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Good fences are key to sustainable pasture
management and harmonious pastoral
society of Merak and Sakteng in Bhutan
Sonam Wangdi* and Nawang Norbu

Abstract

There is limited knowledge about the traditional tsamdro management practice, particularly the building of walls and
fences by the pastoral nomads of Merak and Sakteng. Conflicts related to tsamdro resource access are not a new
phenomenon in Bhutanese pastoral communities. In the recent past, as an adaptive response to external economic,
political, social and ecological changes, the tsamdro was nationalized. This change in policies brought a host of
challenges specifically in managing the existing and building new tsamdro border structures.
The objective of the study was to elucidate the motives and purposes behind the building of tsamdro structures, and
to explore the historical development, significance and future of yak farming by Brokpas. We used a semi-structured
questionnaire and face-to-face interview for collecting both quantitative and qualitative data from 40 yak herders
opportunistically selected from both Merak and Sakteng gewogs, village block, refers to a group of villages in Bhutan
Trashigang district.
The study revealed that tsamdro border structures were primarily built to ensure harmony within the Brokpa society by
reducing conflicts caused by livestock trespassing, but structures indirectly assisted in tsamdro management. The structures
were one of the encashable family assets passed across generations and played a critical role in shaping the socio-economic
developments of Brokpas. Though the tsamdro was nationalized, the Brokpas still continue to hold tsamdro ownership rights
and build new tsamdro border structures to protect their livelihood. The contradiction between the government’s policy
and Brokpas’ livelihood pattern will have a detrimental effect on both the social harmony of nomadic herders and the
traditional tsamdro management practice. We suggest the government develop nomadic-centered policies that encourage
tsamdro resource sharing within the Brokpa communities. Socio-economic development incentives are required to address
the trespassing conflicts.
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Introduction
Pastoralism is one of the primary sources of livelihood for
mountain and rural communities throughout the world
(Bagchi et al. 2004; Kreutzmann 2012; Ning et al. 2016;
Wangchuk et al. 2013, 2013; Wiener et al. 2003), particularly
in developing countries. In Asia, transhumant pastoralism is
the mainstay of subsistence economies in temperate and
alpine zones (Bagchi et al. 2004). In the Himalaya mountain
regions, millions of pastoralists depend on the natural
pasture resources. Pastoralism is a subsistence living pattern

through livestock herding (Blench 2001; IFAD 2009). Yaks
and yak-cattle hybrids are the dominant livestock species
raised by the Himalayan mountain communities.
As in many countries across the Himalaya, pastoralism

is an integral component of the agricultural farming sys-
tem in the Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan. Almost 70%
of Bhutan’s population depends on livestock and crops
for their sustenance (WCD 2013). Yak herding is the
predominant pastoral practice in all mountain commu-
nities of Bhutan. Currently, the Kingdom holds 1,156
yak herding households, with over 49,617 yaks including
dzo-dzom1 that contribute about 4% to the livestock
products generated in the country (DoL 2016). Pastoral
yak herding is sparsely distributed across the northern
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belt of Bhutan over 34 sub-districts in ten districts. The
livelihood of highlanders not only depends on yaks but
also relies heavily on the availability and prosperity of
pasture land (tsamdro) (Chettri 2008; Chand 2017),
which plays a critical role in supporting the yaks.

Potential catalysts for tsamdro resource use conflicts
The traditional transhumance pattern in Bhutan has a
unique characteristic of tsamdro (Figure 1) resource-sharing
system; multiple households, villages and districts gain
grazing access to the same tsamdro during different seasons
(Moktan et al. 2008). Sometimes, the grazing ownership is
seasonal because of overlapping users (Ura 2002). For
instance, the patch of tsamdro belongs to the herdsman of
yak in winter and a cattle herdsman in summer. This creates
a complex tsamdro resource-sharing mechanism between
the high- and low-altitude pastoralists. Consequently, the
tsamdro lacks a sufficient period for natural regeneration of
forage, thereby decreasing the forage productivity and
leading to grazing rights conflicts (Wangchuk et al. 2014).
An inadequate tsamdro area may be one of the poten-

