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Foreword

Tim Ingold

“Men make their own history,” wrote Karl Marx in the Eighteenth Brumaire 

of 1852, “but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under 

circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances existing al-

ready, given and transmitted from the past.” And not just men, we would 

nowadays acknowledge, but women and children too! Human beings 

all, we fi nd ourselves thrown into the world at times, and in places, over 

which we had no choice, and fated to carry on our lives from there. Yet in 

the things we do, purposively and often with an eye for what we imagine 

as the future, we lay down the conditions that generations coming after 

us will have to deal with in their turn. The combined efforts of historians, 

sociologists, and anthropologists, over the past century and a half, have 

scarcely improved on Marx’s original insight. Yet it remains limited. For 

never in history has any human community existed that has not involved, 

in its collective life and in the reach of its relationships, living beings 

of various nonhuman kinds. There have always been animals around, 

not to mention the plant life on which all animals—humans included—

depend. Thus, every community, when it comes to its species composi-

tion, is necessarily hybrid. But if that is so, then what role do nonhumans 

play in history? And if they are history-makers too, then whose history 

is it? It cannot belong exclusively to humans. Hybrid communities can 

surely fashion only hybrid histories.

I came to think of this as I was reading through the chapters of the 

remarkable book that you now have before you. Maybe you thought that 

its subject matter is of marginal signifi cance in the history of the world. 

Pastoral herdsmen and their fl ocks, tucked away in borderland enclaves, 

are they not the peripheral cast-offs of a history that has marched onwards 

without them? In most contemporary societies, the migratory movements 

that herdsmen undertake with their animals are treated as the vestiges of a 

vanishing past, while countryside woven by centuries of grazing has been 

converted into tapestry, hanging from the walls of an architecture that has 

turned landscape into scenery. We tend to think of history as a uniquely 
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x | Tim Ingold

human achievement, progressively built up against the backdrop of a 

recalcitrant nature. It is the story of the rise of civilization. And while this 

story presents herding as an advance over hunting—with the animals, 

now domesticated, brought under a measure of human control—it was 

but a small step. The land remained untamed, people still wandered, and 

those ties to the soil that laid the foundations for civilization remained 

weak. Progress depends on people settling down. And with that, pasto-

ralism, as a way of life, is bound to disappear. If it survives at all, it will 

be as an object of conservation, as part of a common human heritage, to 

be preserved—like the ruins of ancient empires—for the instruction of the 

young and the enchantment of tourists.

Yet this doctrine of progress is very recent in the larger scheme of 

things. Originating in Europe, it has been exported in a history of colo-

nialism that has taken it around the globe. These four or fi ve centuries of 

colonial expansion, however, are a mere blip in the history of the world. 

And if we take a longer view, we fi nd that for millennium after millen-

nium, people have been living alongside herds of animals, sharing their 

lands and lives with them, to varying degrees of closeness or intimacy, 

and moving from place to place—as the animals do—in order to make the 

most of what a varied environment affords. Indeed, what looks marginal 

to us today has been the mainstream of history. Empires have risen and 

fallen, armies have trampled all over the earth, epidemics have swept 

through populations, philosophies have come and gone, but always there 

have been people and herds, seeking out ways to cohabit the earth. They 

are the one enduring constant of history. And here we are today, in a world 

ravaged by pandemic disease, overrun by the apparatus of war, living out 

our days in the shell of an imperial order that is collapsing all around us, 

our dreams of progress up in smoke, and looking to science for salvation. 

What next? Turning to the longue durée of history, the answer is plain. 

There will be people and animals carrying on their lives together, bringing 

forth a history that belongs equally to both.

The painful truth, now dawning on us, is that the doctrine of progress—

with its corollaries of technological liberation, economic growth, rising 

living standards and ever-increasing longevity—is incompatible with the 

sustainability of life on earth. We cannot have both. This realization drives 

our present obsession with the idea of the Anthropocene, which pits uto-

pian visions of an all-time geo-technical fi x against apocalyptic prophe-

cies of human extinction. Our anxiety, however, must bring relief to the 

animals. For animals don’t do progress. Land, for them, is to be inhabited, 

not colonized; to be grazed, not built upon. Animals don’t take chunks 

out of the earth to seal it against the sky, but they nibble to meet their 

needs, leaving the rest untouched. To be sure, theirs is neither an easy nor 
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a comfortable life. There are illnesses to suffer, predators to evade, inclem-

ent weather to endure. That’s been true for humans too. We thought we 

could escape life’s vicissitudes, but now fi nd to our cost that we cannot. 

No more than any other creatures do we humans have a foregone right 

to exist. Yet as Marx realized, there’s no turning back the clock on history. 

We are where we are, and have to go on from here. But going on means 

joining with other lives in a spirit of coexistence, not supplanting them 

in a race to the top. It means relearning, from the animals and from those 

who herd them, how to become grazers ourselves. Our collective future 

depends on it.

Aberdeen, August 2020

Tim Ingold is Professor Emeritus of Social Anthropology at the University 

of Aberdeen. He has carried out fi eldwork among Saami and Finnish peo-

ple in Lapland, and has written on environment, technology, and social or-
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environmental perception and skilled practice. Ingold’s current interests 

lie on the interface between anthropology, archaeology, art, and architec-
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Introduction

Letizia Bindi

Pastoralism as Biocultural Heritage

Pastoralism is one of the most widespread and ancient forms of human 

subsistence, and one of the most studied by anthropologists. Indeed, 

much research has been dedicated to this practice even after the economic 

and political debate increasingly shifted to peasantry and agriculture as 

the pivotal rural activity from the end of the nineteenth century onwards 

(Herskovits 1926; Evans-Pritchard 1940; Barth 1961; Campbell 1964; Cole 

and Wolf 1974; Digard 1981; Ingold 1980; Herzfeld 1985, 1990; Angioni 

1989; Galaty and Douglas 1990; Lewis 1961). Transhumance, in turn, is 

a particular form of husbandry and a knowledge-practice system essen-

tially based on the seasonal movement of shepherds and herders together 

with their animals in search of grasslands, moving from the mountain 

to the plain as well as from inland and even mountainous regions to the 

large pasturages next to the coasts and back. This particular way of raising 

animals simultaneously defi nes a form of land use and a way of know-

ing/defi ning spaces and landscapes in many different parts of the world 

(European and non-European) and involving many different species an-

imals (sheep, cows, horses, reindeer, camelids, and so on). This practice 

provides not only food and other products derived from animals but also 

provides a range of ecosystem services and common goods such as: a pro-

found maintenance of local areas, a regeneration of the biodiversity of the 

land and of the animal lines being raised, and the continuation of specifi c 

forms of social organization and environmental resource management 

that are frequently held up today as an alternative to the unsustainability 

of industrial farming and breeding systems. In many European regions, 

scholars have documented the presence of transhumant populations 

since pre-Roman times: these populations are responsible for having pro-

foundly shaped Europe’s agrarian landscape and generating a network of 

cross-regional and cross-border mobility that also underlies the very fi rst 

exchanges among European populations and cultures (Aime, Allovio, and 
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2 | Letizia Bindi

Viazzo 2001; Costello and Svensson 2018). At the same time, this practice 

has given rise to a powerful grammar of spaces, with its own logic, rules, 

timing, and interactions in which “footprints (are) akin to words or to 

punctuation” (Ingold and Vergunst 2008: 9; Palladino 2017; Bindi 2020).

Although intensive and sedentary livestock farming has clearly become 

dominant in the last few decades in Europe, as in many other rural regions 

of the world, we fi nd many groups of shepherds and herders still engaged 

in this kind of activity with their specifi c rules, ways of life, and systems 

of beliefs. Given that a signifi cant component of traditional shepherds and 

herders practice more or less extensive forms of transhumance, several 

classical studies have associated pastoral communities with nomadism/

semi-nomadism. This framing sometimes ends up casting ethnographies 

of these groups as research on nomadic knowledge-practice systems more 

than studies of a specifi c way of livestock breeding. It is true that pasto-

ralist communities usually move with their livestock from drylands or 

cold mountainous regions to more temperate and fertile ones, following 

the availability of grasslands and more favorable climactic conditions. 

Nonetheless, the focus of their “life world” should not be considered the 

nomadic experience, but rather their deep knowledge of territories and 

routes, their expert management of animals rooted in centuries-old tradi-

tions, and the consistent social organization and division of labor that this 

movement entails.

Transhumance as a whole encompasses biodiversity conservation and 

enhancement, capillary maintenance of the lands, the protection of ancient 

forms of settlement often connected with wise and sustainable uses of 

resources (water, soil, pastures) and traditional forms of cooperation and 

economic circularity that could today be reconsidered and updated in a 

profi table way.

More recently, sheep, cattle, and other livestock breeding has been 

transformed or infl uenced by processes of modernization, mechanization, 

and intensive milk/meat/wool production (Arhem 1984; Aronson 1980; 

Asad 1970; Chatty 1986; Ingold 1980; Nori and Scoones 2019; Salzman and 

Galaty 1990; Schlee 1989; Scoones 1995; Viazzo 1989). This has generated 

aspects of uncertainty, discontinuity, and change in practices, a shift in 

knowledge transmission and a vast socioeconomic transformation. None-

theless, in many European countries the practice of transhumance still 

exists as an effi cient form of extensive farming that profoundly infl uences 

the landscape, biodiversity conservation, raw-material processing, partic-

ular uses of vernacular architecture, traditional social structures, systems 

of knowledge, and practices at large. It is probably in this sense that Tim 

Ingold opportunely indicates in the Foreword to this volume the “spirit 

of coexistence” as a possible perspective central to every current of revi-
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talization of extensive and traditional pastoralism in Europe and invites 

us to “relearn from the animals and from those who herd them, how to 

become grazers ourselves.”

As a traditional and extensive form of livestock farming, transhumance 

is particularly relevant for inner, mountainous, insular, and fragile areas 

that play a concrete role of monitoring and safeguarding local areas, com-

batting the risk of increasing abandonment and environmental degrada-

tion. Over the centuries, sheep farming has been known and appreciated 

above all for its products. In addition to wool, which has lost much of its 

economic relevance, this system also provides important products from 

a nutritional point of view, the result of organic production strategies 

that meet high standards of animal welfare and health. Frequently, pas-

toral products also represent real sites for preserving local traditions, as 

demonstrated by the increase in PDO (Protected Designation of Origin) 

and PGI (Protected Geographical Indication) products, particularly in Eu-

rope. Meanwhile, traditional and extensive pastoralism is considered to 

be more sustainable, healthy, and respectful of the environment and ani-

mals and people than other forms of animal rearing, especially since the 

COVID-19 pandemic has brought to our attention the greatly enhanced 

risks of viral contagion through contact with highly polluted areas ex-

ploited by intensive industrial farming (May, Romberger, and Poole 2019).

This focus on health and sustainability is currently encompassed in 

the framework of the “One Health” approach, a sort of radical shift in 

the concept of healthcare developed to respond to contemporary global 

challenges. This approach promotes “the integration of human, environ-

mental, and animal health through transdisciplinary cooperation and 

communication and [it seeks] to understand the complex disease interac-

tions between microbes, domesticated animals and wildlife, humans, and 

their environments as brought about by ongoing globalized networking 

processes” (Rock et al. 2009). The aim of this approach is to design and 

implement programs, policies, laws, and research focused on achieving 

more effective outcomes in terms of public health (food safety, control of 

zoonoses, combatting antibiotic resistance, and so on). Such a shift rep-

resents a signifi cant challenge for traditional pastoralists and transhu-

mant populations in particular as they are obliged to deal with new risks 

and dramatic environmental and societal changes. In this sense, the “one 

health” approach is also connected on the one hand to a profound recon-

ceptualization of the contemporary human-animal relationship (Aisher 

and Damoradaran 2016) and, on the other hand, to a radical critique of 

both the post-capitalist exploitation of livestock and the “pet-ization” and 

reifi cation of animals in the urban framework and global market (Tsing 

Lowenhaupt 2000; Wolf 2015).
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4 | Letizia Bindi

Meanwhile, the sustainability of extensive pastoralism is also threat-

ened by the structural distinction between protected areas and pastoral 

areas (Chapter 3), a situation characterized by intense and signifi cant fric-

tions and an almost ideological as well as rhetorical opposition between 

environmentalists and pastoralists. In particular, herders face a growing 

risk of damage from predation connected to the greater proximity and 

growth of protected areas and parks, spaces in which efforts are under-

way to repopulate big carnivores (wolves and bears). Such repopulation 

policies have led to increased attacks on fl ocks and herds, causing con-

spicuous losses for the pastoralists who have chosen to continue breeding, 

rendering their livelihoods less and less certain and sustainable. In reality, 

pastoralism is by defi nition a system of meta-biodiversity because, given 

that this cultural practice is an important form of diversity, it thrives on 

the biodiversity of the environment in which it operates. A shepherd can-

not produce in a degraded environment. This is why many natural parks 

and protected areas are established in or next to pastoral areas. Today, 

protected areas and grazing activities alike perform similar functions and 

meet common objectives: they offer ecosystem services and contribute 

to protecting and regenerating mountain environments and biodiversity. 

They even contribute to enhancing the tourist opportunities of certain 

areas, although tourists are sometimes kept at a distance from grazing 

fl ocks and herds due to the risks associated with the presence of preda-

tors, thereby impeding the kind of healthy relationships and exchanges 

that would be typical of this type of production.

Nonetheless, it has been widely documented that shepherds and herd-

ers are returning to various European regions (Battaglini et al. 2017; Fabre 

2017; Brisebarre, Fabre, and Lebaudy 2009). Those engaged in maintaining 

and revitalizing the practice of transhumance as well as extensive breed-

ing are therefore creating a potentially benefi cial fi nancial resource for de-

populated internal and rural areas of Europe and, as such, a powerful tool 

for enhancing community resilience in the face of abandonment (Adger 

2000; Folke 2006; Norris et al. 2008; Wilson 2012; Steiner and Markantoni 

2013; Nori and Scoones 2019). Today’s pastoral routes and communities 

thus offer an opportunity for close-grained ethnographies of local devel-

opment and challenging opportunities for monitoring cultural landscapes 

(Bender 2001; Müller, Sutter, Wohlgemuth 2019; Müller 2021) as well as 

vast transformations in this knowledge-practice system. In particular, the 

practice of transhumance presents an ancient and traditional “life world” 

deeply rooted in ancient traditions and Indigenous cultures, such as in 

many peripheral and mountainous inland areas of Europe (Chapters 5, 

6, and 12), often coupled with an increasing idealization of ancestralism, 

exotism, and essentialism in representing pastoral communities (Chap-
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ter 7). At the same time, it must be recognized that this knowledge-practice 

system has been able to endure, despite many uncertainties and diffi cul-

ties, the passage of time and the infl uence of late modern, post-capitalist 

economic trends by rediscovering itself in the light of contemporary eco-

logical, animal-rights, and community-oriented concerns and as a poten-

tial tourist attraction.

Pastoralism, and particularly transhumance, in the past represented a 

traditional and effi cient way of responding to hostile environmental condi-

tions; today, these forms of livestock farming seem to address and suggest 

new directions for adaptation to contemporary changes. The heritage turn 

thus seems to offer an antidote to the devaluation of the knowledge forms 

and practices connected with pastoralism that occurred in past decades.

Discontinuities and Transformations

In the last few years, the inclusion of transhumance in the UNESCO ICH 

List as “the seasonal droving of livestock across migratory routes in the 

Mediterranean and the Alps” has brought about a dramatic shift in ways 

of breeding and a deep transformation in traditional forms of pastoralism, 

now framed as a new global heritage item (Bendix, Eggert, and Peselman 

2012). In Europe, the debate on forms of synergy between natural and 

cultural heritage is especially focused on habitat and landscape conser-

vation (Magnaghi 2010). Research in this area has found transhumance to 

constitute a biocultural heritage element at the convergence of traditional 

knowledge and values systems, cultural and environmental landscapes 

and biodiversity, and an associated customary legal code encompassing 

a resilient way of earning a livelihood. In European and Mediterranean 

regions historically involved in transhumance, for example, this prac-

tice has deeply infl uenced both the social structures and ways of life of 

many people, including their kinship relations, symbolic representations, 

and settlements (Delavigne and Roy 2004). Moreover, this research on 

transhumant pathways is connected to the relatively recent debate in the 

social sciences, landscape design and planning, rural economy and envi-

ronmental studies on inner areas and their revitalization and sustainable 

development (De Rossi 2019) that recognizes such spaces as “systemic 

margins” (Sassen 2014: 238) in which people are able to experiment with 

new forms of local economy, new ways of belonging and a potential new 

fundamental economy (Yuval-Davis 2006; Mee and Wright 2009; Wright 

2014; Barbera et al. 2016).

This collective volume attempts to make sense of a multi-situated eth-

nography of transhumance heritagization processes with particular ref-
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erence to the European regions involved in the recent (December 2019) 

inclusion of transhumance in the UNESCO ICH List and considering the 

ongoing move to extend UNESCO recognition to France, Spain, Albania, 

Croatia, and Romania as well. All the chapters presented in this volume 

are based on specifi c ethnographic research including interviews, partici-

pant observation, and the ethnographer/anthropologist’s involvement in 

planning regeneration processes and sustainable development, as well as 

“ecosystem resilience” (Chapters 1, 5, and 6) initiatives, in the local areas 

under investigation. At the same time, these chapters display a more con-

ceptual and critical approach to ways of representing and “packaging” 

transhumance, an approach based on a revived articulation between past 

and present (Chapters 8 and 12).

Some of these cases focus on the recent revitalization of transhumance 

and pastoralism as a cultural/tourist issue (Chapters 6 and 13), the am-

bivalent recognition of this form of biocultural heritage within the frame-

work of ICH Lists as part of the “mise en forme” of cultural practices and 

landscapes (Chapters 3 and 7), and as a matter of communities’ participa-

tion in the heritagization process. Indeed, transhumance is increasingly 

considered a tourist attraction more than a real agropastoral practice. 

With this “heritage-turn,” there has been a growth of slow tourism in 

pastoral areas (Carnegie and McCabe 2008; Melotti 2013; Debarbieux et al. 

2014; Monlor and Soy 2015) while pastoral landscapes and their relative 

products have been commodifi ed (Korf, Hagman, and Emmenegger 2015; 

Kilburn 2018). Most of the discussions and projects launched in local com-

munities around this practice are also grappling with the infl uence of na-

tional or even supranational levels of government and, more generally, are 

unfolding in the framework of development processes and the top-down 

exploitation of local areas (Maffi  2007; Rapport 2007; Bindi 2013). Driven 

by politics of acknowledgment and recognition, there has been more at-

tention granted to communities’ land ownership claims and demands to 

participate in the management of resources, particularly in the inner and 

more peripheral regions of various countries.

The inclusion of transhumance in the UNESCO ICH List and associ-

ated projects aimed at reviving pastoralism are currently being promoted 

and discussed in the framework of the participative governance of de-

velopment processes. This arena includes organizations such as the FAO 

Pastoralist Knowledge Hub and transnational UNESCO group aimed at 

implementing the Safeguarding Plan for Transhumance as an Intangible 

Cultural Heritage (to date including only the European Regional Steering 

Group, but with the idea of extending membership to non-European coun-

tries as well) as well as discursive spaces such as discussions about CAP 

(Common Agriculture Policy) and the founding defi nition of the new Ru-
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ral Development Programs being drafted in each EU country. These frame-

works and policies impact pastoralism and transhumance in very different 

ways: by empowering individuals and informal groups, at times; by build-

ing capacity and enhancing community initiatives; and by stratifying the 

various levels of governance involved in local development processes. It 

is thus impossible not to include discussion of policy among the multiple 

aspects of an anthropological analysis of this practice. Today, the arena of 

transhumance is a crowded space involving many actors as well recurring 

confl ict and frictions between conservationist and development-oriented 

currents; at times, this arena is characterized by increasingly and almost ex-

clusively heritagized interpretations and narratives of the practice, framed 

as a tourist attraction to be appreciated as a networks of walkways (not 

even accompanied by animals, in some cases), a staging that evokes only a 

life world represented through the tones of nostalgic, folkloric storytelling.

The main aim of this volume is to present a range of ethnographic cases 

of different transhumant communities around Europe. These cases repre-

sent a powerful repertoire of local-level adjustments, local/supralocal pol-

icy mediation, and cogent accounts of highly local forms of interactions: 

between farmers and pastoralists; between lifestyles based on mobility 

and the sedentariness of late-modernity; between a deeply rooted notion 

of cultural landscape and the use of the environment as a simple resource 

provider; between a circular, cooperative and shared perception of family 

agriculture and husbandry and the “extractivist” logics of standardization 

and maximization typical of agri-food production; and, last but not least, 

between a human-animal bond based on coexistence (Haraway 2008; Da-

vis, Maurstad, and Cowles 2013) and cooperation and an objectivizing 

lens that reifi es notions of domestication and animal welfare.

A Multi-Situated and Pluri-Disciplinary Outlook

The anthropological approach to pastoralism has always been focused on 

practices, the transmission of knowledge and skills, and pastoralists’ dy-

namic, productive but also harmonious relationship with the surrounding 

environment and their cooperative and mutually sustaining interaction 

with farmed animals as well as their deep knowledge of the biodiversity 

characterizing their surroundings. At the same time, it has become clear 

that understanding all these aspects requires a more holistic, broad-based 

approach capable of simultaneously considering multiple elements: the 

landscapes of pastoralism, the different breeds being raised, various tech-

niques for transforming raw materials, and the broader historical, envi-

ronmental, and cultural value of this biocultural heritage.
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In this volume, therefore, we have tried to provide a panorama of dif-

ferent environmental contexts in Europe from a multidisciplinary point of 

observation. The authors present critical reconsiderations of this practice 

that range in focus from pastoralism in the Central Pyrenees (Chapter 4) 

to the Maison of Transhumance in France (Chapter 3); from Sami reindeer 

herding communities in the Finnish Arctic region (Chapter 11) to the pas-

toral communities of the Italian islands of Sardinia and Sicilia (Chapter 

12) as well as several other cases of transhumance and extensive farming 

in Italy (Chapters 2, 6, and 7) and along the border with Slovenia (Chapter 

10); chapters also address other European mountainous regions such as 

Romania (Chapter 9), Poland (Chapter 8), Albania (Chapter 5), Greece 

(Chapter 1), and Bosnia Herzegovina (Chapter 13).

The fi rst section of the volume is essentially centered on formulating 

a multifocal defi nition of different forms of pastoralism in Europe as a 

biocultural heritage issue. In some cases, the chapters are not necessar-

ily focused on using a specifi cally anthropological gaze; rather, the au-

thors deliberately engage issues relating to the sustainability of the sector 

and the interaction between ecosystem components and the overall envi-

ronmental value of pastoral practice. One example of this is the chapter 

dedicated to the structure of sheep and goat transhumance and its multi-

functional value in contemporary Greece. A keen analysis of animal hus-

bandry modernization and continuity is provided by Athanasios Ragkos 

(Chapter 1) in his observation of the practice of alternating between more 

intensive, mechanized livestock breeding methods in winter and more 

extensive, ancient pastoral behaviors in summer, albeit while maintain-

ing traditional forms of social and economic labor organization. Working 

on the three main concepts of land, labor, and capital, Ragkos analyzes 

transhumance’s modernization process and its ambivalent relationship to 

market conditions and traditional elements, aspects which are linked, for 

example, to alternative marketing as in Colombino and Powers’s chapter 

(Chapter 6). Ragkos’s attention to rangelands management and related 

confl icts is a comparative and close look at the increasing bureaucratiza-

tion and commodifi cation of pastoral routes and the illegal granting of 

permits on CAP-established grazing areas, a tendency also seen in Italy 

(Chapter 7).

In the case of the Piemonte Region of Italy, Dino Genovese, Ippolito 

Ostellino, and Luca Maria Battaglini (Chapter 2) describe vagrant pasto-

ralism in its dynamic points of contact with the protected area of Collina 

Po, a site where traditional farming activities coexist with a renewed and 

multifunctional way of inhabiting the land. This coexistence of different 

lifestyles generates more or less latent confl icts, at times revealing a mu-

tual incomprehension between forms of subsistence and mixed land use 
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as practiced by farmers and shepherds, for example, as well as divergent 

representations of the landscape. Moreover, there is a persistent inability 

to recognize the ecosystem services provided by herders and shepherds 

and their contribution to the maintenance and valorization of landscapes 

(Chapters 1, 4, and 8).

A similar ambivalent coexistence between pastoralism and protected 

areas is addressed in the chapter by Jean-Claude Duclos and Patrick Fabre 

(Chapter 3) dedicated to the Maison of Transhumance and its efforts to 

safeguard pastoral culture activities in an area that nearly overlaps with 

the Crau Natural Reserve. Multiple methods of protection and land use 

come up against each other in this area, raising debates and giving rise 

to different processes of valorization in a multi-actor and multilevel con-

text of local-area governance and heritagizing practices. This region that 

historically hosts transhumance is currently governed by layers of conser-

vation and valorization frameworks (a national park, a regional natural 

park, and a natural reserve), and even the practice itself is the object of a 

huge heritagization effort aimed at transmitting and preserving traditional 

pastoralism and recognizing “the symbiotic relationship between the soil 

and the herd (that) has played a major part in the organization and man-

agement of the protection of the dry Crau” (Chapter 3 p. 9). In this sense, 

investing in transhumance conservation and valorization entails going 

beyond the “sanctuary model” hitherto characterizing the late-modern 

logic of protecting natural areas as generators of autonomous economies.

Historical changes in the way human activities shape the natural envi-

ronment are likewise investigated in Lluís Ferrer and Ferran Pons-Raga’s 

chapter on the reintroduction of bears and the restoration of local shep-

herding practices in the Central Pyrenees (Chapter 4). In this case as well, 

the return of bears as a symbol of wilderness in a particular area is con-

sidered the environmental hallmark of biodiversity conservation coupled 

with the recuperation of traditional pastoral practices and an essentially 

re-wilded/re-naturalized landscape. At the scale of local actors, however, 

such projects appear quite top-down and imposed from above, with shep-

herds excluded from any real participation in the governance of local 

sustainable development. The restoration project thus takes the form of a 

reinterpretation of the past in an environmentalist key, played out within 

a powerful heritagizing framework and local-area regeneration logics that 

prove essentially hegemonic and not at all participatory. The ambiva-

lent coexistence of pastures and protected areas with the consequent in-

crease in medium-large predators is one of the most controversial issues 

in the management of pastoral areas, a point of confl ict that generates a 

great deal of uncertainty as also outlined in other chapters in this volume 

(Chapters 1, 3, and 9).
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Martine Wolff’s chapter on traditional pastoralism in the Northern Al-

banian region of Kelmend focuses on shepherds’ harmonious, balanced 

relationships with animals, the environment and the landscape as well as 

the prevailing “mythopoesis” of the shepherd as a heritage-keeper and 

key stabilizer for economically and socially marginal parts of the Albanian 

mountains. Part of this ongoing ethnographic effort involves preparing a 

dossier to submit Albanian transhumance for consideration as part of the 

process of extending UNESCO ICH List recognition. Shepherds consider 

this an empowering process as well as an opportunity to think about the 

permanence and sustainability of a vagrant pastoral practice in the new, 

ambivalent heritage framework.

Extensive pastoralism is also explored as an alternative food network 

in the chapter by Annalisa Colombino and Jeoffrey John Powers based 

on research among the Alms of South Tyrol/Alto Adige, at the borders 

of Austria, Switzerland, and Italy. Traditional vertical transhumance and 

everyday life in Alms are conceptualized as a small, local production sys-

tem based on a complex set of sustainable agriculture and biodiversity 

conservation practices as well as high-quality cheese-making. The authors 

fi nd that the Alms’s “diverse economy” is developing new networks and 

circuits of distribution and building a resilient practice of local heritage. 

Such resilient practices are also revealed to be valuable in other local ex-

amples, such as the Polish village of Koniaków (Chapter 8).

The chapters comprising the second section of the volume are focused 

on the changes and challenges faced by various European pastoral commu-

nities in the face of the heritage turn, as represented by recent discourses 

on mountainous, peripheral, and inner regions with highly cultivated and 

bred biodiversity as a form of ecologically and socioculturally sustainable 

agri-food production. At the same time, the chapters in this section adopt 

different points of view to refl ect on the crucial valorization of the specifi c 

pastoral practice of transhumance as a UNESCO intangible heritage and 

their “discontinuities and transformations.”

Chapter 7 outlines the sociocultural and economic transformations un-

derlying the progressive defi nition and interpretation of transhumance 

as biocultural heritage in the European cultural and touristic scenario 

and the multilevel governance questions posed by its inclusion in the 

UNESCO ICH List, but also by the plan for safeguarding sheep tracks and 

traditional pastoral landscapes with particular reference to several Italian 

cases. In recent years, transhumance has been deeply heritagized through 

many different forms of “touristization” and the commodifi cation of typi-

cal products of herding practices (milk, meat, and wool). At the same time, 

this increasingly diffused storytelling is accompanied by controversial 

uses of pastoral routes and pastures as well as the proliferation of illegal 
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permits on pastures, a trend made possible in some ways by the intricacies 

of the CAP itself (Calandra 2019; Mencini 2021). This trend is posing chal-

lenges to efforts to support pastoral activities, an area that has never really 

been resolved in European agricultural policy and least of all in Italian 

policies for this sector.

An extremely interesting example of recent pastoral revitalization is 

provided by Katarzyna Marcol and Maciej Kurcz in Chapter 8. Typical 

Carpathian comanaged farming, grazing, and milk production (salasz) 

in which several shepherds’ fl ocks are brought together under the super-

vision of a baca (chief shepherd) is interrogated through a sharp ethno-

graphic investigation of the Koniaków village in the Beskid Mountains 

and specifi cally one family’s entrepreneurial project (Maria and Piotr 

Kohut). The authors outline the points of alternating continuity and dis-

ruption in the practice and transmission of traditional form of animal hus-

bandry and cheese-production as well as ambitious efforts to transform 

transhumance into a powerful driver of local-area valorization and tourist 

development. Moreover, the revival of traditional local forms of pastoral-

ism empowers local actors to defi ne and reconsider their common cultural 

identity while restoring and rewriting local collective memory. This takes 

place by rebuilding an embedded, shared past, which includes grappling 

with the strong, unique effects of the pandemic with its profound reper-

cussions on cooperation and exchange among shepherds and collectively 

acknowledging the value of their common cultural heritage.

The chapter by Cosmin Marius Ivașcu and Anamaria Iuga presents 

the specifi c case of the Maramureș region in Romania. After outlining the 

different types of pastoral activities in this area and historical systems of 

familiar and labor organization, the authors describe the pastoral calendar 

in Maramureș as a way of understanding resource and environmental 

management, embedded local customs and ceremonial events, and the 

interdependent relationship between agricultural and pastoral activities 

essentially aimed at achieving food and economic self-suffi ciency. Several 

dramatic changes, such as collectivization drives under the communist 

regime, forced shepherds in several villages to increase their productivity 

in order to meet not only their needs but also the state’s requirements. 

The fall of communism brought other major changes, with many young 

shepherds and farmers adapting to new conditions and work strategies 

by migrating to EU countries, using new types of grassland and cultiva-

tion techniques, and substantially decreasing the size of their fl ocks after 

1990. As a result, the old vagrant pastoralist system has transformed into a 

more sedentary one. Nonetheless, local communities continue to consider 

the maintenance of transhumant practices as a way of conserving typical 

landscapes with their embedded memories. Moreover, the chapter stresses 
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the value of a multidisciplinary approach to extensive pastoralism, a point 

also asserted in several other chapters (Chapters 1, 2, 3, 7, and 10).

Amidst such discontinuities and transformations, Špela Ledinek Lozej 

examines the progressive decline of mountain pasturage connected to the 

increase in lowland agriculture in another border area, the Italian region of 

Friuli-Venezia Giulia (bordering Slovenia). She fi nds that the introduction 

of new animal breeds less adapted to mountain pastures, intense depop-

ulation and urbanization, and the abandonment of agropastoral activities 

has caused alpine pasturing and dairy grazing to become largely econom-

ically and socially unsustainable. Today, different models for the use and 

management of environmental and agropastoral resources in the region 

need to be integrated with broader economic and social frameworks such 

as productive intensifi cation (forage and dairy production) while also ad-

dressing the changing governance of local areas, as also outlined in other 

chapters (Chapters 2 and 7). At the same time, this ethnography highlights 

multifunctional extensifi cation (a shift to catering, accommodations), her-

itage revitalization, and new forms of cooperation and solidarity-based 

agriculture linked by a “new passion for work and life in the Alps” and 

the mountains more generally, a narrative that is currently one of the most 

successful (Bindi 2021; Chapters 1, 6, 7, and 13).

Seasonal reindeer transhumance in Finnish Lapland, a very traditional 

knowledge-practice system rooted in the Sámi homeland, is the focus 

of the chapter by Nuccio Mazzullo and Hannah Strauss-Mazzullo. The 

paper begins by describing the contemporary routines of Sámi reindeer 

herding juxtaposed with a brief overview of the historical and adminis-

trative limitations that have constrained old practices. At the same time, 

the authors outline some technological innovations that have enabled the 

Sámi people to adapt in different ways to modern environmental and so-

cioeconomic transformations, such as new form of pastoral economy and 

reorienting their practices towards tourism. The chapter also identifi es 

confl icts and forms of ambivalence in relation to various efforts to protect 

and valorize local biocultural heritage such as, for example, the risks and 

uncertainties caused by the increase of predators in grazing areas that se-

riously jeopardizes the economic sustainability of reindeer husbandry, as 

also outlined in other chapters of the book (Chapters 2 and 4).

Discontinuities are likewise at the center of Sebastiano Mannia’s deep 

rethinking of transhumance as a cultural and touristic heritage item as 

well as a mode of production and a specifi c way to use rural landscape 

and spaces. Based on the dynamics of contemporary markets and policies, 

the ethnography focuses on two insular regions—Sardinia and Sicilia. In 

the fi rst, pastoralism is still very widespread and thriving while in the sec-

ond transhumance and extensive farming are presently affected by vari-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Introduction | 13

ous critical issues as well as bureaucratic regulations that complicate the 

entire supply chain in many areas. Through his ethnographic accounts, 

the author outlines how transhumance continues to represent a traditional 

form of husbandry and milk, meat and wool production in both regions. 

He shows, moreover, that the increasing heritagization of the practice has 

recently led to its refunctionalization and tourist “evénementalisation” and 

brought it under the management of several stakeholders such as Local 

Action Groups, Social Promotion Associations, or other forms of local cul-

ture and identity activism. Similar trends can be seen in the ethnographic 

examples of the Beskids Mountains (Chapter 8) or, more recently and to a 

more partial extent, in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Chapter 13).

The last chapter, by Manca Filak and Žiga Gorišek, emphasizes the 

value of transhumance and traditional pastoralism as a special tourist 

resource and driver in the locality of Lukomir in the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, located on the southern slopes of the Bjelašnica moun-

tain massif. Using visual ethnography, the chapter shows how tourism 

represents an innovative strategy of survival and preservation for trans-

humant and traditional pastoral practices as well as a driver for mod-

ernization in the region and community. Through tourism, Lukomir is 

represented as a particularly authentic, traditional, isolated, and remote 

“ethno” village, thereby building a narrative about this almost mythic 

locality as a “bay of peace” (the literal translation of the name Lukomir). 

Everyday life and traditional gestures and practices thus become objects 

of video-documentation, a process that also engenders new agency in 

terms of constructing the meaning of places and identity self-defi nition. 

The varied reactions to tourism at the local level range from rejection 

to acceptance, but on Bjelašnica this has not led to the abandonment or 

rejection of transhumance. In some cases, the coexistence of traditional 

pastoralism and tourism represents an opportunity to continue practicing 

transhumance and to use this practice as a basis for promoting tourism in 

the area despite emigration and depopulation, the privatization of pub-

lic spaces, legal constraints and, more recently, the kind of implications 

stemming from the pandemic also outlined in Marcol and Kurcz’s and 

Mannia’s fi nal remarks (Chapters 8 and 12).

Between a Commodifying Gaze 
and “Responsustainable” Tourism

Modernization processes have progressively represented pastoralism and 

transhumant farming practices in particular as obsolete and backward life 

worlds, thereby pushing heritage-keepers towards sedentary and increas-
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ingly intensive livestock-rearing systems. In fact, the new market logics 

cast traditional pastoralism as a potentially unproductive technique and 

a hindrance to the economic growth of the regions in which it has histor-

ically been practiced. The very idea of extensive pastoralism is framed 

as somehow in contradiction with economic logics based on intensive, 

sedentary agro-food production, “extractivism,” and the exploitation of 

local natural resources beyond considerations of environmental and social 

regeneration and the sustainability of production practices. In a neoliberal 

market, the local knowledge deeply rooted in both the experience and 

practices of traditional and transhumant shepherds are usually consid-

ered insuffi cient to guarantee necessary earnings given the decrease in 

production costs. Indeed, this view wholly overlooks the reproducibility 

of the landscape and environment and its permanence over time thanks 

to grazing farming, and grants even less consideration to the potentially 

higher quality of the food or other products produced in pastures. In addi-

tion, until recently little or no attention has been paid to the quality of life 

of the animals being farmed. Given these persistent blind spots, a focus 

on extensive pastoralism and transhumance currently represents an im-

portant cautionary tale and opportunity to refl ect on both the limits of de-

velopment and the need to rethink the entire agro-food production chain.

At the opposite end of this continuum lies the denigrating logic char-

acterizing transhumance as an unsustainable hindrance in relation to 

contemporary life. Today in particular, traditional pastoralism and trans-

humance are increasingly represented according to the rose-colored, ro-

mantic cliché that casts them as a form of life existing in harmonious 

balance with nature and through exoticizing, folkloric rhetoric expressed 

through tropes of “the good savage,” lost authenticity, and “structural 

nostalgia” (Herzfeld 2004). In this framing, transhumant shepherds are 

represented as the guardians of an atavistic, picturesque rural past that is 

bent and molded to the rhetoric of pro-tourist narratives. Increasingly, it is 

also embraced by projects for the sustainable development of peripheral 

mountainous and inner areas driven by the more or less formal organiza-

tions and groups involved in development processes. This narrative has 

gained even more prominence with the COVID-19 pandemic because of 

the focus on small villages and remote areas as a respite from the excessive 

crowding and unsustainability of metropolitan life (Bindi 2021).

The pastoral “other”—imagined as existing cozily in its supposed 

ahistorical immobility, the opposite pole to the civilization of urban and 

post-capitalist consumption—has become a good imaginary for the travel 

industry to narrate and evoke, in keeping with recent tourism trends fo-

cused on greater contact with nature and close relationships with local 

populations. Transhumant paths have thus been heritagized and com-
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moditized as primarily an asset of the landscape and local areas after hav-

ing been constrained and governed by national laws (environmental and 

cultural protection rules set by ministries). They have been subsequently 

transformed into tourist routes involving fewer shepherds and, above all, 

fewer animals; in this way they become traces of a lost landscape, signs 

of a narrated map of the past. The visual arts, media, and web designers 

have also adopted this approach, adapting the memory of pastoralism for 

the tourism industry and articulating it in the form of a narrative reenact-

ment, an event, and an attractive destination.

Given these shifts, contemporary extensive pastoralism spaces can be 

considered “friction zones” (Tsing Lowenhaupt 2000). On one hand, in 

fact, modern intensive agro-farming and “extractivism” has led to the 

increasing abandonment and disuse of transhumant landscapes and has 

upset the kind of production conditions—and especial human-animal in-

teractions—typical of extensive pastoralism. At the same time, in many 

cases these repackaged pastoral routes and sites are reshaped as recovered 

lands, deeply heritagized at the intersection of multiple, confl icting moral 

regimes and economic systems.

Some more recent multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary analyses ap-

proach responsible tourism (Mihalic 2016) as the cornerstone of a new 

framework in which the traditional agricultural sector might become 

multifunctional and potentially sustainable, characterized by mobile and 

minimal structures, sustainable production methods and raw material 

processing, and forms of distribution proximity involving short supply 

chains distinguished by agroecological and socially responsible consump-

tion as well as growing attention on the welfare of farmed animals. Heri-

tage communities and environmentalist groups and associations are at the 

forefront of supporting sustainable development as they seek to develop 

strategies to recover and use pastoral spaces and the transhumant past 

in new ways. Through political recovery and rhetorical valorization, this 

biocultural heritage can be redefi ned as a common good in the global 

value chain in keeping with its inclusion in the UNESCO ICH List. Such 

a redefi nition generates contemporary discourses on transhumance pres-

ervation and valorization as part of the debate on the limits of neoliberal 

economics and new moral imperatives to safeguard biocultural heritage 

while also preserving the environment and landscape. Transhumance is 

thus re-signifi ed to be consumed as a “spectacle,” with its “biopolitical 

function . . . within the neoliberal state . . . , decommissioned, remediated, 

and repurposed as ground(s) for popular recreation” (Krupar 2016: 116). 

Viewed in this way, extensive pastoralism becomes a fi eld at the intersec-

tion of multidisciplinary and multiscalar research with highly local ques-

tions; a fi eld positioned between past and future predicaments unfolding 
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through fragmentation, disembedding and reassembling processes in a 

“zone of awkward engagement” (Tsing Lowenhaupt 2004); a fi eld com-

prised of ecological activism, cultural heritage enhancement, and tourism 

promotion in a contemporary confl icting scenario.
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Chapter 1

Transhumance in Greece

Multifunctionality as an Asset 
for Sustainable Development

Athanasios Ragkos

Introduction

Sheep and goat transhumance (SGT) describes the seasonal movement 

of fl ocks between specifi c summer and winter domiciles, with the key 

objective to take advantage of natural vegetation in highland rangelands 

during summer and of mild weather conditions in the lowlands during 

winter (Nyssen et al. 2009). Therefore, transhumance is a specifi c form 

of “pastoralism,” as it is based on grazing natural vegetation (Farinella, 

Nori, and Ragkos 2017), but differs from “nomadism,” because fl ocks per-

form circular predefi ned movements (Vallerand 2014). It is also a multi-

functional production system as it produces a wide range of goods and 

services jointly with food (milk, meat, and dairy products, etc.).

The multifunctional character of SGT provides important contributions 

towards sustainable and inclusive development and provides signifi cant 

ecosystem services (D’Ottavio et al. 2018). The socioeconomic role of SGT 

is of utmost importance for mountainous/marginal/inland areas where 

the economic activity is not suffi ciently diversifi ed. SGT has been the 

main/only economic activity for centuries, and today it is still an import-

ant source of income even in communities in which other sectors have 

emerged (Farinella et al. 2017). In addition, SGT protects rural livelihoods, 

reducing depopulation of marginal and remote areas and is in fact critical 

for maintaining life and productivity in the more marginal and fragile 

territories of the Mediterranean region. Tailored to local conditions, SGT 

plays a vital environmental role by enhancing biodiversity and providing 

ecosystem services (Varela and Robles-Cruz 2016; D’Ottavio et al. 2018). 

In a variety of Mediterranean settings, transhumant systems make effi -
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cient use of natural resources and have shaped unique natural landscapes 

(Caballero et al. 2009), while also protecting genetic diversity by rearing 

autochthonous breeds. In addition, pastoral systems effectively mitigate 

climate change effects (e.g., soil carbon stock in rangelands) towards eco-

system resilience. The cultural heritage of SGT and the heterogeneity of its 

sociocultural contributions have characterized territories up to now: tacit 

knowledge concerning the functioning of local ecosystems, farm and land 

management; habits and customs; traditions, norms and tacit rules; pro-

cessing skills. SGT in Greece, Italy, and Austria was recently included on 

the UNESCO list of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity (UNESCO 

2021).

The European Union has addressed the issues related to the multi-

functionality of agricultural and livestock production systems through a 

broad array of policy measures. Since the accession of Greece in the Euro-

pean Union (EU) in 1981 the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) has been 

applied, replacing all previous national agricultural policies. The CAP 

generally uses two types of policy tools available to all farmers in the EU, 

as described in Regulations and Directives, which are generally referred 

to as fi rst-pillar and second-pillar policies. The former type includes all 

the measures that provide income support to EU farmers, either in the 

form of coupled subsidies to production and/or to cultivated land and 

animals reared or of direct payments, such as the Single Farm Payment 

and decoupled payments. The latter policies support rural development 

and provide fi nancial incentives to farmers who wish to ameliorate their 

performance and competitiveness; to undertake commitments regarding 

their production practices; or to supply society with particular environ-

mental and social services. These payments include agri-environmental 

and mountainous areas payments, fi nancial support for investments of 

various types and other types of structural measures. However, it has 

been documented that, in Europe, pastoral systems share common chal-

lenges which are poorly addressed by the current policy framework (Rag-

kos and Nori 2016).

Transhumance in Greece has been examined by several authors from a 

rather broad range of disciplines. The available literature can be catego-

rized into two types. The fi rst approaches transhumance from an ethno-

logical point of view (Nitsiakos 1995) and examines its historic evolution 

(Gkoltsiou 2011; Ntassiou, Doukas, and Karatassiou 2015). These studies 

present various aspects of the life and social structure of transhumant so-

cieties in the past, the evolution of the system under volatile historic and 

economic conditions, and the process of integration of nomadic and trans-

humant communities within the modern Greek society. A part of these 

studies considers the sheep and goat farming systems currently prevailing 
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in the country (extensive or semi-intensive sedentary systems) as the nat-

ural evolution of animal production systems (for instance Hadjigeorgiou 

2011). The second type of studies examines transhumance in terms of 

its ecological and environmental implications (Sidiropoulou et al. 2015; 

Sklavou et al. 2017) or evaluates its economic performance (Galanopoulos 

et al. 2011; Ragkos, Siasiou, et al. 2014) and management practices (Gida-

rakou and Apostolopoulos1995; Siasiou et al. 2018). Since the sector is un-

dergoing a modernization process and is struggling to integrate to market 

conditions without compromising its traditional elements, the studies of 

the second type are actually gaining increasing attention.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an outline of the Greek sheep 

and goat transhumance sector. In particular, detailed structural data of the 

system are presented, which demonstrate its dynamics across the country. 

Then, the actual operation of the system is described in detail, focusing 

on the particularities of SGT regarding the management of the three basic 

production factors (land, labor, capital). The chapter closes with a critical 

presentation of the main problems of the system that hinder its develop-

ment and of measures to increase its dynamics and potential.

The Structure of Sheep and Goat Transhumance in Greece

In Greece there are currently two different types of transhumances with no-

table differences. The fi rst involves cattle and the second, sheep and goats. 

Cattle transhumance is becoming increasingly popular, as it is supported 

heavily through the implementation of CAP Pillar I measures (Koutsou, 

Ragkos, and Karatassiou 2019) and has considerably lower requirements 

in human labor and capital. These characteristics render extensive bovine 

production an alluring alternative to sheep and goat transhumance, and 

it is thus being expanded in recent years, standing, however for no more 

than 6.5 percent of total cattle raised in Greece (Ragkos et al. 2013). Never-

theless, this chapter focuses on sheep and goat transhumance, which has 

played a signifi cant role in socioeconomics for decades.

Compared to data from previous decades, sheep and goat transhu-

mance has shown a decline in Greece. However, during the last thirty 

years the population of transhumant small ruminants has remained stable 

while the number of farms is decreasing, which indicates the formation 

of larger, viable farms. This structural evolution has been interpreted as a 

shrinkage of the system, and sheep and goat transhumance has been con-

sidered as a system of trivial importance. In the general context of support 

for the intensifi cation of the Greek farming sector—which was further 

strengthened by EU CAP policies—SGT was ignored as an anachronistic 
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system of little market potential and unable to support the modernization 

of the Greek farming sector. Nevertheless, available data show that this is 

not the case.

Collecting data about transhumance in Greece is not an easy task for 

two reasons: one, the lack of cohesive statistical databases, and, two, the 

multiple facets of the system in Greece. Based on processed data origi-

nally retrieved from the Greek Payment Authority of CAP Aid Schemes 

(OPEKEPE) for the year 2011 (THALES 2015), SGT is practiced in most 

parts of Greece by 3,051 farms, and transhumant sheep and goats account 

for almost 7.5 percent of the national fl ock. The center of SGT is Thessaly 

where 805 farms (26.4 percent) rear almost 338 thousand animals (33 per-

cent), closely followed by Central Greece with a slightly lower number of 

farms (787, 25.8 percent) and a signifi cantly lower transhumant sheep and 

goat population (214 thousand, 20.9 percent). Peloponnese, in the south-

ern mainland part of the country, is ranked third (19.7 percent of farms, 

16.8 percent of animals), followed by Epirus in the western part, Macedo-

nia and Thrace in the north, and the islands, including the island of Crete. 

Compared to statistical data quoted by Syrakis (1925), the percentage of 

farms spending winter in Thessaly is almost stable (28 percent in 1924) 

but the percentage of farms in Central Greece and Peloponnese was much 

lower in 1924 (10.1 percent and 13.6 percent respectively). Since the 1960s, 

the contribution of transhumant sheep and goats to the national fl ock 

has been reduced from 30 percent to 7.5 percent (Hatziminaoglou 2004). 

In the summer, almost all mountainous areas of the country are grazed, 

to some extent, by transhumant small ruminants. Southern parts of the 

country (Peloponnese and Central Greece) are home to almost 42 percent 

of transhumant fl ocks during summer accounting for 34 percent of SGT. 

Nonetheless, more than 26 percent of the transhumant sheep and goat 

population move to Macedonia during summer, especially in the western 

mountainous areas of Pindos.

The average size of transhumant farms as well as the importance of 

sheep and goats vary across regions. The average farm size is 335.5 sheep 

and goats, with smaller fl ocks prevailing in southern mainland regions 

(with average sizes of 272.3 and 286.5 animals in Central Greece and Pelo-

ponnese respectively), and relatively larger fl ocks in the northern parts: 

419.8 animals per farm in Thessaly, 387.0 animals per farm in Macedonia, 

333.9 animals per farm in Thrace. Sheep farms prevail in the central re-

gions of the country yet the importance of goat farming is escalating. In 

Peloponnese, goat farms correspond to about 28 percent of the total—as 

they are well adapted to the rocky pastures of its southern part—while 

in Crete the percentage of mixed farms is very important (41 percent). In 

Macedonia the majority of farms are mixed or rear goats exclusively. The 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Transhumance in Greece | 27

size of the average goat farm is signifi cantly higher than the average sheep 

farm, both at the country level (403.3 animals versus 280.2) and at the re-

gional level, with the exception of Crete.

Considering the distances of movements SGT fl ocks, “trasterminance” 

is the prevailing type (56.6 percent of all sheep and goat mobilities), which 

is also the case in Italy, as pointed out by Pardini and Nori (2011). Move-

ments of up to 100 km are more common for the central/west part of the 

country and Peloponnese. Remote movements of over 100 km fl ocks—

which usually exceed the conventional boundaries of Regional Units or 

Region—are the most typical in the eastern part of Thessaly and also very 

common in Etoloakarnania in the western part of Central Greece. Very 

remote movements exceeding 200 km and up to 350 km are also common 

to the central part of the country, of which the most interesting are those of 

fl ocks whose winter domiciles are in the capital district of Attica, around 

the urban web of Athens.

In the last decades, movements with trucks are the established means, 

especially in cases of movement over 100 km, but even for shorter dis-

tances; only short local movements are still performed on foot throughout 

the country. According to a survey of a sample of 551 transhumant farms, 

27 percent of them moved on foot, 65 percent used trucks and 8 percent 

used both means (Lagka et al. 2015). Changing lifestyles and integration 

to the market economy with intensifi cation trends are some of the reasons 

behind this shift. With truck movements, farmers achieve considerable 

time savings and higher milk production, but renting trucks is sometimes 

costly, especially under reduced liquidity and low revenues when prod-

uct prices are low (Ragkos, Karatasiou et al. 2016). For this reason, in the 

last decade a “return” to movements on foot has been seen, reviving old 

transhumance routes (for road distances over 100 km), especially when 

returning to winter domiciles, where the downhill road and the fact that 

the animals are not milked make the movement easier, quicker, and more 

comfortable.

SGT in Greece in general is predominantly for milk production (dairy 

ewes). According to the results of a technical and economic analysis on 

a sample of sheep and goat transhumant farms in the region of Thessaly 

(Ragkos, Siasiou et al. 2014), milk was by far the most important prod-

uct of transhumant fl ocks (56.4 percent), with an average milk yield of 

96 kg/ewe(dam)/year. Siasiou, Galanopoulos, and Laga (2020) reported 

97.45 kg/ewe(dam)/year for the whole country based on a sample of 551 

farms, which is substantially lower than for other production systems. For 

instance, milk production in intensive farms rearing Chios-breed sheep 

was 226 kg/ewe/year (Theodoridis et al. 2012) and 218.6 kg/ewe/year 

in semi-extensive sheep farms in northeastern Greece (Ragkos, Koutsou, 
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and Manousidis 2016). For goat farms, Gelasakis et al. (2017) reported an 

annual yield of 207±115.3 kg/goat/year in mainland Greece. Meat was 

also an important source of income (28.3 percent) while on-farm transfor-

mation of milk (cheese production) was of low importance for the overall 

income of the average farm (4.9 percent) because this activity is restricted 

to only a few farms. The farm income was supplemented through subsi-

dies (10.4 percent).

