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Next year’s Trek Guide could have your Trek photo
on the cover!

HOW TO ENTER: Email your top three Trek photos to
your Trek Leader. Winners are selected in October for the
following year’s Trek Guides. Winning photos will also be

featured on buildOn’s social media platforms.

COVER PICTURE:

buildOn Staff
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Dear buildOn Participant,

Congratulations on your acceptance to Trek! You have earned the opportunity to travel to

Senegal and take part in a life-changing experience. Thank you for your commitment to
buildOn and your local community. I know there are many things competing for your time –
schoolwork, clubs, sports, family obligations, and more. I find myself encouraged and
inspired by your dedication to making a positive impact in your community and am excited
to present you with the opportunity to bring that passion and energy to the rest of the world.

At this point you have demonstrated your commitment to the Trek program by completing
the application process, coupled with being an active and engaged member of your buildOn
program. You were hand selected to take this incredible journey by your Program and Trek
Staff. They identified you as someone that can create positive change in our world.

That being said, the true challenges lie ahead. Over the next few months your
responsibilities will include attending and actively participating in three Pre-Trek Workshops,
selecting a topic specific to Senegal, and completing the necessary research to become a
subject matter expert. At pre Trek III you will present your topic to your Trek Team. You will
also need to work with your parents/guardians to complete all Trek paperwork, visit your
primary care physician to ensure your health, and ultimately, get yourself to the airport on
time for this trip of a lifetime.

Although the actual trip is not for a few months, buildOn wants you to know that we have a
few expectations of all Trek participants upon their return. Please read the Student Trek
Covenant closely and familiarize yourself with the expectations you will be held to upon your
return.

I have no doubt that you will fulfill your obligations as a Trek participant and take full
advantage of this incredible opportunity. While you might have the chance to travel in the
future, I guarantee that you will never have another experience quite like this one. Savor
every moment and let the lessons you learn help shape the life you want to lead.

Congratulations and thank you for your commitment to serving the greater good.

Kindest regards,

John Sorek
Trek Director
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CHAPTER ONE:
WELCOME TO TREK
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What is Trek?
buildOn‘s Trek is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for select buildOn students and
advisors to travel to a rural community in one of buildOn’s program countries. Trek
participants leave the familiar in order to experience life in the developing world and to
work in solidarity alongside local community members in the construction of a primary
school.

This intensive cultural immersion program requires participants to live in the community
whom they are serving, through the construction of a new school. The growth
opportunities are tremendous as students not only learn the value of sweat equity, but
also experience the local culture and customs. Additionally, they are immersed in the
local language throughout the two- week exchange. Upon their return to the States,
each Trek participant is expected to keep their experience alive through presentations at
their school and to the local community.

Trek Timeline: 2-year commitment
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Why We Trek - buildOn’s Trek Methodology
buildOn’s Trek program was established in 1999, and thrives on a methodology that is intended to
unite our diverse array of Trek volunteers. It is critical that all Trek volunteers recognize and
understand this tie that binds, as it is critical to getting the most out of the Trek experience, and
the success and sustainability of our Global Programs depends on it. Please take the time to read
and understand the following buildOn Trek Methodology.

Trek is an experience facilitated by buildOn staff to engage Trek volunteers in the construction
of a buildOn school and immerse in a different culture. Trek is not a vacation, a cultural tour of
poverty, a necessary labor for school construction, or a charity. Trek is an act of solidarity to
live, work and learn together with our global community.

Trek is intended to challenge volunteers to step away from their daily routines and “walk in the
shoes” of the host community. Volunteers live with host families, eat local foods and participate
in all aspects of rural community life. Volunteers are expected to work hard on the construction
site to demonstrate their compassion, commitment, and belief in access to education for all.
Volunteers should leave valuables at home and rely on human interaction to be driven primarily
by local materials.

buildOn adheres to Guidelines for Responsible Trek Travel, including the buildOn Gift Policy,
to ensure that every action of the Trek team is sustainable and empowering. All buildOn staff
& Trek volunteers are expected to behave in a culturally-sensitive manner. buildOn promotes
the importance of gender- equality through the covenant by requiring both boys and girls to
attend the new school in equal numbers. Trek volunteers celebrate the role and work of women,
and model gender-balance. The buildOn Trek Leader is responsible to ensure Trek Team
members are following buildOn’s Trek Methodology, in addition to ensuring the health, safety
and security of the Trek Team. All Trek volunteers should defer leadership to the Trek Leader.

The success of the Trek depends on Trek volunteers’ openness and willingness to embrace
and learn from the experience. buildOn staff encourage and push all Trek volunteers to immerse
themselves fully in the experience in order to have the best Trek experience possible.
Throughout Trek, the community and volunteers engage in a genuine cultural exchange; as
volunteers seek to learn more about their host culture they also share aspects of their home
culture. Reflections, discussions and cultural workshops conducted as a team are intended to
enhance the exchange and help volunteers think critically while emphasizing the importance
and impact of education.

Trek volunteers return to their home countries empowered with an expanded sense of
possibility and a greater sense of civic and academic engagement. Trek volunteers develop
both personally and socially and return with an understanding that they gained more from the
experience than they gave. Trek volunteers have a sense of responsibility to share their
experience with others to multiply their impact and spread the word about the importance of
education.
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Trek Covenant
The Trek Covenant must be signed & agreed to as part of the Trek Paperwork Process.

1. The Purpose of Trek
To provide an opportunity for both students and advisors to:
○ Participate in the construction of a buildOn school in one of the buildOn’s project countries;
○ Be immersed in, and learn about a new and different culture;
○ Return the knowledge gained from the Trek experience to their classrooms, programs, and

communities.

2. Volunteer Responsibilities
Now that you have been accepted as a Trek team member, the buildOn Staff would like to ensure that

you understand the commitment you are making. Before accepting membership on the Trek Team,
you must seriously consider your responsibilities and our expectations of your participation in this
program. By volunteering on Trek, buildOn Staff trusts that you will meet and surpass the
expectations below:

● Attend & actively participate in the three Pre-Trek Workshops
● Continue monthly community service and active involvement as

a member of your buildOn program
● Read the buildOn Trek Guide, complete the assigned

homework, and do a presentation at the last Pre-Trek
Workshop

● Obtain a valid Passport and all necessary immunizations before
departure to the host country

● Act as an ambassador of both buildOn and the United States
both at school in the US and while in the host country.

● Respect, communicate and follow the directions of buildOn
Staff.

● Participate in all aspects of the exchange: physically assist in
the construction of the school; live with the community
members; eat the local foods; interact with the community;
support Trek teammates; and respect the local culture and
people.

● Abide by the ―Guidelines of Responsible Trek Travelǁ as
described in the Trek Guide.

● Document the Trek experience via daily journal entries
● Participate in daily cultural education and team reflection activities
● Support and foster the learning process of the other team members
● Complete AT LEAST EIGHT Trek presentations on your Trek experience
● Complete AT LEAST 50 hours of local community service in the following school year with

buildOn
● Attend and actively participate in the one Post-Trek workshop
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Guidelines for Responsible Trek Travel
Over the years buildOn has developed the following guidelines to protect both you and the
community while on Trek. Of course, buildOn cannot predict every situation that may arise and
create a guideline for every possible scenario. There is no substitute for sound judgment and an
understanding of the heightened elevation of risk when faced with decisions on Trek. Listen to
your Trek Leader, and let the following be a guide for how you will keep yourself and the
community safe:

RESPECT
Respect for the community, materials, buildOn
staff, other volunteers and buildOn‘s
methodology (e.g. buildOn‘s Gift Policy) is
paramount throughout the Trek experience.
buildOn‘s methodology is built on respect for
the international community and insensitive or
insulting words or actions will not be tolerated.

PUNCTUALITY
Being on time for Trek activities is a priority.
Punctuality on the part of Trek participants sets
a good example for the community members and sets the tone for a productive day. If
you are late, it sends the message that something may be wrong, and you won’t have a
cell phone to be able to communicate to your Trek Leader.

WORKSITE
Closed toed shoes, work gloves and protective eyewear are required at all times on the
worksite. Additionally, volunteers are expected to refrain from sitting on the worksite
(excluding medical justification); buildOn hopes to exemplify a strong work ethic, and
sitting down will simply make you tired and send unintended non-verbal messages.
Also, to maintain a serious work ethic, as well as a safe worksite, the following are
additional worksite expectations: work your assigned shift, work your assigned station
until rotated by buildOn Staff (to ensure everyone gets an opportunity at all jobs), refrain
from wandering between jobs or hanging-out on the worksite, refrain from taking
pictures on the worksite until approved by your Trek Leader, and please do not work on
the worksite when a group leader is not present.

FOOD
Food from home should only be brought to the community for special dietary needs and
should be discussed with your Trek Leader beforehand. Keep in mind that part of your
Trek is immersing yourself in the local culture and living like a member of the
community. There will be plenty of fresh and healthy food prepared for you three times
daily. Replacing meals with snacks from your bag may offend your host family, prevent
your Trek Leader from keeping track of your health, and encourage insects.
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Additionally, in order to respect buildOn‘s food policy and prevent unnecessary
monetary transactions that could lead to lost funds, it is prohibited to purchase items
from local stores without approval from your Trek Leader.

WATER
Drinking plenty of water is critical to your health on Trek, but make sure you are only
drinking filtered or bottled water. Your Trek Leader will carry a Katadyn Expedition Water
Filter to purify drinking water, and you will get to know it well as water is pumped every
day in the village. When you are in town, it’s better to use bottled or filtered water to
brush your teeth, and stay away from ice in your drinks.

CLOTHING
Dress more conservatively than you might at
home; you‘ll feel more comfortable and attract
less unwanted attention this way. Skirts should be
ankle length, and shoulders should be covered.
Leggings, shorts and tight-fitting clothing are not
appropriate. Please see the packing list for further
details on appropriate attire for your Trek country.

TRANSPORTATION
This is statistically the most dangerous part of any international trip, so it is important
that you follow the instructions of your Trek Leader regarding vehicles in country. Riding
in the bed of pickup trucks, though tempting, is not safe on Trek. Also, please refrain
from riding motorcycles, horses, donkey carts, bicycles, etc. It just isn’t worth the risk!
Please stick to buildOn-approved transportation.

ANIMALS
That little puppy in the village may be adorable, but please do not touch! Animals in
buildOn communities are not cared for like pets in developed countries, and they
generally do not receive vaccinations. Feeding them should be left up to your host
family and petting them is an easy way to contract fleas, parasites and other potentially
fatal diseases such as Rabies.

TRASH
On Trek, buildOn follows a leave-no-trace policy. All trash brought into the community
must be packed out and disposed of in town, as there is no trash collection in the rural
areas where buildOn works. Only toilet paper and feminine products can be tossed in
the latrine.

SWIMMING
That river near your village may look like a great place to take a dip, but water often
carries unpleasant diseases and pollutants that won‘t be so pleasant when you get sick.
Due also in part to hidden currents, the threat of submerged objects, and the fact that
buildOn staff are not lifeguards, swimming is prohibited on Trek.
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CURFEW
All volunteers are expected to be at their homestay house before it gets dark. This
includes visiting even the closest neighboring homes. Darkness increases potential
risks and ensures Trek Leaders and your host family will always know where you can be
found. Additionally, evenings are intended to be spent bonding with your host families,
and visiting other homes will unintentionally send a message that you do not want to get
to know your host family.

ELECTRONICS
The use of electronic devices for listening to music while in the presence of your host
family or other team members will not be tolerated. Headphones may only be used at
the discretion of your Trek Leader while traveling. Trek is intended to support the
development of relationships with both other volunteers and community members and
tuning your surroundings out by listening to music will prevent you from being able to
engage. Additionally, you could miss important instructions.

The use of the internet and/or WiFi while in-country is prohibited. Communicating with
family and friends back home while on Trek will make it harder to immerse into the local
culture and team. Additionally, lost signals or misunderstood messages can lead to
unintended concern or confusion by people back home.

