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Setting the Stage

~500M
people depend on

pastoralism worldwide

~50%
of Earth's land surface

are rangelands

2026
International Year of

Rangelands & Pastoralists

Pastoralism at a critical crossroads:

Youth are leaving, ageing populations herding alone, knowledge eroding

Western Balkans — and globally — face the same structural challenge:

Rural youth migrate to cities; pastoral labour becomes scarce and costly

This presentation draws on PhD fieldwork with Gaddi pastoralists of India,

offering comparative insights for the Western Balkans context

Sources: FAO IYRP 2026 launch (Dec 2025); Malhotra et al., Pastoralism 12:30 (2022)



Why Are Youth Leaving Pastoralism?

Education & Aspiration

Educated youth prefer government/urban 
jobs seen as stable & dignified

Urban Pull & Modernity

Development discourse promotes settled 
life; pastoralism seen as outdated

Wage Labour Options

MGNREGA & similar schemes provide daily 
wages without migration hardship

Climate Stress

Erratic weather, droughts & shrinking 
pastures increase herding difficulty

Economic Marginalisation

Weak markets, low returns & lack of value-
chain integration deter youth

Policy Barriers

Grazing permit restrictions, forest rules & 
land tenure insecurity add burden

Sources: Malhotra et al. (2022); Namgay et al. (2021); Nori (2019); TGI-WB Webinar Background (2026)



Case Study: Gaddi Pastoralists, 
Western Himalayas India

Study Location:

Bharmour, Chamba district,

Himachal Pradesh, Western Himalayas

Methods:

Ethnographic fieldwork (2018–2019)

35 in-depth interviews

5 focus group discussions

Participant observation

Community:

Transhumant agro-pastoralists

Sheep & goat herding

Vertical seasonal migration

Alpine pastures Plains of Punjab

The Problem in Their Own Words

“ Instead of working as a migratory pastoralist, if we work as wage 

labour in the village, at least we get to sleep under our roof, eat proper 
meals and meet our family every day.

“ Both my sons will not pursue pastoralism — one is a 

government officer, one is in college aspiring to be a civil servant. I 
continue with a hired puhal. When I can no longer walk, I will sell 
the herd.

Source: Malhotra, Nandigama & Bhattacharya, Pastoralism 12:30 (2022)  |  DOI: 10.1186/s13570-022-00237-5



The Puhal System: Hired Herding as Adaptation

PUHAL (from Hindi paal/paalna = 'to care for’) - a hired herder who assists herd owners in managing day-to-day pastoral 
activities amidst the labour void left by youth migration.

01

Labour Void Created

Youth pursue education & urban jobs 
→ household herding labour collapses

02

Puhal Recruited

Social networks (kin, village, migration 
routes) used to find herders-for-hire 
via informal oral contracts

03

Pastoral Continuity

Herd owner diversifies while puhal 
manages flock; livestock assets 
preserved

Source: Malhotra et al., Pastoralism (2022); Nori, 'Herders for Hire', PASTRES Blog (2019)



Labour Exchange: What Puhals Earn & What They 
Provide

What a Puhal Receives

• ₹5,000–10,000 cash/month + 1 sheep/month (≈12 

sheep/year)

• Food, clothing & supplies during migration

• Cumulative livestock → own herd over 3–5 years

• Skill acquisition & traditional knowledge transmission

• Social mobility, wealth accumulation, marriage prospects

What the Herd Owner Gains

• Pastoral continuity despite household labour shortage

• Freedom to diversify into agriculture / horticulture

• Livestock asset base preserved across generations

• Absentee herding possible with trusted, long-term puhals

• Access to grazing permits shared with smaller herders

Key Tension: Increasing transaction costs + eroding local knowledge as migrant puhals (from distant states) lack ecological familiarity with pastoral 
landscapes

Source: Malhotra et al., Pastoralism 12:30 (2022)  |  Field interviews 2018–2019, Bharmour, Chamba



Knowledge at Risk: The Intergenerational Break

“Herding a flock of hundreds is not an easy task. You have to learn how to identify your livestock, guard them, keep them 
healthy, herd them using different signals and sounds, know what fodder is good and what is poisonous. It’s a long, time-
taking process.” — A Young Gaddi pastoralist, 2019

