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Abstract: Local commons are underutilized in resource management models, thus limiting the
effectiveness of the commons concept. This study examined the actual situation of the local commons
in Altanbulag soum, a suburb of Ulaanbaatar City, Mongolia, where land degradation is a concern,
using the case study method. Interviews using semi-structured questionnaires were conducted with
pastoralists. It investigated land use and pastoralists’ relationships to open-access summer pastures,
summer camp selection, grazing practice, and acceptance of migrants. The study concludes that
herders in Altanbulag select their summer camp locations considering four elements: attachment
to the place, territorial bonding, convenient environment, and winter camp safety. We also defined
four types of herding strategies that identify the positive and negative aspects of local commons.
The study suggests a potential gap between the community-based resource management promoted
by international donors and the actual practices around local commons. It also highlights the need
for further research into assessing local commons.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Commons Theory and Natural Resource Management

In the field of natural resource management, the concept of “the commons” has been examined
using various methods; however, as research has deepened, the concept has become less clear. Widely
known through Garrett Hardin’s article, “The Tragedy of the Commons” [1], the concept is today used
in an abstract and universal sense to denote “a shared resource by a group of people” [2]. The term
“commons” originally represented “resources and management systems that are customarily used by
local people” in medieval England and Wales [3].

Hardin [1] imagined a tragic scenario in which resources other than those under state or private
management would eventually perish: “In the pastures that belong to everyone, pastoralists with
rational economic thinking increase the number of animals they keep for profit, and the pastureland
eventually deteriorates and collapses due to overgrazing” [1]. While he envisioned the commons as a
space open to all and free for grazing, these spaces were, in fact, not available to just anyone.

Local commons in medieval England and Wales did not grant the right to use open access resources
indiscriminately, but rather it was only granted the right only to those with clear membership of the user
group; there were also restrictions on the number of grazing animals allowed [3]. The commons were
governed by community customs, that were ambiguous and informal but sufficiently self-managed [4–6].
In other words, the original commons represented a social system that had the potential for sustainability,
as it considered the quantity of resources used.
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Since the late 1970s, economic anthropologists and human ecologists have endeavored to
understand the characteristics of the commons, and have discovered several communities where local
commons are customarily used as the local resource management systems [7–10]. Elinor Ostrom,
who won the Nobel Prize in Economics, is famous for her work based on cases from around the world
that refute the concept of “The Tragedy of the Commons.” According to Ostrom, co-management of
commons by local communities is possible using formal and informal institutions [11]. Under the right
system, rule violations are mutually monitored in the daily utilization of resources and can be flexibly
adjusted according to the status of the resources [12].

The commons theory is used as a community-based natural resources management (CBNRM)
strategy in resource management policies for developing countries, and is supported by international
institutions, such as the World Bank. The World Bank and the Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation have been actively involved in using a CBNRM strategy to grant land rights to “user
groups in, for example, Mongolia.” Ostrom and Schlager [13] summarize the advantages of CBNRM
over nationalization and privatization: with CBNRM, ownership, usage rights, and management
systems are implemented, monitored, and improved by the users themselves, allowing the information
on resources and the effectiveness of management to be accumulated among these users. Based on that
accumulated information, management systems can be adapted to cultural environments that include
people’s beliefs and their views on nature.

However, it has been noted that clarifying usage rights can pose a problem if shared resource
management is customarily performed where rights relationships are unclear [14,15]. It has also
been reported that the success or failure of a CBNRM project depends on incorporating the cultural
and organizational background of the local people into the system [16,17]. There is some literature
that analyzes a few successful projects. Two case studies of successful CBNRM were initiated by
local communities with strong attachments to their local environments [18]. Most CBNRM projects
have focused on environmental protection and improving the standard of living, and therefore,
the environment is livable for the local people has often been overlooked. The simplest model
for analyzing a living environment is an index system that is hierarchically structured, with the
residential environment at the top [19]. These indicators are often used in urban planning to achieve
the coexistence of urban (convenient and artificial) and rural (inconvenient and natural) ways of life,
and are used to understand the living environment of the inhabitants. Prior studies [19–21] have
proposed the establishment of an environmental index that involves the living environment comprising
(i) surrounding environments, (ii) human environment, and (iii) social accessibility, which is, an
index that encompasses both attachment and territorial ties. This index allows us to understand
what residents prioritize in their living environment. In addition, the criteria for selecting a living
environment in which one would like to live for a long time are intertwined with various factors,
such as occupation, family relationships, and values, hence, it is necessary to consider multiple aspects
of the environment [22]. As a starting point, understanding the basic structure of the residential choice
behavior of the local people is key to the success of CBNRM policies and projects.

Thus far, resource management research has sought to understand models of commons without
looking at local commons, and therefore, has not fully explored their capability and effectiveness. Thus,
CBNRM policies and projects need to look at how local commons operate in practice rather than solely
use the commons theory as a base.

