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Preface 

Welcome! This document is designed to partner with other Hope Corps materials to help you 
prepare for your experience in Haiti. The Getting It Right: Serving for Long-term Impact manual and 
videos provide a general overview of World Hope International and its work around the world. They 
also include a wealth of information regarding how to cross cultures and how to embrace 
volunteerism more effectively. This manual, then, provides specific information for Hope Corps 
volunteers about Haiti and the work of World Hope International-Haiti (WHIZ).  

World Hope International is a faith-based relief and development organization alleviating suffering 
and injustice through education, enterprise and community health. In collaboration with faith 
communities, like-minded organizations and individuals around the globe, World Hope seeks to 
empower people by creating locally sustainable programs in economic development, leadership and 
skills training, child sponsorship and community health education. World Hope believes that 
individuals and communities are transformed when the redemptive power of Jesus works in and 
through the local faith community to bring spiritual, social, economic and physical change. 

International travel is always an adventure! Whether this is your first time abroad or you are a 
seasoned traveler, you will face various challenges on this journey to Haiti, from logistical issues to 
cultural adjustments. These can be difficult for volunteers to deal with so the good preparation is 
essential. This document provides some basic information for volunteers as an introduction to the 
people and culture of Haiti.  

Volunteers are also encouraged to carefully read the sections pertaining to expected behavior and 
dress while in Haiti. The culture is different from what volunteers are used to. But, volunteer work is 
most effective when volunteers are willing to put aside their own preferences and expectations and 
embrace those that are most appropriate for Christians in Haiti. Information on areas such as 
appropriate dress are not meant to be cumbersome rules but are intended to help volunteers relate 
better to the Haitian people and culture. Volunteers with questions in any of these areas should 
contact the Hope Corps office at hopecorps@worldhope.net or 1-888-466-4673 ext. 122. 

Volunteers will encounter many new situations during this time with Hope Corps. Focusing on the 
people, rather than the conditions, helps to put things in perspective. A positive outlook, a humble 
spirit, and a flexible attitude are the most important things to bring!  

 

Hope Corps staff 

WHI-Haiti staff 

 

 

 

mailto:hopecorps@worldhope.net
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Part 1: Introduction to Haiti 

Government and History 

The Republic of Haiti sits 200 miles off 
the Florida coast, occupying the western 
third of the island of Hispaniola. The 
nation, about the size of Maryland, is 
situated with the Dominican Republic on 
its eastern border, the Caribbean Sea 
lapping on its western & southern 
shores, and the North Atlantic Ocean on 
its north. Haiti operates five hours 
behind Greenwich Mean Time (GMT), 
which is the same as US Eastern 
Standard Time. 

Despite the distinction of being the 
second independent country in the 
Americas, the first black republic, and 
the only nation to successfully form from 
a slave rebellion in world history, Haiti’s 
past has been tumultuous, engulfed in 
political turmoil, and poverty-stricken. 

The island of Hispaniola was discovered and claimed for Spain by Columbus in 1492, which was at 
that time inhabited by the Taíno Arawak Amerindian people. In the next 25 years, their population 
was nearly obliterated by Spanish settlers. Today only a small number of Haitians can claim any 
Amerindian ancestry, and if so the bloodline is highly diluted. In light of a waning Arawak 
population, and in order to bolster their labor supply, the Spaniards began importing slaves from 
Africa. 

In the early 17th century, many Spanish settlers left Haiti for Mexico and South America for the 
promise of gold and silver; French pirates came, prompting French settlements. By 1697 the Spanish 
ceded the western third of the island to the French. The French continued in the tradition of 
importing African slaves, and since their treatment of them was so brutal, the slave population was 
not allowed to increase naturally, but only by continued importation, thus keeping African culture 
strong. The colony prospered to the point of becoming the richest in the Western Hemisphere, 
thriving on the exportation of coffee and sugar. 

In 1790 nearly one-half million slaves revolted against the French colonists, 
sparking the country’s revolution. The battle soon came under the 
leadership of Toussaint L’Ouverture, known as the “Black Napolean.” For a 
time, L’Ouverture (pictured at right) joined forces with the revolutionary 
French government, which eventually led to his demise in a French prison. 
Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who became the country’s first ruler, took hold of 
the reins and saw the troops through to their independence on January 1, 
1804. The new nation was named “Ayiti” (Haiti), for the Arawak word 
meaning “mountainous land.” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ta%C3%ADno
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arawak
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Unfortunately, independence was not a cure-all for the Haitian people. Many nations fearful of its 
abolitionist spirit enforced blockades against the new republic, in addition to the French demanding 
that a massive indemnity be paid. This drove Haiti into debt, crippling it economically.  Succeeding 
years saw leaders live out short stints in the presidential office, while the economy was largely 
dominated by foreigners. After the public dismembering of a president, the US took occupation of 
Haiti from 1915-1934. Unfortunately the expansive development projects undertaken did not result 
in indigenous impetus, due to what the US said was poverty, ignorance, and a lack in the tradition of 
a functioning government. 

The reforms of the first president after the US withdrawal sparked chaos, and in 1957 Francois 
Duvalier, a doctor know as “Papa Doc”, was elected. His leadership, which he declared was for life, 
was devious and cruel. His son succeeded him, but his similarly corrupt leadership was cause for his 
removal from power.  

A visit by Pope John Paul II in 1983, during which he exclaimed, “Things must 
change here!” led to a series of events that ended in the election of a priest, 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide, to the office of president in 1990. Aristide’s power 
was interrupted by a military coup, reinstated by the US three years later, 
and then succeeded by René Préval (pictured left). Notably, Préval was the 
first Haitian president to constitutionally succeed a predecessor, serve a 
complete term, and leave the office voluntarily at the proscribed time. 
Aristide was controversially re-elected in 2001, and after three years of 
active protest against what is said to have been a corrupt and violent 
government, widespread violence erupted. Due to both national and 
international pressure, Aristide fled the country for Africa. The years up to 

the present, despite the presence of peacekeepers from the United Nations Stabilization Mission in 
Haiti (MINUSTAH), have been fraught with violence. Préval, again the nation’s president, has 
promised to bring peace and stability.  

