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The 200,000 herder households of Mongolia – representing more than 20% of the 

population –manage around 45 million livestock heads. The public pasturelands they 

use are at high risk of soil degradation. Over the past decade, JASIL has successfully 

experimented with, and implemented, a model for the community-based 

management of pastureland, in which the herder households, their community heads, 

and the local governments enter into contract, in order to manage the pastureland 

in an environmentally and economically sustainable manner. The income of the 

households involved in the 10-year experimentation increased by 23-56%.
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Case description 
Background issues
The 200,000 herder households of Mongolia – representing more than 20% of the population –

manage around 45 million livestock heads (NSO, 2014). Most of these nomadic and semi-nomadic 

herders move on a seasonal basis, in pursuit of pastureland. Pastureland is owned by the state but 

herders can access the land and its resources as a public good. The Land Law of Mongolia, approved 

in 2002 and amended in 2004, only allows herders to use pastureland and does not permit its 

allocation or long-term lease.

This pastoral way of life – vital to rural communities in Mongolia – faces unique and inter-related 

challenges. The combined effects of rapid transition from a state-led economy to a market-

based economy, the increasing number of livestock, and climate change have contributed to the 

degradation of the public pastureland in the past few decades. The cost of pastureland degradation, 

which is calculated by the net price of additional fodder required for the number of livestock that 

exceeds the carrying capacity of the pastureland, is estimated to be 9.5 billion MNT (4.5 million 

USD) annually (Ykhanbai, 2011).

The situation in the country may thus be an example of the proverbial ‘tragedy of the commons’, where 

public land is overused and not properly managed to prevent further degradation. While it may 

be difficult to point out a single cause of the degradation, scholars usually propose the following 

solutions: (a) privatise the common pool resources; or (b) improve the communal ownership of the 

common pool resources. However, in Mongolia, private or communal ownership and management 

of pastureland has never been practiced, due to the many diverse local arrangements and the 

changing use of the pasturelands on a seasonal basis. Against this background, turning pasturelands 

into privately or communally owned land would cause conflicts.

Good practices 
towards making land governance more people-centred

This case study is part of the ILC’s Database of Good Practices, an initiative that documents and systematises ILC members 

and partners’ experience in promoting people-centred land governance, as defined in the Antigua Declaration of the ILC 

Assembly of Members. Further information at  www.landcoalition.org/news/antigua-declaration-ilc-members

This case study supports people-centred land governance as it contributes to:

Commitment  3  Recognize and protect the diverse tenure and production systems upon which people’s livelihoods depend.

Commitment  6  Enable the role of local land users in territorial and ecosystem management.



It is therefore of paramount importance to devise an institutional set-up that addresses land use and 

land management in such a way that it conserves the natural resources, preserves the biodiversity, 

and respects the herders’ traditional livelihood strategies.

Solution
In order to curb this resource degradation and to strengthen the traditional production system 

of the pastoralists, JASIL, with a wide diversity of stakeholders, developed and implemented a 

novel approach for community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) of the pasturelands. 

The approach is based on insights from pastoral ecology and related sciences such as livestock 

management, natural resource economics, and sociology.

In the CBNMR of pastureland, the herding families enter into contract with each other and with 

the local government, in order to define the seasonal use and management of pastureland. The 

contracts are science-based and include guidelines on the carrying capacity of the plots covered 

by the contract. The plots are demarcated in a participatory way.

Between 2000 and 2011, 54 community leaders have signed co-management contracts with 4 district 

(‘soum’) level governors, while 42 community leaders and 2,830 community members established 

agreements amongst themselves and with 18 sub-district (‘bag’) level governors.

As CBNRM of pastureland is new in Mongolia, no guidelines or past experiences were available. 

Therefore the team adopted an experimental, learning-by-doing approach. The ten years of learning-

by-doing have produced a rich record, demonstrating that co-management is an effective way of 

maintaining the natural resource base at healthy levels while at the same time contributing to the 

improvement of herders’ livelihoods. Currently, JASIL is testing how ICTs can improve the effectiveness 

of the CBNRM in environmental and economic terms, e.g. by disseminating weather forecast data.

The 10 years of experience have also provided useful inputs to parliamentary deliberations on land-

related laws, especially on pastureland allocation, use and management. For example, while the 

draft Land Law and draft Pasture Law are still under consideration by the government, the drafts 

were updated in 2012 to recognise and describe procedures for CBNRM. Further, in the approved 

amendment of the Forest Law (2012), the legal base of the Forest User Groups has been strengthened 

to include CBNRM and participatory forest and pasture land management.