1.2. The Mongolian Context

Using the commons theory and employing Mongolia as a case study, this study examines
the situation and problems of local commons in pastoral societies. Mongolian pastoralists have
traditionally dispersed the environmental impact of their land use through migration, developing
traditional ecological knowledge of mitigating natural disasters, and engaging in rangeland living for
thousands of years [23]. The characteristics of suitable pastures vary according to the season, differences
in vegetation, and location and type of water source. Access to wind-blocking, sunny areas in winter,



Land 2020, 9, 496 3 of 19

and water sources near rivers that can provide drinking water in summer are important conditions [24].
For pastoralists, pastoral management is not possible unless a range of diverse lands are available.
In addition, land rights are ambiguous due to the wide use of pastureland, and resource utilization is
highly flexible [25]. Moreover, there is present a reciprocity norm that forms the basis of traditional
livestock utilization in Mongolia [26]. This reciprocity norm enables resource users to enjoy mobility
and flexible utilization. The reciprocity principle works on a wide range of rights, labor, and goods,
and facilitates individuals’ introduction to local leaders and politicians. The expectation of these
rewarding exchanges has led to flexibility in resource utilization for outsiders, who have migrated from
other areas, allowing them to make opportunistic moves. The conventional mechanism of the pastoral
system, which allows for mobility, flexibility, diversity, and reciprocity, prevents the deterioration of
the Mongolian pastureland. This land is characterized by low rainfall and rapid weather fluctuations,
nevertheless, it has supported the livelihoods of pastoralists for many generations [27,28].

The local commons comprise both the customs established by Mongolian pastoral societies and
the natural resources of interest. However, natural resources are not the only resources in a pastoral
society. The people and the connections between them in the community are also considered resources.
Cooperative behavior is likely in areas where social capital is characterized by networks based on
reciprocity and where connections are accumulated [29–31]. In such networks, it is possible that there
are persons from other areas who have multiple residences, as well as new residents to the area. In this
study, the local commons are defined as the natural resources that form the basis for the livelihood
of the local community and the interactions between the people who communally use them, as well
as their utilization systems. The utilization system includes common understanding and ambiguous
norms implicitly understood by people in the local community.

The transition of Mongolia from a socialist to a market economy in the 1990s had a major
impact on the use of its rangeland. During the socialist period before 1990, the negdel (agricultural
association) was responsible for the infrastructure development and the market access necessary for
pastoralists [32,33]. However, after the transition to a market economy, the negdels were dismantled
and their functions left unfulfilled [32,34]. Therefore, settlements began concentrating near markets
and roads since it was easier to access public services, such as medical care and education [25].

As a result, pastoral strategies have diversified to respond to socio-economic changes. M.E.
Fernandez-Gimenez, in her field research in Bayankhongor province, noted the concentration of
livestock near roads and towns and reduced mobility. She also cites the absence of official restrictions
on land use and the weakening of customary rights as the backdrop to this situation [25]. Another paper
also points to the trend of wealthy pastoralists tending livestock grazing for absentee herd-owners
living in settled areas [25].

The suburbs of the capital Ulaanbaatar have been particularly vulnerable to these influences.
In Mongolia, pastures are theoretically open-access during summer and autumn, when grass grows
best; however, during winter and spring, it is customary to restrict the use of these pastures to
households other than those who have used them for a long time [35]. However, in the suburbs of
Ulaanbaatar, pastoralists from other areas have been known to use the winter and spring pastures
without permission [25]. To resolve such conflicts, the Land Law includes provisions for establishing
possession rights (the right to exclusive use of the land for a certain period) of the winter and spring
camps according to custom. However, rich herders have become increasingly reluctant to leave their
summer camps, even after winter or spring, to protect their investments in the winter and spring
camps and the surrounding pastures [36].

In response, CBNRM groups began forming in Mongolia during the late 1990s to address, through
different projects, the declining pasture conditions and rising rural poverty. According to a study
focused on how CBNRM projects operate, members of CBNRM groups are more proactive in addressing
resource management issues and use more traditional and innovative rangeland management
practices—including formal rangeland monitoring—than non-members [37,38]. In addition, the social
capital index of the herder groups is rising [39]. However, in one study, herders were using the CBNRM
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project not for resource management but for financial support directly related to their livelihood. When
the project ended, the herder groups ceased to engage in CBNRM activities [40]. Thus, the CBNRM in
Mongolia will remain problematic. It is a problem of adapting CBNRM to Mongolia’s unique situation.
Of particular interest is the relationship between the characteristics of resource use of pastoralists in
Mongolia and the CBNRM design [15]. Ostrom [11] cites defining the range of users to be granted rights
and drawing boundaries as the foremost principles of suitability management. On the other hand,
Mongolian mobile pastoralists have adopted flexible forms of resource use, and it is also acknowledged
that the boundaries between both the scope of the resource and the scope of the collective members
with access rights are blurred [26]. Therefore, these flexible forms of use are inconsistent with the
implementation of CBNRM, which reflects Ostrom’s design principles. This is a challenge to the
introduction of CBNRM into Mongolian pastoral societies.

In this paper, we examine how pastoralists make decisions about land use, seasonal camp selection,
and daily grazing sites in the rangeland suburbs of Ulaanbaatar. We consider what pastoral strategies are
in place and discuss the reality of the local commons. Registration is not required for the locals in summer
and autumn pastures. Pastoralists can change summer and fall camp locations relatively freely as they
move to seek grass to fatten their livestock. On the other hand, bugh (rural sub-district) approval and
registration is necessary to obtain possession rights for winter and spring camps. In addition, the floors of
livestock shelters are made using layers of livestock manure for warmth and hence, cannot be moved;
consequently, the location of a camp in winter or spring rarely fluctuates. Therefore, summer grassland use
is susceptible to marketization due to the higher degree of freedom of camp movement. Thus, this study
focuses on summer pastureland use, to better understand the conditions of the local commons.

