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person once said to me ‘Why would you
want to volunteer somewhere when you
don’t get paid anything?’ I can tell you
that the personal satisfaction you get is indescribable.
Volunteering is one of the best things you can
do in your life in my opinion. When I discovered the college offered me a chance to volunteer abroad I felt on top of the world!!
Before I departed for India, I had several
meetings with staff from The Hope Foundation who answered any questions and they
also brought in a volunteer from last year who
gave me very useful information. This put me
more at ease as I did not really know what to
expect on arrival in this ‘strange’ country.
When we arrived in Kolkata, I recall being hit
by a wall of heat on leaving the airport. The
traffic was chaotic on route to our place of
residence. There were no traffic lanes, cars
were weaving past one another and car horns
were constantly being blown at one another
but this was their way of life. As we travelled
along, I was surprised by the number of make
shift huts which were used for selling or producing various products. Our apartment was
basic enough but nice and accommodated
six people.
For our orientation week, our co-ordinator
accompanied us to various Hope Foundation
projects. They help children from infancy until they turn eighteen years old, and care for
those who have been exploited, mistreated
and/or abandoned by their parents/guardians. These residential/educational projects
provide a safe environment for these young
individuals and enable them to reach their full
potential.
During my time in Kolkata, I worked on three
projects – a boy’s protection home, Hope
hospital and an educational centre situated in
the red light district.
The boy’s protection home consisted of a
crisis centre which housed approximately
six children. It was for short-term accommodation until the young people’s crisis was
resolved. The remainder of the home accommodated boys on a permanent basis where
they received education, a proper bed to
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sleep in; regular meals, recreational activities
and most importantly, they lived in a secure
and nurturing environment. The co-ordinator
and staff acted as their guardians, guided
and encouraged the boys through their young
lives and prepared them for adulthood. This
included providing them with the necessary
skills so they could work in a job they were
interested in – one being photography/acting.
These boys would have been homeless at an
early age and would have all previously been
addicted to solvents. This would have been
their way of coping with their harsh living conditions for instance the platforms in train station. When I first met these lads, I would not
have guessed they had such difficult lives.
Instead, I just witnessed young boys who
were warm, bright, funny and also happy in
life! My work there involved carrying out social/educational activities which were aimed
at having fun.
Hope Foundation run a thirty two bed hospital
which, help those with little or no money and
who are in need of care. When we got a tour
around the premises, they informed us they
carried out all forms of operations apart from
brain and heart procedures which amazed
me. We got to meet many patients including
young children who were delighted to see us
and wanted us to play/draw with them. The
staff were chatting to us and at times translating on our behalf. I knew that day, I had to return and interact with the children on a regular
basis. I could not believe how artistic many
of them were. I used to visit the male and
female wards where I played board games
which were fun and educational, I brought
art materials with me so we could draw and
interacted with many of them who had some
level of English.
The third project I worked on was the educational centre in the red light district. Young
children from the ages of around six to maybe
fourteen years old attended this centre. It provided them with an education, fun and interaction with children their own age and food
was given to them each day. This project
took place in what I would describe as typical household room and it was situated down
these narrow alleyways. I remember going
into the small building for the first time and

having to lower my head at times because
the ceiling fan would have hit me otherwise.
And I am not even six feet tall. We all had to
sit on the floor which had a smooth concrete
surface. Again, the children loved when we
arrived. We would form a circle with the children and play various games. The banter we
had with the children and they had with each
other was excellent. The teacher deserved
huge respect as he attended the centre everyday without fail. Otherwise the centre did
not open. It was the children’s link to a somewhat better and more normal life. Education
was the key.
I volunteered for over six weeks in Kolkata
and I must commend those I met. They have
so little in their lives, yet they get up every
morning and show true resilience. The joy in
their faces, the bonds and the respect they
show one another is remarkable and they certainly made my trip very special. If I were to
advice anyone who is thinking of volunteering
with The Hope Foundation, you would need
to like interacting with children of all ages and
you would also need to be flexible in regarding the work you may be asked to carry out. I
would recommend those of you interested in
volunteering abroad to spend at least five to
six weeks if possible in your desired location.
The reason I say this is because by the time
you arrive, familiarise yourself with your new
surroundings, routine and service user’s, four
weeks would have passed by. The extra week
or two would make a huge difference.
To conclude, the trip had its highs and lows
but overall I enjoyed my time in India. I found
its culture was very interesting. I would like to
thank the college for giving me this wonderful opportunity which has changed my life in
many ways.

Request your application form volunteerabroad@cit.ie
Information evening Tues November 12th, 5.30pm. Meeting Room 1, Student Centre
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By Niamh Hayes

iriam O’Regan, a CIT graduate from Clonakilty, set off to
Thailand last month to work with underprivileged groups.
Having just completed her Masters Degree in Public Relations with New Media last month, Miriam, twenty-five, had no idea
what her future had in store for her but was looking for a way to gain
work experience, to help develop herself, to help others, and decided that she would like to do all this abroad. “I wanted to go travelling
and looked up many different things and came across some volunteering programmes. I thought this would be a good way to get work
experience because things are so tough here with the recession”.
Miriam is travelling on an EIL Intercultural Learning programme to the
area of Chiang Mai in Northern Thailand. She is going to be teaching English and delivering a range of arts and crafts workshops to
underprivileged groups such as street children, Burmese refugees
and male and female sex workers. “These workshops are a way
for these people to escape their realities; they get a lot out of programmes like this as they help them overcome their issues”. She had
a choice of how long she would go for and chose six weeks as she
felt any less would be too short and eight weeks would be too much.
“I want to finish the trip on a high note so I chose six weeks”.
To aid her on this trip, Miriam applied for a scholarship from CIT’s
new Volunteer Abroad Programme which is run under CIT Societies
Office and offers students scholarships and bursaries to travel to
a wide range of countries to take part in various volunteering programmes. After a successful application and interview process, she
was chosen as a worthy recipient of a scholarship.
This is not Miriam’s first time going on such a volunteering programme. Last year she was also sponsored by CIT’s Volunteer
Abroad Programme and spent six weeks in Napal where she began
her trip teaching English but later started working with the Mother
Theresa Foundation which helps both young and elderly people.
Although she has experience of volunteering abroad, this time is a
little bit more daunting as she is travelling alone. “Last year a friend
of mine travelled with me to Napal but this time I am going by myself.
Going to a new country, with lots of flights and luggage and staying
in a new environment is a bit daunting”.
Once she arrives in Chiang Mai, Miriam will be staying in a volunteer camp so she will get to share her experience with others. “With
EIL programmes there is an option to stay with host families or in
a volunteer camp. I chose the camp as it is much like a hostel with
good facilities. Being so far away from home, it will be good to have
the little comforts at hand”. Everyone in Miriam’s life has been very
supportive of her trip and she is encouraging her friends to do something similar. “When you finish college everyone wants that sense of
adventure and wants to travel and I am encouraging my friends to get
involved in volunteering. Even if they want to emigrate to Australia, I
am telling them to do a volunteering programme first”.
Anyone interested in following Miriam’s journey can check out her
blog on miriamthailand.wordpress.com and on the EIL website as
well as the CIT Societies Facebook page, where she will be keeping
a daily diary to keep everyone at home up-to-date with what she
is doing, as well as uploading images and videos. The blog, she
added, “will help me to keep track of my emotions and will help me to
remember what activities I got involved in for many years to come”.
The blog will also contain travel tips and advice for other budding
volunteers.
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