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Abstract: Ecologically sound natural resources management is still the backbone of rural livelihoods
in many regions of the world. The Altai-Dzungarian region between China and Mongolia constitutes
an ideal site to study how political, economic, infrastructural, and cultural differences affect rural
livelihoods. Structured semi-quantitative interviews were conducted with 483 households on both
sides to characterise their current livelihood strategies and assess the importance of the various
activities for the households’ current socio-economic situation by means of the categorical principal
component and two-step cluster analysis. In total, four livelihood clusters were identified across
both regions, whereby one cluster was only present in Mongolia. In general, all clusters mirrored
the transition from almost pure pastoralist to agro-pastoralist livelihood strategies. While animal
husbandry was more common in Mongolia and crop farming more common in China, most
households in both countries pursued a rather mixed approach. The composition of the herds,
as well as the richness and diversity of the livestock species, differed significantly between the
countries and was generally higher in Mongolia. Supplementary feedstuff and pesticide and fertiliser
use were higher in China, along with diversification of produces. Our analysis indicates that until
very recently the livelihood strategies on both sides of the border were the same, manifesting in the
fact that we can define three identical clusters across countries (environment factor) even though
there are slight differences in land, livestock and asset endowment.

Keywords: categorical principal component analysis; livestock species richness; product
diversification; pastoralism; rarefaction; Shannon diversity; sustainability; two-step cluster analysis;
Western Mongolia; Xinjiang

1. Introduction

Recent phenomena such as climate change, population growth, rural out-migration and
urbanisation, amalgamation of lifestyles and digitisation of all domains of human life affect people
worldwide, yet to different degrees and with different consequences [1]. To mitigate or even reverse
the negative impacts of global change phenomena, the Sustainable Development Goals were adopted

Sustainability 2018, 10, 1011; doi:10.3390/su10041011 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/10/4/1011?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su10041011


Sustainability 2018, 10, 1011 2 of 24

by the United Nations in September 2015 and frame the global development agenda towards 2030 [2].
Sustainable development, which concomitantly and equitably considers the “three pillars” (ecological,
economic and social dimensions [3]) of transformation processes, is not a new concept. Yet, its adoption
as an overarching goal by the global community obliges policymakers, as well as scientists, to evaluate
ongoing societal evolution with respect to the sustainability dimensions. The sustainable livelihoods
concept that was developed in the late 1990s also includes the “three pillars” but concentrates on
the much smaller scales of local and regional communities [4]. The sustainable livelihoods concept
is often applied to support poorer societal strata and rural communities in their quest for resource
use options that would render their livelihoods economically more sustainable through, for example,
diversification of produce [5] and ecologically sound natural resource management [1]. The latter is
still the backbone of rural livelihoods in many regions of the world, especially in the so-called transition
and developing countries, independent of these countries’ riches in crude minerals or industrialisation
level—as, for example, in China and Mongolia [6].

The Altai-Dzungarian border region between Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (XUAR) in
Northwest China and the westernmost Mongolian provinces Khovd and Bayan-Ölgii constitutes
an ideal site to study how political, economic, infrastructural, and cultural differences [7] shape
the adaptation strategies of rural dwellers to global change phenomena. The region is close to
the most distant terrestrial point of Eurasia, is sparsely populated and it offers the potential for
sustainable rural development. This region is, on both sides of the border, characterised by harsh
environmental conditions, sparse transport and communication infrastructure, a low to very low
level of industrialisation, and a high dependence of rural livelihoods on agricultural activities [8,9].
In XUAR, the central government’s campaign to “open up the West” has led since the 1990s to a
massive in-migration of Han Chinese from the eastern and central provinces, a rapid expansion of the
nationally very important gas and oil mining activities, a certain support of industrial development
across the vast countryside (1.6 million km2) and especially a massive expansion of state-controlled
agricultural perimeters (up to the late 1990s), including flood irrigated wheat and cotton cultivation,
and recently a rapid enlargement of drip-irrigated maize and potato cultivation [10–14]. Furthermore,
national and regional policies foster livestock production while strictly regulating the utilisation of
natural rangelands for grazing [11,15–18] and sedentarising formerly mobile livestock keepers [17,19]
of the ethnic minority groups within XUAR, such as Kazakhs, Mongols, and Uyghurs. Yet, livestock
production is only one of their professions, seconded by small-scale cereal cropping, vegetable
production (sometimes even greenhouse-based), petit commerce and salaried or waged labour [20–22].

In the neighbouring Republic of Mongolia, animal husbandry has always been and still is a very
important sector for rural employment and the national economy [23–25] despite the fact that in the
past two decades coal and mineral mining became indispensable for the country’s economy [6]. In the
year 1990, which marked the end of the 70-year socialist era in Mongolia, privatisation and liberalisation
of formerly state-owned and centralised animal husbandry started [26] and massive unemployment
occurred [27], triggering a return of many city dwellers to animal husbandry in the countryside. This
development was not paralleled by the release of consolidated management plans for the natural
rangelands [28] and hence led to a huge increase in livestock numbers, particularly of goats [8,29–31].
Even though the number of livestock keepers decreased again since 2005 when the mining industry
and massive rural-to-urban (back-)migration gained momentum [32,33], the agricultural sector still
accounts for 15% of the country’s gross domestic product of which 80% is derived from the livestock
sector [34].

Regionally, global change phenomena also manifested since the mid-1990s when the (Chinese)
border post Takashiken (46◦08′37′ ′ N, 90◦57′14′ ′ E) saw a certain amount of cross-country travel by the
local inhabitants. Since the end of 2006, the border post regularly opened for Chinese and Mongolian
citizens and since 2011, it is open year-round for travellers of any nationality; the number of commercial
travellers is especially large [35]. Overall, Mongolia depends on China for more than 60% of its external
trade. China receives some 90% of Mongolia’s exports and supplies Mongolia with more than one-third



Sustainability 2018, 10, 1011 3 of 24

of its imports [25]. With Mongolian citizens not needing a visa to enter China, the purchase and import
of Chinese manufactured goods and agricultural products into the Mongolian border region started
flourishing [35]. On the other hand, it is difficult for the Mongolian border population to export
their agricultural products into China because the quality, quantity and diversity of the Mongolian
vegetables are much lower than that of the Chinese. Furthermore, the export of raw livestock meat
and live animals into China is not allowed since zoonoses, such as foot and mouth disease, are not yet
eradicated in the Mongolian border provinces [36]. However, regular travel of Chinese businesspeople
into Mongolian border towns fuels the local restaurant and hotel sector. According to the Statistical
Department of Khovd Province [37], the positive implications of the open border have resulted in an
increase in the local population by about 10% since 1990.

