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Himalayan Herding is in Crisis;

Challenges for the Sustainability of Yak Herding in the Helambu Valley.
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1. Introduction

This research paper examines the current state of yak herding in the Helambu region,
highlighting the shrinking herd sizes and the complex multi-challenges faced by
herders today. It also explores government plans, actions, and policies to preserve
and promote this traditional occupation. Based on ethnographic research, the
research paper presents the stories of four current herders and two former herders,
providing a nuanced perspective on the issues and potential pathways for sustaining
yak herding in the region.

Yak/Chauri herding is a traditional profession and a vital source of livelihood in the
high-altitude mountain and Himalayan communities(Ning & International Centre
for Integrated Mountain Development, 2016, aslo for Hyolmo Communities



(Bishop, 1998). It plays a significant role not only in cultural traditions and ritual
activities but also

in the socio-economic fabric and agrobiodiversity of the Helambu region and the
broader high mountain ranges of the Hindu Kush Himalayan region. The yak is a
unique domesticated cattle, that can survive in severely low temperatures (below -
5°C) and high altitudes (above 2300 m) in the Himalayan region (A. Allan Degen,
Michael Kam, Shambhu B. Pandey, Chet R. Upreti, Sanjeev Pandey, and Prajwal
Regmi, n.d.). It is raised in 10 Asian highland countries, including the Hindu Kush
Himalayan (HKH) range, Nepal, and the Helambu region.

The yak herding system has played a key role not only in agrobiodiversity
conservation and maintaining the high rangeland ecosystem but also, from very early
periods, in traditional culture, livelihood strategies, and religious and social life
(Ning & International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development, ICIMD, 2016).
However, yak herding is now facing serious challenges to its sustainability, with a
noticeable decline in herd sizes. Factors contributing to this decline include outward
migration, lack of desire of the younger generation, the impacts of climate change,
development interventions, and insufficient supportive policies.

The yak is a multipurpose animal, raised for a variety of purposes such as dairy
production (milk, yogurt, butter, cheese, churpee, ghee, paneer, etc.), wool,
hide/leather, manure, transportation, entertainment (yak festivals/yak fights as a
gamble; Amazing Yak Fight in Tibet), and tourism (e.g., the goth stay concept). They
are unique and disciplined domesticated cattle in the Himalayas, contributing
significantly to the livelihoods of high-altitude communities by providing essential
goods and services in harsh environments (Jiban Mani Poudel, 2020). According to
the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock Development (MOALD, 2020/21), all 34
districts with Yak/Nak/Chauri populations reported a total of 65,406 yaks in Nepal
(Livestock Statistics of Nepal, 2020/21).

2. Purpose and Objectives of the Research

This study aimed to explore the current situation of yak herding in the Helambu
region, the challenges herders face today, and the factors contributing to the decline
of yak herds in the area. It also aimed to understand the local government's plans and
policies for preserving and sustaining yak herding in the Helambu Valley ( research
area).

3. The Study Area and Research Methods



This study was conducted in the Helambu Valley, specifically in the area between
Tarkeyang and Chhimi villages, where the Yak herds are located in the Hyolmo
communities in the present day. The area was selected as it is representative of the
entire yak herding community in Hyolmo, where yak/chauri herding has been a
traditional occupation and livelihood in this area. The Study area is known as the
traditional homeland of the indigenous people of Hyolmo.

The Helambu Valley is located between the Langtang range and Kathmandu Valley,
occupying an area that is now partially incorporated into the upper areas of
Sindhupalchok, Nuwakot, and Rasuwa districts. It is 80 km northeast of Kathmandu
Valley. The name Helambu is derived from the local words for potatoes (Hyolmo;
Hye) and radishes (Hyolmo; Lahbu) (Torri, 2020). Helambu is culturally and
naturally rich and beautiful, and it is also known as the site or place of monasteries.
From a Buddhist perspective, Helambu is recognized as a hidden secret place.
(Bishop, 1998); Helambu working to protect yak (risingnepaldaily.com)

https://maps.app.qoo.gl/85wMWHLUQ4Spxw1A8

| 4RaHOTE & Ama Yangri

Peak base camp

A
/ Tarkeyghyang(e)

. (O)Chhimi
Figure 2: Map of the Study Area
Notes

1. The Valley of Helambu is located between the Langtang range and the Kathmandu valley,
occupying an area that is today partially incorporated into the Nuwakot, Sindhupalchok and
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Rasuwa districts. An often repeated, and probably spurious, folk-etymology posits that the word

