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Bonded Labour in Nepalese Agriculture1 

1.1 Introduction 

Shiva Shanna 
National Labour Academy-Nepal 

Agriculture is central to the employment issues, in Nepal. It provides direct 
employment to six million labour which is four-fiflhs of total economically active 
population. Four million laborers are self-employed, and two million work as wage 
laborers. Almost half of the wageworkers are part-time, they come from marginal and 
small holdings. And one million laborers are full time fam1 wage workers. These 
workers are landless and subsist on wage income. Out of every 10 full time wage 
workers, seven work as casual \\·orke rs a11d three work under pn1n ~1 ncnt bbor 
relationship (Chart 1). 

Chart I: Agric11lt11re Labour and I t:; l)isl:ril.rntion h 1 Typ e i f Crndract 

Agricultural Labor 
(Six Million) 

I 
I I 

Self Employed Part Time Wage Workers Full Time Wage Workers I 
(Four Million) (One Million) (One Million) 

I 
Casual Labor 
(One Million) 

I 
Casual Labor Permanent ._,abor 
(0.7 Million) (0.3 Million) 

I I 
Kamai ya Haliya/Haruwa Shepherc 
(41 ,000) (0.2 Million) (60,000) 

Source: Sharma (1996), Sharma a11d Thakuratlli (1998). 

1 Paper presented in National Consultation on Bonded Labour, organised by INSEC in Hotel Orchid, 
December 15, 1999 . 
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1.2 Farm Labor Relationship 

Farm wage labor relationship in Nepal is varied. Majority of fam1 holdings 
(64%) use own household labor or exchange labor for farming. About 30 percent of 
total farm households supplement family labor with casual laborers hired as and when 
necessary. About 5 percent of total holdings hire permanent laborer for farming 
purposes ancl for animal herding. Use of permanent labor is relatively high in the terai 
districts. Of total permanent farm laborers, 3.4 percent are in mountain districts, 30.5 in 
hill districts and 66.1 in the terai districts (Table 2). About 4 percent of farms in Nepal 
use permanent labor. In the terai, about one-tenth of farms employ permanent workers. 
In the hill districts, less than three percent of farms have incidence of permanent labor. 

"-~Tllble 2: Distribution of Far111-lr111di11gs fJy Tr(le of f,nhor Relatio11slri11 

Percent of Holdings Using 
Region Farm Own Casual Casual and Permanent Permanent Total Permanent 

Holdings Labor Labor Permanent Labor Labor/Farm Labor (number & %) 
Only Only Labor Only 

Mountain 2607 12 70.0 27.9 I. l I. I 1.9 I 0898(3.4) 
Hills 1357720 69.5 27.7 

--· -
98570(30.5) 

·-
1.8 1.0 2. 2 

Terai 111 78 18 56 ') 34. l 
-- - -- - 2 1361 s((ici-:-1) _ _ ___ 7.0 2.1 2. I 
--

Totnl 2736050 04.4 30. 3 3 .') 

Source: Calculated i11 Sharma (1996) 11s111g CBS (1992). 
Note: Figure i11 pare11t!tesis dc11 ofes f1Crce11trrgc of th e fofnf. 

---- ·- -- ----- -
TI .rn83 (i ou.u, 1.4 2.1 

The permanent labor relali o11sliip i1 1 c:1gri cullurc cu11sliluks labor li ir i11g fur '''U 
purposes. An overwhelming proportion of permanent labor work as farm labor. A 
smaller proportion work as ani mal J icrdcrs. r: arm workers arc pop ularl y know as 
Haliya, · Haruwa, Kamaiya and Jan. The ani1nc1l herders are known as Got!wla, 
Charuwa, Gaibar, Bhainsbar or Chegar. These relationships are known by different 
names in different part of the country, and are believed to differ in tem1s and conditions 
of relationship. Kamai ya forn1 of pennanent labor relationship is in practice in mid and 
far western terai districts of Dang, Banke, Bardiya, Kai lali and Kanchanpur. The 
system is also believed to be in practice in some pockets of Kapilvastu, Rupan<lehi and 
Nawalparasi districts. However, not much infonnation is available on the prevalence 
and characteristics of Kamaiya system found in the latter districts. Shanna and 
Thakurathi (1998) have recently documented that Kamaiya system is in practice in these 
districts. The study has also characterized the system, and the findings indicate that 
there is not much difference in practices there and in the other five districts. 