Given the ecological and climatic homogeneousness of this border region but its contrasting
infrastructural, socio-economic and political settings [7], the present study aimed to understand
whether environmental or anthropogenic components are more decisive in shaping the present
evolution of rural livelihood strategies. The focus is (i) on the characterisation of current livelihood
strategies and (ii) on the evaluation of the importance of the various activities for the households’
current socio-economic situation and future prospects (that is, their sustainability) [38].

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Region

The present study was carried out at the transnational border along the Chinese and Mongolian
Altai Mountains and the Dzungarian Basin (Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, People’s Republic
of China and Western Mongolia, respectively). In total, three countries were covered: the county of
Qinghe (also spelt Qinggil) in Altai Prefecture (China), Bulgan County (sum) of Khovd Province and
Bulgan sum of Bayan-Ölgii Province, both located in Western Mongolia (Figure A3A). The main
settlements in these regions—Qinghe (China) and Bulgan sum city (Mongolia)—are located in
the valleys of the Qinghe River and Bulgan River, respectively, and are typical areas for winter
pasture and river oases at comparatively low altitudes of 1100–1600 meter above sea level (m a.s.l.).
The corresponding summer pasture areas are located in the Altai Mountains at altitudes above 2100 m
a.s.l.; they are characterised by cryophyte vegetation on permafrost soils, whereas fluvial and alluvial
soil types characterise the lower reaches. Agro-pastoralism is the predominant form of land use on
both sides of the border [19]. The local livestock herds are comprised of cattle, sheep, goats, horses,
and camels; additionally, yaks are found on the Mongolian side [9,35].

The study region is located in the temperate semi-arid and arid climatic belt including steppe and
semi-desert biomes. Long and cold winters, dry and hot summers, low precipitation (rainfall and snow)
and pronounced temperature fluctuations determine the local climate [24,39,40]. The average annual
temperature is generally lower in the mountainous regions and increases towards the lower reaches
of the Qinghe and Bulgan watersheds. The mean minimum/maximum annual air temperatures on
the Chinese and Mongolian sides range between 23 ◦C and 26 ◦C in the summer and between −33 ◦C
and −40 ◦C in the winter [7]. Across the region, a slight increase in the mean annual temperature
was observed from 1987 to 2000, ranging between 0.7 ◦C (128 meteorological stations in Northwest
China) [32] and 1.4 ◦C [41]. The mean annual precipitation amounts to 174 ± 50 mm in Qinghe and
75 ± 34 mm in Bulgan sum city [42]; precipitation amounts increase with altitude, reaching 214 mm
(China) and 305 mm (Mongolia) at sites above 2000 m a.s.l. [7].

Qinghe County hosts seven towns and is inhabited by approximately 64,300 people from 16 ethnic
groups [43]. The county is renowned as a cradle of wheat and alfalfa for human food and animal
forage, respectively. Both crops are irrigated throughout the growing period with water from the
Qinghe River and its tributaries. Other forms of farming include commercial mushroom and vegetable
production in traditional greenhouses.
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The Bulgan sums of Khovd and Bayan-Ölgii provinces are governed by elected local municipalities
residing in the respective central settlements; the sum centres and their vast hinterlands are inhabited
by about 9018 and 5164 people, respectively, belonging to three ethnicities [7,34]; the rural dwellers are
mostly engaged in livestock farming, and—to a much lesser extent than their Chinese neighbours—in
crop production.

2.2. Data Collection

On both sides of the border, study sites were selected along a decreasing temperature gradient
from the lowland towns and adjacent winter pastures to high altitude summer pastures. Based on
topographic features and the altitudinal gradient, eleven focal geographical points representing a
specific permanent or temporary settlement area were chosen, five in China and six on the Mongolian
side (Table 1 and Figure 1). All households (HHs) within a 5 km radius around the focal points
were visited in the summer of 2012. After introducing the purpose of the study and asking for the
interviewees’ consent to participate, the coordinates (latitude, longitude, altitude) of the household’s
current home (fixed house or temporary yurt) were recorded with a handheld GPS (HOLUX M-241
wireless GPS logger, HOLUX Technology Inc., Hsinchu, Taiwan; accuracy ±3 m).

Figure 1. Map of the studied areas in Northwest China (Xinjiang) and Western Mongolia, summer
2012. Sonkhel (administrative subunit), Bulgan (sum), Qinghe (county). Source: spatial data modified
from diva-gis.org (accessed 16 August 2017).
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Table 1. Biophysical characteristics of the surveyed locations, each in ascending order of altitude for Northwest China (Xinjiang) and Western Mongolia, until 2015.

Country No Locations Coordinates N E Altitude m a.s.l. Annual Average Temperature
◦C (Measurement Period) ‡ Site Description

China

1 Akekaren 46◦25′, 90◦14′ 1131 3.6 (2008–2009) Winter home base
2 Qinghe 46◦39′, 90◦24′ 1223 0.7 (1958–2007) County centre
3 Arele 46◦44′, 90◦19′ 1283 1.5 (2009–2010, 2013) Agricultural village (township centre)
4 Buluhe 46◦48′, 90◦19′ 1374 1.3 (2009–2010) Agro-pastoral village
5 Akbulak 47◦12′, 90◦14′ 2418 na Summer pasture

Mongolia

1 Bulgan Gol 46◦07′, 91◦04′ 1133 2.3 (2008–2009,2012,2014–2015) Spring and autumn pasture
2 Bulgan sum city 46◦05′, 91◦34′ 1181 2.5 (1963–2014) County centre and crop fields
3 Bayan Gol 46◦20′, 91◦24′ 1323 5.7 (2013–2015) Crop fields and pasture
4 Kheltgiikhad 46◦38′, 91◦21′ 1611 3.0 (2012–2014) Spring and winter pasture
5 Turgen 46◦49′, 91◦20′ 1889 −0.2 (2014) Crop fields spring and winter pasture
6 Sonkhel Lake 46◦39′, 91◦30′ 2170 −5.9 (2012–2015) Summer pasture

No: location in ascending order of altitude per country; ‡: data and time horizons are the only ones available for the locations, hence annual average temperatures should not be
overestimated but may serve as a rough indicator for the climatic conditions of low and high altitudinal regions; na: not available.
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Pre-tested structured interviews were conducted in local languages (C: Kazakh, Mandarin Chinese,
and Uyghur; M: Kazakh and Mongolian) with the help of assistants; answers were translated into
English. A total of 483 (C: 258; M: 225) HHs were thereby covered. The interview contained questions
related to the socio-economic characteristics of the HHs (size, ethnicity, gender and age of the family
members, education level and status of employment of the family members), cropping activities
(croplands: gardens, vegetable plots, staple food fields; hayfields; major crops; cropping practices;
product marketing), household assets (transportation: car, motorcycle, bicycle, cart; electronic devices:
radio, television, electric cooker/heater, solar panel; other: kerosene cooker, gas cooker, sewing
machine; agricultural machinery: tractor, plough, seeder, grass mower) and livestock activities
(livestock ownership, herd size, livestock species, feeding management, yearly transhumance distances
covered by the herd (Figure A3B), animal and product marketing, and cash revenue from animal
(product) sales). Both the value of assets and cash income from animals (incl. meat, wool, skin and live
animals) were calculated based on the responses (sale prices) by the interviewees and summed up for
the previous year 2011.

