2009 Information for Potential PBI Field Volunteers

About Peace Brigades International (PBI):

Founded in 1981, Peace Brigades International is a human rights organization that bases its work in principles of nonviolence and nonpartisanship. PBI sends teams of international volunteers into areas of violent conflict and --utilizing strategies such as protective accompaniment-- seeks to widen the political space in which civil society can peacefully flourish.  PBI teams are established only after receiving requests from local organizations and activists who are being threatened or persecuted for their work.  Fundamentally, PBI works to promote peaceful means for conflict resolution and respect for human rights.

Current PBI Projects:

1. Colombia Project: Established in 1994, the PBI Colombia Project focuses on protective accompaniment and offers regular mental health workshops for human rights groups.   Accompaniment clients include the Association of the Families of the Detained and ‘Disappeared’ - ASFADDES and the Grassroots Women’s Organization - OFP.  Four field teams with a total of 32 volunteers.

2. Guatemala Project: PBI initially worked in Guatemala from 1983 till 1999.  Given the deteriorating human rights situation there, PBI re-established a presence in 2003.  The team of six volunteers, based in Guatemala City, is accompanying such groups as the National Committee of Guatemalan Widows – CONAVIGUA and the Guatemalan Families of the Disappeared - FAMDEGUA.

3. Indonesia Project: Established in 1999, the PBI Indonesia Project focuses on protective accompaniment and workshops in conflict transformation.   PBI worked in the northwestern region of Aceh until June of 2003.  Accompaniment clients included Rehabilitation Action for Torture Victims – RATA and Flower Aceh, a women’s rights group.  In March of 2004 we established a new field team in Jayapura, Papua.  Two field teams with a total of 13 volunteers.

4. Mexico Project: Established in 1999, the PBI Mexico Project works out of the State of Guerrero and focuses on protective accompaniment (prioritizing groups that are
marginalized such as women and/or indigenous, or that have little recourse to the international community) and information distribution. Accompaniment clients include the Association of Family Members of the Disappeared (AFADEM) and the Tlachinollan Human Rights Center. One field team with a total of six volunteers.

5. Nepal Project: After a two-year exploratory process, in 2005 PBI’s International Council approved a PBI Nepal Project. The project was developed in response to aggressions by the Nepalese security forces and Maoist insurgents and requests for international peace presence by local civil society members. PBI provides international accompaniment and presence, offers security and self-protection workshops, brings international delegations to Nepal and organizes speaking tours in the exterior.

6. International Service for Peace in Chiapas (SIPAZ): SIPAZ is a coalition of North American, Latin American, and European organizations (which include PBI) formed in 1995 to support the peace process in Chiapas, Mexico. SIPAZ combines violence reduction and peace-building strategies with efforts to inform and mobilize the international community.

If you are interested in applying to volunteer, please contact:

Colombia Project:
E-mail: formacion1@pbicolombia.net
Guatemala Project:
Please visit http://www.pbi-guatemala.org/175.html
Indonesia Project:
E-mail: recruiting@pbi-indonesia.org
Mexico Project:
E-mail: pbimexico@pbi-mexico.org
Nepal Project:

E-mail: volunteer@pbinepal.org
SIPAZ (Chiapas)  
Please visit www.sipaz.org
WHY VOLUNTEER

Benefits of Volunteering
Working with Peace Brigades International can be extremely enriching and meaningful.  Naturally, each person has a different experience, and finds it beneficial for them in different ways.  Some of the benefits you might receive include:

Living your values, putting your philosophical or religious background into action

Playing a key role in an effective nonviolent alternative

Making a concrete and practical impact on the world

Acquiring valuable human rights and conflict resolution field experience

Gaining insight into a complex situation

· Country-specific expertise

· Understanding of human rights dynamics and role of international community

Building relationships

· Meet inspiring individuals, both within PBI and the groups we accompany

· Connect with people working in other international organizations or agencies, such as the United Nations

Strengthening important activist and organizational skills

· Political analysis

· Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) administration

· Language skills

“I now have a more comprehensive world view, an increased confidence in my ability to affect change at the local and global level, several long term friendships and a much better awareness of what it means to be a human rights defender in a developing country.  I have deep admiration for people who are putting their lives on the line for human rights in Colombia.” 

