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Pasture use in the Kyrgyz

Republic has changed

significantly as a result of

fundamental political,

economic, and societal

changes following the

collapse of the Soviet

Union and the

subsequent changes in

people’s livelihoods.

Government institutions criticize current land use patterns as

unsustainable and the cause of degradation. But at the local

level, pasture quality is rarely seen as a major problem. This

article uses a qualitative approach to examine the tension

between these views and addresses current land use

practices and related narratives about pasture degradation in

rural Kyrgyzstan. By focusing on meanings ascribed to

pastures, it shows how people closely relate current practices

to the experiences and value systems of the Soviet period and

to changing identities emerging in the post-Soviet

transformation process. It argues that proper understanding

of resource degradation issues requires adequate

consideration of the context of meaning constructed by

local resource users when they make sense of their

environment.
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Introduction

National and international discussions on pasture-related
issues in the Kyrgyz Republic are predominantly shaped
by perceptions of increasing overgrazing, degradation,
and nonsustainable management of the resources
concerned (e.g., Comprehensive Development Framework
Council 2002: 50; Kyrgyz Republic UNCCD National
Working Group 2005: 22; Ludi 2003: 121; Shigaeva et al
2007; Wilson 1997: 67). In comparison to this external
view, the internal views of direct users about the
condition of pastures are less easily accessible and
frequently not congruent with such external evaluations.

In the case of the present study, areas of tension
surfaced on the occasion of a natural resource
management workshop involving local people and
national pasture experts. Whereas the national experts
observed decreased productivity and growing
degradation on pastures close to villages and attributed it
to nonrational grazing patterns and lack of inputs, local
participants denied a change for the worse; some even
maintained that pasture quality was improving. The
objective of the research presented here was to address
these differing ‘‘claims to truth’’ (Blaikie 2001: 136) about
pastures and put them in a wider context of meaning.
Without favoring one perspective or the other—both are
vital for prospective negotiations—the focus of this
article is on the local view of the issue. It attempts to

address researchers’ and policy makers’ lack of knowledge
about this perspective.

This article presents different contextual factors that
influence the current meanings ascribed to pastures and
thus to views on whether pastures have undergone
degradation or not. It argues that only by considering the
meanings that pastures have for direct and indirect users
does an understanding of the complexities of pasture use
and degradation become possible.

The construction of meaning

By focusing on the construction of meaning, this article
draws on a social constructivist and symbolic
interactionist perspective (Berger and Luckmann 1966;
Blumer 1969), and relates it to the post-Soviet context of
the Kyrgyz Republic. It builds on the principle that we can
only understand a contested phenomenon such as pasture
degradation if we also understand what the people
affected believe about it and how this belief fits with their
larger view of the world. In this regard, natural
phenomena become sociocultural phenomena in the
sense that they are constructed through social
interactions among members of a culture as they
negotiate the meanings of nature and the environment
(Greider and Garkovich 1994: 5).

These continuous interactions reflect the importance
of the time dimension in the construction of people’s
worldviews: indeed, even though action takes place in the
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present and is determined by the definition of the present
situation, the past provides the tools to define the present
(Charon 2004 [1992]: 129f). They also imply a constant
redefinition of the involved persons themselves. As values
cannot be investigated by abstracting them from people’s
specific, contextual, and temporally resonant patterns of
life (Macnaghten and Urry 1998: 250), specific worldviews
are closely related to the view of what a human being is
and therefore also to the identity of the person in
question. In the context of the transformation of an
entire political, economic, and societal system, such as
that experienced by the countries of the former Soviet
Union, the redefinition of the meaning of the self and the
environment assumes central importance.

The legacy of transformation

Pastures represent one of the most important natural
resources in the Kyrgyz Republic. They occupy more than
85 percent of the country’s agricultural land (Wilson 1997:
57). Livestock herding has been an integral part of Kyrgyz
life for centuries, and the use of pastures has therefore
always been a reflection of the existing political orders
and social systems. The fundamental transformation of
the social, political, and economic system during the
establishment and collapse of the Soviet Union caused
severe changes (see, e.g., Akiner 1998; Herbers 2006;
Howell 1996; Jones Luong 2004; Mearns 1996; Pandey and
Misnikov 2001; Schmidt 2001; Schmidt 2006; Steimann
2010). Touching all levels of society, these transformations
resulted in a loss of established securities and meanings
related to people’s everyday world and a need for their
renegotiation and reestablishment on another basis.

