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Abstract  
This paper presents research on changes in the practice of transhumant agro-
pastoralism (TAP) in Bhutan within the context of global changes to pastoralism. 
Households practicing TAP migrate their cattle to lower elevations during winter to 
access pastures and gain employment. Information was gathered from in-depth 
interviews (n=24 households), focus groups (n=7) and a semi-structured survey (n=75 
households) from six villages. Nine government   and non-government agency staff 
and six livestock extension staff were involved in  interviews and focus groups 
respectively.  

There has been a 31% decline in the number of households practicing TAP between 
1990 and 2010, due to farm labour shortage, alternative livelihood choices, government 
policies and climate change. Nevertheless, TAP practice persists, forming the mainstay 
of many families. The historical legacy, economic and social importance of cattle and a 
desire to gain formal rights to common land keeps TAP alive today. We conclude that 
TAP is likely to continue to decline as Bhutan develops, however, households need to 
be supported to make informed choices about their future. 

 

 

Keywords: Bhutan, Transhumant agro-pastoralism, Livestock, Livelihoods, Cattle, 
Resource rights. 
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Introduction  

Globally, the practice of transhumant pastoralism and transhumant agro-pastoralism 

(TAP) has been on the decline since the mid-19th century owing to the introduction 

of better yielding crops, irrigation, use of chemicals, off farm employment, education 

of younger generations, rural to urban migration, and improved communication 

(Davies, 1941; Lees and Bates, 1974; Meir, 1986; Montero, Mathieu, and Singh, 2009). 

Mobile pastoralists today are faced with a number of challenges and opportunities as 

a result of changing political scenarios, economic development, land tenure and 

availability, and climate change (Nori and Davies, 2007).  

Pastoral societies are experiencing increased exposure to Western materialistic 

culture and ideological shifts as a result of education and exposure to urban 

lifestyles (Meir, 1986). In some African tribal and Middle Eastern pastoralists’ 

societies, younger generations with some education are said to be challenging their 

chiefs, weakening traditional lineage, losing tribal identity and assuming new 

identities with a new set of values. Younger generations that increasingly settle are 

adopting individualism in a monetized economy, preferring private land over 

communal ownership, and vying for government jobs (Lesorogol, 2003; Meir, 1986).  

In Himalayan pastoral societies, children often view their parents’ profession as 

‘backward’ and so they move to urban areas (Farooquee, 1998; Namgail, Bhatnagar, 

Mishra, and Bagchi, 2007). For example, young herders of Tibetan origin are 

abandoning traditional polyandry and polygyny practices and adopting nuclear 

families (Meir, 1986; Namgail, et al., 2007). The Changpas in Ladakh, India are 

experiencing significant socio-economic changes because of a government subsidy to 

encourage pashmina production. Transhumance in these areas is increasingly 

conducted by truck as opposed to walking (Namgail, et al., 2007). Similarly, Tibetan 

pastoralists in the Amdo region of Sichuan province of China, are modernizing and 

increasingly using motorbikes instead of horses as modes of transportation (Iselin, 

2011).    
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Pastoral systems and pastoralists have also attracted the attention of governments 

and development agencies due to the predominant notion that transhumant 

pastoralists’ animals cause overgrazing, deforestation, erosion and environmental 

degradation (Behnke, 2011; Casimir and Rao, 1998; Scoones, 1993). Government 

authorities often favor sedentarised systems for ease of governance and tax 

collection whilst enabling better outreach and access to social services such as health 

and education (Dyson-Hudson and Dyson-Hudson, 1980; Fratkin, Roth, and Nathan, 

2004; Watson, 2010). Policies that encourage pastoralists to sedentarise, reduce herd 

size, adopt exotic breeds, reorient their production systems and change land use 

patterns, necessitates them to change their life style (Dyer, 2001; Lesorogol, 2003; 

Nori and Davies, 2007; Shaoliang et al., 2007). While sedentarisation, especially near 

urban areas has opened up economic employment opportunities, improved access to 

health and education, the benefits are not evident for all as there are incidences 

where sedentarisation has led to poor nutrition and increased health risks for 

women and children (Eneyew, 2012; Fratkin, Roth, and Nathan, 1999; Fratkin, et al., 

2004).  

Globally, climate in pastoral areas has become less predictable with erratic rainfall 

causing further reduction in space and freedom of pastoral mobility (Miller, 1995; 

Niamir-Fuller, 2005; Nori and Davies, 2007). The ‘wealth on the hoof’ nature of 

pastoralists’ livelihood makes them highly vulnerable to the effects of natural and 

manmade impacts including climate change, with a greater effect on poorer 

households (Jones and Thornton, 2009; Mulder et al., 2010) and women (Watson, 

2010). Declining pasture availability and crop yields due to climate change pose 

serious challenges to pastoralists (Cruz et al., 2007). 

In addition, the creation of national parks, and growing numbers of people taking 

up cropping because it generates cash, have reduced grazing areas available to 

pastoralists (Agrawal and Redford, 2009; Dhakal, Nelson, and Smith, 2011; Gerber, 

Mooney, and Dijkman, 2010; Maitima, Rakotoarisoa, and Kang’ethe, 2010; McLean 

and Straede, 2003; West, Igoe, and Brockington, 2006). Human-wildlife conflicts have 

increased with considerable impact on agro pastoralists’ livelihood owing to the 
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damage and losses to their animals and crops (Rosen et al., 2012; Wang, Curtis, and 

Lassoie, 2006; Wang and Macdonald, 2006). 

