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Preface

Eckart Ehlers

If we believe the results of the synthesis report of the Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment, published in 2005 under the title ‘Ecosystems and Human Well-Being’,
only very few terrestrial biomes are still in a somewhat pristine condition. Amongst
them are, not surprisingly, the desert regions of the earth, its boreal forests and
tundras and, of course, the ice-covered regions of the northern and southern hemi-
spheres. But also parts of the tropical forests and of the montane regions are so far
comparatively little affected by human conversion. These — the montane grasslands
and shrublands as well as the tropical and subtropical moist broadleaf forests — will,
however, experience dramatic changes until the midst of the twenty-first century,
especially due to human interferences and impacts on their natural environments.

High Asia — defined as a region between the Hindukush in the West and the
fringes of the Tibetan Plateau in the East, between the Altay and its Mongolian
promontories in the North and the Himalayas in the South — is the most significant
part of this montane milieu on a global scale. Covering a highly dynamic region of
recent state formations, of fundamental political changes and of remarkable socio-
economic developments, ongoing and future transformation processes have dramatic
impacts on all spheres of life — and will continue to have so even more in the future.
They will affect the fragile and sensitive natural environments of the montane milieus,
because their inhabitants’ traditional lifestyles, land uses and land management
practices are under rapidly increasing pressures from population growth and
modernization processes.

These developments set the frame for the contents of this book. ‘Pastoral Practices
in High Asia’ gives insights into the aforementioned processes of change. Based on
a number of preparatory workshops in Germany and in the regions under review, on
field visits and discussions with local stakeholders and incorporating the experiences
of local experts and their intimate knowledge of the problems at stake, the book
contains a broad set of articles, in which the wide range of crucial coping and
adaptation strategies of pastoral nomads and mountain farmers and their struggles
with change, both natural and structural, are presented and discussed. A remarkable
feature of all contributions is their focused approach to those aspects of herding
practices that are crucial to its sustainable future in the light of modernization and
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globalization. Due to the fact that all presented case studies are located in similar
ecological environments, on the one hand, in different political and socio-economic
settings, on the other, however, each of the case studies contains an element of
comparability and transferability. It may therefore be argued with good reasons that
the 16 regionally and/or thematically different analyses of pastoral practices and
experiences in High Asia are in fact a comprehensive survey of adaptation and
transformation processes in a comparative view — an approach which enables
researchers and practitioners to reflect on best practices and to consider lessons to
be learnt from each other.

Specific mention must be made of the both careful and focused editorship of this
book. Guided by an almost all-embracing introduction by the editor of this volume,
all authors are more or less embedded in a structural frame in which they were
expected ‘to elaborate on the varied expressions of pastoral practices, frame conditions
and performances’. Arguing that agencies, that is, institutions and actors on local to
global levels, cause developments which not seldom lead to endisms (e.g. the end of
nomadism), poses an intellectual challenge and hypothesis which authors had to
respond to. The editor takes up this challenge in his final conclusions. Analysis and
critical evaluation of the presented case studies lead him to basic reflections on
Hardin’s ‘tragedy of the commons’. An important result of this book is the proposal
to complement this tragedy by a ‘tragedy of responsibility’. Arguing that ‘vital
interests of rural people and communities are at stake and grossly neglected’ opens
a new dimension of research on the future role and potentials, that is, aspects of
good governance and responsible decision-making processes as indispensable
preconditions of a long-term sustainable use and preservation of the montane
grass- and shrublands of High Asia. As a matter of fact, most contributions to this
collection of articles give testimony to obvious negligence of pastoral interests, to a
lack of understanding of the ecological, economic and social potentials of pastoralism
and a corresponding irresponsibility of governmental policies. Such a finding is the
more deplorable as pastoralists, and mountain farmers have accumulated knowledge
systems that have enabled them again and again to overcome short-term natural
catastrophes, to adapt to risks and hazards of their mountainous environments and
to cope with longer-term changes of nature and society. Pastoralists and mountain
farmers with their specific forms of animal husbandry have been the real protectors
of one of the last nature reserves and stewards of their sustainable uses in the past.
This book pays tribute to their achievements — and shows pathways of how to preserve
and apply their accumulated knowledge and experiences in a modernizing and
globalizing world.

In summarizing the findings of the various case studies, the editor rightly
concludes that while ‘pastoral activities have been shrinking further since the
competition between combined mountain farmers and pastoralists increased the
demand for grazing lands’, the latter have proven their adaptive capacities again and
again. Thus, it is easy to follow his conclusion according to which the presented
transformations of pastoral practices are not necessarily part of those endisms of
high-mountain pastoralism, but signifiers and indicators of its flexibility to cope
with changing survival conditions.
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Our introductory reference to the findings of the Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment and our specific reference to the extremely pressurized montane
grass- and shrubland biomes are alarmingly underpinned by the extensive and partly
generalizable results of the presented case studies in this volume. I dare say that this
book can claim the status of a work of reference — at least for the manifold aspects
of pastoral practices in High Asia, their challenges and responses. It is a major
contribution to a specific aspect of our planet under pressure. And it is to be hoped
that this profound collection of articles will instigate similar research not only on
pastoral lifestyles in other endangered and vulnerable mountain, desert and steppe
environments, but also in tropical and subtropical forest biomes and beyond! This
extremely thorough, thoughtful and thought-provoking book will hopefully reach
policy-makers and practitioners not only in pastoral environments in High Asia and
beyond, but everywhere where our fragile natural environments are at stake and
need careful and responsible human stewardship.
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