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A SOCIOECONOMIC PROFD..E OF THE PORTERS

IN THE CENTRAL MID-HD..LS OF NEPALI

Introduction

No reliable estimates of unemployment and underemployment
exist in Nepal. Lack of proper data as wen as definitional and
conceptional problems have contributed to tbJs situation. One set of
data that does exist. a survey carried out by the National Plann10g
Commission In 1977. showed that the rate of unemployment is
hJghest 10 the hills. At this tbne. 65 percent of the econom.lcally
active population of the hUls was underemployed (NPC 1978:57). The
proportion of underemployed Individuals per household Is even
greater than that of unemployed. For Nepal as a whole. the proportion
of unemployed to the total labor force 10 rural areas stood at 5.52
percent in 1977. Breaking Utis tate down by gender. 5.47% of the
men and 5.68% of the women we.e unemployed (Jain 1980:3).

Small subsistence farmen p.edominate in the Hills of Nepal.
More than 60 percent of the hill households own less than one
hectare of land. and the average size of such holdings is less than 0 5
ha. While the hills and mountains support 65 percent of Ute total .
population of Nepal. they consist only 43 percent of Ute cultivated
land. This comes of an average of 0.12 ha. per person (CBS 1987:vtl­
Ix). lnc.eas1og cro~'CIingof the fanners and decUning shares in the
total land dearly indicates that the size of the holdings of the lowe. 50
percent of the households has decreased over the last three decades
The evidence shows that the population is also Increasing. The .
average size of households in the hill districts of Ramechhap and
SlndhuU Is 5.4 and 6.1 pel'"SOns respectivrly {CBS 1984).

Transportation and communication difficulties in the hills have
largely been responsible for poor socioeconomic integration of the hill
households. resulting in semi·Isolated regional pockets. One of the
basic characteristics of the employment structure in Nepal.
particularly in the hills. Is the nearly total lack of sectorial mobility
Land available for ~riculture Is severely llmJted by topography. and Its
productivity has been deteriorating rapidly because of improper land.
use p.actices caused by Ute mounUng populaUon pressure.
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Due to such of this difficult socioeconomic milieu. a majOrity of
hili dwellers are always 1n search of alternatives in addition to
agriculture for sources of lncome. Since other sources of Income are
scarce: many people have no other choice than portuage. an
extremely strenuous fonn of wo.k.

One contributing facto. to the growth of the numben of people
Involved In porterage Is the Nepal Food CorporaUon. The Nepal Food
Corporation brings rice into the headquarters on the basis of People's
participation. Fo. Instance. the Nepal Food Corporation of Rarnecbhap
brings rice Into the headquarten in this way. A porte••eceives 30
kgs. of rice for carrying 100 kgs. f.om SindhuU. the headquarters of
the adjOining district, to Ramechhap. in this case as In most
instances. a porter canying an ave:mge size load of 60 kgs. takes about
three days to reach Ramechhap from Sindhuli.

Objectives of the Study

This article Is an attempt to document the soclocconomJc
p.ofile of the paid porters belonging to one of the weaker sections of
Nepali society. Portemge. particularly In the hills of Nepal. Is
overwhe'1mlnglyan activity contribuUng to the earnings necessary for
Its existence of the weaker sections of the population. Seddon et al.
(l9Bl:901 have also opined that porterage as an only o. dominant
SOUT"Ce of income is almost unknown.

The dally behavior of the porters IS o.ganized to balance
production. Income and consumption of resoUl'"Ces through the
division of household labo•. both within and Mthout the home. These
balances are referred to as survival stra.tegies. They also encompass a
range of responsibilities among famUy members. These arrangements
are essentially nonnatively o. socially defined. and they are modlfled
acronilng to changes In the surroundings o. other circumstances, be
they economic. SOCial. o. ecological.

Methodology Employed

Ramechhap and Stndhull Districts. of the central mid-hills of
Nepal. were purposely chosen as the location for this study. One
Panchayat 10 each of the districts was chosen for survey. The survey
was carried out dUring the month of January. 1988.

Based on the nature of the problem. the headquarten of the
districts. Ramcchhap and Slddhcswo. (Slndhull) village Panchayats.
were selected.

