
Living with Big Cats
Pre Departure Guide



Welcome to the VSA Volunteering Team! We are thrilled to have you join us and are excited to 
get you started on your journey. This guide is your ‘go to’ for all the information you need prior 
to your arrival.

Included you can find information on the Living with Big Cats program, next steps, the daily 
schedule, accommodation and menu, excursions, amenities, weather, what to bring, safety 
guidelines and most importantly what will happen when you arrive in South Africa!

Living with Big Cats is one of our most popular programs and is home to many orphaned and 
injured animals. Our volunteers play a vital role and assist staff with a variety of projects that 
will improve the lives of each of the animals. During your time, you will participate in elephant 
walks, horseback riding excursions, build shaded areas in the animal enclosures, assist with 
the exercise of the animals, watch the animal wranglers exercise the larger cats and help with 
various maintenance tasks around the sanctuary.

Please thoroughly read this guide and if for any reason there are questions after you read 
through the guide please do not hesitate to contact us!
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Living with Big Cats Program Overview
Our Living with Big Cats program is situated on a quiet sanctuary in beautiful South Africa, 
just one hour north west of Johannesburg. As a volunteer, you will assist with the care and 
maintenance of the many rescued and injured animals including elephants, lions, tigers, 
hyena, white lion and many more. Below is a selection of what projects you may be 
involved in:

• Construction of pools, perches, huts, and toys for animals 
• Building a shaded lookout to view vultures feeding 
• Maintaining of roads (filling, scraping, leveling) 
• Removal of intruder plants and alien species of plants 
• Cutting grass and overall maintenance of the animal enclosures 
• Trimming or planting of trees 
• Working with the animals to ensure they stay healthy and fit
• Taking the lions for a trek through the mountains
• Walk with the elephants in the morning
• Feeding all animals 
• Caring for and rehabilitating sick and injured animals 
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Next Steps

STEP ONE - Book Your Flights
Arrival Airport: O. R. Tambo Johannesburg Airport
Arrival Time: Anytime before 11AM Monday morning
Volunteers who arrive after 11AM will need to arrange for a special transfer
for an additional $70US.
Departure Airport: O. R. Tambo Johannesburg Airport
Departure Time: Anytime on Sunday
We will be running two departure airport transfers on Sundays (08:00 am and 15:00 pm) . Please 
ensure you your flights are booked accordingly. 

STEP TWO - Vaccinations
Our team recommends that volunteers receive an up to date tetanus shot prior to their arrival. 
The Living with Big Cats program is situated in a malaria free area so no additional vaccinations 
or prescriptions are required.

STEP THREE – Visa’s
Over 18?
Be sure to check with the South African Home Affairs by clicking here to 
find out if you need to arrange for a Visa prior to arrival. If you need to arrange
for a Visa, please let us know as soon as possible so we can arrange to 
send you the proper forms.

Under 18? 
If you are travelling as a minor and coming with a parent please review the immigration 
requirements here. There are several documents that need to be filled out prior to your arrival. 
Be sure to organize ahead of time to ensure there are no issues when arriving in South Africa.

STEP FOUR – Currency and Spending Money
Our local currency is South African Rand (ZAR) and can be exchanged prior to 
or upon arrival at the airport.

At our Living with Big Cats program, you may want to bring some extra spending money for 
excursions, snacks and any souvenirs. Excursions can cost approx. $50US therefore we 
recommend that volunteers bring approx. $100US per week they plan on staying at the program.

When paying for excursions, cash is preferred however volunteers will also be able to use Visa or 
MasterCard at the Living with Big Cats program and most shops and curios.
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Schedule

8AM – 9AM 9AM – 10AM 10AM -
12:30PM

12:30PM –
2PM

2PM – 5PM

Monday
Volunteers arrive at the facility and upon arrival they will be welcomed and shown to 
their accommodation. Once settled in, volunteers are given a full orientation and will 

learn about the weeks activities.

Tuesday -
Saturday

Early Morning 
Activity

Breakfast Morning 
Activity

Lunch Afternoon 
Activity

Thursday Excursion Day

Sunday Volunteers are given this day off to enjoy the pool and relax at the accommodation.