tial causes for illegal grazing conflicts among the herders
(Brokpa brok = pasture; pa = inhabitants). Of the total
area of 500198.6653067847 ha of registered tsamdro in
the country, Merak and Sakteng constitute over 6% and
this provides a grazing area of over 1.21406 ha per ani-
mal in both the (a village block consisting of a group of
villages) gewogs (Table 1). However, the actual grazeable
area may be less than half, if the shrub cover, unusable
areas and forage grazed by wild animals are deducted
(Gyeltshen et al. 2010; Wangchuk et al. 2013, 2013).
Merak shares the border with Arunachal Pradesh (India)
in its east. Phongme, Radi, and Shongphu in the west and
Kangpara gewog of Trashigang district and Lauri gewog

of Samdrup Jongkhar district in south. Sakteng shares the
geographical boundary with Arunachal Pradesh in its
north and east and Phongme in the west. Both the gewogs
have pastureland conflicts with their neighbouring gewogs
particularly the Merak with Phongme and Radi gewogs
(Figure 2). Thus, the expansion of tsamdro area is pushed
to the limit.
Recently, the tsamdro conflict within the herders’

community has become a serious issue (Dorji 2013). For
instance, on October 31, 2015, the Kuensel, a state news-
paper, reported that Sakteng police investigated seven
people involved in a clash over a tsamdro resource dispute.
Various dispute litigations were prosecuted in the district
court within the Brokpa community. Today, apparently,
the intensity of conflict seems to be settled, but such strife

Table 1 Basic statistic and livestock population of Merak and
Sakteng gewogs

Category Merak Sakteng

Gewog (village block) area (km2) 867.7 910.9

Households (number) 280 386

Population (inhabitants) 2,160 2,313

Tsamdro area (hectares) 16503.282833 ha 17320.1650834 ha

Livestock (number)

Yak 2,963 4,002

Dzo-dzom 4,553 4,179

Cattle 4,547 1,671

Equine 733 1,138

Sheep 1,851 1,196

Goat 72 98

Total livestock 14,719 12,284

Source: Livestock Statistic (DoL 2016)

Figure 1 Tsamdro is refered to a native grazing land/pastureland/grassland
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may easily unfold in the future due to various factors. For
instance, the gradual shrinkage of tsamdro size is due to an
increase growth of unpalatable species such as Juniper and
Rhododendron (Dorji 2013; Gyamtsho 2002; Tshering
2013; Ura 1993; Wangchuk et al. 2013, 2013; Wiener et al.
2003). A strong environmental conservation policy such as
restriction of burning pastureland increases grazing pres-
sure on open grassland, and this heavily grazed area is sus-
ceptible to erosion and gully formation (Gyeltshen et al.
2010; Namgay et al. 2013; Ning et al. 2016). Typically, a
household’s tsamdro was divided among the children into
smaller grasslands, and also, the birth of every cow
exacerbates a decrease of grazing area for a family.

Tsamdro border structures and development
To address the trespassing conflicts, herders have devised
various techniques such as guarding their tsamdro round
the clock by residing at the key strategic migratory routes
and implementing frequent monitoring. Gradually, minus-
cule semi-permanent wooden gates (gaags see Figure 3)
were installed at the key migratory routes and along trad-
itional footpaths, which helped to minimize illegal grazing.

Communal grazing lands have had wooden gates installed
to prevent livestock grazing prior to the community’s agreed
entry dateline. In the past, communities appointed a gate-
keeper (gaag sungpa) for about two months before the
agreed dateline to guard the common pastures (Chophyel
2009). The gatekeepers were paid in the form of butter and
cheese by the communities. This traditional system of
appointing gatekeepers has now disappeared from the
Brokpa society, but inevitably, they still continue to rely on
the gates to safeguard their tsamdro from illegal grazing.
Since the gates have proven to be the most effective mech-

anism in preventing illegal grazing, the Brokpas embarked
on building various short length stone walls and wooden
fences at the main routes along the tsamdro border. These
structures were built since time immemorial (Chophyel
2009), and as old as the history of Merak and Sakteng. Since
then, the Brokpas have continued to build more walls and
fences, sharing the labour cost between the tsamdro owners
with whom they share the border. Consequently, over the
generations, they have built extensive border structures, the
stone walls in summer pastureland and wooden fences in
winter grazing land, but not in all the pasturelands.