Pastoralists in some areas have been more successful in making adjustments to 

changes, while others are finding their traditional knowledge and skills inadequate 

to cope with the pace of change (Farooquee, 1998; Fratkin, 1997; Miller, 1995; 

Namgail, et al., 2007; Shaoliang, et al., 2007; Tucker, 1986). For example, Mongolia’s 

Dukha reindeer herders of the Taiga region are almost at the brink of ceasing their 

operation  because of the scale of challenges arising from unregulated mining, forest 

logging, loss of access to natural resources, tourism and climate change (Johnsen, 

Alfthan, Tsogsaikhan, and Mathiesen, 2012).  Pastoralists with limited livelihood 

capitals and heavily dependent on natural resources, are often forced to abandon 

their livelihood as a consequence of these changes resulting in further 

marginalization (Intigrinova, 2005; Niamir-Fuller, 2005; Nori and Davies, 2007; 

Pachauri, 2007).  

Some of the ways in which pastoralists have adapted to changes are by 1) adopting 

shorter distance transhumance with less frequency, 2) compromising feed quality, 3) 

changing species combination, and 4) out migration of labour (Kerven, Steimann, 

Dear, and Ashley, 2012). Pastoralists have also moved into non pastoral trade, some 

with total abandonment of pastoralism (Davies and Bennett, 2007; Galvin, 2009; Smit 

and Wandel, 2006; Start, 2001). These processes of modernization and environmental 

change are having a profound effect on people residing in rangeland areas.  

Some of these issues are emerging in Bhutan. Bhutan has undergone tremendous 

transformation on its socio-economic front since the start of planned development in 

1961 but more so after commissioning of hydroelectric projects in 1984 and 2005. The 

country has seen its economy grow from almost non-existent to one of the highest in 

the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) region.  Bhutan’s 

per capita GDP at USD 2288.21 was placed third highest in the SAARC region after 

Maldives and Sri Lanka (IMF, 2012). These economic transformations had equivalent 

impact on social sectors with growth in schools, institutes of higher learning and off-

farm jobs. The nation has also seen political transformations particularly since 2008 
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with adoption of parliamentary democracy under constitutional monarchy, a change 

from absolute monarchy system. 

Today government policies increasingly discourage TAP and favor adoption of 

exotic cattle breeds for sedentarised systems (RGoB, 2007; Samdup, Udo, Eilers, 

Ibrahim, and van der Zijpp, 2010). There has also been an increase in protected areas 

in the last two decades with more than 50% of the nation’s land area now protected 

for conservation (Choden, Samdrup, and Dhendup, 2010; DoFPS, 2010; Wang, 

Lassoie, and Curtis, 2006). As a consequence, rural people including TAP herders 

face resource appropriation restrictions and increased incidence of human-wildlife 

conflict with minimal or no compensation (Blench, 2005; Seeland, 2000). These 

impacts together with market uncertainties affect household food security and 

overall wellbeing.    

Bhutan’s government policies aim to contain migratory practices and encourage 

sedentary systems owing to a perceived notion amongst conservation and forestry 

officials that migratory cattle with local breeds in high numbers are causing 

environmental degradation (Roder, Gratzer, and Wangdi, 2002; Samdup, Udo, 

Ibrahim, and van der Zijpp, 2010; Udo et al., 2011). As a Buddhist nation; animals are 

not slaughtered and are kept only for milk and draught purposes. There is no 

systematic culling process; therefore most meat is imported from India and Nepal. 

The national government’s draft pasture policy of 1987 and the Land Act of Bhutan 

2007 support cessation of migration (RGoB, 2007).  

On the other hand, TAP is an age old traditional livestock raising system that has 

existed for thousands of years in Bhutan. The TAP cattle system is vertical 

transhumance; synchronised with the alpine yak system such that in winter when 

yaks descend to temperate pastures, cattle move further south to sub-tropical 

pastures, and then ascend to temperate pastures as yaks move back to alpine 

pastures in summer (Ura, 2002). TAP cattle and yak herds cross over two or more 

district administrative boundaries during seasonal migration, in order to access 
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tsamdros1 situated in those districts at the right time. TAP herds mostly comprise of 

locally adapted indigenous cattle and Mithun (Bos frontalis) crossbreds (Namgay, 

Millar, Black, and Samdup, 2013). Cattle raised using transhumance contributes to 

enhancing cash income, food security and poverty alleviation of TAP communities; 

contributing over 70-80% of herders’ gross annual household income (Moktan et al., 

2008).  

This paper presents research findings on the changes in the traditional practice of 

TAP in Bhutan. Against the backdrop of these changes we analyze how drivers of 

change affect TAP practice and how pastoralists are adapting to these changes in 

Bhutan highlighting the need for policies to be adaptive and responsive.  

Methods  

The study used a mixed method approach in six villages, namely, Papali, 

Bempu, Tshebji, and Damchena in the western region, and Urchi and Doshi in 

the central east region in Bhutan (Figure 1). These villages were selected on the 

basis that the majority of people in these villages practiced TAP and relied 

heavily on their cattle for livelihood.  

