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PASTORAL MOBILITY MUST BE PRESERVED TO ENSURE 
MONGOLIAN RANGELAND SUSTAINABILITY

Pastoralism is likely to remain an 
important sector for Mongolia’s 
economy, food security, and 
culture under the emergent 
Green Economy. Mongolian 
pastoralists use spatially dispersed 
natural resources and adapt to 
environmental variability in an 
opportunistic way through mobility. 
Environmental variability is natural, 
an asset, and is not a liability to be 
controlled 1.

Scientific research shows that 
mobility is an extraordinarily 
efficient way to mitigate the effects 
of extreme climatic events such as 
dzud and drought risk on livelihoods 
2 (see Box). Mobility is in line with 
Mongolia’s Green Development 
aspirations, since it reduces 
pressure on land (i.e. allows rotation 
and recovery periods), conserves 
biodiversity 3,4, and reduces the 
need for expensive and energy-
intensive external inputs such 
as prepared fodder. It is thus a 
sustainable, cheaper and greener 
form of land use than a pastoral 
system where herders are settled. 
Mobility is also especially relevant 
to the Mongolian context where 
remoteness increases the costs of 
external inputs and often limits risk 
management options available to 
herders 5.  

Pastoralism in Mongolia is 
currently going through major 
transformations (pasture user 

groups, cooperatives, draft Land 
Law, climate change, conflicting 
forms of land use i.e. mining, 
cropping, national reserves). 

In this new context, the value 
of mobility might not be fully 
appreciated in new policy 
formulations, which could weaken 
Mongolian pastoral systems. 
Supporting mobility requires an 
adequate institutional framework 
in the provision of services (e.g. 
water, veterinary, education and 
health) and institutional flexibility 
with stronger and reciprocal inter-
soum inter-aymag agreements for 
hosting neighboring herders during 
climate shocks 6,7.

Future policies and institutional 
settings should encompass mobility 
as a central element. To do so, 
these policies should be cross-
sectoral and function across -scales 
of implementation. They should 
operate and be validated through 
a multi-stakeholder negotiation 
process to ensure mobility has 
legitimacy in national and sub-
national planning. 

This approach can avoid layered 
and fragmented policies that 
may exclude certain communities 
and interests with potentially 
detrimental outcomes for, 
Mongolia’s ecosystems, the 
herders, their need for mobility, and 
ultimately for Mongolian society 8.

Why support mobility in Mongolia’s Gobi drylands? 

Key policy 
messages
Mobility is integral 
to herding in 
low-productivity 
environments where 
resource availability 
varies greatly in time 
and space. 

Mobility, in drylands, is 
more environmentally 
sustainable than high 
input settled pastoral 
systems, and therefore 
crucial for green 
development.

Mobility decreases 
vulnerability of pastoral 
livelihoods to dzud and 
drought impact.

Mobility limits 
environmental 
degradation. 

Mobility must therefore 
be secured through 
land laws, government 
services, institutions 
and economic 
structures. 



Family hit by 2010 dzud moving to soum centre after giving their 
remaining animals to relatives (Photo. J. Addison - Omnogov 
2010)
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Box -  Mobility as a response strategy in 
Khovd. 
(Middleton et al.  2014). 

“… among herder households who cited 
2009/2010 as one of their worst dzuds, 16 
moved their animals in response to the 
dzud (all but one after dzud conditions 
had started) and 25 did not move. Some 
of those herders who did not move their 
animals in the 2009/2010 dzud stated that 
they were unable to do so because of the 
deep snow. Among those who moved, the 
average proportion of their herd lost in that 
dzud was 51 %. By contrast, among herders 
who did not move, the average proportion 
of their herd lost in the 2009/2010 dzud was 
69 %. Of course, no one knows what would 
have happened to the herds of those who 
moved if they had stayed where they were, 
but nevertheless, the lower losses lend sup-
port to the logic of mobility as a response to 
dzud conditions”. 

Herding family “otor” movement to lowland pastures in Autumn 
after the first snowfall (Photo: B. Batbuyan - Gov Altai 2003)


