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This paper looks at the impact of the traditional and emerging institutional environment on the practice of migratory
pastoralism in the Kailash Sacred Landscape (KSL), a transborder region in the western Himalayas around the tri-juncture
between China, India, and Nepal, where migratory pastoralists have been an important part of the traditional political
economy. It develops a conceptual perspective of migratory pastoralism and its associated social–ecological base using
concepts drawn from common pool resource theories. The customary patterns of migratory pastoralism are described, as are
the intra and extra-regional factors that have led to its decline. Understanding the transformation in recent decades of the
variables linked to the social–ecological systems of the KSL, such as the sociocultural attributes of the landscape’s
communities, the rules of resource management, and the biophysical attributes of the natural resource base, is key to
understanding the decline of migratory pastoralism in the landscape. Recent geopolitics, national development trajectories,
changing natural resource governance schemes, community adaptation strategies, and changing cultural perceptions all
come together to shape the present day vulnerability of migratory pastoralism in this landscape.

Keywords: migratory pastoralism; transborder; common property resources; livelihood strategies; institutional bricolage;
rangelands

Introduction

For communities residing at the peripheries of modern
nation-states, the strategies and boundaries of natural
resource use have historically often extended beyond the
modern borders (Van Spengen 2000). Pastoralism is a
mode of natural resource use that depends on mobility
across space and periodical time, making optimum use of
the resources in landscapes with harsh geo-climatic condi-
tions and limited biomass. In the Himalayan region, cus-
tomary institutions have provided the framework for
sustainable use of rangeland resources by pastoralist com-
munities for countless generations (Miller 1998; Banjade
and Paudel 2008; Negi 2010). Institutions – defined as
regularized patterns of behaviour between individuals and
groups in society (Leach, Mearns, and Scoones 1999) or
between segments of society (Ayers 1962) – are one of the
crucial keys to sound natural resource management (Ghate
2004; Dong et al. 2008). There is much evidence that
pastoralism is best managed communally (Herrera, Davies,
and Baena 2014) and that forage resources in the Himalayas
were historically governed by local communities as com-
mon property resources (CPRs) under customary frame-
works (Oli et al. 2013). All along the Himalayas, many
groups were previously involved in a complex cross-border
network of social, cultural, and economic relations with
residents of the Tibetan Plateau that led to the evolution
of mutually dependent agriculturalist–trader–pastoralist

economies (Van Spengen 2000; Bauer 2004). Migratory
pastoralism was thus intricately intermeshed with other
livelihood activities like trade and agriculture and was
sustained by mobility and enabling customary systems
along the migratory routes and rangelands, both within
and beyond modern national boundaries.

However, several studies have observed a marked
decline in the traditional practices and migration patterns
of pastoralism, as well as its socio-economic viability, in
the Himalayas in recent years (e.g. Wu and Richard, 1999;
Goodall 2004; Negi 2007; Namgay et al. 2014; Sharma
et al. 2014; Wu et al. 2014). While these studies have tried
to capture various socio-economic and environmental fac-
tors undergirding this decline, there has been relatively
little research on understanding how changes in institu-
tions at multiple levels have overarching implications both
directly on migratory pastoralism, as well as on these other
factors effecting its decline in the Himalayas. Some studies
that attempt addressing the role of institutions vis-à-vis
migratory pastoralism in this regard include Goldstein
and Beall (1990), Agrawal and Ostrom (2001), Gerwin
and Bergmann (2012), and Dong, Shaoliang, and Yan
(2016). The case study presented here intends to add to
this literature by providing an analysis of the various
factors that have contributed to the present day vulnerabil-
ity of migratory pastoralism among three borderland com-
munities at the Himalaya–Tibetan plateau interface –
namely the Shaukas, the Humli Bhotiyas, and the
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Drokpas – from an institutional perspective. It looks at the
impact of the emerging institutional environment, espe-
cially over the second half of the twentieth century, on
the practice of migratory pastoralism among the aforemen-
tioned communities in the rangelands of the Kailash
Sacred Landscape (KSL), a transborder region spread
around the western tri-juncture between China, India, and
Nepal. The study uses CPR concepts and variables linked
to KSL’s socio-ecological systems to analyse the overall
decline in the scale and socio-economic viability of migra-
tory pastoralism in the KSL.

The conceptual perspective

Institutions can be understood as frameworks for socially
constructed rules and norms which provide structure to
everyday life, reduce uncertainty, and make certain forms
of behaviour routine, thereby limiting choice (North
1990). By setting limits to social practice, including
thought, institutions shape human experience and personal
identity (Connell 1987). Institutions form the normative
core of social–ecological systems (SESs), in which all
resources used by humans are embedded. In a complex
SES, subsystems such as a resource system (e.g. a range-
land), resource units (specific parcels of grazing areas),
users (herders), and governance systems (organizations
and rules that govern grazing on that rangeland) are rela-
tively separable but interact to produce outcomes at the
SES level. These outcomes in turn feed back into the SES
to affect these subsystems and their components, as well
other larger or smaller SESs (Ostrom 2009).

Around the world, resource units in SESs have been
managed as common pool resources (CPRs) (Ostrom
2010). CPRs share the attribute of subtractability with
private goods and the difficulty of exclusion with public
goods (Ostrom 1990). There are four kinds of property
rights in CPRs – withdrawal, management, exclusion, and
alienation – but they are not necessarily available to all
users. Owners have all four kinds of rights; proprietors
have all rights except alienation; authorized claimants
have rights of withdrawal and management; and author-
ized users only have the right to withdraw resources
(Agrawal and Ostrom 2001).