Helambu is derived from the local words for potatoes (Hyol. he) and radishes (Hyol. lahbu)(Torri,
2020)

2. The region surrounding the temple villages of Yolmo is characterized by a temperate climate.
(Bishop, 1998)

3. Helambu is known as the village of monasteries and is rich in natural and cultural significance
and beauty.

This study is based on seven months of ethnographic research conducted between
May 2022 and June 2024. Given the ethnographic nature of the study, | conducted
snowball sampling within a non-probability sampling framework due to the small
population of herders in the study area. The sampling strategy encompassed the
villages of Tarkeyang and Chhimi, which are located in Ward No. 1 and Ward No.
2 of the Helambu rural municipality. According to the 2021 census, Ward No. 1 has
a total of 656 households, and Ward No. 2 has a total of 764 households.

I made several field visits, engaging in case studies, informal conversations, and
unstructured interviews with four herder families, five former herders, villagers, and
the Chairman of the Village Council. The interviews were conducted with the
informants freely in a natural environment, allowing them to provide information
without hesitation. Additionally, | conducted participatory observation during my
fieldwork. 1 also observed the geographical location, of grazing areas, goths
(temporary shelters for cattle and herders), and the daily activities of the herders.
During this study, | used visual recording, audio recording, and note-taking as tools
for collecting the data.

4. Results and Discussion

a) The Last Herd: A Declining Traditional Occupation in Helambu Valley

In May 2022, | was working on a documentary about the challenges of herding in
the Helambu Valley under the Langtang National Park of Nepal, as part of my
semester course in visual anthropology. During that period, | went to Chhimi village,
where the last and only yak herd (Yakpu Gode/yak and cow hybrid) remained in the
area. Before going there, | had informed the key informant about the project. It was
the summer holiday, and local elections were being held at the same time. | arrived
4 days early. Everyone seemed busy everywhere with the election atmosphere, but



only Uncle Pemba (key informant) paid no attention to the election. He was focused
solely on caring for his herd at the goth (herding settlement).

On the evening of 9 May, |
packed all my things and
moved to the goth (a
temporary shelter for cattle
and herders, made of local
materials)  with  Uncle’s
younger daughter (Phurba
Dolma, the youngest child of
the family, who had just
passed out +2 and came to
help her father from
Kathmandu) of Uncle Pemba.
It was already getting dark
when we reached the goth.
The Yak goth (Rhinggur) was
in the middle of a dense
forest, 30 minutes walking
distance from the village
(chhimi). Soon after we
arrived, the helper brought all the cattle back from grazing. (At that time the helper
had started work 3 months ago; the helper from Dolakha District brought him to the
younger daughter of Uncle Pemba from Kathmandu) The clock had struck 8, and it
was completely dark outside. A few zomo calves (Yak-Cow hybrids) and four
people (helper Dai, Phurpa Dolma, my cousin Jangmu, and myself) were inside the
goth. A Tibetan mastiff dog called Kallu was chained to a door nearby, ready to bark
at the sound of any intruder. Some newly born calves and mother cows were safe
under a shelter built nearby. Other adult cattle and yaks spent the night outside in the
grass field and under the shade of trees around the goth.

Figure 1: At Chauri Goth with Herders.

Phurpa Dolma was preparing dinner for us, and we were all waiting for Uncle Pemba
to return from the village. The surrounding environment was very quiet except for
the sound of grasshoppers and the bells around the cattle’s necks. Suddenly, Kallu
barked loudly, and we all looked out. Near the goth, one small light, looking like a
firefly, was coming towards the goth. Helper Dai said, "*Ua, kaka pani aaipugnu
bhayo’’.



Uncle Pemba arrived near the door, and Kallu stopped barking and wagged his thick
tail, looking very happy. He was carrying a large hay load and a bag on his back,
and a small torchlight in his hand. Before he came inside, he put down all the stuff
and went to check all the cattle to see if they had all come back. He found a newborn
cow and calf missing. He got angry with Helper Dai and asked him “Why did you
not check nicely before coming back to Goth? You should collect all cattle before
taking them back!™

Finally, he came inside, took some rest, and then Phurpa Dolma served dinner for
everyone. He looked very tired but felt happy and contented with his profession. We
had some informal conversations. During that conversation, Uncle said, “My kids
and the new generation are no longer interested in herding. Everyone wants to live
in the city rather than in the goth (temporary shelter for herds/cow-shed). They seek
happiness and an easy lifestyle. As a result, my herds may not survive much longer
and may vanish with my last breath. After that, the Yak and Chauri herd will become
just a story. Three decades ago, around 14-15, goths would gather at the
Chyomuthang area (pasture land, 3200m) area during the seasonal migration to
higher altitudes at the end of winter. Nowadays, there are hardly three of us
continuing this profession in the whole area. We are also in crisis due to a lack of
manpower.”