Early Morning Activities include:
• Horse Paddock Cleaning
• Elephant Enclosure Cleaning
• Lion Trek
• Elephant Walk

Morning Activities include:
• Animal Interaction
• Farm Maintenance
• Lion Training Camp
• Enclosure Cleaning
• And Many More!

Afternoon Activities include:
• Game Drives
• Mud Pool
• Bush Walk
• Leopards Cave Hike
• Horseback riding
• And Many More!

In the evening, volunteers will have the opportunity to socialize at the lodge restaurant and/or bar, 
participate in night game drives or star gaze. Each Wednesday a special Boma Dinner is arranged!

*Please note that the schedule is subject to change
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Accommodation

Volunteers will stay in shared rooms with 2 – 8 volunteer per room. Each room is 
equipped with comfortable beds and electrified blankets for the winter. There are several 
communal bathrooms in the accommodation for volunteers to utilize.

If there are any special accommodation requirements please inform us prior to your 
arrival so we can ensure everything is organized.

Upgraded accommodation is available at an additional cost. If you are interested please 
contact us at info@volunteersa.com. Please note that it is subject to availability.

Menu
Included in this program are 3 meals daily; breakfast, lunch and dinner. If you have any 
dietary requirements please make us aware prior to your arrival. 

Breakfast may include:
• Cereals
• Oatmeal
• Yogurt and Granola
• Toast with Butter & Jam
• Coffee, Tea, Water and Milk

Lunch and Dinner may include:
• Toasted Sandwiches
• Burgers
• Salad
• Vegetables
• Chicken, Pork or Steak dishes
• Pizza

Volunteers will have an opportunity to go the shops each week to purchase any 
additional snacks or drinks.
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Excursions

Volunteers will have the opportunity to participate in an organized excursion every 
Thursday and can also organize their own additional excursions on Sundays during 
their day off. Excursions include:

• Monkey Sanctuary
• Quad Biking
• Magaliesberg Cable Way
• Lesedi Cultural Village (curio shopping)
• Maropeng and Sterkfontein Caves
• Croc City & Reptile Centre
• Zip Lining
• Skydiving
• Many more!

Excursions range from $30US (Monkey Sanctuary) to $200US (Sky Diving), please bring 
cash to pay for these excursions. Also note that excursions are at an additional cost 
and will be organized upon arrival at the program. 

Amenities
At our Living with Big Cats program we are happy to offer several amenities including:
• 2 Airport Transfers (Monday – Arrival and Sunday – Departure)
• VSA Crew T-shirt
• In Country 24 Hour Emergency Support Line
• WIFI (1GB/Week)
• Laundry (1 Load/Week)
• Swimming pool

The lodge also has a full restaurant and bar that volunteers are able to use at their own 
leisure and cost.
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Weather

Make sure you properly prepare for the weather! We like to think it is always sunny in 
South Africa but the summer months (November – February) can bring some rain and 
the winter months (May – August) can be chilly at night. 

What to Bring
Volunteers will be participating in a variety of activities and will need to pack 
accordingly, below is a list of items we suggest but volunteers are not limited to;

• Shoes and clothes that can get dirty
• Toiletries and bath towel (shampoo, soap, toothbrush etc.)
• Sunblock and Insect Repellent and a water bottle
• Casual clothes that are appropriate for the time of year
• Sweaters
• Windbreaker or jacket for the winter months
• Swimsuit
• Comfy lounge clothes for the evening

Please note that volunteers are welcomed to bring laptops, cell phones and cameras 
but do so at their own risk. Lockers are provided however locks are not.

ºC ºF

0 32

5 41

10 50

15 59

20 68

25 77

30 86

*Please note that all temperatures are in degrees Celsius

9

26 26 25
23

20
18 18

21

25 26 26 26

14 14 13
10

6
3 3

5

9
11 12

14

Jan
uar

y

Febr
uar

y
March April

May
Jun

e
Jul

y

Augu
st

Sep
tem

ber

Octob
er

Nove
mbe

r

Dece
mber

Average Temperatures

Avg. High Avg. Low



Arriving in South Africa

Once you arrive in South Africa you will need to pass through customs, collect your 
baggage and meet us in the arrivals hall. A member of the VSA team will be located by 
the Information Desk with a VSA Living with Big Cats sign! 