Animals owned were grouped into small livestock (sheep and goat), large livestock (cattle and
yak) and status animals (horse and camel) and numbers were converted to sheep units (SU). One SU is
defined as a ewe of 40 kg live weight and its nursing lamb(s) with a daily forage consumption of 5 to
7.5 kg of dry matter; for the conversion, the used the factors proposed by [44]. All monetary values
were converted into Euro from the national currencies (Chinese Renminbi and Mongolian Tugrik)
based on the average exchange rate during May to September 2012 (www.xe.com).

2.3. Statistical Analysis

To determine the HHs’ main livelihood strategies, a categorical principal component analysis
(CATPCA) was employed, followed by a two-step cluster analysis [45]. Both techniques allow for the
simultaneous integration of different data scales (nominal, ordinal, and metric) [46,47]. CATPCA is
a multivariate technique that intermediates between standard (linear) PCA and nonlinear multiple
correspondence analysis [48]. The CATPCA approach was used to reduce the initial set of 16 variables
considered relevant for the characterisation of livelihood strategies (Table 2). Variables with component
loading values (eigenvalues) higher than 0.5 in either of the two principal dimensions were successively
selected; auto-correlated variables were not considered for further cluster analysis. The two-step
cluster approach was applied to group individual households that share common characteristics and
to identify the relative importance of the variables used. The number of clusters was set based on
the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) and cluster goodness was evaluated based on the silhouette
measure of cohesion and separation following [45,49,50] with a value ≥ 0.6 indicative for cluster
goodness. The alternating runs of both techniques and subsequent evaluation (two-step cluster
visualisation) each resulted in a final set of nine variables most relevant for cluster determination.

Table 2. Naming, coding, and description of variables used in the two-step cluster analysis and
categorical principal component analysis (CATPCA).

Variable Data Scale and Description Unit

Age metric Year (year)

Education of household head
ordinal (illiterate = 1, primary school = 2,
secondary school = 3, high school = 4,
technical school = 5, university = 6) *

-

No. of family members metric -
No. of children metric -
No. of adults employed metric -
Garden/field nominal (yes = 1/no = 2) -
Cropland metric Hectare (ha)
Hayfield metric Hectare (ha)
Livestock nominal (yes = 1/no = 2) -
No. of goats metric (heads of goat) -

www.xe.com
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Table 2. Cont.

Variable Data Scale and Description Unit

No. of horses metric (heads of horse) -
No. of camels metric (heads of camel) -
Total no. of animals metric (all heads) -
Total income from animals metric (incl. meat, wool, skin, live animals) Euro (€)
Total no. of assets metric -
Annual transhumance distance metric (distance bridged with flock per year) Kilometre per year (km year−1)

Bold-marked variables are the explaining variables of the two-step cluster analysis. * Obtained technical school and
university degrees were summarised as “advanced studies” in the text.

Prior to descriptive statistical analysis, the residuals of the continuous variables were checked for
normal distribution using the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test. As all variables were found to be distributed
non-normal, differences between clusters were explored using non-parametric tests depending on
the scale of the data (Chi-square (Fisher’s exact) test for categorical variables; Mann-Whitney-U or
Kruskal-Wallis test for continuous variables). The standard error of the mean (SEM) and the standard
deviation (±) were used to express variability of larger and smaller datasets, respectively. Wilcoxon
signed rank-statistics were used to assign significant differences between clusters. Linear relationships
were analysed applying Spearman’s correlation coefficient. All data were analysed with SPSS (IBM
SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 20.0. Armonk, NY, USA: IBM Corp.). Significance was declared
at p < 0.05.

Species-specific livestock numbers were used to analyse species richness, species diversity and
evenness of species representation in the individual HH’s herds by calculating Simpson diversity and
Shannon evenness (J’), which are based on the formulas summarised by [51]. The Simpson diversity
index expresses the probability that two random samples from a community do belong to the same
species, whereas J’ is derived from the Shannon diversity index H’ divided by H’max (highest possible
value if all species are equally abundant) and indicates the distribution of individuals over the different
species in a given community. Indices were calculated with the MS® Excel-based Diversity Add-In
Calculator (SSC, Reading, UK). To allow for the comparison of differently large animal sample sets per
cluster, sample-based species accumulation curves were generated with EstimateS (Version 9, R. K.
Colwell, Connecticut, Storrs, CT USA, http://purl.oclc.org/estimates) using the Mao Tao estimator
and the SEM to indicate significant differences. Numerical livestock data were only based on HHs
owning livestock while richness and diversity indices comprise all cases.

If not otherwise indicated and to maintain consistency during descriptions of between-country
data, China is mentioned prior to Mongolia throughout the following sections.

3. Results

3.1. General Characteristics of Rural Households

The average size of a rural family in the border region of China and Mongolia was four and five
members, respectively, including two children. In both cases, male-to-female and adult-to-child ratios
were similar with about 23% (China) and 33% (Mongolia) more males than females, and 58% and 44%
more adults than children. The average age of the (male) household heads differed marginally and
was 44 and 47 years.

The study sites were dominated by three ethnic groups (Figure 2), namely Kazakhs (45.3% and
10.4%), Torguud (0.2% and 6.2%) and Uriankhai (0.4% and 30.0%). The remaining interviewees
belonged to the Han Chinese (6.0%) and the two Islamic minorities, the Hui (1.0%) and Uyghurs
(0.4%)—all only recorded in China.

http://purl.oclc.org/estimates
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Figure 2. Share (size of slice) and absolute numbers of the ethnic groups within the surveyed
households (HH) in China (right half of pie chart) and Mongolia (left part of pie chart) in summer 2012.

Although the educational levels of the household heads were in part comparable between the two
countries, the overall test statistics differed significantly. The illiteracy rate was generally low (5% and
3%) and most of the household heads had visited secondary school (48% and 34%) or high school (33%
in both countries). While more Chinese (59%) than Mongolian (48%) household heads had obtained
a primary or secondary schooling certificate, more Mongolian (17%) than Chinese (3%) household
heads held an advanced study degree (university or technical school). The number of family members
employed in a regular job outside agriculture averaged 3 (±0.9) and 2 (±1.2), respectively.

Own or long-term leased land for crop production was managed by 79% and 66% (p < 0.01) of the
interviewed HHs. The size of the hayfields and croplands was similar or smaller in Mongolia than in
China (Table 3).

