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Project:  Donsol Whale Shark Research & Conservation Project 

Location: Donsol, Sorsogon, Philippines, with initial training (2 weeks) in LAMAVEs 
whale shark research site in Oslob Cebu 

Minimum stay: 3 months  

Placement 
Contribution:  

US$1350 ($450 a month) 

Survey Season  February – June  

Placement dates: Jan 18 – April 5 OR March 23 – June 15 

(please specify preferred date in your cover letter) 

Key requirements: e.g. Free-diving skills to 7 m, able to work long hours at sea, 21 years old, 
marine/biology background preferred. 
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About LAMAVE 
Large Marine Vertebrates Research Institute Philippines (“LAMAVE Research Institute”) is a non-profit 
organisation dedicated to the research and conservation of marine megafauna and the marine 
environment in the Philippines.  LAMAVE focuses its efforts on charismatic marine megafauna, using 
it as an umbrella species to protect the wider marine environment. We identify 
hotspots and quantify populations of species including whale sharks, turtles and other 
animals. We use technology, such as satellite and acoustic tags to help determine key habitat 
sites, home ranges and migratory corridors of marine species. The results are shared with 
governments and stakeholders, to work together to minimise impacts and develop tools 
for conservation management such as creating or zoning marine protected areas or advising policy.  

Why the Philippines? 
 
The Philippines is located in the center of the Coral Triangle, the ‘global center of marine biodiversity’, 
an area which is home to 1000’s of marine species especially large marine megafauna. Over 200 
species of sharks and rays, 26 species of whales and dolphins, 5 species of turtles and the dugong 
are all found within Philippine waters. However, many of these species are now listed as threatened 
or endangered due to a degradation of their natural environment, unregulated fishing practices, 
incidental capture and pollution.  
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About the Project 
Donsol Bay is home to the Philippines' original whale shark tourism destination, which was founded 
in 1998 with the assistance of WWF-Philippines. Whale sharks naturally aggregate here to feed in the 
rich waters. In 2015, LAMAVE started working with WWF-Philippines to study this aggregation and 
to build a comprehensive database of individual whale sharks using photo-ID.  

The waters of Donsol, in the Southern tip of the Bicol region, have been home to whale sharks for 
many years, though it wasn’t until 1998 that people realised its potential for tourism after new 
legislation (FAO 193) was passed, protecting whale sharks across the country. Shortly after the 
passing of the law, WWF-Philippines worked alongside the local government, Department of 
Tourism and stakeholders, to set up effective and sustainable tourism practices. The area soon 
became known as the “Whale Shark Capitol of the World” and remains the Philippines original whale 
shark tourism destination. 

WWF Philippines have collected extensive data on the whale sharks since 2007, and in March 2015 
began a collaboration with LAMAVE in order to continue the collection of whale shark photo-ID to 
identify and follow population trends in Donsol. Using this data, the team is building a 
comprehensive database of individual whale sharks using photo-ID, to identify which individuals are 
using this important habitat and to understand the population structure in this area.  

To date, Donsol is still the largest and longest studied whale shark aggregation in the Philippines.  

The research in Donsol, in combination with LAMAVE work in Cebu, Palawan, Southern Leyte and 
Mindanao, is essential to developing an understanding of whale shark movement patterns in the 
Philippines and beyond. 
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Why we need you? 

Volunteers are a fundamental part of LAMAVE, many of our projects rely on the hard work and 
dedication of volunteers from the Philippines and around the world.  Volunteers collect data that 
contributes to LAMAVE’s research outputs, including scientific publications, policy and education.  

What you learn? 
By the end of your time here, you will be very knowledgeable in whale shark biology and ecology 
and be proficient in research techniques such as photo identification and survey techniques to 
investigate whale shark tourism.  

The research team is composed of a Principle Investigator, one Research Assistant, and several 
volunteers. Volunteers are selected students, early career researchers and/or conservationists from 
different parts of the world. A thorough presentation about the project, the survey activities and 
whale shark biology and ecology will be provided on your arrival. The surveys conducted depending 
on current research priorities, and environmental factors such as weather conditions. All in-water 
surveys are conducted while snorkelling. We do not scuba dive for surveys.  

