PORTER TRAILS - A NEW KIND OF PILGRIMAGE

Martin Hatchuel

To walk is the greatest way to explore. Its slow, measured pace revives and rejuvenates and creates the time we need to interact with the environment and the people we meet along the way. And the long walk is an old and venerable tradition - the famous Camino de Santiago de Compostela, for example, is a collection of ancient European pilgrimage routes with Spain’s Santiago de Compostela as their final destination. They’ve attracted pilgrims for more than a thousand years - and now they’re attracting tourists, too.
But, while walking has a long tradition in this country, hikers who followed South Africa’s well-known trails in the past were more likely to expect heavy backpacks, leaky huts and cold showers than warm beds and gourmet meals.

This is changing, though, because hiking has recently begun to emerge as a business through the creation of porter trails which are now attracting a wider - and often less athletic - market. 
And, while today’s porter trails are nothing like the old colonial-style safaris (with bwana game walking ahead whilst his bearers struggled behind under the weight of his luggage), they are - or can be - a successful and sustainable way of creating jobs and empowering both the communities they touch and the people who walk them.

Sandpiper Safaris’ Fred Orban owns the Oystercatcher Trail - a part of Ker & Downey’s Splendors of the Cape Tour which was recently chosen by National Geographic Traveler as one of its Top 50 Tours of a Lifetime. He said that “it’s more of an educational exercise and about filling beds than about being a big money-spinner, but it has the benefit of keeping people permanently employed - which is an important consideration in the tourism industry, where seasonality is usually a problem.

“And,” he said, “it’s about stimulating local economies, too” - which is important in itself because most (if not all) South African porter trails traverse rural areas where permanent jobs are difficult to create and often even more difficult to sustain.

The Oystercatcher Trail follows the coast from Mossel Bay westwards to Boggomsbaai. Like most other porter trails, it’s guided and fully catered and walkers overnight in style in guest houses along the route, carrying only the bare necessities during the day while their luggage travels by road. 
The presence of walkers increases turnover in local guesthouses and restaurants, said Mr. Orban. “In the communities we pass through it’s a direct creator of jobs.”
Outsourcing is the principle of Mr. Orban’s project, and the Oystercatcher Trail has created about 25 permanent posts. “We put the transport out to tender to local suppliers and we’ve got a number of freelance guides who work for us under contract.”

The employment created - and the training and skills transfer that happen as a result - have had the effect of genuinely uplifting people.
“Our chief guide, Willie Komani, was one of the poorest of the poor when we first met him. Now he’s an independent contractor who’s chosen to remain independent because it allows him time to conduct his own environmental education in KwaNonqaba (outside Mossel Bay) - and he’s in the process of taking transfer of his own house, too,” said Mr. Orban.

Mark Dixon, who operates the Garden Route Trail between Wilderness and Knysna, said that his product fills many bed nights that might otherwise not have been sold. 
Like most other operators, Mr. Dixon books his guests into independent accommodation establishments. “Between them, our guest houses employ 32 people and the additional bed nights we’ve created ensure that everyone has a permanent job.”

Mr. Dixon said that his guests “are an interesting mix of people. They range from families wanting to be with their children to older, retired people who are very active nature lovers.”

His visitors book, he said, indicates that guests particularly enjoy three things about the trail: “the level of our knowledge of the environment (Mr. Dixon is a marine scientist by profession), the diversity of the environment we pass through (beaches, fynbos, dune forest and wetlands) and the unexpected comfort of the trail.”
He said that one of the most difficult business decisions he’s had to make was “whether to grow and accept larger groups, or to remain small and retain the personal touch.

“For the sake of the environment and for marketing reasons we decided to stay as small as we are.”

CONSTRAINTS

Perhaps the biggest constraint to setting up a trail is the time it takes to get the necessary permits and to build a relationship of trust with the landowners whose properties you need to access. 

Tony Kinahan, who’s Elephant Gorge Trail at Buffalo Hills Safaris and Lodges near Plettenberg Bay crosses the indigenous forest which borders his Reserve, said that “it took two years to get the scientists from the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry together with our own consultants - after that, though, we got our permits quite quickly.”

But access is nothing without guests, and Mr. Kinahan is concerned that “people who come to the coast want to walk on the seashore - which is a pity, because the forests offer a unique experience.”
In order to fill his beds, he’s currently negotiating with Britain’s SAGA group, which arranges holidays for the over 50s. “When it happens, they’ll be sending us groups of eight people every fortnight, but we have to undergo their safety and medical inspections first,” he said.
Tracey Philips, an independent consultant who helped to set up the West Coast’s Crayfish Trail, said that porter trails can be successfully implemented in previously disadvantaged communities but that much training was needed.

“The Crayfish Trail was begun in about 2004 as a sustainable coastal livelihood project with funds provided by Marine and Coastal Management and it’s been open to the public for about two years now.

“When we started, we arranged a catering course through the Helderberg Technical College to train our hosts and hostesses and the Nature College provided basic field guide training.

“There was a lot of interest from the community, but no experience,” she said. “But people who live on the West Coast don’t necessarily go walking on the West Coast - and there were also many people in the communities who thought we were nuts to do what we were planning.”

Nevertheless, the Trail now operates out of a number of comfortable, community-based guest houses with, according to coordinator Coreen Coetzee, three to six departures of between six and ten guests per month. “It’s higher in the flower season in August and September and in the crayfish season from November to May, but it provides full time work for five guides and five guesthouse managers and part-time work for four drivers and two families who serve the food,” she said.
Although her involvement in the Crayfish Trail is now a thing of the past, Ms. Philips is currently busy with a feasibility study for the creation of “a network of seven trails in the West Coast Biosphere Reserve” - and this seems to fit with the general trend in trails tourism. Mr. Orban has begun a Beach Body and Bundu Trail which links the Garden Route with the Klein Karoo, Mr. Kinahan is now cooperating with Plett- and Knysna-based cycle tour operators to offer porter trails to mountain bikers and Mr. Dixon is in the process of developing a new product with birding as its theme.
Above all though, the one thing that all trails operators have in common is the desire to educate their guests and to increase awareness of the environment. 
And so it seems that walking - and cycling - have come full circle and that the porter trail has now become the new pilgrimage. 

SIDEBAR: CONTACTS - PORTER TRAILS

CRAYFISH HIKING TRAIL

South-North Tourism Route 

Telephone: 027 851 7108

www.south-north.co.za 

OYSTERCATCHER TRAIL

Sandpiper Safaris

Telephone: 044 699 1204

www.oystercatchertrail.co.za

GARDEN ROUTE TRIAL

Telephone: 082 213 5931 

www.gardenroutetrail.co.za

ELEPHANT GORGE PORTERED TRAIL

Buffalo Hills Game Reserve & Lodges

Telephone: 044 535 9739

www.buffalohills.co.za
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