Capital City: Port-au-Prince 

Language: French and Creole are the two official languages.  

Major Holidays: Generally, offices and government buildings are closed on these major holidays. 
January 1 New Year’s Day 
January 2 Ancestors’ Day 
February 16 Carnival 
April 2 Good Friday 
May 18 Flag Day 

June 3 Corpus Christi  
November 1 All Saints’ Day 
November 2 All Souls’ Day 
November 18 Battle of Vertieres 
December 25 Christmas 

Population and Demographics  

Population: 9,035,536 (Note: estimated population takes into account the effects of excess 
mortality due to AIDS.) 

Religion: Roman Catholic 80%, Protestant 16%, voudou (voodoo) practices pervasive. Many 
Haitians, despite claiming Christianity, practice voodoo as well. 

Overview: The people of Haiti, Haitians, are primarily descendent from the African brought as 
slaves; however, there is a small minority of European or mixed ancestry, called mulatto. The 
blending of a wide array of inhabitants over the years has made the cultural tapestry of Haiti equally 
diverse. Evidence of French influence is present in Haitian cuisine and also includes the African and 
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Taíno staples of cassava (kasav), yam, and maize (mayi). Many similarities exist between Haitian 
food and that of the rest of Latin America. 

Although French and Creole are both considered national languages in Haiti, Creole is by far fluently 
spoken by more people. Haitian Creole sounds a good deal like French, but also blends in elements 
of West African languages. Often Haitians disagree over how to spell words in Creole, and for this 
reason greater attempts at standardization are being made. The language used most often in official 
dealings depends on who is leading the government at any given time. 

Climate and Topography 

The main body of Haiti, on the island of Hispaniola, is mostly mountainous but with small coastal 
plans and river valleys. Northern and southern peninsulas form a horseshoe shape, giving an 
extended coastline. Three large islands lie off the coast: Île de la Gonâve to the west, Île de la Tortue 
off the north coast, and Île à Vache south and north of the southern peninsula. Five mountain 
ranges dominate Haiti’s landscape and divide the country into three regionsựnorthern, central, and 
southern. Slopes of more than a 20 percent grade cover nearly two-thirds of the country. Plains 
constitute only about 20 percent of Haiti’s land, making cultivation difficult.  

Haiti has a tropical climate with distinct dry and wet seasonsựthe former from December to 
February and the latter between April and November. The eastern region of the country is the 
exception to the tropical climate. Mountains block trade winds there, creating a semi-arid climate. 
Rainfall varies considerably. The southwestern mountains receive almost 10 times the rainfall as the 
northwest. Because of the northeast trade winds, the entire country periodically faces extreme 
weather conditions. Haitians must contend with hurricanes, droughts, floods, and other natural 
disasters.  

Housing and Family 

Most Haitians live in very small homes built with 
whatever materials are available. Wealthier homes 
usually have a fence or walls surrounding the house 
and surroundings for safety purposes and to keep 
out squatters (unlawful tenants). If someone squats 
on a homeowner’s land and is not kicked off within 
a certain amount of time, by law, they have 
“squatters’ rights”, which allow them to lay claim of 
the land.  

It often takes a long time for a home, especially a nicer home, to be built, so homes often stand only 
partially completed. Relatives who have left Haiti send money home to finance building projects, but 
if they don’t send enough, homes remain unfinished. Haitians don’t trust local banks enough to take 
out a loan to make completion possible. Since men are not supposed to get married until they can 
provide a house for their wife, many put off marriage, but start families anyway. When weddings do 
occur, they are elaborate and involved.  

Parenting tends toward an authoritarian style in Haiti, and around the home children are expected 
to do their fair share of work. For example, it is not uncommon to see children carry all of the 
family’s water. Due to the HIV/AIDS pandemic, Haiti is home to many orphans, known as restaveks. 
They are often treated like slaves and made to complete all the household chores even if other 
children are present. The elderly are generally respected and honored.  
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Meals and Food 

Most Haitians cook over an open fire, often a pit fueled by charcoal. Dining also takes place in the 
courtyard. Haitian food is similar to that of other Caribbean islands but with the addition of some 
French cooking styles and a strong pepper flavoring in many dishes. In general, the average Haitian 
diet is largely based on starch staples such as rice (which is locally grown), corn, millet, yams, and 
beans. Wealthier residents can afford meats (usually pork and goat), lobster, spiced shrimp, duck, 
and sweet desserts such as French-influenced mousse and pastries. Fresh fruit and vegetables are 
available seasonally. However, some of the poor Haitians are only able to afford a diet of “dirt 
cookies” made of dirt, salt and vegetable shortening. 

Employment and Economy 

With its turbulent history, it is no wonder that Haiti remains one of the poorest nations in the world. 
As with any other developing country, the reasons for its impoverished state are many and complex. 
Maligned attempts at democracy and recurring violence have set the playing field for an unreliable 
and unstable infrastructure, economy, and public service sector. Indicators reflect this. Many 
roadways are impassable. The annual per capita income is less than $400. The number of individuals 
affected by HIV/AIDS is astronomical. Unemployment is 50-70%. Only half of the population is 
literate. Although forestry and sugar-related 
industries helped it to become among the wealthiest 
in the Caribbean, it came at the high cost of 
maltreatment of African slaves and widespread 
environmental degradation. In addition, a long 
history of deforestation has left much of the land 
open to soil erosion. The image to the right shows 
the stark contrast between the forest cover of Haiti 
(left) and the Dominican Republic (right). 
Widespread deforestation was carried out to create 
fuel and farmland, however, the practice has been 
counter-productive, leading to soil erosion and in 
turn desertification, flooding, and at times famine.  

Due to necessity, typically both men and women work outside the home, most often in small-scale 
businesses and subsistence farming. Unfortunately, often husbands and fathers, primarily in rural 
areas, are forced to move away from home to make a living, which often results in the breakup of 
families. Also, many rural families will leave everything - their community, home, and relatives - in 
order to move to the city for a chance of education for their children. Sadly, even if an individual 
receives an advanced degree, finding work still presents challenges. One interesting practice related 
to work is that men who are more than general laborers grow out one of their pinky nails. This is a 
sign of superiority over their peers. 