Working Life  
The team work a 6-day week, with one day off a week. Days off are on a rotation schedule. 

An average day starts at 6am and work generally finished by 4pm, or once tasks are complete.  
Weather dependent, you will be in the water 2-3 days and on land 3 days a week. This could be more 
or less depending on whale shark sightings and tourist boats available.   

During an average in-water day you will be out at sea for approximately 3 hours a day. Volunteers 
must be strong swimmers and feel comfortable swimming in the ocean for prolonged periods of 
time. 

During an average in-water survey day you will collect photo-identification data of whale sharks. 
Researchers join tourist boat visiting the area, and thus surveys are limited by weather and 
frequency of visiting tourist boats. Volunteers must be strong swimmers and feel comfortable 
swimming in the ocean for prolonged periods of time. Surveys generally last for 3 hours, during 
which local guides and spotters will look for whale shark sightings, and on locating a whale shark, 
researchers will enter the water with tourists.  
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Simple example of a typical day. 
 

TIME ACTIVITY ON IN-WATER DAY                ACTIVITY ON LAND DAY 

06:00 Breakfast Breakfast 

06:30 Arrive at Tourism Office and wait to 
join a tourist boat 

 

07:00 – 10.00 Tourism Boat heads out to look for 
whale sharks. Survey begins. 

Conduct photo-ID etc depending 
on sightings 

Complete on-land tasks that will be 
assigned by your Project Leader 

10:30 Boat returns to Tourism Office. 
Survey Ends. 

On-land tasks 

11.00 Return to base On-land tasks 

12:00 Lunch Lunch 

13:00 – 15.00 Data-processing  Help with household chores, shopping, 
cleaning 

18:00 Dinner  

14:00 Data-processing  

15:00 Data-processing  

18:00 Dinner Dinner 

 

  
LAMAVE previous volunteer Ody with some of the Butanding Interaction Officers (Whale shark 
Guides). Previous volunteer Courtney joins one of the tourists boats heading out to find whale sharks 
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Volunteer Requirements  
Please ensure you meet the following criteria: 

• At least 21 years old  
• Minimum commitment of 3 months 

• Proficiency in English & computer skills  

• Excellent swimming/snorkeling skills and ability to free-dive to 7m 
• Physically fit enough to spend several hours a day on a boat and/or in the water, frequently in rough 

conditions and current.  

• Ability to live closely with a small community and respect their culture  

• Able to work independently and as part of a team  
• Comfortable living in a shared home and in a remote setting with extremely basic amenities 

• Strong work ethic with a willingness to work long and sometimes irregular hours if necessary.  

• A degree in marine science, zoology, environmental sciences or related subjects are preferred 
• Strong interest in marine biology, research and conservation 
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We strongly recommend to bring all required gear from home rather than trying to purchase here. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Equipment required  Recommended general 
packing List 

• Mask   
• Snorkel   
• Waterproof Digital watch  
• Free Diving Fins (Free diving fins are 

mandatory)   
• Leggings and a long sleeve rash vest/ 

rash suit (for protection from the sun 
and  stingers when in the water)   

• Knee length board shorts (must be 
worn during surveys)   

• Rash guard (must be worn during 
surveys)   

• Hat & Sunglasses (polarized if possible) 
• Long (smart/jeans) trousers (for formal 

occasions) 
• Light weight, long sleeved tops and 

trousers recommended to protect 
against biting insects  

• Personal First Aid Kit   
• Torch  
• Travel adapter 
• Laptop (this is essential for work)   
• Small backpack 
• Phone that is capable of running 

WhatsApp 
• Rain coat 
• Sunscreen (please	 by	 reef	 safe	

suncream	if	possible	to	help	protect	
the	environment)	 	
	

