
READINGS 
 

Reading #1 
 
Mongolian pastoral herders make up one of the world’s last remaining nomadic 
cultures. For ages they have lived on the steppes, grazing their livestock on the 
lush grasslands. But today, their traditional way of life is at risk on multiple fronts. 
Along with the rapidly changing economy, climate change and desertification are 
also threatening nomadic life, killing both herds and grazing land. Due to severe 
winters and poor pasture, many thousands of herders have traded in their 
centuries-old way of life for employment in mining towns and urban areas. Most 
herders who stay on the steppes push their children to pursue education and get 
jobs in the cities believing that pastoral nomadism is no longer a secure or 
sustainable way of life. 
 
Online Slide Show of Mongolian Nomadic Life. Global Oneness Project. 6 March 2013 
<http://www.globalonenessproject.org/library/photo-essays/mongolias-nomads>. 

Reading #2 

Bat-Erdene, 47, is a lifelong herder who lives in a ger, or a yurt, in the middle of 
the Gobi. He spends each spring combing cashmere from his goats. Bat-Erdene 
sells the cashmere for about $20 a pound. Combings from his 300 goats should 
bring in more than $6,000 this year. 

That's decent money in the middle of the Gobi, a mix of moonscape, mountain 
and increasingly arid grassland in southern Mongolia. But Bat-Erdene's three 
children have no interest in the family business. 

"Young people stopped herding animals," says Bat-Erdene, leaning against the 
wooden gate of a corral filled with goats. "There are lots of employment 
opportunities for them in the mining business. Therefore, I could probably say 
that the generation of herders is ending with me." 

 

Old Ways Disappearing in the New Mongolia. National Public Radio. 6 March 2013 
<http://www.npr.org/2012/05/24/152842270/old-ways-disappearing-in-the-new-mongolia>. 

 

 

http://www.globalonenessproject.org/library/photo-essays/mongolias-nomads
http://www.npr.org/2012/05/24/152842270/old-ways-disappearing-in-the-new-mongolia


Reading #3 

I'm going to be the last herder of my family," said Erdenemunkh, a nomad living 
in Central Mongolia. We were sitting in his cozy ger -- or Mongolian yurt -- 
drinking salty milk tea, a staple of the Mongolian herding diet.  

"I'm going to do everything to send my kids to school," Erdenemunkh continued. I 
glanced at his 9-year-old daughter playing with her 3-year-old brother. They had 
no idea that their lives were going to be drastically different from their father's, or 
from the millions of herders who had carried on Mongolia's ancient nomadic 
tradition for ages.  

In Mongolia, as in other parts of the world, this century is proving to be an era of 
fast and furious change. Modernization, a new economic system, opportunities in 
mining, and the effects of overgrazing and climate change are nudging an 
ancient nomadic culture to adopt a more urban, settled lifestyle. Erdenemunkh is 
just one herder out of many all across Mongolia who believes the era of herding 
is over. He has decided that his children will not be herders, and like many 
others, he will be the first in his family to break the generations-old tradition of 
passing down the family herd to the youngest child. 
 
Erdenemunkh has many reasons to leave the ancient lifestyle behind. This year, 
his Central Mongolian home region of Azraga was hit with a "dzud," a 
devastatingly harsh winter that killed as much as 40 percent of many families' 
livestock. For a nomadic family, the loss of livestock translates into a direct loss 
of household income.  

The dzud of 2010 forced many nomads to give up herding altogether and move 
to the city for employment. Two years later, while many in Mongolia continue to 
recover from the 2010 dzud, the trend of urbanization still continues, and at a 
rapid rate. Many herders now agree that pasture quality and the harshness of 
recent winters are so bad that herding has become untenable. 

As I traveled with the Vanishing Cultures Project through Central Mongolia and 
talked to numerous families, we heard the same thing over and over: "My wife 
and I cannot move to the city because we don't have any education or skills, but 
we're sending our children to school. They won't be herders."  

--Nina Wegner, Vanishing Cultures Project 

 


