
Rangelands are large natural landscapes that can include grasslands, shrublands, 
savannahs and woodlands. They are greatly influenced by, and often dependent on, 
the action of  herbivores. In the majority of  rangelands the dominant herbivores 
are found in domestic herds that are managed by mobile pastoralists. Most 
pastoralists manage their rangelands communally, benefiting from the greater 
flexibility and seasonal resource access that common property regimes can offer. 
As this book shows, this creates a major challenge for governance and institutions.

This work improves our understanding of  the importance of  governance, 
how it can be strengthened and the principles that underpin good governance, 
in order to prevent degradation of  rangelands and ensure their sustainability. It 
describes the nature of  governance at different levels: community governance, 
state governance, international governance, and the unique features of  rangelands 
that demand collective action (issues of  scale, ecological disequilibrium and 
seasonality).

A series of  country case studies is presented, drawn from a wide spectrum of  
examples from Africa, the Middle East, Central Asia, Europe and North America. 
These provide contrasting lessons which are summarized to promote improved 
governance of  rangelands and pastoralist livelihoods.
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‘It is not through universities but through daily practices. It is not through few 
academic years of  study or research but through centuries of  love and interaction. 
It is not through greedy private ownership but through collective rights and 
stewardship that we, pastoralists, learned how to and did keep the rangelands for 
“us” and others to enjoy them, feeding our livestock, fighting diseases maintaining 
our souls and contributing to carbon capturing. It is time that all states and 
controlling parties recognize and respect pastoralists’ collective land rights as a 
legal and legitimate way of  governance so that sustainability of  pastoralism is 
ensured, and pastoralists’ contribution to food security and carbon sequestration 
is continued. This book is an important contribution showing many experiences 
of  cooperation based on the traditional knowledge and the sense of  ownership of  
the communities to rangelands. The book brings successful stories of  rangeland 
governance where win-win situations are achieved and conflict among different 
communities has reduced. The variety of  success stories should inspire us all to 
follow the proven success for a more flourishing and peaceful planet!’

Khalid Khawaldeh, Member, World Alliance of  
Mobile Indigenous Peoples (WAMIP) 

‘A clear, empirically based, and well-argued manifesto for how to reverse decades 
of  ill-informed policies, and instead recognise and support one of  the planet’s 
most sustainable production and land use systems – starting with the critical step 
of  protecting the territorial rights of  pastoralists’

Michael Taylor, International Land Coalition Secretariat 

‘It was in the early nineties and I visited Chad late in the long, dry season. In the 
Batha Province, north of  the provincial capital Ati, I came across lush grasslands 
where Dorcas Gazelles abounded. There were empty villages with many granaries, 
all full of  millet. An old man that had stayed behind told us that the herdsmen, 
owners of  the granaries and the traditional waterholes, were still in the South, but 
moving northwards. They would soon be back. Granaries and grass were to feed 
the herdsmen, their families and livestock before the rains would arrive, new grass 
would grow and fields with Millet could be harvested again for the next cycle. I 
realized that I was witnessing some of  the last vestiges of  pastoral traditions in 
Africa. Here, traditional management of  natural resources survived, respected by 
all stakeholders. Transhumant and nomadic pastoralists are not always popular 
with some governments. Their ephemeral stay in places makes them difficult to 
control, to tax. And yet, as the above example shows, their traditional way of  life 
is based on sound ecological principles. There are lessons to be learned. Lessons 
that may need to be adapted to the requirements of  modern times, but we should 
make sure not to lose access to this rich source of  indigenous knowledge.’

Piet Wit, Chair, IUCN Commission on Ecosystem Management
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Introduction

To many of  us, the rangelands are places of  boundless inspiration and beauty. 
They cover a third of  all the land on our planet and include savannah, prairie, 
steppe, pampas and mountain pastures. They appear to represent the ultimate 
wilderness – the last frontier – and their dramatic landscapes, powerful forces of  
nature, and astonishing biodiversity evoke powerful emotions. Yet the rangelands 
are seldom the natural wilderness that we want to believe. They have been 
managed over the centuries by human beings using tools such as planned herding 
and controlled burning, mimicking nature to carve out a thriving livelihood in 
these unpredictable and comparatively unproductive lands.

How do they achieve this? How do communities manage such vast areas 
effectively, providing not only for their own livelihoods but providing environmental 
services that benefit millions of  others? Why does ‘modernization’ so often lead 
to the breakdown of  effective management and contribute to degradation of  the 
rangelands? How can we support pastoralists to continue their development whilst 
safeguarding the sustainability of  what they do?

The rangelands are so vast and so unpredictable – whether it is the uncertainties 
of  drought, flood or blizzard – that communal management has always been the 
key to survival. Rangeland productivity depends on certain patterns of  herbivore 
action that demand herd mobility, and access to the most valuable resources is 
often seasonally limited, meaning that communal management must take place 
across vast areas that are often geographically distinct. Communal management 
may sometimes be between a relatively small community, but in some times or 
for some resources cooperation is needed between large numbers of  people, 
and often between people from different ethnic groups and even from different 
countries. Over centuries of  experience, this has given rise to elaborate customs 
and norms along with complex social arrangements, rules and regulations for 
management of  many different rangeland resources, including pasture, water, 
trees and salt pans.

It has been reported that where livestock mobility and institutions for 
communal governance are found, rangeland degradation is scarce. Despite this, 
government policies often erode the social fabric on which governance depends, 
and places limits on herd mobility. This poses a number of  challenges for pastoral 
communities. Where institutions have broken down, how can they be restored or 
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adapted to the modern world? Where institutions remain operational, how can 
communities maintain or adapt them whilst embracing the many opportunities 
offered by development? In communities who have no tradition of  communal 
management, can communal practices be developed from scratch?

This book provides examples that help to answer these questions. The chapters 
on rangeland management in Jordan and Lebanon, for example, illustrate how 
governance systems can be resurrected, despite having been dormant for many 
decades. Examples from Kenya and Morocco illustrate how persisting governance 
institutions can be protected and strengthened if  appropriate development 
processes are followed. The Botswana example provides a clear illustration of  the 
natural inclination of  human beings to develop collective action on a small scale, 
and shows the early stages of  the emergence of  new governance arrangements on 
communal rangelands. Although strengthening community-level arrangements 
can be highly challenging, other chapters show that governance is more complex 
than relationships at local level. Effective governance needs rules and regulations 
not only locally but nationally, and in many cases internationally. It also requires 
governance systems to be aligned at these different levels without undermining 
the self-enforcing nature of  effective local governance, and whilst maintaining 
a principle of  subsidiarity. As the chapters in this book illustrate, this demands 
local solutions supported by national laws. However, what emerges is a number 
of  common principles that can guide future work and widespread scale up of  
success.

The opening chapters of  this book on the ‘Principles of  pastoralist governance 
and land management’ introduce the mechanisms and tools used by pastoralists to 
manage rangelands and provide an overview of  the ecological and economic basis 
to support them. ‘Drivers of  pastoralism and rangelands governance in a changing 
world’ identifies and analyses pastoralism and rangeland management drivers, 
constraints, impacts and consequences in order to support the recommendation 
that the recovery of  rangeland governance by pastoralists could indeed solve 
several of  the diagnosed problems. The eleven case studies of  pastoralism and 
governance describe different situations including the organization of  land use 
and infrastructure by the open access nomadic pastoralism in the centre of  Africa, 
the bylaw of  traditional land management systems in Kenya, the perspectives of  
traditional land management systems and their upgrading to modern cooperative 
systems in Morocco and the adaptation of  land tenure systems to extensive cattle 
production in Botswana. Pastoralism in the Middle East is addressed in two case 
studies that describe the recovery of  the Hima system in Lebanon and Jordan. 
An Asian perspective assesses Mongolia, one of  the hotspots of  pastoralism, with 
millions of  hectares dedicated to mobile pastoralism. Europe and the United 
States are also represented with reports addressing the effort to recover the voice 
and visibility of  pastoralists. Finally, ‘Rebuilding pastoral governance: Lessons 
learned and conclusions’, summarizes the lessons and good practices extracted 
from the reports, organizing them in a common framework related to previous 
chapters.
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Developing new models of rangeland governance

Pastoral systems, which extend all over the world, provide valuable ecosystem 
services in a wide range of  landscapes such as maintaining high levels of  
biodiversity, increasing vegetation soil cover, reducing erosion, preventing 
wildfires, maintaining infrastructures, dispersing seeds, allocating nutrients, and 
defragmenting landscapes. Rangeland ecosystems are quite fragile, and as such 
they are threatened by degradation and global change, relying on insightful 
management to preserve their integrity and avoid erosion and desertification. 
Pastoralism also produces important commodities (including, but not limited 
to meat, dairy, leather and manure) often extracted in a sustainable way from 
unproductive ecosystems managed from prehistoric times. Moreover, pastoralism 
represents a cultural and intangible heritage that should be valued, understood 
and preserved.

The significant contributions pastoralists express, in terms of  land planning 
and management, provide working tools and mechanisms for ecosystem 
management under particular conditions. The wisdom of  traditional pastoralists 
in land governance has been refined over many generations through a cumulative 
body of  knowledge, practice and belief. Traditional knowledge has evolved 
through adaptive processes and been handed down through generations by 
cultural transmission that maintains the relationship among people, livestock 
and the environment. Pastoralist management systems work under customary 
rules that guarantee open rights and open access to common resources. Such 
management frameworks must continually adapt to changing political, social and 
legal contexts, whilst addressing questions like participation, equity, voice, gender 
and transparency.

Recovering pastoralist governance depends on empowering pastoralist 
communities to manage their own territory: approaches that have many labels that 
can be broadly classified as Community Based Rangeland Resource Management. 
Pastoralist empowerment can be supported by grassroots pastoralist organizations 
defending their interests and can be promoted by initiatives such as farmers’ 
associations. Herders would give voice to emerging organizations or platforms 
and play a key role in governance.

Pastoralist governance manages wide swathes of  less productive lands such as 
rangelands, drylands and woodlands, usually public or communally owned and 
managed, although management rights are often nominally vested in governments. 
Conflicts emerge because of  the prevailing tendency in most countries to allocate 
delimited and individual ownership rights to manage common lands in the belief  
that this encourages users to generate higher financial returns. This choice can 
lead to undesirable consequences like encroachment or abandonment, which 
can fuel the degradation of  such lands. Private tenure can also undermine the 
financial returns in highly variable landscapes where flexibility and mobility are 
key to cope with variations in plant productivity.

Management systems based on allocating communal rights of  access, decision-
making and control is a viable alternative, more suitable for rangelands. However, 
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those systems need to ensure the security of  tenure and access to resources by 
their legitimate users, as otherwise they will not allocate efforts in long-term 
sustainability measures. The long-term security of  land tenure and access rights 
constitutes a major constraint in the viability of  governance systems and it could 
threaten the viability of  promising projects. Nevertheless, the keystone for security 
is government commitment to supporting the empowerment of  pastoralists.

Regional and local government agencies must be active agents in the participatory 
processes that formalize customary systems, which is key to incorporating those 
systems into legally supported land planning tools. Political decentralization and 
co-ordination among government institutions appear to be significant conditions 
for restoring and improving the governance of  pastoralist lands.

Towards an agenda for conservation-based land 
tenure reform for rangelands

The reports synthesized in this work provide a plausible set of  resources to improve 
pastoral governance. A roadmap to recover and implement prudent governance 
could be based on any one of  the reports in the book.

The first actions to build a pastoralist governance agenda ought to include 
legal measures, thereby securing legitimacy. Those steps may be implemented at 
international, national and regional levels, to promote an international political framework 
for recognizing pastoral governance, to develop national laws to protect pastoralism or to 
translate traditional governance systems into legally recognized and secure regulatory tools using 
participatory approaches. The increased participation of  pastoralists in national 
governance can also help mitigate conflict in pastoralist areas by reducing the struggle 
for resources and incorporating nation-wide conflict resolution as an important 
component of  modern democracies.

The roadmap laid out in this work includes actions to implement conscientious 
governance models, developed from traditional management systems, recovering and 
updating them by implementing community based management, participatory 
tools or institutional reforms for local communities. More equitable and participatory 
community management systems are needed in conjunction with new markets to help 
pastoralist economies flourish. Diversifying production promotes multi-objective 
governance systems with an integral vision of  land management, including 
rangeland uses and services. The promotion of  pastoralist networks that give voice and 
visibility to pastoralists will confer the authority necessary for interlocution to defend 
their governance systems. The most expedient way to enhance the information 
and research needed would be by sharing knowledge between researchers and pastoralists 
and developing new research programmes based on collaboration that develops a 
shared wisdom about sustainable rangeland management.

There is no doubt that communal management of  the rangelands is critical 
not only for the future of  the rangelands themselves and of  pastoralists, but also 
for the benefits that they provide to the rest of  the world: benefits like climate 
change mitigation, biodiversity conservation and protection of  watersheds as well 
as less tangible, though by no means less marketable, values like inspiration and 
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culture. It is equally certain that communal governance by pastoralists is more cost 
effective than imposing state management and control, and the role of  the state 
must be to enable pastoral management, as it does in many countries. Instead of  
prioritizing land privatization, based on the belief  that we need to raise financial 
capital investment in order to get more financial capital back, we need to recognize 
that pastoralists already invest intensively using different forms of  capital – human 
and social capital – and the investments and returns need to be measured and 
valued differently for the benefit of  all society.



1 Principles of  pastoralist 
governance and land 
management

Pedro M. Herrera, Jonathan Davies and  
Pablo Manzano Baena

Introduction

Pastoralism, as a complex system of  livestock and rangeland management, 
provides many examples of  natural resource governance that combines people’s 
livelihoods with nature and biodiversity conservation in extremely challenging 
climatic, territorial, economic and social conditions. Examples of  these governance 
systems exist throughout the world, adapted to the great variety of  circumstances 
and local contexts. The sustainable management of  natural resources depends 
on the existence of  regulations, compliance and enforcement of  the processes by 
which they are governed. Failures in rangeland governance are often at the heart 
of  biodiversity loss, breakdown in ecosystem function, land degradation and loss 
of  resilience. Governance failures are also frequently identified as the cause of  
wider development challenges and vulnerability among populations that depend 
on such land.

There is considerable uncertainty worldwide concerning the extent of  
rangelands degradation, particularly in developing countries where resources are 
most scarce and monitoring of  rangelands is typically absent. Yet the majority of  
countries have formulated National Action Programs to combat desertification, 
with major emphasis placed on rangelands. These plans generally recommend 
improved application of  good practices to achieve sustainable land management, 
and minimal attention is given to the rules and regulations governing natural 
resource management. Many countries are unaware that their rangeland users are 
abandoning tried-and-tested land management practices as a result of  governance 
failures and that this is a significant contributor to degradation.

This book provides evidence that improved governance can create a platform 
for sustainable development and natural resource use, and it demonstrates the 
sort of  conditions under which governance can be made more effective. More 
specifically, the book will:

1 Examine the nature of  governance at different levels – community, state and 
international.

2 Document challenges and changes to governance at different levels.
3 Present experiences and solutions to strengthening governance at different 

levels.



2 Herrera, Davies and Manzano Baena

4 Show evidence of  the impact of  good governance on livelihoods, natural 
resource sustainability and biodiversity (including ecosystem function) and 
examine weaknesses and opportunities for improvement in documenting the 
evidence.

5 Present and analyse the richness and complexity of  governance as a subject 
along with common solutions or approaches that can simplify governance in 
its practical application.

This study is designed to inform practitioners of  successful approaches and 
principles, to enable advocates to make a more convincing and evidence-based 
case for improving governance, and to enable policymakers to identify policy gaps 
and bottlenecks that are undermining efforts to sustainably manage rangeland 
resources.

The definition and basis of  governance

Governance is interpreted differently according to the needs of  different 
institutions and individuals. Interpretations differ in terms of  definition and in 
how good governance can be achieved. The World Bank defines governance as:

The traditions and institutions by which authority in a country is exercised for 
the common good. This includes (i) the process by which those in authority 
are selected, monitored and replaced, (ii) the capacity of  the government to 
effectively manage its resources and implement sound policies, and (iii) the 
respect of  citizens and the state for the institutions that govern economic and 
social interactions among them. 

(Kaufmann et al., 1999)

This definition is biased towards the role of  government in governance, and 
this conflation of  terms is widespread. The Food and Agricultural Organization 
defines governance as

The way in which society is managed and how competing interests of  different 
groups are reconciled... governance is concerned with the process by which 
citizens participate in decision-making, how government is accountable to 
its citizens and how society obliges its members to observe its rules... it is the 
rules, institutions, and practices that sets limits and provides incentives for 
individuals, organisations and firms. 

(FAO, 2008: 5)

IUCN’s Commission on Environmental, Economic and Social Policy (CEESP) 
group on governance equity and rights (TGER) notes that

For some, improving governance means curbing the power of  the state, 
releasing a country’s trade barriers and opening up as much as possible to the 
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influence, the values and the working style of  the private sector (...) For others, 
it means highlighting debate, fair procedures, negotiation processes and the 
seeking of  consensus among a plurality of  actors as the best foundations for 
decision-making in society (deliberative processes, participatory democracy) 
… For others still, ‘good governance’ is the meeting point of  performance 
and equity, an evolving process through which fundamental principles and 
values, including environmental rights and human rights, can percolate in 
society.

DFID (2006) considers good governance to be ‘how citizens, leaders and public 
institutions relate to each other in order to make change happen’, and it hinges 
upon three factors:

•	 State capability: the extent to which leaders and governments are able to get 
things done.

•	 Responsiveness: whether public policies and institutions respond to the needs 
of  citizens and uphold their rights.

•	 Accountability: the ability of  citizens, civil society and the private sector to 
scrutinize public institutions and governments and hold them to account.

Governance is therefore more than government. Governance includes 
interactions between the state and its citizens, but it also means the interaction 
between citizens, even in the absence of  government. There are places where 
government does not exist (e.g. some areas in Somalia at the time of  this writing), 
and more commonly, particularly in pastoralist lands, there are places where state 
influence does not penetrate strongly. Yet in these places, people often manage to 
govern their natural resources effectively.

Without attempting to define natural resource governance, we use the term in 
this publication to refer to the rules and regulations that determine (or ‘govern’) 
natural resource use and the way those rules and regulations are developed and 
enforced. Governance essentially refers to the rules (laws and other norms), 
institutions and processes that determine interaction among citizens, between 
citizens and the state, and amid states. Governance is therefore a complex 
issue about power relationships between different actors. The World Bank 
simplifies governance by identifying six dimensions: i) voice and accountability, 
ii) political stability and absence of  violence, iii) government effectiveness, iv) 
regulatory quality, v) rule of  law and vi) control of  corruption (from Kaufmann 
et al., 1999).

Principles of  pastoral governance

The following subsections examine some of  these dimensions in more detail and 
consider other principles that may be relevant to natural resource management in 
drylands, such as strengthening capacity and reinforcing customary institutions.
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Participation

The first principle underlying governance, and probably the most widespread, 
is participation, which is addressed in almost every project reviewed in this 
book. However, the principle is often misaddressed, starting with the concept of  
participation itself  (Botes and Van Rensburg, 2000). It is difficult to establish a 
common definition of  participation since it is a complex notion that has arisen from 
successive ideas, levels and typologies (Reed, 2008). Definitions of  participation 
show a variety of  alternatives highlighting the complexity of  its nature and the 
enthusiasm it raises in many countries, policies and projects since historical times. 
However, some authors have tried to purify the concept by simplifying it, linking 
participation to citizen’s control (Arnstein, 1969). One useful definition could 
be extracted from Elcom and Baines (1999), based on the semantic significance 
of  the word as ‘taking part’. So, participation means individual and group 
stakeholders actively identifying the issues, policies and solutions they need and 
taking part in the implementation of  these policies and actions by contributing 
their ideas, labour or other resources. Be that as it may, in terms of  governance 
(and environment), participation has always been considered as people’s direct 
implication in decision-making affecting management and problem solving.

It is also established that participation has many different levels, from simple 
information to active citizen’s control (Wilcox, 1994), each of  them involving 
different degrees of  involvement and commitment. Addressing different levels 
could be useful and legitimate for different kind of  projects and purposes. 
Participation is used in many ways, from better diagnostics to conflict prevention, 
legitimacy or higher resource mobilization (Heras, 2003) but it could go further 
and establish truly democratic ways for managing land and resources, as intended 
in Community Based Management systems. Participation, however, is not always 
the perfect way to address everything, and some authors have pointed out that the 
wrong approach to participation could generate worse problems than those solved 
(Irvin and Stansbury, 2004) or at least delay and increase the cost of  implementing 
solutions.

In any case, the participation level needed to improve land governance 
(especially in rangelands) is often related to the direct involvement of  stakeholders in 
decision-making (Reed, 2008). This is also a key issue in pastoralists’ participation. 
Not just because the only way to incorporate pastoralist wisdom about rangeland 
management is to allow them to participate directly in land use decisions but also 
because participation could be a necessary step to adaptive capacity, resilience and 
even survival of  pastoralist communities (Robinson and Berkes, 2011).

Participation always depends on long, complex and expensive processes that 
demand trained facilitation teams and deep involvement from their promoters 
(in addition to participants’ commitment, of  course). Moreover, the more 
fragmented, impoverished or marginalized the target community is, the longer 
and more complex the process will be. It is not easy to develop good participatory 
processes; many fail when they cannot live up to the expectations generated, or 
when governments opt out of  the process (Heras, 2003) or when participation is 
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circumvented and funds are diverted to more attractive short-term projects. Thus, 
participation needs to be properly designed, funded, facilitated and evaluated, and 
it needs long-term commitment from many stakeholders.

There are several prior conditions to develop successful participatory processes, 
and most of  them are related to other governance principles exposed in the 
following subsections. Participation in decision-making cannot be developed 
without properly addressing questions like capacity building, equity, voice, 
empowerment, gender or transparency. All of  these issues can be approached 
through participatory processes applying contact, dialogue and social tools in 
meetings, workshops and other social activities. Participation also depends on the 
commitment of  the agents involved, and this commitment is also something worth 
working on. The success of  participation often relies on the establishment of  social 
links among participants and, most important, the acceptance of  a common arena 
and objectives that could benefit the entire community.

Voice and empowerment

Empowerment can be defined as a fundamental need to reach a certain level of  
human rights. It comprises economic, social and political dimensions. The term 
varies according to context, but here we emphasize elements of  participation, 
voice, confidence and capacities. These elements of  empowerment often 
emerge as an unplanned outcome of  interventions and policy change. In some 
cases, communities have been empowered through their participation in natural 
resources management committees or other project activities and through 
support for collective action. In order to establish an equal dialogue with external 
interlocutors, it is very important that the community representatives either have 
certain degrees of  technical knowledge or are supported to express them, so that 
they can defend the elements of  their practice (Manzano Baena, 2012: 111). 
The acquisition of  financial capital has been another source of  empowerment 
which has enabled some communities to negotiate access to decision-making, 
particularly in drylands where local administrations are typically short of  
resources.

The establishment of  representative structures and local agreements over 
resources can sometimes impede community empowerment. For example, a 
government may return decision-making powers to a lower level of  government, 
but this can remain inaccessible to local communities. Support for community 
empowerment must recognize power relations among the various levels of  
governance and relations both within communities (e.g. between men and women) 
and between the community and their government. Empowerment needs to 
go hand in hand with building relationships among central government, local 
government and communities, but it also requires an inclusive approach within 
the community. The aim should be to strengthen accountability and enhance the 
capacity of  local communities to take part in decision-making processes about 
natural resources.
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Equity and gender

Good governance demands gender equity to ensure that both women and men 
have opportunities to exercise their rights over natural resources in order to 
improve their wellbeing. Tension can be created when governance is strengthened 
by restoring power to traditional authorities, which are not always gender 
sensitive. It would be inconsistent with other governance principles if  power and 
control (e.g. rights over land), were restored to one group of  users at the expense 
of  another group.

Women and men are often responsible for the management of  different resources 
and this should be reflected in decision-making processes. Often pastoralist women 
are marginalized within their societies and suffer from limited opportunities to 
participate in governance (FAO, 2002a). Actually, their involvement in pastoralist 
initiatives and fora has been lower than expected. Despite the many challenges they 
face, women pastoralists can be influential forces for change and they contribute 
with capacities, skills and visions that are vital for pastoralist development (Rota, 
2010). In fact, projects with a good gender approach leading pastoralist women to 
deep levels of  involvement and participation are achieving very interesting goals 
and improving environmental services delivered to the society (Köhler-Rollefson, 
2012; Haddad, this volume).

Equally important is the respect for human rights and the empowerment of  
women. IUCN’s Commission on Environmental, Economic and Social Policy 
(CEESP) group on governance equity and rights (TGER) regards good governance 
as the ‘meeting point of  performance and equity’.

Accountability and transparency

Accountability and transparency are important at different levels of  authority 
to ensure good governance. At the national and local levels, accountability and 
control of  corruption can be important to ensure that resources are used effectively, 
and according to priorities agreed through participatory processes. Accountability 
can therefore foster trust between local institutions and government authorities, 
strengthening partnerships for sustainable and responsive development.

At the community level, both internal and external accountability are important 
for effective governance. For example, customary institutions may be considered 
accountable within a community but may need to go to greater lengths to convince 
local authorities. Internal accountability can be challenging where new institutions 
are created, for example to handle revenues from conservation activities, and the 
misappropriation of  funds has jeopardized efforts to strengthen community based 
natural resource management. Accountability may be jeopardized by internal 
power relations at the community level and in some cases accountability as well 
as representation of  traditional leadership is contested; for example, when local 
leaders have been appointed by government or past colonial administrators rather 
than identified through traditional means, a ‘decentralized despotism’ can emerge 
(Mamdani, 1996).
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Capacity

Secure rights under accountable and responsive authority are an important 
foundation for decentralized management and local level governance of  resources. 
However these efforts are inadequate if  rural communities cannot manage their 
natural resources due to capacity constraints, limitations of  management rights or 
insufficient institutional support. Capacity is critical for the successful governance 
of  resources as is the power to make decisions and the ability to claim rights 
accorded in policy and institutional frameworks.

Often the potential of  local institutions such as village development committees, 
women’s associations, traditional and in some cases local leadership or government 
structures remain untapped due to constraints to their capacity (Schuster and 
Steenkamp, 2007). Sometimes a lack of  confidence of  pastoralists in their own 
governance systems and the long-term practice of  top-down approaches in 
decision-making can also undermine their capacity to participate (Sommerhalter, 
2008). Weak capacity at the local government level often creates a bottleneck 
in implementing national decentralization policies. The key to strengthening 
governance is often to give people the appropriate tools, skills and framework to 
collaborate, which allows them to work out how to make decisions and to take 
ownership of  the process of  strengthening governance.

Rule of  law and policy coherence

In the past, policies and legislative frameworks have sought to govern the use of  
natural resources through command and control. Recently, however, there has 
been a trend towards decentralizing state power and its devolving responsibilities 
to local bodies. Tools for decentralizing control of  natural resources include 
national policies that facilitate community based conservation, for example 
through sectorial land, forestry or wildlife policies. However, specific policies 
on community conservation or natural resource management are rare and 
opportunities are usually created through a collection of  sectorial legislation 
relating to issues such as local government, land, forests and wildlife and fisheries 
(Roe et al., 2009). These can be very complex and may present barriers to the 
successful governance of  natural resources at local level.

Coherence within policy and legislative frameworks is frequently lacking. Some 
governments have adopted the rhetoric of  decentralization, devolution and local 
empowerment without enacting the necessary institutional reforms. In most cases 
the constitutional or legislative changes required to decentralize authority over 
resources have been truncated. Governments often mistakenly conflate policy 
reform with governance reform; policy statements are only one element of  
governance and are less important than legislative or constitutional changes (Roe 
et al., 2009; Nelson and Agrawal, 2008; Ribot, 2004).
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Other principles

The previous subsections contain a selection of  principles that have emerged 
through this body of  work as being important to improved natural resource 
governance in pastoral areas, but they are not treated systematically or 
even thoroughly. Other principles may also be significant, i.e. human rights, 
responsiveness, conflict prevention and management. They are all related to 
the principles already outlined, all of  them interacting in the complex matrix of  
human-land-environment relationships. Even participation is explained as deeply 
interacting with many other principles and cannot be delinked from them. In fact, 
the terms are not mutually exclusive and they may describe different features of  
good governance, such as principles, conditions, approaches, etc.

Rangelands and pastoralists

Pastoralism has been defined as the extensive production of  herbivorous livestock 
(Davies and Roba, 2010). In this production system, livestock and rangelands 
are managed dynamically to provide a stream of  goods and services that are 
valued both locally and globally. Global dialogue on pastoralism has benefited 
in recent years from improved awareness of  the global nature of  pastoralism, 
and the shared challenges and concerns of  pastoralists from a great diversity of  
regions. Nevertheless, pastoral systems are highly diverse and definitions must 
embrace this diversity including: systems that rely on both grazing and browsing; 
market-oriented as well as subsistence pastoral economies; wealthy as well as 
poor pastoralists; indigenous as well as non-indigenous peoples; mobile as well as 
sedentary peoples, etc.

Pastoral systems include semi-extensive livestock managed by settled population as 
well as nomadic pastoralists living and moving with their herds across huge distances. 
They share an adaptable regulation of  grazing land that follows spatial and temporal 
patterns closely linked to the ecological dynamics of  the rangelands. Pastoralists adjust 
parameters like grazing pressure, species, selection of  land to be grazed or altering 
the grazing calendar to handle dynamic external variables in order to achieve an 
optimal degree of  exploitation, so to preserve their own production, the richness of  
the pastures and the environmental services they provide. Pastoralists rely mainly on 
the local production of  fodder and pastures and manage herders and pastures using 
traditional technologies that are passed on to their descendants. As such, pastoralists 
are heirs to a wide culture of  land and livestock management that is essential for 
their ability to manage the environment (Montserrat, 2004). Pastoralism has proven 
to be highly resilient and dynamic, capable of  adapting to changing climates 
and hazards, and embracing new opportunities offered by markets, technology  
and politics.

Pastoralists worldwide

Pastoralists manage their livestock over a wide range of  ecosystems around the 
world. Estimates for the extent of  extensive livestock farming ranges from 25 per 
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cent (FAO, 2001) to 33 per cent (Assner et al., 2004) of  the world’s surface, and it 
is estimated that provides approximately 10 per cent of  the total consumption of  
food (FAO, 2001). Figure 1.1 shows some of  the main regions of  the world hosting 
pastoralists:

The intimate relationship between pastoralists and their rangelands is so 
strong that it is hard to separate the two and treat them independently. Yet 
despite this, the vast majority of  pastoralists lack permanent rights over their 
land. While pastoralist development requires attention to a broad spectrum of  
needs – including education, health, security and markets – governance and 
land management must pay heed to the three main components of  pastoralism: 
people, livestock and land, which forms the common foundation of  pastoralism 
anywhere.

Grazed ecosystems usually occupy marginal land with low productive potential, 
generally grasslands but usually mixed with other vegetation communities 
including shrublands, open forest and crops. The relative poverty of  soils and 
plant production potential means that pastoralism must be practised over great 
areas of  land, which is essential to understand the environmental impact and the 
reality of  pastoralism. While the increasing global demand for meat is driving 
some problems related to global change – like the loss of  rain forests to create 
grasslands or to cultivate fodder crops – traditional pastoralist systems maintain 
marginal ecosystems in higher stages of  maturity and biodiversity and actively 
promote vegetation growth, biological diversity and ecosystem function (IUCN, 
2011b).

Pastoralists manage rangelands where seasonal climate extremes, aridity and 
drought, high climate uncertainty, rugged terrain and exposure are commonplace. 

Pastoralist regions
National boundaries

0 2,500 5,000km

Robinson projection

Figure 1.1 Map of  general distributions of  traditional pastoralists worldwide1
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They do this using quite simple tools, including managing the number and 
composition of  herds, managing herd mobility, protecting resource zones for 
seasonal use, resting and fallowing land, and using crop stubble. These tools are 
used intelligently and often employ complex rules that allow herders to manage 
resources over large areas.

Pastoralism is practised throughout the world and is tried and tested in a range 
of  ecosystems and conditions. The keys to sustainable rangelands management 
are common throughout – from the Mediterranean to the Mongolian steppe, 
Australia, South and North America, the Eurasian taigas and tundras, the Sahel 
or East Africa – and include maintenance of  high levels of  biodiversity, increasing 
vegetation soil cover, reducing erosion, managing wildfires, maintaining natural 
infrastructure and dispersing seeds among other things. Importantly, pastoralism 
as a system can work under the harshest environments no matter what external 
conditions are.

Grazing regulation is the key tool in rangeland management, by adjusting 
factors like space, time, pressure and species. However, a sheep or a goat will 
not stop eating because it is not the right moment. A herder requires enough 
land to move herds and adjust to ecosystem constraints and – depending on 
fodder, climate, soil or water requirements – a lot of  land may be needed to adjust 
grazing pressure. Additionally, vast land surfaces mean that pastoralists have to 
cross boundaries and borders, whether they are natural or political. This brings 
pastoralists periodically into contact with many other resource users and creates 
potential for conflict. Institutions for management of  such conflicts have evolved 
over time but have in many cases been weakened as part of  a more general 
weakening of  governance. This is exacerbated when institutions like governments, 
NGOs and social services do not have the skills, tools or rules to adequately 
manage or support mobile people.

People

Livestock

Pastures

Mobility Adaptation

Traditional 
knowledge Mutual support

DiversificationFlexibility

Conservation

Figure 1.2 Livestock and pastoralism2
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Ecosystem services provided by rangelands

Rangelands, like other ecosystems, are responsible for contributing to human 
welfare (White et al., 2000). Rangeland ecosystem services are extremely valuable 
for people; they may even be accounted and economically expressed to show their 
importance (Kroeger et al., 2010). Rangeland ecosystem services are perceived 
variously and usually people and this perception evolve following social trends. 
Adequate management of  livestock can enhance those services and contribute to 
the welfare of  the societies that are hosting them, but in addition, public policies 
should be shaped to preserve and improve such services.

Ecosystem services related to ecological processes (Maczko and Hidinger, 
2008) include soil dynamics, succession, mobility, adaptation, competition, 
disturbance and erosion. Additionally material, water, energy and information 
flows are interdependent with these systems. Local populations interact with 
rangeland ecosystems while managing their land, which links economic, social 
and ecological processes through a network of  relationships and exchanges. In 
the most advanced pastoralist communities the relationships may be considered 
as symbiotic, given that the ecosystem shows advanced indicators of  maturity and 
quality and pastoralists are able to maintain their livelihood in extreme conditions.

Principal rangeland ecosystem services3

While pastoralism can and does maintain rangeland ecosystem services, where it 
is practised inappropriately it can contribute to degradation. Land degradation, 
in addition to being an ecological problem derived from bad management 
practices, is a major driver in the decline of  extensive livestock. It causes a range 
of  interconnected problems, as follows:

•	 Shrub encroachment that reduces biodiversity, grazing capacity/rangeland 
productivity, soil cover, and habitat for grassland-dependent species, and 
alters fire regime.

•	 Misuse and misunderstanding of  fire as a land management tool to regenerate 
pastures, due to the changing major drivers acting nowadays in rangelands.

•	 Overdependence on climatic conditions.
•	 Poverty of  pastoralists.
•	 Variability among people’s perception of  livestock.
•	 High level of  interference between pastoralism land use (especially nomadic 

and mobile pastoralism) and intensive development and production projects.
•	 Bad soil tilling and protection practices leading inevitably to high soil loss.
•	 Affection to locally fragile biotopes, such as riverine areas, refuges for 

endangered species or highly specific habitats.
•	 Generation of  social conflicts originated by degradation of  production from 

land and common goods.



Table 1.1 Principal rangeland ecosystem services

Rangeland economic production Rangeland environmental services Rangeland social services

Productive soil Soil fertility Support for pastoral 
cultures

Forage for livestock Soil stability Pastoral way of  life

Hay and stockable fodder Edaphic processes Pastoral societies heritage

Plants for restoration and 
gardening

Grass biodiversity Mechanisms for land 
management

Medicinal and tea plants Native species and relevant 
species populations

Hunting and fishing places

Meat production Primary and secondary 
production

Social issues about fishing 
and hunting

Leather and other animal 
products

Habitats for fish and game 
animals

Availability of  fresh water

Fish and hunting licences Wildlife population control Water courses for social 
activities

Activities related to fish 
and hunting, education, 
tourism …

Clean water Waterscapes

Water for irrigation, 
bottling and economic 
purposes

Natural water depuration Shadow and climate 
regulation

Wind energy Ecological water dynamics 
(erosion, transport, 
sedimentation, flood…)

Woody landscapes

Wood for combustible 
and raw material, 

Dispersal of  pollutants Tourism offer

Biofuel, charcoal and 
other biocombustibles

Pollination Natural and cultural 
heritage

Commercial seeds for 
fodder and restoration

Seed dispersal Background for educational 
activities

Tourism activity Shrubs and trees diversity
Spatial and landscape 
diversity
Nutrient, litter and material 
recycling
Carbon sequestration
Limitation of  carbon release 
in the atmosphere
Genetic diversity
Seed production
Reduction of  landscape 
fragmentation and 
maintenance of  ecological 
connectivity

Open landscape aesthetics 
and scenery
Scientifically significant 
sites
Wildfire prevention
Open spaces for outdoor 
activities
Damage avoiding (floor, 
soil movements, 
Fertile soil cover and 
protection
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Ecological basis of  a managed ecosystem

Ecosystems are continuously changing, and this process is accelerated when they 
are disturbed and as they adapt to disruption and begin to show the evolution of  
some factors involved in higher thermodynamic efficiency such as growing larger 
(in terms of  processing higher amounts of  energy and materials) and increasing 
ecological diversity. The structure of  ecosystems increases in complexity to enhance 
the network of  relationships and the information managed as an ecosystem grows. 
Also the energy flows diversify and provide homeostatic and resilient mechanisms 
(including the rising of  diversity) to stabilize and face these disturbances (Ferrer et 
al., 2011; Ives and Carpenter, 2007). However, this evolution has a cost: primary 
production is increasingly invested in the development of  ecosystem properties so 
less could be extracted from it.

The most mature ecosystems have very few possibilities for biomass extraction 
without disturbing this dynamic. When large amounts of  biomass are extracted 
from an ecosystem, as in the case of  meat production, the ecosystem is often 
simplified and driven back to an earlier stage. Sometimes, younger and simpler 
stages can lead to an increase in primary production, but complexity and other 
related properties are diminished. The ability of  the ecosystem to provide high 
levels of  biodiversity, a wide range of  high quality production, better conditions of  
exposure, temperature and precipitation, fresh water storage, carbon retention or 
decontamination are compromised and the ecological properties that grant more 
stability, resilience and better conditions reduce their effectiveness. In naturally 
disturbed ecosystems, like savannahs or steppes, these conditions are generated 
naturally, with wild herbivores performing a similar role to that of  livestock. These 
ecosystems can still show high levels of  biodiversity and some ecosystem services, 
such as sequestration of  carbon, could even be increased.

If  the exploitation of  an ecosystem is higher than its capacity to restore itself, 
the ecosystem continues to degrade. External intervention would be needed to 
avoid degradation or increase production so most agricultural or livestock systems 
become dependent on external inputs, usually related to fossil fuel consumption 
(from mechanization to fodder import), and thereby contribute to environmental 
impacts like climate change. There are many examples of  pastoralism implementing 
land and ecosystem management mechanisms that have enhanced livestock 
production without degrading natural resources, and offering environmental 
services and biodiversity while maintaining acceptable conditions for up to 1,000 
million people who depend more or less on livestock production.

Pastoral management of  rangeland ecosystems

The ways that pastoralists manage their rangelands are closely interwoven with 
pastoral cultures. Pastoralist cultures enable management of  land and herds 
following ancestral modes of  organization that have prevailed over time and 
which are the foundation of  sustainable livestock-based economies and rangeland 
ecosystems. Each culture has their own rules, all subtly different, yet they share 
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a common way to profit from mature ecosystems. Pastoralists learnt a long time 
ago how to manage ecosystem dynamics in ways that governments and wildlife 
managers have not yet grasped.

Pastoral land management is not only about consumption of  grasses or 
fodder, removing the primary production from the ecosystem. Herds decompose 
vegetation and distribute manure, improving fertility distribution and contributing 
to improvements in rangelands soils and productivity as well as soil fertility in 
crop farming systems they visit; for example, pastoral herds in many parts of  
India spend more than half  the year grazing crop residues, paid by the farmers 
for the fertilization services they provide. The maintenance of  rangeland fertility 
similarly relies on the behaviour of  herds and the pattern of  their management. 
Well-managed herds fertilize their way to better pastures, eat their fodder at the 
time of  optimal production and return litter to the soil preserving the following 
year’s fertility.

Maybe the most important technological advance from pastoralists is the way 
they use the information provided by the ecosystem to influence their actions. 
They manage complex situations by organizing the mobility and composition of  
their livestock following ecosystem patterns. Seasonal variations like frost, snow 
or drought make it impossible for pastoralists to maintain their herds within a 
single site, so they follow better conditions but profit along the way. This pattern 
of  grazing is critical for effective management and mimics the bunched herding 
of  wild herbivores, providing intensive grazing impacts for a short duration, 
manuring and re-seeding, before moving on, leaving the land to rest and recover 
from grazing, allowing grass to blossom and seed, avoiding livestock to damage 
crop fields, guaranteeing water and food for their animals at each time and 
preventing damages and health issues. Pastoralists incorporate all the information 
necessary for their success and express it over a complex spatial and temporal land 
mosaic of  different uses and rules that they impose and respect with the activity of  
their herds. That information incorporated in the livestock activity is a key to the 
success of  pastoral management systems and the reason why they have survived in 
a hostile and changing world to this day.

Pastoralists manage rangelands by deliberately protecting grazing zones 
and ensuring the production cycle is completed. In sedentary livestock grazing 
systems, where climate predictability and seasonal patterns allow continuous 
grazing, herders use fences or electric wires and move their livestock from 
paddock to paddock following a well-planned system, adjusting to production 
pressure. The fences act like semi-permeable membranes allowing passage when 
needed. Traditional pastoralists on the other hand use ‘social fencing’; agreements 
and practices to guide grazing patterns. Pastoralists have developed complex 
land management systems that organize and govern land tenure, ownership 
and access for livestock, based on moving their animals where they need to be. 
Historic and current examples of  these systems can be found on all continents 
– as illustrated in this book – and many have demonstrated that it is possible to 
optimize production while maintaining fertility and ecosystem services, even in 
the toughest conditions.
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Managing the ecological effects of  pastoralism

Pastoralists sustainably feed their animals, while conserving production for 
seasonal use, by adjusting where and when to be with their livestock. They 
guide their herds, sometimes helped by specialized dogs and other animals, to 
carefully control the time and place of  grazing and passage. In this way, mature 
ecosystems can be maintained and enhanced, for example through distribution 
of  seeds and redistribution of  nutrients. Herds and managed ecosystems may 
become synchronized and establish a mutual relationship that enhances livestock 
production and boosts ecosystem maturity.

Pastoralists manage the land they use by effectively adjusting livestock species 
to suit the characteristics of  rangeland grazed, and often using a diversity of  
species to capitalize on the diversity of  rangeland products (including browse and 
pasture). Pastoralism makes use of  several domesticated species, including but not 
limited to cattle, sheep, goats, horses, camels, llamas and yaks; depending on the 
characteristics of  land, most pastoralists combine two or more species within their 
own system. Each species or variety shows its own preferences and adaptation to 
eating plants (or simply parts of  the plants) and pastoralists try to match the needs 
of  rangelands they manage to the features of  the animals they own. For instance, 
some breeds of  cattle are less selective and have a high grazing capacity while 
goats, equipped with narrow snouts, are able to select the edible parts from well-
defended plants with thorns. As animals graze different at different heights and 
are selective about the pasture they eat, they can be used to manage land parcels 
to improve resources and to ensure their conservation. Studies have shown the 
suitability of  local breeds for managing local rangelands in relation to pasture 
composition and coverage (Rook et al., 2004) and there is a clear relationship 
between herds, herding strategies and rangeland condition that can breakdown 
when alternative, less adapted breeds are introduced.

Livestock grazing affects rangelands in many ways, including through the 
composition of  plant communities and diversity (Belsky, 1992; Augustine and 
McNaughton, 1998), coverage or spatial heterogeneity of  vegetation (Adler et al., 
2001), and characteristics of  the soil and water. Grazing effects are influenced 
by many factors, including the number, species and breed of  animals, quality of  
fodder, and resource availability (Allred, 2011). The selection of  domestic species 
and breeds – each with a particular body size and physiology – regulates the 
impact of  grazing over the ecosystem (Rook et al., 2004). Control and scheduling of  
grazing patches has been shown to increase spatial heterogeneity in several pastoral 
environments (Pastor et al., 1998), affecting plant composition, forage production, 
biodiversity, soil erosion, and hydrologic and carbon cycle impacts (Jackson et al. 
2002). Grazing pressure also affects the dynamics of  woody plants into rangelands 
preventing woody encroachment (Browning and Archer, 2011). Changes in the 
plant communities may influence livestock productivity (Burrows et al., 1990) and 
long-term sustainability of  livestock production. Woody encroachment must be 
controlled to prevent decline in rates of  productivity; research shows that heavy 
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and moderate mixed species grazing may contribute to the regulation of  woody 
plant encroachment (Allred et al., 2012).

Research clearly shows that pastoralism can, and in many cases does, 
maintain rangeland ecosystems as the foundation of  production, contributing to 
biological diversity and protecting ecosystem services. This volume explores in 
greater depth the conditions that make such outcomes possible, and particularly 
the governance arrangements that underpin many of  the ecological, social and 
economic issues that face pastoralism today. It is not enough to dispose of  tools, 
knowledge, skills or experience to perform work; rights, safety, benefits, good 
conditions and opportunities are also necessary. Governance frameworks are 
needed that give pastoralists control of  land, pastures, access rights and safety. 
Pastoralists can benefit greatly from interlocution with competent authorities, 
from conflict resolution frameworks, from facilities to set up their temporary 
headquarters, permission to cross borders, health services for people and animals 
in their home countries and many other ‘enabling’ factors that are considered 
in this book.

Traditional systems of  pastoralism and rangeland 
management

There are many ways to describe and classify pastoralism, including species, 
geography, ecology and the social and economic basis of  pastoralists (Blench, 
2001). Focusing on land management, pastoralism can be classified into three 
general systems (Weber and Horst 2011): settled, nomadic and transhumant. 
Settled pastoralists manage their herders from a fixed location where they live 
throughout the year in areas where pasture is available year-round (or they 
can store enough hay or fodder for a short period of  scarcity). Some settled 
pastoralists, however, move with their herds for a short period of  time (e.g. 
up and down a mountain), driven by seasonal pastures. This system is called 
transterminance and was very common in temperate rangelands and mountain 
pastoralists. Nowadays, the availability of  fast vehicles allows shepherds to stay at 
home and go visiting their herds daily, and even to milk animals in situ on a daily 
basis, which can diminish the effective consequences of  the herd movement. 
Often settled pastoralism encourages other agricultural activities leading to 
agro-silvo-pastoral systems with complex management mechanisms, a situation 
common in the Mediterranean (like the Iberian Dehesa and Montado) and 
elsewhere. Ranching, considered as a modern derivation of  settled pastoralism, 
is found in countries with low population density or strong land ownership 
rights; usually one sees great cattle herds on large parcels of  land, typically 
managed with fences. This kind of  land management is common in regions of  
the United States and in Australia. Ranching systems do not preclude managed 
and seasonal herd movements and there are signs of  re-emergence of  such 
management strategies in a number of  ranching communities.

Transhumants have a fixed place to live during the cold or dry season that 
is usually close to the resources their animals need to survive the hard times. 
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Then they leave with their herders looking for better pastures during the growing 
season, travelling long distances to new domiciles where their herds graze seasonal 
rangelands. When the growing season is over, they head back to their homes and 
complete the annual cycle. Transhumance has been described in the Iberian 
Peninsula, Switzerland, Greece, Bosnia, North Africa, the Himalayas, Kyrgyzstan, 
the Andes and elsewhere. It effectively describes many of  the pastoral systems in 
Africa where seasonal movements are made between wet season grazing zones and 
dry season reserves, even when those grazing zones are hundreds of  kilometres 
apart.

Nomadic pastoralists conduct their herds through vast distances led by the 
feeding capacity of  the rangelands their herds graze, without a fixed path or 
established periodic route. Most nomadic pastoralists depend exclusively on the 
resources provided by their livestock, so they have an extensive knowledge of  
the land they cross in terms of  pasture availability, ecology, climate behaviour, 
local and regional conflicts, and market flows. Nomadic people are flexible and 
adaptable, relying on this flexibility for their survival. Nevertheless they know 
their land and can establish infrastructure to support their basic needs along the 
way. Nomadic communities are distributed along the toughest landscapes in the 
world, especially on the African and Asian continents. Most nomadic societies are 
ancient and have protracted histories, such as the reindeer shepherds from Siberia 
and Norway, Arabian Peninsula Bedouins, Mongols and Sahelian pastoralists in 
Africa.

Despite the great variety of  pastoralist systems and cultures related to climate, 
ecological, political, economic, social and religious factors, the analysis of  
pastoralism shows a great many commonalities among them. Pastoral societies are 
linked by mobility, by the highly demanding care of  their animals, the flexibility 
and knowledge of  their territories and, in some cases, by historic links surviving 
over time. Among other things, pastoralists manage resources communally – 
both natural resources and livestock and their products – and these mechanisms 
of  mutual support and social capital are critical to their management of  the 
rangelands.

How traditional systems of  pastoralist governance work

There are many traditional pastoralist management systems in the world that are 
based on both strengthened social relationships and a deep knowledge of  local 
ecology, accumulated and transmitted over generations. The wisdom traditional 
pastoralists show in land governance is built over what Berkes (2004) has called 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge Systems. Such systems are cumulative bodies 
of  knowledge, practice and belief  about the relationship of  living beings with 
one another and their environment, evolving by adaptive processes and handed 
down through generations by cultural transmission. Table 1.2 shows the main 
management practices found in traditional ecological knowledge related to 
pastoralist activities.
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Ecological practices and mechanisms in traditional knowledge and practice4

The development, maintenance and governance of  these systems are based on 
strong social and cultural relationships and institutions able to protect, enrich and 
transfer wisdom over time. There are social mechanisms responsible for conserving 
knowledge including social, cultural and religious aspects, but also a world view 
that provides environmental ethics and a strong ethos nurturing cultural values of  
respect, sharing, reciprocity and humility.

Social mechanisms involved in management practices5

Traditional pastoralist land management systems often show holistic alliances 
with the governance of  great territories, considering their ecological structure 
and dynamics. Those territories are often classified and split in function of  
their habitat characteristics in functional units that constitute the basis for land 
regulation. Pastoralist structures are complex, ecologically oriented and locally 
ruled systems. These structures also share several characteristics such as regulating 
extended resources, including agricultural, pastoral, rangeland and forestry. 
They also classify land in different types and manage them implementing spatial 
and temporary restrictions to uses and access. Furthermore, they use mobility 
as a management tool and usually generate an ecological mosaic with different 

Table 1.2 Management practices based on ecological knowledge

Monitoring pasture and abundance of  other resources

Surveying change in rangelands and grazed ecosystems

Protection of  vulnerable life cycle stages, especially grass growing and reproduction 
stages

Temporal restrictions of  grazing, harvesting, and other activities

Managing the production of  multiple species, adapting grazing to ecosystem structure 
and function

Resource rotation by mobility, resting, banning and fallowing

Litter and fertility transfer

Profiting from crop residues and harvested fields

Management of  successional issues

Management of  landscape patchiness 

Other management practices like protection of  certain species, protection of  specific 
habitats

Watershed-based management 

Managing ecological processes at multiple scales 

Responding to and managing pulses and surprises 

Nurturing sources of  ecosystem renewal
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vegetation patches and biodiversity pools throughout the territory. Some of  these 
systems also show a deep religious and cultural background deeply rooted in 
pastoralist societies that transcend the management to become part of  the identity 
of  pastoral communities.

The reports compiled in this work show several examples of  functioning 
pastoralist systems with demonstrable benefits to local communities and 
ecosystems. They describe some African, American, European and Asian 
examples of  traditional pastoralist mechanisms. Each of  these case studies is 
unique, but all of  them show wise ways of  coping with extreme conditions to 
maintain livelihoods and land quality. The studies of  these governance systems 
show common qualities of  healthy ecosystem management, such as greater levels 
of  production, vegetation cover and biodiversity. They generate richer, more 
structured, connected and heterogeneous landscapes and embody a remarkable 
cultural and social heritage. Moreover, these systems share their ongoing 
reconsideration as a genuine alternative to land degradation processes linked to 

Table 1.3 Social mechanisms behind management practices

Generation, accumulation, and transmission of  local ecological knowledge

Reinterpreting signals for learning

Revival of  local knowledge

Folklore and knowledge carriers

Integration of  knowledge

Intergenerational transmission of  knowledge

Geographical diffusion of  knowledge

Immaterial heritage keeping

Structure and dynamics of  institutions

Roles of  stewards and wise people

Cross-scale institutions

Community assessments

Taboos and regulations

Social and religious sanctions

Mechanisms for cultural internalization

Rituals: ceremonies, and other traditions

Cultural frameworks for resource management

World view and cultural values

World views related to traditional pastoralism, generally imply a local conservationist 
and egalitarian set of  principles

Cultural values of  respect, sharing, reciprocity, humility and others
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changes in land use that are impoverishing people in territories and ecosystems 
throughout the world.

Pastoral land management systems share a set of  tools that leave their 
footprint on territories and repeat themselves among different cultures and 
societies. The main features are classified into six key issues: tenure rights, 
mobility, timing, infrastructure, flexibility and relationships. Pastoralists from 
various countries and continents have developed different tools to address 
governance, but the following characteristics may be related to almost any 
successful pastoral societies. In many cases, the traditional rules are constantly 
evolving and these changes represent ways to improve governance and avoid 
constraints and difficulties.

Tenure and access rights vs. ownership

Pastoralist communities manage large areas of  land, and grazing pressure must 
be carefully managed to avoid degradation processes. Pastoralism takes place 
mainly in low productive lands (drylands, marginalized territories, rangelands, 
steppes), which translates into large expanses of  land needed. However, in most 
cases, high land prices discourage private land ownership, the exception being 
countries with specific conditions in which traditional settled livestock farmers 
who will own the amount of  land needed to develop their activity. Territories 
displaying colonizer-mediated land allocation, such as North American or 
Australian ranches or dehesas and montados in the southwest of  the Iberian 
Peninsula, and some very wealthy livestock owners elsewhere, provide examples 
of  such ownership models.

The vast majority of  pastoralists meet their land needs by developing land 
tenure rights and access rights to pastures they use. Land tenure constitutes the set 
of  rules, institutions and policies that locally determine how land and its resources 
are accessed, by whom, when and under what conditions these rights to access 
and use may be used (Bruce et al., 2010; Naughton and Day 2012). Land tenure 
is a common way for people to use natural resources without owning property 
throughout the world. Meinzen-Dick et al. (2005) categorizes land tenure rights 
in two main classes: use rights, which entitle the holder to access and use the 
natural resources stated, and control rights that allow the holder to manage, make 
decisions, transform and ban the use of  the land under rights. Occasionally those 
rights coincide in the same territory, creating complex situations. It should be 
clearly stated that neither of  these categories of  tenure implies outright ownership 
or the right to sell land.

There are multiples sources of  land tenure involving law, religion, tradition, 
self-regulation and policies (international, national and local). This creates a 
complex framework for governing resource exploitation. Furthermore, different 
resources that share the same land can have different rights, such as those for 
water, pasture, wood, hunting, fishing and mining. Therefore, land tenure rights 
over a specific patch of  land can be highly complex and sometimes generate 
contradictions among coexisting rules and laws.
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According to FAO (2002a), land tenure is often categorized as:

•	 Private: the assignment of  rights to a private party who may be an individual, a 
married couple, a group of  people, or a corporate body such as a commercial 
entity or non-profit organization.

•	 Communal: a right of  commons may exist within a community where each 
member has a right to use the holdings of  the community independently. 
Those lands are often ruled by locally held customary rights.

•	 State: property rights are assigned to some authority in the public sector, 
whether at a central or decentralized level of  government.

•	 Open access: specific rights are not assigned to anyone and, unlike communal 
tenure, no person can be excluded. It should be noted that these categories 
are not mutually exclusive, so two of  them could coincide (e.g. open access or 
communal rights within state-owned lands).

Pastoralist lands are often included in non-private land tenure systems whether 
communal, open access or state and rarely to private owned lands. State-owned 
land is usually – at least nominally – governed through specific laws, although 
in practice they have often become an open access system (for an example, see 
Chapter 3). Communal and open access systems rely on established agreements 
among people for effective management, and these are often unwritten. Such 
informal agreements can be found on any type of  land and informal agreements 
can even be cited on privately owned rangelands. These land tenure systems, 
whether they come from religious, ethnic, communal or other traditions, show 
flexibility, complexity, adaptability, resilience and scale adjustment, which are 
distinctive traits of  mature systems. The ability to maintain those complex systems 
is related to the commitment of  pastoralists to good practice of  access rights.

Religious

International

Project

State

Local/ 
customary

Figure 1.3 Coexisting multiple sources of  property rights6
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One of  the main issues concerning land tenure and access is the security of  
rights held by people. This security could be addressed in various ways including 
the degree of  confidence that users will not be arbitrarily deprived of  the rights 
or the economic benefits flowing from land use, the certainty that rights to land 
will be recognized by others and protected in cases of  specific challenges and the 
right to effective government protection against forced evictions (UN-HABITAT, 
2008). Secured rights are vital for pastoralists because they need to be recognized 
throughout the territories they cross even if  they belong to different regions or 
countries or are supported by different land tenure or access rights.

Open access systems are controversial because they offer free access to anyone. 
According to the ‘Tragedy of  Commons’ (Hardin, 1968) open access to a shared 
resource leads to overexploitation and eventually to the complete depletion of  it, 
degrading land and impoverishing people. Instead of  this, traditional open access 
systems are clearly sustainable, and are supporting high exploitation rates from 
historic times not only without showing signs of  degradation but also showing 
higher quality indicators than equivalent rangelands with market rights system. 
Researchers have shown many examples of  open access successes against the 
tragedy of  the commons (McCabe, 1990). Moreover, some studies point directly to 
the establishment of  property rights as a cause of  rangeland degradation (Blewett, 
1995). Many governments, inspired by the ‘Tragedy of  Commons’ and aware of  
alarming processes emerging from livestock intensification have tried to prevent 
land degradation by promoting ranching, fencing and property rights (Lussigi, 
2008). Thus, case studies show that open access systems are being displaced by land 
planning projects oriented to market production in several developing countries. 
The result is more degradation, advancing desertification and the overall failure 
of  rangeland management. According to this situation, land rights are being 
compromised, disrupting pastoral activities and pushing pastoralists into poverty 
and sedentarization. The former argument can be turned upside down to say that 
the loss of  open access systems is what creates the true ‘Tragedy of  Commons’ in 
terms of  rangeland governance (Fernández-Giménez, 2002).

Management in movement: mobility is good for business

Pastoralist societies are often mobile: from transterminance to nomadic pastoralism, 
the ability to move herds and livestock from one spot to another is a key for 
pastoralists’ business. Moving herds according to the availability of  resources in 
rangeland systems is vastly more cost effective than moving the resources to the 
herds, and brings the added benefit of  herds mimicking the natural ecological 
role of  wild herbivores and thereby promoting rangeland productivity: a feature 
that is impossible without some form of  mobility. The survival of  herds and the 
ability to face external problems, including but not limited to drought, scarcity 
and violent conflicts, also relies on the ability of  pastoralists to move their herds 
to better places. It is an adaptive strategy to profit from changing resources in an 
environment often affected by difficult conditions.
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However, it was not until the 1980s that ecologists realized that mobile 
pastoralism, instead of  contributing to erosion and desertification processes, was 
a management system, well adapted to the transitional and unstable conditions 
of  drylands and rangelands (Adriansen, 2005). The ‘mobility paradigm’, 
proposed by Niamir-Fuller and Turner (1999) established that mobile pastoralism 
is a management strategy appropriate for drylands and other rangelands, with 
recognized benefits and improvements for some ecosystems.

Mobility can be positive and sometimes necessary for rangelands when 
combined with a rational management strategy. However, mobility alone is not a 
management system. Mobility plays an important role in the social and cultural 
lives of  pastoralists. Identity and relationships need to be properly addressed in any 
future scenario for pastoralists. However, under current circumstances mobility 
can also pose problems for pastoralists, such as creating impediments in access to 
social, educational or health services during periods of  displacement. Moreover, 
mobility can sometimes weaken the position of  pastoralists in local conflicts.

Settlement, as opposed to mobility, is on the rise in many countries. Some of  the 
factors driving this change in Africa, for example, are droughts, individualization, 
lack of  social structure within pastoral societies, economic vulnerability of  
mobile herders, land-related conflicts and land grabbing (Niamir-Fuller, 2003). 
Government policies and agencies, specifically agricultural and environmentally 
related, have disrupted mobility, favouring intensive agricultural land uses or 
claiming great territories for protection, banning herds from traditional grazing 
territories, discouraging investments and otherwise constraining mobility. 
However, some pastoralists are also choosing to settle to improve access to services 
and markets. This creates a new challenge of  evolving herding strategies to 
maintain the vital environmental services of  livestock.

The way to restore balance to pastoralist mobility demands a new framework 
to manage common and protected lands that grant mobile pastoralists an 
appropriate background to develop their activity. These changes should include 
flexible boundaries, nested property rights, inclusive policies, participatory tools 
to include mobile pastoralists in decision-making, propriety for pastoralist use of  
land and interlocution capacity.

Scheduling land use

Pastoralism is not only land-dependent but also time-sensitive. Until now the 
relationship with nature has been described in terms of  adaptation to singular 
events (some of  them catastrophic like droughts, scarcity or conflicts) but most 
events pastoralists are adapted to show a yearly cyclic basis that is incorporated 
into the management system. Thus the period of  non-grazing is as, or more, 
important as grazing time. All pastoral cultures apply intervals of  no-grazing – 
rest, recovery and fallow – with periods of  active grazing as part of  their historic 
and traditional grazing practices (Weber and Horst, 2011). The duration of  the 
non-grazing period may be a function of  both seasonality (Voisin, 1988) and 
resilience or ‘brittleness’ of  the environment (Savory, 1999).
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The period of  rest or recovery should constitute a positive influence on 
the ecosystem but has to be thoroughly applied. Bad timing could lead to 
local degradation if  the resting time is too short or too long. Rangeland and 
herbivores have coevolved and need each other to develop properly. Pastoralists 
should measure and adjust carefully the grazing lapse to avoid overgrazing but 
also to prevent litter accumulation and other degradation processes (Sheppard 
et al., 2009). Soil and plant health depends on an adequate grazing pressure to 
adjust ecological factors like soil organic matter (Follett, 2001) or litter to help 
rain-use efficiency (Weber and Gokhale, 2011).

Many traditional land management systems are based on temporary banning 
of  grazing allowing rotation, resting and grass recovery. They also avoid grazing 
in the more fragile lands during the growing season to allow grass to develop 
fully. Overgrazing is over-cited as a major cause of  land degradation but it is 
important to know that frequently it is the scheduling of  grazing instead of  
the total amount of  grazing pressure that is causing the problem. Adjusting 
the grazing load to carrying capacity involves both spatial planning and time 
scheduling. Moreover, managing time is an essential skill for pastoralists because 
they work over extremely variable conditions, and they adjust their movements 
and activities, which is the essence of  good timing.

Most of  traditional pastoralist activities are not scheduled for fixed times. 
Transhumants do not move at exactly the same time each year nor do they use 
the same tracks. Both traditional and transhumant land management systems 
rely on the qualified people (the herders themselves, local religious or political 
authorities or other leaders) to set a date for banning or for moving. The result is 
the maximization of  both land recovery benefits obtained from regulation and 
also the following season’s production.

Pastoralist infrastructure: the transhumant tracks

Pastoralists do not move randomly across territories. Displacing a herd is a 
complex task that demands a set of  skills and appropriate tools. Herders also 
need the disposal of  appropriate infrastructure to perform such movements. This 
infrastructure is frequently not visible but remains critical for effective pastoralism. 
Pastoralist infrastructure can be categorized according to the goods it provides 
(considering just livestock needs):

•	 Shelter and resting places.
•	 Water access and availability.
•	 Adequate supplies of  fodder or grass to feed herds in translation.
•	 Tracks and appropriate ways to securely move livestock.
•	 Other ‘on demand’ services for livestock (vet services).

In addition, mobile people require infrastructure to support their travelling, 
including shelter, feeding, health, educational and other services.
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Most traditional pastoralist territories hold a wide network of  infrastructure, 
often maintained by the pastoralists themselves and hidden or unknown by 
the rest of  society. This invisibility has often led to precarious situations where 
infrastructure is not properly addressed, maintained or protected. Infrastructure 
has often been destroyed due to bad practices performed by people or institutions 
without enough knowledge to preserve its function.

Livestock corridors and transhumant tracks are among the most important 
infrastructure for pastoralism. The quality and connectivity of  the livestock 
corridor network is vital for transhumant herders not only because they use 
those ways to move, but also because those tracks provide enough food for 
herds in transition: in some cases this may be for several months of  the year. 
Pastoralists do not repeat the same pattern of  movement every year; rather, 
they adjust their travelling to external conditions, which means that a functional 
network of  tracks adapted to mobility requirements is necessary.

Livestock tracks often cross populated regions, cultivated fields, roads and 
other intensively used areas, which brings about pressure to change their use. 
Their communal character means that often nobody defends those corridors. 
Moreover, public works like roads or power lines often are built over livestock 
tracks to avoid lengthy expropriation processes. The encroachment of  livestock 
tracks means loss of  connectivity and breakdown in functionality affecting not 
just the area encroached, but the connectivity of  the network.

Delimitation and protection of  transhumant corridors and infrastructures 
are essential for maintaining pastoralism. Pastoralist infrastructure is usually 
invisible and therefore difficult to map and define. Delimitation requires the 
participation of  several agents because sometimes it is unrelated to any physical 
evidence or established rights. For example, a herd using post-harvest stubble 
as a corridor would not need a marked track, but fencing around the harvested 
patches would create a detour, delaying or even displacing movements. If  a track 
is delimitated, owners could feel their property rights are affected but herders 
also could be affected because they should use the track but would not be able 
to profit from the stubble outside the tracks limits, generating a situation where 
everybody loses. In such cases it may be more effective to reach a no-fencing 
agreement between the interested parties. Delimitation is the first step; the 
challenge after mapping is to protect that infrastructure and its functionality. 
Legal protection is an expensive and complicated way to ensure real protection 
for pastoralist infrastructure.

Another problem is that the success of  pastoralism relies on flexibility. This is 
also applied to mobility, meaning that pastoralists change their movements and 
modify their routes to adapt to external conditions. Much pastoral infrastructure 
consequently has fuzzy boundaries that are constantly changing. Protecting such 
infrastructure and its functionality also preserves flexibility, but mapping and 
delimitation often lead to a tidy border that boosts intensification at the track’s 
edge, making tracks more rigid and often less functional.
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Clearing cuts and other tools to get new pastures

Extensive livestock grazing is marked by change. Pastoralists tend to use the same 
rangelands over and over again and an adequate grazing system usually maintains 
rangelands in a good state of  maturity and production. However, changes in 
the livestock load, natural events – including droughts, floods and catastrophes 
– wildfires, encroachment, losing grazing load, abandonment and many other 
factors may alter the balance between the rangeland needed and available. 
Pastoralists in this case need to get new pastures to feed their livestock. Shrub 
invasion is another problem for rangeland maintenance, especially related to 
places where abandonment and decrease of  grazing load is a fact. The prevalence 
of  cattle over other livestock species can trigger shrub invasion because cattle 
tend to be selective and abandon marginal pastures (Eldridge et al., 2011). This 
is a particular challenge where herding practices are inadequate and cattle are 
allowed to be overly selective.

Pastoralists have a range of  tools they use to maintain and establish rangelands, 
including clearing cuts, littering, and using grazing to promote palatable grasses 
over woody plants. Clearing cuts can be performed mechanically or be the result 
of  using fire as a tool. There are many pastoralist cultures that have used fire as 
a management tool and many rangeland ecosystems are ecologically adapted to 
sporadic and even cyclic wildfires.

Wildfires are a major problem in some pastoral landscapes, especially in the 
Mediterranean, while they constitute a necessary management tool for other 
rangelands. Some ecosystems can generate naturally by fire and the loss of  fire 
leads to shrub invasion and other related problems. Inappropriate use of  fire 
for reducing shrubs is developing degradation processes including pyrophytic 
heathland invasion, erosion and water pollution in some places where fire was 
traditionally used. At the same time, banning and discouraging the use of  fire 
in some rangeland ecosystems such as in the USA have shown similar symptoms 
(fertility declining, shrub invasion and quality loss). In areas with agricultural 
abandonment and landscape homogenization such as in southern European 
countries, there is a further danger of  catastrophic wildfires due to the accumulation 
of  biomass that is further exacerbated by the lack of  grazing (Ruiz-Mirazo et al., 
2012). These situations point to a localized level of  decision making where fire 
management needs to be addressed in particular conditions, while bearing in 
mind the devastating effects that uncontrolled wildfires could have.

Pastoralist relationships: agriculture, forestry and environment

Pastoralism, as an extensive activity performed over vast surfaces of  land, maintains 
a complex relationship with other systems of  land management and exploitation 
that could vary from strong conflict and interference to symbiosis, depending on 
how land uses are managed. The relationship between agricultural and pastoralist 
communities could be seen from the perspective of  settled versus mobile 
interaction. Settled farmers often do not like herders moving across their lands, 
grazing and damaging crops, although a number of  long-standing relationships 
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have developed between pastoralists and crop farmers in which pastoralists are 
paid to manure crop land (e.g. India, West Africa). Mobile pastoralists do not like 
fences or encroachment of  their infrastructure and tracks. On the other hand, 
livestock can benefit from some agricultural infrastructure and grazing is a much 
better way to treat harvested crop fields than sowing, burying or burning stubble. 
However, conflicts are common where pastoralists and agricultural land owners 
coincide and sometimes there are no adequate tools for negotiation.

Pastoralism and forestry also have a tempestuous relationship. Government 
agencies in charge of  forestry often consider grazing to be incompatible with 
forestation. Forested land patches are often made inaccessible to pastoralists 
to avoid losing new seedlings. Recovering vegetation layers is usually the main 
objective for forestry agencies, so they tend to use rangelands and marginal 
lands as a pool for new woodlands, displacing other activities, often without 
enough local participation. This has been the origin of  unresolved land conflicts. 
Moreover, extensive livestock production has been related to wildfires and other 
events damaging woodlands, which contributes to the mutual misunderstanding. 
Aggravating the situation further, pastoralists have been prohibited from traversing 
lands oriented to reforestation even those that have been traditional grazing lands 
(Rao and Geisler, 1990). Pastoralists feel banned from traditional grazing lands 
without advice or consideration, and react aggressively to forestation projects and 
forestry authorities.

Over the last two decades, some forestry managers have begun to realize that 
livestock grazing can be a powerful tool to manage forests (Vallentine, 2000). 
Livestock can be valuable in controlling under-canopy by eliminating undesired 
sprouts, maintaining walkability of  woods, fertilizing soil, fighting shrub invasion 
and preventing wildfires by transferring fuel to litter – particularly when multiple 
species are used. Pastoralists can use more land, increase their livestock and 
expand seasonal grazing using forest pastures and incorporate the management 
of  forest landscapes into the services they provide.