1.3 Permanent Labor Relation in Hills and Terai: Characteristics 

There is a tremendous variation in permanent labor relationships. Information 
from Dhanusha and Saptari in east and Bardiya in west terai is presented below. In the 
table, information from hill districts of Kavre and Dailekh are also included. It can be 
seen that bondage emerge from different sources in different districts. In the Kamaiya 
districts and in hill districts, debt bondage seems to be common. In the terai districts 
under Haruwa system, bondage emerges in the form of reduced wage and tying up of 
family laborers . 

.... 
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Table 3: Characteristics of Permanent Laborers by Districts 
Type of Contract 

Dhanushal 
Saptari 

I . Fann Servant 
(Nauker) 

2. Jan/Janauri 
(Kaccha Harwaha) 

J. I larbaha 

Terms and Conditions 

a. For one year has to work for the same employer 
b. Is paid annual wage: 16-24 mond. 
c. Takes meal in employers' house 
d. Is in full disposal of employer, has to avail for any 

work and any time. 
a. One year contract 
b. Can not sell labor service when employer has 
works to be done 
c. Household members also can not sell labor service 
when employer has works to be done. 
d. Is provided 5 Katha fann land in half-half crop 
basis . 
e. All get wage for worked day. 
f. Wage rate is unifonn throughout the yea r at 2.5 to 
3 kg. per day. While in peak season, ma rket rate 
reaches 5 to 6 kg. of padd~. 
g. If contracted for few months, crop advance is paid 
in tune of 3 to 5 monds over and above the wages. 
Loca ll y know as "Janeuri". If the contract is for a 
year and such kind payment is made, the payment is 
known as "Jharnuri ". 
a. One year n111 11 act. 
b. Can nnt \\·nrk fnr nthcr< . 

Freedom of Movement 

a. Can change employer after contract 
expires 

b. If indebted, can change employer by 
arranging the payment of debt. 

a. Can change employer after expiry of 
contract. 
b. In slack periods, can leave the village 
generally to India for few months. In his 
absence, the family members have to 
perfonn required jobs (and are paid). 
c. In peak periods, the wage rate is higher 
\han normal rate, but the family members 
are paid only the norma l rate . 
d. If indebted, can ch:i ngc the employer 
by arranging the payment of debt. 

:1. Can clw ng~ cn1pluyn ~1l'tcr c ~ p 1ry ur 
CPn lrJC1. 

c. I l1111schnld 111c111hcrs al so ran not se ll l:il •nr scn· irc h If indrhtcd. c:111 rh.111"c t·111plnycr lw 
cbC\\IH .. '11.' ' 'ht..·11 l.·111p l11)tT ha.; \\P lk' IP 11,: d 1111t· 1 i't!11:'111~~ he p;1~ l l l.'ll: 11i'dd1t. 

d. Is p1uvidcd 10 Katha landin lwl!'-hal!' c1up share 
basis. For work days, receives daily wage. 

,_ii_a_rc"'"l,--i.'-."- --- --+----- -----·--·---------------- -1 
I. l31gha-Ka 111ai ya a. l{uul,!hly li•r C\cry J tn 4 high :1 la nd <' Il l ' 1::11i::ii: o1 

b. Is allotted 0.5 bigha land, and produce !'10111 lhat 
lnnd is hi< wage. 
c. Is alsu paid 0 tu 7 qu in tal !'ur !'uud (<:ailed ~l:i,; ur:i ). 

2. Thekka (Bhutti)- a. Fixed amount payment for annual contract. 
Kamaiya Usua lly I 0 to I 2 quintal rice. 

Uailckh/Kavrc 
1. Hali 

2. One crop contract 

b. If wife (or female member) works as Oukrahi , then 
join t wage is I 5 quintal. 
c. Is also paid 6 to 7 qui ntal fo r food (ca lled Masura) . 
d. Generall y, other fa mily members: wife and 
children are required to work fo r the same employer. 
Child labor gets paid 2 to 4 quintal per ann um. 

a. "Hali Doko" is given in tune of Rs I 0 to I 2 
thousand. No interest is charged . But has to work till 
the sum is not repaid. 
b. As wage, fi xed amount : one to two muri grain is 
paid annually. 
c. Family members have to do farm work when 
needed without pay. (Generally planting and 
harvesting job). 
d. Hali does ploughing (in general). 
a. Fixed amount is paid for ploughing for one crop. 
b. Family members are not included in contract; and 
hence are free to seek job. 

Source: Field survey and observation by the author and references used rn this paper . 

.... 