Not only Uncle Pemba, but another herder, Ang Babu (73 years old, from Melamchi
Gyang), also shared, “l was 12 years old when | started living in the goth with my
whole family. At that time, almost everyone in this village had a chauri goth. But
over time, people sold their chauri goths and left for the city. | am now the only
person continuing this profession. Even my kids are not interested in carrying it on,
so this goth will end with my last breath.”

Their statement deepened my concern for this declining traditional occupation,
prompting me to continue researching this field and explore its present situation. His
words also reflect the vulnerable, uncertain, and unsustainable state of livestock in
the Helambu Valley and the Himalayan region. However, this centuries-old pastoral
system is now under threat as herders, who have long depended on the seasonal
migration of their livestock, face a range of complex socio-economic and
environmental challenges that are disrupting their traditional way of life (Bishop,
n.d.; Bhusal et al., 2019; Jiban Mani Poudel, 2020).



b) Yak herding and Circular Migration

Yak herding follows a transhumant system. When the winter snow starts to fall
around September/October, the herds are moved down to the lower pastures range (
2000m), and as the weather warms in February/March, they return to higher
grasslands ( above 4500m). This process continues every year, requiring them to be
moved from pasture to pasture in search of adequate grazing land, a source of water,
and enough vegetation. It is a self-seasonal migration (Bishop, 1998; Key
Information, Field, 2024).

These large cattle cannot stay in one place for long and it require a suitable
environment and sufficient grass to survive. The yak herding culture in Helambu
Valley has dropped significantly due to their lifestyle change and migration.
Historically, outward migration patterns started in the early 1950s as a circular
migration, driven by individual needs and the pursuit of better opportunities and
improved living conditions (Bishop, 1998; Conversation with ex-herders, 2024).

Initially, people chose destinations such as Burma, Bhutan, Sikkim, Gangtok,
Assam, and other eastern parts of India for their circular migration. In this pattern,
individuals would travel back and forth on a seasonal basis, typically returning home
within six to seven months (returning home in November or December and leaving
home for India in March or May)(Bishop, 1998). During these periods away, circular
migrants worked in various fields depending on their skills, including construction,
pottery, and as helpers in hotels. Some even started small businesses themselves such
as tea shops or hotels. While this pattern of migration met immediate economic
needs, it contributed to the gradual decline of traditional yak herding practices in the
Helambu Valley.

¢) From Circular Migration toward Various Field

During my ethnographic study, | found that many former herders and Hyolmo people
initially migrated to India, Bhutan, and Burma as seasonal laborers. Over time, this
migration pattern changed. Some started settling down in India, while others
returned to Kathmandu to engage in skilled jobs or started their handmade garment
factories (Galaicha/Thanka Karkhana). The gradually increasing migration trend
from rural areas to cities, and from cities to abroad (worldwide) for income
generation, modern education for their children, decent jobs, and business has



resulted in a labor shortage in the yak herding sector. This has contributed to the
decline of the traditional occupation of yak herding.

Figure 4: A Herder Milking a Cow Figure 5: Cow Taking Sunbath with
Calve ( Chauri=Cow-+Yak hybrid)

In addition, the migration pattern has changed over time. In modern times, people
are migrating to different parts of the world according to their capacity and
accessibility. In the context of the Helambu Valley, herder families are also
migrating to cities (Kathmandu ) and different countries ( America, Canada, Japan,
Israel, Korea, India, the UK, Arab Countries, and Europe, etc.) in search of
opportunities. They are seeking modern education for their children, an easier
lifestyle, better income generation, and access to basic facilities. According to
references and informants, in the 1950s, there were around 30-31 pastoralist families
in the research area. However, in the present day, only 4 herder families continue
this profession.