Traditional Ecological Knowledge

Migration routes, pasture quality, poisonous plants, seasonal 
weather patterns — accumulated over centuries, held by elders and 

members within the practicing community 

Animal Husbandry Skills

Birthing assistance, disease identification, herd counting, breed 
selection — learned only through hands-on apprenticeship

Cultural Identity & Practices

Gaddi folk songs, marriage customs, ritual use of wool & livestock —
all interwoven with pastoral livelihood practices 

Institutional Knowledge

Permit systems, grazing rights negotiations, market relationships, 
conflict resolution with settled farmers

Source: Malhotra et al. (2022); Singh et al. (2020), Pastoralism 10:15



A Global Pattern: Youth Migration Across Pastoral Contexts

Western Himalayas (India)
Gaddi youth opt for government/city jobs; migrant puhals from other states replace 
them

Malhotra et al. (2022)

Bhutan (Himalayan Asia)
Education & outmigration drive transhumant decline; labour shortage leads to 
reduced herd sizes

Namgay et al. (2021)

Nepal (High Mountains)
Youth leave for Kathmandu/abroad; ageing herders struggle with labour-intensive 
high-altitude migration

Tiwari et al. (2020)

Mediterranean Europe (Spain, 
Italy)

Shepherding workforce relies heavily on Romanian & Albanian immigrant labour; local 
youth reject the profession

Nori (2019); Sendyka & 
Makovicky (2018)

Colombia & Guatemala (Latin 
America) 

Rural-urban youth migration causes labour shortage; threatens generational transfer 
& climate adaptation

PLoS ONE (2024)

Western Balkans Youth migration & demographic decline cited as key driver of pastoral abandonment
TGI-WB WBRG Background 

(2026)

Sources: Malhotra et al. (2022); Namgay et al. (2021); Tiwari et al. (2020); Nori PASTRES (2019); Sendyka & Makovicky (2018); Frontiers (2024); TGI-WB (2026)



Pathways Forward: Keeping Youth in Pastoralism

01

Invest in Pastoral Education

Develop curricula that combine modern education with 
traditional pastoral skills — 'education with identity' (FAO); 
reduce binary choice between school and herding

03

Codify & Protect Traditional Knowledge

Document intergenerational knowledge as Indigenous 
knowledge systems; include in biodiversity and cultural 
heritage frameworks (CBD, IPBES)

05

Formalise & Support Hired Herding

Recognise puhal-type labour contracts legally; provide social 
protection, fair wages & occupational training for hired 
herders

02

Make Pastoralism Economically Viable

Strengthen value chains for wool, cheese & meat and other 
pastoral by-products- Tag them as geographic indicators; 
provide mobile veterinary & banking services to improve 
returns for youth

04

Youth-Inclusive Pastoral Policy

Involve young pastoralists in policy dialogue (IYRP 2026 
mandate); address insecurity of grazing rights that deter 
long-term commitment by youth

Sources: FAO IYRP (2026); Malhotra et al. (2022); FAO Tackling Child Labour in Livestock (2024)



Conclusion & Key Takeaways

• Youth migration is not new — but its pace and scale are now threatening pastoral continuity globally and in the 

Western Balkans

• Case of Gaddis from Western Himalayas shows that pastoral communities adapt. Hired Herding (e.g. puhals) sustains 

livelihoods, transmits knowledge and enables diversification

• Hired herding is both an opportunity AND a risk: it buys time but accelerates knowledge erosion when puhals lack 

local ecological familiarity

• Labour shortage is a symptom — the root causes lie in lack of livelihood security, policy neglect, poor returns, 

restricted mobility, shrinking resources and social stigma around herding

• The IYRP 2026 offers a critical window to centre youth voices and reform pastoral policy at local, national and 

international levels

Further Reading: Malhotra, Nandigama & Bhattacharya (2022). Puhals: Outlining the dynamics of labour and hired herding among the Gaddi 
pastoralists of India. Pastoralism 12:30  |  DOI: 10.1186/s13570-022-00237-5  |  Open Access via SpringerOpen
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