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Pastoralism in western  

mongolia: current challenges  

and coPing strategies
(linda tubach and Peter Finke)

Societies at the University of Amsterdam. She is currently a PhD student and 

-

golia where she has conducted research on political and economic aspects of 

hunting processes among Kazaks in Bayan-Olgii. Her new project is on social 

strategies of pastoralists in situations of uncertainty among Mongolian herders 

in the Khovd area. 

the steppes of western mongolia have been a place of pastoral nomadism for 
many centuries, which has shaped the life of its local communities in profound 

pas-
toralists’ high dependence on dynamic natural and social conditions, including 
human and animal predators, epidemics and climate conditions. this is true for 
mongolian pastoralists as much as for pastoralists anywhere in the world. in 

partly turned life into a state of uncertainty. this project follows these changes 
and analyses the strategies that pastoralists adopt to deal with them.

in the course of the 20th century, mongolian 
-

lishment of a socialist production regime since the 1930s (rosenberg 1981; 
goldstein and Beall 1994; humphrey and sneath 1999; rossabi 2005). 
through the pastoral cooperatives social and economic services like health 
care, free education and transportation, veterinary services, hay production and 
winter shelters were provided. the cooperatives also controlled most aspects 
of the pastoral production, including specialisations in herding and annual 

from the individual producer to the state (Potkanski 1993; Finke 2004).
once the soviet union and with it socialism suddenly collapsed in 1991, the 

situation changed again rapidly. mongolia had to implement fundamental re-
-

ployment rates, increasing poverty and general uncertainty. the collectives in 
the rural areas were dismantled and livestock privatised turning herder house-



Photo 1: the statue of 
galdan Boshigt, last ruler 

of the west-mongolian 
oyrats, in the city of khovd 

(P. Finke, 2011)
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holds into small private enterprises again (Potkanski 1993; Finke 2003; sneath 
2003). the relapse of the formerly stable and subsidised economy caused a crisis 

off from their secure and well-organised lives under socialism (rossabi 2005).
we will look in this project at the impacts these changes had on pastoralists 

the province of khovd. the region is also known for its natural beauty, com-
posed of the high mountain ranges of the mongolian altay on the one hand, 
and steppe lowlands, which include the world’s most northern deserts on the 
other hand. in-between are some of the largest lakes in the country, although 

-
cipitation rates between 100 and 300 mm local ecology poses a serious chal-
lenge for human economic activities aiming to secure their livelihoods. most 
of the area may only be used as seasonal pastures that allow the raising of 
sheep and goats, cattle, horses and a few camels. as vegetation is scarce, 

-

the major rivers, and may locally be of high importance. in cultural terms, the 
region is considered the most heterogeneous in the country. Besides numer-



Photo 2: summer pasture in western mongolia, along the river Buyant 
 (l. tubach, 2013)
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ous mongolian groups like khalkha, Zakhchin, dörvöd or Ööld, khovd 
province also harbours a large number of turkic-speakers, primarily 
and a few tuvinians, as well as uryankhai. this ethnic diversity has impacts 
on pastoral land allocation as well as on differences in economic and social 
strategies employed in dealing with the current challenges.

in spite of this, the region and its people have seen comparatively little 
scholarly attention. the challenges that pastoralists in khovd – as in other 

adapting to a new economic regime. Problems of market access and high 
transaction costs were particularly severe during most of the 1990s (Finke 
2004). in the case of the 
broaden the basis of ones household by diversifying economic activities, par-
ticularly including agriculture and trade where suitable. this was to reduce 
risks among less well-off households while for the rich it provided a mean to 

goats 

marketed, namely cashmere. the increase in livestock and the rise of trans-
portation costs, however, resulted in a decrease in mobility and growing dis-
content regarding access to land rights. the redistribution of livestock in 
private hands and the return to multi-species herds also played a key role in 
this (Finke 2000). at the same time, a general mistrust in social institutions, 
and often in each other, did not make cooperative solutions easy to achieve 
(Finke 2004). in the meanwhile, due to the sudden uncertainty and economic 



Photo 3: milking goats (l. tubach, 2013)

126 Current Projects

and picked up nomadic pastoralism as an alternative livelihood, since jobs 
and even food supplies were hardly to be found anymore. the number of 

Pald 1993; 

processes in other parts of the pastoralist world (Fratkin 1997).
however, since the end of the 1990s this trend started to reverse and pastoral-

ism to lose on its long-term role as national economic backbone (mearns 2004; 

pastoralists, at the same time, increasing risks de-
tain people more and more to act upon those directly. one of these threats is 
natural disasters. Between 1999 and 2002 a series of severe droughts and harsh 

dzud in mongolian) caused enormous loss of livestock. 
-

covered by 2005, this was unequally spread among herders. then, most tragi-
cally, another dzud hit mongolia in 2009 and repeatedly in 2010, when again 
20 % of the total national livestock population was lost. the western regions 
were in both cases among the most severely affected areas. mongolian pastoral-
ists traditionally used to have a very sophisticated knowledge of dzud and people 
are aware that those are part of their natural ecological environment. But the 
frequency in recent years is perceived as unnatural and assigned to climate 
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the mongolian state steadily withdrew from its involvement in pasture regula-
tions (mearns 1993; Finke 2004; upton 2012). this causes ambiguity and con-
fusion among herders. in many places the concentration caused “overstocking, 

