
2011 GHANA RESEARCH & STUDY TOUR: FINAL REPORT 

 

Research Team at the Wechiau Community Hippo Sanctuary 

 

Research Team with the Larabanga Ecotourism Board 

 

 



CONTENTS 

Introduction: ........................................................................................................................................................................................ 1 

The 2011 Itinerary: ........................................................................................................................................................................... 1 

Arrival ................................................................................................................................................................................................. 1 

Training and Environmental Adjustment ............................................................................................................................... 2 

Community Involvement ............................................................................................................................................................. 3 

Debriefing and Departure ............................................................................................................................................................ 5 

Travel Timetable: ........................................................................................................................................................................... 6 

Activities and Outcomes: ................................................................................................................................................................. 6 

Pre-trip preparation ....................................................................................................................................................................... 7 

Participation ...................................................................................................................................................................................... 7 

Quality of work produced: ........................................................................................................................................................ 10 

Lessons Learned: .............................................................................................................................................................................. 11 

Logistical support ......................................................................................................................................................................... 11 

Community relationships ........................................................................................................................................................... 15 

Fundraising & donations ............................................................................................................................................................ 18 

Student Selection ......................................................................................................................................................................... 19 

Curriculm planning ....................................................................................................................................................................... 20 

duration & Timing ......................................................................................................................................................................... 21 

Health & Safety ............................................................................................................................................................................. 22 

Photographs from the 2011 GRST ............................................................................................................................................. 26 

 



2011 Ghana Research & Study Tour – Final Report 

1 | P a g e  

 

S-Poly BAREC Office
   

INTRODUCTION: 

 The 2011 Ghana Research and Study Tour (GRST) focused on exploring the potential of 
community-based ecotourism to help alleviate poverty in rural Ghana. Funding for this project 
was provided by the Canadian student participants, the Protected Areas and Poverty Reduction 
(PAPR) project, the Ghana-Canada Partnership for Environmental Education (GCPFEE), and from 
general fundraising. The GRST took place from May 1 to June 3 and the two primary study sites 
were the Wechiau Community Hippo Sanctuary (WCHS) and Larabanga. 

The success of this trip was made possible through the logistical support in Ghana provided by: 
• Amanda Moore – Personal friend and VIU alumnae,  
• Kwame Ampadu Sasu (KAS) – Community Coordinator for PAPR Ghana,  
• Donna Sheppard – WCHS Advisor 
• Jones Lewis Arthur, Vincent Kusei, and Aminu Bonifacio – Brong Ahfo Research and 

Extension Centre (BAREC) Executive-Director and staff. 
Megan Savory and Audrey Hansen of VIU International Education Study Abroad were also 
instrumental in the development and implementation of the 2011 GRST. 

This report provides an overview of the itinerary, activities, tour outcomes, and lessons learned 
in the development and implementation of the 2011 GRST. The purpose of this document is to 
provide readers with an overview of what was done and to provide recommendations to 
consider for the future development of similar study tours. 

 

THE 2011 ITINERARY: 

 The 2011 GRST was organized into four distinct segments of travel; a) arrival, b) training and 
environmental adjustment, c) community involvement, and d) debriefing and departure. There 
were specific tasks and rationales for each of these segments and the overall structure of each 
contributed to the success of the GRST. 

 ARRIVAL 

 The Canadian team departed from Vancouver 
International Airport on May 1, 2011 and arrived in Accra, 
Ghana the evening of May 2. Team members were met by 
Amanda Moore and Michael (driver from Sunyani 
Polytechnic) and transported to GILLBT Guest House. The 
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team spent two nights in Accra and used the day after arrival as one to take care of banking and 
to have a controlled introduction to Ghana. It also served as a relaxed day to adjust to time 
changes and recover from the long journey. 

The next destination for the team was Sunyani, home to BAREC, 
Sunyani Polytechnic (S-Poly), KNUST’s Faculty of Forestry 
Resources Technology (FFRT), and where we met with the 
Ghanaian members of the research team. The team spent three 
nights in Sunyani and used the time to get better acquainted with 
each other and Ghanaian customs. KAS and BAREC staff 
coordinated orientation sessions for the Canadians regarding 
Ghanaian culture and customs. They also lead the students on a 

tour of the city and introduced them to local food. The stop in 
Sunyani also provided an opportunity for project leaders to finalize details and purchase 
supplies necessary for the northern portion of the tour. 

TRAINING AND ENVIRONMENTAL ADJUSTMENT 

 The Canadian team were joined by KAS and 
Ebenezer, a National Service personnel attached to 
FFRT, for the week spent at the Wechiau 
Community Hippo Sanctuary. The purpose of this 
portion of the GRST was to have students become 
more adjusted to the hot temperatures (35o - 45o C), 
rustic living conditions (limited access to power, 
cellular coverage, western food), and to conducting 

research in a cross-cultural setting. Hosted by Donna 
Sheppard and the staff of the WCHS, the team stayed at the Sanctuary’s lodge in the small 
village of Talawona and food was provided by locals hired by the Sanctuary. 

This leg of the trip was vital to the overall success as it provided a gentler introduction to the 
harsher living conditions found in the rural communities of Northern Ghana. This introduction 
was facilitated by Donna and WCHS staff who were very experienced in dealing with university 
study tours and the needs of western visitors. The adjustment to the heat was very difficult at 
times; however, the availability of clean (safe to drink) and cool water from a borehole and the 
ability to sleep on the roof of the lodge helped. WCHS did their best to aid in the adjustment by 
scheduling the more active components of our stay when the day was cooler (i.e., early 
morning or early evening). 