 

                                                      
1 Tsamdro is a Bhutanese term for grazing areas, synonymous with pastureland, meadows or 
rangelands in general. Many of such areas registered as tsamdros are also in government owned 
forests. 
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Figure 1 Bhutan in a regional context with the six study sites 

A semi-structured survey of 75 households across the six villages was carried 

out from July-September in 2010 with 24 of these migrating households 

interviewed in more depth. Six senior government and three non-government 

agency staff were also interviewed using an in-depth interview guide. Seven 

focus groups were conducted from July-August in 2011 with these herder 

communities, livestock extension officers and farmers living at downstream 

migration sites.  

Many key herder informants were chosen based on their extensive knowledge which 

was gathered from the household survey. Others were recruited through the snow-
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balling technique where one informant or group indicated that a particular herder 

would be helpful, who recommends the next potential key informant and so on 

(Noy, 2008).  

The nine government and non-government agency informants were chosen based on 

their knowledge of and experience with livestock development in Bhutan. Their 

experience and knowledge in forestry policies and rules, and direct or indirect 

involvement in the processes that led up to formulation of Land Act of Bhutan 2007 

was also crucial to get insights on the issue. An aide memoire was used to guide the 

conversation and small probing questions are used to obtain more detailed 

information. 

Elderly members who possessed life experience and knowledge in TAP were 

approached first for in-depth interviews. These informants directed the researcher to 

other key informants (Noy, 2008). In-depth interviews with open-ended questions 

took place at key informants’ residences in the local language Dzongkha (Tong, 

Sainsbury, and Craig, 2007). Household surveys were conducted face-to-face with 

husbands and wives answering most of the questions. There were 33 (25 male, 8 

female) key informants, 64 (40 male, 24 female) focus group participants and 75 

households surveyed. Secondary data on livestock populations and annual rainfall 

were obtained from the Department of Livestock (DoL) and Council for Renewable 

Natural Resources Research in Bhutan (CoRRB).  

All the in-depth interviews were audio recorded and translated into English and 

transcribed using MS Word. Simple descriptive data analysis was undertaken on the 

household survey data using MS excel 2010. In-depth interviews were analyzed 

manually, and NVivo 8 (QSR International) used for the focus group data to code 

group data under thematic categories and sub-categories.   

Where relevant, data from different sources was triangulated with notes taken 

during casual conversations in the field, joining the herders in their camps and 

visiting their pastures. A cross–interview analysis was performed to draw 

conclusions on interview questions (Patton, 1990). Generally, inductive analysis was 
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performed that allowed for patterns, themes and categories to emerge out of the data 

(Patton, 1990). Relevant quotations were used to allow data to tell the story (Patton, 

1990).  

The altitudes of the study site villages ranged from 2812 – 3227 meters above sea 

level, although some of the summer grazing takes place in alpine meadows located 

as high as 4088m, and winter grazing areas as low as 500m in temperate and sub-

tropical forests. The 75 households surveyed comprised 621 people with an average 

of 8.3 persons per household. The majority of TAP household members (65%) were 

15-60 years, indicating an active labour force, 20% were children (≤ 14 years), 15 % 

were elderly (≥ 61 years).  

There were 3,393 head of cattle in total across all villages with each household 

owning an average of 45 head per household (range 4 – 127 head). Similarly, 

cropping land ownership was highly variable with an average of 2.55ha per 

household. The average landholding of central-east sites were 3.52ha per household, 

more than double the size of herders in western Bhutan (1.54ha).  

The migration routes reported by herders are shown in Figures 2 and 3. The shortest 

routes (around Tshebji area – Dungna) can be reached in less than a week’s walking 

time while the longer routes, particularly the Urchi –Doban route takes over a month 

to traverse in a single journey.  
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Figure 2 Western region TAP routes                Figure 3 Central east region TAP routes 

 

Results 

The results comprise both qualitative and quantitative data from the mixed methods 
approach.  

Trends in TAP practice in Bhutan  

The study findings revealed that generally there has been a decline of 31% in the 

number of households practicing transhumance over 20 years between 1990 and 

2010 (Table 1). However, despite the decrease in households practicing 

transhumance, the interviews indicated that most households still raise cattle. The 

herders indicated those households with low numbers of cattle and suffer from 

labour shortages preferred not to migrate. About eight households, especially from 

Doshi, Urchi and Tshebji villages, combine their animals into one migrating herd 

managed by one household.  
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The herders also reported that the number of households keeping cattle has 

increased in parallel with the increase in number of households in the villages. 

However, overall cattle numbers had not increased markedly indicating a trend of 

higher number of households keeping fewer numbers of cattle which they combine 

during seasonal transhumance. This trend was supported by data available with 

government authorities (DoL, 2008; PPD, 2008) which showed a six percent decline 

in overall cattle population in the country between 1999 and 2008 (Figure 4).   