Seen from a distance, a CPR can be understood as an
‘action arena’ whose structure is shaped by certain vari-
ables exogenous to the CPR such as the biophysical and
material conditions of the SES it is embedded in, the
attributes of the community that interacts with the CPR,
and the set of rules that govern actions in the CPR
(Ostrom, Gardner, and Walker 1994). It is vital to identify
and understand these variables and the transformations
among them in order to understand the dynamics govern-
ing a CPR. Furthermore, CPRs are usually not isolated or
stand-alone entities in terms of the jurisdiction that gov-
erns them. Rather, they are enmeshed in webs of poly-
centric governance involving various, and usually
interlinked, levels of decision-making, both vertically
(hierarchically) and horizontally (at the same level), that

shape their management (McGinnis 2011). Polycentric
governance structures directly influence exogenous vari-
ables such as the rules of resource use and the attributes of
the community, and indirectly even the biophysical attri-
butes of the SES, for example through the delineation of
administrative boundaries.

Decentralization of authority from central state struc-
tures to regional and local level institutions has become a
favoured governance strategy in developing countries
due to factors ranging from lower transaction costs to
better availability of information at the local level
(Bardhan 2002). Typically, successful decentralization
of resource management results in the creation of new
commons as central governments delegate rights and
powers to new actors who can make decisions about the
disposition of these resources. As governments formulate
new rules, they allow lower level actors greater leeway in
deciding the fate of locally situated resources, though
now subject to supervision and checks by state agencies.
In contrast, in a highly centralized regime, almost all
authority for making rules is concentrated in a national
government. Local officials and citizens are viewed as
rule followers, not as rule makers (Agrawal and Ostrom
2001, 487–490).

However, the ability to benefit from resources is
mediated not just by ‘bundles of rights’, as enlisted
above, but also by the possibilities and constraints estab-
lished by the specific political-economic and cultural
frames within which access to resources is sought.
Therefore, by focusing on access – defined as the ability
to benefit from things including material objects, persons,
institutions, and symbols – a wider range of social rela-
tionships that can constrain or enable people to benefit
from resources is brought into attention, including but
not limited to property relations alone (Ribot and Peluso
2003). Herder communities need to be seen as enmeshed
in contested webs of relations alongside other local and
trans-local communities, amidst which some people have
access ‘at different levels, or with a wider geographical
span, [while] others do not’ (Van Schendel 2005: 10).
Besides, rather than ensuing from rigid categories such
as ‘tradition’ or ‘the state’, many institutional arrange-
ments are forged in practice through daily interactions,
the necessary improvisation involved in daily life, and
the constant use of resources (Cleaver 2002). This study
intends to understand the access to rangeland resources
among three Himalayan borderland communities tradition-
ally practicing migratory pastoralism in a transborder
region, by looking at this ‘institutional bricolage’ (ibid)
resulting from the essentially complex, diverse, and ad-hoc
nature of institutional formation.

Methodology

KSL – the study site

In 2010, national scientific institutions from China, India,
and Nepal delineated the KSL, an area around the holy
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mountain of Kailash with shared ecological, historical,
cultural, and climatic linkages (Figure 1) (Oli and Zomer
2011). Administratively, KSL covers the Pulan County of
the Tibetan autonomous region (TAR), China (henceforth,
referred to as KSL China); district Pithoragarh of
Uttarakhand state, India (KSL India), and districts
Baitadi, Darchula, Bajhang, and Humla of Nepal (KSL
Nepal). Rangelands comprise 27% of the total area of
KSL, and 50% when considered together with their inter-
faces with adjacent ecosystems. The rangelands provide
essential watershed functions and support globally signifi-
cant species of flora and fauna, including many medicinal
plants. The flora also provides fodder and other biomass
resources for various kinds of migratory pastoralism –
traditionally one of the most important livelihood strate-
gies in the landscape (Rawat et al. 2013). The major
biophysical attributes of the KSL are summarized in
Table 1.

Historical background

Prior to mid-twentieth century, the geo-political and insti-
tutional conditions in KSL China and KSL Nepal allowed
for rangelands and migratory pastoralism to be governed
primarily by local level arrangements, which were nested
within broader networks of governance. These local level
arrangements included customary reciprocal ties with
neighbouring communities and their rangelands across

the national borders. In KSL India, the nature of access
to rangelands and the volume of migratory pastoralism had
already begun to be significantly shaped by the policies of
the colonial government starting in the first half of the
nineteenth century (Bergmann et al. 2012). The tax reduc-
tions on trans-Himalayan trade for Shaukas and industria-
lized wool production in the Gangetic plains favoured a
substantial increase in the volume of the Shauka-domi-
nated Indo-Tibetan trade and their investment in livestock
over much of the nineteenth century (Atkinson, 1884
[1996]). However, developments from the late nineteenth
century onward till Indian Independence in 1947, such as
restrictive colonial forestry policies (e.g. setting up of
Reserved Forests [RFs]), the gradual replacement of
Tibetan wool by imports from Europe and Australia, and
of Tibetan salt by cheaper substitutes from coastal India,
began to slowly dry up both Indo-Tibetan trade and sea-
sonal transhumance (Guha 1989; Roy 2003).

Nonetheless, the Shaukas continued to practice a sub-
stantial volume of seasonal transhumance as well as Indo-
Tibetan trade till the Indo-China war of 1962. Certain
practices, such as the ‘Serji system’ – wherein messengers
of Tibetan officials entered the Shauka-inhabited valleys
of KSL India to initiate the trade season and negotiate a
disease-free inflow of Shauka traders and livestock – were
outlawed by the colonial government by the end of the
nineteenth century, being cited as infringements to British
Indian sovereignty (Brown 1984). But other customary

Figure 1. The Kailash Sacred Landscape.
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arrangements, such as the ‘mitra’ ties ensuring exclusive
trade ties between Shauka and Drokpa trader families, the
practice of seasonal transhumance by the Shaukas, and
their social, economic, and cultural ties with the Shaukas
residing in KSL Nepal continued throughout and beyond
the colonial period (ibid). The customary reciprocal ties of
pastoralism between the Humli Bhotiyas of KSL Nepal
and the Drokpas also continued till around the time when
the border between China and Nepal got formalized in the
1960s (Goldstein 1975; Bauer 2004). This study thus
understands ‘traditional’ systems of migratory pastoralism
as those which were in place in the Himalayan and Tibetan
borderlands of the KSL before the Chinese annexation of
Tibet in the 1950s. This event had a drastic impact on
migratory pastoralism in among all the three communities
studied.