Four-fifths (78%) of Chinese households kept livestock as compared to 92% in Mongolia. Based on
the absolute animal numbers, goats and sheep were most popular while cattle played a moderate role,
and camels, horses and yaks showed a low importance for local livelihoods. Except for yaks, which
were only encountered in 43 herds in Mongolia (4.9 ± 4.21 animals), all other species were found on
both sides of the border. The average herd size (in head counts) was almost twice as high (p < 0.001) in
Mongolia (113, n = 223 HH) than in China (64, n = 201 HH). Whereas in China the herds comprised
on average 2.1 times more sheep than in Mongolia (p < 0.001), the number of goats, cattle, horses and
camels was 4.2, 1.3, 2.1 and 2.4 times higher (all 0.002) in the Mongolian herds. In general, the total
number of animals, total income from animal production and the yearly transhumance distances
were inversely related with the size of the cropped land (r = −0.54, p < 0.001; r = −0.37, p = 0.013;
r = −0.54, p < 0.001, respectively). The size of the hayfields, instead, was positively correlated with
the total number of animals (r = 0.52, p < 0.001) and the total income from animal production (r = 0.51,
p < 0.001). The yearly transhumance distance was also highly correlated with the total number of
animals (r = 0.77, p < 0.001).
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Table 3. Average household characteristics within clusters and between countries (Northwest China (Xinjiang) and Western Mongolia), summer 2012.

Variable
China Mongolia

SEM
Significance

Unit Vm VLs Ltm Vm VLs Ltm Lm Cluster Country × Cluster

Elevation m a.s.l. 1279 b 1355 b 2122 a 1420 b 1471 b 1356 b 1651 b - - -
Household (HH) n 57 132 69 16 87 111 11 - - -
Age of HH head year 47 ab 44 ab 41 b 47 ab 46 ab 47 ab 48 a 9.7 0.003 0.012
Family members n 3.2 c 4.0 b 4.0 b 5.1 b 4.4 b 4.3 abc 5.7 a 0.9 <0.001 <0.001
Male-female ratio - 1.3 1.2 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.6 1.4 0.3 0.680 0.213
Adult-child ratio - 1.7 1.5 1.6 2.3 1.6 2.0 1.8 0.5 0.391 0.167

HH with off-farm income n 0.0 1.0 1.0 2.0 7.0 4.0 2.0 2.6 1.000 0.001
Adults employed off-farm n 2.3 ab 2.7 a 2.5 a 1.9 b 1.9 b 1.9 ab 2.4 a 0.5 0.640 <0.001

HH managing land % 96 83 58 81 71 61 55 5.8 <0.001 <0.001
Cropland ha 1.2 a 1.3 a 0.8 ab 0.7 ab 0.6 b 0.8 ab 0.9 b 0.3 <0.001 <0.001
Hayfield ha 11.3 ab 37.3 ab 35.1 a 31.2 ab 30.7 b 13.4 ab 30.5 b 12 0.124 0.003

Transportation means n 1.4 b 1.9 a 1.8 a 1.2 b 1.4 b 1.5 ab 1.9 a 0.4 0.001 <0.001
Electronic devices n 1.4 b 1.6 b 1.8 b 2.1 ab 2.3 a 2.2 ab 2.7 a 0.4 <0.001 <0.001

Agricultural devices n 1.1 c 1.3 c 1.2 c 2.0 b 3.2 b 2.0 b 4.3 a 0.7 <0.001 <0.002
Other devices n 1.3 b 1.2 b 1.0 b 1.5 ab 1.4 a 1.6 a 1.3 ab 0.4 0.319 0.123

Total assets n 3.7 c 4.7 b 4.6 b 5.6 b 7.0 a 6.2 ab 9.4 a 1.2 <0.001 <0.001
Monetary value of assets € 1543 b 2226 a 2573 a 700 c 1118 b 1329 b 2397 a 638 0.001 <0.001

Vm: Market-oriented vegetable production, VLs: Subsistence vegetable production and livestock keeping, Lm: Market-oriented livestock keeping, Ltm: Livestock keeping, traditional but
market oriented. SEM = Standard error of the mean, HH = Household; different superscript letters for means indicate significant cluster-wise differences based on Wilcoxon signed
rank-statistics. 1 € ~8 RMB and 1680 Mongolian Tugrik, respectively (May–September 2012).
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3.2. Livelihood Diversity

The most influential variables emerging from CATPCA were the number of family members,
the presence (or absence) of livestock, the total number of animals, the number of goats, the number
of horses, and the number of camels, the total income from animal production, cropland, and the
total number of assets owned (Appendix A, Table A1, Figure A1). Across both countries, the rural
households could be grouped according to four major livelihood strategies (Table 3), defined as:

• Vm: Vegetable production for the market (15%)
• VLs: Vegetable production and livestock keeping for subsistence (45%)
• Ltm: Livestock keeping, traditional but market oriented (17%)
• Lm: Livestock keeping for the market (23%)

Households belonging to cluster Vm (15% of all HH, 78% thereof in China) inhabited the lower
reaches (<1450 m a.s.l.) of the surveyed region. In China, the cluster was dominated by Han Chinese
with 28 of the total 29 Han HHs found in cluster Vm. In addition, two out of five Hui and one out
of two Uyghur HHs were also found in this cluster. On the Mongolian side, 10 Uriankhai, 4 Kazakh
and 2 Torguud HHs made up cluster Vm. The level of illiteracy was highest and the proportion of
household heads with an advanced study degree was amongst the lowest on the Chinese side, whereas
on the Mongolian side this cluster had the highest proportion of household heads with a high school
or university degree (Figure 3). Land (particularly a garden) was cultivated by 89% (C: 96% and M:
81%, respectively) of all Vm HHs; this activity was hence more frequent than in all the other clusters.
Whereas in China Vm HHs cultivated on average 1.2 ha of cropland, their Mongolian counterparts only
cultivated 0.7 ha; yet, with 1.0 the standard deviation was about one-third higher than the mean, which
shows the wide range of plot sizes in the Mongolian cluster Vm. In China, the Vm HHs primarily
cultivated wheat and a variety of vegetables (such as cabbage, tomatoes, melons, and carrots); potatoes
dominated over vegetables (the same species as in China) and rye on the Mongolian side (Figure 4).
In Mongolia, HHs in cluster Vm even owned livestock; they did however not herd their animals
but just let them graze on communal land near the settlements to obtain animal produce for home
consumption and sporadic sale. Consequently, income from animal production was also only obtained
by Mongolian Vm HHs but ranked lowest across all clusters (Table 4). On the Chinese side, the size of
the cropland was large in this cluster, while only moderate in Mongolia. In contrast, the number of
assets owned and their monetary value was lowest for HHs in cluster Vm on both sides of the border
(Table 3).