ALCOHOL & ILLEGAL DRUGS
The possession or use of illegal drugs at any time during your Trek is considered
unacceptable. The possession or consumption of alcohol by minors under the age of 21
is prohibited.
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Trek Itinerary
Depending on your departure city, additional travel time may be necessary, the
schedule below is a typical Trek itinerary in Senegal:

Day 1
Depart Home Airport
Overnight in Transit

Day 2
Arrive Blaise Diagne Airport & Transfer to
hotel
Orientation & Overnight in Town

Day 3
Travel to Village
Welcome Ceremony & Covenant Signing
Spend first night with host
families

Day 4-11
Work on the construction of the
school
Live with host families
Daily cultural workshops
Daily reflection

Day 12
Leave village & Go Shopping
Final Dinner
Overnight in town

Day 13
Depart Senegal
Arrive Home
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A Typical Day on a buildOn Trek
On Trek, the day starts with the sunrise. By 5:30 a.m. homes are bustling with activity, the
women are carrying water and preparing food for breakfast, while the children are busy with
morning chores. Depending on the season, families may be very busy with work in the
fields. Community members are almost exclusively subsistence farmers. After the morning
rituals and breakfast, half the Trek group will head to the worksite to begin construction on
the school, and the other half of the group will assemble for a Cultural Education Workshop.

Worksite: The work consists of digging, picking,
sifting, mixing concrete, making bricks, carrying
water, and tying rebar. It is physically hard work.
Everything is done by hand and you will surely
have blisters and sore muscles.

Cultural Workshops: These workshops will
consist of activities and/or conversations that will
be led by various members of your community,
including but not limited to village leaders, the
midwife, religious leaders, or school staff. The

workshops are an opportunity to learn more about your community and differ in each village
based on the resources of the community.

Free Time: There is time spent enjoying your host family when you‘re not at a scheduled
activity. You will get a chance to prepare food, play games with the children, do laundry,
carry water, and learn the local language. After dinner, the favorite pastimes may include
checkers or cards and everyone will crowd around to watch the fun. No matter what the
activity or the time of day, many hours will be spent repeating simple local words and
teaching basic English.

8:00 AM: Team Breakfast
9:00 - 1:00 PM: Worksite (Group A)

Cultural Workshop &
Water Pumping (Group B)

1:00 PM: Team Lunch
2:00 PM: Group Reflection
3:00 - 6:00 PM: Worksite (Group B)

Cultural Workshop &
Water Pumping (Group A)

7:00 PM: Team Dinner
8:00 PM: Return to host families
9:30/10:0 PM: Go to bed
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On the Worksite
Each day we will spend approximately four hours contributing labor to the construction of the
school. This is inevitably the most challenging aspect of the Trek for most participants. Physical
labor is foreign to most of us so we need to prepare ourselves in advance for this challenge.
Physical training between now and Trek is highly recommended. Any activity which builds
strength and/or endurance will make your time on the worksite easier and more enjoyable.
However, physical strength is not the only important quality to have on the worksite. Manual
labor requires a lot of mental strength as well. A positive attitude and a commitment to the
construction of the school are essential.

Possible jobs may include: digging the foundation, picking, digging the latrine, mixing cement,
making bricks, clearing land, sifting sand, carrying rocks,sorting rocks, carrying water, watering
bricks, tying rebar, cutting rebar, transporting materials, painting beams, and leveling the interior
floor of the school.

Interacting with community members: The worksite is a meeting place, as many villagers will
participate to help build the school and to interact with the team. We encourage you to work in
partnership with members of the village. This is a great opportunity to practice your language
skills and to connect through non-verbal communication. Take advantage of this opportunity!

Safety on the worksite: The worksite
can be a wonderful place to interact with
the community, but it can also be the
place with the greatest safety risks. It‘s
important to remain alert at all times.
There will be many people working at the
same time, so be aware of what‘s going
on around you. You don‘t want to be
surprised by a swinging tool. There will
also be deep holes for the foundation and
the latrine; watch your step. Lastly, be
sure not to overestimate your abilities.
The community members are used to
physical work, so don‘t try to match their
strength. Community members will be
more impressed by your ability to work
hard throughout the entire shift than they will if you exhaust or hurt yourself before the shift is
over. You should also make sure to drink plenty of water! See the Trek Worksite Guidelines
for a more detailed list of expectations.

Leave a good impression: As a result of stereotypes, and the nature of being a guest,
community members will not always expect our team to work continuously and do the grueling
tasks. Defy expectations! Even if you are not as strong, or not as experienced, a positive
attitude and a desire to assist will go a long way. We want to leave the village with the
impression that our team is hard-working and committed to the school building process. Not
only will this help inspire the community to complete the school when we depart, your work ethic
will leave a lasting impression on the children who will attend the completed school.
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Living With a Host Family
In the village, you will stay with a family as a member of their extended compound.
Family sizes vary greatly from village to village and country to country. There may be as
many as twenty-five (25) people, sometimes from as many as four generations, living
harmoniously together, or you may be with a small family of four (4) people. The families
who will host you and your roommate in the village have volunteered to do so and they
will regard this responsibility as a great privilege.

The buildOn Trek Staff will have discussed with host families our expectations and your
needs before your arrival. Your host family will go above and beyond our expectations to
treat you as a truly honored guest. It is important for you to keep in mind that these
families are very poor. However, the sacrifice that they will make to accommodate you is
made with warm hearts and great pride. We hope that you will appreciate their
exceptional hospitality and meager accommodations.

Most likely your accommodations will be a small section or room inside the family’s
home. The homes are typically small with dirt floors and earthen, brick, or wood walls.
There may be a cot, hammock, mat, or bed to sleep on and the family will have gone to
great lengths to give you as much privacy as they can. You will probably have chickens,
cats, and dogs walking freely in and out of the house. buildOn will provide you with a
mosquito net for your sleeping comfort and safety.

The struggle to communicate with community members will fill your days with endless
laughter and yes, sometimes frustration. However, despite the language barrier, the
connection with your host family will be profoundly rewarding and surprisingly intimate.
Be prepared to laugh, sing, act, and be silly in your attempts to communicate with your
host family. Leave your self-consciousness at home and come with an open heart and
open mind to experience the wonderful, fun-loving, and gentle local people.
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Preparing for the Weather
The weather in buildOn’s Trek countries varies greatly depending on the time of year.
Use the following graphs as a general guide for what to expect, and talk to your Trek
Lead to get more detailed weather forecasts. You can also check out weather.com for
current weather conditions. Please note the graphs are based on country averages and
may vary from the conditions on the ground.

Senegal
Daytime temperatures in Senegal generally average above 90 degrees throughout the
year, but may fall as much as 20-25 degrees at night, particularly in the American winter
months. The rainy season falls from June through November. Rain showers tend to
come and go quickly. Please keep in mind when you are looking up weather for
Senegal, we will be in the Kaolack or Fatick region (See graphs below) which tend to be
much warmer than Dakar.

Average minimum and maximum temperature over the year

Average monthly precipitation over the year (rainfall)

https://weather.com/
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Trek Packing List
Things to keep in mind:

● Leave ALL valuables at home; buildOn is not
responsible for any lost or stolen items.

● Clothes should be lightweight and fast drying.
● You will be getting dirty every single day.
● You will have the opportunity to hand-wash clothes.
● Read through the weather guide on the previous page

to check the weather averages for the time you will be
on Trek.

● We strongly discourage purchasing new clothes and
equipment for this trip!

● LESS IS MORE, please limit your packing!

On a Cultural Note:
Community members who live in the rural part of the country
dress and act more conservatively in accordance with religious
and cultural traditions. We, as visitors, will respect the modest
dress code.

● No strappy tank tops
● No tight-fitting clothing
● No shorts or leggings
● All shirts must cover your stomach and undergarments at all times
● On a safety note, you must always wear something on your feet

Whatever you pack, you should be able to carry (not wheel) for ½ mile!

Carry-On Bag
One Form of I.D. (other than your passport)
1-2 empty 1-liter (32 oz.) durable, wide-mouthed water bottle(s)
Money (we will convert USD to local currency in-country)
Malaria medication and any other prescription medications
Watch
Basic Toiletries (toothbrush, feminine products, etc.) ALL toiletries over 3 ounces
should go in your checked bag!)
1 set of clothes (in case your checked bag is lost)
Jacket or long sleeve t-shirt (airplanes can be
chilly)
Sunglasses
Reading material or deck of cards for the plane or
layover in airport
Personal camera w/ extra batteries
Flashlight w/ extra batteries (headlamps or wind-up flashlights are best)
2 small carabiners (optional – to hook water bottle or camera to belt buckle)
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Checked Bag
2 pairs of lightweight pants for work (these will get very dirty) No shorts!
1 pair of lightweight pants for hanging out around the community. No shorts!
1 ankle length skirt (optional)
5 t-shirts (3 for getting dirty on the worksite & 2 for travel)
Outfit for final dinner (something you keep clean!)
1 pair of sweatpants/pajama pants for sleeping
5 pairs of cotton underwear
5 pairs of socks
2-4 bras (including 1-2 sports bras) for girls
Reusable Poncho or rain jacket
Sneakers (these will get dirty!)
Flip Flops (for bathing)
Work Gloves
Hat, Visor or Bandana
Gift for your Host Family (see “Host Family Gifts”)
Small Bath Towel
2 Sheets for sleeping or sleeping bag and sheet for cooler months
Small sleeping pad (optional – buildOn will provide something to sleep on, but it may be a hard surface)
Small pillow (optional – you can always roll up a sweatshirt)
Toiletries over 3 oz. (toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, deodorant, shampoo, feminine products)
2 Rolls of toilet paper (3 for females)
Hand sanitizer or baby wipes (optional)
Sun Block (SPF 30 or higher)
Insect repellent with at least 30% DEET (NO aerosol spray cans)
buildOn Trek Guide and Personal Journal
Battery operated alarm clock (if your watch doesn’t have an alarm)
Powdered Gatorade or liquid water enhancers to flavor water
1 Additional durable and wide-mouthed water bottle (1 liter)
Light drawstring bag to carry items around village (could use carry-on bag)
Small Ziploc of powdered laundry detergent or laundry soap tablets
2-3 Extra gallon zip lock bags for garbage
2-3 Extra plastic grocery bag for dirty laundry
Small combination lock for bag- avoid key locks if possible due to lost keys (recommended)
Knee-high rain boots (available in-country but difficult to find sizes over male 10)
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Trek Budget
Below you will find an approximate list of the items for which you are financially responsible.
This list should serve as a guideline for how much money you will spend related to Trek, and is
dependent upon your personal needs. For example, you may find that you plan on buying more
or fewer souvenirs, so you may adjust the list accordingly. buildOn prides itself in making the
Trek experience accessible to all volunteers so please talk to a buildOn Staff person if you have
financial concerns. buildOn offers Need- Based Scholarships in the event that these costs will
prohibit your participation on Trek.
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Host Family Gifts
It is appropriate to give your host family a small token of appreciation for their hospitality.
Remember, the key is to keep it simple, NOT EXTRAVAGANT, and enjoyable by all members of
the family. The greatest gift you will be leaving behind is the school! The best gifts are often
things you can do with your host family. You will be allowed to leave behind a total of three
items that you have brought with you that are in appropriate condition. Total value of all
gifts should not exceed $20.
Remember that you will also have at least one roommate, so they will be bringing gifts too. It‘s
important to respect this policy so one host family doesn‘t receive significantly more than
another. Before you decide on what to bring, please read ―TheArt of Givingǁ on the following
page. Also keep in mind that students can bring both boy/ girl toys and give them to the parents.
Uni-sex toys are good too. Also note that in Senegal it's not culturally appropriate to ask for all of
the detailed information about children in the family, so participants shouldn't worry if they don't
know this detailed information.

Here are some ideas for gifts:
● A photo (or small album) of you and your family
● A picture book from the US
● A game that you brought to play with

the family (Jenga, UNO, a deck of
cards, soccer ball, or other games that
can be played without English)

● Pencils, pens, erasers, notebooks, or
paper for school

● Coloring books/crayons/colored pencils
● Hair accessories (elastics, barrettes) or

nail polish
● An apron, pot holders or dish cloths
● Water bottle, work gloves or boots (if

relatively clean and useable)
● Favorite T-shirt (if clean)
● Hat (if clean)

PLEASE DO NOT BRING:
● Money
● Candy/food
● Alcohol
● Packaged items (remove packaging of items in the US to respect our ‘Leave No Trace’

policy.)
● Technology or battery operated items – video games, electronic gadgets,

battery-powered flashlights
● Items that will quickly become or create trash
● Violent or war-related gifts – toy guns, hand-cuffs, water pistols, etc.
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The Art of Giving
On Trek, it is natural to want to give many of your possessions to your new family. However, it is
important to remember that you will have already given something to every person in the
community: the brand new buildOn school! The school and the commitment to education are a
much larger and more valuable gift than anything else that you could bring from home or give
from your bags. buildOn strives to keep
the focus on the school that will last for
many generations. Although you may be
tempted to leave everything behind, we
ask that you help keep the focus on
education.