 
Figure 4 Trends in cattle population change in Bhutan between 1999 and 2008 
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Table 1 Changes in the number of households (hh) practicing TAP between 1990 -2010 in the study site villages  

Village Region  
hh migrating with 

their cattle in 1990 

hh migrating with 

their cattle in 2010 
% Change 

hh keeping cattle in 2010 

(% of total hh) 

hh that migrate 

as % of total hh 

Bempu  West  8 9 (+)13 11 (100) 82% 

Damchena  West  5 6 (+)20 19 (100) 32% 

Tshebji  West  20 11 (-)45 36 (100) 31% 

Papali  West  9 4 (-)56 9 (100) 44% 

Urchi  
Central-

east 
13 6 (-)54 47(90) 12% 

Doshi  
Central - 

east 
20 16 (-)20 62 (100) 29% 

Overall 75 52 (-)31 184 (97) 28% 

Note:  Data is based on in-depth interviews and data available with livestock extension centers in 2010.  
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Reasons for decline in number of households practicing TAP 

The reasons for the decline in number of household practicing TAP included farm 

labour shortage, changes in family structure, reduced monastic and royal herds, 

economic opportunities, adoption of semi-mechanized farming systems, government 

restrictions on grazing resources, and climate change.  

Farm labour shortage  

Although the population has increased in all six study sites, household labour 

availability has declined because most of the herders’ children are studying in 

schools or monasteries, and some younger adults work in government or private 

sector, or are in the military.  

One elderly herder said:  

“Nowadays most children are in school and after that the youth do not return home. 
The ones that find a job stay to do the job, others just loiter around the town … So the 
herd sizes have reduced drastically. Only elderly people are at home.”  

At the same time it has become increasingly difficult and expensive to hire local 

labour to look after cattle. A retired herder explained that it is nonsensical to depend 

entirely on hired labour especially when only a few cows are in milk:   

 “… earlier if you hire a laborer from the south, the rate is Nu2. 400 per month. Later 
it increased to Nu. 600, and since last year [2009] it has increased to Nu. 1000. Besides, 
you have to provide them with food and clothes. Now from this year even for that 
rate people refuse to come. So if this situation continues, it is like “Gu Bjek Tsa Wa” 
[suicidal] …”   

Adoption of a nuclear family system with smaller shares in bequeathed cattle 

In contrast to the traditional Bhutanese system of extended family systems, the 

herders reported that today more families are now nuclear and smaller in size.  

Herders reported it is now uncommon to find all the siblings, uncles and aunts, 

living together as in the past. This trend has reduced the availability of farm labour 

at the household level making it difficult for individual households to conduct 

transhumance on their own and compelled some herder families to cease 

transhumance.  

                                                      
2 Ngultrum (Nu.) is the Bhutanese currency. Average conversion rate in 2010 was USD1 =Nu.50 
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One elderly herder said:  

“ ... [Earlier] in my household, we had 35 members … [who] eat together and work 
together. These days … each daughter marries one husband and each son gets one 
wife and they move out. Some households end up with just the husband and wife 
[and] it has become difficult to manage [consequently] cattle numbers reduced. When 
you cannot migrate and manage your animals properly, it just wanes away.”  

Reduced monastic and royal herds 

According to herders in Urchi the major cause of TAP decline in that area can be 

attributed to the declining number of herds belonging to absentee owners such as 

monastic bodies and elite urban based families including some royal family 

members. 

An elderly herder summed up the situation, saying: 

“I think the herd sizes of those who still practice are bigger now as it is not feasible to 
migrate with a few animals. However, in terms of number of herds I think it has 
reduced because the big players, the royal family members and some monastic body 
herds are disbanded and have left cattle now.” 

Ability to adopt alternative economic opportunities  

Some herders and agency informants believed that the improved economy of Bhutan 

had opened up alternative livelihood choices to TAP such as public and private 

sector jobs, business opportunities, military services, and growing vegetable and 

fruit.  

One agency staff summarized the changes:  

 “… Cattle migration was practiced by those from high altitude mainly because they 
had very limited development activities in those days ... now with all the 
development activities, motorable roads, agriculture, horticulture, cash crops being 
promoted in high elevations, things are changing. I think in the past they depended 
more on butter & cheese production ....  ” 

In addition, some of the herders interviewed said that the development and the 

glamour of urban life had drawn youth to the bigger towns. Education has also 

enabled some people to explore and adopt different livelihood options outside TAP, 

and others simply did not want to take up TAP considering the drudgery involved.  

The trend of TAP children moving into public and private sector employment has 

strongly influenced village demography and dynamics of the farm labour situation, 

forcing some herders to stop migrating and some farmers to leave their land fallow.  
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Adoption of power tillers and sedentary farming 

According to some key informants transhumance declined in some places owing to 

farm mechanization and declining use of oxen for plowing purposes. During the 

course of the interviews, it became clear that in the past, even those farmers that 

inhabited the fertile paddy lands in Paro valley kept large numbers of local cattle. 

These big herds were raised in transhumance style either through norpons3 or by 

means of the northue4 system. Their paddy fields were tilled using oxen. An elderly 

herder explained how besides their own oxen, Paro farmers hired oxen from Bempu 

and other villages in Jabana during rice transplantation. Oxen were used for plowing 

the rice fields in Paro, as well as wheat fields in Jabana. However, usage of oxen and 

keeping large herds of cattle by lowland Paro people have changed. According to an 

agency informant the adoption of power tillers and tractors, favored by plain to 

gentle slopes of paddy fields of Paro’s lowlands, has reduced the use of oxen and 

hence migration to the south.  