Yak herding is becoming an increasingly unattractive occupation, both socially and
economically. Because of this, the lifestyle of herders has to cope with the hardships
of high altitude and isolation throughout the year (Key Informant). The newly
emerging market trends, increased awareness about modern education and
technology, and more opportunities for decent jobs have led to a decline in interest
In engaging in yak herding for decent jobs worldwide have resulted in a decrease in
the interest in following yak herding occupation (Bhusal et al., 2019; Informant).
The present-day notion has established herding as dirty, labor-intensive, wild, and
uncivilized, and considered a job for the illiterate and incapable people (Key



Informant; Bhusal et al., 2019; Jiban Mani Poudel, 2020). Due to this kind of rumor,
their social reputation has gotten low. As a result, young generations are unwilling
to continue herding as a profession and they are forcing their herding parents to leave
this kind of occupation.

Dawa Jangbu is another herder from that herder cohort from Helambu Valley. He is
the only one managing his herds. He belongs to a herder family like other herders,
but he sold his herds 20 years ago. After his wife passed away, he couldn't live at
home, so he decided to restart herding again. Nine years ago, he bought some cows
and yak and returned to pasture life. He came from another Hyolmo village (
Nimadombu ) to study Area ( Tarkeyghyang ).

Dawa Jangbu shared: “My children and other relatives insist that | leave the Goth.
They say, 'You have everything, so why are you staying in the jungle with cattle? We
can provide you with a happy and easy life. You can live in a village house or in
Kathmandu—it's up to you. You don’t have to be a herder. We will give you money
for your expenses.' But my dignity doesn’t allow me to take money from them as long
as | can work for myself, and | am content with my profession."

d) Social and Cultural Significance of Yak Herding

Yak/Chauri herding is deeply embedded in the cultural identity of the Hyolmo
community. Yak herds are not only a source of livelihood but also hold significant
social, cultural, and religious value in the Helambu region. They are essential for
rituals, festivals, and community activities (Tiwari et al., 2020; Yak on the Move:
Transboundary Challenges and Opportunities for Yak Raising in a Changing Hindu
Kush Himalayan Region, 2022; Key Informant). The practice of yak herding is
interwoven with local traditions, knowledge systems, and social structures. Herders
possess specialized knowledge about the behaviors, needs, and migration patterns of
yaks, which has been passed down through generations.

According to herders, “Yak herding is not just a profession; it is our identity and an
intimate connection with the cattle and nature. Rearing cattle and following the
transhumance system is deeply tied to our ancestors’ way of life.”

One of the herds, Sangay Lama, shared, "My grandparents and his entire family had
a Chauri Goth, but today | am the only one continuing this profession."” He grew up
in the Chauri Goth with his grandfather and parents. After his grandparents passed
away, the family sold the Chauri Goth and returned to the village, where they began
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rearing a few cows at home. Like many Hyolmo people in the area, he went to India
as a seasonal labor migrant. After working in India for a few years, he returned to
his hometown and decided to restart the Chauri Goth rather than go abroad again. It
has now been 22 years since he resumed the Chauri Goth. However, this time, he
has slightly transformed the profession. Unlike his parents and other herders, who
focused on rearing Chauri solely for dairy products, Sangay and present herders
raised domesticated cows and high-quality yaks to produce Chauri through
crosshreeding for commercial sale.

Sangay Lama is determined to continue this traditional profession until his last
breath. He is also committed to preserving and promoting this herding occupation in
his homeland. However, he faces challenges, particularly a shortage of labor
(Fieldwork, 2024). However, socioeconomic and environmental changes are
increasingly threatening the sustainability of this traditional practice of yak herding
in the Helambu region. Poverty, environmental degradation, climate change, and
rapid outward migration have altered the traditional practices of pastoralism,
isolating and fragmenting herders and the pastures they have been using for many
years (Joshi et al., 2020).

The herds are typically managed by family members skilled in herding, though
helpers are sometimes hired to assist with tasks such as transporting fodder and basic
supplies when moving to higher mountain ranges and distant pasture areas. Herders
often hire helpers from within their community or neighboring villages. If no local
helpers are available, they may hire individuals from outside the village,
compensating them with cash or, in some cases, dairy products like butter, cheese,
or churpee. Occasionally, they also employ the parma system (Lharey), a traditional
labor exchange practice.

Yak herding generally requires at least two people to manage the herd. While most
herders own their pastures, some do not. In such cases, they rent pastureland on
either a long- or short-term basis, depending on the agreement with the landowner.
As payment for the pasture, herders often provide ghee (butter), chhurpee (a
traditional dried cheese), and some money. The process of moving from one pasture
to another, or from lowland areas to mountainsides with their herd, involves living
in temporary shelters called "gode™ in their traditional Hyolmo language. This
practice, known as transhumance or transhumant pastoralism, refers to the seasonal
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movement of livestock between pastures in an annual cycle. Successfully carrying
out these activities requires specialized traditional knowledge.