Figure 2 The study area and its geographical boundary with adjacent gewogs
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Currently, new border structures are still being built at
the porous tsamdro border connecting with the old struc-
tures. Some of the walls spanned and waved through
majestic mountains, treacherous hills, lush meadows and
dense Rhododendron shrubs (see Figure 4).

Legality of tsamdro border structures
Around the world, highlanders face increasing threats to
their livelihood from internal and external economic,
political, social and ecological changes (de Haan 1993;
Derville and Bonnemaire, 2010; Fratkin and Mearns, 2003;
Namgay et al. 2017; Nori and Davies, 2007; Wiener et al.
2003) and Bhutan is no exception. In recent years, the
change of policy to delete tsamdro ownership rights had
posed a significant threat to the livelihood of highlanders,
particularly the Brokpas. Among various tsamdro-related
policies, the Forest and Nature Conservation Rules of
Bhutan 2006 and the Land Act 2007 seem to have a direct
adverse impact on the building and usage of tsamdro
border structures.
The Land Act of 1979, heavily drawn from the 1957

Thrimzhung Chhenmo (Ura 2002) which is the supreme

law of the land, has not levied the annual tsamdro tax
obliquely planned for the nationalization. Consequently,
the National Assembly, the highest decision-making body,
passed the Land Act 2007, which states that “all tsamdro
rights maintained in the Thram [Land Register] prior to
enactment of this Act shall be deleted from the Thram [...]
shall be reverted and maintained as the Government land
in Thromde or the Government Reserved Forests(GRF)
land in rural areas” (NLC 2007, p. 55). Accordingly, the
records of tsamdro- and community-registered lands were
all deleted and nationalized. However, the government
intends to re-distribute the tsamdro resources by leasing
out to the livestock holders with certain fees for sustain-
able management and operation. Meanwhile, the Forest
and Nature Conservation Rules 2006 enforces that “con-
struction or placement of any permanent or temporary
structure, fences, [...]are restricted within the GRF (DoF
2006, 15)”. From this perspective, the Brokpas have no
rights over the tsamdro and are restricted from building
any structures within the pasture land.
These policies were applied to livestock transhumant

practitioners and tsamdro holders across the nation, but

Figure 3 Gaag on Merak-Sakteng trail
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the intensity of negative implications is felt relatively dif-
ferently by the tsamdro holders, depending on their
current livelihood patterns. Given the nature of fertile
land located within the proximity of modern develop-
ment activities, the low-altitude pastoralists have other
options provided by the agricultural farming and indus-
trial economic opportunities. The mountain communi-
ties of central (Trongsa and Bhumthang) and western
(Wangdue and Gasa) districts are heavily dependent on
the harvest of Ophiocordycep sinensis; thereby, yak farming
- erstwhile the primary source of livelihood - is now
secondary. However, for Brokpas, yak farming is the only
viable income source.
Various studies have been conducted to understand

the tsamdro and its complex operational processes and
associated challenges. However, we lack comprehensive
understanding of the tsamdro border structures, par-
ticularly the walls and fences and their significance in
supporting the livelihood of Brokpas. As a result of the
tsamdro nationalization, the border structures built
over generations - once an acclaimed family asset - are
now pushed to the edge and may gradually disappear
from the Brokpa society. Our study was aimed at

elucidating the motives and purposes behind the building
of tsamdro border structures, and it explores the historical
development, significance and future of yak farming by
Brokpas.

