Working for FOR as a non-US citizen

FOR is an organization based in the USA and directs much of its lobbying efforts towards changing US policy in Colombia. As such, the majority of the volunteers it recruits come from the USA. There is no reason why citizens of other countries cannot make equally effective team members, but from my two years working for FOR as a UK citizen, there are a number of things to bear in mind. 

· You may agree with FOR that the US is at the forefront of negative foreign policy in Colombia, however may also want to lobby your own government to adopt foreign policies which are less oppressive. Whilst working for FOR I found that it was possible to do some work around UK policies in Colombia, but you will need to use your own initiative. The set-up of FOR is designed for a US audience, even down to the language it uses on its monthly updates, so you may need to either do your own or adapt what FOR sends out in order for it to be relevant/understood by people in your home country. Similarly when I was on the team our links with US diplomatic missions in Colombia were much stronger than with other ones. You may need to have the confidence to start up and maintain a relationship with your own country’s Embassy once you are on the team (there is already one with the UK Embassy).

· On a practical note, being on the team can be more expensive for non-US members. Getting to the training is more expensive as well as any flights home you might want to make outside of those covered by FOR, as it my be further and a stipend paid in dollars may not be as favourably exchanged (eg due to the strong pound). Phone calls home were more expensive and it may be harder for family members to come and visit you. 

· You will also have to put up with all Colombians presuming you are from the USA whilst you are on the team and calling you gringo/a. This may or may not bother you ;) 

· I found that I could be an effective lobbyer for change in US policy despite not coming from the US, but it does take more confidence. You may feel nervous about talking to officials from a country you don’t belong to about their policies but remember that you are speaking as a representative of a US organization and not as an individual. And furthermore that you are speaking from a position of knowledge and on-the-ground experience. I found that thinking about it this way helped me to get over any sense that as a Brit I wasn’t entitled to tell a foreign government what it should be doing. 

· You may be lucky enough to do a US speaking tour whilst working for FOR. As with the above point, I found that my nationality didn’t affect my competence when it came to this. Remember that as an FOR volunteer you will see things that it is important that other people know about and most people who come to your talks will not be listening to your accent but the content of your presentation. 

· As an ex-volunteer it is also worth bearing in mind that once you finish your time in Colombia it may be both harder for you to go back to visit and also harder to stay in touch with the people you were on the team with. You may be more likely to get back home and have no one close to you who can relate to what you have been through and fewer opportunities to reconnect with the people you formed a relationship with in Colombia, due to distance, cost and time difference. 

· Lastly, working for FOR may be the best thing you ever do in your life. Getting to know the “Yanks” you’ll meet through FOR may help you to get a more balanced perspective on the USA and its citizens than sometimes is fashionable in European Left-wing circles. The US government is one of the biggest propagators of terrorism in the world, but a hell of a lot of her citizens will risk life and liberty to stand in her way. These are the folks you will meet at FOR and if my experience is anything to go by, you’ll come home a hell of a lot better off for having done so and with friendships you’ll cherish for a long time.
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