Additionally, your families are not a
dumping ground. This is not the place to
leave behind things that you do not feel
like carrying home. If you plan to leave
something behind - besides the host
family gift that you brought - make sure
that it is something special to you, so it
will also be special to them. For example,
it is not appropriate to leave behind dirty
t-shirts and old socks. If you decide that
you would like to give something to your
host family, please make sure that it is
clean and that you present it to them. Talk to your Trek Lead about when it is the right time to
present your gifts. If you leave something behind without telling your host family, it is likely that
they will set it aside for you until you return.

As a reminder, under NO CIRCUMSTANCES, can you leave money for anyone in your
family or in the community. buildOn takes great pride in our methodology of working with the
community and asking them to provide the unskilled labor necessary for the construction of a
school. If any money is left for anyone, it may be confusing to other community members or
even to other communities in the country. Not only can this cause controversy and conflict within
the community, it can also create more work for our international staff when past and future
communities ask for money too. So please, be very careful in what you leave behind with your
new families.

It is very important that we continue to focus on the school as the greatest gift we can give even
after our Trek experience is over. Remember that you are traveling as a representative of
buildOn, and buildOn is working to empower communities to develop a greater sense of
self-reliance. By promising to send money, or even supplies and materials after your Trek
experience, you could be unintentionally promoting a sense of dependency that will damage
buildOn’s work abroad. If you are motivated by your experience to continue supporting your host
village, please speak with your Trek Lead about more sustainable ways to give. buildOn
appreciates your help to support our mission, which focuses on the importance of education to
increase independence in the communities where we work.



23

CHAPTER TWO:
PAPERWORK AND MEDICAL INFORMATION
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Passport and Travel Documents
You are required to carry a valid passport at all times upon entering or traveling through any foreign country.
Therefore, you must focus on assuring you own an up-to-date passport, and it is in your possession before the
start of Trek!

Once you have committed to Trek, buildOn will purchase your airfare. If you are unable to obtain a valid
passport before the scheduled departure, buildOn may hold you responsible for the cost of your airfare.

If you already have a U.S passport: Check the expiration date. Make sure the expiration date is at least six
months after the end of Trek and you have at least two blank visa pages available.

If you need to obtain a passport: Please apply for a new passport or renew your old one immediately! The
standard process to receive a passport can take up to two months. If you wait, you will need to pay an
additional fee of $60 in order to expedite. NO PASSPORT = NO TREK

How do I apply?
You can apply for a passport at most post offices, a passport agency, or the county clerk's office.
Check the following site to find the location nearest you: http://iafdb.travel.state.gov/
You will need:

● Evidence of Citizenship – Original Birth Certificate
● Identification – State License or combination of documents (Library Card, Credit Card,

Social Security Card)
● If you are a minor, parent or guardian with proper photo identification
● 1-sided Photocopies of identification documents being submitted
● 1 passport size photos (2" x 2")

For applicants under 16 years of age:
● ALL of the aforementioned items
● Both parent(s)/guardian(s) must present identification

*Note to single parent families - If both parents are not available to sign, please
talk to your Trek Lead about obtaining Form DS-3053 that will need to be submitted along with
your application and supporting materials.

Additional Information
● Application Form DS-11 can be completed on site or beforehand. Access the form online or ask your

Trek Lead.
● Method of Payment: Must be two of either personal, certified, traveler‘s, or bank checks, OR one US

postal/money order. One check will cover the cost of the passport, the other will be made out to the
agency that processes your application.

● Total cost of passport: $145 if you are 16 years of age or older, $115 if you are 15 years of age or
younger.

For more information, go to: www.state.travel.gov/passport

http://iafdb.travel.state.gov/
http://www.state.travel.gov/passport
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buildOn Enrollment Form and Legal & Medical Paperwork
All volunteers will be required to complete buildOn’s online Trek Enrollment Form and
buildOn’s Legal & Medical Paperwork in order to participate on a Trek.  Everything is
required to be turned in at least 60 days before travel.  Failure to meet this deadline may
result in the removal of a volunteer from a Trek Team.

Online Enrollment Form – Each Trek Team will receive a unique link to an online Enrollment
Form prior to, or during, your scheduled Information Session. We ask that this form be
completed 48 hours after the Information Session as this form enrolls each volunteer
into our system.
Without this form completed, we have no record of your participation on the team.  A unique
form must be completed for each family member. This form should take approximately 30
minutes to complete.
Have the following documents ready when completing: personal Health Insurance card,
Passport (if you do not yet have a passport, you can still complete the form without a passport,
but you will have to go back later to submit your passport information).

Legal & Medical Paperwork – Upon completing the Enrollment Form, you will receive an
automated email, which will include our most up-to-date Legal & Medical Paperwork.  You
must print this paperwork and some of the forms must be brought to a physician to complete.
Here is an overview of the forms (this list is subject to change):

Paperwork Important Things to Note

buildOn Medical Form This form captures all of the required medical information including
your prescribed anti-malaria medication name and any other
prescription information.

buildOn Trek Travel and Release
Form

This form must be signed in the presence of a notary.

Submitting Forms - The automated email received after completing the Enrollment form will
also include an individualized link that you must use to upload your paperwork once
completed. You should also submit a copy of your flight itinerary using this link.

Please label the uploaded forms with your first and last names.
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Vaccinations
To ensure safe travel, buildOn advises Trek participants to obtain vaccinations as recommended
for international travel by the Center for Disease Control (CDC) at www.cdc.gov. Please visit
your family doctor (if they are familiar with travel medicine) and/or a travel medicine specialist to
answer your questions and make specific recommendations for you. Recommendations for
vaccines and medicines depend on many factors that are specific to each person.

Your physician must complete the buildOn Medical Clearance Form. Some travelers may
receive an International Certificate of Vaccination otherwise known as the World Health
Organization WHO Yellow Booklet (photo below), but it is not required. buildOn provides general
recommendations below, but cannot give you specific advice. The Center for Disease Control
(CDC) recommends the following for international travel:

● Hepatitis A (all travelers)
● Hepatitis B (all travelers)
● Typhoid (all travelers)
● Rabies (travelers who may have direct contact with animals)
● Yellow Fever (varies, please check; required for all travelers to Burkina Faso, Mali, and

recommended for Senegal) Required for Guatemala if traveling from a Yellow Fever
epidemic country

● Anti-malaria medication (required for all travelers)

In addition, ROUTINE immunizations for the following should be
current:

● Diphtheria-Tetanus and Petussis (DTAP)
● Influenza (Flu)
● Polio
● Varicella (Chickenpox)
● Rotavirus
● Hib
● Pneumococcal
● HPV
● Shingles (adult)

*Per the CDC, routine vaccines are recommended even if you do not travel. Although childhood
diseases, such as measles, rarely occur in the United States, they are still common in many
parts of the world and are highly contagious. A traveler who is not vaccinated would be at risk
for infection.

Please see your physician and visit the CDC website at www.cdc.gov for country specific
information.

http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/
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Trek COVID-19 Policy
buildOn’s first priority with regard to Trek is a safe, secure, and empowering experience for all involved.
Given the prevalence of the coronavirus pandemic, in all corners of the world, appropriate safeguards
are necessary.  buildOn wants to make you aware of the following guidelines to protect buildOn from
liability, to promote safe and responsible travel, and to ensure respect for buildOn's methodology.

MASKS

● buildOn is strongly encouraging all Trek Participants to obtain and use high quality masks for use
during Pre-Trek and Post-Trek Travel.

● On Trek, buildOn does not require masks in outdoor and highly ventilated areas, although any
participant is welcome to wear a mask at any time.

● The participant is responsible for bringing their own masks for use on Trek.  The best masks have
been proven by science and research to be N95 or KN95 masks.  buildOn strongly recommends
bringing masks for Pre and Post Trek travel, in order to ensure adequate protection or in the
event of a mask becoming unusable or damaged.

VACCINATIONS

● buildOn is requiring all Trek Participants to have a full vaccination for SARS Cov-2, including a
booster shot (if the individual is eligible for a booster) administered at least 2 weeks prior to
departure for Trek.

● The Trek Participant is responsible for submitting proof of their vaccinations to buildOn.

TESTING

● buildOn is requiring all Trek Participants to obtain a negative PCR Coronavirus Test Result no
more than 72 hours prior to your departure flight time.

● The Trek Participant is responsible for submitting proof of their negative test result to their Trek
Manager via email prior to the departure for Trek.

● Any Trek Participants who test positive on this test will be allowed to join a future trek for no
additional cost.

○ Any costs incurred to change flights or other plans will be the sole responsibility of the
Trek participant(s).Antigen tests are not accepted

● The PCR negative test result prior to departure is required to participate in Trek.  If an individual
arrives without first submitting a negative test result, they will not be allowed to join the group in
the community.  Any accommodations in the Trek country or return trip logistics will be the sole
responsibility of the Trek participant.

We hope that you find a buildOn Trek to be an unforgettable cross-cultural experience and will
feel empowered to continue supporting the development of education in our partner countries.
buildOn has been focused on our mission to provide education to some of the poorest countries
on the planet since our incorporation in 1991, and we greatly depend on the reputation we have
developed as the result of our methodology. We thank you in advance for continuing to honor
our history and respecting the methodology we have developed if you remain in touch with

buildOn communities so we may continue to build schools until there is no longer a need.
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Medical Concerns
Traveling in a developing country means that there will be an increase in the chance of
contracting mild illnesses. Most of these illnesses are due to changes in diet and climate. Travel
health is all about prevention and common sense: being aware of health issues that may arise
and taking appropriate measures to prevent illness and injury when you are traveling.

● In order to ensure that volunteers remain healthy and safe, buildOn will do the following:
● Discuss in detail all necessary health and safety precautions with Trek volunteers to

prevent illness (e.g. what foods to avoid, how to purify water)
● Eat in safe restaurants and in safe homes
● Carry an extensive medical/first aid kit; buildOn Trek Leads are Wilderness First

Responders and have undergone a 72-80 hour curriculum of the essential principles and
skills required to assess and manage medical problems in remote environments

● Keep copies of all participant medical forms and insurance plans on file in the U.S.
● Establish regular contact between buildOn Staff in the U.S. and abroad throughout the

trip
● Have access to an Emergency Vehicle in the village
● Have the ability to access our medical and evacuation provider 24 hours a day

SOME ADVICE FOR MENSTRUATION

Air travel, time changes, stress and heavy manual labor can bring on your menstrual cycle
unexpectedly. You will not be able to purchase supplies in-country. Please bring everything you
need for your monthly cycle with you. If you run out of supplies, there is usually enough to share
within the group.

In the community, it will be okay to drop used supplies into the latrine – some communities don’t
dig their latrines very deep so they don’t like them loaded up with paper. Be conscious about
what waste goes in the latrine. Keep in mind that women in the community use cloth that they
wash out and reuse so they have no waste.

Wet wipes, not alcohol or anti-bacterial wipes, are recommended for the bathroom. These can
be tossed down the latrine as can toilet paper.
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Health Risks and Diseases for International Travel
MALARIA is a serious disease that is transmitted to humans by the bite of an infected
female Anopheles mosquito. Malaria symptoms will occur at least 7 to 9 days after
being bitten by an infected mosquito. Symptoms may include fever and flu-like illness,
including chills, headache, muscle aches, and fatigue. Individuals who have traveled to
malaria infected regions and have these symptoms should seek immediate medical
attention.

CHOOSING A DRUG TO PREVENT MALARIA
For many destinations, there are multiple anti-malarial medication options available.
Factors to consider are the patient’s other medical conditions, medications being taken
(to assess potential drug interactions), the cost of medicines, and the potential side
effects. For your convenience, below is a list of possible medications. Please speak with
your physician at least 4-6 weeks before Trek to determine which one is appropriate for
you. Take anti-malarial medication on schedule without missing a dose before, during
and after international travel.
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DENGUE is a virus that is transmitted to humans by the bite of an infected mosquito.
Dengue hemorrhagic fever is a more severe form of dengue infection (DHF). It can be
fatal if unrecognized and not properly treated. DHF is caused by infection with the same
viruses that cause dengue fever. The general symptoms are high fever, severe
headache, severe pain behind the eyes, joint pain, muscle and bone pain, rash, and
mild bleeding. DHF is characterized by a fever that lasts from 2 to 7 days, with general
signs and symptoms consistent with dengue fever. When the fever declines, symptoms
may include persistent vomiting, severe abdominal pain, and difficulty breathing. There
is no specific medication for treatment of a dengue infection. Persons who think they
have dengue should use pain relievers with acetaminophen and avoid those containing
aspirin. They should also rest, drink plenty of fluids, and consult a physician.