Aspects of Management of Transhumant Flocks in Greece: 
Modernization and Tradition

SGT has not remained unaffected by the general trend for intensifi cation 

in the Greek livestock sector (Ragkos, Koutsou et al. 2016; Karanikolas 

and Martinos 2012). The sector has developed a dualistic pattern, being 

(semi-)intensive in winter and (semi-)extensive in summer, with more 

use of concentrates for animal nutrition and modern buildings and ma-

chinery. This intensifi cation has not altered, however, its predominantly 

traditional character. This can be seen in more detail based on previous 

research (Ragkos, Siasiou et al. 2014; Lagka et al. 2014; Siasiou et al. 2014; 

Galanopoulos et al. 2011; Loukovitis et al. 2016). The management prac-

tices of transhumant farms have been evolving through time and continue 

to adapt to technological advances. Indeed, SGT typically incorporates 

traditional elements appropriately adapted to today, along with practices 

that can be characterized as innovative.

Depending on soil and climatic conditions as well as local habits, man-

agement practices of transhumant farms vary across the country. In the 

northern and central areas (Macedonia, Thrace, Thessaly, Epirus, and 

Central Greece), the movement to the mountains starts in May and the 

fl ocks remain there for four to fi ve months, returning to the lowlands 

usually by the end of October. In southern areas—parts of Central Greece 

and Northern Peloponnese as well as on Aegean islands—the stay in the 

mountains can be longer (from late April until mid-November), while in 

southern Peloponnese and Crete the weather conditions in the mountains 

are milder and fl ocks may graze there up to eight to nine months every 

year. An important characteristic of SGT in Greece is that in most cases 

the family moves along with the fl ock in the highlands when the distance 

between the lowlands and the highlands is not small.

The lives of transhumant farmers are intertwined with the needs of 

their fl ocks. The production period starts with the birth season of sheep in 

November. By that time, fl ocks in northern Greece are already in the low-

lands, while in southern Greece it is not uncommon that births take place 
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in the highlands. The weaning period lasts about forty-fi ve days so that 

lambs are sold to markets before Christmas, in order to profi t from higher 

meat prices. The birth season of goats and of ewes at fi rst lambing takes 

place by the end of February or early March, to meet the high demand for 

meat during the Easter period.

On Christmas—or soon after—the milking season begins. Typically, an-

imals are milked twice and—more rarely—three times a day. The milking 

period usually lasts for six to seven months—most commonly until late 

July—which means that animals are milked regularly during their stay in 

the mountains for about two months. Regarding nutrition, animals graze 

and/or are fed indoors, depending on weather conditions. In northern 

and central parts of the country, animals are kept indoors almost exclu-

sively from November until March, and only by early spring do animals 

start to graze in natural or cropped pastures. In southern parts animals 

may graze throughout the year, depending however on weather condi-

tions and the availability of rangelands. In the highlands, animals are 

fed exclusively in natural rangelands freely throughout the day or under 

the supervision of shepherds, if predators are present. The period from 

August to the beginning of October is the most relaxed for transhumant 

farmers, as they do not milk or feed the animals, until they start their re-

turn to lowland communities.

Sheep and goat transhumance in Greece exhibit important particular-

ities which discern it from other—either extensive or intensive—produc-

tion systems. These stem from the specifi c use of available resources (land, 

labor, and capital) and are outlined in what follows.

The Role of Land in SGT

Sheep and goat transhumance is highly dependent on land management 

compared to other livestock production systems, especially compared to 

intensive ones. This is due to the use of rangelands in both winter and 

summer domiciles, but also to the cultivation of land for the production of 

fodder and concentrates.

Rangeland management and the allocation of land constitute issues 

of high importance to the survival of transhumance. Until the early de-

cades of the twentieth century, transhumant farmers were organized in 

specifi c collective actions named tseligata (singular, tseligato) within which 

transhumant families cooperated in rearing their animals and managing 

common resources (Karavidas 1931; Koutsou et al. 2019). Within tseligata 

farmers fully understood the value of natural resources as common goods 

and developed a practical land management system based on empirical 

observation and knowledge of vegetation and weather conditions. Based 
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on these they assessed the grazing capacity of the areas they used, and 

each farmer grazed his animals in a specifi c place each year.

The individualization of transhumant farmers in the second half of the 

twentieth century combined with socioeconomic and political develop-

ments and a general trend of modernization and intensifi cation brought 

about competition in rangeland use. Nowadays, livestock farmers are 

faced with a bureaucratic system of rangeland allocation, which increases 

uncertainty and—in some cases—is the cause of social confl icts in rural ar-

eas (Koutsou et al. 2019). In particular, rangelands are actually allocated to 

livestock farmers based on a rough estimation of grazing capacity by pay-

ing a small premium per animal. In other cases, some areas are allocated 

to farmers based on an auction process. In addition, the development of 

the road network, the expansion of cropland and the encroachment in 

mountain paths due to under-grazing have reduced accessibility to moun-

tain terrains. Although there are local variations of this system across the 

country, this system has reduced the importance of traditional ecological 

knowledge, which resulted in environmental degradation in some areas 

(Ragkos, Koutsou et al. 2020) and brought uncertainties and sometimes 

confl icts among farmers and other land users (Koutsou et al. 2019).

Transhumant fl ocks are also dependent on the production of feedstuff 

(forage and concentrates) for winter. Although they have the option to 

buy feedstuff from markets, many prefer to cultivate land for animal feed, 

in order to reduce costs. It is not unusual to own land in the lowland but 

also to rent it either for the cultivation of feed or for grazing crops. In gen-

eral, the cultivation of land by transhumant farmers follows the pattern 

of other sheep systems in Greece—that is, it is an activity of secondary 

importance, with less intensive use of purchased inputs compared to crop 

farmers and seldom is part of the production sold in markets.

The Role of Labor in SGT

Labor is a factor of crucial importance for livestock farms, while for pas-

toral production systems it is necessary for the expansion of farms, and its 

lack could lead to abandonment not only of the sector but also of whole 

rural areas (Nori 2017b). Nowadays, the debate over labor in the primary 

sector is part of the broader debate on the role of skilled or unskilled labor 

in the development process around the world. Transhumance differs from 

conventional intensive or semi-intensive livestock systems because it is 

in direct contact with nature. The production process is not automated/

industrialized, as it is, for example, in intensive dairy farming, and there-

fore requires workers with specifi c practical skills, experience, and ap-

propriate training, willing to adopt a way of life that is intertwined with 
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nature and the productive cycle of animals. Labor in a transhumant farm 

represents multiple challenges: manual milking, sometimes under harsh 

conditions; surveillance of livestock in pasture to prevent predator attacks; 

protection against extreme weather conditions; treatment of diseases; re-

pairing farm machinery and/or makeshift buildings and equipment, etc. 

These are combined with increased requirements for managerial work for 

the effective management of capital and decision-making for production 

and product sales as well as bureaucratic procedures (Ragkos and Nori 

2016; Ragkos, Koutsou et al. 2018). A modern-day transhumant farmer in 

Greece is expected to combine the special “wealth” of traditional ecolog-

ical knowledge inherited from his predecessors with knowledge of tech-

nological innovations, livestock science, and farm economic management.

Transhumant farms have traditionally been run by family members 

(Loukopoulos 1930) and this is also the case nowadays. Most Greek trans-

humant farms meet all six conditions set by Gasson and Errington (1993) 

defi ning the “farm family business,” which constitutes the backbone of 

the European Model of Agriculture (Vermersch 2001). The family works 

on the farm either exclusively or occasionally, much like in the past (writ-

ten testimonies by Loukopoulos [1930] and Syrakis [1925]) but also with 

notable differences which are described in the remainder of this section.

The allocation of tasks among family members generally maintains the 

basic principles (by gender and age) of previous decades. A male family 

member (usually the husband) is the head of the farm and is also involved 

in feeding, milking, animal health, and crop production as well as in eco-

nomic management, decision-making, communication, and product sales. 

Women work in a supporting role—e.g., in milking or during birth season 

and weaning—and they are usually the ones producing cheese. Other fam-

ily members have auxiliary roles; these include children who are away for 

studies but return home for summer and holidays, as well as grandparents. 

Another form of labor division is pluri-activity, through the horizontal or 

vertical development of parallel activities within the family farm. In areas 

where such activities are available—often taking advantage of fi nancial op-

portunities of the CAP—farms expand to crop production for market (e.g., 

olive and citrus fruits in Crete and the Southern Peloponnese), tourism 

and household artisanal production (cheese/dairy products). In this form, 

the family members who are put in charge stop working on the livestock 

enterprise but still remain within the family business.

The problem of farm succession has made the pattern of labor organiza-

tion in transhumant farms more complex. Throughout the Mediterranean, 

young family members tend to leave the family farm, for studies or seek-

ing employment in other sectors, as working in the sector is generally not 

appealing due to its harsh requirements (Ligda et al. 2012; Nori 2017b). 
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This way, farms are deprived of an input of crucial importance, but, more 

importantly, they are also left with no successor (Farinella et al. 2017). The 

lack of labor has hindered the development of the Greek primary sector 

in general (Karanikolas and Martinos 2012; Kasimis and Papadopoulos 

2005). In previous decades, the lack of family labor—for example, because 

of family member migration—led to a decline in the primary sector in 

general, as there were no alternative sources of hired labor, because the 

social perception of working in another farm was demeaning (Loukopou-

los 1930).

The shrinking pattern of livestock production until the 1980s was re-

verted when—starting from the 1990s—cheap hired labor started to be 

extensively offered by migrants, mainly Albanians, who came to the coun-

try in large numbers—a phenomenon also recorded in Italy (Nori 2017a; 

Farinella et al. 2017).

Actually, Albanian workers are employed throughout the country; Bul-

garians and Romanians work mainly in the north; Pakistanis and Indians 

are mostly found in central and southern Greece. These individuals, in 

many cases, had previous experience with livestock farming in their coun-

tries of origin and their employment costs were low (Nori and Ragkos 

2017; Ragkos and Nori 2018), so they quickly became employed on live-

stock farms. Transhumant farms, however, resort to hired labor only when 

necessary, in fact the analysis of data from Thessaly (Ragkos, Siasiou et al. 

2014) showed that about 27 percent of labor requirements were covered 

by hired workers. These people work all year round or are only recruited 

during peak periods and are engaged in simpler but harsher and more 

time-consuming tasks such as grazing, cleaning, and feeding and also 

in milking. The remuneration of hired workers includes their salary and 

benefi ts in kind, such as housing, food, and clothing.

The Role of Capital in SGT

Sheep and goat transhumance, as practiced today, has incorporated a 

higher level of capital use compared to the past. To some extent, capital 

has now substituted the other two factors of production (land and labor), 

especially in winter domiciles. On the other hand, this trend is not exces-

sive, and the system maintains a traditional extensive character with less 

dependence on capital compared to semi-intensive or intensive systems 

(see for instance Theodoridis et al. 2012, 2013). CAP funding has played 

an important role in this process, providing the opportunity to modernize 

their equipment at relatively low fi nancial costs.

Fixed capital is used in the form of buildings, machinery, and livestock. 

Buildings in the winter domiciles are usually stable and not always make-
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shift, made of a variety of materials (wood, stone, bricks, or concrete). 

Their values vary signifi cantly depending on materials and size as well as 

the region, as in northern and central Greece more stable and functional fa-

cilities are required to deal with low temperatures, humidity, and snow. In 

summer domiciles, buildings are usually makeshift and traditional, with 

materials that are part of the landscape and natural environment, while 

in some areas there are municipal/community buildings for fl ocks (sheds 

or fences). The machinery of transhumant farms is relatively limited. It 

defi nitely includes feeders and watering cans (metal or wooden), a milk 

cooler for preserving fresh milk until it is collected by the dairy industry, 

and a farmer truck for the transport of inputs and products. In many cases 

the farm has a hammer mill (for preparation of mixtures of concentrates), 

a tractor, and more rarely, a truck. Portable milking machines that can be 

transported between winter and summer domiciles are becoming increas-

ingly popular, however farmers who are experienced in milking by hand 

are sometimes reluctant to switch to machine milking (Lagka et al. 2014). 

If the farm cultivates feedstuff, it has, in most cases, the necessary tractor 

accessories (ripper, cultivator, disc harrow, fertilizer distributor, tank) and, 

less frequently, sowing and harvesting machines as well as mowers.

A signifi cant number of transhumant farms rear local breeds of sheep 

and goats—either purebred or crossbreeds. These breeds are character-

ized by low yields compared to imported ones, but their milk usually has 

high quality characteristics (Ragkos, Koutouzidou et al. 2017). In addition, 

they are well adapted to grazing under the adverse conditions of moun-

tainous areas, while they are resistant to illnesses and have low nutritional 

requirements (Ragkos, Koutouzidou et al. 2019). Particular examples are 

the Kalaritiki breed in Epirus, the Anogia breed in Crete, the Karystos 

breed in Evia, and the Vlachiko breed in Western Macedonia.

The use of variable capital mainly relates to liquidity for the purchase 

of consumables and affects managerial choices of farmers (e.g., use of 

purchased or on-farm production of feedstuff). The most signifi cant vari-

able capital expense concerns the purchase or cultivation of feedstuff 

which is very important especially in winter. With the exception of some 

islands, where animals graze freely all year long and are kept for meat, 

this expenditure stands for at least 35–40 percent of the total expenses of 

transhumant sheep and goat farms, especially in the Northern part where 

winter is harsher and longer (Ragkos, Siasiou et al. 2014). Thus, the fi ve-

month stay in the mountain pastures leads to signifi cant cost savings. For 

fl ocks that spend winters in the lowlands of Thessaly, grazing in mountain 

rangelands substantially reduces feeding costs by 47 percent to 58 percent 

compared to intensive production (Ragkos, Siasiou et al. 2014). Such sav-

ings are even greater in Peloponnese and the islands, where feedstuff cul-
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tivation is limited and therefore the prices of basic feedstuff (corn, clover, 

cereals) are signifi cantly higher. As mentioned above, on-farm feed pro-

duction is more common in the north and contributes to further savings.

Challenges for Greek Sheep and Goat Transhumance

The specifi cities of SGT in Greece render the system vulnerable to nu-

merous socioeconomic and policy-related problems. The lack of clear rec-

ognition of its multiple roles combined with the lack of a specifi c policy 

framework adapted to its particularities bring about exogenous chal-

lenges, while the balance of the system between modernization and tra-

dition brings endogenous issues that need to be tackled. Some of these 

problems are common to extensive livestock systems across Europe while 

others are more severe in the Greek setting.

Problems in Land Uses

Problems in land use, as discussed earlier in the chapter, is perhaps the 

most important problem of the Greek transhumance sector, as farmers do 

not have easy and unobstructed access to rangelands both in the lowlands 

and in the highlands. In order to mitigate the negative effects of the cur-

rent system of rangeland allocation, Integrated Rangeland Management 

Plans (IGMPs) are expected to be delivered in the following years. IGMPs 

will be based on a precise estimation of grazing capacities of rangeland 

“parcels” which will be allocated to livestock farmers for a considerable 

time period—and they will then be entitled to undertake all necessary 

activities to prevent degradation (Ragkos and Koutsou 2021).

Apart from the issue of rangeland uses, there are confl icts relating to the 

unclear ownership of some areas. This is the result of the lack of an inte-

grated land registry—which is still under preparation. “Forest maps” were 

recently delivered with an aim to discern forest areas from other land uses, 

but still they have not been fi nalized. In addition, competition from alterna-

tive land uses (intensive agriculture and livestock in the lowlands, such as 

Peloponnese and Central Macedonia; tourism on islands and coastal areas; 

sustainable energy systems; expansion of habitats of predators) limits the 

possibilities of the operation of the system in certain parts of the country.

Problems Related to Infrastructure

The access to the specifi c mountain rangelands where animals graze from 

the highland communities where farmers live with their families during 
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the summer is sometimes diffi cult, as they are not accessible with farmers’ 

cars due to the poor quality of forest roads. The provincial road network 

connecting highland communities with main roads are also in need of 

repairs and upgrades to enhance accessibility. Public infrastructure for 

livestock is not always appropriate (e.g., makeshift barns and watering 

stations, huts for shepherds) or lacks maintenance. Furthermore, many 

mountain communities lack basic health and education infrastructure as 

well as entertainment and culture opportunities, despite the incentives 

provided by rural development policies.

Problems Due to Economic Performance

Transhumant sheep and goat farmers are faced with particularly high 

input prices, which have been increasing for decades (Karanikolas and 

Martinos 2012; Ragkos, Koutsou et al. 2016). These changes occur at a time 

when product prices (milk and meat) show signifi cant decreases, espe-

cially during the past few years—a trend which is no different for pastoral 

farmers across Southern Europe. Although this is a problem of the Greek 

livestock sector as a whole, there is more pressure for sheep and goat 

transhumance because they often do not profi t from the added value of 

their quality products, but are treated with the same pricing policy as in-

tensive farms (Ragkos, Koutsou et al. 2020). Alternative marketing options 

are limited, thus leaving signifi cant margins for marketing improvement 

through certifi cation or the design of new products (Ragkos, Theodor-

idis, and Arsenos 2019). In addition, low liquidity is a major operational 

problem, as the system has developed a stronger dependence on capital 

compared to previous decades, especially in the lowlands, where animals 

are kept indoors during winter.

Problems Related to Human Capital

There are still signifi cant issues relating to the aging transhumant popula-

tions that hinder the development of transhumance in Greece, following 

the general trend in the Greek and European farming sectors (see for in-

stance Koutsou, Ragkos, and Botsiou 2015). In addition, due to a relatively 

low level of education among the farmers, there is an inability to cope 

with regular fi nancial and bureaucratic management procedures. This is a 

problem of the Greek livestock sector in general, as the lack of modern ed-

ucational programs corresponding to the actual problems and aspirations 

of farmers decreases opportunities for innovation and market integration. 

This issue is even more important for extensive livestock farmers—in-

cluding transhumant—whose specifi c practices and exposure to natural 
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constraints increases their need for training and information regarding 

particular practical issues.

A specifi c issue relating to the human factor is the lack of collective 

actions. This lack can be traced not only among transhumant farmers but 

also across the majority of Greek farms. This indicates the limited social 

capital, a common characteristic of the Greek countryside during the last 

decades (Koutsou, Partalidou, and Ragkos 2014). Actually, there is one 

Association of Transhumant Farmers in Epirus (Western Greece), which 

does not undertake commercial functions. Otherwise, transhumant farm-

ers participate mainly in Agricultural Cooperatives and Associations of 

Livestock Farmers involving mainly sedentary or semi-intensive farmers. 

This lack constitutes one of the reasons why transhumant farmers fi nd 

diffi culties in solving problems which are particular to the sector or even 

contrast with the pursuits of sedentary and/or intensive farmers.

Problems Related to Bureaucracy and 
Lack of Recognition and Information

There are several problems reported by transhumant farmers related to 

the level of complexity of control and administration requirements at 

the central level. These requirements are often generic and transhumant 

farmers are expected to follow the same requirements as sedentary and 

intensive farmers. These issues sometimes impact the timely payment 

of CAP fi nancial support. In this regulatory context and without a clear 

positioning in markets, transhumant farmers struggle to consolidate their 

identities. Actually, the system lacks recognition not only concerning its 

multiple contributions to society but also regarding its mere existence 

(Ragkos, Theodoridis, and Arsenos 2019)

Conclusions and Policy Implications

Drawing on the above presentation of SGT in Greece, it is evident that 

the system is an important source of employment and income, and it also 

has important potential for the future. In order to support its survival and 

assist its transition towards a more sustainable pattern, three types of rec-

ommendations can be made.

The fi rst type includes general measures and actions to favor transhu-

mance alongside with other pastoral systems in Greece and in the EU. 

The effect of these policies has been benefi cial to Greek farms in gen-

eral, as they boosted their viability (Karanikolas and Martinos 2012) but 

failed to address particular problems of transhumance and/or pastoral 
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systems. There are already examples of measures which have benefi ted 

transhumant farms—as outlined in the introduction to this chapter. The 

new framework of CAP 2021–27 provides, however, opportunities for 

novel approaches for extensive (based on grazing) livestock production, 

including a more targeted implementation of Pillar II measures. A deeper 

and more coordinated support towards pluri-activity in pastoral house-

holds would increase and stabilize their sources of income, like the exam-

ple of Crete and other islands. Given the important environmental role 

of pastoral systems a highly relevant example involves the introduction 

of certifi cation schemes (eco-schemes) in the form of a “grass-fed” certi-

fi cation (Lampkin et al. 2020). In addition, the example of “Payments for 

Ecosystem Services” which has already been applied in other countries of 

the European Union could induce a more straightforward connection of 

CAP payments with the provision of benefi ts that society appreciates. It 

should also be stressed that considerable funds could be allocated to the 

development of targeted training and information programs for pasto-

ralists. In other Mediterranean countries there are examples of relevant 

structures providing training and support to pastoralists (for instance in 

Spain), while in Greece there is still much room for improvement in this 

domain.

The second type of intervention is more specifi c to transhumance and 

involves market-based measures and actions to be undertaken. Measures 

of this sort could involve the development of marketing channels for 

transhumance-specifi c products, which will take advantage of the high 

quality of its products. Actually, most dairies and industries do not collab-

orate exclusively with transhumant farmers and do not produce transhu-

mance-specifi c dairy products. This means that this premium quality milk 

which is produced during the summer period when fl ocks graze the rich 

vegetation in the highlands (Zdragas et al. 2015; Ioannidou et al. 2019) is 

paid the same prices as conventional. In addition, dairies and industries 

pay farmers mainly according to their volume of production and not ac-

cording to the quality characteristics of their milk (Roustemis 2012). As 

described by Ragkos et al. (2019), transhumance-specifi c products could 

increase returns for farmers under specifi c conditions, while the effects 

of premium pricing of such products were found to be important for the 

economic performance of the system (Ragkos, Koutsou et al. 2020).

Finally, a third type of intervention is specifi c to SGT and involves 

the development of a policy toolkit which will accommodate its multi-

functional roles and will transform these characteristics to opportunities 

to increase competitiveness and approach new markets. SGT in Greece 

requires an enabling environment to permit the system to fl ourish and 

live up to its true potential. In this domain, the diversity of new schemes 
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proposed in the new CAP could provide additional certifi cation opportu-

nities for transhumance-specifi c products, as existing schemes have not 

been proven particularly successful for the case of transhumance, nor are 

they able to integrate the whole range of its multifunctional roles (Ragkos 

et al. 2019). Furthermore, an asset of importance for SGT is the develop-

ment of old transhumance routes, not only for use by fl ocks but also as an 

attraction for alternative tourism (Ragkos, Karatasiou et al. 2016; Ntassiou 

and Doukas 2019).
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Chapter 2

The Confl ict of Itinerant Pastoralism 
in the Piedmont Po Plain 

(Collina Po Biosphere Reserve, Italy) 

Dino Genovese, Ippolito Ostellino, 
and Luca Maria Battaglini

Introduction

Piedmont is a region in northwestern Italy and its name in Italian 

(Piemonte) translates as “land at the foot of a mountain range.” It is right 

here that the Po Valley—the largest plain in Italy, formed by the sediments 

of the Po River—begins. 

The interconnections between the plain and the western Alps are pro-

nounced, as mountains largely surround the regional borders. Historically, 

the geography of this landscape has allowed for the extensive breeding of 

both cattle and sheep (Lazzaroni and Biagini 2008; Battaglini et al. 2001). 

The traditional practice of seasonal vertical transhumance—which con-

sists in transferring fl ocks to mountain pastures during the summer pe-

riod and bringing them to lower valleys in winter—still exists to this day.

In the high valleys, these cycles are still part of the identity of local com-

munities and they represent a moment of territorial celebration (Battaglini 

2007). After the summer, the herds return to the farms (nowadays only by 

truck), which are mainly located on the plains. Here, in most cases, the an-

imals are housed in the barn and fed hay. The plains are also where most 

of today’s intensive livestock farms are located: in terms of volume, said 

livestock represents a signifi cant branch of production; however, it is not 

visible, as it is permanently kept indoors. Therefore, only the transhumant 

sheep farmers maintain the predominant grazing and shape the livestock 

landscape. 

Itinerant pastoralism is a form of extensive farming that is based on 

the continuous movement of fl ocks in order to make the most of the plant 
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production of different and complementary ecosystems (Nori and De 

Marchi 2015). Like any pastoral mobility activity, itinerant pastoralism is 

dependent on the breeders’ personal ability to identify the availability and 

quality of grazing areas and on their knowledge of the physiology and 

health of farmed animals. These breeders do not have full availability of 

the land they use, since they are just owners of the herd. The social capital 

of the shepherds is based on a series of shared values, rules, and codes; 

these allow for different types of organization and bargaining that govern 

disparate interests, the use of available resources, and the management of 

any potential confl icts that may arise (Nori 2010).

Nevertheless, nomadic pastoralism suffers more and more from the 

logistical diffi culties of extensive stockbreeding and the increasing physi-

cal and legal constraints of the territory involved. The itinerant shepherd 

must therefore be able to perform tasks in abandoned territories such as 

the mountains but also in highly industrialized and densely populated ag-

ricultural plains. “The success of its rambling practice depends on the abil-

ity of shepherds to fi nd traditional pastures not only geographically (e.g., 

between wheat fi elds, cities, road infrastructure, private fi elds, protected 

areas), but socially and politically” (Aime, Allovio, and Viazzo 2001).

In Piedmont, sheep production is modest in percentage. In 2019, the 

fl ocks amounted to 120,744 animals (National Livestock Registry 2020), 

which represents 1.80 percent of the total Italian livestock. However, the 

presence of these sheep has some peculiarities, as some autochthonous 

breeds are found only in this region (e.g., the Biellese, Frabosana, Sam-

bucana, Langhe breeds). There are indeed regional projects to secure and 

improve these local livestock and their products. Among them, there are 

72,778 transhumant sheep (60.27 percent of the regional total), mainly 

used for meat production (Biellese and its mixed breeds, and Sambucana 

breeds). Most of the cattle subject to vertical transhumance stay on the 

plain during the rest of the year and do not move to a barn; some remain 

itinerant and practice a form of grazing called pascolo vagante. 

The term pascolo vagante refers to a seasonal livestock system—mainly 

sheep grazing—characterized by continuous migration along very long 

trails. This system of nomadic pastoralism has been described as perpetual 

tramping and the herders as permanent wanderers (Buratti 1999: 52). Per-

manent buildings are usually not adopted, with the exception maybe of a 

caravan or the likes for shepherds and lambs. In northern Italy, this practice 

is carried out between autumn and spring, along shallow rivers or in re-

gions with low hills. This practice is regulated by Italian law, and shepherds 

must be equipped with a logbook in order to record times and permits.

In the remaining period of time, the livestock is led to mountainous 

landscapes near the plain. Only the initial movement onto the plain (one 
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to two hundred kilometres) is carried out by truck. After this period of time, 

fl ocks move autonomously every day along trajectories and stop according 

to grass availability. Routes are drawn within marginal areas, along rivers 

or resting fi elds. Nomadic pastoralism is one of the simplest livestock meth-

ods, and rustic and resilient sheep breeds are perfect for this.

Itinerant shepherds and their animals represent a recurring seasonal 

presence for the residential communities they traverse. Each shepherd 

and his fl ock take the same route every year, making changes based on the 

weather and vegetation conditions. The shepherds have permissions for 

a personal regional zoning. This is not determined by planning but rather 

by repeated annual steps. Spaces available for itinerant pastoralism, how-

ever, are increasingly reduced due to the development of urban areas 

(Bernardino and Zullo 2016).

The main logistical requirement is animal feeding. This type of cattle 

almost exclusively grazes on spontaneous green forage. The sheep feed on 

grass and crop residues allowed by farmers. Integrations need to be pro-

vided, especially in the case of snowfall, which makes pastures inacces-

sible. Routes along the rivers make it easy for the animals to drink along 

their journey. Any veterinary control and animal care operations such as 

shearing are carried out in the place where the fl ocks roam. These oper-

ators support nomadic breeders, working with the fl ocks in their resting 

areas (Fortina et al. 2001).

In Piedmont, itinerant pastoralism has declined during the last few 

decades. For instance, just in the high plain of the baraggia located in the 

Biella region, Buratti (Buratti 1999: 53) estimates a 90 percent reduction 

of transhumant fl ocks over the last twenty-fi ve years of the last century. 

There are currently sixty-fi ve itinerant shepherds active in Piedmont and 

they have fl ocks of four hundred to three thousand heads (Mattalia et al. 

2018: 749).

From a historical point of view, these shepherds are the keepers of a 

centuries-old tradition of the sheep-breeding landscape between the Alps 

and the Po plain; similar forms are found in the northeast of Italy un-

der the name pensionatico (Fioravanzo 2015), or in Provence, in the south 

of France, where the wandering shepherd is called an herbassier (Dupré, 

Lasseur, and Sicard 2018: 223–24). This is not always a poor practice that 

opportunistically fi ts into other agricultural economies. Sometimes, it is 

a planned activity which optimizes the promiscuous use of territorial re-

sources by means of different governances, such as religious orders’ and 

abbeys’ (Rao 2014; Archetti 2011; Andenna 2005: 137–38).

With population growth in Europe since the seventeenth century, the 

thickening and intensifi cation of the agricultural system has progressively 

limited and confi ned seasonal and transhumant grazing practices in the 
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productive plains, and also threatened their very existence (Sereni 1961). 

Today, in the Piedmont Po Plain, itinerant pastoralism has the character-

istics of an interstitial practice (Mattalia et al. 2018), which clashes mainly 

with the farmers of the trampled lands and the territorial authorities that 

deal with nature conservation policies along the rivers (Verona 2006).

It is undeniable that the conduct of the itinerant shepherd is not always 

appropriate and numerous cases against them can be found in historical 

documents. A historical document by Bajo (Bajo 1858: 41) about itinerant 

pastures in the Venetian Plain states that sheep are left to graze through-

out the winter unsupervised and untrained; landowners complain, but no 

one really knows whether the animals have the right to graze. Shepherds 

take advantage of this, and others suffer the damage without knowing its 

source; the municipal authority indolently allows the abuse of ad libitum 

pasture practices, without the usual tribute.

The apathetic stance cited by Bajo, that is, imposing constraints and 

regulatory restrictions or sanctions instead of promoting a strategic vi-

sion, is often a consequence of institutional misconduct and is the result of 

institutions sadly refusing to play a role in the management of resources 

(Messina 2016: 116). 

This nomadic activity is distrusted as the grass resources are not a shep-

herd’s possession (Aime 1997; Aime et al. 2001). However, fl ocks season-

ally graze on these fi elds after local harvest, or within abandoned areas. 

Figure 2.1. Itinerant fl ock in a corn fi eld after cultivation. Collina Po Biosphere 
Reserve, 2019. © Dino Genovese
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In the Italian agricultural landscape, itinerant pastoralism is therefore pre-

sented as a seasonal practice, both superimposed and complementary to 

the standard agricultural use of the territory. Nevertheless, this promis-

cuous use of land is often perceived as a form of intrusive use and it is in 

confl ict with the local governance of the agrarian landscape.

Itinerant shepherds aim to ensure their fl ocks are fed and maintained. 

Indeed, animals fertilizing does improve a grassland’s quality, thus hav-

ing a positive impact on environmental, landscape, and ecological func-

tions. The acceptance of itinerant fl ocks is historically documented in the 

lowland farmhouses of Piedmont in exchange for sheep manure for the 

fi elds and vineyards (Aime et al. 2001) or expensive forms of compensa-

tion such as the payment of rent, either through money or produce such 

as milk, cheese, animals, meat, wool, and leather (Archetti 2011). Even 

today, itinerant pastoralism offers many ecosystem services both in eco-

nomic and anthropologic terms, such as the utilization of marginal and 

often fragile areas (DG Agricoltura 2013: 14) and in sociocultural terms, by 

representing an opportunity for the nonrural population of learning about 

the pastoral practice and culture (Oteros-Rozas et al. 2014: 1280). There-

fore, itinerant pastoralism in winter can be viewed as a good practice of 

environmental sustainability, as a cultural proposal to the citizenry (e.g., 

folklore, tourism, history, recreation), and as a possible local production. 

Nevertheless, the shepherds do not seem to take advantage of these social 

and economic opportunities.

In some cases, the public administration—oblivious of the value that 

others recognize in nomadic grazing and herding in general—tends to favor 

simplistic solutions: instead of intensifying the control of herders and fl ocks 

and acting as a facilitator of this territorial dynamic between farmers and 

shepherds, it prefers to adopt a generic stance and to ban grazing, which 

often makes it diffi cult even to cross the territory (Verona 2016: 80–81).

Disputes between shepherds and managers of parks or Natura 2000 

areas are also frequent, especially along the great lowland rivers (Verona 

2016: 85–88): their mutual distrust—surely compounded by historical 

stereotypes—could be overcome today thanks to fi ner entrepreneurial 

skills and the adoption of a more modern approach by the shepherd, who 

is seen as a “technician” in the grassland management. The EU legislation 

treats herding as a homogeneous activity, without considering the diffi -

culties of smallholder breeders, or the diversifi cation of traditional local 

objectives, strategies, and production. Today, working within a protected 

area is not always seen as an advantage by breeders, but there could be 

signifi cant exceptions, when shepherds recognize the Park Authority as a 

subject capable of coordinating local interests and actors to preserve grass-

lands (Messina 2016: 116).
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The Research Area: The Natural Reserves along the Po River

There are some natural reserves along the Po River; in Piedmont, these 

were established in 1991. They protect habitats and wildlife in a terri-

tory that has been highly industrialized and urbanized. Agriculture has 

also intensifi ed and the river spaces have remained the main ecological 

corridors of the Po Plain. Even itinerant shepherds have been limited by 

the pressure of anthropogenic activities: their animals—whose grazing 

is intrinsically linked to the natural dynamics of the grasslands—have 

had to move along the rivers to where they fi nd water available. As a 

consequence, this has resulted in a confl ict between nomadic herding and 

nature conservation policies along the Po River.

For this reason, we looked with great interest at the participatory plan-

ning processes laid out by the technical service of the protected areas of 

the Po River in Piedmont: they wanted to create a spatial and temporal 

defi nition of the itinerant grazing routes. More specifi cally, these processes 

initiated by the Park Authority of the Po River were analyzed. The confl ict 

related to the practice of itinerant pastoralism was particularly interesting. 

Winter nomadic peregrinations (of fl ocks and shepherds) interact with a 

great number of actors and are dependent on a large number of factors. 

Shepherds must request an authorization to have access to private fi elds, 

must try to establish good relations with local farmers and guarantee 

the animals’ optimal sanitary conditions, and must conduct their activity 

within nature conservation policies. If itinerant pastoralism is managed 

correctly, it can represent a way of operating the landscape and determine 

a positive interaction between man and nature.

In terms of research, the metropolitan area in Turin is also especially 

important because in 2016 it was recognized as a Collina Po Biosphere 

Reserve, and natural reserves are its core zones. Shepherds’ routes also 

intersect this material and conceptual context. These areas are recognized 

as territorial laboratories within the UNESCO MAB (Man and Biosphere) 

program, aimed at experimenting with good practices between human 

development and nature conservation policies. Some fl ocks of up to two 

thousand heads cross this region during their wandering. Because of hab-

itat and protected species’ conservation, the animals’ need for water at the 

river and need to use sensitive areas has escalated the confl ict between 

these parties, as well as between farmers and local inhabitants. In 2016, 

the Park Authority of the Po River seized on the opportunity of entering 

a dialogue with shepherds and coordinating with them pasture routes 

that would have the least impact upon nature conservation policies. This 

action of facilitating and coordinating the other territorial institutions in-

volved has been a good practice and has innovatively favored the inte-
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gration of itinerant pastoralism into activities entailing the use of the land 

(Genovese et al. 2018). A similar approach can be found in the guidelines 

on the wandering sheep pasture of the neighboring Lombardy region (DG 

Agricoltura 2013: 15–17).

The resulting debate highlighted the importance of starting a dialogue 

between the confl icting parties. It was an innovative approach to gover-

nance of river space through the contribution of all stakeholders, trying to 

choose the best solutions both for nature and the community, thus mini-

mizing negative impacts. Many topics were discussed and not all prob-

lems were resolved, but the resulting dialogue was fundamental in the 

creation of a new herd landscape. The ecosystem services of this activity 

have also been considered and enhanced since then, especially in this his-

torical period when transhumance was suggested to be on the UNESCO 

ICH list. The research purposes were to explore this dialectic through the 

role-playing tool.

Materials and Method

Natural science didactics have developed a role-playing methodology re-

quired to neutrally address some of the major topics of the environmental 

debate (Colucci and Camino 2000; Camino and Dogliotti 2004) that affect 

our everyday life and (often) cause emotional distress. This method gives 

space to a plurality of opinions arising from the debate, without initially 

privileging the experts’ advice. The topic, if not widely discussed, risks 

not being understood and accepted in the fi nal common decision (Camino 

et al. 2008). Given the critical issues of territorial management connected 

to itinerant pastoralism and the several actors involved therein, the deci-

sion was made to project and test a specifi c role-play.

For this research, a role-playing game was designed and implemented. 

It dealt with the confl icts associated with the practice of itinerant pasto-

ralism. The case was inspired by existing grazing bans, infringed upon 

by shepherds, and mentioned in newspapers. It was set in an unspecifi ed 

lowland municipality near the city of Turin, characterized by the presence 

of a river and habitats of naturalistic interest; this territory is traversed by 

a selection of itinerant shepherds and their fl ocks. 

The fl ock under study is made up of two thousand sheep, who cross 

the municipal territory two-to-three times a year between late autumn 

and early spring. 

The case being discussed in this role-play is inspired by a petition from a 

group of citizens who had previously asked the municipal administration 

to ban the practice of itinerant pastoralism in the local territory for a host 
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of reasons. Such a petition was indeed received and implemented by cer-

tain Italian municipalities affected by the practice of nomadic pastoralism. 

In this role-play, the city council gathers to discuss whether to sustain 

or uphold the ban. 

The object of the discussion is therefore not the legitimization of the 

itinerant pasture over a large area, but the specifi c opportunity to have the 

presence of transhumant fl ocks on its municipal territory for a few days a 

year. University students in environmental and agricultural courses were 

chosen as participants in the role-play since the research aimed to eval-

uate this method in terms of professional training also (Davodeau and 

Toublanc 2019).

The role-play was carried out within three different contexts:

A.  May 2017 with twelve Master’s students in Forestry and Environ-

mental Science (Torino University, Italy)

B.  December 2018 with nine Landscape Engineering students of the 

Ecole de la Nature et du Paysage of Blois, Val de Loire (Institut Na-

tional Sciences Appliquées, France)

C.  March 2019 with fourteen Master’s students in Animal Science (To-

rino University, Italy)

The Role-Play in the Analysis of Itinerant Pastoralism

This role-play is specifi cally designed to analyze existing opinions and 

stereotypes about itinerant pastoralism. This tool is an opportunity for 

refl ection among participants and represents a synthesis possibility for the 

researcher, who can compare fi ctitious opinions that highlight students’ 

personal knowledge and skills.

Here is a sample of some of the game cards that were randomly distrib-

uted among the participants.

Card 1: Mr. Alberto Conti, forty-eight years old, mayor.
Who is he? A manager in a small company that manufactures wire nets. 
From a young age active in volunteering, fi rst, scout and then a volunteer in 
emergency services.
What does he think? “I have received a request to ban itinerant pastoralism 
on the territory, but I think breeding and agriculture are a resource for the 
municipality. Although itinerant pasture is a form that puzzles me.”

Card 2: Ms. Roberta Costa, fi fty-fi ve years old, town council member.
Who is she? An architect, she works in a design studio in Milan with her 
husband. She loves to spend her free time taking long horseback rides.
What does she think? “Greenways are an important element in urban plan-
ning. The action of the shepherds is useful to keep these corridors clean and 
accessible.”
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Card 3: Mr. Fabrizio Leone, fi fty-two years old, town council member.

Who is he? He has a degree in accounting, deals with accounting in a small 
wholesale paper distribution company. He is allergic to lactose.

What does he think? “I am quite indifferent to the pastoralism issue, but it 
does not seem right to know that they graze so freely while the local compa-
nies pay all the taxes.

Card 4: Ms. Annalisa De Giorgi, forty-six years old, town council member.

Who is she? A primary school teacher. Afer high school she enrolled in the 
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and in her youth participated as a volunteer at 
WWF summer camps in Sicily for turtles. 

What does she think? “I have heard that the itinerant fl ock is a problem for 
wildlife, but it too is an activity to defend. A compromise must be made.”

The three discussions help us to understand how itinerant pasture is 

perceived. “Is it a relevant phenomenon? What is the fallout from this 

activity? Who is actually disturbed by the passage of animals?” Consid-

ering that itinerant pastoralism is a relevant topic for the city council, the 

implicit questions that participants asked themselves during the initial 

stages were: “What economic consequences are there for the country?” 

and “How much does this activity infl uence tourism activity?”

A territory’s overlapping uses is also expressed in leisure and sports 

activities, and in interaction with nature conservation policies too. In one 

group, an interesting discussion concerned who is more entitled to use 

those lands (farmers, itinerant shepherds, or hunters), evoking and claim-

ing the greatest right of one to practice over another, even recalling the 

evolutionary steps of human history. Of course, the itinerant pastoralism 

which takes place on the territory bears witness to “activities which have 

been practiced for several generations.” Finally, “the evolution of the pop-

ulation on the territory” has to be harmonized with a complex “functional 

cohabitation between the parties.”

Some participants pointed to respect for private property and the per-

ception that the itinerant shepherd freely takes advantage of a resource 

which belongs to residents who take care of it throughout the year. In-

deed, agreements for land use do not always exist and are not always fully 

formalized. Nevertheless, some players—acting as residents—refused the 

shepherds’ attitude by stating that it is an “exploitation of the territory 

without paying taxes or anything,” or putting forward the notion that 

they “steal the grass” or doubting the actual legitimacy of their actions: 

“but do the shepherds have an authorization?”

Although it often takes place in the marginal areas of the municipal 

territories, transhumance represents an economic activity which—due to 

its characteristics and manner of conduct—interferes with the social dy-

namics of the villages crossed. In this sense, the intervention of the munic-

ipal authority is required: “private individuals have not the right to take 
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everything they want; it is the municipality that must control this through 

the police.” There is a risk that stereotypes about the nomadism and the 

itinerant shepherd will prevail in political decision-making. In very small 

communities, the opinion of individuals can infl uence the decision of the 

municipality, excluding possible technical alternatives: “We are here to 

decide as a municipality, the shepherds have already made their decision: 

to graze everywhere!”

Shepherds require in-depth knowledge to fi nd grass every day for the 

fl ock among the different vegetative cycles of crops and uncultivated 

lands. One participant in the role-play pointed out that “the shepherd is 

a fi gure intrinsically linked to the environment and ecological function.” 

On the other hand, from the objections of others, it seems that at present 

“the shepherds are not able” to assume this role and we need a “shepherd 

who adapts to the reality of our times.” “But who would choose shepherd 

as a profession?” What is required to support itinerant pastoralism is “an 

action for men, not for sheep!”

The mayors in the role-play are required to end the city council session 

and decide upon the ban on wandering grazing. The decision is left to the 

participant’s improvisation. It requires compliance only with a closing 

time within which the city council must be terminated. 

All three groups respected the deadline and the mayors ended the dis-

cussion of the item on the agenda with a decision. Mayor C opted for a 

vote by show of hands (nine voted against, three in favor, and the mayor 

abstained); in the other two cases, the mayors took into account the ex-

pression of the apparent majority which emerged during the stages of the 

debate. Here are the fi nal speeches of the City councils delivered by the 

three mayors:

Mayor A: “A solution must be found and the option to abolish grazing in our 
municipality must be ruled out. We must summon the petitioners, explain 
and negotiate a solution in order to allow grazing in the municipality while 
ensuring that these animals do not eat in people’s gardens, so that the pas-
toral activity which has always existed in our municipality can continue.”

Mayor B: “The petition is being reviewed by our offi ce. The framing of the 
profession of the itinerant shepherd on our territory requires better defi ni-
tion. We need a technical service to support this profession and a study to 
explore the potential of this practice, which should no longer be experienced 
as a constraint but as a strategic element for our municipality.”

Mayor C: “Pastoralism is part of our tradition but we live in a society that 
is very advanced and this type of breeding is at odds with the new farming 
methods. We must consider everyone, even those who came to live in our 
country from the city. We indeed lose typical products, but if there are no 
more itinerant shepherds it will be the settled breeding farms that will take 
charge of them. The strongest justifi cation behind this decision I am making 
is linked to health and a biosecurity risk: this is a problem for all of us and 
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our children. That’s why I’m presenting the petition by which the itinerant 
pastoralism will be banned.”

After receiving the role card, the participants played the corresponding 

character during the city council meeting game. They argued their po-

sition in relation to itinerant pastoralism based on their knowledge, but 

also according to the information on their role card. This allowed them to 

detach themselves from the technical viewpoint which stemmed from the 

mindset of their professional training.

Thanks to the freedom granted by the role, the participants were able 

to highlight aspects of the practice of itinerant pastoralism, which con-

tributed to the construction of a practical description of the activity. Many 

of the problems attributed to itinerant pastoralists emerged: for example, 

the diffi culty of managing large fl ocks in areas unfi t for breeding, damage 

caused to vegetation and the dirtiness that follows their passage, aban-

doned and exhausted animals, employees living in caravans, and little 

care or interest in the management of pastoral resources. The technical 

problems overlap with the stereotypical cultural associations made to-

wards “vagrants”: this triggers a contradictory relationship between agri-

culture and breeding, sedentary and itinerant, urban and rural. Nomadic 

shepherds remain on the fringes of communities, not only because of the 

problems their animal breeding approach entails, but also because of the 

social isolation inherent to their trade.

On the other hand, participants highlighted that today’s urbanized 

generations no longer know how to relate to the rural context and its play-

ers. Despite belonging to families of peasant origin, most locals from the 

places affected by itinerant pastoralism are today poorly informed about 

agriculture. They don’t recognize the fatigue and the work that breeding 

requires: “But how it is possible to enhance the products of the region if 

there is no knowledge of the countryside?”

At livestock shows and transhumance fairs, participation and recogni-

tion is high; however, the problems arise in the day-to-day life when peo-

ple who have no experience of breeding are faced with—and negatively 

perceive—critical issues about nomadic pastoralism. This sentiment is 

generally felt in the plains and metropolitan areas, where it becomes dif-

fi cult to defi ne what animal “welfare” is. Many students were struck by 

a video contribution of a satirical newscast, which presented the extreme 

situation of a fl ock left in the open fi eld in the winter season: “I never 

questioned the fact that the droppings could be a nuisance or that the ani-

mals could be cold: the role-playing game helped me to think about that.”

Communication lies at the basis of each project: but in the case of the 

itinerant pastoralism, how can one communicate to the public something 

that the public opinion itself considers to be wrong? Many people, as role-
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play participants, felt that they had to intervene by directly supporting the 

shepherds and conducting public awareness-raising activities and provid-

ing voluntary support to assist the jobs and lives of these permanent walk-

ers. In the Alps, new small farms are starting up thanks to new shepherds, 

some of whom also have a university degree. “Perhaps a new generation 

is possible” and with this new generation comes a tourist-cultural devel-

opment which may also positively affect itinerant pastoralism. What are 

the chances of seeing farmed animals in the meadows of the peri-urban 

area of Turin? It does happen, and cars stop along the highways and roads 

to take a picture of the fl ock! Itinerant shepherds must strive to innovate 

and create a different, more respectful, image of their person and their 

job: “They must be the fi rst to hone their skills and join in a lobby if they 

want to survive.” The cultural promotion of transhumance is a great op-

portunity and shepherds must “concretize their cultural function on the 

landscape because they are among those who best know the land.”

Therefore, if the desire is to reframe the perception of itinerant pasto-

ralism in a cultural lens, how can we intervene in the ongoing political 

confl ict, where the opinions of the settled inhabitants—as legal voters—

dominate the point of view of the itinerant shepherds? Is it purely a matter 

of technical mediation? Will the shepherds, caught between constraints 

and ecological limitations, ever be able to become itinerant stakeholders of 

the greenway projects along the rivers? The candidacy of Transhumance 

to UNESCO ICH list could in this sense be a stimulus for the local popu-

lations and for the municipalities to recognize this practice that character-

izes and defi nes their territory (Ballacchino and Bindi 2017). 

Conclusion

Among the aims of this research is the attempt to summarize different dis-

cussions and identify common and recurring elements in order to better 

understand itinerant pastoralism as perceived in the social and territorial 

confl ict. Through their role-play characters, many participants exempli-

fi ed stereotypes, prejudices, and expectations about this breeding practice 

and also tried to suggest solutions. The different players—who adopted 

stances either in favor or against the adoption of the ban on itinerant 

grazing within the municipal territory—have sometimes come up with 

similar arguments or viewpoints; other times, they have put forward more 

original considerations. Thanks to the audio recordings, it was possible 

to analyze the various contributions (fi rst, from the simulation of the city 

council session, then in the “out-of-role” discussion that followed), piec-

ing together a fi nal synthesis. 
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Itinerant pastoralism is an activity that generates many confl icts. Its 

very existence along extremely long routes leads to repeated, daily in-

terations with a host of different players, which all belong to the same 

categories (Verona 2016). The shepherds must know how to lead the fl ock 

and how to relate to the many players and stakeholders they encounter: 

the farmers who own the land that the livestock moves across, the police 

offi cers who patrol the bridges and villages, the park rangers who pro-

tect habitats and wildlife, and the rural and urban citizens who will be 

encountered along the way. Only good relations and the proper sanitary 

management of their fl ocks allow shepherds to obtain permissions for 

grazing (DG Agricoltura 2013).

People are constantly talking about returning to a “slower pace”: yet 

the shepherds—who practice a slow and ancient trade which follows the 

natural rhythms of life and seasons—struggle to harmonize this dimen-

sion with space-related activities (Verona 2016).

The sustainability sciences developed the methodology of role-playing 

games (Colucci-Gray 2007; Camino et al. 2008). This tool was devised to 

understand and analyze the tradition of the itinerant shepherd. It allows 

people to move away from the assumption of stereotypical roles and de-

velop a mature opinion about this age-old trade. The game and its role 

cards highlight the limits and problems associated with itinerant pastoral-

ism but, at the same time, they emphasize the cultural and anthropologi-

cal values of these skills.

The role-playing game was directed at university students on different 

training courses; these students were near-graduates, that is to say, they 

will soon have a job as technical advisors (Davodeau and Toublanc 2019). 

Firstly, participation in the game allowed them to analyze and experience 

the logistical criticality of itinerant pastoralism and to challenge their ba-

sic knowledge and skills in a hypothetical scenario. However, most of the 

participants had never had direct experience with itinerant pastoralism; 

consequently, the participants’ involvement in the game was informed 

by both an emotional response and a cultural perception of itinerant 

pastoralism.

Some students who are enrolled in the Animal Science degree come 

from families of sedentary breeders; during the role-playing discussion, 

these participants were more engaged in topic discussions than other stu-

dents, who seemed more detached when sharing their opinion. Despite 

their animated engagement during the game dynamics, the students from 

breeder families showed a consistent and appropriate behavior during the 

role-plays and did not let their emotions condition them when debating 

issues.
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What did condition all students, however, was the different degree 

course they attended; this had an impact on the solutions provided to 

address issues within itinerant pastoralism. In the game, the students of 

Forestry and Environmental Sciences opted for technical spatial planning; 

the students of the Ecole du Paysage of Blois preferred sociological solu-

tions and recommended training for the shepherds and reaching out to 

the resident population; the students of Animal Science showed far more 

concern in addressing the logistical diffi culties and health risks that this 

breeding practice can entail, particularly on very long itineraries.

In the discussion, the need for institutional subjects who can medi-

ate the concerns of pastoral caregivers and people affected by itinerant 

pastoralism was emphasized by many. Through mediation processes, it 

is possible to reduce the territorial confl ict associated with the itinerant 

pastoralism. The Park Authority of the Po River has understood the value 

of this approach and has been able to integrate grazing by itinerant fl ocks 

into conservation measures. In the eyes of the population, the legitimacy 

guaranteed by the Park Authority has ensured a new interpretation of the 

work of the itinerant shepherds, even if cultural stereotypes remain.

The need to understand this job and to interpret its needs and limits is 

essential for its the survival. Despite growing diffi culties, this practice is 

still functional to this day in certain forms of landscape governance and 

to preserve habitats that cannot be maintained in other ways. The zoning 

and concerted grazing solution adopted by the Park Authority of the Po 

River represents an innovative approach to managing the activity of the 

itinerant shepherd. If supported, it can also become a strategic practice 

in the management of the environment, and above all, it can act as an 

example of an integrated policy between man and nature as specifi ed in 

the program MAB UNESCO, of which the territories of the Po River are 

Reserve of the Biosphere.

In an interview, Lora Moretto Albino, itinerant shepherd along the Po 

River, said to us: “If there is a confl ict, for us everything is lost.” The itiner-

ant shepherds live among confl icts and, in certain cases, they themselves 

represent these confl icts. The role-playing game allows us to refl ect on 

potential solutions, but even more importantly, it is a tool which enables 

us to become aware of an ancient fi gure whose periodic passages continue 

to tell the story of the changing seasons to the modern person.
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Chapter 3

Between Two Different Worlds

Pastoralism and Protected Natural Areas 
in Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur

Jean-Claude Duclos and Patrick Fabre

Transhumant Pastoralism and Protected Natural Areas: 
The Meeting of Two Worlds

The implementation of protective status for natural areas, whether 

through natural reserves (1957), national parks (1960), regional natural 

parks (1967), the coastal conservation authority (1975), Natural Zones of 

Interest for Ecology, Fauna, and Flora or the ZNIEFF (1982), or Natura 

2000 Zones (1992), to account for only the main French measures, has seen 

considerable advancement in the last sixty years. In 2020, the protected 

areas all together cover 20 percent of the national territory (Lefebvre and 

Moncorps 2013: 44).

