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The World Initiative for Sustainable Pastoralism (WISP) has now been in existence 
for a decade, a period during which considerable progress has been made 
globally towards sustainable pastoral development. Many challenges remain 
for pastoralists, but in the areas where gains have been made it is vital these 
are built upon and achievements are not squandered. This book follows WISP’s 
global approach and highlights key examples from its work with partners around 
the world. It identifies the impact of WISP’s work in empowering pastoralists 
through improved advocacy skills and better knowledge, and in helping to 
change policy and practice. Through case studies, testimonies and photos, this 
book aims to bring WISP’s global stories of pastoralism to a wider audience and 
identify opportunities for future success.
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Foreword

Pastoralists are stewards of more than a quarter of the land on our planet and custodians of some of our most 
cherished natural heritage. They manage and protect the rangelands, including savannah, prairie, steppe, 
pampas and mountain pastures: places of great inspiration and beauty. Although to many of us these vast 
open spaces represent a great wilderness, they are often the result of centuries of intervention by pastoralists 
who have used herding and controlled burning to mimic nature and carve out flourishing livelihoods in lands 
that are relatively unproductive and climatically are highly unpredictable.

After the World Parks Congress in Durban, 2003, the role of local communities such as pastoralists in 
conserving nature began to gain more serious attention. Testimony from pastoralist leaders led the congress 
to recognise mobile indigenous people as equal partners in conservation. This was further strengthened by 
the Aichi Biodiversity Targets, enshrined in the 2011-2020 Strategic Plan for Biodiversity, which give greater 
legitimacy to community conserved areas. Since then there has been steadily growing recognition of the 
multiple values of pastoralism: as a food production system; as a means of conserving rangeland biodiversity; 
as a tool for combatting desertification; and as a way of both adapting to and mitigating climate change.

The existence of the World Initiative for Sustainable Pastoralism is testimony to the changes that have taken 
place: the initiative was only possible in the context of growing understanding of the importance of pastoralism. 
WISP was established to take advantage of emerging evidence, new science, indigenous knowledge and a 
growing pastoralist voice in order and to catalyse further action. WISP is a large global network of actors who 
are at the forefront of changing public awareness of pastoralism. This report illustrates the profound changes 
that are beginning to take place worldwide in support for sustainable pastoralism. It shows where we have 
come from, and where we can go with continued support.

This review is more than a book about an initiative – it is a reflection of global progress in understanding, 
strengthening and rewarding the role pastoralists play in sustainably managing and conserving nature. It 
looks at the changes instigated by many actors—pastoralists and their allies—and the impacts they are now 
having on the way we look at sustainable food production. The book is a celebration of progress but also a 
reminder of how much more must be done to ensure equitable and sustainable development in the world’s 
pastoral lands.

Julia Marton-Lefèvre
Director General, IUCN International 

Union for Conservation of Nature

Adolfo Brizzi
Director

Policy and Technical Advisory Division
International Fund for Agricultural Development
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WISP is a global network that is designed to empower 
pastoralists to sustainably manage drylands resources 
and to demonstrate that their land-use and production 
system is an effective and efficient way of harnessing 
the natural resources of the world’s drylands.

“

“
Watering the herds in Kenya
Photo credit: Michael Benanav

Navajo sheep and goats in New Mexico heading for 
the hills for summer
Photo credit: Michael Benanav

Mongolian camels are valued for milk, wool, 
meat and transport
Photo credit: Munkhbolor Gungaav



Christelle’s Aubrac cattle
Photo credit: Christelle Rodier

The limestone plateau of the Causse de Blandas
Photo credit: Jean-Pierre Biber
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What is sustainable pastoralism?
Christelle is from southern France. She lives with 
her husband and two children 80 kms north west 
of Montpellier, on the limestone plateau of the 
Causse de Blandas, Languedoc-Roussillon region.  
In 1991 Christelle started working on her parents’ 
farm and is slowly taking it over. The farm is 
situated within the UNESCO World Heritage site 
of Causses and Cévennes, listed in 2011 because of 
its agro-pastoralist cultural value. It is also within 
a Natura 2000 site, and on the southern edge of 
the Parc National des Cévennes and the Biospere 
Reserve of the Cévennes.

Christelle has a herd of 240 Aubrac cows and 12 
bulls. Aubrac are an old French breed of cattle, 
with long lyre type horns and used for beef. They 
are known to be a tough breed, resistant to disease 
and harsh climates, and good at walking in the 
mountains. The herd is fed only on grass, with the 
farm’s own hay used throughout the winter unless 
it has been a particularly bad year. The farm is 
spread over 2500 hectares of limestone plateau 
(out of a total of 10,000 hectares for the Causse de 
Blandas). Each cow and calf requires a grazing area 
of 10 hectares. 

Originally the cattle on the Causse de Blandas 
would be watered at ‘lavognes’ – natural 
depressions in the limestone that fill with water. 
Later these ponds were paved with clay but they 
now tend to be made of stone. European Union (EU) 
legislation forbids Christelle from slaughtering her 
own cattle, so they are slaughtered in the abattoir 
in the nearby town of Le Vigan, with the meat cut 
and packed by a butcher on the farm. Three ‘jeunes 
bovins’ (young cattle between 8 and 36 months) 
are processed and sold each week - approximately 
210 per year. 

Christelle’s livestock also have another value. The 
Causse de Blandas – together with the Causses 
du Larzac and de Campestre – are part of the 
Mediterranean Causses of France, belonging to the 

Mediterranean bio-geographical region of Natura 
2000 declared in 2010. These are Special Areas of 
Conservation selected by EU member states as ‘sites 
of community importance’. The dry mountainous 
landscape is valued for being rich in plants, 
invertebrates, reptiles and birds. Approximately 
80% of the vegetation cover is dry grassland and 
steppes, where the main environmental concern is 
under-grazing. Without grazing the land becomes 
encroached with shrubs - which are a fire hazard. 
The grazing action of livestock is recognised as 
being an essential element in fire management, 
and farmers living on the Natura 2000 sites of 
the Causses receive subsidies for their role in this 
management. For hundreds of years, shepherds 
also placed stones from the landscape onto stone 
heaps (creating the very characteristic ‘clapas’) to 
gain more land for grass growth. At the same time 
they also used to cut small wooded plants that 
were not eaten by the sheep - although nowadays 
farmers are more likely to manage invasive shrubs 
with tractors.

As well as their fire management value, Christelle’s 
cattle are recognised and subsidised as being 
from a mountainous regions (Zone de montagne); 
from a ‘less favoured area’ (support to a Zone 
défavorisée); and for their value in maintaining 
open environments for biodiversity (Maintien 
milieu ouverts). In response to growing public 
concern about the ecological implications of 
agricultural intensification, the EU also provides 
credits for agri-environmental measures (MAE 
- Mesures agroenvironnementales) that protect 
rural landscapes. In France this includes support 
to Christelle’s premium grassland farm. She also 
receives a subsidy for the number of suckler cows 
(vaches allaitantes) she keeps.  

Until last year Christelle also grazed over 120 goats 
of the Alpine chamoisée race, from which initially 
she made pélardon goat cheese in a small cheese 
factory on the farm. Later it became more cost 
effective to send the goat milk to a cheese making 
cooperative. Pélardon cheese has an appellation 
d’origine contrôlée (AOC) - which translates as 
‘controlled designation of origin’ - and which 
guarantees a product is made in a consistent 

Christelle Rodier
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and traditional manner with ingredients from 
designated geographical areas. AOC products 
tend to command higher prices. Christelle 
remains responsible for two small shops that sell 
authentic, high quality, farm products from her 
region in southern France.

Christelle is one of possibly half a billion 
pastoralists and agro-pastoralists1  living in 150 
countries across the world, whose livelihood 
promotes sustainability. Pastoralism represents 
an environmentally friendly way of producing 
livestock products (including food and fibre), 
from natural resources found across natural 
landscapes. It also helps to support the 
environments where it operates, which are known 
as rangelands.  Mobile pastoralism is a crucial 
part of local, national and global economic 
production, and is practiced across the world 
from South America to the Central Asian steppes, 
and from Europe to sub-Saharan Africa. A quarter 
of the world’s land surface is under pastoralist 
production.

Livestock herding across rangeland landscapes 
has been carried out for thousands of years. The 
system’s ecological sustainability is due to the 
mobility in herding; in which grasses, shrubs, 
leaves and water are consumed by livestock for 
only a short period of time before the herds move 
on - allowing the resources time to regenerate. 
This movement makes pastoralism a more 
sustainable food production system than crop 
agriculture in drylands, which tends to require 
major amounts of water and fertiliser to be 
productive. 

In parts of Europe and South America pastoralist 
sustainability is often maintained through 
transhumance – the ‘summering’ of livestock 
herds at high altitudes when grazing is available, 
and a return to the lowlands in winter. In Africa 
and Asia the movement is usually more frequent, 
as pastoralists seek access to the less abundant 
resources scattered across the landscapes. While 
crop farmers in Africa wait for the rains to arrive, 
pastoralists move to where the rain has already 
been - following the newly seeding grass and new 
sources of water. 

In rangeland areas the action of mobile grazing 
also ensures that the biodiversity of the 
landscape can be maintained: Grazing whilst 
walking allows the seeds consumed by animals to 

be dispersed, low quality soils to be enriched with 
manure, and the expansion of bushy shrubs to be 
kept in check. Other crucial ecosystem functions 
from pastoralism include soil formation, fire 
prevention, and more efficient water resource use.

Despite variations in the types of livestock 
species kept, there are certain common features 
of pastoralism that are largely similar across 
the world. Many pastoral landscapes are not 
privately owned but are kept as common property, 
herd mobility is the predominant management 
strategy, and there is a tendency to use locally 
adapted livestock breeds that better survive 
climatic extremes. These key features are found 
throughout Europe, South America, Asia and 
Africa. The key global differences relate to how 
pastoralists are supported by their national 
governments. 

The vast majority of pastoralists are not valued 
in the same way as Christelle in the south of 
France. Pastoralist communities across the world 
face considerable barriers and constraints that 
frustrate their efforts at sustainable production. 
The major issue is loss of landscapes as other 
production systems are promoted in the belief 
that they will be economically more valuable. 
Communal land has been: fenced for ranching; 
converted to national parks and conservation 
areas in which pastoralists are excluded; sold or 
leased as concessions for mining; swallowed up 
by opportunistic rain-fed agriculture; or made 
into large commercial farms that irrigate using 
considerable amounts of water. 

Across the world pastoralist production is the 
main source of employment for families and 
herding groups. Support mechanisms between 
members ensure social sustainability in regions 
where no state support is provided. In many cases 
pastoralists are marginalised by their national 
governments, which fail to provide education, 
healthcare or other types of social support. In 
Europe livestock herding in remote areas is now 
highly valued, and there are signs of progress in 
many other parts of the world too, but globally the 
attainment of social equity for pastoralists has 
been a major challenge. At the policy level in West 
Africa pastoralism is now largely recognised as a 
socially, economically and environmentally viable 
production system. In Mongolia legislation now 
permits groups of people (pasture user groups) 
to have ‘pasture management contracts’ over 
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an area of grassland for a specific period of time. 
Kyrgyzstan now has a pasture law, and in India 
the 2006 Forest Bill gives explicit recognition of 
pastoralists as occasional forest users with use and 
management rights. Although in many countries 
anti-pastoralist rhetoric still occurs, at local levels 
there is now evidence of a softening of positions.  

For the past decade the World Initiative for 
Sustainable Pastoralism (WISP), supported by the 
International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD) and other donors, has gathered scientific 
data and indigenous knowledge on pastoralism 
from across the world. WISP has shared and applied 
this knowledge, showcasing global ways in which 
pastoralism is a sustainable livelihood in pastoral 
landscapes. WISP works through a network that 
brings together pastoralists, the local institutions 

that represent them, their governments, and 
international scientists, in order to demonstrate 
the value of the pastoralist production system 
socially, economically and environmentally. 

This book is a review of the activities of WISP and 
its partners over the past decade. It highlights 
the global success stories where pastoralists and 
indigenous peoples have sought and obtained 
greater recognition and respect. It presents 
data and case studies where pastoralism’s value 
to national economies has been increasingly 
recognised and supported. And it provides the 
evidence that is demonstrating pastoralism’s 
environmental value, both in conserving 
biodiversity across a quarter of the globe and as 
a strategy more adaptable to on-going climate 
change. 

Global distribution of areas where pastoralism is practiced
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To ensure that the progress made 
is built upon the challenge now is to 
ensure that Pastoralist Civil Society is 
both representative and effective. 

WISP was intentionally set up to strengthen 
the voice of pastoralists. WISP’s continued 
goal is to empower pastoralists to speak for 
themselves.

In many countries, although not all, a pastoralist 
‘voice’ is now heard and there is a sense of global 
solidarity. Greater representation of pastoralists 
within governments has meant greater political 
empowerment at a national level.

UNCCD Executive Secretary, M. Arba Diallo (centre), 
meets pastoralist representatives at “The Manyatta”, 
Nairobi 2005”
The growing awareness of human rights globally 
has helped raise pastoralism’s international profile. 
International conventions now increasingly recognise 
pastoralism.

Photo credit: Michael Benanav

Photo credit: Jonathan Davies

Photo credit: Michael Benanav

Photo credit: IUCN
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Society
The programme that would become the World 
Initiative for Sustainable Pastoralism began a 
decade ago in 2003. At this time it was common 
to hear derogatory comments about pastoralists, 
and misunderstanding about their system of 
production. No global programme for pastoralism 
was in existence, social support for pastoralist 
communities was completely inadequate in many 
places, pastoralism was not being recognised 
for its huge economic contributions, and rights 
in pastoralist landscapes were constantly being 
eroded. There was a need for an initiative that would 
advocate for the sustainability of pastoralism based 
on an organised network of pastoralist institutions. 

Conservation agencies at this time were increasingly 
recognising the important role of local communities 
and indigenous peoples. This was illustrated 
when a pastoralist Qashqai elder from Iran made 
an impassioned speech at the 2003 World Parks 
Congress (WPC) in Durban - a speech that then 
galvanised the congress to recognise indigenous 
people as equal partners in conservation. Just 
prior to the WPC, a workshop initiated by IUCN’s 
Commission on Environmental, Economic and 
Social Policy (CEESP) identified a committee that 
led to the formalisation during the WPC itself of 
the World Alliance of Mobile Indigenous People 
(WAMIP). It was following this meeting that WISP 
and WAMIP began a long and close partnership 
supporting pastoralist institutions. 

In January 2005 a global gathering of pastoralists was 
held in Turmi, Ethiopia, organised by the Pastoralist 
Communication Initiative.2 About 300 pastoralists 
from 23 countries across four continents attended, 
as well as NGOs, government representatives, and 
UN and donor organisations. The Turmi meeting was 
the first of its kind, and hugely successful in helping 
raise pastoralism’s international profile. The 
meeting also confirmed a mandate for WISP - with 
the pastoralists collectively asking the programme 
to address issues of organisation, rights and 
economics. The issue of land rights, and pastoralists 
globally being dispossessed of their access to land, 
was seen as particularly important; and land rights 
remain the major equity issue for pastoralists - be 
it land titling in South America, land privatisation in 
Central Asia, or evictions in East Africa. 