With the majority of the population below poverty level, the country is still dependant on foreign 
aid. Some of this comes through remittances from friends and relatives outside Haiti. The Dominican 
Republic, US, Bahamas, Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Lesser Antilles, Canada, and France have all become, 
whether legally or illegally, homes for Haitian refugees. Aid from government sources (such as the 
USAID) as well as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) like World Hope International also play an 
important role in improving the economic situation.  

The currency is the gourde.  
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Transportation 

The most common method of transportation for most Haitians is walking. Wealthier Haitians in Port-
au-Prince or other large towns may own a vehicle. Taxis, mini-vans, and motorcycles provide for-hire 
transportation within the cities and out into the rural areas. Vehicle traffic tends to move at high 
speeds and with little regulation. Vehicles generally have the right of way so pedestrians should be 
careful and always look both ways before crossing streets.  

The major international airports are in Port-au-Prince and Cap Haitien.  

Arts and Entertainment 

Haitian music includes both African and Caribbean flavors. The most prevalent music style is kompa, 
which is a lively music and dance genre that uses African drumming, modern guitars/synthesized 
sound, and saxophones with lyrics sung in Haitian Creole. Merengue, which is especially popular in 
the Dominican Republic is also a common music type in Haiti. The rapper Wyclef Jean is arguably the 
most popular contemporary Haitian musician. 

The celebration of Mardi Gras, also know as Carnival, puts Haitian culture on display. With its roots 
in the Roman Catholic Church, the celebration is seen as an opportunity for revelry in food, music, 
and drink before the penitent season of Lent. The season begins shortly after the New Year when 
radio broadcasters begin playing Carnival musical themes. The Carnival festival is marked by 
spectacular parades featuring floats, pageants, masked balls, elaborate costumes, seductive music, 
and dancing in the streets. 

 

Other Resources 

Much information on Haiti is available through other resources, such as books or websites. 
Volunteers are encouraged to access as much information as possible on Haiti and issues they will 
be encountering. A visit to an online bookstore (e.g. Amazon.com) searching Haiti yields a list of 
books that may be helpful. A brief list of some of the websites available are below. 

HIV/AIDS information: www.unaids.com , www.unicef.com , www.cdc.com , and www.usaid.gov  

Haiti: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ha.html, 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1134.html, 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1982.htm. 

http://www.unaids.com/
http://www.unicef.com/
http://www.cdc.com/
http://www.usaid.gov/
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ha.html
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1134.html
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1982.htm
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Part 2: Hope Corps Volunteer Placements: 

People and Community 

Much of the work of Hope Corps volunteers involves getting to know the Haitian people and 
building relationships. Below are some tips to ensure that volunteers’ efforts are both appropriate 
and appreciated.  

 Be prepared to address men by their first name unless they have a professional title, in which case 
the title comes first, followed by their first name. Married women are addressed as “Madam” 
followed by the first name of their husband. So, for a woman whose husband is names Peter, she 
would be addressed as “Madam Peter.” It is always wise to ask people what they would like to be 
called. 

 Be prepared, men especially, to initiate greetings. Haitians expect that Americans greet them first, 
even in their country. Take the initiative. Smile, offer to shake hands, and then introduce others in 
the group (especially women since it is not considered appropriate for a woman to offer her hand 
to a man first).  

 Use the local greetings as much as possible: “Bonju” (Creole) or “Bonjour” (French) for “Good 
morning” or “Bonswa” (Creole) and “Bonsoir” (French) for “Good afternoon” or “Good evening.” 

 Greet children at eye-level. Asking them their name is always a good conversation-starter. It is 
sometimes appropriate to bring small treats (such as stickers or candy) to hand out to children, 
but always check with the local WHI staff before mentioning these items to the children. Also, 
keep in mind that direct eye contact is sometimes considered not appropriate. Children, 
especially, are usually told not to look directly into the eyes of an adult. So, expect that children 
may avert their eyes; this is a sign of respect. 

 Be prepared for an extended greeting time, before moving to the purpose of the meeting. 
Haitians do not engage in business before having spent a considerable amount of time chit-
chatting. Building relationships and establishing rapport is important to Haitians. 

 Be prepared to be called “blans”, which is Creole for “white.” 

 Be prepared to see more physical contact between Haitian of the same gender. For instance, it is 
not unusual for two Haitian men to walk with their arms around one another. Don’t mistake this 
for homosexuality. However, please note than there should not be physical contact between 
unmarried men and women, especially in public.  

 Do not go to someone’s home without being invited. If a Haitian goes to another Haitian’s home, 
it is expected that the host drop everything to entertain the guest. 

 Sitting with your legs crossed is not permissible. This position is reserved for the most important 
person present. The pastor at church would be an example. Crossing the ankles is acceptable. 

 Do not place your feet on any furniture. This is considered rude. 

 Be interested in those around you and in Haitian culture. But, to be sensitive, avoid direct 
questioning, and phrase questions as statements as much as possible. For instance, rather than 
simply asking, “Why?”, say, “That is interesting. Tell me about it.” Avoid asking, “What is this 
food?”, but say instead, “Please tell me about this dish (or food).”  Volunteers should NOT try to 
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take a position regarding situations or issues since Americans generally have very limited 
understanding about Haiti, colonialism, current or past leaders, etc. It is not worth offending 
someone for the sake of interesting conversation. Haitians may be very interested in American 
politics; volunteers should be very careful in what they express regarding their own views on 
American political leaders.  

 Always ask permission before taking 
pictures. Many Haitians are fearful of 
photographs because they believe that, by 
having their photograph taken, part of their 
soul is taken as well. Usually in a WHI 
setting, Haitians will be more than willing to 
let you take their picture, but always ask to 
make sure. 