To Prevent Dengue: Travelers should avoid getting bit by mosquitoes; both during the
day and at night. See ‘Preventing Mosquito Bites’ on the following page.
For more information, visit: http://www.cdc.gov/dengue/

CHIKUNGUNYA is a viral disease that is transmitted to humans by infected mosquitoes
of the Aedes species. Symptoms usually begin 3‒7 days after being bitten by an
infected mosquito, with the most common symptoms being fever and severe joint pain,
often in the hands and feet. Other symptoms may include headache, muscle pain, joint
swelling, or rash. Most people infected by Chikungunya feel better within a week, but
long-term joint pain can remain well after infection. People with medical conditions such
as high blood pressure, diabetes, or heart disease are at increased risk of severe
symptoms. There are currently no antiviral medicines to treat Chikungunya, but pain
relievers with acetaminophen can be used to reduce fever and pain.

To Prevent Chikungunya: There is no medicine or vaccine available to prevent
Chikungunya virus infection. Travelers should take precautions to avoid being bitten by
mosquitos; both during the day and at night. See ‘Preventing Mosquito Bites’ on the
following page.
For more information, visit: http://www.cdc.gov/chikungunya/

http://www.cdc.gov/dengue/
http://www.cdc.gov/chikungunya/
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Preventing Mosquito Bites
Mosquitoes carry a range of diseases. Generally, we protect ourselves against
mosquitoes at night because that is the time they are most bothersome; however, it is
just as important to keep yourself protected in the day as well. Remember to take care
all the times, but especially during early morning and early evening. Here are some
simple and easy things that you can do to help prevent mosquito bites while on Trek:

 Wear light-colored clothing, long sleeve shirts, pants and a hat.
 Use an insect repellent containing DEET. Adults and children over the age of two
months can safely use repellents containing up to 35% DEET. The higher the
concentration, the longer it repels. Reapply after excessive sweating. Note that,
although there are repellents available with more than 35% DEET, the duration of
protection does not increase proportionately to the DEET concentration.
o 10% DEET: 1-3 hours, 23% DEET: 4-6 hours, 35% DEET: 6-8 hours
 It is possible to protect yourself from insects and the sun at the same time. Apply
sunscreen first, and follow with insect repellent. Note that combined use of repellent and
sunblock appears to reduce the effectiveness of the sun block by 33%. Reapply
sunblock more often and/or use a higher SPF when using in conjunction with insect
repellent. There are also sunscreens that contain mosquito repellents.
 Pre-treat your clothes with the insecticide permethrin. *NEVER apply permethrin directly
to the skin.
 Use a mosquito net while you sleep. buildOn will provide you with a mosquito net while
on Trek.
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Traveler’s Diarrhea
Traveler’s Diarrhea is the most common cause
of illness during travel. People get traveler's
diarrhea because their stomachs are adjusting
to a new diet or eating food or drinking water
that contains microbes (germs). Traveler's
diarrhea is rarely life-threatening for adults. It is
more serious in children as it can frequently lead
to dehydration.

Good personal hygiene practices (including
frequent and thorough hand washing), proper
food handling, and water purification are the
most effective methods to prevent infection.

Your doctor may prescribe an antibiotic medication for the treatment of diarrhea.
If you are prescribed medication, please notify your Trek Lead before taking it.
The following recommendations can help prevent traveler's diarrhea:

Water
● ONLY drink water that is provided by buildOn
● DO NOT use tap water for brushing teeth
● DO NOT use ice made from tap water

Other Beverages
● DO NOT drink milk or eat dairy products, unless they are pasteurized. Most milk

and dairy is NOT pasteurized in buildOn communities.
● Drink bottled drinks only if the seal on the bottle has not been broken.
● Hot/boiled drinks are generally safe (tea, coffee, etc.)

Food
● DO NOT eat raw fruits and vegetables

unless they can be peeled, cooked or
washed thoroughly in treated water.

● DO NOT buy food from street vendors
● Eat hot, well-cooked foods

Sanitation
● Wash hands often with soap and

water, including before every meal
● Do not bite fingernails or put your

hands in your mouth
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Rabies
Rabies is a viral infection transmitted through the saliva of infected animal bites and
scratches which affects the brain and the spinal cord, and may be fatal. An animal bite
is a serious incident and may require evacuation from the community and possibly from
the country.

Key Facts from the World Health Organization:
● Rabies occurs in more than 150 countries and territories
● Worldwide, more than 55,000 people die of rabies every year
● 40% of people who are bitten by suspect rabid animals are children under 15 years of

age
● Dogs are the source of 99% of human rabies deaths
● Wound cleansing and immunization within a few hours after contact with a suspected

rabid animal can prevent the onset of rabies and death

Transmission: People are infected through the skin following a bite or scratch from an infected
animal. Dogs are the main host and transmitter of rabies. Bats, foxes, raccoons, skunks and
other wild carnivore species are rare.

Symptoms:
● Incubation period for rabies is typically 1-3 months, but may vary from <1 week to > 1

year.
● Initial symptoms are fever and often pain or an unusual or unexplained tingling, pricking

or burning sensation at the wound site.
● As the virus spreads through the central nervous system, progressive, fatal inflammation

of the brain and spinal cord develops.
● After a few days, death occurs by cardio-respiratory arrest.

Treatment: Any animal bite or scratch must be washed repeatedly with copious amounts of
soap and water. Seek medical attention immediately. Effective treatment soon (within a few
days, but as soon as possible) after exposure can prevent the onset of symptoms and death.
Persons who have not received the pre-exposure shots need five (5) injections in addition to
rabies immune globulin (RIG). RIG is in short supply around the world and may not be
available in remote areas. If a traveler has had the three pre- exposure shots, they will only
need additional two shots; they do not need RIG.

*Access to these shots vary from country to country and may require an evacuation from
the country.
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Food on Trek
You need to eat! We will be doing a lot of hard labor on the worksite. Your body needs
the nutrients and energy that comes from the food you consume. Even if you are not
working until the afternoon shift, you will be expected to and need to eat both a good
breakfast and lunch. If you are not accustomed to eating three decent-sized meals a
day, you may want to start getting used to this now. Food is also a critical part of staying
hydrated. You will learn about hydration on the next page, but remember, water alone
cannot keep you hydrated and healthy!

The food will consist of 2 or 3 basic dishes – typically a carbohydrate such as rice or
pasta with either a protein or a vegetable stew. We will be served a variation of these
options at each meal. This food will be prepared by your host family, an in-country staff
member or someone in the community. Depending on which Trek country you are
traveling to, one to three meals will be taken together as a team each day.

It may be difficult for you to adjust to these new foods and eating habits, however it is
very important that you make every effort to do so. Not only is it important for your
health, but food can become a very sensitive issue with host families and community
members: 1) It is disrespectful not to eat the food that is prepared for you; 2) Your host
family will become extremely worried if you are not eating; and 3) Many of the people
around you will be suffering from malnutrition and do not have the option or luxury of
eating all the foods you will be given.

DO NOT BRING SNACKS ON TREK!
Food inequity is a global issue. To consume snacks in front of
community members would unnecessarily emphasize the
inequalities between the Trek team and the community.
Additionally, not bringing snacks will solve the problem of increased
waste/trash in the community and allow buildOn Staff to accurately
track and monitor each participant’s health and well-being by
knowing exactly what team members eat.
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Water on Trek
Drinking enough water to keep your body healthy and hydrated can be a challenge on Trek.
It is challenging both physically and mentally as the weather may be hot, the water warm,
you might feel full, or you might feel sick. Dehydration is one of the most common illnesses
on Trek and yet one of the easiest to avoid.
Dehydration can quickly lead to life threatening situations. Drinking water is an absolutely
critical part of the Trek experience.

Each Trek participant will drink approximately 5-8 liters of water a day!
*Note- this amount will be determined by buildOn Staff to reflect the current environment.

“The water in your body, the fluid that keeps you alive and active, leaves you at an alarming
rate. It is estimated that an average person at rest on a normal day loses between 2 and 3
liters of water. However, the fluid lost in perspiration during periods of strenuous activity can
be as high as 2 liters per hour.”
–The Wilderness First Responder

Signs and Symptoms of Dehydration:
● Headache
● Nausea
● Dizziness
● Thirst
● Infrequent urination
● Disorientation
● Irritability
● Combativeness
● Lethargy

To ensure that you remain healthy, water on Trek is a
MUST! You will be expected to drink approximately one
liter/hour while on the worksite. Extreme heat, physical
exertion, the remote location and lack of medical facilities
creates the space for dehydration, and the symptoms, to
escalate quickly. buildOn Staff will work closely with each
of you to monitor your health and hydration throughout the Trek. It is extremely important
that you remain proactive and drink your water.

Helpful Tips:
1. You MUST bring 2 sturdy one-liter wide mouth water bottles.
2. *Nalgene is a very reputable brand. Their water bottles are virtually indestructible.*

They can be purchased at many major sport stores or online (REI, Amazon, Target,
etc.)

3. START PRACTICING NOW! Start drinking more water. Save the environment too by
purchasing your reusable water bottle and filling it up with water instead of sugary
beverages. Try to drink one liter of water in a one-hour period. It will be difficult; you
might have to build up to it.

4. Monitor how much water you drink on an average day. This will help you realize how
much more you need to drink during Trek.
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CHAPTER THREE:
PRE-TREK PREPARATION
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Pre-Trek Workshops
What are Pre-Trek Workshops?
The Pre-Trek Training Workshops will introduce the Trek Team members to each other,
and the adventure that awaits. During pre-Trek workshops, Trek Staff will set
expectations, provide background and cultural context for your program country, and
prepare you for potential challenges you may face. Staff will also advise on practices
that you can follow that will keep you healthy and safe, as well as answer all of your
questions and address any of your concerns.

What are we going to do?
We will review various topics…

● Trek Team Objectives and Goals
● Trek Country Culture
● Culture Shock and Homesickness
● Packing for Trek
● Logistics of Trek Travel

and participate in activities, including:

● Ice-Breakers
● Team Building
● A Service Project

Where and when?
The dates, times, and locations were included in your acceptance packet. You will
receive detailed directions before each event.

What will we eat?
Lunch and light snacks will be provided at each workshop.

Transportation
Trek participants are responsible for getting to/from the workshops via parents, friends,
or public transportation. Please talk to your Program Coordinator if you need
assistance.
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Pre-Trek Workshop I
Pre-Trek I Objectives:

● Start developing the Trek Team
○ Learn about each other
○ Become comfortable within the group and with Trek Staff

● Develop a solid understanding of your responsibilities as a Trek participant
● Create personal goals
● Introduction to Senegal
● Submit paperwork
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Circle of Trust
Pre-Trek 1
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Personal Goals
Pre-Trek 1
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Pre-Trek Workshop II
Pre-Trek II Objectives:

● Continue developing the Trek Team
○ Establish deeper connections between teammates

● Model the Worksite
● Learn about Senegalese culture and customs
● Develop skills to address difficult situations
● Submit Paperwork
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Culture Shock and Its Stages
In this section, you will learn what culture shock means and how you can overcome its
effects. Experiencing new cultures, and obtaining a better understanding of your own
culture, can result in some of the most positive, life-altering experiences students have
while abroad. When going abroad, students will experience differences in manners,
beliefs, customs, laws, language, art, religion, values, concept of self, family
organization, social organization, government, behavior, etc. All of these elements
combine to form your host country‘s rich and unique culture.

By definition within the Merriam Webster Dictionary, culture shock is a sense of
confusion and uncertainty sometimes with feelings of anxiety that may affect people
exposed to an alien culture or environment without adequate preparation.

Keep in mind that everything you are feeling about Trek, and will feel while on Trek is
totally okay!

The Culture Shock Roller Coaster
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Homesickness
Homesickness is one of the most common adjustment problems related to culture shock

and loneliness. Experienced by students from every country,
homesickness is a universal side-effect to being away from
home. Psychologists often refer to homesickness as
‘separation anxiety’ because students—in particular those
moving away from home— feel separated from all that is
familiar.

Feelings of homesickness may even start before you leave and you may find yourself
mildly depressed or anxious several weeks before
leaving. The anticipation and preparation for this major change of lifestyle can trigger
pre- departure homesickness, or sudden feelings that you don‘t want to leave, or even a
want to back out of your decision to travel.

Some students might experience homesickness within the first few days or weeks of
being abroad, while others might not be hit by homesickness until later on, or closer to
the holidays. Holidays, birthdays, anniversaries, family events or even family illness or
death can all cause you to feel homesick, or make you wish you were at home. Also,
many students report increased feelings of homesickness during the winter months
when darkness, rainy weather and the cold can lead to feelings of depression.