Since Turmi a number of pastoralist gatherings 
have been held around the world: Segovia (Spain) 
in 2007, a pastoralist women’s gathering in Mera 
(India) in 2009 and a recent gathering in Kiserian 

(Kenya) in 2013. At these events pastoralists have 
been able to meet, exchange ideas and claim 
rights to development on their own terms. The 
networks and partners of WISP and WAMIP have 
played a key role in organising these gatherings. 
Together they have also participated in all the 
Conferences of the Parties (COP) for the Rio 
Conventions, particularly the UN Convention 
to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) and the UN 
Convention on Biological Diversity (UNCBD). 
Gaining international recognition is particularly 
valued by the pastoralist community and at the 
last gathering in Kenya the recommendation was 
for the creation of a UN Commission on Pastoralist 
Development.

The gatherings of pastoralists across the globe 
have helped individuals develop a strong sense 
of solidarity and self-belief, which is invaluable 
when involved in national negotiations, and has 
led to a new confidence in demanding land rights. 
The WISP programme has undertaken a number 
of specific capacity building activities to help 
reinforce this progress in pastoralist ‘voice’. These 
include specific capacity building on gender, land 
rights and on sustainable pastoralism, as well as 
organising field exposure to parliamentarians – 
such as a tour to the drylands of northern Kenya 
for MPs from the Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development (IGAD) region. WISP has also taken 
European and Jordanian MPs on visits to meet 
pastoralists, and in India has taken pastoralists to 
visit MPs. An adult-learning forum on pastoralism 
for government decision makers has also been 
implemented in 11 countries.

Progress made towards greater equity is not 
universal however. In Africa regional organisations 
have made considerable progress, and in Kenya 
pastoralism is now even a recognised livelihood 
in the Constitution – an advancement that would 
have been deemed highly unlikely a decade ago. 
But South America still has a very low capacity 
for pastoralist participation in national and 
international negotiations - despite pastoralists 
being one of the main providers of food in many 
isolated regions of the continent. Progress in China 
is also limited. The challenge now is to ensure 
that the important strides made are translated 
into effective implementation at national and 
local levels, and that capacity building support is 
provided to properly representative pastoralist 
institutions.
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What is advocacy? 
The presence of over 120 worldwide representatives from indigenous and local communities at 
the 5th IUCN World Parks Congress in 2003 was the sign of a new challenge to ‘conservation-
as-usual,’ and a demand for the creation of new alliances for conservation. This long overdue 
demand for equity was recognised by the Durban plan of action, in which at least 17 of the 32 
recommendations specifically mentioned indigenous peoples. 3

Uncle Sayyaad’s (Council of Elders of the Kuhi sub tribe of the Qashqai Confederation) Extract from his plenary speech at the World Parks Congress, Durban, 2003

Ladies, Gentlemen, and Honourable Excellencies,
I am from one of the largest pastoralist communities in Iran. We are nomadic herders whose livelihood had always been sustained by raising goats and sheep. We never stayed in one pasture long enough to do it damage. The plant diversity of our pastures and the health of our wetlands endured over generations. We grazed on higher elevation pastures in the summer and returned to lower elevations in winter. Twice a year, we moved through magnificent migration routes - carved, known and improved through centuries of care. We shared our landscape with wildlife– deer and gazelles, wild goats and sheep, lions, leopards, cheetahs, caracals, foxes, jackals and wolves and resident and migratory birds.

Unfortunately, throughout the twentieth century forced sedentarisation has been inflicted upon us: Pastures and natural resources have been seized from us by various governments; Our migratory paths have been interrupted by all sorts of “development” initiatives including dams, oil refineries, and military bases; Our summering and wintering pastures have been consistently degraded and fragmented by outsiders. Not even our social identity was left alone: Our tribal foundations were forcibly “restructured” and our image has been cast as that of backward, stubborn peoples who do not wish to adapt to modernity. Our story is similar to the story of nomadic pastoralist peoples all over the world.

We, pastoral peoples, have always considered our land what you call a “protected area”. We have always embraced “conservation” not as a professional activity but as the intimate duty and pride of every member of our tribe, as the heart of our livelihood, because our very subsistence depends on it. I hear you talk of ecosystems, landscapes and connectivity. We have always known about this without using your terms: Our migration patterns transfer seeds; our grazing patterns shape the landscape. We subsist on our land and we know and care for its diversity of plants and animals.  But we can no longer do it alone. In the world of today, we need the concurrence of our governments and all the support that others can give. We need help to maintain our nomadic lifestyles. This is not only the heart of our livelihoods, it also creates the bio-cultural corridors that you conservationists need as much as we do. Help us preserve our cultural integrity and build our capacities. Talk to us, involve us in decisions, refuse to understand us by stereotypes, and tell us how we can help you. 

8 The Green Quarter:  A decade of progress 
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Organisation and empowerment 

“WISP was the first genuine attempt to bring 
pastoralism together at a global level – alongside 
the work of WAMIP. ” 4 

The origins of WISP were rooted in the need for 
greater advocacy and organisation for pastoralists. 
A group of people working on pastoralism issues 
across the globe were brought together in a series 
of participatory meetings funded by a Global 
Environment Facility (GEF) project development 
grant. In 2002-3, discussions and planning 
workshops on a global pastoralism project were 
held with UNDP and IUCN working together – two 
agencies that until that time had had no particular 
focus on pastoralism.  (UNDP would become the 
implementer of WISP and IUCN the Executing 
Agency, under a contract then awarded by the 
GEF.) The global programme of work they drew up 
targeted North-South and East-West links as well 
as cross-continental exchanges. The preparation 
process included the identification of potential 
associates, including WAMIP.5  

It was noted at the time that: ‘the degree of 
representativeness of key existing pastoral 
associations (local, national, sub-regional and 
global), and their capacity to lobby effectively, 
needs to be strengthened.’6  Jean-Pierre Biber, who 
was involved at the outset, and who continues to 

be an active European member of the 
network who works with pastoralists 
in Switzerland and France, remembers 
the reasoning behind WISP: 
“Pastoralism and the millions of 
pastoralists across the world were not 
being taken seriously as a production 
system. It was crucial for us to 
establish a global network to advocate 
for pastoralism.”

The aim of the network would be to enable 
pastoralists to become legitimate negotiators - 
locally, regionally and internationally – based on 
improved knowledge, capacity and advocacy skills. 

A decade ago few countries had an effective 
pastoral civil society capable of lobbying for 
pastoralist rights. West Africa was always 
relatively more organised: The Nigerian ‘Miyetti 
Allah’ cattle breeders association has been in 
existence since the 1980s and has highly effective 
advocates, whilst the network Billital Maroobé 
has been operational since December 2003.7  
Pastoral civil society in East Africa in the 1990s 

included the Pastoralist Indigenous NGO Forum 
(PINGOs) and the Kenya Pastoral Forum - before 
the arrival of international NGOs - but East African 
pastoral civil society as a whole has remained quite 
fragmented. There were some limited national 
and local activities in Europe a decade ago, but a 
European network of pastoralists only really began 
to emerge in force after the Segovia gathering in 
2008. Pastoral civil society in India at that time was 
largely disconnected from the rest of the world and 
following many very diffuse agendas, whilst South 
America was probably the least organised region 
and has only recently begun to build a regional 
pastoralist network.

The organisation and empowerment 
of pastoralist civil society has been the 
focus of the WISP-WAMIP partnership 
under the GEF grants. According to 
WAMIP General Secretary Lalji Desai,
“WAMIP often does not have a global 
perspective: The coupling of WISP 
and WAMIP has allowed the raising 
of pastoral champions - key persons in pastoral 
communities that have really strong capacity in 
advocacy at the local as well as global level. WISP’s 
key role has been to provide scientific and technical 
support, and together WAMIP and WISP work on 
advocacy and negotiations. WISP’s contributions 
have made WAMIP visible and professional”. 

The WISP network includes a large number of 
partners with whom it collaborates strategically 
through studies, or by providing funding for their 
activities. Over 2000 individual members are also 
part of the network - linked together through 
WISPnet and receiving monthly newsletters. The 
WISP network has been successful at empowering 
national institutions focused on pastoralism:

“Nowadays, we are not waiting for government or 
somebody else to find solutions for our concerns. 
We are acting like a lobby and this is big progress. All 
the other successes depend on this organisational 
aspect. “ 
M. Fagouri, Member of the Association Nationale 
Ovine et Caprine (ANOC) and the Union Magrebine 
des Association Ovine et Caprine (UMAOC), Morocco. 
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Persistent perceptions of pastoralists
The association of pastoralism with its cultural characteristics is very persistent. The very 
visual and cultural appeal of pastoralists can also at times detract from the complexities 
involved in ensuring the true and effective engagement of indigenous people.  

Kenya: East African pastoralists often seem to be valued 
more for their cultural characteristics. Images of Maasai 
pastoralists adorn the advertising of airlines and tour 
operators to the extent that there are now calls for the 
protection of the Maasai ‘brand’.8 
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“I think that indigenous small world pastoralism has been dismissed 
and attacked for being out-dated for decades, but that now we have 
to look at it as a door to new ways of understanding how we can 
solve our needs, and how we can organise ourselves to use resources 
sustainably.”
Fernando Garcia, Coordinator Redpastor, Spain

“WISP has been the bridge between Central Asia and other 
pastoralist organisations. 
We now have a regional alliance and a strengthened understanding 
of each other. Through the WISP-WAMIP collaboration we also have 
pastoralist voices from Central Asia on the international UN level 
platforms, for example the CSM4CFS (Civil Society Mechanism 
for Committee on World Food Security), the Global Agenda 
for Sustainable Livestock (FAO) and the International Planning 
Committee for Food Sovereignty (IPC). These are the platforms 
where the small-scale producers including farmers, pastoralists and 
indigenous people can speak. With WISP we are able to participate 
and understand the trends in the global agenda, be it land rights, 
community conservation or food sovereignty. ”
Munkhbolor Gungaa, Trustee of WAMIP and Councillor from Central 
Asia – Mongolia

An international profile

“In South America being a pastoralist is not such a ‘good look’ and people refer to 
themselves as cattle producers.  Being a pastoralist implies an archaic pipe-playing 
imagery that they do not want to associate with.”9  
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International recognition of pastoralist rights 
and their production system has grown in the 
past decade. Within UN activities, human rights 
for pastoralists have particularly benefited from 
the establishment of the UN Permanent Forum 
on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII), and its recognition 
in 2008 of pastoralists as ‘Mobile Indigenous 
Peoples’.  Whilst in the 1990s it was common 
to hear stereotypes about pastoralists within 
international organisations, there is now greater 
sensitivity and greater understanding that human 
rights violations by governments have been the 
root cause of many challenges. 

Through the partnership of WAMIP and WISP 
a great many pastoralist institutions from 
across the globe have actively participated in 
international forums.  As elected representatives 
of pastoralist communities they now have a 
greater understanding of the policy making 
process, and the importance of an international 
profile. This has all contributed to greater global 
respect, credibility and visibility of pastoralism. 

WISP’s efforts have helped ensure the adoption 
of pastoralism in the programmes of work of 
the international Rio Conventions, for example 
the UNCCD - although the ambiguities in this 
convention still need to be addressed. The 
UNCCD had previously seen pastoralism as being 
a major contributor to desertification, but have 
adjusted their position over time in response 
to global advocacy and improved knowledge. 
In particular WISP’s input has contributed to 
growing recognition of environmental governance 
as the root of sustainable land management. 
The UNCCD has recently launched a study into 
the implications of improved governance in 
the drylands of Africa, which will be critical for 
challenging the notion that pastoralists do not 
manage resources properly.

There are many spin-off benefits from 
participation in international events. A journalist 
who attended a workshop on Desertification 
and Poverty at a UNCCD meeting in Argentina in 
2007 was impressed by WISP’s presentation. He 
subsequently wrote a detailed article in the daily 
newspaper Rio Negro on the huge hidden value of 
cashmere production in Argentina, the need for a 
‘designation of origin’ certification, and the loss 
of young people from the industry.10 WISP uses 
the opportunity of large international meetings 

International recognition

to distribute its publications, and always makes a 
presentation within the side events.  WISP’s profile 
led to it being commissioned by the Convention 
on Biological Diversity (CBD) for two studies on 
pastoralism, one of which was written by WISP 
whilst the other was co-authored. The Good 
practice guide: Pastoralism, Nature Conservation 
and Development (2010) for the UNCBD is 
particularly well placed for ensuring recognition by 
a broader audience. 

The important responsibilities that international 
cooperation and donor organizations have in 
shaping future pastoral livelihoods was highlighted 
in a 2007 International Land Coalition (ILC) report, 
co-written with WISP:
 “A growing number of United Nations agencies 
(IFAD, FAO, UNDP, UNICEF, UNESCO and others) are 
beginning to acknowledge that pastoral systems 
deserve a specific and tailored approach that 
promotes a holistic vision of pastoral resource 
management and recognizes the centrality of 
access to land to enhance the sustainability of 
their livelihood systems. Partnerships are needed 
to enhance the involvement of development 
banks in this framework, as well as to strengthen 
the existing and developing links between United 
Nations and governmental and non-governmental 
organizations.”11  
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The women’s gathering in India in 2009 raised the 
issue of gender and the crucial role of women in 
pastoralist economies.
Photo credit: Michael Benanav
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Focusing on women
Pastoralist women have not received a great 
deal of specific attention in the past decade, but 
increasing awareness of human rights and equity 
issues has helped to raise their profile. Pastoralist 
women have always played a very major role as 
producers, and their mobility has allowed them 
greater freedom than some other women. As 
efforts increase to restore traditional authority, 
the risks of entrenching women’s marginalisation 
have to be taken seriously, since traditional 
systems can sometimes be highly inequitable. 
The WISP 2008 study ‘Women’s empowerment in 
Pastoralist Societies’ was well received, and has 
focused greater attention on pastoralist women’s 
rights. It has been used by IUCN in discussions on 
how societies can be supported to encourage their 
customary institutions to become more equitable. 

A key gender-focused activity of WISP was the 
organisation of a women’s gathering in Mera 

Ali Aii Shatu from Cameroon was one of the participants: 

“At the global pastoralist gathering, which took place Mera – India, I met with many 
powerful pastoralist women advocates representing different pastoralist communities 
locally and globally. Together we were able to identify the challenges pastoralism is 
facing. We came up with possible resolutions and recommendations that will go a long way 
towards sustaining pastoralism and making other communities know that pastoralism is 
a livelihood as important as crop cultivation for millions of people. 
We also proposed and declared 26th of November as a World Pastoralist Day.”