 Be prepared for Haitians to be a bit more 
subdued and perhaps not as nonchalant or 
effusive as their Caribbean neighbors. 
Considering the trials the nation and its 
people have been through, this is not completely surprising. Even though Haitians have a 
tendency to keep to themselves, don’t let this keep you from reaching out in kindness. When you 
do, most will reciprocate. While Haitians don’t exude joy and excitement, they do not complain as 
much as their situation may warrant. They are used to hardship, but do not dwell on it. Each time 
a new president is elected or new reforms are instated, Haitians are hopeful and tend to bank on 
these as life-changing. Clearly they have been let down many times, but, thankfully, attitudes of 
hope and joy continue to be on the rise in Haiti, which is reflected in the demeanor of the people.  

 Be sensitive and encourage local leadership. In their interactions with Caucasians or those from 
the first world, Haitians will often expect you to take charge, a mind-set inherited from years of 
slavery and disempowerment. Haitians know the areas in which they are strong, and when trusted 
and given space to lead, will not necessarily defer to Caucasians. However, sometimes having 
natives take both leadership and ownership requires a good deal of encouragement. Many 
Haitians also hold the view that due to their poverty, the haves (privileged Westerners) should 
give generously to them, the have-nots. The assumption in Haiti is always that the lighter the skin, 
the wealthier one is. Even though Haitians may not have monetary wealth, they understand that 
they possess many needed emotional and spiritual assets which they can share with Caucasians. 
Haitians understand the world and its people to be like the hand—all fingers serve a purpose, but 
some, like the thumb are strong, while others serve less prominent, albeit indispensable roles.  

 Be prepared to see the influence of voodooism. Haiti is known as a Christian nation and the 
Roman Catholic Church was considered the state church up until 1987. But Voodooism, a holdover 
of West African spiritism and witchcraft, is practiced among many who also claim Christianity. 
Some Haitians have continued in adherence to voodooism because they view Satan in opposition 
to the Christianity of their European oppressors.  Also, black elite have used it as a means of 
control. Today evangelical Christians openly oppose the practice of voodoo; many believe that a 
1997 prayer and fasting movement was a major turning point in breaking its curse in Haiti.  

 Be aware that, due to the lack of restroom facilities in most houses, volunteers may see people 
going to the bathroom in public. Do not be alarmed, simply look the other way. 
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 Follow direction from local WHI staff. They know the culture and customs and can help prevent 
inappropriate actions. Good intentions are not enough; they must be implemented using 
culturally appropriate methods. When in doubt, ask. 

Meals and Food 

Arrangements for meals for volunteers will 
vary depending on the project. Meals may 
be from a hotel or a restaurant, or may 
need to be prepared by the volunteers 
themselves. Contact the Hope Corps office 
for the specific arrangements for your 
placement. Meals usually include items 
readily available in Haiti such as rice, 
beans, and bread. Bottled water will be 

available for volunteers; water should not be used directly from the tap or from an 
unknown source. Below are some tips for volunteers to keep in mind.   

 Wash hands frequently, especially handling or eating food. Use hand sanitizer but do so 
discretely. (If hand sanitizer is needed after a project, if possible, wait to use it until after 
returning to the vehicle or lodgings. 

 Drink only bottled or boiled water, or carbonated (bubbly) drinks in cans or bottles. Avoid tap 
water, fountain drinks, and ice cubes made of tap water. Do not even use tap water to brush 
your teeth. Contaminated water can cause problems from minor stomach upset to serious 
health issues.  

 Eat only thoroughly cooked food or fruits and vegetables you have peeled yourself or that have 
been specially prepared for you. Remember: boil it, cook it, peel it, or forget it.  

 Do not consume dairy products unless you know they have been pasteurized.  

 For regular coffee drinkers, be prepared for instant coffee. Take-out coffee (i.e. Starbucks or 
other coffee shops) is not available. 

 Pay attention to your body! Minor stomach upset is common with international travel but can 
easily lead to more serious issues. So be sure to let the team leader or supervisor know if there 
are any problems, even minor ones. 

Lodging 

Housing for volunteers can also vary greatly depending on the specific assignment. Some teams may 
stay in a hotel, at the bible school, or in a village home. Contact the Hope Corps office for the 
specific arrangements for your placement.  

Please note that the electrical voltage is the same as the US (110 volts AC, 60Hz) so voltage and plug 
adapters are not needed. However, electrical outages are common so consider leaving these items 
at home. 
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Transportation 

 Airport Arrival: On the flight into Haiti, immigration and customs forms are usually handed out. 
After disembarking from the plane, all passengers must pass through a passport check where 
volunteers should be prepared to present their passport along with the completed immigration and 
customs forms. Volunteers should receive back their passport. Once each volunteer has all of his or 
her luggage, volunteers should proceed through Customs line marked “Nothing to Declare.” If asked, 
volunteers should state that they are visiting some missionaries.  

Porters are on hand to handle your luggage. Many will rush to offer their services, eager to earn a 
wage, so determine in advance if you plan to handle your luggage alone or contribute to the local 
economy by using a porter. If you decide to use a porter, be sure to choose and clearly identify an 
individual to assist you or a whole team. This will avoid the confusion of trying to figure out whom to 
pay in the end. The going rate is $1 (USD) per bag. Even though you may think it easier to handle 
your own luggage, consider this as a way to support an individual and the Haitian economy.  

WHI-Haiti staff will be at the airport to meet volunteers and provide transportation.  

Ground Transportation: Volunteers should expect do some walking during their time in Haiti, but a 
vehicle and driver will be provided by the local WHI office for any long-distance travel within Haiti. 
Most walking and even driving is done on dirt roads or paths so volunteers should expect to be 
dusty. Also, roads can be very rough so volunteers who suffer from motion sickness may want to 
take precautions. 
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Part 3: What to Bring 

Travel Documents and Funds 

Passport: In order to be allowed entry into Haiti, volunteers need the following: 

 an up-to-date passport that will be valid for at least six months after entry and that contains at 
least three clean (unstamped) visa pages. 

 ticket or flight itinerary showing return or ongoing travel out of Haiti 

 name and contact information for in-country representative (This information is required on the 
customs forms and will be provided by Hope Corps staff prior to the trip.) 