There are other natural resources linked to forest lands that are related to or 
could interfere with livestock activity such as hunting, fishing, wild plants, fruit 
or mushroom gathering and tourism. Despite the local conflicts those activities 
engender, these pursuits could be considered to be complementary activities 
suitable for pastoralists to subsidize their rents and provide a wider range of  
resources available to improve their livelihoods (Plieninger et al., 2012).

Finally, pastoralists have been often seen as enemies of  nature conservation 
and have been left out of  biodiversity and wildlife policies, thus generating 
conflicts between government agencies in charge of  nature conservation and 
livestock farmers. Policymakers have mistakenly considered pastoral ecosystems 
as potentially stable and balanced, which were destabilized by overstocking 
and overgrazing. They pointed to livestock overstocking as a driving force for 
land degradation and ecological loss. The problem and solutions were clearly 
addressed; there were too many cattle so it needed to be destocked. This led to the 
establishment of  banning rules, group ranches or grazing blocks and associations 
which have never worked (Pimber and Pretty, 1995).
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The consequence of  omitting pastoralists from local conservation policies has 
led to unwise rangeland management in nature conservancy including policies 
leading to the loss of  habitats of  interest and biodiversity related to grassland 
and rangeland ecosystems. Fortunately, biodiversity policies are changing and the 
role of  grazing and pastoralism in the maintenance, conservation and recovery 
of  habitats of  interest is clearly gaining understanding (Notenbaert et al., 2012; 
Kerven and Behnke, 2011).

Strengthening the link between pastoralist governance and 
land management

Pastoralism is closely associated with the rangelands and creates identifiable 
pastoral landscapes. Likewise, land itself  strongly influences pastoralists and 
their activities. The unavoidable conclusion is that pastoralists should be deeply 
involved in land governance. However, there are some territorial considerations 
that influence pastoralists’ participation in land use planning and territorial 
policies. Some of  these considerations are discussed briefly here, but the most 
interesting land-related questions can be found at the heart of  the reports that 
constitute the nucleus of  the book.

Shepherds without borders

Pastoralist mobility and the role of  borders as they travel over wide swathes of  
land is the first issue related to land management. Pastoralists are influenced by 
borders as herders move along traditional routes year after year, often crossing 
regional or country borders and suffering conflicts and issues related to these 
borders. Furthermore, pastoralists tend to use marginal land so political borders 
are often drawn through their traditional territories (Nori et al., 2005). Pastoral 
communities living in such frontier lands end up far away from decision-making 
centres (Galaty et al., 1994).

Borders can hamper opportunities to boost trade and enhance pastoral activity, 
as shown in the Horn of  Africa (Pavanello, 2010). Moreover, in places subject to 
natural disasters like droughts, boosting trans-border pastoral activities can greatly 
enhance pastoralist resilience and recovery ability, but this field of  opportunity 
remains poorly examined.

Conflictual borders are clearly a major issue for pastoralists. Recurrent tensions 
and violence degrade the wellbeing of  pastoral communities, affecting the social 
fabric and causing death and suffering (Pavanello, 2009). Conflicts contribute 
to fragility and vulnerability of  pastoralist communities and hamper success, 
especially mobility. Border conflicts are a great obstacle to transhumance and 
mobility; they impoverish people and contribute to the vulnerability of  herders. 
Moreover pastoralists’ knowledge of  land and their ability to move and trade 
(often ‘under the radar’) across borders are valuable skills in conflict zones that are 
exploited by different parties, often making them victims.
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It is challenging for herders to deal with border issues to improve security, 
establish stable markets for their products, adapt ruling to cross border activities, 
promote peaceful solutions to conflicts and respect traditional rights. Regional 
borders, even in politically stable zones, also pose difficulties for pastoralists. Land 
management has been increasingly decentralized in several parts of  the world, 
adjusting the scale of  decisions to local and regional levels. Many countries have 
transferred environmental, land or agricultural powers to regional and local 
governments. This transfer of  authority to regional governments, while positive 
in the sense of  equating decision-making with citizenship, is however causing 
problems to pastoralists. Regionalization in some places means that mobile 
pastoralists are submitted to different sets of  rules throughout their journeys 
depending on which region they are in, despite of  being in the same country. 
Some regional governments restrict mobility due to health concerns, demanding 
duplicate paperwork or discouraging the use of  local infrastructure for ‘foreign’ 
livestock. Pastoralists often need to fight to achieve a homogeneous ruling system 
over the whole territory they use; institutions and agencies are not ready to work 
with mobility and this rigid framework impedes pastoral activity.

Scale and land knowledge

The environment where pastoralists move is difficult to coordinate with political 
decisions. Too large to be local and occupying lands of  various regions or countries, 
the scale of  pastoralism is too vast to be effective for decision-makers. However, 
pastoralist culture has developed throughout the centuries by governing such scale 
and herders know how to rule these territories. They transfer matter, information 
and energy using that reference scale, adapted to business and ecosystem needs.

Fragmentation and other land-related issues

Land use change, an aspect of  global change, has had a deep impact on 
rangelands, drylands and other ecosystems related to extensive livestock 
production throughout the world (Turner, et al. 2007; Foley et al., 2005; Lambin 
and Meyfroidt, 2011). According to Lambin et al. (2001) agricultural intensification 
from the mid-twentieth century removed the nutrient connection between arable 
lands and livestock, separating cultivated plains from mountain and forest areas 
used for grazing. The conversion and fragmentation of  temperate semi-natural 
rangelands led to a progressive loss of  biodiversity, species connectivity, and means 
for recovery.

Landscape fragmentation is considered to be a main driver of  global biodiversity 
loss (Primack, 2002; McGarigal and Cushman, 2002; Fahrig, 2003; Cushman, 
2006). Fragmentation is a common consequence of  land use change, which is 
more visible in developed countries. Urbanization, infrastructure location, fencing, 
ranching, intensive cropping and agricultural industrialization, dam building, 
mining and other types of  land recruitment are also changing the pattern of  
land distribution. Reid et al. (2008) assert that the fragmentation of  semi-arid and 
pastoral landscapes is a major issue that has clear consequences for people, wildlife, 
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and grazing lands. They conclude that fragmentation and exclusivity of  land use 
in dry grazing lands can result in declining productivity and land degradation 
contrary to the expected results of  the application of  exclusive rights.

Land, conflict, poverty and pastoralism

Pastoralists have been involved in violent conflicts throughout their history; from 
the Celtic tribes in the Roman Empire or the North American Far West to water 
and border conflicts in Africa or the Middle East (Ochieng, 2012; Omosa, 2005; 
Schilling et al, 2012). Current conflicts between farmers and pastoralists are an 
echo of  those from Biblical times. Conflicts ranging from cattle raiding, borders 
(Pavanello, 2009), natural resources, and political rebellion and secessionist 
movements (Markakis, 2004) still go on. One example is drought, which often 
sparks or escalates conflict over natural resources. Pastoral groups move over 
larger tracts of  land in search of  available grazing and water sources, which can 
lead to fierce competition over scarce resources and in many cases it becomes a 
source of  tension or overt conflict among both nomadic and settled communities.

While synthesizing causes and impacts of  pastoralist conflicts is not the goal of  
this chapter, it must be brought to light that there exists a solid literature describing 
global incidence of  conflicts in pastoralist societies (Blench, 2001; Nori et al., 2005; 
Pavanello, 2009). Mkutu (2001) describes the main source of  conflict in Africa to 
be government policies, socio-economic and political marginalization, inadequate 
land tenure policies, insecurity, livestock rustling, proliferation of  small arms and 
light weapons, weakened traditional governance in pastoral areas, vulnerability 
or competition with wildlife. Clearly, there are some land rights and governance 
related conflicts that are necessary to address in order to understand why land 
rights are so important about pastoralists’ security.

According to Nori et al. (2005), the deterioration of  pastoral land tenure and 
management systems are boosted by encroaching interests, which range from 
the advancing agricultural frontier, to oil and mineral extraction, tourism-driven 
conservation policies and Western notions of  private property and resource 
ownership. Changes in land tenure introduced by central governments and related 
uncertainties about resource access have been a major source of  deprivation, 
vulnerability and insecurity in pastoral areas.

Land tenure issues are undoubtedly relevant for pastoralism in terms of  their 
vulnerability. Privatization is leading to land conflicts (landlessness, insecure 
tenancy, eviction and violence) in several areas, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and Central Asia, where land privatization reforms are siphoning land rights away 
from pastoralist communities. This growing insecurity to resource access and to 
mobility options may lead to violence and conflict.

Relevant questions need to be addressed, such as why is pastoralism being 
displaced from territories where shepherds are the only people able to manage, 
improve and profit? Why are pastoralist models declining in the modern world? 
After all the research done and the information compiled, why is it so difficult to 
establish a good framework to implement pastoral models of  land management 
allowing us to improve biodiversity and ecosystem services?
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2 Governance of  the rangelands  
in a changing world

Pedro M. Herrera, Jonathan Davies and  
Pablo Manzano Baena

Introduction: diagnosis of  pastoralism and rangelands: 
drivers, constrains, impacts and consequences

Currently many countries around the world, including the most developed 
countries, consider pastoralism as a valuable economic and cultural asset (Kerven 
and Benke, 2011; Huntsinger et al., 2012). However, literature and research 
from the last decade of  the twentieth century show a significant increase in the 
vulnerability of  pastoralism, which has led to its decline (Dong et al. 2011). The 
reasons for this reduction depend on local and global drivers that have affected 
livestock keepers in different ways. Table 2.1 shows the status and tendencies of  
the main global pastoralist regions and some reasons for their situation.1

Some of  these drivers and trends may be addressed from a wider point of  view, 
which suggests that pastoralism is evolving due to high-pressure global constraints 
that will continue to change pastoralism. These pressure factors are summarized 
in Table 2.2.2

Sweeping global changes, including but not limited to economics and climate, 
are applying great pressure on pastoralism worldwide and such impacts are likely 
to intensify in the future (Crane, 2010). These include changes in land use such as 
agricultural intensification, which displaces pastoralist activities, reduces livestock 
mobility or interrupts livestock tracks. Globalization implies major changes in 
pastoralist economies when they merge with nation-states (Galvin, 2009). There 
are also deep socioeconomic impacts affecting pastoralism, some of  them closely 
related to land issues that are tearing apart the social framework of  pastoralists, 
which often contributes to marginalization.

Despite of  the global constraints addressed above, there are some common 
problems affecting governance and management worldwide. We try to describe 
the influence of  common impacts over pastoralism worldwide and extract some 
generalizations from locally addressed factors in the case studies. Our analysis 
considers the different circumstances affecting pastoralists in developing versus 
industrialized countries. Weaknesses in governance observed in several developing 
countries reveals that intensification, encroachment, conflict or settlement affect 
territories similarly – whether caused by lack of  governance or overregulation. 
Moreover, several social issues such as respect of  traditional institutions, dealing 
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with local authorities, social backup of  pastoralist activity, and interlocution may 
be addressed in the same way in any region of  the world.

The loss of  traditional management and institutions

Traditional management systems are losing authority, management capacity, civic 
representation and social integration as global economies and governance shift. 
Tribal, traditional and common institutions, based on social ties among densely 

Table 2.1 Status and drivers of  main pastoralist regions

Zone Main species Status

Sub-Saharan Africa Cattle, camel, sheep, goat Reducing due to advancing 
agriculture

Europe Small ruminants Significant decline in some 
countries due to enclosure and 
advancing agriculture, but benefits 
from environmental subsidies 
maintaining some pastoral systems

North Africa Small ruminants Reducing due to advancing 
agriculture

Near East and 
South-Central Asia

Small ruminants Locally declining due to enclosure 
and advancing agriculture

India Camel, cattle, buffalo, 
sheep, goats, ducks

Declining due to advancing 
agriculture but peri-urban livestock 
production expanding

Central Asia Yak, camel, horse, sheep, 
goat 

Expanding following de-
collectivization

Circumpolar Reindeer Expanding following de-
collectivization in Siberia, but 
under pressure in Scandinavia

North America Sheep, cattle Declining with increased enclosure 
of  land and alternative economic 
opportunities

Central America Sheep, cattle Declining with increased enclosure 
of  land and alternative economic 
opportunities

Andes Llama, alpaca, sheep Contracting llama production 
due to expansion of  road systems 
and European-model livestock 
production but increased alpaca 
wool production

South American 
lowlands

Cattle, sheep Expanding where forests are 
converted to savannah but 
probably otherwise static



Table 2.2 Pressure/impact table on pastoralism activity

Factor Impact

Introduction of  high-input, high- 
output exotic breeds

Makes pastoralists dependent on effective 
infrastructure where input supplies irregular, 
creating periodic crises

World market in livestock products Governments import cheap meat, milk, etc., 
to satisfy urban demand at expense of  pastoral 
sector

Enclosing and fencing Collapse of  traditional ‘safety-nets’ in terms of  
long-distance migration in periods of  climatic 
extremes

Encroachment on rangeland Rangeland is being eliminated through the use 
of  politically attractive but often uneconomic 
irrigation systems

International pressure for hygiene 
in slaughtering and dairying

Declining market for pastoralist and handmade 
products

Modern veterinary medicine Increases in productivity and greatly enlarged 
herds

Modern weapons Major decline in predator threats, increasingly 
violent ethnic conflict and high levels of  insecurity

Declining prestige of  dairy 
products

Terms of  trade running constantly against 
pastoral livelihoods 

Ideological interference by the 
state

Inappropriate social and management strategies 
adopted and maintained by a combination of  
subsidized inputs and implied violence

Alternative calls on pastoral work Pressure for children to go to school and younger 
people to earn cash outside the pastoral economy

Modern transportation 
infrastructure

Replaces systems where transport is a major 
element of  economic production (llamas, horses)

Emergency relief, restocking and 
rehabilitation programs

Keeps non-viable households in pastoral areas, 
thereby accelerating the cycle of  deficits

Conservation lobby Pressure to turn previously pastoral land over 
to reserved wildlife/biodiversity regions with 
corresponding hard currency income from 
tourism

Legitimization of  Indigenous and 
Community Conserved Areas

Growth in the number of  ‘Community Based 
Natural Resource Management’ type projects 
with strong foundation in governance and 
participation and contributing to dual benefits 
from livestock keeping and biodiversity 
conservation 
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populated rural areas, are now weakening due to urban migration, intensification 
of  land uses, global market influence and loss of  representation. Those systems, 
deeply rooted in rural societies, are suffering from new constraints as a result of  
their incapacity to adapt to current economic, social and political pressures. The 
reaction of  governments, which is often to dismantle such institutions and replace 
them with government organizations, has serious social, economic and ecological 
consequences.

An alternative to such government practices could be modernizing, funding, 
empowering, assisting and advocating traditional pastoralist institutions so 
established populations can retain control over rangelands. Eleanor Ostrom’s 
pivotal work Governing the Commons (Ostrom, 1990) highlighted the efficiency of  
communal arrangements and the importance of  self-regulation. Communal 
arrangements are more efficient than government alternatives because they 
do not require excessive costs for enforcement and control, relying instead on 
investment in social capital by the users, and the acceptance by them of  certain 
rules and behaviours. However, these arrangements have evolved over time and it 
is not certain that such behaviours can be fast-tracked, although as the Botswana 
chapter in this book illustrates, emergence of  such behaviours may be a natural 
tendency for some human societies.

Inappropriate government policies replacing traditional 
systems

Many traditional governance systems have been replaced or are on course to 
be replaced by government policies, which intend to be more respectful and 
democratic, following a western model that is based on ownership rather than 
on managing common rights. In many cases this substitution harms rather than 
helps pastoralists’ ability to self-govern, which negatively impacts their herding 
and rangeland management strategies.

The analysis of  land governance in developed countries shows a system based 
on hierarchical government levels (international, national, state, municipality, 
private owners), with specific competences implied for each rung of  the governance 
ladder, focused and adapted to manage locally owned land. Even protected areas 
or state owned land are governed with the assumption of  local ownership (despite 
the reality that owners could be public or private, local or not). Land planning 
tools are often static, establishing exclusive rights for exclusive uses managed by 
ownership. Moreover, policy makers create laws that make it difficult to manage 
extensive and complex areas, especially tracts of  land that involve multiple regions 
or departments like those needed for pastoral activities.

In many developing countries rangelands have been converted to government 
ownership (mainly controlled by forestry and environmental agencies), without 
assigning financial resources or personnel to develop land policies, which leaves 
decision-making processes to higher levels of  governance, where it is impossible to 
effectively manage relatively small land patches. Both processes are involved in the 
loss of  traditional (tribal, religious, community managed and even institutional) 
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governance systems that are currently losing their authority in political 
frameworks. Many drop out because of  their lack of  representation, insufficient 
funds, abandonment, or changes in political competences, all of  which leaves 
traditional institutions out of  decision-making.

There are two adaptations of  traditional pastoralist systems that are missing in 
the systems of  land governance: adjusted scale of  management and land tenure 
rights to manage extensive areas without needing ownership. Where customary 
governance systems have been lost and the state has assumed ownership of  
rangelands, inappropriate management practices are common as pastoralists 
are unable to enforce rational management strategies and they are dissuaded 
from investing in or improving land capacities. These lands lose the application 
of  traditional grazing methods – most notably seasonal herd movements – and 
thereby suffer from deterioration of  rangeland productivity.

Finally, related to this flawed arrangement, there are some problems in 
public lands subject to fee exploitation. The establishment of  fees for profiting 
from natural resources is not working well for rangelands because high fees are 
unsuitable and low fees beget poor investment in land improvements. There are 
very few examples of  working systems of  fee collection based on herd size with 
inducements to invest in good practices.

Privatization, claims and conflicts over ownership, rights 
and access

Common rights can be progressively transformed into ownership systems 
following recommendations of  global institutions assuming that ownership will 
boost economic activities, investment and modernization of  transformed lands. 
When governments take charge of  communal lands they generally classify them as 
public property; thereafter, the legal framework proclaims such land as suitable for 
certain uses (e.g. for forestry, pastoralism or environmental uses). State owned lands 
could be leased to third parties to develop highly intensive activities – like industry, 
mining, wood trimming, infrastructure and urban development – even if  they are 
governed by forestry or environmental agencies. This leads to unsustainable land 
exploitation that deteriorates productivity and damages pastoralist livelihoods. 
Often, government actions, which are intended to generate economic rights and 
access to natural resources like water, have the opposite effect on local communities, 
particularly on women who become more dependent on external institutions.

Even when livestock-breeding activity is maintained on government held lands, 
the absence of  adequate rights management procedures results in imprudent 
practices that deteriorate land. Sometimes free access to public lands without 
traditional regulation systems effectively leads to the ‘tragedy of  commons’, 
especially when livestock breeding intensifies with external inputs and is attached to 
demanding markets. In an open competence system, where traditional institutions 
are absent or overwhelmed and government is concerned only with short-term 
production, lack of  regulation leads to deleterious practices whereby herders are 
unable to apply sustainable management techniques.
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The lack of  collective land tenure is also leading to the emergence of  private 
ownership claims. The dominant position expressed by several governments 
and international institutions is to allow such claims as a way to instil a more 
dynamic economy, in the belief  that private ownership will boost investment and 
production of  these lands. However, private ownership of  rangelands tends to give 
rise to overexploitation through intensive cropping, increased herds with higher 
rates of  external inputs, which implies a loss of  fertility and production capacity, 
and land degradation processes. Moreover, private land ownership is frequently 
behind some of  the most common constraints upon pastoralist activity, such as 
grazing bans, fencing, encroachment, urbanization and closure of  stock routes.

One aspect related to change in ownership rights is their relationship with poverty. 
Ownership in the western sense has been seen as a tool to fight poverty under the 
assumption that owners take care of  their land more than others. Herders depend 
on land access rights to survive and losing those rights because of  new ownership 
policies is driving them into poverty regardless of  the intention of  land ownership 
laws. Moreover, people living in extreme poverty are highly dependent on access to 
land and other natural resources for their livelihoods and when that access fails they 
become displaced. In general, land privatization policies by governments have helped 
wealthier herders and increased the vulnerability of  poorer communal pastoralists.

The settlement of  nomadic societies

Property claims are the first step for pastoralists to settle. Regulations and bureaucracy 
associated with land ownership frequently force nomadic or mobile pastoralists to 
abandon their activity when poverty and other difficulties arise. However, settlement 
of  mobile pastoralists risks converting them into static livestock keepers, especially in 
developing countries and mostly in the same marginal territories they had previously 
lived. Sedenterization of  herders increases pressure over neighbouring rangelands 
through overgrazing and intensification and misguided land management practices 
in fragile ecosystems. However, while herd mobility remains vital for rangeland 
productivity and sustainable pastoralism, settlement of  the herding population does 
not necessarily have to be an impediment. Many pastoral societies have undergone 
profound change from being nomadic societies to becoming settled populations who 
managed mobile herds, often over large distances.

The disorientation of  nature conservation policies

If  contemporary societies want to preserve grassland ecosystems and biodiversity, 
they must apply proper grazing and livestock systems to slow down grassland 
degradation and maintain rangeland habitats. Research and practice indicate that 
preservation of  other ecosystems, habitats, and landscapes also positively correlate 
to effective grazing management. Extensive (grazing-based) livestock production 
is a financially inexpensive means of  conservation and is often the most effective 
and most profitable way to sustain valuable ecosystems like woodlands, wetlands, 
agro-silvo-pastoral lands, high mountain landscapes, savannah and tundra.
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As a result of  failure to understand the environmental benefits of  pastoralism, 
pastoralists have been marginalized from protection policies and their activity has 
been frequently banned from protected areas, woodlands and fragile ecosystems, 
often with counterproductive results. Indeed, there are conflicts between the 
conservation sector and pastoralism related to two main issues: management of  
predators attacking herds and use of  aggressive techniques in land management, 
like fire as a shrub control tool. Environmental conservationists and government 
agencies have often viewed such practices as a sign of  an aggressive attitude 
towards nature conservation, mistakenly regarding pastoralists as their enemies.

Pastoralists have not usually been included in policies or negotiations about 
nature conservation, which excludes one of  the most important collectives in 
decision-making processes concerning protected areas. As a result, those governing 
pastoral lands often conclude that pastoralism is a non-suitable or non-friendly 
activity for protected areas, discouraging herding from fragile lands, increasing 
bureaucracy, requiring permissions and even banning grazing in available lands.

Some opinion-forming institutions like FAO still address the environmental 
impact of  livestock (Steinfeld, 2006) without properly disaggregating it into 
extensive and intensive livestock production; identifying environmental costs but 
ignoring environmental benefits of  livestock production. Moreover, some deep 
impacts have been attributed to extensive livestock production without adequate 
characterization, assuming that extensive grazing still occupies and degrades vast 
areas of  land and blaming livestock for impacts of  global significance without 
distinction between the behaviour of  production systems. This attitude indicates 
the still fragile position of  pastoralism and extensive livestock and the persistent 
lack of  public consideration for this activity.

A   complex relationship with the authorities

Case studies in this work highlight difficulties in the relationships between 
authorities and pastoralists. These conflicts cover a variety of  issues, including 
land tenure and property rights, disagreements with environmental agencies, lack 
of  capacity for traditional institutions, marginalization from development and 
agricultural modernization policies and lack of  interlocution. Moreover, mobile 
pastoralist and herder communities often do not fit neatly into modern political 
frameworks. Pastoralists often feel undefended in conflicts with settled people (who 
are generally closer to local authorities and more integrated within local networks) 
and are not able to represent their interests.

When pastoralists are hardly represented politically and badly co-ordinated, 
misunderstandings and strained relationships arise. Weak co-ordination 
between governmental agencies and local communities or municipalities results 
frequently in conflicting approaches to the management of  land and natural 
resources. Herders are often damaged by these conflicts because they lack proper 
interlocution with local or state authorities. Authorities tend to interfere with 
rather than create options for low-level flexible negotiations among local user 
groups. When land-use zones are created by planning tools – or by state or federal 
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laws – the possibility of  negotiations between herders and other stakeholders and 
the ability of  independent conflict resolution is remote. Despite this, at the local 
level in many countries traditional authorities often trump legal documents in 
practice when it comes to allocating land rights.

The industrialization of  agricultural land use

An increasing number of  people worldwide are leaving rural areas to live in urban 
settlements and this global urbanization, combined with global economic growth 
is driving up demand for meat and other livestock related products, paving the 
way for intensification of  livestock production, especially in developing countries. 
This intensification has a deep environmental impact on global change (Steinfeld, 
2006) and has consequences on livestock production systems, leading to a 
process of  industrialization that is negatively affecting pastoralism and extensive 
production. Attempted intensification of  land use is one of  the major causes of  
reduction in pastoralism and rangelands culture. This intensification – particularly 
of  capital inputs – varies by country and geography, but shows common patterns, 
particularly in developing countries. One common outcome of  intensification is 
the concentration of  production in one part of  the landscape and abandonment, 
or major decline, of  the rest. The associated losses are seldom factored into 
decision-making.

Intensification of  agriculture and livestock production is one of  the major 
drivers of  land degradation (Benayas et al., 2007). The main factors in the 
degradation are overexploitation of  local resources, the misjudged adjustment of  
graze loading and dependence upon external inputs. The consequences include 
the loss of  herd fertility, desertification and increased damage from natural 
disasters. Furthermore, intensification is related to the spread of  poverty (Scherr, 
2000) despite the fact that it is usually intended to fight against scarcity.

The growth of  external inputs and market dependence

One of  the most important consequences of  intensification and privatization is that 
even when such practices boost local economies, they are also making them more 
fragile and overly dependent on external inputs. The intensification of  agriculture 
and livestock production demands fuel, machinery, fertilizers, plant protection 
products, water and other supplies that also require financial infrastructure to 
establish and maintain. Dependence on these external inputs affects livestock 
keepers by encouraging herders to keep a large number of  animals that exceed the 
carrying capacity of  a rangeland. In an effort to boost the livestock sector, some 
countries have subsidized inputs, but this has similarly encouraged overpopulation 
and diminished the relative value of  rangelands in the pastoral system, with the 
outcome of  serious desertification. Dependence upon external inputs – sometimes 
subsidized to maintain competitiveness, often artificially – makes it difficult for local 
herders to maintain a living wage. Livestock keepers often become dependent on 
loans and subsidies, losing resilience and land management capacity.
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The employment generated by agricultural and livestock intensification is 
the main goal in developing such projects, but they are not providing enough 
employment to compensate the population loss. There is no evidence that this 
form of  development is adequate to fight poverty in rangelands but its application 
in the rangelands has been proven to be a major driver of  land degradation and 
loss of  resilience.

Vulnerability of  pastoralist societies

Pastoralist societies have shown extraordinary resilience in adapting to sudden 
changes and natural disasters while maintaining their activity in difficult conditions 
in poor and marginal lands. Mobility and customary governance and social 
arrangements are central to enabling pastoralists to manage extreme climatic 
conditions that include drought and freezing depending on location. As governance 
systems break down, and as relationships with authorities and settled societies are 
affected, women and impoverished pastoralists are becoming particularly vulnerable.

Female pastoralists are key to the survival of  pastoralism; according to recent 
studies, women are the most valuable assets for the maintenance of  pastoralism 
(Kristjansonn et al., 2010; Joyce, 2007). Women act as guardians of  locally adapted 
livestock breeds as the sector experiences high-input and large-scale production 
intensification. Women’s responsibilities in the reproductive economy are deeply 
ingrained in gender roles that restrict their range of  activities. They tend to favour 
risk-avoiding livelihood strategies and while intensification is more often related 
to men’s activity women tend to adhere to locally adapted systems. Women are 
often marginalized in land rights in traditional societies but they are increasingly 
heading households in a context where men are forced to migrate to urban areas 
in search of  employment (FAO, 2012; Kleinbooi, 2013).

The legal and cultural acknowledgement of  women’s roles and responsibilities in 
pastoralist societies could lead to better frameworks and conditions for the survival 
of  endangered pastoralist societies. On the other hand, in countries where land 
rights have been equal for women, there has been a process of  rural masculinization 
where women have migrated to urban places, escaping the constraints and the 
conservatism of  rural societies. The gender equilibrium in some developed countries 
has shown an increasing abandonment and fragility of  rural communities.

Rangelands and global change

The decline of  rangelands and pastoralism is also related to global change. 
Imprudent management practices and subsequent intensification of  land uses 
contributes to global change (Society for Range Management, 2003) and climatic 
change. It is expected that these changes will increase the risk of  land degradation 
and biodiversity loss. Climate change will modify the length of  growing seasons, 
crop and livestock yields, and increase the likelihood of  food shortages, insecurity, 
and pest and disease incidence, all of  which place populations at greater health 
and livelihood risks (Neely et al., 2009).
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Grasslands, by their extensive nature, hold enormous potential to serve as 
one of  the greatest terrestrial sinks for carbon. Furthermore, livestock play an 
important role in carbon sequestration through improved pasture and rangeland 
management (Steinfeld, 2006; Tennigkeit and Wilkes, 2008). Rangelands also play 
a significant role in conserving biodiversity, and especially in providing livelihood 
benefits to local herders. Healthy grasslands, livestock and associated livelihoods 
constitute a valuable option for addressing climate change in fragile dryland 
areas where pastoralism remains the most rational strategy for maintaining the 
wellbeing of  communities (Neely,et al. 2009).

Complex problems demand complex solutions

We have so far described some of  the key factors in the weakening of  pastoralist 
governance in very different countries and backgrounds. However, it is also 
necessary to understand the way these factors interact with people and communities 
to create complex challenges that are particularly challenging to address. Complex 
systems are characterized by the constant adjustment of  components in the system 
to changes in other components as well as to outside influences. When elements 
of  the system are isolated and changed in order to make the system more efficient, 
the usual outcome is the opposite: a loss in efficiency of  the system overall.

Shanahan (2012) explained the image problem pastoralism faces, making 
reference to the situation in Kenya. Mass media ignore pastoralists’ knowledge and 
skills, which have led them to become a cornerstone of  rangelands and drylands 
economy and highlight, quite improperly, the conflicts related to pastoral activity, 

Formal legal system
� Property rights
� Inheritance
� Divorce and marital property 

rights
� Land use control

Custom and religion
� Division of labour
� Extended family 

support/responsibilities
� Inheritance
� Traditional rights of use

Status within the 
domestic unit 

� Decision-making powers
� Community/household 

support systems
� Extended family 

responsibilities

Economy and education
� Access to credit and other 

inputs
� Access to supplemental wages
� Access to legal enforcement 

rights

Women’s access

to land and housing

Figure 2.1 Factors in pastoral women’s rights3



42 Herrera, Davies and Manzano

focusing on bad stories without properly quoting the herders themselves. The 
authors played a game with Kenyan journalists, asking them for five words related 
to pastoralism. The results are mapped out below showing vividly how pastoralism 
is perceived by and portrayed in the media, and demonstrating the overwhelming 
absence of  any reference to nature conservation, land management or any other 
positive role. Though this refers only to the situation in Kenya, the situation is not 
very different in the majority of  countries.

In order to respond more effectively to the complex needs and contexts of  
pastoralism, we need an understanding of  how the different factors involved interact. 
To address this, we have reviewed several of  the case studies, identifying the principal 
drivers affecting the current scenario in order to map out the relationship between 
them. The aim is to show the emerging picture driven by several factors acting 
simultaneously and put them in a contextualized map of  the situation. This mapping 
needs to be adjusted to each particular reality, addressing local drivers. The first 
example corresponds to the Garba Tula case study from Kenya. This is the simplest 
case study to analyse this way and provides a template for two more examples below.

The schema shows how private rights and intensification weaken pastoral 
governance and increase rangeland degradation, leading to a lack of  productivity 
and increasing vulnerability of  pastoralists whose livelihoods are affected.

The Jordan case map shows the same main drivers analysed in Kenya, but 
incorporating new drivers and actors that promote degradation by overriding 
traditional management systems. Intensification is shown as a main factor in 
rangeland degradation with strong consequences for the social fabric and land rights. 
The chart also shows the increasing private ownership claims and how rangeland 
degradation is related to poverty and settlement creating a negative feedback loop 
that ends in rangeland degradation. The role of  government and private investors 
are also relevant for the loss of  traditional land access rights.

Private 
investors 

Private
interests

County 
councils

Pastoralists

Poverty

Rangelands

Degraded 
rangelands

Misappropriation of 
key resource areas 

Elite capture
Individual tenure

New intensive uses

Pressure over 
traditional 

tenure and access rights
Disruption of grazing 

routes and 
infrastructures   

Lack of representation
Weakening of traditional 

land tenure system 

Boran system
Traditional land tenure  

Private rights

Land trust 
system

Rangeland 
overuse, 

overgrazing and 
overexploitation

Lack of 
productivity

Lack of
livelihood

Figure 2.2 Mapping of  governance challenges and needs in Garba Tula, Kenya



Governance of  the rangelands in a changing world 43

On the other hand, the situation in a European country like Spain shows a 
close relationship between degradation and abandonment of  extensive uses. 
Inland northern Spain, with a valuable heritage of  common lands, is currently in 
the throes of  a deep crisis affecting rural areas that is leading to depopulation and 
to polarization of  intensive agriculture in the central region while mountains and 
rangelands are abandoned.

Some of  the drivers behave in the same way in all cases. The lack of  resources 
for nature conservation and land management, the failure of  environmental and 
forestry authorities over rangeland management (represented by regional and 
national governments boxes), the rise of  intensive agriculture as the exclusive 
production system are global trends, as are the loss of  social fabric, interlocution 
and visibility of  pastoralists and extensive farmers.

Facing rangeland degradation by restoring pastoral 
governance

Major changes like land use change, climate change, economic globalization, and 
urbanization, are seriously affecting rangeland and other grass-based ecosystems 
throughout the world. By degrading and destroying ecosystem services, these 
changes undermine the livelihoods of  millions of  poor people. One of  the main 
drivers in rangeland degradation is the loss of  traditional governance systems in 
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parallel with the abandonment of  pastoral activities and the lack of  involvement 
of  pastoralists in land management.

For many people, rangelands are places of  inspiration, yet their capacity to 
inspire is weakened when pastoralists are unable to be effective stewards. This 
book is intended to provide solid evidence that governance is the foundation of  
sustainable management, that pastoralists have the knowledge and institutions to 
manage rangelands effectively, and that when sustainably managed by pastoralists 
rangelands contribute greatly to conserving global biodiversity, mitigating climate 
change and providing high value livestock products.

The following cases studies give practical examples of  how this can be achieved, 
through heavily process-oriented work with pastoral communities, strengthening 
their rights and their voice and enabling systems of  natural resource governance 
to evolve within new social and legal frameworks. It is hoped that more actors 
will see the importance of  further strengthening pastoral governance and re-
enabling pastoralists to be the custodians of  this hugely important part of  our 
global heritage.

Notes
 1 Adapted from Blench, 2001.
 2 Drawing on Blench, 2001.
 3 Extracted from FAO, 2002a.
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3 Rangeland resource 
governance – Jordan

Fidaa F. Haddad

Overview

Planning is a key element of  sustainable land-use management particularly 
in areas that are experiencing high-levels of  competition for limited natural 
resources such as water. Integrated Natural Resource Management brings 
coordination and collaboration among the individual sectors, plus encouraging 
stakeholder participation, transparency and cost-effective local management. The 
Hima approach to strengthening integrated Natural Resource Management is a 
powerful tool for both conservation and for sustainable development. The Hima 
system implies a sense of  accountability for the actions undertaken for resource 
management with emphasis on accountability and ownership by local people for 
sustainable land use and management, to benefit themselves and their community.

Keywords: governance, rangelands, land management, pastoralism, Hima system, 
accountability, ownership

Introduction

For a long period, Jordan’s grazing lands, were characterized by effective traditional 
land tenure systems and grazing rights associated with Bedouin tribal institutions 
expressed by the term ‘Dirah’, the area throughout which a group migrated that 
included pasture and some cultivated zones. They used a grazing system known 
as ‘Hima’1, in which valued forage within a tribe’s territories was sought out while 
heavily grazed land was allowed to lie fallow to recover. Within the Dirah, certain 
good grazing areas, such as wadis and marabs (wadi fluvial outwash zones that 
are typically well vegetated), are traditionally considered to ‘belong to’ individual 
families and clans whose property rights are recognized and respected by others. 
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This practice protected the resources in these lands and organized their use in 
a way that supported their conservation and sustained productivity under the 
prevailing harsh environmental and social conditions.

With the elimination of  these systems and rights and the declaration of  grazing 
lands as State-owned lands, open to everybody, new land uses encroached on the 
rangelands. Many of  these areas have become overused without consideration to 
their resource requirements or productivity. This change in land tenure also led 
to a lack of  incentives that would encourage Bedouin pastoralists to maintain and 
conserve their resources and lands and control their grazing.

Reviving the Hima system showcases how the ability to strengthen local community 
capacities (both women and men) to protect and manage their land resources in 
proper communal efforts will reflect positively on their natural resources as well 
as social-economic growth. Ownership of  natural resources implies a sense of  
accountability for the actions undertaken in Hima management. The case will 
present analytical methods to assess the extent to which the Hima system takes 
social and economic integration into account for better governance.

The Jordanian context

Jordan is located about 80 kilometers east of  the Mediterranean Sea between 
29° 11’ to 33° 22’ north, and 34° 19’ to 39° 18’ east. The area of  land mass 
is approximately 88,778 km2 (DOS, 20122) while the area of  water bodies is 
approximately 482km2 including the Dead Sea and the Gulf  of  Aqaba. Altitude 
ranges from less than -400m (below mean sea level) at the surface of  the Dead 
Sea up to the 1,750m peak of  Jebel Rum. The climate varies from dry sub-humid 
Mediterranean in the northwest of  the country with rainfall of  about 630mm to 
desert conditions with less than 50mm within a distance of  only 100km.

The country has three distinct ecological zones: the Jordan Valley, which forms 
a narrow strip, located below the mean sea level, and has warm winters and hot 
summers with irrigation being mainly practised in this area; the western highlands 
where rainfall is relatively high, and climate is typical of  Mediterranean areas; and 
the arid and semi-arid inland to the east, known as the ‘Badia’, where the annual 
rainfall is below 200mm. Badia is a standard Arabic word describing the arid, 
semi-arid and desertified lands which include the open rangeland where Bedouins 
(nomads) live and practise seasonal livestock grazing.

The Jordanian National Rangeland Strategy (MoA, 2001) indicates that Jordan 
is a country dominated by an arid climate and fragile ecological systems. The 
country suffered drastically from sudden increases in population due to political 
conditions that prevailed during the second half  of  the twentieth century. With 
a population of  6.4 million, Jordan struggles with limited natural resources and 
serious environmental challenges. Desertification and declining standards of  
living have forced locals to abandon pastoralism and migrate to urban centres. 
Desertification and over grazing have allowed for inevitable outcomes: poverty 
and unemployment (Ministry of  Planning, 2009). Due to various factors, most of  
the country is subject to one form or another of  desertification.
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Site setting

The zarqa River Basin is one of  the most significant basins in Jordan with respect 
to its economic, social and agricultural importance. It is located in the central 
northern part of  Jordan and covers an area of  3,567km2 from the upper north-
eastern point to its outlet near King Talal Dam in the west and is part of  five 
governorates: Amman, Balqa, Jerash, Mafraq and zarqa. Most of  the land in the 
zarqa River Basin is considered arid or semi-arid.

Land degradation is extensive in the basin and is largely the outcome of  
human mismanagement and development that has not been well informed of  
environmental risks. This degradation has compromised human well-being and 
social and economic development. Biodiversity is decreasing, and improper land 
use and heavy ground water extraction represent significant causes of  degradation 
of  land and vegetation. Specific factors in degradation include population 
increase; land tenure and ownership conflicts; lack of  environmentally friendly 

Figure 3.1 Map of  Jordan with its 12 governorates. Source: Wikimedia Commons, under 
the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license

Published 11 August 2012 | Author: TUBS | Map of  administrative divisions of  Jordan http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Jordan,_administrative_divisions_-_Nmbrs_-_monochrome.svg

1. Irbid, 2. Ajlun, 3. Jarash, 4. Al Mafraq, 5. Al Balqa’, 6. ‘Amman, 7. Az zarqa, 8. Madaba, 9. Al Karak, 
10. At Tafilah, 11. Ma’an, 12. Al ‘Aqabah
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national land-use management plans and policy; weak enforcement of  agricultural 
legislation and guidelines for best practices; and other barriers that include limited 
knowledge, communication, and institutional coordination (MoJordan, 2007).

In both the western and eastern parts of  the zarqa River Basin, considerations 
of  economic viability and long-term sustainability have been absent in land 
management decisions. Depletion of  natural resources is to a large extent caused 
by short-term financial interests in use of  land and water by affluent individuals, 
often having the right connections in the capital.3 This has been furthered by 
external economic developments and the weaknesses or near absence of  both 
environmentally sustainable policies and their enforcement. As a result, rural 
livelihood strategies are shifting from livestock production/range management and 
rain-fed cereals to highly intensified agriculture such as poultry, cattle production 
and irrigated vegetables and orchards, partly linked to export markets. Inevitably, 
this production takes place in a small proportion of  the land but uses the majority 
of  available water resources. The promise of  short-term financial gains, even in 
the more remote and eastern/southern regions of  the country, has also led to a 
trend among Bedouin tribal families, whose livelihoods previously depended on 
range management, to increasingly make fixed ownership claims on either tribal 
land or government lands (IUCN, Securing Rights Baseline study 2011d).
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History of  livestock management and land degradation

For many years, Jordan’s rangelands were characterized by effective land tenure 
systems and grazing rights associated with tribal institutions. Land and water 
were controlled by the Ashira (clan) represented by the Sheikh (tribal leader) and 
were linked to the notion of  Dirah. The term Dirah refers to the tribal territory, 
together with a system of  exchange organized around the Khuwa (the forced 
payment to clans in return for their protection) (adapted from Bocco, 1987). This 
arrangement protected the resources within those lands and provided for their 
use in ways that helped rangeland conservation and continued productivity 
under the prevailing environmental and social conditions. Upon elimination of  
these systems and rights and the declaration of  rangelands as State-owned areas 
that are open for everybody to use, new unsustainable land uses encroached 
upon the rangelands. Many of  these areas were overused without consideration 
of  the resource sustainability requirements or their long-term productivity. The 
elimination of  tribal ownership also led to a lack of  incentives to encourage 
Bedouins and other pastoralists to maintain and conserve resources and 
rangelands under their control and use (Ministry of  Agriculture, 2001).

The pastoral communities continue informally to claim common tribal 
rights and enjoy free access and use of  natural resources in their rangelands. 
However, these community claims are only recognized in settled areas. In all the 
unsettled areas, the State asserts ownership regardless of  customary tribal claims. 
State claims over grazing lands changed the traditional welfare system, caused 
the breakdown of  resource allocation mechanisms, and transformed secured-
access rights into secured-tenure rights. Consequently, customary management 
rules are often no longer being enforced. State appropriation did not deny 
local communities access to their traditional pasture but favoured a situation of  
open-access to grazing and expansion of  barley cultivation. In addition, water 
is bought and sold in pastoral areas, especially during droughts, which makes it 
increasingly difficult for poorer and less powerful groups in society to access water. 
This includes women, who then become more dependent on their husbands to 
provide money and access.

In the project sites in western zarqa, very little grazing land is left (less than 
3km² in each village), and range management for grazing purposes has become 
a marginal activity both in terms of  land use and livelihoods. However, sites 
have been identified where it is possible to demonstrate how, under rapidly 
changing demographics and industrialization conditions, alternative models for 
an extensive range management can be established.

In short, the roots of  the problem lie in the country’s rapid population increase, 
land and water mismanagement, and lifestyle change. The roots of  these problems 
include:4

•	 Land tenure: abolishing collective tribal land tenures led to the emergence 
of  private ownership that exploits lands unsustainably and at the expense of  
traditional pastoralists in the area.
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•	 Poor marketing of  livestock and agricultural products.
•	 Weak coordination between relevant governmental agencies and local 

communities resulting in conflicting approaches to the management of  land 
and natural resources.

•	 Scarcity of  drinking water and lack of  sanitation.
•	 Bedouin settlements allowing livestock to overgraze in specific areas.
•	 Subsidizing (barley) during the dry seasons has encouraged livestock herders 

to keep large numbers of  animals that exceed the carrying capacity of  the 
rangeland.

All these factors contribute to desertification and land degradation in the zarqa 
River Basin. Its plant cover has fallen victim to growing water demand, leading to 
large-scale groundwater extraction that further depletes its aquifers. Indigenous 
plant biodiversity has decreased drastically, shifting productive land to arid and 
industrialized zones and limiting its production for fodder. This has occurred in 
addition to a decline in the number of  livestock producers while the numbers of  
livestock have increased slightly over the years. This indicates an increase in large-
scale commercial operations and movement of  thousands of  small herders out of  
their traditional livelihood occupation (DOS, 2011).5 Over the last four decades, 
especially in the western zarqa River Basin, the local community’s response has 
been to purchase fodder and use arid land for livestock grazing, as well as shift 
from animal husbandry and rangeland management to permanent agriculture to 
improve their living standards (OPTIMA, 20066).

Rangeland policy setting

Environmental planning and policy formulation in Jordan prior to the 1990s was 
based on a sector-specific approach with little consideration of  environmental 
concerns.7 Environmental planning and policy formulation came of  age in 1991, 
when the Ministry of  Municipal and Rural Affairs and the Environment, with 
technical assistance from the International Union for Conservation of  Nature 
(IUCN) and financial assistance from USAID, led a national consultation process 
and formulated the National Environmental Strategy (NES).

According to the Agriculture Law (20) of  1973, the rangelands are a strong 
element in Jordanian culture, historical discourse, social imagery, and social history 
and have significant cultural and heritage value. The law defined the rangelands 
as ‘all lands8 registered as such and any other State-owned lands where annual 
rainfall is below 200mm and that do not have sustainable irrigation, or the lands 
confined for public use’. Thus, this law took only the average annual rainfall into 
consideration, and disregarded other factors which play vital roles in defining the 
rangelands, such as, the land topography, fertility, and physical and morphological 
characteristics, which have a close relationship with rangelands’ utilization and 
sound management (MoA, 2001).

As for the Jordanian National Rangeland Strategy (MoA, 2001), this indicates 
‘directive top-down’ policies, laws and regulations and prescriptive extension 



Rangeland resource governance – Jordan 51

have not worked well, while much can be learnt ‘from successful project and 
program experience with participatory approaches involving all stakeholders 
in rangeland management decision-making, planning and implementation.’ It 
concludes by recommending ‘an overall rangeland strategy with a complementary 
set of  policies, regulations, and support services, to ensure that user groups and 
communities have the security of  tenure and incentives to use the rangelands in a 
sustainable manner while optimizing production and their income’ (Hadadin and 
Tarawneh, 2007).

An in-depth policy analysis illustrated that after ten years, not much progress 
has been made to develop such a strategy through specific policies and legislation 
to strengthen action on the ground. Many of  the difficulties facing environmental 
management in Jordan, such as a lack of  institutional and human capacity, as well 
as legislative, institutional, technical, management and implementation problems, 
are relevant to the management of  the rangelands.

The gaps between intentions and practice in rangeland 
governance

In Jordan, natural ranges are defined as

the wide-open, non-fenced lands where fodder grow naturally that are not 
suitable for traditional farming due to lack of  rain, low fertility, rough terrain 
and high rockiness or because of  a combination of  these factors, which makes 
the land optimum use restricted to production of  fodder for animals’. 

(Abu-zanat et al., 1993; Sankari, 1977)

In 1971, when Jordan introduced the Rangeland Land Law, the government 
declared that all uncultivated land belonged to the State and that all land receiving 
less than 200mm of  precipitation per year, unless privately owned, was for 
communal pastoral use.

The 2002 provisional agricultural law addressed many articles related to 
rangeland and its management and Article 36 defined rangeland as lands 
registered in the name of  the Kingdom’s treasury or any other State lands in 
which the annual rainfall is less than 200mm, except for:

a Lands permanently irrigated and agricultural projects and housing lands 
established before the coming into force of  this law.

b Lands exploited for public benefit purposes or allocated to serve the State and 
its institutions’ interests prior to the coming into force of  this law, or the lands 
that the Council of  Ministers decided to allocate for this purpose after the 
implementation of  this law’s provisions.

Over the last 60 years, there has been a decline in the overall contribution 
of  natural rangelands to animal feeding in Jordan, from 85 per cent in the 
1950s to 30 per cent without complementary feeding in 1993 (Juneidi and 
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Abu-zanat et al.,1993) and to less than 10 per cent in 2011 (Sidahamed et al., 
2011). Rangeland vegetation now provides between 90 days and zero days of  
supplemental grazing each year to Badia livestock depending on the location 
and the rainfall and when grazing is performed twice, in the spring and in 
the autumn (Sidahamed et al., 2011). Furthermore, the government policy of  
subsidizing prices of  imported inputs, especially during the dry season, has also 
encouraged livestock herders to keep a large number of  animals that exceed the 
carrying capacity of  the rangeland.

Given the extremely low rainfall, this area is not usually regarded as suitable 
for agriculture. Despite this, cropping is common all along the western edge 
of  the rangelands. The most common pattern is rain-fed winter barley, and 
the ploughing of  undisturbed rangeland is usually associated with this crop. 
Yields are so poor that it is difficult to demonstrate that such production is 
economically viable, and its function may be as much to bolster land claims as 
to provide cereals, which clearly replaced the communal livelihood practices 
such as traditional grazing (MoA, 2013).

Furthermore, a study conducted by the National Compensation Fund shows 
that mining and continuous land harvesting worked against natural ecological 
processes where significant areas have been degraded.

Our initial review of  the extent to which Jordanian rangelands have an 
effective governance framework was based on the definition from IUCN Social 
Policy Program: ‘The norms, institutions and processes that determine how 
power and responsibilities are exercised, how decisions are taken, and how 
citizens participate in the management of  natural resources.’ We can clearly 
conclude that the rangeland governance system is weak due to weak property 
rights which were associated with tribal institutions. In these conditions, it is not 
surprising that communities no longer feel accountable for the protection and 
management of  land resources. Without this accountability, any intervention will 
fail to succeed in the rangeland governance system. However, retaining systems 
such as Hima has undoubtedly found support among rangeland communities 
and managers who recognize that past management practices and some current 
ones have proven the need to encourage the participation of  beneficiaries in 
range development and management activities, especially given their traditional 
knowledge.

To improve the rangeland system within the Jordan’s rangeland laws and the 
country’s priorities means looking beyond the State sites, as governance may rest 
with the public sector, private owners or the community. Improved participatory 
sustainable land management ‘SLM’, which operates through two related and 
overlapping processes called The Planning Cycle Framework and The Stakeholder 
Dialogue for Concerted Action, is a key approach used for combining human 
ownership and accountability over land resources with rangeland ecosystem 
protection that is well known in Jordanian Islamic culture as the Hima system.9
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Strategic planning cycle for sustainable land 
management (SLM)

The planning cycle framework

This first step provides a methodology that ensures the development of  holistic 
planning where the needs of  end-users are brought together with intermediate-
level land managers from the local governorate and natural resources-related 
ministries. Taking into consideration gender and different wealth and power 
groups in the planning stage ensures that the poorest and most vulnerable have 
their equitable share and access and can exercise control and ownership over 
land resources. The planning process identifies and develops location-specific 
long-term visions and strategies for land resource management for combating 
desertification. These are based on a careful reflection of  environmental-related 
problems and the development needs of  the community. The process is supported 
by several participatory tools for collecting and analysing relevant information 
such as stakeholders’ analysis and PRA (Participatory Rural Appraisal). Visioning 
exercises consist of  mapping natural resources in their current state, including 
areas of  degradation, followed by mapping of  desired future states. Locals then 
agree on a plan of  action for getting from the current state to the envisioned 
state, with a strong emphasis on defining the roles and responsibilities of  the local 
community.

The process attempts to incorporate the uncertainty of  the future by 
considering a series of  different scenarios. The logic of  the decisions is tested 
through a process of  discussion and reflection. Pilot projects further check the 
potential of  the stakeholders (who have not previously worked in this way) to 
develop further trust and coordination. Thus, the participating stakeholders 
at local and intermediate levels are able to make the technical and political 
decisions to begin the process of  effective development and management of  
their land resources. Through this process of  holding stakeholder discussions, the 
ultimate aim of  building the capacity of  the participants to continue this work in 
the future is gradually achieved.

Stakeholder dialogue and concerted action

The planning cycle process described above feeds into this second process that 
brings national and local level decision-makers together to further debate what 
is critical rangeland of  national concern. Using a facilitated approach; a range 
of  influential actors around rangeland management are challenged to come to a 
strategic consensus on how to work together to tackle local specific issues of  shared 
concern. Output from local community exercises is used in meetings, to highlight 
the need for innovation and policy revision. Different opinions, perceptions, 
preoccupations, assumptions, and prejudices among the participants are made 
explicit, and discussion between them is always encouraged. The process is 
intended to open the debate regarding the urgency of  the situation and the need 
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to remove barriers for innovation, to explicitly, consider the poorest end-users, 
and to better understand the whole fabric of  land tenure and rangeland policy. 

The participation of  the parliamentary representative in conducting training 
workshops on management and development and different tribal meetings had 
a big influence on the participants (local committees of  the four Hima sites) and 
increased their sense of  the importance of  the subject and the seriousness of  the 
governmental parties in working with them.

Evidence for improved local governance and benefit sharing

The Hima initiative has improved the exchange of  information, social organization, 
and decision-making process between stakeholders and has raised awareness with 
respect to constraints and opportunities that affect the performance of  actors as 
innovators. It has brought end-users, policy makers and members of  parliament 
together to recognize that their current rangeland degradation problems and 
future solutions are interlinked.

To achieve this impact, the mentality that rules land management has had to 
be challenged. Every member of  the land management structure has to attain a 
degree of  mutual understanding and a clear, unified vision of  how his or her roles 
and responsibilities contribute to the inalienable human rights to land resources 
and improved living standards. Key to this goal is the development of  the different 
actors’ capacity to participate in the management structure and fulfil people’s rights 
and obligations. The Hima system represents a simple, practical, and resourceful 
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Figure 3.3 The stakeholder dialogue and concerted Action process function at three levels 
within society with the project team acting largely as facilitator
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approach to reach this consensus, activate the power of  change at the local level, 
and empower people to make local initiatives that can help themselves and the 
government to raise their living standards and take control of  their land resources.

In Jordan, the Hima initiatives promote better management practices to 
strengthen natural resource governance. Various local Hima sites around the 
zarqa River Basin established through negotiations between various branches 
of  government and communities aim to identify land that the community could 
manage and restore for their own use. The four local Hima initiatives are as 
follows.

Hashmyia: A   community standing together

The deterioration of  pastures has substantial implications on the Hashmyia 
community. While livestock owners suffer from land degradation, pollution, and 
high cost of  production inputs like fodder, heads of  households complain about 
the declining ability of  households to maintain food self-sufficiency. Additionally, 
several earlier projects had a negative impression on the community by blocking 
them out of  any decision-making processes.

To address these challenges, a local committee was formed representing all 
Hashmyia community segments and different stakeholders. This committee acts 
as a networking hub, to spread knowledge to the rest of  the community. After 
work began, the community requested that the government adopt an improved 
participatory approach to conferring management rights to the community. The 
government finally accepted the terms and has given the community access to 50 
hectares as a trial to demonstrate that they have the capacity to restrict access and 
manage and restore the rangeland, on the condition that if  they are not capable 
the land will return to government care.

Halabat: combined efforts

The community of  Halabat has faced particular hardship since abandoning their 
former mobile lifestyle and settling. Increased unemployment and decreased 
income have resulted from the deterioration of  pastures, which present the main 
source of  income, with no present alternatives available. These challenges have led 
to decreased vegetative cover and the loss of  valuable grazing plants in Halabat.

The community sought to create a Hima in their area to demonstrate 
sustainable management of  rangeland and livestock production. However, the 
local community was reluctant to allocate an area from their tribal lands for that 
cause, pushing for an agreement with the Antiquities Department to establish a 
Hima on 250 dunums (25 Ha) of  public lands and reviving sustainable traditional 
grazing and cultivation practices.
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Duliel: adapting to change

Duliel’s long history of  dense tree cover and abundant water has been replaced 
in the past few decades by rapid desertification due to the expansion of  factories 
and industrial waste. Another key challenge to pastoral livelihoods stems from 
land tenure as most of  the land is either governmental (miri) or designated for 
military exercises. Moreover, the area lacks rainwater-harvesting techniques that 
can provide for pastoral agriculture in light of  the poor rainfall and effects of  
climate change.

Working with the locals in the area, an awareness campaign targeting 200 
women and other community members has used a participatory video approach 
to identify their problems and document their suggestions. These approaches 
have allowed the community to develop a vision for restoring rangeland plants by 
20–30 per cent, which will later reflect on the economic and social situation of  
livestock owners in their areas.

A Hima was established with proper rangeland management, to aid in the 
revival of  indigenous plants necessary for sustainable pastoralism. Livestock will 
be allowed to graze in the Hima when it has begun to recover, but cultivation has 
been excluded from the area. The aim is for managed grazing to no longer be a 
desertification factor, but rather to contribute to spreading desirable seeds to wider 
rangeland areas. The outcomes shall encourage the adoption of  this method in 
other areas of  Duliel while the resultant benefits to the community, especially 
women, will alleviate poverty and improve living standards.

Bani-Hashem: political support does count

Bani-Hashem consists of  four communities located 21km north of  zarqa City 
and has a total population of  15,000, mostly of  Bedouin origin. The area was 
originally characterized by rich plant cover and abundant water resources, which 
encouraged Bedouin tribes to settle there as early as the 1850s. Despite the 
above-mentioned factors, livestock remained a core socio-economic element for 
Bani-Hashem’s communities, meeting some of  their basic nutritional needs and 
providing an additional source of  income. The current population of  livestock 
in the area is around 5,000 heads (sheep and goats) whose owners have several 
complaints including a lack of  sufficient pastures, high costs of  forage, difficulties 
in marketing livestock products, water scarcity and the spread of  livestock diseases.

To address these problems, a Hima was established with a vision of  achieving 
ecologically sustainable rangeland management, supporting social, ecologically 
and economic activities. The Hima land is being rehabilitated through natural 
regeneration, and indigenous plants are being restored to contribute to improving 
living standards in Bani-Hashem. Through the Ministry of  Agriculture’s support, 
the local community obtained the Prime Minister’s approval to allocate 100Ha 
of  rangelands for use and management by the community.

To ensure sustainability, a tribal charter was drafted and signed by community 
members pledging protection from violations. The charter acquired an official 
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status by involving law enforcement authorities in its application while a local 
committee was formed through the local cooperative society ‘Community Based 
Organization’ (CBO) to coordinate the management of  the Hima following 
tribal traditions.

The local initiative of  the Bani-Hashem Hima embraces the belief  that 
women are important actors of  change and holders of  significant knowledge and 
skills related to mitigation, adaptation, and reduction of  risks relevant to land 
degradation. This makes them crucial agents in this area through information 
and knowledge sharing, which are necessary to improve community livelihoods. 
Therefore, women were included in the CBO’s management bodies as founding 
members and on the administrative board.

Protecting the pilot area allowed shrubs and grasses to regenerate, restoring the 
land’s vegetation. Even some indigenous species, such as Artemisia herba-alba, 
reappeared in the Hima site. A total of  36 native plant species was recorded in 
the site, mainly on the north-western slope which receives the highest amounts of  
rainfall. After one year of  activities and protecting their Hima area from herders 
(without using fencing), biodiversity benefits can already be observed through the 
increase of  biomass and restoration of  indigenous floral species.

Reasons for success

Capacity building: The Hima initiative set out an effective framework for capacity 
building at various levels to improve sustainable rangeland management. 
Sustainability is a central premise if  capacity building is understood as being 
more than simply training, but rather a process of  allowing people to have 
influence over decisions and resources that affect their livelihoods in the long 
term (Enabling poor rural people to overcome poverty, IFAD, 2009)  This process 
involved collaboration between wide ranges of  stakeholders, capacity building to 
strengthen interaction between local and national-level governance bodies and 
to define the existing and future decision-making of  roles and responsibilities.

The key factors of  the initiative’s capacity building are that:

•	 It is problem and vision focused. That is, it addresses clearly identified 
problems, within the context of  achieving a clearly articulated long-term 
vision.

•	 It sees the creation of  a commonly owned and accepted body of  key 
information, qualitative and quantitative, as essential to the development of  
effective community planning.

•	 It acknowledges that there will always be multiple paths to resolving problems 
and achieving ideals and that deciding between them is a political issue.

•	 It recognizes that different levels of  risk are associated with different courses 
and that effective planning seeks to minimize immediate and long-term 
risks.

•	 It brings to the foreground the voice of  local communities and end-users and 
tries to advocate for the rights of  the underprivileged among them.
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Empowerment for building local ownership: at the local level, the initiative focused on 
building the capacity of  the involved stakeholders, mainly the civil society groups, 
through a non-conventional capacity building and planning approach to reach a 
level of  competence within the civil society groups that will allow them to respond 
better to the actual needs of  the community. Capacity building of  those groups 
provides them with the knowledge and skills that will enable them to play a major 
role in the reform process and hence contribute to the welfare of  the community. 
The SLM approach explores the substantial skills that communities already have 
and the ability to innovate through various tools, including PRA and stakeholder 
analysis.

Community empowerment will be unsustainable if  it is not embedded in 
institutional structures. It is crucial to have linkages between the community and 
other stakeholders, and community empowerment needs to be accompanied by 
local government empowerment. The Hima approach strengthens supportive 
governance arrangements for sustainably managed rangelands, conserving 
biodiversity and supporting resilient livelihoods through local knowledge and 
traditional resource tenure.

The key factors in empowerment are:

•	 Organizing and improving community participation.
•	 Creating sustainable networks and communication mechanisms with various 

stakeholders, especially local government.
•	 Finding shared strategies for the development of  local land resources.
•	 Financing pilot projects to create tangible evidence of  the importance of  

strategic planning.
•	 Promoting a gender-sensitive approach to enhance the voices of  women and 

the poor for participation in public dialogue, inclusion in the community and 
development affairs, and demand for greater and better service within their 
own communities and from local governments and institutions.

Mechanism to motivate decisions: planning and management require effort, cost 
money, and use up other resources. Investing in these resources only makes sense 
when the effort involved is outweighed by the benefits gained or the problems 
avoided. The achievement of  real and lasting benefits is not something that can 
be easily achieved by one agency operating alone. It requires the building of  new 
and innovative partnerships, which include governmental, civil society, private 
sector, and donor agencies. Strong partnerships bring institutional capabilities and 
human resources together in the form of  skills, experiences, and ideas to tackle 
common problems that are often beyond the capacity of  a single organization 
or community group. The participatory approach cannot be achieved unless 
suitable skills are acquired. These include facilitation, negotiation, appreciation 
of  information, the art of  dialogue and the acceptance of  others. These skills can 
be acquired through the process but require a lot of  patience and understanding 
of  the local customs and power dynamics, as well as a good level of  trust and 
respect within the working team (Laban, 2008, Rewarding Ecosystems Rewarding 
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People, http://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/rewarding_ecosystems_rewarding_
people__reward_sharm_al_shaikh_report__final.pdf)

This partnership between the Ministry of  Agriculture (which acknowledged 
the local customary law of  land resource management (Hima) and encouraged 
the updating of  the national rangeland strategy), local Hima committees (with 
government, community based organizations, and various other community 
groups including women, the landless, youth, etc.) and members of  parliament 
discussed the problems surrounding rangeland degradation caused by human 
activities and agreed on the implementation of  joint activities to address the 
problem and improve the land resources.

Partnering with government, can also help CBOs promote external linkages, 
and enhance the effectiveness, and reduce costs while local governments can benefit 
through expanding service delivery and deepening the participation of  citizens in 
local activities. However, effective partnering requires addressing structural and 
legal flaws in local government design that limit local government accountability or 
capacity and requires ensuring an enabling environment within which community 
cooperatives and civil society can operate. It is important to ensure adequate 
political, administrative, and fiscal decentralization. Local governments need to 
have both the authority and resources to plan and coordinate local-level strategic 
plans and provide local frontline services (A Handbook for Trainers on Participatory 
Local development, 2007).

Engaging underprivileged groups in different meetings: the management of  natural 
resources is a long-term, complex, multi-stakeholder process in which many 
players at different levels have to assume responsibilities and accountabilities to 
others (Röling and Engel, 1991). The sustainability of  specific NRM measures is 
at risk when those directly concerned in the local communities are not involved 
and feel no ownership over the resource and for the way it is used and managed.

In-depth social analysis was conducted to assess community structuring with 
respect to gender, and different wealth and power groups to ensure that the 
poorest and most vulnerable have an equitable share in land resources and can 
exercise control and ownership over it. This process defines the conditions leading 
to the empowerment of  women regarding the access and control of  resources and 
the equitable distribution of  benefits from reviving Hima such as the creation of  
income-generating alternatives for women.

What is still needed for effectiveness of  Hima 
governance system?

The Hima model, is reviving rapidly, and there is a growing support for this 
method which is characterized by greater social sensitivity and broad flexibility 
in its approach. The issues brought to light by this Hima initiative are more 
encouraging at the outset for the effectiveness of  the rangeland governance 
system.

Despite the progress mentioned above, there is clearly more work to be 
done to have effective governance of  the rangelands. This includes ensuring 
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that a comprehensive approach is reflected in national legislation with clear 
consideration of  the implication of  land ownership fragmentation and property 
rights. This process must create an enabling policy environment to institutionalize 
the cooperation between government and local communities. This will maintain 
the sustainable use of  natural ecosystems to meet community needs while ensuring 
long-term protection and conservation of  biodiversity.

Although the updated Jordanian Rangeland Strategy 2013 clearly recognizes 
the importance of  Hima systems for reversing land degradation and reflects the 
desire to upscale this initiative to different sites in Jordan, our analysis suggests 
that the understanding of  the relationship between Hima and land use10 in Jordan 
remains insufficient, especially in relation to property rights.

A need exists to review the land-use policies, laws, regulations, and bylaws 
for effective management of  resources that are managed communally. These 
must consider incentives for farmers and herders to improve land-use practices 
(sustainability, reduced land fragmentation). Also, there is a need for programs 
supporting breed improvement, flock management, and range management and 
combating the expansion of  crop cultivation (usually low-yield field crops) at the 
expense of  the fragile rangeland ecosystem. Furthermore, it is necessary to assess 
the threats caused by urbanization and the encroachment of  human settlements 
in arable areas and the poor support of  green belts around cities.

The effectiveness of  rangeland governance is at risk when those directly 
concerned with local communities are not involved and feel no ownership over 
their natural land resource. This can be addressed when they recognize the 
land benefits they are sharing, have access and control over resources, have the 
knowledge and capacity to manage their resources, and have functional community 
institutional structure. All of  these are critical to determining to what extent the 
basic rights of  local people to use a resource are or can be fulfilled and will ensure 
the sustainability of  land restoration.

After three years, Hima systems have started to improve environmental as well 
as social conditions in the site area. Tribal conflicts over natural resources have 
reduced, grazing seasons are now better managed, and the indigenous biodiversity 
is revived. Solving overgrazing will no longer mean keeping livestock from grazing 
in a protected area, but lead to better managed grazing periods. These solutions 
have paved a way forward that builds on the capacities of  the local community 
and increase the involvement of  different groups, mainly women. These played 
a major role in improving their livelihoods through securing their access and 
management rights and building relationships with government institutions.

Notes
 1 Hima – Arabic for ‘conserved area’; an ancient land use zoning concept. Its practice 

dates back to the pre-Islamic era (over 1,447 years ago) in the Arabian Peninsula, and 
was further shaped by Islamic principles for social development (WANA Forum 2012).

 2 http://www.dos.gov.jo/dos_home_a/jorfig/2012/2.pdf.
 3 IUCN Securing Rights and Restoring Land Project Baseline study (zarqa River Basin) 

2011 (IUCN, 2011d).
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 4  IUCN Reviving Hima Case study 2012 (IUCN, 2012a).
 5 For example, the number of  sheep and goat keepers declined from 29,650 families in 

2010 to 25,469 in 2011 because of  the vulnerability of  the smallholders to market and 
environmental shocks (MOA, 2011).

 6 Optimization for Sustainable Water Resources Management Project, a zarqa River 
Case Study http://www.ess.co.at/OPTIMA/.

 7 National Capacity Self-Assessment for Global Environmental Management (MoEnv 
Jordan 2007).

 8 The area of  these lands is about 80 million dunums (8 million hectares) or 90 per cent 
of  the kingdom’s total area of  89.3 million dunums (MoA, 2001).

 9 See Note 1.
 10 Land ownership in Jordan can be categorized as the following (Al-Oun, 2008):

•	 Land that is privately owned and called (Miri and Mulk), which is owned by 
individuals that is registered and documented.

•	 Tribal land (Wajehat El-Ashayeria), which is claimed by the tribe and historically 
distributed by the sheikhs.

•	 Public land with free access to all resources (Al mawat), which is the land owned 
by the state and but at the same time claimed by tribes, although it is not divided 
among the tribe members.
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Overview

The forms of  grassroots governance that have emerged in three different land 
tenure settings, Arizona, California, and Texas are examined in terms of  how they 
help ranchers maintain access to rangeland resources within each setting. Ranchers 
and pastoralists need a web of  social and political relations to secure their ability 
to benefit from rangelands, regardless of  whether they own, rent, or are permitted 
to use the land by a government agency. In the Malpai Borderlands, where much 
of  the rangeland is leased from a few public agencies, the need to use prescribed 
burning, maintain access to public lands, and stave off  land fragmentation and 
development has led to the emergence of  a grassroots rancher organization with a 
system of  conservation easements whose permanence is linked to stability of  public 
leases, and a burn and land conservation plan that benefits both ranchers and fire 
agencies. In California, where a significant proportion of  rangeland is private but 
diverse types of  public and reserved land are important, the California Rangeland 
Conservation Coalition communicates the benefits of  grazing to agency managers, 
and has produced a strategic plan for maintaining rangelands and ranching, in 
an effort to help keep the growing proportion of  public and reserved rangeland 
available for grazing. In Texas, where the vast majority of  rangeland is privately 
owned, wildlife management associations help ranchers to manage and market 
game species for hunting in an increasingly fragmented landscape. These wildlife 
associations help increase benefits to ranchers from game species, a common pool 



Ranchers, land tenure, and grassroots governance 63

resource, while maintaining habitat on a landscape scale. All of  these groups rely 
on creating connections among ranchers and regulatory or management agencies, 
and on sharing knowledge, labor, and resources. Each supports research and policy 
that benefits pastoralism in ways that an individual rancher cannot. All of  them are 
involved in transboundary management, whether it is fire, wildlife, or maintaining 
a grazing calendar of  several different ownerships. Finally, each group maintains 
that they are benefiting rangelands, including supporting biodiversity.

Keywords: governance, rangelands, land management, ranching, access

Introduction

Ranchers in the United States maintain production amidst differing configurations 
of  rangeland control and ownership (Starrs 1998; Fairfax et al. 2005). As is 
common in grazing economies, they rely on access to large areas of  land, often 
with tenuous property rights through leases and permits (Huntsinger et al. 2010). 
Here we examine forms of  grassroots governance that have emerged in three 
different land tenure settings, Texas, Arizona, and California, and how they 
help ranchers maintain access to rangeland resources within each setting. Using 
the analytic framework of  Ribot and Peluso (2003), we show that ranchers and 
pastoralists need a web of  social and political relations to secure their ability to 
benefit from rangelands, regardless of  whether they own, rent, or are permitted to 
use the land by a government agency (Li and Huntsinger 2011).