Study area
The study was conducted in Merak and Sakteng gewogs
stretching from latitude of 270 17.84 to 270 18.51 N and
longitude 910 50.76 to 910 52.12 E, under Trashigang
district in eastern Bhutan (Figure 2). The gewogs have
an area of 1,778.6 km2 and consist of 666 households
with a total population of 4,473. The people of these
gewogs are commonly called Brokpa, semi-nomadic in-
habitants of Merak and Sakteng, synonymous with
herdsman, shepherds or people who herd cattle.The
households have a total of 15,697 yaks including calves,
dzo-dzom, heifers, breeding_bulls, bulls (DoL 2016).
The majority of residents depend exclusively on yaks to
meet their basic needs in the form of milk and milk
product such as butter, cheese, fermented cheese and
clothing materials (Moktan et al. 2008; Wangdi 2016).
They also generate cash incomes through the sale of
yak products and occasionally live yaks and meat for

Figure 4 The tsamdro border wall expanding through the grazing ridge at an altitude of 4,000 masl between Merak and Sakteng
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their socio-economic development (Chophyel 2009;
Joshi 2009; Gyamtsho 2000). Today, the Brokpashave
switched to settled lifestyles as semi-nomadic high-
landers, partially depending on sedentary farming (Ura
1993) and collecting non-wood forest products like
Paris polyphyla and Exidia sp.
Merak and Sakteng gewogs were selected for the study

because they were established as pasture-based villages
(Ura 2002), where conventional crop farming was not
feasible due to extreme climatic conditions. These re-
gions are one of the high-altitude pastoral communities
with yak herding as the primary source of livelihood and
more than 90% of households dependent on tsamdro
(Joshi 2009). Consequently, over the generations, the
herders have constructed walls and fences to guard their
tsamdro resources from illegal grazing.
The highlands of Merak and Sakteng not only are

distinctive in livelihood strategies but also have a unique
culture and tradition, including their dress and spoken
language. The landscape is characterized by rugged moun-
tains, steep slopes and deeply incised valleys. The pasture
regimes of Brokpas are located between 2,500 and
4,500 masl, and vegetation cover ranges from broadleaf
forests to alpine zones. Temperature varies according to
elevation, of snow in the winter with extreme cold, and
abundant rain in summer. The Merak area has been
recently connected with a farm road, while Sakteng still
lacks road network accessibility.

Methods
A total of 40 households were interviewed, 20 each
from Merak and Sakteng gewogs, who are fully
dependent on yak rearing as their livelihood. A semi-
structured questionnaire was used for data collection
from the selected yak farming households. The semi-
structured questionnaire and interview provided more
in-depth interviewing, that offered freedom to both
interviewer and respondents to follow new leads but
also served as a general guide to cover a set of topics.
The questionnaire ensured collection of reliable, com-
parable quality data within a minimum interview
duration for nomadic herders. Semi-structured inter-
views serve best when we cannot interview the
respondents for the second time, due to their nature of
living and livelihood pattern.
The interviews were conducted face-to-face by inter-

viewers because most of the nomadic herders are
illiterate and inaccessible by telecommunications to
acquire the required information. All the data were
collected by the primary author, co-author and research
assistants from the Ugyen Wangchuck Institute for
Conservation and Environmental Research. The data
were collected in October 2016, qualitatively analyzed
and presented descriptively in this paper.

Results and discussion
Background information of the respondents
Out of 40 interviewees, 67% were male and 33% were
female. The majority of respondents (92%) were unedu-
cated, and 8% had attended primary education. More
than half (62%) of respondents were herders, and 38%
were both farmers and herders. The average herd size
was 52 yak heads per household, while the median
number of yaks was 43.5 and 50% of households
entirely depended only on yak rearing while others re-
lied on both yak and cattle farming for their livelihood.
Most of the respondents (68%) had been herders for
more than 20 years, and almost the entire respondents
(98%) said they would like to continue as semi-nomadic
herders.

