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Abstract. TComparing transhumance in China and the United States is challenging because of vast social

and economic differences, but here we make a first attempt. Globally, rangeland livestock producers share

many challenges, practices and even social relations because of the ecological dynamics of rangeland graz-

ing. In Xinjiang, China and California, USA, pastoralists move their herds to mountain pastures in summer.

However, there are major differences in animal husbandry affecting the costs of transhumance. Costs are

lower in the US because ranchers raise only cattle and sell most of the calves produced each year. Most

montane rangeland is owned by the government. In Xinjiang, herders keep mixed herds of diverse ages,

which increases the need for skilled labor in the mountains, and means they must keep most of the herd

through the winter. Rangeland grazing areas are fragmented by division and privatization of grazing rights.

In California, ranchers participate directly in the market, selling directly to buyers. Most have outside income

to buffer variability in markets and forage, and a spectrum of investment opportunities for cash. Xinjiang

herders do not have the same opportunities for outside employment, or lucrative investment opportunities as

yet, and usually sell to middlemen because they are isolated from and unfamiliar with markets. Historical,

land tenure, market, and cultural differences are reviewed to help explain the constraints and current decline

of the different systems. This may offer insights for Xinjiang policy development during the transition from tra-

ditional subsistence pastoralism to commercial animal husbandry.

Keywords. Pastoralism – Costs – Animal husbandry – Rangelands – Mobility.

Comparaison de la transhumance au Xinjiang, Chine, et en Californie, USA

Résumé. C’est un grand défi de comparer la transhumance en Chine et aux États-Unis en raison de vastes dif-
férences sociales et économiques, mais il s’agit ici d’un premier essai. Globalement, les producteurs sur par-
cours ont en commun de nombreux défis, pratiques, et même relations sociales en raison de la dynami que éco-
logique de la paissance sur parcours. Au Xinjiang, Chine, et en Californie, USA, les pastoralistes emmènent leurs
troupeaux aux pâturages de montagne en été. Toutefois, il y a des différences majeures en élevage concer-
nant les coûts de transhumance. Les coûts sont plus faibles aux États-Unis car les éleveurs produisent uni-
quement des bovins et vendent la plupart des veaux produits chaque année. La plupart des parcours de mon-
tagne sont la propriété du gouvernement. Au Xinjiang, les bergers ont des troupeaux mixtes d’âge divers, ce
qui augmente les besoins en main-d’œuvre qualifiée dans les montagnes, et signifie qu’ils doivent garder la plu-
part du troupeau pendant l’hiver. Les zones de pâturages de parcours sont fragmentées par la division et la pri-
vatisation des droits de paissance. En Californie, les éleveurs participent directement au marché, vendant direc-
tement aux acheteurs. La plupart ont un revenu supplémentaire pour atténuer la variabilité des marchés et du
fourrage, et une gamme d’opportunités d’investissement pour l’argent liquide. Les bergers du Xinjiang n’ont pas
encore les mêmes opportunités d’emploi externe, ou d’investissement lucratif, et vendent généralement aux
intermédiaires car ils sont isolés des marchés, avec lesquels ils ne sont d’ailleurs pas familiarisés. Les diffé-
rences historiques, de propriété foncière, de marché, et de culture sont examinées pour contribuer à expliquer
les contraintes et le déclin actuel des différents systèmes. Ceci constitue un aperçu sur le développement de
politiques au Xinjiang durant la transition du pastoralisme traditionnel de subsistance à l’élevage commercial.

Mots-clés. Pastoralisme – Coûts – Élevage – Parcours – Mobilité.



I – Introduction

Comparing range livestock production patterns using transhumance in China and the United States

is challenging because of the vast social and economic differences between the two countries. How-

ever, globally, pastoral people, those who raise livestock on rangelands, share many of the same

challenges, practices and even social relations because of the ecological dynamics of livestock

grazing and rangelands (Huntsinger et al., 2010a). Transhumance is a common pattern of range-

land use. Pastoralism generally occurs at the political, economic, and ecological margins (Sayre

et al., 2013). Regardless of their location, pastoral peoples and rangelands face growing political,

economic, and climatic stresses that challenge their coupled resilience and ability to adapt (Reid

et al., 2014). In this paper we make a first attempt at comparing transhumance for summer pas-

tures in Xinjiang, China, and California, USA. Our goal is to lay the groundwork for a more detailed

comparison that will offer insights for pastoral development in Xinjiang. While there is no reason

that Xinjiang animal husbandry should develop in exactly the same way as US pastoralism, it is

likely that elements of the two pastoral system can be identified as potentially transferable.

