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aks are iconic on the Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau. Their husky bodies, short but
Ypowerful legs and swarthy hair easily stand out on the green meadow. Yaks are
substantial source of a herder’s wealth, and they give out generous amount of milk. A
unique sentiment is seen between herders and yaks - especially female yaks giving out
milk for years. Herdsmen owe a great deal to them. Old yaks are kept in the drove until
they die even after they run out of milk. Researchers on pastoralism have a common
question in mind: why don’t herders just sell those yaks in the markets, as they need
money to subsidize the family as well as the loss caused by the winter snowstorms?
And from the environmentalists’ point of view, they are to be blamed for keeping such
a massive drove that exhausts the grasslands.
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Indeed, a populous drove is more resistant to snowstorms and
recovers faster afterwards. And there is religious consideration -
selling yaks means murder. This may sound a bit far-fetched, as the
herders also kill yaks and eat them. Yet here is a fine line between
“limited consumption” and “atonement”. Take a closer look to the
drove you'll find some yaks with a mark on the ear. They are the yaks
to be let free. In the ethnic Tibetan areas you hear things like this: a
group of Tibetans intrude the abattoir, releasing all cattle and sheep.
The fortunes of the owner vanish in no time. You may sympathize
the owner, but this is the price to pay for neglecting the local culture
- setting up an abattoir in the Tibetan settlements is never wisel!
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Meanings embodied by yaks in Tibetan culture are far more than these, and they are very
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diverse among Tibetan groups in different regions. In Yushu County of Qinghai Province and
the Nyingchi County of Tibet Autonomous Region, people celebrate a special “Yak’s New Year”
dedicated to their dear animal. On that day people prepare the yaks for their favourite food, and
tie a string blessed by a Lama on their tails, wishing them safe from winter’s frigidity and large
predators. Herders rest from milking from this day till the pasture grows again. Fortune-telling
on harvest and livestock is also common during Tibetan New Year’s Day. For instance, people
in Kongpo celebrate on the eve of their New Year (1%t October of the Tibetan calendar) with
sparklers, followed by inviting their dogs to a meal: Tsampa, yak butter and meat are placed on
three different plates in front of the dogs. They believe that dogs are mediumistic; the food they
choose to eat at once are said to be abundant in the coming year. If Tsampa is picked, food will
be ample; if butter is eaten first, livestock will thrive. But if meat is chosen, there will be rich supply
of meat - meaning more deaths of the yaks. Weird enough, the dogs seldom choose the meat.
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A “Yak Sharing Feast” is held in the Lulang Town of Nyingchi County.

Originally, every household of the village took turns to offer a yak for the
feast, bought by the village committee at a price far lower than the market
price. Yak meat is made into steamed dumplings on the first day and
shared by all villagers sitting in a circle in the village’s open area. On the
second day, yak bones are cooked into soup with potatoes. As not all
families can afford contributing a yak, the families that keep more yaks
normally take turns to feast the whole village with a yak for free happily.
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The herding of yak is never unscrupulous. Different herding practices are
adopted according to local environment. Vertical migration is usually seen in a
forest-pasture ecotype. Herders drive the yaks to alpine pastures in the summer
and relocate to higher ones if temperature keeps rising. They move to valley
pastures when temperature drops.
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For effective management of the pastures, herders divide the alpine pastoral region

into numerous areas. The pastures in each area are classified by elevation as well as quality
of the grass. Herders are allowed to shift around pastures, but that must be within their
allotted area. At the same time, to ensure fair distribution of new grass, herders heading
to the same pasture have to move on the same day agreed by all. Pastoral regions in the
valleys are divided into barley area and wheat area according to the crops planted. A bit
different from that on the highlands, cross-area herding is allowed here, but only limited to
pastures that belong to the particular herder or common pastures. For such a system to be
implemented strictly, the herders have a sophisticated supervision and penalty mechanism.

HENBEIFEREIABE-BRBER
RS IHSSHREDONES 48
@R % F'aﬁﬂ“?mﬁﬁ S AT ERH - BER LT~ 1D
B R —RIMNIF TR =2FF
EE‘I”F—EE CIZ BT B OBORE B
/J\Ei B XEBERERF -TEREE—X

E-REEET REEERFLNBH
ﬁﬁiﬁﬁﬂﬂ%’:ﬁﬂi TR OREBERT

Herder’s daily work is not easy either. Just
before dawn, the herders are already out in the
meadows to search for dairy yaks. A lot of work then
follows after driving them back: milking, making
butter and curds, feeding the calf and so on. When
these chores are finished it is nearly 1 p.m. A quick
lunch of Tsampa and yak butter tea then follows.
After a nap, they go out for yaks again. The routine
goes on from day to day, yet the growing amount
of butter can make their days.
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The Qinghai-Tibet Plateau suffers greatly from climatic change in recent years: rising
temperature, retreating glaciers and expanding lakes on the plateau threaten the survival of the
yaks. As yaks are shade-loving, they eat less grass, produce less milk and gain weight slower
when the weather gets hot. Such yaks are also more prone to infectious diseases. They have
to climb upper to avoid the heat. As more of them stay longer in the alpine pastures, grasses
in these areas are eaten up quickly. Degradation of grassland occurs due to overgrazing and
trampling.
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Moreover, climate change is affecting the social operation systems based on local
knowledge. Herders must adopt a more flexible and diverse herding strategies for the changing
climate. To tackle shortages of pastures and water, new modes of resource management
or intensified collective actions may come up among herders, villages or even territories,
followed likely by disagreements and conflicts. To sum up, I'd say climate change has brought

unprecedented challenges to the survival of yaks and the development of the pastoral regions.
How will their future be? &