(India) in 2009. The main outcome was the Mera 
Declaration, written by a representative and 
elected group of women and approved by the 
entire gathering. Participants also developed 
and approved a global action plan and agreed to 
take steps to move the plan forward. Following 
the meeting, a secretariat was formed to help 
coordinate the implementation of the action 
plan. Tasks were delegated and networks set up 
- increasingly strengthened by the use of social 
media and other communication platforms. Focus 
has now turned to building and strengthening 
regional networks of women pastoralists. The 
global network, supported by these regional 
networks, will act as a voice for pastoralists at all 
levels, and especially in global governance. The 
network and related projects will continue working 
for the rights of girls and women within pastoral 
communities. 

13
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GRAPHIC TO BE DESIGNED

At the Turmi gathering Gabriel Palmili accompanied 
members of the Association for Rural Development of 
Northern Neuquén in Argentina. He subsequently wrote an 
article about the experience, comparing what they learnt 
about how pastoralism was valued in Europe, and the 
contrast with how undervalued the herders are in Neuquén.

Los invisibles transhumantes (translated extract)
…..This important social group is becoming more invisible. 
Such is the degree of apathy towards herders that practically no one speaks 
of them. To make matters worse, it has become fashionable lately, in various 
fields (academic, professional, political, religious) to use the word “peasant” not 
wanting to allude to herders. While this may seem like a small thing it is not: a lot 
has been written about the importance of words, signs and meanings in human 
communication. We know that what is not mentioned, which is not named, 
slowly begins to disappear, and that is what is happening with the herders of 
Neuquén. 

Our everyday herders will disappear along with their problems, their rights, 
their history, and their future. If this trend regarding lack of policies continues 
(policies aimed at improving the conditions or for the development of business) 
sooner or later the herders will be just a memory, an exotic tourist attraction, or 
have a special room in a natural history museum….

“Turmi was a big step 
in the legitimisation 
of pastoralists and 
pastoralism”.  Taghi 
Favar, Chairperson 

CENESTA.12

Credit: Gatei G. Waweru

Global gatherings of pastoralists
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“The pastoralist networks have cemented the 
impression of a global movement that we can 
draw upon nationally.”13  

The gatherings of pastoralists that have taken 
place over the past decade have contributed to 
a sense of global solidarity among pastoralists 
and led to a number of declarations and political 
statements, including the Dana Declaration 
and the Segovia Declaration. WISP has directly 
supported a number of such gatherings and 
strengthened WAMIP to become a global platform 
for pastoralist representation. Some pastoralist 
groups have reported that WISP acts as “a window 
on pastoralism” in places where it has a much 
lower profile, such as in South America. 

The most recent gathering at Kiserian (Kenya) 
was a great success and generated coordinated 
input to the 2014 UNEP General Assembly, the 
on-going dialogue on the post-2015 Sustainable 
Development Goals, the FAO supported Global 
Agenda for Sustainable Livestock, and the Civil 
Society Mechanism of the Committee on World 
Food Security. 

The pastoralist gatherings have been part of a 
whole groundswell of participatory approaches 
that have helped raise the profile of a pastoralist 
‘voice’ across the globe. Other meetings in Africa 
have included Institute of Development Studies’ 
‘University of the Bush’ meetings in Kenya and 
Ethiopia, and a considerable focus in East and 
West Africa on civil society capacity building 
and training. The result has been an increase in 
pastoralist understanding of the importance of 
politicisation, the policy making process, and of 
their being visible constituents.

Pastoralists in Kenya now have the added 
advantage of a policy that specifically seeks their 
integration within national planning processes. 
Kenya’s National Policy for the Sustainable 
Development of Northern Kenya and other 
Arid Lands is intended to reduce inequality and 
marginalisation in largely pastoral areas. Known 
as ‘the ASAL policy’ (2012), it sets out a multi-
stakeholder framework for effective coordination 
and created Kenya’s National Drought 
Management Authority (NDMA). Parliamentarians 
that are sympathetic to pastoralism can now 
exploit this ‘policy space’ to push the agenda of 
marginalised pastoralists. 

Solidarity and knowledge

WISP has helped build knowledge within pastoralist 
institutions across the globe through the targeted 
distribution of information provided in English, 
French and Spanish. These knowledge products 
may be based on broader studies in key thematic 
areas, or are country/regional studies. Together 
they provide important data sources for pastoralist 
institutions engaging at the national political level. 
The policy briefs in particular are valued for their 
‘bite-sized’ bits of information.

M. Fagouri - Member of the Association Nationale 
Ovine et Caprine (ANOC) and the Union Magrebine 
des Association Ovine et Caprine (UMAOC), Morocco:
“Decision makers listen more when they see the 
evidence. The documents that show how pastoralism 
is relevant have contributed a lot to the progress 
made. The WISP focus is on advocacy for change in 
the understanding of pastoralism in general. And 
for that, we have to salute WISP.”

Francis Chachu Ganya is now a Kenyan 
parliamentarian but was previously a very active 
member of Kenya’s pastoral civil society:
“The biggest achievement in pastoralism in Kenya is 
in advocacy. Pastoralism is now more on the agenda 
as a livelihood and is talked about a lot more. WISP 
has had a lot to do with that: we are now able to 
advocate for the livelihoods that have operated for 
centuries and know their positive aspects.”   
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Building bridges: PASTORAMERICAS

WISP’s approach involves helping pastoralists across the globe to be more organised, enriching 
their work with improved knowledge, and providing opportunities for dialogue. WISP helps 
inspire pastoralist organisations by sharing experiences from other regions and in supporting 
their efforts at creating regional alliances.

South America has been involved with WISP since the Turmi meeting in 2005. Compared to 
other regions, the international community provides far less organisational or financial support 
for pastoralism in South America. Despite being one of the main providers of food in many 
isolated regions of South America, pastoralists are rarely involved in public policy debates 
on food security. They are also excluded from discussions about the protection of the natural 
environments where they live, or strategies for adaptation to climate change. Like elsewhere, 
pastoralists in South America face challenges with land tenure, limited recognition of their 
economic value and adverse legislation. But unlike elsewhere, there is not a fast growing 
pastoralist civil society capable of addressing these needs. 

WISP is jointly helping the region to create a larger ‘group identity’ through the creation of the 
‘Pastoamericas’ network. Eight South American countries (Bolivia, Paraguay, Argentina, Chile, 
Peru, Brazil, Uruguay, Venezuela) will be part of the network, which will build the capacity of 20 
existing organisations to have greater legitimacy at national, regional and global levels. The 
limited identification and self-awareness of pastoralists in South America has made capacity-
building work here extremely challenging. By strengthening the partnerships between the 
20 organizations (and the herder families they represent), as well as through research on 
what is going on in the field, the dissemination of experience and building up a community 
of best practice, the Pastoamericas network will help South America’s pastoralists to have an 
international profile.

Argentina
Photo credit: Pablo Manzano
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The exclusion of pastoralists from public 
decision-making is at the root of the majority of 
the problems they face in achieving sustainable 
production. This includes exclusion from political 
processes, as well as from active consultation 
over relief, development or conservation 
activities. Inadequate representation has 
allowed governments and other agencies to 
develop inappropriate policies or actions, to 
overlook critical investments in pastoral areas, 
and has contributed to distrust and conflict. 
In practice however there are significant 
challenges to developing authentic and equitable 
representation. It is easy to identify individuals 
from a pastoralist community and give them the 
opportunity to speak about pastoralist issues. It 
is much harder to ensure that those individuals 
are legitimate representatives of pastoralists, 
that their views represent those of a majority 
of pastoralists, or that their empowerment 
contributes to a wider empowerment in the 
community. It is also naïve to assume that all 
pastoralists share one voice and have the same 
opinions on different matters.

From the outset WISP focused on ensuring 
pastoralists could become more effectively 
involved in political discourse, and has targeted 
countries where they are routinely excluded from 
decision making – for example the Argentinean 
pastoralists from Neuquén who now refer to WISP 
as providing a “Window on Pastoralism.” WISP has 
made a considerable contribution to overcoming 
marginalisation, and has ensured that in building 
a voice it has not empowered certain groups of 
pastoralists at the expense of the majority: WISP 
has particularly championed issues of women’s 
empowerment, since it is not possible to achieve 
pastoral representation if half of the population 
are overlooked.

Representation and participation are central 
components of the good governance that has 
been at the centre of much of WISP’s work. The 
WISP publications ‘Policies that work for Pastoral 
Environments’ and ‘The Land We Graze’ emphasise 
the importance of devolving decision making 
to the local level and ensuring that pastoralists 
are represented in such processes. This work has 
enabled WISP to influence political discourse at 
the global level, with, for example WISP’s impact 
at the UNCCD and its ability to raise sensitive 
issues like governance, benefitting from close 

Representation and action

work with pastoralist community representatives 
and enabling a number of them to participate in 
UNCCD events, such as the UNCCD COP9 in Buenos 
Aires. 

In a similar way WISP has influenced policies at 
the regional level, where for example governance 
and participation are now better reflected in 
the revised SADC Regional Action Programme 
to Combat Desertification. Greater recognition 
of the importance of good governance is also 
evident in recent national policies and approaches, 
such as Jordan’s National Rangelands Strategy14  
and Kyrgyzstan’s Pasture Law.15  Kenya’s new 
constitution (2010) brought in an Equalization Fund 
to improve basic needs of marginalised communities 
and specifically identifies pastoralists.16  Kenyan 
pastoral civil society has played a major role in 
bringing about this change:
“The fact that our constitution recognises 
devolution, pastoralism, culture, alternative 
dispute mechanisms, community land, resource 
and ecological rights, is attributable and testimony 
to the work of pastoralist organisations in the 
constitution-making process.”
Michael Tiampati (National Coordinator, Pastoralist 
Development Network Kenya). 

The MP Sophia Abdi Nur reported that as a result 
of her participation in the WISP Global Pastoralist 
Women’s Gathering in India she was able to sit 
on Kenya’s constitutional drafting committee, 
and ensure the inclusion of pastoralist women’s 
concerns. 
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One very real danger in pastoral civil 
society is that of good-intentioned 
international NGOs becoming the 
voice of pastoralism. In some regions 
local NGOs, with probably greater 
local legitimacy, are squeezed out by 
international agencies with greater 
credit-worthiness for attracting the 
increasingly large amounts of donor 
funding. International donors, as 
the funding gatekeepers, may need 
to reconsider the balance between 
their ever-stricter demands for 
accountability with the need for 
true local representation of grant 
recipients.   

Ali Kaka, Regional Director, IUCN-ESARO 

Photo credit: Michael Benanav

The work of  WAMIP in addressing the challenges of  representation has been invaluable. 
Full WAMIP membership is possible only for pastoralist communities, not individuals, 
and communities should identify their delegates within the WAMIP process. Where this is 
impractical community representatives are expected to make a concerted effort to consult 
and feedback to their constituency, and to commit to representing the consensus.

Important questions around monitoring representation will have to be explored as part of  
the future of  WISP and WAMIP: Ten years ago the challenge was to identify and promote 
any voice on pastoralism, but now the space has been won the focus needs to be on the true 
legitimacy of  that voice. WAMIP is now particularly concerned with the issue of  Free Prior 
Informed Consent (FPIC) as a principle that all pastoralists should become aware of. FPIC 
could be an important indicator of  empowerment – for pastoralists to both know about it 
and to know how to apply it. Its use could also address some of  the fundamental concerns at 
the heart of  the representation question.
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The WISP 2011 publication ‘Supporting Sustainable 
Livelihoods – A Global Perspective on Minimum 
Standards and Good Practices’ recommended placing 
governance and rights at the centre of pastoralist 
development. Specifically:

Prospects and next steps

Across the globe many policies now exist that 
are, at least in theory, supportive of pastoralism. 
Emphasis is also shifting from development 
interventions focused on improving technology 
towards rights-based approaches and strengthening 
local governance. In many countries the legal 
opportunities for securing rights and strengthening 
local natural resource governance are in place, but 
in reality very little legislation is implemented. 
Low policy implementation can be due to lack of 
leadership, lack of awareness, or lack of skills and 
resources. 

WISP is continuing to focus on addressing 
the social inequity within pastoralism 
through support for stronger leadership and 
representation, advocacy for more “enabling 
investments” (including education), and 
strengthening local planning processes. Whilst 
there is no doubt that policy changes will 
continue to be necessary, there is still much 
more for WISP do to towards partnering with 
governments in implementing the policies and 
legislation that already exist. One of WISP’s 
tools is to show the value of pastoralism 
and cost-benefit analysis of governance 
approaches.

Create and support multi-stakeholder 
fora to ensure inclusion of pastoralists and 
non- pastoral actors in local and national 
planning processes and to promote dialogue 
between  these groups, and particularly 
between government and pastoralists. Multi-
stakeholder fora should be constructed in 
cognisance of the fact that pastoral territories 
can be large and stakeholders may live far 
beyond district and even national boundaries.

Promote empowering approaches for 
development planning and develop capacity, 
particularly amongst local government, 
to understand the role of participatory 
approaches as an empowering process rather 
than an implementing convenience.
 
Ensure that empowerment includes all sectors 
within a society - going as far as ensuring that 
empowerment of marginal groups (especially 
women) forms the foundation of pastoralist 
development.

Ensure appropriate support for Civil Society, 
recognising the distinction between Civil 
Society Organisations and Non-Governmental 
Organisations.

Combine community empowerment with 
institutional accountability by building the 
capacity and willingness of government 
to endorse and support community 
empowerment.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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The value of pastoralism to national economies 
is slowly being recognised - particularly in 
regional policies. Investment in marketing, 
banking and credit facilities, infrastructure, 
livestock services and secure land tenure, will 
increase its value further.

Pastoralism provides both direct and 
indirect benefits – values that are 
nationally and globally important and 
help ensure social and environmental 
sustainability.

There is increasing interest in using 
pastoralist landscapes for alternative 
wealth production strategies. To 
ensure their social, environmental 
and economic sustainability we need 
greater understanding of the total 
economic value of pastoralism. 

Somali women selling livestock.
Photo credit: Kelley Lynch

Milk products, Tiviski, Mauritania 
Photo credit: Tiviski

Housing project, Mongolia
Photo credit: Pablo Manzano
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For many countries containing pastoralists the 
past decade has seen an increase in policy-based 
support for pastoralism, and recognition of its 
contributions to the livestock economy. Regional 
and national policies among the Economic 
Community of West African States, for example, 
recognise the economic benefits of the cross 
border livestock trade and support its expansion. 
The high market value of natural fine fibres is 
recognised in South America and Asia (from Alpacas 
and cashmere goats herded by pastoralists), 
despite synthetics increasingly replacing wool.17  
In Europe premiums are paid for ‘niche market’ 
products produced by pastoralists, such as those 
produced by Christelle in the South of France - as 
identified at the beginning of this book. Public and 
private investments in pastoralism are supporting 
this market expansion, as well as services for 
pastoralists, but there is room for much more 
investment and support. 

At the same time, the past decade has seen 
population increase demand ever more economic 
growth, which has meant that the landscapes 
traditionally used by pastoralists are gaining 
more attention within national economies. Across 
the globe extractive industries, backed by global 
finance, are targeting oil, gas and mineral reserves 
beneath grasslands and rangelands. In Africa the 
expansion of crop agriculture from both family 
farms and large-scale commercial ventures is 
intensifying particularly rapidly - targeting food 
security as well as cash crops for biofuels, cotton 
etc. 