Table 1: Timeline History of Yak/Chauri Herders in Research Area

Timeline history of yak herds in Helambu Valley

Timeline No of :
CN history | Herders Types of livestock

1 1950s 30-31 | Sheep, Goat, Chauri, Mountain Bull, Hen

2 1960s 25-26 | Sheep, Goat, Chauri, Mountain Bull, Hen

3 | 1970s 18 Sheep, Goat, Chauri, Mountain Bull, Hen

4 19805 16 ar;c;ep, Goat, Chauri, Mountain Bull, Yak, Cow,
5 19905 14 ar:;ep, Goat, Chauri, Mountain Bull, Yak, Cow,
6 2000 10 Sheep, Goat, Chauri, Mountain Bull, Yak, Cow,

Hen
/ 2010 / 3 Chauri goth, 4 Yak+Cow, Sheep, Goat, Hen

8 | 2020/024 4 Yak+Cow, sheep, Goat, Hen

Source: Field, 2024

However, there is no official data on the timeline history of yak/chauri herding
practices in the research area. During my ethnography fieldwork, I collected this
timeline history from several herding families through interviews with current
herders, former herders, and elderly villagers. According to Table 1, in the 1950s,
herding was robust, with 30-31 herders managing livestock consisting mainly of
sheep, goats, chauri, mountain bulls, and hens. The 1960s saw a slight decrease, with
the number of herders reducing to 25-26. By the 1970s, the number of herders had
declined further to 18, but the diversity of livestock had expanded to include yaks
and cows. By 2000, the number of herders had significantly decreased to 10, despite
the continued management of various livestock types. This downward trend has
persisted to the present day, with the total number of yak herders in the area reduced
to just four.
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Figure 3: Status of Yak/Chauri Herders in Helambu Region

The chart visualizes the historical trend in the number of yak/chauri herders in the
research area from the 1950s to 2024. The data shows a decline in the number of
herders over this period, indicating a possible decrease in herding activity or a shift
in livestock management practices.

e) Herders in Helambu Valley

During a conversation with a key informant, they shared that, in the past, all family
members lived together in the herding community, and there was no shortage of
manpower or labor as family members were sufficient to manage the herds.
However, in the present day, all their children have moved to cities or abroad for
education, business, and better job opportunities, leaving only the senior members
behind. According to the informant and my observations during fieldwork, it is very
difficult to find people in the Chauri Goth, and even in the villages. This issue is not
limited to herding; most villages in Helambu face the same problem. Approximately
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75% of the houses were found locked, while the remaining 25% were occupied
primarily by elders and children (Field, 2024).

Figure 6: A Herder Children inside the Figure 7: A Herder Having Tea at
Goth their Cozy Goth

Seventy-three-year-old Pamba is the only herder in Chhimi village, having migrated
from another village to Chhimi. He is facing a labor shortage because all his children
live in cities and abroad.

He said... “I was around 22 or 23 years old when I first moved here with my uncle
(Ashang/Mama) as a shepherd with some sheep. A few years later, | bought some
Brimu (female yak) from Langtang and started Brimu Gode with sheep in this area.
At the age of 35, | married my wife. Afterward, she didn't want to move to my village,
so we decided to settle permanently here in Chhimi (her village). We continued
raising Chauri (yak-cow hybrids) for six to seven years. After that, | discovered that
calves were dying unintentionally from consuming dairy products from us and other
causes.

This is a significant sin, especially from a Buddhist perspective. So, I decided to sell
all the Chauri and acquire domestic cows and high-quality yaks. This way, the
domestic cows and yaks could crossbreed and produce offspring with the desirable
traits of both Chauri and yaks. In a way, | started to produce Chari and yak and sell
them as my income generator. Additionally, I could continue my traditional
profession and contribute to preserving cultural values. However, | am getting older
daily, and my body can't support me. Everyone wants to go to Kathmandu for an



14

easy life, and the new generation 5 .
wants to go abroad for a better & SRl o
future. So, we can't find workers, i
and if we do find help, they charge { =

a lot (rs 500-1000 per day) because |
everything is  getting  very
expensive, which is not possible to
efforts”. Even his children don’t
want to continue the herding
profession. And they insist on
leaving that profession. During
interviews, several young
individuals from yak herding
families expressed their desire to
pursue careers outside of herding.
Furthermore, they showed
unwillingness to return to the
herding profession. This has
become a serious concern for the |
yak herding occupation in the