Data collection

The findings in this paper draw primarily upon secondary
data and a limited amount of primary data collected during
field studies in KSL India and KSL Nepal in 2014 and
2015. The field study sites were selected in areas with a
recent history of traditional transborder pastoral migration;
three sites in the Mahakali river system – one amidst
Chaudans, Api, and Nampa valleys each – along the
border between India and Nepal; and one each in the
upper reaches of the Karnali and Limi valleys (Figure 2).
Fifteen key informant interviews were held with Shauka
community elders and current pastoralists in the Chaudans
valley in KSL India. In KSL Nepal, two focus group
discussions (FGDs) were conducted with Shaukas in the
Api and Nampa valleys each. Two FGDs were conducted
with Humli Bhotiya herders in upper Karnali and Limi

valleys each. Two different open-ended questionnaires
were designed keeping in mind the governance systems
in India and Nepal. The questions were aimed to gather
information on the traditional systems of rangeland gov-
ernance and migratory pastoralism, the present day gov-
ernance systems, historical and present-day experience of
transborder pastoralism, and new livelihood strategies and
aspirations among traditionally agro-pastoralist
communities.

Results

Traditional institutions related to migratory pastoralism

Traditional institutions in KSL India

The Shauka tribes inhabit the northern, China-bordering
reaches of districts Pithoragarh, Bageshwar, and Chamoli
in the Uttarakhand state of India and include groups such as
Byansis, Chaudansis, Darmis, Joharis, and Jaads. Some
Byansi Shaukas also live in the Nepali parts of the
Mahakali valley that borders India. The habitations of the
Johari, Darmi, Chaudansi, and Byansi Shaukas are located
within KSL India. The Shaukas follow syncretic strains of
Hinduism and animism and speak dialects that represent a
mix of Tibetan with Kumaoni. But all Shaukas consider
themselves as belonging to the ‘Rajput’ caste of the Hindu
caste system and follow patriarchy. Traditionally, the
Shauka socio-economy was centred upon Indo-Tibetan
trade and facilitated by seasonal transhumance. Goats and
sheep were central to this trade, being the mode of freight of
merchandise for the trade, as well as providing milk, meat,
and wool for both local use and trade (Raipa 1974).

Each Shauka group resided in a separate tributary
valley of either the Mahakali or the Ganges river system

Table 1. Biophysical attributes of the Kailash Sacred Landscape.

Whole landscape KSL China KSL India KSL Nepal

Total area (km2) 31,252 10,843 7120 13,289
Elevation (masl) 369–7678 3641–7678 428–6895 369–7132
Number of watersheds 14 2 4 8
Key watersheds and
area (km2)

Peacock river basin or
upper Karnali (3062);
Mansarovar (7781)

Saryu (350); Ramganga
(1500); Kali, including sub-
basins of Gori, Dhauli and
Kali (5400)

Humla Karnali (600); Seti
(1250); Chamelia (700);
Tinkar (450); Nampa (350);
Tampa (200)

Protected areas partly
or wholly within or
adjacent to KSL

6 Mansarovar Wetland
complex

Nanda Devi Biosphere
Reserve (part); Askot
Wildlife Sanctuary

Khaptad National Park; Rara
National Park; Api-Nampa
Conservation Area

Ecologically and/or
culturally significant
lakes

Lake Manasarovar; Lake
Rakshas Tal

Parvati Tal; Anchari Tal;
Chhipla Kund

Chhyungsa Daha; Chhyungar
Daha; Rara Khaptad

Forest area (km2) 8489 No forest, whole area
above the treeline

4965 3524

Rangelands 27% 49% 13% 18%
Social groups involved
in migratory
pastoralism

Local ‘Drokpa’ tribes Indigenous Shauka tribes and
migrant Gaddi herders from
Himachal Pradesh

Indigenous Shauka and Humli
Bhotiya tribes

Human population 1.1 million approx. 8800 460,000 540,000

Source: Oli and Zomer (2011).
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and practiced annual cycles of transhumance between
downstream, low-altitude winter settlements, and
upstream, high-altitude summer settlements (Chatterjee,
1976). Furthermore, each Shauka group distinguished
themselves into ‘kunchas’, that is, those who practiced
transhumance, and ’anwals’, that is, shepherds who prac-
ticed nomadic pastoralism (Hoon 1996). ‘Kuncha’ implied
a family and livestock caravan that would migrate to the
high-altitude villages in summer to cultivate crops and
graze their animals. ‘Anwal’ implied a person whose
main source of livelihood was livestock rearing rather
than agriculture, and whose spatial mobility was primarily
influenced by the livestock herds in relation to the
resources of a place. Shauka ‘anwals’ were not necessarily
related to the ’kunchas’.

Each Shauka village would migrate as a whole every
year between the winter settlements and higher altitude
summer settlements, which were scattered at fixed locations
(Figure 3). The ‘anwals’ grazed their livestock (largely
goats and sheep, with some yaks and yak/cow crossbreeds)
in high-altitude alpine rangelands called ‘bugyals’ that lay
at the most two-day walk away from the summer settle-
ment. For the annual Indo-Tibetan trade, the Shauka traders
used the summer settlements as depots, and ‘animal trains’
composed of hundreds of sheep and goats to transport
merchandise. Each Shauka group would use a pass lying
at the head of their particular tributary valley to enter Tibet,
and a Tibetan trade mart not far from this pass for trading.
When in Tibet, their livestock were allowed to graze in

rangeland areas around border market towns such as
Gyanema Mandi and Taklakot (Sherring 1906).