Figure 3. Educational level of the household heads according to cluster in the studied regions of
Northwest China (Xinjiang) and Western Mongolia, summer 2012. Vm: Market-oriented vegetable
production; VLs: Subsistence vegetable production and livestock keeping; Lm: Market-oriented
livestock keeping; Ltm: Livestock keeping, traditional but market oriented.
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Table 4. Average richness and diversity indices for the livestock herds within clusters and between countries (Northwest China (Xinjiang) and Western Mongolia),
summer 2012.

Group Variable Unit
China Mongolia SEM Significance

Vm VLs Ltm Vm VLs Ltm Lm Cluster Country × Cluster

HH with
livestock only

Household (HH) n 57 132 69 16 87 111 11 - - -
HH managing livestock n 0 100 100 0 100 99 100 - - -

Goats n - 14.9 c 21.9 b 25.7 b 32.1 b 113.3 a 40.8 b 34.5 <0.001 <0.001
Sheep n - 24.3 c 94.8 a 12.5 c 14.9 c 33.4 b 20.7 b 29.6 <0.001 <0.001
Cattle n - 9.8 bc 10.7 b 9.9 c 9.7 c 16.6 a 11.4 abc 3.6 <0.001 <0.001
Horses n - 2.3 c 4.5 b 3.7 c 3.3 c 9.0 a 3.3 b 2.5 <0.001 <0.001
Camels n - 2.1 c 2.5 b 1.3 c 2.9 bc 6.8 a 4.0 bc 1.8 <0.001 <0.001

Yaks n - - - 2.0 5.5 4.9 - 1.7 <0.001 <0.001
Total livestock n - 35 c 121 b 32 c 52 bc 176 a 61 b 56.3 <0.001 <0.001
Total livestock SU - 73 b 175 a 56 b 85 b 236 a 90 b 71.4 <0.001 <0.001

Total income livestock production € year−1 - 1149 c 6281 a 180 c 363 c 1688 b 1089 b 2122.9 <0.001 <0.001

All HH

Richness n - 3 c 4 b 2 c 4 b 5 a 3 b 1.2 <0.001 <0.001
Simpson’s diversity (index) - - 0.46 ab 0.42 b 0.31 ab 0.50 a 0.44 b 0.40 ab 0.1 <0.001 0.001

Evenness (index) - - 0.69 b 0.57 b 0.47 c 0.70 a 0.56 c 0.55 bc 0.2 <0.001 <0.001
Transhumance distance km year−1 - 1 c 248 a 44 b 36 b 126 a 288 a 34.5 <0.001 <0.001

HH: household; Vm: Market-oriented vegetable production; VLs: Subsistence vegetable production and livestock keeping; Lm: Market-oriented livestock keeping; Ltm: Livestock keeping,
traditional but market oriented. SEM = Standard error of the mean, SU = Sheep unit; different superscript lettersfor means indicate significant cluster-wise differences based on Wilcoxon
signed rank-statistics.
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Cluster VLs (45% of all HH, 61% thereof in China) was dominated by Kazakh HHs (65.3%)
followed by Uriankhai (30.6%) and all other minorities (4.1%). Similar to cluster Vm, HHs of cluster
VLs were primarily encountered in mountainous reaches below 1450 m a.s.l. In both countries,
the proportion of household heads with secondary and high school degrees was highest in this cluster
(Figure 3); on the Chinese side, VLs HHs also hosted the highest number of members employed
off-farm. Total assets averaged 4.7 and 7.0 and valued about 500 € more than the assets in cluster Vm.
More than two-thirds (78%) of VLs HHs cultivated a piece of land, whereby its average size was the
second largest among the four clusters (Table 3). Crops grown by Chinese VLs HHs were mainly wheat
and alfalfa for fodder; on the Mongolian side primarily potatoes, vegetables and rye were cultivated
(Figure 4). Livestock keeping, though practised by all VLs HHs, was characterised by very short yearly
transhumance distances and minor sales revenues (nearly seven times lower than those of cluster Ltm;
see below).

Figure 4. First (upper graph) and second (lower graph) most important crops per cluster in
the studied regions of Northwest China (Xinjiang) and Western Mongolia, summer 2012. Vm:
Market-oriented vegetable production; VLs: Subsistence vegetable production and livestock keeping;
Lm: Market-oriented livestock keeping; Ltm: Livestock keeping, traditional but market oriented.

Cluster Ltm comprised 16% of all HHs (86% thereof living in China) and all but one being Kazakh.
In Mongolia, three of the eleven Ltm HHs were Torguud, the remaining were Uriankhai. At the time of
the interview, most Ltm HHs were encountered between 1130 and 2420 m a.s.l. The illiteracy rate of the
household heads was the lowest and the primary and secondary schooling rate the highest among all
clusters (Figure 3). With an average of 2.5 and 1.9 adults having off-farm employment on the Chinese
and Mongolian sides, respectively, these values were in agreement with the number of employed
household members in the other clusters. Assets owned were dominated by electronic devices (Table 3)
and across the two countries the total value of assets ranked highest among all clusters. Ltm HHs
managed the smallest land area in China, whereas land cropped by Ltm HHs in Mongolia showed
numerically higher values; mainly alfalfa and wheat were cultivated in China and rye and vegetables
in Mongolia. All Ltm HHs owned livestock with the average numbers of goats, cattle and camels
ranking second highest after cluster Lm. The yearly transhumance distance averaged 256 km and was
thus the greatest across the clusters. Similarly, the average annual income from livestock (5500 € across
countries) was the highest among all clusters in China and Mongolia.
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Cluster Lm only comprised Mongolian HHs (23% of all interviewed HH) that were all located
between 1100 and 2200 m a.s.l. at the time of the interview. The highest shares of Torguud (19%) and
Uriankhai people (56%) were found in this cluster. With 4% of household heads having completed
university or equivalent studies, the educational level of household heads was similar to that of
Mongolian Vm members, as was the number of adults employed off-farm. Moreover, the cluster
also hosted the second highest share of household heads with completed secondary school education
(Figure 3). Both the number of assets owned and their cumulated value were highest for cluster Lm
than the other clusters on the Mongolian side of the border (Table 3). With 0.89 ha, the average size of
cultivated land was moderate among the clusters on the Mongolian side and the crops grown were
clearly dominated by potatoes followed by rye. As indicated by the cluster name, livestock husbandry
was very important for these HHs that kept the highest number of animals per species (except yak)
but bridged only moderate transhumance distances per year and earned the second highest income
from livestock in Mongolia (Table 4).