At the international level, the UN recommends that 30 percent of land 

and sea areas be put under protection by 2030.1 Therefore, with various 

forms and results, almost two hundred national governments, all signato-

ries of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), have committed to 

a worldwide policy of protection. The aim is to battle against the loss of 

biodiversity and to reach a sustainable use of natural resources. As a con-

sequence of the convention, natural protected areas have a central place 

nowadays in the ecological strategies of the signatory states.

As much for the scientifi c knowledge provided by the monitoring of the 

ecosystems thereby protected as for the implementation of proper conser-

vation, these classifi cations and their associated regulations form indeed 

the best way to preserve those natural environments that are deemed 

essential to the continuation of biological diversity. These classifi cations 

not only focus on research and conservation goals but also contribute to 
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an enlighten territorial planning, since the protected areas are part of an 

economic and social totality that is guided by policies implemented on the 

regional, national and, in the case of the CBD, planetary levels.

The Development of the Protection 
of Nature and Pastoralism

In France, and in the world, a large number of natural protected areas 

are pastoral areas. Indeed, two national parks, eight—soon to be nine—

regional natural parks, and several national reserves, including the Cous-

souls of Crau Reserve, have been created over extensively pastured land 

as part of a breeding qualifi ed as “pastoral,” all within the territory of the 

Region Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur alone. To be clear, we must recall that 

what is said to be “pastoral” breeding is that which favors the consump-

tion of grass through grazing—or pasture—yet complementary intakes 

in the form of fodder and cereals can still be incorporated as long as they 

represent less than a quarter of the total feed of the animals.

As this form of breeding is present in most of the protected areas, we 

can wonder if pastoralism was not the main actor of their conservation be-

fore they were classifi ed. Such an observation may be surprising and seem 

exaggerated. We will see that it is not as meaningless as it may fi rst appear.

Over the past sixty years of experimentations, we have seen the mul-

tiplication and evolution of various models and strategies in regard to 

the protection of nature. If, in natural reserves and the central zones of 

national parks, the choice was made to give sanctuary status to the en-

vironment, excluding all human use, other forms of protection, which 

include human activity, have been experimented with. In those, interest 

from the local population was sought, and so was its involvement which 

has been sometimes obtained. This has been achieved in regional natural 

parks, which were in fact created with the purpose of protecting a terri-

tory in harmony with its inhabitants’ activities. This approach is also ex-

perimented with in national parks, where, since 2006, local governments 

are involved in decision-making processes. It is even practiced in a few 

natural reserves, although the case of the Coussouls of Crau which we 

will develop, is probably unique. Sanctuarization is no longer recognized 

as a realistic option, except in a few, quite rare circumstances. Admittedly, 

those who advocate rewilding still support it fi ercely. Yet, we would rather 

listen to people such as Luc Hoffman, cofounder of the World Wildlife 

Fund (WWF) among other things, who always acted in a humanist way, 

undertaking international initiatives and leading his entire life for the 

protection of nature, continuously asking the same question: “How can 
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we ensure the Earth stays a viable environment for mankind?” (Hoffmann 
2010: 211).

The enactment of the three types of classifi cation we have seen—

national park, regional natural park, natural reserve—has created the ne-

cessity for new skills. There needs to be implemented, between the deci-

sional authority and, in the fi eld, the most involved socioeconomic actors, 

a form of mediation. This function was given to engineers, project manag-

ers—sometimes called “project managers in pastoralism” in the area we are 

interested in—and technicians, in other words, men and women very of-

ten specialized in ecology. Mandated by their respective institutions, these 

agents suggest and, after receiving the approval of their governing bodies 

and very frequently of the scientifi c boards that surround these institutions, 

put into effect the measures of territorial management. It is through these 

agents, whose role as mediators has become central, that the protection 

structure, park or reserve, communicates with its inhabiting population. As 

we limit ourselves in this chapter to pastoral breeding, we will focus on the 

communication developing between the representatives of the protected 

natural areas and the pastoral world. We will come back on the defi nition 

of this distinctive world, made up of individuals united in their passion for 

breeding the animals that participate in their existence. Before that, a few 

more precisions on the specifi cities of the areas in and through which this 

pastoral world exists and persists seem necessary to consider.

In Mountain Pastures, Since Prehistoric Times

Let us start with the alpine mountain where archeologists have confi rmed 

the existence of pastoralism between the second and third millennium BC 

(Walsh et al. 2006). Their research has even led them to observe that between 

the Late Neolithic and the Bronze Age this form of breeding so greatly 

modifi ed the environment that mountain landscapes had already evolved 

to become similar to those we know today. Even though other activities, 

such as the search for various materials (silex, rock crystal, ore, etc.), were 

leading men towards the mountains, it was their pastoral activity there that 

transformed and shaped the environment permanently. Groups of semi-

nomadic families took advantage of wide grasslands, traveling seasonally 

over several kilometers and soon after a lot more. Established around the 

pastoral use of a common space and likely a common fl ock, these “neigh-

boring communities,” as anthropologists call them, developed a know-how 

which, though evolving and adapting continually to circumstances, has 

been transmitted ever since. Over a very long period, knowledge on the 

ways to use the principal asset of the group, namely the permanent grass 
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from which the herd is fed and which ensures its future, was established, 

refi ned, perfected, and passed on through action and example.

This use of grass through the regular and repeated pasture of domes-

ticated herbivores, that are lead and kept, generated a singular fl ora and 

environment. This alpine pasture is called alpage in French, a term from 

which the Alps got their name. For these grasslands, that most will believe 

to be “natural,” do owe their existence and their renewal to herbivores’ 

teeth as well as to the shepherds who breed and lead them. Only pro-

longed grazing, thought to provide the vital needs of the human group 

through the welfare of bred herbivores, could enable the creation and up-

keep of the altitude pastures. The expertise, which the pastures have be-

come dependent upon, is still maintained today by pastoral breeders and 

shepherds and constitutes indeed a real “patrimony,” what one genera-

tion leaves to the next in order to guarantee its existence and its transmis-

sion thereafter. This is the reason why alpine communities have long been 

stubborn about maintaining the collective ownership of their pastures. 

This ownership appeared vital to them as much for their own livestock as 

for the rent they earned from transhumance.2 However, these mountain 

communities could not predict the dispositions put in place by the state in 

the nineteenth century, which were aimed at optimizing the use of forests 

and rebuilding the mountain soils through reforesting, but which would 

strip them of their pastures. Grazing and lumbering activities were forbid-

den on the very vast areas suddenly placed “under the forestry regime,” 

areas that the communities had been using up to that point. Goats and 

sheep were specifi cally prohibited, judged by the administration of Water 

and Forestry to be the cause of the disappearance of forests and the dete-

rioration of the mountain soils. These measures accelerated the desertifi -

cation of the mountain areas and weakened the agropastoral activities so 

severely that the members of the communities had no other choice than 

to emigrate or invest in tourism. This is how quite a few of them gave up 

the ownership of their collective pasture in favor of the development of 

winter sports resorts and ski areas.

This brief review has no other goal here than to keep in mind the sub-

dued state into which the mountain world and more generally the rural 

world are placed in when, in the name of public interest, a central power 

imposes their decisions with no negotiation. This is how the creation of 

the Ecrins and the Mercantour national parks were perceived locally, as 

an authoritarian decision of the state, infringing namely on their freedom 

to hunt. Some, as in the Valgaudemar, even felt that they had become 

unwanted. Therefore, individuals in the pastoral world, the majority of 

whom are from the mountains originally, have remained distrustful of 

externally dictated measures. All the more so as the nature on which pro-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Between Two Different Worlds | 65

tection is decreed is one they know well and which they have lived on for 

centuries. That is clearly the case in the Ecrins and Mercantour massifs 

where agropastoral activity has long been dominated, at least since the 

Middle Ages, by the summer stay of the transhumant herds of Provence.

These two alpine massifs are today managed as part of the national 

parks, dedicated, at least as a starting point, to the protection of the wild 

fl ora and fauna. Yet, 20 percent of the central area of the Ecrins national 

park and over 50 percent of the Mercantour National park are covered 

in grazing, which has long been used for pasture. When the parks were 

created, there was a tendency in policy to wait for the pastoral activity to 

disappear on its own, yet it had to change under the pressure of territorial 

collectivities that immediately demanded the continuity of “traditional 

pastoral activities” there. The governing bodies of these parks would have 

also recognized that supporting the perpetuation of pastoralism was a 

way to ease the tensions between them and the local population.3 The least 

we can say is that the relationships between the pastoral sheep breeders 

and the teams of the parks were not easygoing at fi rst and have become 

only more complex since the reappearance of the wolf in 1992. Emile Ley-

naud, who was an informed director of the Cévennes national park before 

becoming general environment inspector, declared about national parks: 

“their insertion in local communities greatly depends on the future of 

these institutions whose diffi cult mission is to succeed in turning the ter-

ritory of others into the territory of all” (Leynaud 1985). We will consider 

the place of pastoralism within the national parks.

The Medium Mountain Areas and the Plain

The pastoral use of vegetal cover is not of course exclusive to the high 

mountain areas. All areas put to the use of pastoral breeding over a long 

period of time result in fl oristic and faunistic identities, caused by the 

regular pasture of domesticated ungulates under the lead and care of their 

experienced shepherds. Such is the case of the Verdon natural regional 

park spreading from the Durance to the Alps. From low altitude routes to 

alpine pastures, its territory has long been put to use by its inhabitants for 

the practice of an often-transhumant sheep pastoralism which, although 

it has known fl uctuations, has seen quite an improvement since the park’s 

creation in 1997. The governing bodies of the park recognized the interest 

of this form of breeding to help in the prevention of wildfi re, to which 

the territory is particularly vulnerable, and the conservation of its bio-

diversity. Thus, they enrolled in the national and European network of 

“Green and Blue infrastructure” (TVB) whose goal is to tackle the loss of 
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biodiversity by the preservation of “reservoirs of biodiversity,” which are 

linked together through “ecological corridors,” in line with the CBD’s rec-

ommendations. The park encourages the presence of the breeders not only 

for their role in sustaining the “corridors,” but also because of the eco-

nomic activity they produce, and more broadly for the human presence 

they assure in an area that was, until recently, in the process of desertifi ca-

tion. Today, the park is lending support to them in protecting themselves 

from wolf attacks which are common and put their activity in peril.

We will also consider, farther south, the cases of the Alpilles massif and 

the Crau plain, exposing the conditions in which this form of breeding has 

persisted. These two contiguous entities are today protected as a regional 

natural park (PNR) for the fi rst, and a national reserve for the second, 

called the National Natural Reserve of the Coussouls of Crau (RNNCC).

The Alpilles PNR’s web page describes its territory as follows: “Its 

landscapes owe as much to the deep forces of the earth as to the work 

of those who, over the centuries, have cleared the woods, brought up 

villages, planted vines and olive trees, dug mountains and plowed the 

land.” Though in a lyrical way, the anthropization of this environment is 

acknowledged here, nevertheless, breeding was forgotten. It is true that 

the touristic purpose of this territory, incidentally the place of residence of 

wealthy individuals, might have caused the role of pastoralism to be over-

looked when the PNR was created in 2007. Yet, it was only a short time be-

fore, in October of 1989, that about 1500 ha were destroyed by the fl ames 

in a few hours, mainly on the commune of Aureille; the catastrophic event 

brought back memories of the images of a time when herds roamed the 

hills. The prevailing conception of protection until then had mainly been 

that of the national forestry offi ce, who had banned breeding activities 

from the area as they was considered detrimental to the development of 

the forest cover. Under the plan of Defense of the Forest against Wildfi res 

(DFCI), trails had been created, yet, after the sudden spread of fi re in 1989, 

this measure seemed no longer suffi cient. Immediately afterwards, the 

intercommunal sylvo-pastoral Syndicate of the Alpilles was formed and 

it allowed about forty pasture areas to be attributed, through the media-

tion of an organization on which more will be said, the Center for Pasto-

ral Studies and Implementations of the Alpes-Méditerranée (CERPAM). 

When it was created, the park relayed the syndicate’s action and obtained 

a commission on pastoralism. Several of its agents go along with and, 

therefore, help pastoral breeders over fi fty thousand ha of its territory, half 

of which are classifi ed Natura 2000 Zone. Although some argue the park 

could do even more to promote pastoralism, there is progress.

South of the Alpilles, in the Crau plain where transhumant sheep breed-

ing has maintained for a long time some vitality, the protection was put 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Between Two Different Worlds | 67

in place through a very different path. The naturalists who took the fi rst 

botanical inventory of the Crau, in 1950, already noted that the fl ora of the 

coussoul,4 “one of the richest in species of the Mediterranean region,” was 

the produce of “a centuries-old pasture” (Molinier and Tallon 1949–50: 

111). It could not exist, they scientifi cally proved, without the sheep graz-

ing there. Therefore, it was evident for the ecologists, who would later 

expand on the knowledge of the coussoul’s ecosystem, that the ecosystem 

is inseparable from the sheep that graze there from February/March to 

June, thanks to transhumant breeding. It was then admitted by all that the 

sustainability of the coussoul depends upon the continuity of this type of 

breeding. Naturalists also discovered that the seeds they fi nd in the soil 

can stay viable for hundreds of years and that their identifi cation can help 

reconstruct the past of this environment. Seeds that have been found near 

Roman sheep pens provide proof of the presence of the herds that used to 

be there 1,500 years ago! Naturalists and pastoralists go even further and 

assess the role played by the know-how of the shepherds in the interde-

pendent relation linking the coussoul’s vegetation to pasture. As a matter 

of fact, they observe how the shepherds’ use of the fi n and the grossier 

association in their herding sustains the coussoul’s biodiversity. The fi n is 

made up of a great diversity of short grasses—up to seventy varieties in 

a square meter—as well as the grossier of Mediterranean False Brome, the 

baouco in Provençal, and thyme. More simply: the fi rst one feeds, while 

the second fi lls, which will constitute a perfectly balanced diet, on the 

condition that the herd is well led, and will guarantee, in fi ne, that the 

produced meat and wool are of great quality. The acknowledgement of 

the symbiotic relationship between the soil and the herd has played a ma-

jor part in the organization and management of the protection of the dry 

Crau, which is incidentally recognized as one of the last steppe-like envi-

ronments in Europe. The naturalists played an important role there; yet, 

the sheep breeders also managed to make their voices heard to the extent 

that they nowadays participate in the management of the national reserve 

via their representatives in the Chamber of Agriculture of the Bouches-du-

Rhône. The case of the Natural Reserve of the Coussouls of Crau is unique 

to the best of our knowledge, and it is not comparable to the cases of nat-

ural reserves in general. About this, we will see that the distinction in the 

classifi cation—natural reserve, national park, or regional natural park—is 

clear in its legislative perspective yet much less so in the fi eld. Never-

theless, the case of the dry Crau, where a national reserve was created in 

2001 over about 7400 ha, managed jointly by the Conservatory of Natural 

Areas of Provence (CEN PACA) and the chamber of agriculture, appeared 

necessary to us to investigate because of the important place it has in the 

practice of transhumant sheep breeding in the southeast of France.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



68 | Jean-Claude Duclos and Patrick Fabre

From the Ecrins and the Mercantour to the Crau, through the Verdon 

and the Alpilles, which is to say from altitude pastures to coastal areas, 

all the levels promoted by pastoralism are thus represented in these sites 

which are today protected. We will now see, fi rst from the point of view 

of the parks and reserves’ agents, then from the point of view of the pas-

toral breeders and shepherds, how the perceptions are expressed and the 

exchanges are carried out. Beyond the knowledge we have of the different 

environments, we will base our arguments on the analysis of about twenty 

interviews, conducted by Vincent Dechavanne during his internship at 

the Transhumance House in 2019 (Dechavanne 2019: 54), with agents in 

charge of pastoralism in natural protected areas, as well as sheep breeders 

and shepherds using these areas.

The Agents of National Parks

In their work on the alpine national parks, Geographer Lionel Laslaz and 

his team have already analyzed well the relationship between these insti-

tutions and the inhabitants of the areas through pastoralism (Lazlaz et al. 

2014: 416). As the academics suspect, the interest of the national parks for 

this form of sheep breeding would seem to rest nowadays much more in 

the possibility offered to ease tensions with the local population, than on 

its contribution to the biological diversity of the preserved environment. 

As a consequence, the quandary is permanent between the will to favor 

pastoralism with fi nancial and material contributions, and the will to pro-

tect nature.

In the two national parks we are interested in, and maybe more so in 

the Mercantour park, the relationship with the sheep breeders can become 

authoritative. The Agroenvironmental and Climate Measures (MAEC), 

although accompanied by a fi nancial compensation for the sheep breed-

ers, may result in the park’s agents in charge of pastoralism becoming the 

messengers of regulations, as their duty, for instance, is to ensure strict 

compliance to the pasturing calendar and the number of allowed animals. 

Sanctions are imposed in the event of an infringement. If sheep have been 

found grazing in any of the black grouse (Lyrurus tetrix) nesting areas, for 

instance, the national park agents may alert the competent authority (the 

Departmental Direction of the Territories and the Sea, DDTM) who can 

withhold the MAEC’s support from the sheep breeder. The agents some-

times also count the ewes as soon as they arrive, as they climb down from 

the truck, and make regular visits to the herd to observe its evolution on 

the alpine pasture and make certain that the sheep breeders are in keeping 

with their commitments.
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As concerns, for example, the queyrel, a grass that animals will not eat 

when it hardens, the park’s guideline is clear: “mandatory scrapping.” A 

study showed that this vegetal species, formerly groomed by reaping, is 

an active part of an interesting fl oristic whole which is dominated, and 

then degraded by, queyrel unless it is grazed upon at the beginning of 

summer.

To keep to a few examples, the “unfavorable decision to the setup of 

impluviums in the center of National Park”5 given recently by the scien-

tifi c council of the Mercantour National Park has much more serious con-

sequences. An “impluvium” is usually used by shepherds to trap water in 

the southern Alps where droughts are frequent in summer. They used to 

be made of stone but are now obtained by digging a trough in the ground 

and covering it with a waterproof tarp in order to collect, store, and redis-

tribute rain and snow melt. They are used to water the herd. The scientifi c 

council opposes them due to the risks:

•  for the Batrachia, by drowning [sic],

•  linked to the plastic tarp’s disposal,

•  linked to the accumulation of organic matter facilitating the develop-

ment of cyanobacterias,

•  linked to the modifi cation of the landscape,

•  linked to their multiplication in case of a severe drought.

Figure 3.1. National park of Mercantour, 2019. © Patrick Fabre
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Such positions, associated on a larger scale to the protection of wolves, 

shows that the protection of nature and its opening to the public, as the 

scientifi c council’s decision precisely mentions the “modifi cation of the 

landscape,” are still a priority for the park. But “protecting and opening” 

were the goals set by the national parks when they were fi rst created. 

Should nothing have changed then?

We will not dwell here on the consequences of the wolves’ takings on 

the herds, which is largely studied elsewhere,6 we will, however, note 

that this issue is not treated everywhere in the same manner. This concern 

caused severe diffi culties in the Mercantour where wolves reappeared for 

the fi rst time and where the national park elected to take on their man-

agement, as if it were a victory, even though nothing was forcing them 

to do so. Since, the situation has evolved in a rather more favorable one, 

probably through a change in direction but also thanks to the local politi-

cal will to work with the sheep breeders. The issue of the wolf appears to 

be approached with more calm in the Ecrins where the park has left the 

competent authorities in charge (the minister of the environment, through 

the National Offi ce of Hunting and Wild Animals or the ONCFS). Further-

more, the consensual efforts to support pastoralism in the Ecrins, through 

the installation of shepherds’ huts or the developments of access points 

to the alpine pasture among other things, have allowed for more peaceful 

relationships. Yet, wherever you are, the essential part of what is at play 

is happening on the level of interpersonal relationships between national 

park agents and actors of the pastoral world. Note that in national parks, 

guards seem to play a major role in those types of interactions.

The Regional Natural Parks’ Method

The size of the role played by these agents is even more obvious in re-

gional natural parks where, as we said before, protection can be conceived 

only with the involvement of the local population, or at least with their 

representatives. Jean Blanc, who used to be a transhumant shepherd, or-

ganized in 1966 the Days of Lurs for the DATAR (Delegation for Territory 

Planning and Regional Action), where the regional natural parks’ doctrine 

was conceived. He explained it was aimed at giving an answer to the 

following question: “Are we capable, for some homogenous and sensible 

‘pays’ to move beyond real estate, industrial and touristic development, 

in order to ‘preserve, prolong, develop,’ in permanent thought, includ-

ing all concerned, a ‘frame of life’ in harmony with quality of life?” Even 

with its utopian side—or maybe because of it?—such a challenge is still 

as relevant today. Is it to say that it is met with success everywhere? The 
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testimonies of the agents of the regional natural parks of the Verdon and 

the Alpilles, who appear to have taken to heart the matter of pastoralism, 

seem to make it believable.

At the behest of the Verdon PNR’s representatives, who were very ea-

ger to support pastoralism, the agents have put into action the directives 

of the “Green and Blue infrastructure,” as part of the project “Campas,” 

aimed at “regaining and bettering pastoral environments.” Therefore, the 

defense of natural habitats of such rare species, animal or vegetal, and that 

of pastoralism appear to be part of the same purpose. One is benefi cial 

to the other and vice versa. The work is time-consuming and complex as 

it involves, besides the mapping of the sites, obtaining the agreement of 

the owners, putting in place multi-year pasture conventions, and perhaps 

even setting up pastoral land consolidation associations (AFP), attributing 

them to one or several sheep breeders and following up on them. This 

backing has led the PNR to create the position of “support shepherd” who 

periodically comes to the aid of sheep breeders and shepherds in case of 

wolf attacks. With over ten wolf packs spotted in the park’s perimeter, the 

situation has undoubtedly become diffi cult. Therefore, the creation of a 

second position of “support shepherd” is already being discussed.

At a lower altitude, in the Alpilles, where the wolves’ presence is not 

yet a cause for concern, the elected representatives are rather worried 

about the danger of wildfi re catching in the dry pine trees. They have all 

understood that sheep, goats, and bulls had to return to the hills and that 

their breeders should be received in good conditions when they come. 

Therefore, they have put in a lot of work on conciliations. Talks, without 

opposition, are still taking place with the hunters who do not want to 

see partridges or woodcocks leave the area or risk jeopardizing the crop 

they sow to attract wild game. Similar negotiations are under way with 

the agents of the ONF (National Forestry Offi ce) who still worry about 

the grazing of sheep or goats, and with the private owners who must be 

convinced of their own interest in signing a pasture convention, etc. Con-

fi dent that pastoralism is benefi cial to the biodiversity of environments, 

these agents take for proof the scientifi c studies led on their territory about 

insects, birds, bats, and amphibian reptiles.

According to the park agent in charge of the Natura 2000 classifi ed 

zones, who monitors with an utmost vigilance the evolution of “the sub-

steppe course of annual grass,” among others, the presence of the herd 

is a necessity. He would like this fact to be more largely acknowledged 

and hopes for a better communication on this point. He also wishes the 

park’s charter, which is about to be renewed, could afford more space to 

pastoralism. The other agents—four in the team, each dealing more or less 

closely with pastoralism—share the same opinion. For them, all the op-
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erations funded by the European government (Life, Leader, FEDER, etc.) 

are opportunities to favor this form of sheep breeding. As they talk about 

the openings they have made by gyro-spinning before a sheep breeder 

and their herd fi nish the clearing, about the liaisons they plan between 

the pastoral “alveoli” maintained by pasture, about the settling of a young 

couple and their ewes, about the role the DFCI should play and about the 

negotiations they will start to ensure each of these actions succeeds, the 

benefi ts of pastoralism in the management of the Mediterranean forests is 

revealed. More broadly, it is the role it plays in the territory planning that 

is called into question. The regional natural park then becomes, as it was 

intended at creation, a “tool used for subtle land planning.”

In any case, all the agents of the Verdon and the Alpilles PNR in charge 

of pastoralism rely on the expertise and support of the CERPAM. This 

organism, which we will return to, is in fact responsible for all matters of 

pastoral diagnosis as well as more technical evaluations.

Inside the National Natural Reserve 
of the Coussouls of Crau

In the plain of Crau, transhumant sheep breeding was always fragile be-

cause of the diffi culties that breeders encounter on the markets for meat. 

Figure 3.2. Natural regional park of Verdon, 2019. © Lionel Roux
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Yet, it seems to be enduring better than elsewhere in France and even 

beyond, in western Mediterranean regions, where almost everywhere the 

practice of transhumant breeding is scaling back.

Most of the irrigated Crau (around 13,000 ha) is composed of grassland 

whose hay is cut three times a year, in May, July, and September, to be sold 

under a “controlled designation of origin” (AOP) as “Foin de Crau.” The 

fourth cut, in the fall, is left for the herds that have been brought back from 

the mountain and will remain in the meadows until the middle of Febru-

ary. They will then be led to the coussouls until June before going back up 

to the mountain for the next three or four months. Whether consuming 

grassland and hay, grazed on from October to February, or in the coussouls 

from February to June, the entire Crau, wet or dry, is put to use by sheep 

breeders over about 30,000 ha, of which 11,500 ha are coussouls. Part of the 

aim of the natural reserve, encompassing 7,400 ha spread over seven com-

munes, is to “guarantee the future of transhumant sheep breeding and, at 

the same time, its jobs and economic activities.” This is why it is managed, 

as was said, by naturalists of the Conservatory of Natural Areas of PACA 

(CEN PACA) as well as by representatives of sheep breeders, through the 

agriculture Chamber of the Bouche-de-Rhône. This double management 

is paralleled in the composition of the team working on the reserve which 

includes a technician from the Chamber in part-time employment on the 

reserve who was charged to see to the good relations between the team 

and the sheep breeders and shepherds.

Although she does not report major diffi culties, she claims it is some-

times diffi cult to convince sheep breeders and shepherds that they should 

not install fences around areas of pasture. The use of stationary or mobile 

fences is actually a way to compensate for the lack of shepherds whose 

hiring has become more diffi cult nowadays, even more so since some 

people do not enjoy the shepherds’ seasonal presence in Crau. The fencing 

refusal must, therefore, be a motivated decision. Though the naturalists 

observe for instance that sandgrouse preferably nest in open areas, their 

opinion is not fi rm on the issue of fencing. As a result, experimentations 

are under way. The technician also fi nds that, even if the intermediary po-

sition she is in, between the Reserve’s naturalists and the sheep breeders, 

is not always comfortable, it is where she feels the most useful and she 

wishes to spend more of her time on mediation.

The only instructions given to the sheep breeders who pasture coussouls 

of the reserve, since it was created, is for them to keep doing things the 

way they have always done them. Yet, as one of the Reserve’s agents ob-

serves, “the usual, the routine has never existed,” for sheep breeders and 

shepherds are “in perpetual adaptation,” always looking to overcome the 

constraints they must face, whether economic, social, or climatic. Conse-
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quently, she follows very closely the evolution of pastureland in order to 

assert the consequences of changes in conduct on fauna and fl ora, to tes-

tify of their infl uence, either positive or negative. In this last case, she says, 

contact must be made with the sheep breeders and shepherds to consider 

with them how their use of the coussouls can be modifi ed to favor biodi-

versity. The ban on use for a sector or the change of pasture calendars, for 

example, are done through such negotiations. This is the reason why this 

agent wishes to be able to communicate more with the sheep breeders 

and shepherds, at the least through an annual meeting. She notes that 

shepherds take an interest in her research, when she has the opportunity 

to communicate with them, yet, she regrets that she often is unable to fi nd 

them again the next year as they move so fast from one place to another. 

She is conscious of her contribution to a form of protection implemented 

in Crau different from that of national parks. She believes in the collabo-

ration of protection and pastoralism as a favorable agroecological model 

to aim for.

An Original Professional Organization 
in Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur

Before we come to the pastoral profession itself, the role held by the 

Center for Pastoral Studies and Implementations Alpes-Méditerranée 

(CERPAM), to which we have already made several allusions, must be 

mentioned. In between two worlds, this association was created in 1977 

under the impulsion of the agriculture chambers of the six departments 

making up the Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur Region. Following the polit-

ical decision of the PACA Region, CERPAM ceaselessly defends pastoral-

ism there, turning its actors into credible and constructive partners. Thus, 

the CERPAM has proven very useful each time pastoral pasture was put 

to use in protected areas. We can mention, among other such examples, 

the action carried out since the 1990s between the Luberon Regional Nat-

ural Park and the INRA (National Institute of Agricultural Research) on 

“modeling active relationships between the management of biodiversity 

and the activities of sheep breeding” (Lasseur et al. 2010: 90–96). Environ-

mentalists, who for the most part are academics working for institutions 

for the protection of nature and the establishment of an equalitarian dia-

logue between the involved parties, required a way to translate in their 

language and with their own references the pastoral know-how in all the 

variety of its practice and all its effects on the environment.

As the illustrations are numerous, and often hard to summarize in 

a few words, we will limit ourselves here to the tool developed by the 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Between Two Different Worlds | 75

CERPAM in coalition with the National Institute of Research for Agricul-

ture, Food and the Environment (IRSTEA), pioneer in the French fi eld of 

agroecological research, and with the alpine pasture Federation of Isère 

(FAI), a tool which aims at precisely evaluating the quantity of fodder re-

moved by a herd on its pasture. The exploitation of data obtained through 

their tool, on the degree of removal, the circuits of pastures, and the man-

agement choices, notably, leads to an accurate evaluation of the use of the 

pasture. This enables the thorough monitoring of the MAEC and, on the 

long term, of the consequences of climate change. Its results allow for the 

most objectivity in judging the state of the pasture, from good to deterio-

rated, and by extension to judge the conditions of life of the fauna living 

there (birds, reptiles, insects, etc.). Both the managers of the protected ar-

eas and the sheep breeders and shepherds are interested in the results. The 

great complexity of pastoral know-how7 is mastered by sheep breeders 

and shepherds through the force of habit, observation, and the constant 

search for the benefi t of their herds. It is now available and accessible, be-

coming readable and useful to other people. As one of the engineers of the 

CERPAM noted, the sheep breeders’ interests rarely align with those of 

the protection organizations. Therefore, their role must be put forward in-

directly. On this subject, the engineer is sorry that breeders and shepherds 

failed to regroup in an association to defend their interests in the Alpilles. 

Happily, there are exceptions, but there are still few pastoral breeders who 

are ready to give some of their time to defend the trade.

The Pastoral World against the Managers 
of Protected Natural Areas

“Breeding is a very diffi cult activity, and when a sheep breeder meets too 

many diffi culties and gives up, it’s fi nal!” warns a transhumant sheep 

breeder. The unease is real in an occupation where people feel “mistreated 

and unloved” or even “left behind as others reinvent the world.” In the 

image he holds of the protection of nature, the world is reinvented into 

one in which pastoral breeders do not have a place to exist. But pastoral 

breeders are the inheritors of a way of life which used to have no one to 

answer to, or maybe only had to answer to their animals, following long 

tracks they have ceaselessly traveled, from plain to high mountain, cov-

ering a territory they believe they know better than anyone. They have 

owned their knowledge and often their livestock for generations and they 

have trouble tolerating new constraints.

By surrendering the transhumance on foot to the livestock vehicles, by 

submitting to sanitary rules, by taking the fi nancial supports and benefi ts 
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without which they could not exist today, by following the recommenda-

tions on protection from a wolf attack, the sheep breeders have changed 

nonetheless. They even have shown a surprising capacity for adaptation. 

And, yet, they must still obey the orders of managers who often appear 

convinced of knowing better than they do how to pasture an area, how 

many animals to put there, and what precautions to take to prevent the 

environment from being damaged from one year to the next.

Another transhumant sheep breeder, having spent many of his sum-

mers in one of the emblematic alpine pastures of the Mercantour National 

Park feels the same way: “There are two completely different worlds, 

where you can feel pastoralism is not a priority.” He also deplores to have 

to park his ewes at night when it used to be so profi table for them to go 

fi nd their own couchade, as he puts it, to spend the night, instead of forc-

ing them to stand in the same over-pastured and manure-fi lled pen. He 

also believes the interdiction to set up impluviums is one more measure 

designed to push them to abandon the locations. He acknowledges the 

capability of the park’s agents, and he respects them. Yet, he understands 

how “contempt has fi nally taken over both sides,” and feels sorry for it. 

He also wonders why the park’s project managers, who have done so 

much studying, are not trying harder for things to go well. He fi nds it un-

fortunate that the managers change so often, yet grudgingly concedes that 

“all the protected areas are located in pastoral sectors. The sheep breeders 

will have to deal with it.”

“We would like to take our sheep to places that are not protected, to 

have a little more freedom,” declares another sheep breeder, still wonder-

ing why the park reduced, on the pasture she rents, the allowed size of 

livestock from 1,900 heads to 1,700 without any explanation. Why should 

her shepherd not grill/cook in front of his hut anymore? Why are don-

keys and goats prohibited? “The issue,” she goes on, “is that they make 

us follow rules we don’t understand and have no real effect. For them, 

everything must be done ideally, but in nature there is no ideal!” Obvi-

ously, the two perspectives are in confl ict with each other, and there is no 

sign of the beginning of a mutual understanding of the other’s interests 

or expectations.

Relationships are different according to whether the interlocutor of the 

manager of protected areas is a sheep breeder or a shepherd, which is to 

say, an owner or employee. We will leave out here the differences, which 

often causes discontent, pitting one against the other, and we will focus on 

what brings them together most of the time: their passion for breeding.8 

But we must also note that the young shepherds and shepherdesses, who 

are often the product of an urban environment, were formed in shep-

herds’ school and maintain different a relationship with the protection 
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organizations: fi rst, because it is not rare to meet young people who have 

studied for years after high school; and secondly, because they have a pre-

existing interest in ecology and are already aware of the need to preserve 

biodiversity. Some even use this reason to justify their decision to become 

shepherd or shepherdess.

For instance, in the mountain, a shepherdess was outraged by the sight 

of Pyrenean mountain dogs, or patous, devouring lagopus’ chicks, or, in 

Crau, passing time hunting ocellated lizards. She wonders if the man-

datory ownership of a patou—without them, wolf attacks are no longer 

fi nancially compensated—might not be more detrimental than helpful. 

She believes that the repeated attacks of the wolf will drive the poorest 

sheep breeders to abandon the mountain, for the benefi t of the owners of 

the larger herds who have better means of defense and are used to the for-

malities. She perceives a real difference between the alpine pasture of Ris-

tolas (Hautes-Alpes), classifi ed as a Natura 2000 zone, where the herd she 

pastures there in summer is, according to her, watched from morning to 

evening via satellite pictures, where everything, from the dates of arrival 

and departure to the way of tending the sheep to the number of animals, 

is rigorously controlled, unlike the coussouls of the RNNCC “where they 

trust us blindly.” There, she dislikes the incursion of tourists who “drive 

around us and our herds, fi ve or six cars at a time. They hit the ewes and 

huts, take pictures of everything.” However, hunters do not seem to cause 

her trouble. She would like to have more contacts with the RNNCC agents 

but “the Reserve doesn’t ask us for anything,” she admits, disappointed 

not to be put more to use or even to be considered more useful.

The regret of not having any return on the experimentations they take 

part in is expressed in several of the sheep breeders’ and shepherds’ testi-

monies, particularly as concerns the MAEC. Except for a few rare excep-

tions (in the circuit of “alpine pasture sentinel” and the tours organized 

by the CERPAM at the end of summer, noticeably) times for sharing are, 

indeed, nonexistent. Part of them at least would like to be associated more 

closely with the protection of the areas they pasture and several park or 

reserve agents wish to multiply the opportunities to communicate with 

them. What makes this meeting so problematic?

Improved Communication Needed 
to Benefi t the Two Worlds

The previously mentioned testimonies were selected with the purpose of 

providing an overview of the main positions expressed. In regard to the 

protection structures, whether parks or reserves, we observe that their 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



78 | Jean-Claude Duclos and Patrick Fabre

differences lie more in the circumstances surrounding their creation and 

the personality of the people who represent them on the fi eld, than in the 

nature of their administrative statutes. Most of them wish to have more 

time available to communicate with sheep breeders and shepherds. On 

their side, the actors of the pastoral world dislike not being a bigger part 

in the decision process of the protection and dislike the lack of informa-

tion about the effects of the measures they are asked to follow. Would it be 

idealistic to attempt to balance this relationship by considering that the ex-

pertise of the sheep breeders and shepherds is as valuable as the one of the 

naturalists, fi eld agents and members of scientifi c counsels? The question 

must be asked, for the managers of protected natural areas always possess 

the power of decision. It would be reckless to take that power away. Yet, 

could we not fi nd more understanding from each side, through frequent 

discussions, activity reports, and regular meetings at the beginning and 

the end of the season? All this expressed in a clear and comprehensible 

language, accessible to the actors of the pastoral world, as the CERPAM 

knows to do? A recent workshop started to prepare minds for the idea that 

dispositions may be taken in this respect (Duclos, Fabre, and Garde 2017: 

165). A second conference, initially scheduled for May 2020, was cancelled 

due to the pandemic, and would have developed the detail of the plan. We 

can hope nonetheless that the refl ection will continue, one way or another, 

and that a constructive dialogue based on trust will fi nally begin between 

the two sides.

However, we can hardly conclude without linking this confl ict to the 

division that opposes our contemporary over the idea they have of their 

relationship to nature, through the modes of protection they defend. Who 

may pretend to know the truth, between the supporters of a protected 

and rehabilitated nature in what will be left of its wilderness, and the 

others to whom nature and culture are part of an acknowledged whole, 

and to whom local knowledge and practices that have proven their sus-

tainability should be encouraged and supported? We would obviously 

not have conducted our analysis in this manner if we were not more 

inclined towards this last suggestion. We must furthermore observe, as 

we have witnessed in innumerable debates on the return of the wolf, that 

confrontation is a dead end, dialogue is a necessity. We will conclude, 

although the effort might seem worthless to some, by conveying a newly 

recorded proposition, which is to register transhumance to the intangible 

cultural heritage of humanity. The almost one-hundred pages long reg-

istration sheet may surprise by its length and the hundreds of referents 

and references it contains.9 It is nevertheless enlightening regarding the 

idea of heritage which emerges rendering the cultural inseparable from 

the natural.
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Notes

 1. In 2011, the UN estimated that the surface of protected areas will represent 

12.9 percent of the planet (2011–2020, Décennie des Nations Unies pour la 

biodiversité).

 2. The case of the community of Abriès (Queyras, Hautes-Alpes) is a good exam-

ple of this phenomena. See Rosenberg 2014: 191.

 3. See, in particular, Laslaz 2008.

 4. Coussoul: from the Late Latin cursorium, referring to the grazing course of 

ovine herds in this plain.

 5. Avis du Conseil scientifi que du Parc national du Mercantour au sujet des proposi-
tions d’installation d’impluviums en cœur du parc, 15 February 2019.

 6. See, among others, Vincent 2011: 450.

 7. See, among others, Meuret 2010.

 8. See, in particular: Bonnet, Teppaz, and Vilmant 2020: 24.

 9. Fiche d’inventaire du patrimoine culturel immatériel—Les pratiques et savoir-faire 
de la transhumance en France, 10 May 2020: 98. Retrieved 1 June 2020 from 

file:///Users/lizziemartinez1/Downloads/Les%20pratiques%20et%20sav

oir-faire%20de%20la%20transhumance%20en%20France.pdf.
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Chapter 4

Reintroducing Bears and 
Restoring Shepherding Practices

The Production of a Wild Heritage Landscape 
in the Central Pyrenees

Lluís Ferrer and Ferran Pons-Raga

Why is there a problem? This is the question. And I do not have the answer. 
But I am sure it is not . . . because we [public administration] pay late, un-
derpay, and do not protect [the fl ocks] well. I am sure it is not about this, 
because this is not the point . . . there are more things.

—Catalan’s Director of Environment at the Catalan Parliament, 
2 February 2019

Introduction

The French and Spanish governments signed an agreement in 1993 to 

launch a European Union (EU) LIFE project (Chandivert 2010) that aimed 

to restore the presence of brown bears in the Pyrenees once they were 

considered almost extinct (Camarra et al. 2011). Since then, the bear pop-

ulation has been increasing as a result of four waves of releases of translo-

cated individuals from Slovenia. The reintroduction program also fostered 

a regrouping policy for sheep fl ocks to prevent bear attacks. This measure 

entailed the return of shepherds and livestock guardian dogs (LGDs), as 

well as restructuring previous local farmers’ shepherding practices.

 This chapter questions the notion of return through which both the 

reintroduced bears and the new regrouping policy—and more specifi -

cally the reappearance of shepherds—have been framed by proponents of 

the bear program. The program’s proposal to restore a certain mountain 

landscape composed of bears, shepherds, and LGDs is fl awed by the very 

essence of landscapes, which are studied from the past, but necessarily 
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thought about from a presentism bias (Hirsch and Stewart 2005; Ringel 

2016; Pèlachs et al. 2017). Consequently, translocation rewilding strategies 

(Nogués-Bravo et al. 2016) such as the bear reintroduction program stand 

on an unsolvable paradox. While they consist of an active environmental 

engineering endeavor, they also attempt to remake “formerly productive 

landscapes . . . both materially and semiotically through the practices of 

‘ecological restoration’” (Castree and Braun 1998: 2). In doing so, they 

fully engage with the construction and contents of the before-after succes-

sion: the temporal politics of the past (Ringel 2016).

Bas ed on our ethnographic fi eldworks in the Catalan (Spain) and 

Ariège (France) Pyrenees and inspired by Tania Li’s standpoint of making 

“improvement strange” (2007: 3), we have tackled the notion of return 

with estrangement. This distancing view directed us towards, and has 

been reinforced by, two ethnographic studies on the history (see Hirsch 

and Stewart 2005) of the shepherding practices on both sides of the Pyr-

enees to criticize the very idea of return. Local and transhumant farmers 

have been continuously adapting to varying ecological, social, economic, 

political, and legal contexts. From this vantage point and inspired by Karl 

Jacoby’s concept of moral ecology to criticize environmental conservation 

(2019),1 we contend that the bear program must be read through notions of 

change and adaptation, rather than those of return and conservation. The 

accounts gathered through interviews with local farmers highlight a set 

of historical changes in the shepherding practices in the Central Pyrenees 

before and after the implementation of the bear reintroduction program. 

Following Jason Moore (2015: 28), we approach these historical changes 

“through the dialectical movements of humans making environment, and 

environment making humans.”

In contrast to the above, the notion of return claimed by the bear pro-

gram’s proponents is based on Western historicism (Hirsch and Stew-

art 2005; Stewart 2016), in which the past is separated from the present, 

and on the Cartesian Nature/Society dualism (Moore 2015), in which the 

ontological status of entities is imposed over relationships. In this vein, 

the environment and the humans, epitomized by the bears and extensive 

farming, appear as two separate entities from the past, while the program’s 

proponents and the farmers emerge as representatives of each one of them 

confronting amenity vis-à-vis production-based capitalist views of natural 

resources (Walker 2003). A critical insight into the program’s chronology 

(Ingold 1993) allows us to challenge both Western historicism and Nature/

Society dualism as well as to map out the ensuing political hierarchy of 

environmental conservation policies over extensive livestock farming.

Based on the two ethnographic studies on the history of shepherding 

practices presented here, we will show to what extent the bear reintro-
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duction program was preceded by a set of changing shepherding models, 

each one of them strikingly different from the one this program claims to 

restore. As a result, we question the accuracy of framing as a return the 

reintroduction of brown bears and the reappearance of shepherds as well 

as LGDs. Rather, should we not consider them as a newly designed land-

scape, in which only certain features of a past time have been retrieved, 

whereas many others have been added for the sake of producing a certain 

wild landscape?

We d ivide this chapter2 into three main sections: 1) an outline of the 

bear program’s chronology and its imposing consequences for local farm-

ers, highlighting the Nature/Society divide and the political hierarchy be-

tween these two separate realms; 2) two ethnographic historical accounts 

from the Bonabé and Biros valleys, in the Pallars Sobirà (Spain) and Ariège 

(France) districts respectively, to illustrate how the notion of return, as 

used to describe shepherding practices, crumbles in the face of historical 

changes in fl ock management on both sides of the range; and 3) a refl ec-

tion on how the bear program unfurls in a twofold naturalization pro-

cess via the idiom of heritage that leads to the production of a landscape 

through an imposition/salvation conundrum in which the renewed pres-

ence of bears is naturalized or taken-for-granted and the bear is presented 

as though it would make the Pyrenees a more natural or wilder place.

What   Comes after the Bear? Imposing Wilderness 
and Shepherding Practices

While the return of bears as the quintessential environmental hallmark for 

biodiversity conservation is advocated as a way to recover lost Pyrenean 

natural values from the past, the reappearance of shepherds and LGDs—

and the ensuing restoration of certain shepherding practices—is claimed to 

safeguard vanishing sociocultural ones. This narrative of return conceals, 

however, an ontological division and a political hierarchy between the nat-

ural and the social in which the bear (Nature) has been fi rst detached and 

thereafter hierarchically conceived in relation to the shepherding practices 

(Society). The reintroduction of bears was conceived as a priority, whereas 

the implementation of a regrouping policy with a set of protective mea-

sures—shepherds, LGDs, and electrifi ed enclosures—to mitigate sheep 

casualties was considered only when confl icts arose among local farmers. 

Both the ontological division, based on the classic Cartesian dualism, and 

the political hierarchy, are part of the very essence of the program’s he-

gemonic ideology (Comaroff and Comaroff 2006). This ideology lays the 

foundations for, and is countered by, local farmers’ feelings of imposition.
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Taking the program’s chronology as a prompt, we argue that Nature—

bears—and Society—shepherding practices—have been approached as 

bounded and detached realms. This Western ontological premise paved 

the way for the ensuing sequential hierarchy between environmental con-

servation goals and the challenges that spring from the interplay between 

livestock and wildlife. Returning to the opening quote, the ontological 

separation and the political hierarchy between these two realms is key to 

tackling the question of “why is there a problem” around the bear pro-

gram. In effect, part of the problem relates to how the idea of return is built 

upon the politics behind the bear. A brief context of the bear population 

and its shifting status in the Pyrenees will serve to introduce the state pol-

itics or practice of governments (Li 2007) that underpins the bear program.

The native bear population plummeted from a few hundred in the early 

twentieth century to barely fi ve individuals in the 1990s (Casanova 1997; 

Marliave 2008). Even though bear hunting was formally forbidden both 

in Spain and France in the 1960s, poaching and isolated hunting accidents 

continued to occur. This situation and the spread of the second wave of 

worldwide environmentalism (Adams 2003; Anderson and Grove 1987; 

Guha 2000) led to the implementation of EU (e.g., Bern Convention 1979) 

and state initiatives that provided bears with full legal protection between 

the 1970s and 1980s (Casanova 1997), when the Pyrenean brown bear 

population was estimated at around twenty (Marliave 2008). In a short 

time span, bears shifted status from a hunted species to a protected one, 

ultimately leading to a cross-border large-scale reintroduction program 

to recover their plummeting population, which by that time was located 

only in the Western Pyrenees (Caussimont 2013; Parellada, Alonso, and 

Toldrà 1995). The political arena and the social tensions among the Insti-

tution Patrimoniale du Haut-Béarn (Mermet and Benhammou 2005)—a 

cluster of local councils, hunters, farmer organizations, and ecological 

and tourist associations in dialogue with the state in the western region of 

France—advised against releasing the fi rst translocated individuals in this 

area, but rather setting the reintroduction in the Central Pyrenees, where 

bears had been already extinct. An institutional network, composed of a 

few ecological organizations founded specifi cally for this task, and four 

municipalities had been established in the French Haute-Garonne district 

(Benhammou 2007), where the fi rst reintroduction took place. Since 1996, 

eight females and three males have been released in the mountain range in 

four waves (1996/97, 2006, 2016, and 2018), setting the current population 

over fi fty bears (Réseau Ours Brun 2020), most of them currently dwelling 

in the Central Pyrenees. The success in raising the bear population from a 

handful of individuals settled in the Western Pyrenees to more than fi fty, 

mostly dwelling in the Central Pyrenees, contrasts with the program’s 
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failure to gain acceptance from the farming sector. The local population’s 

lack of participation in the process—local farmers in particular—due to the 

top-down approach ingrained in this program coupled with the relocation 

of the releases from the Western to the Central part of the range, brings us 

to underline the political character of this conservation program behind its 

alleged biodiversity conservation rationale. Both the ontological division 

and the hierarchy of Nature over Society are constitutive to state politics or 

the practice of governments deployed through the bear program.

In line with this perspective, we contend that the program has resulted 

in two sorts of impositions for local farmers: imposing wilderness (Neu-

mann 1992) through the reintroduction of bears underpinned by what we 

call a twofold naturalization process; and imposing upon farmers’ con-

ducts through a sheep regrouping policy that has changed previous shep-

herding practices. Both the bear and the shepherding practices have been 

ideologically—and hence politically—claimed as natural and cultural her-

itage assets respectively, to be restored from the past and transposed to the 

present as an opportunity or even a salvation for the dire farming sector. 

On the one hand, we stress that the program spearheads, paradoxically 

resorting to the past via heritage narratives, a twofold naturalization in 

the Pyrenees, in which the bear would allow for the production of a wild 

heritage landscape (Baird 2017). Yet, the naturalized presence of bears 

and the naturalizing effect of such are both conceived of by farmers as 

impositions.

On the other hand, the notions of environmentality, as a public gov-

ernance of natural resources that aims to conduct local farmers’ conduct 

in myriad forms (Agrawal 2005; Fletcher 2010), and territoriality, as “the 

unfolding of a society into a territory” (Vaccaro, Dawson, and Zanotti 

2014: 3), are key to understanding the feeling of imposition experienced 

by local farmers in the wake of the state-driven sheep regrouping policy. 

Farmers’ forms of dwelling (Ingold 2000) have varied over time, but more 

recent ones, prior to the reintroduction of bears in the Pyrenees, have been 

questioned by the program’s proponents for paradoxically resorting to, 

and aiming to recover, age-old shepherding practices. The renewed pres-

ence of bears has been followed by a state-driven regrouping policy for 

sheep fl ocks. This new shepherding system consists of gathering several 

sheep groups in a single fl ock with the abovementioned set of protective 

measures. This policy was fostered and funded by public administrations 

in order to protect fl ocks from bear attacks. The resulting collective fl ocks, 

and more specifi cally the renewed presence of professional shepherds and 

LGDs, are deemed as restoring the social and cultural heritage values of 

the Pyrenees by allegedly returning to an old shepherding model—the 

village fl ock—in which a local shepherd surveils private fl ocks owned by 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



86 | Lluís Ferrer and Ferran Pons-Raga

different farmers from the village. Schools of Shepherds, created in the 

2000s, have become a way to preserve this heritage. New shepherds have 

gained social status through a professionalized career while their salaries 

have been paid by the state and their work conditions have improved in 

recent years. Inasmuch as the presence of shepherds is claimed as a way 

to restore waning shepherding knowledge and practices, institutional 

narratives have fostered the use of a specifi c breed as an LGD due to its 

contribution to the preservation of the Pyrenean heritage: the Great Pyr-

enees. This breed was historically prevalent in the Pyrenees as the fl ocks’ 

protection dog until the early twentieth century when the decline of large 

carnivores along the range meant that these dogs were no longer used in 

the Central Pyrenees (Ferrer i Sirvent 2004).

Back to What? Tracking the Historical Changes among 
Shepherding Practices in the Bonabé and Biros Valleys: 

Parallel Paths for a Common Present?

I had never seen a bear before. It was completely extinct. After this reintro-
duction, everything changed. Before, our sheep benefi tted from the moun-
tains. Now, they are not free and so they do not benefi t from these pastures 
as they used to and do not become as round and fi ne as before. You know, 
we used to breed and graze the broutard, the young sheep, in the mountain 
pastures but we no longer can do this. It is too dangerous [due to bear 
attacks]. We had to change our method, we can no longer work as usual. 
(Farmer, Biros Valley)

Local farmers have been pressed to change their shepherding practices 

due to the renewed presence of bears. Indeed, bears have brought shep-

herds, LGDs, and electrifi ed enclosures, but also a sense of constraint 

and discontent that has permeated into the core of the farming sector. 

The protective measures implemented in the Central Pyrenees after the 

bear program were seen by conservation advocates and political institu-

tions as ways to restore a previous shepherding management system, pre-

sumably shared since time immemorial across the entire mountain range. 

However, the ethnographic data gathered on the multiple transformations 

among shepherding practices throughout the twentieth century in the 

Bonabé and Biros valleys, in the Pallars Sobirà (Spain) and Ariège (France) 

districts respectively, challenges these notions of restoration, continuity, 

and uniformity, by providing an insightful overview of the shepherding 

practices through the lens of historical changes.

