
SAFETY TIPS FOR 
PARTICIPANTS 

COMING TO BOLIVIA 
 

 
 
 

 
 

  
 



 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
During the exchange year, you encounter many new and different situations and if left to their own 
devices, consequences could at times be distressing or even dangerous. With this in mind, AFS has 
devised the system of "program support" for all participants, providing a wide range of supportive 
activities and services. The purpose is to provide a "safety net", a consistently supportive 
environment in which participants can ask questions, obtain advice and help. This is done through 
the counselor system, handbooks, and guidebooks and through pre-departure and post-arrival 
orientations. 
 
AFS cannot supply all possible answers, but through our support systems, we can help to guide 
participants towards asking appropriate questions and acquiring the skills they need to handle 
complex situations. 
 
In recent years there has been increasing concern about how we prepare students on matters 
pertaining to their individual safety. The purpose of this guide is to provide useful information that 
will help address your and your host parents’ concerns. However it is important to remember that 
just as parents cannot totally protect their children from harm, neither can AFS guarantee total 
safety; nor can AFS provide a manual or information booklet with advice for every possible 
situation that you might encounter. 
 
Generally speaking, Bolivians believe that Bolivia is a safe country. However, we have an inner set 
of rules (some of us might just call it common sense) that guides our actions.  We know that it is not 
necessarily wise to be in certain places alone at night, or that certain behavior or type of dress may 
send a message to people in the community. Although you probably have your own set of 
"common sense practices", which work in your home community, we cannot assume that you are 
aware of practices appropriate in your new Bolivian host community. 
 
As Bolivia is such a diverse country with many different communities ranging from large urban 
centers to small rural villages, it is not possible to give only one set of common sense rules to our 
new AFS participants. 
 
Therefore, AFS recommends talking to your host family, AFS local committee members or staff 
from the host school about any of the information in this handbook and any questions you may 
have about specific topics. 
 
In the following sections, we will outline the basic areas you should discuss with your host family 
after your arrival. In some situations, answers may seem obvious or trivial.  In others, host parents 
may feel uncomfortable discussing the topic or may not really know how teenagers should act in 
these situations. In such cases, you can always turn to your AFS counselor / local volunteer or the 
national office. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
PERSONAL SAFETY CONCERNS IN AND AROUND THE HOME 
 
Safety practices vary considerably from one country to another, from one community to another, 
even from one family to another. Be prepared to discuss how your family copes with these issues: 
 
1. Do you keep the doors of the house locked at all times?  If not, when 

should the doors be locked? 
 
2. If a stranger comes to the door, should I open it? 
 
3. Will I have my own house key? 
 
4. If I misplace a key or arrive home unexpectedly to a locked house, 

where should I go? 
 
5. If there is a problem while I am alone at home, who should I contact? 
 
6. Where are emergency phone numbers listed? What are they? 
 
7. What should I do in case of a fire? 
 
8. Does the family have first aid equipment and a fire extinguisher?  

Where are they? 
 
9. What should I say when answering the phone? 
 
10. How much information can I give on the phone? 
    What information should I not give? 
 
11. Are there any appliances or mechanical things in the home that 

might cause problems or are dangerous to use? (e.g. gas stove, 
furnace, etc.) 

 
12. Which voltage is used for the electrical equipment? Are transformers 

necessary? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PERSONAL SAFETY CONCERNS OUTSIDE THE HOME 



 

 

 
Generally, you should always ask your host family about any situations in which you feel uncertain 
or frightened. Generally, when you leave home for a party or for going out with your friends, you 
should let your host parents know where you go, with whom and at what time you will be back. 
You should leave the phone number of the home you will be visiting. In addition to these basic 
guidelines, you should discuss the following questions with your host family: 
  
1. Is it safe to walk around the neighborhood after dark? 
 
2. How can I keep myself safe when I am alone, especially at night? 
 
3. Is it appropriate and safe to wear jewelry and/or "expensive" 

designer clothes in this neighborhood and to school? 
 