Visas are not currently required of Americans traveling to Haiti. However, customs and immigration 
processing can take some time. In order to make the process as smooth and efficient as possible, 
volunteers should (1) make sure they answer each question on the forms, even if information is 
repeated, and (2) be patient and understanding. Americans often have poor reputations as tourists 
so a good attitude and a positive demeanor is essential.  

Money: The Hope Corps budget covers all regular volunteer expenses including food, housing, 
transportation, and appropriate tips. However, some volunteers may wish to bring additional funds 
for gifts, souvenirs, etc.  

US dollars are widely accepted, but it is best to bring small bills and pay as exactly as possible.  If you 
want to change your US dollars into gourdes, ask the World Hope Haiti staff to do this for you. Be 
warned – sometimes using Haitian currency can be a bit tricky. For a very long time five gourdes 
were equal to one US Dollar, so Haitians began referring to these as one “Haitian dollar.” Although 
that type of exchange rate hasn't been seen in a long 
time, the term stuck and people still refer to five 
gourdes as one Haitian dollar. The problem is that even 
though many prices in stores and other establishments 
are quoted in Haitian dollars, there is no physical 
monetary unit that actually represents a Haitian dollar. 
When you go to a store and purchase something that 
costs one Haitian dollar ($1H), you simply have to 
know to give them five gourdes. The gourde is further 
divided into 100 centimes. Five centimes is the 
equivalent of one Haitian penny. 

Credit cards are accepted in many places, however use discretion, and only use them at reputable 
establishments. Also check with your credit card company prior to the trip to determine any 
transaction fees.  

Volunteers should note that traveler’s checks are usually not accepted at banks and exchange 
bureaus and so should not be brought. 

Tipping is done at a rate of 15%. Sometimes it is included in the bill, so be sure to look closely. 

The barter system is generally used except at fine shops or the Baptist Mission. The salesperson will 
quote a price above what they actually expect to be paid. The prospective buyer is expected to 
counteroffer and the negotiation continues until either a mutually acceptable price is reached or the 
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buyer walks away. Be aware that if the salesperson agrees to the buyer’s offer, then the buyer is 
expected to purchase the item; the salesperson will be very angry if you do not. However, the buyer 
is at liberty to walk away if the salesperson does not agree to the price. Favorite items to buy for 
those visiting Haiti are wood carvings, paintings, coffee, almonds, and vanilla. 

Technology 

Volunteers are encouraged, generally, to leave expensive technology items at home. Because of the 
severe poverty and unstable political situation, expensive technology items can be a magnet for 
thieves and can put the whole team at risk. In addition, these items can be distractions from the 
team and the work of the team. Also, volunteers should let friends and family know that 
opportunities for phone calls or emails back to the US will be minimal. Emergency contact 
information will be provided by Hope Corps staff prior to the placement. Volunteers are generally 
encouraged not to bring personal laptops unless for a specific project. 

Clothes and Shoes 

Volunteers need to choose clothing carefully in order to be sure they are practical yet modest by 
Haitian standards. Remember that any laundry will have to done by hand so all clothes brought 
should be washable. Also, temperatures rarely drop below 80F so pack accordingly. 

Women: Women should wear skirts or dresses most days. Loose-fitting slacks and capris may be 
acceptable in more casual settings in Port-au-Prince and the larger cities. But, skirt/dress are needed 
for Sunday church. Skirts should not be tight-fitting and should come below the knee, even when 
sitting down. Tight or short skirts are considered evidence of promiscuity in Haitian. (In addition, 
tight-fitting clothes are generally less cool than loose-fitting ones.)  

Also, sleeveless shirts/blouses are generally considered acceptable for casual settings, but, even 
then, shirts/blouses should cover the shoulder and not have arm holes that gape underneath. 
Shirts/blouses that are low cut in the front are never appropriate, and female volunteers should 
take care that necklines do not gap when bending over. Spaghetti straps, tank tops, halter-tops or 
strapless tops are never appropriate. Shirts/blouses should be long enough to reach the top of the 
skirt; no midriff or undergarment should be visible, even when bending or stretching.  

Shorts are not appropriate attire except for in the privacy of the team member’s room. 

Customs are changing in Haiti just as they are everywhere in the world, so there will be Haitian 
women who dress more casually and/or less modestly. However, it is still important for Hope Corps 
volunteers to follow these guidelines to ensure that their actions are not misinterpreted by others. 

Women are also asked to remove any body piercings, besides earrings (tongue, nose, eyebrow, lip, 
etc.), in order to be culturally sensitive. 

Men: Men should wear long pants (slacks or 
jeans) each day. Shorts may be acceptable for 
physical labor such as building projects. T-shirts 
or polo shirts are acceptable for everyday wear. 
Sleeveless shirts are never appropriate. Shirts 
should reach the top of the pant; visible boxers 
are not appropriate. A button-down shirt, nice 
dress slacks, and close-toed shoes are needed 
for Sunday church. 
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Men are also asked to remove any body piercings (ears, tongue, nose, eyebrow, lip, etc.) in order to 
be culturally sensitive. 

General Clothing Suggestions:  The weather in Haiti is always hot, so loose-fitting cotton garments 
will be most comfortable, as many synthetics do not breathe well and can be uncomfortable. Also, 
lighter-weight pants may be more comfortable for men than jeans. In the rainy season, a light, 
hooded raincoat and an umbrella will be useful. Comfortable walking shoes are essential. When the 
weather is hot, sometimes feet swell. Tennis shoes or sandals are appropriate. Shower shoes or flip-
flops may also be helpful in the showers. Some type of shoe should be warn at all times (except in 
bed) to prevent parasitic infections.  

Army fatigues, camouflage, and/or anything with 
military insignias or logos should not be worn, ever. 
Army duffel bags should be not be used for luggage. 
Ammunition boxes should not be used to pack cameras 
or film. 

If in doubt, don't bring it - or, after arrival, ask. 