The mctbodologies include both quantitative surveys and
indepth micro-level observdUon.
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Study Sample

Due to the lack of a data base, the researcher appUed a
Judgmental samp1J.ng technique preceded by a prior consultation with
a few key informants from both of the Panchayats. It was decided to
interview ten percent of the total estimated porters from both
Panchayats. Thus, in Ramechhap, 35 porters v.>e.re interviewed.
Ukewtse. 33 porters were Interviewed In Slddhes\\'01'" (SlndhuU). Of
the total respondents l.nterviewed. 20 percent in Ramechhap and 25
percent 111 Slndhull were females. The names of the respondents
were randomly selected.

It is expected that the sample size was sufficiently large to be
statiStically represenlative and to indicate the trends and patterns of
the porters and their socioeconomic environment. Despite a fairly
large sample size, every eITort was made to capture Indepth qualitative
information· on the living condition of the porters and the
socioeconomic environment in which they operate.

A simple problem-oriented questionnaire was used to gather
primary information. In addition, observation and group lntervie'NS
were used to solicit the relevant infoonatlon.

Analysis and D1scussl.on

Family Size

The families of the majority of the porters consisted of 5 to 8
members. In Ramechhap and Slndhuli this size range represented
51.43 and 57.57 percent respectively.

The average family sizes In the Ramechhap and SlndhuU
Panchayats were 7.28 and 6.69 respectively (see Table 1 in Appendix
1). These averages are larger than that characterizing the districts as
a whole. The reason for the larger family sizes of the selected
Panchayats mJght be in the nature of the respondents. Poorly
educated, they lack knowledge and access to family planning. It is also
predictable that they may feel that the number of children they have
makes no dJfference in their lives.

Farm Land

In Ramechhap, the majority of the porters (37 percent) held an
avetaj.!"t' of 0.50 to J.OO ha. of land. All of them held marginal bari
lands (unlrngated upland). This ban was fragmented Into many pans
with an average sl7..e of 0.74 ha.

In Stndhull, more than half of the sample respondents (52
percent) held 0.25 ha. or less of farmland. The average size was 0.35
ha. (Table 2).

This small size of the landholdings has been a crucial factor
forcing the people to seek other sources of income.

EthniC CompoSition

In Ramechhap, 25.71 percent of the people were Brahmin or
Kshatriya. Tamangs represented the next largest group (21.37
percent). The majority of the Tamangs work as porters. In
Siddheswar (Slndhuli). most of the residents were Tamang (40
percent), making the second greatest contribution to the total labor
{Table 3J.

In Ramechhap, the TIbeto·Bunnan Tamang, Hayu and Kasal
groups represented the majority of the porters, with distributions of
29. 23 and 22.8 percent respectively. Among Tamangs and KamJ,
men and women were equally engaged In porterage, while among the
Hayu, the male to female ratio was 60 ; 40.

In Siddheswor (Sindhulil. the majority of people (30.3 percent)
were of the Sarki untouchable or occupationallealher worker caste.
The male to female ratio among the sarkis was I ; l. The 1'amang
were next in number (24.2 percent). again with equal nwnbers o( men
and women engaged in porterage (Table 4).

From these fmdings. it is clearly evident that both males and
females engage in porterage. The significant difference is along caste
lines. The upper caste BrahmIns and Kshatriyas are negligibly lnvolved
in porterage. Our fieldwork indicates that alternative sources of
income and higher socioeconomlc status were Significant factors. To
some extent these groups were more literate and educated than the
other castes. This placed them in a position to obtain other jObs In
the village and elsewhere to contribute to household income. On the
other hand, the majority of the lower caste and TIbeto·Bunnan groups
engaged in porterage from their early teenage years in order to
survive.

Food. Dejlc1.t Situation at the Household Level

In both of the Panchayats sUl'Veyed, all the porters Interviewed
experienced food deficits from March until August, espeCially June
through August. This indicates that the only immediate option for
these households is porterage. The people's greatest need arises
dUring the monSoon season (Tables 5 and 6). The fieldwork showed
that Rame<:hhap Is food deficit, and that much of Sindhuli suffers
floods. A('{'ordlng 10 the porters. the)' are relatively Idle from
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Dt.-cember lo March. OuTing Utesc months there is even little of their
marginal agricultural work.