This new focus on lands that have long been viewed 
as ‘marginal’ has both positive and negative 
impacts. New development will bring much-
needed infrastructure, such as roads and energy 
supplies, but there is also widespread concern 
about the long-term sustainability of some 
activities. Environmental concerns include the use 
of fossil water for irrigation, or poorly managed 
mining practices that scar the landscape. Social 
concerns include loss of land tenure and the lack 
of revenue sharing with existing dryland dwellers. 
The long-term viability of some initiatives that 
depend on government subsidies also raises 
questions on their true economic value.

From a pastoralist viewpoint economic 
development in the rangelands is important 
and long overdue: Pastoralists want improved 
livelihoods just as much as their farming/urban 
counterparts, and have no desire to remain 

Economy
anthropologically ‘traditional’. For WISP the 
crucial factor is ensuring that new development 
pathways support pastoralists’ current and future 
productivity potential, or at least do not undermine 
it.  Pastoralist productivity is fuelled by economic 
growth demanding ever more milk and meat, and 
investments in infrastructure - particularly markets 
and roads - are welcome. But when development 
results in the loss of grazing ‘hot spots’ and water 
resources it becomes a major issue that drives 
pastoralist to demand securer land tenure.

The 2005 pastoralist gathering at Turmi, Ethiopia, 
identified the need for more work on the economics 
behind pastoralism and pastoralist areas. The 
2013 gathering at Kiserian, Kenya, identified the 
‘green economy’ credentials of pastoralism. WISP’s 
work programme has focused on researching and 
disseminating increasing amounts of evidence on 
the contribution of pastoralism to agricultural 
GDP – which in many countries is in excess of 
40% - as well as identifying a fuller economic 
valuation of pastoralism that is not usually seen 
in national statistics.  Using a Total Economic 
Valuation framework18  WISP has explained both the 
economic benefits of pastoralist production as well 
as its additional environmental and social values – 
values that other production systems are unable to 
provide. 

Considerable civil society attention and support 
is given to addressing social concerns about 
pastoralists, and other indigenous communities, 
impacted by mining or agricultural expansion in 
dryland areas. Information about their rights, and 
also on the roles and responsibilities they can expect 
of international companies under international law 
has been forthcoming. Less effort however has been 
put into researching and presenting alternative, 
economic-based arguments. National policy 
makers face the complex task of deciding how best 
to maximise national productivity across different 
sectors and need strong economic arguments. 
Formulating the ‘correct’ decision is not easy and 
policy makers rarely have all the facts at their 
disposal. The Total Economic Valuation framework 
is an important tool within a toolbox that includes 
empowerment and looking at conservation, land use 
and climate change adaptation. It is not a complete 
answer, but it does at least go some way towards 
levelling the playing field, shows the need for 
understanding comparative returns, and identifies 
potential benefits and costs in environmental, 
social and economic terms.
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	 •		The	Global	Review	identified	the	contribution	of	pastoralism	to	GDP	as	a	whole	or	as		
	 					a	percentage	of	agricultural	GDP.	The	data	challenges	government	policies	that	view		
	 					pastoralist	production	as	being	of	limited	economic	value,	and	for	whom	‘successful’		
	 					livestock	production	is	frequently	viewed	as	only	achievable	through	western	models		
	 					of	meat	or	dairy	ranching.		

	 •		The	drylands	of	China	are	home	to	78	million	cashmere	goats,	which	supply	65-75%	of		
	 					the	world’s	cashmere	fibre.

	 •		Livestock	provide	20-25%	of	agricultural	GDP	in	Africa	and	25-30%	in	Asia,	but	in		
	 				countries	like	Sudan	and	Niger	it	is	over	80%	whilst	in	Mongolia	it	is	as	high	as	90%.

	 •	The	value	of	milk	in	many	pastoral	systems	greatly	exceeds	the	value	of	meat,	
	 				but	since	formal	markets	for	pastoral	milk	are	scarce	this	value	is	never	captured	in		
	 				national	accounts.	

	 •	Pastoral	systems	contribute	much	more	than	livestock	products:	they	provide	a	wide		
	 				variety	of	natural	products	including	medicinal	plants	and	fruits;	and	they	provide		
	 				a	number	of	high-value	services	including	protection	of	water	sheds,	conservation	of		
	 				biodiversity	and	storage	of	greenhouse	gasses.

	 •	These	multiple	values	of	pastoralism	are	the	key	to	its	resilience	and	durability,	
	 				yet	they	are	routinely	under-valued	and	ignored	by	the	public	and	private	sectors.

The	contribution	of	pastoralism	to	agricultural	GDP	

A	Global	Review	of	the	economics	of	pastoralism	-	WISP	2006

Sudan

Somalia

Senegal

Niger

Mongolia

Kazakhstan

Ethiopia

80%

65%

78%

84%
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Previously pastoralism tended to be seen much 
more as a cultural characteristic, with limited 
understanding of its value or its deep integration 
within national economies. The past decade has 
seen far greater appreciation of its economic 
value.  

In 2006 WISP published ‘A Global review on 
the economics of pastoralism’ based on eight 
regional studies that explored available data 
and literature on pastoral economics. The 
regional studies identified the contribution of 
pastoralism to domestic and global markets, and 
gathered indicators on productivity and market 
behaviour. They also identified indirect values 
and methodologies for analysing these indirect 
values, highlighting existing knowledge on this 
value of pastoralism and gaps in the knowledge. 
Trends in pastoral economies, and policy options 
that could support rangeland economies most 
effectively, were also looked at. Together the eight 
regional studies covered a total of 53 countries, 
and represent a huge global source of information 
on the economics of pastoralism. Each study also 
contained either an extensive literature review or 
a detailed bibliography on the history and current 
status of pastoralism in each country.

When the Global Review was launched there 
was considerable press coverage. The BBC Radio 
African Service (English) conducted a one-on-one 
radio interview with study coordinator Jonathan 
Davies, and the BBC Radio African service (French) 
conducted a radio interview with a Senegalese 
co-author. The South African Broadcasting 
Corporation also conducted a radio interview. A 
press release on the report was provided to the 
IUCN website, and the story was taken up by a 
number of news agencies, including Zee News in 
India (Nomadic herding makes most economic 
sense)19  and All Africa (Kenya: Pastoralism’s 
Share of GDP vital)20.  The Taiwan News article 
‘Nomads important to economies, trade: study’ 
highlighted that pastoral herders in Mongolia 
accounted for a third of total GDP.21   NGOs, 
donors and other partners have frequently used 
the information contained in the Global Review 
in subsequent statements about the economic 
value of pastoralism. The WISP (2007) Policy 
Note – Squandered wealth: a global review of the 
economics of pastoralism’ summarised the key 
points for policy makers.

The pastoralist economy

In Africa it is the West African countries that have 
led the way in terms of their recognition and support 
of pastoralism as a valued economic activity. In East 
Africa and the Horn a livestock trade estimated 
for 2010 to be approaching US $1 billion is still 
undervalued at national level.22   The African Union’s 
Policy Framework for Pastoralism in Africa (2010) 
highlighted Africa’s robust export trade in livestock 
and the role of pastoralism in national economic 
development.23   The recent N’Djamena Declaration 
on the contribution of pastoral livestock to the 
security and development of the Saharo-Sahelian 
areas (May 2013) identifies livestock herders as 
‘a great source of wealth to the countries they 
live in, making significant contributions to GDP, 
fiscal resources and exports.’ The Declaration 
also contains a whole section on enhancing the 
economic sustainability of the pastoral livestock 
sector.24  The Nouakchott Declaration that followed 
in October also called for pastoralism to be placed 
at the centre of strategies and policies promoting 
stabilisation, sustainable development and national 
and regional agricultural development. 25

WISP has continued to highlight the contribution 
that pastoralism makes to national economies, 
including research conducted in the Puno region of 
Peru on grazing alpacas. As well as producing high 
value fine wool fibre and low cholesterol red meat, 
the study demonstrated the value of alpacas in 
terms of their manure and contributions to tourism 
and their environment.26  A 2008 study conducted 
in Iran with CENESTA found that whilst Iranian 
pastoralists make up only 2.1% of the country’s 
population they own one third of the livestock. 
They are important players in the production of 
red meat and dairy products, and crucial for Iran’s 
economic development.27  The WISP study on the 
contribution of pastoralism to the Spanish economy 
demonstrated high indirect environmental values 
(manure, protection from fire, erosion etc.) even if 
the contribution was low in terms of meat, dairy 
products and hides in comparison to Spain’s overall 
livestock sector. 28
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Mobile phones are a crucial tool for helping mobile 
pastoralists be better integrated within national 
economies. In Kenya the introduction of mobile money 
‘MPesa’ by Safaricom has transformed the lives of the 
previously unbanked population. In 2007, there were 
355 Mpesa agents and 53,453 users but these numbers 
grew to over 14 million Mpesa customers and 27,988 
agents countrywide by 2011.29

Dr. Simplice F. NOUALA (Ph.D), 
Chief Animal Production Officer, 
Head of Animal Production 
Unit, African Union-Interafrican 
Bureau for Animal Resources 
(AU-IBAR).

Pastoralist and mobile phone use, Uganda 
Photo credit: Simon Nangiro

Countries covered by the  WISP regional economic studies

“The last ten years have seen African pastoralist 
issues rise out of exclusion and obscurity to take a 
place on regional and global development agendas 
that are now beginning to impact on national 
policy processes. WISP has contributed to bridging 
the gap between academic research and often 
negative political perceptions on pastoralism 

through evidence based studies that open both 
sides to more productive dialogue and debate. The 
global outlook of the WISP’s work has stimulated 
learning among pastoral groups and contributed 
to a unified voice for pastoral development. I 
do wish for WISP to continue its work bearing in 
mind that the next decade will be particularly 
critical for pastoralists and pastoralism: the 
end of the MDG period has highlighted the fact 
that many pastoral populations are among the 
most disadvantaged. Pastoral resources are 
under-mobilized and utilized for strengthening 
their livelihoods, and for national and regional 
development.  The work of WISP is cut out: more 
exacting and innovative approaches are needed 
to firmly define the pastoral agenda and address 
pastoral issues.” 
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Roads - In certain countries investment in roads 
have contributed greatly to sustainable pastoralist 
development. WISP’s 2011 publication ‘Supporting 
Sustainable Livelihoods – A Global Perspective 
on Minimum Standards and Good Practices’ 
identified how the opening of the Karakoram 
highway in Pakistan has had a noticeable effect 
on both crop cultivation and animal husbandry 
in the area. The road link has permitted easy 
transport of cereals from the plains, and land that 
was formerly used for subsistence cultivation of 
cereals is now used to cultivate winter fodder. 
Improved fodder technology and cultivars have 
now been adopted, increasing investment in 
extensive livestock production. In other countries, 
including Kenya, the extent of the investment in 
the rural road network of pastoralist areas is a 
huge concern. Kenya’s Vision 2030 Development 
Strategy for Northern Kenya and Other Arid Lands 
has infrastructure investment as its first priority, 
and the need for the area of 400,000km2 to have 
more than just 1000km of tarmac road.31 

Financial services  - The pastoralist livestock 
sector needs financial services like any other 
industry – insurance, credit, and banking 
services. Index based livestock insurance has 
been in place in Mongolia since 2006 and has 
been successfully piloted in Kenya since 2010. 
Pastoralist communities in Kenya also now use 
mpesa - a mobile phone banking system that 
was launched in 2007 by Safaricom. Previously 
pastoralists were forced to use cash but mpesa 
has enabled pastoralists to buy and sell cattle 
in livestock markets in a secure and convenient 
manner without the need for physical cash. Large 
and multiple transactions can be undertaken in 
rapid periods of time, making the livestock and 
meat sector vibrant and competitive.

People - There is a strong link between the 
delivery of health and education services and 
sustainable pastoral development. This is not 
only a human right and part of national fulfilment 
of the MDGs, but government investments in 
their citizens as the means of production is a 

Successful and sustainable development is observed in pastoral regions where customary governance has 
been legitimized, resource rights secured and economic development of the pastoral sector has prevailed. 
Appropriate investment in pastoralism requires a clear understanding of the values that are attached to it 
and innovative approaches to marketing of the goods and services that emanate from the system.30  

The importance of investment

logical economic step. The importance of investing 
in pastoralists was extensively covered in WISP’s 
2008 document ‘Learning from the Delivery of 
Social Services to Pastoralists – Elements of Good 
Practice’. It reviews global examples of addressing 
the challenges in providing basic social services to 
mobile pastoralist communities and demonstrates 
how just not enough is being achieved. 

Progress in providing basic services, like education, 
health and security, that are adapted to the pastoral 
conditions remains limited and continues to lack 
over-arching political support. At the same time it 
is increasingly evident that mobility is being used as 
an excuse, and even providing services in the normal 
format is completely inadequate in pastoral areas – 
pastoral households that have become less mobile 
still have poor access to services. Advocates are 
now just arguing for basic services to be delivered 
to pastoralists, whatever the format.

Appropriate Investments - There are many 
instances where good intentioned donor, NGO 
or private sector investment in pastoralism 
has had disastrous environmental impacts. The 
extensive use of trucks for moving feed and water 
in Jordan and Syria for example has contributed 
to degradation of the Baadia Steppe, with animals 
then remaining in one location throughout the 
year instead of being forced to track rangeland 
resources. Production-oriented subsidies in Europe, 
North Africa and West Asia have stimulated an over-
stocking of rangelands and in Jordan and Algeria 
this has been associated with reduction in mobility 
and settlement close to market centres, creating a 
de facto intensive production system that heavily 
over-exploits rangelands and is primarily reliant on 
purchased feeds. 

25



The WISP 2008 report: Global Perspective on the Total Economic Value of Pastoralism, put together by the 
International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), represented a synthesis of the county valuations and 
provided some valuable findings and policy recommendations:

 • Official statistics do not capture all the economic values associated with pastoralism. 
     Even direct values captured by markets – like animal and milk sales and hides production – are   
       not well recorded in many countries like Ethiopia, Mali and Iran.
 • Evidence from diverse pastoral sites suggests that a large share of market transactions is not 
     recorded and the contribution of pastoralism to the informal economy is enormous in terms of 
     exports of live animals.
 • Many pastoralists have gained access to domestic and international markets, for live animals, 
      milk, wool and hides. Nevertheless, market chain analysis suggests that pastoralists still receive 
     a small share of the total market value of the products.
 • Livestock manure plays a crucial role maintaining soil fertility in agro-pastoral systems.
 • Tourism in pastoralist areas is important for the regional economies and contributes to the 
      pastoralist households, but middlemen and other stakeholders capture the lion’s share of tourism   
     benefits.
 • There are many environmental services that are provided by pastoralists and pastoralism that 
     are poorly understood, national accounts do not capture them and few organisations have the 
     expertise to assess their values in quantitative terms.
 • There are environmental services from pastoralism that are indirect values which may have a 
     greater value than the direct economic benefits.