A few things to remember:
• Going through the customs line can sometimes take a long time. Don’t panic, our 

team will not leave without you and you are likely not to be the only volunteer waiting 
in line.

• When entering the arrivals hall please look for our VSA Living with Big Cats sign and 
a VSA team member in a VSA Crew shirt. Please note that we will not have your 
name written on a piece of paper so please look for the VSA banner and not 
your name.

• If you need to, you can purchase a SIM card, exchange money and grab a light 
snack before heading to the program, but please discuss this with the VSA rep first.

• We often have several volunteers arriving each Monday so you will likely need to 
patiently wait for everyone to arrive before travelling to the program.
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Step One: You will exit 
baggage claim here.

Step Two: Our team 
will be waiting here.

Step Three: Look for the VSA 
representative and the VSA Living with Big 
Cats sign next too the information desk.



General Guidelines & Safety

DRUGS – Zero Tolerance
We have a zero tolerance policy for any and all drugs. If this rule is broken, you will be removed 
from the program and the property. There will be no refund for those who are asked to leave due 
to ignoring or breaking this rule.

Smoking & Drinking
• If/when you do smoke, please dispose of cigarette butts in the garbage bins provided and do 

not under any circumstances litter cigarette butts – this is a danger to the animals and 
property.

• A responsible level of drinking during free time is allowed for volunteers over the age of 18 (in 
South Africa, the legal age for alcohol consumption is 18)

• If you have been drinking alcohol, even if you had only one drink, you will be prohibited from 
going near any animals until the alcohol is fully out of your system. 

It is important to remember that these are wild animals and you must be aware of your 
surroundings.

Safety Tips
• Volunteers are expected to conduct themselves in a safe and responsible manner at all times.
• Hitch-hiking is not permitted at any time.
• Never give beggars any money – if you would like to give a donation then please speak with 

your volunteer leader and they can arrange something for you.
• Travelling alone in the dark is prohibited and dangerous.
• Do not leave your belongings unattended and when travelling around be sure to keep your 

money and valuables in a safe and secure place.
• South Africa has a very high prevalence of HIV/AIDS. We do not recommend promiscuity and 

suggest being careful when if comes to situations where exposure to HIV/AIDS may occur.

Important South African Laws
• The legal driving age in South Africa is 18 – you must have a valid driver’s license in order to 

operate a vehicle while here.
• It is illegal to not wear seat belts – this concerns both the driver and all passengers.
• The legal age to purchase alcohol and cigarettes in South Africa is 18.
• It is illegal to drink alcohol in a public space.
• It is illegal to buy, sell, carry, or use drugs, including marijuana.
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General Guidelines & Safety

Camps and Enclosures
• Never enter ANY camps or enclosures without a volunteer leader or a person of authority.
• The gates to all camps are locked at all times and these locks are checked daily by staff to 

ensure volunteer safety.
• Do not stick your hands or any personal items through the fence of any of the animal 

enclosures.
• When going into a camp, be sure to wear closed-toed shoes and remove any objects that 

may dangle e.g. camera cords, bracelets, necklaces, scarfs etc.
• Stay within the boundaries of the property.

Animals
• Be aware that you are working with wild animals. 
• Not all of the animals are human tolerant, do not approach animals unless your volunteer 

leader gives you approval.
• If you feel uncomfortable in any situation, please let your leader know immediately so they can 

remove you from the situation.
• Remember that a ‘tame’ wild animal can be more dangerous than a wild animal as it has lost 

its fear of humans.
• Be sure to respect all animals on the farm, big and small.
• Do not walk around the the farm on your own, especially at night. 
It is important to remember that these animals are wild and although they are human tolerant 
they still have wild tendencies.  Listening closely and carefully to your volunteer leader will 
ensure your safety.

Cancellation Policy
• Should you wish to cancel your volunteer experience (this includes both programs and add on 

tours), the below table will apply:
• Cancellations 60 days or more; full refund less the non-refundable deposit
• Cancellations 30-59 days; you will forfeit 50% less the non-refundable deposit
• Cancellations 8-29 days; you will forfeit 75% less the non-refundable deposit
• Cancellations 1-7 days; no refund.

Indemnity Form
Upon arrival all volunteers will need to read, approve and sign an indemnity form.
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