WCHS Lodge at Talawona 

Fufu & Fanta 
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The other rational for visiting the WCHS was 
research training and practice with a 
particular focus on doing cross-cultural 
interviews (and focus groups) and becoming 
aware of the cultural/experiential lenses 
through which we evaluate tourism products. 
To accomplish this, the research team 
conducted a series of interview sessions with 
key stakeholders associated with the 
operation of the WCHS and they also 
participated in a variety of activities offered by 
Sanctuary staff. During this process, the research team was provided feedback from Donna and 
project leaders (Aggie & KAS). Through debriefing sessions students were also able to discuss 
issues of concerns and areas of learning taking place. This was an important step as the 
research setting in Larabanga was significantly less structured nor directly supervised by project 
leaders. 

This portion of the trip started and ended with a visit to the Wechiau naa Imoru Nandom 
Gomah ii and Metue naa Banda naa Ghialinaah (traditional tribal leaders). We also finished our 
stay with the students doing oral presentations of the tourism product evaluations to WCHS 
staff. Note: Written reports were a few days later (no paper in town!) and sent to the WCHS 
with Joy Sammy (PAPR-Ghana Post-Doctoral Fellow). 

 COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT 

 This portion of the GRST started with team development at Mole National Park. The three 
days spent at Mole gave the group with a short break, exposure to the largest regional tourism 
draw (particularly international visitors), and an opportunity to get to know the new Ghanaian 
team members Aaron Agyeman and Oware Amoah. Aaron and Oware were both eco-tourism 
majors at FFRT and during our time in the community they were co-researchers, interpreters, 
and cultural guides. 

After the short break the team moved to Larabanga 
and immediately started the process of becoming 
acquainted with the town and its protocols for 
outside visitors (i.e., visiting the Chief, Imam, and 
section leaders). In total, the students spent 10 days 
living in the community exploring four primary topics: 
a) the root causes of leadership conflict in the 

Interviewing WCHS Board Members 

Larabanga’s Primary Water Source 
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community, b) potential tourism products that already existed within the community, b) 
perceived costs and benefits of tourism, and c) issues related to human-wildlife interactions. At 
the same time the project leaders focused on developing relationships and interviewing key 
political and opinion leaders within the community. 

While the general purpose of the time spent in Larabanga was to conduct research on 
community-based tourism, the primary focus was on developing a better understanding of the 
community and forming relationships with its residents in hopes of developing future (on-
going) projects with them. Through VIU’s previous involvement with Ghana (i.e., GCPFEE and 
PAPR), Larabanga had been identified as a community with a lot of unrealized potential for 
tourism development. Development that can potentially assist in alleviating the significant 
poverty experienced within the community. Further, it had been observed that due to a variety 
of reasons, NGO involvement in tourism development has been more focused (and successful) 
in other communities that are also adjacent to Mole. Thus, it was felt that doing preliminary 
visits to the community to assess the situation and leaders’ willingness (and desire) to work 
with outside groups (S-Poly, FFRT, & VIU) were warranted.  

During our time in Larabanga we had extensive access and contact with local residents and 
support from a variety of local leaders. Larabanga has two representatives on the District 
Assembly – one elected (Attiti) and one appointed (Ibrahim) – and while both individuals were 
involved in organizing the logistics of our stay, Ibrahim played a greater role facilitating the 
research portion of our stay. Further, as the former elected official Ibrahim has been involved 
with the project leaders and tourism development for a longer period of time. He also 
facilitated our introduction to a selection of key opinion and activity leaders within the 
community – individuals who have worked in tourism and with various NGOs that have had 
programs in Larabanga. 

As tourism development has not reached a sustained level in Larabanga, the housing and food 
situation was less organized and tourism ready. 
While both were mostly satisfactory, it served to 
highlight the potential (and need) for 
infrastructure and capacity development within 
the community in relation to tourism services. 
These services were coordinated through the 
elected assemblyman; however, now that 
relationships have been formed with those 
providing the services, it should be possible to deal 
directly with them. Female Students’ Bedroom – Larabanga 
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Dancing the Setoo - Larabanga 

 

The final research activity done in Larabanga was a 
community reporting session at which KAS and Aggie shared 
the results of the group’s research with local leaders and 
residents. The timing of this session could have been better 
as it conflicted with a football (soccer) match of national 
significance; however, it was attended by all local leaders and 
a good cross-section of community members. The session 
began with team members joining the local Assemblymen 
and two local women in the Setoo – a traditional dance of 
Larabanga. This session was important as it provided an 
opportunity to share our findings with individuals who were 

unlikely to have access to written reports and or who are 
literate in written English. Further, it was reported that the 

meeting was the first time local leaders had sat together (same space at the same time) since 
local conflicts had started the previous year. 

 The final aspect of this part of the trip was another short stay at Mole National Park. The team 
was joined by another VIU study tour at Mole and used that opportunity to return with those 
students to showcase the potential of tourism products such as a town tour and cultural 
dancing. It also gave Aggie an opportunity to return to the community to gage reaction to the 
reporting session. 

DEBRIEFING AND DEPARTURE 

 The final segment of the 2011 GRST consisted of returning to Sunyani where the team held 
a reporting session with BAREC staff and interested S-Poly faculty. This time allowed the 
students to relax and spend informal time with the Ghanaian students that they had worked 
with as well as an opportunity to finalize their reports before they were left with BAREC staff. A 
celebratory dinner was held for everyone involved in the project before the Canadian team 
headed for Cape Coast. 

The final three nights of the trip were spent relaxing and debriefing at a resort just outside of 
the community of Cape Coast. This time was an extremely important aspect of the trip as it 
provided the Canadian students and faculty an opportunity to debrief the things that they have 
experienced and witnessed over the past month. The time spent on the coast was also the only 
time that the Canadians had where they were totally separate from the Ghanaian team 
members, and thus able to discuss some of the cross-cultural issues that they may not have 
been comfortable doing so within a mixed setting. Finally, that the group stayed at a much 
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more comfortable (Western like) hotel provided a good break for those staying for their 
internships and a nice transition for those who returned to Canada. 