In 2019, on the southern slope of the range, the “core bear area” of the 

Catalan Pyrenees, northeastern Spain—covering the Val d’Aran district 
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and the northern regions of the Pallars Sobirà district (around 1,300 square 

kilometers in total), including the Bonabé valley—held six collective fl ocks 

comprising of around seven thousand sheep. Since 2012, and as a result 

of the consolidation of the bear population in the region, the village of Isil 

at the entrance of the Bonabé valley has hosted the only museum on the 

southern slope of the Pyrenees devoted to the brown bear: The House of 

the Bear. In 2019, on the northern slope, the mountain pastures of Ariège 

(southwestern France) held around fi fty-nine thousand sheep, extending 

their territory over around 1,400 square kilometers. The return of bears in 

this area has also entailed a recent process of labeling, redefi ning this area 

as Pays de l’Ours (Bear Country) by several Pyrenean ecologist organiza-

tions to garner attention within the purview of local green tourism. The 

Bonabé and Biros3 valleys and their respective mountain pastures become 

especially pertinent to assessing shepherding changes and adaptations 

due to their long-standing and current pastoral life alongside the large 

number of bears present in these two areas.

The Collective and Individualized Management 
of Flocks (Catalan Pyrenees)

“Along this road here [the main entrance to the Bonabé valley], which 

then was not a road but a track, ‘el Tort’ [the most popular and powerful 

farmer from that epoch settled in Alós d’Isil] brought six thousand sheep. 

And Pubill [another strong house from this village] had around three thou-

sand. Look, the mountains were not leased then!” Pau,4 born in 1933 in 

Alós d’Isil, vaguely remembers seeing from the balcony of his house the 

Tort’s fl ock passing by from the plains to the mountains in transhumance. 

He also recalls his parents’ time, when sheep were so abundant in their 

village that most of the collective pastures along the Bonabé valley, whose 

use rights were shared with the adjacent village of Isil, were not leased to 

foreign transhumant farmers. “There were enough livestock here!” Pau 

cries out, recalling the presence of three private fl ocks—two from Alós 

d’Isil and one from Isil—as well as the village fl ocks from the two villages, 

for a total of nearly fi fteen thousand local sheep. The village fl ocks used to 

be tended by the main shepherd (majoral) and some assistants (rabadans) 

at a time when almost every household in the village kept livestock. The 

Bonabé’s main pastures were not leased, but each fl ock, whether private 

or collective—the two village fl ocks—had a specifi c parcel (partida) as-

signed for grazing.

The dismantling of the Tort’s fl ock with the outbreak of the Spanish 

Civil War in 1936 gave way to the fi rst historical change of the twentieth cen-
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tury in the Bonabé valley. This transformation mainly relates to the origins 

and ownership of the fl ocks that were grazing over those pastures. By that 

time, Alós d’Isil and Isil held fewer than one thousand sheep each, which 

were grouped into the respective village fl ocks. Most sheep belonged to 

transhumant farmers, who came from the plains and leased the same 

pastures that three local farmers had almost monopolized throughout the 

previous decades. According to Roigé (1995), in the entire Pallars Sobirà 

district transhumant sheep fl ocks amounted to fi fty thousand animals in 

the 1950s. Given the geological characteristics of the Bonabé valley, with 

its calcareous soil that allows for better grazing lands, in contrast with 

the predominance of granitic soils over the rest of the northern parts of 

the district, it is plausible to infer that a relatively high number of those 

fi fty thousand sheep would come to this valley in transhumance. Two 

shepherds were responsible for tending and grazing each village fl ock, 

whereas each one of the numerous transhumant fl ocks of up to fi ve thou-

sand sheep were tended by fi ve or six shepherds apiece. The money col-

lected from each municipality, once the collective pastures were leased, 

partially served to pay the shepherds and rabadans of the village fl ock. 

The rest of their salaries derived from the taxa, a tax collected from every 

household that had stakes in the village fl ock in accordance with the num-

ber of sheep held by each.

“Peasantry was three months of hell and nine of winter.” Family mem-

ories from the mid-twentieth century, such as these ones shared by Jesús, 

born in 1965 in Alós d’Isil, tend to recall a harsh period in which time was 

mostly devoted to working the land to make a living. This was a period 

during which machinery was not used, and every plot of land was valued 

for its potential contribution to the yearly harvest. Pau illustrated this 

mindset through the following sentence: “Where there wasn’t even room 

for a car, you would sow some wheat.” Although Alós d’Isil’s sheep stock 

plummeted to fewer than one thousand animals with the dismantling 

of the Tort’s fl ock, two shepherds were hired year-round to make sure 

that the village fl ock did not ruin the privately-owned cultivated fi elds 

surrounding the village. These daily concerns about the land materially 

produced a certain landscape. A mosaic of yellow, brown, and green com-

posed of fi elds to harvest (terres) and meadows to mow (prats) kept the 

forest’s advance at bay. The lack of trees and the geographical scope of 

the fi elds that stand out from this period conjured for Jordi, a local farmer 

from Isil born in 1992, a sense of dwelling and pride that strikingly con-

trasts with the notion of abandonment and resignation that emerges from 

today’s landscape. By that time, regardless of the substantial differences 

in class and power among villagers, the village fl ock and the ensuing 

collective management of all fl ocks, provided households with a sense 
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of community. It “was like opening the boundaries . . . a way of mak-

ing community,” according to Antoni, who did not live in those times, 

since he was born in 1984, but who has absorbed them through the stories 

told by his uncle, born in 1949. The village fl ocks were mainly tended by 

shepherds, but local farmers would organize themselves in turns to do 

jadilla with the sheep, that is to move them across private fi elds during the 

night in order to fertilize those fi elds in the fall before the fi rst snowfalls. 

Shepherding practices were organized in a fragile equilibrium to enhance 

the productivity of the fi elds, pastures, and sheep. Within this balance, 

the bears stopped playing a signifi cant role since their numbers were al-

ready much reduced and local farmers eradicated them from the scene. 

According to Casanova (1997), the last bear killed through legal hunting 

in the Pallars Sobirà district dates back to 1948, and Pau confi rmed that the 

last bears settled in the Bonabé valley—although he also recognized that 

“there have always been bears here”—were poisoned by the local popu-

lation when he was a child (early 1940s) after two horses were allegedly 

killed by them.

According to Jesús, the village fl ock remained until the beginning of 

the 1970s. By that time, although he was then a child, he remembers in 

detail the livestock count in his village: “Here, there were about eight 

hundred sheep . . . and one hundred and fi fty goats . . . one [household] 

had sixty the other thirty, the other twelve.” Some years before, a “migra-

tory epidemic,” as it was described by Pau, spread over the region. The 

1960s were characterized by both an urban industrial boom in Catalonia 

that demanded a lot of labor power from the peripheral rural areas, and 

the mechanization of agriculture. The arrival of tractors displaced one of 

the main sources of income for local inhabitants. Traction horses became 

worthless overnight. Outmigration fl ows following new economic op-

portunities were recalled vividly by Pau, who was afraid that “nobody 

[was] going to remain in these lands . . . And almost no one was left here!” 

According to Jesús, the dismantling of the village fl ock was closely related 

to these demographic shifts: “Through the 1970s people had already gone 

and the [village] fl ock was completely dismantled . . . because, you know, 

many people moved to Barcelona [and other cities] . . . and then it went 

to hell! It was only our house [sheep farm] left [in Alós d’Isil].” The second 
historical change in the Bonabé valley then took place, since the disman-

tling of the village fl ocks brought about crucial consequences for both the 

management of the few remaining private fl ocks, and the use of collective 

pastures. Even though the total number of sheep in Alós d’Isil stayed 

progressively close to previous years, as long as the two remaining sheep 

farmers—Pau and Jesús—began to raise their numbers, livestock concen-

tration in so few hands led to the disappearance of a social fi gure that had, 
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up until that point, been of paramount importance: the shepherds of the 

village fl ock. “When the village fl ock was over [disbanded], we released 

them [sheep] to graze freely. There was no shepherd anymore,” as pointed 

out by Jesús. The 1970s thus gave way to a new era in which a handful of 

local farmers began to let their fl ocks graze freely over the collective pas-

tures. The previous collective management of the fl ocks, based on farming 

governance over pastures that were strictly bounded in both spatial and 

temporal terms, turned into a completely new shepherding model. Local 

farmers began to practice an individualized loose management of their 

private fl ocks under what Antoni called “shepherding without boundar-

ies.” This overarching transformation translated into the blurring of the 

previously strict territorial grid from the times of the village fl ocks, in 

which “the limits were the limits” and “everything was well set,” in Jesús’ 

words.

In the meantime, although the livestock numbers of the remaining local 

farmers rose steadily while the number of farms waned, the total of trans-

humant fl ocks also dwindled, and the overall number of sheep grazing 

over those pastures shrank strikingly. Jesús, for instance, began to run his 

own farm with one hundred sheep in 1985 and reached a maximum of four 

hundred in 2004. According to offi cial data from the Catalan government, 

while in 1979 there were twenty-fi ve households with agrarian activity 

among Isil and Alós d’Isil, in 2006 the number plummeted to thirteen, 

and in 2019 there were only six, three of them devoted to sheep breeding 

and amounting to one thousand animals (Manel Torres, personal commu-

nication, email sent on 1 April 2019). In the Pallars Sobirà district, trans-

humance drastically dropped from fi fty thousand sheep in the 1950s to 

sixteen thousand in 1993 (Roigé 1995). Disparities in sanitary regulations 

among different counties in Spain made transhumant farmers refrain from 

coming to these mountain pastures in the early 2000s (Espinós 2014).

Sheep numbers during the summer season had been fl uctuating in the 

Bonabé valley over the span of a century, but they had always been in 

thousands. The collapse of sheep transhumance in the Catalan Pyrenees at 

the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century (Còts 2002; Estrada, Nadal, and 

Iglesias 2010) resulted in the third historical change to pastoralism, since 

it represented the fi rst time in one hundred years that the sheep grazing 

in the Bonabé valley totaled no more than several hundred. Since then, 

expansion of vegetation has been followed by a rapid growth of forest-

related fauna, either human-induced or natural, especially cervids—deer, 

fallow deer, and roe deer—but also bears.

In this context, the year 2011 marked a turning point in the manage-

ment of fl ocks. Local farmers from Isil and Alós d’Isil and the public ad-

ministration reached an agreement to group three private fl ocks into a 
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single collective one of one thousand sheep tended by one shepherd and 

guarded by three LGDs following the triad of protective measures. After 

this pioneer program was tested, the reduction in sheep casualties caused 

by bear attacks motivated the Catalan government to extend the new re-

grouping policy over the rest of the “core bear area.”

From Escabot to Shepherd s as Sentinels (Ariège Pyrenees)

Anselme was born in 1925 in Sentein, the main village in the Biros valley 

(Ariège district, southwestern France). He evokes his grandparents’ life-

time—the age of border-crossing transhumance—when fl ocks were so 

abundant in the village that farmers had most of their animals grazing 

over the Val d’Aran pastures (the district adjacent to Pallars Sobirà, in 

the Catalan Pyrenees) during the summer season.5 Farmers constituted 

collective pastoral groups named pariés for each of the three mountain 

pastures that they leased on the Catalan side (Cabannes 1889). As An-

selme recalls, “my grandfather used to go to the Varradòs mountain to 

graze his sheep fl ock from the 23rd of June to the 20th of September.” Each 

chief of the pastoral group (majouraou) was a farmer from the Biros val-

ley. These majouraous used to make agreements to lease these mountains 

and were responsible for conducting and guarding the animals belonging 

to the collective group. According to Anselme, while the largest sheep 

fl ocks crossed the border in transhumance to the Catalan Pyrenees, the 

smallest ones—between fi fty and eighty sheep each—remained in the 

mountain pastures (estives) of the Biros valley. In turn, similar collective 

pastoral groups named pariaus (Chevalier 1951) were established among 

the remaining owners, who took turns surveilling the sheep fl ocks in the 
summer pastures. These fl ocks grazed in escabot—the usual shepherd-

ing system in the valley—in which farmers themselves acted as shep-

herds. The main role of these farmers-shepherds, however, was not to 

herd these fl ocks but to give them a direction (largade) and let them move 

in conditions of semi-freedom: instead of a single large fl ock each group 

grazed freely at different corners of the mountain. These turns were al-

ready agreed upon in the assembly held in spring and depended on the 

number of animals per owner. As Anselme explains, “twenty sheep were 

equivalent to a mountain turn. They called it faire le tour and it meant 

surveilling these fl ocks for one day.” Two or three farmers would go up to 

the mountains until their turn was over, and then other local farmers from 

the village came up to relieve them. Customary rights inherited from the 

Ancien Régime ensured access to the mountain pastures associated with 

each village.
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World War I (1914–18) brought an end to this dual shepherding system. 

Local fl ocks no longer ascended in transhumance to Val d’Aran, whereas 

the scenario in the Biros valley remained the same in terms of shepherding 

practices. The reduction of fl ocks due to the impact of the war and certain 

inner bureaucratic issues within the Catalan district (Chevalier 1956) led to 

the fi rst historical change of the shepherding practices in the valley through 

the disappearance of transhumance and the two pillars of the pastoral sys-

tem: the pariés and the fi gure of majouraous. Pastoral groups continued to 

organize the summer season collectively in the valley and fl ocks were sur-

veilled in escabot by local farmers-shepherds following the same rule as le 
tour de montagne. However, Guillaume, born in 1933, recalls how his great 

uncle used to be hired as a shepherd in the mountain pasture of Bentaillou 

(Sentein). “He had a partner and the two of them surveilled sheep fl ocks 

in escabot until 1938. They got paid almost nothing.” On the contrary, as 

Anselme explains, sheep used to graze freely with sporadic controls by lo-

cal farmers or another member of the household in the mountain pasture 

of the Artigou, in the village of Bonac. Taking care of the animals was An-

selme’s job, since his father worked in the mines of Bentaillou extracting 

zinc and silver-bearing lead. His family had eight cows and around fi fty 

sheep. During the summer, he would ascend to the Artigou every Sunday 

morning to check on sheep and treat their hooves. Although the fi gure of 

the farmer-shepherd as well as the collective management remained pres-

ent until the 1950s, the managerial formats of the Artigou and Bentaillou 

mountain pastures show the heterogeneity of shepherding practices that 

existed in the valley during this period.

After World War II, the mining industry collapsed in the valley. This led 

to overarching transformations such as depopulation and the progressive 

abandonment of farming through the late 1950s and 1960s. Higher sheep 

fl ock concentration between fewer local farmers coupled with the end of 

bear predation led to a new managerial format. On the one hand, fl ocks 

began to graze freely over the estives with sporadic controls by farmers; on 

the other, the collective management was dismantled and replaced by an 

individualized model. Jean-François, a farmer born in 1939, remembers 

the last bear killed in the valley in 1951, hunted by his father and other 

farmers. He also recalls how the sheep used to ascend with no guidance 

to the estives nor permanent surveillance around 15 May and came back 

around 1 November. Hence, this period entailed the disappearance of 

the collective pastoral groups, the farmer-shepherd fi gure, and the tour 
de montagne. Given this management of the fl ocks, it became common to 

breed and have a fl ock while holding a position of public employment at 

the EDF—the French state-run hydroelectric company still operating in 

the valley today—or as a postman. However, the valley became progres-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Reintroducing Bears and Restoring Shepherding Practices  | 93

sively depopulated over the years and only a few local fl ocks grazed in the 

mountain pastures at the end of the 1960s. Pastoral lands became mani-

festly under-used to a critical point. Vegetation expansion and natural re-

forestation rapidly and radically modifi ed the landscape of both mountain 

pastures and formerly cultivated private fi elds near the villages, resulting 

in what might be deemed as the second historical change.

Groupements Pastoraux (GPs) or Pastoral Groups came to be the re-

sponse to that given scenario—pastoral land abandonment and vegetation 

expansion. These pastoral groups revitalized and restructured the Ariège 

mountains and pastoralism in the late 1970s and early 1980s, after the 

approval of the 1972 Pastoral Law, resulting in the third historical change of 

pastoralism. Through an institutional arrangement between local farmers 

and the state, GPs turned out to be a fundamental tool for shepherding 

and land management as long as they ensured and regulated the access to 

the estives as well as fostering the arrival of transhumant fl ocks from the 

foothills and the plains. Most of the GPs were created during the 1980s 

and early 1990s, driven by state subsidies that aimed to recover grazing 

pastures in public lands. Bear predation was extremely rare in the valley 

after the 1970s and local fl ocks still grazed in escabot with sporadic controls 

by local farmers. Thus, although GPs represented a new form of collective 

action in which the state started to play a major role, the shepherding 

model remained mainly individualized.

Since 1996, the presence of bears has progressively transformed shep-

herding practices in the valley once again. As a result of bear predation, 

fl ocks are no longer sporadically controlled by farmers nor do they graze 

in escabot. This old shepherding practice has disappeared in the valley, 

where sheep are now guarded by professional shepherds within single 

large fl ocks. The new system has also shortened the grazing season. When 

Thomas, a local farmer born in 1961, compares the current situation with 

the one in the late 1990s he displays a clear discontent coupled with the 

sense of having lost something precious. “We had the benefi t of letting 

our sheep go free in the mountains from mid-May to November 1st. They 

used to graze the lower parts of the mountain in the spring and the fall. 

And all this is over. We have lost two months of the grazing season.”

The transformations of the shepherding practices among the six GPs 

managing the current seven estives of the Biros valley has resulted in the 

surveillance of around 8,700 sheep by ten shepherds and twenty-two 

LGDs, and the use of electrifi ed night camps in two estives during the 

summer season of 2019. Several local farmers from the Biros valley re-

member the attacks of Hvala, one of the Slovenian females released in the 

second wave. As Batiste pointed out, “I remember her well. I had several 

attacks in one week. And she has taught several generations of cubs how 
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to hunt, so they will have the same attitude.” Some transhumant farmers 

no longer ascend to these mountains, as a result of bear predation. In this 

regard, two out of the three estives of a GP were abandoned in the summer 

of 2019. The abandonment of these parts of the mountain would lead to 

reforestation, bush expansion, and probably an increase in ungulate pop-

ulations. But more importantly, if this abandonment becomes a general 

tendency, a state-led conservation endeavor such as the bear program will 

have countered the main purpose of a previous state-subsidized plan that 

created GPs to revitalize mountain pastures.

Protection measures funded by the government have been gradually 

set out in the estives to prevent bear attacks. However, this implementation 

has been asymmetrical with some level of heterogeneity, since some GPs 

have been reluctant to use them. Farmers are hesitant about the effective-

ness of the set of measures against bear attacks. Fabian, a young farmer 

recently installed in the valley, claims that bears adapt their behavior both 

to the presence of LGDs and the installment of electrifi ed night camps, 

based on his own experience using these measures, and the attempts of 

his colleagues in the French Alps to prevent wolf attacks. “There is an 

evolution, bear attacks are occurring during the day now because we keep 

Figure 4.1. A single large fl ock guarded by a professional shepherd grazing in a 
mountain pasture, Sentein, 2019. © Lluís Ferrer
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the sheep inside fences at night in our estive. In the Alps, all the studies 

are showing this: half of the wolf attacks occur during the day because the 

animals are inside the fences at night.” In a nutshell, these measures serve 

only, as Batiste contends, to train bears to become more skilled: “We are 

afraid of being pushed to an arms race where more and stronger LGDs 

will be required to adapt to new bear predatory strategies.”

The ethnographic data refl ects an ongoing set of parallel, though not 

simultaneous, historical changes in shepherding practices on both sides of 

the range. Each one of these changes brought about not only an important 

shift from the preceding period, but so great were these shifts that none 

of the aforementioned changes resemble the current scenario in the least. 

These transformations and the dynamism of these shifts challenge the idea 

of conceiving both a single past detached from the present and the new 

shepherding practices as a return to the old ones. Besides the dissonances 

between past(s) and present, the depiction of the recent wildlife expansion 

by local farmers as “the new squatters of the rural world” portrays the 

power struggles between farming and conservationist sectors today.

Conclusion: Looking Back, Thinking F orward

In this chapter, we have identifi ed a set of local farmers’ narratives that 

challenge the way in which a landscape composed of bears, shepherds, 

and LGDs, and the ensuing transformation of previous shepherding prac-

tices in the Central Pyrenees, have been framed by the bear program’s pol-

itics. The program’s claim to restore these human and nonhuman elements 

to the Pyrenean mountain landscapes based on notions of return and con-

servation is countered by the ethnographic historical accounts from the 

Bonabé and Biros valleys, which reveal two stories of pastoral change and 

adaptation. The so-called return of bears, shepherds, and LGDs are also 

presented as an opportunity for the farming sector. In this concluding sec-

tion, we aim to expand our critique of the notion of return by linking it to 

the twofold naturalization processes engendered by the renewed presence 

of bears.

This critique has revolved around two premises: the separation of 

the past from the present following the precepts of historicism; and the 

detachment and ideological hierarchy between Nature and Society fol-

lowing the Cartesian dualism. How do these two Western ontological sep-

arations intersect, and how are they channeled through the bear program? 

We contend that heritage as a hegemonic idiom (Franquesa 2013) and the 

concept of time-tricking (Ringel 2016) help to provide a generative answer 

to these enquiries.
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Heritage has been defi ned as a hegemonic idiom since it not only ar-

ticulates “hegemonic and counterhegemonic projects,” but also frames 

“confl icts in terms that, by concealing their connection with broader issues 

of political economy, are advantageous to dominant groups” (Franquesa 

2013: 347). Keeping in mind this defi nition, while the use of heritage might 

recognize the value of old-age local farmers’ knowledge and practices, it 

also appears as an idiom of the hegemony that is not recognized by some 

farmers. Recognition, approached from a radical justice perspective that 

questions “who is given respect (or not) and whose interests, values and 

views are recognized” (Svarstad and Benjaminsen 2020: 1), turns out to be 

a key word to tackle the confl icts between the bear program’s proponents 

and the farming sector by critically engaging with heritage as both an 

idiom of the hegemony and a hegemonic idiom (Franquesa 2013).

Besides this preliminary note, deeming the bear reintroduction pro-

gram as a heritage-making process allows us to reveal how it consists of 

isolating parts of the past and transposing them to the present following 

one of the main tenets of Western historicism, that is, the separation of 

the past from the present (Hirsch and Stewart 2005). Through the bear 

program, “the pastness of the past is crystallized in efforts to present [the 

bear and shepherding practices] as objects separated from the present” 

(Gordillo 2014: 8). Heritage thus highlights the “pastness” of the past vis-

à-vis the “presentness” of the present through resignifi cation and reval-

uation processes (Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998). These processes are not 

devoid of power, but rather fraught with politics. In concrete terms, the 

temporal politics of the past as a form of time-tricking through which the 

before-after succession on the interplay between wildlife and livestock is 

reshaped. Heritage also connects with the second ontological premise of 

the bear program, since the canonical classifi cation between natural and 

cultural heritage values allows for the establishment of a hierarchical or-

der between Nature and Society. Natural heritage values—epitomized by 

the renewed presence of bears—have taken a much more prevalent polit-

ical stance over cultural ones—represented by the regrouping policy and 

the shepherding practices it claims to restore.

Despite the two aforementioned main problematic aspects of framing 

the bear program through the idiom of heritage, the program’s propo-

nents claim that the return of bears and the consequent restoration of for-

mer shepherding practices should be conceived as an opportunity or even 

a salvation for the farming sector. This discourse undermines farmers’ 

complaints and feelings of imposition in the wake of this rewilding strat-

egy and the ensuing transformations of shepherding practices by assert-

ing that what the program asks farmers to do is nothing more than what 

their ancestors had done since time immemorial. Critically engaging with 
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the politics of time devised by the bear program, we argue that, instead of 

representing a link to the past, the bear itself spearheads a twofold natu-
ralization process in the Pyrenees. On the one hand, the program considers 

that its presence, as the ultimate symbol of wilderness, produces a more 

natural or wilder—and hence better—landscape. On the other it claims 

that the renewed presence of bears must be considered as a naturalized, 

unavoidable, and incontestable asset of current landscapes that will make 

local farmers thrive under an environmental conservation paradigm.

Both naturalizations de-politicize the bear program and may well ex-

plain the recurrent rejections of such by most local farmers, as they per-

ceived two sorts of impositions: the top-down, outright imposition of 

wilderness; and the more subtle and insidious imposition of shepherding 

practices. The contradiction spurred by the bear program between imposi-

tion and opportunity is better understood in light of the idiom of heritage 

and the ensuing political hierarchy of natural over sociocultural heritage 

values. Indeed, the bear has been framed by the program’s proponents as 

something of superior value within the public interest to be preserved, 

and, under the idiom of heritage, a pathway to salvation for the dire con-

dition of the farming sector. This cross-border conservation project has 

forced sheep farmers to adapt to a novel scenario, in which a sequence 

of changes has been implemented by multiscalar political institutions. 

These changes aimed to safeguard natural, fi rst, and cultural, thereafter, 

heritage values that had been vanishing throughout the twentieth century. 

Therefore, Nature and Society have been fi rst devised as separate realms 

and then politically animated within a hierarchical order. In other words, 

bears were released and, only after testing and proving the negative im-

pacts of the reintroduction of these large carnivores on sheep farmers, the 

reappearance of shepherds and LGDs within a sheep regrouping policy 

was fostered. Therefore, this political hierarchy constitutes the foundation 

of these two impositions—bears and shepherding practices—that local 

farmers resent, which ultimately results in a growing discontent and the 

increase in social confl icts.

The restoration of the bear population, shepherds, and LGDs in the 

Central Pyrenees should be framed through notions of change and design 

rather than those of return and conservation. This replacement empha-

sizes the transformative nature of shepherding practices through different 

historical stages in which farmers have been progressively losing control 

over their own fl ocks when they graze over the high mountain pastures in 

the summer season. The implementation of the sheep regrouping policy 

through the bear program was claimed to have reestablished the aban-

doned collective management of the fl ocks. However, this state-driven 

policy led, in fact, to a new high-modernist territoriality (Scott 1998; 
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Vaccaro et al. 2014) based on a public environmentality (Agrawal 2005; 

Fletcher 2010) over farmers, sheep, bears, and pastures. It led to the pro-

duction of a wild heritage landscape in the Central Pyrenees.
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Notes

 1. Karl Jacoby stressed that he had coined the term “moral ecology” in order “to 

unsettle the earlier neologisms of conservationists—including, of course, the 

very term conservation, coined by Gifford Pinchot in 1910 in a brilliant turn of 

phrase that cast the movement as a conservative, common-sense measure to 

protect a self-evident nature rather than a new form of control over the envi-

ronment that often brought radical ecological and social change in its wake” 

(2019: 291).

 2. This chapter is the product of two years of fi eldwork in the Catalan and Ariège 

Pyrenees. The results presented here have been elaborated on through: in-

depth interviews and informal conversations with local farmers, shepherds, 

environmental conservation experts, and local politicians; participant obser-

vations on the shepherding practices, and the management and implementa-

tion of the regrouping policy; attendance to symposiums and conferences on 

the bear program in the Pyrenees; and the analysis of press news and the main 

politicians’ interventions in the media.

 3. In the Bonabé valley there are two villages (Isil and Alós d’Isil) that belong 

to the same municipality (Alt Àneu) that extend over 131 square kilometres, 

while the Biros valley has fi ve municipalities (Antras, Balacet, Bonac-Irazein, 

Bordes-Uchentein, and Sentein) with a territory of 173 square kilometers total.
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 4. Names have been changed for the sake of anonymity.

 5. This pastoral agreement was part of a larger historic treaty between these two 

territories (Roigé, Ros, and Còts 2002).
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Chapter 5

Transhumance in Kelmend, 
Northern Albania

Traditions, Contemporary Challenges, 
and Sustainable Development

Martine Wolff

Brief Historical and Geographical Focus

Certifi ed since remote times, transhumance has never ceased to exist in 

Kelmend. What will become of it in the future depends on each one of us. 

This book reminds us that “pastoralism is one of the most widespread 

and ancient forms of human subsistence” as Letizia Bindi writes in the 

introduction, so it is also the case in Albania. In order to have a better 

understanding of the situation I would like to focus briefl y on the ge-

ography and history of Albania. Albania consists of around 80 percent 

of mountains, with a short littoral plain along the Adriatic Sea, north of 

the town of Vlorë and south of the Ionian Sea. These two seas are recog-

nized as being the oriental part of the Mediterranean Sea. Pastoralism in 

Albania belongs to this space of traditional Mediterranean pastoral cul-

ture. Archaeologists are assessing that transhumant pastoralism has been 

present in Northern Albania since extremely ancient times, dating its 

origins at the very beginning of the Neolithic period, and nomadic pas-

toralism since the Palaeolithic period. All over Albania, shepherds have 

determined most of the social and cultural values which characterize 

Albanian traditional culture (Tirta 2016; Palaj 2018). But I must underline 

that pastoralism in Northern and Southern Albania is very different and 

cannot be compared.

Kelmend, situated in the extreme north of Albania, south of the Monte-

negro border and northwest of Kosovo, has been historically the cradle of 

transhumant pastoralism, and the shepherds in Kelmend, up to this day, 
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are the most respected persons in the local communities. Kelmend belongs 

to the municipality of Malësi e Madhe and the Shkodër region. But Kel-

mend is also part of the Albanian Alps. Up to the end of the Communist 

period, transhumant pastoralism existed all over the Albanian Alps. Since 

the 1990s, transhumant pastoralism has fallen dramatically. Nevertheless, 

it is still surviving in some zones from the Shkodër and Tropoje regions. 

Kelmend is one of them.

Kelmend contains four valleys. The alpine plains cover 40 percent of 

the territory, which is where spring and autumn transhumance occurs. 

Most of the pastures are over two thousand meters high (Progni 2000). 

Actual transhumance occurs from the littoral plain to the mountains, as 

well as from these alpine plains towards the high pastures where there 

exists very high biodiversity, with endemic fl ora and fauna and a wide 

variety of vegetation and medicinal plants. These landscapes have been 

shaped since very ancient times by transhumant pastoral farming. It is in 

these harsh natural conditions that a unique way of life within extensive 

transhumant pastoral activities has been constructed, in conjunction with 

self-sustaining family agriculture, incorporated within the demographic 

and historical aspects of traditional culture. Although no support has been 

given up to now by the government, every year, this area welcomes many 

transhumant shepherds, coming from the plain (in Lezhe, Milot, this year, 

I even met one shepherd coming from Durres). Most of these shepherds 

are of Kelmend origin, and for them, it is extremely important to come to 

their homeland pasturage. They are added to the herds of local breeders 

present in Kelmend throughout the year. In Kelmend, transhumant pas-

toralism is really a co-construction, a story of men and women in union 

with their animals and the surrounding nature. It belongs to the identity 

of the region and this fact is crucial to them. This book is about remember-

ing how traditional pastoralism is reconsidered in terms of sustainability, 

human health/animal welfare, and environmental impact.

Regarding the Albanian Alps, and especially the zone of Kelmend, I 

like to name them the Illyrian Alps because especially in Kelmend there 

are ancient Indigenous Albanian populations who have refused all forms 

of assimilation from successive invaders, and who have tried to preserve 

and transmit all their autochthonic traditions and customs in these re-

mote and isolated valleys (Rama 2020). The Albanian ethnologist Mark 

Tirta recognizes some of these traditions as having their origin in Illyrian 

time (Tirta 2016; Durham [1909] 2013). This culture cannot be understood 

outside the context of transhumant agropastoral dynamics. Let us look at 

some historical considerations. The territory of the Albanian state today 

is very reduced in comparison with historical Albanian territories. When 

Albanian independence was proclaimed after fi ve hundred years of Otto-
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man occupation, Albania lost two thirds of its territories, due to the west-

ern geopolitical diplomatic games. Furthermore, historical Kelmend does 

not correspond to the present region of Kelmend in Albania. A part of the 

historical Kelmend is now in Montenegro and Kosova (Neziri 2012–13). 

Over time, the territory of Kelmend narrowed more and more, which is 

problematic for the pastoral community, as the habitants were cut off from 

their pastures, water, and herbal sources for the animals, from their trans-

humance paths and spiritual spaces. In ancient times, their transhumant 

moving existed over vast spaces up to Bosnia and Croatia in the north and 

to Bulgaria in the east (Durham 1928).

Throughout history, due to wars and political changes, these transhu-

mance territories have moved and been reduced in size. Unfortunately, 

till now, shepherds from Kelmend are not allowed to cross the borders 

towards Montenegro and Kosovo with their herds.

In ancient times, every family in Kelmend was involved in transhu-

mant pastoralism. In Communist times, despite collectivization by the 

state, transhumance was still very developed. The families secretly trans-

mitted their traditional way of transhumant pastoralism.

Starting in the 1990s, the families tried to take back their traditional 

way for transhumant pastoralism. They were not encouraged at all by the 

government who up to that point recognized only intensive farming. The 

dramatic events of 1997 (collapse of pyramid schemes and widespread 

corruption, causing big anarchy and rebellion throughout the country) 

induced a break in this process, and each year the number of transhumant 

herders was diminished. Exact statistics are unknown; I have heard so 

many different numbers, depending on who is talking. I have now been 

in Kelmend for four years. Four years ago, there were still six to eight 

thousand sheep undertaking transhumance in summer. I cannot say any 

numbers for the goats. In 2019, only 2,400 goats and 4,700 sheep were reg-

istered. In 2018 I evaluated 145 families moving for transhumance to the 

high pastures. In 2019, they were less than 100 families. The main reason 

that many did not go this year was climatic diffi culties, as explained to me 

by the shepherds.

From the Dictatorial Times up to the Modern Period

Let us mention the fi fty years of totalitarian dictatorship when Albania 

was totally isolated, living in total autarchy. All those who resisted the 

dictator, refusing to accept his ideology, were severely oppressed. This 

was the case for most families in Kelmend. Today, it is terrible to see how 

in each Kelmend family, some members were killed or tortured in con-
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centration camps and prisons. Many children were born and/or grew 

up in concentration camps. Collectivization of the lands, animals, and 

persons under state control must also be mentioned as a traumatizing 

experience for the population. The entire economy was centralized by the 

dictatorship. (Bardhoshi 2018). The traditional structure of the villages 

was destroyed, and the transhumance was reduced and organized by 

the cooperative and state farms. This resulted in loss of knowledge about 

the practice and paths of transhumance, and the breakdown of relation-

ships between pastoral families in the valley asking for transhumance care 

and the shepherds living in Kelmend. There were tremendous long-term 

negative consequences to the multimillennial pastoral ecoculture within 

Kelmend. Before the Communist period, each family was involved in 

pastoral activities (Durham [1909] 2013, 1928). Still now the children are 

having a special moment of family education living in summer with all 

the family on the high pastures, helping regardless of their age possibili-

ties on pastoral activities.

During Communist times, pastoral traditions specifi c to the region 

were undermined. However, although pastoral traditions were reduced, 

they have never ceased to exist (Bardhoshi 2018). Communism failed with 

Perestroika beginning in the 90s. Since then, traditional pastoralism has 

been renewed, with no support from the central or local government, the 

shepherds working only with the sweat of their brow. Taking back this lost 

and forbidden tradition became an essential priority for the inhabitants of 

Kelmend. The same occurs in Romania but nonetheless the maintenance 

of transhumant practice is considered a way of conserving typical land-

scape refl ecting embedded memories (Chapter 9).

Pastoralism has been declining since 1997, due to the dramatic events 

that occurred in Albania. From 2013, due to massive emigration of the 

young, and the rise of mass tourism in some parts of the Albanian Alps, 

the decline of pastoralism has been strongly accelerated. Having no sup-

port each year it becomes more diffi cult for these transhumant shepherds 

to go on with the practice of transhumance.

But no one in Kelmend can imagine transhumance ceasing altogether. 

For the inhabitants of Kelmend, as well as some other parts of the Alba-

nian Alps, transhumance must endure. Albania is now a candidate, to-

gether with France and Spain, in asking this nonmaterial cultural heritage 

to be protected by UNESCO. Therefore, we are working on heritagization 

of the transhumance process. This is giving a new hope and dynamic to 

the shepherds presently organizing themselves within networks of trans-

humant shepherds. They are taking a renewed awareness of their tradi-

tional pastoral culture, understanding that they are not alone, and that 

this culture is shared all over the world.
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Transhumance Pastoralism, Still a Living Culture 
in the Twenty-First Century

In the Gheg language we say, dale në bjeshkës, going to the High pastures; 
Merr rrugen per bjeshkë, taking the road towards high pastures; and jem tu 
bjeshkua, I am in the process of grazing. These expressions say a lot about 

the importance of the transhumance phenomenon and the synergy in-

volved. Transhumance in Kelmend concerns mainly sheep but also goats, 

led by shepherds from one “humus” to another, or from the plain to the 

mountain in tune with the rhythm of the seasons, in the organization of 

a pendulum movement of herds. They are accompanied by horses and 

mules, transporting human beings and goods, as well as dogs leading 

and protecting the herds. During the transhumance period, shepherds 

also collect wild berries and medicinal plants. This results in close com-

plementarity and circulation between the plain and the mountains. Many 

cultural exchanges fl ow from this phenomenon. The mountain is a fab-

ulous reservoir of grass, cool even in the heart of summer. By the end of 

May, beginning of June, the shepherds with their families and animals, 

leave the grasslands of the plains and the littoral, to fi nd rich grass in the 

mountains and pure air (ajër i pastër). The shepherds tell me, “The health 

of the animal is asking us to take them to the high pastures, because the 

pastures clear up all the diseases.”

Although nowadays in a very precarious balance, this practice still 

exists, distinguishing the big transhumance in summer and smaller fl ows 

of transhumance on the mountain plains (vrri), according to the different 

seasons (bjeshkimit pranverore and vjeshtore). The annual cycle of moving 

herds up to the mountain areas and then down to the lower plains has be-

come a signifi cant ritual, with celebrations which bring together the whole 

community. Its history and function shed light on the symbolic relation-

ships that have for so long linked humans and animals to their natural 

environment, showing how transhumance is still persisting and resisting 

as an effi cient form of farming deeply infl uencing landscapes (Brisebarre 

2007). The Albanian shepherds believe that the maintenance of cultural 

landscapes and natural (ecological) balance is dependent on them. But 

also, a whole way of thinking, being, and acting (beliefs and representa-

tions) have determined social and cultural life in Kelmend throughout 

history, perfectly in line with what Tim Ingold outlines in the Foreword, 

about transdisciplinary cooperation and communication among humans, 

environmental and animal health, and recognizing this cultural practice 

as an important form of diversity thriving on the biodiversity of the envi-

ronment in which it operates.
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The practice of transhumance requires a great capacity for adaptation. 

It enables the development of an agriculture of self-suffi ciency combined 

with breeding of the herds that are complementary to each other. It is a 

link between the coast and the mountains. It is based on the search for the 

most nourishing grass, according to the meteorological conditions and the 

altitude, and on the appropriation of the mountains by man. It is the chal-

lenge of a whole system of economic and social relations structuring a vast 

space, concerning everyone. And from there are delineated all the paths 

dedicated to transhumance which are called stigjet in Gheg vernacular 

language and drailles in French. Lieux de passage (trails) are places of meet-

ing, communication, sharing, and exchanging since time immemorial; 

they are paths that warrant a sociocultural context. Transhumant pastoral-

ism is deeply rooted in the identity of Kelmend. It is also combined with 

life organization since very ancient times around the multiple sources of 

water, rivers, and some resting places, which are considered sacred from 

generation to generation.

Pastoral Knowledge, a Living Intangible 
Nonmaterial Heritage

The essence of pastoralism is the knowledge of cooperation with hetero-

geneous ecosystems and a variable climate, in order to feed animals who 

have themselves learned the mountain regions. This results from a shared 

reciprocal, balanced listening and understanding (knowledge) between 

the shepherd and his animals, being one with them, as well as between 

themselves and their environment. It implies a deep affective relationship 

where human and animal well-being depends on each other. The shep-

herd has not only an intimate knowledge of the animals but also a deep 

complicity (closeness). The shepherds fi nd themselves in a reciprocal lis-

tening, where human and animal well-being is closely linked. The animal 

is a fully-fl edged partner of the shepherd in his way of life and production. 

It is in this relationship to the animal and also to the environment that the 

shepherd fi nds balance. He uses his empirical knowledge of the animal’s 

ability to adapt to the environment, and thus they have the ability to move 

together whenever necessary. Pastoral knowledge includes not only herd 

composition and management but also specifi c practices related to animal 

care, mobility of animals and families, transhumance practices of herds, 

appropriate search for pastures and forage resources. The shepherd must 

know how to take care of a herd and lead them, to understand their behav-

iors, allow them to feed themselves, driving the herd where the best food 
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is located. He must know the mountain and be able to adapt to it. Pastoral 

management relies on the knowledge of the shepherds who have a fi ne 

understanding of the behavior of their animals, the daily and seasonal 

rhythms as well as spatial organization of relief and vegetation. He has 

knowledge of both wild and cultivated plants. By his fi ne and precise ob-

servation, he knows the role these plants play in the nutritional status and 

health of the animals. He takes into account the diversity of plant species 

and the resilience of natural environments, or more specifi cally ecosys-

tems, the resilience of natural habitats, and the irreversibility of certain 

processes of grassland degradation. Each aspect of his knowledge leads 

to ways of valuing the heterogeneity of environments, especially through 

herd mobility, and the nature of the production methods. The shepherds 

with their herds have maintained and restored these landscapes by en-

suring a balanced use of meadows and pastures. The heterogeneity of the 

environment is valued by the herd’s mobility which facilitates a mosaic 

of diversifi ed vegetation (ecosystems and natural habitats) around which 

is articulated “a cultural corpus of typical landscapes.” The shepherd is 

looking to identify and preserve them. From these pastoral issues come 

many skills such as assessing the quality of the meat and dairy prod-

ucts and traditional pharmacopeia, and making traditional local crafts 

which the shepherds defend fanatically. The shepherds strongly affi rm 

this when they tell me, “all this intangible natural and cultural heritage 

has to be protected and transmitted.” This is the core of their motivation 

to continue in spite of all the diffi culties and adversity encountered day 

after day.

Living among the shepherds in Kelmend, I can describe them as a 

community with real social capital, making solidarity work in face of the 

dangers which happen on a wild mountain that becomes hostile in bad 

weather. The shepherds have a respectful relationship to their animals, 

the vegetal world, their whole environment, as well as a sensibility which 

comprises the mental and spiritual universe of the shepherd. Pastoralism 

is a co-built harmony between the shepherd and his family, his dog and 

his horse, his herd and the environment. It is this rich relationship between 

human beings, animals, and nature which is at the heart of the agropas-

toral system, with all its behaviors, passions, responsibilities, interdepen-

dencies, and freedoms. Another very important thing for shepherds is the 

genetic selection of animals, which they utilize to reinforce the hardiness 

of the animals in order to produce breeds which are productive but also 

suitable for their territory, a selection based on the shepherd’s knowledge, 

his way of life and beliefs. All these aspects color this pastoral society 

as a unique world. As an anthropologist this fascinated me, I wanted to 

understand it in a better way. These inhabitants have the resilience to face 
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the worst diffi culties alone, without any support from anyone, tenacity 

to go on, and the heart to continue to transmit their heritage; this is what 

convinced me that this way of life has to be protected.

The Maintenance of a Balanced Natural Landscapes 
Depends on This Dynamic of Transhumance Life

Pastoralism determines the life of the landscape. By driving the animals 

from the plain to the mountain and from the mountain to the plain, cul-

tural landscapes have been slowly shaped. The landscapes in Kelmend are 

the work of shepherds and their herds throughout history, resulting from 

the interaction between man and nature, testifying to the appropriation of 

nature, adaptation, and modifi cation. Whether it is along streams, forests, 

or pastures, these landscapes are spectacular, containing a rich and rare 

biodiversity. There is truly environmental resilience that is entirely depen-

dent on pastoral management and that seems to me a rare and signifi cant 

model of harmony between man and nature. These cultural landscapes are 

composed of a succession of strata throughout history, the origin of which 

dates back in Kelmend to the Palaeolithic period, a strong ancient culture 

rooted in a nomadic way of life. The oral literature, especially the shep-

herd songs, testify the survival of the original Illyrian culture (ancestor of 

the Albanians). Deeply attached to their territory, this environment is of 

great importance for the inhabitants of Kelmend. They consider their terri-

tory as Mother Earth, venerating her and dedicating their deep homage to 

her at every moment and through each of their actions. It is in this context 

also that their relationship and deep respect to the animals, whether they 

be their herds or the wild animals living there, should be understood. This 

appropriation and the maintenance of these natural landscapes in balance 

are not limited to their material aspects, they include both cultural and 

spiritual aspects which must not be forgotten when working on heritagi-

zation of the transhumance process.

Pastoralism Is Cultural Heritage

These cultural landscapes have not only an economic signifi cance but 

also an ecological, cultural, and spiritual signifi cance. These material and 

intangible heritage elements are keys for reading a land occupation, con-

tributing to a better understanding of the lifestyle and practices of the 

territory. These cultural landscapes participate in the foundations of the 

territory’s own cultural identity. These cultural landscapes are the place 
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where all traditional knowledge is developed and maintained, which in-

cludes, beyond the custody of the herds and the care of them, many other 

areas, such as excellent knowledge of the environment, plants, and wild-

life, traditional medicine, and traditional use of many materials.

The ecological functions of these cultural landscapes play a fundamen-

tal role in maintaining the general stability of the human environment, and 

they also have a cultural function. The natural environment determines 

the self-expression of human beings, that is, culture. Their traces have to be 

evaluated and listed. They are “living cultural landscapes,” which includes 

the artistic productions that express it and the ethical and spiritual values 

that are bearing it. These cultural landscapes of great diversity and richness 

are dynamic and connected to customary law code encompassing a resil-

ient livelihood, as Ingold has highlighted in his Foreword. Kelmend inhab-

itants state that, “Our culture is to live together with the animals.” Many of 

their practices belong to what I call “a whole pastoral cosmogony,” which 

includes the bells and other decorations placed on the animals and the 

hairstyles on the animals’ heads or tails. By these adornments, the animal 

is identifi ed with its environment and its social group. These accessories 

are specifi c aesthetic markings through which the pastoral knowledge and 

beliefs of the shepherds are valorized. All these elements symbolize very 

specifi c cultural and religious practices which are in a strong syncretism 

with all the natural environment. There is also music and dance that illus-

trate great richness of expression and originality. It is the shepherds who 

are the creators, it is their voice that resonates from the mountains. Also 

of signifi cance are the epic songs of the Lahuta, kengë I kresnikëve, which 

originated in the Homeric era, and the shepherd’s fl ute fyelli and his lyrical 

songs; these songs describe the various heroes throughout history, and the 

kengë krahu is the song or call conveying information from one valley to 

the other, such announcements as births or deaths. These songs refl ect the 

souls of these inhabitants and represent the memory of these mountain-

eers. They are a veritable encyclopedia that is transmitted from generation 

to generation since ancient times. They connect the social community to its 

lineage and its affi liations. They have a magical-spiritual component and 

accompany all the rituals and celebrations in a richly institutionalized, so-

cializing enchantment. They facilitate through these moments of sharing, 

in moments of imbalance, the creation of a new balance, the restoration 

of communication and a circulation of life. They can become moments of 

regeneration and healing. And therefore, it is important to underline all 

these moments of feast where the social community meets together, expe-

riencing restorative moments of joy and solidarity, encouraging them to go 

on living in these arid and wild environments. All that belongs to cultural 

heritage in links with transhumance.
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These Cultural Landscapes 
Determine a Whole Social Organization

There is a clan organization in Kelmend. The population is exogamous, 

but the marriage alliances are determined by the pooling of pastures and 

by the work required by the pastoral culture, deeply linked to local and 

traditional social structures, kinship relations, and symbolic representa-

tions and settlements. These mountaineers have many children. Although 

their number are getting lower now, it is not rare to fi nd a family with 

seven to ten children. They represent a work force that makes the pastoral 

culture possible. There is a knowledge that is transmitted within the fam-

ily, from the elders to the youth, generation to generation since ancient 

times. For this pastoral community, they are links to the ancestors, there-

fore this transmission cannot be broken at any price. This link is sacred. 

The transmission of pastoral knowledge is carried out within the family, 

as within village communities and pastures. The art of conducting a trans-

humant herd is conveyed by gesture and experience. The tasks are clearly 

delineated between men, women, and children. The whole family takes 

part in transhumance, and we could say in some way, are therefore some 

kind of shepherds. The different events of the cycle of life, and the customs 

that animate them, profoundly infl uence the pastoral culture. Their social 

community includes, beyond the family and the village, the animals, and 

the natural and spiritual environment.

The landscapes and the life lived there have also determined, over time, 

a set of customary laws that are collected throughout northern Albania 

in different Kanun. In Kelmend, it is the “Kanun of the mountain” which 

predominates. These laws were determined by a council of elders (sages), 

according to the social reality encountered in the fi eld. Many of them were 

shepherds and still now, they are the shepherds who assume a mediation 

role in confl icts, bringing back dialogue, peace, and harmony. This pasto-

ralism of transhumance has determined a whole social and cultural life 

and many spiritual values that constitute the identity of the region. The 

animal is the center of everything. The way in which the shepherd ap-

prehends the animals he is conducting in the environment, characterizes 

certain cultural components of agropastoralism and its strong impact on 

the landscapes as well as on the population. Because of his activity, the 

shepherd is confronted with the natural environment he exploits, and the 

animals he raises. The animal, in particular, is both the purpose of these 

activities, the operating tool, and the management auxiliary of an environ-

ment that is to ensure sustainability, valuing in the best way its potential 

foraging. The paths of transhumance are real corridors and fi rst trails, 

passage for the herds and the men, but also for the animal and plant spe-
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cies associated with them. They are fundamental cultural and ecological 

exchange tools. They have been known for centuries and are the origin of 

cultural practices conveyed by transhumant shepherds. All this needs to 

be protected. The shepherds in Kelmend walk now where their ancestors 

have always been walking. Many generations have drunk at the same 

sacred water sources and have rested at the foot of the same trees which, 

too, are imbued with holiness. Pastoral culture generates many customs 

and traditions, including mirëpritja, the famous Albanian hospitality; la 
parole donnée, word of honor; and Besa, the pledge of honor. These societal 

values have been determined by transhumant shepherds and can only be 

understood through the eyes of this multimillennial pastoral culture (Palaj 

2018).

Subsistence of Transhumant Breeding 
in the Twenty-First Century

Transhumant livestock has survived until the twenty-fi rst century because 

the shepherds knew how to adapt to the demands of a constantly changing 

world (Fabre, Molénat, and Duclos 2002). But nowadays, in this postmod-

ern period, what will become of them? The shepherds are totally left alone 

working and can defend themselves only by their own very hard work. 

Neither state nor local authorities are taking any interest in them. “They 

are just not considered by anyone in power,” say the shepherds. “They do 

not merit any interest at all,” are the words of some development NGOs 

spoken to me some years ago. Del’homme (2016) in his article confi rms 

this attitude. Transhumance practices are totally denied by them and even 

condemned as primitive, stemming from prehistoric times. Shepherds 

work in such diffi cult conditions that few young people want to become 

shepherds, rejecting the harsh life of their parents. Not believing in any 

future within their own region, they attempt to emigrate at any price 

(Mema, Aliaj, and Matoshi 2019). The exodus to the plains and emigration 

has become massive and is a hemorrhage to the pastoral organization.

Albania is in economic transition and the country is struggling to re-

cover from the destruction of a communist dictatorship. Reprivatization 

is accomplished with great diffi culty and many errors are perpetuated, 

which detract from good agropastoral development. There is no land ten-

ure plan. There is a total lack of infrastructure, including school and san-

itation. Life becomes increasingly impossible. After the fall of the regime, 

the practice of transhumance began again but with several problems: loss 

of knowledge of the traditional practices of transhumance, privatization 

of land, despoilment of the pastures and trails in order to build roads, 
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and illegal hydropower plants built against the will of the population, 

destroying the region’s ecosystem, creating many diffi culties for further 

pastoralism.

The Ministry of Agriculture has undertaken important economic re-

forms and promotes industrial farming with few considerations for trans-

humance practices. Management of traditional pastoralism is not taken in 

account. This seriously threatens the cultural landscapes that have been 

valiantly shaped for millennia. The shepherds are deeply worried about 

all these issues (Nori 2016). Modernity suddenly erupted when commu-

nism fell in Albania; the people were unable to prepare themselves, or 

adapt materially, psychologically, socially or culturally to the changes. 

Losing their identity, the population tries to survive as they can. The in-

habitants of Kelmend state that, “We do not have the codes of operation of 

this modern world, we do not know how to deal with it.” Albania, in this 

modern period, is in a very chaotic situation. We are witnessing a crum-

bling of the social body and a collapse of traditional village structures. The 

inhabitants, fi nding it diffi cult to cope with galloping globalization, are 

caught between two extreme ways of life in a context which is imposed 

on them, and which they cannot yet master, feeling torn apart between the 

forces of tradition and modernity. This results in ambivalence and fear, op-

erating in crisis mode and feeling a drift between the two. These Albanian 

shepherds no longer possess the keys of interpretation from their ances-

tors and feel incapable of reproducing the social structures inherited from 

the past. Nor can they cope with this present society and do not recognize 

themselves in globalization. They feel locked up in an insecure modernity 

and seek in the mythical fi gure of the shepherd and his fl ock a source of 

identity, a re-anchoring to a regained identity that can be shared.

