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REGIONAL SECTION

Community-based Conservation of the Alashan
camel breed in Inner Mongolia
Ilse Köhler-Rollefson
LIFE-Network

*

Ilse Köhler-Rollefson spent a fortnight in China in June-July 2008 to attend a conference on
rangeland management as a representative of the LIFE network. In this article she highlights the
interesting joint efforts of community conservation and active technical support that have
breathed new life into the survival of the Alashan breed of camel found in Inner Mongolia.
Alxa, or Alashan in Chinese, is famous
as the "land of camels". Tucked into
the far western corner of Inner
Mongolia, this second largest desert
of China is home to the doublehumped Alashan camel, one of four
recognised camel breeds in the
country. Between 1982 and 2002, the
numbers of the Alashan camel
dropped from 250,000 to 60,000 and

it is now recognised as a breed under
threat according to China's country
report on the state of the world's
animal genetic resources.
The reasons for the decline are
manifold. First, the Alashan camel,
much like its one-humped relative in
India, has practically lost its function as
beast of burden. Secondly, many
herders switched to keeping Cashmere
goats for whose hair there is a frenzied

Photo courtesy: Ao Yan Gao Wa
global demand
and which are
therefore much
more profitable.
Thirdly, the
grazing ban and
the policy of
land
privatization and
fencing that are
implemented by
the Chinese
government in
Inner Mongolia
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interfere with the needs of camels to
range over large stretches of land to fill
their stomach. Apart from that, much of
the pasture land is in a depleted state
and the famous Saxaul (Haloxylon
ammodendron) forests that Alxa is
known for and which form an important
part of the camel diet have diminished
by more than fifty per cent, with the
remaining patches being declared as
off-limits to grazing.
Fortunately, the local camel breeders
really love their camels and have joined
forces to form the Alxa Camel
Conservation Association (ACCA). They
receive support from the recently
founded Desert Ecology and
Conservation Center (DECC) that seeks
to conserve the desert ecosystem and
its biodiversity conservation and
support the sustainable development

*The author works for League for Pastoral
and Endogenous Livestock Development
(LPP), Germany, one of the member
organisations of the DRYNET initiative.
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of local communities. DECC regards
the camel as the flagship of its efforts.
According to its Dr. Changqing Yu,
Department of Environmental
Science, Tsinghua University, who is a
technical advisor to both
organisations, the biggest challenge is
to develop new applications and
income opportunities for the
breeders.
The approximately thousand
members of ACCA who pay a yearly
membership fee have already
become active. For one, they have
been organising camel festivals in
different parts of Alxa with camel
races, beauty contest, competitions
like twisting halters (twisting a three
metre long halter within 20 minutes)
and the competition to carve a nose
peg out of red willow in 3 minutes.
Competitors have to wear traditional
Mongolian robes and be
accompanied by their camels.
Another crucial activity of ACCA is to
provide information on product
prices to the camel breeders who are
located in isolated areas and
therefore find it difficult to negotiate
a fair price with traders. In addition,
they are scouting for new marketing
options.
The Alxa breed is famous for the
fineness and volume of its hair which
used to fetch good prices twenty
years ago, but less so these days maybe because of the popularity of
Cashmere goat hair. Therefore the
association is now looking into direct
marketing to customers abroad,
informs Mr. Da Er Jing, an office bearer
of ACCA.

Camel milk and
curd - made by
adding yellow
millet and other
substances and
incubating the
milk for one week
at a temperature
of 27-30 degree
Celsius - are
marketed outside
the town of
Bayanhot. The milk
fetches 40 Yuan
(approximately 4
EURO) per kg and
is popular for
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"flattering the leaders". According to
some Japanese researchers, it
contains a substance with anticancer properties.
The price for camel meat is 30
Yuan/kg. Camel meat is replacing
beef since the grazing ban. After the
ban came into effect, the people had
to begin stall-feeding their animals,
except for the camels which can still
freely graze on natural vegetation.
Stall-fed goat or mutton tastes like
pig-meat according to local sources,
so people are keen on camel meat.
Mr. Ao-ri-si-leng, director of the Left
Banner Camel Association, explains
that he is encouraging breeders to
slaughter camels at home, instead of
sending them to the abattoir in
Yuanchan. This would provide an
opportunity to market the organs
separately, such as liver, kidneys, the
feet, or the head, which would fetch
premium prices. Especially camel
hump and camel feet have the
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potential to become very famous
dishes. However, as one Chinese camel
herder put it "this is not part of our
culture. I don't wish to slaughter the
animals that I have raised myself."
Other potential products are the camel
bone - which can be used as a material
for painting or for sculpting objects.
Because of the emotional attachments
of the breeders to their animals and
because of the industriousness of
ACCA, the camel population had gone
back up to 70,000 head by 2004. The
camel breeders are now expectant of a
subsidy to be provided by the
government for each camel kept. They
are also pooling their land to create
contiguous areas for camels to graze in
order to establish a conservation base.
From the perspective of combating
desertification and maintaining the
integrity of the ecosystem, camels play
an important role, at least according to
traditional knowledge. The growth of
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the Saxaul tree one of the keyspecies of the area, is
stimulated by camel browsing
of its old leafs and twigs at the
top. Camels also keep down
the rats which have turned
into a pest in recent years and
threaten to wipe out the
saxaul trees by feeding on
their roots.