Attempts to relate resources to the implicit meanings
ascribed to them in the post-Soviet context have barely
been made in scientific studies. Based on this and the
assumption that people’s life histories and the Soviet
heritage are of major importance in the construction of
current meanings, the following discussion aims to trace
the historical aspects of human–resource relationships.

The pre-Soviet system of pasture management can be
characterized as transhumant, reflected in: herders’
substantial knowledge of how to select grazing locations
by taking account of climatic zones; the lack of individual
rights to pasture lands; and highly decentralized decision-
making about grazing rights on pastures (Shamsiev 2006:
55). The collectivization process under Soviet rule in the
1920s and 1930s caused a major restructuring of society,
with the creation of large-scale collective and state farms,
division of labor, and limitations on individual ownership
of land and livestock. As the primary goal of Soviet
economic policy beginning with the First Five Year Plan
(1928–1932) was economic growth (DeBardeleben 1985:
175), collectivization was followed by massive
intensification in agriculture and livestock farming. Stalin
even coined the expression ‘‘to remake nature after the
needs of man’’ (Libert 1995: 11). The Kyrgyz Soviet

Socialist Republic became the third most important wool-
and meat-producing republic in the Soviet Union,
surpassed only by the much larger republics of Russia and
Kazakhstan. Total livestock numbers peaked in 1991, the
year of the collapse of the Soviet Union, after having
increased continuously since 1916 (Wilson 1997: 58).

Current research indicates that by the early 1960s,
permanent overstocking had already become the norm at
almost all locations in the seasonal grazing cycle,
exceeding the natural carrying capacity of the mountain
pastures by a factor of 2 to 2.5 during the grazing season,
in many cases causing pasture degradation (Shamsiev
2006: 56). From a Soviet scientific perspective,
degradation was, however, considered largely as a
temporary phenomenon that could be remedied with
adequate inputs, for example, by finding technological
solutions for environmental problems (Pryde 1972: 165).
Furthermore, due to the low variability of ecological
factors such as rainfall, the application of the concept of
carrying capacity was much more prominent in the Soviet
Union than continuous monitoring of pasture conditions
or land degradation. This may have led to the use of
carrying capacity not to limit damage but only to predict
it (Robinson et al. 2003: 423).

The mainstream approaches of material determinism,
anthropocentrism, scientific-technical domination of
nature, and ecological optimism (DeBardeleben 1985: 99)
were also reflected in several key features of pasture
management in the Soviet period (see Shamsiev 2006):

1. All land was owned by the state. While some aspects of
transhumant herding were retained, state control over
pastures meant that essential traditions of communal
grazing were destroyed.

2. Decisions about the rights to use different pastures
were nominally made by rural councils, but since
livestock production was the responsibility of the
collective farms, it was their management which in fact
made all decisions, based on detailed parameters
provided by central state agencies.

3. Centralized mapping, measurement, and monitoring
of pasture quality and carrying capacity by the State
Land Management Committee ensured relatively
balanced but extremely intensive use.

4. The objective of maximizing livestock production
overshadowed that of sustainable use of pasture
resources (after Shamsiev 2006: 56).

5. In addition, in order to diminish overgrazing and
pasture degradation, supplemental measures such as
winter feeding, inputs of mineral fertilizers and
pesticides, and enhanced sowing on pastures were
applied.

The work of seasonal transhumance was done by
appointed herders. High stocking rates led to a
characteristic management regime, with winter housing
based on external feeding inputs on the valley floors,
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intermediate spring and autumn grazing periods, and
summer grazing on high mountain pastures. The practice
of commonly herding collective and private livestock and
the division of labor resulted in a loss of livestock and
pasture management skills for the majority of the
population, as only a few were directly involved in this
work within the livestock collectives (Liechti 2002: 53ff;
Shamsiev 2006: 56).