~ 1. Can 1111 1 lt':1 q; c r ·1 1''tt~ ·· 1 i1• ht l\\ 1,'\ n, ur 

c ~11 1 nut han c:; t tl 1c: all utt cd la11 d. 
b. f'ami ly members work in the IJnd :ind 
abu a1c rcq ui1 nl tu \\ 01k in du111c:-;1ic 
chores of the employer. 
c. If indebted, can not leave without 
paying the debt. 
a. Can change the employer al\cr cont rac t 
period . 
b. If indebted, can not leave without 
pay ing the debt. 
c. If prospective employer pays debt on 
his behalf, the debt gets transferred to 
new employer. Such transfe1Ted debt is 
c;1lled "Sn1111ki". 

a. Unless "Hali Doko" is paid back, has 
to provide labour service to the employer­
creditor. 
b. When ploughing job is not there, can 
seek casual work. 
c. Family members can seek casual work 
when planting job is not there. 

a. Can change employer after crop 
contract is finished . 
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Analysis of the characteristics of some of the long terms labour relationships in agriculture 
reveal the following as important elements that circumvent "freedom" of labourers. 

a. 

b. 

c. 

Excessive hours of work for the wage of one day: Though there is no law 
regulating the hours of work for agricultural labour, the number of hours the 
labourers are made to work is excessive. Because of extended relationships the 
labour is obliged to work from dawn to dust and generally beyond. The pay 
(wage) is not adjusted for excessive work. 

Low wage: Again, there is no law to govern the wage rates applicable to informal 
sector including agriculture. The daily wage (actual or imputed) of long term 
labour is lower than casual labour especially in peak labour demand periods. The 
wage for casual labour is adju sted in peak period , whil e the wage for long term 
labour is constant at the level applicable to slack period rates. 0 

One wage but more than one labour: Family members of Jong tenn labour are 
often required to work for the same employer. The employer has implicit night to 
require the famil y members of labour lo engage in [ann <11 1d oili er works . In the 
Kam;:ii ya system, such members ;:ire 11 0 ! p;:i id or paid Inn Jill " r11 Pt ier system ~ 

wl1crc lo11 g lc1111 woth.:rs arc pc1i d 011 d<1il · \\· ,1.:; · b<1 s is, il. ·.: :·"'";;J 1 1 .u11bcr~ a1c 
paid slack period wage rates . The members have thu s lo forgo the better w<1ge 
earning opportunities du e lo the reason th;:it on e of th e fo 111ily members is 
employed a:; long term lahn11r,~ r. 

cl . Tnd cbtedness circ11m vc11t ~ _th e mohiJity: Lon~ term bhou r relati on_! i11:; 
syslcnwtica lly keeps Jabour scparakd fro 111 otlt cr e1111 1loyL·1 '.: , <111d !lt11 s fro m tl 1c 
potenti al sources from whi ch credit c<in be suugltt. Tltc c111pl oycr hcco111cs lit e so le 
source of credit. And, to meet emergency, social expenditure and also li ving 
expenses (clue to low wage), labour gradua lly fa ll s in debt trap of the same 
employer as the number of years at work increases. It has been seen, in case of 
Kamaiya system, that amount of 'Saunki' (debt) increases as one works more ahcl 
more years as long term labour. The debt increases to a level that it becomes 
impossible to pay back the debt with the wage earnings. Thi s situati on erodes the 
bargaining power of the labour and circumvents "freedom" . 

e. Interliked labour, land and credit contracts: Long term farm labour 
relationships are complex in the sense that several contracts are interlinked with 
labour. In one sense, this is the result of absence of markets in these, and the 
employer is the sole provider of access to the labour. 

Clearly, all the four elements common among long term agricultural workers are 
instrumental to push the labour in bondage situation. Hence, any work relationships that 
contains all or either of these elements can be regarded as 'bonded relationships' and the 
labour in such relationships as bondage. The overriding emphasis of 'debt bondage' 
ignores the process of bondage, which is manifested through the first three elements 
described above. As long as only the consequence (result) of the process remains the 
matter of concern, and the process itself is ignored, the practice of bonded labour can be 
expected to thrive against all odds. 

1.4 Distribution of Permanent Farm Labour 
There are about 4000 permanent farm laborers per district in Nepal. The number 

varies by region. In Terai, the number of such laborers is 10,000 per district, while in 

.... 
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the mountains it is less than 1000 (Table 3). About 5 percent of total farm households 
employ permanent laborers. In the Terai almost 10 percent do so, while in the hills and 
mountains less than 3 percent employ permanent laborers. These households employ 
two permanent laborers in average (Table 4). 