2. Study Area

2.1. Area Description

Mongolia is a landlocked country situated in East Asia and bordered by China and Russia. Most of
the country is steppe grassland, falling into three major ecological zones: mountain steppe, steppe,
and desert steppe. Roughly one-fifth of Mongolians are pastoralists. The study area was the Altanbulag
soum (rural district) in the Tuv aimag (province) in central Mongolia (Figure 1). Altanbulag soum is
located approximately 50 km southwest of Ulaanbaatar, where a variety of land uses and land use
actors are found. The area, divided by the Tuul river, has a combination of climate zones. The north of
the river is mostly forest steppe and steppe, while the south is steppe and the Gobi Desert.

Adapted from Tshukihara [41] and Humphrey and David [27], three main categories of land use
actors were identified for this study: permanent residents (farmers, soum residents, and wildlife park
wardens), semi-pastoralists, and mobile pastoralists (including migrant pastoralists). This study does
not consider permanent residents. Semi-pastoralists often host foreign tourists during the summer
to supplement their income. Mobile pastoralists earn their livelihood solely from pastoral income.
Migrant pastoralists in this study are defined as those who arrived in the Altanbulag soum after its
transition to a market economy.

2.2. Seasonal Migration

Nomadic pastoralism is the movement of livestock and herders according to seasonal and
ecological conditions. Seasonal movement patterns have been largely unchanged since the shift to a
market economy; however, distances traveled are shorter and there are fewer camps [42]. Mongolian
herders currently move two or three times per year and for shorter distances than during the negdel
period due to water shortages and lack of clear instructions from the head of the negdel regarding
when and where to move [42]. These herders cannot flexibly migrate unless there is an emergency,
such as a natural disaster; the range of migration is restricted to within the soum or bugh by the soum
governor where the pastoralists are registered as residents [43].
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Herders’ seasonal movement patterns generally depend on geography; thus, it is strategically
important for them to access a combination of mountainous areas, foothills, and lowland valleys.
Winter and spring camps are in the foothills or on the southern slopes of mountains, which are protected
from strong winds. Summer and autumn camps are located along the river or lowland valleys to
ensure access to water.

As previously mentioned, the summer and fall pastures used during grass-growing season are
open access in principle. Regarding the winter and spring camps and nearby pastures, custom restricts
use by households other than those that have historically used these lands [35]. In accordance with
such customs, the Land Law in Mongolia includes provisions on pastureland and its proper utilization
and protection. According to article 52.1 of the Land Law, the soum and duureg (municipal district)
assembly consider the characteristics of the area, such as proper utilization, traditions of pasture
use, protection, and restoration, and establish land management plans with fundamental land use
patterns (winter, spring, summer, and autumn camps and reserve pastureland). The summer and
autumn camps and reserve pasturelands are assigned to the bugh or khot-ail (the basic herding camp
of several cooperating households) and are used as common areas (Article 52.2). Considering herders’
opinions and yearly pasture growth, certain periods are scheduled to permit livestock entry into the
spring and winter camps, thereby allowing degraded pastures to recover (Article 52.2). The Land Law,
thus, includes provisions for establishing possession rights of winter and spring camps according to
prevailing customs.
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3. Materials and Methods

A case study was used as the research methodology to investigate how herders carry out herding
strategies. This method was preferred because it allows for the use of various methods to obtain and
analyze data.

To understand the current state of land use during the summer, we conducted a field survey of
where the summer camps are established, collecting their location information with GPS, and conducting
household surveys. We traveled on paved and unpaved roads to find the summer camps, and collected
their location data (except for empty homes). Our survey of herding households covered summer camp
location, household composition, number of livestock, livestock composition, and land use behavior.
It was conducted in July 2011 (n = 24), August 2012 (n = 29), and August 2015 (n = 42). We obtained 82
and 13 data points regarding location and households from mobile and semi-pastoralists, respectively.
Herders were asked closed questions regarding their views on summer camp decisions. We gathered
95 data points for summer camp locations.

Additionally, we used semi-structured questionnaires for face-to-face interviews to clarify herder
customs and relationships between herders. Both open and closed questions were presented to
herders: (i) What are the reasons for choosing summer camps? (ii) Who decides on the management
of summer camps and grazing pastures? and (iii) Would you accept migrants if they came into the
grazing area? Herders were asked open questions about their views on their relationships with other
herders. Data were collected in August 2015 along with the location data. We obtained 42 completed
questionnaires from mobile pastoralists.

Prior to face-to-face interviews, all interviewees were informed of the purposes of the research
and how the results would be used. All interviewees gave their consent to participate. Data sharing is
not applicable to this article as no large publicly available datasets were generated or analyzed during
this study.

4. Results

4.1. Location of Summer Camps

An administrative unit called a bugh describes the range of seasonal movement. The Altanbulag
soum has four bughs. Fixed locations in the winter and spring pastures are approved by the head of
the bugh, and unless a natural disaster occurs—such as a dzud (extreme winter weather)—it is not
possible to systematically graze in other places. However, the location of campsites is unrestricted
in the summer and autumn camps and herders need only register the location of the campsite with
the head of the bugh. Most semi-pastoralists locate their camps in rangelands near the soum center,
whereas mobile pastoralists locate their camps along the river or in the lowland valley. Figure 2 shows
the spatial distribution of the summer camps.