In India and Nepal, the ‘kunchas’ used the seasonal
migration routes of the Shauka ‘anwals’ but grazed their
animals on rangelands lying closer to the summer settle-
ment than the ‘bugyals’ (Hoon 1996). In winter, the
Shaukas either grazed their animals in the forests near
their low-altitude winter settlements or grazed them further
south in the forests of the Bhabar – the piedmont plains
region immediately south of the Shauka homeland in India
– and the Terai of far western Nepal. Both ‘kunchas’ and
‘anwals’ had a symbiotic relationship with the sedentary
communities along the migration route, which included
the flocks enriching the farmlands with animal manure,
provisioning of sedentary communities with livestock pro-
ducts, clearing of stubble and weed by the grazing ani-
mals, and provision of resting places and food supplies to
the herders by the sedentary communities (Pant 1935).
During the winter, traders from the various Shauka groups
would converge at Indian trade marts lying at the
Himalayan foothills, such as Haldwani, Tanakpur,
Almora, etc.

The customary management of bugyals involved the
division of these rangelands into hundreds of named pas-
tures of various sizes. They were not fenced, but the
boundaries were known to all and enforced by the village
head. The carrying capacity was assessed on the basis of
size, altitude, and forage conditions and used to determine
the number of animals allowed on each pasture. The

Figure 2. The field study sites.
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pastures were allotted to households in proportion to the
number of animals owned. A locally appointed grazing tax
collector maintained records of the number of sheep on
each pasture and periodically reassessed the carrying capa-
city by gathering information on the forage conditions
from the shepherds. The pastures were first allotted to
Shauka households; surplus pastures were then allotted
to non-Shauka shepherds on a first-come, first-serve
basis. There was no common pasture open to all. The
Shauka custom allowed transit shepherds the use of leased
pasture for one night only to avoid overgrazing. The
Shauka herders leased bugyals into several smaller plots
based on topography and altitude and periodically rotated
the actual grazing site for the sheep by moving them
through the subplots in sequence, thereby preventing any
single area from being over-grazed (Hoon 1996:
106–107).

Traditional institutions in KSL Nepal

Humla district lies at the northwestern corner of Nepal,
sharing its northern and northwestern borders with the
Ngari Prefecture of TAR, China. The higher reaches of
district Humla are inhabited by the Humli Bhotiyas, a
culturally and linguistically Tibetan group. The Humli
Bhotiya community has traditionally resided in the
Nyin, upper Karnali, and Limi valleys of district
Humla. For this community, migratory pastoralism was
till recent times among their most important livelihood
strategies (Gurung 2008; TU 2010). The practice of

polyandrous marriage system was the prevalent form of
traditional social organization among the Humli
Bhotiyas. It was amenable to a lifestyle that depended
upon annual seasonal pastoral migrations, as well as the
maintenance of a subsistence level agriculture per house-
hold (Levine 1988; Lama 2002). Under this organization,
the elder brother would stay at home, taking care of the
estate, while the younger ones would migrate with the
sheep and yak caravans for grazing and trade. Each
village in Humla traditionally defined and recognized
rangelands for each season (TU 2010). The rangelands
were communally owned and each year lots were drawn
to determine which families would use which grazing
areas. In contrast, agricultural lands were normally
owned on a household basis. Trade and pastoralism
were largely conducted by members of the upper and
middle strata of the Humli Bhotiya community. In Limi
valley, these comprised over two-thirds of the total popu-
lation. The lowest and poorest rungs subsisted on agri-
culture, practiced mostly in marginal landholdings and
sometimes through shifting agriculture, and various crafts
(Goldstein 1975; Haimendorf 1975).

Humli Bhotiyas raised yak, goats, and sheep, for all of
which they depended upon seasonal pastoral migrations
(Haimendorf, Christoph von Furer 1975). The Bhotiyas of
Limi valley had a distinct system of local and transborder
grazing cycles. During the summer, they grazed their
animals among the high-altitude rangelands of the main
and tributary valleys of the Humla Karnali and Limi rivers.
During the winter, yak, sheep, and goat herds from Limi

Figure 3. Traditional transhumance routes in the KSL, as described in key informant information and Pant (1935).
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valley would be taken to rangelands lying deep in Tibet
(China) under customary arrangements (Goldstein 1975).
Reciprocally, the Tibetans residing in the border village of
Shera had customary grazing rights in the Limi valley.
During the summer, the Humli Bhotiya herders from the
other valleys used to take their animals to grasslands
higher up in the upper Karnali valley or in its tributary
valleys bordering the Limi valley. During winter, these
herders would take their herds down to rangelands located
in Nepali mid-hill districts that bordered Humla on the
south, such as Accham, Doti, and Bajura. (Figure 3).

Trade was an important corollary activity to pastoral-
ism for all Humli Bhotiyas. The Humli Bhotiyas of Limi
valley would trade grain obtained from Simikot (Humla)
in Tibetan borderland trade marts like Taklakot for wool
and salt, and their pastoral produce (especially livestock
younglings) with communities from the neighbouring
Nepali district of Mugu to the east. Humli Bhotiyas from
the upper Karnali and Nyin valleys not only traded in
Tibet but also extensively with the Hindu communities
of the bordering mid-hill Nepali districts to the south.
While yak would be used as freight animal by the resi-
dents of Limi valley for trade with Tibet, the preferred
choice of freight animal in general among the Humli
Bhotiyas was highland and lowland varieties of sheep
(Haimendorf, Christoph von Furer 1975). These inter-
twined practices of pastoralism and trade were highly
lucrative economically as well as in terms of ensuring
food security for the Humli Bhotiyas. In erstwhile times,
salt and wool, brought down by Humli Bhotiya traders
from Tibet and Humla’s higher valleys, were highly in
demand among the Nepali mid-hill and even Terai com-
munities. Each unit of salt or wool could fetch several
units of barley and rice (Goldstein 1975; Haimendorf,
Christoph von Furer 1975).

