West, and hence 2 ¢ritical
wildlife migration corridor, Rukinga is Camps’ most
ambitious Kenyan conservation project. It's certainly
the bravest, given the country’s
circumstances when the e
organisation acquired itin early :
2008, during Kenya's political
maelstrom. Committing 1o 2
10-year conservation plan for
this 32,375ha sancary when
ather companies were closing
or downsizing was a bold and
financially costly move, but
with the will to protect wildlife
and a commirtment 1o both
its staff and its projects at its
core, Camps International
chose o expand in Kenya.
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70 PROVIDE
FOSTER PUPILS T0O BE SELFRELIANT
AND RESPONSIBLE CITIZENS.

MOTTO

LENGATJUU! =~

In Rukinga's fragile ecosystem, Camps helps
maintain the sanctuary, as well as improving
water conservation, planting trees (an essential
task for all volunteers). making elephant-dung
products, counting the wildlife and, as ever,
working with the local communities.

Camp Tsave, in Rukinga's grounds, has
accommodation ranging from a luxury lodge to
thatched-reofed bandas and tents, the latter usually
reserved for school-group velunteers. For these visitors,
aged 1518, taking partin a Camps International project
i5 often their fivst insight into a different culture, The
man responsible for their introduction te this new
world is Rob Dobson, author of the “Extinetion Sucks”
motto. Perfect for the job, his enthusiasm shines
through. “It’s great watching them see their first
elephant or giraffe. But its also amazing to witness
them seeing how these very poor communities
live, then realising local children are juse kids like
them. When they first arrive at the school in Sasenyi
theyll be nervous, burt then theyll play foorball with
the local students - soon they'll be nattering away,
debaring whether Rooney is a good striker.”

Sasenyi is only 30 minutes” drive from Camp
Tsavo, yet it is worlds away from the schools Western
teenagers are familiar with. The old single-storey
buildings, with their rusting tin roofs, bare brick walls,
dirt floors and gaps where there should be windows,
are crumbling and crowded, Across the square, the
new buildings - solid and shining in the sun - are a
complete contrast. Some of the project’s effores at the
school have seen volunteers digging water-breaks to
stop classrooms geming washed away when rainwater
pours down the slopes of nearby denuded hills.

Headmaster Robert Mwasi bounds out of his
classtoom in a yellow T-shirt telling its readers o
fight HIV/AIDS at schools. “Camps gives us hope,” he
says, without hesitation. “Before, our school wasn't
conducive to learning. the rooms were dangerous,

Bur the new classrooms encourage our children to
learm - we really appreciate what theyre doing,”

Mercy Joshua, the charismatic chairpersen
of both the Marungu Hills Conservancy and the
Imani Women's Group. also appreciates Camps
International’s involvement. Driving towards her
house, we see the verdant Taita Hills in the distance,
contrasting to the grey hulk of Mount Kasigau
jutting out of the Taru Desert. It seems wild here,

a place where tumbleweed should be rolling down
the dirt tracks, but it’s home to over 12,000 people,

MISSION

70 CREATE THE PUPILS SENSE OF
SELF DISCPLINE CONFIDENCE AND DEVOTION.

AlM
EDUCATION THAT NWILL

AIM HIGH !




There’s no shortage of bad press

highlighting organisations that impose
apparently meritorious, yet worthless
projects on communities without so
much as a whisper of consultation with

locals about their actual needs

many living in poverty. Volunteers help the women's
group weave baskets and handbags, chaming abour
their lives as they work. “Our aim is 1o change life for
women, 1o cmpower them,” she explains. “Meeting
other women encourages us. They give us ideas.”
Mercy, whose house is at the end of a narrow dirt
track lined with trees. initiated a project to replenish
the woodlands on the bare Marungu Hills everlooking
her village. A deeply religious woman, she states simply:
“Qur idea was to change the environment. Last year, we
planted 6ooo trees, but when Camps came, we planted
10,000 in just a month. [t was like God had sent them.”
“We're not 2 run-of-the-mill tourist operation,”
Simon Englefield, Camps International’s East
Africa Director explaing on my return to Mombasa
“We can't just stop what we're doing; we have a

small army of people depending on us. We donn W Sug Wart was
want o f2il them and that's quite a driving force” aguest of Camps
Winning the prestigious responsible tourism International [www.
award illustrares thar Camps International has campsinternarional.
earned the respect not only of its clients and the com). Her fTights
communities it works with, bur of its peers as well linking London

[f Ben and Verity, Mukurumuji's honeymooners, Heathrow with
come back in ten years time, they should have plenty Mairabi and
to see: Camps International is clearly here for the Mombasa were
long term, I want 1o come back 100 - to see Mercy's graciously provided

wllsides full of trees, to find Robert's pupils doing well by Kenpa Airways
at school, and 1o sing with the children of Chanukeni {wiw kenya-

though I'm not sure want 1o wait ten years, £ ainways.com).

Other groundbreaking
eco-tourism initiatives in Kenya

Borana

Winner of the 2007

Reduction, Borana Lo

Samburu ecosystem. As well as supporting community p
a mobile clinic and micro-businesses, it employs 200 p
including disabled staff in its Innovative ‘Hide & Sheep' t
www. borana.co. ke

Campi Ya Kanzi
Lying between the national parks of Chyuly, Tsavo and
multi-award winning Campi ms to make
] ved lu

and a medical clinic

Il Ngwesi Group Ranch

In 1996, the pioneering Il Mgwesi, which sits on the edge of the
Mukogodo Hills, became Kenya's first community-o

Although winning several awards, its greatest succ

its continued efforts in running education

clinics and conservation training w

Omni, their hand-reared orphan black rhino, is a popular
attraction. www. lewa.or gwesi.php

Ol Donyo Wuas
The local Maasai community holds shares in Q] D«

ive luxury lodge in the Chyulu Hills. Ensuring t
communities benefit from wildlife, its Maasailand Presen
Trust funds a predator compens .cheme, a tree nurser
and protection for black rhino, alongside community proj
www.oldonyowuas.com

Ol Malo

0l Malo, a beautiful lodge on the Laikipia Plateau, started a
jewellery business employi Samburu women in 1998,
Owerall Winner of the 2006 Responsible Tourism Awa
projects have since included “Beads for Food™ benefiti
women and an eye clinic helping over 300 trachoma su
www.olmalo.com
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