4.2. Source of Camp Selection in the Altanbulag Soum

Semi-pastoralists typically have up to a dozen livestock while mobile pastoralists have a few
hundred livestock (Table 1). Some semi-pastoralist family members hold regular jobs in the soum
center. In summer and autumn, a khot-ail (consisting of 2–10 households) is constructed in a pasture
several kilometers away from the soum center, and livestock labor is shared among the households
(Figure 2). In winter and spring, herders manage their livestock by leaving them with relatives or
friends where they are housed and fed in a shelter on the rangeland to provide warmth. Herders with
summer camps near the soum center tend to focus on the following comprehensive social infrastructure,
which is close to the workplace and convenient for receiving foreign tourists. This is how they describe
their camp selection:
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Table 1. Number of livestock owned by mobile pastoralists (n = 82) and semi-pastoralists (n = 13).

Mobile Pastoralists Semi-Pastoralists

Min Max Mean Min Max Mean
Sheep 10 2000 274.9 (200) 0 200 53.25 (29.5)
Goat 0 700 221.0 (200) 0 100 41.25 (30)
Cattle 0 500 46.7 (27.5) 0 24 11.4 (11.5)
Horse 0 600 66.9 (40) 0 70 30.5 (27.5)
Camel 0 90 1.1 (0) 0 0 0 (0)Land 2020, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 20 
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My wife is a teacher, so it is good to go to work near the center. Besides, it is convenient for my
mother to be close to the hospital (Herder, Place 15/95).

In this khot-ail, the number of livestock is small, so we are letting them graze together. It’s
convenient because I only have a few cows right now and I can go straight to the soum center to sell
the milk from the cows in the morning and evening. If we’re away from the city, we can’t go to sell
milk and must process it into cheese (Herder, Place 13/95).

It’s close to Ulaanbaatar. Sometimes, I get a job serving meals and giving horseback rides to
foreign tourists who come on a day trip. Since they arrive on a large bus, I cannot accept the group
even if relatives assist because of insufficient manpower. However, if the khot-ails around this area
gather, there will be more than ten households, so it would be a good source of extra income if everyone
cooperates. Mostly, the same families gather every year to go to the summer camp around here (Herder,
Place 16/95).

Most mobile pastoralists were living along the Tuul river with abundant water, grass, and open
space. However, there were several herders who preferred the lowland valley on the mountainside.
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When asked why they chose this place, most herders answered that they have inhabited and utilized this
land for many years; the second most common answer regarded the natural environment surrounding
the camp:

There are many places near the river, such as wetlands, and the amount of grass and water are
plentiful, which make livestock happy. In summer, when I want to provide water to lots of livestock,
I can just take them to the river, which makes watering livestock very easy (Herder, Place 10/95).

There are many “Mongol Uvs” (Grass; Stipa krylovii) around this area that the livestock like eating.
Watering livestock using wells is hard work, but the mountainside is good because I can feed the
livestock lots of good grass in a large area (Herder, Place 36/95).

In addition, there were answers related to monitoring the winter/spring camp and to preferring
places where livestock became accustomed to grazing:

I am watching the winter camp from here and if livestock come in, I must drive them out. If another
herder’s livestock eat grass during the summer, I will have trouble during the winter. I really want to
spend the summer by the river, but I can’t help it (Herder, Place 23/95).

Since the number of pastoralists on the mountain side is small and the grassland is in good
condition compared to the river side, I once moved to the mountain side with my livestock, but the
livestock did not get used to the pasture and immediately returned to the river (Herder, Place 11/95).

I wanted to feed the livestock a lot of water, so I took them near the river, but the livestock hate it
there because there are so many mosquitoes, so they returned to their original pasture. We follow the
livestock and decide where to live accordingly (Herder, Place 38/95).

The results of the open question revealed that most mobile pastoralists established summer camps
in places they were used to living for many years. In response to this, we inquired about the factors for
selecting summer and winter camps (Table 2 and Figure 3). The most common reason for choosing a
summer camp was “used area during socialist period (before 1990)” (67.5%), followed by “used area
since parents’ generation” (22.5%). According to the minority of herders who answered “first come,
first served,” the reason was that “the summer pasture is not owned by anyone, we move to find a
place with good grass conditions” (Herder, Place 2 and 11/42). The four herders who responded were
neither migrants nor inexperienced. Regarding the winter camp, they acquired rights in a manner that
complied with the Land Law, such as through inheritance from parents, rights obtained by registering
themselves, or shared use.
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Table 2. Source of camp selection and pasture in the Altanbulag soum. Data source: Fernández-Giménez [36].