Changing living conditions after the collapse of the
Soviet system brought about a need to renegotiate people’s
everyday world. Fundamental to the post-independence
reforms for rural people was the dissolution of the state
and collective farms (see Steimann 2010: 62ff). The
subsidies paid by socialist governments to the farms were
the first to fall victim to the new logic of the market
economy (Hann 2003: 11). Livestock were privatized, while
pastures remained under state ownership. Pasture leasing
procedures have subsequently changed several times. In
the course of all these changes, rural households have
struggled with loss of employment, a new self-reliance with
their own plots and livestock, and a loss of political,
economic, and social security (Liechti 2002: 99ff).

Due to the absence of wages and state support,
livestock numbers dropped dramatically in the first five
years of independence and only afterward stabilized more
or less at a low level (Shamsiev 2006: 3, after Natstatcom).
Due to lower livestock numbers, the new individualized
form of livestock keeping, and the lack of money and
facilities, pasture use was in many cases restricted to
former winter, spring, and autumn pastures at low and
middle altitudes (Ludi 2003: 121; Farrington 2005: 190f).

Research context and methods

The empirical material presented in this paper is based on
my research in twomountain villages in Chuy Oblast in the
Kyrgyz Republic. The study was part of a long-term
research project of the Swiss National Centre of
Competence in Research North-South in this region that
has involved researchers from different disciplines over a
5-year period. The villages selected for study are located at
1200 m and 1054 m above sea level in a river basin on the
northern slope of the Kyrgyz range in the vicinity of the
capital city of Bishkek. Land use is characterized by rain-
fed and irrigated agriculture on the valley floors and
pastures on the valley slopes in the foothill zones and in the
high mountains (Figures 1 and 2). During the Soviet era,
each of the two villages formed a kolkhoz (a Soviet collective
farm); one specialized in breeding livestock (sheep, horses,
cattle, goats), the other in both livestock breeding and
agriculture. Due to their structure and history, the two
villages can be considered representative of the living
conditions in many rural areas of the Kyrgyz Republic.

As previously stated, a workshop with local people and
national pasture experts in one of the villages revealed
inconsistent views on whether the pastures adjacent to the

village were degraded. To learn more about this
discrepancy, I spent several weeks in the study area
several times over a half-year period. An in-depth analysis
of the narratives regarding these contested views on
pastures compiled during this time should put them in a
wider context of meaning.

The main part of the investigation was composed of
semistructured qualitative interviews that had aspects of
narrative and focused interviews (Flick et al. 2004). By
combining open questions at the beginning with an
increasing focus on specific issues toward the end of the
interview, it was possible not only to acquire new and
unexpected insights but also to get specific responses on
certain topics, making it possible to establish comparisons
with similar kinds of answers from other respondents.
The respondents were selected by theoretical sampling, a
process of data collection based on grounded theory
whereby the researcher collects, codes, and analyzes data
and then decides what data to collect next and where, in
order to develop a theory as it emerges (Glaser and
Strauss 2006 [1967]: 45). In order to get a broad range of
perspectives, ages, professional backgrounds, and
functions in the former kolkhoz, current occupation,
recent changes to livestock breeding habits, and number
of livestock currently owned on a private basis turned out
to be the most relevant attributes for sampling.

The empirical data presented here are based on
narratives supplied by 41 people (23 males, 18 females) in
34 interviews. The interviews ranged from 1 to 2.5 hours
in length and were recorded, translated, and transcribed
verbatim. The topics addressed included personal life
history, description of the environment and how it has
changed, former and current pasture use practices,
changes in livestock breeding strategies, and perception
and evaluation of pasture conditions. The transcribed
interviews were analyzed with the assistance of AtlasTi
software: after a coding process, the emergent categories
were regrouped into broad thematic complexes, which
are discussed below.

Putting pastures into context

The contextual factors that influence the construction of
meaning regarding pasture degradation at the local level
include growing dependency on livestock due to changing
economic conditions, persistent alienation from pastures
as a resource, and differences between outside experts
and local people in how they measure pasture quality.