II – Study area and methods

Our results are based on interviews with herders, outreach professionals, and officials in both

places, conducted at various times over many years. In Xinjiang, the case study area is in the Ili

Valley of the northwestern part of the province. The area borders on Kazakhstan, and the Mongol

and Kazakh herders studied are part of small pastoral communities that have relied on transhu-

mance for centuries and more. Fall through Spring pastures are in the valley, at elevations of around

1000 meters, average precipitation between 200 and 500 mm, and average temperatures of around

9 c. Summer pastures are in the Tian Shan Mountains, ranging up to 4000 meters, with warm sum-

mers and snowy winters and average precipitation as high as 800 mm. The area is in a temper-

ate semi-arid continental climate zone. In California, the case study area is the westside central

Sierra Nevada foothills. Transhumance began in the mid-nineteenth century. Fall through spring

pastures are in the foothills at elevations ranging from 20 to 1,000 meters with an average pre-

cipitation of around 900 mm and average temperatures of around 16°C. Winter pastures are at

higher elevations, ranging to 3,000 meters, with warm summers and snowy conditions in the win-

ter. The area is in the Mediterranean climate zone.

III – Findings

Although in both countries livestock producers face the challenge of moving animals up to the

mountains, and of taking care of the herds, differences in production practices affect costs.

1. Xinjiang

In Xinjiang, sheep, cattle and horses of diverse ages may be kept by one household. Livestock are

born in early spring, mostly from February to April, when the herders are at winter camps. Winter

settlements usually have infrastructure such as covered pens, veterinary services, and so forth.

Around the mid-May, the herds move to spring camps for about a month, then leave for summer

camps around the middle of June where they spend around 3 months to the end of September.

They then move to fall camps for one month, and come back to their winter camps at the end of

October. Herders only sell some of their one year old male livestock in the autumn, and keep all

the female livestock for reproduction. For this reason they wind up keeping most of the livestock

all year round. Because herders tend to have mixed herds, including dairy animals for the house-

hold, labor must be skilled in the husbandry of diverse animals.
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In Xinjiang, because of the complex labor needs and the culture of summer pasture life, under tra-

ditional community organization families followed the herds as they moved among different pas-

tures, using shared labor and land to move and husband the herds. But in the last 30 years with

the government encouraging pastoralist settlement and particularly with the division of pastures

to households, along with collective actions being replaced by individual household production, la-

bor shortages and high production costs have changed transhumance. Summer is the busiest time

because herders must herd sheep in higher summer pastures as well as cut grass in lower win-

ter/spring pastures for winter. Household labor is in short supply, so families cannot move with herds

like in the old days – many have to hire someone to take care of the herds in summer, increasing

costs. Herds are beginning to be simplified. Division of land to households has also increased costs.

Transhumance distances are as long as 100 km, so households need to rent vehicles to transport

animals because they have to cross large areas of once shared rangeland that is now controlled

by individual households. Given these cost increases, the number of livestock moving to summer

pastures is decreasing and the time herds stay in fall-spring pasture is increasing, leading to the

visible degradation of fall-spring pastures.

2. California

Most ranchers raise only cattle. Calves are generally born in late fall in California, earlier than in

the rest of the western U.S. because the annual time of peak forage availability is spring. Before

the herd goes to the mountains, the calves are weaned and sold, and only cows go up. In most of

the rest of the arid west, calves are born in spring, go up to summer pasture with the cows, and

are weaned and sold in fall, aside from a few replacement females. Weaned calves are sold to en-

terprises that use high quality lowland pastures or feed to encourage rapid growth. Eventually calves

are slaughtered at 14-18 months of age, often after passing through a third enterprise, the feed-

lot. In a feedlot, cattle are fed high quality feeds for a month or so prepartory to slaughter, and they

are often located in regions where grain is grown. Much of pastoral mobility is in transferring ani-

mals to enterprises in different regions with different feed sources and husbandry practices. This

is the typical U.S. commercial pattern, but there are many variations.

At each strata labor needs are focused on a narrow part of the production stream. «Cow-calf» ranch-

ers, with a fairly uniform herd, can limit labor needs by, for example, attending to the standard vet-

erinary needs of the entire herd at the same time. Summer husbandry needs are to keep the ani-

mals safe and in the right grazing area, and to watch out for illness, accidents, and predation. In many

cases one member of the family or a hired herder can take care of the entire herd, and the rest of

the family farms or works at home. Herds can be left untended for short periods of time. During the

fall, when rangeland forage is most constrained in California, the herd is at its smallest size and ani-

 mal demand is low because calves have been sold. Animal demand peaks in spring, when the most

forage is available in this climate zone. While ranchers have traditionally often moved up to sum-

mer pastures and enjoy it, since most households now have obligations in town it is rare to stay for

long periods if at all. Fragmentation due to land development and conversion have also increased

transportation and management costs. The majority of transhumant ranchers in one survey said that

their operations had been impacted by land fragmentation, vegetation change, and changes in govern-

ment priorities for the land, such that transhumance is declining (Huntsinger et al., 2010a).