The Kelmend region is also presently facing a lot of ecological prob-

lems. One of them is its rivers. Cemi is the main one, and half of it is in 

Montenegro. Kelmend was to become a national park, but the lobbying for 

hydropower construction was stronger and this project has been silenced 

by the Albanian government. The historical part of Kelmend around the 

Cemi river is in Montenegro and is a UNESCO-protected national park, 

but in the Albanian part, non-scrupulous, illegal initiatives of hydropower 

construction are destroying the environment and the culture. The Kel-

mend inhabitants have saved this ecoculture with their blood through 

centuries. They are convinced of the urgent necessity that their region be-

comes, as promised, a national park and that they work for heritagization 

of the transhumance culture in their own region within UNESCO. Such a 

fact constitutes a deep wound for these inhabitants who fi nd themselves 

very worried about the future of their region. Therefore, working on heri-

tarization of transhumance is of the highest importance.
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A Spiritual Foundation of the Local Population 
from which a Sustainable Development 
of Transhumant Pastoralism Can Arise

Nevertheless, transhumance is still alive in Kelmend. The inhabitants are 

fi rmly convinced that transhumance needs to endure. This is their force 

of life, which may enhance further sustainable development. They are 

conscious that without shepherds, Kelmend, with all the culture that ani-

mates it, will not survive. The government is holding a politic of massive 

tourism within the Albanian Alps, but the shepherd community is mainly 

against the development of such tourism. Tourism expansion is not their 

priority. In spite of the fact that these projects are rejected by the whole 

Albanian pastoral community, some of the shepherds’ families began to 

propose to welcome some tourists within their families in their high pas-

tures, giving them the opportunity to share for a moment their own life, 

enjoying a strong contact with the animals and surrounding nature.

Furthermore, the transhumance dynamic is very important to the pas-

toral community. The shepherds are mythical fi gures within the entire 

society and are seen to bring social stability and peace. They will always 

have the support of the inhabitants of the region. These traditional popula-

tions gather around a real ecoculture, their beliefs and customs are aligned 

to this. They are conditioned by this traditional pastoral life towards a 

deep listening to and respect for their environment. (Descola 2005, 2018). 

This harmonious relationship with nature and cosmogony gives rise to ar-

chetypes that are found within all spheres of society and radiates a whole 

culture of peace. Living with them for more than four years, I must admit 

that it was often in close contact with the shepherds and their fl ocks that 

the population found calm, stability, and regained peace which animated 

them through confl icts. They found among them the strength to continue 

to be resilient in spite of all the diffi culties.

The Shepherd, Emblematic Figure, 
Guardian of Tradition, and a Culture of Peace

The inhabitants of Kelmend are characterized by their inner nobility, their 

values, their bravery, and their courage. These mountaineers have a par-

ticular relationship to the cosmogony. Their Christian faith is part of a 

great syncretism of animist beliefs, and the oral traditions they maintain 

bear traces of a rich mythology that dates back to ancient times but which 

is still alive. All this results in many ritual celebrations. These traditional 

populations carry a real “Ecoculture” and defend many values and cus-
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toms dating back to ancient times. Their link to nature and to cosmogony 

is expressed in all spheres of life. It expresses itself also in oral traditions 

that accompany their children’s development through the whole life cy-

cle. This link regulates the inscription of everyone as a social and cultural 

being within the community to which they belong. The inhabitants still 

seek, despite a threatened ecosystem, to live in interaction and harmony, 

and this is where the shepherd carrying this multimillennial culture plays 

a major role as regulator and stabilizer within the society. This is even 

more valid for the uprooted sections of the population living on the plains, 

lacking benchmarks, being hostages of a brutal burst of modernity. The 

inhabitants do not welcome new modes of being, thinking and acting. 

They are in a negotiation of their here and now, while still struggling with 

tradition (Breda, Derridder, and Laurent 2013).

The shepherd plays a central role within Kelmend society, alongside 

the priest. Everyone listens to him, respects him, and honors him. He is 

often a mediator in confl icts, taking a central place at the assembly of el-

ders. This pastoral people of the mountains of northern Albania maintains 

a close relationship to the cosmogony, in resonance with the visible and 

invisible world, in an intimate relationship to the environment that sur-

rounds them, to others and to themselves. Their sense of the sacred in all 

things, the spiritual values they defend, their understanding of the thera-

peutic, of disease and healing, imbue them with many capacities of resil-

ience, despite the worst diffi culties (Brisebarre, Lebaudy, Gonzalez 2018). 

It is because they are aware of their identity, and of what animates and 

inhabits them, that they have been able to go on living, mobilizing all their 

creativity in face of adversity. It is in their attachment to tradition, to the 

long lineage of ancestors and to Mother Earth, in close relationship with 

the whole cosmogony, that these populations have found the strength to 

be able to resist and innovate in a better way.

The Shepherd, a Mythical Figure That 
Embodies Tradition and Stability

The inhabitants explain to me that the shepherd “is like the rock of the 

mountain.” He has a very special importance within the society. As he has 

met many people, walked many paths, he has many things to tell. Living 

in nature that he knows perfectly and being keeper of the herds, he is the 

guarantor of balance and a peacemaker. He maintains a quasi-mystical 

relationship with his fl ock and the nature that surrounds him. This also 

includes the other beings living there. He thus has a very special function, 

being both a priest and a popular healer, allowing the creation of “new 
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social landscapes,” bringing together young and old, transmitting the 

traditional knowledge necessary to survive in the mountains. It is around 

the shepherd that the inhabitants, in this world full of social and cultural 

change, in deregulation and reconfi guration, try in community to recreate 

spaces of sociality. They try to reorganize, regain coherence, and rebuild a 

self-identity, a living together and, while facing adversity, to seek together 

how to navigate this passage. It is around the shepherd who has always 

been able to demonstrate adaptation and invention that the population 

seeks to make their way in the face of the chaotic situation caused by 

the abrupt eruption of modernity (Charbonnier and Romagny 2012). The 

shepherd and his herd are playing a central role in social and cultural 

terms. It is through their contact and oneness with nature, that everyone 

can regain a sensitive world, a vibratory link with nature and life, an in-

telligibility of the world. (These words have been said by local habitants.) 

Shepherds are living witnesses of a culture of the bond, and a participa-

tory ecology. As some inhabitants explained to me: “They [shepherds] are 

the guardians of a balance to maintain and share. They remind us of the 

necessity of the beautiful, the orderly and the harmonious. It is their hu-

man qualities that will save us, in a relationship of intimacy, respect and 

peace with nature, the visible and invisible world.” The shepherd is the 

artist around whom, in the light of contemporary issues, new contexts can 

be invented and recreated, which will generate tuning and cohesion and 

bring a renewal. This is coherent with the idea of transhumant pastoralism 

as a form of husbandry ecosystem services, contributing to the protection 

and regeneration of mountain environments and biodiversity.

What Can Be Done So That 
This Transhumant Pastoral Culture Survives?

Pastoralism modulates important aspects of cultural, historical, and tra-

ditional heritage, established and developed by the history of these pop-

ulations, but which today are seriously threatened by the evolution of 

the modern globalizing world (Lacirignola 2016). Personally, I helped the 

shepherds from Kelmend to organize themselves as a professional group 

fi ghting as a civil society for their rights in respect of their traditional 

culture, and we have established links with indiviuals in the south of 

France. That was primordial for them, as they are feeling isolated and 

forgotten, and we are working together towards cooperative projects. To-

gether we set up some development priorities, and I must confess that the 

shepherds in Kelmend are working in terrible conditions, which need to 

be improved. Nothing is organized and they do not have the education 
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to do it alone. They need expertise and training. But the shepherds are 

convinced that they have to work in close relationship and collaboration 

with all the actors sharing the same territories—e.g., ecotourism, environ-

mental protection, etc. Also, they are aware of the creation of professional 

shepherd schools in France which have induced a renewal of transhumant 

pastoralism. Despite the fact that they attach the utmost importance to 

learning from generation to generation within the family, they recognize 

the importance of supplementing it with scientifi c training for their young 

people, which could be done in professional schools that still have to be 

created. The shepherds are convinced that establishing professional train-

ing with a French-Albanian diploma will encourage youth to stay in the 

Albanian Alps and choose to become shepherds.

Recently in Kelmend, the shepherds have created the House of Shep-

herds and Transhumance (shtepia e bariut dhe bjeshkimit) linked to La Maison 

de la Transhumance in Salon de Provence in the south of France. This will 

create opportunities for them to connect with the local, regional, and cen-

tral powers in order to work in close relationship with the civil society for 

an evaluation of the situation. Also, the perspective to join France, Spain, 

and some other countries asking UNESCO protection of the transhumance 

as a nonmaterial cultural heritage is presently giving new perspectives and 

a new visibility to this phenomenon and our region. This institution not 

only brings together transhumant shepherds from the Albanian Alps, but 

it also hopes to have regional repercussions in the Balkans in the medium 

term. Its long-term vocation is to become an interpretation center for pas-

toral cultures and an observatory of transhumance throughout the region.

Kelmend, a cradle of transhumant pastoralism, is presently convinced 

of the urgent necessity to associate with interdisciplinary researchers who 

will help them by giving scientifi c methods for enhancing development 

projects. The shepherds from Kelmend therefore began to mobilize to 

University of Shkodër and the agriculture university in Tirana. As an an-

thropologist, I joined them, offering my expertise, being convinced about 

the necessity of multidisciplinary research. But in the future we would 

like these research teams to be linked with international universities with 

high-level scientifi c standards within European projects.

But let us not forget our youth. Unfortunately, school programs are not 

giving any room for this pastoral culture. The children of the shepherds 

are often discriminated against; many of them do not have real access to 

school. In view of the school programs which are out of step with what 

the children of the shepherds experience in their everyday life, new forms 

of formal and nonformal education remain to be found. No sustainable 

development can really happen without it. In the past few years, we had 

tried a few nonformal school initiatives during summer holidays around 
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nature. Now the children of the shepherds of certain pastures are begin-

ning to get involved in writing a book on their pastoral life. The young 

people, who until now organized festive moments of dances and sports 

games between pastures, are preparing to invite the young people of the 

city next summer for a moment of conviviality and sharing, a pasture fes-

tival. And we all hope together that in the future they will be authorized 

to create cultural places seeking to bear witness to this pastoral ecoculture 

(for example, through a pastoral ecomuseum). Therefore, young shep-

herds are presently taking plenty of photos of their pastoral life.

Conclusion

I would like to say that in so many countries transhumance dynamics has 

ceased to exist. In some countries, such as France, transhumance pastoral-

ism is experiencing a resurgence (Msika, Lebaudy, and Caraguel 2015). In 

some countries, transhumant pastoralism has never disappeared, in spite 

of all the historical wounds that have happened. We must learn from each 

other, meeting and exchanging information between the different coun-

tries. But please, do not forget that wherever we are, transhumance pasto-

ralism is a global phenomenon, “un fait social et culturel total,” according 

to Marcel Mauss, which includes so many facts which are all in interaction 

(interconnection). None of them makes sense without the others. We are 

presently thinking about what should be heritagization of transhumance, 

as nonmaterial heritage within UNESCO. We must defi ne all the relevant 

factors and integrate them in this globalism phenomenon, in order to be 

protected. The shepherds from Kelmend have convinced me that we sci-

entists, whether anthropologists from the agriculture fi eld or elsewhere, 

must work together defi ning what is the transhumance dynamic and con-

duct research to help these pastoral populations. A documentary fi lm has 

been made in Kelmend and the fi lmmaker called the shepherds, “the he-

roes of the High pastures.” I would like to add that we need to be careful 

about folklorization of the transhumance, which could negate what is, in 

reality, a sacred experience. And this is what the forgotten shepherds from 

Albania with their herds, are reminding all of us. “Mire se vini në bjeshkët 

e Kelmendit”: welcome to the high pastures of Kelmend.
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Chapter 6

Revisiting Transhumance from 
Stilfs, South Tyrol, Italy

The Everyday Diverse Economy of 
a Forgotten Alternative Food Network

Annalisa Colombino and Jeffrey John Powers

Introduction

This chapter discusses the pastoral practice of transhumance through the 

lens of the idea of an alternative food network.1 The literature on alterna-

tive food networks in geography and agro-food studies is abundant. How-

ever, it has neglected to explore how transhumance is a lively agricultural 

practice that engenders and partakes in food networks that may be radical 

in their alternativeness. The chapter starts with introducing how alterna-

tive food networks emerged in the last thirty-fi ve years or so as important 

foodways through which food is produced and consumed. It moves on to 

discuss transhumance as an agricultural practice and to focus, specifi cally, 

on summer transhumance—a form of extensive agriculture that is present 

especially in the European Alps and that produces cheeses primarily for 

local consumption. The chapter then draws on ethnographic data to offer 

an account of the everyday practices and routines of humans and animals 

working on the summer pastures right above the village of Stilfs/Stelvio 

in South Tyrol, northeast Italy. It concludes with a short discussion that 

points to how alpine transhumance may be seen as engendering radically 

alternative food networks which enrich what Gibson-Graham have no-

tably called the “diverse economy” (Gibson-Graham 1997, 2014; Gibson-

Graham and Dombroski 2020; see also Healey 2020); namely, the economy 

is conceptualized according to interconnections between a multiplicity of 

practices of production, exchange, and consumption, which are more than 

just profi t-oriented, and which mainstream scholarship has long tended to 

overlook by framing them as “alternative” and, thus, marginal.
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The Rise of Alternative Food Networks

Alternative Food Networks (AFN) have been increasingly present in so-

ciety as both a production and consumption option and have been well 

represented in the academic literature. Agreed-upon defi nitions are diffi -

cult to come by, but a point of departure in defi ning AFN is by pointing 

to what they are not: AFN are not industrialized food systems. Angela 

Tregear, for example, identifi es AFN as

forms of food provisioning with characteristics deemed to be different from, 
perhaps counteractive to, mainstream modes which dominate in developed 
countries . . . [and which are] heavily reliant on industrialized methods of 
food production and processing, global sources and means of supply, corpo-
rate modes of fi nancing and governance, and [have] an imperative towards 
operational effi ciency. (2011: 419)

AFN are different from conventional, industrialized food systems as 

they involve short supply chains, sustainable forms of agriculture, and fo-

cus on producing and circulating “quality” food; food whose qualities are 

deemed to be good not only in organoleptic terms but also in terms of how 

that food was produced: locally, in a socially fair and environmentally sus-

tainable way, according to (invented) traditions, etc. AFN are frequently 

described as emerging as a response to the global, industrialized food 

system considered responsible for detaching consumers from producers 

(Venn et al. 2006: 248) and, subsequently, for fostering an obliviousness 

about the ingredients used to process food and their geographical prove-

nance. It is in fact frequently argued that people are increasingly removed 

from food production because farming has become a large-scale, special-

ized activity carried out by few big companies. AFN stem partly from a 

desire to resist or change this trend (Holloway et al. 2007). Their agenda 

is one which aims at reconnecting producers, consumers, and the origins 

of the food they respectively produce and eat (see Bruckner, Colombino, 

and Ermann 2019).

One of the ways in which this reconnection takes place is via “spa-

tial proximity between farmers and consumers” (Jarosz 2008: 231), as 

AFN’s distribution channels consist of direct sell, local farmers’ markets, 

and small, local shops, for example. The narratives around AFN tend 

to emphasize, often in a nostalgic way, the role of proximity in assuring 

the quality of the food eaten in the past. Consumers, it is argued, once 

knew the producers and could observe how food was made. Trust in the 

quality of food was then a by-product of the local nature of food pro-

duction (Renting, Marsden, and Banks 2003). With the advent of a more 

global, industrialized food system rising after World War II, food quality 
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assurance changed and became institutionalized: governmental or semi-

governmental agencies took the role of controlling the safety and quality 

of food. While consumers initially seemed to accept and rely on these for-

malized controls, today it appears that for the public this trust has been 

broken (Renting et al. 2003).

Mistrust in industrially produced and institutionally controlled food 

emerged as a response to the “food scares” (such as bovine spongiform 

encephalopathy, foot and mouth disease, the use of lethal doses of meth-

anol in wine-making, etc.), which have been occurring since the late 

1970s (see DuPuis and Goodman 2005; Goodman 2004; Knowles, Moody, 

and McEachern 2007). Consumers then started to buy food produced in 

other-than-industrial ways; namely, food produced and circulated within 

AFN as, for example, food produced locally by small farms, sometimes 

practicing organic agriculture that avoids the use of chemical fertilizers 

and pesticides. Mistrust in industrial food, combined with growing public 

concerns over additional issues such as animal welfare and sustainability 

have resulted in the establishment of AFN as an option for consumers’ 

food provisioning (DuPuis and Goodman 2005: 360).

More generally, according to Venn et al. (2006), in order to be character-

ized as alternatives, food networks need to have four main characteristics. 

First, they must connect consumers, producers, and food in an economic 

space, which re-embeds food production and consumption. Second, their 

distribution channels and supply chains should be unconventional; that 

is, detached from industrial supply-and-demand distribution and corpo-

rately controlled food chains. Third, they should adopt principles of social 

embeddedness; namely, they should be linked with a specifi c geographical 

location, evolve around a sense of community and work through relation-

ship of trust. Finally, AFN should focus on “quality” food and contribute 

to preserving local heritage.

AFN is then a broad descriptor and scholars apply it to a wide range of 

different foods and venues that range from community gardens and food 

cooperatives, allotment groups and a wide range of food self-provision-

ing practices whereby those who grow food also eat it (see Jehlička and 

Smith 2001; Smith and Jehlička 2013). Community supported agriculture, 

where the risks of production are shared by consumer-producer partner-

ships, and direct sales initiatives such as farmers’ markets, farm gate sales, 

adoption/rental schemes (e.g., the project “Adopt-a-Sheep” in Abruzzo, 

Italy, see Cox et al. 2011), mobile food shops, box schemes, and producer 

cooperatives are comprised under the AFN umbrella term. AFN also in-

clude more profi t-oriented venues such as specialist retailers, where sales 

are more direct than in conventional supermarkets, and which commer-

cialize high value-added, specialty foods and which are often targeted by 
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tourists or gastronomes (see Venn et al. 2006; see also Colombino 2018). 

What falls under the guise of AFN is thus extensive. Scholars in geogra-

phy and in agro-food studies have abundantly explored AFN.2 There is 

in fact a plethora of publications that, in the last thirty years or so, with 

very few exceptions, has primarily debated the production, circulation, 

and consumption of vegetables and fruit within AFN. Very few studies 

have explored animal-based products such as cheese, meat, and eggs in 

AFNs (exceptions include, for example, Baritaux et al. 2016; Bruckner et 

al. 2019; Colombino and Giaccaria 2013, 2016; Forney 2016; Miele 2011; 

Stassart and Whatmore 2003). Importantly for the aim of this chapter, 

transhumance has been rarely explored as an agricultural practice that 

specifi cally partakes in alternative food networks (but see Buller’s [2008] 

discussion of the benefi ts of pasture-based systems in France, and Hol-

loway and colleagues reference to transhumance in Italy in their works 

which analyze “internet-mediated food production and consumption” 

to suggest that the glocal “economy of care”—articulated in the Abruz-

zo’s agritourism they analyze—may inspire sustainable farmland man-

agement strategies elsewhere; Holloway 2002; Cox et al. 2011). More 

generally, and importantly, transhumance has been neglected in recent 

geographical accounts of the Global North, perhaps because in the Anglo-

American geographical debate, transhumance is thought to be an ag-

ricultural, pastoral practice that pertains to the past and to the Global 

South (cf. Urbanik 2012: 104–5). Yet, as this chapter and other contribu-

tions in this volume highlight, transhumance is a form of animal hus-

bandry and extensive agriculture currently practiced in different parts of 

the world. Importantly, as we point out in the conclusion, it engenders 

food networks which may be radically alternative to conventional ones, 

and which contribute to nourishing the conceptualization and empirical 

study of the diverse economy.

Pastoralism, Transhumance, and Almwirtschaft

Transhumance is a form of pastoralism; namely, an agricultural practice 

in which domesticated animals play a primary role. Pastoralism “involves 

herds of ungulates, which, depending on location, can include cattle, yak, 

sheep, goats, horses, donkeys, reindeer, camels, llama and guanaco, as 

well as a number of non-ungulate species” (McGahey and Davies 2014: 1). 

Pastoralism is both a land-use strategy and a form of animal husbandry 

(Reitmaier et al. 2018), in which managed herd movements are key to pro-

ducing animal-based products such as milk, cheese, meat, and also wool, 

for example. Estimates vary largely, but it is thought that pastoralism is 
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practiced in over 75 percent of all nations on earth, by up to 500 million 

people and involving over a billion animals (McGahey and Davies 2014; 

see also Dong et al. 2011). It is an important form of subsistence, partic-

ularly in low-income countries where people rely on animal keeping for 

their family’s income and nutrition. Although scholars tend to neglect the 

role of pastoralism in the Global North as most of contemporary stud-

ies focus primarily on the Global South (see Turner et al. 2016; Urbanik 

2012), this agricultural practice plays an important role in more affl uent 

countries where the “centrality of keeping livestock—and of meat or milk 

consumption—to traditional cultures and identities” is of great impor-

tance (Garnett et al. 2017: 10). This is particularly evident for the pastoral 

practice of transhumance, which has been recently rediscovered as an 

object of academic enquire and empirical investigation (Nori and Gemini 

2011; Nori and de Marchi 2015; Hartel, Plieninger, and Varga 2015);3 of the-

oretical refl ection in the social sciences and humanities (Colombino and 

Palladino 2019; Palladino 2017; Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2012); and 

also of public interest, as its recognition as UNESCO immaterial cultural 

heritage in 2019 suggests (see Bindi, Chapter 7, in this volume).

More specifi cally, transhumance refers to the regular seasonal move-

ment of animals between two or more locations, where, in many instances, 

the distance between these places would be too great for daily return (see 

European Commission 2009). More precisely, transhumance can be seen as 

“a system of livestock farming which rests on the utilization of pastoral re-

sources in complementary zones which, by themselves, can only support 

livestock for part of the year” (Clearly 1987: 107). These complementary 

zones are primarily the common lands, and/or rural areas which are left 

unproductive for parts of the year. These pastures, in which the animals 

graze, are productive for certain seasons only, or even time-periods within 

a season. The animals therefore move from pasture to pasture, sometimes 

covering great distances based on the availability of grass or forage, which 

differ accordingly to several variables, such as location, season, weather, 

altitude, and specifi c vegetation profi les, etc.

Transhumance is widespread throughout the world and it is practiced 

in different ways according to the history and geography of the regions 

and countries where this form of animal husbandry exists. Scholars of dif-

ferent academic traditions classify transhumance in various ways, which 

primarily depend on the time of the year in which it is practiced, on the 

distance covered by the herds, and on the direction that movement is ac-

complished by the animals. Transhumance may be thus characterized as 

long-distance, horizontal, winter transhumance, such as the one practiced 

in Romania (see Juler 2014) and also in France (see von Sturler 2013), or 

as short-distance, vertical, summer transhumance, as the one explored 
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within this chapter and which is common in several European alpine re-

gions (see Jeschke and Mandl 2012).

There is uncertainty over when exactly the practice of transhumance 

in Europe is thought to have started.4 There is evidence that dates it back 

at least ten thousand years in some regions. Whereas in alpine regions 

of Europe the estimates put the date around 6000 bp (Zoller 1960; Bätz-

ing 1996). It is hypothesized that areas closed to the European Alps were 

settled since 7000 bp. Looking more specifi cally at the Po Valley of Italy, 

for example, it is hypothesized that forage was not available in summer 

due to the long dry summers that are characteristic of this region. These 

conditions therefore necessitated the movement of domesticated animals 

to the higher adjoining alpine regions to take advantage of the mountain 

pastures. Although there is uncertainty in general regarding when vertical 

transhumance began, it is interesting to note that for some scholars the 

oldest European mummy, known as Ötzi (or Similaum Man), discovered 

at the border between Italy and Austria, in a location 40 km away from the 

area discussed later in this chapter, was possibly a high-altitude shepherd 

involved in transhumance (see Carroll 2000; Ruff et al. 2006). In the area of 

Vinschgau (Val Venosta), South Tyrol, where Ötzi was found, it seems that 

alpine grazing by domesticated animals began in the Middle Bronze Age 

(around 3300–3550 bp; see Festi, Putzer, and Oeggl 2014).

This form of transhumance common in the Alps is called vertical trans-

humance or alpine transhumance in English, which corresponds to the 

Italian transumanza and to the German Almwirtschaft.5 The expression spe-

cifi cally refers to the seasonal movement of animals to mountain pastures 

at high elevations—generally at or above the tree line—for the summer 

and then back down to the valley during the other months of the year. It 

differs from horizontal transhumance primarily because the distance the 

livestock moves is generally shorter. Yet, importantly, the signifi cance of 

the movement is one of altitude.

Vertical transhumance is one which is specifi cally geared towards 

mountain farming as it enables a very effi cient use of forage resources. 

Farming in alpine regions was possible only with high levels of adaption 

to “seasonal changes of climate and vegetation [and] vertical transhu-

mance evolved as one of these adaptations” (Sal, Herzog, and Austad 

2004: 192). During winter, farmers had to keep their animals inside barns, 

where they would be fed with hay which needed to be produced in the 

summer. However, the combination of a shortened summer growing 

season and narrow mountain valleys meant that there were instances in 

which the hay or pasture resources from the valley were not enough. This 

resulted in the system of vertical transhumance where the farmers could 

take advantage of high-altitude mountain pastures during the summer 
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leaving the valleys free to produce hay for the winter (Sal et al. 2004; Gras-

seni 2007; Laiolo et al. 2004; Zendri, Sturaro, and Ramanzin 2013).

Characteristic of vertical transhumance used to produce cheese is what 

can be seen as a “graduated” farm organization: animals are brought to 

different altitudinal pastures at different times of the year and, impor-

tantly, different animals have access to different altitudes. For example, 

lactating cows are given access to the best grass at a lower level to maxi-

mize milk production; non-lactating cows graze the pastures at a higher 

level;6 and goats or sheep move to the highest level to graze the land, that 

is, to pastures with insuffi cient nutritional availability for cows and also 

which would be physically dangerous or impossible for cows to reach. 

This system not only uses pastures and grasses that are only available at 

certain times of the year and at certain altitudes but also, and importantly, 

frees up lower pastures for haymaking in the summer to feed the animals 

throughout the winter. This vertical movement or vertical ordering is a 

key component of alpine, summer transhumance.

The type of vertical transhumance practiced most commonly in the 

Alps today is a dairy vertical transhumance, where goats, sheep, and, 

more commonly, cows are brought from their valley homes to the moun-

tain pastures in the summer months to take advantage of the grasslands 

to feed the animals and to produce local kinds of cheese and other dairy 

products.

The ways in which cheese and dairy products are manufactured is very 

similar to the way they were made in the past in the alpine European 

valleys. During the summer months, in fact, cheese was made in the Alm 

(malga in Italian); namely, a “chalet” with the facilities to make cheese and 

to host the workers during the season. The reason why cheese was made 

up in the mountains is because, as we explain below, it was not feasible 

for a single dairy farmer to make cheese. As Barbara Orland argues in her 

historical account of transhumance in Austria and Switzerland, to be able 

to manufacture “10 kilograms of cheese even in the best months—May 

to July—the milk of 10 to 15 cows was still necessary” (2004: 340). In the 

past, most valley meadows were common lands and everyone in the com-

munity had the right to graze their animals there. Because of this right, 

villages and communities in the Alps had limits on cattle or barriers to 

prevent that too many people owned large numbers of animals: “having 6 

to 8 cows in the stall was already a sign of prosperity” (Orland 2004: 340). 

Single farmers could not make cheese by themselves due to a lack of re-

sources, stemming from practical ones such as the equipment needed, the 

knowledge necessary, or the amount of milk necessary to make a wheel of 

cheese that would age for a long period of time. Therefore, to maximize 

resources and productivity, communities started to hire workers and put 
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their animals together for the summer on the alpine pastures, which had 

areas with the necessary infrastructure to make cheese, i.e., the Alm. Im-

portantly, the workers called in to make the cheese and care for the ani-

mals freed the owners of cattle from a labor standpoint so that they were 

able to make hay from the lower pastures for the winter.

In the past, but also nowadays, this type of farming practice was con-

sidered necessary to produce high-quality cheese and also to keep animals 

healthy. For example, it was claimed that the mountainous climate was 

generally much healthier for cattle and gave them considerably greater 

resistance to disease, and that the high percentage of ethereal oils con-

tained in the vegetation eaten by the cattle improved their salivation and 

digestion (Orland 2004). Cheese and butter produced on the Alm is in fact 

considered unique. Because of the conditions of alpine living—such as 

the altitude, greatly increased walking distances compared to barn con-

fi nement, and in general much less or no supplementary or commercial 

feed—animals are slower to fatten than during the same length of time in 

the valley, and milk output decreases. As a result, at higher elevations the 

milk contains more fat (Mathieu 1992: 97). Additionally, alpine products 

were, and are, “considered to be tastier and healthier because of herbs 

found only there, containing high percentages of ethereal oils” (Orland 

2004: 333). For example, butter and cheese produced from cows in alpine 

pastures can contain an orangish hue due to increased levels of beta car-

otene, which is the effect of the grasses, fl owers, and herbs eaten by the 

animals in alpine meadows.

The practices of vertical transhumance and cheese making in the Alm 

continue today in the Alps: they exist as renovated cultural foundations 

for mountain communities and provide farming solutions and a valuable 

product in a challenging environment.

In the next section, we turn to discuss the Stilfser Alm, located in South 

Tyrol, above the village of Stilfs (Stelvio, in Italian), in the autonomous 

province of Bozen (Bolzano), Italy. After introducing the history of this 

specifi c Alm and offering a brief description of the transhumance of the 

animals to the pastures, we provide an account of the everyday practices 

and routines of humans and animals working together on the Alm to pro-

duce and distribute cheese.7

The Stilfser Alm

Stilfser Alm dates back to 1322 and is perhaps one of the oldest Alms in 

Vinschgau. The current Alm is actually the second location, the original 

building was located approximately four hundred meters up the moun-
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tain. It is thought that an avalanche destroyed the original building, yet 

the remnants of the original Alm in the form of stonewall ruins are still 

present. The current Alm was rebuilt in the sixteenth century at its current 

location.

The Upper Alm (Obere Alm), located approximately three hundred 

meters away, was built in the seventeenth century. In the past both Alms 

(Upper and Lower) had cows and made cheese. Today the Upper Alm 

has been turned into a restaurant and guesthouse and has no cows. It 

has overnight accommodations, but its main business is to serve meals to 

hikers and mountain bikers. When the Upper Alm did have cows, both 

Alms would milk cows owned by different farmers living in the commu-

nity of Stilfs and make cheese. However, they would operate completely 

independently. The river Tramentan—originating from the various small 

streams and springs surrounding the Alm and running through the vil-

lage of Stilfs—was used as a reference point for the community to deter-

mine whose cattle would be taken to which Alm. If the farmers lived on 

the left or south side of the Tramentan their cows went to the Upper Alm, 

if they lived on the right or north side then the cattle had to go the Lower 

Alm (i.e., the present, working Alm we discuss in this chapter). Both Alms 

received water in 1953. In 1972 the fi rst milk machine was installed, before 

this all cows were hand milked. Up until the 1980s, the butter churn was 

not run on electricity but by water that was diverted through the house 

and to the butter churn which was located inside. Around 1990, a water 

turbine was constructed approximately three hundred meters downhill 

of the house and barn for electricity (before this a generator was used) on 

Figure 6.1. The Stilfser Alm from the Upper Alm, 2019. © Annalisa Colombino
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one of the streams that in the past was used to divide cows into the Upper 

and Lower Alm. Both the Upper and Lower Alm were on this closed sys-

tem powered by the turbine until 2013 when they joined the community 

electricity grid. Operations of the water turbine were taken over by the 

community power company, the turbine is still in operation today supply-

ing a percentage of the power for the wider Stilfs electrical grid. Due to 

a decrease in the total number of cows beginning in 1976, the Upper Alm 

no longer functioned as a cheese-making Alm and all animals were sent to 

the Lower Alm. In 2006, a section of the Alm barn was converted to house 

goats and make cheese from their milk.8

The management of the Alm is the responsibility of an Alm Meister 

(director of the Alm) who is appointed by the local community. Since 

2014, the Alm Meister has been Ernst Pingerra, a lifelong resident of Stilfs 

who, as a child, spent summers herding the goats of the community in 

the surroundings of the Alm, and who has put cows on the Alm for over 

twenty years. As a productive unit, the Alm may be described as a form of 

cooperative. As in the past, the herd is not owned by a single farmer, but 

each farmer owns a few animals. The majority of cow owners have from 

one or two up to fi ve cows grazing the pastures. Normally, they pay a cer-

tain amount of money for the summer per cow, whose milk is measured 

once a week and they are given the corresponding percentage of cheese 

that their individual cows produce. The same system is used for the goats. 

Figure 6.2. Laura, the Sennerin of Stilfer Alm, making cheese in the summer, 2016. 
© Jeffrey John Powers
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The workers on the Alm are not necessarily farm owners or have cows but 

are hired by the farmers from the village to take care of their animals. In 

summer 2016, there were two shepherds for the goats, one shepherd for 

the lactating cows and the horses and one for the “dry” cows, one cheese 

maker, and two dogs. The workers follow the directions of the Alm Meis-

ter. For example, when it comes to decide the areas where the milk cows 

graze, the shepherd follows unspoken constraints of general rules put in 

place by the Alm Meister on the basis of what has been done in the past.

The “actual” transhumance (i.e., the movement of the herd from down 

the valley to the Alm and then backwards) in Stilfs takes place in June 

and September. The movement of the animals towards the Alm in June 

is called, in the local dialect, Auf-fohrm (literally, going-up): the animals 

who are owned by farmers who live close by walk up with the owners 

to the Alm (around 50 percent of the entire herd); those who are located 

farther away are nowadays brought up to the pastures in trailers. The 

most important moment for the transhumance, in terms of heritage com-

memoration, is the celebration of the end of the season up in the pastures, 

in September. In Vinschgau, this event is called O-fohrn. This dialectical 

expression (Almabtrieb, in high German) means literally “drive down” 

and refers to returning the animals back to their original farms. In Stilfs, 

the O-fohrn involves the animals and the Alm’s workers, who walk down 

with the herd and drop the individual animals off at their home farms. 

The way down towards the village follows a curving path, which passes 

each (or almost each) farm, where the owners wait for the herd to come 

past and separate the animals out from the group. For this occasion, the 

animals (the cows, in particular) can be adorned with fl owers and large 

bells around their necks. Furthermore, it would be customary for the cow 

who has produced the highest quantity of milk during the season to be 

adorned with the largest of the bells and with more fl owers, compared 

to the others. The O-fohrn ends once the village of Stilfs is reached by the 

group, where the farmers—those who live farther from the Alm and the 

path followed by the herders—pick up their animals and put them in trail-

ers to drive them back to their farms. Around fi fty per cent of the Alms in 

the Vinschgau valley would celebrate their Almfest (literally, the celebra-

tion of the Alm) in the village at the end of the cattle drive. However, the 

Stilfser Alm organizes its specifi c celebration on August the sixth, the day 

of St. Rochus, its patron saint.9

The infrastructure of the Alm consists of a chalet with accommodations, 

including a kitchen, for the workers, as well as the cheese-making facili-

ties. These include the cheese-making room (Sennerei in German) with the 

cheese pot, a milk storage room (Milchkeller) with the cooling tanks and a 

butter churn, and a cellar for the cheese (Käsekeller). There is also a barn 
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which can accommodate around sixty cows and which has an additional 

section for the goats, including a milk stand and indoor and outdoor areas 

for them to rest. Next to the goats’ area, there is an outdoor fenced space 

for the pigs and also an indoor structure for them to sleep, which holds 

the two large whey tanks. The reason why pigs are on the Alm is to feed 

them with the whey, the by-product of cheese making, which cannot be 

disposed elsewhere. Approximately three hundred meters away from this 

Alm, there is what is referred to as the Upper Alm (Obere Alm). This used 

to be a cheese-making barn and housing, but it has been recently turned 

into a restaurant and guesthouse. It has overnight accommodation, but 

the main business is to prepare and serve meals, specifi cally lunch, to hik-

ers and mountain bikers.

In general, the season runs from early to mid-June until mid-Septem-

ber, the specifi c date depends on the weather and corresponding amount 

of grass available. In summer 2016, the animals were brought to the Alm 

on 7 June and went back on 9 September. The team of four people, of 

which Jeffrey was part, had to look after sixty-two milk cows, sixty-eight 

goats, twenty pigs, and twelve horses.10 As mentioned before, the animals 

themselves came from individual farmers.

A normal day at the Alm begins at four-thirty in the morning: two team 

members collect the cows from the night pasture and “hang” them or tie 

them in their individual spots in the barn. At the same time, the other two 

members of the team begin to work in the Sennerei as they take the pre-

vious days cheeses out of the molds, clean these molds, and prepare the 

large cooling tanks for that day’s milk. The herding and the preparation of 

the cheese-making room take until about fi ve or six in the morning. Then, 

one team member also has to move the goats from their night pasture, 

which is located in a small area next to the barn and, differently from the 

cows, rarely changes. The remaining team members would assemble the 

milking machines and begin milking.

The milking of cows and goats begins at approximately six in the morn-

ing, with two people milking the cows and the other two milking goats.11 

The milking takes around two and a half hours for the cows and three 

hours for the goats, to one and a half hours for the cows and one hour for 

the goats. The length of milking changes because the animals give less and 

less milk as the summer progresses and therefore it takes less time to milk. 

The goats are milked in a wooden milking stand constructed by one of the 

farmers, which allows the team members to milk eight goats at one time 

using three milking machines. The cows do not have a milk stand but are 

tied in a specifi c, individual spot, with thirty-one cows on either side of 

the barn. Before the milking, the cows are fed in their places: the milkers 

have a wheelbarrow of “noodles” (the local term for “dry feed”; Nudeln 
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in German or Nudl in the local dialect) and go down the barn, giving each 

cow a specifi c amount. Two people milk the cows using two milk ma-

chines each. At approximately eight in the morning the milking for both 

animals is fi nished and the team members split into separate tasks: two 

shepherds move the cows and the goats on the pastures, and the Sennerin 

(female cheese-maker) starts to prepare the cheese-making process.

Depending on where the cows are supposed to be that day, the shep-

herd pushes them with the help of a dog to a specifi c area, which can be 

located from very close to the barn up to one hour of walking uphill (the 

longest push being a move of approximately two kilometers and a gain 

of about three-hundred meters in altitude). The goats are also led out of 

the barn by a shepherd. In contrast to the cows who are pushed, the goats 

follow the shepherd who leads the herd. The goats have no set pastures or 

areas they are supposed to be. The only rule is that they need to be moved 

above the pastures used by the cows. Normally, by eight-thirty or nine the 

cows and goats are moved in the area they are supposed to graze, and the 

shepherds move back to the Sennerei. One helps the cheese-maker and the 

other shepherd helps the fourth team member with brushing and clean-

ing the previously made cheese in the cellar. Including a short break to 

eat breakfast, the cheese making (Figure 6.2) and brushing processes take 

approximately three to four hours; that is, up to noon or one o’clock. At 

this point, any “extra” or non-routine tasks can be completed (additional 

cleaning in the Sennerei and milk cellar; fencing, and general maintenance 

and repair). This is also the time for regular work tasks such as the clean-

ing of cheese boards; the checking and giving salt to the horses; calling the 

veterinarian and farmers; additional cleaning of the barn and paperwork 

(the recording of the daily cheese-making process, amounts of milk and 

cheese and butter made, accounting of the cheese given to farmers or sold, 

etc.). These additional tasks vary but on average the entire team fi nishes 

them by 2 p.m. to take a break. At approximately 3:30 p.m., depending on 

where the cows and goats are located, one or all four team members col-

lect the animals. The animals are herded back to the barn to be milked and 

fed, and then put back in the night-pastures. The cows are put in one of 

three night-pastures, which are rotated according to grass availability and 

additional factors, such as the state of the fencing, for example. Finally, 

basic tasks need to be accomplished in the Sennerei, milk cellar, and cheese 

cellar: the cheeses have to be fl ipped, the weights taken off the cheese 

molds, cooling turned on, and the milk cellar cleaned. The working day 

fi nishes at approximately 8 p.m.

Over the course of the 2016 summer, three different types of cow-milk 

cheese and only one kind of goat cheese were produced. The cows’ cheese 

is referred to by local names in combination with the type of bacteria 
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used. The fi rst type of cow cheese is referred to as “Alm DIP,” DIP being 

an acronym for “direct in production” and refers to specifi c freeze-dried 

bacteria culture used to make the cheese. The second, Säuerwecker, can be 

translated as “awakening of the acidity,” and refers to the bacteria culture 

used to start the cheese-making process. Finally, the third type of cheese 

is called Schweizer Kultur, which again refers to the specifi c the “Swiss 

[bacteria] culture” used.

The choice of bacteria, and subsequently the kinds of cheese produced, 

depends on what was produced in the past and on the knowledge and ex-

perience of the cheese maker: the owners of the animals expect the cheese 

to be ready soon and that the cheese maker will start with producing a 

cheese that ages quickly. The Sennerin then has some fl exibility in deciding 

which specifi c cheeses should be produced, for how long, and at which 

stage of the season.

For the 2016 summer, the Sennerin decided to begin making “direct-

in-production” cheese in the fi rst two days of the season. This was a result 

of concern by the cheese maker of the risk of unwanted bacteria both on 

the cows and in their milk. The cows were coming from many different 

barns operating with different standards. The Sennerin decided to use fi rst 

the strongest bacteria culture—that is, direct-in-production—in order to 

combat any unwanted bacteria in the milk or on the animal in the fi rst 

two days. The beginning period of cheese production is the most at-risk 

regarding unwanted bacteria, which can affect or possibly ruin the cheese. 

After this period, the team on the Alm has more control over where exactly 

the cows are grazing and this corresponds to a having more confi dence in 

the milk being produced by the animals. On the third day, the team began 

making Säurewecker (produced until 17 July), because the farmers want 

cheese as soon as possible and Säurewecker is the quickest to age (it takes 

approximately one month in the cellar before it is ready to eat).

Beginning in August, the cheese of the Swiss type was made. This is the 

longest aging cheese, needing a minimum of three months and having an 

ability to age for much longer. This gives the farmers the best chance at 

having cheese for the majority of the year. As an experiment, the Sennerin 

decided to make, for two days in late August, a combination of the Swiss 

culture bacteria with a special culture of bacteria from milk mold; a little 

less than 150 kilograms of this cheese were produced. This cheese differed 

in that it required no cleaning or brushing, and it also had a more white 

and dry rind.12

For the entire summer, direct-in-production bacteria was used for pro-

ducing goat cheese. In the past seasons, there had been problems with the 

goat cheese and the Sennerin surmised that the problem lied in unwanted 

bacteria in the milk. As mentioned before, direct start is the strongest bac-
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teria, and it was used to correct or combat this problem. Finally, there were 

small quantities of soft cheese (less than a hundred kilograms of mascar-

pone, ricotta, and Topfen) that were produced and eaten by the team on 

the Alm and distributed to the farmers on a very small scale.

As for the distribution of the cheese, some is sold on the Alm itself 

to hikers and mountain bikers who are vacationing in the area, and to 

community members who walk up to the Alm from the village. Farmers 

also sell the cheese privately amongst friends and personal connections. 

Several farmers also run guest houses on their Hofs (farms), where they 

provide sleeping accommodation and also food: the cheese is then served 

or sold to the guests. In 2016, one farmer made an agreement with a local 

Spar grocery store to sell his cheese over the summer, and one member of 

the Alm team sold small amounts of cheese through personal connections 

in Graz and Vienna. Finally, a signifi cant proportion of the total amount of 

cheese made is not commercially sold, but it is either eaten by the farmers 

themselves or given to friends and family.

Conclusion

In their extensive work, Gibson-Graham (1997, 2014, Gibson-Graham 

and Dombroski 2020) formulate an understanding of the economy as “di-

verse”; that is, as performed through manyfold and varied practices of 

production, exchange, and consumption which, in turn, enact an eco-

nomic space of difference and experimentation, which is no longer dom-

inated by purely profi t-oriented capitalist enterprises. In so doing, they 

propose a profound critique of the common conceptualization of the econ-

omy as comprising two main, oppositional and distinct forces; namely, 

conventional, mainstream capitalism versus alternative, and presumably 

marginal, economic practices. In Gibson-Graham’s theorization, the econ-

omy emerges as a plethora of different practices of production, circula-

tion, exchange, and consumption, which are not only those of Capitalism 

with a capital C—a monolithic, nearly transcendental, economic force that 

dominates and exploits subordinate human and nonhuman subjects and 

matters. Such practices of economic diversity encompass human and non-

human unpaid labor in households and farms (Barron and Hess 2020) and 

practices of food self-provisioning, for example (Grasseni 2020; Jehlička 

2021 for a series of diverse economies’ studies see Gibson-Graham and 

Dombroski’s 2020 edited volume). Thinking of the economy as diverse 

enables the possibility of recognizing how, in different places, there are 

modes of production, circulation, and consumption, which are enacted 

to achieve aims that are not uniquely concerned with the extraction of 
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monetary profi t and capital accumulation. In the diverse economy, other 

relations, regimes, and registers of value are at stake, which, in turn, may 

contribute to fostering social and environmental benefi ts, unlike capital-

ist practices. These other-than-conventional economic formations do not 

exist nor emerge as distinct from conventional capitalist modes of produc-

tion: often invisible, diverse economies’ practices intertwine and coexist 

with the workings of conventional and more visible capitalist ventures. 

By adopting ethnographic research tools able to bring to light what theory 

may fail to grasp (Gibson-Graham 2014), the diverse economy approach is 

able to include, rather than marginalize and exclude, modes of existence 

and related economic practices, which the myth of alternative economies 

as marginal (and therefore not worthwhile of falling under the lens of 

mainstream academic enquiry and policymaking) tends to obscure. The 

burgeoning literature on alternative, diverse economies has been demon-

strating the existence of a wide range of practices that are widespread, 

rather than marginal and unimportant, and which support a variety of 

real (rather than idealistic) livelihoods around the globe.

Our, admittedly partial, discussion of Stilfser Alm’s microcosm of al-

pine transhumance has attempted to offer a glimpse into some of the prac-

tices that contribute to engendering the diverse economy nourished by 

a food network which emerges as radically alternative, when compared 

to conventional food production and exchange. We have discussed how 

daily work on the Stilfser Alm is organized and keeps summer transhu-

mance alive and meaningful in the Vinschgau Valley. Our account sug-

gests that alpine, vertical transhumance generates an alternative food 

network, which partakes in an economy which is diverse in the sense that 

its effects and aims are more than just profi t driven.

Rather obviously, the Stilfser Alm is an extremely small and local pro-

duction system. The animals, their milk, and the cheese produced come 

from Stilfs, a small village in South Tyrol. The cheese’s identity and value 

are profoundly rooted in this locality: it is a very specifi c kind of cheese 

produced at a specifi c time of the year, made in a particular way that 

builds on local heritage, practices, and knowledges. The number of an-

imals and workers involved, and the amount of cheese produced are 

modest. Over the course of the summer of 2016, sixty-two cows and sixty-

eight goats produced respectively just over fi ve thousand kilograms and 

around nine hundred kilograms of cheese. The Alm may be described as 

a very small, local cooperative, where individual animal owners and the 

community of Stilfs make decisions to determine the direction the Alm 

needs to take. Importantly, the direction of the Alm is constrained in a 

way that no industrialized food system would be: that is to say, by the 

local, cultural practices and desires of this specifi c community. Members 
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of the local community visit regularly the Alm and have done so for gen-

erations. They personally know the farmers who own the animals on the 

Alm, as they are either their neighbors, close friends, or acquaintances. 

From the village, they can literally see the Alm’s pastures and where the 

animals are grazing on a specifi c day. The Stilfser Alm thus can be seen 

as engendering a food network and a diverse economic formation that 

is socially embedded. A sense of community and of trust is omnipres-

ent. The animals are not owned by the people running the Alm but are 

lent for the summer. This occurs in a rather high-risk environment: while 

making cheese is more profi table on the pastures in summer, it carries a 

higher risk compared to selling milk to the companies (which is what the 

famers would do for the other nine months of the year). Miscalculations 

by the cheese maker regarding timing, temperature, amounts of bacteria 

used to make cheese, contamination of any equipment, and the continued 

caring for the cheese over the course of months could result in failure of 

the cheese batch from that day and even for other days, thus resulting in 

a complete loss for the farmers. Furthermore, the environment itself is a 

more dangerous one for the animals: they are grazing at a high elevation 

over an extremely large area, which contains signifi cant hazards such as 

steep slopes, rocks, and ravines. In addition, the animals who belong to 

different farms have diverse social orders, hierarchies and, therefore, there 

is instability in the power relations that needs to be established once they 

become part of a new single group up in the Alm. The danger that animals 

would be injured is a very real one, because of the morphology of the 

land but also because of confrontations between the animals in the new 

group. All of these risk factors necessitate a high level of trust between 

the farmers, the local community, and the Alm’s team. We thus suggest 

that vertical, alpine transhumance partakes in alternative food networks 

and diverse economies that contribute to make agriculture socially and 

environmentally sustainable, compared to the unsustainability of current 

industrialized food systems. As an animal husbandry method, opposed 

to intensive and industrial animal production (see Porcher 2017), and as 

a type of extensive agriculture, alpine transhumance is a practice that 

does benefi t the environment. In sharp contrast with conventional modes 

of rendering the land productive, alpine transhumance may be seen not 

only as an agricultural and economic practice that, in summer, minimizes 

costs as it maximizes the productivity of natural resources (which without 

transhumant herds would not be productive) to produce “quality” food. 

Also, and importantly, alpine transhumance acts as a tool for preserv-

ing biodiversity in the mountains and for containing the depopulation 

of these areas. In fact, farm animals in transhumance contribute to land-

scape and biodiversity preservation by grazing the land, which otherwise 
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would be neglected. Moving across the landscape and dispersing seeds 

through their feces, farm animals contribute to maintaining biological 

and genetic diversity. In becoming food for predators, these domesticated 

animals prevent the disappearance of those wild animals who could not 

survive without the presence of transhumant livestock. Transhumance 

thus represents a mode of living together with animals (cf. Porcher 2017) 

and the environment which, in supporting lively and diverse economies 

of food specialties, keeps farmers on and across the land, which otherwise 

would be abandoned.

Transhumance, in its different historical and geographical manifesta-

tions, has a perhaps ironic relations with capitalist, economic expansion. 

From being an activity that historically has contributed to the spread of 

capitalism, transhumance has been more recently pushed to its margins 

(Chang and Koster 1994). Too often understood by governments as a 

backward, agricultural practice in sharp contrasts with the imperatives 

of modernization, transhumance has been discouraged in diverse parts 

of the world including Europe (see e.g., Juler 2014 on Romania), so much 

so that, along with other forms of pastoralism, it has sometimes been 

framed as an agricultural practice that does not any longer exist in the 

Global North (see, e.g., in geography Urbanik 2012). In a similar manner 

to food self-provisioning practices and other alternative food networks, 

notably explored by Jehlička and colleagues (e.g., Jehlička 2021; Jehlička et 

al. 2020; Fendrychová and Jehlička 2018), and as this book and the revival 

of interest in agricultural pastoralism in and beyond academia seem now 

to show, transhumance is widespread, rather than marginal. In a world in 

which the economies of conventional food production appear to be domi-

nant, transhumance emerges as tenaciously resilient.
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Notes

 1. Far from being merely systems of food distribution, alternative food network 

(AFN) broadly refers to networks which comprise the production, circulation, 

and consumption of (usually local) food. AFN is thus an expression used to 

think about how these three empirical and analytical spheres should not be 

seen as distinct or linear, but as closely interrelated.

 2. Despite a general positive view of AFN, geographers and agro-food schol-

ars have explored AFN from a critical standpoint. Recently, critiques have 

emerged to point to how it is no longer possible to clearly separate the prod-

ucts produced and circulated as part of AFN from more conventional food 

networks such as those involved in supermarkets chains. This is because, 

nowadays, supermarkets also sell products associated with AFN (e.g., local 

and regional products) and put a premium price on them (See Goodman and 

Goodman 2009; Tregear 2011). The diffi culty in clearly distinguishing AFN 

from conventional food networks is enhanced by the fact that multinational 

industrialized food companies have been buying smaller organic and “al-

ternative” producers, for example, the takeover of Horizon and Cascadian 

Farms by the food giant Dean. From a socioeconomic perspective, some au-

thors point to how AFN may be elitist and observe that some initiatives may 

maintain—rather than overturn—pre-existing inequalities between partici-

pants (Allen et al. 2003; Goodman 2004; DuPuis and Goodman 2005). Others 

point to how AFN may exhibit a conservative insularity and defensiveness 

rather than being open to progressive change (Winter 2003). Hinrichs (2000), 

for example, points out that local or short food supply chains do not neces-

sarily translate into social justice. Saying that a food is local does not mean 

necessarily that there are not substantial exploitative relations at play. Local 

food systems may employ industrialized production techniques, exploit farm 

workers, and still produce organic food. Local food systems cannot be as-

sumed to be uniformly “good” or progressive, based solely on a geographical 

basis (DuPuis and Goodman 2005; Winter 2003). Scholars have in fact pointed 

out that research on AFNs has frequently focused on consumers and has often 

ignored producers, thus neglecting to explore the social conditions of farmers 

and, especially, those of farm workers (Goodman 2004). There has also been 
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criticism on AFN regarding environmental impacts: some of the metrics used 

to determine how environmental or sustainable a system or product is, such 

as food miles, are not the best or an even accurate tools to judge appropriate 

environmental goals (Edwards-Jones et al. 2008; Oglethorpe 2009).