Summer Camp and Pasture Winter Camp and Pasture

Number % Within Category Number % Within Category

First come, first served 4 10 - -
Used area from socialist period 27 67.5 2 5.1

Used area from parents’ generation or inherited rights from parents 9 22.5 12 30.8
Spouse inherited rights - - 1 2.6

Requested distant kin or friends to gain access rights - - 9 23.1
Claimed access rights via soum residence - - 15 38.4

Total 40 100 39 100

4.3. Annual Change of Summer Camp Location

The annual change in summer camp location has a relatively large selection range that depends
on yearly weather conditions. Six households were selected from the mobile pastoralists (Figure 2)
surveyed in 2011, and a follow-up survey was conducted in 2012 and 2015 in the summer camp location.
Figure 4 shows an example of changes in the summer camp location of six herders. Data are missing
for households who were not home at the time of the survey and details about their whereabouts
could not be determined. There were no significant differences among the meteorological conditions
of 2011–2012, and 2015.
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The location of the summer camp generally coincides with the results of the three-year survey,
and there is a tendency for the summer camp to be established within a range of several hundred meters
to several kilometers from what is recognized as “the same place.” Regarding the selection of summer
camps in poor pasture conditions, one opinion was that “it may delay the migration time from spring
camps when grass growth in summer pasture is poor” (Herder, Place 32/95) and “basically, the location
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would not change. It moves only three times a year, but when the grass is scarcer, it may increase
to four times” (Herder, Place 33/95). In other words, for the Altanbulag herders, seasonal migration
routes are patterned, although there are differences among households in terms of migration time.

4.4. Herding Practices and Decision Making in Summer

We conducted a survey of mobile pastoralists to investigate the relationships between herders
when selecting a summer camp and grazing practices. First, we asked whom the herders consult when
choosing a summer camp (Table 3 and Figure 5). Most herders select a summer camp by consulting
their family. Next, we listed whom the herders consulted when selecting their daily/weekly/seasonal
grazing routes and grazing pastures (Table 3 and Figure 5). Similar to the selection of summer camps,
approximately half of the pastoralists selected grazing routes and grazing pastures after discussing
them with their families. In addition, only the head of the household determined the daily grazing
path and weekly grazing area, and his kin (close relatives) were slightly more involved in selecting the
grazing pasture. Decisions about seasonal events may feel more important than decisions about daily
grazing practices:

Table 3. Adviser consulted when selecting the summer camp, grazing path, area, and pasture.

Choose Summer
Camp

Choose Route of
Grazing Path (Daily)

Choose Grazing
Area (Weekly)

Choose Seasonal
Pasture (Seasonally)

Number % Within
Category Number % Within

Category Number % Within
Category Number % Within

Category

Household head 5 12.5 12 30 12 30 4 10
With family 25 62.5 21 52.5 19 47.5 21 52.5

With kin (close relatives) 5 12.5 1 2.5 1 2.5 7 17.5
With neighborhood 0 0 1 2.5 2 5 2 5

With Khot-ail 5 12.5 2 5 2 5 1 2.5
With another group 0 0 0 0 1 2.5 1 2.5

Others 0 0 3 7.5 3 7.5 4 10
Total 40 100 40 100 40 100 40 100
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During the summer, we do not accompany the livestock all day long...the livestock remember the
location because they have been grazing at the same time and the same location for many years. So,
they will return at the set time and I just guide them in the direction I want them to go when they start
grazing (Herder, Place 11/42).

Summer grass grows well, so I can feed the livestock anywhere. So, I never consult anybody
about grazing (Herder, Place 18/42).
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I use the same place every year and we know everyone there. It’s our own place and is not used
without permission (Herder, Place 26/42).

In summer there is no problem with grazing areas, but in the years when there is little grass,
the migration time is adjusted. In such cases, I consult with kin and friends (Herder, Place 7/42).

4.5. Migrant Camp Selection

We examined the relationships among herders focusing on migrant pastoralists and pastoralists.
First, we asked whether migrants would be accepted if they came into a nearby grazing area.
The migrants were classified as kin, friends, or unknown people, and the results are shown in Table 4
and Figure 6. Approximately half of the pastoralists answered that they would not accept the migrants
if possible, regardless of kinship status. The most common reason extended was that “already there are
so many pastoralists that there is no surplus on the pasture to accept migrants” (Herder, Place 21/42) or
“there was no space when other people came before” (Herder, Place 36/42). However, a few pastoralists
responded that they would eventually accept or help their kin in trouble.

Table 4. Proportion of migrant acceptability.

Accept Positively Accept Slightly Hard to Accept Unacceptable Total

Kin, friends Number 3 7 25 4 39
% Within category 7.7 17.9 64.1 10.3 100

Unknown people Number 0 4 17 18 39
% Within category 0 10.3 43.6 46.2 100
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Next, we conducted informal follow-up interviews with migrant pastoralists and obtained some
examples of how they interacted with pastoralists when they migrated:

Last year, I came from Hovd Province . . . I had applied for immigration before coming. I was
acquainted with the bugh’s head, so I requested the use of the summer camp near the river and was
told to get permission from the surrounding herders . . . When I went to another soum, I was sometimes
left out (Herder, Place 51/95).

I moved from Dondgovi Province 10 years ago . . . I want to be near a riverside with lots of grass
because there are only private wells around here. But there is no space that can be used because there
are many herders . . . To the east of Altanbulag there are many migrants like us (Herder, Place 40/95).

I went to Ulaanbaatar once from Bayankhongor Province. I came here four years ago because I
couldn’t settle into city life . . . At first, I was looking for a place on the south side of the river. It’s close
to the soum center. However, I came to the north side of the river because the surrounding herders
opposed me. Here, I was accepted (Herder, Place 32/42).