3.3. Livestock Richness and Diversity

Livestock richness ranged between zero and six species and was high in herds of clusters Lm and
Ltm, moderate in herds of cluster VLs and low, but with the highest standard deviation, in herds of
cluster Vm (Table 4). Across clusters, livestock species richness in Mongolian herds was 69% higher
than in Chinese herds (p < 0.001). Expressed in SU, the highest number of small ruminants was
determined for Chinese HHs in cluster Ltm. Least differences between clusters were observed for SU
of status animals.

The Simpson diversity was lowest for the herds of cluster Vm, which on average harboured no
(China) or only two (Mongolia) species, and highest for species-rich (Mongolian) herds of cluster Lm.
Species evenness behaved slightly differently with herds of cluster VLs showing the highest values
while Ltm and Vm herds had a moderate to low species evenness. Across clusters, Simpson diversity
was 30% higher in Mongolian than in Chinese herds (p = 0.001); species evenness was also 20% higher
in Mongolia (p > 0.05). The sample-based livestock species accumulation curves reached complete
saturation at a number of five (Figure 5a) and six species (Figure 5b), respectively. The minimum and
maximum saturation numbers of samples instead were reached after 13 and 52 (China, Figure 5a)
and 8 to 40 (Mongolia, Figure 5b) samples in cluster Ltm and VLs, respectively. Both clusters differed
significantly from each other (no overlap of SEM during incline or after curve saturation).

Figure 5. Species accumulation curves within clusters and between countries. (a) Northwest China
(Xinjiang) and (b) Western Mongolia, summer 2012, based on the Mao Tao estimator ± standard error
of the mean (SEM, black bars). Grey dashed lines indicate the minimum and maximum sample n to
reach curve saturation. Note to (a), cluster Vm is not present due to non-possession of livestock species
and cluster Lm does not exist. Vm: Market-oriented vegetable production; VLs: Subsistence vegetable
production and livestock keeping; Lm: Market-oriented livestock keeping; Ltm: Livestock keeping,
traditional but market oriented.



Sustainability 2018, 10, 1011 14 of 24

3.4. Household Assets Ownership and Management Strategies

The average number (and the monetary value) of household assets averaged 5 (2166 €) and 8
(1738 €), respectively; hence, Mongolian HHs possessed more items whereas Chinese HHs captured
more monetary value with their assets (Table 3). There was a positive correlation between the monetary
value captured in assets and a household’s income from livestock production (r = 0.53; p < 0.001).
The transportation means (descended share: 1. motorbike (both countries); 2. bicycle (China) and
tractor (Mongolia); 3. car (China) and bicycle (Mongolia)) possessed by any household in China
averaged 1.6 whereas the average was 1.3 in Mongolia. On the other hand, electronic items (descended
share: 1. TV (China) and solar panel (Mongolia); 2. radio (China) and TV (Mongolia); 3. solar panel
(China) and radio (Mongolia)) were less widespread among Chinese than Mongolian HHs (1.4–1.7
versus 2.0–2.7). Although more agricultural devices were owned by Mongolian HHs (2.0–4.3) than by
their Chinese counterparts (1.1–1.3), their monetary value was much lower.

Cropland was manured by 89%, 78% and 45% of the Chinese HHs in clusters Vm, VLs and Ltm.
While the Vm HHs used mostly mineral fertiliser (75%), a mix of mineral and organic fertiliser was
preferred by 56% of the VLs HHs. Ltm farmers who applied fertiliser, used mineral, organic and a
combination of both at around 33% each. Even though in each cluster more than half of the Mongolian
HHs applied fertiliser, the frequencies were lower than in Qinghe (Vm: 88%; VLs: 69%; Ltm: 55%; Lm:
62%). Here, organic inputs (Figure 6) were most frequently applied by Vm (57%), VLs (60%) and Lm
(100%) HHs whereas Ltm farmers claimed to prefer mineral fertiliser (65%).

Figure 6. Organic inputs (mainly manure from respective livestock species) by cluster in the
studied regions of Northwest China (Xinjiang) and Western Mongolia, summer 2012. Vm:
Market-oriented vegetable production; VLs: Subsistence vegetable production and livestock keeping;
Lm: Market-oriented livestock keeping; Ltm: Livestock keeping, traditional but market oriented.

Pesticides (particularly for vegetables) were intensely used by HHs in the Chinese clusters
Vm (91%) and VLs (77%), while in Mongolia only 56% and 44% of Vm and VLs farmers applied
pesticides—but also 55% of the Lm HHs. On both sides of the border, cropland was flood irrigated by
more than half of the HHs in each cluster with Chinese Vm (98%) and VLs (81%) as well as Mongolian
Vm (88%) HHs particularly relying on this measure.

Livestock feeding strategies differed between countries and among clusters. With 91% (VLs)
and 96% (Ltm) in China and 75% (Vm), 98% (VLs) and 100% (Ltm and Lm) in Mongolia, the vast
majority of livestock-keeping HHs offered hay and other feedstuffs to their animals in the wintertime.
Thereby, Chinese HHs used on average a similar number of different feeds (2.8–3.2) as Mongolian HHs
(2.2–2.9). The largest differences were found within cluster VLs where almost twice as many types of
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feed were offered in China as Mongolia. Salt (mostly sodium chloride) was supplied throughout the
year and especially during the winter months, grass and alfalfa hay, brans, grains and meal leftovers
were offered to the animals and complemented the feed intake on pasture. Thereby, combinations of
feedstuffs offered were manifold, resulting in 18 different feeding strategies across the surveyed HHs.

4. Discussion

4.1. Cross-Country Comparison of Rural Households’ Socio-Economic Settings

With the restriction of our interviews to rural HHs, we wanted to avoid bias that might otherwise
have been introduced by the very rapid infrastructural and economic development of Qinghe in
comparison to Bulgan sum city [35,52], since the latter is smaller and has a greater disadvantage in
terms of physical infrastructure [53]. Based on the data collected using the same questionnaire on both
sides of the border, a separation of four distinct but homogeneous clusters across the two countries
was possible (Appendix A, Figure A1). This is in agreement with outcomes of cross-country studies
from Africa [45,54] and shows that the rural livelihood strategies are not very different in the remote
regions of these two countries despite their divergent economic and infrastructural development, as
well as political setting [55]. This conclusion is furthermore supported by the fact that the relative
representation of HHs in clusters Vm, VLs and Vtm was analogous in both countries. Moreover, as
in other rural areas of Asia [56], the subsistence-oriented crop–livestock system (VLs) dominated,
especially in China (51% of interviewed Chinese HHs).

One striking difference was the higher rural illiteracy rate found in China compared to Mongolia
where more advanced educational levels prevailed. In the past, minority groups in China had
fewer chances to obtain higher education [57]; therefore, many Kazakhs lack knowledge of Mandarin
Chinese [5,58], which until today prevents them (and other minorities) from efficiently starting off-farm
activities in China [59].