Today, farmers in Paro and similar places like Punakha and Thimphu that cultivate 

rice have almost given up migratory cattle and adopted sedentary farming with a 

few head of exotic breeds like Jersey cows. Others with similar resource endowment 

also have desires to give up TAP cattle and are exploring other avenues, other than 

slaughter houses to get rid of cattle.  

Government restrictions have caused a reduction in grazing areas and increased incidence 

and scale of human-wildlife conflict 

It was implied by the herders that government’s conservation policies restricting 

traditional pasture management systems caused reduction in grazing areas. Losing 

                                                      
3 Norpons were professional herders employed by the royal families, monastic bodies and rich families 
to look after their cattle often involving the transhumant system. Some norpons of royal family 
members and monastic bodies still exist, while ordinary rich families have given up cattle and taken 
up alternative life styles mostly urban based. 
4 Northue is a type of social capital where a relation or social allegiance is forged through sharing the 
ownership of cattle and thus responsibility of looking after it. Northues are commonly found between 
people from different altitudinal regions sharing the responsibility of looking after the animals in 
different seasons, while also utilizing their services and produce. This system is gaining popularity in 
the face of household labour shortage.  
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grazing areas to pine forests was an issue that resonated among many herders 

during the focus groups. They believed that a restriction imposed by the Forest 

Department on clearing bushes and burning had resulted in pine trees invading 

their prime grazing areas.  

A herder from Tshebji said:  

“Well, earlier … as soon as the herd reaches here, we clear some of the bushes and 
burn them, so we used to have huge open areas for cattle to graze. Now, because 
we are not allowed to cut or burn the bushes, the pine trees have taken over the 
open areas and there is nothing under those trees to graze.”  

Additionally, restrictive conservation policies were mentioned by herders as causing 

increased human-wildlife conflicts, both in scale and intensity, resulting in loss of 

animals and crops. Species mentioned that attack domestic animals were bear and 

wild dogs, while barking deer, sambar, monkeys and wild pigs feed on crops. 

Incidents of tigers attacking cattle and people were also reported. Table 2 shows 

more than 80% of households have lost at least one cow annually to wild predators.  

Table 2 Households with average number of cattle lost to wild predators annually 

No. of cattle lost/yr No. of households % of households 

None 13 17.33% 

1 animal 9 12.00% 

2 animals 22 29.33% 
3 or more animals 31 41.33% 

Total 75 100% 

Seventy seven percent of herder households surveyed considered the human-

wildlife conflict as serious to very serious and indicated it was affecting their 

livelihood. About 24% of households indicated cattle losses had become more 

serious over the years with increased incidents. These losses have serious 

ramifications on herder’s ability to build their herd and replace the animals lost in 

previous years or that have died of old age, disease or disaster. Most of these herders 

indicated that they have not received any compensation for lost animals and/or 

crops lost.  
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Climate change has a negative impact on transhumance and increases risk for TAP herders 

The majority of herders interviewed indicated from their own observations that 

climate change had negatively impacted the TAP practice, making it more difficult 

and risky. All the herders reported having witnessed or experienced one or two 

signs of climate change, such as, 1) a rise in temperature, 2) intense sun, 3) erratic 

weather patterns, 4) tropical forms of rain in temperate regions, characterized by 

sudden downpours, 5) very unpredictable weather unlike the past, and 6) 

undesirable weather patterns, such as too much rain when they need sun and vice 

versa. 

These observed impacts of climate change affected herders, both at their summer 

residences, as well as, their winter camps. The threat of swollen rivers and heavy 

rains was mentioned as having the most impact, making migration difficult and 

dangerous with possible loss of animals and people.    

A male herder from Bempu explained: 

 “The effect is that when we migrate down, and when it rains like this [referring to 
the unusually prolonged incessant rains in 2010] about 5-6 animals would die of cold 
at the passes. And when the rivers swell, like last year that river that we have never 
seen it swell like that in the past, washed away not only animals but also claimed 
human life. Now, time’s changed. Sometimes 10-15 animals die on the way as a result 
of these changes.” 

One female herder in Papali recounted the experience of how more than half of their 

herds with their belongings were washed away by a swollen river during the north 

bound migration. She also lost a daughter during the same incident. She and her 

herder colleagues agreed they had never seen the river behave like that in the past. 

The herders indicated that their ability to predict the weather, a tool so crucial in 

deciding whether to attempt to cross a particular mountain pass or a river, now 

seems challenged with unpredictable weather patterns. It appeared the family has 

not recovered from that loss and had ceased transhumance.  

An analysis of annual rainfall data for three weather stations located in and around 

the study sites shows that annual rainfall has increased over the last 10 years in two 

of the three locations. (Figure 5). However, the data is not entirely reliable due to 
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missing data for 

some months and 

years indicating 

lack of systematic 

data recording and 

information 

compilation in 

Bhutan. In 

addition, owing to 

the mountainous 

nature of study 

sites the data 

available in stations may not reflect true rainfall of study sites as number of factors 

such as aspect and direction of mountains determine whether some areas fall within 

rainfall or rain shadow area.  

Amidst this general declining trend, TAP still persists and plays an important role 

for these households. A range of factors also necessitate these TAP families to 

continue, with instances of new households adopting TAP systems in some of the 

study site villages.  