IV – Discussion: Historical and cultural context

The history, land tenure, market relations, and cultures differ in each place, and explain some dif-

ferences in practices. While ranchers often are from multigenerational ranching families, U.S. ranch-

ing has from the start has been oriented to producing livestock for the market. Herders in the Ili

Valley are not generally part of the majority culture, including the market culture of the majority popu-
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lation of China. Their cultures have developed in the context of thousands of years of subsistence

herding, and husbandry practices have deep cultural meaning.

In California, most summer pastures are owned by the government and leased to ranchers, while

the base ranch and much of the winter range is privately owned. Leases for government land, or

permits as they are known, were allocated early in the twentieth century, mostly to ranches adja-

cent to federal lands. They tend to remain with a ranch, but can be adjusted or even canceled by

the government. Permits specify a number of livestock equivalents that can be grazed over a spec-

ified period of time. The number of equivalents allowed has declined regularly since allocation, be-

cause of policy change and fire suppression, as there is growing public demand for recreation land

and protected preserves, and without the traditional burning of ranchers and native peoples many

California ranges convert to trees and shrubs.

In Xinjiang land tenure has gone through three comparatively recent phases: tribal ownership, collec -

tive ownership and long term government contracting of grazing areas to individual households.

From 1978 to 2000s, herders gradually went through different stages of privatization: livestock pri-

vatization, pasture use right privatization, and then fencing to clarity boundaries between pastures.

Today, a household may have rights to several widely scattered parcels of land, representing the

different seasonal ranges. They are small by U.S. standards. Land has also been lost to devel-

opment, tree planting, and grazing bans.

The markets that each group must rely on are structurally different. U.S. livestock producers ne-

gotiate directly with the owners of the next part of the production chain. Auctions, video market-

ing, and online selling facilitate communication between those needing calves and those selling

them. In Xinjiang, herders are more isolated and have less access to technology, and less knowl-

edge of the process of competitive marketing. They usually rely on middlemen who come out to

distant villages and pastures to negotiate for buying stock. The middlemen then sell to the slaugh-

terhouse or other buyers. Investment opportunities are also limited in Xinjiang, and most herders

believe they get a higher return from keeping their capital in animals.

In both places, livestock are more than commodities to the producer and have social meaning. (El-

lis 2013), and there is a network of social relationships that facilitates livestock herding on range-

lands (Li and Huntsinger 2011; Ellickson 1986; Bennett 1968). While «being a rancher» confers

an identity and status to ranchers in the United States, livestock have deeper and more complex

meaning to the ancient Mongol and Kazakh cultures. Livestock are considered as family insurance,

a symbol of family status, and are the media of gift economy. The number and kinds of animals

kept by a family is key, as they must be gifted at certain times to maintain critical cultural practices

and rituals, and the family’s stature in the community.

Finally, despite the advanced commercialism of U.S. rangeland production, the majority of ranch-

ing households in the U.S. rely on outside income to support their ranch, with less than 14% of Cal-

ifornia foothill ranchers earning most of their income from livestock production (Huntsinger et al.,
2010b). On a per hectare basis, rangeland production is low, and the benefit is producing food from

land that is otherwise not useful for production. Interviews in Xinjiang indicate that most households

also seek outside income but there are limited opportunities.

IV – Conclusions

Transhumance costs in California are likely lower than in Xinjiang, because of the different patterns

of animal husbandry. However, the cultural meaning of various aspects of animal husbandry, and

current conditions for employment, marketing and investment, make it difficult for Xinjiang herders

to transition to a more efficient system of producing livestock.
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Costs to U.S. producers are increasing due to land fragmentation, just as they have done in Xin-

jiang. Trailing to the mountains has become more difficult. Shifts in policy land, and land tenure and

use are also an impact. Herders in Northern Xinjiang are transitioning from subsistence to com-

mercial production, but it is difficult for them to give up traditional husbandry, for cultural and financial

reasons. This includes raising livestock for their entire life cycle, keeping most animals all year, and

carrying out other practices with social and cultural meaning. The collective management that once

helped reduce labor needs for each household has largely been lost (Li and Huntisnger, 2011). We

suspect that in both places transhumance will further decline, with unknown impacts on rangeland

vegetation, and reducing the available rangeland for Xinjiang herder households and California

ranches. Given the positive impacts grazing has been shown to have on some rangelands, and

the cultural values of transhumant grazing, can, and should, this trend be reversed?
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