TRAVEL TIMETABLE: 

 The 2011 GRST started on May 1 with half the students meeting at Duke Point ferry and the 
others joining the group at Vancouver International Airport. The official study tour ended on 
June 3, with four students choosing to remain in Ghana for personal travel and internships and 
two students returning to Canada (note: students travelled home independently and not with 
project leader). Table 1 illustrates the travel timeline and destinations visited during the GRST.  

Table 1: 2011 Ghana Research & Study Tour Travel Itinerary 

1  

Leave Van 

2 

Accra 

3 

Accra 

4 

Sunyani 

5 

Sunyani 

6 

Sunyani 

7 

WCHS 

8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Mole Park Wechiau Community Hippo Sanctuary 

15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

Mole Park Larabanga 

22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

Larabanga Mole National Park Sunyani 

29 30 31 1 2 3  

Sunyani Cape Coast LV Accra – 
GRST ENDS 

 

 

ACTIVITIES AND OUTCOMES: 

 The primary academic purpose of the 2011 GRST was to provide students an opportunity to 
experience cross-cultural research in a tourism specific context. Specifically, the tour allowed 
students to apply the skills gained through their participation in Tourism Management courses 
such as Environmental Stewardship, Market Research, Consumer Behaviour, Community 
Development, Advanced Research Methods, Rural Development, and Natural and Cultural 
Resource Management. The GRST was organized into two, three credit sections of study: TRMT 



2011 Ghana Research & Study Tour – Final Report 

7 | P a g e  

 

391 and RMGT 480. The evaluation of these courses related to pre-trip preparation, 
participation (pre-trip and during), and quality of field work (written documents created in the 
field). 

 PRE-TRIP PREPARATION 

 The  pre-trip preparation was focused on providing students with a grounding in the cultural 
context and living realities of the 2011 GRST. This was accomplished through participation in 
the pre-departure seminar offered through the Canadian Centre of Intercultural Learning (CIDA 
sponsored activity), required readings (e.g., “Into Africa: A guide to subsaharan cultural 
diversity), and attendance of a weekly seminar. In addition, students developed an extensive 
list of resources (e.g., annotated bibliography with digital copies) that were taken to Ghana to 
be used in the field. It is worth noting that the student originally were going to use the 
resources collected to do an independent research project started in Canada and completed in 
Ghana; however, due to the work stoppage at VIU this portion of the pre-trip academic work 
was eventually removed. 

Another aspect of the pre-trip preparation completed by students was fundraising and the 
eventual dispersal of funds to Ghanaian organizations. While this was not initially viewed as an 
academic portion of the trip it did have unintended academic purposes. The decision making 
process for the best method of fund dispersal, the ethics of giving to certain organizations, and 
the relationships between power, aid, and corruption were all explored within this context – in 
the future this should be intentionally connected to academic outcomes. 

 PARTICIPATION 

 In this instance participation refers to the extent that students willingly engaged in the 
experiences offered as part of the 2011 GRST. Pre-trip, students were evaluated on basic 
attendance and on how they engaged with the materials presented and each other. During the 
trip participation related to their ability to be open to different experiences (intercultural 
interactions, activity participation, food, etc.) and whether they showed an willingness/effort to 
learn and develop from one experience to the next. 

During the GRST students were put into a number of different cultural and activity settings, 
each of which required the students to adjust to; a) new settings and customs, b) difficult 
environmental conditions, c) periods of uncertainty and confusion, and d) drastically different 
foods and living conditions. For example, students lived in two communities where the majority 
of residents following the teachings of Islam, as such there were very conservative dress and 
behavioural codes that needed to be followed. In addition, while living in these communities 
students needed to adjust to extreme daily temperatures (35o – 45o C), very basic housing 
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conditions, and local cuisine that included unfamiliar food as well as a major shift in dietary 
nutrition. 

The activities included in the GRST can be divided into four primary components: a) planned 
tours, b) formal research activities (including data collection, analysis, and writing), c) group 
meetings, and d) informal social activities. Participation in all of these elements were 
considered as part of students’ participation as they were all important elements in the success 
or failure of the work completed by the group while in Ghana. Table 2 includes a list of activities 
undertaken and the academic outputs associated with each. 

Table 2: 2011 GRST Activities and Academic Outputs  

Activity Academic Output 

Wechiau Community Hippo Sanctuary 
Tours 

• Hippo Safari 

• Sleeping at Hippo Hide 

• Bird Walk 

• Plants Walk 

• Lobi Village Tour 

• Wechiau Town Tour 

• Hippo Census* 

• Heather Grahame School Visit* 

• Talawona Football Challenge* 

Students were all required to complete a personal 
reflection on themselves, focusing specifically on “who 
I am as a tourist”. This required students to determine 
what their personal tourism preferences were and the 
‘lens’ with which they were evaluating their 
experiences. 

The evaluation of these tours was completed in a two 
stage process. First, for each of these tour students 
were required to complete a personal evaluation of 
the experience focusing on logistical and planning 
issues as well as the overall experience. Second, each 
student was assigned a specific tour and then needed 
to interview each of the other participants prior to 
writing up a two page summary evaluation for WCHS 
staff. Students also completed an oral summary of 
their evaluations to staff. 

*These were not regularly offered tourist activities and 
as such no formal evaluation was offered. 
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Cody, Metue naa, Ashley, Ebanezer, Wechiau naa, Brianne, Shannon, Gareth, Agba 

Chief’s Palace, Wechiau  

 

Wechiau Community Hippo Sanctuary 
Research 

• Small group interviews with: 
Tour Guides, Sanctuary Rangers, 
Sanctuary Board Members, 
Primary 6 students at the 
Heather Grahame School 
(Talawona). 

The students all took part in research sessions where 
they either directly or indirectly (i.e., through 
interpreters) interviewed key stakeholders from the 
WCHS about the perceived benefits and sacrifices of 
the WCHS to themselves, their families, and their 
communities. For these sessions students produced 
extensive research notes and participated in 
debriefing sessions where research issues and findings 
were discussed. 