Reasons why TAP practice continues in some villages  

The reasons why TAP persists in some villages are highly variable across villages 

and families. Some of the reasons include remoteness and historical traditions, 

livelihood dependence on and sentimental attachment to migratory cattle and 

tsamdros resources, access to markets, inability to adopt alternatives, the belief that 

crops and sedentary farming are risky and herders’ hopes of gaining ownership of 

tsamdros.   

Remoteness, historical traditions, and parental legacy 

It appears likely that remoteness of villages and lack of opportunities necessitated 

some TAP children in the past to follow their parents’ vocation. Unlike the majority 

Figure 5 Annual rainfall trends in research areas; Source: CoRRB 
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of TAP herder communities across Bhutan that have seen a decline in households 

practicing TAP, Bempu and Damchena in the west experienced small increases in 

the number of households practicing transhumance. Herders attributed this trend to 

children getting married and moving out from the extended family household, thus 

resulting in more households with cattle. Customarily, the parent’s assets including 

cattle and grazing rights are divided among the children who establish a new 

household. Compared to the other study site villages that are well connected with 

the highways, Bempu, Papali and Damchena are fairly remote villages. Remoteness 

and lack of schools in their villages may have limited educational opportunities for 

their children. However, although situated in a similar setting with inhabitants being 

mostly relatives, Papali unlike Bempu, has experienced a greater proportion of 

outmigration, and more than half the village population has ceased practicing 

migration.     

In the case of Damchena in the west, TAP has continued because all the villagers are 

descendants of past Norpons. The highly mobile nature of the norpons system 

combined with a lack of understanding of the value of education has resulted in 

many of their children not being sent to schools but instead have taken up their 

ancestral TAP profession. The earliest norpon families that settled in Damchena 

were around the 1980s according to an agency informant. As a consequence, the 

Damchena community depends heavily on livestock, and none of the households 

there own paddy land to grow rice. A middle aged male herder said:   

“... we don’t have paddy land [irrigated] like others to farm.  Some of us at least have 
1-2 acres of dryland [rain fed] here, but there are others who don’t have anything else 
other than their cattle. Where will these people go? And, what will this people eat?. ... 
if one has some paddy land .. then possibly people could give up their cattle and 
settle but still some of us here do not own any patch of land here.”   

Livelihood dependence and sentimental attachment to cattle  

The herders interviewed for this study emphasized that cattle play multiple roles in 

their life and they have a strong attachment to their cattle. One elderly male herder 

said: “The main source of income and the reason why we need to migrate is because we 

depend on our cattle. That is supplemented by buying horses.” 
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Herders in Urchi explained migratory cattle contribute significantly to their families’ 

wellbeing. A male participant in his fifties during a focus group in Urchi said, “… my 

five children are brought up with the income from these animals. And I have 15 people in my 

house - fed and raised with these cattle.”   

Women from Tshebji and Bempu in particular expressed their emotional connection 

with their cattle, “... maybe because I have always lived with the animals, I feel lonely and 

feel like something is missing when my animals are not around.”   

Herder’s also mentioned that they needed their cattle for land preparation and 

fertilization purposes in the temperate villages for growing summer crops. 

Additionally, they also indicated that owning cattle herds gives them the leverage to 

borrow money from lenders in case of emergencies. The lenders feel confident that 

herders have cattle and can pay back with the income from the sale of butter and 

cheese.  

A herder during a focus group discussion in Bempu said:  

“When we migrate down, each herd earns from Nu.5000 – 15000 per week (US$ 
100 -300) from sale of butter and cheese, depending on the number of milking 
cows we have. That is good money.  And because of our cattle even if we need to 
borrow from others, it is very easy as they [lenders] trust us because they know we 
have butter and cheese to sell, so we can and will pay them back in time.” 

Improved access to markets 

The herders also indicated that market access for their dairy products is improving 

and contributing significantly to their family income and security. Butter and cheese 

are now being transported on horseback to roads where middlemen collect it in 

bulk, from where it is transported to urban centers.  

Herders said that the amount of cash they earn from their TAP cattle is significant 

and contributes substantially to the welfare of their families. The herders often 

emphasized that the remuneration from butter and cheese is not a single payment 

but small amounts over time and provides the family with a continuous supply of 

dairy products and cash to buy other food items.  This view was supported by one 

agency personnel who said: “the income from livestock is not substantial but it 
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nevertheless provides them with continuous flow of income.” The interviews revealed that 

some herders are capitalizing on the marketing opportunity with herds of more than 

100 head per herd, while others still hang on with only a few animals, being neither 

able to adopt change, nor capitalize on TAP opportunity.   

Inability to adopt alternative livelihoods 

Some households continue practicing TAP even with a few head of cattle because 

they feel they do not possess adequate livelihood resources to adopt alternatives. 

According to herders, leaving TAP requires adequate financial, natural (especially 

productive land) and social capital, and capacity to diversify into some sort of 

business to provide alternative sources of income. TAP provides a viable livelihood 

for those with little education and others that cannot find non-pastoral jobs. In some 

villages (Bempu, Doshi, and Tshebji) young, educated and semi-educated children 

have returned home to carry on the legacy of transhumance.  