Sean Arthurs, U.S. volunteer on the PBI Colombia Project

APPLICATION PROCESS

“I applied because I wanted to travel with a purpose.  I felt that human rights are a very important basic level where I could contribute.  The big appeal to me was being there at the invitation of the people.  It felt more satisfying because the people needed the support.”  Peter Leblanc, U.S. volunteer on the PBI Sri Lanka Project

Requirements
Although each Peace Brigades project has its own application, selection, and training process, there are a number of common requirements that run across the board.

Principles: Volunteers must be willing to adhere to PBI’s fundamental principles of nonviolence, non-partisanship, and non-interference in the affairs of groups we accompany.  They must also participate in and support consensus decision-making

Age: Volunteers must be at least 25 years old when they enter the field team.

Language skills: Volunteers must be proficient in the official language of the project in which they would like to work.  Application and selection processes, trainings, meetings, internal project reports, and all other official communications are conducted in this language.

For projects in Latin America (Colombia, Mexico, and Guatemala), the official language is Spanish.

For the Indonesia Project, the official language is English.  Volunteers must also be conversational in Indonesian or willing to successfully complete an intensive three-month language course prior to their year of field service.

Time commitment: Different PBI Projects have different minimum field service time commitments.  

· Guatemala, Mexico and Nepal Projects: 12 months

· Indonesia Project, 12 months, plus a three month language training course (people with previous Indonesian language experience may require less or no time, depending on abilities)

· Colombia Project: 18 months.

This minimum commitment does not include their training, preparation time, and post-field experience work that one might do with their country group upon return, such as speaking tours, media work, or high-level government meetings.

Previous Experience: The following kinds of prior experience and skills can be extremely helpful, though candidates do not need to have them all.

· Community organizing

· NGO experience

· Cross-cultural experiences

· Consensus decision-making

· Political analysis

· High-level meetings

· Group living situations

· Human rights and peace work

· Involvement with PBI country groups

· Writing and editing skills

Our criteria for volunteers are fairly strict, relative to some other similar organizations.  We need to find the most prepared and appropriate candidates possible to work in the extremely complicated situations where we operate.

If you are impulsive or are looking for a short-term volunteer opportunity, PBI is probably not for you.  We are looking for people who have the patience, commitment, and thoughtfulness necessary to operate effectively within the context of a PBI team.

Application Process
Ideally, the application and selection process is one of mutual discernment.  That is to say, a process in which you and PBI get to know each other as well as possible and mutually decide that we are right for each other.  It is important for you to understand what PBI does and what is involved in the work before you make the one-year commitment.  Additionally, we need to know that you have the skills and personal characteristics necessary to effectively carry out the work before sending you into the field.

The selection and training processes are intimately connected. Candidates are not selected to join a team until after they have completed a training.  The trainings are an important space in which we can evaluate how well you handle yourself in a group dynamic, under pressure, and in the project’s official language.

The process is designed to be fairly rigorous.  Only a small fraction of individuals who express an interest in PBI actually meet the requirements, complete the process, and go into the field.  

Steps in the application and selection process

1) Explore the Volunteer Experience web site: We are working to make this as informative as possible and to answer your initial questions.

2) Investigate the different projects on-line: Each project maintains fairly extensive web pages with information about their work.  You would do well to read any newsletters that are posted for example Pa Khabar? (Indonesia Project) and the quarterly Bulletin (Mexico Project).  These should offer a good taste of what PBI actually does on the ground.

3) Contact your country group, if possible: PBI has over 15 country groups and four associate groups.  If you live in one of those countries, you should contact your local office to express your interest and start developing a relationship with them.  They can tell you about upcoming events that you might be able to attend.  They also might be able to put you in touch with former volunteers who can relate some of their own personal experience to you.

4) Attend an orientation weekend: These general weekend introductions are open to anyone with an interest in PBI, even if they have no plans to volunteer on a field team. They are a great way to learn about PBI's work and to gain useful insights into what the day-to-day experience was for ex-volunteers. Though it is not always possible for each applicant to attend an Orientation Weekend, it is strongly recommended.