Detailed investigaUon on food avallablUty and sufficiency for
different groups within Nepali society has rarely been carried out.
This is unfortunate. because malnutrition affecls all casles and ethnic
groups In the pre·mon800n months from March and May_ The
condillon of the people In this study "'as no exception. The prtnctple
faclor is Inadequate landholding. leading to insufficient staple food
crop production and an tnabillty to earn cash to buy extra food.

Soctorwfse f)n,ployment Strucwre and Wage Rates

In Ramechhap, the majOrit}' of respondents (42.85 pereent)
experienced only three months of employment in the agricultural
sector. However. 25.71 pereent obtained 6 months employment in
the nonagricultural &eCtQI'". This employment situation was sfmUar to
the case of 5lndhuU (Table 7).

In both Pancbayats. men and women received different wage
rales. In Ramechhap, the government daily wage rates were Rs. 24.00
and Rs 20.00 for men and women. respectively. The daily wage rates
were lower in SindhuU. where men and women received Rs 20.00 and
Rs 16.00 respectJvely. The workday is generally 8 hours long.
However. the skilled laborers and Ute group leaders receive slightly
more than the others. The rates for skilled labor depend on the
nature of the \\o-ork involved.2

In the private sector and in the household. discriminatJon
between men's and women's wages exists. in Ramechhap. the daily
wage rate for men was Rs 20.00 per day with three manas
(approximately 1.5 kgs.) of available food grains. Ukewise. 'NOmen
received Rs 15.00 per day and the same quantity of food grains. In
Sindhull, the dlfferenuaJ of wage rates for female and male labors at
the household level resembled that of Ramechhap. The researchers
observed that in both panchayats. the food grains or snacks received as
part of the wages contain mJUet and maize. These IiV3ge rates were
general, but varied according to the type and nature of the work done.
In most cases at the household level. the working day was longer than
B hou'l:>.

Field observations support that even In the agricultural sector.
the majOrity of the respondents had to work as IiV3ge earners on fields
owned by others. 'In the nonagricultural sector, porterage represented
the major source of income. This was especially true for Ramechhap.
Ramechhap dwellers had to transport their consumer goods by foot
from the headquarters at Sindhuli. Because of the nature of
employment In the non-agricultural sector, this sector is uncertain.
AddiUonally, the caniers remained idle during the monsoon months.

In Ramechhap proper. unlike SindhuU. the majority of the
residents are engaged in porterage. They receive only Rs 6.to 7 for
each dhaml (2.5 kgs) of goods carried from SindhuU to Ramechhap'.

Conswnptton fbttem of the Porters at Ute Household. Leuel

Since food is the primary hwnan need. this study was also
directed to observe and document the consumpUon pattern of the
porters. It was noted that maize is the staple diet of the respondents.
occupying the top position in the regular diet of 98 percent and 70
percent of the porters In Ramechhap and Slndhull Panchayats,
respectively. Other more frequently consumed graJns include pulses
(horse gram and masyang) and millets (finger mlllet and buck wheatl.
The least frequently consumed grato is wheat rrable 81. Ho\W'VCl'". it
was difficult 10 observe whether the porters bad the opportunity to
consume rice.

The reasons given by the respondents for these consumption
patterns were:

1. Only maize is grown on thelr marginal bart lands. since
these are only suitable for maize.

2. Maize has been in their regular dJel since their early
childhood.

3. Because of their economiC limitation they have to survive
with maize.

4. Maize serves a duel purpose: human food and livestock feed.
Maize is mainly consumed In the fonn of grit. During the
process of grit making (milllng3) the flour comes out as a by­
product which is fed to livestock. Uvestoek raising is and
integral part of the household farming economy. Maize
grain can be used for making local beverages such as rakshl
and Jand Rakshi. Jand making and drinking is quite
common among the porters in the hills of Nepal.

Concluding Remarks

Although evidence is sparse. It can be safely stated that paJd
porterage has existed for a quite a long Urne In Nepal 8imply to meet
the basic needs of society in the arduous hill communities of Nepal.
However, an inadequate data base prohibits the exact measurement
and analysis of these activities. These actlvilles largely lie between the
boundaries of lhe usual rural versus semJ-urban or urban culture. and
between agrlcullural and nonagricultural categories. These
classifications Ine\!itably involve a degree of arbitrariness since they
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Slndhull
18.18
57.57
24.25
6.69

impose a single dividing line on what actually contains a continuous
spectrum of situations In the contemporary hUis of Nepal.