Traditional institutions in KSL China

Prior to the annexation of Tibet to China in 1959, the
indigenous Drokpa communities in KSL were part of a
system in which the land was owned by high reincarnate
religious figures, aristocratic families, or monasteries –
kinds of ‘lords of the estate’ – and the ultimate authority
was the central government in Lhasa, headed by the
Dalai Lama (Goldstein and Beall 1990). The nomadic
families were subjects to the lord, to whom they paid
taxes and corvee labour services. The lord in turn
appointed officials who maintained law and order and
managed disputes. The nomadic families owned their
herds, managing and disposing off them as they wished.
However, they were not free to leave the estate and
move with their livelihood to the estate of another
lord, without the new lord having to negotiate a pay-
ment with the old lord. The nomadic families were thus
bound to the lord and the estate. Beneath the lord, the
next key institution was the family. Members of a family
shared a tent, cooked and ate together, and jointly man-
aged their herd, decisions being made by the family

head. Sharing and cooperation within the family con-
trasted with a norm of fierce independence between
families. The ideal for nomad families was to be self-
contained units, and they preferred to hire nomads from
the class of poor and indigent nomads than negotiating
with neighbours for tasks such as herding (Goldstein
and Beall 1990: 55).

The nomadic estate was divided into hundreds, or
thousands, of named rangelands of various sizes, with
delimited borders recorded in a register book. Although
these pastures were not fenced off, boundaries were
known to all and enforced by the officials of the estate.
Households received rangelands proportionate to the num-
ber of animals owned, including multiple rangelands
appropriate for use in different seasons. Nomadic custom
allowed a migrating nomadic family to use any group’s
rangeland for one night in transit, but no longer than that.
Nomad families were completely independent of each
other and there was no common rangeland. Even nomadic
migrations happened between different rangelands allotted
to the same family. The traditional system balanced range-
lands and livestock by shifting rangelands between
families according to the results of a once-in-three-years
survey conducted by the lord and his officials. It involved
making various kinds of shifts of herds and nomadic
households from one rangeland to the other, depending
upon how fluctuations in a herd size could be matched to
the productive capacity of the land (Goldstein and Beall
1990: 69–70).

The majority of nomadic families had a base, usually a
traditional winter settlement, where they built a house and
barns, and moved from there to different rangelands at
different times of year (Miller 1998). Unlike the Shaukas
or the Humli Bhotiyas, the Drokpas did not move from
one climatic region to another, since all of the area had a
similarly harsh climate. Instead they moved shorter dis-
tances of around 15–70 km rotating the rangeland area and
tracking favourable forage conditions. Established migra-
tory routes, with regular encampment areas, were followed
year after year (Goldstein and Beall 1990). The nomads
followed a traditional multispecies grazing system with
yaks, sheep, goats, and horses grazing together to max-
imize the use of forage, as different species graze different
plants. The different animals also had different uses and
provided a diverse range of products for home consump-
tion or sale. Maintaining multiple species in herds also
minimized the risk of total livestock loss from disease or
severe winter storms and provided some insurance that not
all animals would be lost and herds could be rebuilt
(Miller 2000). The nomad families also traded salt and
wool from the plateau with the southern Himalayan com-
munities such as the Shaukas and the Humli Bhotiyas,
both in Tibetan borderland marts as well as marts located
close to the border in KSL India and KSL Nepal (Pant
1935; Haimendorf, Christoph von Furer 1975; Goldstein
and Beall 1990). They also developed complex relations
with agricultural communities outside the pastoral areas
within Tibet as well, in which farmers provided them with
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barley, their staple diet, in exchange for livestock products
(Miller 2000).

Contemporary institutions governing migratory
pastoralism in KSL: intersections between the state and
tradition

In the past, both the practice of migratory pastoralism and
the rangeland resource base it depended upon were gov-
erned by flexible but well-defined customary institutions.
However, these institutions have undergone a significant
transformation, first as a result of the trend in all the three
countries towards centralized governance structures, and
second through the later trend towards increasing decen-
tralization that saw local communities again becoming
involved in the management of local natural resources,
but now within new networks of polycentric governance
(Ghate 2008). The present day institutions are described in
the following.

KSL India and KSL Nepal

In India, the ‘Report on the Task Force on Grasslands and
Deserts’ (GoI 2007) noted the urgent need for a National
Grazing Policy to ensure the sustainable use of grasslands
and biodiversity conservation. Yet, there is still no govern-
ment institution or policy at the national level with the sole
mandate of managing pastoral issues. At state level, the
Departments of Agriculture, Animal Husbandry,
Environment and Forests, and Revenue jointly implement
various development programmes for the Himalayan pas-
toralists. All the Himalayan states have Animal Husbandry
departments as separate or subsidiary units of Departments
of Agriculture (Köhler-Rollefson, Morton, and Sharma
2003) that are involved in livestock development pro-
grammes, but their major focus is on settled farmers. The
Revenue and Forest Departments are responsible for pas-
ture development. In KSL India, rangelands are now man-
aged largely through the institution of van panchayats.
These represent a hybrid of state ownership and commu-
nity responsibility. A van panchayat is managed by a forest
committee which is guided by Revenue Department rules
and technical advice from the Forest Department (as per
the Indian Forest Act of 1927). The van panchayat is
governed by rules developed and implemented by the
communities regarding the use, monitoring, sanctions,
and arbitration of conflicts. Customary rights to graze are
also subsumed. As such, open access is avoided. Van
panchayats are a form of CPRs, since they have (a) an
identifiable user group, (b) finite subtractive benefits, (c) a
susceptibility to degradation when used beyond a sustain-
able limit, and (d) are agreed upon by local users as a
collective property which is indivisible (Mukherjee 2003).