This approach is useful in understanding the role of  these grassroots governance 
structures across vastly different institutional arrangements for landowners and 
land use in the United States. Even when rangelands are private property held 
individually, and the right to benefit seems most straightforward, the emphasis 
for a pastoralist must be on maintaining the ability to benefit despite regulatory, 
market, environmental, social and political relations that might seek to constrain 
such ability. Where land tenure is complex, with diverse owners and ownership 
types, the right to benefit comes through leases and permits with diverse objectives 
and constraints. Acquiring and maintaining the ability to benefit involves 
coping with multiple social and political relationships, institutional contexts, 
and competitors for access to the same land. When rangeland is largely owned 
by the government, finding points of  leverage and strategies for negotiation 
become critical for maintaining a right to benefit, as well as ability to benefit, 
that in many places is growing increasingly tenuous due to larger-scale social, 
political, and economic changes. When land is owned by the rancher, income 
sufficient to support the property is critical to maintain access to the resource 
and to reduce rangeland conversion to other uses. In turn, government agencies 
with environmental goals sometimes want to influence management on private 
land in the context of  the considerable autonomy landowners have in the United 
States. In each of  our three case studies, grassroots governance structures act 
to help pastoralists navigate the contextual factors that shape their access to the 
rangeland resources they need.
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Ribot and Peluso’s work (2003) on rights and access provides an analytic frame 
for comparing how land tenure and regulatory arrangements influence the ability 
of  ranchers to benefit from rangelands, and result in the emergence of  different 
grassroots governance forms. For ranchers using extensive rangelands, the ability 
to benefit from the resources is as important, or more important, than the right to 
benefit in the form of  landownership or a grazing permit. A right of  use allocation 
like a grazing permit can grant someone the right to benefit from a piece of  land, 
but if  the rights holder does not have the ability to use the resources profitably, he 
or she will not be able to benefit from the land to maintain his or her enterprise. 
For example, if  a permit or lease is granted, but the conditions that must be met in 
order to be allowed to graze are costly, the grazier will be unable to use the land in 
a way that allows an income to be returned. Of  course, right and ability are often 
interlinked, but a right is only one aspect of  safeguarding the ability to benefit, 
while ability is embedded in a web of  mechanisms, or means, processes, and 
relations, and is subject to the impacts and outcomes of  social relations, including 
forms of  governance (Ribot and Peluso 2003).

The web of  social relations that shapes pastoralist ability to benefit from 
rangelands depends, in the first instance, on the tenure arrangements for that 
rangeland. Fee-simple ownership implies that the owner has the right to benefit 
from the land as the owner sees fit, as well as the right to sell or develop the land, 
but these rights are usually constrained by regulations and land use designations, 
which may be created and enforced at local to national levels of  governance 
and shape the ability to benefit. Being “over-regulated” was a common reason 
ranchers surveyed in California gave for “quitting ranching” (Liffmann et al. 2000). 
Environmental regulations can influence pastoralist ability to benefit from their 
own rangelands. For example, the Endangered Species Act, a federal regulation, 
requires landowners to protect animal species designated as endangered by the 
federal government. Similar requirements may be present at the state level. Water 
quality protections also operate at multiple levels of  governance and may preclude 
certain land uses. Therefore although the pastoralist may have a right to use the 
land, it can only be exercised within the constraints of  regulatory and land use 
planning institutional arrangements at local to federal scales. This is part of  the 
“web of  social relations” that shapes pastoralist ability to benefit from rangelands. 
The matrix of  land uses and ownerships within which a ranch is situated can 
also affect ability to benefit, as when domestic dogs harass livestock, or neighbors 
complain about agricultural activities.

Pastoralists may lease rangelands from private and governmental entities. The 
terms of  a lease are a contract with the landowner and vary from property to 
property, but usually are for specific numbers of  animals for specific periods of  
time. Private leases spell out the obligations of  lessor and lessee and may include 
contributions in kind from the lessee, including fixing or developing infrastructure. 
They are often given out on a competitive basis, or as the result of  a friendship or 
long-term relationship. Often they grant the lessee exclusive use of  the property. 
Government permits may include in-kind contributions as well, but they usually 
do not grant the lessee exclusive use of  the property, reserving public access for 
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recreation and hunting, private access for timber harvest, or government access 
for military operations and so on. Depending on the scope of  these other uses 
and their requirements, this will influence the pastoralist’s ability to benefit. 
Protection of  wildlife habitat and other resource values, in addition to whatever 
environmental regulations may be pertinent, also influence how the land may be 
used and the ability to benefit.

On some government lands, where the public also holds rights to benefit based 
on the governance institutions for these “public lands,” the amount and nature 
of  the resources allocated to each type of  use and user is a subject of  contention, 
and sometimes costly litigation. Different constituencies seek to invoke their 
rights of  access in order to advance their ability to benefit from public lands. For 
example, the Multiple Use Sustained Yield Act of  1960 and the Forest and Land 
Management Planning Act of  1972, hold that the Forest Service and the Bureau 
of  Land Management, respectively, must manage public lands for multiple uses, 
but the statutes do not provide guidance on priorities or methods of  allocation 
among those uses. Pastoralist ability to benefit, then, can be heavily influenced 
by political and managerial decisions about the rights to benefit from diverse 
user groups, and by changes in or interpretations of  environmental regulations 
pertinent to livestock grazing. As a Forest Service natural resource manager 
commented at a 2013 symposium, “for the rancher using the national forest the 
[environmental] bar keeps getting higher every year.” In California, Arizona, and 
Texas, ranchers have established grassroots local governance organizations that 
help them maintain the ability to benefit from rangelands in ways that fit to local 
tenure and institutional arrangements, and to build resilience to shifts in policy 
and markets that might have an impact on their ability to maintain access to and 
benefit from rangeland resources.

Evolution of  ranching land tenure in the Western 
United States: a general overview

A general history of  livestock grazing in the western United States begins with 
the implantation of  livestock in the Southwest. In 1598, Spanish settlers brought 
cattle, sheep and goats into what is now New Mexico. For about 200 years, Spanish 
and Mexican land grants, thousands of  hectares in size, were given to individuals 
and communities for farming, grazing, and woodcutting. Local tribes, such as 
the Navajo, adopted livestock grazing very early on (Bailey 1980). In California, 
a short-lived Spanish colonization began in 1769, and as in the Southwest was 
then superseded by Mexican control in 1822, and finally by the United States in 
1848. In the Spanish and Mexican periods of  California large land grants were 
given out to individuals for ranching, leaving a legacy of  some extensive private 
rangeland ownerships.

In the mid-nineteenth century, settlers from eastern regions moved rapidly into 
the arid western territories, drawn by the Gold Rush and other mining strikes, 
and by abundant open land for settlement. This land was known as the “public 
domain” as it belonged to the federal government and it was originally designated 
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for privatization and development through sales and grants. American land 
allocation policies were eventually implemented that, beginning with the 1862 
Homestead Act, limited settler land claims to a few hundred acres. These claims 
were made in the rare areas with decent soils and water for irrigation, leaving arid 
and mountainous land in the public domain. In the Southwest and California, 
under American governance, the majority of  community and individual grants 
given out by the Spanish and Mexican governments were abrogated by the courts, 
ceded to clever entrepreneurs and lawyers, or returned to the federal or state 
governments for back taxes, and only rarely remained in the hands of  some of  the 
grantees (de Buys 1985).

Ranchers throughout the West grazed the public domain and created patterns 
of  livestock mobility that suited local geographies, moving stock from arid lowlands 
in the winter to montane meadows in the summer in mountainous regions. In 
regions where water and soils supported cultivation, large areas were plowed and 
converted to farmland. Various land allocation policies supported acquisition of  
farmlands. In exchange for development of  irrigation or drainage infrastructure, 
land allocations from the public domain for farming could be quite large. At 
times, it was convenient to leave rangelands in government ownership to avoid 
the costs of  owning land given the low returns per hectare from livestock grazing 
in arid regions. Extensive areas of  government-owned arid rangelands are today 
embedded with small, scattered plots of  claimed private lands that center on the 
rare water sources. The state of  Nevada is the most extreme case, with more than 
90 percent of  the land in government ownership of  one sort or another, and private 
lands located along rivers, creeks, and springs. Compounding this fractured tenure 
was the federal government’s habit of  ceding “sections” (640 acres or one square 
mile) of  cadastral “townships” (6-mile by 6-mile squares) to states or to the railroads. 
The states were to use the lands to fund education, while the railroads were to use 
their alternating sections to pay for the expansion of  the rails. In the latter case, 
the legacy is a checkerboard of  private and public lands along the rail corridors 
in many areas, as the government lands were retained rather than sold or granted.

A strategy of  “control of  the range by control of  the water” emerged in much 
of  the West in the nineteenth century. Settlers, limited to small claims by land 
allocation policies like the 1862 Homestead Act, acquired lowland areas with 
arable lands and water, and grazed the surrounding public domain open range. In 
ranching communities, informal rules and practices evolved that helped control 
grazing, including legal fencing of  home properties, illegal fencing of  public 
domain range, grazing agreements among community members, and extra-legal 
threats and pressures to fend off  outside intruders (Nelson 1995). An informal 
nineteenth-century rule in Arizona held that the owner of  a water source had the 
rights to graze the public domain halfway to the next water source (Sayre 2002). 
Common gathers where livestock were sorted, with reciprocal labor and herding, 
and brands to monitor cattle ownership, reflected a nascent pastoral culture as 
well as Hispano influence (Farquhar 1930).

The latter half  of  the nineteenth century saw an influx of  speculative money, 
funded by industrial wealth and family fortune, often from overseas, that drove 
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the rapid development of  a commercial livestock industry based on access to 
low-cost, uncontrolled land, with few ties to local communities. The invention of  
barbed wire in 1867, and its proliferation in the 1870s changed the face of  open 
range grazing across much of  the West. Barbed wire dramatically reduced the 
cost of  enclosing cattle on vast areas of  range, and of  keeping livestock out of  
crops. Conflicts erupted between sedentary farmers and ranchers, and grazers 
with free-range herds who came across newly constructed barbed wire and cut 
fences, culminating in a “fence cutters war” that resulted in the designation of  
cutting fences as a felony in Texas in 1884. Many other states followed suit. 
Profiteering from running cattle crashed toward the end of  the century with 
overstocked ranges, inadequate and badly placed fences, and a few brutal 
winters. In 1885, Congress forbade stretching barbed wire across the public 
domain. Enforcement of  the open access character of  government rangelands 
fostered continued tensions over pasture use between settled communities and 
“outsiders” such as widely roaming shepherds and speculative cattle enterprises 
(Nelson 1995).

The government asserted control over this range in the early twentieth century, 
committing to government control as a means of  governing open rangelands to 
prevent their degradation (Ostrom 1990). Most montane range was reserved out 
of  the public domain to create national forests, and now is under the jurisdiction 
of  the United States Forest Service (USFS). The motive was to protect forest 
resources and watersheds from rapacious exploitation by loggers and graziers. 
Most lowland arid ranges eventually came under the jurisdiction of  the United 
States Bureau of  Land Management (BLM), with the dual objective of  utilizing 
and conserving timber, forage, and mineral resources. Sedentary ranchers and 
sheep producers were given precedence in the allocation of  “allotments” on 
these lands – areas for which the federal government gave grazing permits. Forest 
Service and BLM lands are known as public lands today, as they are managed in 
the public interest, including for recreation and wildlife habitat. Meanwhile, well-
watered lands were claimed for private ownership.

Ranches today are of  course a function of  the culture of  the settlers and the 
details of  the local environment, as well as the way that land allocation played 
out (Starrs 1998). A typical western cattle ranch evolved to have a ranch house 
and private ‘deeded acres’ located on water or a water development, and a larger 
extent of  land that belongs to the government and requires a permit for grazing. 
However, each of  the case studies diverges from this narrative in important ways.

Case studies

With the exception of  Texas, western states agreed to federal government 
retention of  public lands as a condition of  gaining statehood. However, they were 
granted some blocks of  this land based on the cadastral survey system to support 
the development of  education systems. When Arizona and New Mexico became 
states in 1912, for example, they were granted four sections per township and 
the right to make “in lieu” selections from the public domain to make up for 
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sections that had already been reserved by the federal government for national 
forests, parks, and Indian reservations. Arizona selected prime rangelands because 
they were the most valuable remaining parcels available. The United States Forest 
Service administers most of  the upland forest. The Bureau of  Land Management, 
the largest federal land management agency, manages much of  the desert. In this 
arid country, supporting livestock requires large amounts of  land. Overall, the 
state is approximately 42 percent in federal ownership with 28 percent in Indian 
reservations under federal jurisdiction (Gorte et al. 2012). There is 13 percent in 
state ownership (National Agricultural Statistics 2007).

In California, the history of  Spanish and Mexican land grants and land 
settlement policies for irrigation development resulted in extensive private 
rangelands. In addition, water resources are more plentiful, and rangelands are 
more productive, than in much of  the arid West, making relatively small parcels 
viable for grazing operations. Upland forests and desert areas remained in federal 
ownership. The most productive rangelands in the state, oak woodland and annual 
grassland, are more than 80 percent in private ownership (CDF-FRAP 2010). The 
high value of  these lands and the growing population has resulted in many types 
of  land set aside, from local and regional parks, to land trusts and large state parks. 
Rangelands are owned by numerous different private and public owners. Overall, 
the state is about 48 percent in federal and 6 percent in state ownership, while the 
remaining public ownerships are uncensored.

Texas was annexed by the United States in 1845 in the midst of  border disputes 
with neighboring states and Mexico. Texas gave up most of  the disputed territories 
to the federal government in exchange for the U.S. assuming its 10 million dollar 
debt, and the disputed lands eventually became part of  other states. As part of  
the negotiation process for annexation, Texas was not required to surrender the 
public domain within its borders to the federal government, unlike Arizona and 
California. Much of  these state lands were gradually sold or traded off  to fund 
projects ranging from the Texas public education system to construction of  a state 
capitol building in red granite. As a result, Texas is less than 2 percent federal 
(Gorte et al. 2012) and approximately 8 percent state land (Texas General Land 
Office 2013).

Methods

In all three case studies, the benefits of  collaboration to ranchers and agencies 
are summarized in a table, drawing on the framework of  Taylor (2005), based 
on archival and primary interview data. To understand the role of  conservation 
easements in the grassroots Malpai Borderlands Group of  Arizona and New 
Mexico, 25 interviews were conducted in 2009. Eleven interviewees were ranchers 
whose lands were encumbered by easements; 14 interviewees were public agency 
personnel who worked with the Group (Rissman and Sayre 2012).

California interviews come from five different interview series in different parts 
of  California. In 2000–2001 ranchers in the central Sierra Nevada foothills were 
interviewed about their use of  public and private lands in the region (Sulak and 
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Huntsinger 2002a; Sulak and Huntsinger 2007; Huntsinger et al. 2010). A second 
study with the same objectives was conducted in 2005 in the San Francisco Bay 
area (Sulak and Huntsinger 2007). Twenty-nine interviews were conducted. In 
2011, 15 interviews were conducted in the San Francisco Bay area with ranchers 
leasing land from public agencies, and in 2012, 25 interviews were carried out 
with ranchers in the northern Sierra foothills with the objective of  understanding 
their ideas about land management and wildlife. Interviewees were selected from 
lists of  lessors in each place, except in the 2011 and 2012 studies, where interviews 
were based on referrals from the California Rangeland Conservation Coalition, 
County Extension, and snowball sampling. Some of  the founders of  the Coalition 
were interviewed specifically for this chapter in 2013.

The Texas case study has been informed by the ongoing dissertation research 
of  Luke Macaulay that includes four ranch visits with private landowners offering 
hunting on their properties, a visit to a biannual spring meeting of  the Simms 
Creek Wildlife Management Area, and interviews with eight private landowners 
in Central Texas. After a literature review and archival research, semi-structured 
phone interviews were conducted with eight additional individuals with a 
particular focus on Wildlife Management Areas in 2013: three current or former 
biologists with the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, one cooperative 
extension county agent, and four private landowners who are officers in various 
Wildlife Management Associations in Texas.

The Malpai Borderlands Group: “implementing 
ecosystem management”

Headquartered on the Malpai Ranch outside of  Douglas, Arizona, the Malpai 
Borderlands Group (MBG) is a grassroots, landowner-driven nonprofit organization 
that has a goal of  implementing ecosystem management on 800,000 acres of  
unfragmented rangelands in southeastern Arizona and southwestern New Mexico 
(http://www.malpaiborderlandsgroup.org/). With one important exception – the 
huge Gray Ranch (also known as the Diamond A) – ranches in this area comprise 
a mixture of  private and public lands, depending for a significant portion of  their 
forage on leases to graze on state and federal lands. Land ownership in the area is 
59 percent private, 11 percent national forest, 23 percent state land (Arizona and 
New Mexico), and 7 percent BLM.

The rangelands around Douglas are semi-arid, with an average precipitation 
of  360 mm (NOAA 2000). The desert grasslands are subject to invasion by 
mesquite (Prosopis velutina) and other shrubs, which reduce grazing capacity, soil 
cover, and habitat for grassland-dependent species. In 1991, several of  the area 
ranchers met at the Malpai Ranch in the San Bernardino Valley to discuss what 
they saw as a deteriorating situation. The ranchers were concerned about the 
future of  the rangelands they depended on for their livelihoods. The grasslands 
with some shrubs were moving inexorably to shrublands with some grass. The 
group believed that using fire to burn the grasslands was part of  the solution. As 
Bill McDonald, one of  the founders and leaders of  the group said:
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Despite widespread acceptance of  the need to reintroduce fire into the 
natural ecosystems of  the Southwest, the maze of  conflicting and overlapping 
regulations seemed even to the agencies to be a gridlock too tough to overcome. 

(http://www.malpaiborderlandsgroup.org/fire.asp)

The ranchers also believed that ranching itself  was under attack by environmental 
groups and misunderstood by the public. They were concerned about the growing 
demand for residential real estate parcels that was driving the fragmentation of  
private rangelands throughout the region. The group decided that rather than 
retrenching, they should reach out to critics and find common ground.

For two years, a small group of  ranchers and environmentalists, together with 
scientist Ray Turner, met to discuss their mutual concerns about the health and 
integrity of  the land. Calling themselves the Malpai Group, after two years they 
crafted a mission statement and agenda addressing the threat of  fragmentation 
and the declining productivity and loss of  biological diversity accompanying the 
encroachment of  woody species on grasslands. The consensus of  the group was 
that more government regulation was not going to help, but would just replace 
one set of  problems with another. The inevitable result would probably be 
fragmentation into low density residential development. They decided that their 
solutions should involve good science, a strong conservation ethic, be economically 
feasible and be initiated and led by the private sector with the agencies coming in 
as partners, rather than with ranchers as clients.

In 1994, the Malpai Borderlands Group incorporated as a nonprofit 
organization, capable of  accepting tax-deductible contributions and of  holding 
conservation easements. A conservation easement is a legal document by which a 
landowner conveys certain specific rights, usually associated with the development 
of  land, to another qualified entity for safekeeping. The Board of  Directors includes 
local ranchers, and scientists and other stakeholders. The mission statement of  the 
Group reads as follows:

Our goal is to restore and maintain the natural processes that create and 
protect a healthy, unfragmented landscape to support a diverse, flourishing 
community of  human, plant and animal life in our borderlands region. 
Together, we will accomplish this by working to encourage profitable ranching 
and other traditional livelihoods which will sustain the open space nature of  
our land for generations to come.

Fire plan

Fire suppression was believed to be a major factor in the accelerated encroachment 
of  brush in the twentieth century and many ranchers, as well as others, felt it 
was time for fire to regain its evolutionary role in the ecosystem. The Malpai 
Group invited the land management agencies to work with them to coordinate fire 
management throughout the area. The response from the agencies was favorable. 
The Forest Service, the Bureau of  Land Management, the State Land Departments 
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of  New Mexico and Arizona, and the Natural Resource Conservation Service 
agreed to cooperate with the group in identifying where fires would be suppressed 
and where they would be allowed to burn. Over the longer term – it took more 
than a decade – a Comprehensive Fire Plan was developed to facilitate prescribed 
fires as well. These efforts not only helped increase the amount of  rangeland 
burned, but also helped improved inter-agency and agency-rancher coordination 
more generally. As one state lands manager remarked:

Having a coordinated group helped us work together, because everything was 
laid out beforehand. The fire management plan designated areas such that if  
a fire started we would let it burn in that area, and ranchers knew that, and 
we would let go or suppress a fire based on the plan. Everybody knows what 
is going on and is on the same page.

Grassbanking

The Group also invented the concept of  “Grassbanking,” by which neighboring 
ranchers could rest their ranches from grazing by moving their herds to the 
Gray Ranch to enable conservation practices such as prescribed fires, reduce the 
impacts of  drought, or in exchange for conservation easements on their private 
lands (Gripne 2005; White and Conley 2007). Although novel for the US West, 
Grassbanking is reminiscent of  what has been termed “reserves” for traditional 
pastoralists (Fernández-Giménez and Le Febre 2006).

Land conservation

The Nature Conservancy began to work with the group on land conservation issues 
shortly after it purchased the 235,000-acre Gray Ranch in 1990. The Conservancy 
was looking to sell the ranch, and the community feared that the buyer might be the 
federal government. Instead, a local rancher offered to create the private Animas 
Foundation to purchase the Gray Ranch with conservation easements that forbid 
development and protect the ranch’s native biodiversity (Sayre 2005).

Since that time, the Malpai Borderlands Group has acquired conservation 
easements on 85,252 acres of  private land on 13 ranches. Nine of  the easements 
were purchased outright for cash, with the purchase price determined by appraisals 
that compared the market value of  the particular ranch with and without the 
easement restrictions. The other four easements were obtained in exchange for 
access to the Grassbank: the value of  the easement – measured as just described 
– determined the amount of  forage provided on the Gray Ranch, measured in 
market prices for private rangeland leases.

The easements apply only to the ranches’ private (or deeded) acres. But they 
also all contain a clause which provides for extinguishment of  the easement, by 
mutual agreement of  the MBG and the landowner, in the event that the ranches’ 
access to public lands for grazing is lost through no fault of  the parties to the 
easement. The ranchers were not willing to encumber their private lands without 
such a clause, because their viability as livestock operations depends on their 
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access to state and federal lands. Interestingly, interviews revealed that even with 
the clause, Malpai’s easements have strengthened relations between ranchers and 
agencies, because the agencies recognize the benefit of  preventing development 
of  private lands to the conservation of  adjacent public lands. In effect, the clause 
holds both the ranchers and the agencies to a higher standard of  cooperation and 
effective management, as the former seek to maintain their leases and the latter 
seek to prevent the clause from being exercised (Rissman and Sayre 2012). As one 
agency employee put it:

If  grazing was abusive and not living up to the ideals of  the group in the first 
place, we would work with the group to try to change the practices before we 
stopped the grazing; we would work with the group to put pressure on the 
rancher.

Mutual benefits

Agency personnel interviewed stated unanimously that the Malpai Borderlands 
Group’s work benefited them in multiple ways. Urban encroachment and 
fragmentation of  ranch lands would increase fire suppression needs and costs, make 
management with prescribed burning more difficult, and create conflicts between 
the management practices and land uses of  adjacent private and public lands. 
Large undeveloped ranches create a buffer around public lands. Agency personnel 
felt that they already had a connection, a shared commitment to conservation, 
when they worked with Group members. As one interviewee commented:

conservation easement [ranchers] have more of  a land ethic... They manage 
more holistically, more for the long term … if  it [the ranch] has an easement, 
you know things are going to stay around. You walk into a ranch that has an 
easement, even the crustiest guys have long term plans and objectives. They 
make infrastructure investments, graze lighter, manage more effectively.

The Group also carries out a wide range of  conservation programs and 
activities, including land restoration, endangered species habitat protection, cost-
sharing for range and ranch improvements, and erosion control projects. They 
hold an annual science symposium attended by ranchers and agency personnel 
and have a science advisory panel that meets with the Board of  Directors. As 
Executive Director Bill McDonald has explained:

We have proved to the toughest critics that private sector leadership works 
by completing the first approved fire prescription ever for the Borderlands 
region, ending over 80 years of  fire suppression. It involved two states, four 
private landowners, two BLM districts, two state land departments, the Forest 
Service, the Game and Fish departments in two states, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, a proposed Wilderness Study Area, the Endangered Species 
Act, and the Antiquities Laws, and coordination with Mexico.
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Endangered species

Efforts by ranchers to protect wildlife have also been promoted by the group 
(Allen 2006). When a drought in 1994 threatened to dry up the water source for 
two populations of  endangered Chiricahua Leopard Frogs, the Magoffin Family 
began to haul water to a pond. They furnished about 1,000 gallons a week all 
summer, and the frogs were able to survive. The Malpai Group reimbursed the 
Magoffins for a portion of  their expenses. This “frog project” has now grown into 
a major effort involving Arizona Game and Fish, US Fish and Wildlife Service, 
the University of  Arizona, and biology classes in the public schools in Douglas, 
Arizona. Several agency- and Malpai Borderlands Group-supported projects 
enabled the Magoffins to drill wells and to provide pipelines and ponds to keep the 
frogs prospering, while providing much-needed cattle water (Allen 2006). In 2008, 
the MBG and the US Fish and Wildlife Service signed a Habitat Conservation 
Plan covering 19 rare species of  fish, wildlife, and plants. The HCP ensures 
ESA compliance for ranching and conservation activities in the area, reducing 
uncertainty and legal exposure and facilitating inter-agency coordination for 
activities such as prescribed burning.

In March 1996, rancher and guide Warner Glenn encountered a very rare 
Mexican Jaguar while hunting mountain lions along the New Mexico–Arizona 
state line. Warner’s photos of  the cats were published in the book Eyes of  Fire. A 
portion of  the proceeds from that book is placed in a fund to compensate ranchers 
who can document losses of  livestock to jaguars and to fund jaguar research 
in Arizona, New Mexico, and the nearby Sierra Madre of  Mexico. Efforts of  
the Malpai Group to encourage research and management of  this animal have 
resulted in an active Jaguar Management team in the Borderlands region, under 
the leadership of  the Arizona Game and Fish Department (Allen 2006).

California Rangeland Conservation Coalition: 
“Working to keep ranchers ranching”

California ranchers not only work with a large number of  agencies and 
conservation groups, but they engage in very diverse forms of  production. Cattle 
are the predominant livestock, but there are also sheep producers and a few goat 
operations. Meat and dairy animals graze on rangelands, and grass fed, natural, 
and conventional products are produced. Proximity to large urban markets means 
that niche marketing opportunities influence range decisions. Ranch lands are 
under pressure from social demand for recreation areas, preserves, and “open 
space” (undeveloped land). In addition, California Mediterranean rangelands 
are highly desirable for suburban and ranchette development, and ranch lands 
are usually worth magnitudes more for development than for production. This 
“development pressure” has a major effect on the ranching community and is the 
scourge of  conservationists. Although about half  the state is in federal ownership 
and protected, this land is largely forest and desert, while the rangelands of  the 
coast and Sierran foothills are the richest wildlife habitat in the state and are in the 
majority privately owned.
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After a decade or two of  combative relations, the California Rangeland 
Conservation Coalition was born out of  a recognition that this habitat would 
largely be lost if  the ranching and environmental communities did not work 
together. A ranch in the San Francisco Bay Area was the backdrop for a meeting 
between environmentalists, ranchers, and resource professionals from federal 
and state agencies in the summer of  2005. Out of  this meeting of  former 
foes came a resolution documenting common ground for the conservation 
of  the rangeland encircling the Central Valley, including the Sierra Foothills 
and Interior Coast Ranges. Together these signatories form the California 
Rangeland Conservation Coalition. The signatories have pledged to work 
together to preserve and enhance California’s rangeland for species of  special 
concern, while supporting the long-term viability of  the ranching industry. 
Signatories either conceptually support the work of  the Coalition or are actively 
engaged in working with other partners to fulfill the underlying principles of  the 
Coalition stated in the resolution and outlined in more detail within a strategic 
plan (http://www.carangeland.org/).

Unlike the Malpai Borderlands Group, the Rangeland Coalition includes a 
large portion of  the state with both rural and heavily populated areas, and from 
the outset included agencies and environmental groups as well as ranchers. As 
urban development, conversion to more intensive forms of  agriculture, and land 
acquisition for preserves or recreation continue to shrink the private rangelands 
available for grazing, California ranchers typically obtain a quarter to half  of  
their forage from government-owned rangelands. The types of  government 
ownership are quite variable. Some BLM and USFS land is grazed, the US Fish 
and Wildlife Service, regional and local parks, and utility districts lease significant 
amounts of  lands for grazing, as do state agencies like the Department of  Fish and 
Wildlife. Numerous private conservation reserves, large and small, lease land for 
grazing, including those managed by groups like the Audubon Society, the Nature 
Conservancy, land trusts, and a host of  others. Interviews with ranchers around 
the state have revealed that many manage a complex portfolio of  owned and 
leased lands, leasing from government agencies, but also from private landowners 
who have retired from ranching, own land for investment, or own land for non-
ranching purposes. A rancher in the Sierran foothills told interviewers that he 
used 14 different leases (Sulak and Huntsinger 2007), while another claimed in 
a 2012 study to have 33 small leases scattered throughout his local area, some 
grazed by only small groups of  cattle. Competition for leases is fierce, and it is 
not uncommon for ranchers to submit bids for leases that require substantial 
commitment to stewarding and improving the range.

The Coalition has for the past seven years held an annual Summit. The 
Summit is an opportunity to hear from researchers about the ecological benefits 
of  grazing and more. Scientists, environmentalists, and ranchers present on 
rangeland restoration and improvement projects. The 2013 Summit was 
attended by more than 400 people from across the state (carangeland.org/
calendarevents/2013summit.html). An important goal for the Coalition is to 
inform the public and agencies that ranching is not only a preferred land use 
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compared to development, but also is an essential resource management tool and 
can be used to benefit wildlife.

California Rangeland Resolution

The California Rangeland Resolution states that the diversity of  the species 
rangelands support is largely due to the grazing and other land stewardship 
practices of  the ranchers that own and manage them. The resolution was signed 
by over 100 agricultural organizations, environmental interest groups, as well as 
by state and federal agencies. New signatories continue to sign on to the resolution 
on a regular basis. Developing the wording for the resolution was a challenge, 
because the right balance had to be found so that ranchers and environmental 
organizations would all feel comfortable signing on. Karen Sweet, a prominent 
rancher and one of  the Resolution’s authors, recalls:

We needed to create a statement about what we all cared about, what we 
had in common. A committee of  6 was charged with authoring it including 
ranchers, and representatives of  agencies and conservation organizations. 
We all cared so much about these rangelands, and we learned a lot over 
the course of  putting the language together. Someone would suggest a 
word, and others would ask what it meant. We had to keep the right tone, 
and make it layman friendly. It was hard work, but we evolved a common 
language.

A critical part of  obtaining so many signatories was a growing body of  research, 
as well as a number of  spectacular conservation failures, that indicated grazing is 
beneficial and sometimes necessary for maintaining viable wildlife habitat for a 
number of  species of  animals and plants. These include species on the endangered 
list, as well as wildflowers enjoyed by the public. Tim Koopmann, a member of  
the Coalition in the San Francisco Bay Area, has described his experience with 
the endangered callippe silverspot butterfly (Speyeria callippe callippe). The larvae eat 
one species of  plant only, the yellow pansy, or “Johnny jump-up” (Viola pedunculata). 
On his ranch there are an abundance of  Johnny jump ups, so he sold a “mitigation 
easement” to provide habitat for the butterfly on his ranch when a golf  course was 
developed nearby. On adjacent land protected by the city, cattle were excluded, 
and the butterfly nearly disappeared. He now has an agreement with the city to 
graze the city’s land to enhance habitat for the butterfly. As in so many cases, the 
flora the butterfly needed was dependent on grazing to reduce the stature of  the 
invasive exotic annual grasses that now dominate the California grassland. As Tim 
Koopmann said himself:

The biodiversity developed over 1000s of  years with grazing of  some kind. 
Previously, it was wildlife. Today, grazing can be a tool that is effective in 
maintaining that biodiversity. 

(The Independent, Livermore, 2009)
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A similar case was documented for the endangered bay checkerspot butterfly 
(Euphydryas editha bayensis), south of  San Francisco, and further linked to nitrogen 
deposition that increased grass growth (Weiss 1999). These and other similar 
cases have lent considerable support to the Coalition’s efforts to promote rancher 
stewardship of  wildlife and land. In Coalition publications ranching is linked to 
conservation and production of  pollinators, birds, salamanders, game, native 
grasses, wildflowers, heritage values, fire resistance, and natural beauty, among 
other things (http://carangeland.org/stories.html).

In addition to numerous accounts by experts, landowners, and managers, 
the scientific literature includes findings that support the benefits of  grazing 
for wildlife and plants. Those shown to benefit from grazing include burrowing 
owls (Athene cunicularia) (Nuzum 2005), insects (Dennis et al. 1997), kit fox (Vulpes 
macrotis mutica) (USDA-FWS 2010), kangaroo rats (Dipodomys stephensi) (USDA-
FWS 1997, Kelt et al. 2005, Germano et al. 2012), wildflowers (Barry 2011), 
and a host of  rare flora and fauna associated with vernal pools (Marty 2005, 
Pyke and Marty 2005). There are numerous additional anecdotal accounts. 
In the case of  the tiger salamander, continued research has demonstrated 
the preference of  the species for grazed, muddy ponds. Another endangered 
species, the red-legged frog, also seems to flourish in grazed ponds. This has 
come as a surprise to the ranchers themselves. As Darrel Sweet, a leader in 
the Coalition and member of  the Board of  Directors of  the Rangeland Trust, 
described it in 2013:

About 15 years ago I was asked to go on a tour of  a local Wilderness area 
with members of  their board of  directors and senior staff… So we loaded 
up at the park headquarters and proceeded to climb up a rather steep road. 
When we stopped at a flat spot the first thing we saw was a stock pond. 
Obviously it was heavily used by the cattle which, as the only rancher on 
the bus, was why I thought this was not going to be a fun trip. After we 
stopped their staff  biologist asked if  anyone on board had ever seen a red-
legged frog, which few had. So he grabbed his net and we unloaded the bus. 
Most walked carefully to the edge of  the pond and watched as the biologist 
netted a large red-legged frog. He went on to explain why the park removed 
the fencing they had originally installed to exclude the cattle from many of  
their ponds as a frog protection effort. This pond had never been fenced 
and had one of  the highest numbers of  frogs of  any of  their 80 or so ponds 
surveyed/studied.

Sharing the benefits of  grazing for wildlife is one way the Coalition gains 
support and represents its membership. Promoting a positive role for ranching 
not only encourages the conservation community to support efforts to maintain 
it, but helps ranchers gain access to public lands and NGO preserves. As 
rangelands are in short supply and competition for leases is high (Sulak and 
Huntsinger 2007), this is key to supporting the ranching community’s “ability to 
benefit” from California rangelands.
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Land conservation

Most ranchers prefer to stay in ranching and to see the landscape remain a 
ranching landscape. They depend on a “critical mass” of  ranchers to maintain 
ranching infrastructure such as veterinary services and feed suppliers in an area 
(Liffmann et al., 2000). Yet they also insist that they should retain the right to do 
as they like with their land, including selling it to development if  needed. The 
Coalition works to maintain the existence of  rangelands and ranching through 
voluntary, private sector land conservation, largely in the form of  conservation 
easements. Because the conservation community also recognizes the value of  
unfragmented habitat, and the role of  ranching in maintaining large areas of  
habitat, this is another area of  focus for the Coalition.

One of  the first things accomplished by the Coalition was to create a map 
of  high priority areas for wildlife and plant conservation in the state, defining 
rangeland areas that should be protected from development (http://www.
carangeland.org/images/Rangeland_Coalition_Map.pdf). Coastal prairies were 
left out of  the prioritized lands because according to Karen Sweet:

The environmental community was not sure that grazing could provide 
positive benefits on this type of  grassland. We had to make places where there 
was consensus about the benefits of  ranching our priority.

Like the Malpai Borderlands Group, the Coalition is committed to private sector 
initiatives. Conservation easements appeal to rancher members as a tool because 
the rancher remains in control of  the land and makes the management decisions. 
According to Karen Sweet, a key concern of  the ranching community is that 
“someone might take away their land or tell them how to manage it.” Some ranchers 
do not believe that the Coalition’s environmental signatories really care about the 
economic viability of  ranching. In general the ranching community already feels 
“over-regulated” (Liffmann et al. 2000), and it is important that easements remain 
voluntary and that easement requirements are clear and minimize interference in 
ranch management. The California Rangeland Conservation Coalition also has 
a land trust to which they are closely allied: the California Rangeland Trust. The 
trust emphasizes that it was founded by ranchers and knows how to work with 
ranchers (http://www.rangelandtrust.org/). As stated on the website:

We are … proud of  the trust we have established within the landowner 
community. From its inception, the Rangeland Trust has demonstrated that 
we share the same values important to ranching families. Additionally, we 
bring the ranching and environmental communities together to cultivate 
shared efforts to protect open space and the western lifestyle.

Key benefits of  easements for the conservation community are that obtaining 
easements is less expensive than acquiring land, so more land can be conserved; 
and the land is managed by the rancher. Costs of  management are proving 
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difficult for public entities to sustain, as exemplified by the closure of  some of  the 
California State Parks because of  a shortage of  funds for management. Public 
agencies and NGOs alike recognize the importance of  unfragmented landscapes 
and buffer areas to long-term conservation.

Involvement in land use planning is more fraught with difficulty. Some in the 
ranching community view planning as “regulatory” and fear that it sets limits on 
their ability to use their property without government consent or compensation. 
In other words, to tell a rancher that they cannot sell or develop their land is 
unfairly asking them to bear the conservation burden. On the other hand, the 
Coalition is interested in Habitat Conservation Planning (HCP), where habitat 
may be set aside through purchase or easement. The Coalition favors the easement 
approach, where the ranching enterprise remains as part of  the community that 
supports ranching infrastructure and community. Often they find that ranch land 
is not recognized as agricultural land and HCP projects inadequately consider 
the need to maintain grazing and ranching in the area. Once again, clarifying the 
importance of  grazing to species that are often central to HCPs can help to gain 
the attention of  the planners.

As the subject of  land conservation is a complex one for the ranchers, there 
have been controversies when an agency has proposed an easement project for 
example. The Coalition can provide advice and a network for outreach to ranchers. 
Hearing about one easement program proposal that engendered considerable 
controversy among local ranchers, Darrel Sweet commented that:

Why didn’t they have a rancher explain it to the ranchers? That’s all they 
needed to do.

Ranchers, as with most cultural groups, prefer to learn from their peers and 
Coalition representatives can help with communication and outreach to ranchers 
on projects they support. Coalition members can also help a rancher communicate 
with an agency lessor, for example, when disputes arise, and vice versa.

Strategic plan

The Coalition has developed a strategic plan that lays the foundation for signatories 
to work together to acquire additional federal funding for conservation programs, 
coordinate permitting processes, garner support for cooperative conservation 
projects, fill research gaps, conduct outreach on the positive role of  managed grazing 
and provide incentives for ecosystem services. In some cases, research on the benefits 
of  grazing has led public agencies to develop complex grazing plans that ranchers, 
concerned about marketing their livestock, find difficult to accommodate (Germano 
et al. 2012). As one lessee remarked in the 2011 interviews:

Regulations and standards vary between agencies, making it challenging to do 
business … [On some lands] public lands management has set a standard that’s 
virtually impossible for a private landowner to follow and stay in business.
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On the other hand, agency interviewees often lamented that finding employees 
or ranch hands who can herd cattle, work with agency employees, and attend to 
the ecosystem as requested by agencies is a challenge. “Good employees who can 
manage cattle and rangelands at the same time are hard to find” was a common 
statement.

The Coalition works to inform agency managers of  the economic constraints 
of  livestock producers and to help managers learn about ranching, and at the 
same time helps ranchers learn about the requirements the agencies must meet.

While cost-sharing programs and other incentives programs are offered 
to ranchers by federal and state governments, in too many cases the oversight 
requirements and paperwork are quite onerous. A rancher related the paperwork 
and bureaucracy associated with obtaining cost share funding for fixing a pond 
that was home to the endangered tiger salamander. Not only was the paperwork 
complex, particularly because more than one agency was involved, it was very 
difficult to get the agencies to respond in a timely way and to come out as required 
to observe the work. As one Coalition member put it:

We had to plan the repairs to avoid affecting the breeding of  the salamanders, 
but the agency was so slow that we couldn’t even do it that year, after we had 
gone through all the other processes to get the permit and had the equipment 
ready.

The Coalition tries to work with agencies to help streamline such processes, 
and to facilitate communication and land use decisions. One problem pointed 
out by Karen Sweet is that it is difficult to reach the consultants who advise the 
regulators and owner-decision makers. Because of  this, some regulatory efforts do 
not fit the conditions in California, calling for fencing cattle out where they are 
needed to manage the habitat and so forth. The Coalition sponsors ranch tours 
and workshops, bringing together experts, ranchers, and regulators in an effort to 
get the word out about maintaining grazing and ranching.

While the Coalition’s original focus was on private land conservation, emphasis 
has grown to include the need for grazing as a tool for public lands management as 
well. Among its many activities the group gives its opinions on legislation, lobbies 
in the state and Washington D.C., produces publications, gives presentations, and 
writes letters of  support for research funding that they believe will build bridges 
among signatories, inform grazing management, and find ways to support the 
viability of  ranching.

Texas Wildlife Associations: “enhancing land and 
wildlife stewardship”

In many parts of  Texas, hunting of  game species has been an integral part of  
livestock ranching, with the commercialized value of  hunting increasing rapidly 
since the 1970s. One way to diversify, and increase total income or benefits from 
the land, is to manage for commercial hunting as well as livestock production. 
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In the United States, most wildlife is under state trusteeship. The ability to use 
private lands for hunting is constrained by state wildlife regulations, the wildlife 
resource itself, and the rancher’s own management capacity. Game animals, 
unless they are confined domestics or exotics, cross property lines, making effective 
management more dependent on coordination among landowners, especially in 
areas with smaller land holdings. Ranchers wishing to sell hunting opportunities 
must comply with state hunting regulations and regulatory agencies, but are also 
affected by the management practices of  their neighbors. Wildlife Management 
Associations (WMAs) help ranchers by improving coordination with neighbors 
and regulators, understanding of  game regulations, and integration of  hunting 
with livestock production (Lyons and Wright 2003). The first known WMA in 
Texas was established in 1955 and operated in the three corners region of  Bee, 
Goliad and Karnes counties. The first modern day WMA in Texas, the Peach 
Creek Wildlife Management Co-op, was organized in 1973 with the help of  
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD) wildlife biologists (Texas Parks and 
Wildlife 2004).

As the population continues to grow in the Texas, and lands are divided 
(often through inheritance), the overall ownership sizes of  rural land tracts 
are shrinking (Wilkens et al. 2009). In addition, while livestock production 
produces low and variable income on a per hectare basis, the recreational value 
of  rural land is increasing. Hunting, fishing, and recreation in scenic areas are 
major interests of  city dwellers seeking an escape to the countryside. Newer 
landowners are increasingly interested in wildlife and habitat management, but 
highly fragmented ownership patterns make management of  wildlife habitat 
difficult (Wagner et al. 2007b). Fragmentation is also affecting water and brush 
management, and wildlife management associations build relationships that 
can help with collaborative management for other resources. While primarily 
oriented to improving habitat for game species, wildlife management associations 
have helped landowners garner additional income from hunting fees, and the 
social organization of  these associations has fostered increased communication 
and cooperation among landowners. This in turn has led to improvements in 
knowledge-sharing about livestock practices through participation in educational 
events and improved range conditions for both livestock and wildlife. Managing 
for wildlife not only augments rancher income, but incentivizes managing for 
native species.

In 2007, more than 85 million ha of  private lands in Texas were managed for 
hunting enterprises, charging fees commonly ranging from $15 to $25 per ha, or 
more. In prime habitat hunting revenues may be greater than those from ranching 
or crop production (Wagner et al. 2007b). As a rancher in San Saba County, Texas, 
commented in 2013:

Main thing is, if  we do protect our wildlife, then our ranchers stand a chance 
of  being more productive as far as the bottom line for the ranching operation. 
It helps the bottom line, it really does.
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Mike Krueger, a retired TPWD Technical Guidance Biologist, added in a 2013 
interview that:

Running livestock is a kind of  break-even proposition, some years you make 
money and some years not, there are a lot of  input costs, but when it comes to 
leasing wildlife, a lot of  that is pure net, not a lot of  landowner input is needed 
to maintain a commercial hunting operation, or to maintain your habitat. If  
hunters want to build a cabin, they pay for it, the net profit from hunting has 
always been a lot greater than from the livestock operation.

The Texas Organization of  Wildlife Management Associations (TOWMA) 
(www.towma.org) is a nonprofit NGO founded in 1996 to coordinate a large number 
of  Wildlife Management Associations in Texas. TOWMA promotes coordination 
between wildlife associations by providing a forum for the exchange of  ideas and 
information. This forum helps maintain interest among existing WMAs and 
supports the establishment of  new associations. TOWMA currently represents 
over 60 WMAs in 33 counties of  Texas and these WMA member landowners total 
more than 3,000 and control in excess of  1.5 million acres of  Texas wildlife 
habitat. As a collaboration of  collaborative programs, TOWMA argues that:

We exist for several reasons, including the fact that there is strength in 
numbers. While individual wildlife associations or burn associations may 
consist of  dozens or hundreds of  landowners, TOWMA, by bringing them 
all together, represents thousands. Consequently, TOWMA is more likely to 
be listened to when addressing issues at the state and national level that affect 
landowners, land owner’s rights, and wildlife in Texas. 

(www.towma.org)

Managing a transboundary resource

White-tailed deer, quail, turkeys, doves, and waterfowl are common pool resources 
that are typically managed for hunting in Texas. Some landowners have also 
begun managing for birds of  interest to recreational birdwatchers. Because game 
animals often cross property boundaries, their management may depend on the 
decision-making of  the many different landowners owning properties within an 
animal’s range. Managing for quality deer hunting requires adherence to harvest 
criteria for males and females over a large area. Maintaining sex ratios that result 
in adequate mature males for harvest depends on cooperation among neighboring 
landowners to establish rules for hunting and make sure they are followed.

Wildlife management associations (WMAs) have become a popular mechanism 
for coordinating wildlife management decisions in Texas, and applying game 
management programs supported by the state (Wagner et al. 2007b). Collective 
decision-making can be fostered through group interaction that builds social 
capital, including shared norms and goals. As TOWMA puts it:
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quality deer management is not a realistic goal for individual properties under 
5,000 acres because mature bucks may range 6 miles or more during the 
rut. Even after being informed of  this complication, most landowners still 
want to produce trophy bucks in the hope that they will occasionally see one. 
These small landowners must be prepared to share the fruits of  their labor 
with their neighbors and/or their neighbor’s hunters … The concept behind 
wildlife management associations is founded in that simple truth. Since we 
are forced to share the fruits of  our labor, why not share the labor as well? If  
we have similar goals, and can increase the likelihood of  attaining those goals 
by working together, why not do it? 

(www.towma.org/the_wma_solution.html)

Research has demonstrated that Wildlife Management Associations in Texas 
contribute to building social capital among landowners, especially when meetings 
are frequent, and landowners are resident and have owned the property for a 
long time. The state benefits from these associations by being able to promulgate 
policies for game management across large areas. Creating a setting that fosters 
cooperation may also help Texas landowners manage brush with fire, protect 
watersheds, and maintain scenery (Wagner et al. 2007b). In a study of  wildlife 
management associations in the Post Oak Savannah region, Wagner et al. (2007b) 
found that association goals included making habitat improvements, increasing 
deer numbers through importation of  deer, and balancing deer sex ratios to 
produce more high quality hunting animals.

Wildlife agency personnel value the ecological outcomes of  cooperation among 
landowners, but they also recognize the social values. Quoted in a state guide for 
wildlife management associations, Mike Kreuger stated:

It is always gratifying to me to see a group of  neighbors (who may have 
thought that they had nothing in common) realize that they share a common 
interest in wildlife … It is amazing how getting together, whether it be for a 
WMA meeting or riding together in the back of  a pickup truck for a deer 
census, can break down barriers and dispel rumors. I personally feel that the 
social benefits of  a WMA are just as important as the biological benefits. 

(TPWD 2004: 5)

A Coryell County rancher commented in 2013 that:

Our association is not all that active. The best result we get from it, it helps 
neighbors know one another, neighbors get to talk about an issue, a pretty 
large percent of  landowners aren’t residents, maybe 50–60%. We don’t help 
out on livestock, but if  cattle get out, get through the fence, you can call your 
neighbor … That’s one of  the advantages.

In Texas, hunting is regulated by a central authority, the Texas Parks and 
Wildlife Department. It is to the benefit of  ranchers to work closely with the 
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Texas Parks and Wildlife Department to support development of  management 
plans that improve hunting values. For deer hunting, limits are placed on the 
number of  deer a single hunter may harvest annually, but the number of  hunters 
on a given tract of  land is not regulated. Thus, in areas with small ownerships, 
overharvest of  deer can be a problem (Wagner et al. 2007a). Wildlife Management 
Associations most often operate under a written wildlife management plan 
prepared by a TPWD wildlife biologist (Wagner et al. 2007b), carrying the 
approval of  the regulatory agency. Landowners usually also agree to put forth 
a good-faith effort to get their hunters to comply with plan recommendations 
(TPWD 2004), and to collect standardized data and observations for 
monitoring game populations. A San Saba County rancher explained in a 2013  
interview:

We have 2 meetings each year … one in the spring when we go through and 
look at all deer harvested in past year, record and age them, to see if  we’re 
taking the right deer or not. Then in the fall we tally up the results of  our 
spotlight surveys of  the summer and plan a selective harvest of  deer based on 
age and quality.

Texas Department of  Parks and Wildlife

Being a state dominated by private land, in order to influence land and habitat 
management, Texas has fostered a collaborative relationship with landowners 
through wildlife management associations. The state provides a significant 
reduction in hunting lease license fees for landowners who participate in an 
association. By participating in many of  the practices of  the WMAs, landowners 
are often able to enter into the Managed Lands Deer Program which allows 
for more flexibility in harvest for hunters through targeted harvest strategies for 
individual properties.

To encourage landowner participation in programs that include technical 
guidance by state biologists, Texas has passed a law prohibiting the disclosure of  
information about a private property when technical guidance is being provided. 
This law helps encourage landowners to accept technical guidance when they 
may have endangered species on their properties, as otherwise disclosure of  the 
presence of  an endangered species on a private property might result in additional 
regulatory oversight for that landowner. As a result, landowners are more trusting 
and open to allowing state employees onto their property to receive technical 
guidance. Interviewees noticed varying opinions from landowners toward 
endangered species, with a tendency of  more traditional landowners preferring 
not to know about the endangered species, but a different attitude emerging from 
newer landowners who were often excited about having these species on their 
properties (Homerstad interview 2013 and Krueger interview 2013). Interestingly, 
sometimes landowners who are loath to admit endangered species are on their 
property are eager to find them if  a development project is underway as a way to 
block a project that would negatively affect their property.
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Ranchers obtain substantial benefits through the associations, and may initiate 
an association in their area in order to improve the number and quality of  game 
species available for their hunting enterprises. In the early development of  the 
first WMAs in the state, Texas Parks and Wildlife biologist Dennis Brown told an 
interested landowner:

One of  you has to organize it, get it rolling and stay on top of  it. Otherwise it 
just looks like the government is interfering in private business. We’ll put on a 
program and help set up a wildlife management plan, but the establishment 
of  the goals and commitment has to come from the landowners. 

(TPWD 2004)

In the state guidelines for wildlife management associations, the point is 
made that as wildlife plans succeed in producing more wildlife, WMA members 
and their families “often turn into wildlife activists – pursuing, watching and 
appreciating the animals they are aiding. Landowners earnestly begin to address 
habitat, managing and enhancing the vegetation and supporting conditions 
that are essential to all forms of  wildlife” (TPWD 2004: 7). This is important 
from a conservation perspective because Texas has a high number of  rare and 
endangered species. Gary Homerstad, President of  TOWMA, pointed out in a 
2013 interview that:

One good thing is that with landowners cooperating, knowing each other, 
trusting each other, there is not as great a tendency to high fence their 
property.

Land fragmentation

Biologists working for the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department describe two types 
of  landowners, the “new” landowner, who is often an urban resident and has little 
experience in owning rangelands, and “traditional” landowners who have more 
experience, sometimes multiple generations, in running livestock and harvesting 
game on their properties. They described the benefits of  WMAs in educating 
new landowners about the use of  fire on their properties as well as the benefits of  
targeted grazing. As Gary Homerstad observed in 2013:

One survey found that in Washington County, 56% of  people who own 
property don’t live in that county, but lived in nearby cities like Houston or 
Austin. These landowners don’t have relatives with ranching background, but 
the coops have helped even those people realize that they need to graze, they 
see what happens when they don’t. Mowing isn’t a viable management tool 
compared to grazing.

The TOWMA website talks about the problems of  coping with land 
fragmentation, stating:
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Fragmentation usually … means more access roads, land clearing for home 
sites, out buildings, pens, fences, utility right of  ways, and landscaping, all 
of  which reduce the amount of  habitat available to wildlife. This is usually 
compounded by more frequent use of  the land by people, motor vehicles 
and domestic animals. Hunting pressure generally increases because family 
members and friends suddenly have access to the property. Herbicide, 
pesticide and other chemical uses increase. Habitat quantity is reduced, its 
quality declines, and wildlife is forced out or suffers from increased pressure. 
The only workable solution for small landowners in their quest for better deer, 
and quality wildlife of  all types, is to work together with their neighbors and 
jointly manage enough habitat to support quality wildlife. 

(www.towma.org)

Mike Kreuger relates one case where WMA connections, or social capital, was 
instrumental in building support for efforts to stop an electricity transmission line 
from crossing ranch properties and impacting a river watershed.

Influencing policy

At the statewide scale, TOWMA believes that urban voters will ultimately control 
what happens on ranch lands. Like ranchers in Malpai and California, they are 
concerned with being “outnumbered” by a growing, non-agricultural population. 
However, by banding together, landowners believe that they can have more of  
an influence on state politics and the policies that influence them. The TOWMA 
website mentions the 1996 proposition allowing land shifted to wildlife management 
to qualify for agriculture tax appraisals, and regulations affecting which animals 
can be harvested, as examples of  where working with legislators as a group helped 
to create and support policies that help ranchers maintain their ability to benefit 
from their lands (www.towma.org). Wildlife Management Associations actively 
supported the legislation. It provides significant tax savings over residential 
or unmanaged lands. The landowner needs to demonstrate management to 
propagate a sustaining breeding, migrating, or wintering population of  indigenous 
wild animals for human use, including food, medicine, or recreation. Joining or 
creating a Wildlife Management Association that establishes practices that meet 
this requirement is one way to qualify, and is another way to share the labor 
required to meet requirements, conduct monitoring, and produce documentation.

Integration with grazing and vegetation management

Wildlife Management Associations can facilitate the development of  other 
grassroots groups that help ranchers to benefit from their lands. TOWMA is 
seeking additional sources of  funding to add full time staff  in order to provide 
more services including support for Prescribed Burn Associations. Organizations 
whose functions complement TOWMA are considered for membership, including 
Prescribed Burn Associations, which provide fire training and promote prescribed 
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fire in their regions. TOWMA believes that memberships of  this type are beneficial 
to both organizations since they expand membership, share resources and act as 
partners in enhancing habitat and wildlife in Texas.

A San Saba County Rancher, talking about his local WMA in 2013, responded 
to a question about prescribed burning with the following:

It’s something we’re looking into more and more as a management tool, we 
don’t have a burning association but have been talking about getting one 
started, to try to do some prescribed burning. There are so many liabilities, if  
fire gets out, then you’re facing lawsuits and things like that, but it’s something 
we’ve got to develop so that we can adequately manage fire. A burn would be 
beneficial to both livestock and wildlife, cut back on the less desirable species 
like mesquite and cedar, and keep the undergrowth under control.

Sharing liability costs, training, and equipment is one benefit that has been 
documented for Prescribed Burning Associations in Texas (Taylor 2005). Mike 
Krueger mentioned that some members of  WMAs have talked about forming 
grazing associations so that they can move cattle herds from one ranch to another 
in a large-scale rotation, or at least to share rangelands (interview, 2013).

TOWMA works to continue and even increase the momentum of  member 
organizations by conducting regular meetings and sharing information about 
successes in wildlife management and operations. Workshops on using burning 
and grazing may be advertised to members though a WMA. The President of  
TOWMA in an interview stated that one method for educating “new” landowners 
about grazing was to invite Cooperative Extension Specialists to speak at WMA 
meetings:

At the meetings, they would almost always discuss types of  grazing, stocking 
rates, timing and intensity of  grazing. Grazing is so critical. We don’t want to 
see someone hammering a place to death and overgrazing, but we don’t want 
to see a place without any grazing either.

Mike Krueger mentioned in a 2013 interview that cattle grazing and deer 
management are very compatible. Gary Homerstad described the benefits of  
grazing, as well as fire, in 2013:

[without grazing or fire] the grass becomes very thick and dominant, less 
forbs, which are more important to deer, quail, and turkeys. The forage value 
of  a weed [broad-leaved plant] compared to grass is much better for deer. 
Deer can’t digest grass compared to a weed.

TOWMA has a goal of  sharing information and re-usable templates to 
help organizations avoid “re-inventing the wheel.” Every other year a two-day 
Symposium is held that brings together some of  the best wildlife professionals 
in the United States. Additional learning resources are provided in member 
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newsletters and a website. TOWMA maintains a speaker roster for associations 
seeking expert speakers on a variety of  subjects.

To sum up, wildlife management associations, often called “coops” in Texas, 
are primarily oriented to improving habitat for game species, but they have helped 
landowners running livestock garner additional income from hunting fees, and 
the social organization of  these associations has led to the benefits of  increased 
communication and cooperation among landowners. Those who have worked 
extensively with these associations believe that this has led to improved ability to 
run livestock successfully, and improved range conditions for both livestock and 
wildlife. WMAs work to dispel the notion that livestock are in direct competition 
with wildlife, and have informed landowners oriented toward hunting game animals 
that livestock are an important tool in habitat management for wildlife. WMAs 
have helped to encourage burning and have been the nucleus for development of  
prescribed burning associations and organizations to limit development. In some 
limited cases, they may even foster cooperation and sharing of  grazing resources, 
although possibly due to the cost of  transporting cattle to various small properties, 
this has yet to be adopted as a widespread practice.

Conclusions

In our three case studies, grassroots organization has helped maintain and 
increase rancher ability to benefit from rangelands. The need for a collaborative 
effort seems more obvious when grazing must depend on large amounts of  land 
that are not owned by the rancher, yet even in Texas, where most grazed land is 
the rancher’s, grassroots organizations develop to foster the web of  social and 
institutional relationships that keep ranchers in place and help them benefit 
from their rangelands. All of  these groups rely on creating connections among 
ranchers, and among ranchers and regulatory or management agencies, and 
sharing knowledge, labor, and resources. Each supports research and policy that 
benefits pastoralism in ways that an individual rancher cannot. All of  them are 
involved in transboundary management, whether it is fire, wildlife, or maintaining 
a grazing calendar of  several different ownerships. Finally, all of  them argue that 
they are benefiting rangelands, including supporting biodiversity.

In the Malpai Borderlands, the need to use prescribed burning, maintain access 
to public lands, and stave off  land fragmentation and development has led to the 
development of  a grassroots rancher organization with a system of  conservation 
easements whose permanence is linked to good treatment by public lessors, and 
a burn and land conservation plan that benefits both ranchers and fire agencies. 
When rangeland is largely owned by the government, finding points of  leverage 
and strategies for negotiation become critical for maintaining a right to benefit, as 
well as ability to benefit, that in many places is growing increasingly tenuous due to 
larger-scale social, political, and economic changes. In California, the California 
Rangeland Conservation Coalition communicates the benefits of  grazing to 
agency managers, and has produced a strategic plan for maintaining rangelands 
and ranching, in an effort to help keep the growing proportion of  public and 
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reserved rangeland available for grazing. As private land is developed, lands set 
aside for mitigation or recreation are becoming a greater part of  the rangeland 
portfolio for California ranchers. The Coalition also helps ranchers and agencies 
establish conservation easements and collaborative management programs, and 
learn about recent research results about grazing and the environment.

Finally, in Texas, wildlife management associations help ranchers marketing 
hunting opportunities to manage game in an increasingly fragmented landscape. 
By unifying the associations under a statewide network TOWMA has provided 
increased political influence for landowners. Wildlife Management Associations 
meet regularly, sharing best practices, supporting research, and helping ranchers 
work together to manage game and qualify for tax relief. In all three cases, public 
agencies are participants in the associations, but in Texas, one particular agency, 
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, is a critical facilitator, and benefits from 
the ability to influence management on private lands through wildlife management 
plans.

Pastoralists need lots of  rangeland, because the production per hectare is 
low, and because forms of  mobility are a common part of  the annual calendar. 
Creating social connections, as illustrated by these case studies, is one way to 
maintain access to, and the ability to benefit from, rangelands in a changing 
ecological, economic, and social environment. These connections are important 
regardless of  landownership.



5 Community governance 
of  natural resources and 
rangelands

The case of  the Eastern Highlands 
of  Morocco

Abderrahim Boutaleb and Ilaria Firmian

Briefing

Human activity, specifically overgrazing and cropping, and climate change are 
driving Moroccan rangelands in the Eastern Highlands to degradation and 
inability to maintain livestock anymore. This dreadful condition is becoming 
permanent and irreversible. To face this situation the Government of  Morocco 
in collaboration with IFAD is running the PDPEO (Livestock and Pastoral 
Development Project in the Eastern region), now in its second phase, to improve 
rangeland management through temporary protection, plantation of  fodder 
shrubs, reseeding, scarification, improvement of  health services or fattening.

This chapter shows how the success of  this project lies in the recognition of  the 
collective rights of  local tribes and the organization of  herders into ethno-lineage 
cooperatives. The assessment of  this initiative shows how common management 
and restoration of  traditional social systems may be a successful path to enhance 
governance and sustainable management of  natural resources.

Keywords: governance, rangelands, land management, pastoralism, community 
governance, pastoral cooperatives, participatory approach

Environmental profile of  the zone

The zone concerned by this case study stretches across Morocco’s Eastern Region 
from the provinces of  Jerada in the north and Taourirt in the west to the province of  
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Figuig in the south. It covers more than 3.5 million hectares, most of  it highlands. 
This vast area is a major pastoral region, carrying some 2 million head of  small 
ruminant animals. The climate is mainly arid to desert in type, so that the area has 
a well-adapted steppe-type vegetation. This vegetation supports the generations-
old activity of  livestock production, which represents the backbone of  the economy 
for the whole zone. It is still for the most part carried out extensively to enable the 
livestock to obtain most of  their sustenance from the pastures.

The rangelands are no longer in a good enough condition to meet the food 
requirements of  the livestock. Even worse, in most cases the degradation of  these 
rangelands has become an irreversible process, leaving desert landscapes. The 
region experienced a climate change in the 1970s, leading to a reduction in annual 
rainfall. The decline in rainfall caused by climate changes affected specifically and 
severely the spring season in Ain Beni Mathar and Tendrara, while it affected 
all the seasons in Figuig. These changes in the distribution of  rainfall probably 
accelerated the degradation of  rangelands that was observed in the zone. One 
of  the main consequences of  the reduction in springtime rainfall is a decrease 
in rangeland productivity, inasmuch as spring is a period of  active growth for 
most plants and any water deficit in this period will have a negative effect on 

Figuig

Bouarfa

Algeria

Oujda Project area

Algeria

Portugal Spain

Rabat

Bouarfa

Figure 5.1 Project area
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rangeland production, even with favourable climatic conditions the following year. 
The reduction is seen in a slowing down in growth in the case of  perennial species 
and in the exhaustion of  seed stocks in the soil in the case of  annual species.

Moreover, agro-climatological studies carried out by Morocco’s National 
Institute for Agricultural Research show two agro-climatic zones in the study region: 
one prior to and the other after the change in rainfall (1946–1975 and 1976–2002). 
The two zones are linked to the climatic requirements of  certain pastoral species. 
During the earlier period, the climatic conditions seemed favourable to the growth 
of  pastoral species, especially esparto (alfa grass) and artemisia (white wormwood). 
During the second period, the zones favourable to these species extended over 
the northern part of  the region, and the central and northern part of  the region 
remained favourable to the growth of  pastoral species. Thus, even if  the climatic 
conditions are sometimes less than optimal for growth, they remain sufficient.

The cause of  rangeland degradation in these zones must therefore be attributed 
mainly to human activity. The factors that have led to a major reduction in the 
area of  pasture and acceleration in the reduction in ground cover are:

•	 The expansion of  rangeland clearing beyond the usual mhareth,1 combined 
with the settling of  families, which curtails flock movements and limits the 
choice of  camp sites.

•	 The holding of  numbers of  livestock exceeding the rangeland carrying 
capacity, thus reducing the regeneration potential in all the various ecological 
sectors.

•	 The occupation of  large pastoral zones by the attarda phenomenon,2 thus 
restricting the area of  mobility and in turn increasing grazing pressure on the 
rangelands available for all users.

•	 The reduction – or even disappearance – of  shrub and dwarf  shrub plant 
species, which give way to herbaceous species, thus reducing the times spent 
in transhumance sites, which in turn jeopardizes the viability of  the whole 
operation.

•	 Transport difficulties, particularly the loading and unloading of  livestock and 
equipment.

•	 The creation of  certain rested range areas or grazing bans, which some 
herders have reported as hampering movement.

•	 The replacement of  transhumance by feed intensification in periods of  
drought or pre-drought.

This state of  degradation meant that studies and surveys carried out on the 
ground observed the following facts between 1975 and 2001:

•	 Major expansion of  degraded artemisia and esparto grasslands, with the area 
of  these lands increasing from 638,700 to 890,068 hectares (an increase of  
about 40 per cent).

•	 A considerable reduction in areas of  artemisia, which shrank from 394,770 to 
35,482 hectares between 1975/76 and 2000/01.
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•	 A similarly large reduction in areas of  really vigorous esparto, which dwindled 
from 1,326,918 to a mere 353,255 hectares.

In the south (Bouarfa, Abbou Lakhal), where climatic conditions are no longer 
sufficient for the optimal growth of  these species, any adverse action, especially 
overgrazing, can bring about irreversible degradation. Very severely degraded 
rangelands account for more than 650,000 hectares in the study area, presenting 
the most advanced forms of  degradation. They comprise mainly areas of  sand 
encroachment and bare ground. The intensified degradation of  these steppes results 
in a major reduction in biological productivity. Sand encroachment, one of  the most 
typical forms of  rangeland degradation, is found mainly in the southeast of  the zone.

Bare ground is another component of  the very severe type of  degradation. 
It is a result of  the total disappearance of  vegetation due to overgrazing and the 
abandonment of  cultivated rangeland. Such areas are slopes that are particularly 
vulnerable to erosion. Bare ground composed of  rocky desert is found in the 
mountainous zones of  the south.

Socio-economic profile of  the zone

The population of  the zone (including the Tendrara, Bouarfa and Ain Beni 
Mathar urban centres) is estimated at roughly 100,000, with an average of  
seven people per household. The growth rate in the project zone is higher than 
in the Eastern Region as a whole (0.2 as against −0.8 per cent), although it 
is considerably lower than the national figure (0.6 per cent). More than half  
the inhabitants are under 24 years of  age – 44.4 per cent in Figuig province, 
54 per cent in Jerada and 53.9 per cent in Taourirt – while the national figure 
for this age group is 47.8 per cent. The predominant type of  housing in the 
region is rural (65 per cent). The Eastern Region is fifth in terms of  its poverty 
rate. According to the 2004 census, the poverty rate in the region is roughly 
17.9 per cent, although it is higher than this regional average in rural areas, 
reaching about 25 per cent.

In terms of  socio-economic activities, the vast majority of  the region’s 
population obtains almost all its income directly or indirectly from livestock 
production, mainly sheep. Thus, 67 per cent of  the population practise livestock 
rearing, while 28 per cent practise it as a sideline with agriculture. The remaining 
5 per cent are engaged in trading activities in the urban centres of  Tendrara, 
Bouarfa and Ain Beni Mathar (SCET-SCOM, 2008). The zone is generally 
known for its predominant rearing of  sheep and goats on large expanses of  
steppe rangelands: about 1,344,000 head of  small ruminant animals (1,095,000 
sheep and 249,000 goats).

Livestock production systems are generally pastoral and extensive to semi-
extensive in type, with the following features:

•	 Major variations in the numbers of  sheep, depending on variations in climate.
•	 Very low productivity of  the livestock.



Scale 1:1,320,000

Legend
Irrigated zones
Stipa tenacissima, Noeae mucronata, atractylis
Stipa temacissima
Mixed steppe
Desert steppe
Bare earth
Pre-forest
Sand
Water
Rocky desert
Buildings 
Artemisia herba alba, annual vegetation

Figure 5.2 Various types of  rangeland degradation in the highlands of  the Eastern Region

Key: state of  degradation: light grey – slight; medium grey – medium to severe; dark grey – very severe
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•	 Major dependence of  livestock on purchased feed.
•	 Variations in the roles attributed to the livestock (a source of  wealth and/or 

social prestige etc.).
•	 Most of  the herders in the region are considered poor: 77.5 per cent have a 

low to very low income, 19.2 per cent have a modest to medium income, and 
3.3 per cent have an income that can be described as comfortable.

The sheep rearing systems distinguished on the basis of  variables regarding the 
activity and its environment vary among zones as follows:

•	 Livestock system 1. This system is found in the far northeast and is marked by 
the small size of  rangelands, providing insufficient food for the livestock, 
partly due to the increasing loss of  rangeland vigour, particularly toward the 
south. This leads to major recourse to supplementary feed to meet the needs 
of  flocks, and it is estimated that this supplementary feed covers roughly 
50 per cent of  these needs.

•	 Livestock system 2. This system is found in the centre-north, where rangelands 
are of  medium size, with degraded pastoral resources. Relatively little 
supplementary feed is used in comparison with other regions, covering more 
than 45 per cent of  needs. However, the percentage is constantly growing as 
a result of  the inadequacy of  rangelands and the stable or growing size of  
flocks.

•	 Livestock system 3. This system is found in the northwest, where rangelands are 
small to medium in size and in an advanced state of  degradation. Inputs of  
supplementary feed are relatively low, due to the existence of  sylvopastoral 
resources in the north and the low socio-economic level of  farms.

•	 Livestock system 4. Rangelands are larger under this system, covering communes 
in the centre, and the food for flocks, which are purely breeding in type, is 
based essentially on pastoral resources. Parallel with pastoral resources under 
constant use, supplementary feed is currently based on purchases, due to the 
very low local production.

•	 Livestock system 5. Rangelands are very large under this system, but are in a 
mediocre state in almost all the southern and southeastern zones, and sheep 
rearing has been seriously affected by the sub-Saharan drought. Unlike the 
forms of  adaptation found elsewhere, these herders do not take advantage 
of  supplementary feed to cover the needs of  their livestock, so that such 
additions remain relatively low.