Activities
The following activities are typically undertaken when setting up a co-management contract 

between selected communities and the local government. 

Communities self-organise in legal entities, to enter into a co-management contract

Over time, informal local organisations set up by local people have begun to self-identify themselves 

as a “community”, “association”, “partnership”, “group”, “herders’ group”, “citizens’ association”, “partnership 

for natural conservation” or “water users association”. These organisations have then applied to be 

recognised as a “community” or “association” as per article 481.1 of the Civil Law, which stipulates 

“All we need is to 
become a single 
big community 
that manages 
the entire 
ecosystem” 
G. Dandar, leader of Batsumber 

Sum’s Community Association



that “people are allowed to build up an association or a community and run their activities under 

a co-management contract”. This provides them with a legal identity that allows them to function 

as a not-for-profit non-governmental organization, thereby formalizing their rights to enter into a 

co-management contract for the use and management of pastureland with local authorities.

Selection of communities eligible for CBNRM 

The communities and/or associations that participated in JASIL’s pilot projects were selected on 

the basis of their openness towards the testing of co-management approaches that involve both 

herders and local government. The selected herder communities live in different ecosystems, 

including in forests, pastureland, high mountain-steppe, mixed steppe-prairie ecosystems, and 

mixed forest-steppe ecosystems.

Allocation of pastureland use to herder communities/associations

The pastureland is demarcated in a participatory way. The boundaries of the communities are first 

defined according to cultural or customary boundaries based on ethnicity, clan delineation or 

cultural differences of the communities; and secondly, according to the physical features of the 

pastureland, such as watersheds, mountains, or valleys, which separate neighbouring communities. 

The demarcation of the pastureland is then presented to the district level government. If needed, 

representatives of the Administration of Land Affairs, Geodesy and Cartography of Mongolia (ALAGaC) 

provide technical support.

Each year the district determines the size of the pastureland that can be allocated to the herder 

groups, on the basis of the requests of the different groups, the carrying capacity of the pastureland, 

location, and the land use policies of the sub-districts. Accordingly, three parties enter into a co-

management agreement: (a) individual herders, (b) communities and associations, and (3) the local 

government of the district or sub-district level. The allocation of pastureland use is discussed during 

an assembly (‘khural’) of the citizens of the sub-district, and stipulated in agreements between the 

individual herders and the sub-district administration. The decisions of the sub-district assembly 

are then discussed and approved by the citizens’ assembly at district level. This allocation is then 

formalised in a co-management contract with the district level governor.

JASIL recommends that pastureland be allocated for free to specific communities during winter 

and spring (recognised as per Provision 481 of Civil Code). The reason is that winter and spring 

pastures are more vulnerable to degradation and need more careful management. In addition, the 

Mongolian herder communities traditionally recognise that one community of herders living in an 

area have the exclusive use right of the area’s pasturelands during the winter and spring season. 

During summer and autumn the pasturelands are accessible as common pool resources.

The actors in the co-management of pastureland are divided in two groups. The primary actors are 

the herders, communities or associations and the local governors. Secondary actors include the 

central government, civil society, non-governmental organizations, private mining companies, tourist 

sites, religious and other groups, horse keepers, non-herding households, herders from outside the 

area etc. Each party in the contract is given clear obligations, roles and responsibilities:

 » the individual herder households are required to respect specific herding practices and keep 

their herd size below the agreed carrying capacity;

 » the communities should coordinate the individual households’ activities and maintain a 

sustainable herd composition;



 » the sub-district administration organises the long term movements of the livestock, provides 

training, restores the pastureland, and monitors the seasonal movements of the herds;

 » the district level sets in place the legal framework for the contracts, improves the livestock 

breeding, plans the development of the herds (their quantity and quality), provides training, 

organises the long term movements of the livestock, and provides support to young herders.

Implementation of the co-management contracts 

Following the approval of the co-management contract, the pastureland is used and managed 

according to the terms of the contract. 

Importance of the case for people-centred land governances
Community-based natural resource management can be an effective tool for overcoming the 

proverbial ‘tragedy of the commons’. This management tool is inclusive and empowers all stakeholders 

to actively participate in ecosystem management, along with local authorities. It puts local people 

at the centre of development, supporting their livelihood needs, and respecting their traditions.

