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Tourist Portage

MikeCheney

His Majesty's Government has decided that the recruitment of porters for tourist
trekking and mountaineering expeditions should be organised by a semi-official
agency. To this end they have decided that a Central Porter Registration Office
should be established, and the Trekking Agents' Association of Nepal has been
entrusted with the task ofsetting up the office by the Ministry ofTourism. A large
committee of mainly Kathmandu-based civil servants and officials has been set
up to implement the scheme which should have been started in Autumn 1983.
Another attempt to start it is being made in Autumn 1984.

Apart from the Central Porter Registration Office another organization is
emerging that is likely to affect portage in the future. This is the Nepal Trekking
Workers' Association. Although the NTWk is designated an 'Association', a
truer translation might be 'Union', as it is organized as a workers' union with the
aim of bettering the pay and service conditions of its members. The NTWA made
its official appearance in August 1984, but it is known to have been in formation
for at least a year. It has quite strong political connections and is controlled by a
Central Committee with each trekking agency having its own 'Local Committee'.

At present the NTWA is concerned with Camp Staff only, not porters, but
there is little difference between the most junior Camp Staff and special porters.
It is to be expected that the NTWA will take a keen interest in porter pay and
welfare once it is firmly established.

When considering pay and terms of service for porters engaged for tourism,
trekking and mountaineering expeditions, two basic factors should be kept in
mind:
Ca) Portage is not a full-time job and cannot be compared with employment in,
say, a hotel. All portage, whether for tourism or carrying merchandise and
supplies in roadless areas, is supplementary employment for those who live in the
hilly areas and who are mainly engaged in agriculture. Portage work is short term,
highly paid, seasonal employment.
Cb) Portage for tourism is very different to portage for merchants and carrying
bulk supplies - which we may call contract portage. Tourism portage is paid
daily, and the porter is obliged to work within certain constraints that are not part
of his normal way of life. He must conform to a fixed itinerary, often away from
normal trade routes. He carries a lighter load, but must travel faster and work
under the supervison of the trek sardar. The contract porter is much more his own
master. He is paid on a contract basis, a fixed sum per kg between fixed points. He
normally travels a main trade route, working in his own time, carrying as much as
he thinks he can manage, starting when he wishes and stopping when he wishes.
The work is highly paid but much shorter-term compared with tourism portage.
Generally contract portage work is much preferred to tourism portage work.

Portage is the most important economic factor in the lives of hill people after
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agriculture. Not only is it economically important, but it is also an important
social and cultural activity. It is not degrading manual work, and it is nonsense to
talk about porters as 'beasts of burden'. Such ideas are totally wrong - the
product of ignorant, urban thought. Portage is a skilled, honourable and well
rewarded occupation and is fundamental to life in the hills. Porters have been
(and still are) cheated and exploited by their employers, especially in tourism
portage and their lives can be made miserable and unrewarding by their
employers. This exploitation and mismanagement must be eliminated. Certainly
portage is hard, demanding, physical work, sometimes carried out in unpleasant
conditions (cold, rain, even snow) and is suitable only for healthy, strong, usually
young people, but it is not a sign ofdegradation or poverty - it is a sign ofa fit and
healthy society. In the much sought-after western way of life, hard, demanding,
even dangerous work is highly paid - such as work on oil rigs and construction sites.

Porter Management for Tourism Portage A vast improvement in porter
management and terms of service, rather than actual pay is needed urgently.
Tourism portage is essentially employment for the surplus manpower of the hilly
areas. The main mountain tourism season starts immediately after the monsoon,
in early October. At about the same time, mainly young people without family
ties start moving out of the villages to seek gainful employment during the winter
months. Thus a work-force starts becoming available just at the time that
trekking agents are in need of temporary porters. At first these potential porters
need the opportunity to meet employers and credit facilities to fit themselves out
for tourism portage work. Thereafter they need good and fair pay and terms of
service free from exploitation. These are management problems which can be
solved if Porter Recruiting Centres provide these facilities.

Opportunity to meet Employers Porter Recruiting Centres are, in theory,
the answer to the problem of meeting employers, but they must be arranged and
managed to meet the requirements of the porters as much as those of the
employers. The porters who seek employment at the roadheads and just wait in
the hope that employment will turn up are in most need of a Porter Recruiting
service. They are the most exploited and cheated of the porters, both by local
naikays and by trekking sardars. They are usually also from the economically and
socially weaker sections of society. The better off, stronger, and better organised
people seeking tourism portage work usually make their way to Kathmandu or
Pokhara. They often have their own contracts with trekking agents who value
them as good porters. So it is at the roadheads that a porter recruiting system is
most needed. Unfortunately it will also be more difficult to operate a recruiting
system at the roadheads, but there, where the greater need is, is where a start
should be made.