Right of  use and natural resource management methods

Rangelands in the highlands are divided between esparto grasslands, which are 
part of  state forest land, and collectively-owned land. Collective rangelands – land 
belonging to the community of  origin, which cannot be divided up and which all 
the descendants of  the community can use – accounts for about 2 million hectares 
and falls under the charge of  the Ministry of  the Interior.
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In the past, collective status supported a tribal type of  organization based on 
collective ownership of  pastoral resources recognized by the various tribes and 
marked by customary grazing areas used and respected by each tribe. These areas 
are already recognized in terms of  demarcated collective lands.

Today, however, this status seems to be in contradiction with changes in the 
main components of  pastoral society: the creation of  administrative divisions, 
and a strong trend toward sedentarization and individualization in the use of  
resources and inputs. In the absence of  a demarcation of  collective lands, it is 
hard for the collective ownership of  rangelands to withstand individual styles of  
behaviour marked by the private appropriation of  land, clearing and conversion 
to agriculture. The project is based on the traditional collective structure in order 
to create cooperatives with an ethnic link, and thus a structure that will make the 
assumption of  responsibility for the sustainable development of  rangelands easier.

Intervention under the livestock and pastoral 
development project in the Eastern Region (PDPEO)

Aware of  this state of  affairs, the government departments in charge of  the sector 
established various development programmes and projects for the zone, such as 
the PDPEO (phase I).3 In collaboration with the Government of  Morocco and the 
African Development Bank, IFAD financed the Livestock and Pastoral Development 
Project in the Eastern Region for US$45.2 million. The Fund played a major role 
in the design, implementation and monitoring of  the project. When the project 
was being designed, its team carried out an in-depth study of  the communities 
and their social organization. Then, on the basis of  this study, the project team 
selected the following approaches to rangeland improvement: periodic temporary 
grazing bans, planting of  fodder shrubs, reseeding and scarifying, all intended 
to increase the productivity of  rangelands and the availability of  fodder. With a 
view to improving livestock quality, the project team decided on improved health 
services for land races, fattening, and more flexible livestock management systems. 
Lastly, in order to ensure greater availability of  water, the project decided to install 
or rehabilitate livestock watering points. The various monitoring and evaluation 
reports prepared by IFAD have proved vital in identifying the problems inherent in 
the project and formulating recommendations regarding support activities.

The importance of  recognizing the collective rights of  tribes has played a major 
role in the success of  this model. Since 1919, Morocco has been the only country 
in western Asia and northern Africa to recognize the collective rights of  tribes. 
The decentralization policies of  the 1980s reorganized rural areas into communes, 
which were defined on the basis of  tribal lands. These conditions facilitated the 
introduction of  community-based range management (CBRM), an innovative 
approach, with the support of  the local population, who saw the project as an 
opportunity to regain control of  their resources. The PDPEO I demonstrated the 
existence of  major potential to reverse the degradation process by implementing 
large-scale schemes for the institutional and administrative organization of  
herders, rehabilitation and improvement of  rangeland and livestock productivity, 
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and the training of  herders and implementing officers. The organization of  
herders into ethno-lineage cooperatives created a space for training, consultation 
and negotiation in all the fields of  rural activities, apart from the activities of  
planning, execution and supervision of  grazing bans and plantations of  fodder 
shrubs, and the improvement of  livestock production.

Formation of  pastoral cooperatives under the PDPEO I

In the 1970s and 1980s, the Moroccan government established pastoral 
improvement perimeters (PIPs), an institutional reform intended to improve 
rangeland management. PIPs were based on ecological and technological 
imperatives, with very little attention thus being given to existing tribal management 
systems, which had a very strong social, cultural and institutional dimension. 
Government technical bodies carried out the process without the participation of  
the communities concerned. In 1995, the World Bank estimated that 12.5 per cent 
of  Moroccan rangelands were degraded (World Bank, 1995). There was general 
recognition that the PIP approach had failed and that if  nothing appropriate 
was done, the trend to rangeland degradation would jeopardize the livelihood of  
millions of  pastoral households for which livestock production was the main source 
of  income and rangelands the main source of  food for their livestock. It is in this 
context that IFAD intervened to develop the CBRM approach.

The CBRM approach is an innovative one based on five key principles:

1 Rural communes and tribal affiliation provide the basis for the creation of  
pastoral cooperatives.

2 Tribal institutions are reorganized into pastoral management cooperatives 
responsible for making technical decisions and administering resources.

3 Tribal members are required to purchase ‘shares’ in the cooperatives in order 
to become members and gain access to cooperative services and to better-
quality pastures.

4 The project does not seek to settle herders, but promotes their mobility through 
new, more flexible livestock management systems.

5 The project promotes consensual decision-making processes with beneficiaries.

The risks and stakes were very high because of  three major difficulties that 
could endanger the whole process:

1 The extent to which government technical bodies would support a process that 
reduced their control over rangeland development.

2 The communities’ agreement to reorganize themselves into cooperatives and 
purchase shares to become members.

3 The respect that non-cooperative tribal members would have for the new 
situation brought about by the cooperatives.

The second and third points were particularly critical, given their equity 
implications, especially the risk that an elite would ‘capture’ project services and 
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benefits, thus marginalizing poor households in cooperative decision-making 
processes.

The introduction of  the idea of  the participation of  herders in the protection, 
conservation, improvement and sustainable management of  the available resources 
led those designing the PDPEO I project to seek a form of  organization for them 
that would, on the one hand, ensure their representation and, on the other, act as a 
dialogue partner for the government.

The selected form of  organization for herders was that of  ‘pastoral cooperatives’, 
which were established in application of  law 1-83-226 of  9 Moharrem 1405 
(5 October 1984), promulgating law 24-83 that established the general status of  
cooperatives and the mandate of  the Office of  Cooperation Development. The 
socio-tribal nature of  pastoral society in the Eastern Region and the collective status 
of  rangelands led to the constitution of  ethno-lineage cooperatives on the basis of  
affinity among groups.

Ethno-lineage cooperatives were thus established, with the following as their 
main objectives:

•	 To be dialogue partners for the government with regard to rangeland 
rehabilitation and management (choice of  pastoral improvement perimeters 
and zones to be rested, reporting of  infringements and identification of  those 
responsible etc.).

•	 To guarantee the sustainability of  pastoral improvement work (grazing bans, 
rotation, planting, etc.).

•	 To supply cooperative-member herders with livestock feed and veterinary 
products.

•	 To manage infrastructure installed by the government (watering points, 
treatment and vaccination facilities, etc.).

•	 To assume eventual responsibility for cooperative staff, whose salaries should 
not be covered by the project after the end of  2004.

•	 To undertake joint actions with other institutions (rural communes, local 
government, agricultural and agro-industrial cooperatives, chamber of  
agriculture, associations and other groups of  producers and herders, etc.).

The project zone had 43 pastoral cooperatives, with slightly over 9,000 members 
at the start of  the second phase of  the PDPEO in 2005.

These cooperatives were expected to act as intermediaries between their members 
and the government services intervening in the zone, manage rested rangeland 
areas, participate in the management of  or directly manage watering points, 
and participate actively in livestock vaccination campaigns. They also sometimes 
provided their members with paid services, such as the use of  trucks to transport 
water, livestock and feed. The cooperatives thus became vital dialogue partners on 
the ground. The most striking example of  institutional capacity, and one that is often 
cited, is the Tendrara Union of  Cooperatives, which has its own rules of  procedure 
and negotiates directly with the local government. This union provided the space 
for discussions on the establishment of  grazing bans and was also the channel for 
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distribution of  the compensation and feed anticipated under the National Drought 
Management Programme. It is also host to a nascent pastoral policing system and 
decides on rangeland opening and closing dates.

The conduct of  the cooperative as a new space for affiliation is almost exemplary, 
although there are disparities in the levels of  governance and the services provided. 
The majority of  herders use these institutions to gain access to a certain number 
of  resources and form partnerships. Before the cooperatives were created, the two 
spheres were the tribe and the rural commune. The slackening of  tribal ties led 
to greater stress on administrative divisions – and particularly on douars, which are 
the professional cooperation structures that directly concern livestock production 
activities. The rural commune is increasingly seen as a new source of  identity, 
although it has some difficulty in playing a greater role in contexts where material 
indicators of  its presence are absent in the everyday life of  herders on the move.

The most recent survey on the autonomy of  the rural poor, carried out in 2005, 
shows that cooperatives are real focuses for the crystallization of  affiliation and 
among the main structures looked to for the provision of  services: 64.7 per cent of  
those surveyed said that the cooperative was the first place they turned to in order 
to obtain inputs and be represented as a profession (farmer/herder) and 76 per cent 
stated that the cooperative has an impact on the local economy and helps to solve 
conflicts.

One of  the interesting aspects revealed by the survey is the transformation 
under way in a body of  ethnic origin. One respondent out of  three now states 
that membership of  the tribe is not necessarily a condition for membership of  the 
cooperative – and the lower the level, the more strongly the solidarity among the 
group members is expressed. This is seen in certain cooperatives by the lack of  affinity 
among member lineages or the refusal to accept certain douars as members. The 
main differences existing between cooperatives and the traditional way of  rangeland 
management generally lie in political conflicts caused by the administrative divisions 
that have thrown the tribal recognition of  rangeland territories into question. This 
affects the operation of  cooperatives, eventually leading to their blockage.

Another aspect should be stressed in order to show the potential of  cooperatives 
as places for learning about democracy and democratic management. At the start 
of  the PDPEO I project, certain evaluations criticized technicians for favouring 
traditional leaders as intermediaries, so that these leaders not only decided on the 
structure of  the future cooperatives (the constituent lineages), but also occupied 
positions of  responsibility. It must be observed that today, with the exception of  
certain cooperatives where the leaders have developed their leadership style and 
their skills, most of  the cooperatives have changed chairpersons or seen new leaders 
appear. Some chairpersons have been dismissed from their positions because of  
their poor management or the appearance of  people with better skills. These 
challenges to traditional leaders have also led to such dramatic events as the suicide 
of  a chairman and the imprisonment of  others. The results of  the most recent 
survey on autonomization confirm these observations: 29 per cent of  cooperatives 
have changed their officers more than five times, while only two have retained the 
same chairperson.
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Herders laid major stress on leadership qualities as a vital element in the 
autonomous capital of  cooperatives. The features of  this leader are unusual: 
76 per cent of  respondents think the leader must have a broad network of  
relationships among government offices and defend the interests of  the cooperative 
before those of  his own ethnic group, while 88 per cent think he must be competent 
and be familiar with rules, regulations and procedures.

Since their creation, a number of  cooperatives have undergone divisions, which 
sometimes solved situations of  conflict (the case of  the Ennahda, Elfath, Al Izdehar, 
Istitmar and Erreda cooperatives in the Beni Guil rural commune, which gave birth 
to five new cooperatives: Oulad Mouloud, Alhalloumia, Oulad Ali Ben Yassine, 
Ettadamoune and El Wafa respectively) and sometimes weakened the cooperatives 
due to the division of  resources and goods, quarrels over grazing areas, etc. (the case 
of  the Saada cooperative in Ain Beni Mathar).

Despite these limitations, the cooperatives are unanimously considered a success, 
and this success lies in:

•	 The involvement of  pastoral cooperatives grafted onto ethnic groupings in the 
management of  pastoral resources.

•	 The representation of  livestock owners and herders with government bodies for 
the planning, choice of  intervention sites and validation of  land management 
actions in consultation with the government (for example, the Cooperative 
Development Plan, which is a planning document drawn up with the 
government and taken into account in the development plans of  communes, 
and which has the force of  law with regard to the planning of  projects in 
partnership with the government).

•	 Good governance with regard to the management of  rested range areas 
(opening and closing of  grazing periods and fixing of  the number of  livestock 
to be introduced, and also penalization of  cooperative members who violate 
grazing bans, through the payment of  a fine to the cooperative).

There are currently (May 2013) 42 cooperatives. The cooperative graft seems 
to be holding firm for the moment, thanks to the efforts of  extension workers and 
the support of  provincial and local authorities on the one hand, and, on the other, 
the adherence of  herders because of  the substantial advantages they draw from 
the cooperatives (compensation for rested areas, subsidized livestock feed, veterinary 
care, etc.) and above all their growing awareness of  the potential of  this institution 
in terms of  their identity and their institutional, economic and social representation 
at the local and regional levels.

Intervention of  the PDPEO II and the Tripartite Partnership 
Agreement

Phase II of  the PDPEO sought to meet the challenges identified below, particularly 
by stressing institution-building, the organizational and financial consolidation 
of  cooperative institutions, and the boosting of  local services, so that they can 
provide guidance and training, particularly:
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•	 Drafting of  a kind of  regulatory tool, the Tripartite Partnership Agreement, 
which encourages good practices and penalizes poor practices with regard to 
sustainable resource management, signed by all the partners.

•	 Definition with the partners of  the role the rural commune could play as a 
government institution, but one that is subject to the results of  elections.

•	 Boosting of  the local structures of  the Ministry of  Agriculture, Rural 
Development and Fisheries by establishing logistical and training facilities in 
order to support cooperatives in drawing up their development plans.

•	 Boosting of  the local capacities of  cooperatives with regard to grass-roots 
organization, technical training, accounting, management, marketing and 
project formulation.

•	 Help to cooperatives in assuming their role, including their incorporation into 
the tripartite agreement.

The Tripartite Partnership Agreement initiated under the PDPEO II project in 
2006, was developed as a formal agreement among the Ministry of  Agriculture, 
the Ministry of  the Interior and the High Commission for Waters, Forests and 
Desertification Control in order to resolve juridical conflicts over the management 
and administration of  collective lands in the highlands of  the Eastern Region, 
while always ensuring the preservation of  natural pastoral resources. The stated 
objective of  the tripartite agreement is to establish close collaboration among the 
three signatory departments, while defining the roles and terms of  reference of  
each partner with a view to ensuring the sustainable management of  rangelands. 
It is based on three principles: (i) appropriate management and use in view of  the 
potential of  the ecosystem and the spatial integration of  rangeland management 
through the various types of  ownership status; (ii) consideration of  the traditional 
uses and rights over rangelands within and between ethnic groups and tribes; and 
(iii) partnerships among and association of  all the interested parties with a view to 
integrated, sustainable rangeland management.

A framework for rendering the tripartite agreement operational was defined 
under the PDPEO II project, and the GEF project offered to provide the 
institutional support necessary for implementation of  the agreement and also 
to promote its extension to other concerned sectors, particularly the Ministry of  
Justice, an important partner in this connection, in drawing up a blueprint for 
integrated land-use planning in the PDPEO II zone. The intervention thrusts of  
the agreement concern:

•	 Implementation of  land rehabilitation and management programmes based 
on promotion of  a rational use of  land in order to avoid practices that are 
destructive of  pastoral resources: overgrazing, land clearing and conversion 
to agriculture, violation of  rested or planted areas, unauthorized building on 
rangelands, unauthorized gathering of  plant matter.

•	 Establishment of  a monitoring and control system for land use.
•	 Guidance and training of  beneficiaries, technical staff  and other stakeholders.
•	 Juridical consolidation of  rangelands.
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•	 In the context of  implementation of  these two projects, various actions have 
been undertaken for implementation of  the framework agreement:
•	 A series of  meetings of  local committees was held in order to find solutions 

to the conflicts that had unfortunately remained at the local level. These 
meetings made it possible to try out the implementation process for the 
Tripartite Partnership Agreement in order to free up any blockage points.

•	 Technical and juridical support was provided to prepare regulatory and 
institutional tools for implementation of  the agreement. In this context, 
a number of  proposed regulations and structures were developed: (i) a 
blueprint for nomination by government decision of  those making up 
committees and proposed procedural rules for meetings of  the committees; 
(ii) a proposal to promote the assumption of  responsibility for rangeland 
management by cooperatives and local government through joint 
management with supervision of  collective lands and esparto grasslands; and 
(iii) a model for the reorganization of  the internal structure of  cooperatives 
so that they can assume this responsibility for rangeland management.

•	 Training sessions in techniques for sustainable land management and 
integrated water management have been held for cooperatives and local 
government in the context of  capacity-building for stakeholders with 
regard to the planning of  good rangeland management practices.

•	 Studies regarding the Rangeland Master Plan and rehabilitation of  esparto 
grasslands have enabled local government offices to plan action to improve 
rangelands in coordination with the users (cooperatives).

These actions are currently under way and it is still too early to evaluate the 
feasibility and results of  the Tripartite Partnership Agreement.

Parallel with these guidance and training actions, the GEF desertification 
control project is currently adopting a participatory approach to the planning and 
implementation of  rangeland development actions with cooperatives through the 
introduction of  new tillage techniques (the Vallerani system) and new rangeland 
improvement strategies through the sowing of  native pastoral species. This 
approach is intended to strengthen the bonds among cooperatives so that they can 
organize themselves into unions and in due course into federations.

Main lessons learnt

•	 Ethnic groupings and the law regulating them provided a framework for 
hosting and supporting modern pastoral cooperatives that incorporate 
traditional values, allowing them to organize themselves along tribal lines, 
which helps to reduce conflict.

•	 The cooperatives are based on existing socio-institutional systems managed 
by a structure trained and supervised by Moroccan government services 
(Ministry of  the Interior, Ministry of  Agriculture and Marine Fisheries, 
Office of  Cooperation Development, etc.) with a view to facilitating collective 
action and the sustainable management of  natural resources. This approach 
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enabled these highland cooperatives to become preferred dialogue partners of  
government bodies with regard to the collective management of  rangelands 
and their infrastructure, the improvement of  livestock production and the 
protection of  natural resources.

•	 The method of  organization into cooperatives made it possible to boost 
their management capacity, adopt appropriate technical measures to develop 
rangelands and establish a set of  organizational and regulatory tools to 
manage rangelands in a responsible manner (the Tripartite Partnership 
Agreement).

•	 The adoption of  appropriate technical measures and the creation of  an 
appropriate juridical and institutional framework are essential for the success 
of  innovative approaches.

•	 The innovation represented by community-based range management has 
become the keystone of  the Moroccan approach to rangeland development 
and is being replicated in Syria and Tunisia.

•	 The formation of  cooperatives has enabled herders in the highland zone to 
become the main dialogue partners of  government bodies with regard to 
rangeland management and natural resource protection.

Notes
 1 An Arabic word that refers to lands that are found in small depressions (called sigas in 

local language) and that are usually ploughed.
 2 Arabic word that literally means ‘scaring other people’. It refers to a single family that 

takes possession of  a vast rangeland by clearing it and erecting buildings. This action 
forces the other herders to limit the mobility of  their livestock to smaller areas causing 
extensive land degradation impacts.

 3 Together with the Participatory Control of  Desertification and Poverty Reduction 
in the Arid and Semi-Arid High Plateau Ecosystems of  Eastern Morocco Project, 
financed by the Global Environment Facility and associated with the PDPEO.



6 Wetlands and drylands in 
the Sahel

The urgent need for good joint 
governance

Joost Brouwer

Overview

In dryland regions, wetlands stand out as areas where water and nutrients 
accumulate, plant and animal production potential is high, and production risk 
is low. Wetlands are therefore much sought after in dryland regions, by farmers, 
pastoralists, fishermen, collectors of  natural products, and also wildlife. Economic 
data from reports on some of  the 1,000 isolated wetlands in Niger demonstrate this 
importance, to people living at the isolated wetlands as well to people living further 
away, during ‘normal’ years as well as in times of  drought. At the same time, the 
isolated wetlands are under threat of  disappearing because of  increasing human 
pressure, climate change, land use change in their catchments, etc. Descriptions 
of  selected wetlands in Niger visited in the mid-1990s and again twelve years later 
show this, too. Good governance, i.e. integrated and participative management, 
of  wetlands in dryland regions must be effectuated as soon as possible, so that 
these very important natural resources will be used wisely and sustainably and not 
used up. A case study from Lake Tabalak illustrates this.

Keywords: Sahel, isolated wetlands, economic value, threatened ecosystems, 
participatory integrated management

Introduction

Water is what makes life on Earth possible. It is no different in the arid and semi-
arid regions of  the world, where rainfall is notoriously unreliable. Wetlands are 
areas where water is concentrated and water supply dependable, thus reducing 
production risk. Nutrients from sediments and livestock manure are concentrated 
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in wetlands as well, thus increasing ecological and agricultural production potential 
in comparison with the surrounding drylands. Because of  this low production 
risk and high production potential, wetlands in arid and semi-arid regions are 
much sought after by people as well as animals. These wetlands also facilitate the 
utilization of  the drylands surrounding them. In short, in dryland areas wetlands 
are extremely important resources.

Unfortunately wetlands in dryland areas are also under severe threat. These 
threats include conflicts of  interests between different users and user groups, 
desertification, climate change, demographic change and socio-economic change, 
as well as lack of  good governance.

In this chapter I use the isolated inland wetlands of  Niger to illustrate the 
value of  wetlands, and their importance for the functioning of  the surrounding 
dryland ecosystems. First, the various types of  wetlands that occur in Niger are 
discussed. This is followed by a description of  their use for different purposes, 
during the wet season as well as the dry season, and during normal and dry 
years. Next some economic values of  isolated wetlands in Niger to different user 
groups are quantified. After this, interactions between different types of  wetland 
use, and between wetlands and surrounding uplands, are discussed. Recent 
trends and present and future threats to these wetlands are reviewed as well, 
followed by an illustrative case study from Lake Tabalak in west central Niger. 
In the final section conclusions are drawn, and governance recommendations 
made.

Wetland types in Niger

The few large floodplains

Niger contains a number of  large floodplains. These occur along 550 km of  the 
River Niger in the south-west of  the country; along 180 km of  the Komadougou-
Yobé forming the border with Nigeria in the south-east of  the country; and along 
some 100 km of  the former shore of  Lake Chad in the extreme south-east (MHE-
Niger 1990a, 1991a). While these floodplains are very important ecologically and 
economically, also for the dryland regions that surround them, they are not the 
objective of  this chapter.

The numerous smaller wetlands

In the north of  Niger, there are a number of  oases, with orchards, grape and 
date production (de Beaufort and Czajkowski 1986; MHE-Niger 1991d). Little 
information is available about these wetlands. Throughout the country there 
are also a number of  dry, ‘fossil’ valleys, sometimes kilometres wide, dating from 
the time that the Sahara and Sahel were much wetter than now, approximately 
6–10,000 years ago. Water has not flown for centuries in most of  these valleys. 
Some still carry water from time to time, but in these ancient valleys groundwater 
is often close to the surface. (MHE-Niger 1990a–d, 1991b–c)
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Most importantly, there are a large number of  more or less isolated inland 
wetlands or lakes, called ‘mares’ in French. They are often located in depressions 
in the old drainage systems. There are more than 1,000 in Niger alone, varying in 
size between 10 and 2000 ha at maximum extent. Some are very temporary, and 
only hold water a couple of  months each year. Others contain water much longer. 
A number are even permanent, and always, or almost always, have water (MHE-
DRE-Niger 1993). These wetlands are enormously dynamic. Some disappear due 
to silting up (MHE-Niger 1992; Piaton and Puech 1992), but new ones appear as 
well. One such new wetland is at Dan Doutchi, in a depression that filled up as 
the drought broke in 1975: it now covers 1,800 ha when full (Mullié and Brouwer 
1994). By far the greatest number of  these isolated wetlands is to be found south 
of  15° N, in approximately the 300–600 mm rainfall zone, also called the Sahel 
zone. The northern limit is roughly the line from the SE corner of  Mali across the 
departments of  Tahoua, zinder and Diffa to Lake Chad. The southern limit is 
more or less formed by the borders with Nigeria, Benin and Burkina Faso. In other 
countries of  the Sahel zone, isolated wetland prevalence is without any doubt 
similar. In south-eastern Mauritania, for instance, there are at least 244 isolated 
wetlands of  appreciable size (Cooper et al. 2006).

The use of  isolated wetlands in Niger for various 
purposes: differences between the wet and the dry 
seasons, and from year to year

An overview of  various uses of  isolated wetlands in Niger at different times of  year 
is given below. See Brouwer (2009, online) for more detailed information.

Cropping

During the rainy season there is little cropping activity or horticultural activity 
around isolated wetlands in Niger. Only crops like floating rice can cope with 
rising or permanently high water levels. During the rainy season, farmers with 
access to both wetland frontage and upland fields will be working on their upland 
fields, where they grow their staple food, pearl millet.

In agricultural statistics in Niger, a distinction is seldom made between dry-
season cropping that is irrigated, and dry-season cropping that is dependent on 
residual moisture in the soil. In the latter, as the water in wetlands recedes, crops 
are sown in the emerging soil. As the water stored in the soil is used up by the crop, 
supplementary irrigation is sometimes applied. Dry-season cropping concerns 
crops like onions, tomatoes, beans, sweet potato, cabbage, lettuce and peppers 
(pers. obs.). These crops have a much higher nutritional value than the staple millet 
and are important to people living in the wetlands as well as to people living in 
the surrounding drylands. Much of  the dry-season cropping is for (international) 
commercial purposes.

There is inter-annual variation in the area used in Niger for dry-season cropping. 
During the years 1984–1991 it varied between 42,000 ha and 64,000 ha, rice 
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not included (MAE-Niger 1993). Dry-season cropping was most extensive during 
1984 and 1989: 63–64,000 ha, vs. <54,000 ha in other years. These two years 
were respectively a drought year and a year with patchy rainfall and poor millet 
harvests in many parts of  the country. This shows that the total area useable for 
e.g. recession agriculture cannot be reduced with impunity: areas not used during 
good rainfall years may be an essential safety net during years of  poor rainfall 
(Brouwer and Ouattara 1995).

Livestock production

During the rainy season, wetlands can provide drinking water for livestock, 
although the availability in the uplands of  green feed and surface pools makes 
that less necessary. In some wetlands, but mostly along the Niger River, the grass 
‘bourgou’, Echinochloa stagnina, may be grown during the wet season on rising water 
levels. After the water level has dropped, it is harvested for hay.

During the dry season isolated wetlands can provide drinking water for 
livestock, and also grazing additional to the grazing in the surrounding drylands. 
Herders can bring in local cattle and small ruminants to drink every day, or every 
few days. Transhumant herders only use a particular wetland during a limited 
time of  the year, as a part of  their annual treks that sometimes cover thousands 
of  kilometres.

No data could be found on inter-annual differences in utilization of  isolated 
wetlands by livestock. With livestock numbers decreasing during drought periods, 
utilization by livestock of  wetlands for drinking will also be lower in volume 
during droughts, but more important in terms of  survival. It should be noted that 
a particular isolated wetland may be important for livestock only once every so 
many years, when that wetland can provide what the livestock and herders need 
while the other wetlands cannot. If  wetland is not available that year because it is 
being used for other purposes, the whole associated livestock production system 
may collapse.

Fishing

During the rainy season, fishing activity is generally low. Measures to increase fish 
production, such as re-stocking and increasing aquatic vegetation for fish to spawn 
in, do take place during the rainy season (MHE-DFPP 1991).

Fishing mostly takes place during the dry season, when fish stocks have had time 
to grow and/or are driven closer together as the water level recedes. The main 
species caught are Clarias gariepinus (catfish), Tilapia nilotica, T. zilii and Lates niloticus 
(Nile perch). Also Bagrus bayad, Protopterus annectens (lungfish) and Auchenoglanis sp. 
(Mullié and Brouwer 1994).

Inter-annual variation in rainfall will lead to inter-annual variation in the maximum 
water level in isolated wetlands, and thus to variability in fish production in those 
wetlands. A nation-wide drought in 1984 did indeed lead to low fish production 
the following year, as mentioned in section 4.3. During drought years more 
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aestivating lungfish Protopterus annectens may be dug out of  the mud of  dried out 
wetlands to serve as emergency food (Raverdeau 1991; Mahatan 1994; Mullié 
and Brouwer 1994a). Fish can be an important source of  protein for people living 
in the wetlands as well as for people living in the surrounding drylands.

Hunting and tourism

Hunting other than traditional hunting was largely banned in Niger in 1974. In 
1996, hunting was legalized again on a much larger scale (Brouwer et al. 2001). 
The rainy season is not the preferred season for hunting, except for the collecting 
of  eggs of  e.g. Comb Duck Sarkidiornis melanotos. These eggs may be incubated by 
chickens and the hatched ducklings raised for later consumption (pers. obs.). For 
tourism, too, the rainy season is not the preferred season. Although the landscape 
is beautifully green at that time of  year, travel to isolated wetlands along un-
metalled roads can be quite difficult. There are also many more mosquitoes than 
during the dry season.

The dry season is when most hunting in Niger takes place. Even before 1996, it 
was not uncommon for ducks and geese to be hunted with shotguns, at least along 
the River Niger. Live decoys and baited lines have been used as well (Giraudoux 
et al. 1988; Mullié et al. 1996). We have also seen little boys use catapults, as well 
as glue-sticks, to catch birds coming in to drink (Mullié and Brouwer 1994). Birds 
may also be caught as by-catch on fishing lines with hooks. In the local markets a 
multitude of  animal species, including species found at isolated wetlands, are for 
sale for medicinal and magical purposes. To what extent these animals are caught 
in Niger itself  is not clear (Brouwer and Mullié 1994a).

There are no data about differences between years, as there is as yet little or no 
hunting or tourism in the isolated wetlands of  Niger. Note that hunters often do 
not live in the wetlands where they hunt. If  the local population does not profit 
from the hunters, the hunters may not be welcome. The same applies to tourists, 
of  course.

Collecting of  natural products

Local people, from near the wetland and from surrounding drylands, collect 
natural products from their wetland during the whole year. These include wood 
for cooking; wood for construction (trees around wetlands are often larger than 
those growing further away from water); clay for brick making and pottery; 
water for domestic purposes, including the washing of  clothes; plant and animal 
products for traditional medicinal and magical purposes (Mullié and Brouwer 
1994). Products collected primarily during the dry season include the fruits and 
tubers of  water lilies Nymphaea sp. for human consumption; bourgou Echinochloa 
stagnina to feed livestock; and water for agricultural purposes ( Mullié and 
Brouwer 1994). Collectors may be local but may also come from further away.
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Biodiversity

The vegetation of  isolated wetlands in Niger, if  present, often shows a concentric 
pattern, in which the dominating species varies with the depth and duration of  
inundation. Closest to the shore there is generally a zone dominated by the 
grass species Veteveria nigritana (shortest inundation time); then followed by Oryza 
longistaminata (wild rice), Echinochloa stagnina (bourgou), and finally Nymphaea lotus and 
N. caerulaea (waterlilies, where there is water a meter or more deep at least for four to 
five months of  the year). In addition to these herbaceous species there may or may 
not be trees, sometimes in dense groups. These include various Acacia species, and 
Mitragyna inermis (Mullié et al. 1999).

During the rainy season most mammals as well as most birds are not very reliant 
on isolated wetlands, as there will be sufficient surface pools for drinking throughout 
the landscape. The wetlands in the Liptako-Gourma region north-west of  Niamey 
harbour an important population of  Black-crowned Cranes Balearica pavonina, a 
Sahelian species that is threatened by the disappearance of  wetlands, disturbance 
and capture for the live bird trade (Meine and Archibald 1996; Brouwer and Mullié 
2001).

During the dry season large mammals from the surrounding drylands, such as 
antelopes, buffalo, elephants, hyenas, jackals, foxes, and even lions, used to come 
to drink at isolated wetlands in Niger. However, other than foxes there are very 
few large mammals left in Niger, outside ‘W’ National in the south-west of  the 
country. Waterbird counts were conducted in Niger during January–February every 
year between 1992 and 1997, along the River Niger as well as at isolated wetlands 
throughout the country. In total, more than 100 species of  waterbird were observed 
during those counts, and almost 40 species of  raptor. During the dry season, Niger is 
host to an estimated 1.8 million waterbirds. Most of  these have been born in Europe 
or Asia, and some fly more than five thousand kilometres to spend the Eurasian 
winter in Niger. Niger’s wetlands are therefore also important to the conservation 
of  Europe’s and Asia’s biodiversity (Brouwer and Mullié 1994a; Mullié et al. 1999; 
Brouwer and Mullié 2001).

There is clear inter-annual variation in the importance of  isolated wetlands in 
Niger for waterbirds. Two thirds of  the waterbirds in Niger, on average about 1.2 
million, use the isolated wetlands, depending on how much rain has fallen during 
the preceding rainy season. The River Niger becomes more important when the 
rains have been poor and the isolated wetlands only partly filled.

Economic values of  isolated wetlands in Niger

An overview of  the monetary values of  isolated wetlands in Niger at different 
times of  year is given in Table 6.1.

For some users, such as pastoralists, isolated wetlands are essential to their way of  
life. For other groups, having access to wetlands as well as drylands increases the range 
of  crop and livestock production options, from which they can choose depending on 
how good the local rains and the flood levels of  the wetland are or were. As many 
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Table 6.1 Some estimated economic values of  isolated wetlands in Niger in the early 1990s. 
For details see Brouwer (2009), online

Product Season Year Extent and value Remarks

Cropping Rainy ? Value probably quite low; 
cropping priority is uplands

Cropping Dry 1991 42–64,000 ha/yr
$200–$4,300 per ha
(uplands $70 per ha)

Area greater following poor 
rainy season in uplands; 
high nutrition, high value 
crops

Livestock 
keeping

Rainy 
and dry

1991 $35 million per year Value of  traded livestock 
that was dependent on 
wetlands for water

Fisheries Rainy 
and dry

1978–
1985

1,100–5,000 tons 
per year
$0.9–4.2 million per 
year

Fish catch at all isolated 
wetlands in Niger, value to 
fishermen

Fisheries Rainy 
and dry

1978–
1985

$ 5–20(–40) million 
per year

Fish catch at all isolated 
wetlands in Niger, city 
prices

Fisheries Rainy 
and dry

1989 430 ton, $250,000 
per year

Region of  Tahoua only; 
value in Niamey 5–10x 
greater; potential 2,000 ton

Hunting 
and tourism

Dry ? Potential completely 
undeveloped

Collecting 
of  natural 
products

Rainy 
and dry

? Water, wood, clay; plant & 
animal products

Collecting 
of  natural 
products

Dry Drought 
years

? Waterlily fruits and 
tubers, and lungfish, are 
emergency food in times of  
drought

Biodiversity Rainy ? Almost no information

Biodiversity Dry ? Average 1.2 million 
waterbirds in Jan–Feb; 
other species?

authors have reported, risk reduction is a major goal for resource-poor farmers in the 
Sahel (e.g. Ubels and Horst 1993, p.29; Mullié and Brouwer 1994).

Interactions between different types of  wetland use 
and between wetlands and surrounding uplands

Values of  isolated wetlands for a particular purpose also depend on interactions 
with utilization for other purposes. Sometimes such interactions are competitive 
and negative, sometimes they are positive. They can be local and intermittent, 
but also long-distance and permanent. Activities around wetlands can provide 
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extra income that can be invested in uplands, and vice versa; but there can also be 
competition for resources, including labour. For additional information on links 
between isolated wetlands in the Sahel and associated uplands, and on interactions 
between different user groups at wetlands, see Brouwer (2009, available online) 
and Abdoul Kader (2012). Suffice it here to say:

•	 Catchment utilization
 – Uplands can provide water and nutrient-rich sediments to wetlands, but 

too much water and/or too much sediment is detrimental.
 – Too many dams and too much water off-take upstream will cause 

downstream wetlands to deteriorate or even die.
 – Raising the outflow level at a particular wetland will affect the water 

regime and the vegetation at the wetland and downstream.
•	 Cropping

 – Increased dry season cropping would make an isolated wetland less attractive 
for hunting and for tourism but providing employment opportunities may 
also lead to a reduction in seasonal outmigration in search of  work.

 – Residues of  the crops of  the preceding dry season can provide places for 
fish to spawn.

 – Boundary markers between market gardens can trap sand and speed up 
silting up of  a wetland. When the water level rises again and the garden 
plots are temporarily submerged, the boundary markers can impede the 
movement of  fish as well as injure fishermen.

 – Increased dry-season cropping in a topographic depression can crowd out 
watering of  livestock as well as their traditional grazing on the original 
wetland vegetation. Grazing on crop residues from the dry season cropping 
can be a partial substitute, but often needs to be paid for by the herders.

•	 Livestock raising
 – It is not clear to what extent transfer of  nutrients by livestock to isolated 

wetlands is of  benefit to dry-season cropping around those wetlands. It 
would be very interesting to investigate that, given the conflicts between 
farmers and pastoralists in wetlands, with pastoralists often having to give 
way to farmers and give up access to wetlands and grazing resources.

 – Livestock can cause damage to market gardens.
 – Isolated wetlands are linked to local grazing areas by local livestock and 

to more distant grazing areas and wetlands by transhumant livestock. The 
wetlands and grazing areas further south help make it possible to exploit 
the rainy-season livestock production potential of  the northern Sahel. 
Without dry-season watering and grazing in the south, there can be no 
grazing in the north. Conversely, if  transhumant livestock rearing becomes 
impossible in the north, nutrient transfer by livestock from grazing areas to 
wetlands and millet fields may be reduced in the south.

 – Browsing, grazing and trampling by livestock can destroy the vegetation in 
and around wetlands, leading to a disappearance of  resources for people 
as well as increased erosion and silting up of  the wetland.
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 – Livestock raising can benefit fishing and biodiversity in wetlands through 
the transfer of  nutrients by livestock to isolated wetlands. The livestock 
watered at isolated wetlands in Niger have been estimated to contribute up 
to 10 tons of  manure and associated urine per hectare per year, containing 
300 kg N, 30 kg P and the associated energy of  the organic matter for use 
by detritus-eating organisms (unpublished data). This has an enormous 
effect on plant and animal production in the wetlands, including fish 
production and waterbird presence: see Brouwer (2009).

•	 Fishing
 – Abandoned fishing equipment can trap sand and accelerate the silting up 

of  wetlands.
 – Fishermen walking along the shore can damage market gardens.
 – Disturbance of  the wetland bed by fishermen can make the water more 

turbid and therefore less palatable to livestock.
 – Isolated wetlands may be linked to other areas through fishermen that 

come from elsewhere to fish in the wetland. 
•	 Collection of  natural products

 – Biodiversity at isolated wetlands is obviously important to collectors of  
natural plant and animal products. 

 – Harvesting of  aquatic and fringing vegetation at wetlands, trees as well as 
herbs, by locals and by people from upland areas, is too often unsustainable 
and destructive, leading to a reduction of  habitat for waterbirds and other 
animals, and also to a disappearance of  resources for people.

 – The introduction, accidental or otherwise, of  plants such as Water Lettuce 
Pistia stratiotes, Water Hyacinth Eichhornia crassipes, and bulrush Typha sp., 
may affect the functioning of  the wetland as well as the collection of  
natural products.

•	 Biodiversity
 – Biodiversity is likely to be negatively affected, immediately or eventually, 

by increases in dry-season cropping; degradation or destruction of  aquatic 
and fringing vegetation by farmers, fishermen, herders and/or livestock; 
by an increase in disturbance by the same groups; by changes in the 
flooding regime through the raising of  the outflow level of  the wetland 
and/or increased retention of  water upstream in the catchment; by too 
much hunting or hunting at too many wetlands; and by overcollection of  
natural products.

 – Waterbirds at a particular wetland link that wetland with the other wetlands 
they frequent. These include wetlands in the same area with which the 
wetland forms a habitat system for all or part of  the year; as well as all the 
other wetlands along the flyways of  the birds concerned. Bird ringing and 
satellite tracking studies have shown that migratory birds link Niger to at 
least 83 other countries, from Guinea to NE Canada, across Scandinavia 
to Siberia, and down via the Caucasus and the Middle East to Madagascar 
and South Africa.
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Recent trends and threats to isolated wetlands in the Sahel

A number of  recent trends at, and changes to, isolated wetlands in the Sahel 
have already been mentioned in the previous section. Many of  them are part 
of, or related to, world-wide demographic, climatic, environmental and socio-
economic changes. The casual observer will say that whether these trends are seen 
as opportunities or threats will depend on one’s point of  view. However, that is 
not completely correct. For not overly large wetlands near zinder, southern Niger, 
Framine (1994) already estimated that, without proper counter measures, it would 
take only 10–20 more years for a change from an aquatic to a marshy ecosystem 
to be completed. At the same time, it was said that 20–30 years after farmers 
move in, wetlands will be degraded for all kinds of  use, including cropping. This 
degradation is confirmed by data in Table 6.2, where a comparison is made 
between the situation at a dozen isolated wetlands in southern Niger in 1992–
1997 and in 2006–2008.

The importance of  isolated wetlands to many user groups is not just limited 
to the Sahel. Scoones (1991) gives a similar but more wide-ranging evaluation 
of  the importance of  small wetlands in semi-arid areas of  Africa. Other relevant 
publications include Dugan (1990), Claude et al. (1991), Hollis et al. (1993) and 
Sally et al. (1994).

Because of  the continuing urbanization, the demand for rice in Niger, and 
elsewhere in West Africa, will continue to increase. There have been proposals 
to develop a further 70,000 ha of  land for irrigation in Niger, out of  210,000 ha 
considered suitable, much of  it around isolated wetlands. The market for various 
other crops grown around wetlands will no doubt increase as well. Note, however, 
that irrigation projects, too, have a finite life. For irrigated areas in SE Australia the 
period of  usability is estimated at 150–200 years (Meyers 1994).

In addition there is the increasing pressure due to population growth, which in 
Niger is estimated at 3.1 per cent per annum. That growth percentage means a 
doubling of  the population in less than 23 years, and a quadrupling in 45 years. 
Around wetlands the pressure will grow even faster, due to migration to wetlands 
from upland areas.

What effects climate change will have on all this is uncertain, but no-one 
appears willing to bet that the effects of  climate change will be positive in the 
Sahel. This is in spite of  the fact that the drought of  1973–1974 has led to the 
creation of  quite sizeable (up to 1,800 ha), new isolated wetlands in Niger.

All in all, there is no doubt that the human pressure on wetlands in Niger 
will increase further, and enormously, during the years to come. It remains to 
be seen how the poorest people will fare under such conditions if  they are not 
offered help. Under present conditions, in particular, poor people often still have 
considerable (traditional) access to wetlands and their resources. The danger is that 
those traditional access rights will be diminished further by new developments. 
Transhumant pastoralists, present at isolated wetlands only part of  the year, are 
likely to lose out to farmers, present all year round. At the same time, conversion 
of  upland grazing areas to millet fields has forced pastoralists to try their luck 



Table 6.2 Examples of  changes happening at isolated wetlands in Niger, from 1992–1997 to 
2006–2008. 1992–1997 information collected by W.C. Mullié, J. Brouwer and colleagues; 
2006–2008 information collected by J. Brouwer

Kobadié wetland, 50 km SW of  Niamey along the road to Ouagadougou, c. 20 ha:
1992–1997: the wetland in October–November with presence of  waterlilies;
2006: All large trees (Khaya senegalensis) and most medium size trees (Mitragyna inermis) 
were cut; more people are present, lots of  disturbance, though few birds.

*IBA Kokoro wetland, 30 km NE of  Téra and 150 km NW of  Niamey, max. 2,100 ha:
1992–1997: up to 13,108 water fowl of  44 species in a glorious setting of  flooded 
grassland surrounded by patches of  Acacia nilotica forest, red dunes, huge granite 
boulders and palm trees;
2008: large areas of  fringing Acacia nilotica forest has been cleared; a lot more vegetable 
gardens has been constructed; and grazing pressure by livestock on the aquatic vegetation 
has increased enormously (perhaps in part because of  the poor rains the preceding 
year, but most likely because of  an increase in population and livestock size); birds are 
concentrated in a much smaller area of  the original wetland and are fewer in number.

IBA Namga or Namaga wetland, 40 km NE of  Téra and 150 km NW of  Niamey, max. 500 
ha:
1992–1997: up to 13,190 water fowl including 54 species of  bird;
2008: the wetland has been mostly dried due to poor rains in 2007, but still quite a few 
birds are observed; the adjoining village, from which the wetland received its name, has 
grown significantly.

Mari wetland, 10 km NE of  Tillabéri, 100 km NNW of  Niamey, max. 270 ha:
1992–1997 up to 4,266 water fowl;
2006: no water fowl present because an earthen dam had been constructed to raise 
the level of  the outflow of  the wetland, while the (former?) wetland had been almost 
completely taken over by farmers.

Yaya wetland, 40 km W of  Birni N’Konni:
1992–1997: a total of  122 water fowl was counted in this nice little wetland, next to a 
village;
2006: although still quite nice and with some water fowl, now there is an apparent 
increase in population and human activity when compared to the situation ten years 
earlier.

IBA Dan Doutchi wetland, 80 km NW of  Birni N’Konni, max. 1800 ha; originated in 
1975 after a huge rainfall event which followed the drought of  1973–1974:
1992–1997: up to 55 species of  water fowl;
2006: an earth dam had been built to raise the level of  the outflow of  the wetland; still 
a lot of  water present, with people, fishing activities and vegetable growing and some 
other human influence, but now with very few water birds present in the area.

IBA Tchérassa reservoir, 6 km NE of  Birni N’Konni:
1992–1997: 15,000 Cattle Egrets and 3,000 other water fowl (mostly ducks) present in 
January 1994;
2006: large areas of  Acacia nilotica were cut, especially in the areas where the Cattle 
Egrets used to roost; an increase in human population and activity is obvious.

Galmi reservoir, 60 km E of  Birni N’Konni
1992–1997: up to 1,033 of  water birds;
2006: few water fowl present, while the population pressure and fishing activities 
appear to have increased.
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Tabalak wetland, 25 km NE of  Tahoua along the road to Agadez, max. 1,150 ha:
1992–1997: up to 5,464 waterfowl of  48 species; Tabalak used to have quite a few trees 
along its northern end (Acacia nilotica, A. albida, Prosopis juliflora, and Balanites aegyptiaca), 
but in 1993 many of  these were cut; in 1993–1994, about 20% of  the perimeter was 
covered by vegetable gardens, while 80% was accessed by livestock;
2007: much less water fowl, in combination with a big increase in human population 
and human activities; now, it appears that 80% of  the perimeter is covered by vegetable 
gardens (with some narrow passages for livestock that want to reach the water, and 
20% freely accessible to livestock).

The Liptako-Gourma region, where the countries of  Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali meet
The Liptako-Gourma is an area with (still) lots of  extensive wetlands, threatened 
by population increases, migration and climate change. Some of  the wetlands are 
probably also threatened by the construction of  a dam in the Niger River at Kandadji, 
just south of  Ayorou, about 80 km south of  the Niger-Mali border. Dam construction 
implies employment and (temporary) settlement of  labourers; this condition attracts 
people that provide goods and services to these labourers, causing, e.g.:
- construction of  housing, for which timber is cut; in dry areas much of  the timber 
grows in drainage lines and around wetlands;
- provision of  firewood, for which wood is cut;
- growing of  vegetables, mostly around wetlands, which means less access to those 
wetlands for pastoralists and destruction of  the bordering vegetation;

*IBA = Important Bird Area according to BirdLife International (Fishpool and Evans 2001). Based on 
Brouwer (2010), available online.

Table 6.2 continued

further north, where as yet there is less pressure from agriculture. This has caused 
Peuhl, for instance, to graze their herds in former Touareg areas, again leading to 
conflicts. Fishermen, collectors of  natural products and biodiversity are also likely 
to be affected.

What then is the best way to further manage and develop Sahelian wetlands? 
Unfortunately, there is no simple answer. What is important is that it is realized 
how things came to be as they are, and what side effects proposed changes may 
have. Certainly, without creation and/or maintenance of  the right infrastructure 
and macro-economic climate, wetland management and development will 
come to nought (cf. Breman 1992). What is also clear is that governance, that 
is management and planning, will have to be participatory to be successful (cf. 
Dugan 1990; Ubels and Horst 1993; Kouokam 1994). In addition, appropriate 
attention will have to be paid to traditional techniques for utilizing the wetlands; to 
possible trade-offs between the various types of  wetland utilization for production 
and conservation; and to the different roles of  men and women in the traditional 
production processes, with women often working smaller areas and growing 
different crops (Ubels and Horst 1993; Mahatan 1994). Finally, governance 
of  Sahelian wetlands will without doubt have to take account of  the intimate 
relationships that exist between the use of  wetlands; the use of  the drylands that 
surround them; and the use of  other areas further away and at other times of  
year by people and animals that use the isolated wetlands in the Sahel only during 
particular seasons.
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A management case study: Lake Tabalak and 
surrounding drylands

I use the example of  Lake Tabalak and associated drylands to illustrate in more 
detail the developments over the past 40 years at quite a number of  isolated 
wetlands in Niger, and the need for coordinated management of  those wetlands 
and drylands. The case of  Lake Tabalak is also illustrative of  developments at 
many wetlands in other countries of  the Sahel.

Wetland history and typology

Lake Tabalak, a Ramsar Wetland of  International Importance since 2004 
(Ramsar Bureau 2004), is located 50 km NE of  Tahoua at 15.11 N 5.67 E, in the 
arrondisement of  Tchin-Tabaraden, Région Tahoua. Average annual rainfall in 
this sandy and rocky part of  Niger is only about 300 mm/yr, falling mostly during 
the short rainy season of  July–September (Brouwer and Mullié 1993).

As recently as 1953, there was only a depression with Acacia and Balanites where 
Lake Tabalak is now. Torrential rains around 1970 led to an upsptream dam being 
ruptured, with the ensuing run-off  creating Lake Tabalak. Local people as well 
as people from Birni N’Konni and Nigeria moved to the new lake, where the 
upgrading of  the road to transport uranium from the mines in the north provided 
further work opportunities. Thus the village of  Tabalak came into being (Ramsar 
Bureau 2004).

The maximum extent of  the permanent lake formed in 1970 is, or was, about 
1,200 ha. Its actual extent depends on the time of  year, and on the rainfall of  the 
preceding rainy season. Due to silting up of  the lake basin and upstream off-take of  
water, the lake can nowadays be just about dried up by the end of  the dry season. 
Similarly, its maximum depth has decreased from 5 m to less than 3 m (Abdoul 
Kader 2012).

Utilization, threats and management pre-2000

While still a wooded depression, Tabalak wetland was used by Bororo pastoralists 
to let their livestock feed on pods, leaves and branches, and perhaps also to water 
them while there was standing water among the trees. From 1974 on, after the 
depression had become a permanent lake in 1970, a number of  pastoralists began 
to settle around the lake instead of  only visiting it seasonally. Following the drought 
of  1983–1984, the government encouraged the settlement of  Peulh, Haussa and 
Touareg at the lake so that they could practise market gardening and recover from 
their drought-related losses. A 50 hectare irrigation area was installed at the south-
western end of  the lake in 1986–1987 (Traoré 2010).

By the early 1990s an estimated 20 per cent of  the lake’s perimeter was taken up 
by market gardens. There was still ample access for the watering of  livestock from 
the surrounding drylands, who also grazed and browsed the lake bed vegetation 
as well as crop residues remaining on the fields along the shores of  the lake. Re-
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stocking Lake Tabalak with fish had taken place regularly since 1970 and by the 
early 1990s the estimated yield was 90–100 tonnes of  fish per year. At that time, 
Tabalak wetland was also particularly favoured by waterbirds: an average of  4,000 
Palaearctic and Afro-tropical waterbirds of  up to 35 species was seen per count 
(Mullié and Brouwer 1993).

Threats to Lake Tabalak noted in the early 1990s included sedimentation and 
encroachment of  sand dunes; salinization/alkalinization, and, for the waterbirds, 
serious disturbance by the local population, especially the fishermen. In addition, 
the trees the lake used to have at its northern end were mostly cut by local 
inhabitants in 1993, during a conflict with Department of  Environment staff.

Management of  Lake Tabalak and/or its surroundings did not appear to be 
coordinated in any way (Mullié and Brouwer 1993).

Utilization, threats and management by 2004

According to the site information sheet prepared for its designation as a Ramsar 
Wetland of  International Importance (Ramsar Bureau 2004), by 2004 the height 
of  the dam at the outlet of  the lake had been increased, which also increased its 
storage capacity. Agricultural activities were said to occupy 600 ha, benefiting 
5,400 people in 12 villages around the lake. All the arable land was deemed to be 
cultivated and agriculture was extending into marginal land on the surrounding 
plateaus (formerly grazing land). The significance of  the lake for pastoralism was 
only mentioned in one sentence, in an off-hand way. Fish production was estimated 
at 100–300 tonnes per year, worth €50,000 to €150,000 locally. The remaining 
trees surrounding the wetland were used for construction and as firewood. Water 
from the lake was used for drinking and cooking. A decrease in the number of  
waterbirds counted seemed already apparent during the 1990s, from an average 
of  4,000 to an average of  1,350 per count in 1999–2000 (Département de la 
Faune, de la Pêche et de la Pisciculture, in Ramsar Bureau 2004).

The following threats to Lake Tabalak were mentioned: climate change, 
unsuitable agricultural practices leading to erosion, illegal cutting of  trees and 
shrubs, the use of  illegal means of  fishing leading to depletion of  the fish stock, 
and overgrazing, particularly on the sand dunes surrounding the lake.

Management was said to be shared by the state and local fishing, farming, 
women’s organizations, preventing and managing of  conflicts between the lake’s 
users and organizing access to those resources together with the traditional 
leaders. At the same time, it was commented that agronomic development was 
only beginning to be realized and was not harmonized with other development 
actions (Ramsar Bureau 2004).

Utilization, threats and management by 2007

A mission for LUCOP (2007) noted strong agricultural and market gardening 
pressure round the lake. A second market gardening area, of  240 ha, had been 
established in 2006, including a pumping station, irrigation and drainage canals, 
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and access roads (Traoré 2010; Abdoul Kader 2012). According to Brouwer (2010), 
by 2007, 80 per cent of  the perimeter was taken up by market gardens, compared 
to 20 per cent in the early 1990s, and livestock access had diminished accordingly. 
Lake Tabalak was still quite important to livestock, however, as a source of  water 
and fodder. Fodder was cut from the surrounding vegetation and there was also 
direct grazing of  crop residues in the fields along the shoreline (LUCOP 2007). 
For birds, the most important sites were by then at the northern end of  the lake, 
which still accommodated 70 Black-crowned Cranes (a threatened species) and 95 
African Spoonbills, making the lake by far the most important site for this latter 
species in Niger (Niger Bird DataBase 2013).

Threats mentioned included cutting what remained of  the Acacia nilotica groups, 
upstream erosion leading to silting up of  the lake basin, and, most importantly, 
upstream off-take of  3 million m3 of  water every year for the 240 ha market 
garden development, which increased the risk of  the lake drying up during the 
dry season. Thousands of  pastoralists and their families were negatively affected 
by this (Abdoul Kader 2012).

Regarding management, the mission noted that neither the local elected 
officials nor the users of  Lake Tabalak appeared to be aware of  Ramsar Wetland’s 
status of  International Importance, nor of  the consequences of  that status for 
management of  the lake. Certainly the off-take of  3 million m3 of  water at the 
upstream end would appear to be in conflict with the Ramsar status, as it was 
considered likely to lead to the drying up of  (at least) the most southerly of  the 
three basins of  Lake Tabalak. The mission report included a proposal for (a start 
to) sustainable participatory integrated management of  the natural resources of  
the lake and the surrounding uplands, including environmental education and 
eco-tourism (LUCOP 2007).

Utilization, threats and management by 2010

By 2009, the municipality of  Tabalak had 35,000 inhabitants, with an average 
household size of  10.7 people. The total annual budget was €25,000 and the 
investment budget €5.335 (mayor’s office of  Tabalak, in Abdoul Kader 2012). 
Between 1975 and 2009, the area of  upland agriculture in the municipality 
increased from 24,000 ha to 46,000 ha, while dry-season agriculture in depressions 
increased from 3,900 to 5,500 ha. During the same period, the area of  grazing 
land decreased from 35,000 ha to 6,600 ha, including a severe loss of  access to 
the resources of  Lake Tabalak. As an example, in May 2010, when many herders 
practising transhumance were still at Lake Tabalak because the rains and the new 
pasture growth in the grasslands to the north had not started yet, only the smaller 
of  the basins of  Lake Tabalak still contained water. The entire depression was 
covered with market gardens. Only a couple of  access routes to the water still 
existed for livestock. Market gardeners were selling access to crop residues for 
grazing in plots of  200–300 m2, at a fee of  13,000–15,000 FCFA (€20–23) per 
100 m2, where formerly grazing in and around the wetland had been free. The 
transhumant pastoralists are generally at the lake from April till June and indicated 
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that they had no choice but to accept this, and hope for an early start to the rainy 
season. If  not, they might have to sell livestock at the time of  year when prices 
were lowest and eventually abandon this livelihood altogether (Traoré 2010).

Similarly, ‘cash for work’ projects were converting surrounding upland 
traditional grazing areas into agricultural fields. It should be noted, however, that 
while an estimated 24 per cent of  the population of  the municipality only farmed, 
and 11 per cent only raised livestock, 29 per cent combined livestock with market 
gardening, 11 per cent combined market gardening with fishing, and 26 per cent 
practiced all three. There are no people who live solely by fishing and livestock 
raising and fishing are not combined. Because of  this combination of  activities, 
the local livestock numbers are also considerable. In 2010 there were 8,300 local 
cattle, 14,500 sheep, 11,500 goats, 12,400 donkeys, 11,500 camels (dromedaries) 
and 200 horses. This local livestock in part also goes north to graze for the rainy 
season, accompanied not by the entire family as in the case of  transhumance 
but only by some youngsters. During the dry season, the agricultural fields are 
fertilized by the local livestock, and where possible, the transhumant livestock 
camp on them at night (Abdoul Kader 2012). Livestock also bring nutrients to 
the lake through their manure and urine when being watered. This increases the 
productivity of  the lake and benefits farmers, and fishermen as well as waterbirds 
(Mullié and Brouwer 1994; Brouwer and Mullié et al. 1999 in Brouwer 2010).

Fishing continued to be a very important source of  revenue to the community, 
bringing in €85,000 with only very simple equipment (SCE 2012 in Abdoul Kader 
2012). It was also the best organized economic activity. Small fish were never 
put back, the size of  fish caught being regulated only by mesh size of  the nets. 
Regulations were enforced by the government and the presidents of  the fishing 
cooperatives. During years of  drought and towards the end of  the fishing season, 
smaller mesh sizes were allowed. Fish prices per kg of  each species were fixed 
at the start of  the fishing season and income was divided between fishermen, 
merchants and the fishermen’s cooperative.

Other uses of  Lake Tabalak in 2010 included brick making, transporting water 
for construction purposes, and hunting birds (Abdoul Kader 2012).

In relation to threats, it should be noted that the return of  immigrants from Ivory 
Coast and Libya, because of  the upheaval in those countries since the turn of  the 
century, has increased the human pressure on Lake Tabalak. Poor rainfall is also 
seen as a threat. More local threats include market gardening practices that are not 
suitable for the environment, such as using motor pumps for irrigation, inappropriate 
use of  chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and the construction of  field boundaries 
that trap wind-blown sand, can be an entry point for invasive plants, and can limit 
fish movement and injure fishermen when they are submerged when the water levels 
of  the lake are higher. Other threats at Lake Tabalak are abandonment of  fallowing 
and over-utilization of  the vegetation to meet the needs of  people and animals. 
Negative effects of  fishing included abandoned fishing equipment catching sand, 
trampling of  crops at the water’s edge, and disturbance of  the lake bed leading to 
increased turbidity of  the water (Abdoul Kader 2012). See also the general section 
above, on interaction between different types of  wetland utilization.
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Regarding management, Abdoul Kader (2012) mentions the poor organization 
of, and frequent conflicts between, the various parties involved, in spite of  there 
being organizations that represent the various user groups. Lake Tabalak is a clear 
example of  ‘the tragedy of  the commons’: most users see the lake as a resource 
for their own use, with which others interfere, rather than as a resource to be 
maintained by communal effort. Pastoralists tend to be the poorest and the least 
organized of  the users of  Lake Tabalak, and arguably the most easily squeezed out. 
Market gardeners-livestock raisers see themselves primarily as market gardeners 
and complain about the herders and their animals that damage their crops. As 
the water in the lake gets lower they take their animals to wells elsewhere to be 
watered, so that the market gardens will not suffer. They also feel that when the 
water in the lake is low, there are increased chances that their animals will pick up 
parasites and diseases if  they drink from the lake.

Of  the local inhabitants interviewed by Abdoul Kader (2012), 45 per cent 
recognized that there are conflicts between the different users, concerning 
fraud and damage by animals and the other interactions between different uses 
mentioned above. In 2010, 34 cattle died of  unknown causes but presumably 
after drinking from the lake. Local representatives of  the various ministries are 
responsible for enforcement of  various regulations and for public awareness. Local 
inhabitants are also aware that the level of  Lake Tabalak is now often much lower 
than it ever was before, and that there is a serious risk of  it disappearing ‘in 10 
years’ if  no corrective action is undertaken. Most are willing to contribute labour 
towards such corrective action. All envisage expanding their activities around the 
lake at the same time, which is already over-used.

Steps proposed by some of  the locals for more sustainable management of  Lake 
Tabalak include

•	 Fewer single-issue solutions; in other words, an ecosystem approach to the 
management of  the lake and associated dryland areas, with the various groups 
working together, giving as well as taking. Nothing will be achieved if  villages 
and groups adopt a selfish attitude.

•	 More technical support for the various user groups.
•	 Capacity building of  local user groups.
•	 Planting of  trees in the catchment.
•	 Treatment of  gullies to reduce the inflow of  sediment.
•	 Digging of  wells for irrigation so that the water in the lake itself  can be reserved 

for livestock.
•	 Scooping out the lake bed to restore its storage capacity.

In addition, they see a need for

•	 Outside finance.
•	 The long-term cooperation and commitment to the lake by the government, 

development organizations and other non-users.
•	 Better access to outside markets and credit facilities.
•	 Better access to means of  conserving their produce, including fish and meat.
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Abdoul Kader (2012) added making more use of  the Ramsar status of  the lake 
to this list. He mentioned eco-tourism (e.g. to see migratory birds), development 
organizations, parties of  interested people to the Ramsar Convention, levies on 
products from the lake, contributions by user organizations, and development of  
external markets as potential sources of  finance of  sustainable PINReM.

Conclusions and governance-oriented recommendations

From the above it will be clear that isolated wetlands in the Sahel, and arguably in 
other arid and semi-arid regions of  the world, are first, natural resources that are 
very valuable to quite a number of  user groups, second, natural resources that are 
intimately linked with the dryland areas that surround them, and third, natural 
resources that are under severe threat from a number of  processes. Finally, they 
are poorly known in many instances. There is no recent synthesis of  what is known 
about these isolated wetlands, and not even a good inventory of  what wetlands 
there are, how they are utilized, what their value is, also to surrounding dryland 
systems, and how they might best be managed.

The following are urgently needed to be undertaken for isolated wetlands in the 
Sahel, and probably in other arid and semi-arid regions of  the world:

1 An inventory and database of  all wetlands larger than, for example, 10 ha 
when they are full (or perhaps less than 50 ha to start with) should be made.

2 Information on the physical characteristics of  each wetland, its role in the 
functioning of  the surrounding dryland systems, its utilization by people, its 
biodiversity, its economic value, and the threats to its functioning should be 
added to that database.

3 Reliable and coordinated governance of  the wetlands and associated drylands 
should be encouraged, e.g. through the formulation and implementation 
of  National Wetland Programmes that will in due course take over the 
coordination of  the first two tasks, and that will promote and help implement 
wise use of  all wetlands, through sustainable Participatory Integrated Natural 
Resource Management based on the Ecosystem Approach of  the Convention 
on Biological Diversity, involving (valid representatives of) all stakeholders. 
Both the Convention on Combating Desertification and the Ramsar 
Convention should be included at international convention level, as well as 
the CBD, UNFCCC and CMS.
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7 Current situation and  
future patrimonializing 
perspectives for the governance  
of  agro-pastoral resources in  
the Ait Ikis transhumants of   
the High Atlas (Morocco)

Pablo Domínguez

Briefing

Even if  there is growing scientific evidence that Indigenous and Community 
Conserved Areas (ICCAs) created locally in specific cultural and ecological contexts 
are a positive management regime for the well-being of  local populations and the 
conservation of  the environment, in fact ICCAs are being strongly undermined 
worldwide. This chapter deals with this problem by focusing on a particular agro-
pastoral ICCA in Morocco, the agdal. More concretely I will focus on the system 
of  tagdalts (small agdals) of  the Ait Ikis community, which consists of  regulating 
seasonally the utilization of  highland rangelands and agriculture through an 
assembly of  users whose objective is to ensure a sustained use and egalitarian 
access to natural resources. As one of  the key drivers of  the undergoing agdal 
crisis in the Ait Ikis, I point to important shortcomings in the exchange interface 
between science and politics which imply the undervaluing of  agdals. One of  the 
ways for the necessary implication of  the decision-makers and politicians that 
affect the socio-environmental problems of  these systems could be the processes 
of  patrimonialization, which seek to give a clear and public recognition to the 
natural and cultural values of  these socio-ecological systems at a local, national 
and international level.

Keywords: governance, rangelands, patrimonialization, ICCAs, mountain, Morocco
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Introduction

The alliance between the natural and social sciences has proven to be a worldwide 
successful analytical approach to understand and conserve ecosystems while 
seeing humans as a key agent within these (1971 Program Man and the Biosphere 
Program, 1972 Stockholm Declaration, 1992 Rio Conference). Consequently, 
authors from various areas of  expertise have stressed the importance of  
Indigenous Peoples’ and Community Conserved Territories and Areas, hereafter 
ICCAs (in the meaning given by Kothari et al., 2012), vis-à-vis local communities’ 
livelihoods, their socio-ecological resilience and the conservation of  biodiversity 
(Agrawal, 2003; Baland and Platteau, 1999; Berkes, 2004; Auclair and Al Ifriqui, 
2012; Gellner, 1969; Ostrom, 1990; Porter-Bolland et al., 2012). It is well known 
that bottom-up approaches contribute to such goals (West et al., 2006), and 
analysts have highlighted the need to integrate ICCAs into strategies of  global 
environmental conservation and human development (Corrigan and Granziera, 
2010). In fact, they have demonstrated ICCAs to be central in ensuring the 
well-being of  millions of  people and the conservation of  about one-third of  the 
global ecosystems (terrestrial and aquatic), which remain adaptable and highly 
resilient to various socio-ecological threats, for instance climate change, agro-
business expansion or desertification (IUCN, 2012a). Nevertheless, ICCAs should 
not be regarded either as a universal panacea for conservation, nor as a strict 
developmental regime, because there are cases where ICCAs were unsuccessful 
(Ruiz-Mallen and Corbera, 2013). In an increasingly globalizing world, however, 
it has become obvious that multilevel participatory governance, which should 
combine local and state-level agencies, may secure a seamless connection between 
different actors and institutions. This seems to be the necessary approach in the 
future success of  ICCAs (Berkes, 2007).

At the same time, the link between pastoralism and environmental degradation 
has been the source of  fierce debate among researchers. Pastoralists are typically 
accused of  degrading vegetation cover and causing desertification worldwide 
(Geist and Lambin, 2004: 818). Nevertheless, while this may be the case in many 
situations of  unregulated rangelands, numerous studies have argued the reverse 
where institutions of  community-based management of  natural resources are well 
established (McCabe, 1990: 82; Banks et al., 2003: 135). More importantly for this 
study, grazing has proved to be actively managed by local communities to relieve 
pressure on pastoral resources and to sustain forage production for the benefit of  
the communities themselves (Genin et al., 2012: 412).

Despite such growing acknowledgements of  ICCAs and pastoralism within 
scholarly circles and more than two decades of  rising awareness from civil 
groups as well as interest within certain local administrations and international 
organizations, today pastoral ICCAs and the bio-cultural diversity they promote 
continue to experience a rapid process of  degradation, particularly under the rules 
of  the world’s market system and forces of  globalization (Jodha, 1985). It can be 
argued that on the basis of  these processes of  decline is a strong communication 
gap in the science-policy interface, which in effect encourages the undervaluing and 
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undermining of  ICCAs (Domínguez, 2010). Without appropriate intermediation 
and evaluation between these systems and state institutions, the facts established 
by scientists are too often translated by decision-makers into doubts and used as 
excuses to avoid action (Aumeeruddy-Thomas, 2013; Swyngedouw, 2010).

One of  the ways to implicate decision-makers genuinely in the current socio-
ecological problems of  pastoral ICCAs is through patrimonialization procedures 
(Michon et al., 2012; Auclair et al., 2011. The concept of  patrimony (heritage) 
is defined here as a set of  tangible and intangible cultural and natural elements 
inherited from the past and focused on a stakeholder (an individual or a community), 
that helps to sustain the stakeholder while developing its identity and autonomy 
through adaptation in time and space (Ollagnon, 2000). Patrimonialization is thus 
regarded as a process through which these inherited but evolving natural and 
cultural values may be acknowledged at local, national and international levels 
(Cormier-Salem et al., 2002).

To contribute to the better understanding of  pastoralism and ICCAs under 
such an approach, this chapter will explore new patrimonial values of  a set 
of  agro-pastoral agdals. The agdal is the most paradigmatic case of  ICCAs in 
Morocco. It can be defined as a seasonal prohibition that forbids access to an 
agro/sylvo/pastoral resources in order to allow them a resting period during their 
most sensitive period of  growth (for example the three months of  spring in the 
case of  high mountain pastures). The spaces, dates and resources affected by this 
prohibition, as well as the processes by which they are established and applied, 
are enforced by the tribal assembly (jmaa) according to its own history, territorial 
heritage, political structure and economic strategies. Hence, while seeking to 
optimize the productivity of  the resources, the agdal management system also 
assures the community of  users a relatively fair access to local natural resources 
as all members of  the community have equal rights to the common pool and 
together comprise its governance. More concretely, the chapter will look at the 
tagdalts (small agdals) of  the Ait Ikis, a community of  approximately 700 members 
belonging to the Mesioua tribe in the High Atlas of  Marrakech (Morocco) where 
I have concentrated my researches during the last decade.

The hypothesis underlying this analysis is that the described patrimonial 
approach can contribute significantly to solve the current problems that Moroccan 
agro-pastoral ICCAs are facing and hence, the main goals of  this chapter are:

1 To record and identify new natural and cultural patrimonial values of  the Ait 
Ikis ICCAs.

2 To examine the opportunities of  managing such values in the context of  a 
patrimonializing procedure.

In order to undertake this new global analysis, I have completely reviewed 
some previous works, including my PhD thesis, to elaborate a new evolved and 
updated description of  the agro-pastoral agdal governance system of  the Ait Ikis 
group up to present, and to unveil their hidden patrimonial natural and social 
values. Second, I will show how the current governance regime interacts with the 
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external world and some of  the main causes of  its degradation, at the same time as 
discussing a possible future patrimonializing perspective to face these challenges.