Historical characteristics and significance of border
structures
Of the 40 households, slightly more than half (52%; n = 21)
of the households owned tsamdro border structures. Of
the 21 households, the majority of respondents (81%;
N = 17) believed the walls were built by their forefathers
and were over hundred years old (Figure 5). This signi-
fied that the border structures are a gift, wisdom and
legacy emanated from the soul of the Brokpas’ ances-
tors. The walls were built without any mortar using a
dry-stack technique, and their wall-building crafts were
passed down through families. Field observation: This
is observed during the field visit to various pasturelands
of Merak and Sakteng. The wall building-process por-
trayed the resilience of their nomadic system, which has
the potential to secure livelihoods for future generations.
The walls are important structural and architectural
features that need to be preserved and protected, but now,
the fate of these historic walls lies in the hands of govern-
ment. This conclusion reflects the opinions of the inter-
viewees, as well as our own observations and interpretations
from our fieldwork.
Slightly more than a quarter (29%; n = 6) of the

households’ walls spanned over more than 4 km, while
24% (n = 5) respondents’ walls stretched for 3–4 km
(Figure 5). The walls were built to 45 to 50 cm width
and 150 to 200 cm in height. Initially, most of these
structures were built along the main livestock migra-
tory routes at different locations. These walls were later
joined together and formed a long tsamdro border wall
(Figure 5). These semi-permanent structures are main-
tained and improved annually or whenever deemed
necessary. The walls were structurally designed with a
rectangular brick size opening in every alternative block
to prevent the walls being dismantled by strong gusty
wind and also served as an efficient use of stones. The
design of the wall demonstrates the sustainable use of
natural resources which has long been integrated and
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practiced by Brokpas to conserve their high-altitude
resources. These staunch wall structures played an
important role in tsamdro management practices.
The presence of nomadic herders on the edge of

Bhutan’s northern belt protects the mountain resources
from any potential external exploitations and encroach-
ments, safeguarding border security (MOAF 2017;
Namgay et al. 2017; Wangdi 2016). Otherwise, the
government would have to allocate huge resources to
secure and protect these mountain natural resources
from external intruders. Without herders and their
pastoral activities such as building stone and wooden
fences, these vast high-altitude areas would remain
uninhabited and underutilized (Gyeltshen et al. 2010).
These structures shaped the socio-economic livelihood
of Brokpas while holistically and sustainably utilizing the
mountain resources at dispersed locations.

Purpose and management of the tsamdro border
structures
The majority (76%; n = 16) of interviewees who have
border structures believed that the primary purpose of the
walls and fences was to keep their livestock in, as much as
to prevent the trespassing by neighbours’ animals
(Figure 6). This has minimized grazing conflicts within
herders’ communities and reinstated peace and tranquility
for Brokpa society. These structures also indirectly helped
to demarcate the tsamdro boundary (Figure 7) and created
conditions for tsamdro resource management. For in-
stance, the walls and fences protect the tsamdro from
being grazed by wild animals during the plant regeneration

period (Chophyel 2009) in the early spring season while
yaks are still at lower altitude. Herders carry out forage
production activities within the fenced tsamdro area, such
as extraction of stones and unpalatable plants, generating
more space for meadows to grow. They also amassed yak
and cowpats in a particular spot as animals avoid grazing
grasses growing on their own dung. The collected sun-
dried dung is used as fuel, thus helping to reduce the
consumption of high-altitude forest resources.
Almost half of the respondents (48%; n = 10) renovated

the tsamdro border structures whenever deemed necessary,
while 38% (n = 8) of the respondents conducted annual
maintenance (Figure 6). The frequency of renovation
differed from one household to another, depending on the
need for maintenance. Border structures were designed to
be semi-permanent and required a huge one-time invest-
ment of time, labour and resources, so thereafter the main-
tenance cost was minimal. Unless the structures required
large-scale renovation, a patch of wall or fence damaged
due to trespassing or strong wind is restored by herders
while herding the yaks. Forest resources particularly the
stones available within the tsamdro area are efficiently uti-
lized to either build new or renovate old damaged walls.
The execution of current tsamdro re-distribution

system merits the government to innovate new measures
to reduce the trespassing conflicts among herders.
Policymakers must formulate Brokpa people-centered
approaches to plans and policies, in order to bring social
developments which may minimize the pressure on live-
stock rearing, thereby reducing conflicts. Different
Brokpa communities must collaborate together to build