South Africa’s Biodiversity Hotspot

The Succulent Karoo
South Africa is home to a unique
biodiversity hotspot called the Succulent
Karoo, a region that stretches across the
western part of country, up north to the
south western part of Namibia.
The Succulent Karoo is a desert which is
home to over 40% of the succulent plants
found worldwide, besides a variety of
reptiles and insects. After the rains in late
winter, within a span of a few days, the
entire region is covered with flowering
succulents in bright colours.

The truly community driven
effort to bring back the
Alashan camel highlights the
advantages of in situ
conservation over ex situ
efforts: it creates benefits both
for the breeders and for the
environment.

Although the DRYNET members present
missed the winter flowering season by a
few days, we were able to catch a glimpse
of the unique vegetation of this region, as
well as experience the flash rains.

Acknowledgements
Thanks to Mr. Da Er Jing for
arranging my trip, to Ao Yan
Gao Wa (aka Fay) for her
translation, and for the other
members of ACCA with whom
I interacted. I am also grateful
to the Ford Foundation for
enabling me to travel to Inner
Mongolia.

The quiver tree (Aloe dichotoma) is found
in the Northern Cape region and is
endemic to South Africa (see photograph
at bottom) and this particular tree was
photographed at the “Quiver Tree Forest”
on the road to Nieuwevoudtville. The
tubular branches used to be hollowed out
and used as quivers by the local San
people.
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Indian Agriculture - the Crisis of Indebtedness
Rajendra Singh
Tarun Bharat Sangh
Farmer suicides have usually been linked to the vicious cycle of debt traps. In this
article, Rajendra Singh, renowned water conservationist and Magsaysay award
winner, gives a brief history of the changing agricultural scenario, and the
resulting problems. He emphasises the need for debt-free agriculture if the
country is to prosper.
Farming has always been a part of
culture and tradition in rural India and
never was treated as an industry. As
long as farming continued to be a
tradition there was no need for loans.
But as farming began to be seen as an
economically viable activity, or more as
an industry, the need arose for more
funds. To get higher production on the
same piece of land, more investment in
agriculture was made with an
assumption that it would be a
profitable enterprise and the farmer
would gain significantly.
In agriculture, both welfare and profit
persisted together. Agriculture was
taken as provider of food for the
household and grains for merchants
for their business. In the social set up,
the businessman (agricultural
merchant) was considered to be the
mediator between the farmer who was
the "producer" and society the
consumer, or as the binding link
between the market and people. In the
past, social values rather than purely
the market principal of maximizing
profit guided the businessman.

market-oriented. It neither meets the
household food requirement nor is
profitable to the farmer. Ever since
agricultural commercialization has
taken place, the indebtedness of
farmer has increased. Market-based
agriculture is mostly being supported
by commercial credit/loans. Land as
security against loans keeps the
farmer as a bankable / viable client for
fresh loan. A businessman can pocket
public money and pretend to be
insolvent; on the contrary, the case of
farmers cheating or not repaying
loans is not a normal phenomenon. A
businessman can put all his assets on
stake to earn profit which a farmer
cannot. Consequently, the farmer
began to take loans from traditional
moneylenders. As moneylenders
became exploitative, the state came in
support of farmer by providing
agricultural credit through banks and
other public institutions. Banks kept
land as security against the lending
and increased agricultural credit to
boost the agricultural production in
the country.