Context of  the Ait Ikis agro-pastoral governance system

This study was carried out among the Ait Ikis group, the upland members of  
the Mesioua tribe (hereafter ‘Mount Mesioui’), situated in the Moroccan High 
Atlas, less than 50km from Marrakesh as the crow flies (Figure 7.1). Like other 
high mountain areas, it is terraced in an altitudinal vegetation gradient. Between 
1,000 and 2,500m, several types of  ligneous vegetal structures (scrubs, bushes, 
and Mediterranean forests) occupy the mountain sides, being especially dense on 
the north slopes. From 2,500 to 3,600m (the Meltsene peak is the highest point 
in the region), high mountain plants and rich pastures appear, followed by steppe 
vegetal structures with a strong presence of  cushion-shaped xerophytes, although 
some thick pastures still remain, combined with some resistant juniper bushes. 
The humid highland prairies that most importantly attract local agro-pastoralists’ 
attention are in fact one of  the rarest vegetal types. They occupy small and very 
specific biotopes of  the high mountain spaces, such as the floors of  small valleys, 
mall faults, the lower slopes or the proximity of  water resurgences (Domínguez, 
2005; Bellaoui, 1989).
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Figure 7.1 Location and borders of  the Mesioua tribe with the Ait Ikis population in its 
interior (source: Domínguez, 2010)
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The Yagour, a large territory of  about 70km² located at the centre of  the Mesioua 
highlands and on which pastoralism is forbidden by the agdal during three months 
in spring, is at the heart of  our study site and hosts the most important fodder 
resources of  Mount Mesioui (Figure 7.4). Nevertheless, the Yagour is just one of  
several territories in a larger and more complex agro-pastoral system, in which 
this rangeland is combined with the use of  other agdal managed territories. Its 
importance lies in its large size (Yagour means ‘bigger than’ in the local language), 
determining the opening dates of  many other agdals around, which allow access to 
their pastures before or after the Yagour does. Each year, herding in the Yagour is 
prohibited by the agdal system from approximately 28 March to the end of  June/
beginning of  July, mainly according to the annual rainfall (the higher the annual 
rainfall the later the start date). These dates on which herding is banned are 
established every year by an assembly of  herders using the Yagour, the locally so-
called jmaa, that constitutes the most fundamental institution of  their autonomous 
political control. As with the other smaller local agdals, the maintenanceof  the 
prohibition of  access is overseen by individuals elected by the community of  users 
as guardians, the Ait Rbain, who communicate any infraction to the tribal assembly, 
which applies the appropriate sanction or resolution for each type of  infraction.

The different agdal prohibitions were traditionally legitimized and supported by 
long-observed cults of  local saints. The descendants of  these saints were (and still 
are, in some cases) considered by locals as saints themselves and used to play a role 
in governing local resources and inter-ethnic pastoral relations (Gellner, 1969). 
Nevertheless, the tribal religious structures have progressively lost their influence 
over long time, and have been replaced by state structures, in order to govern the 
local populations more easily, and their present role, particularly concerning big 
agdals, is today predominantly symbolic among the present mountain Mesioui. 
There are about 7,500 users of  the Yagour of  all ages and genders, despite adult 
men being prominent, distributed among 40 villages. The mountain Mesioui 
continue to organize themselves in tribal groups, sub-groups, villages, clans, and 
nuclear families. These human groups or segments generally organize the activities 
that affect their community through the different jmaas (i.e. collective works of  
a clan, irrigation rules affecting several villages, herding rights of  all mountain 
Mesioui, different agdals concerning different resources and different group levels, 
festivity organizations and religious celebrations, etc.).

The Mesioua tribe members have Tachelhit as their mother tongue, a South 
Moroccan Berber language. Nevertheless, practically all men speak a Moroccan 
dialect of  Arabic, which they learn through television, social relations, working, 
administrative procedures, and at school which arrived to the area around the 
1980s. Nevertheless, since women only learn Arabic through the media and 
school, they finish their education at an earlier age than men in order to help with 
domestic work. Women tend to be much less proficient in this second language, 
especially the oldest among them who never had the chance to attend classes.

In economic terms, approximately up to three-quarters of  the local income 
can come from the agro-pastoral sector, which is usually combined with seasonal 
emigration or some specialized local works such as masonry, smithing or other 
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similar occupations (Bellaoui, 1989). Animal-rearing consists mainly of  cows, 
sheep and goats. The mountain Mesioui are patrilineal, and like other Berber 
societies, all decisions regarding the household use of  the agro-pastoral resources 
are made by the male head of  the household, and in his absence, by the eldest 
adult male of  the family (depending on the family situation it may be a brother, 
the eldest son, etc.).

The importance of  the different agdals within the local economy is attested 
through the way in which prohibitions facilitate the regeneration of  large 
quantities of  high quality and diverse agro-pastoral resources, which is greatly 
sought after by farmers during the different periods of  scarcity on other lands 
(e.g. winter in the highlands and summer in the lowlands). For example, in the 
case of  the Ait Ikis on which I will focus most concretely, the contribution of  the 
agdal managed summer pasture of  the Yagour highlands was estimated at 12 per 
cent of  the overall family income, including migrant remittances, approximately 
18 per cent of  the overall agro-pastoral income and over 24 per cent of  the 
overall pastoral income (Domínguez, 2010). From this study one can deduce 
the importance of  certain agdal managements as they correlate directly with the 
quantitative importance of  the local economic resources that these agdals manage. 
Nevertheless, it is fundamental not to only focus on the quantitative level, but also 
to analyse the strategic place that agdals occupy within the animal food calendar 
as for example the Yagour’s pastures protected by the agdal prohibition during 
the three months of  spring are consumed in situ during the summer, a period 
of  the year when the animal food resources of  the lower pastures have run out. 
Indeed, local stockbreeders insist that ‘pastoralism and the agdals are our means of  
survival’ (Domínguez et al., 2012).

The governance of  Ait Ikis agro-pastoral diversity: the 
tagdalts

The Ait Ikis community occupies four different habitats (Figure 7.2) according 
to the following altitudinal sequence: Azgour/Tifni, Ikis, Warzazt and Yagour 
n’Ikis (the portion of  the greater Yagour territory that belongs to this group). In 
proportion to their number, the Ait Ikis use a larger part of  the Yagour than the 
other mountain Mesioui communities. To explain this situation, they refer to a 
historical or legendary heroic event that entitled them to a larger land area in the 
Yagour. The diverse and steep topography and the climate variations of  Ait Ikis 
result in periods of  scarcity for herds, particularly in summer, as a result of  the 
drought, and partially in winter as a result of  the harsh cold and the snow covering 
most of  the high altitude pastures, rendering them physically inaccessible. Thus, 
these agro-shepherds must think through the use of  their territory in terms of  
time and space, in order to address the food needs of  the herds and to ensure 
enough transfer of  fertility through animal manure, to areas under cultivation. To 
achieve this, they have implemented a complex and fine transhumance system, 
controlled by the application of  different agdals (locally called tagdalts, small agdals) 
whose rules (particularly people entitled to access them, dates on which access is 
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prohibited, spaces and resources concerned, penalties to be paid by infringers, 
etc.) are reviewed each year by the jmaa, the village assembly.

In this section, I will attempt to highlight the social and natural values, which 
are implicit in the Ait Ikis territorial governance, permitting them to develop their 
own identity and autonomy inherited from the past but in constant readaptation, 
and hence, instituting this system in the category of  a socio-ecological patrimony 
as defined by Ollagnon (2000). I will explain the different prohibition choices 
governing the rhythm of  transhumance of  the herds and the movement of  the 
families, paying particular interest to the evolution of  fodder, agricultural and fruit 
resources throughout the year and how this has been changing throughout the last 
decades. This will enable us to gain a better understanding of  this highly dynamic 
and complex mobile agro-pastoral system. Through a series of  explanations, all of  
which have been updated from my PhD thesis, expanded and newly reformulated 
for this chapter, I will explain the system of  opening and closing of  the different 
tagdalts in the four habitats on which the Ait Ikis transhumance is modelled. At the 
same time I will also show in an expanded manner vis-à-vis my previous works, its 
strong imbrications within the agricultural and ritual calendars.

From 28 September to 28 March (based on Domínguez, 2010)

On 28 September (15th in the local Julian calendar) the agdal prohibitions that are 
imposed upon the territory of  Ikis are strict, meaning that herding as well as the 
harvesting of  walnuts and gathering fruit were forbidden before this date. Until 
this date, most people were settled in the higher lands of  Warzazt, but at the end 
of  September the majority of  them transhume with their animals and possessions 
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Figure 7.2 Territory of  the Ait Ikis and their four habitats (based on Domínguez, 2010)
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back to Ikis. Ikis is in fact the home village of  the entire group (the reason why the 
local group is called Ait Ikis, meaning ‘those from Ikis’). It is located at a height 
of  almost 1,700 masl, over 300 metres lower than Warzazt, and geographically 
speaking it is better protected from the cold winter winds flowing downwards from 
the highest peaks. People here have better insulated houses made of  local granite 
where they can spend the winter in contrast to the less effective sandstone of  
Warzazt. It is also here where 90 per cent of  the walnut trees of  the Ait Ikis grow. 
In fact, at this altitude walnut trees find their climactic environment within the 
whole zat river basin and this is important as walnuts are a key complementary 
income for the households. They are able to reach relatively high prices in the 
local market, even equal to the price of  barley, and walnuts are even used for 
bartering while they are being gathered. The arrival of  such an important 
economic event for locals and the fact that it coincides with the return from 
the summer pastures to the winter habitat, is cause for celebration. The Ait Ikis 
population make a sacrifice of  animals (a maarouf) at their oldest settlement, Ikis, 
and hold a communal meal close to the tomb of  the local female saint, Afoud, in 
her honour. Through this ritual, they make pledges to guarantee a prosperous and 
safe winter in their lowland habitat where all members of  the group work closer 
together to get through the hard winter. At this point, all spaces of  the Ait Ikis are 
open to herding and throughout autumn and winter the free movement of  the 
animals is permitted in all spaces. Nevertheless, during this period, farmers and 
shepherds tend to stay more or less within the boundaries of  the space they inhabit 
(Warzazt, Ikis or Azgour). Without major competition for natural resources during 
this period as all has been collected in advance, the agdal prohibitions do not need 
to be reimposed until spring returns, and there is a chance to compete for higher 
rates of  productivity. Hence, agdals can be seen as a cooperative system motivated 
by individual competition for natural resources in order to avoid collective over-
grazing or over-harvesting by free-riders.

From 28 March to approximately 20 April (based on 
Domínguez, 2010)

On 28 March (the 15th in the local Julian calendar), the entire Yagour including 
those from Ait Ikis (Yagour n’Ikis in the figure) are under the global tribal herding 
prohibition of  the agdal to encourage the growth of  pastoral vegetatation. This 
affects especially the herbaceous ones which, at the end of  June, can be more 
than one metre high in a rainy year in the most favourable soils if  the herding 
prohibition is fully observed. At the same time, during the three months of  the 
herding prohibition, the flowering, pollination and consequent production of  
seeds that are central to the continuity of  these ecosystems are also guaranteed 
giving an extraordinary aesthetic appearance that attracts an increasingly great 
number of  trekking tourists at this time of  the year. One or two hundred shepherds 
from the whole Mesioua tribe, some of  whom are members of  the Ait Ikis and 
use the Yagour at the end of  winter (February–March), but only when snow is 
not present, hence varying from year to year, must leave the Yagour and search 
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for new spring pastures at lower altitudes. The Yagour is thus emptied of  all its 
users for three months, and generally thought to be occupied by spirits and devils, 
locally called djins, at the service of  the different local saints, determined to assure 
that the agdal prohibition is respected. Hence, and even if  such beliefs have been in 
decline for some decades now (Domínguez et al., 2010), it is still generally thought 
that one is at risk in the Yagour while the agdal prohibition is in place, particularly 
if  herding animals. More or less at the same time, another small very particular 
agdal is decreed regarding the herbaceous strips dividing the different agricultural 
plots, in the ‘open’ space of  Warzazt. Hence, this agdal is not applied in a spatial 
homogenous manner but in a reticular way, over the different lines dividing private 
terraces. This prohibition is also applied the presence of  the same diabolic spirits 
described for the Yagour and even if  it is considered a more domesticated space, 
withdrawing grass from the common grass strips between private fields can be 
equally punished by these supernatural beings.

Approximately from 20 April to 20 May1 (based on 
Domínguez, 2010)

At the beginning of  spring, on a date based on each year’s rainfall and availability 
of  pastoral resources, Warzazt, the second highest settlement of  the Ait Ikis, also 
closes its entire pasture to allow the grass to grow on the slopes and the small plains 
beyond the cultivated fields. The month of  May is in fact, according to the local 
breeders and shepherds, the most sensitive time for the growth of  herbaceous 
plants in Warzazt. Hence, 20 out of  the almost 100 Ait Ikis families whose main 
home is in Warzazt (especially sheep-breeding families), are obliged to migrate to 
the valley of  Ikis, with the exception of  some shepherds who with their animals at 
the sheepfolds of  Tifni (on the road to the hamlet of  Azgour). Since it only affects 
a small part of  all Ait Ikis, this movement of  people does not seem to inspire major 
communal ritual celebrations. Nevertheless, it does assure that the barley that is 
currently growing at its maximal rate on Warzazt’s fields, is well protected from 
possible animal damage. This is especially important for Warzazt field owners 
living at this time of  the year in Ikis and having great difficulty in restricting 
access to their fields at such a critical period of  growth for their crops. Hence, the 
decision of  the Ait Ikis assembly forces 20 families out of  Warzazt, assuring both 
the recovery of  the pastures and unproblematic growth of  the barley.

Approximately from 20 May to June–July (based on 
Domínguez, 2010)

After a month, around the 20 May, the space of  Warzazt lifts its agdal and pasture 
is open again to herding and living. This creates an inverse migration: people come 
up from Ikis and Tifni to Warzazt, and even from Azgour, where less than a month 
later (towards the end of  June), the barley harvest begins. The difference between 
this upward movement and the previous downward one relies not only on the fact 
that they have opposite directions, but also on the number of  people that move. In 
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fact, in this case, almost all families of  the Ait Ikis, nearly 90, move towards higher 
lands in this transhumance. Also, the two shops in Warzazt that have been closed 
since September are now open and even the fqih moves with the group from Ikis 
to Warzazt. This movement to the higher lands symbolizes the beginning of  the 
summer for the Ait Ikis and iradiates a general feeling of  happiness and joy. It is 
also the end of  the academic year for children and it is always preceded, just a few 
days before this upward transhumance, by the celebration of  another ritual maarouf 
in Ikis again, similar to the one celebrated after their return on 28 September, but 
this time in the hope of  obtaining the blessing of  Allah for a good summer in the 
highlands. Hence, through these two key ritual offerings, one before the winter 
season and one before the summer season, which included cattle sacrifices but 
also bags of  grain, butter, couscous, and other local products, these products are 
distributed equally among all members of  the community, irrespective of  who 
gave more or less. Symbolically, the most important feature of  the ritual is that it 
is performed before the ‘eyes’ of  the saint and of  God, as the saint’s tomb is also 
considered to be a gateway to Allah. The idea is that after having meticulously 
followed the ritual and proved to the saint and God their piety with the most 
poor of  their community, Allah would reward his devout Muslim observants. After 
this one-day ritual, the participants, all males of  the village, children included, go 
home calmly confident that they had left the old season behind and entered a safe 
and hopefully prosperous new season with divine will and protection on their side.

Approximately from June–July to 28 September (based on 
Domínguez, 2010)

After implementing the agdal prohibition on the high altitude territories of  Mount 
Mesioui for approximately three months, the Yagour reopens. This opening occurs 
earlier or later, again depending on the annual ecological conditions (mainly gross 
annual rainfall), according to the decision made by the jmaa of  Mount Mesioui. 
Nevertheless, today this role is somewhat lifted or bootlegged by the state’s 
intervention who reclaim their new role as referees and pacificators in the place 
of  the saints’ descendants that used to be in charge of  this. The transhumant 
shepherds, Ait Ikis and other groups from all the territories bordering the Yagour, 
move upwards bringing in a great number of  herds (up to 45,000 animals 
according to the numbers estimated in Domínguez 2010) and people (over 7,000 
persons including men, women, adults and children). Here many of  them meet 
again after one year’s separation and new maaroufs and other celebratory events, 
rituals, sacrifices and even marriages are held at this time. However, in those areas 
that encourage highland agriculture (for example Warzazt), the jmaa also imposes 
small agdals to protect the crop fields, especially since the harvesting of  cereals in 
the Yagour always takes place a few days before its opening. In fact, there is a local 
rule that states that nobody from the Ait Ikis may enter or cross its territories of  
Warzazt and Yagour n’Ikis with animals during the three days before the closure 
of  the great agdal of  Yagour, in order to allow them to harvest all their crops if  they 
are ripe enough, before the remaining local shepherds from other villages have to 
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cross their own lands to reach the Yagour. Moreover, towards the middle of  July, 
the floor of  the Ikis valley is put in agdal and people can no longer graze their 
animals there, neither locals nor people from outside, so that the fruit growing 
in this area is allowed to fully ripen and not be open to theft of  animal damage. 
Towards the end of  July, another agdal is imposed on the entire Ikis valley, as a way 
of  reducing pressure on the pastures during the critical summer period. Finally, 
towards mid-August the cornfields of  Warzazt are also submitted to an agdal and 
people can no longer gather freely in the fields, not even in their own lands except 
when irrigating them. Only every 15 days or so, the cornfield agdal at Warzazt and 
the fruit tree agdal at Ikis are lifted to prevent the rotting of  certain corncobs and 
fruits that ripen before these two agdals expire, respectively around 15 September 
and the 28 September, so reaching the end of  the cycle and starting a new year.

The agdals in environmental conservation

In terms of  conservation output, the agdal system has proved to have additional 
beneficial effects: on first, vegetation cover and second local biodiversity (Hammi 
et al., 2007; Alaoui-Haroni, 2009; Montes et al., 2005). Analyses of  aerial and 
satellite photographs by Hammi et al. (2007) have shown how forest vegetation 
in the Ait Bougmez persists, or has even increased, since 1964 in areas subjected 
to agdal regulations, whereas in non-agdal areas where natural resources are freely 
harvested, there is a net reduction in vegetal formations. In fact, almost the entire 
deforested areas in this site (21.5 per cent of  the forest surface in 1964), concern 
only non-agdal areas. In addition, Montes et al. (2005) have demonstrated how 
agdal management of  the Ait Bougmez forests has contributed to the conservation 
of  plant coverage and soils as well as a certain biodiversity in terms of  insects. 
Moreover, in her work, Alaoui-Haroni (2009) has demonstrated the proactive 
conservation of  certain plant species through the agdal prohibition, in pastures such 
as the Oukaimeden, which are close and very similar to Mount Mesioui summer 
pastures, particularly the Yagour. Like everywhere in the High Atlas, the Mount 
Mesioui agdal areas contain different types of  resources, mainly pastoral, but also 
forest, fruit, and cereal crops, and even concern cemeteries where any extraction 
of  vegetation is strictly forbidden for spiritual reasons (Figure 7.3). These different 
types of  agdal generally have more abundant vegetation than surrounding non-
agdal environments. But most important for biodiversity is that such specialized 
and differentiated land use patterns (Figure 7.4) – different agdal opening dates, 
different spaces, different kinds of  access, different kinds of  agdal within wider 
agdals, and so on – create an ecological mosaic with different vegetation patches 
and biodiversity pools throughout the territory, also serving as seed distribution 
points (Auclair and Al Ifriqui, 2012).

In this context, a parallel botanical study of  the Yagour (Domínguez and 
Hammi, 2010) was undertaken in order to find evidence of  the capacities of  local 
pastoralists to conserve their resources through the local governance system. This 
study consisted of  comparing sites grazed by a similar number of  livestock (same 
pastoral pressure) but subjected to different human uses following a degree of  
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Figure 7.3 Ait Inzal cemetery under agdal prohibition with an obvious result on the 
herbaceous and Juniperus oxycedrus (pool of  biodiversity and seed distribution point) 
(based on Domínguez, 2010)

intensity in the application of  the agdal prohibition from areas with more human 
pressure to areas with less human pressure, always within the agdal of  Yagour. 
Moreover, these sites following the gradient of  anthropic pressure also coincide 
with another degree, from the most ‘peripheral’ site of  the agdal just beside the 
boundary (Assagoul, shown by a dotted line in in Figure 7.5) to the most ‘central’ 
site (zguigui, shown by a continuous line in Figure 7.5), via another intermediary 
site (Tamadout, shown by a broken line in Figure 7.5).

The central area of  the Yagour (zguigui) reflects the most traditional agdal 
model, in which the shepherds’ permanent housing is far from their pastures, 
generally more than half  a day’s walk. Hence, this area is only used for 
traditional pastoralism, no agriculture is present and it remains uninhabited for 
approximately six months of  the year: the three months usually covered by snow 
and the three months comprising the agdal prohibition, which is largely respected 
in this case because of  the aforementioned distance problem. The ‘peripheral’ 
area (Assagoul) reflects the least traditional agdal model, in which combined agro-
pastoral and semi-sedentary uses have been increasing for the last half  century 
or more. Moreover, in Assagoul the shepherds’ permanent housing is very close 
(just a 30-minute walk away). But, this situation is associated with the fact that the 
agdal prohibition imposed over the whole mountain Mesioui is easier to break, 
and the area can be more frequently used because shepherds can quickly go up 
and down every day when there is no snow and no watchmen from other tribal 
segments. Breaching the agdal grazing prohibition under these conditions is easier, 
as well as the fact that their use of  this part of  the Yagour is more frequent due 
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Figure 7.4 Schematized map of  the different mountain Mesioui agdals including the big 
central Yagour agdal, the whole comprising a biodiversity pool and a seed distribution 
point depending on their different uses (based on Domínguez, 2010)
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Figure 7.5 Map with the three study sites: Assagoul, Tamadout and zguigui. The border 
Yagour’s agdal border is indicated by a thick line (based on Domínguez, 2010)



The Ait Ikis transhumants of  the High Atlas (Morocco) 139

to its proximity to the relatively recently settled village of  Warzazt (in the last 
five decades its quasi-sedentary population has constantly increased). At the 
intermediary site (Tamadout), agro-pastoralism is already well established, but 
the sedentarization process is not as advanced as in Assagoul-Warzazt. Here the 
shepherds’ permanent housing is still relatively remote (for some almost a four-
hour walk). No agro-shepherds stay all year, especially during the winter, and they 
stay only sporadically during the agdal prohibition period.

Data were collected by analysing in two subsequent years (2005 and 2006) 
series of  three plots measuring 9m2 per site, thus making nine plots per year (three 
plots times three sites) and 18 plots over the two years. The three plots in each site 
were distributed along a gradient from ‘humid’ areas (generally the lowest points 
of  each site), to ‘intermediary’ and ‘dry’ areas (generally the highest points of  each 
site) within the most fertile lands of  the Yagour (mainly the sedimentary micro-
plateaus at around 2,100 m). I reveal here the data collected from the three sites 
which were taken at approximately similar altitudes, gradients and orientations. 
Hammi pre-identified many of  the different species of  plants in the field. This 
was the most practical way to organize the samples in the different plots because 
it was necessary to distinguish these from the non-recognized species that were 
later identified in the laboratory (Plant Ecology Laboratory at the Cadi Ayad 
University, Marrakech).

As a result, these three sites within the agdal of  Yagour demonstrated to be 
the reservoir of  117 species and 24 different families that were identified within 
its most fertile lands. At the most central site with the most traditional agdal 
management system (zguigui), there were 66 species and 21 families identified, 
while at the most peripheral site with the least traditional agdal management system 
(Assagoul), there were only 54 species and 16 families. Thus, the hypothesis of  the 
most traditional agdal as a better conserver of  the pastoral environment appears to 
be initially corroborated by these results. Not only erosion seems lighter on site in 
this more traditionally agdal managed part of  the Yagour, but a tendency towards 
greater botanical diversity is indicated by these numerical data as we move from 
the more ‘modern’ to the more ‘traditional’ agdal management. This hypothesis is 
also validated by the intermediary site, since 64 species were found in Tamadout, 
showing greater species diversity than at Assagoul and less than at zguigui, the 
two ‘extremes’ in terms of  the number of  species and management types. At a 
family level, it presents 17 families, one more than Assagoul (16), and a much 
lower number of  families than the most traditional agdal management area with 
21 families (Figure 7.6).

Discussion on the challenges and future patrimonializing 
perspectives for local agdal rangeland governance

In this part, I will focus on the strong transformations and challenges that the 
system that I have described is undergoing as a whole and will discuss the possible 
future attempts to overcome these from the point of  view of  patrimonialization 
procedures. I will do so through the concrete analysis of  the Ait Ikis community 
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which I have studied most in depth. Starting from agricultural expansion 
observations, Demay (2004) as well as Domínguez and Hammi (2010) noted 
seasonal over-grazing on the flatter lands of  the Ait Ikis part of  the Yagour, the 
most peripheral one under the great agdal. This is mainly due to the gradual spread 
of  mono-specific cereal fields (mainly barley but also wheat) over the richest high 
mountain pastures, leaving increasingly less land for pastoral species and hence 
for herding activity. This derives, especially in years of  drought, from a premature 
opening of  the Ait Ikis’ small surrounding agdals2 or diminished observance 
of  the great agdal of  Yagour, often encouraging the invasion of  other villages’ 
neighbouring rangelands. Therefore, at present there are strong tensions, between 
villages and particularly between the richest agro-shepherds and the rest of  the 
Ait Ikis people, since everyone is finding it difficult to meet the food requirements 
of  their own herds and families. However, these difficulties are being lived in 
different degrees depending on each social class. In fact, only the most important 
landowners, who generally have more livestock and consequently make the most 
of  the available fodder if  the prohibition is lifted early. They make a greater profit 
from these earlier openings and thus, they push for them. Therefore, the smaller 
owners (however the majority) generally vigorously oppose the intentions of  
the higher class. Thus, as is evident from from different life stories and tensions 
regarding the transhumace rules, and based on the agdals’ governance and the 
access to pastoral resources seems to be much more vigorous now than in the last 
hundred years (Domínguez, 2010).

An apparent intensification of  droughts in the last decades, perhaps due 
to climate change, as well as a rise in demography, has further fuelled these 
tensions. Nowadays agricultural production is locally said to be always more 
reliable than pastoralism in a year with scarce rainfall. But one of  the main 
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Figure 7.6 Number of  species and families at each of  the three sites in the Yagour used to 
measure botanical diversity (based on Domínguez, 2010)
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explanations of  this cereal field expansion and the consequent agdal crises is the 
improvement in livestock of  recent decades implemented by the central state, 
which together with investments from emigration, also relatively recent and 
linked to the globalization of  economy, are putting much pressure on the old 
governance system of  the Ait Ikis. Even certain sheep-breeders are beginning 
not to move seasonally but put their livestock in permanent sheepfolds at the 
Yagour. In fact, since the 1960s, some Ait Ikis inhabitants migrated to France, 
mainly to work in the coal mines of  coal and iron foundries of  the north, saving 
enough money to quickly become a new local elite who started investing in 
agro-pastoral activity and innovation as soon as they returned. This change in 
the social hierarchy coincided with the improvement of  sheep breeds promoted 
by the Moroccan state. A selected breed, the Sardi, was introduced into the 
region and today, even the sheep that intensely transhume with the Ait Ikis have 
been crossed with it. This breed is more productive when it is in a restricted 
space and well-nourished with grain, but unsuitable because of  its slow gait 
and constant stalling for transhumance, the traditional way of  production so 
linked to agdal management. Thus, large areas of  pasture, once believed by most 
locals to be protected and preserved by local saints, are now being used for 
intensive agriculture to feed the Sardi sheep, which as we have seen, if  fattened 
up with grain, they fetch a higher market price than the free-range Beldi breed 
(Demay, 2004). This is possible thanks to the expanding demand for red meat for 
the growing tourist industry of  neighbouring Marrakesh. This causes negative 
ecological and socio-economic consequences such as the loss of  pastures and 
their consequent soil loss, as well as increasing socio-economic inequalities 
within the local community (Domínguez, 2010).

In fact, it is no coincidence that once this breed of  sheep was introduced, 
and that cheap wheat flour coming from the industrialized plains of  the Haouz 
province for bread consumption was being increasingly subsidized by the central 
state, the production of  barley was boosted on the lands of  the Yagour, as human 
feeding was no longer the problem and feeding the newly introduced Sardi 
brought about higher incomes. Hence, using the savings that these emigrants had 
accumulated, the new elite was able to hire local labour and in buy mules and 
agricultural machinery. This was done in order to further work on the new lands 
of  the Yagour, with the crops now serving mainly to feed Sardi of  the higher 
social class rather than the rest of  the people. In fact, the Sardi’s maximum weight 
levels require a strong supply of  cereals. In the Yagour of  Ikis, the local elite’s 
example was followed during the 1980s by a number of  agro-shepherds, intending 
to feed their new and growing Sardi herds more nutritiously (Demay, 2004), and 
doubling the amount of  cultivated soil in 20 years, a trend which is still growing 
today (Domínguez, 2010). Such agricultural expansion and shift in herding land 
use along with new globalizing influences such as emerging state structures and 
ideologies, mass media, new agro-zootechnical advances, migrations, market 
integration, tourism, NGOs and global Islamic movements, seem to be contributing 
to the demise of  agdal governance systems and tradition as a whole. In fact, these 
systems generally remind non-indigenous actors and policy-makers of  an inferior 
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tribal past which must be (for policy-makers and other external actors) entirely 
overcome, even if  such criticism of  traditional localism is a politically given value 
that has been repeatedly challenged, both from the natural and the social sciences.

Despite the increasing scientific recognition of  local governance systems and 
at least two decades of  increasing awareness by civil society and policy-makers, 
I observed in the High Atlas mountains that these systems were being rapidly 
eroded in the course of  the progressive interconnection of  people and ecosystems 
under the rules and forces of  global markets (Domínguez, 2010) like elsewhere 
around the globe (Byrne and Glover, 2002; Jodha, 1985). On the basis of  such 
failure it can be argued that there has been misunderstanding at the science-policy 
interface (Swyngedouw, 2010). Such a communicative failure implies that the 
facts established by the scientists in this arena, are not translated by the decision-
makers, and do not incorporate the most pressing concerns and priorities pointed 
out by scientists.

In light of  the present work, it seems more likely that the crisis of  the communal 
management regime of  the Ait Ikis agdals and its consequent environmental 
degradations have been brought about not just by locals’ ignorance on the 
management of  their own natural resources, but through external socio-economic 
stimuli poorly planned by the administrative and political persons in charge. 
One of  the ways to achieve the mentioned necessary implications of  decision-
makers and politicians that affect the socio-ecological problems of  the agdals, 
are through patrimonialization, which seeks to give a clear public recognition to 
the natural and cultural values of  these socio-ecological systems of  governance 
at a local, national and international level. As exposed in the introductory 
section, this concept of  patrimony can be defined as the whole material and 
symbolic elements centred on a stakeholder (an individual or a community), that 
struggles to maintain and develop its identity and autonomy by socio-ecological 
adaptation through time and space in a dynamic universe (Ollagnon, 2000). 
In this sense, different figures exist that give a public recognition to this status 
and protect/reinforce the different ways in which these patrimonies exist. These 
figures have been established in cooperation with experts, administrations and 
local actors.

In the case of  the agdals, given that they generally concern very specific local 
communities, somewhat isolated and with strong cultural particularities, the 
follow-up of  such a patrimonialization procedure must be based on an especially 
participative approach. These approaches may combine cycles of  reflection 
and action in a way that can merge the theoretical knowledge of  the external 
actors and the practical wisdom of  the local populations to achieve real solutions 
that answer to the pressing problems of  the latter and the environment upon 
which they rely (Reason and Bradbury, 2008; Robinson, 2008). In this type of  
action-research patrimonializing approach, the scientists work closely with the 
local communities to produce the knowledge and follow the procedures that 
value a unique natural and cultural heritage. This way of  working facilitates the 
possible governance transformations in agreement with the local populations, 
at the same time as they are tested and shared through international scientific 
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literature and respectful dialogue with the public administrations. By opposition 
to the dominant way of  linking science, conservation and development, this 
approach is relatively new, and is a highly valued source of  original research 
today and has a recognized future development ahead in terms of  innovation 
and applied science (Ruiz-Mallen et al., 2012). Contrary to the dominant way of  
scientific thought, this relatively new and innovative method does not consider 
itself  free of  values or being morally neutral. Nor is it part of  a framework of  
undisputed or undisputable paradigms. On the opposite, it seeks to make local 
actors participate, thereby facilitating a degree of  integration and in-depth 
learning about local and scientific knowledge, rarely attained by other methods 
which are more distant from or less sensitive to the local populations (Funtowicz 
and Ravetz, 1991; Ravetz and Funtowicz, 1999).

Thus, a training network of  students and researchers composed partially by 
local community members together with scientists, local entrepreneurs, NGOs 
and state actors, inspired by an action-research approach and seeking to reinforce 
the values and local institutions that are gradually being replaced by public 
administrations, could be a potential channel to combat the communicative 
failure between local populations, scientists and policy-makers. In fact, combining 
ideas and proposals made in accordance with the local community can promote 
and reinforce these local modes of  governance in the future. In the specific case 
of  small communities such as the Ait Ikis or more generally those of  Mount 
Mesioui, such an action-research training network should attract at the same time 
autochthonous and foreign development actors, capable of  participating on a 
continuous and long-term basis in the creation of  initiatives to support these agdal 
systems of  governance that have a proven interest in conserving the environment 
and local equity. Of  course, such a project would have to be designed for the 
long term (5–10 years), in several stages, and on a well-targeted site. For example, 
addressing the whole valley of  the zat where the Ait Ikis lies and the agdals of  
many other settlements too (Figure 7.4), composing a holistic coherent system 
of  great interest to the knowledge transfer question exposed here. It seems to 
me that only on this space-temporal scale could we apply, in a more effective 
way than top-down approaches, the scientific knowledge obtained about of  agdal 
governance. The main objectives of  such a network should therefore be:

1 To train students and researchers, autochthonous and foreigners, in 
the patrimonialization action-reseach arena around agdals, concerning 
conservation and development, focusing on a small and well-targeted group 
and territory such as the Ait Ikis or Mount Mesioui, and bringing about real 
interaction that should last over time.

2 To create ‘activist’ synergies between the actors related to governance, 
both shepherds and breeders, as well as researchers, universities, public 
administrations and other development actors (international NGOs, 
companies, cooperatives, local associations, etc.).

3 To explore new ways of  transmitting and sharing knowledge about governance 
between local populations and actors external to local communities.
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Conclusion

By the data presented here, I can conclude that: first, the traditional agdal 
governance system assures continuous vegetal cover, and hence no soil erosion, 
thanks to its collectively agreed rotatory use of  space; second, it also assures 
relatively equal access to local natural resources as all members of  the community 
have the same rights to the common pool and decide on their rules and management 
processes together, according to the majority of  the community’s interests and 
local traditional ecological knowledge. Finally, it promotes the conservation of  a 
certain pastoral biodiversity, particularly that which is of  most interest to the local 
community. Nevertheless, a communicative failure in the science-policy interface 
is observed and the local agdal systems, like other traditional community-based 
governance systems around the globe, seems to be in a deep crisis. I consider 
that a participative patrimonializing action-research approach could be one of  
the means to better promote the agdals as a socio-culturally resilient, economically 
sustainable and ecologically enriching land use system, having been demonstrated 
by the local populations through the centuries to be a key element of  resilient 
governance to promote local livelihoods and environmental conservation.
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Notes
 1 These dates vary each year according to each year’s negotiations at the village’s 

assembly (jmaa).
 2 As we saw in the section ‘The governance of  ait ikis agro-pastoral diversity’, apart 

from the big Yagour agdal, the Ait Ikis base their agro-pastoral territorial governance 
on nearly ten other small agdals concerning different resources.



8 Rangeland management in 
Lebanon

Cases from northern Lebanon and Bekaa

Elsa Sattout

Briefing

Lebanon is located at the heart of  a mega-diverse area of  Crop Wild Relative 
species, important food crops and pasture species, and landraces of  high genetic 
diversity. Pastoralism which has been an integral part of  communal livelihoods in 
rural and remote areas is fading away with the new farming system. Rangeland 
management, governed by the Lebanese Ministry of  Agriculture, follow a 
centralized governance with regulatory measures which need to be upgraded 
with evolved farming systems and lifestyles. Guidelines to preserve the pastoral 
system integrate the institutionalization of  collaborative management in forest 
and rangelands and mobilize human capacities towards this end; initiate applied 
research studies on carrying capacities of  rangelands and valuation of  rangelands 
ecosystem services, strengthening national stakeholders’ capacity, and lobby for 
rights over the lands of  herders to protect cultural aspects of  ecological and social 
landscapes.

Keywords: governance, arid and semi-arid lands, DPSIR, pastoralism, regulatory 
framework

Introduction

Lebanon is located at the cross-roads of  three continents on the eastern shore of  
the Mediterranean basin. It extends over 10,452 km2 with an average width of  
only 48 km and a length of  225 km. The country is recognized as a hotspot for 
Eastern Mediterranean plants of  various origins (Myers et al., 2000; Heywood, 
1998; Mittermeier et al., 2004). It is at the heart of  a mega-diverse area of  wild 
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relative species such as wheat, barley, lentils, almonds, pistachio, etc. (Sattout et 
al., 2005; Heywood, 2008; Davies et al., 2012), important food crops and pasture 
species, and landraces of  high genetic diversity (Assi 2005; Sattout and Abboud, 
2007).

Historically, the country was once covered by forests. Imprints of  centuries of  
cedar grove (Cedrus libani A. Rich) exploitation, culminating in their use by the Turks 
as railroad fuel, during World War I, show eroded mountains with very little potential 
for afforestation (Fish, 1944). Systematic woodcutting over several millennia, followed 
by the expansion of  agro-pastoral activities and subsequent urbanization, has left 
Lebanon with nothing more than relict forest patches and scrub vegetation. At 
present, the forest cover and woodlands expanding, mostly on the Mount Lebanon 
chain, occupy approximately 13 percent (139,000 ha) and 10 percent (108,000 ha) 
respectively of  the country’s surface area (FAO, 2005a; ELARD, 2010). Arid and 
semi-arid habitats are typical of  the Anti-Lebanon foothills, occupied by a heavily 
degraded garrigue or batha (Abi Saleh et al., 1996). Occupying 40 percent of  the 
land surface areas, arid and semi-arid habitats are shelter to important food grains 
– wheat, barley, millet and sorghum as well as economic plants. The soil in these 
barren areas supports poor overgrazed rangelands.

Semi-arid regions, subject to very low mean annual rainfall with flash floods 
during winters, are predominantly used for grazing. Even though these regions are 
characterized by low population density, they have fast population growth rates. This 
growth tends to extend and intensify in cultivated land and squeeze out nomadic 
groups (FAO, 2010; Sattout and Abboud, 2007; Ministry of  Agriculture, 2003).

Pastoral systems have been an integral part of  communal livelihoods, 
particularly in villages lying on the eastern slopes of  the Lebanon Mountain chain 
and the Anti-Lebanon especially in northern villages in Akkar, Dunniyeh, and 
Bsharre as well as the Hermel and Bekaa regions where soil fertility is relatively 
low (Figure 8.1).

Most of  the small ruminant herds are found in the Bekaa valley and its 
adjacent steppic areas. Seasonal movements of  local shepherds and their herds 
are made to Syria during winter, while during the summer Lebanese rangelands 
receive semi-nomadic herds coming from the Syrian Desert to the Bekaa. Local 
migration, from low altitude to high peaks in the Western Mountain chain, occurs 
during summer season. In past decades, a major shift has taken place from mobile 
grazing to sedentary animal production where goats and sheep production relies 
increasingly on feed blocks and feed supplements.

While bovines and dairy production are becoming increasingly popular, the 
size of  goat flocks has decreased over a 10-year-period from 417,000 heads (2000) 
to 400,000 (2011) while culminating at 494,700 heads in 2005. Similarly, sheep 
herds decreased from 354,000 heads (2000) to 255,000 (2011) with culminating in 
a number of  370,400 heads in 2006 (FAOSTAT, 2013). In the previous decade, 
this was mainly due to the expansion of  dairy products manufactured by farmers 
as a result of  grants and loans (Ministry of  Agriculture, 2003). The decrease in 
grazing practices in some villages is indirectly improving the quality of  the green 
cover and witnessing an improved growth of  the vegetation formations.
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Figure 8.1 Overgrazed highlands in northern Lebanon

Rights to the lands and environmental resources 
management

Governance and regulatory frameworks

The forestry service at the Ministry of  Agriculture (MOA) is the national competent 
authority responsible for the development of  national strategy for forests and 
rangeland management. The present national regulations set forth a framework for 
herdsmen’s rights over forestlands and rangelands whether these are governmental 
lands, communal or private lands. The Lebanese forestry law which dates back to 
the Ottoman Empire is still applied and herdsmen are given the rights over common 
lands (Ministry of  Agriculture, 2003). Rights over governmental land are usually 
given to municipalities and neighboring villages. Grazing practices are defined 
based on a series of  criteria whereby grazing is banned in degraded sites protected 
for reforestation purposes. Nevertheless, each municipality has to coordinate all 
decisions with the MOA, as well as land owners when they want to lease their fields 
for grazing. A consortium, formed by the Minister of  Agriculture, member of  the 
committee of  the communal lands and representative of  the district governor, is 
established to manage the parcels. Grazing on private property depends on the land 
owners, who have the right to ban transit of  any herds through their field after 
submitting a request to the local forestry department unit. Accordingly, the parcel is 
declared protected by ministerial decision (MOE, 2003).

The mechanism of  implementation is led by the forest guards, who are the 
government agent following up the implementation of  the terms and conditions 
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set by either the municipality or the MOA. The implementation mechanism 
involves local “forestry units” in the villages, members of  the General Security 
and local police.

Rangeland use and management

Pastoral societies have been given rights over lands to secure seasonal movement 
of  these societies with their herds. These rights of  passage and use are applicable, 
within a set of  terms of  conditions, on all types of  lands except protected forests 

Figure 8.2 Nomadic herders during summer in northern rangelands coming from Arsal in 
the Bekaa
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and nature reserves as well as private lands designated by a ministerial decision 
and communal and Emiri lands falling under compulsory protection (burned 
areas and young forests/woodlands). The terms and conditions, set by the MOA, 
define the period of  permitted grazing practices, including size of  herds, tagging 
the animals and respecting the rangelands’ boundaries. Those forests are leased 
either by auction or through a three-year long-term agreement. Marginal lands 
and parcels of  forests can be leased for a maximum period of  15 years.

The restriction of  transhumance on private lands is conditional on the 
approval of  a request to ban the passage of  livestock by 75 percent of  private 
land owners. In such cases, herd movements are diverted and herders are given 
an alternative: to own only six goats each with grazing rights only in their own 
farm (Mr. G. Kassar, Personal communication, President of  the Directorate of  
Rural Development and Natural Resources in the north, Lebanon). In Northern 
Lebanon, this has resulted in a decrease in the size of  flocks. A ministerial 
decision has been issued concerning the region of  Koura to ban the passage of  
flocks in private fields (Mr. G. Kassar, Personal communication, President of  the 
DRDNR in the North, Tripoli, Lebanon, 2013). 

The impact of  the private landowners’ decisions on the livelihoods of  herders 
and pastoral systems can be mitigated through decentralization and governance 
reform to ensure best rangeland management practices on Emiri lands in order 
to compensate for the scarcity of  lands; and through overseeing the use of  
marginal lands as rangelands. Emiri lands constitute 30 to 35 percent of  the 
forests and woodlands.

Land ownership defines the administrative procedures for permits. There 
are four types of  land ownership1 in Lebanon. The shorter path is the one 
where herders lease private lands, named “Waqf ” or “Mulk.”.The venture is 
agreed solely between two agents whereby the forestry service provides technical 
support in terms of  size of  flocks and period of  grazing (Figure 8.3).

The administrative procedure for getting a grazing permit on Emiri land 
has to reach directly the department of  rural development in the district 
(Mouhafaza), which in its turn sends the request to the forestry service. The 
agreement on pastoralism on communal lands is made between herders and 
the municipality. In this case, the administrative procedure follows the regular 
chain of  passing through the RDRDNR, the forestry service, the DRDNR and 
ending in the Directorate General of  the Ministry of  Agriculture. Exceptionally, 
nowadays the administrative procedures are following the hierarchy presented 
in Figure 8.4 where the requests for grazing are communicated to the general 
director (Mrs. z. Tamim, Personal communication, Chief  Department of  
Rangelands, Reserves and Parks-per interim, 2013). According to the forestry 
law, the forestry service under the Directorate of  Rural Development and 
Natural Resources is responsible for issuing the grazing permits. The provision 
of  forestry service support is required for all types of  land ownership in terms of  
size of  flocks, plot borders and any other issues.



Directorate General

Directorate of Rural Development and Natural Resources

Forestry Service
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Municipal land/
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Private land/mulk

Figure 8.3 Administrative procedures for acquiring rights over the lands for grazing

Figure 8.4 Summer pastoralism
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DPSIR analysis on rangeland management

Overgrazing is the result of  many factors among which we may point out the 
following: overstocking and absence of  adjustment of  herd size to year-to-year 
condition change, inappropriate management of  grazing relevant to timing and 
intensity, limited alternative fodder sources and poor herders’ management skills 
(Ministry of  Agriculture, 2003). Nevertheless, underlying causes are defined based on 
a rapid analysis of  the main drivers of  rangeland degradation and the identification 
of  pressure put on parcels of  land and experienced by herdsmen and government. 
The analysis presented in this chapter is based on three decades of  national 
conservation practices in Lebanon, a review of  existing regulatory measures, and 
personal communications with government officials, local community members, 
and herders (Figure 8.5). Nevertheless, this chapter highlights specific topics to be 
thoroughly studied in order to validate a first insight into rangeland management 
problems and solutions.

It is evident that the state of  rangelands in Lebanon does not only depend on the 
centralized administrative structure. Other factors play a major role including the 
dynamic of  the relationship between local authorities, central agencies, land owners 
and shepherds, as well as some gaps identified in the scientific and technical support 
in relation to rangeland carrying capacities.

The governance system is flawed because it is not properly accountable in an 
unstable country, which is leading to simpler processes up to down as opposed to 
the bottom-up approach in terms of  decision-making process linked to particular 
interests. The shortage of  representation and negotiation capacities addressed by 
herders pushes them away from sustainable land management processes causing a 
lack of  democracy and weakening local governance.

One of  the essential pillars of  improving rangeland management is empowering 
local governance and pastoralist communities through capacity building (Figure 8.5). 
Nevertheless, strengthening local governance is hindered by political conflicts and 
the interference of  political groups and their interests. But the gradual rise of  local 
awareness on the importance of  supporting initiatives for better rangeland and 
natural resource management will improve governance structure. It will imply a 
drastic change in the dynamic relationship between governance agents at local and 
national level as well as with herder communities. Mutation in the structural dynamic 
can be induced through the incorporation of  herders on the board of  the Hima 
system where they are subject to regular capacity development activities. Herding 
communities can be part of  an established consortium with a clear organizational 
scheme and terms of  reference allowing them to participate in operational processes 
of  rangeland management.

The Hima system revived in 2004 can be the platform where lessons learned can 
lead towards better management of  rangelands. Its revival as part of  a community 
based approach and the reclamation of  marginal fields for the production of  forage 
might protect the pastoral system (and the rangelands themselves) instead of  fostering 
the establishment of  a static farming system. The initiative to revive the Hima system 
was launched by the Society for the Protection of  Nature (SPNL) in Ebel El Saqi in 
the Southern part of  Lebanon.
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Case study of  Hima system in Lebanon

Hima is the governance system of  an area protected by a local authority for public 
interest and natural habitat conservation. It was developed even before Islam. It 
originated in the Arabian peninsula more than 1,500 years ago. During the life of  
the Prophet Mohammed, the Protected Areas were well established and managed 
to reduce overgrazing. The Prophet changed the ancient private Hima system, 
which belonged to selected powerful individuals, into a legal system that protected 
natural areas for more communal benefits, and subsequently caliphs followed the 
same system (Sing, n.d.). The Hima system insured rangeland protection during 
the vegetation regeneration season and would have foreseen indirectly the carrying 
capacity of  grazing parcels through the definition of  the size of  flocks.

SPNL Himas are established on communal land. They apply a community-
based management (CBM) system while establishing collaborative platforms 
between local authorities and community members such as farmers and 
shepherds and empowering women in rural areas. Adopting sustainability as the 
sole principle, the CBM system is embedded within the revival of  the Hima.

Ebel El Saqi was the first site witnessing the revival of  the Hima system by 
SPNL in collaboration with the municipality. At a later stage, Hima Kfar zabad 
was established in the Bekaa to protect the wetlands and their surroundings 
from degradation. SPNL interventions in both Himas boosted community 

Drivers
Forest and rangelands management follows forestry law dating back to 

1940s; national policy for forest and rangeland management almost 
inexistent; economic valuation of rangelands and forests resources not 

used as a decision making tool.

Pressure
Centralized governance system with limited human resources capacity; 
conservation agencies applying strict conservation to protect forests and 
woodlands without giving any alternative; lack of institutional, financial 
and technical capacity on community-based management; bureaucracy 

around governing permits and auctions.

State
Herders have more limited spaces to carry on grazing; shrinking herders’ 

communities and decreasing livestock populations; conflicts between 
herders, village dwellers and government officials; lack of implementation 
mechanisms for carrying management capacities of rangelands and forests.

Impact
Rangelands and forest resources degradation; loss of cultural landscapes; 
loss of NTFPs and wild relative species; soil erosion in arid and semi-arid 

region, areas prone to desertification.

Responses

1. Institutionalize collaborative management in 
forest and rangelands

2. Develop national forests and rangelands 
management based on participatory approach*

3. Initiate applied research studies on carrying 
capacities of rangelands and detailed monetary 
valuation exercise on grazing*

4. Develop the capacity of government officials 
and local communities

5. Mobilize human capacities towards the 
implementation o f collaborative management of 
rangelands and forest resources

6. Update the rights to the land of herders while 
taking into account sustainable management of 
natural resources

7. Develop capacities of shepherds on herds 
management

Figure 8.5 The driving forces and their impact on rangeland management in Lebanon and 
some solutions

*MOA has been granted an international fund to implement starting this year to revive and strengthen 
traditional and CBM system such as Hima
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empowerment through their involvement in sustainable management systems 
of  natural resources. Nevertheless, the survival of  Hima Ebel El Saqi has been 
overwhelmed by prevailing political conflicts between members of  the municipal 
council and struggled over individual benefits diverted from internationally 
funded projects. Political influences in the villages and the role played by political 
parties in the election (or hindering the election) of  municipal officials and mayor 
were main obstacles for rethinking this Hima system in the context of  a war-torn 
country such as Lebanon.

In contrast to Hima Ebel El Saqi, Hima Kfar zabad is still standing and has 
overcome conflicts through the formation of  a committee constituting a buffer 
mediator for gathering conflicting parties. The situation in Kfar zabad favored 
cooperation between SPNL and the Anjar municipality to work on the IBA in 
Anjar (Anjar-Kfar zabad wetlands). This cooperation was sort of  a bridge to 
link again with Kfar zabad and to work on a management plan and ecotourism 
strategy for Hima Anjar-Kfar zabad. This approach revived the Hima Kfar 
zabad and facilitated the negotiation process to resolve conflicts and resumed 
activities in Hima Kfar zabad during 2012. Through these experiences, SPNL 
emphasizes the CBM system in Himas where grazing and management plans 
would be based on a participatory approach (SPNL, 2013).

Towards better management of  rangelands in Lebanon

The National Physical Master Plan developed in 2004 foresees the encouragement 
of  concerned municipalities to create a series of  Regional Natural Parks, with the 
main objective of  combining the economic and social development of  the cities 
and villages with the proper use and respect of  their natural wealth including 
silvopastoral systems (CDR, 2004). Even though provisions for silvopastoral systems 
have been included in the planning and zoning of  lands, still there is no clear-cut 
policy reinforced bylaws or any interim regulatory measures for institutional reform, 
and neither implementation mechanisms have been put in place.

Economic valuation of  grazing practices and rangeland management is a useful 
tool that allows us to revisit and analyze the rangeland management system. It may 
also lead to induce changes in management practices and governance of  rangelands. 
Monetary value of  grazing practices in forests and woodlands was estimated at 
€960,000 for 9.6 million forage units in a study performed in 2005. This value 
constitutes 0.97 percent of  the total economic value of  Lebanese forests (Sattout et 
al., 2005). An ongoing study on the monetary value of  rangeland management and 
other forest resources is underway (Sattout, unpublished). This study will constitute 
one of  the major pillars for the development of  national strategy for forest resources 
and rangeland management.

As visionaries on the importance of  CBM in rangeland management, many 
people are joining in efforts to ensure the sustainability of  the Hima system in 
Lebanon and the infusion of  the cosmovision on sustainability as developed by Ríos 
Osario et al. (2005). This vision has a series of  principles including the “preservation 
and promotion of  lands, protection of  non-renewable resources, protection of  
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human consumption products in order to improve the community’s standard of  
living, and promotion of  the community so that it takes care of  its environment, 
its socialization at the level of  organization to better understand environmental 
protection as a guarantee for a life full of  dignity for generation living and to 
come” (Río Osario et al., 2005). This is translated by the navigation of  SPNL on 
a long journey to promote sustainable grazing through various activities including 
internationally funded regional and national projects, applied research programs 
and national/regional workshops. On the other hand, the Lebanese Ministry of  
Agriculture is more aware of  the importance of  the decentralization process of  
administrative procedures for rangeland management as well as the need to establish 
relationship dynamics with herders to leverage their socio-economic livelihood and 
to preserve the resilience of  rangelands in Lebanon.

Conclusion

Independently of  land ownership, the administrative structure for rangeland 
management is still centralized and it is solely guided by the Ministry of  Agriculture. 
Collaborative forest resources and rangeland management is still in its infancy in 
Lebanon. In the early 1990s, biodiversity protection and management approaches 
adopted strict conservation principles with a centralized governance system 
marginalizing local communities. The shift of  this approach towards participatory 
practices was possible through the evolution of  a conservation concept ensured 
through internationally funded conservation ventures applied in Lebanese 
Protected Areas (PAs) (Sattout et al., forthcoming). The approach involved the 
establishment of  close partnerships between the MOE, Government Appointed 
Committees (GACs), Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs), and the private 
sector. This approach can be adapted to rangelands, whereby the revival of  the 
Hima system could be fostering collaborative natural resources management.

In conclusion, the tipping points towards best practices in rangeland 
management are:

•	 Institutionalizing CBM and sustainable management of  rangelands.
•	 Defining the carrying capacities of  rangelands and forestlands.
•	 Assessing the socio-economic profile and livelihood of  shepherds.
•	 Participatory mapping of  herders’ paths in the lowlands and highlands.
•	 Drawing a road map for institutional reform which would be based on 

collaborative management of  rangelands.
•	 Bridging the gaps between government agencies and pastoralist communities.

Improved governance involving decentralization and institutional reform at 
the regional level set the path for better environmental resources management, as 
the local government knows more about the carrying capacity of  their lands and 
the drawbacks of  the “grazing ecological footprint.” The reclamation of  marginal 
lands and their conversion to rangelands is one of  the proposed solutions, but still 
the government must oversee laws allowing collective pastoral management . The 
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revival of  the Hima system has been restricted to environmental protection until 
now and it did not take into account strictly and effectively rangelands and herders’ 
livelihoods. Nevertheless, it may constitute a good starting point to combine both 
ecological protection and sustainability of  pastoralist communities.

The present chapter was developed based on rapid assessments of  existing 
regulatory measures, current administrative structures and communications 
with relevant stakeholders. It constitutes a starting point for primary thoughts 
on rangeland management in Lebanon and emits a wakeup call for improving 
rangeland management in Lebanon based on future research studies.

Note
 1 Emiri: state-owned land/managed by the MOA. Sometimes their management 

is referred to the communities. Macha’a: communal lands/municipality owned/
managed by municipal council. Waqf: land owned by religious communities or 
families/managed by representatives of  the religious community or family. Mulk: 
private land.
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rangeland management – 
Mongolia

Ian Hannam

Overview

One of  the greatest challenges Mongolia faces now and into the future is the 
responsible use and sustainable management of  its rangeland resources, 
in particular with changing circumstances from climate change. Effective 
environmental law and policy can ensure that a balance is maintained between 
economic development and environmental protection, particularly given the high 
dependence of  people’s livelihoods on rangeland natural resources.

Keywords: governance, rangelands, land management, environmental laws

Introduction

Since the 1950s, Mongolia had been transformed by rapid economic development 
and industrialization from what was predominantly an agricultural economy based 
on nomadic animal husbandry, towards an industrial economy. Today over half  the 
population lives in urban areas. As was the case with many rapidly industrializing 
countries, environmental and resource management considerations were generally 
absent from land planning and utilization. With an area of  1.56 million square 
km, and a population of  around only 2 million, Mongolia is the seventeenth 
largest country in the world territorially but much of  the land is not productive. 
Under the Mongolian Constitution 1992 all land is State-owned. Land that is 
productive is under developmental pressures that are leading to environmental 
deterioration. Land available for agricultural production is decreasing: grazing 
land was 141 million hectares in the 1960s but has now dropped to 117 million 
hectares while the number of  livestock has risen to 43 million head. This number 
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has increased in recent years because Mongolia has not had a dzud for several 
years.1 Like many developing countries, Mongolia’s economy is raw-material 
oriented, where raw materials from the agricultural and mining sectors and semi-
finished products provide the main export items. Many environmental, social, 
economic, political and legislative factors interact in Mongolia that affects its 
ability to achieve sustainable rangeland management. Mongolia was a socialist 
state with a centrally planned economy until 1990 when it became independent 
of  the USSR and adopted a democratic form of  government and free market 
economy (UNDP 2005).

Under the Mongolian Land Law 2002, ‘pastureland’ (which equates with 
rangeland) means ‘rural agricultural land covered with natural and cultivated 
vegetation for grazing of  livestock and animals’ (Article 3.1.6). The rangeland 
cover a large proportion of  the country (112 million ha or 71 per cent) but 
around 122 million ha of  Mongolia is devoted to nomadic pastoralism: 4.6 
per cent of  this lies in the alpine zone, 22.9 per cent in the forest-steppe zone, 
28 per cent in the steppe zone, 23.3 per cent in the semi-desert zone and 16.2 
per cent in the desert. The climate is harsh with extremes of  heat and cold. 
Availability of  water and other renewable natural resources is very limited, and 
rangeland ecosystems are fragile, highly susceptible to degradation and slow to 
recover. Low precipitation is unequally distributed both temporally (the majority 
occurs during the three-month period in the summer) and geographically (the 
north of  the country receives most of  the precipitation; the southern part is 
semi-arid or desert). Climatological data indicate that the Mongolian climate 
is gradually growing drier, which signals changes to the way it must manage its 
rangeland resources. The rates of  humus production, vegetative regeneration 
and growth, and livestock productivity are very low in comparison to other 
countries in the region. A significant portion of  the land resources are degraded 
from overgrazing, deforestation, erosion and desertification. Crop cultivation 
is an important cause of  soil erosion. Climatic conditions make high levels of  
soil loss associated with tilling of  the soil almost inevitable, aggravated by the 
inadequate use of  soil protection techniques. From the 1960s to the 1990s the 
area under cultivation increased greatly, mostly in the form of  wheat fields, many 
of  which (>60 percent) have since been abandoned and subject to wind and 
water erosion. Climate change is a contributing factor to desertification and wind 
erosion (Mongolian Government 2008).

The rangeland is degraded because herders are unable to apply sustainable 
grazing practices. The rangeland is not valued so its regulation and management 
has been avoided in the past. Herders continue to graze their livestock unrestrained 
on public land, where there is high competition for good pasture. They use public 
pasture and water free of  charge and without initiative to protect and properly 
use it (Swift 2007). As relatively intact terrestrial ecosystems, the Mongolian 
rangelands play a significant role in sequestrating atmospheric carbon dioxide, 
conserving biodiversity, and especially in providing livelihood benefits to local 
herders. However, over the past 50 years, rangeland degradation has undermined 
the ecosystem services they generate.
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Existing legal and policy situation

An investigation into the environmental law of  Mongolia reports that during the 
last 20 years Mongolian legislation has developed within the legal framework for a 
new market economy-based society and in this regard the existing environmental 
law system is reasonably well founded. The regulations, procedures and 
programs accompanying the Environmental Protection Law 1995 have advanced to 
the stage where it is intended the environmental laws achieve the objectives of  
major national environmental policies – as defined in the Principles of  National 
Security, Universal Sustainable Development Policy, Principles of  Sustainable 
Development of  Mongolia in twenty-first century, Government Policy on Ecology 
and the Millennium Development Goals of  Mongolia. However, the Mongolian 
environmental law system does not have the capability to effectively manage the 
main environmental problems experienced by the country, which is a function 
of: structural and procedural deficiencies and poor quality of  legislation; poor 
government administration of  the environment, inadequate institutions; lack of  
effective community participation; failure to prepare environmental law around 
the sensitive ecological environment – which is in decline from: increasing 
degradation of  water, soils and vegetation; expanding desertification; increased 
water, air and land pollution; loss of  biodiversity, species decline and ecosystem 
dysfunction.

Under the market economy concept, the numerous environmental laws 
adopted have provided a reasonable general legal framework. However, the legal 
assessment shows that they lack many essential elements considered necessary 
for them to attain their stated objective. Moreover, law-makers had developed 
the law without fully considering the principles for long-term sustainable use of  
natural resources – instead focusing on managing the current situation. Many 
essential elements are missing from the laws (especially for education and training, 
developing information, dispute resolution) (Hannam 2009).

Since the mid-1990s, under a special provision of  the Environmental 
Protection Law 1995, and various individual natural resource ‘use fee’ laws that 
followed, citizens have had access to many natural resources (forest, water, land, 
natural plants and hunting native animals) for the payment of  a fee. Although 
this system is similar in concept to the worldwide ‘principle of  user pays’, it has 
been very limited in the way it has been applied for all land but rangeland in 
particular because it does not apply to grassland, where the fee amount is very 
low (and not indexed), is poorly administered, is not accompanied by natural 
resource incentives and support schemes. Further, a substantial amount of  fee 
collected is siphoned off  by the central budget and only a small amount of  
revenue is reinvested locally for conservation and land improvement purposes – 
which was its principal object. Recently, the government has been investigating 
the application of  the user pays system over the grassland where it is proposed 
to charge a fee on livestock based on sheep head equivalent. Herders would 
receive various inducements to improve their land stewardship under this 
scheme (Hannam and Borjigdkhan 2009). This scheme would be backed by the 
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2009 Policy on Herders and Herding Households which identifies 36 priority 
areas to improve management of  rangelands, including such issues as: valuation 
and pricing of  grassland and establishing a market mechanism for grassland; 
studies into the economics of  grazing; investigating national and international 
markets and trade of  pastureland products; development of  a Resettlement 
Plan for herders displaced by financial constraints and natural disasters, and for 
those who voluntarily seek an alternative livelihood. Given the high incidence of  
poverty among the herder community there is some scepticism over the ability 
of  people to pay and of  the overall financial viability of  the scheme (Mongolian 
Government 2009).

In Mongolia, traditionally, organizations have been based on sectors of  
agriculture, infrastructure, and energy and little attention has been paid to natural 
resource management which cuts across all sectors of  government. Rangeland 
degradation impacts on a large number of  ministries ranging from finance 
and planning to agriculture and health, and improved coordination between 
ministries is required for effective management to be attained. Moreover, many 
critical barriers exist to the effective administration of  the rangeland environment, 
though the limitations imposed by the current organizational system of  Ministries 
and Departments, have been identified (Tortell et al. 2008). A critical limitation 
for rangeland management is the significant imbalance between the Ministry/
Departmental organizational system and the distribution of  individual laws and 
administrative functions and duties across respective organizations. The Ministry 
for Nature, Environment and Tourism is responsible for a number of  primary 
environmental laws, including laws for mining, pollution control, water resources, 
air quality, wildlife, forestry, and geological resources – a situation it has no hope 
of  administering effectively due to significant human and financial resource 
restraints. This problem is also reflected in Mongolia’s system of  Parliamentary 
Committees, where, for example, the Parliamentary Standing Committee 
on Agriculture and the Environment has responsibility for a diverse range of  
environmental issues, including agricultural production, safety and control of  
food and agriculture products, rural development policy, regulation of  grants 
and loans from international organizations and donor countries related to rural 
development policies, livestock management, land and mineral resources, forests, 
water, flora and fauna, atmosphere and other natural resources, protected areas, 
pasture and crop lands, environmental monitoring, air pollution, toxic chemicals, 
environmental protection, water policy, resources, and water pollution, solid 
waste, recycling, environmental policy, environmental research and development, 
and hunting. Given the pressures placed on the administration to manage its 
environmental responsibilities, and the fact that few other agencies have a role 
in managing the environment, it indicates that Mongolia must develop an 
alternative administrative system and legislative system to the ones currently in 
place if  it is to have any chance of  controlling the serious environmental problems 
confronting the country in general but rangeland specifically. Thus, the existing 
environmental organizational system that affects rangelands is characterized as 
(Tortell et al. 2008):
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•	 Inadequate level of  staff  and lack of  support resources.
•	 Incomplete mandate and responsibilities curtailed.
•	 Weak human capacity at all levels.
•	 Inadequate facility to train and keep good staff.
•	 Lack of  identifiable career structure, adequate working conditions, leadership, 

feedback and incentives for excellence.
•	 Absence of  a corporate plan to identify accountability to the Mongolian 

people.

Reform approach

Recent investigations initiated by the Mongolian Government have established 
legislative, policy and institutional reforms to improve natural resources 
management including rangelands (Hannam 2009). The reforms focus on the 
institutional structure at central and local levels and six elements were specified 
as the basis of  the reform, including: reorganizing the system for managing 
legislation; using an ecological approach as the basis for environmental law and 
to restructure institutional arrangements; introducing new administrations that 
identify with the major environmental problems and which focus on coordinated 
management; introducing a management system with specialized institutions/
agencies to manage ‘clusters’ of  legislation associated with principal problem areas 
and which identify with the institutions/agencies; reforming many existing natural 
resources laws and developing new types of  environmental law; and accepting a 
long-term plan to undertake and implement the legal, policy and institutional 
reforms.

Mongolia commenced an environmental law reform program in 2011. The 
Environmental Protection Law 1995, the Environmental Impact Assessment 
Law 1998, Water Law 2004 and the Law on Reinvestment of  Natural Resource 
Fees for Conservation and Restoration of  Natural Resources 2000 have already 
been improved by amendment and a Law for Soil Protection and Desertification 
Control has been drafted. All of  these laws are relevant to rangeland management.

An outcome of  the 2008 environmental law investigations was the 
identification of  a new ‘Natural Resources Management’ legislative and 
institutional administration as the primary agency to manage ecological and 
natural resources. It is regarded that this type of  system would be potentially 
more effective to manage the rangeland resources than that are currently in place. 
This administration would be responsible for developing a national strategy for 
rangeland management, rangeland policy and associated management guidelines 
(Hannam 2009).

Pastureland law

Mongolia has drafted a Pastureland Law (Mongolian Government 2007) which 
would be the principal law for managing the rangelands. The aim was to develop 
a legal framework to provide land tenure for livestock producers, herder groups, 
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cooperatives and herding households, to establish remote pasture reserves, and 
for the operation of  pasture use committees as a basis to overcome many of  
the problems that stem from lack of  land ownership. It also aims to develop a 
legal framework to exempt herding households from individual income tax and 
to introduce pasture use fees differentially based on economic and ecological 
assessments and to consider a livestock husbandry risk fund. The State Policy 
on Herders and Herding Households 2009 would provide strategic support to 
the Pastureland Law. The policy aims to create a favourable legal, economic 
and business environment and produce better living conditions for herders, 
prevention of  poverty in herders and employment and social security (Mongolian 
Government 2009).

The draft Pastureland Law has been through extensive public and 
parliamentary discussion processes since 2007. Although at the time of  writing 
this chapter it had still not been promulgated, these sectors are working through 
a complex set of  issues to ensure effective legislation finally results. The main 
purpose is to provide a legal method for the transition from an unplanned 
and unregulated pastureland user system to a system characterized by: secure 
possession of  pastureland for herders and legal entities; a pastureland planning 
and management system; the development and management of  pastureland 
information; distinguishing the functions, duties and responsibilities between the 
different levels of  administration; and mechanisms to improve the identification 
and management of  problems associated with land degradation and the effects of  
global climate change. Importantly, the draft law includes procedures to classify 
pastureland on an ecological basis and provide for the agricultural and economic 
needs of  traditional herding communities and the livestock husbandry industry. In 
this regard, the new administrative, implementation and operational procedures 
of  the Pastureland Law will support economically productive pastoral agriculture 
while managing pressures on the ecological environment from climate change, 
desertification and natural disasters (Mongolian Government 2007 and 2010).

Importantly, the draft Pastureland Law includes a procedure to allocate land 
for grazing and for its management and protection, which constitutes the basis 
of  land tenure and this will help overcome many problems that stem from the 
traditional pasture usage system (Fernández-Giménez 2006). The procedure 
includes the identification and classification of  pastureland, a request (application) 
for pastureland possession for the purpose of  livestock husbandry and the issue of  
a certificate for possession. It will also engage the communities in the land tenure 
process. Global experience shows that land-use systems that enable stakeholders 
to formally participate in the decision-making process generally provide a more 
satisfactory and balanced outcome for all parties. This procedure will help promote 
the sustainable use of  pastureland and development of  a stewardship ethic which 
is important for a stable long-term tenure system. These are important procedures 
and should increase the capability of  Mongolia to manage its rangeland resources 
more effectively in the face of  the increasing effects of  climate change and other 
natural events (Batima 2006).
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The draft Pastureland Law contains many legal elements considered essential 
for a successful rangeland law but it is accepted that additional support systems 
will be required to enable herder communities and legal entities to achieve a 
sustainable livelihood and for the State to achieve its national goals for pastureland 
management (Hannam 2007; Mongolian Government 2009). Some areas 
identified include: development of  operational policy; development of  a ‘national 
strategy for grassland management’; development of  land management plans; 
formation of  local stakeholder advisory committees; providing access to finance 
and credit; developing a comprehensive education and training program; and 
ensuring stakeholders have access to information and knowledge.

Rangeland conservation and climate change

In an effort to improve its management of  the climate change effects on rangeland 
ecosystems, the Mongolian Government is following the procedure established 
under the UNFCCC to develop a Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Action 
(NAMA) for grassland and livestock management (Mongolian Government 
2010; Asian Development Bank 2011). Under these procedures a NAMA 
is defined as ‘any kind of  activity that reduces greenhouse gas emissions’. For 
Mongolia, the specific grassland and livestock management activities developed 
under the NAMA procedure would be nationally appropriate and tailored to its 
national circumstances and in line with the UNFCCC principle of  common but 
differentiated responsibilities. In following the UNFCCC procedure, the NAMA 
will be embedded within Mongolia’s national sustainable development strategy. 
The mitigating activities will be measurable, reportable and verifiable and 
supported. Importantly, by following the procedures set down in the UNFCCC 
process and satisfying the standards for national and international registration, 
this would open up the potential for Mongolia to access climate change funding to 
implement the NAMA (KPMG 2011). One of  the essential requirements for the 
effective implementation of  the grassland/livestock NAMA is a legal and policy 
framework that in Mongolia’s case would include a Pastureland Law along the 
lines of  that originally drafted in 2007.

A ‘national grassland mitigation strategy’ has been promoted under the reforms 
proposed. It could be formulated from the objectives and elements of  relevant 
international treaties and strategies and integrating these with Mongolian national 
climate change mitigation protocols, and the national policy for grassland. The 
strategy could be enshrined within the Pastureland Law – to give it a statutory 
basis. The challenge will be to balance the required environmental outcomes of  
a grassland strategy and the objectives for a NAMA within the overall climate 
change framework of  Mongolia (Hannam 2012). A national grassland mitigation 
strategy could:

•	 Set out the relationship between the strategy, international treaties and national 
legislation and policy in relation to grassland and livestock management.

•	 Outline the relationship between the principal national policy areas.
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•	 Outline a coordination and cooperative mechanism to properly operationalize 
rangeland management.