Table 4: Number of Permanent Farm Labour by Region 

Area Male Female Total Permanent Labour 

Nepal 230282 71392 301674 (JOO) 

Mountains 6335 4110 10445 (3.5) 

Hills 61197 21820 8301 7 (27.5) 

0 

Terai 162750 45462 208212 (69.0) 

Note: Figure m parenthesis indicates percentage of total permanent labor. 
Source: Annex- !. 

Permanent Labour per District 

4022 

653 

2129 

10411 

Di stri b11tin 11 o f pcrrnan nl l;il rnr ):· ,1i--: 1i'i ct i" 111-csr'11 l0 c1 iP ·'\ 1"1,"; 1. T :i )n r.~ ·c: in 
lli is e< ll c~<.ll)' i111.·IL1Lk llio ~; c woil i1 1.:,; u11Lk1 1:~11 ; 1 ~ 1 i >1 , !Lili ,;11 1 : l !.1 : :~ ;1 ...;; : _ii:s. Di st1 icL; 
havi11g more llian nalio11al average al 4022 pe n11 ~1 1 1c 1 1l bbt~u r arc prcsc 11l cd i11 T;1bk 5. 
Out o r 22 such di stricts cxcq1l K;1vrc, n 1rc li 11 1:1, S ·~ 111j ' t, r. ;1'.._'.. lt111:_: :11 ti ' :11 1·a, :il l \' 11 •' r 
distri cts having hi gh incidence of perm;in nt farm labor :i re the tr r·1 i di stri cts. Tn the 
extent that "unfrcc" Jabour rclalionsltip is OllC oC til e r..:.illl l\~ S r PL'\ :11 ;11 tc11 t la h\..' ll l' 

system, the districts enumerated i11 the t:1h l cl cscn·c 11 ·ior i! y for 1 11:1ki11 ~ r +1t i011 sliip 
"free" ~111d hu111a11 c. 

In Kailali, Bardiya, Bake 811d Dz111 g di stri cts, rn ajo ri !y or penm 11 e11l labourers nrL 
from the Kam8iya system. In other di stri cts, they me probt1bl y workin g under Hali 
/Haruwa system. Interestingly, Kamai ya system so far has attracted attention of 
unionists, activists, and academicians. Hali/Haruwa system has been least researched 
and remains out of sight of human rights and labour rights workers. The data in the table 
indicate that Kamaiya centered approach is but pt1rtial is the objecti ve is to address 
"unfree" labour relationships . 

Table 5: Districts with High Incidence of Permanent Farm Labour 
Districts No. Of Permanent Farm Labour 

Male Female Total 

KAILA LI 17348 13610 30958 
JHAPA 15175 3600 18775 
SARLAHI 15122 2571 17693 
KAVRE 7019 6149 13168 
MAHOTTARJ 11883 1001 12884 

RAUTAHAT 11283 1261 12544 
BARDIYA 7473 4107 11580 
PARSA 7836 3450 11286 

SAPTARJ 10087 350 10437 

DHANUSHA 9505 665 10170 

KAPILBASTU 6778 3111 9889 
BARA 7251 2548 9799 
SIRAHA 8460 432 8892 
DANG 5362 2605 7967 
MORANG 6860 981 7841 
BAG LUNG ' 5520 1131 6651 
SUN SARI 5109 619 5728 
RUPANDEH I 4704 1021 5725 

.... 
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BANKE 3760 1003 4763 
SYANGJA 2934 1673 4607 
CHITWAN 3514 885 4399 
DARCHULA 1720 2490 4210 
PALPA 3271 858 4129 
Source: Annex-1. 

1.5 Women and Children in Permanent Labour Relation and Bondage 
As in the case of bonded labour in general, the existing information do not 

permit the quantification and description of bonded women and child labourers. 
However, the sex and age segregated information of labour force engaged in long term 
relationships can provide some insights on the issue. 

"" As presented in Table 4, of total 301674 long-tem1 farm labour 71392 arc 
women. Simila.rly; of alrengaged under the Ka1naiya system 15140 are women. thus, 
almost one - fourth of the long term workers are women. How many of these women 
are working under bondage and also as appendage to the male labourers is difficult to 
pin point, however. 