In Nepal, the Nepal Rangeland Policy came into effect
in 2012 and is currently being piloted in Bajhang district.
The policy focuses on involving local pastoralist commu-
nities in managing rangelands. The pilot is in an early

phase and the impact cannot yet be assessed. In KSL
Nepal, rangeland management is generally carried out at
the level of the community forest user group (CFUG) as
notified by the Forest Department. The CFUG areas are
managed by local village communities according to a
work plan prepared by the communities working with
the local Forest Department (as per the Nepal Forest Act
of 1993).

In KSL India and KSL Nepal, migratory herders gen-
erally have traditional and statutory grazing rights in the
van panchayats or CFUGs of the village in which they
reside. However, when they move through rangelands
belonging to other villages, they need to pay a nominal
fee per animal to the van panchayat committee or CFUG
of the other village. Due to poor reach of the state institu-
tions, some remote rangelands in both KSL India and KSL
Nepal either continue to be managed solely by customary
institutions or are open access sites.

KSL China

In KSL China, as elsewhere on the Tibetan Plateau, many
of the customary institutions of rangeland management
disintegrated under the collectivization of pre-reform
China. This centralized approach to control and exploita-
tion of natural resources proved to be a failure, and after
the breakdown of the communes, the use and control of
the pastures went back into the hands of the local users.
But the pastoralists had largely lost their traditional sys-
tems for organizing themselves to manage resources coop-
eratively, and in many places, this resulted in a tragedy-of-
the-commons situation (Jiang 2005; Wang, Brown, and
Agrawal 2013).

Reforms in the 1970s and later replaced collectives
with a system of state-ownership of land in which pastures
were leased out to individuals and communities for local
level management. The Grasslands Law (1985), revised in
2002, is the primary law regulating land tenure in grass-
lands. It decentralizes control from the state to rangeland
users. The Grasslands Law introduced the Pasture
Contract System (PCS), an extension of the Household
Contract Responsibility System for agriculture, to former
communes in pastoral areas. The PCS grants ownership of
rangelands to the state or collectives, which may grant 50-
year contracts (an increase from the 30-year contracts used
before 1996) and use right certificates to individual house-
holds for animal husbandry. The contracts set out indivi-
dual household boundaries, seasonal pasture allocations,
stocking rates (to be enforced by the Animal Husbandry
Bureaus), pasture use fees, and a duty to sustain rangeland
productivity. Individualized, exclusive, and transferable
property rights and use fees seek to encourage users to
view land as a production factor, not a ‘free good’ (Nelson
2006, 391–392).

In 2002, the ‘tuimi huancao’ (Restore Pastures to
Grass) policy was initiated with the aim of resettling
pastoralists into concentrated settlements with
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infrastructural assets. The Grasslands Law of 2002 supple-
mented the tuimi huancao by encouraging a new division of
labour, in which pastoralists would be turned into labourers
outside the region and professionals in other trades. It also
supported the introduction of centralized livestock breeding
and extension and support services (Kreutzmann 2011). In
addition, the Rangeland Ecological Protection Reward and
Compensation Mechanism was introduced in 2009 on the
Tibetan Plateau as a payment for ecosystem services (PES)
programme under which monetary compensation was to be
given to pastoralists for reducing their herds to sizes
deemed by the government to be sustainable (Cencetti
2013).

The decline of migratory pastoralism in the KSL: the role
of geo-political, political-economic, and cultural
transformation

The decades following the annexation of Tibet to China in
the 1950s witnessed a strengthening of the reach of state
and statutory institutions in these borderland regions and
an increasingly rapid erosion of the attributes of SES
which had earlier provided the optimum conditions for
migratory pastoralism to flourish across the KSL.

Impact of the closure of international borders

The Indo-Chinese border conflict in 1962 brought the
highly profitable Indo-Tibetan trade to a sudden and near
complete halt by the closure of the Indo-Chinese border. In
the absence of the profits from trade, the annual migratory
pastoralist movements of the Shaukas between the summer
and winter settlements became increasingly unsustainable.
This led to a decline in the numbers of livestock owned by
the Shauka ‘anwals’ as well as a gradual decline in migra-
tory pastoralist movements (Negi 2007). The border set-
tlement between Nepal and China during the 1960s caused
new and gradually increasing restrictions on movements
for both Humli Bhotiyas and Drokpas (Goldstein 1975;
Bauer 2004). The transborder trade between Humli
Bhotiyas and Drokpas gradually decreased due to the
availability of cheap iodized salt from India and grain
from China (Gurung 2008). Starting in the 1980s, the
Chinese and Nepalese Governments began by mutual
agreement to gradually decrease the amount of transborder
grazing permitted (Banjade and Paudel 2008). Interviews
with Humli Bhotiyas revealed that all transborder grazing
was formally stopped between by the early 1990s. The
loss of summer and winter rangelands in Tibet (China)
was cited by interviewees as one of the most important
reasons for the decline of migratory pastoralist activity in
Humla. However, as an informal, local-level transborder
deal, Drokpa herders from Tibet (China) are still allowed
to graze their yak herds in the rangelands of Limi valley, in
exchange for Humli people to have access to the daily
wage labour market in Taklakot.

On the Indo-Nepal border, field studies revealed that
the Shauka ‘anwals’ from KSL India had generally

stopped migrating to the rangelands in the nearby districts
in Nepal due to (a) an increase in customs tax per unit
livestock and its strict implementation; (b) strict imple-
mentation of quarantine rules along the Indo-Nepalese
border, and the need to provide a medical certificate assur-
ing the health of the herd, and (c) a threat to life and
property during the Maoist insurgency in Nepal, which
had led to several Shauka herders dependent on the
Nepalese rangelands selling off their herds. Nonetheless,
one case of customary transborder migratory pastoralism
is still intact among the Shaukas. The Byansi Shaukas
from the border village of Garbyang (India) annually con-
duct pastoral migrations to rangelands lying next to the
border Byansi Shauka villages of Chhyangru and Tinker
(Nepal), where they are also allowed to collect the highly
valuable ‘caterpillar fungus’ (Ophiocordyceps sinensis).
Nobody from outside these three villages is allowed to
either graze or collect herbs in this area. These three
villages claim strong continuing cultural ties, fostered by
intermarriage and customary grazing rights that predate the
international border demarcation between India and Nepal.