Herders’ lack of confidence in relying solely on cropping 

One of the reasons for the persistence of TAP is the herders’ lack of confidence in 

relying solely on crop farming due to their experience of market vagaries and 

increased incidence of wild animal depredation on their crops. Active herders of all 

ages appeared reticent about ceasing migration soon and relying heavily on field 

crops and vegetables. For example, focus group participants in Urchi, Bempu, 

Tshebji and Doshi indicated the price of potato, the only cash crop grown on a fairly 

large scale recently at their temperate villages, fluctuates a lot in the market. In 

addition, the landholdings are small and fragmented, and potato production is 

prone to variable weather patterns and wild animal depredation.  

A young female herder in Urchi said: 

“… potato is problematic with wild pig. My field is comprised of many small 
fragments of land spread across in the forest, and prone to wild animal, so we 
stopped crop cultivation and concentrated on cattle.” 

 

Hope of gaining private ownership of CPR pastures 
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During the interviews it was inferred from the herders’ reaction to the idea of 

sharing tsamdros with others that herders also hoped to gain private ownership of 

tsamdro land held as state land. Although it was not explicitly mentioned in the 

interviews, it was palpable through their defiant rejection of the idea to share some 

tsamdros with locals residing adjacent to southern tsamdros. When suggestions about 

the possibility of sharing some tsamdro were made, most herders appeared adamant 

they have inherited the tsamdros from their parents who have paid taxes and made 

significant contributions to the state in the past to retain access to these resources.  

One of the agency key informants said: 

“One of the main arguments to keep the animals is to keep the tsamdro … because 
there is still a hope that one day you can convert it to some other use and you don’t 
want to pay for it.” 

 

Discussion  

Transhumant agro-pastoral practice in Bhutan is likely to continue to decline 

following a similar global trend. The decline resulted from combination of agro- 

pastoralists’ ability to adapt to both opportunity and adversity. However, inter and 

intra community heterogeneity in resource endowment and personal preferences 

will determine the pace of decline and adaptability of alternative livelihoods.         

The decline in number of households practicing TAP in Bhutan has occurred in the 

context of persistent growth in socioeconomic sectors resulting from planned 

development initiated since the 1960s. With economic growth and alternative 

livelihood opportunities some pastoralists have moved to non-agro-pastoral sectors 

thus portraying their adaptive characteristics. However, uniform application of 

livestock policy to crossbreed cattle with exotic breeds aimed at reducing cattle 

numbers and adopting sedentarised farming system saw limited success owing to 

land availability, climatic condition and suitability of technologies proposed. 

Pastoralists adapt not only to environmental challenges but swiftly adopt political 

tactics as well thus displaying their adaptive characteristics (Bergmann and Gerwin, 

2012; Bergmann, Gerwin, Sax, and Nüsser, 2011;Namgay, et al., 2013).       



 
 

23 | P a g e  
 

The findings from this research indicate that TAP in Bhutan is subject to similar 

forces of socio-economic development, with potential resource restrictions from 

nature conservation policy and the Land Act 2007. As more children participate in 

education and non-pastoral professions, further decline in TAP is inevitable. The 

economy mainly supported by revenue from export of hydropower is projected to 

grow further in the coming decade which presents conducive environment for 

adoption of alternative livelihoods (MoEA, 2012). The findings are in line with 

Boone, Burnsilver, Worden, Galvin, and Hobbs (2008) predictions that certain 

restraints on global pastoral movements are inevitable due to reductions in resource 

availability and pastoralists’ own desire to access welfare services like education and 

health.  

It is, however, difficult to say if all current TAP communities will be positively 

affected by the nation’s overall projected growth as there is much inter and intra 

household as well as community heterogeneity in resource endowment and personal 

preferences. These factors shape their ability to adapt to changes which, differs 

significantly across families and villages, leaving some more vulnerable than others. 

Pastoral households generally, notwithstanding their external depiction of being a 

homogenous community are highly heterogeneous (Kerven, et al., 2012). There are 

differences in resource endowment including social capital and tacit knowledge that 

creates power dynamics and differential influence (Kerven, et al., 2012; Upton, 2008). 

These dynamics of resources and power influence their ability to adapt to the 

multitude of changes.  

Past trends of decline may not be a good predictor for the future of TAP in Bhutan, 

for TAP now exists as a livelihood in contrast to the past when it existed as an 

additional wealth symbol for affluent absentee herders. If policy assumptions are 

based on erstwhile well-to-do families in Bhutan, the current TAP communities run 

the risk of losing their livelihood.  

It is important for policy makers and development agencies to understand and 

recognize household diversity and vulnerability, so that policies and programs are 

designed to cater for their needs (Yi et al., 2008). Policies and strategies need to be 
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flexible and responsive to enable TAP communities to share the benefit of the 

nation’s growth and successfully adapt to the environmental and climatic factors. 

However, development will take time, so certain levels of TAP may persist in the 

future due to a lack of infrastructure, low levels of education and lack of viable 

alternatives, together with intercommunity and individual choices. The public 

sector’s compact structure with a policy to maintain “small, compact, efficient and 

effective” civil service (RCSC, 2012) does not allow much growth in job 

opportunities, whilst the private sector is yet to develop significant markets. This 

limits the job market, which might compel some educated young people to return to 

their villages and continue with their parental livelihood. In any case, if pastoralists 

and their children choose to adopt different lifestyles, it should be under their own 

terms and not out of compulsion or some external pressure.  