The following are a few tips to help you cope with feelings of homesickness:
● Don‘t wait for homesickness to go away by itself. Confront your feelings by

talking to someone (a counselor, family member, roommate, or another student,
etc.) about your homesickness. Chances are that other students may be feeling
the same way you are.

● Bring some of home along with you. Be sure to pack photos of family and friends.
● Make friends with locals and invite them to spend time with you. Creating such a

support network can really help to alleviate homesickness while creating lasting
friendships.

● Be patient with yourself as you adjust to the unexpected realities of being abroad,
and how abroad is not like home.

●
Stress
Stress has many definitions and affects everyone differently.
The additional/ new kinds of stress you may encounter
while abroad may lead to anxiety/panic disorders,
depression, paranoia, eating disorders, and other phobias.
Any mental health challenges you have prior to going
abroad may become more severe once you experience the
effects of culture shock. Even mental fatigue from constant
language immersion may cause feelings of being
overwhelmed. It is important you speak to an adult member
of the Trek team or a teammate if you experience any of
these feelings while on Trek.
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What is Your Culture?
Pre-Trek II
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Where I’m From…
Pre-Trek II
Adapted from Linda Christensen, “Reading Writing and Rise Up”
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Pre-Trek Workshop III
Pre-Trek III Objectives:

● Team Unity
● Learn about Senegal from your teammates
● Learn techniques to keep yourself healthy
● Review travel logistics (both parents and participants)
● Create a plan to complete post Trek presentations
● Submit ALL Remaining Paperwork
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Presentation Notes
Pre-Trek III
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Post Trek Presentations
Bringing It Home
When you return home from Trek, your community is working hard to complete the
school you helped to build. As it is the village members responsibility to finish the
school, it is your job to share your Trek experience.

Through Trek you gained an incredibly unique perspective into the reality of life outside
of your neighborhood. You learned about the value of education, and the implications
when education is not accessible. It’s important that others learn and be inspired by
your experience. buildOn is asking you to be an ambassador for our organization. The
more people you share your story with, the more people who will learn about buildOn,
the more people who will join the movement, the more schools we will be able to build,
and the more community members who will gain access to education!

buildOn is breaking the cycle of poverty, illiteracy, and low expectations through service
and education. Work in solidarity alongside buildOn US staff by sharing Trek and the
importance of education in buildOn’s program countries with YOUR community.

All students who volunteer on a Trek are expected to complete
a minimum of 8 Trek Presentations*

Trek Presentations should be complete by:
(No more than 3 academic months
from the receipt of the presentation)

What are Trek Presentations? The Trek Presentation is a formal PowerPoint created
by buildOn Staff. Trek students may edit the presentation to personalize the photos,
however they should not edit the content. Students are expected to present in their
school and/or community groups. Trek presentations are best for individual classrooms
as opposed to a school-wide assembly.

All Trek Presentations should meet the following criteria:
● Include a PowerPoint presentation
● Last a minimum of fifteen (15) minutes

How should students report the completion of Trek Presentations?
In order for students to receive credit for completing their Trek presentations they must
submit a completed buildOn Trek Presentation Log to their buildOn US Program
Coordinator by the due date set by Trek Staff. The date, time, location, # of people in
attendance must be listed, and the sponsoring teacher must sign for each presentation.
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Other Notes:
● Students earn one (1) presentation point when presenting individually, but only

half (1⁄2) a presentation point when presenting with Trek teammates.
● A maximum of one published written article can be substituted for one Trek

Presentation.
● A panel presentation with members from your Trek team is possible with

permission.

What’s your plan? Brainstorm locations where you can present your Trek
experience! Think about: your favorite classes/teachers, buildOn program events,
service locations, religious institutions, other extra-curricular clubs, sports team, etc.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

Students who complete eight (8) Trek Presentations by the completion deadline
will be recognized for their accomplishment!
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Chapter Four:
ABOUT SENEGAL



52

Senegal Country Profile
Geography
Region & Border Countries: Northwestern Africa, surrounded by
Mauritania, Mali, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, and the Gambia
Capital: Dakar (population: 2.77 million)

Economy
Currency: West African CFA franc
GDP (purchasing power): $25.47 billion
(2011 est.)
Main Industries: agriculture and fish
processing, mining, fertilizer production

Politics
President: Macky Sall
Former Colonial Power: France
Independence Date: April 4, 1960 (from
France); August 20, 1960
(separation from Mali)

People
Population: 12,969,606 people (as of July 2012)
Language: Official language is French, regional
dialects spoken commonly
Religion: 94% Muslim, Christianity (5%), Other (1%)
Primary Ethnic Groups: Wolof 43.3%, Pular 23.8%,
Serer 14.7%
Life Expectancy: Male: 58 years, Female: 62 years
HIV/AIDS prevalence rate: 0.9% (2009 est.)
Literacy Rates: Total population: 39.3%; male: 51.1%;
female: 29.2% (2002 est.)
Unemployment Rate: 47% (2007 est.)
Urban population: 42% of total population (2010)

Culture
Musical Artists: Baaba Maal, AKON, Yousou N‘Dour
National dish: Tiebou Dienn (fish stew)

Sources: CIA World Fact
Book (2012) BBC News
Senegal Profile (2012)
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Senegalese Customs
GREETINGS

● When entering a village, you must first greet the elders.
● The person arriving on the scene should initiate the greetings. When you meet

someone, it is polite to be the first to greet them.
● If greeting a group of people, greet the oldest one first. Shake hands only if they

invite you. Shaking hands is very common, but some men will not shake hands
with women (and vice versa) for religious reasons.

● You may see someone offer their right hand to shake yours, while supporting it
with their left. This implies that the honor of shaking your hand is so great that it
requires a second hand to bear the weight. You may also notice that after
someone shakes your hand they return their right hand to their heart; this is
another way of demonstrating heartfelt sincerity in greeting you.

● If there are many people to greet and it would be inconvenient to greet all of them
individually, then a simple show of hands and a broadcast greeting will suffice.

● When shaking hands, if hands are wet or soiled, one offers the forearm (wrist) instead.
● Never, ever talk business first, go through the greetings. Greetings can become a

lengthy interaction with another person. The greeting can include questions about
home, family, health, work, fields, animals, travel, as well as the weather, their
sleep, etc!!! The longer the greeting, the more respect each person pays to the
other.

● The person leaving the scene should initiate the leave-taking expressions.
● It is always polite to walk a visitor to the entrance of the compound by

accompanying the visitor a short way ‗‘to put him/her on the road‘‘.

In the Morning:
● When you wake up in the morning, greet all the people in your courtyard.
● Do not greet people before they have washed their faces or

before you have done the same.
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EATING
● Men and women will usually eat separately. Boys with the men, girls with the women.
● In washing hands, the oldest person washes their hands first, then the next oldest, and

so on to the youngest. Traditionally, everyone washed his/her hands in the same bowl of
water. But during the 1990s, the government encouraged families to wash their hands by
holding them over the bowl while water is poured over them from a kettle so diseases
will not be transferred from older family members to younger. There has been some
resistance because dipping hands in the same bowl of water symbolizes the unity of the
family and reinforces family ties.

● Senegalese eat with their right hands. Never eat or greet with your left hand.
● Wait for the older person to begin; he will pour the sauce.
● Typically people eat ―communally,ǁ meaning they share one large bowl of food for the

meal. Each person is to eat only from the portion of food in front of him or her in the
bowl.

● Eat only with your right hand, but you may use your left
hand if you need it to chew on bones or something that
needs two hands to be eaten. The idea is to avoid putting
the left hand into a common bowl. The left hand is usually
for holding the bowl.

● If there is meat or potatoes or another nice condiment in the
center of the bowl, take only your share. Pick off a little bit.
Don‘t take the whole thing.

● One does not have to wait for older persons to finish eating
before one leaves the common bowl (before one gets up
and leaves). One gets up and leaves when one is full. It is
polite to encourage someone to eat his full, but it‘s okay to
refuse if you don‘t want any more.

● After eating, wash hands again in the water bowl, or with
the bowl and kettle, which are still nearby. Some people will
never use soap for washing before or after a meal for fear of
bad luck.

● It is not necessary to conduct dinner conversation; people
talk very little while they eat. Usually only old people talk.

● If you are eating and visitors arrive, you must invite them to come and eat with you. It is
not obligatory to eat, but accepting this invitation is a sign of respect and sociability to
those who invite you. Often foreign visitors will feel they should refuse out of politeness,
saying they are full. If you are invited to eat, it is polite to eat one or two handfuls. On the
other hand, if people are not eating, it is okay to turn down an offer of food. If a person
offering food eats some if it themselves first, this is to assure you that it contains nothing
bad.

● If you invite someone for dinner, make sure that there is enough to eat.
● Senegalese guests will not bring a gift, but will show gratitude by eating a lot.
● It‘s okay to leave a spoonful of food in the bowl, because if you eat everything your host

may think you are still hungry and may be ashamed that they can‘t satisfy you. On the
other hand, if you leave too much, the host will think you did not like the food and also be
ashamed.
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GOING TO THE MARKET
● Greet people before bargaining.
● Bargaining is not to be taken personally. Questioning

the price and quality of the goods can be part of the
bargaining process.

● One will discover if prices are fixed or not only by
bargaining.

● Never, ever agree to a price unless you are willing to
pay it.

● Frequenting the same merchants will establish a good
rapport and price.

CLOTHING
● Do not wear shorts. Pants need to be well below the

knees for both men and women.
● Do not wear see-through clothes.
● No tank tops or mid-drifts. Cut off sleeves are okay, but your shoulders need to

be covered.
● Be sure to wash your underwear yourself. Hang them to dry in your hut.
● It is common to see women in villages wearing no tops, mainly young girls and

old women.
● Men wear their torn clothes to go to work. They wear their nicer clothes for

socializing and special occasions.

HYGIENE
● Bring a kettle of water with you when you go to the toilet,

whether you use it or not. Senegalese use it to wash
themselves after going to the bathroom, and to wash away
what they‘ve left behind.

● Senegalese generally bathe when they wake up in the
morning and in the evening when they‘ve finished working. In
addition they also wash before praying. Bathing consists of a
bucket of cold or warm water placed in a shower area

● The shower area can also be used for urinating, use water
from the kettle to wash it away.

● If you shower in the latrine (the one with a hole in the ground)
be careful water does not pass into the hole. Excess water in
the latrine will decrease the breakdown of waste.

● Try to add as little foreign matter (toilet paper) to the latrines
as possible. This material will alter the balance of
decomposition and contribute to the latrine filling at an
accelerated rate. Do not put any garbage or plastic down the
latrines!

RELIGION
● DO NOT walk in front of someone when they are praying
● DO NOT enter a mosque without permission. Some mosques do not permit entry

by non- Muslims. Also women who are menstruating are not allowed to enter the
mosque.
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GENERAL OBSERVATIONS
● Be nice-- a warm and ready smile will pay great dividends.
● Senegalese LOVE TO JOKE! Senegalese LOVE TO LAUGH!
● Nicknames. Senegalese are very direct, and this often comes across in their nicknames.

One man with a rather large overbite is known as Donkey Teeth. These names are not
meant to offend. If someone gives you a nickname, it‘s a sign of familiarity; you are
beginning to break through cultural barriers.

● Photos. Always ask before you photograph folks - it's the polite thing to do. Remember,
no pictures of any government employees or property is allowed.

● Explanations or apologies are always appreciated; it is easy to accidentally offend
someone during a cultural exchange. In Senegal, it is customary to apologize for possibly
offending a guest.  It is appropriate to do the same as a guest.  For example, ―I
apologize if I have offended you in any way.ǁ

● Often one will be told yesǁ to avoid the confrontation of a negative response, be very
clear with communication and expectations so there aren‘t any misunderstandings.

● Always acknowledge orally that you are listening to someone.
● If one must give a refusal, try to soften it with explanations or equivocations.
● Give and receive things with the right hand.
● Don‘t step on a mat with your shoes on. Remove your shoes before entering the room of

an older or respected person especially in villages.
● Do everything possible to create good impressions because your behavior will be closely

scrutinized.
● Being a Toubabǁ (foreigner) enables you to get to know many people, so accept

hospitality.
● Be patient when children follow you yelling Toubab.ǁ
● The advantages of being a "Toubab” far outweighs the disadvantages, so accept both with

grace and good humor.
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History
Source: The Peace Corps Welcomes You to Senegal; A Peace Corps Publication for New
Volunteers. July 2007

Senegal has a rich and colorful history. Many African
empires gained prominence in the region, the most
important of which was Tekrur, a powerful trading state
along the Senegal River that flourished from the 10th
through the 12th centuries. Islam first entered the region
through these contacts. The groups residing in the region
sent slaves and gold north across the desert in exchange
for salt and weapons.