In terms of policy provisions for cross-border grazing,
there are some signs of potentially cooperating on transbor-
der grazing. One of the stated aims of the Nepal Rangeland
Policy of 2012, presently being piloted, is to simplify the
process for the renewal of existing transborder grazing
agreements with neighbouring countries. An article in The
Economist (2012) mentions a deal between the Chinese and
Nepalese governments to provide grazing rights to border-
land pastoral communities on both sides of the Nepal–
China border. However, the fieldwork in Humla showed
that this provision has not yet been implemented. A more
state-monitored and regulated form of transborder trade has
been permitted at Taklakot for the Humli Bhotiyas since the
1970s and for the Shaukas since the early 1990s. But
transborder grazing remains out of bounds.

Friction between statutory institutions and migratory
pastoralism

In KSL India, the rangelands and forests lying along the
migration routes ceased to be solely under customary
institutions of governance during the colonial era
(Bhattacharya 1998). Grazing is not allowed at various
stretches of forests protected by the state as ‘RFs’.
Interviews revealed that sometimes the forest guards and
beat officers allowed them to graze in RFs for small bribes
of money, tea, or grain, but at other times, they were fined.
Gerwin and Bergmann (2012, 102) show that overall, the
efforts of the Forest Department to control the implemen-
tation of rules for extracting resources in KSL India is
rather low, especially in the high-altitude rangelands, and
the villagers themselves prefer to rely on informal, cus-
tomary institutions.

There are also significant incompatibilities between the
provisions of the formal institutions that provide vital
ancillary support to pastoral practices and the demands
of the herders. In KSL India, graziers obtain monthly
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rations of like rice, flour, sugar, and oil from the
Department of Civil Supplies. With the decline of custom-
ary transhumance, state provisioning of such basic needs
has become a vital ancillary service for migratory pastor-
alism. However, during interviews, the herders said that
they needed the rations for 6 months in one go when they
migrated to the high-altitude pastures for there were no
restocking stations along the route. But under the existing
rules, graziers, like all others, could get rations only for
1 month at a time and had to buy supplies for the addi-
tional 5 months on the black market. That greatly
increased the costs of migratory grazing. Another impor-
tant state service provider for the migratory pastoralists,
the Department of Animal Husbandry, also has some dis-
pensaries and outlets in summer settlements like Milam.
But these outposts are few and far between and often
plagued with logistical problems such as lack of availabil-
ity of personnel and medicine. Finally, employment under
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme is only available in the winter
settlements.

The availability of state veterinary services is also poor
in KSL Nepal. But more importantly, the setting up of
CFUGs undermined the interests of migratory pastoralism.
Banjade and Paudel (2008, 51–55) explain how the com-
munity forestry programme had the unintended conse-
quence of favouring sedentary communities over herders.
The dominant groups limited the idea of ‘community’ to
the sedentary community with more permanent and reg-
ular use claims. The herders were unable to contest this
and have adopted various coping strategies to protect their
livelihoods. The fieldwork showed that the traditional
rangelands for Humli Bhotiya herders in the bordering
southern districts had become difficult to access as the
rights of the sedentary communities were preferred.
Furthermore, where they were allowed to graze, they
needed to pay a grazing fee per animal.

On the Tibetan Plateau (China), current pastoral devel-
opment policies to privatize rangelands, settle nomads, and
introduce ‘modern’ livestock production technologies are
greatly altering the traditional nomadic pastoral production
systems. Both tuimu huancao and the rangeland PES pro-
gramme restrict migratory herd movements between sea-
sonal rangelands in favour of smaller, fenced pastures and
growing of fodder (Kreutzmann 2011; Yonten Nyima,
personal communication 2015). The traditional composi-
tion of nomads’ herds is being restructured along Western
style commercial livestock production guidelines (Miller
2000). The privatization of natural resource use rights on
the Tibetan Plateau, as under the Household
Responsibility System, has also been seen to increase
disputes and change the traditional social relations (Chen
and Xiaoye 2009).

Migration into and out of KSL

In India, the Shauka community was accorded a
‘Scheduled Tribe’ status by the Government of India in

1967, making higher education and employment opportu-
nities in state institutions all over India more accessible to
all Shaukas. With the cessation of Indo-Tibetan trade,
many Shaukas began to migrate outside the KSL region
to make use of these economic opportunities, or to newly
emerging markets in former winter settlements that were
better connected (Hoon 1996; Negi 2010; Gerwin and
Bergmann 2012).

At the same time, in-migration of Gaddi pastoralists
with their flocks of sheep and goats from the neighbouring
Indian state of Himachal Pradesh has added both competi-
tion for and pressure on the rangelands in KSL India. This
influx started in the 1970s when the Gaddis were uprooted
from their original villages as a result of major dam-
building projects and conversion of their traditional graz-
ing grounds to agriculture. In earlier times, the Shaukas
welcomed the Gaddis as the rangelands were abundant
(Hoon 1996). The Gaddis have to pay a small fee per
animal for grazing in the van panchayats. In the inter-
views, some Gaddi herders reported that the Shauka com-
munities were very helpful when they suffered large losses
in livestock during the 2013 flash floods in Uttarakhand.
But most of the Shauka graziers said that they viewed the
Gaddi graziers as competitors. The Gaddis were seen as
more resourceful, possessing larger herds and able to
dominate the winter grazing grounds, one reason cited by
Shauka herders for having to reduce the size of their own
herds. At the same time, the fieldwork showed that many
Gaddis had become hired herders for Shauka families.