Handicraft products
Photo credit: Pablo Manzano

Llama herd, Peru
Photo credit: Jabier Ruiz Mirazo

Kiserian slaughter house, Kenya
Photo credit: Razingrim Ouedraogo

Gum Arabic
Photo credit: Edmund Barrow

Milk products, Tiviski, Mauritania 
Photo credit: Tiviski
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The 2006 Global Review helped gather and 
distribute data to illustrate the direct economic 
value of pastoralism – values measurable in 
financial terms and which help contribute to the 
improved policy environment for pastoralism. 
WISPs approach has also been to conduct 
research into pastoralism’s indirect value - its 
environmental and social benefits that do not yet 
have monetary value. 

In 2008 WISP published seven detailed ‘Total 
Economic Valuation country study reports’ that 
analysed the economic data in more detail. The 
review used a framework for Total Economic 
Valuation drawn up by IIED that helps identify a 
truer national value of the goods and services 
provided by pastoralism and from which gaps in 
the economic data can be identified.32  The reports 
were commissioned from WISP’s civil society 
partners, who each attended a training workshop 
in Nairobi in 2007 to explore the conceptual 
framework and research methodologies. 

The WISP economic and TEV reviews received 
widespread publicity across other networks 
focused on drylands and pastoralists, as well as 
among partner agency newsletters. Feedback to 
WISPnet confirmed the value of the reports among 
the WISP target audience. The reports continue to 
be quoted in a large number of academic and non-
academic published articles, and have informed 
the International Food Policy Research Institute’s 
global studies on pastoralism. The past 10 years 
have seen a marked change in discourse around 
pastoralism; from being viewed as a poor livelihood 
system that degrades the environment towards 
recognition that pastoralism provides significant 
environmental as well as economic goods and 
services. A number of national policies cited in this 
report, as well as international agreements, now 
clearly emphasise the importance of pastoralism 
in providing dual environmental and economic 
benefits.

The WISP 2008 Policy Note: Forgotten Services, 
Diminished Goods: understanding the agro-
ecosystem of pastoralism summarised the core 
findings of the TEV work and provided clear policy 
recommendations for governments. WISP has 
also used the TEV framework and the results from 
the extensive country studies in its own learning 
forums, which bring together pastoralists and 

Identifying pastoralism’s total contribution

government officials. Other organisations have 
used them too, including IIED in their training 
programme in Ethiopia. Professor Abdi Yakub Guliye 
at Kenya’s Egerton University uses them in his 
teaching materials: 
“This is what has changed the game, WISP’s six 
country studies. The contribution of pastoralism to 
household, national, and regional economies is now 
clear”.

The publications on pastoralist economics from 
WISP demonstrated strongly that pastoralism 
is not primarily a meat production system, and 
that in many countries its principal value is in 
dairy production. This has contributed to calls for 
greater investment in the pastoral dairy sector 
and an increasing number of such investments (e.g. 
Tanzania, Kenya). The work has also been valuable 
for helping redefine donor investments, for 
example WISP provided direct guidance to USAID 
in the preparation of their multi-million dollar 
programme of support to the Horn of Africa, as well 
as to IFAD in their funding to Kyrgyzstan, Somalia 
and Ethiopia. 

WISP’s 2012 publication Resource Management 
and Biodiversity Conservation in the Drylands of 
Eastern and Central Africa and the 2007 studies 
on Pastoralism as Conservation pulled together 
abundant evidence that pastoralism is one of the 
few food production systems that contributes 
significantly to conserving biodiversity. This 
work has been instrumental in raising the profile 
of pastoralism at the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) and the Convention on Migratory 
Species (CMS) and is at the forefront of changing 
attitudes within the conservation sector. The 
outcomes are manifested in the IUCN Protected 
Areas Governance framework,33  which endorses the 
role that pastoralists play in protecting nature and 
in the Aichi Targets of the CBD.34 

In 2010 WISP published ‘Adding Value To Livestock 
Diversity: Marketing to Promote Local Breeds and 
Improve Livelihoods’ together with the League 
for Pastoral Peoples and Endogenous Livestock 
Development (LPP) , the LIFE Network, and FAO.  
This report, also known as the ‘Niche Market Study’ 
was a contribution to thinking on ways to capitalise 
on the indirect values of pastoralism but more 
evidence is needed to see if this has contributed to 
serious changes for pastoralists. 
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The importance of pastoralism in protecting watersheds is very poorly understood and rarely 
compensated. An innovative piece of research in Mongolia (funded by the World Bank and 
published in 2009), undertook a total economic valuation of the Upper Tuul Ecosystem, which 
serves as the source of all of Ulaanbaatar’s water and is itself a major tourism centre. The study 
found that the land and resources of the Upper Tuul currently contribute income and marketed 
products worth around Mongolian Tughrik (MNT) 28 billion per year in tourism, herding, and forest-
based sectors.  The value of water use in Ulaanbaatar was estimated to be worth MNT 90 billion 
a year at the minimum (i.e. approx. US$50 million in 2014). 

Conservation of the two protected areas that cover most of the upper watershed of the Tuul River, 
Gorhki-Terelj National Park and Khan Khentii Strictly Protected Area, have a high economic value 
because they help to safeguard downstream water supplies to Ulaanbaatar. Around 80% of the 
Upper Tuul’s population 
are herders, who are 
progressively losing 
their grazing lands to 
settlement and tourism 
development. The study 
calculated the opportunity 
costs involved in the 
sustainable conservation 
of the watershed over 
a 25-year time frame 
(i.e. the reductions in 
land and resource uses 
that must take place to 
conserve the watershed). 
It also showed that those 
who would bear the main 
opportunity costs would 
be the herders as resource 
users, whilst those who 
stand to benefit most 
from its conservation 
would be the Ulaanbaatar 
water users.

Overall, improved, conservation of the Upper Tuul ecosystem was estimated by the study to be 
worth some MNT 1,370 billion in present value terms. If the Upper Tuul ecosystem continued to 
be degraded, the loss of water, pasture and forest products would cost the Mongolian economy 
a total of MNT 400 billion over the next 25 years (US$ 225 million). The study used this total 
economic valuation to argue that concrete incentives and funding should be made available to the 
groups who use and manage the Upper Tuul land in order that the ecosystem is conserved and 
Ulaanbaatar’s residents have a clean and regular water supply.35  

The economics of watersheds
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In pastoralist landscapes across the globe major 
concerns are being voiced about the acquisition 
of land for large-scale agricultural or industrial 
enterprises.36  In many countries ambiguity 
over resource rights are exploited. Drivers of 
this process are varied with some governments 
believing that converting rangelands to irrigated 
farming is necessary and economically wise. In 
other cases the economics are not considered and 
land acquisitions are more about individual profit 
and targeting specific export markets.

In West Africa pastoralists have obtained greater 
resource rights and recognition that they need 
access to extensive landscapes. Policy and 
legislation include the pastoral charter in Mali and 
pastoral law in Niger, in which rights to movement 
and access are secured through livestock corridors 
and a pastoral zone is designated to secure it from 
agricultural expansion. In 2011 WISP worked in 
partnership with Reseau Billital Maroobe (RBM) 
to support the process of harmonising texts 
governing transhumance in Mali, Burkina Faso 
and Niger through a sub-regional workshop 
held in Ouagadougou. In India the 2006 Forest 
Bill provided new rights for pastoralists, whilst 
numerous other examples are now emerging of 
local natural resource governance being revived 
and reinforced to enable pastoralism: Traditional 
Agdal systems have been strengthened in 
Morocco, and Hima systems are being revived in 
Jordan and elsewhere in West Asia.37    

The 2010 WISP publication “The Land we graze: a 
synthesis of case studies about how pastoralists’ 
organizations defend their land rights” helped 
focus attention on the importance of secure 
tenure and natural resource governance to enable 
effective communal management. WISP’s work 
is also carried out in parallel with a number of 
other initiatives, including the International Land 
Coalition’s work on securing rangelands. Prior to 
the 2010 publication WISP conducted a workshop 
on land issues, primarily for WISP partners. 
The workshop discussed a series of thematic 
questions, reviewed experiences and studies, and 
developed a tool kit designed to enable other 
actors to work on pastoral land rights. 

Economic investments in pastoral landscapes

In the 2007 ILC/WISP report ‘Mobile livelihoods, 
patchy resources and shifting rights: approaching 
pastoral territories’ Michele Nori explains why 
pastoralists frequently ‘lose out’ over land issues:
The administrative definition of land does not 
apply to herders, as pastoral lands are those that 
contribute to their livelihood, feeding their animals, 
enabling them to exchange their products, providing 
them relief from a drought or protection from a 
conflict. The downtown of a city in eastern Spain, 
the cold Siberian steppe, the Sahara fringes, Addis 
Ababa public gardens, the Jordan valley, the port of 
Boosaso, the Juba River margins, the singing Borana 
wells, harvested farms in the fertile crescent, forest 
areas in Nigeria, Andean routes might all represent 
pastoral territories at different times, should 
conditions require. 

WISP and others have helped to ‘soften’ the 
discussion on land issues by drawing attention to 
the continuum of rights – from the right to buy 
or sell land at one extreme, to the simple right 
of access at the other. In the middle is the right 
of management which is the most important for 
pastoralists and which does not require the right 
to alienate land – and is therefore much more 
acceptable to governments. The issue of rights 
obtained a lot more legitimacy after Eleanor 
Ostrom won the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences 
in 2009 for her work on common property regimes.
A decade ago land rights issues were almost taboo 
in many countries. The current highly publicised 
challenges over land rights are a particularly visible 
manifestation of the progress with pastoralist 
‘voice’ in the past decade. Pastoralists are now 
sufficiently comfortable with their citizenship in 
many places that they are challenging national 
governments in court. A number of successful cases 
exist around the world of pastoralists defending 
their land resource rights. This can be a highly 
politically charged issue and there have been a 
number of high profile arrests – for example in 
China and India.
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“Cuando el ultimo pastor desaparezca a la especie humana la quedaran unos tres años 
de supervivencia posdata”

My name is Javier Colmenarejo and I am a shepherd. We have a 
saying in Spain: “When the last shepherd disappears human kind will 
have only three years to live.” We shepherds provide food that is high 
quality, healthy and sustainable. With industrial farming the focus is 
just on the product, the animal is a slave, and the cost and benefit 
calculations about the land – about the whole industry - are only about 
profit. As shepherds we think this is not the right way to go. This way of 
life of mass production and consumption is not sustainable.  It is only 
through pastoralism that meat can be of high quality. We produce it in 
a sustainable way and we maintain the environment by rotating our 
grazing. To create a sustainable economy with meat and milk these 
products have to be from shepherds, pastoralists and nomadic peoples. 

Francisco Javier Colmenarejo, shepherd and chairman of Federación Estatal de Pastores 
(FEP)

Sheep moving across landscape, Spain.
Photo credit: Jesus Garzon
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The data provided through the WISP economic 
and TEV reviews demonstrated that pastoral 
systems tend to be under-valued by development 
planners the world over. Although many of the 
values are hard to measure, many people both 
inside and outside the pastoralist system would 
feel a significant loss if they were not there. This 
undervaluing, particularly of the indirect values 
of pastoralism, is thought to be one factor behind 
the promotion of alternative land use options, 
many of which have severe opportunity costs. 
WISP’s work challenges the assumption that 
crop farming is automatically the most desirable 
agricultural use of scarce water resources in 
Ethiopia and Kenya, and reinforces the on-going 
civil society resistance to unviable large-scale 
irrigation schemes. 

Major research and data gaps exist that 
render effective economic planning in pastoral 
landscapes difficult. The most basic data on 
production of milk, meat and fibre is often weak 
or absent; since governments gather their data in 
the marketplace, and markets for these products 
are weak or absent, their true value remains 
hidden from government. At the same time, data 
on other important values of pastoralism—such 
as the environmental services it provides—is 
completely absent and often strongly denied. 
Furthermore, where values are recognised they 
are often not well exploited as they relate to 
different government ministries that are not 
set up to collaborate. A significant investment is 
required to provide decision makers with more 
complete information and to enable cross-
sectoral collaboration in order to capitalise on 
the optimal delivery of a range of complementary 
goods and services. 

As it stands there is not a level playing field for 
pastoralism, and never has been: commercial 
agriculture is frequently supported through 
subsidies even when it is not economically viable in 
the long term. Dependency on finite resources e.g. 
irrigation that uses fossil water sources, mineral 
extraction, or poor quality soils that require 
excessive fertiliser input, are also environmentally 
unsound and socially inequitable. The use of 

Prospects and next steps

landscapes for conservation tourism is ecologically 
sound but is frequently socially exclusive. Major 
comparative economics research is needed to 
look at future activities though the lens of climate 
change. For West Africa the FAO-CIRAD-CILSS atlas 
‘Système d’information sur le pastoralisme au 
Sahel’ (2012) illustrates the sort of decision-making 
tool that is needed. It contains specific indicators 
and data, along with graphic representations of 
their use in understanding pastoral systems and 
the impact of rapid temporal and spatial changes.38 

A considerable number of international agencies 
in East Africa are now looking to support 
pastoralists who wish to move out of pastoralism. 
Economic data will be needed on the true costs of 
providing them with alternative or complimentary 
livelihoods, and for providing the social protection 
that would be needed while they receive education 
or training. A more complete economic assessment 
of pastoralism can help recognise the opportunity 
costs of alternative land uses and the impact 
of promoting alternatives for non-pastoralists 
(including destitute former pastoralists) on pastoral 
production. 

The WISP 2011 publication ‘Supporting Sustainable 
Livelihoods – A Global Perspective on Minimum 
Standards and Good Practices’ recommends:

Invest in pastoral livestock production 
based on the assumption that pastoralism 
is rational, and that it can be reinforced 
with appropriate technological and 
management adjustments, but cannot be 
sustainably substituted.

Invest in basic services, including 
education, infrastructure, and health. 
These investments may yield slow 
returns, but they are the surest way to 
guarantee sustainable development and 
poverty reduction in the long term. Basic 
services include markets, and the use of 
markets will be greatly improved through 
greater access to and uptake of financial 
services, including credit, savings and 
insurance.
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The use of mobile herding 
within pastoralism ensures 
the system is in ecological 
balance – grazing opportunities 
arrive in line with variations in 
rainfall, temperature or season. 
Livestock is a much better 
buffer than crops against 
extreme weather events such 
as heat, drought or blizzard.

Pastoralists use their indigenous 
knowledge about ecology and 
rangeland management to 
ensure optimal and consistent 
livestock productivity, often 
using diverse resources and 
different livestock species to 
ensure the most reliable flow of 
products during the year rather 
than to maximise output of a 
single product.

It is now widely accepted that 
livestock grazing is important 
for promoting biodiversity 
conservation. Most progress 
with ‘conservation grazing’ 
has been in Europe, but many 
countries now see the ecological 
importance of pastoralism.

It is increasingly clear that 
rangelands depend on ranging 
animals as much as ranging animals 
depend on rangelands. They have 
co-evolved and are interdependent. 
Knowledge of this relationship can 
be exploited to improve productivity 
of pastoralism and rangeland 
biodiversity simultaneously. 