Medical and Health Supplies 

Immunizations: The US Center for Disease Control website has the most current and up-to-date 
information regarding immunizations and other health issues. The website, www.cdc.gov has a 
Traveler's Health section with information on each country. Volunteers are asked to visit the Haiti 
page and read the information provided. Using this information and past immunization records, 
volunteers can then work with their medical health professional regarding what further 
immunizations are needed. Some immunizations require multiple treatments over a period of time, 
so volunteers should start this well in advance of the departure date. 

Malaria Prophylaxis/Treatment: Antimalarials are necessary at any time of year. Volunteers should 
discuss methods of malaria prophylaxis (prevention) with their medical professional. All of the 
following antimalarial drugs are equal options for preventing malaria in Haiti: 
Atovaquone/proguanil, chloroquine, doxycycline, or mefloquine. Volunteers who take Doxycycline 
should note that it increases sensitivity to the sun and so should take appropriate measures (i.e. 
wearing high SPF sunscreen at all times). Volunteers may also find it helpful to bring a curative dose 
of Malarone or Zithromax in case of contracting malaria. 

In addition to medications, volunteers can limit their exposure to malaria by preventing mosquito 
bites. Bug spray (30-50% DEET) and long pants/long-sleeved shirts can be helpful with this.  

Sun/Heat: Temperatures in Haiti can be very hot (depending on the season), and the sun is very 
strong. Even volunteers who do not normally sunburn often do. Volunteers are encouraged to take 
the following precautions: 

 Use sunscreen with a high SPF and reapply frequently, especially if in the water. 

 Drink water, lots of water. Increased perspiration cools down the body but also depletes the 
body's water resources. All of this moisture needs to be replaced. 

 Notify the team leader of any nausea, dizziness, or fainting immediately. These can be early 
signs of heat exhaustion or heat stroke, both of which are serious health issues. 

http://www.cdc.gov/
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General Health Suggestions: Health problems can severely curtail volunteer activities, so volunteers 
should monitor their own health carefully and notify the team leader of any problems. The following 
health tips are suggestions: 

 Be prepared for stomach ailments by bringing Pepto Bismol (chewable tablets) or Immodium. 
Changes in time zone, diet, etc. often affect visitors. Roads, especially in the rural areas, can be 
rough, so volunteers susceptible to motions sickness should be prepared. 

 Drink only bottled or boiled water, or carbonated (bubbly) drinks in cans or bottles. Avoid tap 
water, fountain drinks, and ice cubes made of tap water. Do not even use tap water to brush 
your teeth. 

 Eat only thoroughly cooked food or fruits and vegetables you have peeled yourself or that have 
been specially prepared for you. Remember: boil it, cook it, peel it, or forget it. Do not eat food 
purchased from street vendors without local WHI staff approval. They will know if vendors are 
careful in their food preparation. 

 Do not consume dairy products unless you know they have been pasteurized.  

 Care for any cuts or abrasions to the skin quickly and carefully. Use antibiotic ointment and a 
band-aid to prevent contamination/infection. (It is VERY easy for cuts to become infected in the 
warm, moist, tropical climate.)  

 Bring adequate supplies of ALL prescription or other medications, as replacements are not 
available in Haiti. Volunteers are encouraged to bring extra supplies to last a few days longer 
than the trip, just in case return travel to the US is delayed. Pack medications in their original 
container, if possible, or at least with the original label verify the contents. Prescription 
medications should be accompanied by a copy of the prescription. 

 Bring adequate supplies of personal hygiene products, since these are not readily available in 
Haiti.  

 Leave animals alone, especially monkeys, dogs, and cats, to avoid bites and serious diseases 
(including rabies and plague).  

 Notify the team leader and Hope Corps staff as soon as possible of any special medical or 
dietary needs prior to the trip. Volunteers with food allergies, especially nut allergies, should 
notify Hope Corps staff as soon as possible. Please note that not all needs can be 
accommodated. Volunteers with food allergies or severe intolerance should pack energy bars or 
similar items, since appropriate food may not be available.  

Attitudes and Expectations 

The information above, along with the Packing List supplied in Getting It Right: Serving for Long-
term Impact, give the basic information on what material items volunteers should bring with them 
to Haiti. However, an equally important, maybe even more important, consideration is that 
volunteers should bring with them the appropriate attitude and expectations for the work God has 
in store for this placement.  

Expectations: Every person on a trip outside the US has certain expectations about the trip, what 
the food will be like, what they will see and do, how people will react to them, etc. It is important for 
volunteers to recognize that their expectations may or may not be realized. This does not mean that 
volunteers should not have high expectations, but it does mean that volunteers need to be open to 
changing their expectations to fit the situation. Maybe the team will be visiting two villages instead 

http://www.cdc.gov/travel/diseases/rabies.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/travel/diseases/plague.htm
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of three. Maybe the building materials have not arrived, so the afternoon is spent visiting with 
community members instead. Volunteers should view every opportunity, whether originally on the 
schedule or not, with a positive attitude and as a chance for God to work in and through them.  

Also, volunteers should keep in mind that schedules and work often follow different patterns than 
many are used to in the US. Below are a few examples. 

 Be prepared for things to happen at a slower pace. Things will happen when they happen and 
not necessarily at the proscribed time. “There is always tomorrow.”  

 Be aware that electricity is very unreliable and may depend solely on private generators. This 
affects other aspects of daily life as well; for example, water might not be available since there if 
there is no electricity to run the pump. 

 Be prepared to be out of touch with family, friends, and world events. Let family and friends 
know that email and phone access may not be possible, so they should not necessarily expect to 
hear from you. 

 Be aware that basic material necessities are in limited supply. Do not ask Haitians to lend or give 
something; it may be the only one they have.  

 Be aware that the qualities of items, such as building materials, may not necessarily be the same 
as what volunteers are used to in the US. Volunteers should be careful not to speak 
disparagingly about such things. 

 Be prepared for longer than usual church services, 1.5 hours minimum. Also, unlike American 
churches, sanctuaries are usually full, often standing room only. However, visitors are always 
given a place to sit, often a place of honor near the front. Haitians are not particularly expressive 
in their worship, however, music is a focal point of services and moving in rhythm to the music is 
not uncommon.  