himmelsbach 2012: 
-

ture use norms, trust and cooperation amongst herders” (upton 2012: 229). tres-

(Finke 2000, 2004). in part, ‘new nomads’ or ‘newcomers’ have contributed to 
ross-

abi 2005; upton 2012). new national land laws are on their way for some time 

responsibility and therefore stimulates economic growth effectively. this would, 
however, complicate the customary use of pastureland and reduce the herders’ 
mobility, since – as in other parts of the world – “land tenure changes from com-
munal to private ownership often fragments grassland” (galvin 2009: 186). dif-
ferent scholars have argued that mobility in itself plays a key role in sustainable 
pasture management in mongolia (e. g. humphrey and sneath 1999; sneath 
2003, stumpp et al. 2005; sternberg 2012). still, mongolian -
ence on governmental regulation matters (sternberg 2012). Bottom-up ap-
proaches focus on herder-groups that were implemented through these projects 
for increasing resilience against natural risks. advantages of the law would be a 
reduction of free-riding, decreasing transaction costs through enhanced interper-
sonal trust, and growing social capital through bottom-up unionism (himmels-

and very little on actual empirical proof. it has been demonstrated that state 

than locally organised cooperation (ostrom 1990). Furthermore, relevant ques-
tions concerning the pastoralists’ membership, the levels of people’s actual par-

upton 
pastoralists appear to rather avoid formal 

associational groups and prefer participating within personal and informal net-
works (Finke 2004; Byambajav 2012). and, concerns are that enhanced group 
cohesion among established 
poorest (upton 2008; himmelsbach 2012).

Finally, as a third threat, the growing legal and illegal mining sector in mon-
golia is another strain on the herders’ customary institutions regulating pasture 
usage and their relationship with the government, but in fact also with one an-

-
ket value, on its downside it heavily pollutes and destroys pastureland. as a re-
sult, many herder households have been displaced without receiving appropriate 

Byambajav 2012). collective resistance lacks suf-
-



Photo 4: (P. Finke, 2011)
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ternational mediators. collective action against illegal mining, commonly re-
ferred to as ninja

interests between herders and its ambivalent implications. it is not used to gen-

of temporary autonomy. money earned through illegal mining is perceived as 
‘polluted’ and often immediately spent, mainly on alcohol, which makes ninja 

2008: 210). herders are said to end up mining in the areas that they initially 
tried to protect, despite their awareness of the negative long-term effects on 
pastureland, in other words facing a problem of collective action. this addi-
tional pressure on local cooperation could enhance a ‘tragedy of the commons’ 

-
stroying the commons the herders depend on.

Prospects of a rural livelihood in mongolia have thus arguably changed 
from a situation of calculable risks to menacing uncertainty. hence it is 
doubtful whether mongolian pastoralists’ traditional economic and social 

understand the consequences and responses among mongolian pastoralists, 
their actions and considerations from a micro-level perspective. at the core 
will be the various strategies, economic, social or cultural, that people em-
ploy to deal with a situation full of uncertainties. also, little is know about 
people’s perceptions of such changes as well as their effects on formal and 
informal social institutions. at the same time, the on-going economic and 

pastoralists has not been of help to increase coop-
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eration either. they have become a far less homogenous group and vulnera-
bility becomes a more individualised matter. at the same time, obscurity 

-
cerning territorial issues among pastoralists. although by and large peaceful, 

ethnic khalkh nation and state ideology (Bulag 1998).
what the crisis in the pastoral sector has also invoked is a return of the earlier 

urban-rural migration. many who have lost their animals in the consecutive dzud 
have decided to move to town, either the regional centre, the city of khovd, or to 
the national capital ulaanbaatar. as livestock losses affected many of the ‘new 
nomads’ in particular, these are also prominent among the families seeking ref-
uge in an urban setting. decisively different is the situation among the local 

vast majority has decided to leave the country altogether and move to neighbour-
ing 

in theoretical terms, the project looks at issues of risk and uncertainty, prop-
erty rights and institutional change as well as the decision-making processes 

about the meaning and outcome of ongoing transformations inevitably will 
-

pressed through new formal and informal arrangements (
1998). this applies to post-socialist mongolia, where the state predominantly 

Finke 2004). 
Further, the lack of formally implemented regulations and sanctioning as well 

-
certainty. however, risk can also be approached as a phenomenon that inter-

strategies people adopt to cope with crises” (Bollig 2006: 9).
in an uncertain situation however decision-makers lack such information, 

political institutions malfunction. crucial in this regard are property rights. 
the meaning and credibility of land laws in mongolia, however, are unclear 

illegal gold miners, and lack of necessary time depth and reliability (Finke 
-

rural areas and secondly, that people’s individual aims match with general 
pastoral group-interests. instead, social institutions, actions and perceptions 
are approached as process-oriented and studied from within at an empirical 
level of everyday life.
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