Takhi in winter, Mongolia
Photo credit: Piet Wit

Sheep flock grazing in mountains, Spain
Photo credit: Jesus Garzon

Sheep flock in transhumance, Sudan
Photo credit: Jonathan Davies

A landscape in Switzerland
Photo credit: Jean Pierre Biber
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Pastoralism is ecologically sustainable through 
its use of mobility: rangeland resources are used 
temporally and spatially on a sustainable basis. By 
herding livestock across landscapes pastoralists 
ensure natural resources (grasses, leaves, trees, 
shrubs, water) are consumed for a limited time 
period and then allowed to recover. Overgrazing 
would lead to a decline in the availability of the best 
species, an increase in the spread of non-palatable 
species, and the result would be less healthy and 
less productive livestock. Under grazing would 
lead to certain plant species becoming dominant 
and a loss of overall diversity and productivity. 
Pastoralists ensure sustainable grazing through 
timing their resource use effectively and their 
wealth of indigenous knowledge on the location 
and value of resources - knowledge that is now 
being acknowledged and documented. 

Recognising the need to manage variations in 
grazing and water sources across rangelands, 
pastoralists have customary mechanisms and 
strategies that promote effective management 
and forbid mismanagement. Strategies include 
burning grass before the rains, controlling water 
resources, banning the cutting of trees and 
negotiating reciprocal grazing rights in other 
areas. These management strategies are also now 
being recognised and valued.

In the 1990s increasing scientific knowledge 
about drylands helped to debunk persistent 
theories about overgrazing and degradation 
by pastoralists. Overgrazing does occur when 
livestock are forced to remain in one place, but 
new understanding of how drylands are in fact 
‘disequilibrium environments’ has shown that it 
is generally not pastoralists who are the cause of 
degradation. Disequilibrium theory demonstrates 
that drylands are in a constant state of flux, 
and climatic factors play a major role in both 
productivity levels and degradation. With changes 
in rainfall patterns, areas that might be perceived 
as ‘bare’ will rapidly return to productivity as 
dormant seeds regenerate.   

As long-standing beliefs that pastoralists are 
the cause of land degradation begin to change, 
it is now also increasingly accepted that grazing 
is in fact crucially important in promoting 
biodiversity abundance: grazing allows seed 
dispersal; trampling of old grass ensures light 
for growth of new seedlings; and dung provides 
fertiliser and habitats for insects - which in turn 
feed birds and small mammals. Recognition of the 

Ecology
biodiversity role of pastoralism has been greatest in 
Europe where the reduction of large wild herbivores 
resulted in habitat loss, and the evidence of grazing 
importance became clear. Like Christelle at the 
beginning of this book, many pastoralists in Europe 
are now paid to graze in order to protect habitats 
and reduce the risk of fire and avalanches. 

With the onset of IFAD funding the WISP 
programme has focused in particular on bringing 
the environmental services of pastoralism to 
the attention of a global audience. In East Africa, 
where there are still large herds of wild herbivores, 
pastoralist exclusion from protected areas has 
long been an issue and subject of debate, but 
with improved recognition of their role this is 
now changing. The WISP publication Pastoralism 
as Conservation documented a wide range of 
indigenous knowledge and practices for conserving 
rangelands, and showed an astonishing similarity 
between ethnically diverse pastoralist groups. 
But much more research is still needed outside of 
Europe into the other roles that pastoralism plays 
in environmental management, and to argue for 
payments for these environmental services.

As part of its long term goal to demonstrate that 
the pastoralist land-use and the production system 
is an effective and efficient way of harnessing the 
natural resources of the world’s drylands, WISP has 
played a key role in gathering and disseminating 
knowledge on pastoralism’s whole relationship 
with rangeland ecology. A large number of 
documents have been written that help broaden 
understanding across the globe, and which use 
both science and indigenous knowledge as their 
evidence base. The WISP programme has also used 
opportunities to engage in new debates arising 
within pastoralism – new narratives which also 
frequently perceive pastoralism as ‘lacking’ or in 
some way being to blame. These opportunities 
for engagement included an e-conference on 
climate change following comments by the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) about pastoralists being the ‘canaries’ in 
the ‘coal mine’ of climate change. 
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Landscapes of South America  
The link between pastoralism, natural landscapes, ecology and climatic extremes is 
clearly seen in South America. 

Pablo Frere lives in Salta (NW Argentina) and has spent thirty years 
working with pastoralists in South America. He has been involved with 
WISP since 2011 and feels strongly bonded to the initiative. Pablo is 
the Executive Secretary of Redes Chaco – the Chaco is a 1 million km2 
area containing many cattle breeders. According to Pablo the pastoralist 
systems in South America reflect the continent’s diverse landscapes and 
ecosystems – highlands, lowlands, semi-arid and forest: 

In the highlands of Argentina, Bolivia and Peru land is distributed into 
family property units, as well as large areas of common land. In these 
areas pastoralism focuses on domesticated camelids (llama and alpaca) 
and cows. The wild guanaco (Lama guanicoe) and vicuña (Vicugna 
vicugna) will also be captured for their wool and then released. These 
highlands are very arid with limited grasslands, making constant 
movement essential. 

A second system also operates in areas of Argentina and in Chile, 
and is focused on transhumance. All of the family will ‘summer’ in the 
highlands (Andes) and graze during the good weather. In March they 
will return to the lowlands and the rainforest for the winter months, 
when the children will return to school.  The livestock in this system 
are mainly sheep and goats. The indigenous producers in these areas 
are known as the Kolla and their traditional lands are part of the high 
altitude forest (yungas).  

A third, more extensive system, is seen on the chaco plains - a large 
plain of more than 1 million km2 of dry forest. Here the producers 
will leave their cows to graze freely and search for water themselves, 
although they will always know where the animals are at any one time. 
The Great Chaco has a relatively short rainy season but during the dry 
season water remains available in pools (represa). 

In all three South American systems mobility is important. Even the 
larger, commercial, livestock owners will use mobility – albeit using 
mobility with fences. When the animals need to move the fences will be 
moved too. On the semi-arid Patagonian plains where livestock (sheep) 
production is dominated by large commercial systems, the very high 
aridity means mobility is crucial and pasture management through re-
seeding (medicago sativa) is also essential. Across South America it is 
also common to see mobile animals grazing opportunistically on the 
side of the road - behind temporary electric fences to avoid accidents.
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Mobile pastoralism developed as an adaptation 
to climatic extremes. In regions with high levels 
of climatic risk and uncertainty it provides an 
efficient way of managing the sparse vegetation 
and the relatively low fertility of rangeland soils. 
In hot dryland countries, for example in parts of 
Africa and West Asia, the low levels of rainfall 
and the high degree of inter-annual variation 
in rainfall makes crop cultivation unreliable, or 
at best opportunistic. Cold highland regions are 
similarly better suited to livestock production, 
for example the cold steppe of Central Asia and 
Western China, or the South American Andes, 
where temperatures frequently drop below -30ºC, 
and where severe droughts and catastrophic 
snowstorms occur with regularity. 

Dryland environments are now recognised 
as being highly dynamic, with extremely 
unpredictable rainfall patterns: rainfall is highly 
scattered at different times, in different amounts 
and in different places, and droughts are normal 
and expected. It is now widely accepted that 
pastoralists navigate this uncertainty by using 
mobility to access the grasses that flourish when 
the rainfall finally arrives. When WISP began in 
2003 pastoralist mobility was not recognised as 
being a response to dryland environments, and 
in Africa in particular there was strong resistance 
to the notion that pastoralism could include, for 
example, European-style transhumance. This 
has changed to a large extent, although there is 
still a persistent association of pastoralism with 
its cultural characteristics, rather than its ago-
ecosystem functions. 

At a national level, greater understanding of the 
logic behind the system can be observed (up to a 
point) in a range of countries - including Kenya, 
Ethiopia, India, Mongolia, Kyrgyzstan and Senegal. 
Elsewhere assumptions persist that pastoralism 
degrades the environment, despite minimal 
evidence that this is the case, and sometimes in 
spite of overwhelming evidence that the opposite 
is true. Evidence of pastoral degradation of the 
rangelands is frequently taken on face value, 
overlooking the fact that it is the policies that 
have curtailed pastoralist mobility that have led 
to this outcome. 

Explaining the ecological balance of pastoralism 
has been a key part of WISP’s work over the 
past decade, including for example its work with 
governments in Jordan and in Spain. In Jordan 

A fine balance
WISP partnered with the Directorate of Rangelands 
(within the Ministry of Agriculture) to help restore 
local governance arrangements over degraded 
rangelands. The community re-established the 
traditional ‘hima’ grazing system, which dates 
back to the pre-Islamic era, and in which different 
tribes periodically rest grazing areas to let them 
recover. The community convinced the government 
to transfer to them the use and management 
rights of land that had become state land. In Bani 
Hashem the government allocated rights to 10% 
of a forest area on condition it was well managed. 
After 2 years the government is so impressed with 
the natural resource management system of ‘hima’ 
that they are now considering granting rights over 
the remaining 90%.39

In Spain transhumance is both an ancestral and 
modern practice, with its characteristics and 
route length determined by climate and ecology. 
WISP provided assistance to the Ministry for the 
Environment in their production of the White 
Book on Transhumance (2012), targeted at future 
policy making for pastoralism. The ministry 
wanted WISP to provide an insight into the global 
picture on pastoralism in order to frame Spanish 
transhumance. WISP wrote two of the eight chapters 
in ‘the White Book’, including one on ecosystem 
services, providing a synthesis of the knowledge 
of pastoralism in environmental, economic and 
social terms - and suggesting recommendations. 
WISP participated in the launch of the book, which 
presents the actions required to achieve a modern 
and dynamic pastoralist sector in Spain. 

Overall the changes in attitudes towards 
pastoralism in the conservation sector have 
been profound, as evidenced by the plethora of 
resolutions and other changes at the 4-yearly World 
Conservation Congress. From being the scapegoat 
for all kinds of degradation, pastoralism is now 
increasingly seen as an environmentally friendly 
form of agriculture. Pastoralists are gaining respect 
as partners in conservation, and shifting attitudes 
towards protected areas are enabling pastoralists 
to gain recognition for their conservation practices. 
Although old habits die hard, and some conservation 
groups still see exclusion of pastoralists as the 
key to conservation, pastoralists themselves are 
becoming more effective in both demonstrating 
their role in conservation and demanding their 
rights over the biodiversity that conservationists 
covet.
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The landscape of Dana
Photo credit: Esam Al-qawaba

Common ground and common language in Jordan
Khalid Khawaldeh is a long-term WISP partner from the Al Atata pastoralist community in Jordan. 
The customary lands of the Al Atata were used to create the world famous Dana biosphere 
reserve, which covers four different climatic zones. Following their exclusion from the reserve, 
apart from a three-month period in winter, many were forced to abandon pastoralism. As Khalid 
explains:

We were always told that pastoralism was backward and this began to affect how we looked at 
ourselves. In Dana we had never cut the trees, as they were crucial for our livelihood. 
Ten years ago people began to burn the trees, which is a sin against Islam, but they were 
frustrated that the global conservationists ‘cared for the foxes’ but not for us. Through the work 
of WISP we have now been exposed to research, we have participated in forums at UN meetings, 

and we have met other pastoralists at gatherings. We have now realised we are not the ‘bad guys’ and that as 
pastoralists we are good for the planet. Through WISP we have also learnt the language of global pastoralism. 

Previously we lived around the wadis in the winter and spent the summer in the mountains. Our landscape has 
over 1000 species of flora and fauna. We now know that we are conservationists and we help to reduce carbon 
emissions. We also now know about true community involvement; not NGOs putting up photos and claiming they 
are working with local communities, when the reality is the people they involve are their rangers. 

WISP has helped us be part of the international movement and attend meetings. We now know what ‘free prior 
informed consent’ means and that it is possible to have community conserved areas. We know that people 
in Europe are compensated for attacks by wolves, and are paid to graze to protect biodiversity. When the 
national environmental NGO in Jordan wanted to set up another reserve in Wadi Rum we were able to help 
the community to negotiate for a far better agreement. Our bad experience in Dana has been of help to them.

Khalid Khawaldeh
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Whilst there is abundant literature 
explaining how policy constraints 
are impeding sustainable pastoral 
development, less research has 
been made into whether the 
situation is reversible. As part 
of a process to demonstrate 
pastoralists have an abundance 
of good practices in traditional 
dryland management, WISP 
undertook research into 
‘Policies that work for Pastoral 
Environments.’ This 2009 study 
shows that in some places good 
practices are beginning to be 
abandoned due to constraints 
on communal governance, and 
highlights the renewed importance 
of resource governance.

WISP worked with 6 partner 
organisations - in Bolivia, Mongolia, 
Niger, Sudan, Switzerland and 
Tanzania - each of which reported 
positive environmental outcomes 
in their country as a result of 
policy changes in favour of mobile 
pastoralism.  The overall review 
of the 6 case studies concluded 
that land is being managed 
more sustainably in a number 
of rangeland regions through a 
process of re-enabling mobile 
pastoralism - most notably 
through policy support for 
communal land management 
and customary decision making. 
Success was found to depend on 
support for customary grazing 
practices and arrangements, 
rather than imported grazing 
models, and the reversal of land 
degradation was found to require 
social rather than technological 
solutions. 

In Mongolia the 2006 “New Amendments to the Law of Nature 
and the Environment” placed greater control of natural 
resources in the hands of customary institutions. Subsequent 
efforts to organize herders in community groups and restore 
customary institutions and common property management 
regimes have resulted in significant improvements in 
environmental quality and the economic status of group 
members. Incomes have risen, poverty has fallen, and 
environmental conditions have improved as a result of the 
resurrection of community pasture use rules.

In Switzerland a series of policies have been implemented 
in the Alps over the past 60 years that have sustained 
mobile pastoral systems, have conferred tangible benefits 
on pastoralists, and have contributed significantly to 
conservation of biodiversity and to maintaining environmental 
quality. The Agriculture Act has strengthened the economic 
competitiveness of mountain regions, facilitated the 
exploitation of their potential, conserved their socio-cultural 
features, guaranteed their sustainable development and 
strengthened cooperation between mountain municipalities, 
sub regions and regions. There is also a deliberate effort to 
invest in pastoral areas to encourage pastoralists to continue 
living in these areas. This has led to improvement in pastoral 
livelihoods, and created tourism opportunities and markets 
for pastoral products.

In Tanzania, recognizing the role of pastoralism in conserving 
biodiversity and the opportunity costs borne by pastoralists 
in performing this role, the Wildlife Policy of 1998 proposes 
measures for equitable sharing of revenue earned from 
tourism. A recent survey confirmed that tour companies 
are investing in pastoral development projects in return for 
renewed commitment from the recipient communities to 
protect wildlife and conserve wildlife habitats. Tarangire 
National Park has established a Community Conservation 
Service Unit to improve relationships with local communities. 
Village Natural Resource Management Committees and Village 
Land Councils oversee the implementation of conservation 
activities, and the design of projects to promote the social and 
economic welfare of participating communities.