Due to time limitations students were unable to fully 
analysis and write a report up on this research. The 
data, currently with the Canadian project leader will 
be analysed and a report is to be written prior to 
returning to the community next spring.  

Mole National Park 

• Walking safari 

• Team building 

There were no formal tour evaluations or reports to be 
written during this portion of the trip as it was 
generally used for ‘time off’ and team building. 
However, students did some informal research in 
relation to determining how others viewed the 
community of Larabanga 
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Larabanga Research 

• Research Training & Planning 

• Daily Research Sessions 

• Data Analysis and Reporting 

• Community Reporting Session 

• Larabanga Mosque and Mystic 
Stone tour 

• Shea Butter Tour 

• Larabanga Football Challenge 

This portion of the research started with community 
orientations (familiarization tour – limited contact 
with people and based largely on observations). One 
group also completed a community mapping exercise. 

Students were divided into three groups based on 
their interest in each of the research areas: a) 
potential tourism products, b) tourism related conflict, 
and c) costs and benefits of tourism with a focus on 
human-wildlife conflict. These groups were considered 
to be their ‘analysis groups’; however, as we only had 
two Ghanaian student team members they were 
divided into two groups for data collection. 

During the research process students kept detailed 
research notes and participated in formal and informal 
meetings throughout the stay to discuss what they 
were hearing and observing. 

Each of the three groups produced a report that was 
provided to the community (not all fully cited) and to 
BAREC (fully cited). In addition students provided 
project leaders with ongoing oral up-dates and 
participated in discussion that lead to the 
development of the community reporting session 
(delivery of message done by project leaders as is 
culturally appropriate). 

NB: A significant part of the learning was experiential and thus not ‘measured’ by an formal 
academic output.  

QUALITY OF WORK PRODUCED: 

 The working conditions that the students faced were extremely different and often very 
difficult and as such the expectations for the quality of work produced needed to be adjusted. 
Further, it was necessary to take into account aspects such as logistical planning (i.e., did they 
have enough time to complete work), cross-cultural learning (e.g., what were differences in 
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perceived product between Ghanaian and Canadian students), and general health and 
wellbeing (e.g., at various parts of the trip group members suffered from gastrointestinal issues 
that impact on ability to work). While these factors needed to be considered, the students 
produced work of high quality so this was not a major academic issue. 

Note: Due to the lack of internet or library access, using full APA citations was one aspect of 
written work that was relaxed in the field. Students were able to access the resources that they 
took to Ghana with them, so some citation was expected and once back in Sunyani students 
had greater internet access and thus final reports were expected to be fully sourced.  

 

 

 

 

 

Ready to head out on the hippo safari!             Aggie enjoying the safari! 

 

LESSONS LEARNED: 

 The planning and implementation of the 2011 GRST was substantially different than the 
previous study tours VIU has been offering in Ghana. Specifically, this was a smaller group that: 
a) had less access to external funding (CIDA/ACCC), b) involved fewer Ghanaians, c) spent most 
of the time out of Sunyani, and d) required logistical support from more sources. In addition, 
the purpose of this tour was very focused on relationship building and community-based 
research designed (in part) to lead to further project development. This section provides some 
general thoughts regarding the delivery of 2011 GRST and the development of similar study 
tours in the future. Areas explored include: a) logistical support, b) community relationships, c) 
fundraising and donations, d) student selection, e) timing and duration of the experience, f) 
curriculum planning, and g) health and safety. 

LOGISTICAL SUPPORT 

 In the planning of the 2011 GRST there were numerous individuals and groups involved in 
the organizing of activities, housing (including food), and transportation. The use of multiple 
parties was partially a factor of the multiple locations of the GRST, as well as the existing 
relationships in Ghana. The ease of making and success of the arrangements seemed in large 
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part due to the individuals’/groups role in dealing with tourists needs. Table 3 outlines the 
planning process, who was involved, and recommendations for future. 

Table 3: Providers of Logistical Support 

Service Provider Recommendation 

Booking of hotels in 
Accra and Anomabo 

Amanda Amanda is extremely familiar with the needs of 
Canadian study tours and with the accommodations 
offered in both locations. However, the ability to 
utilize her services were based on a personal 
relationship and not a formal organization. 

Transportation 
services 

BAREC/S-Poly BAREC is an outcome of the GCPFEE and one of the 
services they provided to all 2011 VIU study tours 
was the coordination of transportation services. This 
is somewhat problematic as BAREC does not have 
transportation resources of its own and there are 
often numerous changes to the plans that are 
beyond the control of BAREC staff. 

The benefit of using BAREC for transportation is that 
it is generally cheaper than hiring private 
transportation services; however, there general lack 
of predictability and clarity in costs associated with 
the vehicles is something that may out weight this 
benefit. A clear contract that includes the type of 
vehicle provided and the associated costs is 
definitely necessary in the future. 

Accommodations – 
Sunyani 

BAREC BAREC staff did a great job to ensure that we had 
accommodations while in Sunyani. While there was 
an issue with the hotel we selected, that was hotel 
related and not BAREC’s fault in anyway. The use of 
student residences and university guest houses 
turned out to be a much better option. This is 
definitely a great service offered by BAREC staff. 
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Wechiau Community 
Hippo Sanctuary Visit 

Donna Sheppard, 
NCRC 

This was by far the easiest part of the trip to 
coordinate as they are set-up to deal with tourists 
and have hosted university study tours in the past. 
A face-to-face meeting with Donna in Nanaimo 
resulted in the well developed potential plan and a 
clear understanding of the purpose of the study 
tour. 

Donna and the staff at WCHS took care of 
coordinating our accommodation (WCHS’s Lodge), 
food and beverage, tours, research meetings, 
community interactions, and protocol sessions 
with local leadership. I was provided with a 
detailed invoice while still in Canada, the final 
invoice (adjusted to reflect program changes) was 
delivered and payment made while in Wechiau. 

