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Protection considerations and 
guidelines for Porters 

Protection Working Group, Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh 

 
Overview: 
 
Throughout the year, but especially during the monsoon and cyclone season, it is expected that a large 
number of porters will be needed to carry assistance into the camp, if the roads are inaccessible. In 
particular: 

 to carry assistance from the distribution centres to shelters in all those cases where the 
persons cannot carry the received items of humanitarian assistance. These cases can be: older 
persons, disabled persons, chronically sick persons, the sick and the wounded, female headed 
households with many children, pregnant women, lactating women, child headed 
households, child carers, as well as persons affected by the fasting during the month of 
Ramadan who may find themselves with not enough energy and strength to carry all the 
received materials to their shelter.  

 in-camp pathways may become very slippery, damaged and poorly passable even for persons 
without pre-existing impairment or vulnerability, which will determine that the need of 
porters will become even greater.  

 While there are some substantial differences between the type of assistance received, in 
terms of weight, bulkiness and shape, during the monsoon season any type of assistance will 
very likely require more porters.  
 

Protection considerations for porters:  
 

- All movements must take place during daylight hours to avoid porters incurring in heightened 
risks as a result of too long or delayed distributions. Proper planning and good time 
management in the design phase of the distributions will be essential to achieve this goal.   

- The total number of hours of work should be carefully tailored to elements such as weight 
of the materials to carry, quantity per porters, shape of the materials (i.e. very long bamboo 
pools) distance and conditions of the ground. All these pre-considerations are particularly 
relevant in the coming monsoon season and each Sector and/or agency should come up with 
their own tailored plans and analysis according to the type, shape and weight of items to be 
distributed.  

- Porters’ work is heavy and potentially harmful work, therefore in no case humanitarian 
agencies should hire or allow the hiring of children for it (i.e. minors under the age of 18 
years old). Any form of child labour carries serious physical and psychological consequences 
for children for a life time. Therefore physically heavy work and work that may include physical 
risks for persons under 18 years old should be avoided at all times and not considered 
“chores”. The best interest of the Child should always be paramount in all decisions that affect 
directly or indirectly the life and well-being of children. In case of any doubt the CP Sub-Sector 
can also provide further guidance on specific cases.  

- At the collection points, porters must have access to drinking water (including during 
Ramadan, as some may opt not to fast and that option needs to be available, perhaps in a 
protective and confidential, but still identifiable space), latrines with WASH facilities to 
freshen up and take some minutes of rest in between laps.  
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- Women (married or unmarried) above the age of 30 - which is  identified as the approximate 
starting age at which women in this specific context may be perceived as appropriately 
undertaking this type of active and working role outside of the home, including far from the 
their area - may wish to be engaged as porters too. While it is undoubtedly true that such an 
engagement in this context may carry heightened risks for women, humanitarian 
organizations should not ‘close the door’ to them, but on the contrary make sure that they 
are well informed on the risks that they may faces and work together at mitigating those risks 
enabling meaningful and equal participation of women in the workforce and in society. 
Providing them with these opportunities promotes gender equality and sets the right 
examples for the future, including for boys and girls. Empowerment of women may also affect 
their vulnerability to sexual exploitation, SGBV and other forms of abuse. In terms of 
recommendations, a confidential separate discussion with the interested woman/women 
should be held in order to access the real motivations, the informed consent and the 
expectations in participating in the work as a porter, so that women can make their own 
decision about it, about the risks they are willing to take or not, and their physical capacity to 
do such work. Appropriate adjustments and mitigating measure may also include having 
female porters moving in pairs, movement only during daylight, safety and security 
equipment, availability of other women to work as child minders for those others involved in 
work or creating a ‘Women porters group’. While there are currently discussions around the 
possibility of physical work for pregnant and lactating women, humanitarian organizations 
should not recommended the engagement of these into this type of physical work.  

- Further to the last point above, there should be no discrimination in hiring based on age or 
other diversity determinants. The criteria to be hired as porters should be the reliability and 
responsibility to carry out the job with care and integrity, as well the functional and physical 
capacity to perform the task. 

- The weight of the items for each porter, as well as the type of packaging provided (i.e. food 
without containers, bulky and/or slippery items) should factor in that people will have to carry 
it over muddy and difficult terrains during the incoming monsoon season, therefore additional 
materials may be provided such as ropes to tide items, plastic sheets to cover items from the 
rains, etc.  

- Consideration to provide personal protective equipment (PPE) or other type of local safety 
equipment related to the items being carried, should be given as to prevent as much as 
possible incidents and harm related to the employment. For example these could be: plastic 
sheets to carry and cover the items, a container/basket, a harness, a backpack, bamboo 
rod/stretcher, shoes or flip-flops, gloves, protective caps for the sun and rain, etc. In particular 
it may also be appropriate to provide suitable footwear such as gum boots if trudging through 
areas with water cover since they can’t see where they are stepping on.  

 
Protection considerations for refugees’ beneficiaries in need of assistance by porters:  
 

- Porters should receive CoC and PSEA training as a mandatory step prior to start the work, as 
well as regular briefing on expectations for their conduct at work more in general. To enhance 
accountability the creation a position of ‘Head of Porters’ per each distribution may also be 
useful to streamline code of conduct rules and monitoring of behaviour.  