Europeans began to arrive in the mid-15th century,
beginning with the Portuguese and followed later by the
French, English, and Dutch. The Europeans competed
intensely for Senegal‘s lucrative slave trade, and by the
end of the 17th century, the French had established forts at
Dakar and throughout the Senegal River Valley, while the
English had seized the mouth of The Gambia River.

Although they established a colony at this early date, the
French needed an additional two centuries to extend their

dominion beyond their forts and coastal cities. They faced stiff resistance from African leaders
throughout the country, with Islam or traditional kingdoms often becoming a rallying point
against French domination. By the end of the 19th century, France controlled most of Senegal
north of The Gambia, but groups south of The Gambia continued to resist into the early years of
the 20th century.

French colonial rule, as elsewhere in Africa, was primarily a system of political and economic
exploitation. The French introduced the peanut to Senegal as a cash crop in the mid-19th
century, and soon Senegal was France‘s most profitable African colony. France ruled more or
less peacefully in Senegal until African demands for independence became too strong to ignore
in the years following World War II.

On April 4, 1959, Senegal and French Sudan (present-day Mali) combined to form the Mali
Federation, which became fully independent in June 1960. April 4 remains the date that
Senegal annually commemorates its independence. Because of internal political and economic
differences, the federation was dissolved when Senegal seceded in August 1960, and Senegal
and Mali became separate, independent nations.

Senegal‘s first president, Léopold Sedar Senghor, was one of the leading figures of the
independence movement. He was also a highly respected French-language poet and the only
African ever elected to the prestigious and powerful Académie Française. His writings on
negritude, a political philosophy that champions the strengths of African ideals, remain important
in contemporary African political science.

After a power struggle within the first government, Senghor ousted and imprisoned Prime
Minister Mamadou Dia in 1962. He passed a new Constitution in 1963 that organized the
government as a representative republic with executive power vested in the president and
legislative power vested in a National Assembly elected by universal suffrage. Senghor also
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instituted the beginnings of local democratic rule in 1972 by establishing a political governance
system centered on groups of villages called rural communities.ǁ This remains the basis of
modern Senegalese democracy. In 1976, the Constitution was amended to institutionalize
four political parties across the spectrum from right to left. Senghor, the head of the Socialist
Party, was reelected in 1978 as a moderate socialist, but he resigned on December 31, 1980,
passing on the presidency to Prime Minister Abdou Diouf. President Diouf removed all
restrictions on opposition political parties. An overwhelming majority returned him and the
Socialist Party to power in 1983 in the country‘s first unrestricted multiparty elections. More than
50 parties are active in Senegal today, with the Socialist Party and the governing Democratic
Socialist Party among the most prominent.

As acting president of the Organization of African Unity in 1985 and 1986, Diouf led the
international diplomatic battle against South Africa‘s apartheid regime. Senegal accorded full
diplomatic recognition to both Namibia‘s South-West Africa People‘s Organization (SWAPO)
and South Africa‘s African National Congress (ANC).

On November 14, 1981, Senegal and The Gambia signed an agreement proposing to unite the
two countries as the Confederation of Senegambia. Various government officials had proposed
such a union since the early days of independence. The Gambia, a former English colony, is
nearly completely surrounded by Senegal, a former French colony. The two countries share the
same ethnic groups and pre-colonial history; the main differences between them are their official
languages and colonial traditions.

The agreement was precipitated by an attempted military coup in The Gambia in July 1981,
while Gambian President Dawda Jawara was out of the country on a state visit. Fearing regional
instability, the Senegalese Army entered the country and suppressed the rebellion. After this
aborted coup, the two countries tried to implement a confederation. Political integration was
going faster than economic integration when the two governments decided to dismantle the
confederation in 1989.

Between 1997 and 1999, Djibo Ka and Moustapha Niasse, both important figures in Diouf‘s
party and longtime government ministers, quit the government and created their own parties.
Although the ruling party minimized the event‘s significance, most observers saw it as the
beginning of the end of the Socialist Party. On March 19, 2000, President Diouf lost to an
opposition coalition led by his longtime rival Abdoulaye Wade in the presidential election. This
was a first in Senegal, as the Socialist Party had won all presidential elections for more than 40
years.

Wade benefited from the support of around 20 parties grouped within the Coalition for an
Alternation of Power. Although the election was not trouble-free, most national and international
observers considered it fair and democratic.

Senegal‘s political stability has in many ways been a shining light in what has otherwise been a
difficult post-independence struggle for most of sub-Saharan Africa. The March 2000 election
was a model for all young democracies. What had been expected to be an election surrounded
by civil unrest with contested results fortunately turned out to be a transparent and peaceful
transfer of power from a long-governing political party to another, restoring hope among the
majority of Senegalese, especially the young Senegal entered a new phase full of hope as well
as uncertainty.
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On December 30, 2004, the president announced that he would sign a peace treaty with two
separatist factions of the Movement of Democratic Forces of Casamance (MFDC) in the
Casamance region, initiating an end to West Africa's longest-running civil conflict. As of late
2006, it seemed the peace treaty was holding, as both factions and the Senegalese military
appeared to honor the treaty. With recognized prospects for peace, refugees began returning
home from neighboring Gambia and Guinea-Bissau. However, at the beginning of 2007, a new
outbreak of violence between the separatists and the government reignited amidst concerns
that peace would not soon be restored to the Casamance.

In February 2007, near the end of President Wade's first term of office, 15 candidates including
President Wade, were vying to become the next democratically elected leader of Senegal.
Given the number of political parties and the range of interests that each represents, Senegal's
democracy is still considered to be peaceful and vibrant. Incumbent President Wade was re-
elected for another term.

Government
The Senegalese government is a republic under multiparty
democratic rule. There is universal suffrage, with citizens,
including the police and the military, eligible to vote at age
18.

The president heads the executive branch and appoints a
prime minister as the head of government. Members of the
Council of Ministers, or cabinet, are appointed by the prime
minister in consultation with the president. The most recent
government reorganization occurred in November 2006.

The legislative branch consists of a 150-seat unicameral
National Assembly (Assemblée Nationale) whose members are elected by direct popular vote
for five-year terms. In
January 2007, a 100-member Senate also was introduced. For only the second time in its
history, Senegal will experience a bicameral legislative system.

The legal system is based on French civil law. Following a 1992 reform, the judicial branch is
composed of a Constitutional Court, Council of State, Financial Review Court (Cour des
Comptes), Court of Final Appeals (Cour de Cassation), and Court of Appeals. The
Constitutional Court reviews legislative acts, and the Council of State audits the government‘s
accounting office.

The country is divided into 11 administrative regions: Dakar (the capital), Diourbel, Fatick,
Kaolack, Kolda, Louga, Matam, Saint-Louis, Tambacounda, Thiès, and Ziguinchor. These
regions are further divided into prefectures, subprefectures, and rural communities

Economy
Although Senegal has a diversified economy by West African standards, it barely escapes being
classified by the World Bank as one of the poorest of the world‘s nations. A major problem over
the past 40 years has been recurrent drought, which has effectively thwarted plans to expand
industrialization and increase agricultural production.

The Senegalese government exerts a great degree of control over the peanut oil and phosphate
industries, but in most other sectors, foreign ownership (mostly French and
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Lebanese) is dominant. The nation‘s primary sources of income are phosphate mining, fishing,
light manufacturing, agricultural processing, and tourism. Of these, only tourism has been
growing. Manufacturing suffers from limited demand and low competitiveness, while phosphate
mining suffers from world oversupply. Fishing has
declined in importance as fisheries have been depleted
by overproduction.

Peanut cultivation and refining have seen a
tremendous decline over the past two decades. Once
the country‘s leading foreign currency earner, the
peanut industry now accounts for only 25 percent of
exports. This loss is the result of over cultivation in
traditional peanut-growing regions, drought, and the
diversion of peanuts from Senegal into neighboring
countries for
export via the black market. The Senegalese
government has taken a number of steps to restructure
production and marketing systems and to increase domestic prices for farmers, but the effects
of these steps have yet to be evaluated. In the 1980s, poor economic performance placed
Senegal under sometimes severe economic structural adjustment measures. These included
drastic reduction of government expenditures for social services and led the way to some of the
more difficult problems that Senegal is now experiencing.

About 70 percent of Senegal‘s population is engaged in agriculture, but the performance of the
agricultural sector has been steadily worsening, and it now contributes less than 25 percent of
gross domestic product. Sugar production and diversification into non-traditional and vegetable
crops have been promoted in recent years, but there has been limited success. Rice production
in the north and south is hampered by both growing and marketing conditions. With the
population increasing at a nearly 3 percent annual rate and cereal production declining in many
areas, Senegal is finding it more and more difficult to attain self-sufficiency in rice, although
millet and corn production tend to be adequate to meet the country's overall needs. Senegal has
relied increasingly on imports and transfers of money from Senegalese living abroad to satisfy
its growing demand for rice and wheat.

There is an important herding tradition among some groups in Senegal. Cattle, sheep, and
goats are found throughout much of the country. Chickens and other fowl are also prevalent. In
Catholic and animist areas of the country, pigs are raised in limited numbers. Camel production
also may be observed in northern parts of the country.

Senegal‘s New Agricultural Policy (Nouvelle Politique Agricole) and its follow-up, the Cereal
Plan (Plan Céréalier), was the centerpiece of government policy in this sector. The major
objectives were the complete phase out of state-run regional development agencies,
privatization of the agricultural sector, and progress toward food security. These policies did not
achieve the desired results and the government is still seeking a way to address its agricultural
needs.

Continuous cycles of drought and soil depletion problems have been exacerbated by sporadic
locust infestations, underlining the precariousness of farming in Senegal. Depleted soils and
lack of timely, affordable inputs and other constraints have seriously impacted crop production in
most areas of the peanut basin and yields nationwide have been consistently low.
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Pricing policies are a complicated issue, but major production increases in food crops are
probably unattainable within the existing price structure. Farmers find it extremely difficult to
make a profit growing food grains while paying for the inputs necessary (i.e., seeds, irrigation,
fertilizer, mechanization) and therefore are unable to increase production.

People and Culture
While some African countries have hundreds of distinct ethnic groups, in Senegal there are only
a few principal ethnicities. The Wolof, the largest group, constitutes 36 percent of the population.
They live predominantly in the western and central regions north of The Gambia and in urban
centers. They have traditionally been Senegal‘s leading peanut cultivators.

The Pulaar-speaking people (also
known as the Pulafuta) make up
26.5 percent of the population. Found
throughout West and Central Africa
owing to their nomadic past, in
Senegal they can be divided into two
distinct groups. The Pulafuta (17.5
percent) are shepherds or farmers
who live all over the country except in
the coastal areas. The Toucouleur (9
percent) have traditionally farmed
along the banks of the Senegal River,
but in recent years many have
migrated to urban centers.

The Sereer, who constitute 16.5 percent of the population, live primarily in the western Thiès
and Fatick regions. The Diola (9 percent) include a number of distinct linguistic groups with
similar cultural traditions and live primarily in the Ziguinchor region south of The Gambia. The
Mandinka (6.5 percent) are scattered throughout the Kolda and Tambacounda regions; they are
Mandé, culturally and linguistically related to the Bambara of Mali, the Dioula of Côte d‘Ivoire,
and the Malinké of Guinea. All these groups are primarily sedentary farmers, although people
settled on the coast actively fish.

Smaller ethnic groups include the Bainouk, Balante, Bambara, Bassari, Bédik, Diakhanké,
Dialonké, Mandjak-Mankagn, and Soninké. Large groups of foreigners, principally French,
Lebanese, and Cape Verde Islanders, reside in urban centers, especially in Dakar. While the
predominant religion in Senegal is Islam, the Senegalese take great pride in their country‘s
climate of religious tolerance. In fact, the government officially celebrates both Muslim and
Roman Catholic holidays, even though more than 90 percent of the people are Muslim.