5) Contact Project representatives close to you: In some cases, the Projects have representatives close by to talk with you in more detail about the application process.

6) Complete and submit application form: Application forms for volunteering can be obtained from the PBI group closest to you, or downloaded from this site for Indonesia and Mexico, and should be submitted before the project-specific training.

7) Read and complete any pre-training work: If you meet the basic criteria and are accepted to move forward, you might (depending on project) be sent training workbooks to be read, including exercises to be completed and returned to that project’s training team.

8) Participate in a phone or in-person interview: This is designed so that the trainers can get an idea of you and your goals, while checking your language proficiency.

9) Participate in the face-to-face training: PBI trainings generally last seven to ten days. At the end of the training, you are asked to evaluate your own appropriateness for the PBI team.  Participants also consult with the trainers on the question.  Following a training, applicants generally fall into one of three categories:

1) Those accepted to work with PBI;

2) Those who need additional experience or language skills before joining a team; and

3) Those who are not appropriate for PBI work.

10) Post-training preparation: Once you are accepted, you set a mutually agreed upon timetable and prepare for your departure.  This may include strengthening your own personal network of support, raising money for PBI, meeting with representatives of your government / congress / parliament, and securing a visa.
How important are language skills?

Communication, through different media and with different constituencies, is one of the fundamental roles of a PBI volunteer.  As such, it is important that our volunteers are as proficient as possible in the local language.  Depending on the team you join, you may need to participate in formal meetings with officials, or to work closely with a peasant organizer.  Either way, your ability to communicate well is the key to your success.

Also, all work on the team is carried out in that language.  Although many fellow volunteers on the Mexico team might speak English, for example, the ethic is to use Spanish when doing any work-related tasks.

Can PBI assist with student loans?

PBI volunteers with loans will need to call their particular loan provider to see what kinds of deferment might be available.  One possibility is to investigate an “Economic Hardship Deferment/ Forbearance,” in which you would request a deferment because you have no income.  Depending on your loan, this method may be available for up to three years.  Under the deferment scheme, you would not have to pay the interest that accrues on your loan during the time you defer.  A forbearance is basically similar to the deferral, except that you are responsible for the interest that accrued during the time you remain in a state of forbearance.  

We are able to draft and send a supporting letter certifying that a given volunteer will be working with Peace Brigades in the field and that have a limited income, as per the stipend policy of the given PBI Project.

What if I’m not yet 25 years old?

One of the requirements for PBI volunteers is that they be 25 when they arrive in the field.  This prerequisite is designed to ensure that our volunteers are mature enough for the rigorous nature of PBI’s work in conflict areas around the world. 

 

Does PBI make exceptions to this rule?  Rarely.  Each project determines who is eligible to join as a volunteer, and would have to individually evaluate your application. The Indonesia Project, for example, only considers candidates under 25 if they are fluent in Bahasa Indonesia and have prior international experience and / or have worked with human rights non-governmental organizations. 

What can you do in the meantime?  It is useful for individuals to gain certain types of personal experience before doing human rights fieldwork with PBI.  Following are several recommendations.

Improve your knowledge of PBI: The more you know about who we are, what we do, how we operate, the better.  This can include reading the book “Unarmed Bodyguards – International Accompaniment for the Protection of Human Rights,” participating in PBI events such as the National Gatherings and Orientation Weekends, or receiving our publications.  It is also useful to learn more about nonviolence and consensus decision-making.

Volunteer at a local PBI office: Contact the PBI office in your country, if there is one, and find out about volunteer and internship opportunities.  Knowledge and experience in the organization will work in your favor.

Strengthen your language abilities: Communication skills in either Spanish or Bahasa Indonesia are critical to our work in the field.  The Colombia, Guatemala, and Mexico Projects carry out all official communication in Spanish, including their volunteer applications and trainings.  There are excellent, relatively inexpensive language schools throughout Latin America and Indonesia.

Study abroad: If you are still studying at a university or college, you might consider spending 6 months or a year abroad.  Programs looking at social issues, human rights, environment, gender dynamics, development economics, impacts of northern governments’ foreign policy, and culture are especially useful.

Participate on a delegation: Occasionally, PBI sends delegations to the countries where we have projects.  There are many other organizations that organize a much larger number of delegations to many other countries.