Helambu region. which clearly
shows that the Yak herding Figure 8: Herder moving a Goth with an

profession is in crisis. adopted wild monkey

Note 4. The purpose of breeding zomo is to produce milk, not calves. F2 calves (called pamu) are in some
sense a necessary but undesired byproduct. Pamu are tied up and allowed to suckle only enough in the first
few days of life to start the lactation response in the mother. After this, they are neglected in a variety of
ways and usually die. Buddhists don't want to take a life; furthermore, in a Hindu country such as Nepal, it
is especially difficult to kill any animal that is part cow. Therefore, they allow the pamu to Kill itself by
restricting food and then permitting it to gorge on indigestible grass or even mother's milk. The resulting
colic produces death(Bishop, 1998).



15

Table 2: Number of herders and types of livestock in the research area.

Location No. of herders Types of Cattle No. of Cattle
Chhimi Yak 10
Chauri
Skl e, 2) (Yak-+cow=hybrid) 35
Pemba lama/Hyolmo Cow 22
Nak (Femal Yak)
Bhremu d
Goat 1
Tarkeyghyang Yak 3
(Ward no. 1) Nak 4
Sangay lama Hyolmo Cow 15
Chauri 5
Dawa Jangbu lama Chauri 8
Hyoiqmo Yak 2
Cow 20
Melamchi Calf 5
Gyang
(Ward no. 1) Hen 12
Chauri 8
Ang Babu lama Hyolmo Yak 2
Bhemu 20
Sheep/Goat 26
Cow 15

Source: Field, 2024

f) A Former Herder; The Shift in Migration Patterns

Ex-herders Sonam Temba Lama Hyolmo (83 years old) and Phurpa Lama Hyolmo
are brothers. Their family had been involved in the herding profession for four
generations in that area. According to Sonam Temba, their ancestor came from
Langtang Valley with a herd to search for the best pastureland. Afterward, they
settled in the Hyolmo region. Sonam Temba's parents had seven sons and three
daughters. Sonam Temba is the fifth son of the family, and Phurpa is the youngest.
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They were born and raised in Chauri Goth. The older brothers were separated from
the family with some Chauri and yaks as ancestral property.

At the age of 25, Sonam Temba went to India to explore new opportunities and earn
a better income, similar to other circular migrations in the Hyolmo Valley (Bishop,
1998). Initially, he went to India with some relatives and friends, leaving his wife
and kids with his parents in Chauri Goth. This became a trend and part of the culture
in the entire Hyolmo region. After some time, he returned, sold his herd, and took
his family with him because they could access better facilities and send their children
to school. In Chauri Goth, herders' lives became isolated in the high-altitude
mountains and hills.

A few vyears later, they returned to Kathmandu and started a handmade carpet
factory. During the 1970s and 1980s, many Hyolmo people began their handmade
carpet businesses in Kathmandu. This profession became a culturally significant
primary income source after Churi goth during that period. Sonam Temba added that
they had decided to leave Chauri Goth not only for economic reasons but also from
a Buddhist perspective. Taking the lives of others is considered sinful, and during
the process of rearing Chauri, producing dairy products, and grazing, Chauri and
calves often die from the laking of milk, wild animal attacks, sickness, etc. Increased
awareness of religious beliefs (The Buddhist perspective; doesn’t want to take life
or not allowed to kill), social and cultural values, and other factors were the main
reasons for leaving the Yak/Chauri herding profession. Initially, Chauri Goth
represented social value and prestige, but that changed over time. Sonam Temba still
misses those days spent in Chauri Goth with the cattle and the entire family together.
Seven years ago, they visited their son and daughter's family in America. He said;
"The country was well-developed with all kinds of facilities, but we couldn't stay
there for long. However, the way of living in a Chauri goth was wonderful and

joyful."

Nowadays, people from the Hyolmo region have reached all over the world,
becoming more educated and involved in various fields. These changes have
transformed their lifestyles. However, the migration pattern has shifted, and human
movement is increasing rapidly around the world. In the context of Nepal, outward
migration is connected with remittance. Remittance has played a significant role in
enhancing Nepal's GDP (Gross Domestic Product). According to IOM Nepal,
migration is an economic and social phenomenon for Nepal with a link to
development. This is true, but the trend of outward migration is displacing traditional
occupations like yak herding in the Helambu Valley.
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g) From Road Expansion to Tourism and Cultural Preservation

Sherab Lama and his wife switched
their profession from yak herding to
the hotel business. It has been four
years since they started their new
business. The owner of Hotel :
Tarkeyghyang, Sherab Lama, is not the ?’:u WE,FGOMETI' WS%I
only one who shifted the profession TEL Tm“'m
from herding to the tourism business.
His younger brother and another
villager herders have also shifted their
traditional occupation to the hotel
business. Yak herding was their family
profession for generations. His elder
brother, Sangay Lama, is the only one . ] _
in Tarkeyghyang village who, along Figure 9: Herdgrs turn(_ed their profession
with his family, continues the toward the tourism business.

traditional occupation of yak herding.