 Remember to keep a sense of humor! Laughter can diffuse tension and anxiety that comes with 
unfamiliar surroundings and changing expectations.  

Attitudes: Even the Haitians who do not understand English can read body language and attitude so 
it is essential that volunteers exhibit the flexible attitude of a learner. Volunteers are in Haiti not 
only to help, but also to grow. Communicating a desire to learn about the culture and to get to know 
individuals shows care and respect. Things may be different, but different is not necessarily wrong. 
Respect the Haitian cultural attitudes and practices; discuss any that are confusing with the team 
leader or local WHI staff. Volunteers should not make suggestions for change in anything without 
checking with the in-country staff first. They know best about what is culturally appropriate. 

It is crucial that volunteers do not use derogatory 
statements, such as "the wrong side of the road” 
or “Why do they do it that way?” It is impossible 
to know whether those around speak English or 
not, so always take care that comments are 
uplifting and encouraging. 

Volunteers are encouraged to approach each 
activity or event with a servant heart to do 
whatever is needed, and with an open curiosity 
to learn as much as possible about the Haitian 
culture and the specific community.  
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Part 4: Having a Positive Impact 

Once volunteers arrive in Haiti, each volunteer has the opportunity to accomplish significant 
ministry towards the work in Haiti; however, each volunteer also has equal power to, even 
unwittingly, halt or slow progress. Again, attention to the prevailing culture and expectations can 
ensure that their impact is positive. Hope Corps staff have worked carefully with the local WHI staff 
in Haiti to identify ways that volunteers can positively influence the relief and development work in 
Haiti and can demonstrate Christ love in a cultural appropriate manner.  

Greetings and Personal Communication 

Haitians place great importance on personal relationships so extended greetings, including asking 
about each others’ health and families, are common; also, a time of general conversation often 
occurs before broaching the topic at hand. Volunteers are encouraged to be patient and to look for 
the positive aspects of these customs.  

Haitians may comment about physical characteristics and personal attributes, i.e. height, weight, or 
clothing. For Haitians, this is a gesture of goodwill and friendliness so Americans should be prepared. 

Volunteers are encouraged to try to get to know the Haitians they come in contact with, even if the 
conversation is mostly words and gestures. This lets them know that the volunteers are interested 
and enjoy being around them. Volunteers should be aware of their facial expressions, and try not to 
show any negative emotions (disapproval, judgment) on their faces. (This applies also to food; if 
something has an unpleasant taste, try not to show that on the face.) The Haitians will appreciate 
their effort to communicate and may even try to teach some words and phrases in Creole or French. 
But be prepared to laugh! Language learning is never easy. 

Gifts: Volunteers may want to bring some small gifts for their hosts. All gifts for Haitian staff or hosts 
should be approved in advance by WHI-Haiti country director through the Hope Corps office. 
Generic gifts such as children’s books, clothing (t-shirts, socks), first aid supplies (antibiotic cream, 
band aids), school supplies (pencils, exercise books, rulers), soccer balls, or hard candy (not 

chocolate) are usually appropriate and appreciated. 
Since many Haitian households include extended 
family, it is usually better to bring several more 
generic items rather than items for specific people. 
For example, if the host family has two children, 
bringing only two toys will leave out the other cousins 
or young relatives living in the house. Volunteers 
should either bringing something that can be shared, 
like a ball or a bag of candy, or else bring several of 
the same item.  

Female and Male Interactions: Since the only contact many people from other countries have with 
Americans is through television, most developing cultures consider American women promiscuous. 
Female volunteers should adhere to standards of utmost modesty and discreetness when 
interacting with men in the host country. Male volunteers should also be careful in their interactions 
with women in the host country to ensure no misunderstandings. Ignoring these guidelines can 
result in early return/dismissal of volunteer(s). 
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 Each volunteer needs to focus on the purpose and reason for serving in Haiti. It is inappropriate 
for volunteers to build romantic relationships with other volunteers during the trip—even if 
both are single.   

 Volunteers are also asked not to develop romantic attachments with any person from the host 
country. Sometimes, general friendliness can be misinterpreted as flirting; therefore, volunteers 
should focus on building relationships in the host country with those of the same gender.   

 A male and female (except husband and wife) are never to be alone as couples in Haitian 
culture. This is changing in some of the larger cities but is still generally considered wrong. If a 
male and female volunteer need to have a private conversation, the door to the room should be 
left open. 

 Male volunteers should avoid physical contact with Haitian women, except for greeting with a 
handshake.  

 Female volunteers should avoid physical contact with Haitian men, except for greeting with a 
handshake. And female volunteers should not initiate a greeting but should wait for men to 
offer a greeting and handshake. 

 Volunteers should be careful when giving gifts to be sure that they are not misinterpreted. Local 
WHI staff can be helpful with this. 

Any inappropriate behavior or uncomfortable situations should be reported immediately to the 
team leader who can then address the situation, as needed, with the local WHI staff or others. 

Personal Security 

All Hope Corps volunteer placements are planned with care for 
safety and security. However, safety and security cannot be 
guaranteed. Security concerns include frequent criminal 
kidnappings, carjackings, looting, and riots. The lack of civil 
protection in Haiti, as well as the limited capability of local law 
enforcement to resolve cases compounds the problem. Even 
when a setting appears calm, there is always the potential for 
spontaneous protests and public demonstrations that may 
result in violence. Volunteers should follow the direction of 
local WHI staff at all times. In addition, use common sense and 
follow these tips to be as safe as possible: 

 Pack simply. Leave expensive jewelry, equipment, and other items at home. Displaying wealth of 
any kind can make individuals, the whole team, and the local WHI staff a target for thieves.  

 Keep hold of all belongings, especially in restaurants or public places. Be aware that pickpockets 
and thieves sometimes work in pairs, with one providing a distraction so that the other can steal 
unnoticed.   

 Avoid any event where crowds may congregate. Even a calm crowd can quickly turn into a riot. 