Work in human rights: Get experience with local, national, or international human rights groups.  Understanding how these organizations operate, raise funds, carry out publicity, and generate pressure, can be helpful for our work in the field.  Consider doing fieldwork with other accompaniment organizations with lower age requirements.

Do all the volunteers have to be from North America or Europe?

In part, the effectiveness of PBI’s presence is based on the international nature of our teams.  Our presence helps deter political violence because an attack carried out in our presence or against us would elicit an international response.

Historically, the majority of PBI volunteers have been from countries in the “Global North.”  It is not the case, however, that our volunteers are only valuable because they carry a passport from a country that can apply diplomatic pressure.  Our presence is strengthened by an increasingly diverse group of people, in terms of their national, linguistic, ethnic, and religious background.

The only rule governing the nationality of our accompaniment volunteers is one which states that a person may not work in the country of their own citizenship.  PBI’s methodology revolves around the protective presence of an international team, and therefore it would not be effective to have, for example, Mexican volunteers in Mexico.  We have, however, had numerous Mexican volunteers in Colombia.

In addition to European countries, Canada, and the United States, PBI has had accompaniment volunteers from Aotearoa/New Zealand, Australia, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, El Salvador, India, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, Thailand, and Uruguay, among others.

Can I apply to more than one project?

You are encouraged to consider different PBI projects before applying.  The various projects have different needs over time and different application time-tables, so you would do well to learn as much as possible about each project before making a decision.

It is possible for a given individual to apply to different projects.  In certain cases, individuals have initially applied to one project, but ended up volunteering on another for different reasons. 

How long does the application / training / selection process usually take?

You should expect a best-case scenario (assuming you are accepted) of anywhere between four months and one year, between application and deployment.  This period includes completing and submitting the application form, initial interviews, time to complete training workbooks, the actual face-to-face training, securing the proper work visa, and other preparations to leave.

Other factors can include:

· The need for language study (either to improve existing skills or to learn Indonesian, as in the case of the Indonesia Project)

· Wrapping up other personal business

· Doing a pre-deployment speaking tour and high-level networking meetings to generate support for your work with PBI

Do I have to pay for my expenses while working with Peace Brigades?

Depending on the Project, it can cost between $10,000 - $15,000 a year to field one PBI volunteer.  Volunteers are not responsible for raising those funds.  However, we do encourage new volunteers in the United States to strengthen their own personal support networks, including family, friends, fellow church members, work colleagues, activist associates, etc.  One way this group can participate in the experience of the PBI volunteer is to provide some financial support for their work.  This money can be used to support work related expenses and to help PBI/USA, which conducts substantial work on behalf of each volunteer before, during, and following their field service.   Assuming the new volunteer has several months to prepare for her/his departure, raising $2,000 has proven to be a reasonable goal.

TRAINING

“My training was an enriching experience because I met a lot of people.  I learned a lot about nonviolence and more about Peace Brigades.  I enjoyed the role-plays.  I was worried I wouldn’t be able to do the work so it was good to meet people with similar concerns.  Overall, it was a great experience.” Chris Whipple, U.S. volunteer on the PBI Guatemala Project

What kind of training do volunteers receive?
Each PBI project designs its own training application, methodology, and selection criteria. There are, however, some basic elements that run across the organization.  These include:

Orientation Weekends: When possible, candidates are strongly encouraged to attend these introductions to PBI’s work.  They offer a great overview of PBI’s philosophy and methodology, and help individuals understand the work of each project within the broader context of the organization.

Pre-training Workbooks: Some of the projects have potential training participants complete extensive workbooks.  This helps deepen your understanding of our work, and assists the training teams evaluate your appropriateness as a potential training participant.

Face-to-face training: Every potential volunteer has to attend one of PBI’s 7 – 10 day trainings.  Some of the themes covered at these sessions include:

· PBI overview: history, basic methodology, and organizational structure

· Philosophical underpinnings: Nonviolence, non-partisanship, non-interference in the affairs of groups we accompany, and consensus decision-making process.

· Country-specific information: General overview, PBI’s history there, regions where we work, and groups we accompany.