•	 Specify the changes required in the agricultural land-use sector.
•	 Outline the procedures for a grassland carbon accounting and forecasting 

system and specifying areas where mitigation activities can be applied.
•	 Outline the procedures for establishing local-level Pasture User Groups and 

their role in grassland management.
•	 Outline the procedure for establishing local-level voluntary carbon markets 

and carbon accounting standards.
•	 Outline a plan for ongoing research into climate change impacts on grassland 

and livestock herding – as a basis for ongoing legislative, policy and reform 
action.

•	 Outline the specific financial mechanisms to support rangeland management.

It is considered that the NAMA approach adopted by Mongolia would also be 
suitable for other developing countries which have extensive rangeland areas, to 
follow.

Improving grassland use

Two principal limitations to effective implementation of  a sustainable rangeland 
program are the lack of  pasture ownership (possession), and a lack of  incentive 
to use grassland sustainably because pasture use does not attract a fee. With 
regard to grassland possession, although this has been addressed in the draft 
Pastureland Law, it, along with the proposal to charge a fee for grassland use, 
have been very controversial. Introducing procedures to enable pastureland 
possession with incentives to regulate stocking density would potentially lead to 
sustainable use of  pastures and the incentive to improve the livestock quality 
and industry productivity (Mongolian Centre for Policy Research 2010). The 
proposal to introduce pastureland possession consists of  creating the appropriate 
legal environment and actions for its implementation. The grazing of  grassland 
in Mongolia without any fee encourages the misuse of  pasture and contradicts 
the long-term interest for securing herders’ livelihoods by ensuring a sustainable 
livestock sector development. The use of  a Livestock Risk Management 
(Protection) Fund (under the Law on Government Special Funds 2006) is 
promoted as a suitable basis to introduce a fee on livestock for the use of  pasture. 
Revenues raised through this system would be spent on sustainable pastureland 
activities and risk management with both herders and local governments being 
beneficiaries. Many of  the risk management activities are sustainable activities 
and would help to increase carbon storage in grassland and manage climate 
change impacts. This process could provide for such activities as: (Mongolian 
Centre for Policy Research 2010)

•	 Repair of  animal shelters.
•	 Building or repairing sheds for calves and lambs.
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•	 Repairing small storages for fodder and grass.
•	 Reserving manure.
•	 Making a small-scale snow breaker.
•	 Preparing animal fodder and salt marsh.
•	 Fencing and protecting springs.
•	 Establishing hand wells.
•	 Cleaning and restoring wells.
•	 Restoring a pump and generator of  deep wells.
•	 Controlling pasture rodents.
•	 Restoring water reservoirs.
•	 Planting fruit and other trees near wells.
•	 Improving grassland and hay fields.
•	 Making animal shelters.
•	 Restoring hay field fencing.
•	 Fertilizing hay fields with manure.
•	 Building inter-group fodder points.

Local herder organizations

Local pasture user organizations have been promoted as an important part 
of  the process to achieve sustainable use of  rangelands (Blattler 2012). It is 
recognized that the role of  herder organizations would also play a critical role 
in implementation of  a livestock/grassland NAMA (Hannam 2012). Over time, 
herders in Mongolia have been organized into different institutions, both formally 
and informally (Fernández-Giménez 2006). Moreover, since 1999 Mongolia has 
seen a number of  community-based grassland management projects aimed to 
improve herders’ livelihoods and pasture-management practices. This is also 
facilitated by a number of  different donor pasture-management programs and 
international NGOs. In recent years, special attention has been given to two 
donor-funded projects which take a different approach to herder organization, 
namely herder groups (through a UNDP/Sustainable Grasslands Project) and 
Pasture User Groups (PUGs). Since 2004, the Swiss-Government funded Green 
Gold project has facilitated the formation of  hundreds of  such groups and 
will, in the years to come continue to do so by scaling up this collective action 
approach and broadening its geographical reach (MSRM 2012). Herder Groups 
are usually fairly small with up to 20 households, are organized primarily on the 
basis of  a combination of  kinship and shared use of  key resources (e.g. wells, 
winter pastures). By contrast, PUGs involve up to over 150 households and are 
organized on the basis of  territory where local areas are divided into a number 
of  territorial units.

Under the two main laws concerning herders’ relations to rangeland 
management in Mongolia, namely the Land Law 2002 (Art. 52.2) and the Civil 
Code of  Mongolia 2002, grassland can be managed by groups of  people for a 
specific period of  time. As a form of  organization, PUGs are entitled to enter 
into a ‘pastureland management contract’ or ‘pasture use agreement’ with a 
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local government organization. The relationship between a local government 
and the herders is regulated through a Contract on Utilization of  Pastureland 
for Pasture User Group. As a tool to apply rangeland management at the local 
level, the Contract provides for a range of  objectives and can establish the general 
management requirements for a defined area of  land. Each PUG is thus covered 
by the Contract for pasture use which is signed by the Soum and Bagh governors, 
the head of  the PUG and the PUG leader.

Despite the PUG system having the benefit of  the combination of  a given 
territory and a contract system which regulates relations within that territory, the 
issue of  pasture use rights still has to be resolved to ensure all legal and practical 
aspects of  the contractual arrangements can be properly realized, in particular: 
(1) roles, rights and responsibilities; (2) access/use and flexibility; (3) boundaries, 
flexibility and permeability/leakage; (4) monitoring, control and enforcement; 
and (5) security of  tenure. The contract system can form the centrepiece in linking 
the legal, policy and institutional framework in the management of  pastureland at 
the local level (Blattler 2012).

In some PUGs, pasture utilization is covered all year round with the pastures 
of  all the four seasons being registered on maps which form a part of  the contract. 
The contracts are made in a similar legislative format to that provided for in 
the Land Law 2002, and can specify the size of  the grassland area, its location, 
seasonal use, and stock carrying capacity, procedures for dispute settlement and 
conflict resolution, and specific tasks for the PUG. In this regard, the contract 
specifies the limit on animal numbers in a prescribed area and in this form it 
becomes an integrated instrument for grassland management which would also be 
beneficial for operationalizing various mitigation aspects of  a livestock/grassland 
NAMA (Hannam 2012).

The establishment of  PUGs generally works from a bottom-up approach in 
an attempt to reach out and involve all herders in a given area in the decision-
making process. Experience shows that land-use systems that enable stakeholders 
to formally participate in the decision-making process generally provide more 
satisfactory and balanced outcomes to all parties and will help promote the 
sustainable use of  grassland and development of  a grassland stewardship ethic 
which is important for a stable long-term tenure system.

Relationship between PUG and local government

For the PUG concept to be successful there needs to be a good relationship 
between PUGs and local government. In this regard, the draft Pastureland Law 
provides an appropriate framework to formally establish PUGs in consideration 
of  the role of  local government. The PUGs would need to be established with a 
distinct and complementary role to play in livestock and grassland management. 
Potentially, the PUGs could have a wider role extending beyond grassland 
management and include herding issues related to veterinary services, breeding, 
livestock inspection, and connecting with herders scattered over a wide area. 
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PUGs can be developed as an outreach mechanism as a link to herders and with 
prescribed financial support.

Ecological approach

One of  the main impediments to improvement of  the condition of  rangeland 
resources is that the current environmental law system does not identify closely 
with the principal ecological characteristics of  the country. Few environmental laws 
effectively identify with the physical environmental elements they are supposed 
to be protecting and the legislation lacks detailed planning and decision-making 
provisions for assessment, evaluation and understanding ecological limitations. 
In particular, Mongolian environmental law does not express a ‘connection’ with 
the Mongolian environment, which, as documented in various environmental 
studies, contains a rich and diverse ecology that requires special management 
(UNDP 2005; Hannam 2009). During reform, including the promulgation of  the 
Pastureland Law, opportunity should be taken to adopt an ‘ecological’ approach 
(e.g. ecological zones, landscape regions, and river basins – see Saandar and 
Gunin 1993) as a fundamental basis of  the reform of  the environmental law, 
policy and institutional system, and in particular to restructure the law to give 
it a strong focus on ecosystems and their constituent parts, including people and 
communities, natural resources, and the heritage qualities and characteristics of  
locations, places and areas. Such an approach would be consistent with modern 
international environmental law reform practices and recognize the obligations of  
humans in managing the environment (Hannam 2009).

Future challenges

One of  the greatest challenges Mongolia faces now and into the future is the 
responsible use and sustainable management of  its rangeland resources, in 
particular with changing circumstances from climate change. It must ensure 
that balance is maintained between economic development and environmental 
protection, particularly given the high dependence of  people’s livelihoods on 
nature and natural resources, and the vulnerability of  Mongolia’s rangeland 
to natural and human induced disasters. Engaging and empowering people 
and local communities through knowledge is a vital component of  this process. 
Many citizens and government officials, particularly those at local and provincial 
levels, are under-informed about the rights and obligations that are set down 
in Mongolian environmental legislation. It is hard to see that improvement can 
be made without promulgation of  the Pastureland Law, or a law similar to it. 
Raising awareness of  the country’s legal provisions and the rights and obligations 
of  citizens and the government will go a long way towards promoting responsible 
use of  rangeland, and ensuring the variety of  economic, social, environmental 
and other interests are best-served. In particular, the main challenges faced by 
Mongolia include improving the capacity and performance of  central government 
organizations responsible for rangeland management, especially water, soil and 
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biodiversity; development of  new institutional structures and mechanisms for 
natural resource management; improving coordination of  central government 
organizations and local governments on natural resources; creating new enabling 
conditions for civil society to participate in natural resources governance; 
strengthening partnerships with non-government organizations and the private 
sector to promote natural resources awareness, ecological education of  the public 
and enforcing environment standards for rangeland conservation. In this regard, 
the most recent investigations into rangeland management in Mongolia have 
established the following immediate and short-term priorities, and they make 
reasonable suggestions as to how these priorities may be achieved:

•	 Empowering communities – it is difficult to envisage any real progress in 
management of  rangeland in Mongolia without a significant improvement 
in the ability for local communities to fully participate in decision-making 
processes and exercise an equal say in the long-term use of  resources, 
including access to resources and land management processes.

•	 Reforms to land user rights – this should include immediate resolution of  land 
and pasture usage fees and land-use contracts that ensure security of  tenure 
and long-term access to these critical resources by the herding community 
and other legitimate users.

•	 Institutional reform – recent studies provide substantial information and ideas 
to help the Mongolian Government reform its natural resource management 
institutions. Current inefficiencies in administration and development of  
accountabilities are a major limitation to rangeland management and 
represent an immediate priority for attention.

•	 Environmental awareness education – there is an immediate priority to 
improve the level of  understanding of  management of  rural environmental 
issues through a comprehensive national environmental education program. 
A program should address all levels, including school and university education, 
herders, government officials and members of  parliament. It is advocated that 
the current system of  NGOs in Mongolia is well placed to have a major role 
in environmental education and appropriate legislation should be amended 
to enable this activity.

Note
 1 A dzud is a winter disaster that covers pastures with ice and causes mass livestock 

starvation. Dzuds affected Mongolia in 1996–1997, 1999–2000 and 2000–2001 – the 
last of  which killed 13 per cent of  the country’s total livestock.
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Overview

The mobile pastoral system in the far north region of  Cameroon is an excellent 
example of  the paradox of  pastoral land tenure, in that pastoralists need secure 
access to pasture and water, but also flexibility in resource use, i.e., the ability to 
move elsewhere because of  spatio-temporal variation in resource availability. In 
this chapter we draw from our collective research and development experience 
with mobile pastoralists, and discuss how non-governmental organizations have 
used ordinances and bureaucratic procedures to protect pastoral resources, in 
particular transhumance corridors that connect seasonal grazing lands in the far 
north region. We argue that the mobile pastoral system is best understood as an 
open system and explain what the implications are for the protection of  pastoral 
resources. We argue that delimiting and protecting transhumance corridors 
is not the panacea and we conclude with a discussion of  the advantages and 
disadvantages of  this approach.

Keywords: pastoral systems, rangeland governance, common-pool resources, 
transhumance corridors, non-governmental organizations
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Introduction

The mobile pastoral system in the Far North Province of  Cameroon is an excellent 
example of  what Fernández-Giménez has referred to as the ‘paradox of  pastoral 
land tenure’ (2002), in that pastoralists need secure access to pasture and water, 
but also flexibility in resource use, i.e., the ability to move elsewhere because of  
spatio-temporal variation in resource availability (Niamir-Fuller 1999, Turner 
1999). Longitudinal, interdisciplinary studies of  pastoral systems have shown that 
mobility is a key adaptation in pastoral systems (Behnke et al. 1993, Ellis and Swift 
1988, McCabe 2004, Niamir-Fuller 1999) and that limitations on mobility often 
have disastrous consequences (Shahrani 2002).

In the Chad Basin, mobile pastoralists have the freedom to move within and 
between states and the pastoral system is best described as an open system in 
which there are no social or natural boundaries (Moritz et al. 2013). Pastoralists 
share an ethos of  open access, which prescribes that all pastoralists, regardless of  
class, ethnicity, or nationality, have free access to common-pool grazing resources. 
Contrary to expectations there is no evidence of  a tragedy of  the commons (Moritz 
et al. 2014, Moritz et al. 2013, Scholte et al. 2006). We have found indications that 
the system we describe for the Chad Basin is common in other pastoral systems in 
West Africa (Niamir-Fuller 1999), even when it is not labelled as such (Frantz 1986, 
Horowitz 1986, Stenning 1957, Swallow 1990) and it has also been described for 
pastoralists outside Africa (e.g., in Iran; Bradburd 1992).

One of  the major threats to the common-pool grazing resources does not come 
from the pastoral system of  open access, but from agricultural expansion onto 
seasonal grazing lands and the transhumance corridors connecting them (Galvin 
2009, Moritz 2006a). One of  the most common ways to protect pastoral resources 
and pastoralists’ user rights of  these resources from agricultural expansion is to 
designate agricultural and pastoral zones and delimit transhumance corridors. 
These solutions have been implemented at local as well as national levels in the 
forms of  rural or pastoral codes (Hesse 2000). Niger’s Rural Code is one example 
of  national legislation that formally secured existing corridors and recognized 
pastoralists’ user rights of  grazing resources (IUCN 2011b). While the focus 
in the literature has been on problems of  implementation and governance 
of  these rural codes (Flintan 2012, Hesse 2000, Tielkes et al. 2001), there has 
been less discussion of  the conflict between the flexibility and openness of  the 
pastoral system and the fixing and delimitation of  resources and resource use 
through the delimitation of  pastoral zones and transhumance corridors. In his 
discussion of  governance of  rangelands in West Africa, Turner (1999), however, 
has argued that there is a risk in formalizing pastoral tenure institutions into 
rural codes where flexibility is more appropriate in terms of  managing access to 
common-pool grazing resources in situations where there is considerable spatio- 
temporal variation in the distribution of  these resources. The danger is that 
if  tenure institutions become more formal and rigid, it will limit mobility with 
potentially negative consequences for the resilience of  the social-ecological 
system.
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Here we discuss the conceptual framework of  open systems that we have used 
to describe and explain pastoral management of  open access to common-pool 
grazing resources (Moritz et al. 2013) and its implications for the governance of  
rangelands and pastoral infrastructure in West Africa and beyond, with a particular 
focus on the protection of  transhumance corridors that allow mobile pastoralists 
to move between seasonal grazing areas.

We have been conducting research on different pastoral systems in the Chad 
Basin for the last 20 years (Moritz 2008, Moritz et al. 2013, Moritz et al. 2010, 
Scholte et al. 2006), and our discussion draws here from our involvement in 
pastoral development in the far north region in different capacities. Two of  the 
authors worked for the Waza Logone Project in the 1990s (PS, SK), two others are 
currently members of  Centre d’Appui à la Recherche et au Pastoralisme (CARPA)
(SK, AM), one studied the process of  delimiting the transhumance corridor as an 
intern at CARPA (LBC), and two others have studied different pastoral systems in 
the Far North Province, including pastoral development (MM, AKD).

Study area

Mobile pastoralists in the Far North Province of  Cameroon

The Far North Province of  Cameroon has one of  the highest population densities 
in the country and is characterized by a great diversity in ethno-linguistic groups 
and a mosaic of  different agricultural and pastoral systems, which have been 
integrated at household, community, and regional level for centuries (Moritz 2010, 
Seignobos and Iyébi-Mandjek 2000). One could describe the grazing lands as 
fragmented (Galvin et al. 2008), but the grazing lands have historically always been 
part of  a mosaic of  different forms of  land use in the far north region (Seignobos 
and Iyébi-Mandjek 2000). Moreover, there is considerable spatial variation in 
population densities and forms of  land use (see also Raynaut 2001). Pastoralists 
have been able to exploit common-pool grazing resources across the region by 
using transhumance corridors to move between areas with lower population 
densities, including the key resource area of  the Logone floodplain. However, in 
the last decades there has been increasing pressure on grazing lands as well as on 
the corridors linking the seasonal grazing areas due to demographic pressures and 
economic development (Moritz 2008).

The cattle population in the Far North Province is significant and has been 
estimated at 2.1 million and the small stock population at 2.8 million (ziébé et al, 
2005). Animal husbandry provides subsistence and a significant source of  income 
for a large part of  the rural population, including peri-urban pastoralists, agro-
pastoralists, and mobile pastoralists (Moritz 2012). The population of  mobile 
pastoralists consists of  different groups of  Suwa Arabs and FulBe, in which the 
latter consists of  different sub-ethnic groups like the Jamaare, Mare, Uuda, Alijam, 
Adanko, and Anagamba, which are more or less endogamous and have their own 
dialect, cattle breed, house types, and marriage system. Pastoralists in the region 
have been incorporated in the market economy for centuries and are linked to 
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extensive livestock trade networks that cross the Chad Basin (Kerven 1992, Moritz 
2003). However, pastoral systems have remained primarily subsistence-orientated 
rather than capitalist-orientated. Pastoralists sell animals when they have a need; 
their production goal is not to maximize profits (Moritz 2012).

Pastoral mobility is driven by seasonal variations in rainfall, which results in 
spatio-temporal variation in pastoral resources: forage and water. FulBe pastoralists 
in the far north region talk about four distinct seasons when they discuss their 
mobility patterns. The rainy season (duumol) runs from July through September 
with the main rains in July and August (loDDo). It is followed by the cold dry season, 
(daBBunde) from October to January and the hot dry season (ceedu) from March 
to May. June is a transition season (seeto) from dry to rainy season. One of  the key 
resource areas in the region is the Logone floodplain (Scholte and Brouwer 2008), 
called Yaayre in Fulfulde, which is flooded by the Logone River and its branches 
from September until November (see Figure 10.1). After the water recedes in 
December, thousands of  Arab and FulBe pastoralists from Cameroon, Nigeria 
and Niger move with more than 200,000 cattle into the floodplain making it one 
of  the most important dry season grazing lands in the Chad Basin (Seignobos 
and Iyébi-Mandjek 2000). Many pastoralists remain there until the start of  the 
rainy season, while most move either further north into the floodplain or south to 
the grazing lands that surround Lake Maga. Pastoralists find nutritious regrowth 
and surface water in the floodplain far into the dry season, when surrounding 
pastures have dried up. At the start of  the rainy season, pastoralists return to the 
higher elevated dunes of  the Diamaré or their respective countries. In the far 
north region, there is an extensive network of  ‘invisible’ pastoral infrastructure 
that includes campsites, watering points, and transhumance corridors and allows 
mobile pastoralists to exploit the spatio-temporal variation in resources.

Pastoral infrastructure

Pastoral infrastructure is critical for supporting pastoral mobility in this open 
system, in particular transhumance corridors that allow pastoralists to move 
between seasonal grazing areas and exploit the spatio-temporal variation in 
forage throughout the Chad Basin. However, one of  the problems is that the 
infrastructure of  mobile pastoralists is often ‘invisible’ because they do not 
remain in one location throughout the year and do not leave many traces. For 
example, despite decades of  geographic research (Boutrais 1984, Frechou 1966, 
Seignobos and Iyébi-Mandjek 2000), there are no traces of  mobile pastoralists 
on maps or atlases. Instead their movements are indicated with broad arrows 
(as in example Figure 10.1). This invisibility is problematic because the existing 
pastoral infrastructure is often not recognized or protected, which allows farmers 
to convert campsites and transhumance routes into fields.

As part of  a longitudinal, interdisciplinary study that examines how mobile 
pastoralists manage common-pool grazing resources, we have used GPS/GIS 
technology to document pastoral mobility as well as the infrastructure used to 
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move within and between seasonal grazing areas, such as campsites, watering 
points, and transhumance corridors (Moritz et al. 2010).

Campsites. Mobile pastoralists often return to the same campsite in a particular 
seasonal grazing area year after year. They set up their houses and corrals in 
these sites and their herds forage the surrounding pastures. The campsites 
are often slightly elevated and cleared from vegetation to protect humans and 
animals and close to a permanent water source for the young calves that stay 
behind in the camp during the day. Because pastoralists return to the same 
campsites over the years, cattle dung accumulates in the corrals, which makes 

Figure 10.1 The Far North province of  Cameroon. The arrows broadly indicate the general 
direction of  the transhumance orbits of  mobile pastoralists in our study area of  the Logone 
Floodplain and the Diamaré Plains. There are currently no maps showing the pastoral 
infrastructure of  campsites, watering points, and transhumance corridors (even though 
they are visible on satellite images, including Google Earth)
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them attractive sites for farmers who seek to clear new fields for their crops. 
There are two kinds of  campsites: transit and sojourn campsites. Transit 
campsites are found along transhumance corridors and used to move from 
one seasonal grazing area to another. Pastoralists only stay for one to three 
days in these campsites. Sojourn campsites are located in seasonal grazing 
areas and pastoralists spend up to three to six months in these sites.

Watering points. Access to water is critical for livestock in the dry season 
in arid and semi-arid rangelands. In the floodplain most watering places 
are natural and thus open for all – rivers, depressions, lakes – and located 
throughout the floodplain, while the artificial lakes dug by the Lake Chad 
Basin Commission (LCBC) are explicitly open for all pastoralists from the 
member states (Moritz et al. 2013). During the rainy season when mobile 
pastoralists are outside the floodplain, they find water in small, natural ponds 
throughout their grazing areas.

Transhumance corridors. When mobile pastoralists move with their animals 
to the Logone floodplain in October, they use a network of  transhumance 
corridors that connect their rainy season grazing areas in the Diamaré to 
the dry season grazing areas of  the floodplain (see Figure 10.1). Along these 
corridors there are watering points and transit campsites where pastoralists 
overnight for a day or two, before they move on. The corridors transect 
densely populated agricultural areas and one of  the main threats to pastoral 
mobility has been the expansion of  agricultural fields onto these corridors.

These campsites, watering points, and transhumance corridors are critical 
for sustainable management of  rangelands because they allow pastoralists to 
move between and camp within seasonal grazing areas in the far north region of  
Cameroon as well as the larger Chad Basin. Below we will discuss how development 
organizations have attempted to delimit and protect these infrastructures in the far 
north region of  Cameroon. But first we will describe pastoralists’ use of  these 
infrastructures and how they support the open pastoral system in the Chad Basin.

Open access, open systems in the Chad Basin

Mobile pastoralists in the region share a strong ethos of  open access to common-
pool grazing resources. They believe that every pastoralist has the same rights to 
use grazing lands, regardless of  ethnicity, nationality, seniority, or socio-economic 
status. Pastoralists emphatically argue that access is free and open for everyone; 
it does not matter whether pastoralists are coming from Cameroon or Nigeria, 
whether they are newcomers or old-timers or whether they are FulBe or Arab. 
When asked about open access, pastoralists would say as a matter of  fact, na’i non, 
naa yimBe ‘it’s [about] cattle, not [about] people’, or nagge nyaamataa nagge ‘cattle 
do not eat [other] cattle’, meaning all cattle are equal and have equal access to 
the pastures (Moritz et al. 2013). For mobile pastoralists, keeping cattle is not only 
a way of  making a living and a way of  life, but one could argue that cattle are 
life because without them people cannot live as pastoralists. In this sense, to deny 
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cattle access to grazing resources is to deny pastoralists life. This ethos of  open 
access, which is shared among all mobile pastoralists in our study area, including 
absentee owners and their hired herders, informs how pastoralists coordinate 
their movements and use of  common-pool grazing resources (Moritz et al. 2013).

Although pastoralists gain customary rights over campsites after two or three 
years of  consecutive seasonal occupation, these rights do not give pastoralists 
exclusive access over the common-pool grazing resources surrounding the 
campsite. Thus, access to grazing lands is open, even when pastoralists have 
customary rights to campsites within these grazing lands. No one is obliged to ask 
for permission from traditional or governmental authorities or other pastoralists to 
set up camp near established campsites. This applies to all pastoralists, including 
newcomers from other groups or countries. Pastoralists may ask fellow pastoralists 
whether they can set up camp close by but this request cannot be refused. Moreover, 
many pastoralists do not ask out of  principle or inform their neighbours about site 
decisions, not even when they set up camp 250 metres from another campsite. 
These rules are not limited to the floodplain; they also apply to the rainy season 
grazing areas in the Diamaré.

We have referred to this system as management of  open access (Moritz et 
al. 2013), which we argue is not an oxymoron because there are clear rules 
about who has access to the common-pool grazing resources (all pastoralists) 
and who can be excluded (no one). The rules are reaffirmed in everyday 
practice every time pastoralists set up camps in new sites without asking. The 
ethos and practice of  open access is a form of  everyday management that 
regulates the use of  common-pool resources in that there are two important 
outcomes: the emergence of  an ideal-free distribution of  mobile pastoralists in 
which the distribution of  grazing pressure matches the distribution of  grazing 
resources (Moritz et al. 2014), and the lack of  major conflict among pastoralists 
(Scholte et al. 2006). These outcomes require the everyday commitment of  
pastoralists to the ethos and practice of  open access. Pastoralists themselves talk 
about open access not in terms of  an absence of  rules, but in terms of  rights 
for all. Moreover, these rules are meaningful to mobile pastoralists – without 
access to common-pool grazing resources they cannot survive in this semi-arid 
environment (Moritz et al. 2013).

In addition, the pastoral system in the far north region is also an open system in 
the sense that there are no social or ethnic boundaries. All who are committed to 
mobile pastoralism, in which the needs of  animals are central, are members of  the 
user group. And while there are distinct ethnic groups among pastoralists, these 
groups are not territorial, and the ethnic boundaries are permeable as people 
‘enter’ ethnic groups that they share transhumance routes with (see also Bradburd 
1992).

Legal and institutional context of  rangeland governance

Central governments in the Chad Basin have generally been supportive of  
pastoralists’ mobility and have guaranteed their open access to common-pool 
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grazing resources. First, current laws support open access to common-pool grazing 
resources. Second, national and international policies protect transhumance 
corridors that allow pastoralists to move between seasonal grazing areas in the 
Chad Basin.

Grazing lands in Cameroon are legally state property (Ordinance No 74-1 
of  1974). However, the law explicitly gives all pastoralists the right to use these 
common-pool resources, unless the state uses these grazing lands for other 
purposes such as wildlife conservation or agricultural development projects. 
National laws thus support pastoralists’ open access to grazing lands; provided 
pastoralists vaccinate their animals and pay their taxes, they cannot be denied 
access to these common-pool grazing resources.

In addition, the Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC) has been supporting 
the system of  open access to common-pool grazing resources since its creation 
in the 1960s, by the four countries bordering Lake Chad: Cameroon, Chad, 
Niger, and Nigeria. The member countries recognize the importance of  the 
livestock for the economy in the Chad Basin and its primary concerns are 
coordination of  veterinary controls and facilitating livestock trade (and thus 
livestock movements) between countries. In addition, the commission aims to 
regulate and control the use of  water and other natural resources in the basin 
and to initiate, promote, and coordinate natural resource development projects 
and research. International agreements between Lake Chad Basin Commission 
member countries enable freedom of  movement for pastoralists in the Chad 
Basin, provided they have vaccinated their animals and paid the local and 
national taxes. This allows pastoralists from Chad, Niger, Nigeria, Cameroon, 
and more recently the Central African Republic and Sudan which joined the 
LCBC, to travel freely within the Chad Basin if  they can show their certificate 
of  vaccination and tax receipts.

While there are no specific laws concerning pastoralists’ use of  grazing lands 
in Cameroon, there are a number of  decrees and ordinances that are currently 
used by organizations working with mobile pastoralists to protect grazing lands 
and transhumance corridors within the far north region. The most important 
and most widely used decree concerns the resolution of  conflicts between 
agricultural and pastoral uses of  land (nº 78-263). The decree specifies the 
procedures for settling agro-pastoral disputes at the local or district level, as 
well as how the committee works that is in charge of  organizing the agricultural 
and pastoral spaces. A number of  the activities of  these local committees are: 
delimiting agricultural and pastoral zones, enforcing the boundaries of  these 
zones, designating transhumance corridors, taking measures to avoid land-use 
conflicts, and resolving conflicts between agricultural and pastoral uses of  land.

There are some indications that Cameroon is moving towards a comprehensive 
‘pastoral code’ that would describe and regulate pastoral use of  grazing lands, 
but this new law has not been voted on yet, and so most organizations working 
to protect pastoral infrastructure have used the decree concerning the resolution 
of  agro-pastoral conflicts (nº 78-263) to achieve their goals.
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Protection of  transhumance corridors

In the last 20 years, development and other non-government organizations have 
used the decree for settling agro-pastoral conflicts (nº 78-263) to delimit and protect 
the pastoral infrastructure in the far north region of  Cameroon. For example, 
at the end of  the 1990s, an international development organization, the Waza 
Logone Project (IUCN), designated pastoral and agricultural zones and delimited 
transhumance corridors that pastoralists use to enter to the Logone floodplain at the 
beginning of  the dry season (Kari and Scholte 2001). The Waza Logone Project’s 
main role was to motivate and organize the different stakeholders including: 
pastoralists, agriculturalists, and traditional and governmental authorities, to 
delimit and protect (through consensus) transhumance corridors, overnight 
campsites, and pastoral zones. The protection of  the pastoral infrastructure was 
critical because it concerned an important bottleneck in the network that was used 
by between 50,000 and 100,000 cattle every year. Since then, the same process 
has been used by a number of  Cameroonian non-governmental organizations 
advocating for pastoralists to protect other transhumance corridors and pastoral 
zones, in particular the Fédération des Eleveurs des Bovins (FEB) and the Centre 
d’Appui à la Recherche et au Pastoralisme (CARPA). Today about 150 kilometres 
of  transhumance corridors have been protected through this process, although 
this is still less than 10 per cent of  the transhumance corridors in the region.

Most recently, CARPA led the effort to protect another critical transhumance 
corridor that mobile pastoralists take to move to the Logone floodplain (Bebisse 
2011). The corridor was blocked by a forest created by the Cameroonian 
government. CARPA brought all the stakeholders together, i.e., everyone with 
an interest in agro-pastoral conflicts, which included representatives from the 
agricultural and pastoral communities, representatives of  the different government 
services (e.g., veterinary services, police), traditional authorities of  all the villages 
along the corridor, municipal authorities (e.g., mayor and council members), 
and the government authorities (e.g., district head or sous-préfet). The process 
involved surveying the corridor, identifying conflicts along the corridor, signing 
an agreement, delimiting the corridor with cement markers, and the creation of  
a local oversight (or management) committee to continue dialogue between the 
different user groups and support the participatory management of  the corridors 
(Bebisse 2011).

As there are various conflicts of  interest between the different stakeholders 
– the most important ones being political conflicts between the traditional and 
governmental authorities (Moritz 2006b) – the process takes considerable time 
and negotiation. Part of  the problem is the situation of  legal pluralism in which 
national laws are often trumped by traditional practices. For example, while the 
district chief  (sous-préfet) is officially in charge of  land rights, in practice traditional 
authorities are the ones allocating land rights and adjudicating in conflicts over 
land in the far north region (Teyssier et al. 2003). This adds to the challenges of  
bringing the stakeholders together and getting them to agree on the delimitation 
of  the corridors.



Rangeland governance in an open system 177

The process is also relatively expensive; not so much because of  the hundreds 
of  cement markers but because of  the costs of  getting everyone to the field, which 
includes a daily rate for the different officials as well as transportation costs (often a 
euphemism for informal payments). While local non-governmental organizations 
have been responsible for the organization of  the process and the negotiations 
between the different stakeholders, the financial support has primarily come from 
outsiders, in particular research and development organizations interested in 
protecting pastoral mobility (including our own research projects). The reliance on 
external funds also raises questions about the sustainability of  these interventions. 
Due to the nature of  the development funding cycle – e.g., limited funds, short 
duration, pressure for immediate and tangible results, uncertainty of  renewal – there 
is often no meaningful participation and investment of  the local stakeholders (Igoe 
2004). What then remains of  these projects are the physical cement markers, but 
no sustainable solution to the problem of  conflicting land uses (Catley et al. 2013).

However, pastoralists have also initiated the process and raised funds themselves. 
For example, mobile pastoralists have approached the traditional chief  of  Kolora, 
someone who has advocated often on behalf  of  mobile pastoralists, and CARPA 
to help them protect the corridor Kolora-Kobo-Horlong, which is a 16-kilometre 
track in the overall network of  transhumance corridors and used by relatively small 
number of  camps and households. The pastoralists also succeeded in securing 
access to an artificial lake for watering cattle near Kobo and a prohibition of  
cultivation within a 1.5-kilometre radius of  the lake. In the agreement, the parties 
also designated agricultural and pastoral zones in order to prevent encroachment 
of  farms and fields into grazing lands. The total costs were 2.5 million FCFA or 
about $5,000, of  which 80 per cent came from pastoralists themselves, with 20 per 
cent of  matching funds from our research project.

The protection of  transhumance corridors described above is no panacea. The 
process is not finished with the delimitation of  the corridors and the creation of  
oversight committees. Despite the protection, oversight committees and cement 
markers, there continues to be encroachment of  fields onto the grazing areas, 
campsites, and transhumance corridors. One of  the reasons why the delimitation 
of  corridors currently does not offer a permanent solution is that the use of  the 
decree for settling agro-pastoral conflicts (nº 78-263) to delimit the corridors and 
pastoral zones does not give them legal protection. This is only achieved when the 
governor or the divisional officer (préfet) signs an administrative act (arrêté) that 
specifies that the delimited grazing lands or corridors be exclusively reserved for 
pastoral use. With an administrative act, trespassers can be taken to court; without 
an administrative act, the only recourse is arbitration between the parties by the 
agro-pastoral committee. This means that continuous follow up by advocates of  
mobile pastoralists, e.g., CARPA and FEB, is necessary to prod the authorities into 
action when there are problems along the corridors. The transhumance corridor 
delimited by the Waza Logone Project in the 1990s, for example, is still there 
but fields have slowly expanded and now there is no longer the legally required 
clearance of  25 metres on each side. The cement markers have disappeared or are 
located in sorghum fields.
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Local organizations like CARPA, FEB, and the Observatoire du Pastoralisme 
dans l’Extrême-Nord (OPEN) are focusing their efforts on educating stakeholders 
and other authorities about pastoral systems and the importance of  mobility, 
developing and promoting new laws and policies for sustainable management of  
pastoral resources. In addition, they encourage the participation of  pastoralists in 
the management of  pastoral resources and infrastructure. The limitations of  the 
current approach are that it is primarily driven by the organizations that work 
on behalf  of  mobile pastoralists. Pastoralists attend the process, but they are not 
taking an active role. One of  the main reasons is that very few mobile pastoralists 
in the far north region have any formal education. They do not speak the official 
languages (French, English) and do not have a good understanding of  the laws 
and bureaucratic processes. The situation in the far north is very different from 
the northwest of  Cameroon, which has a long tradition of  pastoralists receiving 
formal education and pastoralists organizing themselves in advocacy groups 
like the Mbororo Social and Cultural Development Association (MBOSCUDA) 
(Davis 1995, Pelican 2008). The problem is not limited to pastoralists attending 
the process; farmers were also not well represented and implicated in the process 
of  delimiting the corridors. We observed heated discussions between farmers and 
the authorities during their visits to the field, as the former felt excluded from the 
process (Bebisse 2011). The limited involvement of  both pastoralists and farmers 
in the process has implications for the sustainability of  the existing infrastructures.

Discussion: governance of  open systems

What are the implications of  management of  open systems (Moritz et al. 2013) 
for the governance of  pastoral infrastructure, and in particular the protection and 
delimitation of  transhumance corridors?

First, because we are dealing with an open system in which mobile pastoralists 
are not bounded to one particular place, the protection of  pastoral resources and 
infrastructure should be for all pastoralists (and not just for current users) and all 
pastoralists should have the right to use the associated infrastructure of  campsites, 
watering points, and transhumance corridors. Because mobile pastoralists in the 
Chad Basin operate in an open system, it is critical that mobility is supported at 
the supra-national level of  the Lake Chad Basin Commission as well as national, 
regional and local levels. However, currently there is a tension between laws and 
policies at the national and supra-national level, which support pastoral mobility in 
an open system, and its implementation at the local and regional levels. The interests 
at the national and supra-national level, in support of  pastoral mobility, are often 
not aligned with those at the regional and local levels, where there are governmental 
as well as traditional authorities with primarily agricultural constituencies. For 
example, at the national level, authorities benefit from the free movement of  cattle 
because of  taxes and other levies on pastoralists and livestock traders, whereas at the 
local level, authorities derive most of  their income from agricultural populations.

Second, the delimitation of  corridors has the potential to reduce pastoralists’ 
flexibility in mobility. The annual transhumance movements between the rainy 
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season grazing lands in the Diamaré plains and the dry season grazing lands in 
the Logone floodplain have a long history, going back at least 60 years (Mouchet 
1960). But the routes that pastoralists took to reach the floodplain have changed 
considerably in that period (and continue to change) following major land-use 
changes along these routes. For pastoralists it is most critical to be able to move 
from one seasonal grazing area to another, and the corridors are primarily a 
means to an end. The recent history of  transhumance corridors shows that while 
some corridors are being closed off, new ones are opening up. Transhumance 
orbits change over time because of  social and ecological reasons and so do the 
transhumance corridors that take pastoralists to different seasonal grazing areas 
in the Chad Basin.

The infrastructure of  transhumance corridors in the far north region of  
Cameroon, where we conduct our research, reflects the openness and flexibility 
of  this pastoral system as it facilitates the movements within and between seasonal 
grazing areas. Recognizing the importance of  mobility for sustainable development 
of  pastoral systems, development organizations working with mobile pastoralists 
have engaged in several projects in which transhumance corridors were delimited 
and demarcated, as we described above. However, the protected status has not 
prevented encroachment on these routes; cement markers delimiting the corridors 
are now located in sorghum fields. In response, pastoralists are using new routes, 
which they claim are sometimes better than the ones that they lost.

Third, it is also important to realize that the delimitation of  corridors has its own 
set of  problems because it fixes not only the infrastructure, but also the institutions 
that govern these infrastructures. In some ways, the process of  delimitation of  
corridors and pastoral zones gives pastoralists a sense of  entitlement to particular 
corridors or grazing areas, which makes them more likely to appeal to the 
authorities and the oversight committees to resolve conflicts, whereas they used 
to be more flexible in their resolution of  conflicts in the past (Drent forthcoming). 
The appeal to authorities often has the opposite effect and leads to permanent 
conflict that is perpetuated by the authorities seeking rents from both herders 
and farmers (Moritz 2006b). More importantly, the involvement of  authorities 
reduces the options for local user groups of  herders and farmers to find their own 
negotiated and flexible low-stakes solutions for the conflicts that are inherent to 
the mosaic of  land use characteristic of  the Sahelian and Sudanian zones of  West 
and Central Africa. In their comparison of  herder-farmer conflicts in northwest 
Cameroon and Burkina Faso, Dafinger and Pelican (2006) observed a similar 
phenomenon. After the creation of  agricultural and pastoral zones in northwest 
Cameroon the number of  disputes decreased but their intensity increased and 
they tended to escalate in larger conflicts. Dafinger and Pelican argued that 
the creation of  land-use zones reduced daily negotiations between herders and 
farmers and their ability to resolve them without involvement of  the authorities 
(2006). We see similar developments in the far north region of  Cameroon, with 
the protection of  transhumance corridors.

We have argued that while it is important to protect pastoralists’ rights of  
access to grazing resources in an open system, this is not the same as delimiting 
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pastoral infrastructures. This is one of  the key lessons of  the ‘paradox of  pastoral 
land tenure’ – pastoralists’ need for secure access to pasture and water but also 
flexibility in resource use (Fernández-Giménez 2002). The critical lesson here is 
that governance should be focused on supporting the flexibility of  pastoral mobility 
in an open system, and this is not achieved by mapping, fixing and delimiting the 
corridors, which may even have the opposite effect. The desire to map, fix and 
delimit the ‘invisible pastoral infrastructure’ is an example of  what the political 
scientist James Scott has described as a modernist legibility project in his book 
Seeing like a State (1998). One of  the assumptions guiding development projects, 
including our own previous efforts, is that the invisibility is a problem, and that 
by mapping and delimiting the infrastructure – making it visible and legible – 
transhumance corridors can be protected. However, we argue that these legibility 
projects have their own limitations because it fixes infrastructures and institutions 
where flexibility in movements and conflict resolution are more appropriate.

Conclusion

What is then our proposed approach? How to protect pastoralists’ rights to 
resources as well as their freedom to move? The protection of  seasonal grazing 
areas and transhumance corridors is still important. But rather than thinking about 
the delimitation of  zones and corridors as the end of  the process (or conversation), 
it may be more useful to think of  the delimitation as the means of  the process, or 
the start of  a conversation about the management of  common-pool resources. In 
this view, the protection and delimitation of  one particular transhumance corridor 
is not a permanent solution; it is an argument for pastoralists’ user rights in a 
broader conversation about the management of  common-pool resources. In this 
conversation, there will be counter-arguments and the likely result is that the path 
of  the corridor will likely change. However, the end goal for pastoralists in this 
conversation is not to protect particular resources, but to protect their general user 
rights and their freedom to move.



11 Strengthening communal 
governance of  rangeland in 
Northern Kenya

Guyo Roba

Overview

Garba Tula District of  Isiolo County is a mainly pastoralist area based on extensive 
livestock keeping across communally managed rangelands. Boran pastoralists 
maintain a pastoral livelihood as well as conserve the land for use by large wildlife 
populations. Change in governance arrangements have led to several degradation 
processes which are largely derived from bad decision making, like appearance 
of  elite capture or the misappropriation of  key resources. These processes are 
collectively weakening the traditional governance system disturbing production, 
infrastructure, grazing routes and land access. All this leads to land degradation 
and associated impacts on livelihoods dependent on that resource.

IUCN, in collaboration with local actors like the Resource Advocacy 
Programme (RAP), government agencies and international institutions, such as 
the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), and with the 
involvement of  local government and institutions are conducting a participatory 
approach with two goals: first to legalize traditional governance systems and 
second to develop participatory tools for rangeland planning. The result is a way to 
enable the strength of  traditional grazing management and formal endorsement 
of  the traditional rules and regulations. The complicity and involvement of  both 
local pastoralists population and local authorities should support the sustainability 
of  the process.

Keywords: governance, rangelands, land management, pastoralism, participatory 
approaches



182 Guyo Roba

Background

Garba Tula District of  Isiolo County, like many other arid and semi-arid districts 
of  Northern Kenya, is populated by a majority pastoralist population who 
practise extensive livestock keeping across communally managed rangelands. 
These rangelands are home to approximately 40,000 predominantly Boran 
pastoralists who maintain a pastoral livelihood as well as conserve the land for 
use by large wildlife populations, in this important area between Meru and Kora 
national parks and Bisan Adi game reserve (Davies and Roba, 2010). Land in 
Garba Tula District, like many other communally managed resources, has been 
held in trust by the county council since the introduction of  the Trust Land Act 
in 1963. Despite the intention that county councils would be accountable to the 
communities and make decisions based on traditional values, the Trust Land 
system has in reality allowed elite capture, and misappropriation of  key resource 
areas for individual benefit, with local communities poorly informed of  their rights 
within this system (Davies and Roba, 2010). The resultant impact on communally 
managed rangelands of  Garba Tula has been negative, with a weakening of  the 
traditional governance system, promotion of  individual tenure systems, disruption 
of  grazing routes and resource access and resultant reduction of  pasture available 
for grazing and intensification of  land use. All this leads to land degradation and 
severe impacts on livelihood dependent on that resource.

Despite the importance of  the Boran customary rangeland management system 
to the sustainable management of  this areas and its resources these traditional 
systems are rarely recognized by the State or the temporary users who access some 
shared resources during the dry seasons to make seasonal use of  the resources. This 
lack of  recognition and the increasing influence of  the State are weakening these 
institutions and the leadership they provide in terms of  rangeland management. 
The ultimate weakening of  the traditional governance systems, as well as changes 
in land use, promotion of  individualization of  land and inappropriate resource 
development have caused damage to the way in which resources have been 
managed in Garba Tula and the rangelands are now increasingly affected by a 
range of  threats such as deforestation, unmanaged fires, overgrazing and invasive 
alien species (IUCN, 2011b). In addition, communities are often excluded from 
planning and decision-making processes on natural resources, as more varied 
and influential interest groups seek to utilize and appropriate the land (Hesse and 
Pattison, 2013).

Despite the above current and historical challenges, changes are occurring in the 
governance system in Kenya that provide important opportunities for pastoralists 
and other communities who rely on communally managed landscapes. The 
evolving governance system in Kenya has provided additional strength to improve 
natural resource governance in Garba Tula. Given the focus on the devolution 
of  responsibilities for natural resource management to local communities in the 
constitution, the local government were open and facilitative to processes like 
development of  bylaws based on customary rules and norms.
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Underpinning this shift in Kenya’s governance arrangements is the 
empowerment of  grassroots institutions to enable them to take greater responsibility 
for management of  natural resources and to position them squarely within the 
devolved governance architecture. The initiative outlined here sought to improve 
natural resource governance to support better livelihood security and ecosystem 
management in the drylands of  Garba Tula.1 It focused on multiple objectives:

1 Decision makers and stakeholders have increased awareness and policy 
guidance for dryland management.

2 Improved capacity of  local communities, institutions and government for 
more effective participatory decision making in natural resources.

3 More participatory collaborative arrangements and institutions to manage 
dryland ecosystem resources.

Approach

The approach is based on the fundamental importance of  communal management 
systems to the sustainable management of  arid rangeland resources and the 

Eastern

North-Eastern

Isiolo County

Coast

Nairobi Area

Central

Rift Valley

Western

Nyanza

Nairobi

Figure 11.1 Location of  Isiolo County on a map of  Kenya



184 Guyo Roba

productive use of  these lands for local livelihoods, and for the wider national 
economy (Niamir-Fuller, 1999). Communal management systems require 
participatory planning, legitimate and recognized institutions to provide leadership 
and enforcement of  the rules, norms and grazing management agreed upon 
(Ostrom, 1990; Roe et al., 2009). For centuries the Customary Boran system has 
fulfilled this role and has the potential to continue to do so if  it is provided with 
the support to modernize in order to benefit from the opportunities provided by 
Kenya’s rapidly evolving systems of  governance (Swift, 1991).

The overall aim of  the initiative was to enable traditional grazing management 
and secure formal endorsement of  the traditional rules and regulations, by 
translating them into ‘legal speak’. This was intended to strengthen local and State 
recognition of  the systems and institutions and thus enable the more effective 
implementation and enforcement of  the management regime. The initiative 
was designed to work closely with a broad section of  the community and their 
representatives during the process and deliberately worked closely with a local 
Community Based Organization, the Resource Advocacy Program2 (RAP), in 
order to have access to a wide range of  community members and to provide the 
connection between the community and the State institutions. RAP was seen as 
a crucial player in the emerging governance structures in the county, given that it 
had been mandated to represent the community, develop bylaws and to lobby for 
their approval by the incoming county government.

The initiative followed a five-pronged approach:

1 Engaging elders and documenting customary rules and regulations.
2 Negotiating and drafting bylaws based on customary rules and regulations.
3 Adoption of  bylaws by the county government.
4 Participatory resource mapping and planning between government and the 

community.
5 Promotion of  community-based management plans to investors and 

development partners.

The work of  developing bylaws was designed to go hand in hand with the 
work on rangeland planning, which would provide a mechanism for implementing 
many aspects of  the bylaws, and a delineated landscape for which the rules and 
regulations would apply. The steps in bylaw development and rangeland planning 
are outlined here in more detail.

Bylaw development: this is a multiple stage iterative process of  dialogue, 
collecting, and distilling information for developing the bylaw. The initial 
documentation was done through discussion with elders at different grazing unit 
levels. This information was validated through an extensive discussion process 
until a zero draft was developed which was then fed back to selected, respected 
elders in an initial validation workshop, based on which amendments were made. 
Subsequent drafts, along with an accompanying political opinion document have 
been peer reviewed among knowledgeable legal and political experts. The process 
of  developing the Act and Regulations have greatly increased the awareness 
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among local communities of  the value and potential of  their customary system 
and the opportunities they have for playing a more active role in the management 
of  the natural resources they sustain. The communities involved in the process 
now have a good appreciation of  the provisions in the new constitution and the 
strength that a community bylaw would give them in managing the use of  and 
access to resources in Garba Tula, with or without a recognized tenure system. 
The process of  establishing community land tenure systems in Kenya has enabled 
the learning from the Garba Tula process to be taken further within the debates 
on how to operationalize such a system in terms of  systems, institutions and areas. 
It has also encouraged communities in Garba Tula to consider how the process of  
developing a community bylaw can position them to be able to pilot a community 
Land tenure model in the district, having considered some of  the fundamental 
issues around who governs what, and how.

Rangeland mapping and planning: these exercises were initially completed in all 
five Dhedas (traditional grazing units), through participatory community workshops 
and later, with the support of  additional partners, rangeland mapping and planning 
were conducted in all Dhedas in Isiolo County.3 This enabled communities and 
development practitioners to have a solid, shared understanding of  the landscape 
use and dynamics and its management at a broad scale. These maps have been 
used as base information for the development of  the GIS maps under the IIED 
initiative. The rangeland plans were developed with the participation of  local 
traditional elders, local natural resources institutions, members of  the government 
planning department, as well as local line ministries. These plans are informing 
water infrastructure development and it is hoped that these plans will be adopted 
by the county government as recognized natural resource plans for the county 
against which future investments and development will be delivered. In addition, 
the process has helped communities to assess multiple resource users and created 
avenues to improve collaboration and co-existence among competing user groups.

The fundamental approach used is that of  effective participation. The initiative 
sought to give communities the skills to engage in decision-making processes, 
through the endorsement of  their own legitimate systems of  management and 
use, as well as building their capacities in new skills of  management and planning. 
The approach is couched in the tenets of  participatory approaches that result in:

•	 More durable solutions.
•	 Ownership of  decision made.
•	 More contextual analysis and responses.
•	 Quality decision making.
•	 Systems of  accountability.

It also sought to model more appropriate methods for planning within drylands, 
adopting landscape-level approaches to analysis and mapping that a) fit with the 
traditional management arrangements and b) supported the continued need for 
mobility and seasonal use of  resources.
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Significant change

Owing to the participatory approaches modelled through this initiative there has 
been a general improvement in awareness among decision makers and local people 
on the value of  community engagement and the benefit of  linking traditional 
and modern approaches to planning. Relationships between local people and 
government have improved, and there is a much greater appreciation of  the 
indigenous knowledge and practice. The rangeland planning processes not only 
highlighted the vast array of  knowledge held by the local communities but also 
the fundamental logic behind the way resources have been traditionally managed.

Participatory environmental planning

As part of  efforts to improve natural resource management, the initiative has 
helped bridge the gap between State and customary institutions modelling and 
institutionalizing participatory approaches to natural resource planning and 
implementation that build on the knowledge of  the indigenous system and 
operate at a landscape level: something which is imperative within these dryland 
ecosystems. The project has conducted rangeland planning and mapping processes 
with community members, government officials, representatives of  indigenous 
institutions, NGOs in the areas and representatives of  women and youth groups 
in five Dedhas.

These five Dhedas were chosen to ensure full coverage within the Isiolo County 
and thus contribution to county-wide planning. In total, close to 100 people 
directly benefited from this training with over 40,000 indirect beneficiaries. The 

Figure 11.2 Rangeland vision map for Merti Dheda
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participatory mapping processes enable communities to think broadly about the 
status of  the resources they utilize, to consider the multiple priorities and needs of  
different user groups and the challenges they are currently facing in ensuring their 
sustainable management. Plans were then developed for each of  the five sites, 
identifying clear activities, and responsible parties for improving the management 
of  natural resources in the area. Issues such as institutional systems and financial 
accountability measures are also identified, which are often lacking in community-
based institutions and which are crucial for legitimacy and accountability.

Through participatory natural resource mapping and planning processes, 
local communities have understood and enacted their rights to engage in 
decision-making processes that determine how natural resources will be utilized 
and managed in the future. The engagement of  the district and county-level 
government in the processes has given the process legitimacy beyond previous 
‘project-focused’ community plans. Communities have been given a voice in 
the design of  a government-recognized planning process and have been able to 
express their opinions on future interventions. It is these communities, and their 
representatives that will now be active in the devolved systems of  NR management 
being established in the area, and these communities who are giving endorsement 
for planned development activities in the area by a range of  different actors.

The maps and plans resulting from this work are also guiding future discussions 
on natural resource and land use in the county. Through collaboration with the 
IIED, the maps have been digitized and will be utilized within the county planning 
units, and will be available to the upcoming County Climate Change committees 
to guide decisions on public investments and support to community proposals to 
improve resilience and adaptive capacities. Outside the county government the 
products and methodologies from these planning and managing dryland natural 
resources are also being taken up by donors and partners alike within Kenya and 
the region: the plans have been used to guide the work of  others working in Isiolo, 
and the approaches and tools used have been adopted in Garissa County and in 
the Karamoja region of  neighbouring Uganda.

The engagement of  the district and county-level government in the processes, 
through training of  trainers in the participatory methodology, has given the process 
legitimacy beyond previous ‘project-focused’ community plans. Communities have 
been given a voice in the design of  a government-recognized planning process 
and have been able to express their opinions on future interventions. It is these 
communities, and their representatives that will now be active in the devolved 
systems of  natural resource management being established in the area through 
the bylaw development, and these communities who are giving endorsement for 
planned development activities in the area by a range of  different actors.

These participatory methods for promoting community consultation, as well 
as the landscape-level approaches to planning, have also been noticeably taken up 
by others working in the area. IIED have utilized the maps and plans developed 
in this programme during their engagement and are essentially building on the 
foundation of  the work achieved. Others, including the international NGOs 
Action Contre la Faim and FH-Kenya, have changed their focus due to the 
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content of  the plans. The donor agency the Swiss Development Corporation, 
through their new ‘Water for Livestock’ project, have borrowed heavily from 
rangeland plans to identify suitable water infrastructure development sites and 
actively sought to ensure their processes are more consultative, that final decisions 
are validated by government and communities, and that activities are based on 
priorities identified within already developed rangeland maps and plans. This 
change put communities and community institutions at the centre of  decision 
making in natural resource use and infrastructural development.

The long-term, consultative process of  bylaw development, not only highlighted 
the robustness of  the traditional system, but also the provisions within the new 
legislation for local communities, and their traditional institutions to engage more 
effectively in decision making and governance processes. The dialogues held at 
county and the national levels were an opportunity for community members to 
further this understanding, as debates were held on the opportunities and progress 
being made in the devolution process and the establishment of  community 
land tenure. Yet those same community members were also able to share their 
experiences, and their opinions on the approach used within this project thereby 
disseminating the lessons further, to partners, and visiting groups from other ASAL 
areas, and raising the credibility of  the community representatives. This provides 
evidence of  a general increase in awareness of  rights among communities.

Finally, despite the bylaw not having yet been passed by county government, the 
initiative has managed to draft a piece of  legislation that is owned and endorsed by 
communities, and which government has also played an active role in developing. 
If  and when this is passed by the county assembly it will be an important step 
forward for both community rights in decision making, as well as the promotion of  
more appropriate governance mechanisms for dryland environments.

Lessons and sustainability

Responding to the needs expressed by communities: one of  the key reasons that 
this project succeeded in achieving change in attitudes and behaviours among local 
people and government, and that progress has been made towards developing 
clear legislations and systems for improved governance, is because the project 
was responding to a clear request from the communities. This whole initiative 
began with discussions with community elders on how to strengthen their rights 
in decision making on how their land and resources are managed and utilized, 
independent of  any project implementation. As such, these communities and 
their representatives remained active participants in the initiative, promoting the 
processes and outputs throughout.

Working through legitimate community organizations/institutions: these 
communities elected Resource Advocacy Programme (RAP) as their clear 
representative for the project. While this has had some limitations in terms of  
capacity and effectiveness, it has ensured easy communication between IUCN 
and communities, and also between communities and the government. The 
outstanding challenge is around the capacity of  RAP to be an effective interlocutor 
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for the community. RAP being a nascent institution has a number of  operational 
capacities which at times undermine the process. Thus a lot of  support needed to 
be dedicated to building their capacity.

Timely response to the evolving governance situation: the project responded 
to the evolving governance situation within Kenya, and sought to position 
communities to be able to take up the opportunities provided for by the new 
constitution and land law. Again while this posed some challenges, due to changing 
county structures, delays with elections and loss of  key project champions within 
government, it also provided a fertile ground for testing governance approaches 
and engaging in broader debates on appropriate governance models for the 
drylands of  Kenya.

Constant engagement and consultation with the communities and government: 
this was enabled by partnership with RAP which operates among the communities 
and is effectively part of  the community. This constant engagement and promotion 
of  participatory approaches in decision making and planning is more effective 
in achieving attitudinal change and also enabled partners to be responsive to 
changing circumstances and opportunities.

Lessons on evidence: governance processes often require a long time and the 
impacts of  multiple processes may be felt in the far distant future. Therefore 
tracking evidence in the short term is invariably complex and difficult, while 
monitoring for long-term evidence is often beyond the scope of  donor-funded 
projects.

Sustainability

To ensure sustainability of  service, the initiative is implemented through an 
existing local partner RAP. RAP is a locally based natural resource management 
institution that got its mandate directly from the local elders and communities. 
The capacity that RAP has gained through the project will enable it to continue to 
work on governance issues in the area and push forward the processes that require 
finalisation.

In addition, the training of  government staff  and partners on participatory 
rangeland planning and resource management ensured that learning was being 
taken up within sustainable government institutions that could roll out the 
approach on a broader scale. Through the use of  the plans within the newly 
formed Climate Change Adaptation Committees it is also hoped that they will go 
on to influence government planning within the larger county.

The decision to work towards developing a new Act and set of  rules and 
regulations is in itself  an effort to ensure sustainability of  impact as it sought to 
put in place a system that would ensure continued community engagement in 
decision making and management. The Garba Tula model will also continue 
to play an important role in the debate around the Customary Institutions 
Bill. Several laws are currently proposed for community land and the role of  
traditional institutions/customary law in the new legal dispensation over natural 
resources remains crucial. Many institutions have expressed an interest in using 
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Isiolo County, and Garba Tula District more specifically, as a pilot for the new 
community land law system, given all the work that has already been done on 
identifying and strengthening community institutions and systems, and linking 
this to clearly defined rangelands and resources. There is a strong possibility that 
the county government, and the new county governor (who in fact reviewed the 
bylaws in a different capacity before his appointment) will be in support of  such 
future ventures in order to put Garba Tula and Isiolo County on the devolved 
governance map.

Conclusion

Natural resource governance work requires a long gestation period to produce 
required impacts and often requires high levels of  skills and human resource input 
compared to infrastructural interventions and such investments. The process 
requires more patience than donor projects can typically exercise and requires 
a high degree of  community leadership that also proves challenging for typical 
project-driven approaches. It is critical to devolve power to the community and 
this effectively disempowers the external agent: where the agent exercises too 
much influence they may compromise the essence of  the initiative. Although 
project funds can make a valuable contribution, they must remain subordinate to 
the overall process.

Governance processes are very hard to monitor and this invariably creates a 
barrier or disincentive to investment from donors. However, if  the governance 
arrangement is previously identified and space is created for adequate dialogue 
at various levels, the subsequent processes tend to be easier and much faster. 
Although long-term impacts may not be felt for several years, when such results 
do begin to manifest, they can grow exponentially, based on community-wide trust 
in an improved governance system.

Notes
 1 The initiative was implemented by IUCN, the International Union for the 

Conservation of  Nature.
 2 RAP is a community trust established through a mandate of  elders to spearhead 

natural resource governance initiatives.
 3 Main support was provided by the International Institute for Environment and 

Development (IIED).
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Achievements of  two case studies in 
Castile-León

Pedro M. Herrera

Briefing

The centre of  Spain, like the whole Iberian Peninsula, holds a wide pastoralist 
heritage, as a result of  the strong economic influence pastoralism has had in 
its history and the mix of  cultures that contributed to develop highly efficient 
models of  husbandry and land management based on extensive grazing. The 
influence has been so intense that the current processes of  abandonment of  rural 
environments and the loss of  traditional activity, furthermore than generating 
unemployment and migration from livestock linked communities, is also leading 
to a lack of  valuable habitats and ecosystems dependent on pastoralist practices.

Starting from this historical perspective (evoking the times of  the Islamic 
occupation and the ‘Mesta’), this chapter unravels the actual state of  extensive 
livestock production in northern central Spain, describing the drivers of  a deep 
crisis that is affecting both the traditional rural way of  life and the ecosystems 
supporting it.

Finally, it focuses on the developing groundswell (partially the inheritance of  
the transhumance recovery groups from the early 1980s) that is trying to mobilize 
social, ecological and economic support for pastoralists and extensive farmers. The 
report also describes some initiatives and new proposals geared by this supporting 
movement to allow and promote pastoralism and extensive livestock production 
to improve pastoralists’ livelihoods and their role in land governance, sustainable 
development and conservation.
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The northwestern Iberian pastoralist culture: the 
extensive livestock farming tradition in Spain

Pastoralism has been anchored in Iberian culture since prehistoric times. The 
Iberian Peninsula shows a remarkable ecological background where movements 
and seasonal migrations are boosted by climatic and geological issues. Two key 
aspects reinforce this statement, the first being the Mediterranean climate forcing 
animals to move seasonally, looking for better feeding areas. The second is the 
transverse disposition of  mountain chains interrupting the North-South paths but 
allowing up-down movements along altitudinal gradients.

Many pastoralism experts refer its historical origins to people from the 
Palaeolithic era following the great herds of  wild herbivores along those seasonal 
migrations (Garzón, 1992). Palaeolithic people followed the great herbivore 
movements, using the same shelters and surveillance spots over and over, like those 
found in Atapuerca related to these migratory ways (Santos et al.,, 2011). Transition 
to the Neolithic age might have preserved the same ways and infrastructure 
(shelters, springs, ponds, mountain passes) lying in the origin of  the actual network 
of  livestock tracks (Ibarrola, 2008).

Some Celtic/Gaelic tribes present in the North Iberian Peninsula around the 
fall of  the Roman Empire were mobile herders (Montserrat and Fillat, 1990). 
Thus, the tension between pastoralists and farmers, symbolized by the Celtic 
and Iberian tribes’ contact, developed a complex mix of  production systems 
(Montserrat, 2007). After the Arab invasion of  the eighth century, the cold lands of  
the north were briefly assigned to Berber tribes; they left behind a deep footprint 
in the region after heading back to Africa, including land tenure systems that have 
survived for centuries. Some of  those regulations (e.g. the sistema de hojas or ‘patch 
system’) established the basis for transhumance and transterminance.1

After the Reconquest, Alfonso X, known as El Sabio (the Wise) founded La 
Mesta in 1276, which introduced a key organization for the development of  
herding in Spain. La Mesta was a core organization of  the Castilian Crown (Klein, 
1979), that lasted over six centuries and rose to extraordinary levels of  power 
and influence until its dissolution in the nineteenth century. Spanish pastoralism, 
including transhumance and the network of  livestock corridors, was deeply rooted 
in society under La Mesta’s command. However, it was not a social institution but 
a powerful tool of  political and economic influence. As such, it was controlled by 
nobility and they forced kings to act at their will and imposed a privilege system 
that energized conflict throughout the country. Transhumant shepherds were the 
elite of  this system, acquiring several privileges with royal support that made them 
admired, envied and hated (Valdivielso, 1998).

After the fall of  La Mesta in the nineteenth century, the politicians of  the 
Enlightenment Age started to develop agricultural policies to boost agriculture 
through livestock production (García Sanz, 1994 and 1978).The system of  
livestock production changed to a more settled one to profit from animal power, 
until the twentieth century. In the meantime, pastoralists kept on moving their 
herds following the ancient ways with only a portion of  their former influence.
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During the 1960s, Spain started to industrialize farming, which significantly 
changed the agricultural sector by concentrating and intensifying production. 
Also, intensive livestock production based on external inputs and breeds started 
to substitute extensive systems (Banco Mundial/FAO, 1966). That also started 
the process of  abandonment and migration (Domínguez, 2001). In 1986, 
Spain became a member of  the European Union and thus joined the Common 
Agricultural Policy, which is currently the main driver of  agriculture and livestock 
in the country. The consolidation of  the new industrial system has brought about 
a huge increase in production and livestock numbers, providing for the demands 
of  the expanding urban society (Lasanta, 2010) while driving traditional farming 
to a deep crisis and to the loss of  prestige, legitimacy and influence. From the 
1960s to the 1990s the extensive livestock breeding sector moved from being 
highly respected and influential to being a marginal part of  the agricultural sector. 
Extensive farmers were considered to be troublemakers by the newly constituted 
forest and environmental administration and were accused by environmentalists 
of  being a significant source of  land degradation.

Nevertheless, extensive livestock production survived all of  these changes 
and kept its heritage and culture, remaining in the marginal rural areas of  the 
Iberian Peninsula. However, the low costs and marginal distribution contributed 
to their survival, skipping some of  the greatest problems of  industrial livestock and 
keeping active extensive models adapted to local conditions, landscape friendly 
and able to provide valuable ecosystem services.

Most European countries embody remnants of  traditional land-management 
system, including transhumant shepherds and other extensive farming structures, 
but Spain hosts a great variety of  systems with several species, land-management 
tools, tenure rights and cultural heritage, which confers this country a special 
significance in the European context.

Current challenges for extensive livestock farmers and 
pastoralists

Extensive farming models promote sustainable livestock management while 
maintaining high natural value areas, contributing to biodiversity, conserving 
habitats of  interest, preventing wildfires, conserving infrastructures, restoring 
ecosystems, improving rangeland richness and maturity, and providing other 
environmental services that extensive farmers are not actually being rewarded 
for (García and Entretantos Foundation, 2012). Numerous high natural value 
habitats, ecosystems and corridors in Spain, widely distributed throughout the 
country, are sustained by extensive farming (Oppermann et al., 2012). Moreover, 
research during the last decade has shown a significant relationship between 
extensive livestock farming, biodiversity and environmental quality (Lasanta, 
2010). Herding activities such as grazing, irrigating meadows and mowing have 
developed a mosaic landscape, contributed to maintaining woods or preventing 
wildfires. Moreover, this extensive livestock produces healthy food, raw materials 
and manure that contribute to agricultural soils’ fertility.
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Extensive livestock farming in Spain shows a complex mix of  different systems 
and orientations (Mantecón et al., 1994), including sheep systems (transhumants, 
transterminants and stubble fields grazing,), cattle systems (meat, dairy, semi-
extensive, dehesa2), and mixed species systems (with goats, horses, pigs, etc.). 
Northern regions, such as Catalonia, the Basque Country, the Pyrenees, Cantabria 
and Asturias, practise mountain-based pastoralism and southern regions like 
Andalusia, Murcia, Extremadura and the Canary Islands also use the dehesa and 
other semi-arid systems, along with mountain rangelands (Ferrer et al., 2001). 
Most systems actually use semi-extensive tools adapted to local conditions, feeding 
livestock in barns temporarily during scarcity seasons when livestock is not able 
to graze directly. These periods are also variable and are getting shorter to reduce 
costs. The feed supplied during the indoor season may also vary from locally 
collected hay to fodder bought in markets.

Challenges and problems livestock farmers currently face are similar to 
those confronting the entire country, but territorial characteristics individualize 
each Spanish region. Both political distribution of  territorial power across the 
different levels of  government and diverse systems of  land ownership have led to 
territorial variability. To help interpret the case studies at the end of  this chapter, 
the challenges and problems described hereafter are examined at the national 
level and contextualized to Northwest Spain and specifically the Castile-León 
Autonomous Community, since in Spain Autonomous Communities (regional 
governments) hold most of  the territorial, agricultural and environmental powers.

European level  

Common Agricultural Policy and market rules 

State government level 

Co-ordination policies 

Issues concerning two or more regional governments 

Ministry for Agriculture, Food and Environment  

Regional government level (autonomous communities)  

Responsibility for  agriculture, environment and land planning 

Environmental and forest responsibilities: protected areas, forest management and 
land use (including rangelands) 

Responsibility for  management of common lands under Public Forest Domain 

Responsibility for  sanitation and veterinary requirements  

Local government level (municipalities and local government)  

Responsibility for  urbanism 

Ownership of common lands 
   

Figure 12.1 Distribution of  powers related to livestock among different levels of  government 
in Spain
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Governance: between nature conservation and abandonment

In recent years many factors have strongly affected land governance in Spain, 
but, in relation to livestock production two of  them need to be highlighted. The 
first is nature conservation policies, especially those applied between the 1980s 
and 1990s. The lack of  legitimacy experienced by herders and the perception of  
livestock as a negative agent in conservation led the environmental administration 
to consider livestock as an enemy and ban their activity in the most valued 
protected lands. This policy is currently under revision, but it has strongly affected 
citizens’ perception of  livestock and contributed to marginalization of  this 
activity. In terms of  governance, the rights of  land use moved from local farming 
communities to the environmental administration which was more interested in 
reforestation or fire-fighting than in preserving traditional land uses that are often 
seen as harmful to conservation.

The second driving factor is abandonment and depopulation. The crisis, 
which has been affecting the traditional rural environment from the second half  
of  the twentieth century, has shown a progressive lack of  population and the loss 
of  traditional agricultural activities that used to maintain rural environments. 
Abandonment is also related to a loss of  governance due to the lack of  capacity 
of  local institutions to manage their own lands, the lack of  political power in 
poorly populated municipalities in regional and national politics, the low capacity 
of  performing communal work, masculinization and especially in those lands 
where property is small and fragmented, ownership is also abandoned by migrants 
leading to difficulties in land management.

The environmental consequences of  declining rural activity are changes to 
the vegetation cover composition and structure (Corbelle and Crecente, 2008). 
Once abandoned, the former agricultural lands are colonized by spontaneous 
vegetation following a process of  succession that leads, in the absence of  
disturbance from poor pastures, to woodlands (Prévosto et al., 2006). However, if  
disturbance continues, the ecosystem keeps degrading, even if  exploitation stops. 
The speed of  such successional processes depends on soil characteristics, climate, 
neighbouring seed sources and the kind of  agricultural activity formerly developed 
(Sluiter, 2005). Sometimes, this process has been accelerated by seeding forest 
species directly on agricultural lands with similar results. The growing vegetation 
cover increases habitat availability, species richness and landscape quality, but the 
effects may strongly differ from the structural pattern of  previous activity. The 
loss of  extensive farming landscape is considered to be globally negative because 
it implies the loss of  semi-natural habitats of  high ecological value and linked to 
human land use. The elimination of  livestock leaves landscapes under-grazed 
(Lasanta, 2010) allowing dense shrub colonization, homogenization of  landscape 
structure, retiring primary production, loss of  diversity and increasing wildfire 
risks (Naveh and Kutiel, 1990; Lasanta et al., 2005; Beguería et al., 2003; Laiolo 
et al., 2004). When wildfires make their appearance the degradation intensifies, 
the ecosystem simplifies and water cycle regulation diminishes, thereby damaging 
the support capacity. Some authors have stated that the consequences of  under-
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grazing are significantly more serious than those of  over-grazing (Ferrer and 
Broca 1999).