Figure 5 Historical characteristics of the wall
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Figure 6 Herders’ perception of purpose and management of the wall and fence. A To keep our cattle in as much as to prevent trespassing. B Ensure good
forage growth. C Method of tsamdro management. D As a demarcation for tsamdro. I Seasonally. II Annually. III Whenever required. IV Do not renovate

Figure 7 Tsamdro walls demarcating the pastureland boundary between three households in Merak

Wangdi and Norbu Pastoralism: Research, Policy and Practice  (2018) 8:4 Page 8 of 11



the necessary knowledge and capacities to mitigate and
adapt to grazing conflicts and inadequate grazing area.
For this, the government must support the strengthen-
ing of these collaborations, and encourage new partner-
ships within communities and individual families. Unless
the communities are cooperatively empowered to collab-
orate and be part of the Brokpa societal development
process, effectively addressing tsamdro grazing conflicts,
an individual family’s livelihood priority may supersede
such change. Consequently, the current new system
introduced by the government may be confronted with
the same old challenge. And yet again, the Brokpas may
need to apply the archaic solution of building stone
walls and wooden fences.

The current challenges and future trend of the border
structures
Among various challenges, almost half (48%; n = 10) of
the respondents reported that the permit restrictions by
forestry officials on collecting stones and poles are one
of the main impediments to renovating and building
new structures (Figure 8). After the enactment of Land
Act 2007, the government has the right to impose
permit restrictions and also penalize illegal extractions
as per the Forest and Nature Conservation Act 1995 to
conserve mountain biodiversity and ensure sustainability.
Inadequate border building materials such as stones and
poles within the vicinity of tsamdro are likely to be one of
the challenges in the future. However, currently, the Land
Act 2007 has an immediate negative impact on Brokpas’

livelihood, particularly on the management of tsamdro
border structures. The policy has pushed the Brokpas’
economic development to the edge and also discouraged
the continuation of yak herding. The new policy is a
bottleneck for alleviating poverty for rural citizens, par-
ticularly the transhumant nomads, although the govern-
ment pledges to improve the livelihood of rural people.
The government could restrict the building of new
tsamdro border structures, but granting permits to reno-
vate the existing structures. This would support brokpas
in securing their livelihood, while assisting the govern-
ment to move towards sustainability.
In terms of conservation and sustainability, the change

of policies on tsamdro ownership rights without deeper
understanding of the daily livelihoods of pastoralists in
the country (Namgay et al. 2014), particularly the
Brokpas, is illegitimate and may cause an adverse effect.
The policy undermined the time, energy and resources
invested in building the border structures, and also
ignored the value of these structures in contributing to
harmonizing Brokpa society. However, the government
intends to lease the same tsamdro to the previous rights
holders (NLC 2007), which may potentially boost a sense
of rights over their structures. Through such entrustment,
the existing tsamdro border structures may continue
to serve their purpose and shore-up the Brokpas’
flagging economy.
Through the nationalization process, the government in-

tends to correct the imbalance in tsamdro resource access
(Chophyel 2009; Gyeltshen et al. 2010; Namgay et al. 2017).