Growing dependency on livestock

Changes in livelihoods during the post-Soviet
transformation had a significant impact on the
importance of livestock for local people. Whereas during
the Soviet era private livestock keeping was a welcome
form of additional income, it has now become the main
source of livelihood for many people. The shift to a
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subsistence economy and the consequent new
dependence on livestock products gave livestock a
completely new meaning in daily life. After a time of
economic decline, many households recovered thanks
only to livestock keeping.

From year to year the people keep more animals. When I started
here, I didn’t have as many animals as today. […]. The people live
from the animals, nobody could survive without animals. […]. You
can sell the animals, get meat, get milk from the cows or sell milk.
(Male, 50, former veterinarian)

Loss of employment with the dissolution of the
kolkhoz has undermined people’s self-concept as
professionals, a fact that many deeply regret. Animal
husbandry is thus frequently not seen as proper work, but
only as something necessary to make a living.

And today we have much more [private animals], because we have
nothing to do anymore, we don’t work anymore. This is another

reason why we keep animals, because we live from them. (Female,
36, former librarian)

Former professional expertise is thus frequently no
longer seen as applicable in the current situation. Even
the continued existence of herding as a professional
function is now questioned by some people. The
profession of herder is linked to the kolkhoz system.
Therefore, despite the growing dependency of many
people on livestock herding, construction of a new self-
concept as a herder will probably be a slow process.

Herders don’t exist anymore. There were herders in the kolkhoz,
these were the real herders. Today some private people, who keep
their animals, call themselves herders. We have to forget the word
‘‘herder,’’ because they don’t exist anymore. (Male, 63, former
agronomist)

For some people, especially those who are successful,
confidence in one’s own abilities is said to have improved

FIGURE 1 View of the study region. (Photo by Karina Liechti)
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due to livestock. They enjoy freedom from dependency,
which was not possible under the strict rules of the
kolkhoz system. In this regard, their new occupation can
be seen more positively as they continue to get used to it.

It is like this, that I now like my work. The reason for this is that I
am not guided by anybody; nobody is reproaching or controlling me.
If the animal dies, it dies, if it reproduces, I am happy. It is good to
decide everything on your own, to be on your own. No dependency
on anybody. (Male, 49, former teacher)

In their narratives about their ways of life, people
reflect on personal feelings and describe their current
situation in accordance with their conception of their
former livelihoods. When making comparisons with earlier
times, many respondents express deep preoccupation with
the difficulties of earning a decent income, insecurity,
increased dependency on livestock, and a loss of
professional identity. There is little evidence of adoption
of a new identity as a farmer, herder, or the like, especially
among people who came from other professions. This
might also be related to the fact that members of collective
farms were considered part of the working class in Soviet
theory (Lane 1985: 168f) and thus were not classified as
farmers, peasants, or the like and therefore not related to
the whole farming production cycle.

People’s forced and growing economic dependency on
livestock might suggest a reason for their rather hesitant
reaction to concerns about the degradation of pastures.
These concerns would, in spite of people’s dependence on

good quality pastures, call into question their struggle to
improve their living conditions and their initial successes,
thanks to the increased amount of privately owned
livestock. Furthermore, their rather reluctant
commitment to their new source of income and their lack
of identity as herders or farmers may prevent them from
considering the production cycle and its enabling factors
as a whole. Pastures, in this context, have only a
subordinate meaning.

Continuing alienation from pastures

Differing livestock numbers, knowledge bases, and
personal relationships have been responsible for the
current variety of pasture use systems, which range from
individual to collective herding and from migratory to
more stationary patterns. Arrangements are frequently
flexible and prone to change. Nevertheless, livestock
owners share a common goal in herding: seeing their
animals gain weight, stay healthy, and reproduce. A well-
nurtured sheep is the result of good work.

Especially for nonspecialists in herding, the only
indicator of adequate use of pastures is the well-fed
animal. The fattening of animals currently seems
achievable even without taking special pasture
management measures into account (for example, by
using remote mountain pastures in summer). For this
reason, pasture condition is not a factor about which
people show concern.

Presumably, the emphasis on the physical condition of
the animals relates to the kolkhoz system of labor division

FIGURE 2 Pasture adjacent to the village. (Photo by Karina Liechti)
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