The locations of migrants’ camps are shown in Figure 7. Many migrants established summer
camps in places other than the south side of the river, which is the main area of interest for pastoralists.
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5. Discussion

5.1. Determinants of Summer Camps

Pastoralists try to use well-conditioned pastures to fatten livestock. Good pasture conditions
include edible grass for livestock for several consecutive days and easy access to drinking water
for both people and livestock. In addition, because the characteristics of suitable pastures change
depending on the season, other important conditions, such as a sunny place in winter and a cool,
well-watered place that is open on all sides in summer are also considered [44,45]. Even in the
study area, it was revealed that summer camps are distributed along rivers and lowlands (Figure 2).
The ecological and geographical knowledge of campsite selections that pastoralists have accumulated
over many years has been inherited by the present generation as traditional ecological knowledge for
environmental adaptation.

So far, campsite selection has been discussed only from the ecological and geographical perspectives.
However, based on the responses to the open question, it became clear that pastoralists are conscious
of various environmental factors other than the ecological/geographical environment when selecting a
campsite. Therefore, we examined how pastoralists prefer to live in their summer camps based on
living environmental indicators. As mentioned earlier, the environmental indicators that comprise
the living environment are based on three evaluation dimensions: (i) surrounding environments,
(ii) human environment, and (iii) social accessibility.

First, the surrounding environment is considered as follows. Pastoralists move with livestock
in search of places that have abundant grass and water, and are cool in summer and warm in winter.
Such a surrounding natural environment is the most important factor and a precondition for summer
site selection. Next, as an exception, because some pastoralists monitored their winter and spring
camps from their summer camp, the safety of winter camps could be cited as an environmental
indicator (Section 4.2; Herder, Place 23/95). Just as some pastoralists are reluctant to leave winter and
spring camps to protect them from others [36], it is suggested that, if the order of pasture use is not
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maintained in the future, there may be an increase in the number of herders who choose a territory
with an emphasis on the safety of winter camps.

The next factor is human environment. In central Mongolia, when the level of precipitation is
lower than usual, the amount of plant resources per unit area decreases; therefore, herders manage by
increasing the distance and number of seasonal movements [44]. The summer camp has a social aspect
in which the annual camp location can be easily changed according to the temperature, amount of
rainfall, and plant availability based on the judgments of the herders. Nevertheless, it was revealed
that most pastoralists established summer camps in places in which they were accustomed to living
for many years, following the migration patterns from their parents’ or grandparents’ generations
(Table 2). Moreover, factors, such as territorial bonding and place attachment are considered to
influence determinants of summer camp selection for both herders and livestock. This is because
livestock dislike unfamiliar lands and are unwilling to move to unfamiliar places to seek water and
grass (Section 4.2; Herder, Place 11/95 and 38/95).

The third factor is social accessibility. The semi-pastoralists set up their summer camps near the
soum center from where it is convenient to commute, receive tourists, and transport dairy products
(Section 4.2; Herder, Place 13/95, 15/95, and 16/95). The fact that the mobile pastoralists set up their
camps close to the river is also thought to be an indication of desiring convenient water resources
(Table 2). Therefore, “accessibility of pastoral activity” and “accessibility of social infrastructure” are
two factors that determine the selection of summer camps.

Outcomes of the survey at the Altanbulag soum correspond to the (i) surrounding environment,
(ii) human/livestock environment, and (iii) convenient environment. Furthermore, six sub-items were
identified to explain these categories based on the results of informal interviews and summer camp
locations, and the residential environment index system in the rangeland around Ulaanbaatar was
constructed as shown in Figure 8. Summer camp selection based on the ecological and geographical
environment has changed to include a combination of the three above-mentioned dimensions due to
the social and economic changes brought about by Mongolia’s transition to the market economy.
Land 2020, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 15 of 20 

 
Figure 8. Residential environment index system in rural Mongolia. 

5.2. Land Use and Herding Strategies of Pastoralists 

Next, we examined and analyzed the livelihood strategies of pastoralists from the determinants 
of spatial distribution of summer camps and the determinants of summer camps. Pastoralists have 
adopted different herding strategies for each while continuing their seasonal migration. Although 
strategies are freely selected, they can be classified into several types because they are limited to the 
knowledge and skills related to livestock, the environment, and social situations [46]. A 
representative example of a discussion of Mongolian pastoralist strategies is that of Sneath [45]. He 
sought to understand the mixed situation where some people engaged in long-distance seasonal 
migration while others engaged in short-distance migrations as different types of pastoral production 
activities, namely, yield-focused and subsistence mode. The yield-focused mode refers to when 
grasslands are used to obtain maximum benefit from the livestock herd as property. The subsistence 
mode, on the other hand, is oriented toward meeting demands within the household and cannot 
disregard the profits obtained from livestock sales and other sources for the purchase of goods. We 
consider these theories below. When categorized based on the living environment index and land 
use, the Altanbulag soum comprises four types of herding strategies: 

“Convenient Environmentally Focused”—“Yield-focused mode” herding strategies along the 
river (Riverside yield-focused mode): Pastoralists who form a social sphere in the plains on the south 
side of the river can secure abundant water and grass, and the soum center can be easily reached by 
a straight road. Pastoralists from Altanbulag soum are the central figures who own many livestock 
and live on their pastoral income. In addition, due to high market accessibility, they receive seasonal 
cash income by shipping fresh milk. Weakness: There is a concern that the high density of summer 
campsites and livestock may degrade the pasture due to excessive use; however, the pasture is being 
used without the presence of any migrants. 