In Mongolia, the communist system had enforced education on everyone, even in rural areas [35].
Given the average age of the interviewed farmers of about 50 years, most of them have benefitted
from the pro-education policy of the communist era. After the abandonment of socialism in the early
1990s and until recently, this policy vanished [60,61]. Yet, good education is still highly valued in rural
areas and many families of Bulgan sum send their children to high school and later to university in
Khovd or Ulaanbaatar [35], many of them envisaging that their children will leave the border area
for good. Since the introduction of government settlement plans in China, older people and children
of rural (mobile herding) families have been staying throughout the year in the low-laying winter
settlements [62]. According to our survey data, many young people have benefitted from this policy
and have better education than their parents have. Concurrently, most of the interviewed household
heads were eager to offer their children good career options by sending them to school.

Whereas in China 12%, 27% and 14% of the Vm, VLs and Ltm HHs benefitted from off-farm
income earned by one or more members, the respective proportions in Mongolia were only 3%, 18%
and 2%, despite on average better education of the Mongolian interviewees. This was similarly
described by [63] for a region at the southeastern border of Mongolia and Inner Mongolia (China).
These authors narrowed the phenomenon down to the inferior development of infrastructure and
local economy in Mongolia, which is, in contrast to China, only weakly and communally regulated by
governmental bodies. With completion of the paved road between the city of Khovd and our study
region in the summer of 2017, employment and other off-farm income earning opportunities may now
improve for the Mongolian HHs studied and might accelerate the process of sedentarisation of so-far
mobile HHs (especially of clusters Vm and VLs) in the sum centres. In addition, temporary migration
of household members to Khovd might be triggered, which is similar to what has been reported by [63]
for the easternmost border region of Mongolia with China.
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4.2. Livestock Contribution to Livelihoods

Our sample-based species accumulation curves reached, on average, saturation after 25 samples
and at a level of five and six species, indicating a sufficient sampling of the observed livestock species
in the Chinese and Mongolian study sites. Most courses behaved similarly, (i) indicating the robustness
of the cluster assignments and (ii) suggesting that other species, such as chicken or pig (which have
been sighted but were not encountered in the sample set), are extremely rare due to climatic (chicken
and pigs) and cultural reasons (pigs are not kept by Muslim Kazakh and Hui families). The higher
livestock species richness in the market-oriented (Lm) and the traditional (Ltm) livestock clusters as
compared to the mixed subsistence-oriented cluster (VLs) is in agreement with the findings of [64] in
Uganda where the highest livestock species richness was found on semi-commercial farms. Analogous
to the higher crop species diversity in market-oriented than in subsistence-oriented urban gardens in
West Africa [65], higher (plant or animal) species diversity allows them to exploit several market niches
and reduces the production risks immanent in a specialised system [66]. Such findings also contradict
the common impression that commercialisation of agricultural activities always leads to specialisation
and loss of agrobiodiversity [67,68]. While in natural plant and animal community studies the species
richness approach is frequently used to characterise ecosystems (cf. [69]), as well as to evaluate
sample size and predict potential species richness based on species accumulation curves (cf. [70]),
the application of this approach is under-utilised in livestock-related research [71,72]. Recently, [73]
proposed livestock species richness (one indicator out of five) to easily assess agrobiodiversity on a
farm scale. As our results show, livestock species richness can be reliably determined from a sample of
thirty herds in the study area. This and the related diversity and evenness indices allow an evaluation
of the following: (i) the use of rangeland resources through animals complementing one another in
their selectivity or exerting pressure on the same forage species [74] and (ii) the scope of livestock
functions such as insurance, fungibility [66], self-sufficiency and food security [75].

Concerning livestock ownership, a higher overall proportion of people in Mongolia kept animals
than in China. After the disastrous winter (dzud) of 2009/2010, livestock numbers across Mongolia
and our study region declined abruptly to the values of the 1980s, but immediately afterwards the
animal numbers of all species rapidly increased again [37]. While sheep dominate the Chinese herds
and prevailed in the Mongolian herds until 1993, goats dominate the Mongolian herds today on the
provincial level [37] as well as in our study [7]. The shares of cattle and horses were and still are
relatively stable, whereas the share of camels has steadily decreased throughout the last decades [34,37].
Total revenue from livestock activities was lower in Mongolia (1040 €) than in China (2270 €). While
in China, live animal (sheep) sales dominated over product sales, cashmere wool sales (from goats)
were the primary commodity in Mongolia. Generally, in China, the price of mutton increased more
than three times from 2007 (1.9 €/kg) to 2013 (7.2 €/kg) and continues to rise [76]. This is partly due to
governmental incentives promoting animal sales in the case of Inner Mongolia, China [63], as well
as to good road infrastructure and transportation facilities that enable herders to sell their animals
directly at larger regional and urban markets [77] rather than to local traders for a low price [63].
In addition, a rising standard of living and rapid urbanisation in Xinjiang Province (promoted by the
government-supported settlement of Han Chinese [78]) is stimulating the regional meat consumption.

In Mongolia, raw cashmere wool yields 63–70% of a family’s yearly cash income [8]. Hence,
livestock-related cash income in the Mongolian study HHs was mainly coming from sales of cashmere
wool (71%), whereas sales of live animals (20%), animal skins (7%) and sheep and camel wool
(2%) were of subordinate importance. However, sheep wool sales are currently promoted by the
Mongolian government [79] to offset the high goat numbers and the related problems of rangeland
(over)use [80,81]. In our study region, 15 out of the 225 interviewed HHs sold sheep wool in 2011;
in 2017, their number has increased to 456 (own observation in summer 2017) due to the relatively
attractive governmental price for raw sheep wool of 1.19 € per kilogram.
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4.3. Relevance of Land for Livelihood Strategies

Even if not owned but only managed based on a long-term lease [63], croplands, though mostly
small, are an integral part of all rural livelihood strategies in China as well as in our Mongolian study
region, whereby the average plot size for all clusters is smaller on the Mongolian side. Yet, even in
the clusters focussing on livestock activities (Ltm, Lm), a high share of HHs managed croplands [82].
Likewise, haymaking areas are vast and are present in each cluster on both sides of the border and
used to build up winter hay stocks (Figure A3C). These hayfields are mostly located along the Qinghe
(China) and Bulgan (Mongolia) Rivers, in less productive sites with poor soil, temporary flooding and
the absence of irrigation facilities [82]. Fertiliser is not applied and the herbaceous biomass production
(of natural vegetation) is low. Even though the livestock-less Chinese Vm families sell hay, they do
not earn much from it. In Mongolia, hayfields of Lm and VLs HHs are twice as large as those of the
livestock-richest cluster Ltm. Many of the latter families overcome the winter fodder shortage by long
distance tracking with small ruminants [7]. Whereas the Chinese Ltm HHs practise transhumance in a
similarly intensive manner (distances > 200 km/year), haymaking replaces tracking [35,82] in clusters
VLs (both countries) and Lm (Mongolia). Even though haymaking is a rather new strategy on both
sides of the border, introduced in Mongolia during the socialist era [35] while allocated to households
of Qinghe in 1985 [83], in both countries “the purchase and storage of forage has become an important
adaptation strategy to cope with uncertainties in precipitation and vegetation productivity” [63].