The WCHS assigned two staff members (Agba – 
Head Guide and Bom – tour guide) to be with us at 
all times. We also had on-site meetings to discuss 
activities, itinerary changes, and any issues of 
concern. 

The people hired to provide food services were 
used to dealing with groups and with maintaining 
good levels of hygiene for safety. The menu was a 
balance between local and continental cuisine and 
there was always more than enough food for the 
group. 

The time spent here was a great introduction to 
life in northern Ghana and to the harsher 
environmental conditions. While Donna was a 
definite asset and key person in our overall 
experience, the staff of the WCHS are all very 
capable.   

  

 

 

 

 

Rewarding top achievers at the Heather Grahame 
School in Talawona (WCHS). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gareth, Devon, & Brianne – Enjoying Pito (local beer) 
on our last night in Talawona 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Traditional Xylophones and drums set the stage for 
cultural dancing in Talawona. 
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Mole/Larabanga KAS – PAPR 
Community 

Coordinator & 
Project Co-leader 

KAS is an excellent partner to work with – 
particularly in Mole and Larabanga as he has 
numerous contacts both at the Park and in the 
community. 

The arrangements within the community were 
originally coordinated by a local Assemblyman that 
KAS and I had met with in 2010; however, the local 
situation changed and we ended up dealing with a 
new Assemblyman as well.  

The living situation in Larabanga was generally 
adequate for the time that we were there; however, 
given the community’s general lack of tourism 
infrastructure and services there were some issues 
that will need to be addressed in the future. Primary 
areas of concern are those associated with health 
and hygiene – in relation to personal hygiene and 
that related to food preparation. With greater local 
collaboration and education about the needs of 
visitors both of these can be adequately addressed. 

Another concern in the community was the 
diversion of funds paid for services. In the future it 
may be better for all involved to work directly with 
the individuals who are providing the services rather 
than a third party. This will definitely be part of 
future plans and capacity building in relation to this 
will likely be part of the next study tour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Devon, Gareth, Michael, Cody, & Aaron – 
Driving safari at Mole 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Affie – Our Larabanga Chef working in her kitchen! 

 

Flights Menno Travel This turned out to be a good service as we were able 
to qualify for humanitarian flights with British 
Airways (available through other agents as well). 
This included reduced ticket prices and the ability to 
take three bags per person. This could be really 
important if a lot of equipment needed to be 
transported to Ghana. 
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 Previous experience with VIU’s local partners and with the travel context of Ghana made 
the planning and implementation of 2011 GRST much easier. However, other key aspects of the 
success were being clear about financial expectations and being actively engaged in the process 
of planning and price negotiation. Though limited, contact with the other study tour groups 
suggested that the tour leader needed to be directly in contact with individuals responsible for 
service delivery. Further, it became very clear that discussion regarding expectations of staff 
(cooks, drivers, and BAREC assistants) needs to occur and that the relationship between BAREC 
and VIU’s study tours also needs to be more clearly defined. 

Future VIU involvement with BAREC should include some capacity building around tour 
packaging with particular focuses on budgeting and pricing, scheduling, service quality, and 
managing expectations. A complete list of services offered and the associated costs would also 
be useful so that international project leaders are better able to do their own budgeting. The 
“on-the-ground” expectations of BAREC (regarding its role with the study tour) and BAREC staff 
also need to be further defined as it is very easy to take (intentionally or unintentionally) 
advantage of the hospitality of Ghanaians and their desire to ensure a problem free stay. 

 COMMUNITY RELATIONSHIPS 

 Developing and maintaining community relationships is the key to successful study tours in 
Ghana. Participants in the 2011 GRST were given greater access to community members and 
were more accepted into the communities as they had the correct people introducing them, 
and a foundation of trust built prior to arriving. Without Donna Sheppard’s introduction at the 
WCHS we simply would not have been able to meet with all the parties we did. Further, her 
support of us immediately gave the staff at the Sanctuary more ‘buy-in’ to the projects that we 
were doing and a greater willingness to assist. KAS and Yakubu Ibn Ibrahim (Larabanga 
Assemblyman) played this role in Larabanga; however, the previous visits to both these 
communities were also very important in relation to Aggie’s ability to build trust with local 
residents and leaders.  

There were a number of key lessons learned in regard to our success in the communities 
including: 

• Showing proper respect and following local protocols including: 

o Starting and ending our stays in each community with visits to the local leaders 
to seek permission to be on their lands and to carry out our work. This also 
involved bringing traditional gifts (Kola nuts), gifts from Canada (First Nations 
themed gifts were very successful), and in some cases Cedis (local currency). 
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Kola Nuts – Used as a traditional offering to Chiefs in Northern Ghana. 
Bringing Kola nuts along with ‘western’ gifts shows respect for local culture. 

 

 

o Always wearing appropriate clothing. In our context this meant that women 
were to wear clothing that covered their knees (even when sitting) and 
shoulders at all times. Men were also required to wear longer shorts/pants and 
should also wear shirts. Note: If students are allowed to wear inappropriate 
clothing it is a sign that the leaders in the group do not actually respect the 
community. We were informed by Donna that anyone wearing inappropriate 
clothing would be prevented from participating in the activity and in extreme 
cases may be publically reprimanded so as to not damage her reputation with 
the community and its leaders. 

o Understanding that there are different cultural roles and expectations and that 
we need to do our best to respect those roles even when it goes against the 
values or roles that we are within Canada (e.g., power hierarchies and gendered 
roles). 

o Respecting traditional power hierarchies and recognize that sometimes you need 
to work within existing structures even as you work to change them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Continued and authentic social integration and interactions with community members. 

o Eating (or at least trying) the food as much as possible. 

o Asking questions/taking an interest in the people who are taking care of you 
(cooks, grounds keepers, guides, etc). 

o Listening more than you talk. 
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o Recognizing that you need to leave space for thought processing and for 
different linguistic patterns. 

o Recognizing that it will take effort to hear ‘through’ the accent so you need to 
practice and to ‘actively’ listen to everything that is being said. 

o Sometimes the message is subtle and you will need to figure out what the ‘story’ 
or analogy is actually telling you. 