Two key ecological consequences of  abandonment are erosion and wildfires. 
The intensification of  erosive processes depends on geographical characteristics 
(e.g. slope and climate). Abandonment of  moderate slope landscapes and Atlantic 
climates should reduce erosive processes and protect soils (Cammeraat and Imeson, 
1999; Tasser, 2007) while in Mediterranean climates, with lower rates of  vegetation 
growth, abandonment usually leads to an increase in erosive processes, especially in 
steeply sloped areas where infrastructures like walls and terraces built up to retain 
soils are also abandoned (Cerdá, 2003; Beguería, 2006). Even if  some areas are 
regenerating after abandonment, this argument cannot contradict the fact that rich 
semi-natural habitats, which are ecologically diverse and able to shelter uncommon 
species, are disappearing driven by the loss of  extensive production (Corbelle and 
Crecente, 2008). Landscape quality is also affected, with complex cultural landscapes 
built throughout centuries being substituted by younger forest ecosystems.

Finally, abandonment is not only about economy or ecology. The hardest 
consequence of  this situation is a general feeling of  lack of  future expectations 
constraining the whole rural society. Women were the first to feel this, and 
masculinization of  rural areas has also become a great issue linked to depopulation 
and abandonment.

Wildfires, abandonment and governance

Forest fires are a major problem in Castilian mountains and other Spanish 
and Mediterranean regions. There is a strong link between abandonment and 
the prevalence of  wildfires in Spain (Reinhardt et al., 2008). This relationship 
is not only due to accumulation of  biomass after abandonment, but also to the 
simplification of  landscape structure and the lack of  discontinuities, allowing fire 
to affect large surfaces of  uniform shrub lands (Moreira et al., 2001; Romero and 
Perry, 2004; FAO, 2006a; Millington, 2007).

The incidence of  fires involving human activities is much higher in some 
regions of  the Castile-León Community than in others, highly increasing in 
the peripheral mountainous areas in the northwest (the provinces of  León and 
zamora) and in the South. These areas share the same socioeconomic problems 
and environmental management questions over the causes and where solutions 
should be sought.

An initial analysis suggests that a strong tradition of  using fire as a scrubland 
management tool remains in these areas (Molinero, 2008). This widespread 
use of  fire prevents the development of  new economic activities based on the 
exploitation of  natural resources, boosting degradation linked to the abandonment 
of  unprofitable activities (Izquierdo, 2005; Rey-Benayas et al., 2007). Among other 
reasons, the use of  fire to regenerate pasture for use by livestock is the first and 
foremost frequent cause (GEA, 2005). Elderly people remember cleared areas 
near villages as a defence against other potentially threatening wildfires and the 
preservation of  a classic cultivated and exploited landscape.
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Moreover, the ‘need for cleaning’ is one of  the key subjective factors about 
human causality of  wildfires. Local people feel the landscape is ‘dirty’ when invaded 
by scrub, and try to ‘clean’ it in the traditional way; discontinuities and infrastructure 
that allowed their ancestors to control and use fire as an agricultural tool are no 
longer available. It is significant that local people do not consider the the burning 
of  scrub as causing wildfires, but as a means of  cleansing. Traditional use of  fire has 
become a serious problem for these territories that are progressively impoverished, 
not only in terms of  landscape or biodiversity, but also from an economic, social and 
cultural point of  view (García and Entretantos Foundation, 2011).

Figure 12.2 represents some details of  the diagnosis in a cloud of  concepts 
trying to reflect some of  the most outstanding and widespread ideas involving 
the issue of  wildfires and their close relationship to land governance. Each 
component is related to the others and, therefore, influences and is influenced by 
other components of  the situation. The organization of  the chart has grouped 
most governance related issues in the upper left-hand circle, but there are other 
related topics. Wildfires are located in the centre of  the diagram (according to 
their original purpose), but any of  the other items displayed could be occupying 
this position.
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Figure 12.2 Wildfires and local governance(García and Entretantos Foundation, 2011)
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Market and Common Agricultural Policy issues

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) of  the European Union is intended to 
protect agricultural production and make farming systems more sustainable. The 
choice between extensive and intensive farming is not always clear, and most farmers 
operate in the grey area between the two. However, farmers often make difficult 
decisions about their facilities depending on the CAP measures and development. 
They rely on subsides and grants to plan and execute their business activities.

Some authors have related the return of  livestock to mountains to the CAP and 
its ‘greening measures’ (Lasanta, 2010) but it is difficult to promote an authentic 
return of  pastoralists. However, extensive farming is able to reduce inputs, lower 
costs and be more efficient and sustainable, which deals with some problems and 
with a legal regulation framework that is clearly oriented to industrial production. 
Moreover, it shows a great capacity to improve biodiversity and ecosystem stability 
(Hesse and McGregor, 2006; Montserrat and Fillat, 2004). Thus, European policies 
should take into account all these services and provide a friendly extensive livestock 
farming framework as part of  their CAP.

The challenge is to maintain livestock facilities and their environmental and 
social services, but this is difficult without economic incentives. Instead of  asking 
farmers to act as environmental stewards (as attempted by the CAP) it is necessary 
to set up a solid economic framework for extensive farming. This framework should 
ensure economic, ecological and social profitability by means of  improving payoff, 
working conditions and compensation for environmental benefits. Such a framework 
could create a window of  opportunity, in terms of  organic and high quality food 
production in the near future.

Many farmers believe that a specific strategy to support pastoralism and extensive 
farming is still needed. CAP grants are oriented to compensate rents but they 
need to focus on the entire contribution of  extensive livestock. Nevertheless, agro-
environmental measures and animal welfare subsidies are converging as a powerful 
tool to enhance livestock sustainability to improve both environmental conditions 
and competitiveness, but they are used below their potential. Farmers should help 
to develop a new model of  high quality production. Until now, however, the rigidity 
of  CAP rules has interfered with the ability of  farmers to market their products by 
imposing high costs and requirements.

In summary, extensive farmers feel that they are not properly acknowledged in 
the new CAP and they demand an explicit recognition of  extensive livestock farming 
and rangelands and a specific set of  rules to develop this activity, clearly differentiated 
from intensive livestock production. The CAP should adjust to land managed,  
ecosystem services provided, and high natural value areas conserved, analysing and 
considering regional and local features.

Other problems with rangeland governance

The best way to summarize the big picture about extensive livestock and pastoralism 
in Spain is the loss of  land control, including its ability to support livelihoods.
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The mountains and rangelands of  Northwest Spain have experienced a land-
management focus which has been derived from a local level (linked to widespread 
small-scale agricultural activity supporting a lot of  people) to a regional level (linked 
to forest and environment management developed by regional governments). The 
main role in this change has been held by environmental and forest policies that 
used to regard any traditional uses as counter to conservation. Protected areas 
have demonstrated that the point of  conservation policies is to show improvements 
both in nature conservation and in local welfare, but they always need local 
support from people and municipalities. Regional governments are recently trying 
to incorporate local institutions and population in the planning and management 
tools of  protected areas, but environmental budgets have suffered severe cuts from 
the start of  the crisis and nowadays most of  these policies have been abandoned.

Mountain livestock farming is closely related to this kind of  protected area in 
the Spanish inland north. The first form of  political support extensive farmers 
have experienced came from civil servants and politicians linked to forest 
and environmental management, changing the way herders were regarded. 
Nevertheless, this political support is an incipient movement inside the regional 
administration and it is not enough to really change the role of  extensive livestock 
farming.

According to farmers and supporters, the trend in extensive livestock production 
and pastoralism shows a regressive scenario driven by several socioeconomic, 
market and technical causes, including agricultural policies, environmental issues 
and rural development projects that are not properly addressing extensive livestock 
issues. This scenario means that the first lands to be abandoned are isolated and 
marginalized territories hosting high natural value areas.

The main governance and management problems were difficulties in accessing 
and managing rangelands in these areas. Market issues and progressive narrowing 
of  profits are preventing herders from investing and developing essential 
infrastructures (e.g. access, water sources, paths and fences). However, if  there is 
a lack of  infrastructure exploitation, costs increase affecting efficiency and profit, 
creating a negative feedback loop. Some abandoned lands are also unavailable 
for grazing due to ownership issues and cañadas y vías pecuarias (livestock tracks) are 
fragmented and in poor condition.

Recovering governance in extensive farming:  
the background of  pastoral and extensive livestock 
supporting in Spain

The severity of  the scenario for pastoralism and extensive farming has mobilized 
support within Spanish society particularly from environmental related institutions 
and NGOs. Aware of  the dramatic consequences of  abandonment of  extensive 
livestock activity, ecology researchers, universities, environmentalists and other 
concerned stakeholders have publicly supported extensive farmers as a key to 
maintaining natural heritage and rural society. However, there are some conflicts 
between pastoralists and environmentalists that need to be addressed.
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Supporters of  extensive livestock have emerged throughout Spain but have 
not yet constituted a true lobby platform. In the past 10 years, some pastoralists 
and farmers’ organizations are increasing and developing an incipient network 
of  extensive farming, led by national organizations, like the Spanish Federation 
of  Pastoralist Associations. It is currently unclear how this situation may evolve 
to a supporting network with two types of  organizations involved: one focusing 
on advocacy and the other giving more technical and professional support. 
Professional organizations should be led by and consist of  farmers, defending 
their interests and conditions while the rest visualize the social support and try to 
improve the ecological, social and cultural benefits of  pastoralism and extensive 
livestock, helping professional organizations to enhance their capacities by 
providing technical assistance when needed.

The transhumant movement

One of  the most significant supportive movements for pastoralism has been 
established to sustain transhumance. It is not main the aim of  this report, but 
its current influence in support of  pastoralism demands a brief  commentary. 
It is also the first example of  a state-level support movement and also shows 
an interesting role played by government, transhumance being the pastoralist 
activity that suffers most from limitations imposed by the transfer of  powers to 
regional governments.

By the third quarter of  the twentieth century transhumance in Spain still 
existed while undergoing profound changes: abandonment of  wool production, 
breeding intensification, crossing local breeds with meat producing ones, use of  
transport to move herds and substitution of  sheep for cattle. The changes imposed 
by the CAP and the intensification of  farming make it more difficult to maintain 
mobility and the ‘Transhumance and Pastoralism Symposium’ held during EXPO 
92, concluded that Spanish transhumance was fading.

Nevertheless, there were still resistant pastoralists in some Spanish regions. 
In 1993, Jesús Garzón organized his first demonstration of  transhumance, in 
collaboration with the Spanish Merino Breeders Association, and mobilized 
more than 2,600 sheep along 1,000 km of  the vías pecuarias network from 
Extremadura to zamora in Castile-León. This demonstration of  transhumance 
recovered the annual movement of  livestock, mostly sheep, up and down Spain. 
Herds crossed big cities following the ancient paths and awakened a social interest 
in transhumance that had been lost over the past years.

The Vías Pecuarias Act was updated in 1995, being one of  the most significant 
laws protecting livestock tracks in the world. This law safeguards up to 125,000 
km of  paths covering 400,000 ha and gives support to the most important 
framework of  public lands in Spain, providing the infrastructure needed to recover 
transhumant ways (Hernández, 1996). In 2005, the first National Congress on 
Vías Pecuarias (Manzano, 2006) opened the debate about their conservation 
among politicians, environmentalists, livestock breeders and researchers. The 
second National Congress took place in 2010. Pastoralists and environmentalists, 
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nevertheless, are still complaining about the state of  some of  these ways and the 
illegitimate appropriation by private and public interests.

The Transhumance and Extensive Livestock Working Group held at the 
Agriculture and Environment Ministry was created in 2009, with the participation 
of  several directorates of  the Ministry, regional governments and organizations 
linked to extensive livestock. That group has held several meetings and activities 
trying to diagnose the actual situation of  transhumance in Spain and has promoted 
the drafting and approval of  the ‘White Paper on Transhumance in Spain’, 
published in the Boletín Oficial del Estado in 2012 (SGAA, 2011), establishing the 
actual strategic framework to protect and develop transhumance in Spain. This 
book marks a turning point in Spanish transhumance.

One thing about this support movement is the low profile kept by pastoralists, 
who have remained hidden while all these achievements were attained and 
sometimes they had been forgotten by the same people supporting them. In July 
2013, the National Association of  Transhumant Pastoralists gathered in León to 
introduce their new association and claim a more active role for pastoralists. This 
association intends to make visible the problems and difficulties experienced by 
transhumants, trying to become genuine interlocutors with government agencies 
and to give transhumance a higher profile.

Transhumant support has not been the only state-wide movement supporting 
pastoralists. There have been greater efforts in research and management of  the 
dehesa system, uniting several universities and regional governments in western 
Spain and other projects related to extensive farming. Transhumance is the most 
significant and the only system outside regional power. There are people and 
organizations linking transhumant pastoralists with social support, but there needs 
to be a stronger social network and more committed consultation and assistance 
for transhumants and pastoralists.

Linking pastoralism with environmental protection

As stated, most environmental responsibilities (including rangelands and forestry) 
are under the aegis of  regional governments. Accordingly, most projects supporting 
extensive livestock are also managed at a regional level. Andalusia has been in the 
vanguard with supported extensive livestock, with some people within the regional 
government sensitive to pastoralist issues. Also, Andulusia has a stimulating 
intellectual climate with public universities and research centres, a lively social 
network and a set of  well-funded projects. This has resulted in offering a degree 
of  support to pastoralists uncommon in Spain, with the possible exceptions of  
Catalonia (before the crisis), the Basque Country (with very different population 
and land-use conditions) and some of  the Canary Islands.

Since 2003, the regional government of  Andalusia has funded much research on 
possibilities and managing extensive livestock related to fire prevention. Livestock 
grazing was considered to be a powerful tool to maintain fuel breaks (RCC, 2006) 
and contribute to improving benefits derived from the correct management of  
extensive livestock breeding. In 2006, the government of  Andalusia extended this 



202 Pedro M. Herrera

fire prevention system from trial areas to many other Natural Parks in the region 
resulting in the Grazed Fuel Break Network of  Andalusia (RAPCA). This network 
has expanded progressively and currently encompasses over 200 livestock farmers 
grazing their animals in more than 15,000 acres of  fuel breaks (Ruiz-Mirazo, 
2011). The more interesting goal of  this project in relation to local governance is 
the change in the relationship between environmental administration and extensive 
farmers. Extensive farmers have regained access to prohibited forest and rangelands 
and have become part of  wildfire prevention actions so they feel supported by the 
administration as positive contributors to the prevention of  wildfires.

In addition to being the region with one the most advanced land management 
and environmentally focused programs for pastoralists, Andalusia is credited with 
the foundation of  a school for shepherds 2010. The pastoralist schools are now 
spreading and have formed a pastoralist school network co-ordinated by the local 
development group Altiplano in Granada, but with a nationwide range of  activities. 
Several groups of  rural developments are involved in this project, including 
pastoralist schools in Asturias, Castile-León, Catalonia and Basque Country. 
Andalusia also held the last stakeholder meeting to agree on a global pastoralist 
position regarding the new Common Agricultural Policy and has started to 
develop a regional supporting network, following the previously described system.

Castile-León: two case studies

The Castile-León region occupies the inland area of  northwestern Spain. 
Geographically, this region includes the central plateau (from 700 to 1,000 
metres high), mostly under cultivation, surrounded by a mountainous belt, where 
extensive farming is distributed. The region experiences a Mediterranean climate, 
with an Atlantic influence higher in the northern mountains that maintains 
hydration during summer, establishing a high variability of  local and regional 
microclimates. The social and economic weight of  rural areas of  Castile-León has 
been decreasing due to abandonment, depopulation and urban polarization with 
some devastating consequences (Molina, 2012). Castile-León has a population of  
2.5 million people, 670,000 of  whom live in each of  the 2,500 municipalities with 
less than 2,000 inhabitants. Towns have increased their population five times in 
the twentieth century, while rural areas show a very low population density and 
lack considerable political influence.

Abandonment is key to understanding landscape changes (García de Celis, 
2011). The lack of  livestock production in rangelands has lowered the grazing 
load and allowed a woodland recovery process with landscapes evolving 
from agricultural to forestry land covers (Corbelle and Crecente, 2008). Also, 
abandonment is leading to a significant loss of  biodiversity (formerly associated 
with the mosaic of  rangelands, meadows, orchards, pastures and hedges that is 
now suffering a deep homogenization). Moreover, inhabitants have expressed a 
feeling of  powerlessness in dealing with problems such as wildfires (Montserrat 
and Villar, 1999; Aldezabal et al., 2002; García Trujillo, 2004; Molinero, 2008; 
Cassinello, 2012).
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Some of  the highest natural value areas of  the region have been able to maintain 
a high rate of  biodiversity characteristic of  the region (Gómez, 2008) and they are 
trying to develop a sustainable economy model based on quality products and 
tourism. However, these areas are experiencing almost the same difficulties as the 
rest of  rural Castile (Junta de Castilla y León, 2000). Rural culture harmed and 
deprived of  social consideration and legitimacy has been diminishing throughout 
the twentieth century and is currently facing extinction (Izquierdo, 2005).

Extensive livestock in Castile-León

Castile-León is also an important extensive farming region (Ciria, 2008), showing 
one of  the most interesting heritages in terms of  pastoralism and livestock 
production (Sal and Pascual, 1992). The most common pastoralist management 
system in Castile-León is valley-mountains, with herds kept in the lowlands during 
the hardest part of  the winter and migrating locally up to high altitude pastures 
(Montserrat, 2004) staying there until winter starts.

Ruminants, especially cattle and sheep are the main stock of  Castile-
León extensive farming. The evolution of  livestock in Castile-León is showing 
a significant reduction over the past few years, more noticeable in sheep. This 
situation is not exclusive to Castile-León, but given the importance this sector has 
in the local economy, it is critical (Rodríguez Ruiz, 2013).

Experts point to several technical causes including decreasing consumption of  
lamb (MARM, 2011). Transhumant shepherds also cite low-profile conflicts for 
access to and control of  the mountain rangelands. Cattle owners maintain the 
idea of  ‘one village-one farmer’ to improve their capacity to claim enough land 
surface for CAP subsidies. The consequence is to use rangeland surface area for 
sheep and goats, which are better managers of  mountain rangelands. In these 
kinds of  conflicts, mobile pastoralists tend to be worse of, unable to compete with 
economic power and social relationships of  locally settled farmers.
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Figure 12.3 Evolution of  main livestock in Castile-León in numbers of  animals (Junta de 
Castilla y León, 2005 and 2009)
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There are enough rangelands for all active extensive farmers and the impact 
of  under-grazing is more damaging than overgrazing (Ferrer and Broca, 1999). 
Moreover, many territories of  the mountainous belt of  Castile-León are composed 
of  communal lands, legally owned by local councils3 and protected by Public 
Domain status.4 The opportunity to set communally managed systems to improve 
pastoralism and extensive farming in those areas is evident, while these lands are 
being abandoned (Agencia de Gestión Agraria y Pesquera de Andalucía, 2011a).

Finally, it is necessary to address the role played by women in extensive farming. 
Masculinization of  the rural world is having also consequences for farming work, 
not only for the traditional related roles of  women but also depriving extensive 
farming of  professional capacity, initiative and knowledge.

Governance and land-management aspects

The nature conservation administration and farmers coincide over wide territories, 
in Protected and High Value Natural Areas. Some declarations of  protected areas 
(showing a lack of  participation, severe deficiencies in planning and management 
tools and diminished resources), have created local confrontations between farmers 
and the regional government, generating land-use conflicts. Even if  the role of  
pastoralists is improved, the challenge is how to engage their contribution to 
land planning and management. This engagement is proving to be difficult, even 
when the regional government supervises land uses, including grazing. Farmers’ 
communication with government is actually channelled through environmental 
institutions instead of  agricultural ones which are more concerned with industrial 
meat production. In the current situation, there are too few professional farmers 
in the field and many villages do not own sufficient livestock to properly maintain 
their territory, even the lowland pastures.

Transhumant, mobile or non-resident herders find themselves in an uncertain 
situation and are reluctant to make proper investments in rangelands, losing influence 
and capacity. Often landowners make bad decisions about livestock driven by short 
term-income: changing contractors, assigning cattle grazing to rangelands better 
managed by seasonal shepherds, promoting reforestation in livestock managed 
mountains, etc. Furthermore, extensive farmers are not represented in government 
decisions. Even resident herders, with more secure access, are powerless to properly 
maintain the lands to which they have access. As a consequence, they focus on the 
lowlands and meadows, leaving most of  the mountains under-grazed. They also 
choose to breed cattle exclusively instead of  mixed livestock. Herders aspire to have 
access to private lands for grazing and for involvement in a legal framework that 
allows extensive livestock grazing in private unattended lands; however, this is quite 
an unpopular demand among local politicians.

Finally, as forest and environmental administration is responsible for land 
use, most of  forest and environmental budgets are committed to fire extinction 
and reforestation plans. Those government agencies which are sensitive to 
pastoralism have tried to develop some supportive projects but they do not have 
the influence to promote wide-ranging measures to improve extensive farming. 
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Thus, the situation has evolved to a conscious precariousness where a weak but 
persistent social fabric linked to extensive farming tries to survive in very difficult 
circumstances.

The 42 Plan and the organization of  an extensive farmers network

The regional government of  Castile-León, set up Plan 42 in 2002, a broad strategy 
of  intervention formally designed to address the wildfire problem in the most 
affected districts. Plan 42 meant, from the very beginning, a shift in perspective 
about preventing wildfires.

While using a large set of  measures related to classic or indirect prevention 
techniques – such as firebreaks, infrastructure and preventive silviculture, Plan 42 
was focused on the use of  social tools as instruments to change habits. They also 
introduced approaches to intervention in rural areas, including the relationships 
between professionals and the population, restoring sentimental links between 
people and their environment, networking, a long-term focus and the role of  local 
activists (Junta de Castilla y León, 2006).

The participatory work with local people typified by Plan 42 allowed a wildfire 
prevention approach that focused on governance, development and sustainability. 
Those factors were shown to be inseparable from the social context where wildfires 
spread.5 As a result of  these works a great number of  proposals were gathered 
from participatory activities.

Figure 12.4 shows how these proposals were clearly oriented to reclaiming the 
role of  citizens in land management and recovering their control over territory. 
Wildfires, and by extension rural degradation, demand the improvement of  local 
governance by empowered people interacting wisely with their territory. The 
proposed lines of  work drew intervention options from a variety of  cultural, 
structural, economic and social issues linked to complex scenarios such as land 
ownership, markets, administrative organization and social fabric.

The use of  participatory tools led to a better understanding between 
professional and herders. When they began to meet, herders envisaged a more 
active role in fire prevention and professional developed a better understanding 
of  the herders’ background. An unexpected benefit of  Plan 42 was its influence 
on the organization of  extensive livestock farmers. Early in the participatory 
processes, some groups of  extensive livestock farmers started to ask for separate 
meetings and social organization began to emerge.

The first works with local herders started with clearing. Herders and 
professionals negotiated funding from the regional government to clear scrub 
and create new rangelands in exchange for farmers’ explicit renunciation of  fire 
to control land. That embryonic relationship between herders and the regional 
government started to cement a sense of  shared responsibility in rangeland 
management. Herders felt that they were listened to by the administration for 
possibly the first time.

Though, the most interesting work of  Plan 42 regarding local governance was 
developed by the central governance of  the Aravalle (in the province of  Ávila), where 
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participatory land planning for grazing sites was agreed to between landowners and 
herders. Figure 12.5 shows the participatory map that led to signing the arrangement 
where up to 500 people were involved (Picardo, 2011). That was the first time 
participation was used in Castile-León to form a public arrangement between 
herders and landowners, resulting in extensive work on both public and private land.

Extensive farmers also realized that they were not being consulted about their role 
in conservation and land use. They felt unable to talk directly to government agencies 
and powerless in negotiations and lobbying. Therefore, farmers started to strengthen 
social links and create new local associations to represent them. Under by Plan 42 
they started occasional ‘Herder’s Meetings’ that helped to establish contact with 
related national and international networks and organizations. These associations 
led a regional federation and were incorporated to the nationwide organization. 
They established workshops and debates focusing on building capacities to improve 
communication. As a result, local associations initiated some governance proposals 
(e.g. rangeland use plans, clearing or common infrastructure). Plan 42 was in 
force through the entire process, providing farmers with specialized consultation, 
establishing contacts, networking with government agencies, encouraging 
communcation and helping them to improve social skills and group dynamics.

Bring administration 
closer to these areas

Deliver a new model 
of forestry management

Restore trust in 
authorities

Incorporate citizens into 
the decision making

Bring these areas closer to 
the decision makers

Recover participation 
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deliberation and action

Develop tools to 
strengthen social fabric

Promote collective 
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alternatives to earn their lives
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Figure 12.4 Restoring people’s active role in preventing wildfires (García and Entretantos 
Foundation, 2011)
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Plan 42 ended on 31 December 2011, but its decline had begun years before 
with a lack of  political support and resource assignment. Its prolonged downfall 
involved people (technicians, professionals and participants) who were in conflict. 
In 2010 all contracts involving technical assistance were interrupted and in 2011 all 
staff  were dismissed and the program was unofficially closed. However, some new 
groups, like the Entretantos Foundation, have resulted from Plan 42. Focused on 
social participation as a tool for land management, that entity is trying to preserve 
the participatory processes from Plan 42 and continue supporting and advocating 
the farmers’ network.

The Ancares Leoneses Biosphere Reserve (ALEBR) 
work with extensive livestock

Ancares Leoneses is a mountainous area in the northwest of  Spain, recognized as 
a biosphere reserve in 2006. Their municipalities (Candín, Peranzanes, Vega de 
Espinareda and Villafranca del Bierzo, are all part of  the province of  León) manage 
this reserve along with the CIUDEN Foundation. The biosphere reserve focuses 
on participatory planning and management, which have become one of  its main 
assets.6

Figure 12.5 Participatory map of  grazing sites undertaken in Aravalle (Picardo, 2011)



208 Pedro M. Herrera

Participation in Ancares Leoneses Biosphere Reserve

The participatory process envisaged the local population obtaining a key role in 
the development of  diagnostic and planning tools for the biosphere reserve. The 
main result of  this process was the set up and and approval of  two key documents, 
the Strategic Plan and the Action Plan 2011-2013 (RBALE, 2011).

Social participation also led to the establishment of  a Council of  Participation 
with representatives of  local stakeholders. The ruling, representation and 
composition of  this group were also established by participation, being agreed 
within the decision-making process of  the reserve. It is now working with rotating 
quarterly meetings acting as a representative for local population, both advising 
and being involved in the management and specific actions of  the biosphere 
reserve.

Another key group inside the reserve is the Scientific Committee. This consists 
of  six researchers from three universities in the region that voluntarily advise the 
reserve. The Scientific Committee is not only leading projects and acting as a 
consultant but also enforcing the way the reserve deals with local people, from peer 
to peer, sharing wisdom and decision-making capacity (Alonso and Herrera, 2013).

Therefore, the reserve has already begun to ‘plant’ synergies between those 
groups which collaborate with each other in various projects and commissions. 
The idea is to develop networking and social cohesion among interested sectors 
and progressively incorporate them into the working of  the reserve, encouraging 
interested groups to run sectorial projects and initiate ideas (always accomplishing 
principles).

The position of  AGARBALE in the biosphere reserve

The formation extensive livestock farming association (AGARBALE) was a 
significant milestone in the participatory dynamics of  ALEBR. The need for an 
extensive farmers’ organization led to the establishment of  a farming group to 
demand help in establishing permanent support. Their first objectives were to 
improve extensive livestock activity, to dignify the profession and to enhance their 
role over territory, thereby making visible the environmental services they provide 
to society (Alonso and Herrera, 2013).

Cattle are the most important livestock in the biosphere reserve. The 
composition of  livestock means that grazing is essentially homogeneous, requiring 
good pastures and playing an incomplete role in land management. The 
exploitation system of  cattle is extensive, with the mountains being cattle free for 
almost the entire year. If  there is little or no snow, even during the winter, cattle 
remain outdoors, supplemented when fodder is scarce or for fattening. Mountain 
and under-canopy rangelands demand a diversified livestock grazing, but there 
are no goat or sheep herders in Ancares, so most slopes and scrublands remain 
ungrazed. This results in heathland scrub invasion (boosted by wildfires) and wood 
colonization from the lowlands to the slopes. Herders experience this landscape 
change as a significant patrimonial and cultural loss.
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Nowadays extensive farmers are important agents in land management but 
are not the only ones.7 The biosphere reserve is under the protection of  several 
conservation bodies: it is a protected area under the Castilla y León Act, but 
without leadership, planning or management tools; it also belongs to Natura 
2000 network under the same conditions. The situation may be described as 
the superimposition of  several figures and agents un-coordinated and without a 
common framework. Thus, local governance is complicated but, to be fair, this 
negative picture is balanced by the support of  the public system and the viability 
of  some activities developed in the area, especially hunting and extensive farming.

The ALEBR work with extensive farmers is attempting to improve, via local 
participation, their governance and land-management activities. However, 
business must be profitable, so farmers can invest in and promote better practices. 
Herders need to appreciate that their involvement implies improvements in their 
livelihood, not only in land management. The work with specialists included in the 
Scientific Committee of  ALEBR, assessing with farmers directly the reproduction, 
feeding and management situation has clearly reinforced the process and kept 
farmers involved.

The second step has always been to strengthen social links. Extensive farmers 
created their association and linked it to the reserve territory. The role of  reserve 
has always been to connect local farmers with other herders and their networks. 
They started to visit other farmers and encourage them to go to meetings and to 
think about being joining the networks. They also established links to other herder 
organizations and organized the 2012 ‘Herders’ Meeting’.

One other way to involve herders in local governance is to establish synergies 
among them and other activities. The ALEBR collaborates with an association 
of  tourism professionals, so both organizations gain from strengthening links. For 
example, tourist facilities could sell high quality fresh meat produced in the reserve 
and farmers could acquire new clients sharing a common interest. That also could 
be the first step to new opportunities. The marketable organoleptic characteristics 
of  extensive meat could be offered to highly demanding consumers and proximity 
to markets (Aldai and Mantecón, 2012) boosted by an exclusive biosphere reserve 
label.

The reserve has attempted to empower herders but it has proven to be indirect 
and slow, even though some steps in the right direction have been taken. Recently, 
the farmer’s association AGARBALE has been incorporated into a new land 
stewardship project linked to a project conserving the habitat of  capercaillie 
(Tetrao urogallus cantabricus).8 The reserve and AGARBALE are entering into land 
stewardship contracts with local councils to address some habitat improvements 
maintained by extensive farmers. This is the first land-management project led by 
this association and it is important because the final objective is not to improve 
farming but to preserve the capercailzie’s habitat. Overall, herders confirm the 
important role they play in land management and how their activity could be used 
as a tool for improving land, recovering habitats and ecosystems and conserving 
natural heritage by sending a clear message not only to government agencies in 
charge but also to themselves.
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This is an on-going pilot project, but its development and first results are 
encouraging. Herders are interested and they have moved from their first reluctant 
positions to a more active role, even when forest work has been scheduled for late 
2013.

Needs, trends and lines of  future

Spain is currently undergoing a profound change in local administration, 
recentralizing and concentrating decision-making. In addition, social and 
economic indicators show how the factors that had led to abandonment and 
depopulation are still active, heading toward a breaking point. Therefore, new 
models of  rural intervention are needed, especially in rangelands, forests and 
mountains. Castile-León is a good site to explore new ways to manage extensive 
territories and extensive production is proved to be one of  the most efficient tools 
of  intervention (Serrano and Mantecón, 2003).

Projects related to governance and participatory land uses are just beginning, 
but are already producing good results. It is important to continue strengthening 
networks and social fabric among extensive farmers to gain communication and 
lobbying capacity. Furthermore, it essential to establish a common strategy to 
develop pastoralism and extensive farming, through the consensus and participation 
of  all agents involved, in order to create a participatory legal framework. Social 
support for pastoralism and extensive livestock is emerging, and it is necessary 
to organize and co-ordinate it by boosting its visibility and influencing dialogue 
without interfering in pastoralists’ social organization.

Another line of  work has begun to focus on high calibre products generated 
by pastoralists that explains their quality and health properties to consumers. It is 
necessary to differentiate extensive production and to offer their products to new 
and conscientious markets that will be able to provide funding.

Pastoralism and extensive farming are experiencing real improvements in 
their production methods to face new challenges, but they need to incorporate 
sustainability and efficiency issues to target those new markets. This strategy 
implies reducing external dependence and improving the use of  local resources. 
Farmers should enhance control over their entire production process in order to 
sell their products directly. They are unlikely to remain farmers once they begin 
to sell and market their products. This would be much more difficult for mobile 
pastoralists than for settled ones, so the challenge is to articulate those markets and 
adjust to specific transhumants and mobile characteristics.

Transhumance has been addressed to solve some critical problems in 
their development (Rodríguez Pascual, 2011), including the need to improve 
professionalization and generational renewal, training, developing of  social 
structure, improvement of  scientific and technical basis, more control over 
productive processes, more focus on elaboration and transformation and 
incorporation of  extensive farming to research, innovation and development 
projects. Their representatives also demand the establishment of  better co-
ordination mechanisms among administrations involved in pastoralism, rescue the 
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main role played by pastoralist women and to improve the protection of  livestock 
corridors (Casas, 2013).

However, extensive farmers are trying to develop these goals in hostile 
environments and with little support from public institutions that consider 
pastoralists as marginal in rural policies. Despite the stability and protection 
provided by the social system and Common Agricultural Policy, extensive farmers 
and pastoralists have great difficulties making a living from an activity that is 
valuable for everybody.

Additionally, there are territorial issues that should be solved. Pastoralism 
and extensive farming are necessary to manage rangelands, shrublands and 
woodlands in a way to favour ecosystem services. The experiences developed 
until now show good results, but more ambitious designs and approaches are 
needed. Land management is an immediate challenge for environmental and 
agricultural policies and pastoralists are a critical part of  this. Arrangements must 
be made to improve governance in rangelands and marginal areas but they have 
to be addressed from consensus and a participatory basis that incorporates local 
populations from the beginning. Participatory planning tools should be established 
to adjust grazing and ecosystem needs. Traditional breeds and land-use systems 
need to be recovered and upgraded and the only way to arrange that is from a 
wide social consensus about how and at what cost society should manage and 
conserve their valuable natural lands.

Conclusions and lessons

The above case studies show the beginning of  a huge task shared with pastoralists 
and extensive farmers. The overall aim implies the need for citizens to regain 
control over territory as a way to improve the sustainability of  rural areas, especially 
in commonly owned lands. This sustainability requires improved governance of  
rural lands to enhance both natural heritage and livelihoods of  local populations.

The first steps taken show hopeful results and validate the participative 
approach with rural populations, particularly in terms of  governance and initiative. 
Herders and farmers have demonstrated an immediate interest in participating 
in land-use projects and a latent demand for consulting and assessment of  their 
activity. The active incorporation of  extensive farmers into these projects has led 
to the assumption of  new responsibilities and the beginning of  self-developing 
social processes that, when adequately promoted, obtained effective results using 
available resources.

Some projects show how pastoralists and extensive farmers could manage 
land for fire prevention or ecosystem management with the support of  minimal 
investments and resources, in a way more efficient than traditional land intervention 
related to nature and forest management.

Local groups of  pastoralists and extensive farmers have started, with the help 
of  professional and academics, to develop social and political structures and 
organizations to improve their interlocution and relevance in governance. They are 
trying to fight for their interests and profitability, but they are also accounting for 
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their usefulness facing new models of  land management, especially in rangelands 
and marginal ecosystems. They are developing an incipient social support network 
willing to preserve the positive effects pastoralists have providing ecological services 
and conserving biodiversity and ecosystem functionality. Most of  these projects 
have tried to empower pastoralists and extensive farmers in terms of  governance, 
but also to enhance their business in terms of  efficiency and sustainability, being 
aware of  the ecological and social services lent by pastoralism. This is a complex 
task demanding more active involvement of  society, which should be the next 
challenge for Spanish pastoralists.

The case studies show advances in developing farmer networks as a way 
to improve their influence and visibility and their active role in land planning. 
Land management is a major challenge in terms of  global change but many 
of  the intervention strategies are actually failing. The use of  extensive livestock 
production as a land-management tool suitable to intervene in nature conservation, 
ecosystem restoration, fire prevention and biodiversity improvement is showing 
hopeful results. This strategy, however, demands that pastoralists and extensive 
farmers take a prominent role, which requires that pastoralists reach better levels 
of  knowledge and capacity and the deployment of  better human and financial 
resources.

Notes
 1 Small-scale mobility up and down a mountainous area maintaining the same residence.
 2 An agrosylvopastoral system typical of  the Iberian Peninsula consisting of  a mix of  oak 

species and pastures and used primarily for grazing with cattle, pigs, goats and sheep.
 3 Local councils (juntas vecinales) are the political bodies in municipalities of  Castile-León 

that encompass more than one village. Each of  the villages forms a local council with 
participation of  all neighbours. Local councils have one representative elected to the 
municipality (the President of  the Local Council) who also represent the council’s 
property, including common forest lands.

 4 Spain has an influential ‘Forest Act’ that regulates forest heritage. Among other 
regulations, this Act establishes the Forest Public Domain that includes the areas 
categorized as Public Utility Forests. The Catalogue of  Public Utility Forests is held 
by Regional Governments and protects large swathes of  common land. The uses of  
these lands are subject to administrative discretion and to land management plans 
undertaken by regional forest agencies. Regional governments, with the participation 
of  local owners (usually municipalities or local councils) are in charge of  improvement, 
protection and exploitation of  those forests, including grazing regulations.

 5 Participatory works with people on Plan 42 were formerly begun by professional 
strying to mobilize local population into fire prevention. Coordinators of  the program 
started to hire a little cluster of  small companies with experience in mediation and 
facilitation of  participatory processes. The collaborative work between participation 
professionals and local professionals was successful in terms of  social involvement, 
developing some new ideas (e.g. participatory-designed clearance cutting around 
populations). However, even if  these projects were, at the beginning just for wildfire 
prevention, participatory processes determined that wildfires were not the disease, but 
just a symptom of  a deeper sickness related to the way land is used.

 6 The improvements made at this point by the CIUDEN Foundation incorporated 
a technical staff  (consisting of  a Head Manager and an environmentalist) and the 
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consultation of  a small technical assistance, GAMA SL, with wide experience in 
participation) to develop ALEBR planning tools. That team agreed to use participatory 
methodologies as a basis for reserve decision-making, following the main principles 
and documents governing the reserve. They built up a powerful dynamic process 
based on stakeholder participation to develop the main instruments governing the 
reserve and involving local population in the decision-making process.

 7 Hunting, for example, is organized by a Regional Hunting Reserve that co-ordinates 
game in the whole reserve distributing hunting fees between municipalities through 
a reserve council integrating municipalities and government that has not met lately. 
Forest management is also undertaken by the Regional Government Environmental 
Department, with the participation of  local councils.

 8 The Spanish government is leading a Capercaillie Conservation Project founded by 
EU’s LIFE Program with participation of  several national and regional governments 
and institutions. This project holds a Land Stewardship line of  work that is granting 
habitat improvements for this species.
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Botswana

Legal and policy opportunities and 
constraints

Lael Buckham-Walsh and Cathrine Chipo Mutambirwa

Overview

This chapter explores the management of  communal rangelands in Botswana. 
The approach links national analysis with local observations from case studies in 
published literature and the International Union for Conservation of  Nature’s 
(IUCN’s) work on participatory planning and community engagement in natural 
resource management in the Kgalagadi District, where the legal and policy 
opportunities and constraints to achieving sustainable land management are 
examined. Kgalagadi District is the southernmost district of  Botswana and lies 
within the Kalahari Desert.

Despite Botswana’s progressive approach to developing the robust land 
administration and land tenure systems that contribute to good governance and 
economic progress, in reality land management is still confronted by the need to 
connect a traditional communal rangeland management system with a growing 
urban economy and an increasing land market.

Background information

Botswana is a semi-arid, sparsely populated country centrally located in the 
interior of  Southern Africa. Officially known as the Republic of  Botswana, the 
country has a total area of  582,000 km2 and a population of  2.004 million people 
(World Bank, 2013). Botswana’s economy is closely linked to that of  South Africa. 
Since independence, Botswana has experienced one of  the fastest growth rates 
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in per capita income in the world, transforming itself  from one of  the poorest 
countries in the world to a middle-income country (UN-Habitat, 2010). Due to 
its record of  good economic governance, Botswana was ranked as Africa’s least 
corrupt country by Transparency International in 2004 and is still regarded today 
to be ahead of  many European and Asian countries (UN-Habitat, 2010).

Botswana is characterized by arid to semi-arid conditions. Rainfall estimates vary 
from 150 to 250 mm per annum (Tyson, 1986; van Rooyen and Brendenkamp, 
1996 cited in Haddon, 2005) to 100–600 mm annually (International Fund for 
Agricultural Development, 2000). Most of  Botswana is flat, arid land with unreliable, 
low rainfall. Roughly 46 per cent of  the total land area is classified as agricultural 
land, although only 5 per cent is suitable for cultivation and only 1 per cent was 
cultivated in 2002. Approximately 0.3 per cent of  cropland was irrigated in 2003. 
The Kalahari Desert, much of  which is savannah grassland and sparse woodland, 
covers two-thirds of  the land area and supports large herds of  cattle, goats, and 
wildlife. Twenty-one per cent of  the total land area is forest land and 31 per cent is 
designated as nationally-protected areas. Deforestation is occurring at a rate of  1 per 
cent per year (World Bank, 2009; FAO, 2005b cited in USAID, 2010).

Low rates of  surface runoff  and groundwater recharge are common due to a 
combination of  low rainfall, high potential evaporation rates, flat topography and 
deep sandy soils. The main rivers only register flow for between 10 and 70 days a 
year, on average, and similarly during the wet season, a continuous stream flow is 
not visible (Mazvimavi and Motsholapheko, 2008). Mean annual rates of  surface 
runoff  generally do not exceed 50 mm. No surface runoff  is recorded over the 
whole of  the west and centre of  the country. The fact that the country’s main river 
systems do not originate from within the country raises the need for transboundary 
negotiations to tap into steady, more reliable water resources (Swatuk, 2008).

Groundwater provides about 80 per cent of  the country’s water requirements 
for domestic use, mining, livestock, and power generation. Approximately 64 
per cent of  the water used in urban areas is from groundwater sources, with the 
exception of  major urban centres such as Gaborone, Lobatse, Francistown, and 
Selebi-Phikwe, which are supplied from surface water sources. The estimated 
mean annual aquifer recharge from rainfall is about 3 mm but rises to over 40 
mm in the extreme north, while much of  the central and western part of  the 
country records close to zero. Only a small percentage of  the annual groundwater 
recharge can be utilized because of  the extremely large number of  boreholes that 
would be needed, as well as the poor-quality of  the water and high development 
costs (Manzungu et al., 2009).

Agricultural activities accounted for a high percentage of  the Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) at the time of  independence but this has dwindled as diamond 
mining and tourism have flourished. Agriculture includes commercial and 
traditional farms with commercial enterprises primarily devoted to the production 
of  cattle, with some cultivation of  cereals and pulses. Most of  Botswana’s farms 
(about 63,000) average roughly 5 hectares and employ rain-fed farming methods. 
The country has about 112 farms larger than 150 hectares. Commercial farms 
represent less than 1 per cent of  all farms in the country and use 8 per cent of  
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the total land area. These enterprises are responsible for 20 per cent of  cattle 
production and 40 per cent of  the cereals and pulses produced (USAID, 2010).

Approximately 39 per cent of  Botswana’s human population resides in rural 
areas where communal land ownership is most prevalent. In sub-Saharan Africa, 
most livestock are grazed on communal rangeland either under open access or 
rather loosely controlled common property tenure. Herds are owned and managed 
by individuals and families (ILRI, 1995). However, there have been varying 
perspectives on the importance and value of  communal rangelands. One perspective 
is that their yields tend to be roughly one-third of  the yields of  commercial farms 
because the owners lack the ability to invest in inputs, and because the quality of  
some of  the communal land is below average (Taylor, 2007 cited in USAID, 2010). 
However, recent evidence informs us that Botswana’s cattle population stood at 
2.55 million in 2011, where grazing in communal rangelands accounted for 86 per 
cent of  the cattle and 71 per cent of  farmers in Botswana, while private grazing in 
ranches accounted for 14 per cent of  the national cattle herd and 5 per cent of  the 
land area (GoB, 2013 cited in Mosalagae and Mogotsi, 2013). Many urban people 
also have land rights (residences, ploughed fields, livestock, and water rights) in 
tribal areas to supplement their incomes (UN-Habitat, 2010).

Traditional farming systems have been constrained in certain places by the 
fencing and privatization of  large areas for commercial production, supported 
by a series of  national agricultural policies and international trade agreements 
that have improved access to international markets for beef  (Dougill et al., 2010). 
This has intensified the development of  commercialized privately-owned ranch 
farming systems, owned by absentee farmers who employ a few local residents 
to manage their land and livestock, with former communal rangeland being 
privatized, fenced and restricted from the local community (Adams et al., 2002). 
This has created a shift from collective community-based natural resource 
management approaches to more intensive production based approaches and has 
further restricted the land available to communal systems that support residents of  
settlements across the Kalahari where few other livelihood options exist (Ringrose 
et al., 1996; Hitchcock, 2002). The existence of  dual grazing rights has put added 
pressure on communal rangelands which are grazed by both commercial and 
communal farmers.

Kalahari Desert

The Kalahari is the widespread elevated, flat, sand-covered plain that occupies 
part of  Southern Africa (Thomas, 2002). It occupies almost all of  Botswana, 
the eastern third of  Namibia, and the northernmost part of  the Northern Cape 
province in South Africa (Silberbauer, 2013) (Figure 13,1). The geological unit of  
the Kalahari Sands covers 2.5 million km2 (Thomas and Shaw, 1991). Kgalagadi 
is a district in southwest Botswana, lying along the country’s border with Namibia 
and South Africa. International Union for Conservation of  Nature’s (IUCN’s) 
work on participatory planning and community engagement in natural resource 
management focuses on the Kgalagadi District.



Communal rangelands management in Botswana 217

Lying in the semi-arid interior of  Southern Africa, approximately 80 per cent 
of  Botswana is covered with Kalahari sand soils and savannah ecosystems that 
support both commercial and communal livestock systems, as well as National 
Parks and Wildlife Management Areas. The climate is typified by a mean annual 
rainfall varying from less than 200 mm per annum in the South-West to 650 mm 
per annum in the North-East with an inter-annual variability of  about 40 per cent 
(Bhalotra, 1987). Despite significant economic growth based largely on diamonds, 
47 per cent of  Botswana’s population lives below the UN’s two US dollars per day 
poverty line (CIA, 2009). In Botswana, pastoral agriculture represents the chief  
source of  livelihood for more than 40 per cent of  the nation’s residents (FAO, 
2006a), and cattle represent an important source of  status and well-being for the 
vast majority of  Kalahari residents (White, 1993).

The food production and livelihood system of  the Kalahari remains 
predominantly a pastoral one. These savannah ecosystems are utilized for both 
cattle and small stock, mainly goats and sheep, in proportions dependent on 
the land tenure system (i.e. communal or private) and on the environmental 
characteristics of  forage availability, notably the ratio of  bush to grass and the 
availability of  palatable grass species. Traditional systems are transhumant, with 
a high degree of  herd mobility which respond to the patchy nature of  rainfall and 
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forage (Sporton and Thomas, 2002). Within pastoral Kalahari systems, ecological 
resources and their dynamics are critically important for the livelihoods of  the 
local people (Sallu et al., 2009). In terms of  food provision, the reliance on livestock 
means that milk and meat are important for daily diets, often also supplemented 
by wild fruit.

Communities across the Kalahari span a range of  ethnic groups, principally 
Tswana, Herero, and Basarwa/San (Sporton and Thomas, 2002). The largest 
single ethnic group are the Tswana who first introduced cattle into the Kalahari 
more than 2,000 years ago and now make up the majority of  Botswana’s population 
(Hitchcock, 2002). Although indigenous tribal groups, the Basarwa and the San 
have been working in cattle and livestock keeping societies for many centuries; 
they still pursue hunting and gathering as well as ecotourism opportunities where 
possible.

The Tswana people are the most dominant ethnic group in Botswana and the 
main Tswana political party, the Botswana Democracy Party (BDP) has ruled 
Botswana since independence in 1966. Tswana society is itself  hierarchical and 
the keeping of  cattle is culturally important. Strong community structures exist 
through tribal chiefs and elders who make up village courts (kgotla). The power 
of  traditional community systems has declined as greater influence is felt from 
national and district level government structures. In both Tswana and Herero 
households, livestock is an important source of  capital, being saved for key events 
such as weddings, funerals, and the payment of  school fees, as well as having value 
for milk and meat for daily living. Usually the majority of  households own some 
animals, even if  this is only a small number of  sheep or goats.

Livestock rearing is the mainstay of  Botswana’s rural economy with a large 
proportion of  the national herd grazed on communal land. A large percentage 
of  the population draws its livelihood from livestock and the government has 
traditionally pursued policies that strongly support the growth of  livestock 
production in the form of  high prices for meat and livestock input subsidies 
(Arntzen and Fidzani, 1997). Government programs have provided support 
for small stock rearing as a route to help poorer households through times of  
drought. With increasing national wealth, there is a growing divide between rich 
and poor. Despite measures to boost rural economies and livelihood opportunities, 
international measures still show that Namibia, South Africa, and Botswana have 
a very high level of  income inequality among countries calculated by the Gini 
index (CIA, 2009). This divide is thought to be responsible for driving increasing 
pressures for private land ownership (Hitchcock, 2002). Other factors like out-
migration from rural areas and increased mortality rates because of  the HIV-AIDS 
pandemic are also affecting rural community structures. Many communities in 
Botswana are dealing with a lack of  fit, working-age people, leaving grandparents 
to run households with young children and significant numbers of  orphans. The 
strength of  extended family and ethnic groups still remains a strong binding agent, 
however continued out-migration is likely to threaten and reduce system resilience 
associated with the ability to move livestock across an area, which is also curtailed 
by disease related controls.
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Land tenure and land management policies

The management of  rangelands is governed by a number of  land tenure policies 
and laws in Botswana. The legal framework governing Botswana’s land is a 
mixture of  formal and customary laws, with much of  the formal law reflecting 
longstanding principles of  customary law. The six major pieces of  formal 
legislation include: (1) The State Land Act, 1966; (2) The Tribal Land Act, 1968; 
(3) The Tribal Grazing Lands Policy, 1975; (4) The Town and Country Planning 
Act, 1977; (5) The National Agricultural Development Policy, 1991; and (6) The 
Sectional Titles Act, 1999 (Adams et al., 2003; Taylor, 2007).

At independence, Botswana adopted four national principles:

•	 self-reliance
•	 democracy
•	 development
•	 unity.

Land administration was immediately identified as key to assisting in the 
attainment of  the four national principles and government set out to effectively 
implement land reforms on the ground (Mathuba, 2003). Land tenure has 
undergone changes since Botswana’s independence with the promulgation of  a 
new legal framework, policies, institutions, and governance mechanisms. Today 
Botswana has three principal forms of  land tenure, namely Customary (Tribal) 
Land, State Land and Freehold Land (Mathuba, 2003). These modern day land 
tenure systems mirror tenure under the British Rule, viz. Native Land, Crown 
Land and Freehold Land (Mathuba, 2003).

At independence, about 49 per cent of  the national land area was tribal land, less 
than 4 per cent was freehold and the balance state land. Between independence in 
1966 and 1972, a further 15,000 square kilometres of  state land were demarcated 
and sold as freehold land both to Europeans and Batswana (Adams et al., 2003). By 
1980, the conversion of  state land to tribal land and the purchase and conversion 
of  freehold land in congested areas had caused tribal land to increase to 69 per 
cent, freehold land to fall to 5.7 per cent and state land to fall to 25 per cent. 
Today, tribal land comprises 71 per cent of  the land area (Clover and Eriksen, 
2009), freehold about 4 per cent and state land 25 per cent (UN-Habitat, 2010).

Customary law in Botswana provides tribe members with a right of  avail, which 
is the right to be allocated residential (urban or rural), arable and grazing land 
based on tribal membership. Tribal members receive land at no cost and have 
continuing rights to the land as long as they use it in accordance with the purpose 
of  the allocation. Rights to residential land are permanent and continuous, while 
individually-cultivated lands may revert to community land after the harvest. 
Customary law permits the transfer of  land among tribe members. The Tribal 
Land Act is almost wholly consistent with customary law but transfers the 
traditional authority held by chiefs and headmen over land to the Land Boards 
(Adams et al., 2003; GoB, 2002 cited in USAID, 2010).
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State Land Act, 1966

The State Land Act was introduced in 1966 to address the mismanagement and 
disputed occupation of  state land. The Act was instrumental in defining the state 
land of  Botswana and turning Crown land into state land (Adams et al., 2003). It 
provided presidential powers over state land conferring on the President the power 
to provide for its disposal. The Act provided for management of  state land (urban 
land, parks and forest reserves) by the central government and local government 
councils.

Tribal Land Act, 1968

The Tribal Land Act was introduced in 1968, two years after independence. 
The Act brought about three main changes to land governance (Mathuba, 2003; 
Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), 2004; Adams et al., 2003; 
Taylor, 2007):

•	 The introduction of  the principle of  leases under common law for commercial 
uses of  tribal land.

•	 Grants of  rights to wells, borehole drilling, and individual residential plots to 
Batswana.

•	 The establishment of  Land Boards which transferred the chiefs’ powers over 
tribal (customary) land to the Land Boards.

This brought about changes in the way rangelands were managed as 
land management and allocation was no longer at a local level and under the 
administration of  chiefs. This also led to fragmentation of  rangelands as fenced 
commercial ranches in communal rangelands were now recognized and individuals 
were granted the exclusive use of  areas surrounding boreholes.

The Act vests tribal land in the citizens of  Botswana and grants administrative 
power (formerly held by chiefs and headmen) over the land to one of  the 12 district 
Land Boards. The Board then holds the land in trust for the socio-economic 
benefit of  the citizens. The Act also empowers the Board, after due consultation 
with the District Council to determine land use zones for the entire tribal land and 
subsequently to create management plans for the guidance of  land use and the 
development of  tribal land. The Land Boards can allocate land, cancel customary 
rights, and rezone agricultural land for commercial, residential, and industrial 
uses.

The Act vested

All the rights and title to land in each tribal area … in the land board … 
in trust for the benefit and advantage of  the tribesmen of  that area and for 
the purpose of  promoting the economic and social development of  all the 
peoples of  Botswana. 

(Adams et al., 2003)



Communal rangelands management in Botswana 221

Tribal Grazing Lands Policy (TGLP), 1975

During the early 1970s, the government became increasingly concerned with 
the growth in cattle numbers in Botswana, particularly in relation to the serious 
dangers that they posed to the environment. As livestock numbers grew, more 
pressure was put on livestock owners to sink more boreholes for livestock watering 
resulting in increased pressure for land in areas with good water sources. In order 
to arrest this trend, the Tribal Grazing Lands Policy (TGLP) was introduced 
(Frimpong, 1995).

Under the traditional system of  land tenure, land was always regarded as 
communal and tribal chiefs allocated the land for arable and/or grazing use. The 
traditional system was replaced in 1968 by the Tribal Land Act which introduced 
decentralized Land Boards to administer land, removing the authority from chiefs. 
The passing of  the Tribal Land Act and the establishment of  Land Boards did not 
fundamentally change the concepts of  land tenure (Greenhow, 1978). However 
with time, the traditional communally-owned rangelands in the eastern Kalahari 
were perceived by the government to be overstocked and overgrazed by livestock 
and thus degraded. Buying into the ‘tragedy of  the commons’ chronicle popularized 
by Hardin (1968), the Tribal Grazing Land Policy (TGLP) advocated structural 
reforms to the country’s livestock industry in order to ultimately enhance national 
economic and social development (GoB, 1975). Subsequently, part of  the tribal 
grazing land was demarcated into ranches. The TGLP encouraged development 
further west into the more arid Kalahari Desert, aided by borehole installations. 
The specific objectives of  the TGLP were to (Mosalagae and Mogotsi, 2013):

•	 Improve range management by preventing overgrazing and further 
degradation through paddocking and rotational grazing. Individual owners 
or syndicates of  large herds (>400 animals) were to be moved off  communal 
lands into fenced, borehole focused ranches of  uniform size.

•	 Increase livestock productivity and farmers’ income by promoting better 
management practices such as daily watering, selective breeding and early 
weaning.

•	 Promote social equity by retaining only small-scale farmers on communal 
lands and thus allowing them room to improve their livelihoods.

•	 Secure the interest of  future generations and/or those who were not livestock 
farmers by reserving some land through the creation of  reserves, later used as 
Wildlife Management Areas for hunting purposes.

This resulted in some key changes and the re-zoning of  tribal land into 
three categories: Commercial Grazing Areas, Communal Grazing Areas, and 
Reserved Grazing Areas (Frimpong, 1995). The idea behind the policy was to 
reduce pressure on the communal areas by relocating large cattle owners to the 
demarcated ranches leaving smallholder farmers in the communal areas. Exclusive 
rights to specific areas of  grazing land were also given to individuals and groups 
for commercial ranches together with boreholes and fencing. Leases were granted 
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and rents paid to the Land Boards with the rationale to pool resources to the Land 
Board for assistance to all the areas under their jurisdiction. This privatization 
policy was expanded under the National Policy on Agricultural Development.

National Policy on Agricultural Development (NPAD), 1991

Upon realizing the shortcomings of  TGLP, the government introduced the 
National Policy on Agricultural Development (NPAD) in 1991 (Mosalagae 
and Mogotsi, 2013). The aim of  NPAD was to provide subsidies to improve 
productivity in the livestock sub-sector by promoting the sustainable use of  
rangeland resources through fencing of  communal grazing areas (GoB, 1991). 
The National Agricultural Development Policy also permits owners of  boreholes 
to apply for 50-year leases to an area of  6,400 square hectares around their 
boreholes. Leaseholders are permitted to fence the area and have exclusive rights 
to all natural resources within the area. Provision was made under the policy 
to reserve land demarcated into Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs) in an 
attempt to balance the scales. WMAs are multiple use areas, combining wildlife 
conservation with the creation of  economic opportunities for the rural population 
(GoB, 1999). Intense developments within WMAs such as borehole drilling are 
prohibited, while hunting is controlled through permits or total bans. Botswana 
also developed complementary polices and pieces of  legislation founded on 
sustainable utilization of  natural resources which also influence WMAs. These 
include the Wildlife Conservation Policy (1986), Tourism Policy (1990), National 
Conservation Strategy (1990), Wildlife Conservation and National Parks Act 
(1992), Tourism Act (1992) and the Community Based Natural Resource 
Management (CBNRM) Policy.

Community-based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) 
Policy, 2007

The Community Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) Policy was 
developed in Botswana to guide and facilitate the strengthening of, and support 
to, existing and future CBNRM activities, while safeguarding the interest of  
communities and attracting investment in natural resource enterprises. Arntzen 
et al. (2003) have summarized the CBNRM policy which improves and builds 
on earlier policies in specifying land tenure and natural resource user rights for 
communities. One of  the key objectives of  the CBNRM policy is to specify land 
tenure and natural resource user rights, which may be devolved to communities. 
Under this policy:

•	 Communities may obtain a 15-year Community Natural Resource 
Management lease for the commercial use of  natural resources, subject to 
an approved Land Use and Management Plan, and payment of  annual land 
rental and resource utilization royalties to the Ministry of  Environment and 
Tourism.
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•	 Communities are also permitted to sublease the land or natural resource to 
joint venture partners subject to approval by the Land Authority.

Kgalagadi Land Board management policy, 2006

This policy was developed in 2005 and adopted by the District Council in 
December 2006. The policy has the specific objectives of  ensuring sustainable use 
of  land and economic diversification, equitable distribution of  land, harmonizing 
land allocation with ecosystems and guiding the Land Board in decision-making, 
and therefore only allows for one plot per applicant.

Complementary policies

Other complementary national policies include:

•	 The Wetlands Policy which is a guide to protecting water bodies. Water bodies 
and pans are recognized as important in the Kalahari as they hold surface 
water during wet seasons. However most pans face a risk of  degradation as 
they are used as sources of  quarry raw material.

•	 The Wildlife Conservation Policy (1986) which ensures sustainable wildlife 
resource utilization in various land uses such as communal areas, freehold 
land, leasehold land, Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs), national parks, 
game reserves and sanctuaries.

The village of  Khawa is located in Kgalagadi District along the south-eastern 
border of  the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park. The community has been allocated 
the use of  the KD/15 wildlife management area (WMA) managed through 
the community trust, the Khawa Kopanelo Development Trust (KKDT). The 
community has ‘user rights’ but not ‘ownership rights’ and engages in wildlife 
photography, hunting (managed through a hunting quota from the Wildlife 
Department) and fixed safari camps for game viewing and photography (KD/15 
LUMP, 2005). Human-wildlife conflict is often a problem as livestock wander 
into WMAs where grazing conditions are often more favourable compared to 
the surrounding rangelands. Livestock is specifically excluded from WMAs which 
are reserved for wildlife conservation with the creation of  alternative economic 
opportunities for the rural people. There is a problem of  encroachment of  
livestock into WMAs due to the lack of  recognition of  WMAs by members of  the 
community, although this is likely to be addressed in the review of  the National 
Land Use Map which is currently underway.

District level policies also govern land management at the local level:

•	 The Kgalagadi Integrated Land Use Plan which has the intention to 
categorize land into various uses.

•	 The District and Western Region Masterplan identifies communal areas 
suitable for livestock, tourism, and community or services development.
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•	 The Kgalagadi Communal Area Management Plans (KCAMP 2005–
2020) which falls within the framework of  the Western Region Master 
Plan has as its overall objective the management of  land in the communal 
areas in the Kgalagadi District to enhance rural livelihoods, and facilitate 
the implementation of  government policies. This plan has been used as a 
working document, but it has not yet been gazetted due to amendments 
that need to be done before its adoption. It is to be noted that the Bokspits, 
Rappelspan, Vaalhoek and Struizendum (BORAVAST) village Plan that 
has been commissioned by the Ministry of  Agriculture is a subsidiary to 
implementation of  KCAMP. The District Land Use Planning Unit has been 
involved in helping the communities prepare Land Use Plans and Resource 
Management Plans.

The Dam and Haffir Building Policy, 1974 and revised in 1993

The Dam and Haffir Building Policy stipulates certain conditions regarding the 
construction and maintenance of  small earth dams that provide water for livestock, 
irrigation, and fishing (Mpho, 2005; Fortmann and Roe, 1986). This policy aimed 
to devolve greater management responsibilities to groups of  people organized as 
borehole syndicates (BS) or dam management groups (DMGs) and represents an 
attempt to address perceived mismanagement of  small dams by farmers. Under 
the scheme, government-constructed small dams were to be handed over free 
of  charge to groups of  people who agreed to abide by stipulated management 
rules. Critical management requirements included members paying stipulated 
fees, observance of  standard stock limitations set at 400 livestock units (LSU) per 
year per water source, and commitment to collective maintenance and repair of  
the dams. The revised policy of  1993 allowed multipurpose agricultural use of  
dams which was consistent with the land use zoning policy and the stipulated 
operational rules.

The rules relating to community mobilization and general management were 
premised on a strong state role in how resources were used, probably on the 
grounds that the state provided capital for the dams and boreholes. Government 
extension staff  were required to take the initiative in organizing groups who 
wanted dams, while district councils could choose to take complete or partial 
administrative control of  dams. Each dam or borehole management group was 
to be formed before the water facility was constructed and would consist of  
farmers who wanted the dam and were willing to control their grazing. Prior to 
dam construction, each group was obliged to sign a standard form, abide by the 
terms of  agreement to signify willingness to maintain and repair the dam, and 
pay a specific fee per adult beast per year. Dam or borehole management groups 
in a community grazing area were to consist of  approximately 5–20 members. 
Average herd size was stipulated at 20–80 LSU at the time of  application with a 
possible maximum of  400 LSU. No single person was allowed to water more than 
50 head of  cattle.
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The Livestock Water Development Programme, 1988

The Livestock Water Development Programme was started in 1988 and is open 
to farmers with herds of  between 60 and 500 cattle as well as syndicates with a 
minimum herd of  60. Both leasehold and communal farmers were eligible for 
support and the programme provided 40–60 per cent funding or grants for drilling 
or equipping boreholes in drought-prone areas, or where water development is 
considered to be expensive. Since 1989, two-thirds of  the approved applications 
have been from syndicates (CAR, 2006).

Pre-colonial land management

Pre-colonial institutions focused on grazing management although individuals 
also relied on communal rangelands for other resources. Access to land, grazing 
pastures and water was based on membership in the community or tribe and was 
managed by the chief  and his headmen (Baland and Platteau, 1996). Rights to 
access grazing pastures could be gained by outsiders with the permission of  the 
chief, who would only grant access if  there was adequate land. The chief  had 
the overall authority to evict trespassers or individuals not complying with the 
management regimes of  the area.

Although citizens could establish private rights to water through developing 
a water point (White, 1993), the distance between water points was controlled to 
ensure sufficient grazing and was also based on the quality of  the land. Wells and 
dams were considered individual or family properties while all citizens had a right 
to the water that collected in natural pans and rivers falling within their tribal 
territory (Poteete, 1999).

The success of  the traditional system in managing communal rangelands is 
credited to:

•	 The structure of  the political system giving the chief  the ultimate authority 
and legitimacy needed to enforce the rules governing access to, and use of, 
the range.

•	 The delegation of  specific management responsibilities to headmen and 
overseers decentralized the system, allowing those with an intimate knowledge 
of  the range and its users more powers to decide how it was to be used. 
Headmen and overseers were able to monitor and enforce rules pertaining to 
the use of  grazing areas (Hitchcock, 1980).

•	 Neighbours monitored each other’s actions and those who deviated from the 
expectations of  the group were reported to the overseer who would inform the 
chief. In return, the economic reward and status the headmen and overseers 
received from their positions as range managers reinforced their allegiance to 
the chief  as custodians of  the range. All matters and disputes pertaining to 
land allocation were settled by the chief  at the kgotla, the traditional meeting 
place and court.
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This arrangement cultivated a mutual trust in authority and also built a 
sense of  community and readiness to protect collective welfare. It also enhanced 
community cohesiveness and vigilance in guarding the use of  resources. Citizens 
were loyal to the chief  and shared the same values and beliefs regarding range 
preservation because it was critical for the well-being of  the tribe.

Institutional assessment

Current legislation makes provision for institutions to support communal 
rangeland management and three key local level institutions have been sanctioned 
by the different pieces of  legislation in Botswana to support communal land 
management, and provide an opportunity for better land management.

Land Boards

Together with local councils, tribal administration and district administration, 
Land Boards are one of  the four local government bodies in Botswana. Land 
Boards are governed under an autonomous ‘body corporate’ structure responsible 
for all matters related to the allocation of  land in tribal areas (UN-Habitat, 
2010). Each main Land Board is composed of  12 members selected and/or 
democratically elected in the community meeting held at the Kgotla. While the 
Land Boards have sole authority over land, they work closely with other local 
authorities and relevant departments. The Land Boards fall under the Ministry 
of  Local Government (and have recently been relocated to the relevant Ministry 
of  Lands and Housing), which controls and coordinates their activities and other 
parts of  the local administration. Tribal (Customary) Land is wholly administered, 
governed and allocated by the Land Boards who give permission for the sinking of  
a borehole or digging of  a well. Certain rules have been formulated by the Land 
Boards to manage overcrowding of  boreholes by settlements and cattle-posts. A 
general rule of  eight kilometres between new boreholes or watering points applies 
throughout the country. Borehole sinking is a complex task, which has to merge 
the wishes of  the applicant to drill in a certain place, the technical feasibility of  
finding potable water at a reasonable depth, the presence of  sufficient unutilized 
land, to allow the 8 km rule to be applied, and the absence of  counter claims to 
that land (Adams et al., 2003).

The Land Boards were made more effective through the creation of  resolution 
mechanisms with amendments to the Tribal Land Act in 1993. These resolution 
mechanisms took the form of  the power to cancel a grant of  any land rights and 
the hearing of  appeals from the public, confirming or setting aside any decision 
of  any subordinate land authority, and the imposition of  restriction on the use of  
tribal land as well as the introduction of  penalties for offences (Adams et al., 2003; 
Mathuba, 2003).
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Borehole syndicates

The formation of  borehole syndicates and dam management groups are both 
supported under policies in Botswana. These address the mismanagement of  
small dams by farmers and ensure dam users abide by stipulated management 
rules. Critical management requirements that were identified included members 
paying stipulated fees, observance of  standard stock limitations set at 400 livestock 
units (LSU) per year per water source, and commitment to collective maintenance 
and repair of  the dams. Dam or borehole management groups in a community 
grazing area were to consist of  approximately 5–20 members. Average herd size 
was stipulated at 20–80 LSU at the time of  application with a possible maximum 
of  400 LSU. No single person was allowed to water more than 50 head of  cattle. 
Government extension staff  were required to take initiative in organizing groups 
who wanted dams, while district councils could choose to take complete or partial 
administrative control of  dams. Each dam or borehole management group was to 
be formed before the water facility was constructed and would consist of  farmers 
who wanted the dam and were willing to control their grazing (Manzungu et al., 
2009).

Community-based organizations

In Botswana there are corporate organizations formed by all residents or rights 
holders within a designated area (sometimes spanning several villages). These 
Trusts, Conservancies, or Communal Property Associations, respectively, elect 
their own management committees and are governed by legally recognized 
constitutions. Membership, physical boundaries and accountability mechanisms 
must be defined by the constitutions (Campbell and Shackleton, 2001).

The CBNRM policy makes provision for community-based organizations or 
trusts formed by local community members, governed by a formal constitution 
and an organizational structure that is legally registered. In these cases, local 
residents or resource users have received user or proprietary rights over resources. 
This provides them with the authority, through their elected executives or boards, 
to make rules, approve developments, enter in partnerships with the private 
sector, receive revenues, and distribute benefits. Most to all of  the cash benefits 
are returned to the community (Campbell and Shackleton, 2001).

The community-based organizations (CBOs) are the key to CBNRM projects 
in Botswana with clear benefits through the sustainable use, protection and 
conservation of  natural resources, promotion of  community-based tourism 
activities, sustainable use and marketing of  veld products for community 
benefit, promotion of  craft production and marketing, community education 
on the wise and correct management of  natural resources and safeguarding the 
cultural heritage. Most activities are wildlife based, and CBOs are supported 
by the Department of  Wildlife and operate under the umbrella organization 
BOCOBONET which represents the interest of  CBOs and provides support 
through training and advice (Arntzen et al., 2003).
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Analysis of  current institutional arrangements

The evolution of  Botswana’s legislation from a traditional system of  resource 
management to more formalized laws and institutions has met some challenges 
around commitment and implementation at the local level and the lack of  
incentives and institutional mechanisms to keep animal herd numbers at a 
recommended size (Makepe, 2006).