 3. See also the extensive work being undertaken within the project, recently 

funded by the European Union, Pastres: Pastoralism, Uncertainity and Resliance 

led by Ian Scoones, Michele Nori, and Jeremy Lind (https://pastres.org).

 4. For an historical and geographical account of transhumance in the Mediterra-

nean see Braudel (1995). On diverse types of transhumance’s entanglements 

with capitalism see, e.g., Shields (1992) and Chang and Koster (1994).

 5. These terms in different languages are important to note for two main reasons: 

fi rst, the case study explored later in the chapter is located in South Tyrol/Alto 

Adige, in Italy, where German is primarily spoke by its inhabitants; second, 

German-speaking academics would not classify Almwirtschaft as a form of 

transhumance (Transhumanz or Wanderweidewirtschaft) but as the “economy of 

the alpine hut” (its literal translation), which points to the specifi c economic 

activity related to pasturing and cheese production. See “Transhumanz” in 

Wikipedia, where Almwirtschaft is described as a mistaken form of transhu-

mance: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transhumanz, retrieved 10 June 2020. 

See also https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alm_(Bergweide), retrieved 11 July 

2020.

 6. Non-lactating cows are brought to the pastures to save money for their 

feeding.

 7. Recent scholarship in human-animal studies and cognate fi elds have demon-

strated how farm and other animals are also individuals who do work. See, 

notably, Jocelyne Porcher’s extensive work (2014, 2017); see also Barua (2019), 

Coulter (2016), Lainé (2020). In this chapter, however, we maintain a humanist 

perspective on transhumance. A more-than-human/posthuman perspective 

on the economies of transhumance is at the core of Colombino’s ongoing re-

search (see Colombino and Palladino 2019).

 8. The data on the history of the area of the two Alms was gleaned from an 

interview with Ernst Pingerra, the current Alm Meister (the director of the 

Alm). The data used for the account of the Alm are the outcome of participant 

observations conducted in the summer of 2016 primarily by Jeffrey as he was 

working as a cow shepherd and as an assistant to the cheese maker on the 

Alm. It must also be noted that Jeffrey worked on this Alm for four seasons. 

Annalisa conducted some ethnographic incursions in the same Alm and, from 

the vantage point of the Upper Alm, she observed the pastures and the Alm’s 

human and animal workers for nearly two weeks in 2016, from 12 to 25 Au-

gust. She conducted two semi-structured interviews with the Alm’s workers 

and had several informal conversations with the shepherd responsible for the 

dry cows, with the Upper Alm’s manager, and some of the valley’s farmers 

who visited the Alm.

 9. During the summer some individual animals go back to their farms if they are 

close to giving birth or if they are injured. More commonly, some cows leave 

the Alm when they are galtvieh (a young female cow who is pregnant but has 
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never delivered a calf before) and do not produce enough milk. In this case, 

they are moved higher in the pastures and are taken care of by another shep-

herd. When these cows are close to giving birth (about two weeks before) then 

they are brought back to their home farms by trailer.

10. The horses required little work or interaction and were located approximately 

one to two kilometers away from the Alm.

11. Approximately halfway through the season the schedule was changed to al-

low only one person to milk the goats and the other person would beginning 

making the butter.

12. For the 2016 season, direct start was also made in the last two weeks in July to 

add to the total direct start produced and give more of a variety to the farmers.

References

Allen, Patricia, Margaret FitzSimmons, Michael Goodman, and Keith Warner. 

2003. “Shifting Plates in the Agrifood Landscape: The Tectonics of Alternative 

Agrifood Initiatives in California.” Journal of Rural Studies 19(1): 61–75.

Baritaux, Virginie, Marie Houdart, Jean Pierre Boutonnet, Carole Chazoule, Chris-

tian Corniaux, Philippe Fleury, and Jean François Tourrand. 2016. “Ecological 

Embeddedness in Animal Food Systems (Re-) Localisation: A Comparative 

Analysis of Initiatives in France, Morocco and Senegal.” Journal of Rural Studies 

43: 13–26.

Barron, Elizabeth, and Hess, Jaqueline. 2020. “Non-Human Labour: The Work of 

Earth Others.” In The Handbook of Diverse Economies, ed. J. K. Gibson-Graham 

and Kelly Dombroski, 163–69. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. https://

doi.org/10.4337/9781788119962.00026.

Barua, Maan. 2019. “Animating Capital: Work, Commodities, Circulation.” Prog-
ress in Human Geography 43(4): 650–69.

Bätzing, Werner. 1996. Landwirtschaft im Alpenraum—unverzichtbar, aber aber zu-
kunftslos? Berlin: Blackwell Wissenschafts-Verlag.

Braudel, Fernand. 1995. The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of 
Philip II: Volume I. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Bruckner, Heide K., Annalisa Colombino, and Ulrich Ermann. 2019. “Naturecul-

tures and the Affective (Dis)Entanglements of Happy Meat.” Agriculture and 
Human Values 36: 35–47.

Buller, Henry J. 2008. “Adding Value in Pasture Based Systems: Refl ections on 

Britain and France.” Proceedings of the British Society of Animal Science: 11–14.

Carroll, Rory. 2000. “Iceman is Defrosted for Gene Tests: New Techniques May 

Link Copper Age Shepherd to Present-Day Relatives.” The Guardian, 26 Sep-

tember. Retrieved 25 July 2020 from https://www.theguardian.com/world/

2000/sep/26/rorycarroll.

Chang, C., and Koster, H. A., eds. 1994. Pastoralists at the Periphery: Herders in a 
Capitalist World. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Cleary, Mark C. 1987. “Contemporary Transhumance in Languedoc and Provence.” 

Geografi ska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography. 69(2): 107–13.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



142 | Annalisa Colombino and Jeffrey John Powers

Colombino, Annalisa. 2018. “Becoming Eataly: The Magic of the Mall, the Magic of 

the Brand.” In Branding the Nation, the Place, the Product, ed. Ulrich Ermann and 

Klaus Hermankik, 67–90. London: Routledge.

Colombino, Annalisa, and Paolo Giaccaria. 2013. “Alternative Food Networks tra 

il locale e il globale. Il caso del Presidio della Razza Bovina Piemontese.” Rivista 
Geografi ca Italiana 122: 225–40.

———. 2016. “Dead Liveness/Living Deadness: Thresholds of Non-Human Life 

and Death in Biocapitalism.” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 

34(6): 1044–62.

Colombino, Annalisa, and Paolo Palladino. 2019. “In the Blink of an Eye: Human 

and Non-Human Animals, Movement and Bio-Political Existence.” Angelaki: 
Journal of the Theoretical Humanities 25(5): 168–83.

Coulter, Kendra. 2016. Animals, Work, and the Promise of Interspecies Solidarity. New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Cox, Rosie, Lewis Holloway, Laura Venn, Moya Kneafsey, and Elizabeth Dow-

ler. 2011. “Adopting a Sheep in Abruzzo: Agritourism and the Preservation of 

Transhumance Farming in Central Italy.” In Tourism and Agriculture: New Ge-
ographies of Consumption, Production and Rural Restructuring, ed. Rebecca Maria 

Torres and Janet Momsen, 151–60. London: Routledge.

Dong, Shikui, Lu Wen, Liu Shiliang, Zhang Xianfen, James Lassoie, Shaoliang Yi, 

Xiaoyan Li, Jimpeng Li, and Yuanyuan Li. 2011. “Vulnerability of Worldwide 

Pastoralism to Global Changes and Interdisciplinary Strategies for Sustainable 

Pastoralism.” Ecology and Society 16(2): unpaginated.

DuPuis, E. Melanie, and David Goodman. 2005. “Should We Go ‘Home’ to Eat?: 

Toward a Refl exive Politics of Localism.” Journal of Rural Studies 21(3): 359–71.

Edwards-Jones, Gareth, Llorenç Milà i Canals, Natalia Hounsome, Monica Trun-

inger, Georgia Koerber, Barry Hounsome, and David. L. Jones. 2008. “Testing 

the Assertion That ‘Local Food is Best’: The Challenges of an Evidence-Based 

Approach.” Trends in Food Science and Technology 19(5): 265–74.

European Commission. 2009. New Insights Into Mountain Farming in the European 
Union. Document: SEC(2009)1724. Retrieved 10 June 2020 from http://moun

tainlex.alpconv.org/images/documents/EU/CSWD_new_insights_mount

ain_farming.pdf.

Fendrychová, Lenka, and Petr Jehlička. 2018. “Revealing the Hidden Geography 

of Alternative Food Networks: The Travelling Concept of Farmers’ Markets.” 

Geoforum 95: 1–10.

Festi, Daniela, Andreas Putzer, and Klaus Oeggl. 2014. “Mid and Late Holocene 

Land-Use Changes in the Ötztal Alps, Territory of the Neolithic Iceman ‘Ötzi.’” 

Quaternary International 353(1): 17–33.

Forney, Jérémie. 2016. “Enacting Swiss Cheese: About the Multiple Ontologies of 

Local Food.” In Biological Economies: Experimentation and the Politics of Agri-food 
Frontiers, ed. Richard Le Heron, Hugh Campbell, Nick Lewis, and Michael Ca-

rolan, 67–81. London: Routledge.

Garnett, Tara, Cécile Godde, Adrian Muller, Elin Röös, Pete Smith, Imk de Boer, 

Erasmus zu Ermgassen, Mario Herrero, Corina van Middelaar, Christian 

Schader, and Hannah van Zanten. 2017. “Grazed and Confused? Ruminating 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Revisiting Transhumance from Stilfs, South Tyrol, Italy  | 143

on Cattle, Grazing Systems, Methane, Nitrous Oxide, the Soil Carbon Seques-

tration Question—And What It All Means for Greenhouse Gas Emissions.” 

Food Climate Research Network, University of Oxford. Accessed on 10 June 

2020 from https://library.wur.nl/WebQuery/wurpubs/fulltext/427016.

Gibson-Graham, J. K. 1997. “The end of capitalism (As We Knew It): A Feminist 

Critique of Political Economy.” Capital & Class 21(2): 186–88.

———. 2014. “Rethinking the Economy with Thick Description and Weak The-

ory.” Current Anthropology 55(S9): 147–53.

Gibson-Graham, J. K., and K. Dombroski, eds. 2020. The Handbook of Diverse Econ-
omies. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.

Goodman, David. 2004. “Rural Europe Redux? Refl ections on Alternative Agro-

Food Networks and Paradigm Change.” Sociologia Ruralis 44(1): 3–16.

Goodman, David, and Michael K. Goodman. 2009. “Alternative Food Networks.” 

In International Encyclopedia of Human Geography, ed. Robert Kitchin and Nigel 

Thrift, 208–20. Oxford: Elsevier.

Grasseni, Cristina. 2007. “Managing Cows: An Ethnography of Breeding Prac-

tices and Uses of Reproductive Technology in Contemporary Dairy Farming in 

Lombardy (Italy).” Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part C: Studies in 
History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical Sciences 38(2): 488–510.

———. 2020. “Direct Food Provisioning: Collective Food Procurement.” The Hand-
book of Diverse Economies. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. Digital.

Hartel, Tibor, Tobias Plieninger, and Anna Varga. 2015. “Wood Pastures in Eu-

rope.” In Wood-Pastures in Europe. Europe’s Changing Woods and Forests: From 
Wildwood to Managed Landscapes, ed. Keith Kirby, and Charles Watkins, 61–76. 
Nosworthy Way: CABI Press.

Healey, Stephen. 2020. “Alternative Economies.” In Kobayashi, Audrey (ed.) Inter-
national Encyclopedia of Human Geography, ed Audrey Kobayashi. Oxford, UK: 

Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978–0-08–102295–5.10049–6.

Hinrichs, Clare C. 2000. “Embeddedness and Local Food Systems: Notes on Two 

Types of Direct Agricultural Market.” Journal of Rural Studies 16(3): 295–303.

Holloway, Lewis. 2002. “Virtual Vegetables and Adopted Sheep: Ethical Relation, 

Authenticity and Internet: Mediated Food Production Technologies.” Area 

34(1): 70–81.

Holloway, Lewis, Moya Kneafsey, Laura Venn, Rosie Cox, Elizabeth Dowler, and 

Helena Tuomainen. 2007. “Possible Food Economies: A Methodological Frame-

work for Exploring Food Production—Consumption Relationships.” Sociologia 
Ruralis 47(1): 1–19.

Jarosz, Lucy. 2008. “The City in the Country: Growing Alternative Food Networks 

in Metropolitan Areas.” Journal of Rural Studies 24(3): 231–44.

Jehlička, Petr. 2021. “Eastern Europe and the Geography of Knowledge Produc-

tion: The Case of the Invisible Gardener.” Progress in Human Geography 45(5): 

1218–36.

Jehlička, Petr, Miķelis Grīviņš, Oane Visser, and Bálint Balázs. 2020. “Thinking 

Food Like an East European: A Critical Refl ection on the Framing of Food 

Systems.” Journal of Rural Studies. Retrieved 22 July 2020 from https://doi.org/

10.1016/j.jrurstud.2020.04.015.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



144 | Annalisa Colombino and Jeffrey John Powers

Jehlička, Petr, and Joe Smith. 2011. “An Unsustainable State: Contrasting Food 

Practices and State Policies in the Czech Republic.” Geoforum 42(3): 362–72.

Jeschke, Hans Peter, and Peter Mandl. 2012. “Eine Zukunft fur die Landschaften 

Europas und die Europaische Landschaftskonvention.” Klagenfurter Geographi-
sche Schriften 28: 185–325.

Juler, Cainerol. 2014. “După coada oilor: Long-Distance Transhumance and its 

Survival in Romania.” Pastoralism 4(1): 1–17.

Knowles, Tim, Richard Moody, and Morven McEachern. 2007. “European Food 

Scares and Their Impact on EU Food Policy.” British Food Journal 109(1): 43–67.

Lainé, Nicolas. 2020. Living and Working with Giants: A Multispecies Ethnography of 
the Khamti and Elephants in Northeast India. Paris: Muséum national d’Histoire 

naturelle.

Laiolo, Paola, Francesca Dondero, Enza Ciliento, and Antonio Rolando. 2004. 

“Consequences of Pastoral Abandonment for the Structure and Diversity of the 

Alpine Avifauna.” Journal of Applied Ecology 41(2): 294–304.

Mathieu, Jon. 1992. Eine Agrargeschichte der inneren Alpen, Graubunden, Tessin, Wal-
lis 1500–1800. Zurich: Chronos.

McGahey, Daniel, and Jonathan Davies. 2014. Pastoralism and the Green Econo-
my—A Natural Nexus? Nairobi: IUCN and UNEP.

Miele, Mara. 2011. “The Taste of Happiness: Free-Range Chicken.” Environment 
and Planning A: Economy and Space 43(9): 2076–90.

Nori, Michele, and Valentina de Marchi. 2015. “Pastorizia, biodiversità e la sfi da 

dell’immigrazione: il caso del Triveneto.” Culture della sostenibilità 8(15): 

78–101.

Nori, Silvia, and Michele Gemini. 2011. “The Common Agricultural Policy Vis-

à-Vis European Pastoralists: Principles and Practices.” Pastoralism: Research, 
Policy and Practice 1(1): 1–8.

Oglethorpe, David. 2009. “Food Miles – the Economic, Environmental and Social 

Signifi cance of the Focus on Local Food.” CAB Reviews: Perspectives in Agricul-
ture, Veterinary Science, Nutrition and Natural Resources 4(72): 1–11.

Orland, Barbara. 2004. “Alpine Milk: Dairy Farming as a Pre-Modern Strategy of 

Land Use.” Environment and History 10(3): 327–64.

Palladino, Paolo. 2017. “Transhumance Revisited: On Mobility and Process Be-

tween Ethnography and History.” Journal of Historical Sociology 31(2): 119–33.

Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, Andreas. 2012. “The Triveneto Transhumance: 

Law, Land, Movement.” Politica & Società 3: 447–68.

Porcher, Jocelyne. 2014. “The Work of Animals: A Challenge for the Social Sci-

ences.” Humanimalia 6(1). Retrieved 1 October 2020 from http://www.depauw

.edu/site/humanimalia/issue percent2011/porcher.html.

———. 2017. The Ethics of Animal Labour. A Collaborative Utopia. New York: Pal-

grave MacMillan.

Reitmaier, Thomas, Thomas Doppler, Alistair W. G. Pike, Sabine Deschler-Erb, 

Irka Hajdas, Christoph Walser, and Claudia Gerling. 2018. “Alpine Cattle Man-

agement During the Bronze Age at Ramosch-Mottata, Switzerland.” Quaternary 
International 484: 19–31.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Revisiting Transhumance from Stilfs, South Tyrol, Italy  | 145

Renting, Hank, Terry K. Marsden, and Jo Banks. 2003. “Understanding Alterna-

tive Food Networks: Exploring the Role of Short Food Supply Chains in Rural 

Development.” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 35(3): 393–411.

Ruff, Christopher B., Brigitte M. Holt, Vladimir Sládek, Margit Berner, William A. 

Murphy, Dieter Zur Nedden, Horst Seidler, and Wolfgang Recheis. 2006. “Body 

Size, Body Proportions, and Mobility in the Tyrolean ‘Iceman.’” Journal of Hu-
man Evolution 51(1): 91–101.

Sal, Antonio Gómez, Felix Herzog, and Ian Austad, eds. 2004. Transhumance and 
Biodiversity in European Mountains. Report of the EU-FP5 Project TRANSHU-
MOUNT, IALE Publication Series 1. Alterra: Wageningen.

Shields, S. D. 1992. “Sheep, Nomads and Merchants in Nineteenth-Century Mosul: 

Creating Transformations in an Ottoman Society.” Journal of Social History 25(4): 

773–89.

Smith, Joe, and Petr Jehlička. 2013. “Quiet Sustainability: Fertile Lessons from Eu-

rope’s Productive Gardeners.” Journal of Rural Studies 32: 148–57.

Stassart, Pierre, and Sarah J. Whatmore. 2003. “Metabolising Risk: Food Scares and 

the Un/Re-Making of Belgian Beef.” Environment and Planning A: Economy and 
Space 35(3): 449–62.

Tregear, Angela. 2011. “Progressing Knowledge in Alternative and Local Food 

Networks: Critical Refl ections and a Research Agenda.” Journal of Rural Studies 

27(4):419–30.

Turner, Matthew D., John G. McPeak, Kramer Gillin, Erin Kitchell, and Niwaeli 

Kimambo. 2016. “Reconciling Flexibility and Tenure Security for Pastoral Re-

sources: The Geography of Transhumance Networks in Eastern Senegal.” Hu-
man Ecology 44(2): 199–215.

Urbanik, Julie. 2012. Placing Animals: An Introduction to the Geography of Human-
Animal Relations. New York: Rowman & Littlefi eld.

Venn, Laura, Moya Kneafsey, Lewis Holloway, Rosie Cox, Elizabeth Dowler, and 

Helena Tuomainen. 2006. “Researching European ‘Alternative’ Food Networks: 

Some Methodological Considerations.” Area 38(3): 248–58.

Von Sturler, Manuel, dir. 2013. Winter Nomads. Louise Productions. Documentary.

Winter, Michael. 2003. “Embeddedness, the New Food Economy and Defensive 

Localism.” Journal of Rural Studies 19(1): 23–32.

Zendri, Francesco, Enrico Sturaro, and Maurizio Ramanzin. 2013. “Highland Sum-

mer Pastures Play a Fundamental Role for Dairy Systems in an Italian Alpine 

Region.” Agriculturae Conspectus Scientifi cus 78(3): 295–99.

Zoller, Heinrich. 1960. “Die kulturbedingte Entwicklung der insubrischen Ka-

stanienregion seit den Anfangen des Ackerbaus im Neolithikum.” Bericht des 
Geobotanischen Institutes der ETH Stiftung Rubel 32: 263–79.

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Part II

Discontinuities and 
Transformations

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Chapter 7

Transhumance Is the New Black

Fragile Rangelands and Local Regeneration

Letizia Bindi

Introduction

New studies and policies have been conducted and subsequently set up 

in Italy to safeguard and promote: ancient pastoral tracks and landscapes; 

transhumance as a cultural system; and the relationships between pasto-

ralism, agriculture, and rural communities. For centuries, Italy has hosted 

transversal transhumance from the inner, mountainous areas of the 

south-central Apennines (Abruzzo, Molise, Basilicata, Campania) to the 

coasts, and plains transhumance is also widespread in northern Alpine 

regions (Grasseni 2003; Viazzo 1989) as well as southern regions such as 

Abruzzo, Molise, and Apulia (Petrocelli 1999; Russo 2002). Vertical trans-

humance is also practiced in the central regions of Italy, as seen in Tuscany 

and Lazio (Trinchieri 1953; Metalli 1903) and the islands of Sicily and 

Sardinia. This ancient practice, deeply rooted since the Roman Empire, 

has infl uenced settlements and routes, local landscapes, and sociocultural 

structures (Ballacchino and Bindi 2017).

One of the fi eldwork-based studies on this phenomenon focused par-

ticularly on the centuries-old system connecting the southern and inner 

regions of Italy to the planes of Apulia, where during the winter cattle 

were driven on foot as far as Foggia, where the sheep customs station was 

located from 1468 to 1806. Today the associated system of breeding and 

moving fl ocks has been substantially abandoned. Current ethnography 

thus focuses on “heritagization” processes, consequent conservation pol-

icies, and the exploitation of biocultural heritage for tourism purposes.

In the last few decades, Italian regions have been radically affected by 

the dismantling of transhumant sheep breeding, a productive practice that 

contributed to structuring the kinship relations, symbols and settlements 
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of Mediterranean and Alpine communities over the centuries. This form 

of breeding, selecting and managing fl ocks and herds, effectively contrib-

uted to shaping the landscapes in which it was practiced. It also holds 

a very signifi cant place in the family, social, and political structures of 

local communities and, fi nally, the practice of transhumance represented 

a sense of identity and belonging, despite the ambivalent connotations of 

these notions for the social sciences.

A second fi eld involving traditional pastoralism is the heritagization 

process unfolding in Amatrice and the Laga and Gran Sasso mountains. 

The 2016 earthquake severely affected these areas, almost completely de-

stroying the urban settlement of Amatrice as well as other small towns 

and villages in the area and, ultimately, interrupting the breeding activ-

ities that previously took place in the surrounding mountains. In recent 

years, however, there have been efforts to revive transhumance. Indeed, 

this revival was underway in neighboring areas before the earthquake 

and it remains effective in pushing communities towards new forms of 

regeneration.

A Local Issue

In the last ten years, there have been a number of regional initiatives (of-

ten conducted through the mediation of Local Action Groups (LAGs) or 

NGOs such as Legambiente, Italia Nostra, etc.) aimed at defi ning and pro-

tecting residual regional sites of transhumance and mapping these places.

The conservation and valorization of natural and cultural landscapes 

has been much less systematic. Nevertheless, scholars have noted that 

many agricultural and planning permits were still granted during this 

period despite the recommendations and planning constraints of the Re-

gional Superintendence of the Ministry for Cultural Heritage. In 2011, the 

Regional Superintendence of the Ministry of Cultural Heritage reaffi rmed 

the signifi cance and cultural scope of this archaeological and environmen-

tal heritage, and asked for a regional tratturi (herd path) plan to map all 

the transhumance tracks throughout the region so as to establish buffers1 

around them and the built heritage in need of protection. The intention of 

this legal intervention was to assess the value of environmental biodiver-

sity as well as its relative cultural and social expression. However, what 

followed was a process in which the regional institutions responsible for 

this policy area ended up considering a signifi cant number of exemptions 

to the initial assessment. It was not until a few years ago that the bio-

cultural value of tratturi was offi cially confi rmed, and many issues still 

remain unresolved.
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Legal and political quarrels and debates over tratturi uses and permis-

sions make the “heritage fi eld” controversial and challenging (Herzfeld 

2004). The subsequent redefi nition of agency and governance over lo-

cal areas affects institutions at different levels; indeed, Cultural Heritage 

Ministry offi ces at the regional level, as well as various communities of 

practice, have found themselves grappling with this issue.

In the background, the 2004 Council of Europe’s Landscape Convention 

has paid increasing attention to sustainable rural development policies, 

calling for the participation of the communities involved while providing 

expertise on safeguarding and enhancing rural areas and new policy-

making strategies for developing marginal and peripheral areas (Papa 

2013; Barlett 2016; Cejudo Garcia and Navarro Valverde 2020). Commu-

nities are thus redefi ning their relationship to the past (Herzfeld 1985) 

which is part of a wider discussion on the future of regional/transregional 

inland areas. The current debate on this issue is being carried forward by 

the National Strategy on Inner Areas (a governmental program set up to 

monitor and intervene on specifi c critical issues facing inland regions in 

Italy). This move refl ects the current framework in which all of these con-

cepts are being addressed and taken into consideration. The last element 

of debate we need to consider is the one around land use (the offi cially, 

but not effectively, protected tratturi lands). This is a very contentious 

territorial and legal issue. It is particularly signfi cant in a number of mar-

ginalized areas that have long been considered a sort of “no man’s land,” 

free to be utilized, basically without the application of already existing 

rules and permits despite their being formally/legally defi ned as public 

and common goods.

Those herders who still practice the transhumance in Molise, as well 

as in the other southern mostly mountainous areas of Lazio, Abruzzo, 

Campania, Basilicata, and Apulia, have decreased dramatically in last few 

decades, as the research and studies into the history and cultural signifi -

cance of the transhumance increased.

Meanwhile, other problems and diffi culties are emerging for the sector 

as well. One of the most severe of these is the increasing misuse of pas-

tures in which they are allocated for animal-breeding activities on false 

premises, only to secure the funding provided by the CAP (EU Com-

mon Agricultural Policy), a phenomenon commonly called pasture mafi as 

(Calandra 2019; Mencini 2021). This trend reveals the harsh contradic-

tions systematically facing contemporary shepherds and herders and how 

hard it is for them to remain in their local areas and continue practicing 

the forms of breeding and production they inherited from previous gen-

erations and are trying to maintain. At the same time, it also points to 

the continuous alternation of aspects more closely connected to the safe-
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guarding of a heritage of practices and knowledge forms and the concrete 

sustainability of traditional agropastoral production within the gears of 

the neoliberal food market.

There has recently been renewed interest in traditional breeding activ-

ities and pastoralism. Alongside such interest, cultural associations—par-

ticularly those engaged in slow tourism projects—as well as innovative, 

public-oriented small farms leaning towards more sustainable, high qual-

ity, and ecological goals have shown a strong commitment to developing 

national/regional development programs for inner areas. These projects 

link up with local promotional initiatives and people involved in high 

quality agrifood production (cheese, meat, herbs, phytopharmacological 

products, and so on) as well as Slow Movement proposals for healthy and 

experiential tourism.

This connubium of actors and projects provides the perfect metaphor 

for heritagization processes. Examining UNESCO applications, data col-

lection and various promotional activities, we see an increasing shift to-

wards conservation and the valorization of biocultural goods coupled 

with an evident focus on valorizing local areas. Some young and return 

herders are organizing various projects to revive traditional and nomadic 

pastoralism (e.g., short transhumant pathways for tourists to follow, ed-

ucational farms, and experiential cheese-making workshops for tourists). 

Moreover, a new commitment to creating short supply chains goes hand 

in hand with growing attention on the quality of local products. Natural 

feeding methods and stock movements lead to a consistent improvement 

in milk, meat, and wool production while ensuring a better quality of life 

for animals.

Meanwhile, greater environmental sustainability and the appeal of 

pastoral landscapes have proven fertile grounds for the growth of expe-

riential tourism in which visitors share in the spaces and practices typi-

cal of local communities (Palladino 2017) such as transhumance routes, 

processing raw materials (milk, wool, handcrafts), and nomadic/semi-

nomadic regimes. This transformation has been recognized and shared by 

shepherds and herders: they have made it their own and integrated it into 

some of their behaviors and routines as well as their overall approach to 

production. Discourses are framing “bone lands” as resilient in contrast 

to the “pulp lands” of coastal areas, the dilemma of whether to leave or 

remain, the dichotomy between traditional and innovative: all of these el-

ements constitute a sort of semantic carpet on which the people who graze 

animals make choices and carry out actions, choices and actions that are 

actually very concrete and pedestrian.

In addition to this new interest in extensive pastoralism shown by the 

National Strategy for Internal Areas, another project dedicated to this is-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Transhumance Is the New Black | 153

sue has been launched and sustained by the local groups and associations 

taking part in the APPIA Network for Pastoralism (www.retepastorizia.it). 

This network of practitioners, activists, and experts on extensive pasto-

ralism has worked together with other groups and institutions, such as 

Riabitare l’Italia (an association aimed at fostering innovative ways of 

considering and planning Italy’s inland areas) and CREA (the National 

Council for Research on Agriculture and analysis of the Agrarian Econ-

omy) to establish a National School of Pastoralism (SNAP) modeled after 

similar schools already active in France and Spain. This development also 

took place as part of programs for valorizing sustainable breeding and 

supporting so-called return shepherds in various European areas (École 

des Bergers du Domaine du Merle / Escuela de Pastores de Andalucia). 

(Lebaudy 2016; Ugarte et al. 2014).

In the Molise region, transhumance has deep historical roots and was 

once recognized as one of the area’s main rural activities; today, however, 

it has decreased markedly. Its continuity and visibility have been ensured 

in the last decade by the Colantuono family from Frosolone, traditional 

herders who continue to practice the transhumance tradition of mov-

ing their cattle from the Molise mountains to the plains of Apulia every 

year. Meanwhile, other families of shepherds and herders are reactivating 

small to medium-sized transhumance routes. Antonio Innamorato has 

conducted an interesting case study in this area. He restored the ancient 

transhumance track between Campitello Matese and the archaeological 

site of Sepino—along the main, larger tratturo between Pescasseroli and 

Candela—which has attracted an increasing of number tourists since 2017 

and received signifi cant media coverage over the last three years.

These activities are highly ambivalent and interesting from an ethno-

graphic point of view, particularly in relation to the process of reviving 

rural and pastoral practices in Italy’s inner areas as a way of linking up 

heritage communities and researchers with the aim of uncovering and 

recovering memories of local transhumance. During these revivals, local 

actors often present contradictory tales of the past and ambivalent repre-

sentations of what they consider to be their own cultural heritage. One 

key aspect of such work is that the presence of ethnographers in the fi eld 

has implicitly encouraged shepherds to think about and acknowledge the 

cultural value of their practices. A second important element to take into 

consideration is the rise in funding for and legal frameworks focused on 

tratturi and transhumance conservation and valorization as a potential 

resource for new rural development.

The heritagization process underway around transhumance highlights 

the link between local practice, landscape conservation, and cultural her-

itage as well as the powerful associations surrounding these routes, from 
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Figure 7.1. Lu vic p’dent, Bojano, 2017. © Rossella De Rosa

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Transhumance Is the New Black | 155

religious and cultural to fi tness and wellness associations. Today, these 

associations are increasingly evoked, sustained, and promoted at the na-

tional and European levels as a key element for fostering sustainable tour-

ism, local development, and the empowerment of heritage communities, 

especially in inland areas of Europe (Council of Europe 2019).

A Long Way to Go

Since 2008, Colantuono’s, a well-known cheese producer in the Frosolone 

area, has launched a campaign of transhumance revitalization. The Colan-

tuono farm is located in an inner area of the Molise region, which has been 

supported over the last decade by local institutional funds and especially 

impacted by LEADER Strategy and the activities of an area LAG (Local 

Action Group). They move their cattle along the traditional “green high-

way,” a 300-kilometer-long track from Frosolone in Molise to San Marco 

in Lamis, where their farm in Apulia is located, following in the footsteps 

of their ancestors.

Over the last decade, this newly revitalized transhumance has become 

a popular tourist attraction in which many local associations, public insti-

tutions, and private citizens take part. The abovementioned Local Action 

Group also oversaw the fi rst attempt to submit a dossier to the UNESCO 

World Heritage Sites list. The submission was not accepted as written, but 

UNESCO did request a reformulation and, as a result, the application was 

shifted from a tangible heritage/landscape submission to an intangible 

cultural heritage one. This shift has had certain consequences and impli-

cations in terms of strategies for safeguarding and valorizing the heritage 

in question. First, it led the applicants to instead present an International 

Network application, including Austria and Greece in the ICH element 

submitted for inclusion in 2018. The dossier was presented by the Italian 

Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Forests in collaboration with other 

national authorities for Austria and Greece (the Ministries of Culture, in 

these cases) and brought in multidisciplinary clusters of researchers as 

experts to establish the scope of transhumance as an intangible cultural 

heritage through signifi cant studies of this phenomenon.

As a result, the National Ministry for Agricultural Policies supported 

the Local Development Agency and regional institution in shifting from 

a local/regional process of safeguarding and valorization to a national 

one and, fi nally, in ratifying the international network application. This 

process entailed registering tratturi in the national inventory of historical 

rural landscapes and, subsequently, providing support with the set of pro-
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cedures required to present the UNESCO ICH List application. Through 

this process transhumance has been granted greater visibility and institu-

tional attention, but it has also been packaged in a markedly hierarchical 

way through safeguarding measures and protocols and been framed as a 

consumable good in keeping with today’s marketing-oriented logics for 

promoting pastoral routes.

Meanwhile associations, NGOs, and more informal movements and 

groups of citizens have also been involved in the implicit heritagization of 

the landscapes and cultures of ancient pastoralism in various areas. There 

are many associations and voluntary groups engaged in promoting local 

areas through forms of slow and experiential tourism, for example. These 

include activities such as taking tourists along drovers’ routes from one 

farm to the next as well as small breeding units and other medium-sized 

enterprises. There are walking groups both large and small, horse riders, 

and cyclists as well many other people involved in public events and cer-

emonial occasions linked to transhumance in the various regions I have 

been monitoring through my multisited ethnography. Similarly, many 

local communities, even ones only marginally connected to transhumance 

and animal breeding, are working to preserve a signifi cant number of 

practices such as food traditions and narratives (oral poetry, folk songs, 

and dances, and so on) and traditional beliefs despite the intense socio-

political and biocultural changes they have experienced in the last few 

decades.

Through such activities, transhumance-as-an-event has undergone a 

process of commodifi cation and rhetorical/mediatic reshaping. At the 

2015 Milan Expo, an image of Carmelina Colantuono was used to sym-

bolically represent the Molise region. This choice was highly signifi cant 

in many ways. Carmelina is often represented in the local and national 

media as “the cowgirl of Molise” or a sort of “native American horse rider 

who takes care of her cattle along the pathway” (Bindi 2012). At the Expo, 

she became an iconic image representing a region nestled between rural 

pastoral society and a brand-new range of themed attractions revolving 

around ancient, revitalized, and heritagized practices. This representation 

has exalted what had been in the past marginal and invisible and made it 

visible on the national/international tourist destinations and foodscapes 

markets.

The 2015 Slow Food Convention for the Apennine Communities was 

organized in Castel del Giudice, a small village in Molise considered an 

excellent example of local area regeneration processes. At this convention, 

a group of young rural entrepreneurs presented a potential new model 

for rural economic development in the region, a model focused on new 

rural and breeding activities based on sustainability and typicality as well 
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innovative, social, and inclusive ways of producing agri-food products 

(Goodman, Dupuis, and Goodman 2012). Many of the presenters were 

and are returning farmers, breeders, or herders. Although the trend of 

return farmers and herders remains quite elitist at the moment (Van der 

Ploeg 2008; Padiglione 2014), events such as this represent extremely in-

teresting examples of the emergence of a “new ruralist” movement.

At the political level, there are various critical issues affecting the legal 

frameworks characterizing conservation/valorization policies. As men-

tioned above, many conservation laws are unclear or inconsistent, and 

the same is true of those relating to regional planning and systems of 

distribution.

At the same time, in recent years, ecological movements and heritage 

communities’ concerns are growing up as well as the vigilance on uses and 

misuses of the lands by informal groups of private citizens.

In at least one case in Molise, an ecomuseum has been established that 

organizes experiential walks along the sheep tracks. This ecomuseum, 

called Itinerari Frentani, is modeled after other similar initiatives in Italy 

and other parts of Europe (such as the Pontebernardo Ecomuseum of 

pastoralism that includes walkways, training camps, and farms and sells 

natural, ethically produced food and other goods).

This question seems have become increasingly an object of crucial con-

frontation among different institutional levels, civil society, associations, 

and private citizens and the issue of consensus-building on the territory 

is not exempt from this theme. In this sense transhumance is transformed 

into a privileged context for evaluating institutional and power relation-

ships at a local level, and into an ethnographic context to highlight the role 

anthropologists play at the local level, their engagement with and service 

to the communities with which they work.

A multidisciplinary approach can help us to understand the extent to 

which inland areas are affected by neo-endogenous development models 

as well as processes that redefi ne local identities and senses of belonging 

(Bender 2001; Yuval-Davis 2006; Mee and Wright 2009; Wright 2014) and 

that repurpose local areas as tourist destinations based on the market-

ability of a food heritage-scape (Bindi and Grasseni 2014) and “authentic/

genuine” products (handcrafts, events). This complex scenario proves 

even more important for economically and sometimes socially depressed 

areas. National governmental strategies for Europe’s inner regions, in-

cluding programs protecting transhumant tracks and recovering civic 

uses of the land and protected areas, constitute a challenging site in which 

to ethnographically investigate local development policies and the ways 

communities care for their own areas and landscapes. Meanwhile, given 

these complex factors, we as researchers must also reconsider regional/
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national policies and supernational “heritage regimes” as well as the very 

defi nition of an embedded cultural asset.

Ultimately, intangible cultural heritage could represent a promising but 

also controversial opportunity for local development and the enhance-

ment of sustainable tourism. It could be a real turning point for inner 

regions and a shift in the way a traditional practice such as transhumance 

interacts with the regional/national/global frameworks of local regener-

ation and development by rearticulating the link between the mountain 

and the plains, inner areas and the coasts. In other words, a return to 

the relationship of the past based not on hegemonic differentiations be-

tween different areas but rather a recognition that all are necessary and 

complementary.

A Pathway Toward Regeneration

In the area of Amatrice and the Park of Gran Sasso-Laga, the process of 

safeguarding and valorizing transhumance has grown to become a wide-

spread discourse on mountains and fragile areas. In recent years, this dis-

course has become part of a refl ection on the opportunities and potential 

for rethinking the country’s backbone, a point made by many observers 

including and especially during the months of pandemic isolation. The 

mountain-herding-depopulation nexus plays an increasingly role in struc-

turing the narrative on these places, mixing with concepts such as taking 

care, proximity, staying, and regenerating (De Rossi 2018; Teti 2016).

In this context of renewed attention to internal, mountainous, secluded, 

peripheral, and pastoral areas, Amatrice undoubtedly plays a role. The 

regeneration of wandering pasturage and revival of all the activities re-

lated to sustainable and eco-ethical livestock breeding has come to rep-

resent a signifi cant site of local engagement through multidisciplinary 

cooperation with social scientists, economists, agronomists, zootechnics, 

jurists, and eco-systemic services experts. This approach has the potential 

to effectively address research concerns alongside institutional policies 

through participatory interaction with local communities. More recently, 

the mountains, along with fragile internal areas, have been reconsidered 

as sites for investing in the kind of short food supply chains and proxim-

ity food production evoked by “feeding the planet” advocates (as it was 

evoked in the 2015 World Expo in Milan) in intersection with the desires 

of communities and those calling for regeneration.

“Transhumance-as-an-event” can be seen as part of this rearticulated 

rural narrative on the past and present, encompassing as it does the mem-

ory of traditional practices and the forms of local knowledge evoked in 
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multiple Italian poems. “The pecoraro (shepherd) did not lack anything, 

yet there was an economy and a hierarchy among shepherds” recounts a 

poet-shepherd in a recital at the occasion of the last Via della transumanza, 

a festival and reenactment of historical transhumance held in Amatrice in 

September of 2019.

Oral poetry alludes to a rigid internal organization designed to ensure 

survival and mutual support, articulating an opposition between high 

and low, white-collar and rural blue-collar workers, between cooperative 

human/animal relationships and relationships that recognize animals’ 

value exclusively in terms of economic purchasing power. Traditional 

poets still highlight the distinction between their world and a sanitized, 

medicalized, urban world as well as the public’s lack of knowledge about 

mutton and lamb, products that have become less attractive for city-based 

consumers. Today, after months of pandemic-inspired speeches on health 

precautions, this theme appears extraordinarily topical and signifi cant. In 

the abovementioned song presented by Mario, the “learned shepherd” 

(Ciaralli 1997), herders—erroneously and hegemonically represented 

from the outside as isolated, backward, and almost savage people—make 

a claim for the past and the present alike.

In a signifi cant passage from one of these songs, the two singers chal-

lenging each other present the clash between a laudator temporis acti (one 

who praises past times) and a voice exalting the present and its virtues. 

Figure 7.2. The route of transhumance, Amatrice, 2019. © Letizia Bindi
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At the end of one of these exchanges, one of the two poets celebrates the 

return to bartering, that is, exchanging the products derived from agri-

cultural and pastoral work. Through its registers and messages, oral and 

traditional poetry presents a case for supporting sustainability and equal 

exchange, in contrast with the inequalities of capitalist society. It would 

be mistaken to consider these poetical improvisations nothing more than 

a poetic cliché. Rather, they are conscious rearticulations of a local way 

of thinking that calls into question modernity and the very idea of local 

development. At the same time, they are both a mise en forme as well as, 

at times, an almost mystical approach to the pastoral way of life coupled 

with discourses on sustainability and the value of reconnecting human to 

animals, culture, and nature in a way that goes beyond strictly economic 

considerations and the possibly unpleasant aspects of this practice.

Local ways of narrating transhumance deal with the present and future 

of communities, their “conscience du lieu” and new “worlds of life” (Mag-

naghi 2017; Poli 2019). As a further demonstration of the value of this art 

of speaking, shepherd-poets speak to the present and help us to navigate 

it. At times, poets also adopt a more intimate register. For instance, Anto-

nio Cannavicci does this when he proposes another way of dealing with 

trauma by rehabilitating local areas through an exercise of remembering 

the area’s pastoral roots.

These narratives encompass principals, knowledge archives, transmis-

sion tools, and frames for interpreting the world. Their words reconstruct 

the inhabitability of the land and use language as a way of reshaping 

places. Indeed, Ingold and Vergunst have noted this when observing that 

the rhythm of writing-narration can be compared to the beat of footsteps: 

a pedestrian grammar for a well-planted reading of the world through the 

feet (Ingold and Vergunst 2008; Bindi 2020).

Walking with Animals after an Earthquake

Every year around the end of September, in proximity to the emblematic 

date of 29 September dedicated to honoring St. Michael as the protector 

of wanderers and walkers, people gather to celebrate a pastoral trail, with 

the fl ocks fl owing along urban streets leading down from the mountain 

and heading towards the Pontine countryside (Metalli 1903; Trinchieri 

1953).

In Amatrice, this “reenactment” of transhumance—an ambivalent 

practice located somewhere between memory and performance—took 

place even before 2016. La via della transumanza (route of transhumance) 

project gained greater momentum after 2011 as part of “Ecorutour,” a 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Transhumance Is the New Black | 161

component of the EU’s LIFE program.2 The program also involved other 

such projects organized in the same period in various regions of south-

western Europe such as: “Pasturismo” (Monllor and Soy 2015), conceived 

and created in Catalonia; and the Italian-French project La Routo (Lebaudy 

et al. 2012) connecting the abovementioned Ecomuseum of Pastoralism in 

Pontebernardo to the Domaine du Merle along a sheep track shepherds 

traditionally used to move their fl ocks.

From the beginning, La via della transumanza has been engaged in recov-

ering the history and culture of local communities and promoting tour-

ism. In this project, transhumance has been associated with a narrative of 

the land based on agricultural and pastoral identity, the abovementioned 

discourse of mountains, and sustainable development linked to biocul-

tural heritage.

Reenactment is, in fact, an activity of reinventing history fueled by a series 
of phenomena specifi c to contemporary culture: the growing importance of 
visual and media aspects, the acceptance of new forms of relative authentic-
ity, the now nearly consolidated interconnection between leisure and culture 
in many tourist and cultural consumption practices, the preponderant role 
of experience and sensitivity, the growing need to focus, recover or invent 
new individual and collective identities so as to face the identity liquidity 
of contemporary society, and the strong need, from this point of view, for 
the past and roots. It is this latter that partly explains the renewed interest 
in history, archeology, and local identities, not only at a tourist level but also 
in televised dissemination and practices of consumption. (Melotti 2013: 147)

The idea, therefore, was to develop sustainable tourism mobility in the 

area of Amatrice, province of Rieti (but also Accumoli and Arquata), the 

Central Italian Apennines, and Gran Sasso and Monti della Laga National 

Park. For three years this initiative involved the local population, admin-

istration, and civic association members in a common project of revitaliz-

ing and rediscovering the promotional value of pastoralism in this area. 

Some tensions and misunderstandings arose between local shepherding/

breeding families and public administrations, with the latter probably 

considering the community-based initiative to be excessively autonomous 

and free from political constraints. As in many other cases, it was families 

of shepherds and breeders who ensured the continuity and durability of 

the project after the initial startup period, and this increased frustration 

among project proponents as they experienced this disinterest and oppo-

sition on the part of the administration with great disappointment.

In 2017, after the inevitable period of discomfort and disorientation 

following the 2016 earthquake, a number of actors proposed the idea of 

resuming the practice of transhumance (descent from the high summer 

pastures). These actors included several local associations (Laga Insieme, 
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and Appennino Solidale) as well as The Magnifi cent Lands of Centro proj-

ect and CAI (Italian Alpine Club). A series of entrepreneurial subjects 

(primarily restaurateurs in the “area of taste,” a brand-new part of the city 

totally reconstructed after the earthquake and presently occupied only by 

restaurants and a Congress Hall), but also several breeders with pastures 

in the area such as the Scialanga family and others, also lent their support 

alongside the municipal administration, determined to relaunch sustain-

able tourism in this area. These historical, heritage reenactments are often 

framed as leisure and tourism events located between infotainment, recre-

ation, and play. They often convey an idea of history and memory as sup-

posedly nonpolitical or post-political, unrelated to a political commitment 

to local areas and communities (Carnegie and Maccabe 2008).

At the same time, both before and after the earthquake, La via della tran-
sumanza in Amatrice defi nitely appears aimed at conveying or articulating 

“new forms of local resistance to globalization or new regionalisms or an-

ti-national hyper-localisms” (Melotti 2013: 150), but also resilience in the 

face of depopulation (Cejudo Garcia and Navarro Valverde 2020 and the 

abandonment of cropland and pastureland (Bakudila 2017). Such projects 

to relaunch tourism-cultural promotion and the local economy as a whole 

in a lasting and sustainable way is therefore a way of “reinhabiting” de-

pressed and isolated regions and places (De Rossi 2018; Teti 2016). These 

initiatives involve rebuilding an imaginary and giving meaning back to 

the land, reconnecting breeding practices, and reorienting production 

from a focus on agri-food chains to a focus on landscape, biodiversity. and 

intangible cultural heritage made up of trails and sheep-raising products 

(handcrafts, food and conviviality, soundscapes and oral histories). The 

“heritage turn” has allowed communities to look at extensive pastoralism 

not as an exclusive mode of production, but also as a cultural asset and 

potential tourism resource (Bindi 2020).

After the earthquake, relaunching the La via della transumanza proj-

ect represented not only a revival but also a real sign of rebirth after the 

trauma suffered by the community. It has involved focusing on collective 

memories, family landscapes, and a world of shared practices and knowl-

edge that, over the centuries, has allowed these settlements to maintain 

and perpetuate their own forms of life and internal organization.

The revitalization of transhumance in a post-disaster context like that 

of Amatrice must be read as a form of resilience: a perspective in which 

environments and communities are closely interconnected (Folke 2006), 

implying the need for a radically multidisciplinary approach. Multidisci-

plinarity is needed not only as an interpretative tool but also a means of 

supporting a governance of these processes necessarily characterized by 

adaptive and self-organizing skills (Adger 2000). “Socioecological resil-
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ience” is the process by which ecosystems adapt by trying to absorb shocks 

and disturbances, putting more emphasis on the element of resilience than 

on that of sustainability. This approach enhances the concrete possibilities 

available to a given biocultural context before the abrupt break caused by 

the earthquake or any other form of change (Cork 2010).

According to this perspective, the reenactment of transhumance begin-

ning in 2017 should be read as a form of local-area regeneration involving 

families as well as a grouping of institutions, associations, private entre-

preneurial actors, and the general public. The Scialanga family and its 

fl ock of Comisane sheep (not an autochthonous type of livestock) remain 

on their farm in Pratica di Mare, near Rome during the winter season; they 

return to the mountains in springtime along a route that takes several days 

of walking, although today the move is carried out largely with trucks. 

They voluntarily resumed this practice of returning to their grazing areas 

after the earthquake despite the logistical diffi culties involved, including 

an old, damaged farmhouse, and agreed to do a section of demonticazione 

(descending with the fl ock from the high pasture on foot). Over time, this 

has become a strongly symbolic act and a sort of celebration for the local 

community. When I observed this event, on their arrival in the Amatrice 

town square in front of the recently rebuilt “House of the Mountain,” a 

show of transhumance took place displaying a lively mix of colors and 

gestures, practitioners and visitors. Silvestro Scialanga, head of the fl ock, 

assisted by his sister Vittoria and other collaborators, walked solemnly, 

accompanied by people in traditional costumes and decorated sheep as 

well as photographers, journalists, and researchers.

An enthusiastic audience watched the parade, supporting and appre-

ciating it. They took photographs and made short video recordings with 

their mobile phones, devices that have become people’s main tool for 

asserting their own presence at an event and participating in ceremo-

nial occasions and historical reenactments, essentially as spectators. At 

a certain point, the procession took the road towards the former school 

building, a prestigious and emblematic all-inclusive structure in Amatrice 

that had welcomed elementary, middle, and high school children over 

the decades. Locally, the school is familiarly known as Don Minozzi after 

the priest who originally founded it. Today, the building no longer exists. 

Nonetheless, Don Minozzi was at the center of an image also used for the 

poster publicizing the La via della transumanza; the image depicts an aus-

tere shepherd in traditional costume standing in front of the colonnade 

of this building as portrayed in an old postcard from the early twentieth 

century.

The symbolic association between past and present was condensed into 

two, superimposed images: the historical photo of the shepherd in front of 
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Don Minozzi and the reenacted scene featuring Silvestro Scialanga with 

his fl ock entering the battered historic center of Amatrice. Like a missing 

limb that the amputee still feels, we are once again reminded of the power 

of images when the memory captured by photography projects the image 

of the past onto the present. The past is like a thin veil laying atop the cur-

rent state of things, allowing us to see the invisible and to imagine what 

is no longer or has not yet occurred. Between multiple uses of the past 

and the emotions triggered by heritage, between reenactment and com-

memoration, the shepherd in gaiters and a wide-brimmed hat becomes a 

guiding image, a condensation of the past and a prosect for the future in 

an ambivalent arena characterized by both a need to relaunch and spectac-

ularize the event and the urgent need for the town to recover and regain 

its resilience.

At the same time, the multidisciplinary research (anthropology, agrarian 

economy, and zootechnics) carried out in this fi eld has revealed people’s 

explicit aspirations of reviving extensive pastoralism, both as a provider 

of eco-systemic services and as a way of bolstering a niche agri-food mar-

ket oriented towards short supply chains, responsible consumption, and 

the valorization of local areas but also as a source of tourism development 

based on the paths once tread by wandering pastoralists. The governmen-

tal institutions involved, civic associations, and the producers themselves 

all aim to pursue an integrated approach. Despite these intentions, how-

ever, I found that the various political, economic, and association-based 

actors struggle to develop effective internal synergies.

The ancient idea of commonalities shared among the pastoral commu-

nities of these areas until at least the end of the nineteenth century has 

been threatened by the growing privatization of businesses and farming 

practices. In addition, traditional pastoralism has become less and less eco-

nomically sustainable due to the need to buy pastures and the tendency to 

optimize farming costs through the stabling and consequent sedentariza-

tion of fl ocks. At the same time, herders face challenges in using pastures: 

once largely civic and common lands, these fi elds are increasingly pri-

vatized and broken up. Such parceling also tends to dismantle the net-

work of proximity and cooperation that was historically embedded in the 

practices and uses associated with shared land. In Amatrice as in Molise 

more generally, there is clearly a clash between two different visions: a 

heritagizing move that evokes and supports the value of traditional and 

transhumant pastoralist practices as a potential driver of rebirth for areas 

and communities plagued by depopulation, economic degrowth, and so-

cial disaggregation, on one hand, and a productive, intensive concept of 

breeding on the other hand that is indifferent to the environmental and 

sociocultural impact of intensive farming practices. Indeed, such inten-
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sive production is increasingly aimed at meeting the demands of—and, 

in many cases the extortion exerted by—large-scale distribution channels, 

thereby further undermining transhumant shepherds and exacerbating 

their precarious conditions.