• Prolonged stays in the community and long term commitments are necessary to build 
relationship and trust. 

o It was very important to our success that both the Ghanaian lead (KAS) and 
Canadian lead (Aggie) had prior relationships with the residents/leaders of 
Larabanga. These relationships resulted in people being more willing to talk with 
us and to us enabled us to negotiate some of the challenges that come with 
community work. 

o The fact that KAS and Aggie also visited Wechiau the previous years was noted 
and appreciated by the leaders when we made our initial visit.  

o Return visits and on-going involvement with the community are also essential to 
building trust as it proves that you will follow through with commitments to the 
community. 

o Continued communication throughout the year helps to further develop the 
relationships and to monitor the on-going situation. While internet connections 
are not always the greatest it is possible to maintain a connection through email, 
Skype, and social media such as Facebook. This has allowed us to hear about 
changes since our visit and will also be useful for future planning. 

• The “cost” of doing business is something that you will have plan for. 

o There are times when working in the community when it feels like everyone is 
looking for some form of financial gain. It has become clear that some of these 
payments are not necessarily the ‘traditional’ (i.e., historic) way of doing things 
but rather they have become the NGO standard. There are also changes 
occurring in how NGOs and others are doing things but it is important to 
consider some of these issues early on. 
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§ Wechiau Community Hippo Sanctuary provides a good example of how 
things can be done in a new way. Within Ghana it was quite common to 
pay people a ‘sitting fee’ for attending meetings. At WCHS they no longer 
do this (it has been suggested that this practice is to end across Ghana) 
rather they will either; a) reimburse (or provide) transportation costs for 
the cheapest method of travel, or b) provide a meal/snack during the 
session. The rationale is that you want to attract/involve people who are 
interested in having voice and being actively engaged in the process, and 
not those who are simply there to pad their income (small tokens by 
Canadian standards can often equal a substantial  portion of a citizen’s 
income). Further, this change attempts to motivate individuals to think of 
community/societal benefits rather than immediate personal gain. Note: 
The sitting fee is not paid to anyone including chiefs and other local 
leaders. 

FUNDRAISING & DONATIONS 

Raising funds and gathering donations are important aspects of study tours – particularly when 
travelling to countries that are considered “developing” or in the global south. Students tend to 
raise money to off-set their own travel costs which can be very substantial, and to make a 
difference in the places that they visit. As stated earlier, the ethics and values related to 
fundraising and donating should be integrated into the academic planning of study tours. Our 
experiences in the 2011 GRST and our involvement with the WCHS provided us with the 
following ideas/guidelines for future activities: 

o It is important to be very clear, to donors, as to what the intended purpose of the 
money is and then to ensure that is how the money is used (i.e., be clear whether 
the money is going to the destination or to Canadian costs). 
  

o If you are going to fundraise by ‘selling’ something (e.g., Ghana calendar) and 
deposit that money into a VIU cost centre you may have to ‘charge’ HST due to 
internal accounting practices. It is likely easier to have a separate account for 
fundraisings; however, the need for transparency and accountability is just as 
needed in Canada as it is abroad.  
  

o It is important to ‘donate’ in the right way and that is generally not directly to 
children! Providing school supplies and sporting equipment to a school can allow for 
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a more equitable and controlled dispersal of equipment and it can also be used to 
reward positive behaviours. 

 
o When purchasing ‘stuff’ to donate it is better to buy it in the country (if possible) as 

it not only reduces the carbon foot print of shipping but it also helps the local 
economy – thus you have a double benefit! This can also help to ensure that what 
you are taking is culturally relevant and useful. Note: There are some products (i.e., 
medical supplies) that are of significantly higher quality in Canada thus it may be 
worth taking with the group rather than purchasing in country. 

 
o Do your homework and ensure that the organization is ready (i.e., they have the 

proper structures in place) to accept donations – particularly if you are leaving large 
amounts of cash. 

 
o Be careful of tying your donations to overly specific requirements prior to discussing 

issues with the community – find out what the COMMUNITY needs rather than 
basing decisions on what you think they need or  what you want to give. 

 
o Consider the legacy, sustainability, and potential downsides of your donation. 
 
o Consider the messages that you are sending or lessons that you are teaching, 

particularly when donating/giving gifts directly to children. For example, randomly 
handing out items like pencils to children can teach them that; a) strangers 
will/should give me stuff, or b) that it is safe to approach strangers. It can also 
reinforce the historical (colonialist) power and economic imbalances between 
northern (white) and southern (black) countries. 

STUDENT SELECTION 

Previous Ghana study tours (and many Recreation & Tourism Specific study tours) have been 
interdisciplinary in nature and have been open to students from all years. This year the decision 
was made to only open the GRST to student in Recreation and Tourism; however, it was still 
open to folks from years 2, 3, and 4 of study. Despite this the composition of the final team 
ended up including only 3rd year students and this turned out to be great! 

The 2011 GRST included three VIU returning students and three transfer students and it worked 
well as a team and had the theoretical and conceptual background, as well as the general 
maturity, to be able to handle the challenges of the trip. There were some obvious knowledge 
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gaps as approximately half the group had not completed TRMT 353 – Community Development; 
however, with preparation and guidance these gaps were largely addressed. The fact that the 
students also had a shared history/identity (3rd year BTM students) also allowed them to form 
relationships quickly and to deal with challenges and issues that arose during the trip.  