Population pressure, subsistence farming. low productivity. and
lack of transportation and conununlcaUon faciUUes an: among the
reasons (orclng the bulk of the hill populaUon into this strenuous Conn
of labor for their IJving. ThIs section of the hill society supplements
Its household expenditure with porterage. which is the only viable
alternative source of income.

However. a fuller assessment of the significance of this nonfann
income for the rural poor must await the results of research into rural
wage and market structures. This will be of particular importance to
the landless or near landless (ann households---i.e., the poorest of the
rural poor in the hUis of Nepal. What Is important here is that any
reduction In the dependency on porterage and the consequent
increase in rural Income among these vulnerable lOW-income groups
Will depend heavily upon the growth of demand for rural labor outside
agrtculture. For instance. through the provision of social and
economic infrastructure to the hOis. a substantial impact on the
development of local nonfarm activities can be made.

Small manufacturers. services and crop-processing enterpriSes.
for example. are among the primary beneficiaries of rural
electrification. Roads in the hills enable new nonfarm activities. Hill
roads also give these groups greater access to education. health. and
many other social amenlUes. and thus they are an important factor to
be considered for investment programs.

However. Seddon et aI. (1981:104) concluded that porterage Is
merely a symptom of underdevelopment. The author of thiS article
visualizes that In the present hut context of Nepal. paid porterage
selVeS hlll society. It prOvides basic needs on the one hand. and It Is a
major source of livelihood for a bulk of this vulnerable section on the
other. Nonetheless. It Is raUonai to infer that the impact of
modernizaUon in the agricultural sector. as well as in other
developmental acUvities. is not as unilinear as might be expected.
Hence. to minimize the miserable conditions of the people. the overall
development Is most acute In the hllls of Nepal. In spile of many
sincere attempts. the policies. programs and projects have not
contributed adequately to the poor. and their situation has shown little
or no improvement.

In this article. an atlcmpt has been made to provide a small data
base for portcragc. Porters arc wage earners about whom little is
known. but they are an Integral parI of the hlU communities of Nepal.
This study provides basic data to researchers and pollcy makers.

! '

Append.ht: Tables

Table 1. Family size of porters in Ramechhap and Slddhcswor

~IS~ln~d~h~U~li~)~p~an~Cha ls (In crcent)
~ Size Ramechha

Less than 5 persons 22.85
5 to 8 pel'"SOns 51.43
More than 8 25.71
Av e Famll Siu 7.28

Table 2. Size of lands held b the ners (In rcent)
Farm Size Ramechha Slndhull
0-0.25 18 52
0.25 - 0.50 25 28
0.50 -1.00 37 17
Lan!er than 1.00 20 03
Av e Size 0.74 0.35

Note: Less than 5 percent of the respondents owned khet (wet
lowland) in both Pancha)'3ts.

Table 3: Ethnic composition of the Rarnechhap and Siddheswor
(Sindhull) VlII~ e Pancha 'ats (the study areal
Com ilion Ramechha Sindhuli

Brnhrnin/Kshamya 25.71 25.0
Tamang 21.37 40.0
Ha)'u I 1.08
Newar 14.05 15.0
Kasal I I.79
Magar 11.00 5.0
5a.rki/Kami/Damai 5.00 10.0
Others 5.0

Sourccs; IDistJict Panchayat and Village Panchayat. Ramechhap.
2Pradhan Pancha. Siddheswor Village Panchayat.
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Food Item

Table 8: Food co~n~s~umlFu~·ln~.~f~th~e§~"~e~"'la~(..!th~e~h=.~u~se~h~.~'d~,evef'l
Ramechhap SindbuU

Rank- Rank-
2 3 1 2

Malze
Rice
Pulses (Horse gram
and masyang)
Millets (Flnger mille
and buck wheat 7 8 7 22
~eat 2 7

-Rank: I Most frequently used: 2 :: Frequently used: 3 :: Lea"St
Frequent

References

Notes

Table 7. Employment struClure of JXlrters by sector in lenns of
number of months ~m 10 cd Un ercent)

Number Ramechhap Sindhull
of Agrt. Non-Agrt. Agrt. Non-Agrt.