· PBI’s work in the field: How accompaniment actually works on the ground, high-level meetings with authorities and embassies, political analysis, specific tasks carried out by the teams, etc.

· Practical aspects of teamwork: Security procedures, managing stress and fear, conflict resolution, cultural sensitivity, among others.

In-country orientation: Upon arriving in the field, new volunteer receive an orientation which helps build on the face-to-face training.  Here the individual becomes acquainted with their fellow volunteers, the specifics of the work, the groups we accompany, etc.

Ongoing professional development: During the course of your field service, some of the projects will provide workshops on areas relevant to the team.  These opportunities may include stress management, country-specific security seminars, and strategic analysis.

LIFE IN THE FIELD

What do the volunteers actually do in the field?

PBI’s mission is to help protect and expand the political space in which local activists can work nonviolently for human rights, peace, and social change, among other causes.

International presence and accompaniment are only the most-high profile elements of PBI’s work.  The major areas include:

Accompaniment: This is the most high profile aspect of our work. It can include providing a presence to the accompanied organizations in their offices, when they go on field missions, to official meetings, and to communities.  Sometimes it is very interesting but other times it can be quite mundane.

The actual amount of accompaniment varies greatly over time and location.  The PBI team in a capital city, for example, might spend more time carrying out the other range of tasks, detailed below.  In some cases the political situation might shift, temporarily decreasing the need for accompaniment in a given area.

Political analysis: This on-going analysis forms the foundation upon which our security strategy is built.  It is internal (i.e. we don’t provide it for public consumption) and is carried out by our field teams, in conjunction with other volunteers and staff on each project.

High level networking: Regular face-to-face meetings with authorities, both domestic to the country (on local, regional, and national levels) and international.  These include mayors, police captains, military generals, governors, vice-presidents, other national government officials, embassies, the United Nations, other international non-governmental organizations, among many others.

Project publications: Each PBI project regularly publishes different kinds of publications, each with its own audience.  These include quarterly bulletins (Mexico), a monthly selection of news clippings (Colombia), and an irregular newsletter focusing on volunteer experiences (Indonesia).

Workshops: Different projects have carried out different kinds of workshops over the years.  These are often carried out by specialized teams within each project, and not necessarily by the volunteers themselves.  In the last several years, we have offered workshops for civil society on the following topics:

· Mental health (Colombia)

· Security (Mexico)

· Conflict transformation (Indonesia)

Communication with PBI Country Groups: Field volunteers are encouraged to send

· letters home to their personal support networks,

· articles for PBI newsletters, and

· photos of their experiences

Internal work: For every accompaniment and meeting, there is a lot of other work that goes into keeping the PBI teams up and running.  These tasks include internal report writing, strategizing, meetings, communication, administration, cooking, house keeping, etc.

What PBI doesn’t do: Fact-finding missions, public denunciations of human rights violations, lobbying or other policy advocacy work, direct action, or humanitarian assistance.  We focus on our basic mission, leaving these other tasks to local organizations (often those we accompany) or other international organizations.

As a volunteer, what support do I get from PBI?

Work-related expenses: Except in special cases, all work-related costs -- such as travel to the country, in-country travel, housing, food, and health insurance -- are covered by PBI.

Personal spending stipend: Volunteers receive a small monthly stipend ranging from U.S.$100 – 200, depending on the project and relative cost of living in-country. 

Repatriation expenses: Volunteers also receive some money for repatriation expenses upon their return home.

Organizational: The presence in the field is supported by a series of different structures, including Project staff, Project committees, and country groups.

Political: PBI teams have a network of high level political support, including embassies, congressional offices, parliamentary offices, and the UN, that is second to no other similar NGO.  Almost immediately, we can mobilize expressions of international concern that help keep our volunteers and the people we accompany safe from politically-motivated violence.

Emotional: At the moment we are strengthening the resources we offer to field volunteers in terms of emotional support and stress management.  Several individual projects are bringing on staff to focus on these issues and PBI country groups are starting to institute programs for their own volunteers.

What kind of on-going support specifically for dealing with stress do volunteers receive?