• Towel 
• Dry bag  
• Small dry bag/ziplock bag for electrical  
• Casual clothing 
• Swimwear 
• Waterproof camera (if possible, for 

days off) 
• Insect repellent 
• Bandana	 	
• Ladies	 using	 tampons	 are	

encouraged	  to	 bring	 extra	 from	
home	 as	 they	 are	 less	 accessible	
here	 in	 the	 Philippines.	 If	 you	 are	
looking	 for	 a	 travel-	 environment-
cost	friendly	alternative	 	
many	 of	 our	 team	 recommend	
menstrual	cups,	but	it’s	worth	trying	
this	at	home	first	J	
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Contribution  

Being a non-profit organization, to help cover the project’s costs (accommodation and utilities, three 

meals a day, on-project transport to and from survey sites and a LAMAVE uniform) we request a 

contribution of $1350 USD for the three-month placement ($450 per month). Snacks, travel to the 

placement and your personal expenses are not included.  

Volunteer contributions play an incredibly important role in supporting LAMAVEs conservation 

outputs and are central in enabling the long-term activity of our research sites.  We appreciate your 

commitment and hard work and look forward to having you join us in the field.  
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Accommodation  
The project house is a communal, shared living space. There is a kitchen, bathroom, 4 bedrooms, a 
communal space and an small balcony area for relaxing. Beds are within shared bedrooms and each 
volunteer will be given space for their personal items. There are generally four volunteers, a Project 
Leader and Research Assistant living in the house. The project houses uses fans, and not air 
conditioning. Amenities are basic (refrigerator, gas stove) but comfortable and the house has the 
character of a research base. All volunteers are expected to share the daily chores (i.e. shopping, 
cooking, washing dishes, filling up the water tank, locking up at night).  

The project house itself sits in the centre of Donsol town, and within walking distance to local shops, 
market, pharmacies, schools, etc.  The local hospital is 5 minutes by tricycle. Access to luxury goods, 
ATM machines are limited. The closest city with these amenities is Legaspi which is about 1 hour 
travel away by Van. 

There is no Wi-Fi in the house, however internet access is available with a personal SIM card, see the 
section on ‘Cellphone Service’ below.  

Travel to the Project Site 
You are expected to organise and cover the cost of travel to the project site including the training 
site in Oslob and then onwards travel to Donsol . You will be provided with further travel information 
once you have been accepted as a volunteer but below is a rough idea of travel itineraries and costs.  

Before travelling to Donsol, you will need to undergo 2 weeks training in LAMAVEs whale 
shark research site in Oslob Cebu. The training site is located in Oslob, Cebu and can be accessed 
by two main routes:  

a) Arrive in Mactan Cebu Airport. Then travel South to Oslob, by taxi and then bus (approx. 
cost: 500PHP).   

b) Arrive into Dumaguete Airport (Negros Island). Travel by tricycle, ferry and bus to Oslob 
(approx. cost 350PHP).   
	

After you initial training at Oslob, we’ll help advise you on how to get to the project site in Donsol. 
To give you a rough idea, it will involve travelling to Cebu City by bus, then flying between Cebu City 
and Legasi, and then a van to Donsol (approx. 3000PHP).  

Cellphone service 
The cell phone service in the Philippines is excellent, and 3G service is widely available. We advise 
volunteers to purchase a local Globe SIM card, (SMART network has limited coverage in the area) 
which can be used to obtain cheap internet deals. We recommend a surf only plan with unlimited 
data, which will cost 599 PHP (ask us to help you set it up). A promo offering 2GB of data valid for 7 
days is also available for 90PHP.  Cell phone load cards are available in Donsol town and range from 
100PHP-500PHP. Near the project base, there are loading stations in small stores. For accessibility 
and cost, all our team use GLOBE so please do not buy a SMART or SUN SIM card. We highly 
recommend you bring or purchase a smart phone, as many of our project communications take 
place over WhatsApp.  
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Days off  
Each team member will be given a dedicated day off each week to relax or travel. Days off can be 
spent taking in the many wonders and unique culture of the Philippines.  

Holidays and visitors  
As a volunteer you are contracted to assist LAMAVE for a minimum of 3 months, therefore should 
you wish to have time to explore the Philippines further (which we strongly advise you do!) please 
plan time before or after your stay with us, as during the three months placement we do not allow 
volunteers to take additional days off.  