(TOURIST PARADISE)

Sherab shared his experience, noting that yak herding is quite an isolated profession,
spending most of the time in high altitudes and jungles with cattle. As such, herder
families tend to be deprived of education and other facilities in modern times. The
people want to send their children to get modern education, decent jobs, and an easy
lifestyle (my reflection of this statement is easily accessible to a basic need ), which
Is only possible in cities. People don't want to continue the yak herding profession
anymore. Therefore, the yak herding profession has declined gradually. According
to Sherab, yak herders have to wait at least a year to earn an income, and even that
IS not secure because of the climate crisis, wild animal attacks, an unstable market
system, lack of government policies, etc. Yak herding is an unpredictable profession
where one cannot say anything for sure; it’s just a matter of wait and see. However,
in the hotel business, with hard work, the results come immediately. It also offers
opportunities to meet different people and to explore oneself worldwide.

Due to the expansion of the road, the number of foreign and domestic/internal
tourists is increasing in this area. As a result, the tourism business is generating a
good income. However, this is also the main reason for the decrease in yak herding
in the Hyolmo region today.
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Sherab said, "No matter how good the source of income is, | still miss the lifestyle of
herders." At this moment, his face revealed deep emotion. He continued, "I have kept
some yaks and naks with my brother, who is my herding partner. | visit them
occasionally to check on them and feed them salt. In a way, | still maintain a sense
of connection and intimacy with my cattle. | respect and love to keep my ancestors’
profession alive. In the future, I would like to run a herd alongside a hotel business
so that my ancestral profession and cultural values can also be preserved,” Sherab
concluded.

Figure 10: Herder Feeding Grass to Yaks
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Table 3: Locations and Altitudes of Goths (Pasturelands) in the Study
Area/Helambu Valley

n | Sl
1 Chhogyang 2000m
2 Dhogyal 2000m
3 Pasipal 1900m
4 Rhinggur 2500m
5 Chokpu kharka 2700
6 Helegang 2900m
7 Chyomuthag 3200m
8 Pangsyole 3600m
9 Phidye 3600m

10 Chepudi 3700m
11 Dorjeling 3700m
12 Balhuchho 3800m
13 Dopinngee 3900m
14 Thonglha 4400m
15 Dhupu 4200m
16 Chharcha 4000m
17 Pokhri 4100m
18 GyeldangFu 4300m
19 Gyanga lha 4600m
20 Mhango 3800m
21 Nhambu 3500m
22 Dhomsnag 3500m

Source: Field, Key Informant, 2024
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h) Action to Plan: Conservation of Yak/Chauri Herding in Helambu
Municipality

Helambu Rural Municipality has initiated a comprehensive plan for the conservation
of the Yak/Chauri herding profession. According to the Chairperson of the Village
Council, Mr. Nima Gyaljen Sherpa, the number of Yak herders has been dwindling
in recent years. In response, the
rural municipality has introduced
various programs aimed at
protecting and revitalizing the Yak
herding tradition.

The municipality is providing
various contributions and
incentives to Chauri shepherds to
encourage the continuation of their
traditional practices. These
incentives are designed to alleviate
some of the economic pressures
that contribute to the decline in Yak
herding, including distributing Picture 10: Portable solar light donated by
water pipes’ portab]e solar ||ghts’ Helambu Rural MUﬂICIpa“ty for the herder
triples, life insurance concessions

for cattle, hybrid grass seeds, and more.

There are plans to purchase high-quality yak from the Langtang region and release
them into the upper pasturelands of Helambu. This initiative aims to improve the
genetic stock and overall health of the local yak population. Additionally, the
municipality intends to hire professional herders to care for the yak. These herders
will ensure the animals receive proper care, contributing to the sustainability and
growth of the herd.