The area of emotional / psychosocial / mental health support is a topic of great interest within PBI.  Different entities (such as PBI/USA and the field projects) are working to strengthen our capacity to offer such support to field volunteers before, during, and following their field service.  Specific tools being explored or implemented include staff members devoted to mental health questions, workshops being offered in-country by a mobile team of PBI specialists, former volunteers being assigned to current volunteers as listeners, development of support committees back in the home community of each volunteer, regular phone check-ins with PBI/USA staff, among many others.

Do I have to finance my time in the field?

Volunteers are encouraged to raise funds prior to their field service to help PBI cover their costs.  There is no specific amount needed, though past USA volunteers have raised up to $5,000 on their own.  Money can be raised from family, friends, and neighbors, via appeals, dinner fundraisers, public talks, and other methods. PBI/USA provides new volunteers with extensive ideas and suggestions about how to do this, in addition to resources such as PBI materials.

What are the living conditions in the field?
As with other aspects of PBI’s work, the living / working conditions vary depending on location.  PBI volunteers operate as part of a team, sharing a house that serves as living quarters as well as an office. Team sizes range from three to fifteen, depending on the project and location.

In some cases, volunteers will have their own bedroom.  On larger teams, however, there is often the need to share rooms with other volunteers. Volunteers are expected to contribute to house-hold chores, such as cooking, cleaning, and maintenance.

What is the level of risk associated with PBI’s work?  Have any volunteers been killed?

There will always be some personal risks involved with working on a PBI team. All PBI field volunteers must be willing to assume this risk, and should contemplate whether or not they are willing to do so before applying. 

Being an international does not necessarily provide an automatic protection from politically-motivated violence.  International human rights observers working with other organizations have been abducted, attacked, and killed in the same countries where PBI works.  In Colombia, for example, three U.S. indigenous rights workers were abducted, tortured, and killed by the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) in 1999.  They had been working with the U’Wa indigenous group in the northeastern state of Arauca.

Constantly aware of the potential risks, PBI devotes significant organizational resources to maintaining the security of our volunteers and the individuals, organizations, and communities that we accompany. If we can’t maintain our own security, we won’t be effective in our mission.

To minimize the risks, PBI carries out on-going analysis of the current political situation around us, implements strict local safety guidelines, cultivates relationships with the local authorities and the diplomatic corps, and maintains a wide international network of organizational and grass-roots supporters who will voice their protests if a serious incident occurs.

Although we have fielded hundreds of volunteers over the past twenty years, no PBI volunteers have been killed while working with us in the field.  There have been a number of incidents when PBI volunteers were directly threatened or attacked.  During a particularly tense moment in Guatemala in 1989, the PBI office was bombed and several volunteers were attacked on the street several months thereafter.  Fortunately, the volunteers suffered minor physical injuries in these incidents.  The international reaction was swift and powerful, eventually strengthening PBI’s ability to work in Guatemala.

What is PBI’s security strategy?

Recognizing that there are always risks to internationals in the context where we work, Peace Brigades works very consciously to reduce the possibility of harm.  The PBI strategy is built around the security of our volunteers and that of the organizations that we accompany.  Fundamental elements of our security strategy include:

Political Analysis: Our analysis of what's happening around us and its implications for us provides a foundation upon which our security strategy is built.  Therefore, we devote a lot of organizational resources within our projects to that analysis.  In part, the value of a longer-term presence like that of PBI’s is an ability to look at the trends over time.  This analysis informs all our decisions about whom we accompany, where we go, when, and under what conditions.

Security Precautions: Based on the analysis, we take security precautions such as carrying mobile / satellite phones, traveling in pairs, only taking certain kinds of transportation, only traveling during the day, warning local authorities ahead of time while copying our embassies on the communication, among many others.

Networking: As with analysis, we devote major resources to networking with all relevant in-country authorities including embassies, government officials, police, and military.  These relationships help us protect the groups we accompany and ourselves from politically-motivated violence. 

International Support Networks: In the event of an imminent crisis, we maintain a capacity to generate an international expression of concern on behalf of the PBI volunteers and the local organizations we accompany.  These networks are made up of grass-roots supporters, international non-governmental organizations, members of congress, and parliamentarians.  PBI projects and country groups devote a significant portion of their time to building and maintaining these networks.
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