Months Sector Sector Sector Sector
1 8.57 33.33 3.03
2 17.14 5.17 18.18 3.03
3 42.85 8.57 36.36 9.09
4 17.14 14.28 12.13 3.03
5 8.57 8.57 24.25
6 5.73 25.71 15.15
7 - 5.73 9.03
8 . 17.14 9.09
9 ·'---__..!1.:!4".2'"9'-.L--'- 2~4~.~24:!....__.J

IThls article arose out of research carried out by the author on the
-World Food Program- assigned by UNDP/FAO. In January-February.
1988.
2'fhe lnfonnatlon on the wage rates and working day is among
government employees Is based on discussions at the District and
Village Panchayats of the study area.
JAn Indigenous stone grinder called a janto Is used for milling.

HMG/N. National Planning Comml~lon

1978 A Survey of Employment. Income Distribution. and
Consumption Patterns in Nepal. Kathmandu.

Ii

3 5.71 0.00
4 5.73 15.15
5 25.71 24.24
6 20.00 18.18
7 20.00 12.12
8 and above 22.85 30.31

Table 4: EthniC composition of the porters and the ratios of

~dhan Pancha. Siddheswor Village Panchayat.

Table 5: Number of food deficit months among the porters
at the household level (b" ......~entadfo of households)

Deficit Months Ramec.hha Slndhuli

Table 6. Acute food grain defiCit months faced by the porters by
be fh h Ids!

men to women eO"a"'ed In nald I'V\rte '"eComposition Ramechhap Sjndhul!
% Men Women % Men Women

Tamang 29.0 50 50 24.2 50 50
Magar 14.3 70 30 3.1 60 40
Kasal 22.8 50 50 . . .
Hayu 23.0 60 40 3.0 . .
KamJ 5.2 40 60 6.1 40 60
Sarki 2.8 50 50 30.3 50 50
Newar 2.9 80 20 6.0 80 20
KshatJiya · · · 12.0 75 25
Ghartl · · · 12.1 50 50
8mhmln · · · 3.2 95 5
urces: District Panchayat and VJ.I.lage Panchayat. Ramechhap.

num '". DUse 0 in numbers of households)
Months Ramechhap Slndhuli
(0=35) In 33)

AprilfMay 30 32
May/JW1C 34 32
June/July 33 31
July/Aug 29 9
Aug/sept 8 5
Sept/Oct 4 6
Oct/Nov 3 6
Dec/Jan 5 8
Jan/Feb 22 20
Febf~:E 27 26
MariA r 33 32

HMG/N. CBS
1987 Population Mono~r'dph of Nepal. Kalhmandu.
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EMPLOYMENT, WORKING CONDITIONS AND MODE OF LIVING:

THE CASE OF THE NEPALI WATCHMEN IN BOMBAY I

Phanindreshwar Paudel

Introduction and Methodology

Nepali laborers in Bombay are engaged in various economic
activities. They are employed in many different industries and
occupations. Among these. the job of watchman.employs quite a
sizable number of Nepali laborers in Bombay.2 By and large. the Nepali
watchmen are employed to guard blocks of offices, banks, factories,
commercial complexes. residential colonies. private buildings. and the
like.

This paper attempts to highlight the employment. working and
living conditions of the Nepali watchmen in the city of Bombay. with
an emphasis on the relation of these issues to a few selected
background factors. It was hypothesized that the employment,
working and living conditions of these people improve in relation to
their personal and employment backgrounds. The hypotheses related
to these issues have been tested against primary quantitative survey
data collected in the field in 1988.

A quota sample design and snowball sampling procedure were
used to draw a sample of 58 watchmen from three sectors of
employment. namely. public institutes. industrial and commercial
enterprises. and housing cooperative societies. Data were collected by
means of interview and observation techniques. The data were
analyzed with the help of univariate and bivariate tables prepared on
machInes. While univariate tables were interpreted on the basis of
percentage distribution, the trends in the bivariate tables were
ascertained by uSing the chI-square (X2) test. The hypotheses were
accepted or rejected by conSidering the value of chi-square 0(.2) at a
0.05 level of significance. However. the non-random sample design
and small sample size have been admitted as the major limltations of
the study.
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