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Retraction and expansion of flock mobility in Central Asia: Costs and consequences

Seasonal and spatial fluctuations in pasture quality, accessibility and forage output provide strong incentives for migratory stock keeping in Central Asia.  On occasion over the past century, mobile livestock husbandry has either been suppressed or collapsed and a fragmented pattern of rangeland use has ensued.  Policy shifts underlying these processes in Kazakstan are traced from the pre-Soviet period, through collectivisation in the 1930s, the rise of industrialised nomadism in the 1950s to the large-scale retraction of the post Soviet period. Comparisons are drawn with Turkmenistan’s livestock systems. 

Currently, new patterns are evident whereby flocks are once again being moved by season to different pastures. Under market economy conditions, individual shepherd families now decide on the costs and benefits of moving their animals, with consequences for pasture degradation or rehabilitation, and for animal production. 

The paper reports findings from a multidisciplinary study conducted over three years at four rangeland sites in Kazakstan and Turkmenistan. The study includes a survey of 80 households interviewed on a quarterly basis from 2001-2, and community-level analyses of grazing patterns. Household decisions regarding flock mobility are considered in terms of the flock size and household assets of labour and capital. Once flocks reach a certain critical size, the advantages of moving begin to outweigh the disadvantages. However, for most households in the study sites, movement is neither economically attractive nor absolutely necessary.  Having enough resources is not a sufficient condition for moving. Other factors that bear upon the decision to move include the degree of grazing pressure around the shepherds’ home base. In heavily stocked areas, even small scale producers are finding ways of moving their animals. In isolated or abandoned areas where forage is plentiful, movement can be minimized even for large flocks. 

Human management through migratory pastoralism in these environments has linked together disparate ecosystems into a larger scale of economic activity.  The paper considers the policy and economic conditions that would lead to a re-emergence of migratory pastoralism or alternative systems of livestock management. 
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