Examples from Policies that work for Pastoral Environments

Rangeland management by pastoralists
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The landscape of Bayan Ulgii
Photo credit: Munkhbolor Gungaa

Pastoralists and protected areas - Mongolia
In 2012 the World Conservation Congress approved a revised Protected Areas Governance Matrix, 
which shows that any category of protected area can be under any type of governance – in other words, 
the most exclusionary areas that used to be called National Parks can now also be community conserved 
areas. This gives greater legitimacy to Indigenous Peoples’ and Community Conserved Territories and 
Areas (ICCAs).

One area where pastoralists have been successfully integrated within protected area management is the 
Altai Sayan eco-region of Mongolia – a global biodiversity hotspot consisting of two grand mountain 
ranges. Between 2005 and 2011 pastoralist communities were helped by the Ministry of Nature and 
Environment to develop community-based tourism and community-based wildlife management activities 
- with support from GEF, UNDP and the Dutch Government. Communities worked in groups to protect 
wildlife such as Argali mountain sheep and Siberian ibex at the same time as developing trophy 
hunting. The Altai Nomads Alliance was established in 2011 and now has more than 32 pastoralist 
community groups active in this eco-region, in Uvs, Khovd, Khovsgol and Bayan-Ulgii provinces. The local 
government is also a crucial partner, mainstreaming environmental issues into their sectoral strategies. 
The Altai Nomads alliance provides practical support towards more sustainable living conditions based 
on promoting local food production (milk and meat) for local and regional consumption, through trade 
fairs, as well as continuing with community based tourism and wildlife management. 
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Over the past decade conservationists have 
become increasingly aware of the uniqueness 
of drylands ecology, and in particular of the 
importance of livestock grazing in maintaining 
the functioning of rangeland health. Many of the 
world’s rangelands are considered to have co-
evolved with large herds of herbivorous animals, 
and are seen to a large extent as being grazing-
dependent. Livestock may have replaced wild 
herbivores in these systems, but many drylands 
display a degree of dependence on livestock 
grazing, and those environments have been 
further modified through the land management 
practices of pastoralists in recent centuries. 
Conservation therefore may depend on the 
effective continuation of pastoralism. 

Some countries now recognise at the policy level 
that pastoralism is vital for the health of their 
rangelands. Legislation in Europe for example 
enables pastoralists to maintain their production 
system, and preserve their practices of mobility 
and their use of locally adapted breeds, for the sake 
of maintaining biodiversity, or High Nature Value, 
in mountain ecosystems. It is recognised that the 
vegetation maintained through grazing activities 
helps reduce erosion, maintain soils, facilitate 
water-holding capacity and provide a habitat 
for wildlife; and that the active management of 
vegetative cover by pastoralism can contribute 
positively to the reduction of disasters such as 
fires, drought, avalanches and flooding.

The ecological importance of pastoralism in 
Europe was covered in the 2006 WISP report 
‘Review on the literature on pastoral economics 
and marketing – Europe’ written by Jean Pierre 
Biber when he was at the European Forum for 
Nature Conservation and Pastoralism (EFNCP). In 
a recent discussion with Jean-Biber he confirmed:
 “Ecologists have done a lot for pastoralists in 
Europe. Particularly important has been the re-
emergence of sheep transhumance routes in 
Spain, including sheep being brought right through 
the centre of Madrid. This has raised the profile of 
pastoralism and it is through ecology that it has 
been made stronger.”

Biodiversity conservation

The 2011 WISP document ‘Supporting Sustainable 
Livelihoods’ summarises what ecologists now say 
about pastoralism: 
The subtle effects of pastoralism have been 
documented on plant and insect biodiversity: among 
the best bio-indicators for ecosystem health. These 
effects have been deduced from the biodiversity 
crises that have followed the abandonment 
of traditionally grazed landscapes. Domestic 
herbivores replaced wild herbivores in many 
ecological processes many centuries ago, and their 
disappearance now leads to shrub encroachment 
and loss of biodiversity. Transhumance is important 
in this regard by opening up use of marginal areas 
and enabling periodic intensive grazing pressures 
that favours particular plant species. Transhumance 
is a powerful driver of plant and insect dispersal and 
livestock routes have been found to support greater 
biodiversity than the habitats they cross. 

The grazing importance of livestock includes their 
role in the fertility and distribution of plants - by 
scarifying seeds in their guts, transporting them 
over great distances and fertilising the ground 
where they are deposited. The selective grazing and 
browsing of livestock, and the active management 
by herders, influences the distribution of plants 
and enables a wide diversity of plants to thrive. 
As a result pastoralism has modified grasslands 
and created environments that are favourable to 
certain kinds of wildlife species. 

In Eastern Africa, where countries earn significant 
foreign exchange through wildlife tourism, 
pastoralists are being increasingly remunerated 
to maintain favourable environments outside 
of national parks for wildlife migration and 
conservation. In 2007 WISP produced ‘Pastoralism 
as conservation’ - five policy briefings based on 
consultants’ reports from eight countries (Djibouti, 
Kenya, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia, Sudan, Tanzania 
and Uganda). These policy briefings and the country 
reports on which they are based are a valuable 
source of information on how pastoralism and 
wildlife co-exist in the Horn of Africa, and highlight 
the crucial role that pastoralists play.

39



Climate change and pastoralism in Africa 
The relationship between climate change and pastoralism can illicit very different 
opinions:

In a region already prone to drought, disease and conflict, climate change, access 
to modern weapons and new viral livestock diseases are now overwhelming 
pastoralists’ coping capacity and deepening the region’s roughly 30-year 
dependency on famine relief. This article examines the livelihood strategies of 
the Turkana and several poverty reduction programmes currently established, 
while addressing the reality that traditional pastoralism may no longer be a viable 
livelihood option, given the effects of climate change, disease and the ensuing 
conflict over diminishing resources. 

Blackwell PJ. East Africa’s pastoralist emergency: is climate change the straw that 
breaks the camel’s back? Third World Q. 2010; 31(8): 1321-338.

Where climatic conditions become more variable, without leading to the collapse 
of rangelands, pastoral livelihoods have the potential to sustain populations in 
the face of climate change. Pastoralism may in fact provide food resources and 
secure a viable livelihood where climate change and other pressures lead to lower 
reliability of marginal farming and the transformation of forest into savannah. In 
marginal environments characterised by resource variability, mobile pastoralism 
can be the best way to mitigate against risk - and may be part of the solution to 
climate change, just as enhancing mobile pastoralism is part of the solution to 
overcoming poverty and reducing drylands degradation. In a dynamic climatic 
environment, the flexibility, mobility and low-intensity use of natural resources 
afforded by pastoralism may increasingly provide a sustainable means of providing 
security where other more sedentary models fail.

Nori, M and Davies J Change of wind or wind of change? Report on the e-conference 
on Climate Change, Adapation and Pastoralism, organised by the World Initiative 
for sustainable Pastoralism (2007).  
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Pastoralism developed as an adaptation to 
climatic variability in the drylands of the world 
through the use of mobility and other risk 
spreading strategies. The association of the 
production system with drought, or climatic 
stress, makes a link to climate change obvious. 
In East Africa particularly, humanitarian agencies 
and donors have increasingly argued that global 
climate change is having an adverse impact on 
pastoralists and that this is a reason to promote 
exits from pastoralism. The other argument is 
that pastoralism is in fact much more capable 
of adapting to global climate change than any 
other agricultural production systems, and that it 
is the globally promoted constraints on mobility 
(i.e. their adaptive strategy) that are the cause of 
livestock losses, rather than rainfall patterns.

With pastoralism increasingly becoming part of 
mainstream debates over the adaptation and 
mitigation aspects of climate change, WISP has 
played a role in providing the evidence base for 
both. In 2007 WISP organised an e-conference 
on Climate Change, Adaptation and Pastoralism 
Change. The e-conference was seen as an 
opportunity by WISP members to respond to a 
growing narrative that pastoralists would be 
‘the canaries in the coal mine’ of climate change. 
The report ‘Change of wind or wind of change?’ 
summarised the consensus view of those working 
with pastoralists which was that rather than 
climate change, it was issues of political, social 
and economic marginalisation that were having 
the most impact.

In the 2010 report ‘Building Climate Resilience for 
African Livestock’ which was also produced as 
a briefing note, WISP looked at the implications 
of climate change on rain-fed agriculture in 
comparison to livestock: 
Despite the uncertainty, the IPCC projects that 
by 2020, between 75 and 250 million people will 
be exposed to increased water stress as a result 
of climate change. In some countries, yields 
from rain-fed agriculture could be reduced by 
up to 50%, which will compromise agricultural 
production and food security. Livestock is a 
much better buffer than crops against extreme 
weather events such as heat and drought. The 
vulnerability of livestock to heat stress varies 
according to species, genetic potential, life stage 
and nutritional status. Increasing temperatures at 
higher altitudes are generally going to have greater 
impacts on livestock than at lower altitudes, where 
local livestock breeds are often already quite well 
adapted to heat stress and drought. 

The implications of global climate change on pastoralism

WISP’s contribution to knowledge about the role 
of pastoralism in climate change mitigation has 
been through its 2008 study ‘Carbon finance 
in rangelands’. This is an important area where 
inadequate progress has been made to recognise 
and reward the role of pastoralism.
Pastoralists are the custodians of more than 5000 
million hectares of rangelands, which currently 
account for about 30% of the world’s soil carbon 
stocks. It is estimated that improved rangeland 
management, as a carbon sequestration strategy, 
would have the potential to store up to 2000Mt of 
CO2 equivalent by 2030. In order to participate in the 
international carbon market, pastoralists will need 
to develop appropriate institutions to aggregate 
carbon assets, and develop and demonstrate 
improved land management techniques. At the 
same time, international carbon markets will need 
to recognize the potential of carbon sequestration 
in rangelands and improve data and information on 
the carbon sequestration impacts of different land 
management techniques. 
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My name is Ol-Johan Sikku and I am a member of 
the Sami Parliament in the Sweden side of Sapmi, 
Samiland. I think that pastoralists are already in a 
green economy and the transition is for others to 
make - those who are exploiting and destroying the 
environment. I think pastoralist people are living 
with nature and are a good example for the rest 
of the world even if it is very hard to get a good 
understanding about this. It is really important that 
pressure is put on the UN bodies so they can then 
pressure the national governments. Understanding 
is not good anywhere. It’s not good in Africa and 
it’s not good in the Scandinavian countries either. 
Even there they don’t understand the pastoralist 
way of living.  

The reindeer of Samiland
Photo credit: Ol Johan Sikuu

Ol-Johan Sikku
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During the 1980-90s international development 
partners made a number of high profile 
investments in rangeland management, 
particularly in Africa, that were widely criticised 
for undermining pastoralism and contributing to 
both poverty and environmental degradation - 
the things they were designed to alleviate. These 
failures no doubt contributed to the long-term 
neglect that followed, and until recently it has 
been rare to find an international development 
agency actively working on pastoral rangeland 
management.

There is now greater confidence that pastoralism 
holds many of the answers to effective rangeland 
management, and the time is probably right to re-
open the debate over how rangeland management 
can be improved. A first requirement is to secure 
communal rights over land and implement 
effective local planning. This needs to be followed 
with clearly researched and implementable 
ideas on how rangelands can be better managed, 
or in some cases restored. There are certainly 
some low cost options, including improved herd 
management that favours most desirable pasture 
species. There are also emerging technologies, 
like remote sensing, that offer powerful tools for 
improved pasture management on a large scale.

In many countries governments and pastoralists 
are beginning to protect rangelands against 
encroachment and misuse. More proactive, 
practical approaches towards improving 
management within those rangelands are now 
needed. These will include better understanding 
of how key resources like water points should 
be sited, how urbanisation and settlement 
in rangelands should be managed, and how 
multiple resources within the rangeland 
ecosystem (wetlands, forest patches, salt licks 
etc.) should be managed in relation to the overall 
landscape. Rangeland management will be most 
effective when pastoralists are fully integrated 
within processes that build on their indigenous 
knowledge and build up their skills in the use of 
new technology – such as participatory digital 
mapping.

Sustainable rangeland management brings 
a multitude of benefits. The most effective 
development strategies are those that capitalise 
on this range of benefits simultaneously: for 
example, enabling ecotourism in pastoral areas, 
or promoting marketing of fruits, gums and 

Prospects and next steps

aloes harvested sustainably from the rangelands. 
Regions like Eastern Africa and Europe lead the way 
in pastoralist ecotourism, enabling pastoralists to 
benefit further from the beauty of their rangelands 
as well as their fascinating cultures. The global Aichi 
targets for biodiversity conservation recognise the 
value of ‘Indigenous and Community Conserved 
Areas’, which account for vast areas of pastoralist 
lands. IUCN’s acceptance of community governance 
of any protected area category opens the way for 
much wider recognition of pastoral rangelands 
as protected areas. This could create many more 
avenues for generating revenue in recognition of the 
role pastoralism plays in nature conservation.

There are other opportunities to generate income 
from environmental services that deserve a lot 
more attention. In many countries pastoralism 
plays an important role in protecting water sheds 
or promoting hydrological cycles, and there are 
opportunities for reward through Payments for 
Ecosystem Service schemes. The earlier example 
of the Tuul watershed in Mongolia shows that this 
is possible. Other opportunities to compensate 
the environmental benefits of pastoralism need 
further exploration, including rewarding the role 
pastoralists play in protecting vast stores of soil 
carbon from being released into the atmosphere, 
and the role they play in maintaining rangeland 
ecosystems that sequester carbon faster than 
almost any other ecosystem on earth.
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Credit: Gatei G. Waweru adapted from Clara Mureta-Goyena 

WISP sees its role as being to help develop a vision of a better future. Fundamental 
questions still need to be addressed, for example how to improve rangelands management 
and how best to develop water ecosystem health.
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The purpose of the World Initiative for Sustainable 
Pastoralism has been to empower pastoralists to 
better articulate their livelihood - what they do 
and how they do it. The challenge in sustainability 
is to reconcile social equity, economic demands 
and environmental management. Through WISP 
and others, pastoralists across the globe are 
now increasingly capable of demanding more 
political influence, of demonstrating the value of 
their production system, and of articulating its 
environmental benefits.

For the past decade WISP has addressed key gaps in 
the knowledge base of pastoralism, demonstrating 
through global case studies and reviews how 
pastoralism is capable of addressing all three 
sustainability elements. The network of WISP and 
the global gatherings with WAMIP have helped to 
address the marginalisation of pastoralists, at the 
same time as important international progress 
has been made towards legislation and policy 
over indigenous peoples. WISP’s work on the 
economics of pastoralism has reached a global 
audience previously less aware of how much meat 
and dairy production is pastoralist-generated, 
or how many additional products and services 
come from pastoralist landscapes. The work on 
gathering and disseminating the evidence of how 
grazing is crucial to natural landscapes has also 
been valuable for policies in rangelands and for 
the conservation community moving away from a 
‘fortress mentality’ of the past.