“The Surrounding Environmentally Focused”—“Subsistence mode” herding strategies on the 
mountain side (Mountain side subsistence mode): Pastoralists who live in the lowland valley in wide 
areas on the mountain side can secure a wide range of pastures and grasses highly preferred by 

Residential Environment

The Surrounding 
Environments

The Surrounding Natural 
Environment

The Conservation of Winter 
Pasture

The Human and Livestock 
Environment

Territorial Bonding

Attachment to Place

Convenient Environment

Accessibility for Pastoral 
Activities

Accessibility for Social 
Infrastructure

Figure 8. Residential environment index system in rural Mongolia.



Land 2020, 9, 496 14 of 19

5.2. Land Use and Herding Strategies of Pastoralists

Next, we examined and analyzed the livelihood strategies of pastoralists from the determinants
of spatial distribution of summer camps and the determinants of summer camps. Pastoralists have
adopted different herding strategies for each while continuing their seasonal migration. Although
strategies are freely selected, they can be classified into several types because they are limited to the
knowledge and skills related to livestock, the environment, and social situations [46]. A representative
example of a discussion of Mongolian pastoralist strategies is that of Sneath [45]. He sought to
understand the mixed situation where some people engaged in long-distance seasonal migration while
others engaged in short-distance migrations as different types of pastoral production activities, namely,
yield-focused and subsistence mode. The yield-focused mode refers to when grasslands are used to
obtain maximum benefit from the livestock herd as property. The subsistence mode, on the other hand,
is oriented toward meeting demands within the household and cannot disregard the profits obtained
from livestock sales and other sources for the purchase of goods. We consider these theories below.
When categorized based on the living environment index and land use, the Altanbulag soum comprises
four types of herding strategies:

“Convenient Environmentally Focused”—“Yield-focused mode” herding strategies along the
river (Riverside yield-focused mode): Pastoralists who form a social sphere in the plains on the south
side of the river can secure abundant water and grass, and the soum center can be easily reached by
a straight road. Pastoralists from Altanbulag soum are the central figures who own many livestock
and live on their pastoral income. In addition, due to high market accessibility, they receive seasonal
cash income by shipping fresh milk. Weakness: There is a concern that the high density of summer
campsites and livestock may degrade the pasture due to excessive use; however, the pasture is being
used without the presence of any migrants.

“The Surrounding Environmentally Focused”—“Subsistence mode” herding strategies on the
mountain side (Mountain side subsistence mode): Pastoralists who live in the lowland valley in wide
areas on the mountain side can secure a wide range of pastures and grasses highly preferred by livestock;
however, these pastures are distant from the market and inconvenient. There are Altanbulag-born
herders and migrants in this group, and they make a living solely from pastoralism. They also process
milk and turn it into cheese, which supplements their income. Weakness: Using wells is more labor
intensive than being close to the river.

“The Surrounding Environmentally Focused”—“Subsistence mode” herding strategies on the
north side of river (North riverside subsistence mode): Pastoralists who live in the plains on the north
side of the river can secure abundant water and grass, although the location is inconvenient because a
river must be crossed to reach the soum center. There are Altanbulag-born herders and migrants in
this group who make a living solely from pastoralism. The herders here maintain a pastoral life while
placing importance on places with few summer camps and good natural environments. Dairy products
are produced for household consumption rather than for sale at the market owing to the inconvenient
location of the camps that are far from the soum center. When cash is needed, several livestock are
sold together; the pastoralists do not rely on a regular cash income. Weakness: Inconvenient.

“Convenient Environmentally focused”—“To enjoy both cash income and commons on household
basis” herding strategies near the soum center (Side job mode): Semi-pastoralists who live in a
convenient plain area near the soum center maintain a regular source of income from work other than
livestock herding while also raising a small number of livestock. As the suburbs surrounding the soum
are not rich in water or grass, the semi-pastoralists cannot spend a lot of time on livestock management.
Of the four pastoral systems, this system is characterized by management of the lowest number of
livestock. Weaknesses: Lack of grazing space and time to increase the number of livestock.

Through changes in the social and natural environment, various pastoral systems and herding
strategies have been created within one soum by the shared use of resources that individual herders
accumulate. In other words, due to the growing relationship with the market, there has been a
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phenomenon of diversification of pastoral practice orientation in each small area or pastoralists
themselves choosing areas that suit their diversified strategies.