 Handle money discreetly. Try to open a wallet or purse so that the contents are not displayed. 
Be particularly careful at currency exchange locations. Keep money in a secure place, such as 
inside a zipper pocket on a bag or in a front pocket, or consider separating large amounts and 
keeping some in several different places (i.e. some in one bag, some in another, some in a 
money belt, etc.). Do not carry funds in a back pants pocket since that is easier to steal.  
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 Be conscious of personal safety at all times. Watch what is going on around you.  The image a 
person presents is often the most powerful and effective deterrent to assailants. Shy, meek, or 
submissive images tend to make a person appear as a victim. Conversely, a confident, self-
assurance image and demeanor will deter most assailants. 

 Stay in small groups or pairs. Female volunteers, in particular, should never walk alone, but male 
volunteers should also avoid walking alone. No volunteer should even go to the beach alone.  

 Be aware that vehicles generally have the right of way and will not stop for pedestrians. Be alert 
when walking near roads and look both ways before crossing streets.  

 Be prepared to say “no” to curio sellers at the beach. They usually understand English but it is in 
their best interest not to take no for an answer, so they will likely keep pressing to make a sale. 
This is one time when a firm “no” is not considered insulting. 

 Follow the US Embassy imposed curfew regarding time and location of travel. Do be aware that 
an embassy-imposed curfew limits personnel from traveling outside of Port-au-Prince and 
forbids travel within certain areas of the city, including anywhere after dark. This prevents 
embassy staff from providing emergency services to US citizens at these times and places.  

 Be aware that volunteers may see armed guards on rooftops and at the front of businesses. 
These are commonplace to guard against criminal behavior. 

 Do not live in fear, but do be wise. Also remember that World Hope Haiti staff are aware of 
current conditions and will not take anyone into an area they believe is unsafe.  

Public Speaking  

Offering guests at a church service or meeting the opportunity to “bring greetings” is considered a 
gesture of hospitality and respect. So, often, although not always, volunteers who attend a church 
service may be invited to greet the congregation. The team leader (or one team member) should 
speak on behalf of the whole team. This will usually happen with the help of a translator so the team 
leader (or whoever is speaking) should take care to speak slowly and clearly and to pause after each 
sentence for the translator. A greeting does not need to be long but typically includes the following:  

 Thanks for being included in the service and for being given the opportunity to speak. 

 Thanks to God for all He has done. (This can be a general thanks or specific to the situation.) 

 Introduction of the team members and a brief explanation of what they are doing in Haiti. 

 Statement of how glad the volunteers are to be visiting Haiti and this particular area. 

A quick review of the greetings in some of the New Testament epistles gives an idea of what these 
greetings are often like.  

If asked to give a longer testimony or devotions, volunteers should keep the following suggestions in 
mind: 

 Focus on what Christ has done for you, in terms of spiritual and emotional benefits. Avoid 
stressing material success. 

 Focus on the positive aspects of your being in Haiti. Avoid telling of any personal sacrifices made 
to come on the trip. 
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 Let translator read scripture in local language. Give interpreter scripture reference in advance, if 
possible.  

 Use clear, simple language. Leave out slang, idioms, religious clichés or unfamiliar references 
(such as specific people or places in the US). The team leader or local WHI staff can help with 
this. Avoid jokes and poetry since neither translate well. 

 Keep focused on the next part of the speech. Think of the next sentence while waiting for the 
translator to finish. 

 Face the audience, and, as much as possible, look up and at the audience. Smile when 
appropriate. Try to show your excitement and gladness on your face. 

 Thank the audience for the opportunity to share at the end. Thank the translator for his or her 
hard work. 
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Part 5: World Hope International - Haiti 
Office address:  Delmas 105, Puit 4, Rue Lamothe, 3rd Impasse a Droite #8, 

Freres, Petion-ville Haiti, HT 6140 
Country Director: Mr. Thony Querette 

Haiti has the highest HIV/AIDS rate in the western hemisphere, which has left many orphans and 
vulnerable children (OVC) with no source of income. The poverty and sickness among vulnerable 
people make it difficult for children to have a good education, limiting their lifelong potential. World 
Hope International (WHI) is working to reverse these trends in Haiti with HIV/AIDS prevention and 
care programs and education initiatives. 

HIV/AIDS Prevention and Care 

In 2007 WHI received a three-year, $7.7 million grant from 
the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) to conduct an HIV/AIDS prevention and care 
program in Haiti entitled Haitian Partners for Health (HPH). 
WHI works with five other local Haitian partners in areas of 
HIV/AIDS prevention; counseling and testing; OVC services; 
and care and support to people living with HIV/AIDS 
(PLWHA). Since the program’s inception, WHI has reached 
32,450 youth with HIV/AIDS prevention messages; 
provided counseling and testing services to 10,500 

persons; provided care for 31,250 OVC; and ensured palliative care and support to 6,000 PLWHA 
and/or tuberculosis.  

On International Women’s Day, March 8, 2009, HPH partners visited a women’s prison in Petion-
Ville, Port au Prince to promote the theme “Violence Against Women and HIV/AIDS.” Skits were 
performed and hygiene kits that included soap, toilet paper, tooth brushes, toothpaste, and food 
were distributed to 300 women. 

Education/Hope for Children  

WHI believes that education is an important foundation for children and adults. Education can 
prevent the poor from being exploited and act as an agent of economic change. WHI’s primary 
educational initiative in Haiti is Hope for Children (HFC), a child sponsorship program that provides 
students in remote areas with quality, Christian education. HFC supports the child’s school tuition 
and fees which in turn help provide the funds needed for teachers’ salaries and operational 
expenses of the schools. These children and teenagers are not only being given an education, but 
hope for a future that will allow them to reach their potential and give back to their families and 
communities.  

US Embassy in Haiti 
 Embassy Street Address:  41 Route de Tabarre 
  Port-au-Prince 
  Haiti  
 Phone: +509-2229-8000 or +509-2229-8397 
 After hours:  +509-3417-2399 or +509-3464-3998 
 Website: http://haiti.usembassy.gov/ 

http://haiti.usembassy.gov/
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