Based upon the experiences of the 2011 GRST, it is recommended that future study tours of 
this nature be limited to individuals who have successfully completed both TRMT 353 – 
Community Development and TRMT 357 – Advanced Research. Further, preference would be 
given to students who have also taken Rural Tourism Development, Aboriginal Tourism, and or 
Integrated Resource Management. Note: These requirement refer to our undergraduate 
students – graduate students would not be asked to complete these courses; however, 
preference would be given to those who have taken similar ones. Exceptions to this 
would/could be made to include students from other disciplines; however, it is important to 
ensure that students participating have the necessary educational background to help achieve 
project goals while not doing damage (inadvertently) within the community. 

CURRICULM PLANNING 

The 2011 GRST was offered as two different three credit courses, one of which (RMGT 480) had 
little connection to the actual course content. Another curriculum issue to be considered is the 
formalizing of a combined study tour – internship experience, something that may make these 
types of study tours more appealing to students (relative to the cost). 

While the Recreation and Tourism study tours have typically been offered as 3 credit course, 
there is now a need to explore the creation of 6 and 9 credit options as these are credit values 
are being offered across VIU for similar experiences. There is definitely a place for a 3 credit 
course that allows the department (and faculty) the flexibility of shorter study tours; however, 
as we move into longer experiences that require substantial commitment prior to and during 
the experience (and that have learning outcomes that warrant the credits), it may also be 
worthwhile to offer 6 or 9 credits. The decision to offer 6 or 9 credits for study tour electives 
does have broader ramifications that need to be explore (e.g., registration levels in other TRMT 
electives), thus it is suggested that the Recreation & Tourism Curriculum Committee work on 
this issue and make recommendations to the Department. 

Another option for increasing the academic/credit value of experiences such as the GRST. By 
offering study tour credit and co-op/internship credit as a package, it would be possible to meet 
students’ needs to complete internships/co-operative education work; while also making it 
possible to have greater community related impacts and richer experiences due to the 
additional time available. In the past we had students complete a 4-5 week study tour and then 
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stay for an additional 4-5 weeks to complete an internship – often working on the same or 
similar project work. This process was generally done after students had already committed to 
the study tour and thus not necessarily part of the original decision making. Therefore, it is 
recommended that the curriculum committee work with Micki McCartney to: a) determine 
whether there is a need or value to formalizing this relationship, and b) if there is a need/value, 
develop some basic evaluative criteria for faculty to use when designing study tours. 

 DURATION & TIMING 

The 2011 GRST was five weeks long and provided two opportunities for sustained connections 
with the communities that we were working with; however, these two community visits were 
only seven and ten days in duration. While the extended stays within communities (versus 
staying in Sunyani and working primarily with our University partners) was a new feature and 
turned out to be quite successful, it was also determined that to have greater impact and form 
stronger relationships, it was necessary to spend more time ‘on the ground’. Thus it is 
recommended that study tours that include working directly with an international community 
(where forming relationships and overcoming cultural and environmental challenges is a 
significant aspect), should be a minimum of two months in duration. 

If study tours that focus on community development were 8 – 10 weeks in duration it would 
allow: 

• Students to have richer cultural and learning experiences as they would have more 
time to deal with the challenges and to process what they are experiencing within 
the country context.  
 

• Communities and study tour participants to form more authentic and deeper 
relationships with community members potentially resulting in the possibility of 
better community development processes. 
 

• Students and faculty to work alongside community members to achieve desired 
community outcomes in a more supportive and sustainable way. 
 

• Increase the economic and social impacts (and sustainability) of the partnerships. 
Note: The time spent in the rural communities is by far the most affordable aspect of 
the trips and an extended stay in either of the 2011 GRST communities would not 
have dramatically increased the costs of the overall study tour. 
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• Greater flexibility to work on issues/problems/projects identified by the community 
and to build community/institutional capacity to encourage work to continue when 
the Canadians are not ‘in-country’. 

 

Another timing aspect of the study tour that can/should be examined is the timing within which 
it is offered. The current model of use has been to leave Canada as soon as exams are 
completed, thus creating a period of high stress for both students and faculty. Further, the 
timing of our past trips to Ghana have been during periods of high time-stress for our Ghanaian 
academic partners as the Ghanaian school year (for students and faculty) does not finish until 
the end of May/early June. By increasing the amount of time we are in country, and by shifting 
the timing of our departure (which could be possible with a combined study tour – 
internship/co-op model), we would better serve the needs of our partners. 

The actual timing of study tours would be determined by the learning outcomes, 
faculty/students schedules, and community schedules; however, it is suggested that future 
study tours to Ghana consider moving departure times until mid-May so as to better 
accommodate the university schedules of our partners. For the 2012 GRST it is proposed that 
the timing of the trip be from May 15th – July 15th. This would allow students to have 
approximately nine weeks in Ghana (minimum) and would also allow the Canadian lead to 
travel to Ghana prior to the students and finalize community based logistics – the one area in 
need of the most improvement. 

 HEALTH & SAFETY 

Overall health and safety is always a concern while on international tours with students and the 
2011 GRST turned out to be a great training ground for running remote study tours in extreme 
climates. Further, the health of the Canadian team was greatly impacted by general hygiene 
related to living arrangements and food preparation. Other factors related to health and safety 
included: malaria vaccinations and prevention, access to health services and self diagnosis, and 
transportation. 

The temperature change from Vancouver to Accra is generally about 10-15 degrees and 
significant humidity; however, the temperature change between Vancouver and Wechiau was 
closer to 25-30 degrees! In addition, it is much harder to cool one’s body in the north as there is 
no easy access to showers/baths or swimming pools (with the exception being Mole Park where 
students tend to get sunburned!) and there was definitely no easy access to air conditioned 
space. Despite the acclimatization steps taken and programming adjustments (i.e., tours start 
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near sunrise when it is light enough but cool) a student came dangerously close to developing 
heat stroke. This experience taught us a few things including: 

• When travelling to areas of extreme heat all participants need to be familiar with 
the causes, symptoms, and potential impacts of heat exhaustion and heat 
stroke. 
  