Insurance and Medical Care 

All volunteers are required to have medical insurance. The study sites for the projects are often in 

remote areas. All medical services in the Philippines need to be paid for by individual volunteers. 

Costs vary from PHP50 for a consultation at the local hospital to PHP 8000 for a full CTI scan in most 

hospitals. Volunteers that contract a contagious disease, that may put other volunteers and staff at 

risk, may be asked to depart from the project study site for health reasons until appropriate health 

clearance.  

Vaccinations 
No vaccinations are required to enter the Philippines. However, we suggest we check with a travel 
doctor before arriving in the Philippines. 

Dengue Fever: Dengue is a viral infection spread by mosquitoes. It's widespread in many parts of 
the world and does exist in the Philippines. In most people the infection is mild and passes in about 
a week without causing any lasting problems, but in rare cases it can be very serious and potentially 
life threatening. There have been known cases of Dengue fever in the Philippines. There's no specific 
treatment or widely available vaccine for dengue, so it's important to try to avoid being bitten by 
mosquitoes when visiting an area where the infection is found. All volunteers must pack long sleeve 
clothes and pyjamas to be worn on placement and apply mosquito repellent. It’s your duty to take 
responsibility for your wellbeing. 

Food Intolerance & Allergies 
Project accommodation, food and cooking is communal and thus it is essential that you specify any 
food intolerance, strict preferences or allergies in your application cover letter. Some food 
intolerances and allergies are impossible to control and accommodate in the project environment 
and for your own safety you must give full disclosure in your application. Please note that while we 
completely respect the vegan livestyle, many of our projects are unable to support strict vegan diets. 
This is due to the remoteness and the limited range of food in some of our sites, making it impossible 
to have a healthy balanced vegan diet.  
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Visas  

On entering the country most visitors are allowed to stay in the country for 30 days without applying 

for a visa, but please check the terms for your nationality. Before the 30 days are over you must travel 

to an Immigration office to renew your visa. The first renewal lasts for 30 days and costs 

approximately 3000PHP. If you plan to stay in the country after this visa date, you will need to renew 

again and will be required to purchase an i-card (a tourist identity card) with your visa. This will cost 

approximately 6000PHP for the i- card and a 1-month extension. *Please note this information was 

correct as of the 30th June 2016 and may be subject to change.  

Professionalism  

LAMAVEs research would not be possible without local and national government permission, 

community support, funders and collaborators. Behaving professionally both in and out the water 

is essential. LAMAVE have an important role to play and every team member form staff to 

volunteers are expected to work hard and act professionally.  

Dress Code 	
On duty, you should wear your LAMAVE t-shirt, which you will be provided with. This is your uniform.  
Volunteers continue to represent LAMAVE, even after work is finished, therefore, we enforce a dress 
code that is consistent and inoffensive to the local community and culture.  

Shorts must be at least mid-thigh in length. Shorts that reach just above the knee are preferred. Hot 
pants and very short-shorts are forbidden. T-shirts and long sleeve shirts are recommended. 
Spaghetti strap and slinky tops that reveal undergarments (see photos) are forbidden.  

 

 

Grounds for dismissal 
Volunteers may be asked to leave the project if they display inappropriate behaviour or attitude that 
disrupts work, the living environment or portrays a negative image for the organization. Grounds 
for dismissal can also be as a result of release of sensitive information to media/social media 
platforms. Dismissal is at the Principal Investigators discretion. The use of drugs during the 

placement is prohibited and will result in immediate dismissal.  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How to apply? 
 
Email a covering letter and a copy of your CV to volunteer@lamave.org 

Remember to: 

• State the project you are applying for in the email subject e.g. Donsol Whale Shark 
Project 

• State the starting date 
• Tell us why you want to join the team and any other relevant information in your 

covering letter. 
• State if you are Filipino and applying for one of our Scholarships.  

 

 

THANK YOU | DAGHANG SALAMAT | MARAMING SALAMAT 