4.4. Intensity of Crop and Livestock Activities

The higher number of transportation assets, including tractors, in the Chinese clusters Vm, VLs
and Ltm as compared to their Mongolian counterparts were counterbalanced by a higher number
of agricultural assets in these clusters, as well as a higher number of electronic (telecommunication)
devices on the Mongolian side. These differences may have various explanations, such as better road
infrastructure [35], a higher labour force in China, and the need for up-to-date weather information
of the many still mobile HHs in Mongolia. The advent of large-scale agricultural production in both
regions from the early 1980s onwards [35,52] focused on wheat and potato and led to yield increases
until the 1990s. However, poor management of these areas (over-irrigation, poor drainage) led to
salinisation of topsoil and abandonment in Qinghe [52] as well as parts of Bulgan sum [82,84]. This is
also reflected in the yield data, which stagnated or declined from the 1990s onwards and shows since
then large inter-annual variation (Appendix A, Figure A2).

Even though in Qinghe County sedentary Han HHs (mainly cluster Vm) manage their crop fields
more intensely than sedentary Kazakhs (mainly cluster VLs), differences between these clusters with
regard to irrigation and fertiliser and pesticide applications are moderate, whereas the still mobile
(transhumant) Kazakh HHs of cluster Ltm recur less frequently to these practices. On the Mongolian
side, mineral fertiliser application, pesticide use and irrigation are less frequently used, not only in
the livestock-based clusters of Ltm and Lm but also in clusters Vm and VLs where cropping is a
prominent aspect of the livelihood strategy. Concerning livestock activities, winter stall-feeding [85]
and haymaking (Section 4.3) are ubiquitous strategies across the study area but with a higher intensity
in China.

From these insights, it appears that next to the sale of multiple animal products (Section 4.2),
crop–livestock integration is the predominant livelihood strategy in Mongolia across all clusters.
In neighbouring Qinghe County, on the other hand, between 75% and 90% of the sedentary rural HHs
(73% of our Chinese sample) are following a specialisation (Vm) and intensification strategy in their
agriculture (Vm, VLs) and animal husbandry (VLs, Ltm) activities.

The biggest drawback of this study is certainly the spatial limitation as the entire area and adjacent
provinces and counties, respectively, are large and by no means homogeneously structured in terms
of environment, economy and political conditions. The integration and/or exclusion of one of the
study locations may affect tremendously the outcomes of the study. Moreover, it only depicts the
current status of the livelihood strategies in the region, which are obviously subject to significant
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transformation processes. Therefore, generalisations and transferability of results to neighbouring
regions within China and Mongolia, respectively, might be limited. Findings by [63] in the easternmost
border area between China and Mongolia have drawn a picture of governmental-shaped livelihood
strategies similar to our findings in the westernmost border area. This, in our view, indicates that (1)
along the 4677 km Chinese–Mongolian border there are similar differences between the rural areas on
the Chinese and Mongolian sides; and (2) the socio-economic developments within each country along
that border seem to be related. Further case studies along the border region would be needed to verify
this hypothesis.

5. Conclusions

This cross-border comparison of rural livelihoods in the westernmost territories of China and
Mongolia departed from the question of whether environmental or anthropogenic components are
more decisive in shaping the evolution of rural livelihood strategies. Our analysis indicates that up
to very recently the livelihood strategies on both sides of the border were the same, manifesting in
the fact that we can define three identical clusters across the countries (environment factor), even
though there are slight differences in land, livestock, and asset endowment. Yet, we perceive a more
rapid and decisive livelihood specialisation (anthropogenic factor) in China as an effect of population
growth, market development, infrastructure build-up, educational improvements and promotion
of sedentarisation. In Mongolia, livelihood diversification and intensification remain in the initial
stages, although trial plots (sea buckthorn plantations), innovative value chain initiatives for livestock
(coloured cheese; Appendix A, Figure A3D) and niche products (fruit jam and juice) are existing at
the farm level (small-scale). In contrast, vegetable and meat products in China appeal to consumers
demanding diverse food items (for instance, Han Chinese favour a diverse range of vegetables and
even halal food, which is considered as being cleaner) compared to Mongolia. As land privatisation will
unlikely be promoted in the near future, a major socio-economic change in the next couple of years is not
expected. However, a complete turn to off-farm income earning is gaining momentum in both countries,
whereby China offers more diverse opportunities. Further improving education, infrastructure and
value chain development could in both rural areas foster (supplementary) income earning from either
on- or off-farm activities and therefore may increase agricultural specialisation. Further improvements
that could be explored by local and regional government bodies, farmer associations and national
as well as international non-governmental organisations are organic livestock and crop production,
product diversification and marketing (farmers’ markets, labelling incl. geographical indication) across
the border and within Mongolia. Such strategies could foster the ongoing trends of integration as
well as specialisation of livelihood strategies in the region and on the Mongolian side and enhance its
attraction for younger generations.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Categorical principal component analysis (CATPCA) component loadings of the most
explanatory variables.

Variable
Component Loadings

1 2

No. of family members 0.670 −0.525
Cropland −0.366 0.275
Livestock −0.739 0.981

No. of goats 0.727 0.468
No. of horses 0.623 0.439
No. of camels 0.605 0.271

Total no. of animals 0.809 0.619
Total income from animals 0.392 0.460

Total no. of assets 0.831 −0.339

Figure A1. Categorical principal component analysis (CATPCA) biplot indicating the observed
cases (households) and component loadings (adjusted to the scale of objects) of the most
explanatory variables.

Figure A2. Official yield data (fresh matter) for three major crop species/categories in Bulgan sum
between 1983 and 2006/09. Discontinuity of lines indicates year data gaps. Source: Animal Breeding
and Veterinary Unit of Bulgan sum, Khovd Province, 2012.
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Figure A3. (A–D) Similar features in China (left) and Mongolia (right). (A) View on the river oases
(riparian forests) of the centres of Qinghe and Bulgan sum; (B) Migration from spring to summer
pastures in China, thereby passing through an officially regulated pasture gate; free migration from
summer to autumn pasture in Mongolia; (C) Hay stocks in both countries (please note: hay in both
countries is deposited close to houses as well as within riparian forest areas—it is anyhow fenced);
(D) Typical food stuffs (local cheese, butter, cream, cooked meat, fried wheat grains) offered by
herders in China; differently coloured and flavoured cheeses at a local fair in Bulgan sum, a kind of
innovative product.
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