- Appropriate and dignified daily rates of payment adjusted to the hours worked, the weight 
carried and the heaviness of the work to be carried out need to be negotiated, agreed, and 
applied consistently to avoid creating frustrations and tensions with possible inequalities.  

- All aspiring porters should be well informed about conditions of work and their and the 
organization’s expectations, rate of payment, modalities of work, complaints mechanisms, 
etc.  



Last updated November 2020 

- All porters should be furnished with visibility vests (orange or red colours) so that they can be 
easily identified and their movements and behaviour can be more easily monitored. In 
addition, the provision of a professional vest, may have the positive effect of promoting the 
porter’s accountability and sense of belonging to the work he/she is conducting; which 
ultimately helps to protect beneficiaries from exploitation and abuse. 

- It should be prohibited for porters to enter private shelters and in case of disable persons or 
elders with severe mobility impairment who cannot receive the items at their doors, 
alternative collectors (AC) can be designated as per best practices ongoing in other refugees’ 
operations. It is important to make efforts in this regard and to reach out to protection actors 
at camp level, so that they can support with identification and assignment of AC. It is also 
prohibited for porters to be with children of any age who are not family members.  

- In order not to create or exacerbate existing tensions between the host community and the 
refugees, to the extent possible organization should hire 50% representation from each 
community and making sure that the sharing of the employment becomes an opportunity for 
peaceful coexistence and reciprocal knowledge.   

- Information should be fully provided to beneficiaries about the availability of porters and the 
modalities of functioning of the portering system, eligibility for porters’ assistance, roles and 
responsibilities of the porters and Does and Don’t of porters. Furthermore accessible and 
acceptable complaints mechanisms and the option of changing one’s porter if there are any 
concern should be made available. Beneficiaries should be clearly instructed that there is no 
expectation for any form of consideration/payment (monetary or otherwise) to seek 
assistance from a porter. 

- In some operations, a simple system of tokens has been used successfully in portering system, 
which can be further explored and adapted to the needs of each camp/distribution type: a 
token is given to the beneficiary upon ‘registration’ at the distribution spot with a reference 
number (not creating a new one, but using one of those available) and it is explained to the 
beneficiary that the token should be given to the porter once all assistance is well received, 
successfully and safely, at home. Porters should then bring back the received token of 
successful delivery at the distribution spot before the next round.  For those more limited 
cases where the beneficiaries are not presenting themselves to the distribution spot, token 
can be given to the alternative collectors.  

- During distribution days, civilian protection patrolling and protection by presence carried out 
by protection partners staff, national and international paired with community volunteers 
(generally in pairs or trios), has been proved to be in some settings to be an effective mean to 
reduce the risk of opportunistic violence or random incidents, including those related to the 
provision and transportation of humanitarian assistance.  

 
Core Protection and Humanitarian Principles:  
 
It is the responsibility of all agencies and all sectors to ensure protection and humanitarian principles 
are central to all activities taking place, including the portering system. Protection partners have a 
responsibility to support actors with advice, guidelines and recommendations wherever possible. 
Agencies conducting distributions should be required to allocate sufficient resources, human and 
otherwise, to support equal access to items and follow below principles:  
 

- The ‘Do Not Harm’ approach is to be considered up front at all times, which practically means 
asking one’s self this type of question: “Is there any potential harm or additional risk for girls, 
women, boys and men that may be brought upon them because of the consequences of my 
distributions and the way I have planned, designed and conducted them?”. Humanitarian 
organizations implementing any type of distributions and related activities, should do so by 
mainstreaming protection, which implies implementing projects in impartial and non-
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discriminatory ways that promote the safety, dignity and integrity of the people receiving 
assistance. 

- The four key elements of Protection Mainstreaming should be encompassed into the plans for 
distributions, hiring and managing of the porters.  These include: 1. Avoiding causing harm 
and prioritize safety and dignity 2. Ensuring meaningful access 3. Practicing accountability 4. 
Promoting participation and empowerment 

- The period of the Holy Ramadan is fast approaching and this is a time where almost all persons 
will be fasting during daylight. Therefore the amount of water and calories intake will be 
dramatically reduced and with that also the physical and mental strength, the capacity to 
stand in queues, the patience to related one another and to follow instructions, the ability to 
walk for long distances and even less while carrying heavy weight. Risk of dehydration due to 
the increase humidity during the wet season, paired with the liquids fasting too, may have 
serious consequences for porters and refugees carrying their own materials alike. These 
considerations should be kept in mind in all phases of the project and the risks’ mitigating 
measures should be mainstreamed across all steps. According to most of the key informants 
consulted, it is better to start distributions very early in the morning while the temperatures 
are still bearable and the energy from the intake of food during the night is still available to 
be used for work. Starting early will also have the positive side of more hours of light to 
conclude the distribution and the transportation in time.  At the same time there is high need 
to ensure adequate lighting in all the camps at night since both people and porters will have 
to travel for quite long distances, in case movements at late hours still occur. In addition, to 
be culturally and socially appropriate, as per the humanitarian Code of Conduct, flexible 
adjustments need to be made during the months of Ramadan for porters to carry out their 
duties. This may include starting and finishing earlier and ensuring break times for prayers 
along with an appropriate nearby location to wash and pray. Overall, the general 
recommendations is to have an advanced consultative meeting with the porters during the 
hiring process, allowing them to express their preferences and needs, in order to find the best 
compromises and local arrangements for (i.e. shifts, breaks, etc.).  
 

 