Resilient Pastoralism

Local systems manage to change by adapting to ongoing transformations; 

at the same time, they tend to generate enrichment and the mobilization of 

available resources, sometimes hidden, unexplored, or underutilized ones 

(Steiner and Markantoni 2013). Active participation in change—as in the 

case of the community engaged in reviving transhumance in the Monte 

Laga area—can therefore be read as a way of creating and enhancing in-

tangible resources connected to social, symbolic, and cultural capital. This 

process begins from relationships between local actors and the biocultural 

landscape in question, from the imaginary of this practice understood as a 

revival but also as the potential for a new eco-systemic approach to recon-

struction and a context in which to observe the capacity of local agency in 

terms of rebuilding and escaping the post-disaster crisis (Herzfeld 2001; 

Norris et al. 2008).

In this way, reenacted transhumance is conceived as a powerful form of 

sociocultural as well as environmental capital (Putnam 2000, 2007; Breda 

and Lai 2011) to be deployed in the post-disaster scenario. It empowers 

people’s sense of belonging and participation in the community as a pro-

active way of responding to changes by creating social bonds, external 

networks, and relationships of trust among citizens and towards the local 

and super-local institutions supporting these kinds of initiatives. Regener-

ating the transhumance route plays a powerful symbolic role in that it en-

courages people to think about their belonging to a local area and sharing 

in a knowledge-practice system. Nonetheless, such an approach implies a 

holistic concept of community, a concept that has been discussed by the 

social sciences and which leads to a reconsideration of the very notion of 

resilience (Wilson 2012; Steiner and Markantoni 2013).

More generally, we have documented a fl ourishing range of initiatives, 

conferences, trails, and walks dedicated to protecting, rediscovering, and 

valorizing sheep tracks after transhumance was included in the UNESCO 

ICH List. This new degree of attention counterbalances the relative ne-

glect characterizing the past as well as the fact that this phenomenon is of-

ten merely evoked and allocated funds are regularly diverted rather than 

actually being used for projects related to safeguarding and valorizing this 

important form of biocultural heritage.
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In order to support agropastoral development, especially in fragile and 

depopulated areas, draft laws have recently been written, regional offi ces 

have been set up, and PSR funds and other local development measures, 

such as LEADER strategy funds—through the mediation of Local Ac-

tion Groups—have been established. Meanwhile, on a different scale, 

a widespread discourse has been produced, framing transhumance as 

a keystone for promoting local areas traditionally characterized by the 

knowledge-practice system of wandering pastoralism.

Transhumance is frequently presented as an opportunity for overall de-

velopment and for rethinking the tourist market, alongside the promotion 

of artisan products and related agri-food chains. Nevertheless, it remains 

to be seen if this process, passing through a network of municipalities and 

declaring transhumance as a transversal and participatory vocation, can 

potentially consolidate a strategic vision of safeguarding and valorization, 

ultimately enabling an integrated array of interventions and a brand-new 

cultural approach to this issue.

The theme of pastoral routes and transhumance is not at all backward 

or atavistic, but it needs to be framed outside of late modern “structural 

nostalgia” for societies’ agropastoral roots (Herzfeld 2004). Moreover, the 

question is how to take care of the sheep tracks as well as herders’ commu-

nities, documenting the agricultural permits that authorities have contin-

ued to grant despite the superintendency’s rules protecting transhumant 

routes since 1939.

Similarly, it is necessary to reconstruct the system of mobility that 

allowed men and fl ocks as well as ideas, relationships, craftsmanship, 

words, attachments, rituals, and biocultural knowledge to travel. Exten-

sive breeding also contributes to the depopulation of the inner and fragile 

areas of the Apennine ridge, all of which are fi ghting their increasing 

marginalization and the negative representations of shepherds that are 

nowadays tinged with new connotations and expectations.

At the same time, the theme of transhumant sheep farming raises 

very urgent issues linked to the today’s most pressing concerns, such as 

the conservation of biodiversity and the landscapes connected to these 

paths, the artisan practices associated with this traditional activity, and 

the increasing attention to animal welfare as well opportunities for a new 

form of experiential and slow tourism. Multispecies heritage has recently 

become established as a fi eld of research considering more-than-human 

communities (Morris 2014: 51) and the interrelationships and “contact 

zones” (Haraway 2008: 244) “where human and animal lives biologically, 

culturally and politically intertwine” (Aisher and Damodaran 2016). These 

studies question human/animal co-being (Davis, Maurstad, and Cowles 

2013) in a fi ercely critical perspective that forges connections between the 
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social sciences and animal studies as an alternative way of dealing with 

natural and land resource management, ideas about development, ways 

of inhabiting places and, obviously, interspecies ethics. Processes of pro-

tecting and valorizing sheep tracks as well as transhumance constitute a 

highly political arena, one that encompasses aims of environmental and 

landscape protection, place-based knowledge about conserving the land 

in connection with a sense of identity. These aims can be reached through 

a participatory decision-making process that ensures shared governance 

of land use as well as local public-private entrepreneurial activities. Today, 

therefore, both sheep track and transhumant experiences can be consid-

ered a predominantly cultural journey through which communities can 

become fully involved in heritagizing and planning for local development.

Transhumance at the Heritage Turn

After the UNESCO nomination in December of 2019, transhumance has 

been continuously evoked as an antidote to depopulation and the pro-

gressive loss of soil and biodiversity, presented as a kind of panacea for 

crisis and a crucial element in the defi nition of local identity, supported by 

experts and policy makers.

Pastoralism is an excellent multidisciplinary fi eld for study, encom-

passing as it does biocultural heritage and ecology, rural economy, and 

geography as well as biodiversity and agrarian and landscape studies. 

Through such research, it is possible to assess environmental sustainabil-

ity, ecological approaches, and participation in decision-making processes 

and the governance of territories as a strategy for inland and peripheral 

areas fi ghting depopulation and marginality in relation to global pro-

cesses, the loss of biodiversity and cultural diversity in keeping with the 

agendas of the major global agencies.

At the same time, increasing animal welfare activism and concerns 

about healthy/natural and even ethically produced food is giving rise to 

new attention towards and investments in extensive pastoralism. More 

and more often, urban consumers are committed to animal welfare and 

environmental safeguards and tend to boycott products derived from in-

tensive and industrial farming practices. At the same time, they are in-

terested in buying natural milk/meat/wool products and in sustaining 

low-carbon-emissions extensive breeding (transhumance and wandering 

pasturage) (Soussana et al. 2007), and they voice an ethical commitment to 

the respect and valorization of local cultural communities. Similarly, legal 

debates over common lands and natural resource uses must be considered 

a way of “improving governance of the pastoral lands” (Davies et al. 2016; 
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Behnke and Freudenberger 2013). During and after the lockdown and 

isolation imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a greater 

recognition of the value of mountain footpaths and the chance to directly 

experience areas and landscapes along with a focus on sustainable, ex-

tensive, and animal welfare-oriented ways of farming, at least in Euro-

pean countries. This shift has also deeply infl uenced the representation of 

pastoral routes and trails. In this period, “at a distance” fi eld studies and 

virtual interactions with locals revealed their experiences of social distanc-

ing and lockdown in the temporary residences, prefabricated houses, and 

empty streets of desolate towns. For farmers and breeders, the pandemic 

has further undermined the sustainability of their activities.

The UNESCO listing is often brandished as a seal of excellence rather 

than a pact for safeguarding and valorization; indeed, it is often treated 

as a sort of positive appraisal and a privilege for areas that usually lay 

outside the major economic and tourism circuits. In many cases, participa-

tory processes are evocated rather than practiced. Herders and shepherds 

are often externally driven, sometimes inspired by the exceptional spec-

tacularization of transhumance-as-an-event and the mirage of economic 

growth and support from external programs and funds. This can make 

them victims of facile marketing operations and/or the illusion of incon-

trovertible development processes.

Meanwhile, the discourse on internal areas has progressively shifted 

to a resilience-oriented “poetics of staying,” a new rhetoric of “small is 

good,” and a narrative of “belongingness” (Müller 2021). The social dis-

tancing imposed by the pandemic—certainly not looked-for, but still not 

to be wasted—put us face to face with the question of what this pandemic 

might imply for fragile areas, small villages, isolated parts of the coun-

tryside, and pastoral movements (Boeri 2020; Tantillo 2020; Zane 2020). 

The problematic aspects of the urban life system and the limits inherent 

in large concentrations of people became particularly clear (Moreno 2016; 

Hidalgo 2020) while the diffi culties of coexistence and the wide-open 

character of the most depopulated areas displayed all its positive aspects 

in a time of social distancing, limited and exclusively internal tourism, 

and slow mobility. Inner and mountainous areas have been revealed to be 

hospitable contexts, beyond arcadian, picturesque tropes of the secluded, 

lonely mountain. People have begun to look to rural homes as new and al-

ternative residences to recover from the city and to live in greater balance 

with nature, conceptualizing/creating a new life involving more time and 

more care. The transhumant mode of breeding and more generally exten-

sive ways of livestock farming are presently recognized as more suitable 

and sustainable than before, in contrast to the unsustainability of intensive 

herding with its excessive pollution and land use.
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The heritage turn—coupled with a critique of reckless, unsustainable 

post-capitalist economic growth—has fi nally enabled communities as 

well as policy makers to profoundly reconsider transhumance and ex-

tensive farming in terms of a multifunctional approach bringing together 

respectful animal breeding, artisanal cheese/meat/wool processing, bio-

diversity conservation, ecosystem services, landscape conservation, hand-

icrafts revitalization, and slow and experiential tourism.

On one hand, the reenactment of transhumance implies a reconsider-

ation of people’s symbolic relationship with familiar landscapes and a 

strongly embodied sense of a human-animal community, suggesting a 

nostalgic and somehow neoatavistic, conservative, and arcadian represen-

tation of traditional breeding. On the other hand, traditional and extensive 

pastoralism calibrated to the climate crisis, changes in local land man-

agement and post-disaster transformations supports resilience discourses 

and practices as well as post-capitalist and participative, neo-endogenous 

processes of reconstruction and local development that are truly embed-

ded in local rurality, giving them a common sense of belonging as heritage 

keepers as well as a renewed emotional commitment to the landscape and 

a reevaluated perception of their savoir faire. Transhumance thus allows 

for a rearticulation of the past/present relationship, a chance to reconcile 

with ancient modes of living and producing that were previously associ-

ated with backwardness and negativity but are now being seen as ecolog-

ically and ethically sustainable.

Policies of biocultural heritage conservation represent the real chal-

lenge and political fi eld in which to critically understand new rhetorics 

and representations of rurality as well as new processes of decision-mak-

ing around local development. The reshaped and narrated pastoral fi eld 

becomes a stage in which the tensions of an increasingly competitive 

agri-food market and various policies of local/rural development surface 

clearly. This attests to the relevance of heritage rhetorics in the sense of be-

longingness, the local branding of food heritagization, symbolic and social 

capital for defi ning rural potential, and local identity in the multifaceted 

heritage framework.
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Notes

 1. Buffers are “areas of respect” located on both sides of the sheep track. It is 

advised to establish such buffers to protect the track from infrastructure and 

buildings so as to safeguard the visibility of the route and the maintenance of 

the landscape.

 2. http://www.transumanzaamatrice.it/Transdoc/presentaztransum.pdf.
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Chapter 8

Continuities and Disruptions 
in Transhumance Practices in 
the Silesian Beskids (Poland)

The Case of Koniaków Village

Katarzyna Marcol and Maciej Kurcz

Transhumance is a phenomenon diffi cult to defi ne, covering many dif-

ferent practices, which are shaped by ecology and culture. It is a variety 

of pastoralism, which is supplemented by land cultivation and trade. Ac-

cording to Schuyler Jones (2005), it includes: rural settlement, land culti-

vation, and periodic migration of people and animals between mountain 

pastures. In 2004, Piotr Kohut, a resident of Koniaków, managed to bring 

back to life a seemingly completely extinct institution of the pastoral com-

munity in the area of the Silesian Beskids—the so-called sałasz. Sałasz is a 

type of farming specifi c to the Carpathian area, which consists in setting 

up shepherding companies in which a few or more sheep owners join 

their fl ocks, placing them under the supervision of a baca (chief shepherd) 

who is responsible for grazing of animals and shares proportionally the 

benefi ts obtained from the milk. This communal grazing, which was asso-

ciated with certain cultural behaviors and the way of life, was a key deter-

minant of Carpathian pastoralism for many centuries, but economic and 

political factors disturbed its functioning. After many years of interrup-

tion, the sheep of local gazdas (owners, breeders) were merged together 

into one fl ock again, which was tended by a collectively elected baca—a 

head of the shepherding team—until the end of the pastoral season. This 

event can be considered as the actual beginning of shepherding restitution 

in the Cieszyn Silesia region.1

Pastoralism in the Silesian Beskids today takes on the form of a nostalgic 

story about the cultural heritage and history of the region, and in partic-

ular about an ideal order existing “before time.” For breeders, academics, 
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or the region lovers, pastoralism has a “structurally nostalgic” character 

(to use Michael Herzfeld’s phraseology). It is a kind of myth about pros-

perity and well-being, about a state of perfect harmony between man and 

the ecosystem, but also between the state and the citizen, which (not irre-

trievably at all) was lost in the second half of the nineteenth century. For 

many, the golden period in the history of the Silesian Beskids ended with 

the imperial patent of 1853 and the gradual disappearance of sałasz pasto-

ralism. Since then, pastoralism in this area has been something constantly 

returned to—in the period after Poland regained its independence in 1918, 

after the end of World War II or fi nally after the fall of Communism. It is a 

project that has never fully come true—constantly disrupted, more in the 

sphere of wishes than reality. In other words: the transhumant pastoral-

ism in the Silesian Beskids, at least since the second half of the nineteenth 

century, has been an object of continuation, but also of disruption—both 

factors have been equally cocreating different variants of this phenome-

non in the area, leading simultaneously to its ups and downs. As Frances 

Pine (2002: 98) noted, in the post-socialist reality, almost every discussion 

about the change and continuation is disturbed by a certain regularity. 

Namely, many social or economic processes that seem to be quite new, at 

a closer look, turn out to refer to former structures, and those that would 

seem to be continuations in fact appear as completely new creations. The 

institution of baca, sałasz, or redyk—so characteristic of the Silesian Beskids’ 

pastoralism—seem to a large extent be a part of this very logic.

The COVID-19 pandemic was not originally considered in our research 

plans. We have decided, however, to extend them by this very subject, and 

despite the fact that at the time of this study the end of the pandemic still 

cannot be seen. We think, however, that it will undoubtedly become an-

other disturbance in the series of disturbances in the process of restoring 

pastoralism in the conditions of post-socialist Poland. This is a phenom-

enon that affects the changes in the landscape of animal husbandry like 

none before. Today’s shepherds are not only forced to comply with the 

requirements of work in the epidemic regime, but they also have to thor-

oughly rethink their activities: work structure, trailing routes, or distribu-

tion systems. With the pandemic, the way of thinking about shepherding 

is also changing, which in turn has a huge impact on the dynamics of this 

activity in the economic structure of the inhabitants of the region.

For this reason, among other things, the perspective of “continuation 

and disruption”—particularly popular when discussing the turbulences 

of the world economy or neoliberal globalization—has become the center 

of our investigations into modern pastoralism. Among other things, it 

raises the following questions: What kind of dynamics can we observe 

in transhumance in peripheries of Eastern Europe that can be grasped 
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through the continuity and disruption perspective? What kind of relation-

ships can (new) pastoralism establish with territories, animals, knowledge 

production, or gender? What are the relationships between pastoralism 

and the processes of heritagization? To what extent is public support not 

properly used? To what extent do the new discourses about more sustain-

able/responsible development, animal rights, or climate change infl uence 

herding practices?

The Shepherd’s Centre in Koniaków as a Case Study

The transformations of the Carpathian pastoralism in the post-socialist 

period, as yet, evoke moderate interest of researchers (Costantin2003; Sen-

dyka and Makovicky 2018). In Poland, for years the attention of schol-

ars has actually focused on one area only—the so-called Podhale, that 

is, the region closest to the Tatra Mountains, while little is known about 

pastoralism in the Low Beskids or Silesia Beskids. That is why we have 

decided to analyze a case study of sałasz farming in Koniaków in the 

Silesian Beskids. In the village of Koniaków, the highest elevated village 

in the Silesian Beskids, inhabited by about 3,500 people, pastoralism is de-

veloping dynamically under the watchful eye of baca Piotr Kohut, who is 

responsible for summer grazing of one of the largest fl ocks of sheep in the 

region of about 1,200 sheep. Grazing takes place on Hala Ochodzita, Hala 

Barania, Magurka Radziechowska, Podgrapy, and Kamesznica, that is, 

within an area covering about fi fty square kilometers. Activities connected 

with sałasz farming are carried out by the members of the Kohut family, 

especially Piotr’s wife, Maria, and include running a Shepherd’s Centre, 

where activities are carried out with the tradition of sheep grazing be-

ing the main common denominator. The Shepherd’s Centre in Koniaków 

is a complex which consists of buildings inspired by the architecture of 

traditional Beskids buildings: na szańcach (a mountain hut), gazdówka (a 

shepherd’s hut, with utility rooms where sheep and goats are kept), and 

the Highlander Shop. In the period of summer grazing—when sheep are 

on pastures—the local shepherd’s hut hosts demonstrations of how to 

make sheep milk cheese, such as bundz, bryndza, redykołka, and oscypek. 

Seasonally, apart from sheep milk cheese, tourists can also buy lamb meat. 

All year round, there is an  exhibition of shepherding utensils, and a photo 

exhibition showing life on pastures.

The Shepherd’s Centre offers an interactive educational path on the 

processing of sheep fl eece and wool with the use of old and modern meth-

ods. Visitors can participate in lectures on traditional sheep grazing in the 

Carpathians, its importance for the preservation of cultural heritage and 
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biodiversity, and taste traditional regional cheeses or enjoy a demonstra-

tion of how milk is processed into bundz. Maria Kohut is the president of 

the Transhumance Pastoralism Foundation, whose main objective is to 

support activities related to traditional pastoralism in the Carpathians 

and the Balkans by, among other things, promoting sheep products, orga-

nizing events, conferences, seminars, workshops, training, festivals, and 

concerts referring to the cultural and material heritage of the Carpathian 

and Balkan communities. The intentions of the foundation also focus on 

activities to protect the environment and natural heritage of these regions, 

as well as to support bacas, juhases, gazdas, and sheep breeders. The Shep-

herd’s Centre and the foundation are the organizers of events devoted 

to traditional pastoralism, which are very popular among the region’s 

inhabitants and tourists: mixing of the sheep (gathering animals belong-

ing to many owners into a single fl ock) and redyk (the fi rst spring trailing 

of the sheep onto mountain pastures) which start the pastoral season at 

the beginning of May, as well as the Shepherds’ Fair and the Tastes of the 

Carpathians culinary workshops, promoting folk crafts and traditional 

Carpathian regional products, especially sheep milk cheese.

The purpose of this study is to defi ne the sociocultural situation in Ko-

niaków under the infl uence of pastoralism which is being reborn, from the 

Figure 8.1. The Shepherd’s C entre, Koniaków, 2019. © Katarzyna Marcol
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perspective of continuation and disruption of this process. This analysis 

will be used, on the one hand, to show the ways of negotiating social 

relationships in a local community, and on the other hand, emancipation 

of shepherds as a separate social group. We will provide examples of 

actions taken to revive awareness of pastoralism in the local community, 

giving it meaning through reference to collective memory and establish-

ment of cultural heritage of the Wallachians as the basis of a common 

identity. In our analysis it is also important to illustrate the individual 

motivations of the members of the Kohut family to take action for the 

development of traditional pastoralism, often in spite of adversities like, 

for example the ones COVID-19 pandemic has recently brought. Listen-

ing to the stories of baca and his wife has allowed us to observe the way 

they assign meaning to their work, establish the sense of daily activities, 

and create self-identifi cation based on pastoral traditions. Because the 

narratives contain the way of interpreting the reality, they give meaning 

to activities taken up (Taylor 2001: 95). Understanding one’s own experi-

ence and giving it a form is possible by referring to known and accepted 

cultural codes, which makes the human being a self-interpreting creature 

(Taylor 1985: 54; Ricoeur 2003: 297–354). The narrative is constitutive not 

Figure 8.2. An exhibition of shepherding utensils in the Shepherd’s Centre, Ko-
niaków, 2016. © Katarzyna Marcol
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only for creating the reality, events, or experiences, but also for shaping 

the identifi cation of the narrator who acts and experiences (Carr 1986: 126; 

Carr 1991: 45–99).

The case study is a qualitative approach that uses in-depth data collec-

tion procedures of a diversifi ed character (Creswell 2007: 73). The main re-

search techniques were unstructured interviews conducted in Koniaków 

and other places of the Silesia Beskids in 2018–20. Beskids’ shepherds 

were the respondents, and the interviews concerned the daily lives of their 

families, current problems related to farming, the meaning of pastoral 

culture in keeping the region’s traditions, infl uence of economic factors on 

the changes of modern culture, and relationships in the local community. 

Talking about the shepherds we mean both bacas themselves (main shep-

herds running a shepherding company), juhases (shepherds grazing sheep 

on mountain pastures), and honielniks (boys helping with sheep herding), 

and whole multigeneration families for whom shepherding is, on the one 

hand, a source of income, and on the other, a way of life (in talks with 

members of shepherds’ families a phrase kept appearing that work sets 

the rhythm of their life and it is not possible to separate work from free 

time).

The research also included observational studies during visits to cul-

tural events and educational workshops devoted to pastoralism in various 

towns of the Silesian Beskids, including Koniaków, Istebna, and Wisła in 

the years 2016–19. These were events connected with spring and autumn 

redyks (i.e., trailing of the sheep onto the mountain pastures and back 

from the pastures to a farm for winter), museum exhibitions and work-

shops held at the Shepherd’s Centre in Koniaków, concerning, among 

other things, wool processing, or sheep milk cheese production. We also 

participated in workshops being a part of the “Cultural Ecology”2 proj-

ect devoted to shepherding and running a multifunctional pastoral farm, 

taking into account organizational, legal, social, and economic aspects, as 

well as in educational meetings devoted to activities aimed at preserving 

the natural and cultural heritage of mountain areas.

This study includes also an analysis of how texts are a part of the con-

temporary public discourse in terms of its cognitive aspects, making it 

possible to read a certain repertoire of sociocultural beliefs (Van Dijk 2001: 

26). In this case these beliefs will be related to the construction of cul-

tural memory and the self-identifi cation of contemporary shepherds and 

Beskids highlanders. An important role in shaping the image of the past 

is also played by statements from and actions taken by social actors, i.e., 

people involved in activities for their group, who are bacas and Beskids 

sałaszniks enjoying social respect, such as, Józef Michałek of Istebna, Jan 

Kędzior of Wisła, and Piotr Kohut of Koniaków. In this chapter we are in-
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terested both in the selection of information and the use of language, and 

the images and symbols accompanying it, that evoke certain visions of the 

world that infl uence the process of modeling collective memory, shaping, 

as a consequence, our own community identity. Our research approach 

to media sources and public messages (workshops, lectures, promotional 

materials) assumes their constructivist role in establishing social life, as 

these messages strongly affect the recipients’ beliefs about the world and 

have an impact on their self-image (they infl uence self-identifi cation). 

During the research we also analyzed documents from EU, international, 

and local government programs supporting the revitalization of pastoral 

economy in Europe, including the Silesian Beskids, which, on the one 

hand, made the objectives and priorities of the subsidized activities visi-

ble and, on the other hand, made it possible to observe the effects of the 

awarded grants.

History of Shepherding in the Silesian Be skids—
Continuation and Disruptions

The sałasz and pastoral farming in the Silesian Beskids was the basis for 

the existence of local highlanders at least until the mid-nineteenth century 

(Popiołek 1939; Kopczyńska-Jaworska 1950–51). This was the migration 

route of high mountain shepherds, known as Wallachians, who grazed 

sheep moving along the ridges of the Carpathians from the southeast part 

of Europe, from the Balkan, Wallachian, Moldavian, and Transylvanian 

areas as early as at the turn of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 

(Kocój 2015: 276–77; Kocój 2018a: 55). In sixteenth-century documents 

from Cieszyn, the Wallachians are recorded as settlers who brought the 

ability to survive in diffi cult mountain conditions and to farm based on 

sheep pastoralism and milk and wool processing to the area of the Sile-

sian Beskids (Spyra 2007: 39–41). They entered into relations with the 

local population, especially in winter, when they sought refuge in lower 

villages, which resulted, on the one hand, in certain elements of the Wal-

lachian culture and economy being taken over by the Beskids settlers 

and, on the other hand, in migrants settling in local villages (Jawor 2000: 

39–41). Therefore, over time, the Wallachians passed their culture on to 

the Indigenous peoples, and with migration many customs and rituals 

related to sałasz farming and pastoralism were adopted here, especially 

the already mentioned community economy (Kocój 2018a: 55–131).

The seventeenth century and the fi rst half of the eight eenth century are 

considered to be the “golden period of sałasz farming in Silesia” (Kiereś 

2010: 27). Sheep and dairy products were to be the guarantee of prosperity 
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and stability of the local population. Thanks to the favor of the rulers of 

the Duchy of Teschen, the highlanders increased their fl ocks and pastures 

at the expense of the trees, paying high taxes to the Piasts of Cieszyn (un-

til 1653) and later to the Habsburgs. The situation changed with a new 

economic policy, which tightened the regulations concerning the ban on 

tree cutting in order to preserve forest resources, necessary for develop-

ing heavy industry. Wood from the Beskids forests became a scarce com-

modity as it was used to burn the smelter furnaces in which the local ore 

deposits were processed. Thus, the forests became an extremely valuable 

asset, and the sałasz farming was an obstacle to maximize profi ts of the 

Teschen Chamber. However, the decline of the Beskids sałasz farming 

was eventually sealed by the issue of a patent by Emperor Franz Joseph I 

in 1853, under which the Teschen Chamber was recognized as the sole 

owner of the forest areas and did not have to respect previous agreements 

with the highlanders as regards to access to pastures, which effectively 

prevented sheep from being grazed on collective pastures (Spyra 2007: 

143). Financial burdens and restrictions on access to pastures imposed 

upon the highlanders by successive authorities of the Teschen Chamber 

made shepherds move over time to mixed pastoral and agricultural farm-

ing. The change in the lifestyle of the inhabitants of the Beskids villages 

was later affected not only by the development of the wood economy and 

metallurgical industry but also by the fl ourishing of tourism, initiated at 

the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

In the twentieth century, a further gradual and systematic decline of 

the pastoral economy continued. After World War I and the collapse of 

Austria-Hungary, the Beskids highlanders, who found themselves on the 

Polish side of the border with Czechoslovakia, took legal actions to re-

gain the sałasz farming areas taken from them, which were owned by the 

Polish state after the war. The contingent of highlanders who wanted to 

restore the shepherding in the Silesian Beskids accepted the new Polish 

state with high hopes. Although the Polish Parliament accepted the sałasz 

shepherds’ request and in 1921 passed a revision law that established the 

equivalents for lost property, and the established sałasz companies were 

slowly restoring pastures for grazing, World War II put an end to these 

efforts (Kiereś 2019: 59–71). After World War II, all attempts to revitalize 

the traditional pastoralism were rejected by the communist authorities, 

aiming to limit the freedom of economic activity and to liquidate dairy 

cooperatives (Kocój 2018b: 86). The scale of regression in pastoralism is 

demonstrated by statistics concerning the number of sheep grazed in the 

Silesian Beskids: in 1910 there were 4,411 sheep; in 1937 there were 2,310; 

and in 1947, there were 1,660 (Program Aktywizacji Gospodarczej 2007: 

18). The economic changes that followed the collapse of communism in 
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1989 in Poland led to an even greater decline in the sheep population and 

to almost complete disappearance of the profession of baca and shepherd 

(Program Aktywizacji Gospodarczej 2007: 5).

The situation improved with Poland’s accession to the European Union 

in 2004 and with the economic stabilization of Poland within the demo-

cratic and capitalist system. Membership in the EU made it possible to 

benefi t from programs and subsidies for the revitalization of sheep farm-

ing and pastoralism from an economic, natural, and sociocultural perspec-

tive. An example is the Interreg V-A Poland-Slovakia 2014–20 program 

(fi nanced by the European Regional Development Fund), under which 

the cross-border Wallachian Culture Trail was created, i.e., an integrated 

cultural trail to popularize pastoral traditions on the Polish-Slovakian 

border. In 2012–16, in turn, a project supporting knowledge about the 

protection and sustainable development of the Carpathians, written in 

the “Carpathian Convention,” was implemented (an international agree-

ment concerning a single mountain region, established on the basis of 

treaty rules of international law), using the funds of the Swiss program of 

cooperation with the new EU Member States: Carpathians Unite—Mech-

anism of Consultation and Cooperation for Implementation of the Car-

pathian Convention. The main activities carried out by Poland within this 

framework were: creating a sustainable tourism strategy and a code of 

good practice for spatial planning; supporting the development of pasto-

ral management (training of shepherds, construction of shepherds’ huts, 

purchase of sheep); promoting knowledge about the nature and culture 

of the Carpathians; developing a draft national action plan for the im-

plementation of the provisions of the protocol on the “Protection and 

Sustainable Use of Biological and Landscape Diversity to the Carpathian 

Convention in the Polish Part of the Carpathians”; and developing a draft 

protocol on “Cultural Heritage to the Carpathian Framework Conven-

tion.” In addition, since 2007, in Silesia funds has been awarded for activ-

ities related to pastoralism from the budget of the Self-Government of the 

Silesian Voivodship under the Sheep Plus: Program for Economic Activa-

tion and Preservation of Cultural Heritage of the Beskids and the Kraków-

Czestochowa Upland. The latest edition of the program, planned until 

2020, sets two main objectives, the fi rst of which concerns activities to 

preserve, protect, and restore elements of nature on the basis of pastoral 

economy, and the second, to nurture the cultural identity associated with 

pastoralism, promoting the traditions of folk culture, the development of 

crafts, and the processing of products of sheep and goat origin. As a result 

of the implementation of this program, in accordance with the Regulation 

of the Minister of Labor and Social Policy of 27 April 2010 on the classifi -

cation of professions and specialties for the needs of the labor market and 
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the scope of its application, two new professions were registered: baca and 

juhas.

The programs supporting the preservation of pastoralism have re-

sulted, on the one hand, in a greater dynamics of the economic activity 

(the number of sheep grazed in the mountain meadows has increased, 

thus increasing the availability of sheep products, enriching the range of 

local products) and, on the other hand, they have increased the awareness 

of the local community and people from outside the region about the nat-

ural and cultural values of mountain areas (Wojewódzki Program Akty-

wizacji 2015: 6–7). The visitors to the Beskids and journalists increasingly 

enjoy events such as: miyszani owiec (mixing of the sheep) and trailing 

them to the mountain pastures; the autumn rozsod, which is the return of 

sheep from the pastures and giving them back to their gazdas (owners); 

as well as the tasting of regional products, performances of highlander 

groups and bands, folk handicraft fairs. Sheep milk products are increas-

ingly sought after by consumers, and Brinda podhalańska and oscypek 

cheese, produced in the Beskids among others, have been entered by the 

European Commission in the register of Protected Designations of Origin 

and Protected Geographical Indications. Piotr Kohut, as one of the few 

sheep milk cheese producers in Poland, is authorized to produce these 

local products.

What is most important for our study, however, is that the revival of 

pastoral traditions is accompanied by a process of restoring memory of 

the Wallachian heritage in the local community, and together with it, a 

sense of identity based on the continuation of this heritage by the Beskids 

shepherds. The collective memory, lying at the foundations of the rebuilt 

identity, is stimulated by institutions (mainly NGOs) which raise funds to 

promote the cultural heritage of the region. Thus, we are dealing with con-

temporary cultural memory, which is expressed by the group’s conscious 

attitude to the past embedded in a specifi c cultural space, and its carriers 

are people involved in the activities of institutions supporting memory 

and thus affecting group identity (Assmann 2016: 68–71).

Continuity? Beskids Shepherds as Heirs 
to the Wallachian Tradition

The revitalization of pastoral traditions stimulated by international and lo-

cal government programs has resulted in a rebirth of memory of the past, 

especially about the pastoral roots of the local community. As Jan Ass mann 

(2016: 85–86) notes, it is the power—understood in this text as the policy of 

the state and the European Union as regards setting fi nancial priorities—
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that is a strong stimulator of memory. Funds transferred to “nurture and 

maintain traditions, customs and other elements of folk culture associated 

with pastoralism” and to “preserve the identity, individuality and heritage 

of the inhabitants of the region” (as defi ned in the documents of the Sheep 

Plus program until 2020) have contributed to the process of searching for 

sources of identity not only among shepherds but also among the members 

of the local community. This applies in particular to people who—although 

not directly associated with pastoralism—are under the infl uence of fac-

tors shaping memory and collective identity based on pastoral traditions, 

among others, who are participants of cultural events, workshops, lectures 

on cultural heritage, members of folk bands and ensembles, folk artists pre-

senting and selling their products during handicraft fairs organized during 

events connected with pastoralism.

The creation and processing of identity determinants that are important 

for the group in the process of distinguishing one’s own (shepherds, high-

landers) from others (tourists, people from outside the local community) 

takes place in relation to collective memory (Halbwachs 1969: 217–61). 

The identity function of memory is mentioned expressis verbis by Barbara 

Szacka. She defi nes collective memory of the past as images of the past of 

one’s own group, constructed by individuals from the information they 

remember coming from various sources and reaching through various 

channels. Then this information is selected and transformed according 

to one’s own view of the world and of socially generated cultural stan-

dards. Thanks to these cultural standards, shared by members of a given 

community, the images of the past are codifi ed, which, in a consequence, 

allows members to speak about the collective memory of history of one’s 

own group. The collective memory understood in this way is not static, 

but changeable and dynamic, and additionally it is a fi eld of clashes and 

mixing of the past images constructed from various perspectives (Szacka 

2006: 47–54).

The basis of contemporary construction of memory of the pastoral tra-

dition is the so-called Wallachian heritage. For the members of the local 

community, it is a very strong self-identifi cation factor. Wallachians are 

considered by contemporary shepherds as ancestors, to whom they owe 

not only the way of farming and organization of social life but above all 

their own culture and identity, as well as some sort of a transnational 

connector with other communities involved in sheep grazing and living 

in the Carpathians. A mediator between tradition and modernity, between 

ancestors and contemporary inhabitants of the Beskids Mountains is the 

fi gure of baca—the chief shepherd, and a cultural guide, too. He is the 

one who is predestined by tradition and community to carry out activities 

that bring back the memory of the whole shepherding culture and make 
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the preservation of the shepherding ethos a reality. According to tradi-

tion, baca was the most important person in sałasz farming, and most 

frequently an older, experienced person became baca. He was responsible 

for processing sheep milk into cheese and for its quality (he was punished 

for mismanagement), he allocated grazing areas to shepherds and helped 

with milking. At the beginning of the season, he received sheep from the 

miszaniks, at the end of the season he had to return the same number 

or compensate the owner for each missing animal (Štika 2005: 15–20). 

The restoration of the sałasz economy in the Silesian Beskids resulted 

in giving baca another “new” function—he has become a guardian of 

tradition and the duty to preserve the cultural heritage rests upon him. 

In the statements of Beskids’ bacas and shepherds, often a reference to 

the Wallachian tradition appears, as a source of their own identity and of 

all Carpathian highlanders. The words of Piotr Kohut can be an example 

here. He identifi es the modern pastoral and sałasz economy in reference to 

the “Wallachian heritage,” speaking of the “Carpathian community.” Piotr 

Kohut was one of the participants of the Carpathian Trailing of the Sheep: 

Transhumance 2013, i.e., the shepherds’ trek with a fl ock of three hundred 

sheep, with dogs, donkeys, and horses through the areas of Romania, 

Ukraine, Poland, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic. During the trailing, 

in the period from 11 May to 14 September 2013, shepherds with animals 

covered the distance of about twelve hundred kilometers. The project par-

ticipants stressed from the beginning that their effort was a tribute paid to 

the Wallachian ancestors, and the journey is a testimony to the shepherds’ 

identity, the maintenance of which is the duty of modern highlanders. The 

Watra Podhale Information Service published an announcement of the 

Carpathian Trailing of the Sheep together with a statement of Piotr Kohut, 

who explained the aim of the project as follows: 

With our journey through the Carpathians, we pay homage to our Wal-
lachian ancestors, pointing to an identity that should be protected and 
guarded—above all by ourselves. The dignity of the shepherd results from 
his awareness of his own identity on the way. Let us not be deceived by the 
illusory impression of a civilization leap, the presence offering prosperity 
and longevity in exchange for undermining our spirituality. The world of 
modern technologies should be used by us as much as possible, but let us 
not forget, however, that our strength lies in tradition and pastoral roots. 
(“Ruszył Redyk Karpacki 2013” 2013) 

This statement shows that the processes of memory transmission and 

remembering take place on two planes: social and historical. Robert Traba, 

discussing Jan Assmann’s theory, points out exactly to the aspect of com-

bining culture, which is common for a group at a certain time, and history, 

which is a sense of link with ancestors: 
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The transmission of memory and remembering takes place in specifi c con-
ditions of cultural development. It creates this culture and, at the same time, 
makes individuals build bonds between them that enable them to identify 
themselves as a group with a common culture. . . . On a social level, a sense 
of cultural belonging is created between the members of the group due to 
living at the same time. On the historical level, however, a sense of relation-
ship is created with previous generations defi ned as our ancestors. (Traba 
2016: 14) 

The community of memory is therefore based on the assumption of con-

tinuity between the past and the present. The group constituting itself as 

a community of memory creates the awareness of identity in time, which 

means that the remembered facts are selected and defi ned by virtue of 

their relevance, similarity, and continuity. Such a procedure is used in 

order to maintain the group’s durability, which is the supreme value re-

quiring the changes to be blurred and perceiving history as unchangeable 

continuation. If a group realized its own transformation, it would cease 

to exist as such and would give rise to a new group (Assmann 2016: 56).

Showing the continuity of the Wallachian heritage, and thus organiz-

ing the image of the world as a rational consequence of events, without 

inconsistencies and diversity, is made possible due to mythical thinking. 

The myth of Wallachians as the ancestors of today’s highlanders is formed 

by repeated stories about the past, being an introduction to almost all 

workshops, lectures, or exhibitions devoted to pastoralism in the Beskids 

(e.g., organized at the Andrzej Podżorski Beskids Museum in Wisła, the 

Shepherd’s Centre in Koniaków or the Těšín Museum in Český Těšín). 

Repeated and standardized texts about Wallachians, who walked along 

the peaks of the Carpathian Mountains with a fl ock of sheep and brought 

their laws and shepherds’ habits to the Beskids, are a source of connota-

tions and an interpretative matrix, bringing associations with highlanders 

as heirs to the Wallachian tradition to mind. Myths, as Jan Assmann notes, 

are typical fi gures of cultural memory as they constitute a remembered, 

founding story which is told in order to explain the present from the per-

spective of the primeval beginnings. The mythical narrative serves here 

both social integration and the creation of a collectively shared image of 

the world and a common system of values. Myth, as Roland Barthes (2008: 

239–80) points out, gives things a foundation of nature and eternity and 

gives them clarity which does not result from explanations, but from the 

fact that today’s shepherds are heirs of the Wa l lachians, and the Walla-

chian law, being the basis of the sałasz economy, not only established the 

rules of economic functioning, but is also connected with the code of eth-

ics of shepherds resulting from the harmonious coexistence of shepherds 

with nature.
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Collective memory functions as long as it is transmitted in the process 

of communication, so the transmission of knowledge about the past is a 

condition for the memory to exist. Memory lives in and through commu-

nication, and if the transmission is interrupted, changed, or the frame of 

reference disappears, then forgetting occurs (Assmann 2016: 53). The re-

vival of the pastoral economy in the twenty-fi rst century made it possible 

to return to the memory of the cultural heritage of the ancestors, which as 

a result of sociopolitical processes from the mid-nineteenth century to the 

fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century was forgotten by the community 

and ceased to be a factor shaping collective identity. The memory of shep-

herding did not disappear altogether, but functioned within a communi-

cative memory, passed on orally from generation to generation in families 

where sheep breeding has been a daily activity for many generations. 

Nevertheless, it did not have a dimension shaping the identity of the local 

community, as it did not go beyond the family circle of narration and did 

not take on an institutional form. Community forgetting can have various 

foundations and can be the result of different social processes. It often 

results from the fading of social memory, located in individual memories, 

when the generation that kept the knowledge about the past in its mem-

ory passes away. The reason for forgetting can also be the concentration of 

attention on the present and modifi cation of an attitude towards the past, 

in which generational changes play an important role. Finally, forgetting 

can be a result of deliberate political actions, carried out by various cen-

ters of power and with the use of various methods of exerting pressure 

(Connerton 2008, 2012: 87–93). It seems that in the case of the Beskids 

highlanders, each of these factors contributed in part to the process of for-

getting the cultural heritage of the shepherds and to moving away from 

the identity shaped on its basis. Cultivation of this heritage has not been 

fostered by the authorities (from the Habsburgs’ management at the turn 

of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, to governments during Commu-

nism and the period of political transformation in the twentieth century), 

whose efforts have led to the successive collapse of the pastoral economy 

and the marginalization of the professions of baca and shepherd, resulting 

in the disappearance of the reference frameworks for collective memory. 

At the same time, there was gradual disappearance of memory as a result 

of the interruption of intergenerational transmission and disappearance 

of the collective ritual practices that would maintain this memory. With 

the revitalization of pastoral traditions, images of the past of the Beskids 

highlanders came to life, which refer to pastoralism as the source of their 

own identity. As Paul Connerton (2012: 87–93) notes, the images of the 

past and knowledge of it are stored and maintained only in the process 

of communication, which takes place through language as a carrier of 
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symbolic content and through collective ceremonies or ritual practices. It 

is due to the specifi c discourse and ritual practices currently undertaken 

by the Beskids shepherds that the memory of the past is shaped, which 

affects their own identifi cation and the identity of the local community.

However, collective memory, like identity, is not given in its form once 

and forever, but undergoes transformations under the infl uence of ex-

ternal factors. The dynamics of memory results from the fact that it is an 

outcome of everyday discourse, constantly constructed by it from scratch. 

Thus, collective memory is a social construct variable in time, not a natural 

feature of the group, and it is closely related to the present and responds 

to the cultural and social needs of the community.

Disruptions Resulting from Reviving Pastoralism

The revival of traditional sheep grazing in the Silesian Beskids is not with-

out disturbances at the level of social relations. As the Beskids bacas note, 

pastoralism is met with incomprehension on the part of those villagers 

who do not benefi t from either sheep breeding or grazing. The problems 

vary, like for example from an unpleasant smell to violation of land owner-

ship rights during transhumance. These issues give rise to special emotions 

among those who profi t from tourism—i.e., the decisive majority of the 

rural community—for whom only the right direction for the village to de-

velop is to transform it into something like a health resort and completely 

get rid of the agricultural activity. What is interesting is that in no way does 

it prevent the number of sheep and goat micro-breeders from growing. In 

the case of three villages called Trójwieś (Jaworzynka, Istebna, Koniaków) 

one can even talk about how trendy it is to have these animals in one’s live-

stock and—what is worth emphasizing—without a clear objective.

That is why the shepherds call themselves a minority among the local 

highlanders, because of the system of values rooted in the pastoral ethos, 

which is supposed to make them different from the inhabitants of the 

cities (the so-called lords), but also from their closest neighbors who, nev-

ertheless, lead the lives of ordinary farmers or entrepreneurs in the tourist 

industry. This is why local shepherds often refer to themselves as an ex-

clusive, separate group—a kind of ethnic minority or perhaps we should 

say economic and ethnic. According to the theory of classical anthropol-

ogy, the identity associated with a place or group is always relational 

and associated with maintaining differences, sometimes referred to as 

social boundaries (Barth 1969). In the case of Polish shepherds—or, more 

broadly, even highlanders—in the second half of the twentieth century the 
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bureaucratic and economic structures of the state became an emanation of 

the “foreign” (Makovicky 2014).

At the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, regulations and projects 

of the European Commission became a new axis of confl ict, which for 

some of the inhabitants of mountainous regions stood in opposition to 

the previous national prerogatives of the state. This is also linked to the 

emergence of a new understanding of peripherality—a category often re-

ferred to by shepherds from the Silesian Beskids—in which peripherality 

is understood not as an exclusionary force but as a building force, consti-

tuting a kind of value that should become a carrier of identifi cation in the 

local or regional (pan-Carpathian) dimension. The famous Carpathian 

transhumance of 2013 referred to this kind of imaginary community. “The 

peripheries take over the role of the center, at the moment when the center 

becomes aware of the need for the periphery to function. When there was 

a problem in the village, when someone was sick, one went to baca for 

advice. Then he was in the center. He often knew better what was going 

on in the village,” that is what one of bacas of Istebna said in one of the 

interviews about the uniqueness and the role of shepherds.

One of the basic problems every baca faces is to fi nd the right person-

nel to work as shepherds (juhases). In the past they were usually young, 

unmarried men (Reinfuss 1959). Today, as in other pastoral communities 

in Europe, people involved in grazing are generally older men who, more 

importantly, have no one to replace them. Juhases’ work is no longer at-

tractive to the young generation, which is no longer able to reconcile it 

with the modern rhythm of life: school, work, or private life. Above all, 

however, it is not a job that has an economic value (Sendyka and Makov-

icky 2008: 5). Fortunately, in the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century, 

the gap in the structure of shepherds of the Silesian Beskids managed to 

be fi lled by temporary workers from Ukraine. Interestingly, these are not 

accidental people. They come from the region of the Eastern Carpathians 

(the so-called Hutsul region), where shepherding traditions are still alive. 

It is worth adding that this region of Ukraine was within the borders of 

the Second Polish Republic before World War II—for this reason, these 

people can enjoy the status of familiarity in the Beskids (although they 

have little in common with Polishness today). Lack of problems in mutual 

communication is emphasized, for example. Ukrainians from the Hutsul 

region communicate in a dialect, which is supposedly understandable 

also for the Beskids highlanders. Since 2011, the Kohut family has been 

cooperating with one and the same group of Ukrainian shepherds. Piotr 

Kohut met them during his peregrinations in the Eastern Carpathians. 

Two of them, aged about sixty-fi ve, have extensive experience in working 
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with sheep; the others, although they come from the same region, had to 

learn the job. However, they also live every day on farms with smaller or 

larger livestock. “So, there was no need to teach them the responsibility 

for animals and the routine of working on the farm,” argued Maria Kohut. 

They choose their own new co-workers (including Ukrainians) and train 

them to work as shepherds. The employment of workers from Ukraine 

enforced legal and organizational changes. The Kohut family house in 

Koniaków remains the logistic center; while in the fi eld, the shepherds live 

in kolibas or campers. They feed themselves, receiving additional funds 

for this purpose. They also receive snuff rations. In addition, they have a 

passenger car and an off-road vehicle at their disposal. The Kohuts also 

provide them with a router for the internet. They are legally employed, 

and social security contributions and other required taxes are paid for 

them. They receive their wages in cash after the end of the season, usually 

on the day of departure. They are also entitled to milk products and wool 

without restrictions. They work in shifts—coming twice a year, in the 

spring-summer or autumn-winter season. Some also change after two or 

three months to carry out the necessary livestock-related works at home. 

Those who do not have agricultural farms usually stay for the whole sea-

son. Ukrainian workers also help in the winter season and take care of 

animals during lambing.

Another important factor negatively affecting the revitalization of 

traditional pastoralism is the fragmentation of land between numerous 

owners and the accompanying strong sense of private ownership. The post-

socialist period is marked by a signifi cant increase in the volume of trade 

in land, the transformation of land use plans by conversions of agricultural 

land and pastures into plots of land for development and their subsequent 

sale by owners to incoming people from large cities who use them for rec-

reation or commercial purposes, running hotels and boarding houses. The 

fragmentation of large areas into smaller plots of land is also caused by 

the division of land between children and grandchildren so that they can 

run their own farms. These processes make the shepherding areas shrink 

immensely, and the preserved meadows and pastures are the property of 

people who do not always see the need to make them available for graz-

ing. As the shepherds do not have their own land on which to graze their 

sheep, the shepherd is forced to negotiate the conditions for using the pas-

tures individually with many owners (in 2020 the number of landowners 

on which Piotr Kohut grazed his animals reached eight hundred). This is 

not the case in Romania, where the mountain pastures are mostly publicly 

owned and managed by local authorities and can be used after paying a 

tax, or in the French Central Pyrenees, where access to the grazing land 

is legally established by municipal syndicates (Sutcliffe et al. 2013: 62–63; 
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Constantin 2003: 68). However, Polish legislation does not provide for 

such possibilities even if the pasture is wasteland. The situation is further 

hindered by the EU law on so-called direct payments. These are granted 

to persons who actually use the land and should therefore be collected by 

bacas for grazing sheep on pastures, while owners do not want to give up 

collecting payments and therefore do not agree to the entry of the fl ock. 

Shepherds, wishing to run the sałasz economy, must make individual 

arrangements with each landowner and establish rules of settlement with 

each one of them in accordance with the principle that “Łod dogwory moc 

zależy” (a lot depends on the agreement). That is why the preservation of 

the “free sheep grazing” in mountain areas is considered by the Beskids 

shepherds to be absolutely fundamental not only for the continuation of 

pastoral practices but also for the preservation of ecological balance. So 

far, this demand has not received any reaction from the authorities.

Shepherding in the Narratives of Piotr and Maria

Ideology, religion, and values are other important issues we have decided 

to devote a little more attention to during our research. In historical liter-

ature, transhumance was generally reduced to the spatial mobility of only 

one gender or age group—in contrast to nomadism in which all members 

of the community were in movement. In the case of contemporary trans-

humance pastoralism, the issue seems a bit more complicated. Especially 

in order to understand contemporary forms of pastoralism, it is necessary 

to listen to the narratives of the different people involved. Pastoralism to-

day (but also yesterday) is not only about people (usually men) involved 

in grazing: shepherds, gazdas, or juhases—as in the case of the Carpathian 

arc. This institution also includes their families, whose individual mem-

bers play almost equal roles in the production process, and pastoralism is 

a factor determining their lives regardless of the season. This is especially 

true today when pastoral activity often has to be combined with other, 

more profi table activities. In the reality of post-socialist Poland, the fol-

lowing polarization became the rule: baca is a sheep breeder, his wife is 

a businesswoman who sells the products of the shepherding farm. This 

arrangement is fostered by legal regulations which, for example, prohibit 

a shepherd from selling cheese directly to shops (Sendyka and Makov-

icky 2018: 11–12). This is not a completely new situation. In the past, the 

division of labor by gender was also kept—a man produced, a woman, 

in turn, was responsible for the sale and distribution of dairy products to 

the local markets. The woman’s work was not a separate activity but was 

covered by a variety of family roles and responsibilities—simply it was 
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what belonged to the woman’s duties as a wife, sister, or daughter of a 

farmer (Pine 2002: 101). Today, we are dealing with a modifi cation of this 

model, to be more precise, with the intensifi cation of the role of a woman 

in a shepherding farm, who takes on her shoulders much more than she 

used to, and her activity is formally separated (most often in the form of 

her own business) and focused on the private sector. All this makes her a 

person at least as important in the whole system as baca himself, and she 

converts the whole activity into a kind of family business. A good example 

of this phenomenon is the Kohut shepherding family.

The Kohuts, as we have mentioned, live on pastoralism and related 

activities. This in turn irresistibly brings business activity to mind. For 

example, one of the recent projects was the construction of a guesthouse 

for tourists. The couple already run a shop where they sell souvenirs and 

food products such as cheese, cold cuts, or meat. On the premises of the 

farm—called a Shepherd’s Centre—there is also a living museum. I would 

not call the conditions they live in as spartan. Their traditional style villa 

is one of the most impressive in the village. But the Kohuts would never 

call themselves entrepreneurs. The term business was rather reluctantly 

referred to. The reason—as they said—is that income is uncertain, and 

the business requires constant fi nancial support. There seem to be other 

reasons too.

For both, being engaged in sheep breeding is more than a profi table 

activity. In our conversations, the topic of economics was always pushed 

into the background. The main theme was usually culture. And so, ac-

cording to Piotr and Maria Kohut, the essence of their activity is tradi-

tion—to be more precise, immersion in the archaic pastoral practices and 

customs of the Western Carpathians. Interestingly, they both come from 

two different micro-regions: Piotr from Koniaków in the Silesian Beskids, 

and Maria from Zakopane at the foot of the Tatras. They did not take 

over the knowledge and shepherding skills from their ancestors, in direct 

intergenerational transmission, but they acquired it through their own 

intellectual search or baca courses. Both of them belong to the enthusiasts 

of Carpathian shepherds’ cultural heritage. The practices and customs 

they collect are incorporated into—as they call it themselves—traditional, 

cultural grazing, in which they actively participate. The event in which the 

cultural drives of the couple become visible is the ritual of mixing of the 

sheep. It is organized in Koniaków at the beginning of May to offi cially 

start the pastoral season in the Silesian Beskids. The date of the ritual is 

given on the internet as a tourist attraction of the region; the website of 

Istebna commune informs about it. It is an all-day event fi lled with nu-

merous rituals and magical rites, such as burning incense, blessing sheep, 

burning bonfi res, all with the participation of a large audience and to the 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



Continuities and Disruptions in Transhumance Practices  | 193

accompaniment of highlander music. The focal point is the mixing of 

the sheep and trailing them three times around a fi r tree. Each year, the 

centuries-old customs are added.