Credit Facilities When many ofthe present porter work-force leave home to
seek work at the end of the monsoon they do so with the minimum ofclothing and
cash, often with only the light clothes they are wearing which are suitable for the
warm monsoon months only. They are not adequately clothed or equipped for the
work they seek and have no cash even to buy food whilst waiting for work. They
may have to take loans or credit at high rates of interest. This is particularly true
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of the roadhead porters from the middle hills: east of Kathmandu - Timal
Danda, Charikot, Chautara and Ramechhap areas; and west of Kathmandu 
Dhading and Gorkha areas. These are economically depressed areas. Why people
in these areas are worse off than those in remoter areas in spite of 'development' is
partly a matter of having given up their traditional way of life. They are in urgent
need of employment in tourism portage because new roads have done away with
most contract portage.

The other potential porter work-force comes from the remoter villages, those
still living in the traditional way. It is paradoxical that people from villages as yet
untouched by 'development' are better clothed and equippeg, better organised,
more efficient, better workers, and are self sufficient. For the present, they are in
less need of credit facilities compared with the first group. They are the best
porters and are much sought after by trekking agents.

The credit facilities needed by porters are of two kinds, (i) cash and (ii) material.
(i) Cash credit is required to buy extra clothing, perhaps a blanket, and food until
they are employed and then food for the trek. This should come from the
employers, but some of it is required before employment to prevent the porters
having to take loans at high interest rates. Unfortunately there is almost total
mistrust between the employers (represented by the sardars) and the porters. The
sardars will not give cash advances to porters on the ground that they will run off
with the money (and unfortunately this does happen). The result is that the
porters are expected to start hard, demanding, physical work, weak from lack of
adequate food with inadequate clothing and equipment, and often barefoot.
They are then expected to go thus to cold remote areas such as Manang. In these
circumstances they cannot do a good job, however willing. The employers (the
sardars) then complain of bad porters, but it is not the porters who are bad, it is
their management. Some way must be found to overcome this problem, possibly
by advances made by a porter recruiting service, which then claims from the
employers once the porters are engaged.
(ii) The material credit required is Dharamsala type shelter or accommodation
with cooking facilities and fuel. Such shelter if provided at the roadheads by the
Porter Recruiting Centres would greatly help the porters and make it much easier
to take names and other details of the porters, issue identification cards and lessen
the expense of waiting for employment to turn up.

Such credit facilities are also needed at centres such as Kathmandu and
Pokhara, but the need is less because porters coming to Kathmandu to seek work
are usually better organized and self sufficient, and because the better and more
responsible trekking agents can and do provide some credit facilities.

Porter Pay In deciding a just and economic reward for tourism portage a
simple calculation could be that a porter should not have to spend more than 50%
of his pay on food, fuel and shelter whilst working. That is to say that he should be
in possession of at least 50% of his total pay when he is paid off at the end of the
trek, and he should not have to use his pay to return to his operating base. So
porters' pay should be based on the actual cost of living. At present this
calculation should give a pay scale of Rs27 to Rs30 per day. If the porter is
provided with food and shelter then pay may be Rsl7 to Rs20.
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Terms of Service Perhaps even more important than the rate of payment are
the terms ofservice. Porters should be paid for every day of the trek, from the day
they are hired until they are paid off. Such unfair practices as not paying porters
on lay-over days (when tourist trekkers spend two nights in one camp and so no
actual portage on that day) must be eliminated. If porters are engaged in say
Kathmandu for a trek starting at Dumre and are sent to Dumre by bus, then they
must be paid for that day also. Furthermore, when porters are paid off at say
Lukla having been engaged in Kathmandu, then they must be paid reasonable
expenses to return to the point of engagement. From Pokhara back to
Kathmandu, this could be the bus fare. From a place like Lukla it could be an
agreed lump sum, say RslOO. When porters are paid off in mid trek they should
be paid reasonable expenses for the cost of their return to the roadhead. This may
be one day's pay for every four days' portage (rest days not included),