~ Similarly, the number of children working under bombgc rcbtio11 ship is nol 
known. _Y.et; Sharma (1999) estimates tlwt abb ul 33,000 children arc working ' itltout 

.____ pay wl1ich can- be considered as one of the elements in the process of bondage. 
·simila ·ly, of total labour force under K<1maiya system I 2328 arc cliildrell (Slwnua 
1999). Again, as the long tenn labour relationships is the fertil e ground for bonded 
relationships to evolve and fusk r, rn ~u1 y o[ tl 1c cliikl rc 11 L. it,u l[cJ i1t such r ... l" :ionships 
can be expected to have been working u11cl er bo 11d ~1ge s ilu ~lli o 1 i. 

The infomrntion presented in above paragraphs is indica ti ve of gender and l!gc 
dimensions of the bonded labour problem. Description and diagnos is of problem is not 
possible owing to the back of information. 

1.6 Conclusions 
Several elements of bondage are found present in various long term labour relationships 
in practice in Nepal. The most important elements robing the "freedom" from the 
labourers are, excessive hours of work, control over worker's family labour by the 
employer, and debt. Removal of these elements is essential to make labour relationship 
"free" and humane. 

Annex-1: Permanent Farm Labourers 
Permanent Farm Workers 

Districts Male Female Total 

TAPLEJUNG 232 28 260 
SANKHUWASHABHA 1030 165 1195 
SOLUKHUMBU 940 616 1556 
DOLAKHA 23 23 
SINDHUPALCHOK 647 205 852 
RASUWA 127 200 327 
MANANG 58 4 62 
MUSTANG 142 27 169 
DOLPA 102 16 118 
JUMLA 171 54 225 
KALI KOT 363 363 
MUGU 27 27 54 

HUM LA 63 160 223 
BAJ URA 42 43 85 

.... 



BAJ HANG 671 52 723 
DAR CHULA 1720 2490 4210 
Mountain 6335 4110 10445 
PANCHTHAR 627 190 817 
ILAM 1902 1331 3233 
DHANKUTA 1656 739 2395 
TEHRATHUM 776 70 846 
BHOJPUR 2973 318 3291 
OKHALDHUNGA 987 184 1171 
KHOTANG 1036 424 1460 
UDAYAPUR 1802 357 2159 
SINDHULI 755 280 1035 
RAMECHHAP 1069 657 1726 
KAVRE 7019 6149 13168 
LALITPUR 380 178 

' 
558 

BHAKTAPUR 11 1 143 254 
KATHMANDU 51 5 97 612 
NUWAKOT 2859 274 31 33 
DHADING 385 89 474 
MAKAWANPUR 215 268 483 
GORKHA 924 535 1459 
LAMJUNG 940 697 1637 
TANANHU 1611 289 1900 
SYANGJA , __ •J4 161J 4607 
l<ASl<I 100 -- ----- ----- ·-

422 522 
MYAGDI 934 31 5 1249 
PARBAT 3125 235 3360 
BAGLUNG s52o 11 31 - - - -----·-

6651 

' 
GULMI 2520 150 2670 

I ... PA LP A 3211 -~C:fij ____ 41 ;.'V 

ARGHAKHANCHI 2148 HJ 21 67 
PYUTHAN -335 54 

- - -- ----440 
ROLPA 1830 483 2313 
RU KUM 496 85:2 1348 
SAL YAN 126 108 234 
SURKHET 3074 61 3135 
DAILEKHA 222 25 247 
JAJARKOT 252 98 350 
ACHHAM 346 80 426 
DOTI 11 53 670 1823 
DADHELDHURA 2927 942 3869 
BAIT ADI 1291 375 1666 
Hill 61197 21820 83017 
JHAPA 15175 3600 18775 
MORANG 6860 981 7841 
SUNSARI 5109 619 5728 
SAPTARI 10087 350 10437 
SIRAHA 8460 432 8892 
OHAN USHA 9505 665 10170 
MAHOTTARI 11883 1001 12884 
SAR LAH I 15122 2571 17693 
RAUTAHAT 11283 1261 12544 
BARA 7251 2548 9799 
PARSA 7836 3450 11286 
CHITWAN 3514 885 4399 
NAWALPARASI 2906 429 3335 
RUPANDEHI 4704 1021 5725 
KAPILBASTU 6778 3111 9889 
DANG 5362 2605 7967 
BANKE 3760 1003 4763 
BARDIYA 7473 4107 11580 
KAILALI 17348 13610 30958 
KANCHANPUR 2334 1213 3547 
Teral 162750 45462 208212 
Nepal 230282 71392 301674 

Source: Sample Agriculture Census, I 99 I . 
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