Moreover, when implemented at large scale, it can be an effective approach for adaptation to climate 

change and reduction of natural resource degradation. 

Changes
Baseline
Before the JASIL intervention, there were no formal community organisations in any of the four study 

sites. Herders undertook activities independently, without any joint measures or collaboration with 

each other. Local governments worked with each herder household individually.

Achievements
The main achievement is that the long-term management of pasturelands is now assigned to both 

the herding communities and local authorities, who are obliged to collaborate according the terms 

of the co-management contract.

Throughout the pilot phase, the traditional land use rights of herders and community were formalised 

and incorporated in the co-management agreements with the local government. Since the co-

management projects took off, pastureland degradation has diminished, and the herders’ income has 

significantly increased. A participatory assessment in three communities, living in three completely 

different ecosystems, showed the following increments in annual household income over the 

period 2010-2013:

 » in the Ikhbulag community (forest and steppe ecosystem): from +43 to +56%,

 » in the Karatau community (high mountain steppe ecosystem): from +30 to +39%, 

 » in the Aduunchuulun community (steppe and prairie ecosystem): from +23 to +36%.

Moreover, in each of the 54 study sites, between 85 and 98% of the community members support 

the co-management arrangements.

Pastureland 
degradation 
has diminished 
and the herders’ 
income has 
increased.



Finally, using the lessons learnt from the co-management contracts in 54 communities, JASIL 

contributed to the development of several policy reform documents, such as the Land Law (2002), 

the law on “Reinvestment of Natural Resource Use Fee for the Protection of the Environment and the 

Restoration of Natural Resources” (2000), the amendment to the Environment Protection Law for 

Communities (2005), the Forest Law (2007), the sub-law on Community-Based Natural Resources 

Management (2006), and the national Green Wall program (2005). JASIL is currently working on the 

implementation of these policies and contributes to the drafting of the Pasture Law (2012).

Lessons learned
Lessons for civil society
The decision making around pastureland is often conflictual because many stakeholders are involved 

and both individual and collective interests are at stake. Therefore, in creating co-management 

contracts, it is important to include all the principal stakeholders, to wit, the local governments, the 

communities, and the individual community members.

Lessons for policy makers
In practice, co-management strengthens the links and trust between the local people and the 

decentralised governmental administrations.

The government is and remains an important stakeholder in the co-management of pastureland, 

as the success of the co-management depends greatly on a supportive legal framework, policies 

and actions of the state.

It is possible to imbue traditional pastureland management methods with scientific innovations 

and experiences from other countries. 

Challenges
During the implementation of the contracts, the following challenges emerged:

A legal framework for migration during sever winter weather 

One of the main challenges encountered in the allocation of pastureland is related to the migration 

of herders during episodes of severe winter weather (‘zhud’) from one area to another. This type 

of migration creates negative impacts in the areas and communities that receive these migrating 

herders. The incoming community risks to contribute to a further degradation of the pastureland, 

but the contracts do not oblige them to pay compensation to the receiving communities. A 

higher land use payment for herders coming from outside the community area is currently under 

consideration and subject to the governors’ approval. This should also be reflected in the land law 

and the co-management agreements.



Land use of special protected areas (SPA) 

More reviews and corrections need to be made in terms of legalising co-management of natural 

resources in Special Protected Areas (SPA). If herders need to use some parts of the SPA lands, 

for instance in the case of severe winter conditions (‘zhud’), they should be obliged to pay a 

compensatory land use tax that is higher than the standard tax.

Mining activities on pastureland

A stronger legal framework is needed to regulate the use of pastureland by mining companies. Also 

mining activities should be subject to land use tax. However, in the case of mining, the fee should 

be high enough to adequately compensate the loss of pastureland, and to effectively discourage 

land grabbing from mining. Mining companies should also consult with local communities and sign 

a contract with the local government, once they obtain a mining exploitation license. This would 

help keep the government informed and facilitate the co-existence of mining with pastoralism. 

The agreements would also help the government sort out its responsibilities and obligations with 

respect to local development activities, and particularly its responsibilities and obligations in solving 

conflicts between different interest groups.

Follow up
It is important to take the opportunity provided by the government’s grassland reform plans to 

advocate for the legal recognition of the co-management contracts described in this case study. 

This would need detailed procedures on the allocation of pastureland to communities. The next 

step would be to include them in the draft Land Law and seek the approval from the Parliament.
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