Taken individually, the various factors identified here may not present a sufficient 

reason for herders to abandon TAP. However, the collective and compounding 

effects of multiple negative drivers on TAP households may result in the gradual 

disappearance of TAP practice over time. For example, human-wildlife conflict may 

seem a general issue rather than a determining factor for decisions to cease TAP. 

After all, predator attacks are random and can occur to both rich and poor 

households alike (Rosen, et al., 2012). However, when predators attack adult animals 

of smaller herds, this cripples the household’s ability to generate enough income. It 

is not only expensive to replace the lost stock but prolonged gestation period of 

cattle makes poorer TAP households worse off. If they have no reliable alternatives, 

they may be forced to abandon cattle and/or the practice of transhumance.  

Policies are needed that enable pastoralists to make their own decisions about their 

lives, to build their capacity as well as capability to enhance their livelihood, and 

encourage their participation and involvement in decision making and planning for 

their wellbeing (Kreutzmann, 2012). Although the current policy of providing free 

education has had unintended negative impacts on household labour supply, such 

policies should continue. Vocational training institutes should adjust new curricula 
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to suit emerging local needs and enhance capacity and skills to adapt to the various 

changes.    

The findings also highlight the crucial role of livestock, particularly cattle in 

Bhutanese TAP society, providing food, income, social security, companionship and 

draught power as reported elsewhere (Farooquee, 1998).  TAP herders also resemble 

Australian cattle-graziers in Queensland, who have a heavy dependence on cattle 

and range resources and tend to be socially and economically attached to their cattle 

and allied resources (Marshall, 2011).  

Lack of reliable meteorological data in Bhutan hinders projection of possible future 

impact of climate change highlighting the need to document pastoralists lived 

experience of climate change. Future impacts of climate change in pastoral areas are 

likely to vary spatially and temporally occurring in unpredictable forms. Lack of 

data and the highly variable nature of change make pastoralists’ adaptation capacity 

to climate change uncertain, underscoring the importance of local level adaptation 

(Birch and Grahn, 2007). Essentially pastoralism is a system well adapted to 

changing climate, with mobility and flexibility together with diversification as 

strategic mechanisms to overcome risks (Kreutzmann, 2012). Pastoralists are 

generally considered to be highly adaptable, adopting change as and when they see 

it fit if there is flexibility in policies (Fratkin, et al., 2004). It is likely that TAP may 

offer a valuable livestock management strategy in adapting to climate change in 

Bhutan. However, policy makers and development agencies in Bhutan like 

elsewhere need to avoid viewing TAP practice as ‘backward’ and irrational 

(Kreutzmann, 2012). Better stock management and more integrated agro-ecosystems 

that improve land conditions and reduce climate change stresses are needed (Cruz, 

et al., 2007).  

Recent trends of leasing state land by the government for private-public partnership 

projects (PPP) for private and corporate bodies to invest in export oriented crops 

such as coffee and hazelnut is also concerning. Concessional land lease regimes may 

compete with grazing resources, similar to the land grabs occurring in other south 

Asian and African countries (Duangklad, 2010; Hall, 2011; Mishra, 2011; Moloney, 
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2012; Zoomers, 2010). Common property areas increasingly targeted for public 

infrastructure developments (Ura, 2002) may further decrease land available for TAP 

households for grazing their cattle.  

Increasing farm roads penetrating into more remote areas of the country will create 

cash generation opportunities for TAP households. At the same time it will also 

diminish their income from orange transportation with their horses as more 

orchards in the south become connected. All these factors may act in congruence and 

decrease their reliance on transhumance pastoralism. As more TAP households 

diversify into a range of livelihood alternatives, development programs should aim 

to adopt integrated farming systems approaches instead of focusing purely on 

pastoral or cropping systems (Bayer, 2010). Flexibility in livelihood options through 

a variety of choices enhances household’s ability to cope with increased external 

stressors with poorer households benefiting the most (Thornton et al., 2007). Policies 

need not be limited to transhumance or sedentary options but provide a range of 

livelihood options (Chambers, 1984), based on resource endowment, personal 

capability and household capacity. More focus needs to be given to destitute herders 

and poor former TAP households, so as not to make them worse off.   

Conclusion  

Transhumant agro pastoralists in Bhutan are experiencing many changes from 

external factors as well as a desire for a better quality of life. While the general trend 

was a decline in TAP, the practice continues and serves a very important role for 

many pastoral households. We conclude that TAP is likely to continue to decline as 

Bhutan develops. However, households need to be supported in making informed 

choices about their future through flexible and responsive policies that ensure 

capability enhancement, and continued just and equitable access to pastoral 

resources and alternative livelihood options. 

Bhutan is at a crossroads politically, socio-culturally, and economically. The country 

is transitioning from a conservative past with indigenous practices to a more 

contemporary future with a capitalist economy and modernist worldviews. This 



 
 

27 | P a g e  
 

transition needs to be carefully managed particularly for poorer and more remote 

communities, such as TAP households.  Strategies are needed to increase livelihood 

choices for TAP households to enable them to capitalize on livestock production 

and/or adopt suitable alternative livelihoods. The key is to strike a balance between 

the past and future, between use and conservation, growth and sustainability and, 

mobility and sedentary systems.  
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