• It is important to know prior if students have had previous episodes where they 
have experienced heat exhaustion/stroke as it may make them more likely to 
experience it again. 

 
• It is important to have a plan regarding how heat exhaustion/stroke will be 

treated, and to let students know how seriousness it is (including the potentially 
extreme consequences) so that they take better care and self monitor.  

 
• First aid packages need to contain thermometers and Tylenol to help reduce 

fevers. 
 

• Having access to transportation for emergency evacuation is necessary. 
 

• The sun is not your friend and it is vitally important that access to shade and 
water are available and that programming is managed so that participants are in 
the shade (and drinking water) during the heat of the day. 

 

Personal and food hygiene also played huge roles in the overall health of the Canadian team. 
Every member of the team experienced some kind of gastrointestinal upset and we all ended 
up using the antibiotics taken to Ghana (many were sick more than once). While we were in 
Talawona (WCHS) there were great precautions taken in the preparation of our food as well as 
good access to clean water for personal care so the issue experienced were a bit less severe 
and in most cases were the common travellers’ diarrhoea (easily treated with a 3 day course of 
Ciprofloxacin). 

The hygiene situation in Larabanga was significantly different both with regards to person 
hygiene and food preparation. The ability to easily wash one’s hands and or access water for 
bathing that was ‘safe’ was not always possible. Further, the local system for providing our food 
was not done in the most hygienic manner; as a result almost the entire group got sick and 
some were required to take either a 5 day course of ciprofloxacin or to take the stronger 
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antibiotic Flagyl. In the end everyone was able to deal with the illnesses; however, it become 
clear that acquiring a better source of untainted water for bathing and working with the cook 
on food hygiene are necessary. 

Malaria prevention also became an issue while in Larabanga as we were using new chemical-
permeated nets. The major problem with the nets was that they were not ‘aired-out’ long 
enough prior to the use. However, it also became apparent that some participants had chemical 
sensitivities and as such should have used untreated nets. The recommendation for next year is 
that Canadian participants purchase and travel with their own nets to reduce the likelihood of 
negative health impacts and to allow for personal choice.  

Despite the steps taken to prevent malaria infection (use of nets and a preventative vaccine) 
two members of the Canadian team contracted the virus and exhibited symptoms of what is 
locally referred to as “slow-go” malaria – a form of the illness that occurs when individuals are 
taking anti-malarial drugs like Malrone. This can be quite tricky to diagnose as the symptoms 
are similar to a cold and, to some degree, general exhaustion/fatigue. Both individuals 
completed treatment and have recovered from the illness. The primary lesson learned is that 
despite taking precautions it is possible to get malaria and when participants have persistent 
health issues, it is worth the minor investment in getting screened for this disease as early 
treatment results in a much faster recovery. Note: Malaria treatments (drugs) are easy to 
access in Ghana and are extremely affordable by Canadian standards. It is better to deal with 
this type of issue in country rather than trying to deal with it in Canada. 

In most of the cases described above, participants self-diagnosed and were responsible for 
determining when (and for how long) they should be on antibiotics etc. The challenge of study 
tours such as the 2011 GRST is that sometimes easy access to medical care (particularly 
emergency/trauma care) is not easy. Further, it is not easy to tell what is ‘normal’ and what is a 
more serious medical issue. Personal health and self-monitoring should be something that is 
focused on extensively in the pre-trip preparation. Further, it may be useful to have guest 
speakers or workshops about tropical health and diseases. Note: Donna Sheppard of NCRC has 

recommended that we carry Where There Is No Doctor by David Werner, Jane 

Maxwell , and Carol Thuman. This easy to read/understand guide focuses on 
issues that are more prevalent to places like Ghana and as such can be useful for field diagnoses 
and treatment when medical services are not readily available.  

The final aspect of health and safety that needs to be assessed is transportation and the use of 
local standards. In the two communities that we work within, motorcycles are perhaps the 
most used and accessible form of transportation. In addition, we travel on some rather rough 
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and unforgiving roads that buses are unable to pass and as a result students (and faculty) end 
up riding in the bucket of pick-up trucks. This issues is raised not as a result of any problems 
that we experienced but rather due to the need to have some clarity from VIU about standards 
of acceptable practice in the field. If students choose to ride on the back of a motorcycle or if 
participants have motorcycle licenses is this permissible? Transportation (private and use of our 
university partner’s buses) can often represent a significant cost item so having cheaper (and 
reliable) options would be useful. 
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PHOTOGRAPHS FROM THE 2011 GRST  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aggie with Metue naa and Wechiau naa 
Wechiau Community Hippo Sanctuary 

Brianne & Ashley making Yam Fufu with 
Abena and Meiri - Talawona 

Agba, Ashley, & Brianne at a Hippo Hide at 
the Wechiau Community Hippo Sanctuary 

Member of the Talawona community – She was 
one of our hosts on the Lobi Compound tour 



2011 Ghana Research & Study Tour – Final Report 

27 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Our home in Larabanga 

Ashley, Gareth, & Brianne learning the Larabanga 
version of hacky-sac! 

Shannon, Ashley, Devon, & Aaron – another tough day at the 
office working on data analysis! 
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Football diplomacy! The best way into a community is through its leisure pursuits! 

Gareth, Michael, Brianne, & Cody – Compiling and comparing notes in their office! 
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Local leadership attending our community reporting session. 

Gareth gets ready to record the session while Ashley, Cody, and Shannon enjoy the shade while waiting. 
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Ibrahim translates while Aggie tells the community that they have great potential and even 
greater challenges that THEY must address for the future of tourism in the community! 

KAS shares away forward and discusses the consequences of not dealing with the leadership 
conflict in Larabanga. Ibrahim translates in to Kamara when necessary. 
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The community meeting gave a place where the youth could have a voice! 

Aggie, Ashley, Shannon, Brianne, Michael, Devon, Gareth 
Aaron, Cody, KAS 

Mole National Park 