However, agriculture has now become
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The present institutional system turns
out to be debt trap for farmers. The
agricultural credit institutions are more
interested in their profit than the
farmer's interest and intend to
perpetuate indebtedness among
farmers. Commercial farming also
facilitates the system. The system of
lending and the rate of interest
charged are discriminatory against
farmers.
This practice reversed the common
belief that if suitability of occupations
is ranked it is said that agricultural
occupation is the best, second comes
business, followed by service and the
worst is begging. Political parties take
mileage out of this situation by waiving
off loans before elections as a tool to
win votes. This practice of waiving off
loans turns out to be counterproductive as it makes farmers greater
debtors. It is likely that this agricultural
policy is sustained and grows. In this
lies the system of looting,

Tarun Bharat Sangh is an NGO
based in Rajasthan working on issues
related to water and forest
management
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disintegrating the farmers and
encouraging dominance of market. This
lending system will continue till the
farmers are completely divided.
Business associations keep an eye on
the laws and get them molded to their
advantage. However there is no farmer's
leader to protect their interest and
monitor the laws. Also there is a sea
change in the attitude of the politicians.
In the past it used to be a matter of
pride for our Prime Minister to attend
farmers' meeting and conferences. But
today politicians try to avoid farmers'
meeting and prefer to attend CII/
business Meetings, as they are well
organised in hotels and in a better
environment compared to the farmers'
meetings. Profit/benefits and the market
guide the participation of politicians
and bureaucrats, the pillars of the
system. It seems that market and profits
govern the whole democratic system

rather than the common man's
interest.
Eighty percent of India's rural
population derives its livelihood from
agriculture. One-fourth of the farmers
are indebted. Traditionally they used to
be indebted only for a crop season. As
soon as a crop harvest was completed,
the farmer used to clear his debt. In
that system one-tenth of farmers used
to be indebted for generations. Yet
they were not forced to commit
suicide. Contrary to that, today's
agricultural credit system is so fearful
that farmers are forced to commit
suicide, as has been observed in most
agriculturally progressive states
namely, Punjab, Haryana and Andhra
Pradesh.
The question is who will change the
system and protect the interest of large
number of farmers in this country?

There is a need to change the
agricultural credit system from
indebted to debt-free agriculture. Can
there be an agriculture system where
no loans are required? In our village
Bhawata, farmers are practicing debtfree agriculture. Subhash Palikkar has
worked on this line and shown the
path to hundreds of farmers to be
debt-free. Wherever farmers have
desired to be free from debt they have
managed to do so. Bhai Ran Singh has
also done great work in Thana Bhawar
in Muzzaffarnagar. This type of
agriculture definitely requires less
investment and also conserves water.
To overcome the present situation the
need of the hour is that all borrowers
should organise and look for loan-free
agricultural system. Only loan-free
agriculture can bring prosperity and
peace in rural India.

Gleanings from the press....
Andy Mukherjee wrote in Mint

affected areas. He recommends

there is unprecedented diversion of

(August 6 2008 ) that incentives for

building buffer stock of appropriate

sugar cane in Maharashtra as cattle

farmers to recharge wells could help

seeds, planting material, manure and

fodder owing to rising prices of

lessen the risk to the economy from

implements. As the flood-affected

cattle feed and grass as a result of

monsoon failure. He recommends

areas will have excellent aquifer

drought- like conditions in the state.

putting in place filters that desilt

recharge, they could focus on

It quotes a farmer saying that he is

tapping this water during the

getting nearly double by selling

forthcoming season, and even

sugar cane as fodder compared what

switching to crops like sweet potato

he got the previous year by selling

that perform better in this post-flood

to sugar factories. Statistics: One

scenario. Statistic : In the state of

tonne of manufacture feed costs

Bihar over 2.5 million people have

about Rs. 6500; grass costs Rs. 1400;

been displaced from their homes due

one tonne of sugar cane sold to

to the flooding of the Kosi river.

dairy farmers is priced at Rs. 1200-

Mint ( August 7 2008) reports that

1300.

rainwater which would cost just a
fraction of investment for canal
irrigation. Statistic : Indian farmers
own 20 million wells, of which 11
million are in rocky, peninsular India.
Noted architect M.S. Swaminathan
writing in The Hindu (September 5
2008) on the floods in Bihar,
mentions the need to focus on
agricultural rehabilitation of the
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Is there a food crisis?
Some perceptions from locations in India in July-August 2008
Yes. Since we are living in cosmopolitan
pilgrim town, we cannot measure the
exact reasons for high price of essential
commodities and consumer goods. At an
average, Tirupati town receives eighty
thousand to one lakh people every day,
and due to this influx cost of living here
is more or less equal to New Delhi or
Mumbai.