It is important to note here that the boundaries of these strategies are ambiguous and fluid,
and that the strategies themselves can interact with each other. In mountain side subsistence mode and
north riverside subsistence mode, the pastoral strategies are similar, so there is no noticeable interaction
between the strategies when the area of pastoral practice is changed. However, if, for example
(Section 4.2; Herder, Place 11/95), river side yield-focused mode pastoralists want to shift to the
mountain side subsistence mode or the north riverside subsistence mode where it is less convenient,
they will not be able to maximize the benefits. Conversely, use of the land will exceed its environmental
carrying capacity due to the influx of people and livestock into already densely populated areas, and the
strategy will not be viable. Regarding the side job mode, pastoralists must create new opportunities
for work. Consequently, the mountain side subsistence mode and the north riverside subsistence
mode of the river would be the beneficiaries of the riverside yield-focused mode. As development
plans progress, along with socio-economic changes, infrastructure, such as bridges, motorized wells,
and roads will be put in place, reducing inconvenience. This could alleviate the densification of summer
camps in river side yield-focused mode. Thus, pastoralists who desire a yield-focused mode may shift
from a subsistence mode to a yield-focused mode. The reverse is also true, and once information and
communication facilities are in place, a shift from a yield-focused mode to a subsistence mode, and a
return to rural areas, may occur. Thus, over time, pastoralist strategies are likely to be transformed.

In this study, we considered the actual conditions of commons based on shared land use during
the summer from the viewpoint of livestock practices and the livelihood strategies of the local people.
Similar patterns for seasonal migration (see Figure 4) have been reported in the Bulgan Province in
northern Mongolia and Arkhangai Province in the west [46,47]. It can be said that these patterns of
migration implicitly establish rules, such as who uses which pastures. Therefore, a single household
could manage livestock farming autonomously without consulting neighboring herders (Table 3).
That livestock is accustomed to the land in daily grazing management and that herders rarely intervene
in the movement of livestock contribute to reducing herder labor. In other words, except for unexpected
situations, such as natural disasters, place attachment and autochthony cause patternization of
movement routes, and presently, this brings stability to pastoral practices and livelihood strategies.
However, as times change, the local commons will gradually reshape itself.

5.3. Difficulties in Resource Management Observed in Local Commons

In Altanbulag soum, migration patterns were fixed by following the land use and herding
strategies of the previous generation. Further, because this method reduced herder labor, pastoral
management by a single household became common. As mentioned above, these customs have the
positive effect of stabilizing the livelihood of pastoralists but also have the negative effect of restricting
mobility, resource use flexibility, and conventional social organization.

In Altanbulag, the grazing pastures on the south side of the river are ideal places for pastoralists,
and many of them are raising herds there. However, if permission is not granted, summer camps are
established on marginal pastures that have generally low utilization (Figure 7). Originally, the herders
exchanged information about when and where other households would move before selecting a
campsite, and the campsites did not overlap. Even if they overlapped, herders moved by making
mutual concessions [48]. However, migrants are the targets of exclusion, as pastoralists stake claim and
stick to places of convenience and attachment, which leads to inequalities in resource distribution among
strata created by socio-cultural factors. However, there are migrants who can graze livestock on the
south side of the river. One such herder was able to get the place he wanted because he knew the bugh
head. Such vertical networks, except for municipalities and governments, are dominated by hierarchy
and exploitation, thus, solidarity, trust, and cooperation cannot be achieved in a community [49].
Hierarchical and vertical relationships that involve unequal power relationships have strong exclusivity
and tend to involve negative externalities. In other words, the exclusive environment for maintaining
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pasture conditions, which is created by indigenous nature and place attachment, causes internal
stratification, and fosters resource inequality. Resource management based on the local commons
exhibits both the positive and negative aspects of the elements included in the local commons itself
and may cause regional disruption and decline.

6. Conclusions

In this study, the actual conditions of local commons were examined using the case of Mongolia
while clarifying the land use and herding strategy of the local society. For this purpose, we first focused
on land use and people’s relationships during summer, such as summer camp selection, grazing
practice, and migrant acceptance.

Excluding the ecological/geographical elements of the “surrounding natural environment” that
are still inherited as traditional ecological knowledge, this study suggests that summer camp location
was decided based on four new elements: “attachment to the place,” “territorial bonding,” “convenient
environment,” and “safety of winter camps.” When categorized based on these living environment
indicators and land use, it became clear that four types of herding strategies were established within
Altanbulag soum. These determinants of summer camp and herding strategies may not be able to
describe all herder behaviors, values, and practices, but they represent an important step in interpreting
the local commons.

In the Altanbulag soum, place attachment created patterns of migration routes, bringing stability
to pastoral practice and livelihood strategies. However, as times change, the local commons will
gradually reshape itself.

On the other hand, the negative aspects of the local commons contributed to resource inequality.
In other words, the objectives that individual pastoralists emphasize—such as “yield-focused mode” vs.
“subsistence mode,” and “surrounding environments” vs. “convenient environment”—will influence
whether the outcome will be sustainable resource utilization or decline (weak ties, widening disparities,
resource inequality, and resource devastation).

There may be a gap between the CBNRM currently promoted by international organizations in
Mongolia and the actual practice observed in the local commons. This is because small-scale pastoral
management by individual households has become the norm and pastoralists do not want to cooperate,
as seen in this case study. This field survey revealed a glimpse of individualization in the herders’
use of local commons. However, as the actual situation of the local commons discussed in this study
focused on natural resources and the interaction of the people who communally use them, ambiguity is
the norm. Therefore, it was not possible to discuss concrete numerical values in evaluating whether the
local commons developed or declined within the region. Further research is needed on the assessment
of local commons and the differences between CBNRM and local commons. Finally, this study can be
applied as a new method for accumulating basic knowledge in the development of communal land
management as well as the transformation of pastoral systems in areas with local common use systems.
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