Mr. Sherpa believes that increasing the number of yaks will attract both internal and
external tourists to the Helambu region. To further enhance tourism, he proposes the
concept of "Goth Stay," where tourists can stay with herders' families. This initiative
aims to provide tourists with an authentic experience of traditional yak herding life,
thereby boosting tourism while preserving cultural heritage. Additionally, it offers
an opportunity to showcase the local area and culture to the world. For the herders,
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it creates a platform to share their authentic lifestyle while also increasing their
Income sources.

The plan also emphasizes the importance of maintaining the balance of the
ecosystem. By supporting traditional yak herding practices, the municipality aims to
ensure the sustainability of pasturelands and the overall health of the local
environment (Field visit, Interview, 2024; https://risingnepaldaily.com/authors/the-
rising-nepal-up).

1) Addressing the Decline of Yak Herding: Government Actions and Regional
Programs

Despite their importance, yak herding practices in Nepal are facing numerous
challenges that threaten their sustainability. Changing climate patterns, shrinking
pasturelands, outmigration from rural areas, and the lack of adequate veterinary
services are some of the key issues. These challenges have resulted in a decline in
yak populations. According to the National Agricultural Census, the total number of
yaks in Nepal decreased from 53,000 to 48,000 in the past three years. Additionally,
fewer than 10,000 households now rear yaks for a living across the mountains,
reflecting a significant decline in this traditional practice. This threatens not only the
economic well-being of Indigenous communities but also the preservation of cultural
traditions tied to yak herding.

In response to these challenges, the Government of Nepal has taken several steps to
promote yak herding and ensure its sustainability. The Yak Genetic Resource Center
in Syangboche, established by the government, is dedicated to conserving the yak
gene pool and supporting breeding programs aimed at improving yak populations.
This initiative is part of the broader Livestock Development Strategy under the
Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock Development, which focuses on conserving
indigenous livestock species, including yaks, while enhancing their productivity.
https://www.dls.gov.np/downloadfiles/Livestock Statistics_of Nepal 2077 78 16
59524236-1669717523.pdf

In addition, the government’s Agriculture Development Strategy (2015-2035)
promotes high-altitude livestock farming, including yak herding, through subsidies,
Improved veterinary services, and training programs for herders. Financial support


https://risingnepaldaily.com/authors/the-rising-nepal-up
https://risingnepaldaily.com/authors/the-rising-nepal-up
https://www.dls.gov.np/downloadfiles/Livestock_Statistics_of_Nepal_2077_78_1659524236-1669717523.pdf
https://www.dls.gov.np/downloadfiles/Livestock_Statistics_of_Nepal_2077_78_1659524236-1669717523.pdf
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Is also provided through various grants and loan schemes aimed at helping yak
herders manage their herds more efficiently

The government has also integrated yak herding into its Tourism Policy, promoting
eco-tourism activities such as yak rides, goth stays, and the production of yak-based
dairy and wool products. These initiatives aim to create alternative income sources
for yak herders and attract tourists to rural mountain regions, thereby providing an
economic incentive for continuing traditional yak herding practices

Furthermore, recognizing the need for regional cooperation to address the challenges
facing yak herding, the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development
(ICIMOD) has collaborated with the Nepal government on various initiatives aimed
at preserving yak herding practices and improving the livelihoods of herding
communities. ICIMOD, which focuses on promoting sustainable mountain
development across the Hindu Kush Himalayas, has worked closely with the
Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock Development to design programs that
enhance the resilience of yak herding in the face of climate change. Among these
projects are the Nepal Yak Federation, the Himalayan Yak Conservation Program,
and the formalization of the Nepal Yak Federation, among others
(https://www.icimod.org/).
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5. Conclusion

In conclusion, this ethnographic
study reflects that yak herding has

been a traditional livelihood for
centuries in the Helambu Region.
which is socio-culturally embodied =
in this community. However, the
Yak herding profession is currently
facing significant challenges due to
socio-economic changes, and a
shift in cultural values. One of the
most pressing issues is the outward S
migration of younger generations, RS
leading to a decline in the number
of yak herders and threatening the
sustainability of this traditional Picture 11: Yaks and chauris grazing in the high
herding practice. mountains (4300m, GyeldangFu)

The outward migration of younger generations from the Helambu Valley seriously
threatens the sustainability of yak herding. While economic and lifestyle changes
drive this migration, losing traditional practices and knowledge is a significant
cultural cost. Efforts by local authorities to support and revitalize yak herding are
crucial, but without addressing the root causes of migration, the future of this
traditional livelihood remains uncertain. The balance between preserving cultural
heritage and adapting to modern economic realities will determine the fate of yak
herding in the Helambu Valley.
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