L. Surya Narayana Reddy

2. What do you think is the likely
reason for this?

Founder Volunteer and President,
Grameena Vikas Samithi, Tirupati,
Andhra Pradesh.

Summer months and declined cultivable
area.

1.Has it been more difficult to obtain
vegetables and essential
commodities over the past 3-4
months as compared to previous
years?

3.What is the one thing (or more)
you would do to solve this problem
bottom-up?
Encourage farming community to take
up agriculture.

Bhuvaneswar Gupta
Vegetable vendor originally from the
state of Bihar, living in Delhi since
12 years.
1.Has it been more difficult to obtain
vegetables and essential
commodities over the past 3-4
months as compared to previous
years?
Yes, prices have increased of vegetables
and commodities like flour and oil.
Customers say that we are raising the
prices, but we also have to earn a living.
months as compared to previous
years?
Not for me but for many other people, it
is indeed so.
2. What do you think is the likely
reason for this?

Anil K. Gupta
Professor, Indian Institute of
Management (IIM), Ahmedabad,
Gujarat.
1.Has it been more difficult to obtain
vegetables and essential
commodities over the past 3-4

Well, market is adapting even though
prices have increased, production has
gone down, too much stress on export
crops, diversion of lands, rise in
international market price thus making
imports costly, diversion of land from
food crops to bio fuel in western export
countries. In addition agricultural
research and farmers participatory
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Although the food security crisis was
global, a solution to India’s problems
would go a long way in cooling price
inflation.
The stark reality reasons are :
- Stagnation in productivity,
- Rising per capita food consumption,
- Post-harvest losses (10-15%) of cereal
production,
- Climate change induced crop failures,
- Diversion of farm land for real estate,
industrial, bio-fuel production etc.
- Speculation on domestic and global
financial markets,
- Mismatch between supply and demand,
- Rising oil prices,
- World Bank, IMF and government policies
and,
- Change of priorities of rural youth
towards farming profession.

2. What do you think is the likely
reason for this?
There is less stock, and heavy rains at the
wrong time also lead to low harvest.
Increasing fuel prices also add to
shortages.
3. What can be done to solve the
problem?
The government should reduce prices of
fuel.

research has not received enough
attention.
3.What is the one thing (or more) you
would do to solve this problem
bottom-up?
We have a large number of farmers
innovations which can reduce cost and
make agriculture more sustainable (see
sristi.org and innovation database). We
need far more distributed on farm research
of these and other ideas. This could help.
Agriculture has to become knowledge
intensive and not material input intensive.
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Interview
E. Venkat Ramnayya, President of Youth for Action, India, the NGO Focal
Point for the UNCCD

On how grassroots level workers can
make sense of media coverage of
climate change issues etc. : The variety
of information flashed by media is
useful particularly in sensitising policy
makers and the general public in both
urban and rural India. Such information
is also useful in raising awareness.
However, the missing link is action. The
available information needs to be
articulated and converted into tools
which can be easily understood by
grassroots level workers or citizens.
The grassroots level workers need
training based on the information
suitable to the local area. Action would
also require to be implemented based
on local wisdom, for instance, the local
practices of mulching and the use of
green manure can enhance the capacity
of land to arrest or stock carbon.
On the work done by Youth for Action
and important moments: We have
been active since 1985-86 and assisted
more than 30,000 dryland women
farmers and their families. We have
raised the productivity of their drylands
and also enhanced their incomes
through use of appropriate
technologies.
We have arrested the Maternal Mortality
Rate and Infant Mortality Rate in a large

project area and our experience is now
replicated. We constructed about 700
rural dwellings. We advocated gender
equity from the early 1980s. Similarly
we have implemented the watershed
management project during mid1980s.

small scale innovative activities and at
a later stage the process resulted in
the formation of an organisation
namely All India Federation of
Women in Agriculture (AIFWA). This
work is even replicated in the
countries such as Nepal and Pakistan.

We assisted UNCCD and the Ministry of
Environment and Forests (MoEF) to
define and prepare the National Action
Programme (NAP) and also promoted
the largest civil society network of
RIOD(Réseau International d'ONG sur
la Désertification; or The International
NGO Network on Desertification and
Drought). Similarly to recognize the
rights of women farmers we have
established All India Federation of
Women in Agriculture (AIFWA).

On his opinion about status of
research : With respect to dryland
issues, we need to focus on
participatory research rather than
applied. The recent period has
witnessed the inter-linkages with
climate changes and hence it may
require both participatory and
laboratory research based on the
priorities highlighted and relevant
needs identified specifically with
respect to capacity building of the
civil society organizations. Research
involved with tissue culture and
vegetation development can be a
useful strategy.