4. Is it safe to ride the public buses (Micros), minibuses and Trufis at all 

times of the day?  If not, at what times is it safe? 
 
5. Is it safe to take a taxi (dangerous) or radio taxi at any time? 
 
6. Is it safe to use public toilet facilities? 
 
7. Are there areas in the community or city where it is not safe for me 

to be? At night? During daytime? 
 
8. What should I do if I get lost or separated from my friends?  Who 

can I ask for help at a public place for example? 
 
9. What kind of identification should I carry with me? 
 
10. Is it generally safe to carry money with me? If so, are there certain 

precautions I should take about how much or in what way I carry it? 
 
11. Is it appropriate for a boy and girl to go out alone or is it customary 

that they are accompanied by an adult or another young person? 
 
12. What should I do if I am being approached by someone I do not 

know in the street or public place? How should I react without 
hurting the person’s feelings? 

 
13. What should I do or where can I go if I do not feel safe at 
  a friend’s house? 
  a party? 
  a public place? 
  a public place at night?  
14. Is it generally safe to accept rides from friends or school acquaintances in their cars? 



 

 

 
15.     Which type of food should not be consumed from street vendors? Where is it safe to eat 

food? Where do I get which type of food? 
 
 
Be advised that most host families will be very cautious about your safety. They are very concerned 
about you and you should rely on their opinion. They will tell you many things you must not do. 
Nevertheless, with time and experience you gain knowledge about your environment and how to 
deal with everything. So try to follow the rules set by your host family for the first few weeks until 
they know you have an idea of what is the best way to behave oneself (though that does NOT 
mean that you should ignore your families advices). 
 
 
PERSONAL SAFETY CONCERNS IN THE SCHOOL  
 
Your host parents should support you with getting everything done for school, so that you feel 
comfortable. However, you should also ask them where you can get help in your school, if needed 
(guidance counselors, principle or vice-principal, school secretary or a helping teacher). 
 
In some communities, publicity regarding the use of illegal drugs and violence in high schools is 
highly visible. As a new student, this may make you feel very uncomfortable. If this is the case, talk 
to your AFS counselor, another AFS volunteer or a member of the school staff about reasons for 
such publicity and how you should react in the following cases: 
 
1. What should I do if someone offers me drugs? 
 
2. What should I do if I know that a friend is using drugs or carrying a 

weapon? 
 
 
UNCOMFORTABLE SOCIAL SITUATIONS 
 
 

I) ILLEGAL DRUGS, ALCOHOL ABUSE 
 

When you receive an invitation to a party or another event such as a rock concert or soccer game, 
you might not be sure whether it is safe to go or not. In such cases, you are advised to find out as 
much as you can about the event, including where it is being held and who will be there. Your 
friends, your host siblings and parents or school teachers may be able to provide this information. 
Even if friends or classmates are attending such events, you have to respect your host parents’ 
decision about the matter. They are acting in place of your natural parents. However, if you feel 
that their decision is unreasonable, you might kindly ask them to contact parents of friends or 
classmates that will be attending also in order to get more information which will respond to the 
host parents’ concerns and worries. 
Although Bolivians may be below the legal drinking age, many consume alcohol when going to 



 

 

discotheques, bars or private parties. For all AFS students it is prohibited to drink alcohol or use 
drugs. 
 

Students abusing alcohol or involved in the consumption of illegal drugs will be 
sent home immediately! 

 
 
Especially in regard to parties and use of alcohol you should talk to your host parents about the 
behavior of teenagers in Bolivia. If they are unsure in discussing this topic because they do not have 
teenaged children, suggest them to get information from other parents in the community. 
 
Even if you do not use drugs or drink alcohol, you may find yourself at a party where others are 
drinking or drugs are used, that might make you feel uncomfortable. Before you go off to parties or 
social events, you should discuss the following questions with your parents. 
 
1. How should you respond if other young people are pressuring you to have a drink or take drugs? 
 
2. If you are uncomfortable at a party and want to leave early, but do not want to act like a prude, 

what should you do?  What excuses should you give? 
 