Sufism, the type of Islam practiced in Senegal, is based on the teachings of an ancient form of
Islamic mysticism. Sufism follows the basic tenets of Islam but does not follow all of the
practices of Sunnite or Shiite Muslims. Some indigenous ethnic groups have been Muslim for
more than 600 years, while others did not convert until the end of the 19th century. Five percent
of Senegalese are Christian, primarily adherents of Roman Catholicism, which was brought to
the country by Portuguese and French colonialists in the 15th through the 20th centuries. A
small percentage are animists, following traditional beliefs centered on the power of
supernatural spirits. Animism also profoundly influences the practice of Islam and Christianity in
Senegal.
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Environment
Approximately 40 years of drought in the Sahel has severely
impacted natural resources in Senegal. Dramatic reductions in
plant cover, biological diversity, and land productivity have
occurred in much of Senegal north of The Gambia. Current
tree-planting efforts in the sub-Sahara are estimated to be
only about 10 percent to 15 percent of the level required to
balance losses of woody vegetation from activities such as
land clearing, charcoal production, fuel collection, and brush
fires. As recent patterns of below-normal precipitation
continue, a permanent reduction in the carrying capacities of
affected lands seems inevitable. A new balance must be
achieved between a relatively drier environment and the ability
of the natural resource base to support agricultural and
pastoral systems.

Efforts by donor groups such as USAID, the World Bank, and
the United Nations initially focused on an industrial plantation
approach to remedy deforestation and desertification
problems in Africa. Project successes were the exception rather than the rule. In a revamped
approach, village-level woodlots were promoted as the panacea to Africa‘s energy crisis, but
this approach yielded few success stories after considerable donor spending as well. A third
approach is now focusing on a variety of interventions (i.e., agroforestry, protection of natural
regeneration, and land management) at the village and farm levels. These efforts in Senegal are
being coordinated by the Waters and Forests Agency within the Ministry of Environment and
Protection of Nature.

Another result of the prolonged drought is the reduction of Senegal‘s already limited
groundwater and surface water resources, which has severely affected agricultural production
and threatened the health of rural inhabitants. Water tables have dropped an average of 20
inches (50 centimeters) per year in many regions of the country, while traditional flood plains
and marsh areas have remained dry. Salinization has become a serious problem in some areas.
A large portion of the government‘s water budget goes to the country‘s rapidly expanding urban
centers, and the technology for tapping deep aquifers or for diverting river water remains
prohibitively expensive for most rural communities.

Senegal has undertaken a number of initiatives to satisfy the water needs of the rural population
and to develop and manage existing water resources rationally. With donor assistance, the
government has promoted construction of deep bore-hole wells in selected rural communities
that can provide more reliable and safer water for human consumption and promote agricultural
and livestock production. The government also provides technical advice and equipment to
communities to assist them in digging and repairing traditional cement-tube wells.

Despite recognition of sufficient rural water supplies as a pressing national priority, inadequate
water supply continues to be a major problem around which the cycle of poverty and poor health
revolves. The government is not equipped to solve the problem alone, and an infusion of
outside funding in this sector remains necessary.
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Chapter Five:
u ARTICLES OF INTEREST

Mamelle Mosque in Dakar
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ISLAM IN SENEGAL
[Abridged from: ―What is Islam?ǁ by Mary Louise Clifford, Naomi F. Collins, Malcolm
C. Peck, Margaret W. Sullivan. 7/3/80]

Islam is at once a religion and a way of
life. Almost a fifth of the world‘s people,
nearly a billion people in 60 countries,
embrace this faith first preached by the
Prophet Muhammad fourteen centuries
ago on the Arabian Peninsula.

A Faithful Way of Life: God is One All
Muslims no matter their nationality or
ethnicity share the belief in a single, all
powerful God, who they consider to be
the same God worshiped by Jews and
Christians. Their faith is summed
up in the creed: ―There is one God and
Muhammad is His Messenger,ǁ known as
the shahada. Allah is the name of God in Arabic and in fact means ―The God,ǁ to emphasize
that ―He is one and there is no other.ǁ Islam means ―submission,ǁ connoting that total
commitment to God brings health, peace, and justice. Islam also refers to the World-wide
―Nationǁ or community of believers. These believers are Muslims that is ―one who submits to
the will of Allah (GOD)ǁ.

Islam is not just a religion, but a way of life because it is more than just a system of beliefs and
worship. It proclaims faith and sets forth rituals. It also prescribes order for individuals and
society: codifying law, family relationships, and matters of business, etiquette, dress, food,
personal hygiene, and much more. Islam is a complete, complex civilization, in which ideally,
individuals, society, and governments should all reflect the will of God. In essence, it is a system
of rules or laws to be followed in which the sacred is not separated from the secular. The
western concept of such separation is alien to Islamic thought. As a faith structured by laws,
Islam more closely parallels the legalistic Judaic system than the broadly stated principles of
Christianity.

The Koran: Word of God:
The teaching of Islam are found in the Koran (Al-Qur‘an, or ―recitationǁ) which Muslims hold to
be the immutable word of God and the unrivaled source of authority in almost all aspects of
individual and living groups. It was given in classical Arabic, transmitted through the angel
Gabriel to the Prophet Muhammad. Muhammad was commanded to recite the revelations he
received from God, which were first written down during the lifetime of the Prophet but
duplicated for distribution only after his death. Muslims the world over, regardless of their native
language, memorize and recite as much of the Koran in Arabic as possible.

The Koran came to be supplemented by the traditions and sayings (Hadith), statements about
what Muhammad said or did, as remembered by his companions and passed down during
succeeding generations as part of the Sunnah, the ―beaten pathǁ for devout Muslims to follow.
The Sunnah recounts the deeds, sayings, and silent approval of the Prophet covering details of
community life.The Koran and the Sunnah provide the framework for the Shari‘a, Islam‘s body
of law. In many Islamic countries, the Shari‘a still provides the legal basis for judgment and
punishment, at least in some areas of life.
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The Five Pillars and other practices
Islam has five essential practices, known as the ―Pillars of faithǁ. These are:

1. Bearing witness to one true God, and acknowledging Muhammad as his messenger
(Shahada).

2. Praying five specific times each day facing Mecca, Islam‘s holiest city (Salat).
3. Giving alms to help the needy and for communal purposes (Zakat).
4. Fasting from dawn to sunset during Ramadan, the ninth month of the Islamic lunar

calendar (Saum).
5. Making the pilgrimage to Mecca, once in the lifetime, for those who are able or

contributing to another‘s pilgrimage if you are unable to go yourself (Hadji).

Daily prayers are performed by practicing Muslims either individually or preferably, in a group.
When the time for prayer comes, in many countries Muslims stop wherever they are, ritually
wash themselves, and face the Ka‘ba in Mecca to pray. Facing in common direction symbolizes
unity of purpose for the millions of Muslims offering their prayers at the same time. While
prayers are said daily, Friday is the Islamic day of communal prayer, the noon (14:00) prayer
being the most important to the community. This prayer may be led by an Imam. The summons
to prayer, azan, is called by a man of the community, the Mu‘azzin. The call to prayer begins:
Allahu Akbar, God is Great, a cry heard through the Muslim world.

The belief in the equality of all men means that Islam rejects the concept of ordained clergy.
There are nonetheless, religious leaders, many of who exert power in the political as well as the
strictly theological sphere, and who may be venerated by their followers. There is no separate
religious organization or ―church.ǁIn addition to the five pillars, there are other practices
commonly observed through out the Muslim world. Muslims are forbidden to use intoxicating
beverages or to consume pork, blood, or anything that might be harmful. In order to be eaten,
animals must be ritually slaughtered and drained of blood.

Women and men are asked not to dress in a provocative or indecent way. Customs in different
Muslim societies reflect a range of practice. In the words of the Prophet, basic education is
aright and also a duty for both men and women. Marriage and family are important. Sexual
activities within marriage are meritorious; however outside that bond, sexual activity is a serious
offense. The degree to which men‘s and women‘s lives are separated, and women‘s lives
restricted, varies considerably in Muslim societies.

Islam teaches that God revealed His existence to a number of Prophets through the ages. They
include Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. According to Muslims, however, God‘s final
and complete revelation was given to Mohammad. Mohammad did not create but received the
Koran. Muslims do not worship Muhammad, only Allah. Jews and Christians are called ―people
of the bookǁ and are given special protection under Muslim law.

When Muhammad died, a dispute arose over leadership of the Muslim community, which was
also the first Islamic state. One faction, the Sunnis (from the word for ―traditionǁ) felt that the
Caliph (from ―successorǁ) should be chosen, as Arab chiefs customarily are, by election. The
other group maintained that Muhammad chose his cousin and son in law Ali as his spiritual and
secular heir, and that succession should be through his bloodline. This was the Shia or Shi‘te
movement (from ―partisans of Aliǁ). Today the Sunni represent about 85% of Muslims; the Shia
is mainly located in Iran, Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan and Pakistan. Cutting across these branches
is Sufism. Sufism is a mystical strain of Islam which reflects the need felt by many individuals to
go a step beyond formal religious observances and experience direct communion with God.



66

Polygamy Throttles Women in Senegal
By Issa Sikiti da Silva

DAKAR, Sep 12 2012 (IPS) - Fatou (40),
Awa (32) and Aissatou Gaye (24) sit in a
meditative mood on the tiled floor
outside their matrimonial home in Keur
Massar, a township in the Senegalese
capital Dakar.
―These are my three wives and
soon I‘ll take a fourth to comply with
Islamic law,ǁ brags Ousmane Gaye (50),
a businessman who has commercial
interests in this West African nation and
also in neighboring Mali and the
Gambia.
As you can see, they love one  another
and live in harmony and peace like three
sisters,ǁ he says. But peace and
harmony
have a strange meaning in Ousmane
Gaye‘s vocabulary.

―Last night, Fatou and Awa beat
Aissatou repeatedly and launched a litany of insults
at her,ǁ a family source tells IPS on the condition of anonymity.
They accuse her of bewitching their husband to make him love her too much. In fact, as
you came in, he was busy reprimanding them. Honestly speaking, since Ousmane
brought in Aissatou three years ago, his home has not known peace and harmony.ǁ
The women are prohibited to speak to strangers, including neighbors, women‘s rights
activists or marriage counselors about their matrimonial problems. They also do not
have the right to complain unnecessarily as long as they have ―everythingǁ, which
includes food, clothes and sex.
―This is the way of life in Senegal,ǁ says Adama Kouyate, an internet café owner in the
middle- class suburb of Golf Sud. Two years ago, Kouyate ―inheritedǁ the wife and six
children of his late brother. He has just had a baby with his late brother‘s wife, bringing
the number of children under his care to 14 ―This has nothing to do with Islam, but it‘s
our culture. And no woman has the right to oppose this because she will be harshly
cursed for the rest of her life,ǁ he says in Wolof, Dakar‘s widely-spoken language.
Aminata* a Dakar woman who secretly counsels and advises wives in polygamist
marriages, says: Polygamy is a form of modern slavery, believe me it‘s not easy as it
sounds. Women involved in this form of marriage have no voice and no channels to
complain.ǁ
Rokhaya*, a 23-year-old university graduate who earlier this year was forced to marry a
48- year-old rich man, agrees: ―Polygamy is hell and a pack of lies.ǁ  ―Look at me, I

http://www.ipsnews.net/author/issa-sikiti-da-silva/
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am young and supposed to be doing things most girls my age are doing. I had dreams
and aspirations to own a small company and travel the continent. I‘m trapped and feel
I‘m going crazy because this illiterate rich man won‘t let me fulfil my dreams,ǁ she says,
sobbing. Daya* says she wants to further her education but is afraid that her husband
will not allow it. She stopped going to school in Grade 7, at the age of 15, when she was
given in marriage to her cousin, a Muslim cleric. Now she is 30 and has seven
children.Aminata, a divorcee who was involved in an 18-year polygamist marriage, says
that polygamy violates the principle of equality, promotes gender disparity and
compromises  women‘s

progress in society. And it‘s getting worse in Senegal,ǁ she says.   ―In virtually every
sector of