WISP is the small hub of a network of international 
agencies, donors, governments, NGOs and 
civil society organisations and individuals - all 
focused on pastoralism. Attribution of specific 
achievements and evidence of change is difficult 
because of the multiple actors involved, but WISP 
stays ahead and reflects changes in the broader 
sphere. With the purpose of so many of WISP’s 
activities being to help change perceptions, 
policies and practice, judging progress and their 
impact is also extremely challenging. In many 
cases changes happen long after activities are 
over. Changes are also sometimes likely to be 
small, incremental, and immeasurable. WISP’s 
overall existence and effectiveness is made 
possible by improving attitudes within the 
international organisations and platforms. The 
global mandate of WISP is one feature that clearly 
distinguishes it from similar programmes, and 

many pastoralists and institutions with whom WISP 
has worked have valued feeling part of a worldwide 
movement that encompasses herders of sheep in 
the south of France, llamas in the highlands of South 
America, yaks in Mongolia’s grasslands, and cattle 
across the savannah plains of Africa.

The next step is to ensure that these gains toward 
demonstrating the sustainability of pastoralism are 
built upon. The discussions on the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals provide an important 
opportunity for pastoralists to become more of a 
specific target for social equity than was the case 
with the MDGs.  More work is also still needed 
to ensure the ‘voice’ of pastoralists does not 
get lost within the workings of an international 
development community that has a tendency to 
sometimes speak on their behalf. In future there 
is likely to be much greater investment in urban 
economic growth in order to bolster the pastoral 
economy, and more work is needed to understand 
the impacts of urbanisation—the risks and the 
opportunities—and its ability to address pastoralist 
development, resilience and poverty.  In terms of 
the environmental aspects of pastoralism there are 
still some absolutely fundamental questions, such 
as how to improve rangelands management or how 
best to develop water, that remain poorly addressed. 

WISP is very optimistic about the future of 
pastoralism – and that is its raison d’etre: to show 
what works and that everything is possible. This is 
not to deny the enormous challenges ahead, but it 
is an important counter-weight to the persistent 
pessimism that denies the viability of pastoralism. 
WISP refuses to accept this view and sees its role 
as being to help develop a vision of a better future; 
and to provide inspiration to pastoralists (as well as 
the institutions that work with them and represent 
them) that progress is possible. 

The challenge of sustainability is to reconcile social 
equity, economic demands and environmental 
management. Also known as ‘people, profit and 
planet’, this triple bottom line is the aspiration of 
forward thinking corporations and governments 
across the globe. It is also the aspiration of Christelle 
in the South of France, and the other half a billion 
pastoralists and agro-pastoralists living sustainably 
through livestock on a quarter of the world’s 
landmass.

Achievements and the way forward

45



PUBLICATIONS

1. WORLD INITIATIVE FOR SUSTAINABLE PASTORALISM/IUCN 

World Initiative for Sustainable Pastoralism (WISP). 2006a. Global Review of the Economics of Pastoralism. 
 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi.
 http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/economics_of_pastoralism/review_on_the_  
 economics_of_pastoralism/?1955/Report-Global-Review-of-the-Economics-of-Pastoralism 

---- 2006b. Global Review of the Economics of Pastoralism: Country reports. International Union for Conservation  
 of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. 
 http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/economics_of_pastoralism/review_on_the_  
 economics_of_pastoralism/?2332/Global-Review-of-the-Economics-of-Pastoralism-Country-reports 

---- 2006c. WISP Country valuations of the Total Economic Value (TEV). International Union for Conservation of  
 Nature (IUCN), Nairobi.
 http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/economics_of_pastoralism/total_economic_  
 valuation/?9998/WISP-Country-valuations-of-the-TEV 

---- 2007a. Change of wind or wind of change? Report on the e-conference on Climate Change, Adapation and  
 Pastoralism, organised by the World Initiative for sustainable Pastoralism (2007). International Union for  
 Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi.
 http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/climate_change_and_pastoralism/?2339/Change- 
 of-wind-or-wind-of-change-Report-on-the-e-conference-on-Climate-Change-Adapation-and- 
 Pastoralism-organised-by-the-World-Initiative-for-sustainable-Pastoralism-2007 

---- 2007b. Policy note 1: Pastoralism and the Millennium Development Goals. International Union for Conservation  
 of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/general_studies/?2216/ 
 Policy-note-Pastoralism-and-the-Millenium-Development-Goals 

---- 2007c. Policy note 2: Squandered wealth: a global economic review of pastoralism. International Union   
 for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi.  http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/  
 economics_of_pastoralism/review_on_the_economics_of_pastoralism/?2218/Policy-note-Squandered- 
 wealth-a-global-economic-review-of-pastoralism 

---- 2007d. Policy Note 3: Pastoralism as Conservation in the Horn of Africa. International Union for Conservation  
 of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/pastoralism_as_conservation_in_the_ 
 horn_of_africa.pdf 

---- 2007e. Policy Note 4: Pastoralists as Shrewd Managers of Risk and Resilience in the Horn of Africa.   
 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/ 
 pastoralists_as_shrewd_managers_of_risk_and_resilience.pdf 

---- 2007f. Policy Note 5: Pastoralist’s species and ecosystems knowledge as the basis for land management.  
 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/ 
 pastoralist_species_and_ecosystem_knowledge_for_land_management.pdf 

---- 2007g. Policy Note 6: Pastoral Institutions for managing natural resources and landscapes. International Union  
 for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/pastoralist_institutions_ 
 for_managing_natural_resources_and_landscapes.pdf 

---- 2007h. Policy Note 7: Power, equity, gender and decision-making in pastoralist natural resource management,  
 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Nairobi. 

46 The Green Quarter:  A decade of progress 
across the world in sustainable pastoralism



 https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/power_equity_and_gender_in_natural_resource_management.pdf 

---- 2007i. or 2006?? WISP Country valuations of the Total Economic Valuations. International Union for   
 Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/economics_of_ 
 pastoralism/total_economic_valuation/?9998/WISP-Country-valuations-of-the-TEV 

---- 2008a. Carbon Finance In Rangelands: An Assessment of Potential in Communal Rangelands.    
 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/  
 resources/publications/climate_change_and_pastoralism/?2645/Report-CARBON-   
 FINANCE-IN-RANGELANDS-An-Assessment-of-Potential-in-Communal-Rangelands 

---- 2008b.  A Global Perspective on the Total Economic Value (TEV) of Pastoralism: Global synthesis report   
 based on six country valuations.  International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi.   
 http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/economics_of_pastoralism/total_economic_  
 valuation/?1956/Report-A-Global-Perspective-on-the-Total-Economic-Value-TEV-of-Pastoralism 

---- 2008c. Learning From The Delivery Of Social Services To Pastoralists: Elements Of Good Practice. International  
 Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/ 
 good_practice_studies_/social_services/ 

---- 2008d. Policy note 8: Forgotten services, diminished goods: understanding the agro-ecosystem of   
 pastoralism. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.  
 org/wisp/resources/?2220/Policy-note-Forgotten-services-diminished-goods-understanding-the- 
 agroecosystem-of-pastoralism 

---- 2008e. Policy note 9: Sustainable pastoralism - moving forward with appropriate policies. International Union  
 for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/about/work/programmes/ecosystem_ 
 management/about_work_global_prog_ecos_dry/news___events/?3151/Policy-note-Sustainable- 
 pastoralism---moving-forward-with-appropriate-policies 

---- 2008f. Women’s Empowerment in Pastoral Societies. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN),  
 Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/good_practice_studies_/gender/?3627/ 
 Report---WOMENS-EMPOWERMENT-IN-PASTORAL-SOCIETIES 

---- 2009a. Harnessing Pastoralists’ Indigenous Range Management Knowledge for Drought -Resilient Livelihood  
 Systems in the Horn of Africa. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www. 
 iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/regional_studies/eastern_africa/indigenous_knowledge_for_ 
 drought_resilient_livelihoods/?9995/Harnessing-Pastoralists-Indigenous-Range-Management-  
 Knowledge 

---- 2009b. Policies that Work for Pastoral Environments - a Six-Country Review of Positive Policy Impacts on  
 Pastoral Environments. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www. 
 iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/good_practice_studies_/appropriate_policies/?3144/Report- 
 POLICIES-THAT-WORK-FOR-PASTORAL-ENVIRONMENTS-A-SIX-COUNTRY-REVIEW-OF-POSITIVE- 
 POLICY-IMPACTS-ON-PASTORAL-ENVIRONMENTS 

---- 2010a. Supporting adaptation to climate change in Africa’s livestock sector. International Union for   
 Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/regional_ 
 studies/africa__whole_/resilience_towards_climate_change/?7946/Briefing-Note---Supporting- 
 adaptation-to-climate-change-in-Africas-livestock-sector

47



---- 2010b. Building Climate Change Resilience for African Livestock in Sub-Saharan Africa. International Union  
 for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/regional_ 
 studies/africa__whole_/resilience_towards_climate_change/?7943/Building-Climate-Change-  
 Resilience-for-African-Livestock-in-Sub-Saharan-Africa 

---- 2011a. Indigenous Rangelands Monitoring: harnessing pastoralist knowledge in the Horn of Africa. 
 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/ 
 publications/regional_studies/eastern_africa/indigenous_knowledge_for_drought_resilient_  
 livelihoods/?8040/Briefing-Note--Indigenous-Rangelands-Monitoring-harnessing-pastoralist-  
 knowledge-in-the-Horn-of-Africa 

---- 2011b. The Land We Graze: A Synthesis of Case Studies About How Pastoralists’ Organizations Defend Their  
 Land Rights. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/ 
 resources/publications/good_practice_studies_/land_rights/?8386/The-Land-We-Graze-A-Synthesis- 
 of-Case-Studies-About-How-Pastoralists-Organizations-Defend-Their-Land-Rights 

---- 2011c. Supporting Sustainable Pastoral Livelihoods - A Global Perspective on Minimum Standards and Good  
 Practices. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/ 
 resources/publications/general_studies/?9442/A-Global-Perspective-on-Minimum-Standards-and- 
 Good-Practices 

---- 2012a. Drylands Development, Pastoralism and Biodiversity Conservation in Eastern Africa. ABCD Series Policy  
 Brief no. 1. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. https://cmsdata.iucn.org/ 
 downloads/policy_brief__drylands_development__pastoralism_and_biodiversity_conservation_in_ 
 east.pdf 

---- 2012b. Natural Resource Management and Biodiversity Conservation in the Drylands of Eastern and Central  
 Africa.  International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/  
 resources/publications/regional_studies/eastern_africa/nrm___biodiversity_conservation_in_eastern_ 
 africa/?9492/asareca-report 

---- 2012c. Payment for wildlife conservation in the Maasai Mara Ecosystem.  ABCD Series Policy Brief no. 2.   
 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/ 
 policy_brief_payment_for_wildlife_conservation_in_the_maasai_mara_ecosystem.pdf 

---- 2012d. Tanzania: Wildlife and livestock need each other for prosperity. ABCD Series Policy Brief no. 3.   
 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi. https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/ 
 policy_brief_tanzania_wildlife_and_livestock_need_each_other_for_prosperity.pdf 

---- 2012e. White Book on Transhumance in Spain. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN),   
 Nairobi. http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/regional_studies/med_basin/white_book_ 
 spain/?10405/whitebook 

48 The Green Quarter:  A decade of progress 
across the world in sustainable pastoralism



2. WISP JOINT PUBLICATIONS

2010. League for Pastoral Peoples and Endogenous Livestock Development (LPP) and LIFE Network, World Initiative  
 for Sustainable Pastoralism (WISP ) and Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Adding Value To Livestock 
 Diversity: Marketing To Promote Local Breeds And Improve Livelihoods. International Union for 
 Conservation  of Nature (IUCN), Nairobi.
 http://www.iucn.org/wisp/resources/publications/economics_of_pastoralism/niche_marketing/?4712/
 Adding-Value-To-Livestock-Diversity-Marketing-To-Promote-Local-Breeds-And-Improve-Livelihoods 

2007. Nori. M. Mobile livelihoods, patchy resources & shifting rights: approaching pastoral territories. International  
 Land Coalition, WISP, CIDA

3. WISP-RELATED PUBLICATIONS

Davies, J. 2008 Turning the tide: Enabling sustainable development for Africa’s mobile pastoralists.  Natural Resources 
Forum. Wiley Online Library, 175-184.

Davies, J. & Hatfield, R. 2007. The economics of mobile pastoralism: a global summary. Nomadic Peoples, 11.

Davies, J., Niamir-Fuller, M., Kerven, C., Bauer, 2010. Extensive livestock production in transition: the future of 
sustainable pastoralism. In Livestock in a changing landscape, Volume 1: drivers, consequences and responses, 285-
308. K., Steinfeld, H., Mooney, H., Schneider, F. & Neville, L. (eds.)

Davies, J. & Nori, M. 2008. Managing and mitigating climate change through pastoralism. Policy Matters, 16, 127-141.

Notenbaert, A. M., Davies, J., De Leeuw, J., Said, M., Herrero, M., Manzano, P., Waithaka, M., Aboud, A. & Omondi, S. 2012.

Policies in support of pastoralism and biodiversity in the heterogeneous drylands of East Africa. Pastoralism, 2, 1-17.

Herrera, P., Davies, J. and Manzano, P., 2014 (editors). The Governance of Rangelands: collective action for sustainable 
pastoralism. Routledge, UK.

49



LIST OF ACRONYMS
AOC  - Appellation d’origine contrôlée
ASAL  - Arid and Semi-Arid Lands
AU  - African Union
CBD   -  Convention on Biological Diversity
CCD  - Convention to Combat Desertification 
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CIRAD  - French Agricultural Research Centre for International Development
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COP  - Conference of the Parties
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FPIC  - Free Prior Informed Consent 
GDP  - Gross domestic product
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IISD  - International Institute for Sustainable Development 
ILC  - International Land Coalition
ILRI  - International Livestock Research Institute
IPC  - International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty
IUCN  - International Union for Conservation of Nature
KRAPAVIS - Krishi Avam Paristhitiki Vikas Sansthan
LPP  - League for Pastoral Peoples 
MAE   -  Mesures agroenvironnementales
MARAG  - Maldhari Rural Action Group
MDGs  - Millennium Development Goals
MDNKOAL - Ministry of State for the Development of Northern Kenya and other Arid Lands
MP  - Member(s) of Parliament 
MPIDO  - Mainyoito Pastoralist Integrated Development Organization
NDMA  - National Drought Management Authority (Kenya)
NGO  - Non-Governmental Organisations
PINGOs   - Pastoralists Indigenous Non-Governmental Organization Forum 
TEV  - Total Economic Valuation
UNCBD  - United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity
UNCCD  - United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
UNDP  - United Nations Development Programme
UNEP  - United Nations Environment Programme
UNESCO  -  United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
UNFCCC  - United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
UNICEF  - United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund
UNPFII  - United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
USAID  - United States Agency for International Development
WAMIP  - World Alliance of Mobile Indigenous Peoples
WCC  - World Conservation Congress
WISP  - World initiative for Sustainable Pastoralism
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