On the role of RIOD internationally
and in India: The role of RIOD was
twofold:
a.Policy advocacy, lobbying and
advocating peoples needs and choices
at the international level.
b.At the National level RIOD is involved
in policy advocacy, Training, Capacity
building, Awareness generation
assistance to government in preparing
the overview of NAP and
implementation of the Convention.
A highlight of work done: RIOD in
partnership with a large number of
organisations raised awareness of
people and organisations involved
with dryland development work. The
network groups collectively focused
on women's involvement in the
process of implementation of various
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On the plans for the future: At RIOD
we are aiming to implement National
Action Programme (NAP) with
participation of major stakeholders.
But, we are lobbying hard to
decentralize and further consult the
NAP document with local population.
Innovations in implementing crosscutting issues in several locations will
be our agenda for the future.
Linking local communities with
markets may bring additional
benefits. Capacity building at
communication is our priority.
Networking is a process and we
collectively aim to strengthen RIOD
and reach the unreached.
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Book Review
Traditional Agricultural and Water Technologies
of the Thar
Bharat Jhunjhunwala
Published by Gramin Vikas
Vigyan Samiti (GRAVIS),
Jodhpur, Rajasthan.
gravis@datainfosys.net
2003, Pages 237 + plates and
index
The Thar desert lies in the northwestern part of India, in the state of
Rajasthan. It experiences low and
erratic rainfall, with some years having
close to normal rainfall, sometimes
excess and many years there is
subnormal rainfall. The book mentions
that about 700 species of grasses,
shrubs and trees grown in the area,
many of which have adaptations to
survive extended droughts, like the
khejri (Prosopis cineraria) tree. The
people have developed their own
methods to tap the sparse resources of
water and the desert soil over the
centuries to make a living.
This book gives an overview of the
results of a survey by GRAVIS of
traditional methods used in six centres
in W. Rajasthan. Although scientific
sampling methods were not used, a
wealth of detail has been revealed by
this survey. Any reader with an interest
in agrarian life in the Rajasthan desert
and the socio-economic and cultural
influences in the life of these hardy
inhabitants should find this book a
great addition to their library. There is
a distinct attempt to keep the focus on
the people and their needs in a
traditional context, but with an eye to
weeding out practices that may be
detrimental to the people and instead

recommend
more
progressive
methods. The
50-odd
traditional
technologies
studied were
classified into
stable; potentially viable; and
declining. Suggestions on the
strategies needed to reestablish sustainable agriculture
are given. These pertain to
Communication (there is a gap
in awareness); Government
(policies that could help
traditional technology); Study
(ground realities should be
studied); Technology (Field work
to tackle known problems and
solutions). Terms used
throughout the book are in
local parlance, further adding an
earthy tone to the study.
Photographs and data
supplement the text, and
practical information on
construction of structures with
prices of material is also
provided.

Harvesting the Rains
in Thar
A booklet by Gramin Vikas Vigyan
Samiti (GRAVIS)
gravis@datainfosys.net
This 106 page booklet provides
an introduction to the Thar
desert's ecology, and moves on
to providing details about
various water harvesting

structures constructed or revived by GRAVIS.
It describes the Taanka, a family oriented
water storage structure; the Nadi as a
community-oriented catchment, the Khadin
which is a run-off based farming system, and
the Beri, a percolation well. Illustrations,
photographs and tables with cost analysis
supplement the text.

EVENTS
LPPS-Drynet Seminar : LPPS-DRYNET
will hold a national seminar for civil
society organisations at Jaipur,
Rajasthan, on September 17-18th 2008.
The theme of the seminar is “Managing
drylands and deserts : The role of civil
society organisations under the UN
Convention to Combat Desertification
and India's National Action Programme”.
For further information contact
drynet@lpps.org
Website launched: www.cseindia.org A
one stop portal on environment and
development by Centre for Science and
Environment (CSE), Delhi.
Film festival: 3rd International Water
Film Festival ‘Voices from the Waters’ 13th to 18th September 2008 at
Bangalore. Check out
www.voicesfromthewaters.com for
more information.
Sustainable development initiative
launched: World Wildlife Fund India
(WWF-I) and WIPRO, one of India’s
leading IT companies have launched an
initiative to drive sustainable
development, including optimising the
ecological footprint of WIPRO’s own
operations , and using Information
Technology to reduce carbon emissions.
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