Figure 8 Perception on the challenges of building the walls and installation of the fences and its future. A Inadequate stones and poles. B Permit
restrictions by forestry officials. C Lack of labour. D Do not know
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This policy is strategically aimed at centralizing pastoral
land resource management in the country. The govern-
ment has paid cash compensation (Palden 2016; NLC
2007) to most of the other tsamdro holders but have not
yet compensated the Brokpas. As a result of nationalization,
the Brokpas’ resilience in preserving their unique cultural
landscapes may be transformed over time. However, the
Brokpas still continue to protect their tsamdro rights as be-
fore, and they badger the authorities to reverse the
nationalization decision. Despite the change in policies and
reluctance among Brokpas to surrender their tsamdro, the
government’s planning and policy development must be
grounded in Brokpas’ livelihood experience and knowledge
to ensure sustainable highland developments. Currently,
the pastureland nationalization is still in a transitional
phase, and it is too early to speculate about the policy’s
long-term consequences.
The majority of respondents (67%; n = 14) would like

to construct more tsamdro border structures in the
future (Figure 8). Despite the change in the govern-
ment’s policy on tsamdro ownership, theBrokpas still
continue to build new stone and wooden fences to pro-
tect their livelihood. In this perspective, the mainstream
policies, particularly the Land Act 2007 and the Forest
and Nature Conservation Act 1995, contradict the actual
tsamdro grazing practice by the Brokpas. The contradic-
tion between policy and practice generates conflict of
interest between the policy-makers and the Brokpas.
This contradiction also has created an unnecessary di-
lemma and confusion among the highlanders and most
importantly, it will have a detrimental effect both on the
social harmony of nomadic herders and the traditional
tsamdro management practice.
The contradiction between the policy and practice

further questions whether nationalization is a panacea
for the correction of inequality between tsamdro
resource accessibility in the country. Though the Brokpa
population is insignificant, the implementation of these
policies posed a considerable threat to their livelihood,
when they are already under increasing pressure from
shrinkage of grassland, climate change and diseases
(Wangda 2016; Wangchuk et al. 2013a, 2013b).
However, during the recent first ever consultative work-

shop with more than 353 highlanders from ten districts,
the government proposed the Highland Development
programme as one of the flagship programmes for the
12th Five Year Plan (MOAF 2017), that may bring socio-
economic developments within the Brokpa society. Such
consultations would enable the government to bridge a
gap between policy and practice. Most importantly, socio-
economic development incentives are required to address
the inequalities in tsamdro resource access, poor manage-
ment of tsamdro practised for hundreds of years, while
also to minimize grazing conflicts among the herders.

Conclusions
Yak herding is and will continue to be a reliable resource
of livelihoods for brokpas, and the tsamdro will play a sig-
nificant role in shaping the socio-economic developments
of highlanders in Bhutan. For centuries, dry-stack stone
walls and wooden fences have been used to restrain live-
stock, protect grazing meadows from other animal in-
truders and indicate tsamdro boundary lines. Though
tsamdro border structures were never built directly with
an objective to manage tsamdro, they seem to have played
an indirect role in tsamdro management practices. Conse-
quently, these structures have not only ameliorated the
living conditions of brokpas but also reduced grazing
conflicts and ensured social harmony.
The Land Act 2007 has posed a significant challenge

by inviting various pastureland-related laws and rules
to be applied retrospectively, such as the restrictions
imposed by government forestry officials on building
new or renovating existing border structures. The
changes brought by these policies will have a detrimen-
tal effect on both the social harmony of nomadic
herders and the traditional tsamdro management prac-
tice, which may or may not be addressed by the current
tsamdro lease system. However, it is too early to specu-
late about the likely impact of these policies on the
cultural landscapes of brokpas.
Despite the change in policies, the brokpas still con-

tinue to build new walls and fences whenever deemed
necessary to protect their livelihoods. This contradic-
tion between the mainstream policy and the actual
pastureland utilization practice is undermining the
value and daily livelihood arrangements of highlanders.
The government must bridge the policy worlds and
daily life of brokpas to ensure sustainable develop-
ments. We recommend that policymakers develop an
innovative tsamdro resource-sharing mechanism such
as collaboration of brokpa communities to address the
grazing conflicts among herders. Socio-economic devel-
opment incentives are required to address the inequal-
ities of tsamdro resource access and the illegal grazing
conflicts.

Endnotes
1Hybrid male and female progeny of yak bull and cattle
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