Insurance All porters employed for trekking and mountaineering expedi
tions should be covered by accident insurance comprising compensation for next
of kin on death, hospital expenses and unemployment in case of injury. The
present official policy is that compensation for next of kin on death is Rs2S,OOO,
but insurance is not compulsory. This Rs2S,OOO seems not unreasonable, but the
mountaineering rules state that RsSO,OOO must be paid to next of kin of a porter
who dies by accident whilst employed by a mountaineering expedition. There
should be one rate of compensation for all porters. Porters' insurance is available
in Kathmandu, and the better trekking agencies have block insurance policies to
cover all their employees. Porter insurance should be compulsory, either by
Porter Recruiting Centre or by the actual employer.

Provision of Clothing Porters are well paid, and it is reasonable to expect
them to provide their clothing and bedding in areas where they normally live and
work e.g. up to c. 3600m in the warmer months and not above the actual snow line
in winter. The employer should be expected to provide extra clothing for areas
outside the porters' normal habitat. For crossing passes or going above c. 4200m
all porters should have footwear, socks, trousers and a warm jacket, also gloves
and hat in winter and goggles in snow conditions. Regular porters should be
encouraged to have their own warm clothing. Trekking agents must make
available warm clothing to porters who do not possess their own - it need not be
given to keep free of charge.

Provision of Night Shelter Within normal inhabited areas and on main trek
or trade routes, porters should be able to arrange their own shelter or lodging for
sleeping at night. Outside such areas, and most especially any area above c.
4200m, the employer should be obliged to provide waterproof tent shelter with
groundsheet.

Food and Fuel The provision of food and fuel is perhaps the most difficult
porter problem. For porters from the remoter areas, .who still work 'in self
sufficient groups, carrying their own food supplies, cook pots, etc, there is no
problem. The problem arises with porters from the 'developed' areas who have
largely given up their traditional life style and are no longer self sufficient when
travelling. They mostly live within two or three days ofa motor road, many within
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a day's journey of one, and instead of being self sufficient when travelling, they
depend on tea houses and hotels.

Tourism portage can be profitable employment if the porters are self sufficient
for their own food and fuel. It is not if they eat in tea houses or hotels. They are
grossly overcharged by tea houses for their meals, chiefly by being served such
small amounts per 'plate' at Rs4 to Rs6 per plate that they have to have four or five
plates to satisfy their appetities. Twelve plates at a time seems to be some sort of
record. Increase of pay will not solve this problem as the price of meals will go up
to meet the porters' pay packet.

The aim should be to get back to all porters being self sufficient in food and
fuel. This could be done by providing credit facilities, especially at start of season
so that porters can equip themselves with cook pots, ere, and buy food at the
cheaper rates at Kathmandu and roadheads, and by employers supplying fuel
(and perhaps stoves) in areas where local fuel is not available. In remote and
wilderness areas the employer should provide extra portage for extra food
supplies. Porters should be expected to carry up to four or five days' rations
themselves.

In principle, the policy should continue to' be that porters are responsible for
their own food and cooking, but the employer should provide fuel, means of
cooking and portage in remote and uninhabited areas. On the main trek routes
such as Manang, Kali Gandaki and Khumbu it is certainly convenient for porters
to eat in tea houses, but the cost must be fair and economic to both parties. It is
highly desirable that there should be a general agreement on the cost of a 'porter
meal', and a set price for an agreed menu and quantity. This would make it
possible to set a fair wage for treks in tea house areas.

A third way of providing food and fuel for porters is for the employer to be
responsible for providing all food for porters who then receive pay at a lower scale.
The pay scale for porters being provided with food could be about two-thirds of
pay without food. There are logistical problems for the employer in providing
food for all porters with large groups, but these problems can be solved by good
management and planning. For the future the best plan probably will be for all
porters to be paid less but to be provided with food and shelter.

Postscript
The Central Porter Registration Office again failed to get established in 1984
but this does not mean to say that the whole scheme has failed. Rightly, His
Majesty's Government is anxious to better the lot ofporters but is not rushing into
a scheme that will not work. It makes good sense to take more time in order to end
up with a scheme that does work.

The Nepal Trekking Workers AssociatioDis working quietly behind the scene.
A Trekking Workers Welfare Fund has been established, and contributions are
being solicited from tourist trekkers. The Fund is being put to good and
responsible use in helping to relieve hardship amongst trekking staffs and
porters.
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