life here in Senegal – in issues of inheritance rights, involvement in business, and
access to land and education – women still lag behind, despite our constitution
asserting equality between men and women.ǁ
According to the Global Gender Gap Index produced by the World Economic Forum
since 2006, Senegal ranks 102nd out of 134 countries. The index measures the position
of women relative to men in the areas of economic participation and opportunity,
educational attainment, political empowerment, and health and survival.
A 2010 USAID-Senegal Gender Assessmentǁ report, published in April 2012, also
points to continued gender disparities in many areas in this country. ―It is
widely noted that implementation of the various international and national laws on
gender equality and women‘s rights is weak and that the government lacks an adequate
plan to enact its policies,ǁ the USAID report says. According to the report, 39 percent of
girls in Senegal aged 20 to 24 have been married by the age of 18, while the country
ranks 27th out of 68 countries surveyed in terms of girls marrying before the age of 18.
Most young men interviewed at the Place de l‘Independance in the Dakar city center
say they would opt for polygamy when they are ready for marriage. Lamine Camara, 22,
a student at the Cheik Anta Diop University of Dakar, says he would rather be a
polygamist and ―officialize all my relationships instead of taking a string of girlfriends
and risking diseases such as AIDS.ǁ
Issa Diop, a 28-year-old polygamist truck driver, says young people like him become
polygamists by choice. It's like fashion, you follow the trend. Besides, women
outnumber men in Senegal. Polygamy is helping a lot. Almost every man in my area,
young or poor, is now a polygamist. So what?ǁ
Slightly more than half of Senegal‘s 12.9 million people are women. In the 15 to 64-year
age bracket there are 3.6 million women compared to 3.2 million men, according to the
country‘s demographic profile for 2012. The practice, which in the past was widespread
in rural areas,  has reached urban areas with alarming proportions. And abuse is on the
increase, mostly in Dakar, where polygamists are becoming younger and younger,ǁ
says Fanta Niang, a social worker  and  gender  activist  from  Senegal‘s  third-largest
city  of  Thies. ―There  are
no  official statistics on polygamist marriages in Senegal that I know of. They used to
say one out of four marriages in urban areas and one out of three in rural areas was
polygamist, but these figures are flawed to downplay the gravity of the matter,ǁ Niang
says. She adds that sadly most wives in polygamist marriages are illiterate and unaware
of  women‘s rights and the right to equality.   The United Nations Educational, Scientific

http://senegal.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2010%20USAID%20Senegal%20Gender%20Assessment.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/
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and Cultural Organization revealed in 2010 that approximately 61 percent lack basic
literacy skills.
Senegal‘s gender parity law of May 2010, enacted under the Abdoulaye Wade
government amid criticism from traditionalists and Muslim hardliners, has paved the way
for 64 women members of parliament of a total of 150 under the newly elected
government of Macky Sall. The law requires political parties to ensure that half their
candidates in local and national elections are women.
There has been no progress regarding women‘s emancipation in Senegal, and
polygamy continues to play a big role in that respect,ǁ Niang says. ―Women‘s
empowerment should start on the ground, not at the top. These 64 MPs are just the tip
of the iceberg. What about the 61 percent who cannot read and write. ―We interact
with these women on a daily basis, and we see things you don‘t even want to hear.
That‘s why I said there is no progress.

Some argue that polygamy constitutes a threat to Senegal‘s constitutional principles of
gender equality and the National Strategy for Gender Equality and Equity which was
developed in 2005. Moussa Kalombo, a gender analyst and religious expert, tells IPS
that polygamy violates the constitutional principles of gender equality in every country.

*Names changed to protect identity.

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/
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From Beggars to Students: The Talibé Children in Senegal
By Amanda Fortier INSP 11 April 2011

In the predominantly Muslim country of Senegal, begging was considered, by many, a
way to instill humility. But when fake spiritual leaders started to use child beggars to
bring in cash, one Koranic school leader decided to offer them an alternative.

Young talibé girl stands in front of class during. Photo: Paul Farrall

When Mohammed Niasse first opened his Koranic school in 1981 he had only six
students. Thirty years later, Niasse's daara has expanded to over 250 kids. The school,
which is located in one of the poorest suburbs of Senegal's capital Dakar, has just three
classrooms. They are adjacent to the local mosque, in a courtyard filled with sand
where gusts of wind swirl round the ramshackle doors and the smell of nearby sewage
wafts down through the cracks of the rotting wood ceiling.

Despite its extreme decay, the rooms overflow with young boys and girls eager to learn.
Each one, aged between 3 and 17, sits squeezed shoulder to shoulder on small
wooden benches. At the front of the class, the older students tap long spindly sticks
against the chalkboard. They point to vowels pronouncing each one aloud in Arabic and
French. Their younger classmates repeat back in unison.

Niasse is a marabout, or spiritual leader. He is the only teacher here. He divides his
time between classes standing patiently at the front and calling on individuals to recite
verses from the Koran. The kids are known as talibés or Koranic students. In this
predominantly Muslim West African country, it is a word that, over the years, has
become synonymous with child beggars. They are the kids spotted loitering in traffic
and roaming big city neighborhoods, often barefoot and in tattered clothing. These
talibés tote rusty tomato tin cans used to beg for food or money, which is then brought
back to their marabout. Traditionally in Islam, begging was considered a way to instill
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humility.

"In the beginning, all my students used to beg," says Niasse recalling his early days
teaching at the daara. "But now it is poverty that has brought Islam and begging closer
together. It is not recommended by our religion to spend all day asking for charity, but
when you are poor it becomes a need. In a state of extreme poverty we need to beg to
eat."

In Senegal, a majority still lives off less than $1 a day and nearly half the 12 million
population are under the age of 21. The extreme poverty, high unemployment and
burgeoning number of young people have made it increasingly difficult for families in
Senegal to meet their basic needs, including putting food on the table and providing a
basic schooling.

"Even if a talibé came to my house that I didn't know, I would feed him. This is Senegal,
it's what we do."
Concerns over how to manage the growing numbers of street talibés have been
growing in Senegal. Last year a damning report released by the international aid group
Human Rights Watch revealed widespread exploitation and abuse by marabouts of
some 50,000 young boy talibés across the country.

Marabouts are highly respected in Senegal. They are revered as much for their religious
stature as their political and moral stronghold over Senegalese politicians and the
general public. The custom of sending children away to be educated by marabouts is a
cultural and religious practice that goes back to the 7th and 8th centuries when Islam
was first introduced to the country.

Traditionally parents offered their children to marabouts up to the age of 18 for an
Islamic education. But over the last few decades, the system has eroded. The HRW
report was a stinging reminder to international NGO's, local aid organizations, religious
figures and the Senegalese government that the daara system was becoming urgent.
The rise of fake marabouts - ones who take advantage of young, parentless children for
their own profit - was giving Islamic education a bad name. But far worse still, it was
sacrificing the educational, physical and emotional wellbeing of the children.

"I was surprised to hear the results when the report came out," admits Niasse, "but it is
a good surprise. We have been fighting against these 'so-called' marabouts for a long
time. I think the release of the report has made our job easier. Now we can concentrate
on improving our job and our role as spiritual leaders. But we can't do this alone."

The godmothers
Niasse's daara is one of hundreds across Senegal, but only a minority that tries, with
meager means, to put the student's first. Even if they don't have the financial abilities,
the school has community support. Ten years ago a group of women from
Medina-Gounass, the neighborhood where the daara is located, decided they would
help Niasse. They organized themselves as the Ndeye Daaras, or godmothers to the
talibés. Each one has specific jobs to help ensure the students are happy, healthy, fed
and cleaned.
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"The Ndeye Daaras have three mottos," says Niasse, "everyone standing; ready to go;
and prepared to work."

Over the years the godmothers have expanded to 49 women. Each one watches over
specific talibés. Aissatou Dieye, 59, and Sokna Sall, 60, are two founding members.
Each day the women volunteer their time to work with Niasse's talibés, sharing what
little they can.

"Every morning I come here to visit the kids," says Sall, a bright-eyed mother of five who
wears a headscarf. "If they're dirty I wash their clothes. I give them soap and bleach to
wash their hands. If they're sick I bring them to the hospital. We also feed them 3 meals
a day and give them a place to sleep if they need it."

Many of the talibés at Niasse's daara have been sent away from home - some as far off
as neighboring Mali and Guinea Bissau. The young talibés who arrive alone are most
susceptible to the dangers and threats of living on the street. The Ndeye Daaras watch
over every child, regardless of cost or any burden it might bear on their own families.

"Every mother must educate a child that doesn't have the means," says Dieye, a
divorced mother of one. "You may know who brought this child into the world, but you
might not know what good this child can bring to others. As the godmothers of these
talibés, we are doing all we can for the kids because if a child comes here to the daara
and is sick or tired we have to monitor this. The marabout can't do it all alone."

"Even if a talibé came to my house that I didn't know, I would feed him," admits Dieye.
"This is Senegal. We are a country of hospitality. We have to do this, because as
Senegalese, it's what we do."

Off the Backs of the Children

The Human Rights Watch Report, entitled Off the Backs of the Children, was released
in April 2010. It is based on 11-weeks of research and nearly 250 interviews with human
rights groups, government officials, religious figures, families of talibés, and community
organizations.

The daara system of education began to deteriorate after severe droughts hit many
parts of West Africa, including Senegal in the 1970s and 80s. A massive rural exodus
ensued and families were torn apart. Men were forced to leave their wives and children
to look for work in large urban centers, such as Dakar, St. Louis, Thiès, and Kaolack.
Parents, unable to adequately feed, clothes or educate their children, often sent their
young away to boarding schools in hopes of a better life, or at least a religious
education. But with this rapid rate of urbanization and the higher cost of living that
followed, families were pushed deeper into poverty.

To take advantage of the social and economic distress, charlatan marabouts started
appearing. These so-called religious leaders began taking in talibés, but rather than
giving them an education or religious schooling, they sent their talibés out to the streets,
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some for up to 10 hours a day, to beg for food or money. Traditionally begging has been
a part of Islamic Sufi teaching. It is considered a way of instilling humility. But as
Mouhamed Cherif Diop, a former talibé who now coordinates the child protection project
with the American-aid group Tostan says, there are great risks in sending a child to the
street to beg today.

"The dangers are so serious that in the long term the child may separate himself
completely from the daara and from society in general. The biggest problem becomes a
lack of education. The child doesn't learn social and cultural norms or values. He will
then lack a greater sense of community."

In Senegal, social customs and religious tenets are seeped deep into everyday culture
and interactions - from salutary greetings to giving alms and the respect of elders. A
young boy who grows up without basic skills - whether it is in education or moral
guidance - can be considered an outcast and drain on the community.
Diop believes the responsibility of taking care of talibés falls on the shoulders of every
Senegalese.

"It is shared between parents, the government and marabouts. Parents must contribute,
whatever their level of poverty - if not monetarily then at least emotionally. And
marabouts must limit the number of children they teach and supervise so they can do
their job properly. And the government," he continues, "must start supervising and
protecting the kids by making laws and enforcing how the schools are run."

After the HRW report was released, the Senegalese government reacted by reinforcing
a 2005 law that banned public begging. They also jailed seven marabouts for six
months and imposed $200 fines to each for exploiting their talibés. It was seen as a
step forward, though short-lived. Months later, enforcement has weakened. It is difficult
to implement a no-begging policy in a country where poverty runs rampant and the daily
struggles to survive make people desperate for survival. But the Senegalese
government has committed to create and monitor 100 'modern' daaras between 2010
and 2012.

The Convention on the Rights of the
Child, the Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, and the
African Charter on the Rights and
Welfare of the Child all say the state
must ensure children have access to a
compulsory, holistic primary education.
This is also part of the 2015 Millennium
Development Goals to provide primary
schooling to all children, eradicate
extreme poverty and hunger and
bolster child health.
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Chapter Six:
REFLECTION ON TREK
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Chat Circles and Journaling
Every day after lunch, all team members will participate in reflection through Chat
Circles and journaling.

Chat Circles
buildOn has created a series of Chat Circles designed to encourage participants to think
critically about their Trek experience. However, participants are welcome to talk to their
Trek Lead and be creative about designing their own Chat Circle that will facilitate
learning and sharing.

Journaling
You will receive a Trek Journal on the day of your departure. This journal will be your
resource for capturing all of your once-in-a-lifetime Trek memories. You will be required
to write a little something every day, but you can also get creative! You can draw, write
poems or raps, make lists, or even take videos and photos. This is your living scrapbook
of your Trek experience.

Don’t Forget!
Remember that this reflection will help you demonstrate your Trek experience when
you return home. You will use your journal to create your Post Trek Presentations when
you return.

The following is a list of some of the reflection prompts your buildOn Trek
Leader will have prepared for you to lead:

● First Impressions
● Consumerism
● Cultural Awareness
● Impact of Education
● Stereotypes
● Village Resourcefulness
● Gender Roles
● Your Trek Story!
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A traveler without observation is a bird without wings. Moslih Eddin Saadi
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It is only in adventure that some people succeed in knowing themselves - in
finding themselves. André Gide
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It is only when we truly know and understand that we have a limited time on earth
and that we have no way of knowing when our time is up that we will begin to live
each day to the fullest, as if it were the only one we had. Elizabeth Kubler- Ross
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Life is either a daring adventure or nothing. Helen Keller
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We live in a wonderful world that is full of beauty, charm and adventure. There is
no end to the adventures we can have if only we seek them with our eyes open.

Jawaharial Nehru


