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ABSTRACT

Extensive socio-economic, political and environmental changes in the last
century in Mongolia have altered to some extent the nomadic way of life. The
impacts of both the process of collectivization and de-collectivization have been
the biggest triggers for the increased social vulnerability of herders in the
country. Pastoral mobility, as a traditional strategy to cope with climatic
uncertainties, is now becoming less and less appropriate for pastoralists, due to
an increasing sedentarization process that started during the Soviet era and has
since been accelerated by market changes.

The aims of this study are: (1) to outline the tradition of mobile herding and
pastoral management before the revolution of 1921, and to examine the impacts
of collectivization and de-collectivization on pastoral livestock herding
management activities during the socialist and capitalist eras, (2) to study the
current pastoral herding methods used by the herders in Ikhbulag, including:
pasture management, livestock mobility, seasonal pasture-shifting movements
and other influencing factors, (3) to examine the various coping strategies that
herders use in order to overcome natural disasters and to study the emerging and

new livelihood opportunities that have emerged during the transition to a market
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economy, and (4) to investigate the relationship between the nomadic people’s
identity and the changes in mobile herding techniques and technology.

The study finds that although pastoralism itself as an adaptive strategy in
response to bad natural conditions, and in the current situation, is becoming
more difficult for the herders in Mongolia to practice, due to the problems
related to environmental, social and political changes. Traditional risk
prevention mechanisms, such as the use of distant otor pastures, are becoming
problematic due to the fact that these pastures are becoming an increasingly
scarce resource due to human and natural factors, and that, although a common
resource, their use in practice is mediated through private access and reciprocity.
On the other hand, due to the collapse of the state collective system and the
Government’s recent neo-liberalist agenda, herders have been abandoned by the
State and left in the insecure and ‘invisible’ hands of the market. Once highly
dependent on the hay-making arrangements and reserve fodder funds provided
by the collectives in the past, herders now face with hardships during dzud (hard
winter) periods. However, this study also finds that local people are active actors
under disaster situations and have been able to adapt to the new situation and
find a way to maintain their livelihoods, even in tough circumstances.

The study also explores the diverse and dynamic ways in which people have
dealt with these changes, by examining their livelihood strategies. Local people
have used a variety of adaptive, preventive and coping strategies as they have
encountered hard times, such as diversification of their livelihood sources,
migrating to urban areas and establishing rural-urban safety nets. After that the
anxiety amongst some scholars regarding the loss of mobility and loss of
traditional strategies will also be problematized. In order to escape from the
fixed notion of identity, my study tries to deconstruct ‘eco-centric’ and ‘ethno-
centric’ views of pastoral mobility, revealing that the herders of Ikhbulag use
mobility only as a way to satisfy the needs of their livestock, which are the basis
of their livelihood, and do not see pastoral mobility as necessary for defining
their identity in the case where their livelihoods are insured. At the same time,
herders send their children to cities to get educated and trained into an urban

lifestyle. At the moment, herders are at a crossroads: while the hardships of a
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pastoral existence call the younger generation to the city and its comforts, the
city is already overcrowded and itself faces environmental problems. In this case
the Government should not simply ignore the herders, but should rather pay
more attention to developing the rural infrastructure, rural towns and
settlements; to creating employment in the rural areas, as well as introducing a
greater number of social services for the herders. Rather than just giving
humanitarian relief during disasters, the Government needs to develop the
coping capacities of the herders; ready for hard times. Herders also have the

right to access development and a better way of life.
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