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Safety, Health and Culture
Living in Arequipa as a ‘Gringo’ can be a great experience.  Our volunteers have had very few problems and have found most people to be friendly and welcoming.  Having said that, there are some things we would like our volunteers to be aware of, just to be on the safe side!

Safety

As with any big city in the world, some places of Arequipa are safer than others.  We recommend that you avoid any market areas around dusk and after dark.  We recommend that you don’t go to the Black Market at all, if you really have to go, go with a local.  Do not walk along Cruz Verde away from the centre around or after dusk.
Pickpockets do operate in Arequipa, especially in crowds.  To combat them: keep valuables out of sight wherever possible; keep your bag somewhere you can see it (preferably on your front/lap or under your arm), especially in crowds and restaurants, bars etc; leave valuables at your accommodation unless you are going to use them; if using a mobile phone in the street, keep it fully covered with your hand.  There are some pickpockets (especially in the San Camillo area) who spit on you and then, while you are trying to work out what is going on, jostle you as if you are in a crowd and take things from your pockets/bags.  If you feel something wet drop onto you, don’t look back just grab your valuables and elbow your way through!
Ensure that your accommodation is secure.  If you are staying in the Volunteer House please make sure that you shut and lock the outside doors securely when entering/exiting and never lend your key to anyone else or open the door to anyone you don’t know.

If you are staying somewhere else, check the door security, fit a padlock if you are worried (we can help you liaise with the hostel manager if necessary) and put valuables such as passports in the hostel safe or hide them somewhere ingenious in your room!

If you feel uncomfortable when in the street, try to walk near a family or elderly couple.  Don’t hesitate to scream and make a fuss in you feel threatened – better to be a bit embarrassed than something worse. Don’t go walking alone late at night if you can avoid it.  If you need to go somewhere, take a safe taxi.

Safe Taxi Companies: Taxitel, Turismo Arequipa, Presidencial and 45.  You can order Presidencial taxis by calling 203333.  Check that the taxi shows no signs of being broken into and always agree the price before getting into the taxi (most journeys around the centre cost between 2.50 and 3 soles although prices go up a bit at unsociable hours).  Some taxis have photo IDs for the driver. Lock the door when you get into a taxi and if you feel uncomfortable at any time, say “Baja” (the ‘j’ is pronounced like a hard ‘h’) and keep insisting until they stop.

Obviously it is advisable to use condoms whenever having sex but it is especially important in Peru as the prevalence of the Catholic religion means that AIDS is a problem in some areas.  Take care to buy reputable brands if at all possible.  

Take extra care when drinking alcohol.  The measures in Peru are bigger than in some other countries so bear that in mind when ordering and never leave your drink unattended. Get a taxi home at the end of the night, ideally with other volunteers.

Hygiene

Don’t touch your face, eyes or mouth when out and wash your hands as soon as you get back to the house (this is especially important when you go to any of the projects).  Think carefully before eating food cooked on the streets.  Never drink water straight from the tap.  Some people avoid eating salad in case it has been washed in dirty water.  

Culture
Peruvians tend to assume that, if you are from abroad, you are rich and have no troubles.  You may find that you get called “Gringo” (originally a term for Americans but now generally applied to any Western male – the female equivalent is “Gringa” or “Gringita”).  I find that it is often used quite fondly and don’t take it as an insult if I can help it!

There is also a slight tendency to think of Western women as sexually available because of the way that marketing is conducted here (lots of half naked western women on posters advertising anything from places to make phone calls to printing shops) and the macho society.  I have never felt threatened by this but, if you are a woman with pale skin and/or light coloured hair, you should expect to get more male attention.  This is generally in the form of whistles, greetings (“Hola”, “Hello” etc) or a kind of inwards hiss (which means they find you attractive).  I have found that the best way to deal with it is to ignore it totally.  You may also be approached by boys when sitting in parks, plazas etc.  They are generally harmless.  Useful phrases are “Tengo novio” (I have a boyfriend), “Por favor, dejame en paz” (Please leave me in peace) and “Tengo que irme” (I have to go).

Females should also note that there is a whole group of Peruvian men who live by having relationships with “Gringas” – getting them to pay for food, accommodation and anything else they can get. These men seem genuine, often speak other languages well and normally make an effort to look as “Inka” as possible – tanned, long hair, wooden jewelry etc.  If you just want to have a bit of fun that is fine but please be careful with your heart (and wallet!)  Obviously this doesn’t mean that all Peruvian men are untrustworthy, it’s just a warning that some are! Guys are also at risk from Peruvian females although this is less common.
Driving in Peru is conducted a little differently than you may be used to.  There are seldom seat belts and the drivers use their horns a lot.  Beeping your horn in Peru can mean “I am coming to this crossroad so don’t drive into me”, “Would you like a taxi?”, “Come on, get out of the way!” or “Hey sexy!”.  Please note that some of the horns sound like a wolf whistle but they don’t necessarily mean “Hey sexy!”.  Sometimes that is just the horn they have!

You will get a lot of attention from street sellers and people on stalls that you are looking at.  They don’t mean to be unpleasantly pushy, it’s just the selling culture here.  Sometimes it can be a little frustrating but please remember that these people are just trying to make a living.  I find that they leave you alone much quicker if you wave an index finger from side to side in a wagging motion (a typical Peruvian gesture meaning “no”).  A useful phrase is “Estoy mirando no mas” (I’m just looking).

Be aware, when inviting people out, that an invitation in Peru means that you will pay for everything.  If you don’t want to pay but you do want to invite someone out it is important to clarify this point.

PAGE  
1