Alternative livelihood options within KSL

In KSL India, the government sector remains the primary
magnet drawing pastoralists to alternative livelihood options
both within and outside KSL. Sedentary animal husbandry
that can be combined with agriculture has also emerged as an
important option for both Indian and Nepali Shaukas.
Manual labour in state development projects such as road
and hydropower construction is another alternative for them.
For Humli Bhotiyas, the opportunity for manual labour work
in construction and road-building projects in KSL China at
daily wages nearly three times as high as in Nepal is an
important factor drawing them away from pastoralism.
Another emerging lucrative source of income is harvesting
of medicinal and aromatic plants (MAPs) from the wild
(Negi 2007; Gerwin and Bergmann 2012). Some MAPs
like Picrorhiza kurrooa, Aconitum herterophyllum,
Dactylorhiza hatagiera, Chaerophyllum villosum,
Pleurospermum angelicoides, and O. sinensis bring in high
remuneration, although their extraction is illegal. Shauka
households that undertake casual labour are reported to be
more involved in MAP collection than those in government
service, as are those with less land and lower earnings from
other sources. Harvesting for 3–5 months a year provides
significantly more income than migratory pastoralism over a
whole year (Negi 2010). In KSL China, the main source of
income is still animal husbandry. But transportation and
ancillary services for tourists and pilgrims visiting Mt.
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Kailash are also lucrative livelihood options. With heavy
government investment and subsidies, commercial cropping
of land and growing oil seed are also emerging as important
options (IGSNRR 2010).

Changes in cultural perceptions towards migratory
pastoralism

Among the Shaukas, Humli Bhotiyas, as well as the
Drokpas, migratory pastoralism is increasingly perceived
as a ‘backward’ or ‘primitive’ occupation. The Shauka and
Humli herders tend to send their children to schools and
colleges for formal education, often in towns in the
Himalayan foothills, so that the next generation can have
‘better’, and ‘more respectable’ job options (field observa-
tion). School education, state development agenda, the
influence of electronic media, and tourism all contribute
to the negative perception of migratory pastoralism
(Gurung 2008; Negi 2010). On the Tibetan Plateau, the
nomadic lifestyle of the Tibetan tribes has been commo-
ditized in the form of packages providing an ‘authentic
Tibetan experience’ to tourists, while at the same time, the
traditional pastoral practices are seen as ill-informed and
even ecologically harmful (Kreutzmann 2011).

Discussion and conclusions

Under the traditional systems of migratory pastoralism, the
rangelands were not used as free-for-all commons which
could result in a ‘tragedy of the commons’ condition as
claimed by Hardin (1968). Rather, the Shaukas, Humli
Bhotiyas, as well as Drokpas, practiced migratory pastor-
alism on rangelands which they used as CPRs with well-
defined rules of access, management, cyclical movements,
and conflict resolution. The right to alienation was for-
bidden in practice either by custom (as in the case of
Shaukas and Humli Bhotiyas) or by the larger networks
of governance under which these herders worked (as in the
case of the Drokpas). Besides, transborder grazing rights
were a part of a broader regime of reciprocity that sus-
tained ties of trade and kinship between these commu-
nities. These rights, facilitated by open borders, provided
for a larger biophysical resource base for migratory pas-
toralism. Alongside, customary symbiotic ties with com-
munities along the migration routes kept the transaction
costs of migratory pastoralism low.

The changes in geo-politics and natural resource gov-
ernance regimes since the mid-twentieth century have rede-
signed the commons, devolving certain powers of natural
resource management to local communities but simulta-
neously nesting them in new networks of polycentric gov-
ernance. In van panchayats, users continue to be proprietors
of the local natural resources, and in CFUGs, users even
possess limited rights to alienation (Agrawal and Ostrom
2001). That, however, implies a property rights regime
more beneficial to sedentary pastoralism than migratory
pastoralism. Access to traditional rangelands has become

more constricted in a regime where herders have to pay to
pass through rangelands other than those of their van pan-
chayat or CFUG; where there are often illegitimate rents
involved in passing through protected forest areas, and
where transborder rangelands have become out of bounds.
In KSL China, the move has been in the opposite direction,
towards a largely top-down model of rangeland manage-
ment based on rangeland privatization, reduction of user
pressure on rangelands through resettlement, and livelihood
diversification policies. The users of these privatized graz-
ing parcels are entitled as individual or household level
owners, but closely regulated by a state apparatus that
favours western paradigms of grazing management, such
as fencing and destocking, over local, communal capacity,
and traditional ecological knowledge (Cencetti 2013).
Alongside, state-provisioned ancillary services that are sup-
posed to serve citizens better seem oblivious to the parti-
cular attributes of pastoral communities. With this decrease
in the viability of migratory pastoral practices, KSL’s com-
munities are adapting their livelihood strategies in a variety
of ways. In some contexts, traditional transborder grazing
rights are used as a bargaining point to gain access to
lucrative new opportunities, whether it be the case of
Shaukas from Garbyang going to Nepal to collect the
‘caterpillar fungus’, or the Humli Bhotiyas getting daily
wage labour in Taklakot (China) in exchange of allowing
Drokpas to graze in Limi rangelands. In other cases, there is
a complete shift from grazing towards new opportunities
afforded by government schemes and development projects
and also a paradigmatic shift in how older generations of
herders want the younger generations to grow up in a
globalized economy, with emerging opportunities for edu-
cation and physical-cum-economic mobility. Looking from
a perspective of ‘institutional bricolage’ thus allows for a
more nuanced picture to emerge, regarding how the overall
decline in migratory pastoralism is being negotiated at the
everyday local as well as trans-local levels. Such a perspec-
tive also indicates sites where more dialogue is needed
between actors located at different levels, so to enable to
an improved and sustainable flow of access to users as well
as ecosystem services in the rangelands of KSL.
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