3. If you want to leave the party early or a friend who had offered you a ride back home has been 

drinking alcohol / using drugs on the party, will your parents agree to come and pick you up? 
Can you take public transport? Can you call a taxi? 

 
 
 

II) SEXUAL HARASSMENT 
 

Cultures differ in their views of appropriate sexual behavior and practice for young people. Often 
clarification of attitudes may be necessary. Knowledge about the people participants socialize with 
is important and this is acquired by looking and listening and asking questions. Equally important 
are the values and beliefs which participants bring with them. In societies where some young 
people are sexually active, there are also many who are not. Participants should not compromise 
their own personal values and beliefs. 
 
Participants may be unsure if they are being sexually harassed or if a particular person's behavior 
would normally be considered friendly. You should discuss this openly and without judgment with 
your host parents or another close person like your counselor. 
As girls you should be aware that there are lots of Latinos trying to hit on you openly on the street. 
Just relax and do not take it too serious, mostly they do not mean it serious either. 
 
Bolivian youth may have preconceived ideas about participants from some other cultures - "all the 
girls from X country are easy" or "everyone knows that boys from Y country have no respect for 
girls and just want to get them into bed". At the beginning of your exchange year, you should ask 
your host parents if your clothing when going out to a party or another event is appropriate or if it 



 

 

carries a certain message. For example: Very tight clothes or especially skimpy bathing suits may be 
appropriate in some communities but not in yours.  Heavy make-up may mean different things to 
different people. As rules and practices differ from one community to another, it is important for 
you to know what message you might express with your clothing. 
 
 
 
EMERGENCIES 
 
The role of the military or police authorities may vary from country to country. In most countries, 
adolescent boys are more likely than girls to find themselves being questioned by the police. 
However, you as an AFS exchange student are advised to show respect and cooperation with 
authorities, even though you may be innocent of any crime. In these cases do not feel unfairly 
treated.  
 
In such situations, students may not understand what is being said by the authority figure.  
Generally, our advice is to say that you do not understand and to show your AFS identification 
card. Your AFS identity card, which you will get a few weeks after your arrival, is also important in 
case you are involved in an accident or you become a victim of a crime.  
 
Discuss the following questions with your host family: 
 
1. In an emergency, who should be called first? (The host family? the 

local counselor? the AFS office?)  Make sure you always carry along 
with you the most important telephone numbers. 

 
2. Is the 110 number used in your community? If so, under what 

circumstances?  How and when should this number be used? 
 
3. Are there any local curfews in your community? 
 
4. Are there areas near your community (such as military bases) that 

are considered off limits for students? 
 
 
 
 
TIPS FROM FORMER PARTICIPANTS 
 
You may consider the following advice: 

- Take a radio taxi after 10 p.m.! 
- Do not show in public that you are carrying valuable items with you! 
- Watch out for pickpockets especially in the main streets! 
- Don't appear insecure/afraid walking in the streets for it could point out that you are 

carrying valuable items with you.  



 

 

- Walk with a policeman to next police station if he asks you to follow him. Do not enter 
a taxi with him! Ask for his police ID. 

- Do not pick up money or other things in a bus or public place. You might be robbed for 
helping other people! 

- Avoid that people are getting extremely close to you, especially if there is more than 
one who holds body contact with you. They might take your wallet or cell phone. 

- Have fun and try to learn as much as possible! Be open-minded and not preconceived.  
- Avoid taking too much money with you walking on the streets or taking credit cards 

with you when going out. 
- Always question everybody’s point of view and never forget that you are living in a 

completely different culture! � 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The best general advices AFS can recommend regarding issues of personal safety are: 
 

- Get to know the host culture well through questions, dialogue and discussion with your 
host family, peers, and the local AFS contacts. 

 
- Take seriously any concerns that your host family and school have expressed and follow 

their advice. 
 

- Do not ignore your own "instinct" in any given situation or feel you have to compromise 
your own personal behavior, values or beliefs. These are valuable resources in making 
decision about what to do. 

 
 

 
And always remember:  

 
In case you do not know what to do 

 
ASK! 

 
We will be happy to help 