Overstocking on Botswana’s communal rangelands has been associated with 
the failure of  existing institutions to coordinate herders’ actions in ways that can 
substantially reduce the uncertainty each herder has over the actions of  other 
herders (Rappoport, 1985; Runge, 1984, 1986). Owing to this, herders keep 
larger animal numbers than they would otherwise keep if  every member of  the 
community was forced to adhere to the recommended herd size (Makepe, 2006)

This uncertainty together with a culture where livestock are kept primarily as 
a store of  wealth and a means of  intergenerational wealth transfer (Doran et al., 
1979) and with free access to communal rangelands, supported by customary land 
tenure systems, has led to severe overstocking, overgrazing and land degradation 
(Merafe, 1992).

Land degradation

Land degradation has a broad range of  definitions that essentially describe 
circumstances of  reduced biological productivity of  the land (UNCCD, 1994; 
Reynolds and Stafford Smith, 2002). According to the United Nations Convention 
to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) definition, land degradation can be caused 
by both human and climate factors (UNCCD, 1994). Although climate and rainfall 
variability play a big role in the Kalahari (Washington et al., 2005), ‘overstocking’ is 
one of  the main human induced drivers of  degradation in communal rangelands 
across Southern Africa, causing rangeland degradation and severe soil erosion in 
certain places (Merafe, 1992).

Degradation is most prevalent around water points, kraals and settlements 
mainly in the form of  bush encroachment, the reduction in the cover of  perennial, 
palatable species and their replacement by annual less palatable grasses, the 
presence of  alien invasive species, bare soils and mobile dunes (Allen, 1996; 
Ringrose, 1996; Thomas et al., 2000; Moleele et al., 2002; Muzila et al., 2011; Reed 
et al., 2008).

Real concerns exist over land degradation which directly impacts the livelihoods 
of  pastoralists in the Kalahari, increases their vulnerability to environmental 
change and reduces the resilience of  the rangeland ecosystem (Thomas and 
Twyman 2004; Thomas et al., 2000). In some parts of  Botswana, land degradation 
has led to extensive areas of  thorny bush encroachment, which cannot be accessed 
by cattle (Moleele et al., 2002), therefore reducing the economic returns from 
rangelands and leading to the mobilization of  dune fields (Reed et al., 2008).

Efforts in the Kalahari have focused on addressing land degradation and 
improving the livelihoods of  rural people who depend so heavily on communal 
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rangelands and natural resources. There are various examples of  engagements, 
participatory approaches and dialogues to promote learning among local 
communities, to improve accountability for rangeland management and to 
understand the drivers of  land degradation from community perspectives (Reed et 
al., 2008; Mosalagae and Mogotsi, 2013; Manzungu et al., 2009).

The recent work by the International Union for Conservation of  Nature 
(IUCN) on enhancing decision-making for interactive environmental learning and 
action in the Molopo-Nossob River Basin aims to build on the efforts of  previous 
initiatives like the Indigenous Vegetation Project (IVP) funded by the Global 
Environmental Facility through the United Nations Environmental Programme 
(UNEP) in order to pin point and address the cause of  continued rangeland 
degradation in the BORAVAST villages of  Bokspits, Rappelspan, Vaalhoek, and 
Struizendam.

Feedback from consultations with pastoralists and range users from 2011–2013, 
revealed that rangeland degradation is still a serious challenge. These observations 
are supported in published literature by Dougill et al. (1999), Berkeley et al. 
(2005), Reed et al. (2008), Thomas et al. (2005) and Moleele et al. (2002). Signs of  
degradation are evident by (1) the increasingly high levels of  bush encroachment 
by ‘three thorn’ (Rhigozum trichotomum) across wide areas and around water points, 
as a result of  fire suppression and the maintenance of  intensive grazing throughout 
drought periods (Dougill et al., 1999), (2) poorly spaced boreholes (barely 2 km 
apart) (Davies, unpublished) and increasing borehole depths in South-West 
Botswana (Thomas et al., 2005), (3) patchy coverage of  vegetation in rangelands, 
(4) the presence and increasing density of  alien invasive species around settlements 
and water points and (5) clear patches of  bare ground around villages observed 
on satellite imagery. This demonstrates that rangeland management practises 
and mechanisms are still not put into use effectively in the Kalahari (Davies, 
unpublished; Moleele et al., 2002).

Case study of  the BORAVAST villages in Kgalagadi District

The BORAVAST Trust was formed in 1996 and consists of  12 representatives. 
The trust represents the interests of  communities relating to CBNRM activities in 
the four villages of  Bokspits, Rappelspan, Vaalhoek, and Struizendam in Kgalagadi 
District. The functioning of  the trust has been problematic with capacity challenges 
and internal disputes and it has failed to support rangeland management activities 
within the BORAVAST community. There is an over reliance on projects and 
government support and little opportunity to engage in tourism and CBNRM 
despite its close location to the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park.

Research conducted through the Indigenous Vegetation Project (IVP) 
investigated livestock management practices and constraints in the villages of  
Bokspits and Vaalhoek. Livestock management is categorized as village-based 
communal grazing and borehole-based cattle-posts owned by individuals or 
syndicates (Darkoh, 2000). This revealed that animals are allowed to move freely 
around boreholes and wells which are the only consistent sources of  water in the 
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dry Kalahari, and are therefore used as mechanisms to control livestock mobility 
without being herded (Perkins, 1996). Goats and calves are only kraaled at night 
to protect them from predators.

This livestock mobility is considered to be a key strategy to cope with drought 
and utilize heterogeneous areas (Hitchcock, 1978). Herd mobility used to be 
practised in BORAVAST, relying on seasonal availability of  wild melons to provide 
moisture for animals. However, the practice is much less common now and herding 
tends to be static around a given water point. Nevertheless, there is scope for herd 
management using rotational grazing around water points and there is plenty 
of  opportunity to widen and improve this practice. The IVP research revealed 
that herd management is only practised to some degree in Bokspits and Vaalhoek 
where farmers have access to a community ranch, cattle post or ‘other grazing 
areas’ but there was no rotational grazing system per se in communal areas. 
Recent consultations with range users have confirmed this absence of  livestock 
herd management and have revealed that rangeland degradation is also the result 
of  close spacing of  water points and the lack of  access to grazing areas. The IVP 
research concurs and highlights the lack of  funds, lack of  grazing pasture, poor 
animal condition, and lack of  access to markets and to some extent lack of  water 
as driving forces behind land degradation (Olaotswe, 2006).

Five Dunes Farm which lies in the vicinity of  the BORAVAST villages is an 
example of  a farm that has some rangeland management mechanisms in practice. 
The farmer uses hired labour to move the herds and has a contract to sell animals 
to the Botswana Meat Commission (BMC). He took a loan to install a borehole 
and this gives effective control of  a radius of  approximately 8 km. His herd 
management appears to be very simple, with stock taken in one direction for a 
given period of  time. It seems that the farm is effectively managed in two zones 
with fairly limited herd management within those zones. However, the farm was in 
noticeably better condition than other communal land visited, with an abundance 
of  small termite mounds and a diversity of  productive grasses and other flora. 
The good management appears to be the result of  the enthusiasm and knowledge 
of  the farmer. The farmer had been trained in farm management and this was 
reflected in his business planning. However, he showed an inherent knowledge of  
the environment, of  rangeland plants and livestock management practices. The 
key to his enterprise was managing the farm as a family-based syndicate. The 
syndicate was set up to access loans for boreholes and is the main vehicle for 
governance on the farm.

This suggests that successful rangeland management, although not prevalent in 
the area, is possible without the use of  fencing. Boreholes appear to dictate control 
over rangelands, but this works effectively only in conjunction with strategic herd 
management.

Case study of  Mogojogojo Village in the Ngwaketsi territory

The Lekgwathi borehole drilled in 1957, located in Mogojogojo Village is an 
example of  a well-functioning syndicate. From the onset, the community supported 
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the borehole’s construction as a way to mitigate the effects of  drought and males 
from the community volunteered their labour for construction. The borehole was 
handed over to a local syndicate whose current membership is estimated at over 
30 community members. Syndicate members and non-members sell their cattle 
to the Botswana Meat Commission (BMC), butcheries and traders although they 
seem to share the same sentiments as the BORAVAST community, complaining 
that the BMC does not pay well enough. The syndicate has a management 
committee composed of  nine members and the positions are elected by the 
general membership every five years. The committee meets regularly to discuss 
all issues pertaining to the status of  the borehole, and meetings are a platform for 
raising complaints and solving conflicts, mediated by the local chief  resident. The 
borehole is operated according to a constitution that stipulates the regulations of  
use and punitive actions. The secretary keeps a record of  all the borehole events 
(e.g. when it breaks down and the cost of  repair). The involvement of  the chief  
is strong and every new management committee is introduced and sanctioned by 
the chief  (Manzungu et al., 2009).

The borehole is mainly used for watering livestock in conjunction with water 
from other natural and man-made water impounding structures. As in the case 
of  the BORAVAST villages where domestic water is provided mainly from a 
government constructed desalination plant, a government-constructed borehole not 
far from Lekgwathi borehole supplies water for domestic use. Syndicate members 
are restricted in the amount of  water they can access for livestock watering, and 
farmers make use of  surface water where possible during the rainy season.

It is estimated that 7,601 cattle are watered from the borehole which serves 
11 settlements (Manzungu et al., 2009). The borehole is well maintained and well 
managed with a gatekeeper regulating livestock entry into the drinking area. 
Periodic conflicts that do arise relate to disputes involving paying the livestock 
drinking charges but issues are resolved collectively during general syndicate 
meetings. The enforcement of  rules is very strict and farmers refusing to pay their 
contributions are swiftly expelled from the syndicate, forfeiting the right to water 
their livestock. Difficult cases are referred to the village chief  for arbitration. This 
system has effectively ensured that conflicts are easily resolved, largely without the 
chief ’s intervention (Manzungu et al., 2009).

The syndicate can be said to be independent of  the state and the local villages as 
it operates independently of  village institutions. Syndicate members rarely interact 
with village institutions except when obtaining information from the Village 
Development Committee (VDC) on how to run their syndicate. The VDC, a local 
government development initiative, has provided support in the formation of  the 
syndicate constitution, ensuring the syndicate acts strategically and in providing a 
platform to table issues to the village councillor and the Member of  Parliament.

Challenges to confront

Despite the Government of  Botswana taking a progressive approach in adapting 
its legislation to accelerate the rates of  land privatization in order to increase 
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the overall value of  cattle regionally, and buffer some of  the effects of  climate 
change and degradation much concern has been expressed over the degradation 
of  communal rangelands as a result of  overstocking (Arntzen, 1990; Allen, 1996; 
Ringrose, 1996).

Researchers have come out heavily in criticism of  Botswana’s policies which 
are thought to be in favour of  economic principles. This legislation has been 
highlighted as the key reason for continued rangeland degradation in communal 
areas. As far as implementation of  the policies and legislation is concerned, the 
problem lies in the weak institutional arrangements. This includes institutional 
inconsistencies as illustrated by problems relating to legal registration of  dam 
management groups or borehole syndicates, the institutional challenges around 
commitment and implementation at the local level, the lack of  incentives and 
institutional mechanisms to implement best practices, contradictory land uses 
and limited opportunities to market animals separately of  the Botswana Meat 
Corporation (among others). This has been attributed to the replacement of  the 
custom of  traditional leaders with less viable institutional arrangements.

Researchers such as Makepe (2006) and Sporton and Thomas (2002) have 
supported the idea that the move away from traditional tribal and village 
institutional systems and away from local decision-making and control is the root 
cause of  degradation in Botswana and even at a wider regional level (Rohde et al., 
2006). Manzungu et al. (2009) and Moench et al. (1999) have highlighted that the 
top-down approach to policy development and the development of  linear policy 
models places users at the bottom and managers at the top. This disconnection 
between the realities of  the users on the ground and the policy development at a 
higher level results in contradictions between stated objectives and the practices 
that emerge, as in the case with the TGLP. The collective capacity of  pastoral 
communities to respond to droughts is based on the nature and effectiveness of  
formal or informal institutions, including social networks (Twyman et al., 2002) 
which are not valued in current policies and practices.

Adopting best practices on communal lands requires community-based 
management at a village level to provide wider social, cultural, and economic 
benefits in other dryland pastoral regions (Klintenberg et al., 2007; Oba et al., 
2008). Empowering village level committees thus should be a priority to enable 
benefits and success across environmental, economic, and societal aspects of  the 
dryland pastoral system. This idea is supported by Makepe (2006) as this system 
worked well in pre-colonial times.

Given that droughts tend to occur at a district or national scale devolving 
accountability to district and national institutions will offer a better capacity to 
respond. The enhanced support of  local extension services, and their ability to outline 
the long-term benefits of  improvements in agricultural management practices, such 
as those in locally-developed management guides, is essential in improving rangeland 
management and is supported in research by Dougill et al. (2010).

Botswana’s land policies have been heavily criticized as being unfavourable to 
the communal grazing situation in Botswana. The TGLP led to a change in land 
tenure and a reduction in the size of  communal grazing lands. It is widely believed 
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to favour wealthy farmers or ranch owners who are allocated land in communal 
areas, fragmenting and shrinking the remaining communal land, therefore 
increasing pressure on this land and aggravating the overgrazing problem rather 
than alleviating it (Carl Bro International, 1982; Tsimako, 1991; Segosebe, 1997).

The TGLP has received some criticism that its objectives were based on false 
principles and that it failed to address its objectives (Mosalagae and Mogotsi, 2013; 
Tsimako, 1991; White, 1993; Frimpong, 1995). First, there was not enough land to 
demarcate into viable livestock ranches as previously assumed. Second, overriding 
abiotic factors like rainfall, fire and drought, characteristic of  the non-equilibrium 
nature of  semi-arid and arid environments, called into question the coupling of  
plant-livestock relations, emphasized by the equilibrium theory in grazing systems 
(Behnke et al., 1993; Scoones, 1995). The TGLP assumed that farmers’ allocated 
ranches would stay on the ranches. To the contrary, ranch owners employed dual 
grazing rights, where they let their herds onto the commons during wet grazing 
periods and retreated to their ranches during dry seasons.

Another criticism is the lack of  incentives to reduce herd sizes. At present, 
there is no appropriate institutional mechanism in place to assure herders that 
if  they keep to the recommended herd size, others will follow suit. Hence, each 
herder has the incentive to take what they require out of  the rangeland without 
any consideration for the future state of  the land (Runge, 1981). For this reason, 
overstocking on Botswana’s communal rangelands can be associated with the 
failure of  existing institutions and rules to coordinate herders’ actions in ways that 
can substantially reduce the uncertainty each herder has over the actions of  other 
herders (Rappoport, 1985; Runge, 1984; Runge, 1986). It also relates not only 
to the number of  animals, but to their distribution and mobility and the amount 
of  time spent grazing in one place. Where this is the case, fences, boreholes, and 
other constraints to distribution will continue to contribute to land degradation.

As a result of  continued implementation of  privatization policies which 
favour ranching and further land fragmentation as well as fencing and borehole 
grazing rights, it is expected that pressure on remaining communal rangelands 
will continue to increase and both environmental and societal resilience to natural 
environmental variability will be reduced leading to the inevitable destruction of  
the natural resource base unless the tenure system is changed (Taylor, 2007).

Opportunities for improved rangelands management

The promotion of  social organization and individualism is imperative to be applied 
as customary institutions for collective action in herding, water, and rangeland 
management is sorely needed in the Kalahari communities of  Botswana. 
Opportunities exist within existing structures such as the syndicates, as rangeland 
management in many cases appears to revolve around syndicates, which own 
and manage boreholes and therefore dictate grazing use in surrounding areas. 
Manzungu et al. (2009) demonstrate that despite flaws in policies and a top-down 
approach in their development, strong syndicates are a method of  organizing 
groups, holding individuals accountable and effectively managing grazing areas 
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around boreholes. In certain parts of  Botswana (e.g. Kgatleng district), cattle 
owners are already organized in borehole syndicates. Its organization, which is 
a hierarchical but inclusive structure, is a home-grown institution through which 
collective action over grazing management (as it is already the case with water) 
can be entrenched. Considerable research has been devoted to determining the 
conditions necessary for successful collective action (Wade, 1987; Baland and 
Platteau, 1996; Ostrom, 1999). Drawing from these lessons the borehole syndicate 
structure can be strengthened and empowered as an instrument to achieve 
improved rangeland management.

There is greater need to increase access to markets and improve the access 
and empowerment of  poorer communal farmers, through community-
based management committees or formal syndicates. This can reduce system 
vulnerability much more than programs designed to improve land management 
within loose communal land management structures. Greater sharing of  
management knowledge and practices between private and communal land owners 
offers an opportunity for improved rangeland management, for reduced system 
vulnerability and to redress some of  the inequalities in poverty and livelihood 
status across the Kalahari. It is evident there are local experts in the community 
operating under the same conditions and constraints, yet who are demonstrating 
effective management, and who can act as valuable resource people for further 
expansion of  improved rangelands management.

There remains a need for greater encouragement of, and support for, improved 
rangeland management approaches, notably in sharing lessons between the 
management practices on private ranches with communal rangelands. Improved 
rangeland management involves better matching of  grazing intensities with 
fodder availability, which is extremely variable in such arid areas (Joubert et al., 
2008). This could result in the future from either local-scale rotational grazing 
practices or district level schemes to support landscape scale movement of  cattle 
in response to changes in fodder availability. Such regional movements have long 
characterized the Kalahari pastoralist’s drought coping strategies, formalized 
traditionally through the mafisa livestock movement system in which friends and 
family exchange livestock over hundreds of  kilometres enabling herds to track 
forage resources at a landscape scale. This would require the introduction of  
improved national marketing systems to facilitate rapid destocking at the onset 
of  drought as seen in Namibia (Katjiua and Ward, 2007). Barriers include the 
increasing numbers of  absentee livestock owners (Perkins, 1996) and continued 
privatization of  communal areas that reduce the extent of  traditional grazing 
reserves during drought (Twyman et al., 2002).

Makepe (2006) identifies the dismantling and de-legitimization of  traditional 
resource management institutions in favour of  privatization as the root cause 
of  resource overuse and rangeland degradation in Botswana. She supports the 
premise that collective action can play a big role in correcting poor ecological 
conditions.

Rangeland management practices can be achieved through better under-
standing and monitoring of  rangeland management. The potential for learning 
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about management practices, e.g. mix of  cattle breeds, rotational grazing, 
controlled burning and drought feed supplements offers a route to improving 
livestock yields from communal lands and enhancing system resilience (Reed et al., 
2007; Sallu et al., 2009).

Cattle herds and associated incomes from this are likely to continue declining in 
communal lands under most scenarios. This is due to the effects of  ongoing land 
degradation which will be exacerbated by climate change and fast rates of  land 
tenure conversion to private ownership. Improvements in rangeland management 
practices are, as yet, only making small improvements to the income that can be 
derived from communal herds.

Conclusion

The conclusions of  this analysis reinforce the findings of  earlier researchers in the 
Kalahari and indicate that the government land privatization policy has helped 
wealthier ranchers, but has increased the vulnerability of  poorer communal 
pastoralists. However, privatization does remain a route to enhance resilience at a 
national and district scale as the wealthier, private land-owning group has become 
less vulnerable to drought, because of  this group’s ability to purchase food and 
leverage help from institutions and to undertake a wider range of  management 
options (Chanda et al., 2003).

The analysis also suggests that increasing access to markets and improving the 
access and empowerment of  poorer communal farmers, through community-
based management committees or formal syndicates, can reduce system 
vulnerability more than programs designed to improve land management 
within ‘loose’ communal land management structures (Dougill et al., 2010). The 
achievement of  this will involve formalization of  management structures at a 
village level, community engagement in developing and using locally appropriate 
rangeland monitoring and evaluation tools, and institutional support to empower 
community groups to function both for their own community and among other 
communities. This would allow community groups to share knowledge and allow 
livestock movements in response to fodder availability patterns as required for 
efficient use of  dryland fodder resources.



14 Rebuilding pastoral 
governance

Lessons learnt and conclusions

Pedro M. Herrera, Jonathan Davies and  
Pablo Manzano Baena

The case studies presented in the previous chapters show a strong effort to 
recover pastoralist governance around the world. The 11 cases represent global 
work regarding new models of  managing rangelands and other grass related 
ecosystems. The chapters describe varying situations, including the organization 
of  land use and infrastructures of  open-access nomadic pastoralism in Central 
Africa – with special attention to its relationship with wetlands and drylands, the 
bylaws of  traditional land management systems in Kenya and the recovery of  
traditional land management systems. Elsewhere in Africa, case studies address 
modern co-operative systems in Morocco and the adaptation of  land tenure 
systems to extensive cattle production in Botswana. Pastoralism in the Middle East 
is addressed in two chapters that cover different visions of  the recovery the Hima 
system of  land tenure in Lebanon and Jordan. An Asian perspective is analysed 
with the incorporation of  Mongolia, one of  the hotspots of  pastoralism, with 
millions of  hectares of  state land dedicated to mobile pastoralism and facing a 
great challenge and transformation related both to political and climate change 
experienced in the last decades.

The case studies are not just centred on developing countries. Three cases, 
grouped in the chapter on the United States, show how pastoralists and ranchers 
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deal with ecological, economic and social constraints in three North American 
states (California, Arizona and Texas). Pastoralists there face different challenges 
from those of  Africa and Asia, but they express the same needs for the proper 
governance of  rangelands to ensure the services they provide for society. The 
Spanish case reveals an interesting pastoralist cultural heritage and addresses the 
question of  how abandonment and under-grazing may actually expand severe 
ecological problems like wildfires or diversity loss.

The collected case studies focus on recovering and enhancing pastoral 
governance as an important way to properly manage wide expanses of  rangelands. 
The tools to achieve this aim are community-based management (CBM) of  
rangelands and using participatory land use governance to upgrade and adapt 
traditional systems of  land use and land access rights to increase sustainability 
while conserving the wisdom and perspective that are already part of  the system. 
The goal is not only to manage rangelands better, but also to prevent ecological 
problems from unsuitable practices like poor grazing adjustment, to fight against 
global change and biodiversity loss and to provide sustainable livelihoods to the 
people living in those systems. There are voids in the map that we would like to 
have filled such as in Australia, the Horn of  Africa and South America. Recovering 
governance is a long-term project and there will be more opportunities to learn 
from pastoralism around the world.

The basis of  recovering governance

This chapter aims to synthesize the lessons learnt from the case studies and 
organize them into a common framework in order to share the solutions adopted 
in each particular case and to reflect on their potential applications across the 
globe. The overall objective is to provide good examples of  pastoral governance 
recovery, unravelling the path to success for such projects. Also, there is a 
special focus on the constraints that have been experienced, and the failures 
and errors identified through the work presented. We provide methodological 
and practical guidelines to design, implement, and assess pastoral governance 
initiatives.

Recovering governance is a complex task based on three main aspects, as 
defined in the IUCN Social Policy (IUCN, 2000) and highlighted by the Jordan 
case study:

1 Rules, norms, institutions and processes that determine how power and 
responsibilities are exercised.

2 Decision-making.
3 Citizens’ participation.

Governance can be defined as the expression of  the relationship among 
citizens, leaders and public institutions for managing land and other resources 
(DFID, 2006). The three main factors to consider from the side of  government 
(Kaufmann et al., 1999) are as follows:
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1 Government’s capability to get things done.
2 Responsiveness of  public policies and institutions to the needs of  citizens.
3 Accountability.

From the perspective of  citizens the factors under consideration are their 
participation in decision-making and how society addresses compliance with 
established laws and accounts for government actions.

This book focuses on one particular aspect of  governance, which is how 
pastoralist (or extensive livestock) rangelands are managed. Many rangelands 
are experiencing degradation, driven by changes to the way rangelands are 
managed and failure to understand and maintain, or otherwise adapt, customary 
governance practices. Failures in pastoralism are often attributable to the 
weakening of  traditional management systems that until recently were able to 
effectively manage those ecosystems. The effects of  this governance loss are both 
the maladjustment of  grazing load and the appropriation of  rangelands for other 
purposes (e.g., intensive agriculture or livestock production, ‘ranchetting’, mining, 
urbanization or tourism), driving processes of  rangeland degradation.

We examine the consequences of  rangeland degradation, in terms of  natural 
heritage (e.g., desertification, biodiversity loss or wildfire incidence) and social and 
economic considerations that include low productivity and the reduced ability 
of  rangelands to support the livelihoods of  their often poor and marginalized 
populations. The solution to these problems cannot be properly addressed 
without taking into account local populations. IUCN Social Policy (IUCN, 2000) 
establishes that sustainable use of  natural resources cannot be achieved unless 
local people have fair access to them and have control of  natural resources, 
without discrimination based on gender, class, ethnicity, age or other social 
variables. Accordingly, the starting point of  any solution proposed to improve 
rangelands and decelerate their degradation should empower communities and 
local users by recognizing their rights and responsibilities and ensuring their 
means to sustainable livelihoods and human development. This empowerment 
points to several achievements that need to be considered while planning any kind 
of  development project:

•	 Fair and safe land tenure and access systems.
•	 Participation in land planning and decision-making.
•	 Capacity building and support of  local communities to develop their 

participation.
•	 Establishment of  legal and institutional frameworks adapted to allow 

community management of  natural resources.

To address rangeland degradation requires the restoration of  prudent 
management systems by recovering pastoralist culture, livelihoods and 
governance along with the benefits and services they provide. The recovery of  
pastoralism demands the re-establishment of  traditional management systems 
while introducing a governance framework able to support and secure such a 
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system. Simply recovering traditional systems and making them work in the 
context of  global change, economics and communications is inconceivable. 
However, maintenance, upgrading, adaptation and development can lead to 
a recovery of  pastoral governance in the twenty-first century. The only way 
to ensure such reclamation is to ensure that pastoralists and local populations 
are involved in and participating in the management processes from the  
beginning.

A participatory approach to rangelands governance

There are two complementary approaches indicated among the case studies to 
recover rangelands governance: participatory approaches and community-based 
management (CBM). CBM is closely related to community-based natural resource 
management (CBNRM), which is an emerging model for sustainable natural 
resource management that addresses environmental protection and social justice 
(Gruber, 2010). The principles leading this approach are participative democracy, 
networking between active agents involved, and integration of  decision-making 
levels. Several institutions devoted to sustainable development are adopting this 
approach in order to improve the sustainability and capacity to provide livelihoods 
for local people (Bond et al., 2006; IFAD, 2006). Such management models are 
applied to a range of  managed ecosystems including forests (Molnar et al., 2011; 
Bowler et al., 2010), coastal ecosystems (Samarakoon et al., 2011) and, of  course 
rangelands.

Some chapters argue that CBNRM is the best tool to improve forest and 
rangeland governance. The Botswana chapter in this book outlines the adoption 
of  a CBNRM Policy by the government to safeguard the interest of  communities 
and attract investment in natural resource enterprises. In this case, CBNRM 
helped to build and improve land tenure and natural resource user rights for local 
communities. The Botswana chapter also demonstrates the central role played by 
community-based organizations in the development of  CBNRM projects.

All of  the case studies demonstrate that a participatory approach is needed 
and most of  them have tried to reach their goals through thorough participatory 
processes based on similar approaches. The central role of  local populations 
and stakeholders are established as a key for success. Many authors have 
defined effective local participatory processes that rely on a set of  considerations 
emphasizing the correct role of  stakeholders. The following list compiles the most 
important of  these considerations (Reed, 2008):

1 Stakeholder participation needs to be underpinned by a philosophy that 
emphasizes empowerment, equity, trust and learning.

2 Stakeholder participation should be considered as early as possible and 
throughout the process.

3 Relevant stakeholders need to be analysed and represented systematically.
4 Clear objectives for the participatory process need to be agreed among 

stakeholders at the outset.
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5 Methods should be selected and tailored to the decision-making context, 
considering the objectives, type of  participants and appropriate level of  
engagement.

6 Highly skilled facilitation is essential.
7 Local and scientific knowledge should be integrated.
8 Participation needs to be institutionalized.

The Kenya case study, for example, clearly addressed these considerations, 
displaying an appropriate methodological approach for the recovery of  the 
traditional rangeland governance system in the Kenyan drylands. The project 
aims to improve natural resource governance in an attempt to support better 
livelihood security and ecosystem management in the drylands of  Garba Tula. 
The main objectives include policy guidance for dryland management, improved 
capacity of  participation in decision-making for local communities, institutions 
and government, and participatory collaborative arrangements and institutions to 
manage dryland ecosystem resources.

The methodological approach proposed in the Kenya case study could serve 
as a guideline for designing projects with similar aims. Effective participation is at 
the heart of  this approach; by teaching local communities the skills to engage in 
decision-making processes people can participate in local systems of  governance. 
Participatory tools can improve people’s capacities in management and planning.

The strengthening of  traditional grazing management sought in the Kenyan 
case study was developed by translating the customary Boran system into a legal 
framework that could be adopted by the local authorities and state government. 
This complex task had to be performed upon the demand of  and with the 
authentic participation of  the local population. The logical sequence of  such a 
project, are as follows, although in this case phases 2 and 3 were implemented in 
parallel:

First phase: reparation:
1 Engage community leaders.
2 Incorporate local organizations and institutions.
3 Document customary rules and regulations.

Second phase: establishment of  bylaws:
4 Negotiate and draft bylaws based on customary rules and regulations.
5 Adopt these bylaws on a county/local level.

Third phase: participatory planning:
6 Create a participatory resource map.
7 Negotiate land planning between government and the community.

Fourth phase: implementation of  plans:
8 Promote the community-based management plans to investors and 

development partners.
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The Jordan case shows a clear path to success using a participatory approach to 
governance, supported by local accomplishments. The four major goals are building 
capacity, empowering people, opening access to decision-making and engaging 
under-privileged groups. Capacity building, according to the Jordan chapter, 
is represented by five keystones: focused vision and clearly identified problems 
and long-term solutions; reliable and thorough information; acknowledgement 
of  political choices from various proposed solutions; risk assessment and risk 
reduction both in the short and long-term; and advocating for local and under-
privileged people.

The empowerment of  people – including women – is highlighted in the Jordan 
example as a foundation to success, allowing local communities to develop the 
management system they choose. The chapter lists five factors influencing success 
in empowerment: authentic local participation; networks and communication 
mechanisms between participants and stakeholders; shared strategies with 
participants; early achievements from pilot projects; and a gender-sensitive 
approach that enhances the voices and capacities of  women for participation and 
promotes their role within the community governance structures.

The background to successful governance developments

Many chapters in this book highlight concerns that could be added to the previous 
checklist in order to improve the approach for strengthening governance. The 
Jordanian example of  reviving the traditional Hima system lists some of  these 
concerns and orientations, starting from the community participatory approach 
already established as a common framework. They overlap with the previous 
checklist on several points but also point to some important considerations that 
facilitate the design of  successful projects, such as the incorporation of  minority 
and more vulnerable groups, the development of  gender-sensitive approaches and 
the search for consensus over shared strategies for the development of  local land 
resources. The work highlights an effective practice in the participatory approach, 
which is to design pilot projects early on, with measurable milestones, in order to 
generate tangible evidence of  the value of  community planning and to provide local 
leadership with early success, which serves to encourage and empower participants.

Political decentralization

The case studies show two main ways for government to take responsibility in 
developing rangeland governance processes: decentralization and co-ordination, 
which, if  well implemented, will ensure the implementation of  the regulations 
developed and guarantee the continuation of  the use and access rights adopted.

Decentralization can be broadly defined as local governments exercising 
authority over local resources and governance systems. Decentralization can in 
some cases lead to greater transparency and accountability for local government 
actions, including legal guardianship of  the agreements reached, and the capacity 
of  participants to defend the process in the face of  challenges.
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Political decentralization is a major condition demanded in several governance 
projects. As stated in the Lebanon case study, decentralization implies that a local 
government must have both the authority and resources to plan and co-ordinate 
local-level strategic plans and provide frontline services. Local governments need 
to be open to development and legal support of  rules, bylaws, contracts or plans 
obtained as a result of  participatory processes. The need for decentralization is 
made clear in the Jordan case as well as in the background of  other chapters (e.g., 
Spain, Morocco and Mongolia); it can be considered to be of  interest globally.

Co-ordination and integration of  government responsibility

Co-ordination implies that decisions made by a branch of  government about land 
tenure rights will not be violated by any other branch of  government, guaranteeing 
the security of  agreements reached during participatory processes. This co-ordination 
can be implemented by several mechanisms, for example by including all agencies 
and administrations with responsibilities in the participatory process, appointing 
transversal committees representing the whole administration or delegating power 
in specific institutions, but they all present significant challenges to establish. One 
solution, as explained in the North American chapter about Arizona Comprehensive 
Fire Plans, consists of  developing high-level land planning tools, supported by a nation-
wide legal framework for all government agencies. This way relevant government 
branches are compelled to participate in the process or at least to accept its results.

The lack of  co-ordination between government branches is one of  the most 
important challenges to governance and it occupies a prominent position among the 
common constraints and difficulties. As a result, an important focus of  governance 
projects should be on ensuring government co-ordination before attempting to 
develop planning tools that could be undermined by the administration itself.

Finally, rangelands (and mobile pastoralists too) are often transnational, which 
means that co-ordination can involve the governments of  two or more countries 
that must agree to shared regulations in an area. The Cameroon case analyses 
government involvement in the maintenance of  open access to common-pool 
grazing resource systems, as supported by the Lake Chad Basin Commission 
(LCBC) since its creation in the 1960s. The LCBC was formed by the four countries 
bordering Lake Chad – Cameroon, Chad, Niger and Nigeria – and recently it 
added the Central African Republic and Sudan. The LCBC has been co-ordinating 
veterinary controls, facilitating livestock trade, allowing pastoralists to travel freely 
(after addressing health and tax issues) and promoting conservation and development 
projects in the Chad Basin.

In the same way, it is important to develop an international framework to support 
community rights and traditional land tenure and access systems. The importance 
of  such international agreements is to support transnational systems and the 
enforcement and capacity of  local initiatives to develop long-term agreements 
respected by their own governments. The support of  international institutions has 
a key role in the relationship with governments by pressuring them to abide by their 
promises.
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The need for tenure security

Many of  the case studies highlight the need to establish close relationships with 
local governments that are clearly committed to the results of  the processes and the 
insistence on decentralization for long-term success of  rangeland governance. The 
security of  rights is one approach to maintain their positive effects over time. The 
Mongolian chapter assesses the success of  land management reforms as a means 
to ensure security of  tenure and long-term access to resources by the herding 
community and other legitimate users are essential to long-term success. Without 
security in land rights, pastoralists have been shown to reject the responsibility for 
rangelands management and have been discouraged from investing the time and 
resources required for long-term sustainability of  the resources managed.

The security of  land use and land access rights promoted by the case studies 
constitutes a major constraint in the viability of  land management projects. Long-
term rangeland governance issues, which depend on long-term investments and 
actions, also imply long-term security of  use and access rights for people in charge. 
It must be noted that securing rights is a great challenge, especially in conflict 
zones, where the viability of  whole projects can be threatened by disputes.

The way to secure rights starts with the visibility of  pastoralist communities 
and the establishment of  a clear position in land management. The first step is to 
build up a network of  relationships that supports herders’ interests. As stated in 
both the United States and the Spanish case studies, pastoralists need a network of  
social and political relations to secure their role in land rights management. The 
existence of  a strong pastoralist social fabric is a requirement to stand up for their 
rights and defend the achievements gained.

One source of  conflict is the perception that secure ownership rights are 
needed to allow economic agents to develop markets and production, and the 
belief  that this is how most developed countries manage their land. However, 
even in industrialized countries there are wide tracts of  public or common land 
(mostly rangelands, drylands and woodlands) that governments own and are 
responsible for. The claim for private ownership of  some of  these lands can lead 
to intensification, encroachment, abandonment and improper uses that end in 
degrading those lands.

In practice, outright ownership is not necessarily a pre-condition for sustainable 
management of  rangelands, and in many cases has been a factor in desertification. 
It is necessary to see resource rights on a continuum, from the most universal 
open-access rights at one extreme, to individual private property rights at the 
other. Along this continuum, the right to manage and the right to exclude others, 
even periodically, are the crucial factors in enabling sustainable rangelands 
management.

The continuum of  property rights1

The keystone for security is the commitment and involvement of  government 
in the models of  participatory processes that should be established. A significant 
challenge is to incorporate local and regional government agencies as co-
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operative agents in the commitment to approve, validate and secure the resultant 
instruments. The Kenya case study clearly demonstrates this process with regional 
and local government involved in the participatory creation of  bylaws for 
customary land tenure rights. Moreover, the involvement of  government is vital 
for the development of  bylaws into land planning tools that are obtained from 
participatory processes.

Strategic vision

A number of  chapters in this book consider the importance of  addressing land 
management projects from a strategic planning point of  view, which is referred to 
as the strategic planning cycle for sustainable land management (SLM). Strategic 
planning introduces a logical framework based on a sequential progression that 
includes performing diagnostics, formulating objectives, programming and 
executing actions, evaluating the process and feedback. The importance of  a 
strategic vision comes from the use of  evaluable objectives as a starting point, 
allowing participants to evaluate results and propose changes and feedback to the 
whole project, while enhancing the active role of  participants (Jain and Polman, 
2007).

Improving sustainability, efficiency, profitability and welfare of  herders means 
improving rangelands

Most of  the case studies conclude that the improvement of  rangelands implies 
greater profitability for pastoralism. As stated in the North American case study, 
the encouragement of  profitable pastoralism and other traditional livelihoods 
can emerge from traditional land practices. The effort to maintain rich, mature 
rangelands requires pastoralist intervention, and in order to guarantee this 
intervention, pastoralists need to profit from rangelands and maintain economic 
benefits over time. Such profitability needs to be adequate to preserve their activity 
and compensate for hardships and economic insecurity that can accompany herding.

 

Right of alienation (the right to sell or 
lease the rights)

Right to exclusion (to determine who will 
or will not have resource rights)

Right of management (authorizes the 
holder to regulate use)

Right to withdrawal (rights to obtain 
products of a resource)

Right of passage (rights to cross land)

Right of access to a resource (rights to 
non-subtractive benefits)

Figure 14.1 The continuum of  property rights
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Accordingly, actions to improve efficiency, sustainability and profitability of  
pastoralism can engender positive development in rangeland management. 
However, there is a risk in making improvements that increase profitability by 
intensifying production but which make the area more dependent upon external 
inputs and accordingly, more vulnerable to external influences. As explained in 
the previous chapter, one approach to mitigating that risk is to let pastoralists 
operate in the way they know and focus efforts on facilitating marketing, selling 
and social acceptance of  their products as a priority.

Strengthening project implementation for rangelands governance

Several community-based management (CBM) projects have provided a 
description of  the conditions needed to develop good management systems based 
on community participation. A number of  concerns deserve mention:2

•	 Scale. Projects need to be addressed at an appropriate scale, considering that 
ecological relationships are wider than land planning units, so external links 
need to be accounted for. The Garba Tula case study, for example, highlights 
the adoption of  landscape level approaches to analysis and mapping, which is 
more appropriate for that level of  land planning because it fits with traditional 
management arrangements and is able to accomplish the need for mobility 
and seasonal use of  resources.

•	 Time. Regaining control of  and establishing adequate management systems 
requires a long-term focus even though livelihoods and market issues demand 
short-term achievements. All of  the case studies show evolving projects, 
with open temporary horizons. The Spanish chapter states clearly that 
participatory projects are intended for the long-term and eventually they 
would evolve following unexpected paths.

•	 Complexity/difficulty. Natural and social systems are complex, so CBM projects 
need to manage extremely diverse interests and relationship among all agents 
involved. The Cameroon chapter shows how a complex pastoral system that 
involves tremendously diverse people and livestock was able to profit from a 
common open system.

•	 Human resources. It is not easy to implement a CBM project; they often need 
resources and skills that can be difficult to obtain. The case studies from 
West Morocco and Kenya show exemplary paths leading to the successful 
implementation of  projects in demanding conditions. However, identifying 
suitable skills and allocating adequate resources for them has proven 
challenging in a number of  initiatives.

•	 Land tenure. Community management needs to modify the ownership and 
control over natural resources demanding a secure legal and community 
framework to establish those rights. Most cases show different systems of  land 
tenure and the efforts to adapt them to current circumstances strengthening 
and updating traditional land tenure systems, as the Hima system (e.g., 
Lebanon, Jordan), the Agdals (Morocco) and others.
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•	 Partnerships. The establishment of  adequate partnerships among the agents 
involved (stakeholders, government, private sector, NGO and community 
agents) constitutes a basis for successful change. Most case studies focus 
on partnerships among involved agents, both in developed and developing 
countries.

•	 Ecological status of  the resources. Finally, the viability of  such management systems 
depends on the quality of  the natural resources to be managed. It is necessary 
to correctly assess this status prior to developing new management systems 
and to be aware of  their genuine capacity to support the livelihoods involved. 
The Mongolian case study, for example, addresses several ecological factors 
and their role in global change.

Those topics could be used as a checklist to refine the methodological approach 
adopted for each target site in order to achieve high quality processes.

Rebuilding pastoral governance: investing in human, 
social and political capital

While the considerations above are important to the success of  participatory 
approaches, the specific pastoralist requirements of  any system should be 
sustained and improved upon over time. The development of  projects designed to 
recover traditional governance systems need to address several technical elements. 
In the case of  Eastern Morocco, the role of  fledgling co-operatives, created out 
of  traditional institutions, describes some of  the conditions needed to ensure the 
performance of  pastoral activities:

•	 Lead role of  pastoralist organizations (e.g., professional associations, co-
operatives or pasture users groups) participating with their peers, with ethnic 
institutions, and with other public or private institutions, always ensuring 
adequate representation of  pastoralists.

•	 Special consideration of  pastoralist interests during the process, which may 
include adequate interlocution with the administration, presence in land 
planning, and improvements in terms of  profitability. If  pastoralism is not 
profitable the whole governance of  rangelands will be at stake.

However, the recovery of  traditional pastoralist governance involves complex, 
ecologically-oriented systems that regulate the agro-silvo-pastoral production 
system and demand deep knowledge of  social and ecological relationships. 
These systems have deeper roots than land management. As the project of  
Western Morocco shows, traditional systems often emerge from a religious and 
cultural basis, thereby possessing heritage and spiritual considerations that need 
to be included in the big picture. Misunderstanding of  the spiritual, cultural 
and religious processes behind traditional institutions can potentially lead to the 
misdiagnosis of  local situations in rural societies.
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Elements of  good practice in strengthening pastoral governance

Good practices highlight topics that have been considered in the case studies such 
as the institutionalization of  CBNRM and bridging the gaps between government 
agencies and pastoralist communities. The case studies provide an overview of  
activities and approaches that can be helpful to design new projects and to assess 
and evaluate performance in current ones. Being mostly participatory projects, the 
case studies are long-term, locally driven and dynamic projects, which engender 
capacity change and adaptation driven by the involvement of  their participants. 
Accordingly, their objectives, actions and achievements vary over time as situations 
change.

Compilation of  basic information

Baseline information has been shown to be essential for developing and monitoring 
good governance. The Sahel-Niger paper, for example, reveals the need for 
adequate background analysis to develop appropriate management systems, 
especially when wetlands are involved. The communities prepared an inventory 
of  natural resources and biodiversity information about the land that includes its 
physical description, utilization by people, its biodiversity, economic value and the 
threats to its functioning. Moreover, such a compilation, based on local people’s 
knowledge, may constitute the basis for further governance developments.

Recovering ancestral knowledge

The case studies largely show that the key to strengthening rangeland governance 
is not to invent a new management system, but rather to update successful 
traditional mechanisms. Good management practices are often based on a deep 
ancestral knowledge of  ecological and social dynamics that have survived until the 
present and have been transmitted from herder to herder. As stated in the first part 
of  the book, pastoralist practices have proven to manage complex ecosystems such 
as rangelands, keeping them in good health.

All studies reviewed here relied to some degree on recovering traditional 
systems and tools, some of  them quite well known and described: the Agdal in 
Morocco; the Hima in Jordan and Lebanon; the Boran system in Kenya. Some 
of  them, like the open-access system described in the Logone Floodplain in 
Cameroon, are even more complex in their regulations due to the lack of  a clearly 
stated mechanism or authorities in charge, in apparent contradiction with a well-
managed system that groups 200,000 cattle driven by thousands of  pastoralists 
from different countries and ethnicities.

Even the most modern systems of  rangeland management among the case studies 
show a clear dependence upon traditional knowledge. An example is the chapter 
from North America, where traditional knowledge – like fire used as a management 
tool – has been reinstated in order to preserve rangelands. The same is shown in 
the Spanish case, which demonstrates an attempt to recover the ancient uses of  
mountain pastures as a way to preserve biologically diverse grassland habitats.
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Moreover, when modernized legal frameworks ignore traditional knowledge, 
constraints and failures in the application of  management are observed. For 
example, the Mongolian study reveals that contemporary environmental laws 
show a lack of  coherence in terms of  relationships between those laws and the 
ecological processes and limitations. In such a case the recovery of  traditional 
knowledge could constitute a powerful basis to develop effective new tools.

Restoring the influence of  traditional and tribal leadership

Several case studies show the importance of  restoring ancestral governance 
mechanisms as a preliminary step to regain local control over territory. The East 
Morocco case highlights some key conclusions about the importance of  ancestral 
rights recovery. The Moroccan case states that the acknowledgement of  tribal 
rights has been a keystone to their success; the reorganization of  countryside 
in rural communes has been based on tribal criteria, which eased the common 
management of  rangelands. Importantly, local people have perceived an 
opportunity to regain control of  their own resources and actively responded by 
getting deeply involved in the process. The Kenya case study also shows deep 
involvement of  tribal institutions in the development of  new management systems, 
highlighting the role of  the Boran institutions through a local community-based 
organization, the Resource Advocacy Program.

The challenge to restoring community rights is how communities can adapt 
them to the rapidly changing conditions of  the world. The West Moroccan case 
also provides a roadmap for reforming ethnic and tribal institutions. The first step 
is to develop a legal framework for hosting and supporting modern organizations 
based on existing socio-institutional traditional systems that incorporate traditional 
values and organize themselves along tribal lines while improving the organizations 
with management structures in conjunction with government institutions with 
a view to facilitating collective action and the sustainable management of  
natural resources. A benefit of  such an approach is that government support 
boosts management capacity, adopts appropriate technical measures to develop 
rangelands and establishes a set of  organizational and regulatory tools to manage 
rangelands in a responsible manner. The adoption of  appropriate technical 
measures and the creation of  an appropriate juridical and institutional framework 
are essential for the success of  innovative approaches.

Updating traditional systems

The presence of  well-established traditional governance mechanisms – like the 
Agdal in Morocco, Hima in Lebanon and Jordan, and the Boran system in Kenya 
– provides a good starting point for recovering pastoralist approaches to land 
management. The East Moroccan study describes an ecological framework and 
process, which collectively decides on space rotation and collaboratively provides 
equal access to local natural resources for all members of  the community.

The case studies examine various ways of  modernizing these systems. 
The simplest is recognition of  traditional systems without interfering in their 
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functioning. This may be the only option in complex scenarios involving various 
countries and territories, as proposed in the Chad Basin and described by the 
Cameroon chapter. Another way could be the ‘revival’ of  traditional systems 
with strong effort in developing governance using participatory tools, as shown 
in Jordan. A third way is to completely transform and update traditional systems 
towards a collaborative and participatory approach. Examples of  this approach 
are seen in the legal framework that was developed with grassroots organizations 
in the Kenya case and aspects of  the Mongolian case and the West Moroccan 
cases.

Empowering women through rangeland governance

Explicit attention to the role of  women pastoralists receives inadequate attention in 
the case studies in this book, and would be worthy of  a unique volume. Nevertheless, 
important lessons have be learnt regarding the roles women play in governing 
communal rangelands, and the risks that strengthening governance could place 
on pastoralist women’s rights. Demographic changes and urbanization affect 
men and women pastoralists differently and there is a growing phenomenon of  
pastoralist-women headed households. These women may play the principle role 
in the pastoral economy, but their authority over the management of  rangelands 
is not guaranteed. The Jordanian chapter shows that it is possible to strengthen 
rangeland governance through explicit focus on the role of  women as resource 
managers. This not only has led to re-establishment of  effective management 
regimes, but has rapidly led to broad-based women’s empowerment.

A common feature in many case studies has been the restoration and 
legitimization of  customary institutions. While this clearly leads to more effective 
management of  rangelands, it cannot be assumed that this leads to greater equity 
in resource use. Great care must be taken to avoid transferring unprecedented 
power to a few male community leaders at the expense of  women. It is 
appropriate, although challenging, to talk about reforming customary institutions 
and behaviours through dialogue and empowerment of  women as well as men. 
Indeed, as the Jordan example shows, governance may be an excellent entry-point 
for work on more general women’s empowerment.

Enhancing social fabric and grassroots organizations among pastoralists

Pastoralist grassroots organizations are needed as a basis for developing 
governance projects. Governance demands empowerment, voice, accountability 
and capacity and none of  these can be developed without a supportive social 
network. Accordingly, one of  the first tasks in developing governance projects is 
to evaluate the social fabric in the target communities and assess the attributes of  
good governance that exist already.

The way to develop social fabric is unique for each project, as shown in the 
case studies. If  there are empowered pastoralist organizations, as in the United 
States, such grassroots organizations assume leadership in developing governance 
projects. Otherwise, one of  the first steps must be to develop a strong social fabric 
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that enables pastoralists to strengthen their capacity, voice, empowerment and 
interlocution. As the North American case reports, creating social connections 
is one way to maintain access to, and the ability to benefit from, rangelands in a 
changing ecological, economic and social environment.

The first way to do this, as already explained, is to work from traditional 
institutions, adapting them to participation and governance. The Garba Tula case 
study explains how the contact in terms of  partnership with active customary 
organizations played a leading role in the whole developing project. The East 
Morocco case promotes the transformation of  tribal organizations into new co-
operatives that transcend their origins to play a key role in rangeland governance.

In the absence of  traditional organizations it is possible to help herders to 
support and assess emerging organizations or platforms, as proposed by the 
Lebanon case study. Likewise, the Spanish case also promotes the birth of  new 
farmers’ associations, independent from the unions and professional organizations 
that (in farmers’ words) do not represent properly their interests. In this case, the 
Castile-León examples focus on developing local social fabric among pastoralists 
as a way to empower them and promote better representation to deal with local 
and regional government. Fledgling farmers’ associations are intended to develop 
pastoralists’ public voice and image.

Another way is to empower and give voice to local community-based 
organizations, as suggested in the Jordan project. The Botswana case study states 
that CBNRM relies mostly on CBOs that formalize the needs of  management 
structures at a village level from the point of  view of  farmers’ social fabric. 
Finally, even when dealing with the more complex and open situations – like the 
exposed open-access system in the Logone Floodplain in Cameroon – grassroots 
organizations should participate as interlocutors for governments and the private 
sector in order to preserve the integrity of  the open system during local crisis.

However, not all grassroots organizations are suitable for leading governance 
projects. Many of  them lack the capacity for governance work (e.g., accountability 
and transparency, equity, representativeness or gender balance). Support to these 
CBOs is often necessary to ensure a sound participatory approach. However, 
most of  those organizations evolve within governance projects and experience 
deep transformations. The East Morocco case, for example, shows the change 
of  pastoralist co-operatives from tribal based organizations to more open and 
specialized bodies, representing transversal interests and empowered enough to 
deal with governance issues.

The Mongolian case demonstrates how local organizations champion rangeland 
management. Their approach is based on local pasture user organizations – 
pasture user groups and herder groups – that play a critical role in implementing 
community-based grassland management projects. The aim of  these projects, 
some of  them supplemented by international funds, has been to facilitate the 
formation of  hundreds of  these associations, to develop capacity to establish 
participatory plans and to sign contracts on rangeland utilization with local 
government agencies. The contract system can form the centrepiece in linking the 
legal, policy and institutional framework for the management of  pastureland at 
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the local level. These associations allow herders to participate in decision-making, 
promote the sustainable use of  grasslands, and address other aspects of  livestock 
management through relationship-building among herders and between them 
and other stakeholders.

Open access, ethos driven management

The most complex systems included in the chapters are managed by open 
access and open rights systems, e.g., mobile pastoralism in the Chad Basin in 
the Cameroon chapter. The difficulty of  managing open access and open use 
systems is overridden by pastoralists’ strong ethos about common rights for all that 
is embodied in the ‘It is about cattle, not about people.’ Those mechanisms also 
show two good practices in rangeland management: to focus on livestock needs 
more than people’s issues and to rely on strong ethical systems that guarantee 
equal rights for people involved.

Developing bylaws out of  pastoralist traditional rules and regulations

Most case studies illustrate the need for an adequate legal framework protecting 
sustainable use and access rights to natural resources. The Kenya case study shows 
the most advanced effort to develop bylaws out of  customary rules and regulations, 
although other cases, like those from Morocco, Lebanon or Cameroon also point 
to the need for good translation between customary rules and the legal framework 
established in each country. This is the critical lesson: to work with government 
brings its own challenges. One solution is for NGOs to position themselves as 
government partners in implementing policies, either with the executive arm of  
government or, as in the case of  Kenya, in relationship with members of  the 
legislature, which was critical for achieving political integration.

Approving specific pastoralist laws

Some of  the case studies, especially those located in countries with tight legal 
frameworks (e.g., Mongolia or Spain), advocate for specific laws protecting pastoralists 
and extensive farming. The Mongolian study explains the role of  Mongolian 
‘Pastureland act’ in rangeland governance while the Spanish case illustrates a state-
wide ‘Rangelands act’, which follows the example of  some regional governments 
that have developed similar laws.

Promoting land reform approaches

Globalization is driving major governmental changes throughout the world, 
making governments more actively involved in land management, especially in 
developing countries. These changes also demand new land planning tools that 
need to take into account pastoralism as a keystone for governing rangelands. 
The Mongolian case shows a land reform approach for addressing those changes. 
This reform approach could be suitable for other countries to enhance the role 
of  rangelands and natural resources in environmental and productive policies 
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that address the following factors: reorganizing the legal framework; using 
an ecological approach; decentralizing and co-ordinating the administration; 
specialist institutions or agencies in charge; unifying the aim of  environmental 
laws; and accepting a long-term plan to develop legal, policy and institutional 
reforms. A number of  the case studies illustrate the need for reviewing land use 
policies, laws, regulations and bylaws in order to reform effective community-
based resource management.

Building on pastoralist professionalism

Pastoralism governance projects usually go better if  their promoters are aware 
that most pastoralists are true specialists in their jobs. They have been making 
a living from their livestock since birth, receiving training from their elders and 
learning from the tradition they wish to preserve. Given certain basic enabling 
factors, including access to fair markets for their goods and environmental services, 
it is reasonable to assume that pastoralists are competent rangeland managers. 
Land degradation does not arise from an internal lack of  pastoralist capacity but 
from external drivers, involving global change. The technical basis of  pastoral 
governance (and rangeland management) should assume this knowledge. The 
changes experienced in pastoralist production generally relate to new market 
conditions, new rules and regulations about health, feed or mobility, or the 
application of  new technologies, all of  which are matters in which pastoralists 
may need support and training.

Several chapters reveal the importance of  properly addressing the needs of  
pastoralists for training when developing governance projects. For example, the 
North American study shows the pastoralists’ preference for learning from their 
peers, highlighting a common error of  pastoralism development projects: to offer 
unsolicited technical assessment instead of  working within the bounds proposed by 
pastoralists themselves. Pastoralists are aware of  their needs, in terms of  technical 
assessment, but also in terms of  what is more important to them, which the case 
studies show: self-organization, business management, accountancy, marketing, 
planning, networking, lobbying and government relationships. Pastoralist 
governance projects will likely improve their probabilities of  success if  they follow 
the lead of  pastoralists in livestock and rangeland management while focusing on 
enhancing their social, economic and networking outcomes.

Improving the image of  pastoralists

The high quality production of  pastoralism, while not strictly a governance 
consideration, could generate better prices and higher incomes for pastoralists if  
that quality is marketed. Pastoralism needs to become competitive in relation to 
industrial livestock production, which tends to sell at cheaper prices and to address 
better health and legal requirements. Pastoralists need to make visible the higher 
quality products they sell, the environmental services they provide for the whole 
society and the cultural heritage they keep. In many cases, to achieve this they need 
to improve their public image and help the general public appreciate their value.
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Both the North American and Spanish case studies highlight the weight of  
pastoralist’s public image when developing land planning and management. 
Moreover, the Spanish study shows that the improvement of  pastoralists’ image 
is a nation-wide task to be embraced by the entire pastoralist movement. A better 
image is one way to enhance pastoralists’ business and lobbying capacity.

Collaborative perspective of  rangeland management

Pastoralists and governments usually have the same objectives for rangeland 
management, which are higher production, sustainable management of  resources, 
prevention of  erosive processes and desertification, and improved livelihoods 
for local population. Pastoralists possess the tools for managing rangelands and 
governments have the power to secure the best management system. A collaborative 
arrangement between government and pastoralists – with stakeholders and 
population affected – would be the best way to improve rangeland governance. 
All case studies reflected an active wish for collusion with local, regional and state 
governments and several of  them have accomplished it.

The revival of  the Hima system, as developed in Jordan or Lebanon, and the 
Agdal in Morocco shows how land management can provide governance for a 
whole set of  natural resources and productive lands. Both the Spanish and North 
American cases highlight the valuable position of  ranchers and farmers in other 
issues not directly related to livestock, such as fire prevention, hunting or water 
management. Pastoralists already have a broad vision of  land management and 
their involvement enriches the big picture of  land management.

Multi-functional rangelands

Rangelands are managed by pastoralists and extensive livestock keepers, but 
livestock is not the only profitable outcome obtained from judicious management. 
The Botswana, Morocco, Spain and North America case studies reveal that when 
profitability of  pastoralism and extensive livestock production is not enough to 
maintain high levels of  investment and pastoralist livelihoods are at stake, it could 
be necessary to balance herders’ rents with complementary activities such as 
tourism, hunting, fishing or other sustainable rangeland activities.

The planning and management of  this production relies on modelling land 
governance that could be assigned to the same institutions and tools governing 
pastoralist management. However, it demands more knowledge and skills, which 
are sometimes beyond herders’ capacity. Consequently, it could be necessary to 
incorporate new technical assessment and new participants in rangeland governance.

Preserving pastoral infrastructure

Pastoralism, especially mobile and nomadic pastoralism, depends on the good 
condition of  infrastructure needed to ensure mobility, including water points, 
livestock tracks, resting places and campsites. The Cameroon chapter describes the 
pastoralists’ main infrastructure, which is frequently hidden, around the Logone 
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floodplain, highlighting its importance and pointing to the difficulty of  preserving 
it. The chapter analyses the way government is attempting to develop regulations 
that protect livestock corridors. Several local committees have been proposed to 
delineate agricultural and pastoral zones and designate transhumance corridors. 
One goal has been to motivate and organize stakeholders to delimit and preserve, 
by means of  consensus, this infrastructure and some 150 km of  transhumance 
corridors have now been protected. However, protection starts with delimitation. 
Government has to include those boundaries in an appropriate legal framework 
that is able to prevent encroachment and land conflicts, but the participatory 
processes that provide consensus are lengthy, expensive and dependent on external 
funds. Sometimes relevant stakeholders such as mobile pastoralists and farmers 
remain out of  the processes and do not effectively represent their own interests.

Another topic revealed in the Cameroon case study is the need for flexibility 
in the delimitation, mapping and legal protection of  pastoralists’ infrastructure. 
Livestock corridors that are not clearly delineated can be used by pastoralists in 
a flexible way, depending on temporal conditions. Sometimes, delimitating and 
making permanent structures leads to the disappearance of  others, reducing 
flexibility and interfering with pastoralist movements. Other times, the delimitation 
of  corridors fixes not only the infrastructure, but also the governance of  this 
infrastructure, creating fixed rights that interfere with open-access mechanisms.

Spain’s advanced legal framework to protect livestock tracks is the ‘Vías 
Pecuarias Act’, which was updated in 1995 and backed up by a complete set of  
regional laws and council plans. It is one of  the most significant laws protecting 
livestock tracks in the world. This law safeguards up to 125,000 km of  tracks 
covering 400,000 ha and supports the largest network of  public lands in Spain.

Future challenges and perspectives for pastoralist governance

Fighting poverty and vulnerability of  traditional pastoralist systems

Pastoralist governance systems are under pressure, particularly when they are 
related to customary frameworks that are barely accepted by legal systems. They 
also come under pressure from internal changes, such as the profound changes 
in demography and power relations that many communities are undergoing. 
Nevertheless, these systems support the livelihoods of  millions of  people, 
including many poor rural populations. Pastoral governance systems are vital for 
the effective management of  rangelands, but they need major support to not only 
resume their role in stewardship of  the rangelands, but to adjust to the profound 
implications of  poverty and past development failures. Immediate progress is 
possible by connecting pastoralists to markets and empowering pastoralists, 
through community-based organizations and updating traditional institutions.

Building alliances and extending pastoral networks

Restoring pastoralist governance requires broad-based co-operation. Various 
chapters propose networking and enhancing social relationships among 
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pastoralists and the formation of  partnerships with international development 
and conservation institutions to improve interactions with local governments 
and institutions. New opportunities for strengthening alliances in support of  
pastoralism are arising as pastoralist under-development is recognized as a failure 
of  human rights rather than failure of  pastoralism itself.

Pastoral governance, biodiversity and nature conservation

The main axis of  this work is the assumption that good rangeland management 
promotes conservation of  rangelands, including biodiversity and ecological 
services. Most pastoralist organizations have engaged in this discourse and are 
spreading it, but some issues need to be properly addressed in the relationships 
between pastoralists and conservationists, particularly where compromises are 
needed. Some aspects like predator control, the use of  fire, and efficient resource 
consumption demand an open dialogue and collaborative approach in order to 
enable concessions on both sides.

Economically valuing pastoralist practices and other economic tools

The Lebanon case points directly to the need for a good economic valuation of  
services provided by pastoralists as a tool for improving rangeland management. 
According to this chapter, economic valuation of  grazing practices and rangelands 
management is among the best tools to support revisiting and analysing the 
actual rangelands management system. They may also lead to induce changes 
in management practices and governance. Methodologies have been developed 
and applied which clearly show the value of  pastoralism, particularly using a 
‘total economic valuation’ approach, which includes forgotten and indirect values 
(including environmental services). While these arguments have been effective in 
raising appreciation of  and support for pastoralism, there remains a significant 
gap in market access to further incentivize the sustainable management of  the 
diverse goods and services of  pastoralism. The Mongolian chapter clearly states 
the economic and cultural need for incentives to promote sustainable use of  
rangelands, encouraging this kind of  use against more intensive or degrading ones.

Developing training and educational networks

Pastoralism needs to adapt to a changing world with plenty of  challenges. Several 
chapters propose mechanisms to develop an educational model that weaves 
together traditional knowledge with scientific research while preserving pastoralist 
technical heritage, taking inspiration from an action-research approach. The 
North Moroccan chapter proposes a training network for pastoralists, students 
and researchers to reinforce the values and local institutions that are gradually 
being replaced by public administrations. Combining ideas and proposals made in 
accordance with the local population can promote and reinforce these local modes 
of  governance in the future. The Spanish chapter also shows how the synergy 
between traditional and scientific knowledge can be expressed in educational tools 
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in the Ancares Leoneses Biosphere Reserve. The Mongolian chapter meanwhile 
demonstrates that future educational challenges are an immediate priority in order 
to improve the level of  understanding of  management of  rural environmental 
issues through comprehensive national environmental education programs. Those 
programs should address all actors, including school and university educators, 
herders, government officials and politicians.

Role of  pastoralism in addressing and adapting to climate change

The first chapters of  this book show the consequences of  global change for 
rangelands and other grazing-dependent ecosystems and illustrate how pastoralism 
can contribute to the prevention of  degradation processes that are driven by 
climate and global change. Some of  the chapters, especially the Mongolian one, 
highlight the importance of  addressing global change in rangeland policies. 
The Mongolian government has exercised the approach of  the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change to develop a Nationally Appropriate 
Mitigation Action (NAMA) for grassland and livestock management. This NAMA 
should hold specific grassland and livestock management activities embedded 
within Mongolia’s national sustainable development strategy. Other chapters, like 
the West Morocco case study, also point to the fight against climate change as a 
challenge for pastoralism.

A new model of  relationship between urban populations and pastoralists

The world is urbanizing at an increasing rate that will result in a vast urban 
population by the middle of  the twenty-first century. The world urban population 
is expected to increase by 72 per cent 2050, up to 6.3 billion: the same size as 
the world’s entire population in 2002. Virtually all of  the expected growth in the 
world population will be concentrated in the urban areas of  the less developed 
regions (United Nations, 2012).

Urban and rural populations by development group, 1950–20503

This situation constitutes a major driver of  the intensification of  rangeland use in 
developing countries with deep impact on several conditions affecting pastoralism 
and governance. The food demand from new urban populations is driving 
unsustainable land use, leading to encroachment of  rangelands. Such land use 
changes are favoured by the absence of  accurate cost-benefit analyses, which leads 
to ignoring the environmental benefits of  pastoralism. The dominant paradigm of  
intensification of  agricultural inputs seldom considers gross production in return 
for the use of  limiting resources, such as water, leading to inefficient uses of  those 
resources (see for example Behnke and Kerven, 2011). Urban demands could 
finally lead to a situation with an industrial model of  agriculture and livestock 
production, highly dependent on external inputs (such as water, fodder and oil) 
and the abandonment of  less productive lands and the resultant loss of  traditional 
management.
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Conclusion

Traditional rangeland management practices by pastoralists demonstrate 
deep wisdom applied through elaborate institutions and a rich culture. This 
cumulative body of  knowledge, practice and belief  has evolved through adaptive 
processes and has been handed down the generations by cultural transmission: 
it is about the relationships among people, livestock and the environment. The 
establishment of  local governance systems to protect rangeland ecosystems and 
prevent their degradation needs to be put in pastoralists’ hands because they 
have the resources, capacity, knowledge and motivation to manage rangelands. 
Thus, their ability to maintain livelihoods from this way of  life also needs to be 
ensured. Traditional pastoralist management systems are a good starting point 
to strengthen governance of  the commons. The systems work under customary 
rules guaranteeing rights and access to common resources. Of  course they need 
to adapt to the modern world, including the challenges of  economic globalization 
and global change.

The recovery of  pastoralist governance relies mainly on strengthening the 
social fabric to allow pastoral communities to participate in managing their 
own territory. The basis for this social fabric is the strengthening of  grassroots 
organizations that pastoralists are developing to defend their interests. The 
way to strengthen social fabric is context-specific and can include starting new 
farmers’ associations, helping herders to join such groups, assessing emerging 
organizations or platforms, empowering and giving voice to local community-
based organizations (CBOs), and promoting the transformation of  community 
organizations into new structures that transcend their origins to play a key role in 
governance. The development of  working governance systems depends to a large 
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degree on the health, representativeness and involvement of  local institutions such 
as CBOs that represent the interests of  pastoralists.

Effective rangeland governance demands grassroots organizations as 
interlocutors for governments and the private sector in order to preserve the 
integrity of  established governance arrangements. Grassroots organizations help 
to maintain and increase pastoralist ability to benefit from rangelands. They are 
a collaborative effort to manage large land areas and foster a network of  social 
and institutional relationships demanded by pastoralists. Grassroots organizations 
help pastoralists to go further in land management, allowing transboundary 
management, whether it is of  fire, wildlife, or co-ordinating grazing and other 
uses. The involvement of  grassroots organizations in governance means having to 
tackle some issues such as accountability, transparency, equity, representativeness 
and gender inclusiveness.

Conflict and governance breakdown can occur when governments prefer to 
allocate delimited ownership rights over formerly common lands, usually in an effort 
to encourage economic agents to develop more profitable production techniques. 
This choice is leading to intensification, encroachment, abandonment and improper 
uses that degrade rangelands and ultimately erode their economic productivity. A 
viable alternative is to allocate or strengthen use, management and exclusionary 
rights for communities. Long-term involvement in rangeland governance also means 
long-term security of  rights, which is one of  the greatest challenges, particularly in 
contested lands. One way to secure rights is to strengthen the visibility of  pastoralist 
communities and establish a clear position in land management by building up a 
network of  relationships that support herders’ interests.

A foundation for security is the commitment of  governments to create 
models and legal tools supporting the empowerment and increased capacity of  
pastoralists. The challenge is to ensure authentic involvement of  local and regional 
governments in the development of  legal systems. Regional and local government 
agencies should be active in participatory processes that establish communal 
management plans and bylaws; their involvement is vital for the development of  
those systems into legally supported land planning tools. Political decentralization 
and co-ordination among public sector agencies and ministries are important 
enabling factors for improved rangelands governance.

Persistent market failures in pastoral areas continue to be a major impediment 
to progress, and yet are relatively easily overcome. To provide appropriate 
incentives, access to markets must be strengthened to capitalize on the diversity of  
pastoral production. Markets are needed for the direct products of  pastoralism, 
such as milk, fibre and meat, as well as for rangeland products that abound in well-
managed environments, such as gums, fruit and medicinal plants. Markets are also 
needed for the indirect values of  pastoralism, including a range of  environmental 
services such as conserving biodiversity, protecting water sheds, and sequestering 
atmospheric carbon. Innovative approaches are proving valuable, such as selling 
direct products at a premium to reflect the underlying indirect values (e.g., 
trademark products) or trading on the biodiversity benefits of  pastoralism through 
ecotourism.
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To thrive, pastoralism must be recognized as both a supplier of  high quality 
livestock products and as a protector of  natural and cultural heritage. Such 
recognition can lead to long-term territorial contracts that ensure land rights for 
pastoralists in exchange for maintaining the ecosystem and landscape services 
demanded by urban societies. Additional opportunities for pastoralists exist that 
are linked to peri-urban land stewardship, for example, fire management for 
urban areas. This strategic perspective should be addressed by a new model for 
relationships between urban and rural communities starting with the acceptance 
of  the active role pastoralists play in land management and the need to secure this 
activity as a way to protect urban surroundings.

The conservation sector already collaborates closely with pastoralists in a 
number of  countries, recognizing the value of  pastoralism as a land use that is 
fundamentally sympathetic to the conservation of  biological diversity. In these 
countries, pastoral lands are one form of  protected area in a mosaic of  different 
protected area types. Meanwhile, many other countries appear implacably opposed 
to pastoralism and their conservation strategies are centred on appropriating 
pastoral lands and excluding pastoralism. The Aichi targets of  the Convention 
on Biological Diversity and the IUCN Governance Matrix for Protected Area 
Management both lend legitimacy and credibility to what are termed ‘Indigenous 
and Community Conserved Areas’: a term that applies to the majority of  pastoral 
lands. A great deal more can be done to translate these standards into greater 
worldwide respect for pastoral land management.

Finally, one of  the most significant changes for pastoralists in recent decades, 
and the cause for most optimism, is the increasing acceptance that pastoral 
poverty and rangelands degradation are the outcome of  failure to respect basic 
human rights. This is emerging in parallel with a growing global pastoralist 
lobby, which gains legitimacy from the recognition of  pastoralism by the United 
Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, and is gaining voice through the 
work of  groups like the World Alliance of  Mobile Indigenous Peoples and their 
regional pastoral networks. While the secret to strengthening the social fabric of  
pastoralism is through grassroots, bottom-up approaches, as pastoralists become 
more organized at a local level they can take confidence from and contribute to 
the emergence of  a global alliance for pastoralism and mobile indigenous peoples.

Notes
 1 Schlager and Ostrom, 1992.
 2 This list draws on the work of  Bond et al., 2006.
 3 United Nations, 2012.
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