All this, according to the Kohuts, is to revive the tradition, so that it is 

not just an open-air museum spectacle. Their role in this process seems 

extremely important. They also have a clearly defi ned opinion on this 

subject. For example, in their opinion, the cultural heritage of the Beskids 

shepherds should stem from both written sources and oral traditions, and 

should be open to people from outside, to tourists. Piotr Kohut, however, 

has one reservation: “The mixing of the sheep is our (pastoral) holiday. 

Tourists are important, but not the most important.” Piotr Kohut is im-

proving the tradition all the time—he sees himself as a promoter-restorer 

of archaic customs. He also stresses the social dimension of his work—the 

need to be an authority, a man of impeccable reputation. In his case, one 

can even talk about the ethos of the Beskids baca: a man as hardwork-

ing as he is honest and trustworthy. Without this, cooperation with local 

breeders and landowners would not be possible.

Another matter—I do not know if not even more important—shep-

herding is a kind of lifestyle for both of them. And so freedom is important 

Figure 8.3. The ritual of mixing of the sheep, Koniaków, 2017. © Katarzyna Marcol
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for both spouses—but each understands it a bit differently. For the man it 

means the possibility of full devotion to the shepherding lifestyle, a kind 

of escapism, effected through active participation in seasonal grazing. 

The man dons a woolen coat, puts on a hat and fi lls a pipe. So equipped, 

he sets off on his journey, becomes a wanderer, even a pilgrim—as Piotr 

Kohut himself puts it. This journey has a strong symbolic, religious or as 

an ethnologist would say: liminal meaning. He fi nds peace of mind in 

the pasture, says Piotr Kohut in one of his interviews. He likes this un-

hurried rhythm of life when he can patiently perform his duties. Looking 

calmly as time passes through his fi ngers and contemplating immeasur-

able landscapes, so different at different times of day. According to Piotr, 

the shepherd puts himself under the protection of God, and he is also 

an executor of His orders: he farms the land, takes care of the animals, 

slaughters them with his own hands, following the kosher principles, 

which, in his opinion, is the most humane. The same applies to milking. 

Piotr even uses the term “tactile pastoralism” on this occasion. He always 

milks with his own hands, which for him is the essence of shepherding—

just like the closeness between a man and a woman in marriage. This 

allows him to create a special relationship with the animal. “Every sheep 

passes through our hands. We know everything that happens to her. 

When milking [manually] we know how she is, we can plan . . . we have 

a touch, there are sheep, that if someone milks her badly, she will not go 

to him,” Piotr Kohut explains. Therefore, being in the pasture has a deep, 

existential sense for him—it transforms him, at the same time bringing 

him closer to the mystery of life. For him, wandering with sheep is a sym-

bol of life. According to him, life is a road. It has its beginning and end. 

It has everything that is important: love, responsibility, diligence. Finally, 

Cain and Abel, a global pastoral myth about the polarization of human 

societies, appear in his narratives. This makes him feel that he is part of 

something larger. In the stories of Piotr Kohut, echoes of the sacredness 

of the institution of baca in folk culture can be heard. “Every baca has his 

own magic, but keeps its secrets to protect the sheep and the people,” 

write Maria and Piotr Kohut (2018: 242). However, not only quasi-litur-

gical practices are meant such as wearing amulets, burning incense, or 

having the fl ock blessed, but understanding, full of mysticism, of the 

functions of baca. 

Above all, it is to protect against all evil. The responsibility is taken not only 
for people, but also for animals, nature, dogs and various property. Mixing 
of the sheep protects. That’s why the incense herbs and blessing three times. 
In the past everything that was supernatural allowed bacas to produce the 
energy that protected the fl ock during that mixing. And they had to watch. 
At the beginning, because you get to some things, after another mixing and 
another, [judging by] various behaviors, I know what the season will be. I 
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can already predict certain things, even during the mixing. Because some 
things happened to me, here and there, and it happened so later. Maybe this 
is my imagination? But some things are becoming clearer to me. (Kohut and 
Kohut 2018: 243)

And some other time: “Nature talks a lot, only very slowly, sometimes 

for 10 years, you have to learn to read signs. Just like with a tree that is 

withering. Earlier, it calls for help. This is a language. This observation 

must be learned too. It is very similar with animals. First of all, the animal 

understands a lot.”

For Maria Kohut, in turn, shepherding is more a matter of what is in-

side, the possibility of building an intimate world based on feelings and 

emotions, a parallel between work and family. A woman is characterized 

by a certain ambivalence towards standard business procedures, such as, 

for example, using loans for companies or transferring ownership rights 

to a company. Each thing, however, matters to her, has an emotional value 

and is connected with some sentimental detail. Many objects used in the 

Centre have been in her or his family for generations. Above all, she ap-

preciates the possibility to decide and the self-suffi ciency through multi-

plication of activities (production of cheese, meat, wool, artisan souvenirs, 

hotel activities). All these fi elds are, above all, her specialties. They all 

require creativity from a woman. What to do nowadays with wool—a 

product, as the interlocutor said—is “unsellable.” Family is also important 

in all this, raising children. The Shepherd’s Centre is both a workplace 

and a home. Different quality spaces intersect there. Shepherding has also 

been elevated to something almost sacred, full of mysticism. Thanks to 

the children, the eschatological element becomes visible in it. Children 

observe the mystery of death, learn the relationship between humans and 

animal, develop their own attitude towards carnivorousness, and fi nally 

learn humanitarianism in a half-Christian spirit (the idea of sacrifi ce, the 

idea of divine order) and half-archaic or even animistic spirit (the idea of 

mediation, equality in the world of nature). Why do we kill animals, can 

we guarantee them a dignifi ed death?

The Kohuts—like many parents today—do not want their children to 

do what they do. The activity is too diffi cult and uncertain, and is con-

nected with a label of outsiderness, peripherality. Consciously or not, they 

understand that their children’s world will be diametrically different. This 

fact gives the shepherding an even deeper dimension—a breeding ground 

of values, of what is true, of what is unchangeable, of a certain post-

capitalist, but also post-traditional philosophy of life.

To sum up: tradition, determination, creativity, sensualism, and free-

dom are the key words of the Kohut’s pastoralism. They should be read in 

a relational, non-formal way, as each spouse looks at sheep farming in a bit 
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different manner. The new neoliberal economic system, which has existed 

in Poland since the 1990s, is responsible for replacing the local work and 

labor arrangements. This seems to be particularly evident with regard to 

gender. New dichotomies—private-public, internal-external—have be-

come elements of these new dynamics. The renegotiation of work, entitle-

ments, or production are new forms of relations of the human being and 

market in rural areas. Finally, these elements are linked to the accelerating 

proliferation of the Western culture, often also in the opposition to it, in 

terms of economic life or consumption (Pine 2002: 98).

Disruptions during the COVID-19 Pandemic

During the COVID-19 pandemic there was no formal ban on grazing, and 

during the lockdown the sheep were still wintered at the breeders. How-

ever, the business activities of the Kohut family became dormant, primar-

ily the operations of the shepherd’s center in Koniaków (it was closed to 

tourists and residents until 4 May). Not only was the animation activity 

(lectures, workshops) discontinued, but also the sale of dairy products was 

stopped. The Kohuts decided also that in 2020 there would be no direct 

sale of dairy products at the baca’s hut. Finally, there was also no mixing of 

the sheep organized every year during the long May weekend (1–3 May). 

The biggest problem of the initial phase of the pastoral season was not the 

lack of tourists, but the labor supply shortage. Closed borders prevented 

Ukrainian shepherds from coming, who, as we have reported, have been 

the core of the shepherding team for some time. There was hardly anyone 

who could replace them—not only because this activity is no longer pop-

ular among the local people, but what is important, during the pandemic 

an additional need appeared for a large part of the population to take care 

of children and provide them with help during distant learning. For many 

weeks this paralyzed, or at least made all kinds of livestock-related work 

or professional life of the inhabitants of the three villages much more dif-

fi cult. Eventually, a team of Ukrainian shepherds arrived with some delay 

and in a reduced composition. It was decided that two oldest shepherds 

from Ukraine would not participate in this year’s season (there were fears 

concerning their health). Four Ukrainian shepherds managed to arrive on 

5 May and after a two-week quarantine they started working. The fl ock 

belonging to the Kohuts set off from the farm on 2 May, and within the 

following days they were joined by sheep of other breeders. Offi cially, 

the pastoral season was inaugurated on 9 May without the participation 

of tourists, “within the group of the closest family, friends and newspa-

pers,” as Maria Kohut reported on Facebook. During the quarantine of the 
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shepherds, gazdas (fl ock owners) were working with the sheep. “This is 

community grazing, so everyone understood the situation and knew that 

if they wanted to give a sheep for grazing for the whole season, it was nec-

essary to help during these two or three weeks,” that is how Maria Kohut 

explained the whole situation.

Changes occurred in other fi elds too. In Koniaków and other neigh-

boring regions, greater fragmentation of fl ocks occurred—division into 

separate sałasz fl ocks and putting them under the care of other bacas. 

Thus, at the beginning of the season, joint grazing of lambs and ewe lambs 

was organized in the Żywiec Beskids. Due to the new sanitary regime, 

the trailing route was also reduced, and the fl ocks were directed to more 

deserted pastures. Finally, in the case of grazing the Kohuts’ fl ocks, their 

number was reduced by about 150 animals. In the 2020 season, 650 sheep 

were milked, while in 2018 about 1,500.

The answer to the question to what extent the pandemic brought about 

disruptions in the pastoral season and whether the disruptions will make 

permanent changes is obviously diffi cult at this point. We will be able 

to say this only after a long period of time, when the consequences of 

what happened are fully known. Looking at shepherding in the age of 

pandemic we can suppose however, that it will result in some changes, 

and in any case, as it is evident from the talks with the shepherds, it pro-

voked some discussion among breeders and shepherds about how trans-

humance pastoralism should change.

Attention was paid to the increasing role of the family—reduction in 

business activity and employment of external staff. Particularly aware of 

this fact was Maria Kohut, who had to take on her shoulders, among other 

things, the role of driver (distributing the farm’s products to customers). 

In her case it was all the more necessary as the gainful activity she was 

customarily engaged in—running the shepherd’s shop—“got frozen.” 

During the pandemic crisis, cooperation between breeders (gazdas), who 

had to engage more in joint grazing, turned out to be extremely important. 

Another issue was the relationship of shepherding and tourism. The ques-

tion that had kept appearing for some time was in which direction should 

pastoral activity go, should it serve the most faithful reconstruction of 

cultural grazing of sheep, or should it rather meet the expectations of the 

commune and tourists halfway, join in the promotion of tourism in the 

region? An event on which this dispute focused was the aforementioned 

“mixing of the sheep” festival, or more precisely, its date. It is obvious 

for all those living on revenue from tourism that this holiday should be-

come an inherent part of the long May weekend, during which a lot of 

tourists go to the mountains. For Piotr Kohut it is a factor of secondary 

importance—according to him only the welfare of the fl ock, for which he 
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is responsible, should count. It is possible, or even necessary, to turn even 

more towards tradition. The pandemic crisis showed that this is a feasible 

postulate.

The pandemic also revealed smoldering animosities within the rural 

community. In the opinion of the inhabitants, the shepherds became a 

kind of privileged group, and thus their economic distance increased even 

further. At a time when people were losing their jobs and income from 

tourism, shepherds were allowed to carry out their activities as before. 

“Isn’t that unfair?” asked one of the interlocutors running an agritourism 

farm in the area. The pandemic will probably result in even greater dy-

namization of the social structure in the rural areas of the Śląski Beskids.

Conclusion

Unchangeability and continuity are the most desirable human experi-

ences, deeply inscribed in the cultural patterns of many communities 

(Becker 1999: 5). Mythical images of the Wallachian ancestors and the 

heritage they left behind, which became active with the revitalization of 

the sałasz pastoralism in the Beskids, and which became part of the cul-

tural memory of the shepherds, give a sense of continuity, and with it, a 

sense of work done. However, should the practices described above be 

regarded as continuations or, on the contrary, are they completely new 

acts? The work of baca is tantamount to a vocation. It is no longer the fruit 

of intergenerational transmission. It is based on culture-building actions, 

constant development of a range of memories, and refers to belonging, 

based on an imaginary and in a way created from scratch, geography. At 

the same time, institutionally supported collective memory is a guarantee 

of the preservation of the pastoral identity, since the traditional intergen-

erational message no longer serves as a means of conveying knowledge 

about the past and no longer plays a decisive role in shaping identifi cation. 

The collective identity, that is, the image of one’s own group, is created 

through the identifi cation of its members, and its permanence depends 

on the extent it motivates the thinking and actions of people belonging to 

the community. However, the willingness to maintain continuity, which is 

a guarantee of identifi cation, is very often put to the test by various types 

of interference. These distractions—or, if you prefer, a continuum of dis-

tractions—have an important place in the structure of memory of people 

engaged in shepherding, and thus are a component of group identity. It is 

the memory of the man-shepherd struggle with adversities, the source of 

which was most frequently seen in the activities of a distant political cen-
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ter. In this story shepherding is a heroic passion. And its history consists 

of constant attempts to return to the sources.

European governance structures prove to be important for the rebirth 

of pastoralism in the Silesian Beskids. They infl uence, for example, the 

policy of local authorities on the issue of restitution of the shepherding 

subculture. Of course, they are also accelerators of local culture and iden-

tity. However, the perception of the infl uence of EU institutions by social 

actors is far from unambiguous. Some see the impulses coming from Brus-

sels as the source of another bundle of d istractions as a part of the myth of 

a distant and hostile center.

The basic way to consider distractions and continuity is the narrative 

that human beings tell about themselves. They refl ect their experiences in 

the way the human being wants to see them and in the way they want oth-

ers to see them (Becker 1999: 25). The stories of the shepherds reveal the 

experience of the relationships with nature, animals, and people. Sheep 

are not so much a passion or hobby for the Kohuts—in their narratives—

as they are the foundation of their self-identifi cation. The shepherds’ 

relationship with animals anchors them in the ecosystem, in the calen-

dar of nature, which, in turn, is connected with the Christian calendar. It 

strengthens their  sense of holism and universality. Nature gives a sense of 

permanence and invariability even in the event of a sudden pandemic like 

COVID-19. The pastures became green, the sheep have to go out to graze 

and their milk has to be processed into cheese, which in turn has to be 

sold. Isn’t this proof that the pastoral lifestyle is right?
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Currently, he is working on two ethno-archeological projects Soba—the 
Heart of Kingdom of Alwa and The “Good Shepherd” of Maseeda. 

Notes

 1. In the Beskids we are currently dealing with three types of sheep grazing: sea-

sonal transhumance, when the sheep are taken out of their farms at the end of 

April (traditionally after St. Adalbert and St. George, i.e., after 23 April) and 

move with the shepherds for six days to pastures located in different moun-

tain locations or places near the mountains within different voivodships, 

and for the winter they return for fi ve days to their own farms around mid-

October (traditionally on St. Michael’s day); redyk, where the herds move 

under the watchful eye of shepherds between mountain pastures in different 

localities within a relatively short distance from their own farms, staying there 

from the end of April to mid-October; sałasz, where grazing takes place during 

the summer season in one village, on one or two pastures. In any case, it is 

communal grazing (the fl ocks are made up of sheep belonging to many own-

ers) in areas not owned by the shepherds (they are usually owned by different 

private individuals), and the main benefi t of grazing is to obtain milk for the 

production and sale of cheese and other dairy products.

 2. The “Cultural Ecology” project was carried out by the Faculty of Ethnology 

and Educational Sciences of the University of Silesia in 2015–16, supported by 

Norwegian and EEA funds, coming from Iceland, Liechtenstein, and Norway.
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Chapter 9

Contemporary Transformation 
of the Pastoral System 

in the Romanian Carpathian

A Case Study from Maramures Region

Cosmin Marius Ivașcu and Anamaria Iuga

Introduction

Traditional rural households in Romania used to be self-suffi cient, un-

til the end of World War II, when Romanian peasants relied mostly on 

the products of their own household, rather than on products they could 

buy. This was mostly a result of traditional animal husbandry, which pro-

vided the families with all the necessary products of animal origin (milk, 

cheese, wool, meat) that a household would need for its survival and 

development (Netting 1993). In the mountain regions of the Carpathian 

Mountains, cattle and sheep breeding is still quite common, decisively 

infl uencing the socioeconomic and cultural system of local cultures. When 

agriculture and small-scale animal husbandry were the main occupations 

of the inhabitants of these regions (until the mid-twentieth century), their 

life revolved around the needs of the animals which supported their live-

lihoods. For example, in some areas, livestock was of such importance that 

new families would build a barn fi rst and their house second (information 

from Șurdești village, Maramureș region, northern Romania, 2013).

Moreover, pastoral calendars are of great importance in the commu-

nities, the year being divided according to the main work that must be 

done for taking care of the livestock. A dominant activity is fi nding good 

pastures for the animals (sheep, goats, but in some cases also cattle), ac-

tivity refl ected in four different types of pastoral practices, as framed 

by the ethnographer R. Vuia (1964). The fi rst type is the local agricul-

tural pastoralism, which was the most widespread pastoral practice not 
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only in Romania but all over the Carpathians and the Balkan area (Vuia 

1980). It is considered one of the most ancient forms of pastoralism be-

cause it implies year-round grazing on the village territory and manur-

ing the fi elds with the help of the animals (Vuia 1980). Secondly, there 

is agricultural pastoralism with the sheepfold in the mountain pastures 

during summer. Thirdly, there is the pastoral practice that entails year-

round pendulation (Romanian term for short-distance transhumance) be-

tween village territory and mountain pastures: during summer, grazing 

is done on mountain pastures; during autumn, winter, and spring graz-

ing is done on the meadows situated within village territory. The fourth 

practice is the long-distance transhumance, when sheep fl ocks are travel-

ling long distances starting in autumn to reach the winter pastures in the 

lowlands.

In the present study, we focus on the changes that occurred in the pas-

toral system in northern Romania (Maramureș region), where a mixed 

type of pastoral practice has been developing in the last twenty to thirty 

years, fusing the fi rst and second types of pastoralism described by R. 

Vuia, due to socioeconomic and political changes. Among the drivers that 

generate change in the pastoral system all over the world, uncertainty (en-

vironment and resource uncertainty, economic uncertainty, and adminis-

tration uncertainty, see Nori and Scoones 2019) is considered an element 

of great importance to livestock management. Most of it is also true in 

our case study, based on an interdisciplinary approach, using social sci-

ence and natural science methodologies, and conducted in three villages 

(Botiza, Ieud, and Șurdești, in the Maramureș region of Romania), in the 

past sixteen years. Nonetheless, most transformations are mainly linked 

to social changes—the focus of our study—such as the massive emigration 

of locals to temporary or permanent jobs in agriculture in Western Europe, 

along with the aging population.

A Short History of Pastoral Practices in Maramureș

Maramureș is a historical and cultural region in northern Transylvania 

(Romania), situated in the largest depression of the Eastern Carpathians; 

until the year 1918, it also covered some parts of Zakarpatia area, situated 

in Ukraine today. This chapter is focused on Maramureș, a region situated 

in Romania, surrounded by mountains and hills on all sides, many of the 

mountain peaks are above two thousand meters, the highest being Pietro-

sul Rodnei (2,303 m); the lowest altitude is found near the Tisa River (214 

m). The climate is temperate continental, with excessive precipitation and 

harsh, long winters. Maramureș is rich in forests, almost 60 percent of 
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its area covered by broadleaf and coniferous forests. The lush grasslands 

with remarkable biodiversity (see Johansen et al. 2019; Wehn et al. 2019; 

Dahlström, Iuga, and Lennartsson 2013) are found here, spread all over 

the landscape, and are proof of the region’s rich heritage in animal breed-

ing and agriculture. Human presence in this region dates back to the Neo-

lithic period (Popa 1997), being known that the communities of that time 

relied mostly on agriculture and animal breeding; hunting, fi shing, and 

fruit gathering were less important. Sheep and goat breeders have been 

present here since Antiquity, starting with the Dacian culture, also found 

on the territory of Maramureș. Ancient sources even mention Dacians 

being skilled in fodder production and keeping their animals in stables 

during wintertime (Crișan 2007). Yet, the fi rst documents that name the 

historical region of Maramureș and its sociopolitical organization are from 

the thirteenth century, depicting an independent voivodeship, inhabited 

mostly by small Romanian nobility (see Popa 1997).

The fourteenth-century documents related to the political and economic 

life of Maramureș mention several times the existence of arable fi elds, for-

ests, rivers, hay meadows, enclosed meadows, sheepfolds, pastures, and 

mountain pastures used for grazing, among other geographic and cultural 

units (Mihaly 2009). For example, Ieud village is mentioned in the year 

1435 by a document that uses as landmarks nine sheepfolds spread over 

a territory of 130 km2, representing the border of the village, among other 

natural elements as rivers and mountain peaks. According to Popa (1997), 

the number of sheep in a single village during this medieval time could 

be around two to three thousand animals. The same fourteenth-century 

documents, when mentioning the possessions of certain villages, use spe-

cifi c phrases like descensum in alpibus (descent in the alps/mountains), de-
scensum vel caulam ovium (descent or sheep fold) or loci estivales (places for 

spending the summer) (Mihaly 2009). This terminology is a certain proof 

that, back then, the pendulation of sheep fl ocks for summer grazing in the 

mountains or outside the village territory was already common. This is 

evidence that, in the fourteenth century, the system of pastoral pendula-

tion (“short-distance transhumance”) was already in use in the region, at 

least for sheep husbandry.

This system of “short-distance transhumance” is more accurately de-

scribed in seventeenth-century documents, which mention many more 

mountains with high alpine pastures grazed by sheep fl ocks during sum-

mer. An interesting social phenomenon involving the minor Romanian 

noblemen was happening then. The number of their fl ocks increased and 

were used to compensate for the compulsory military conscription (see 

Ardelean 2012). Furthermore, documents mention several confl icts and 

trials with the locals in the neighboring areas (mainly the Bistrița-Năsăud 
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region), on the rights to use the alpine pastures, confl icts that had a late 

reconciliation in the mid-nineteenth century (Ardelean 2012).

A drastic change occurred in the year 1919, after the union of Transyl-

vania and almost half of Maramureș (up to the Tisa River, which served 

as the border with Czechoslovakia at that time, see Filipașcu 1940) with 

Romania (1 December 1918), when more than a hundred mountains used 

for summer grazing in northern part of historical Maramureș region were 

no longer available. Therefore, the number of fl ocks and herds decreased 

considerably in number (Papahagi 1925).

A turning point in local  history is the period of time between 1949 and 

1962, when forced collectivization took place in this region (see Dobeș and 

Bârlea 2004). At that time, only some of the villages were collectivized, as 

a form of punishment for the peasant’s rebellions against the communist 

regime and their refusal to renounce Greek-Catholic faith (Kligman and 

Verdery 2015). In Ieud, the fi rst village to be collectivized in this region, in 

1950, this process deeply affected the land use and the proprietary rights 

and land ownership but not the pastoral system, which remained more or 

less the same. During collectivization, all arable fi elds around the village 

and the forests were seized. The locals remained with little arable fi elds on 

steep hills and hay meadows. Nevertheless, the pastoral use of the land-

scape was maintained in the same way as before the creation of collective 

farms. The collective farm had its own sheep and cattle with hired shep-

herds from the community. Before the celebration of the Pentecost, both 

the fl ocks of the community and the fl ocks of the collective farm would 

go on pendulation outside the village territory to alpine and subalpine 

pastures of Maramureș and Rodna Mountains (Ivașcu and Rákosy 2017). 

Botiza and Șurdești villages were not collectivized, thus the land use re-

mained pretty much the same as before 1949. In these two villages, peas-

ants were forced to provide different quotas of all their products (meat, 

eggs, milk, wool, agricultural products such as cereals, fruits, and so on). 

The quotas were meant to pay Romania’s war debt to the Soviet Union 

and were established in accordance with their social status (those peasants 

considered wealthier, because they owned more land, had higher quotas 

to pay).

Traditional Pastoral System in Maramureș

It should be mentioned that in Romanian scientifi c literature, both eth-

nographic and geographic, the term “pendulation” is used to describe 

short-distance transhumant pastoralism. This activity implies that ani-

mals, cattle and sheep, graze during the summer on mountain pastures 

and then, in autumn, return to the village territory, where they graze in 
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arable fi elds, meadows, pastures, and in some areas, even forests, depend-

ing on the ecological conditions and social organization of each village. 

During winter, all animals are kept either in barns, or enclosed under 

open sky, as the local sheep breed, called țurcana, is resistant to the cold 

climate of Maramureș. Altogether, the most important fodder for winter 

is hay, the locals in this region hold considerable and extremely detailed 

traditional ecological knowledge about this resource (Ivașcu, Öllerer, and 

Rákosy 2016; Iuga 2016). Additionally, fodder, like leaves from pollarded 

broad-leaved trees or spruce branches were quite common in the past, 

especially for feeding sheep, a frequent practice that was encountered all 

over Romania (see Hartel, Craioveanu, and Réti 2016).

Long-distance transhumance or simply “transhumant pastoralism” as it 

is called in scientifi c literature about Romania (Huband, McCracken, and 

Mertens 2010; Herseni 1941; Vuia 1964, 1980) is more complex. Similar to 

distance transhumance, this form of pastoralism entails the movement of 

large fl ocks of sheep for summer grazing in the mountains. The difference 

is that during autumn, shepherds and their fl ocks would travel to lowland 

pastures situated on the Danube Riverside, the Danube Delta, but also in 

the Tisza River plain and lowland Banat (see Vuia 1964; Constantinescu-

Mircești 1976; Huband, McCracken, and Mertens 2010; Dragomir 2014). 

Once they arrived here, after traveling distances of about two to three hun-

dred kilometers, they would spend the whole winter in these regions with 

milder climate and would reach the mountain pastures in spring.

One of the main differences between transhumance and pendulation 

is the year-round sheep-grazing (Vuia 1964) on grasslands or arable stub-

bles. It was a necessity due to the high numbers of animals (around one 

to two thousand in a single fl ock according to Constantinescu-Mircești 

1976), which made it impossible to procure hay for so many animals for 

the whole winter. However, once they arrived in the lowlands, transhu-

mant shepherds would also buy fodder from locals if the resources there 

were insuffi cient (Vuia 1964). It is also worth mentioning that in the case of 

transhumance, the fl ocks of sheep are usually owned by a small number 

of owners, sometimes it is only one owner. This form of pastoralism has 

developed mostly in southern Transylvania in the regions of Sibiu, Brașov, 

and Covasna. As a result, only the wealthier shepherds were practicing 

transhumance (see Huband, McCracken, and Mertens 2010). Its emer-

gence is linked to the development of the wool industry in the Saxon cities 

of Sibiu (Hermannstadt) and Brașov (Kronstadt) in the fourteenth century. 

This is also the time when transhumant shepherds are mentioned in the 

Danube harbors and the ports of Dobrogea. The high demand of wool in 

the industry of these cities led to an increase in sheep numbers in the sur-

rounding Romanian villages, beyond the carrying capacity of the grass-

lands available in this region (Huband, McCracken, and Mertens 2010).
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In the Maramureș region, the long-distance transhumance was never 

practiced by the locals, there is no mention in the historical documents, 

nor is it a current practice. The most common pastoral system in the 

region is “the agricultural pastoralism with the sheepfold in the moun-

tains” (Vuia 1964), also called “double cycling pastoral pendulation” (Idu 

1999). This practice implies that shepherds will take the sheep and other 

animals (such as cows and horses) for summer grazing to the nearby 

mountains. Consequently, herds never leave the region of Maramureș 

or the territory of the villages during wintertime, as they did in transhu-

mant pastoralism. There are some exceptions, as there are several medi-

eval documents that speak briefl y about the presence of shepherds from 

Maramureș in the Western Beskids Mountains, during summer (Filipașcu 

1980), but at the end of summer they would return home. Thus, although 

there are long distances involved (more than four hundred kilometers), 

this cannot be included in the long-distance transhumance practice, as 

winter was spent in the community of origin. Usually, the pendulation, 

common until very recently, involved small distances, around sixty to 

one hundred kilometers away, to Rodna or the Maramureș Mountains, 

although, before the year 1918 shepherds would take their fl ocks to the 

Eastern Beskids Mountains.

Pastoral Calendar in Maramureș

The calendar of the pastoral year in Maramureș is divided by local com-

munity according to the four seasons: primăvăratul (springtime herding), 

văratul (summertime herding or summer grazing), tomnat (autumntime 

herding), and iernat (wintertime herding). The English translation of these 

vernacular names is approximate, because in local speech their meaning is 

more complex, each of the names deriving from the Romanian name of the 

seasons (primăvară, spring; vară, summer; toamnă, autumn; iarnă, winter).

Although the chapter focuses on drivers of change, we consider that 

elaborating on the pastoral calendar and the activities for each stage will 

shed light on the transformations that have occurred lately.

The fi rst quarter of the pastoral year, called primăvărat, begins when 

grass starts to grow, when, as the local beliefs say, “cuckoos start to sing” 

(end of March) (information from Ieud village, Maramureș, 2016), and 

lasts until late April, the reference date being the feast of St. George (23 

April). Spring grazing is done only with sheep and goats. Cows are kept 

indoors during all this time and are fed with hay. Grazing happens on a 

lower scale (Figure 9.1), as each owner grazes its own land (usually former 

arable fi elds and hay meadows).
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It is of great importance to mention that in the villages targeted by our 

study, the landscape is divided by the community, either by name or by 

practice, into a number of grazing areas (see Dahlström et al. 2013; Ivașcu 

and Rákosy 2017). There are three essential borders, marked by several 

geographic elements (roads, hills, ridges, etc.), demarcating a lower (fi rst) 

level between 300–650 m in altitude (in Ieud). It is the land situated close 

to the households and the village, generally used for crops, as it is the 

best land in the village for agriculture (though lately transformed into 

hay meadows). Then, a middle (second) level that delimitates the land 

from the middle part of village land, situated at an altitude of 650–1,000 

m (in Ieud), with arable fi elds (terraced slopes) and hay meadows and 

secondary forests; and an upper (third) level, 1,000–1,200 m (in Ieud), with 

permanent semi-natural grasslands used as hay meadows, or currently as 

pastures and beech and spruce forests. In Ieud, these three divisions bear 

the name mejde (border) (see Ivașcu and Rákosy 2017) and are known as 

mejdele de jos (lower border), mejdele de mijloc (middle border), and mejdele 
de sus (upper border). In the other two villages, Botiza and Șurdești, there 

is no special name for these three different levels, villagers name the land-

scape with the term țarină (land), but use them differently in practice.

In early spring, grazing is done on fi elds and meadows situated on the 

fi rst level, mainly the ones from the vicinity of the household, and nearby 

hilly areas.

Figure 9.1. Spring grazing in the hay meadows situated in close proximity to the 
village, Șurdești, 2012. © Anamaria Iuga
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After 23 April, grazing will take place on the second border. Animals 

will spend about four weeks here, attended by their owners. Meanwhile, 

arrangements are being made for the next step, which means gather-

ing the animals in a large fl ock, managed, and protected by the shep-

herds on the high-altitude mountain pastures. The animals will be at a 

stâna (sheepfold) all through the summer, led by a gazda de stână or vătaf 
(sheepfold leader), until 8 November, when people celebrate the holi-

day of Sânmedru Vechi (Old Saint Demetrius, calculated according to the 

Julian calendar). The sheepfold leader will be responsible for the man-

agement of the whole sheepfold: coordinating the movement of fl ocks, 

animal healthcare, and also milk, cheese, and urda (produced from whey, 

similar to the Italian ricotta) production and redistribution to each animal 

owner.

Before taking the animals to the alpine pastures, their owners must 

provide for animal fodder from grazing their own pastures (rent them if 

necessary) or grazing their own hay meadows. Then, they organize the 

gathering of the animals, together with the milk measurement custom. 

This custom takes place at the end of spring, after the fi rst two days of 

grazing on summer pastures. Over the summer, each owner will receive, 

periodically, cheese and milk, according to the agreement during milk 

measurement. It must be highlighted that the production of milk and 

cheese always takes place at the summer farms.

Milk measurement, which in Șurdești is called Sâmbra oilor (meaning 

“gathering of the sheep”), in Botiza and Ieud, Ruptul sterpelor (meaning 

“separation of the barren sheep”), is an important event of the pastoral 

year. The three villages are situated at various altitudes, thus, the milk 

measurement feast takes place at different times of the year, depending on 

weather conditions: in Șurdești, it is held at the beginning of May, mainly 

in the fi rst week of the month; in Botiza, it is held in mid-May (around 12–

15 May) and, in Ieud, in the second half of May (around 18–27 May). The 

feast implies that each owner is to milk their animals (sheep and goats, 

and in Ieud and Botiza also cows) and, according to the amount of milk 

collected, the amount of cheese that they receive for the whole summer. 

The milk is measured according to an ancient measurement unit, the font 
(½ liter). In Șurdești, in the summertime, owners receive seventy halves 

(thirty-fi ve liters) of raw milk for each half liter of milk they are milking 

at the feast, and one member of their family will turn it into cheese when 

it is their turn to go for a few days to the mountain farm. In Botiza and 

Ieud, the owners will receive only the cheese (twelve kilograms of cheese 

for one liter of sheep milk, or eight kilograms of cheese for one liter of cow 

milk in Botiza; and in Ieud, they receive ten kilograms of cheese for one 

liter of sheep milk).
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The feast is accompanied by several ritual gestures meant to protect 

the animals and the shepherds. For example, in Ieud and Botiza a fi r tree 

(Abies alba) is brought from the forest with its branches shaped as a cross 

(called in Ieud “the cross of the fi r tree”). It is then placed in the front 

opening of the corrals (which has been decorated with fl owers by young 

girls only). The sheep will go through this opening when milking begins. 

In Ieud, the branches of the fi r tree are decorated with specifi c garden 

fl owers (such as the peony, which is also called locally “the fl ower of the 

shepherd”) and two ritual loaves of bread, which are meant to provide 

prosperity for the sheepfold. The Lord’s Prayer is said before starting to 

milk. Then, the leader of the shepherds would throw salt above the cor-

ralled sheep (the role of the gesture being to protect the udder from inju-

ries and infections). Another important gesture is to thrust an axe in the 

ground in front of the place where the sheep are milked, to protect the an-

imals from being struck by lightning (in the village of Ieud). To make sure 

that the sheepfold is protected, the local priest is invited to bless the sheep 

and shepherds. If the sheepfold is situated too far from the village, holy 

water is sprinkled by the leader of the shepherds over the sheep before go-

ing to graze but after milking, a gesture that would ensure prosperity and 

protection. In Ieud, before grazing, the owner of the summer farm plays a 

natural trumpet (a straight tube without valves, originally made of wood, 

but nowadays made of brass—see Iosif 2016) (Figure 9.2), announcing the 

Figure 9.2. Before the sheep leave for grazing, the shepherds’ leader plays the 
natural trumpet, Ieud, 2016. © Anamaria Iuga
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end of the milk measurement. The shepherds’ leader plays the trumpet 

also before this custom begins, but during the custom, it is forbidden to 

play any instrument or even to whistle. After milk measurement, when all 

owners know how much cheese or milk they get for the summer, a large 

feast takes place, where main courses are especially cooked: a specifi c lamb 

soup prepared with wild thyme (Thymus sp.) and a special type of polenta.

After the milk measurement feast, the vărat (summertime grazing) be-

gins and the animal fl ocks go to the mountains, to the alpine pastures. 

The sheep from Botiza graze on alpine pastures close to Vișeu and Borșa 

(two cities located 40–52 km northeast; the sheep and cattle from Ieud 

also spend the summer in Maramureș Mountains and in Rodna Moun-

tains (40–60 km away) and the sheep from Șurdești graze on the moun-

tain pastures of Gutâi, situated around 13 km up north from the village. 

During the seventeenth century, the noblemen in Ieud owned seven peaks 

in Rodna Mountains used for summer graze by the whole community. 

Between World War I and World War II, the community owned two peaks 

in the Maramureș range (Ștevioara Mică and Ștevioara Mare), but the 

property rights and grazing rights have changed in the last centuries due 

to various socioeconomic factors, thus, some of these mountains are not 

used for grazing anymore.

There is a quite precise grazing calendar followed by sheep owners. In 

Șurdești, the fl ocks go to the mountains on 21 May, the feast of St. Con-

stantine and Helen, a feast that has become a landmark of the pastoral 

calendar. In Botiza, they go higher to the mountains, at the end of May. 

In Ieud, the system is more complex, due to the division of the village 

territory in three almost-equal bioeconomic zones, covering an area of 

78 km2. Thus, animals graze for four weeks on the second level and two 

more weeks on the third level. Also, fl ocks go to the mountains at the be-

ginning or mid-June, before Pentecost. Once the mountains are reached, 

after a trip of twelve or twenty-four hours, summer grazing begins. Sheep 

are separated here: milking sheep, together with goats, graze the best 

grasslands; barren sheep, along with lambs and rams graze on other areas. 

Cows are also brought on these alpine grasslands (in Botiza and Ieud, but 

not in Șurdești), being watched by a separate herder. Cow’s milk is mixed 

with sheep’s and goats’ for producing cheese and other products. Oxen 

and horses could also be brought after ploughing; they may remain in the 

mountains until the feast of the Beheading of Saint John the Baptist (29 

August), when they are brought back to the village, for agricultural works 

(for hay transportation mostly, but also for crop harvesting). Cows are also 

brought back to the village for this feast and are kept on the village com-

mon pastures (Botiza), or already indoors (Șurdești), grazing only around 

the household. Individual herders watch every fl ock (sheep, barren sheep 
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along with lambs and rams, cows, oxen, and horses in the past) during 

their grazing in the mountain and alpine pastures. Meanwhile, back in the 

village, farmers harvest hay from the meadows and crops from the fi elds 

preparing for the return of the animals.

The end of summer grazing for sheep and goats is marked by the feast 

of the Elevation of the Holy Cross (14 September), when sheep and goats, 

together with cattle are brought back to the village territory. Now, the 

third phase begins, the tomnat (autumn herding), with grazing starting 

from the upper level of the village and moving downwards. In the mean-

time, this area is already mown, and haystacks are built. Sheep fl ocks 

slowly descend through meadows to arable fi elds, already stubble land 

when the animals arrive. All the plots in the village territory are commu-

nally grazed by the shepherds until 7 November, just before the feast of 

the Holy Archangels Michael and Gabriel (8 November) or, as mentioned 

before, according to the “old” Julian calendar, the feast of St. Demetrius. It 

is the time when shepherds receive their payment from their leader and all 

the animals return to their owners. However, during this period of time, 

grazing continues on an individual basis until the fall of the fi rst snow. 

Each farmer takes their animals to graze within the village territory where 

they have most of their land. Otherwise, sheep would be taken close to 

the household, to prepare for the winter (iernat) phase. If farmers choose 

to keep their sheep in the fi elds during winter, they are to provide hay 

which is stored in temporary buildings scattered around the landscape, 

called colibe (huts) or case în câmp (houses in the fi eld) (Figure 9.3), larger 

permanent constructions for hay and stables.

During the winter phase, arable fi elds and hay meadows are manured 

with the help of livestock. Sheep are enclosed in corrals overnight, and 

Figure 9.3. Casă î n câ mp (house in the fi elds) with ș opru for hay storage and stables 
for cows. Sheep are kept under open sky and are moved on the terrain to improve 
the vegetation, Ieud, 2015. © Cosmin Marius Ivascu
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by moving the corrals from one place to another on their properties, the 

land is manured and prepared for cultivation the next spring. This type 

of manuring takes place also in spring, when sheep are grazing and are 

kept overnight outdoors, moving from one fi eld to another. To accomplish 

this task, locals use movable huts. People with less animals used to pay 

other villagers who had enough animals to accomplish this task. This is a 

remnant practice, more intensive in the past, and, in Ieud, as proof of this 

practice, the terraced slopes used for cultivation, apart from being present 

all over the lower level of the village, can still be seen at altitudes of one 

thousand meters.

To increase the hay and crop productivity of these hills, locals fertilized 

them with the help of sheep kept in corrals during autumn and winter. 

This is also one of the reasons why this form of pastoralism is also called 

“agricultural pastoralism with sheepfold in the mountains” (Vuia 1964), 

agriculture and animal breeding being interlinked and highly dependent 

on each other.

Nowadays, during the winter phase, most people keep their animals 

indoors, feeding them with hay, either within their household or in scat-

tered temporary constructions (colibe—huts) and barns all over the village 

territory. Sheep are also kept under the open sky, although they are fenced. 

Regarding the cattle, these are kept inside barns in the winter, being fed 

with hay, or second time cut grass, or alfalfa, clover, and also grains. In 

winter or early spring, the manure they produce is still taken to the fi elds, 

mainly on the cultivated plots, to increase productivity.

From the presentation of the pastoral year in the region of Maramureș 

we can clearly see the interdependence of agricultural activities and pas-

toral ones and we can better understand how most of the traditional rural 

households were self-suffi cient. Nowadays, although the pastoral prac-

tices have remained pretty much the same, the scale at which they are 

practiced has changed due to several drivers (economic, social, but also 

political). Along with that, the land-use has also changed. In the follow-

ing, we present the drivers of change that we encountered in the fi eld and 

how they have transformed the countryside lifestyle.

Drivers of Change

Agricultural pastoralism with sheepfolds in the mountains was the most 

widespread practice twenty years ago in Maramureș, but it has been made 

vulnerable lately by a number of drivers that are urging change. The ma-

jor change, though, was collectivization (1948–62). In Maramureș, col-

lectivization was imposed in some villages such as Ieud, while in other 
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villages the inhabitants were supposed to provide quotas of their pro-

duction (Botiza and Șurdești among them). This major change forced the 

peasants to increase their productivity by intensifying agricultural prac-

tices on the land they owned (reduced in size now in Ieud), in order to 

cover not only for their needs, but also for the state’s requirements. For 

this reason, as resources were limited, many people in Maramureș, espe-

cially in collectivized villages, or people who owned small plots of land 

(in non-collectivized villages), found seasonal jobs outside their region, 

traveling to the southwestern part of Romania, where they were active in 

agriculture labor. In the 1980s, people migrated seasonally from Ieud and 

Botiza to the Banat region (southwestern Romania), but not from Șurdești, 

where villagers worked at the nearby mining industry in Cavnic town. 

Migrants returned home either with the money earned, that were used to 

build a new house, or with products (wheat, corn, rye, etc.), that catered 

to their household needs.

Due to the fact that people in Maramureș had been used to obtain-

ing necessary cereals or corn from other Romanian regions, the way they 

worked their land changed after the fall of the Communist regime (De-

cember 1989). At the beginning of the 1990s, the land collectivized in Ieud 

was already requested by the rightful owners. Apparently, there were no 

drastic changes, as people returned to the lifestyle they had known before 

Communism; yet, people continued to go to Banat for seasonal work. The 

generation that had to deal with the restraints of collectivization had got-

ten old and a new generation of peasants adjusted their work strategies to 

other rules, migration included. As a result, land-use underwent several 

transformations: cropland surface was diminished, being transformed 

into hay meadows, or cultivated with alfalfa or clover. For instance, peo-

ple had already given up cultivating wheat at the beginning of 1990s, 

since Maramureș is a hilly region, and the cereals cultivated here were 

local varieties of wheat, well-adapted to the cold climate and the poor 

soil composition, but with lower productivity. Over the next two decades 

(2000–20), the villagers started cultivating cereals exclusively as animal 

food (rye, oats, triticale, which is a hybrid of wheat and rye), but not on 

large parcels, as they could always buy more at local markets. In every 

village there is a local market on a different day of the week, and at the 

market there are cereal traders from regions such as Satu-Mare or Banat.

Accordingly, the use of parcels situated in different bioeconomic zones 

changed (see Dahlström et al. 2013) and the dominant transformation 

concerns the descent of the hay-meadows from the areas situated further 

away from the village (the third border in Ieud, or the second in Botiza and 

Șurdești). As a result, these remote hay meadows that used to be grazed in 

spring and autumn and mown in August are now abandoned or mainly 
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used as pastures. Consequently, as pastures are available that close to the 

village, there are some summer farms that do not take the animals up to 

the mountains, instead they remain to graze on the territory of the village. 

They usually pay the owners of the land they graze on in animal products, 

mainly cheese, still very much appreciated in the region. In 2010, there was 

already a summer farm in Șurdești and two summer farms in Botiza that 

grazed only on the territory of the village, on the remote former hay mead-

ows. Another consequence of this new practice is the abandonment of the 

alpine pastures situated in the mountains each community owns. In 2010, 

in Șurdești, villagers mentioned the abandonment of the pastures situated 

in Gutâi Mountains (around twenty kilometers away from the village, at 

an altitude of 850–1200 m). In the same year, in Botiza and Ieud, the alpine 

pastures of Maramureș and Rodnei mountains (thirty-four to sixty kilome-

ters away from the village) were abandoned, because locals could reach 

them only by walking for one day and one night, or by transporting the 

sheep in a truck, activity that was deemed too expensive and complicated 

for the sheep owners, thus, they decided to remain on the village territory.

Another important driver of change is the decrease in the number of an-

imals after the fall of Communism: all over Romania, the number of sheep 

and goats dropped by 38 percent in twenty-three years, between 1990 and 

2013 (Popovici, Bălteanu, and Kucsicsa 2016). In 2014, in Șurdești, there 

were 498 cattle, and 1,340 sheep and goats (ISUMM 2016); in 2018, there 

were 401 cattle and 1,372 sheep and goats, according to the data provided 

by the town hall, and divided into four summer farms. People remember 

that before 1989 there were more than ten summer farms in the village, 

and around 3,000 sheep. In 2014 (ISUMM 2016), in Botiza, there were 818 

cows and 1,171 sheep and goats, in fi ve summer farms, although people 

remember that before 1989 there used to be up to nine summer farms, 

thus, a higher number of animals. The decrease in the number of animals 

is obvious in Ieud: in 1879 there were 12,000 sheep (Latiș 1993), while 

in the year 2014, there were only 2,541 sheep and 1,170 cows (ISUMM 

2016). This change has two main causes. First, there is the circular mi-

gration (see Sandu 2000) to Europe, a repetitive and seasonal migration 

that has intensifi ed in the last 20 years. Mostly young people leave their 

birth places to work abroad, leaving behind their children, and also the 

elderly population to take care of the household, including the animals. 

This aspect brings us to the second cause, the aging of the local popula-

tion. Consequently, due to the lack of human resources, villagers started to 

sell their animals, especially their sheep, which require constant handling 

by shepherds (information from Șurdești village, 2010). Sheep are sold 

also because wool is no longer sought for, synthetic fi bres being easier to 

purchase and process.
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It must be mentioned that, although the number of animals has been 

constantly decreasing since 1990, there is another trend emerging within 

the communities living here. Since 2007, due to the subsidies given by 

the Romanian APIA (Agency for Payments and Interventions in Agricul-

ture), many local animal breeders have abandoned sheep breeding and 

replaced them with two to fi ve cows. This trend was noticed also in the 

neighboring mountain regions of Bucovina and Bistrița-Năsăud. The CAP 

(Common Agricultural Policy) payments from the European Union have 

had a considerable role in the change of animal husbandry type. This was 

motivated by several reasons. The fi rst reason is that cows require fewer 

operating costs than sheep, and that the subsidies are higher for these ani-

mals, thus, being more profi table. Another reason is the lack of shepherds: 

the professional shepherds in these mountain regions complain about 

fi nding seasonal shepherds to help them herd sheep. It is getting harder 

and harder, as most of the young shepherds prefer to migrate to other EU 

countries, for seasonal work that provide more income. As shepherding 

activities also face the lack of workforce, the animals’ owners themselves 

usually look after the sheep, taking turns, and involving only their family 

members.

In all three villages mentioned, the decrease in the number of animals 

is linked to workforce migration to the EU and led to the dissolution of 

centuries-old partition of the landscape for agricultural and pastoral pur-

poses. The fi rst outcome is the abandonment of summer grazing on alpine 

pastures situated in the high mountains of Gutâi, Maramureș and Rodna. 

Pendulation to these areas became unprofi table, since many former mead-

ows in the upper level of the village could be used only for this purpose, 

instead of being abandoned. Nowadays, after the milk measurement, cat-

tle and sheep fl ocks are moved to the next section of the landscape, where 

they spend the whole summer, until the feast of The Elevation of the Holy 

Cross (14 September). After this holiday, fl ocks start descending to the 

lower sections of the village, grazing the hay meadows that are already 

mown, some even a second time. Horses are usually brought for summer 

grazing in the upper section of the village, when the work they are needed 

for is done for a while. Yet, there is a signifi cant difference: on the alpine 

pastures the herd of horses used to be watched by a herder (called stăvari), 
while nowadays they are just brought there and left by themselves on the 

grasslands, gathering in semi-wild herds that move around freely. The 

horses’ owners come and take them home whenever they have some work 

to do or take them home for winter, in August.

As mentioned earlier, many villagers completely abandoned sheep 

breeding and only some farmers are now engaged in this activity. As a 

result, the collective role of pastoral practice started to diminish, changing 
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it into an individual activity, which reshapes the land use. Some of the an-

imal breeders started buying more land in the fi rst division or on the sec-

ond level of the village, and completely abandoned moving their animals 

up to the third level of the village (above one thousand meters) during 

the summer. To ensure the right amount of land for summer grazing com-

pared to the number of animals, shepherds usually rent from other villag-

ers their former hay meadows for this purpose. In the year 2018, in Ieud, 

there were at least two mixed cattle and sheep pens—each having more 

than one thousand sheep—that have grazing animals on this third level. 

However, there was also a cattle herd summer grazing on the fi rst level 

(400–600 m), and large sheepfolds on the second one (650–1,000 m).

The fact that peasants specialize in animal breeding, and that the num-

ber of families having a few sheep decreased, have brought change to local 

rituals, namely the milk measurement feast. If there is only one owner of 

the sheepfold, there is no need to hold the feast, as there is no point in 

measuring milk and dividing it among the owners. Thus, there are less 

and less summer farms where this feast is held; it is losing its meaning. 

Another mutation is the nostalgic approach of the former sheep owners 

to this feast: as they have no sheep, they do not have any reason to par-

ticipate in the milk measurement feast; yet, some of them attend local 

feasts where friends or family members have sheep, just to take part in the 

spring ritual and to rejoice with their close ones.

An additional change brought to the milk measurement feast is its cel-

ebration together with another ritual performed in the past, right before 

the departure to the alpine pastures. When the livestock and the shep-

herds passed through the village on their way to the mountains, the priest 

would perform a special service (called șfeștanie), blessing the animals and 

the herders. The priest is currently invited to the summer farm to perform 

this service, right after the milk measurement, on the same day.

The changes that have occurred in the past twenty to thirty years are 

socially driven but have economic and local land-management repercus-

sions. It proves that all human activities are connected and interdepen-

dent. Thus, any small change leads to an adjustment in the whole local 

management system. All alterations are proof of the changing world we 

are living in, with new sociocultural and economic patterns and values. 

Maramureș is one of the few places where small-scale agriculture and ani-

mal husbandry is still in practice, defi ning the lives of the locals, although 

transformations are more intense and frequent than in the nineteenth or 

the twentieth century. In a sense, the communities in this region, as much 

as they are bound to and value tradition, are equally eager to change and 

to embrace all that is new (lifestyle, values, constructions, mechanization, 
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subsidies, and so on). Pastoral practices are but a refl ection of the import-

ant changes occurring right now.

Conclusion

Among different drivers of change, migration is the most important one, 

especially migration to Western Europe, an activity with a major impact 

on the historical herding practices of Maramureș. The result is a rapid 

change within the structure of the community, which is also refl ected by 

the pastoral practices (organization of movements and specifi c pastoral 

customs). The collective role of traditional pastoral practices specifi c to 

this region is starting to fade, since decreasing livestock means a small 

number of locals continue to specialize in this activity. One of the results 

following all these socioeconomic changes is the increasing number of 

grasslands (former arable fi elds) situated now in the vicinity of the village. 

Thus, mountain hay meadows within the village territory are nowadays 

used almost exclusively as permanent pastures.

From the pendulation pastoral system, the current pastoral practices 

are turning more and more into a local agricultural system, where most 

of the sheep are not moving outside the village territory. Actually, this is 

the resilient response of the local community to the imminently changing 

social and natural environment; it is a practice perceived as the only op-

tion for using these resources and avoiding the succession of vegetation 

of these ecosystems, which will eventually turn into forests. However, the 

old way of managing the land and the old pastoral way of pendulation is 

inscribed in the landscape, as a place of memory for the local communi-

ties. Landscapes are temporal (Ingold 1993) and refl ect, by the way they 

are shaped, the practices our ancestors used to carry them on. Signs of 

earlier grazing practices are, thus, refl ected in the trees, in the biodiversity 

of the meadows, or in the shape of the hills. Even more, they are still part 

of the memory of the local population, and they should be valued as such, 

to remain a vivid component of the local history.
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Chapter 10

Mountain Pasture in Friuli (Italy)

Past and Present

Špela Ledinek Lozej

Introduction

In mountainous regions, where agricultural activities are constrained 

by the climatic effects of altitude, edaphic factors, a scarcity of soil, and 

steep slopes, pastoralism was the most effective and dominant agricul-

tural activity. Large expanses of grassland, which ring the valleys above 

the tree line, could be made accessible for productive farming activities 

using the ability of domestic livestock to convert the natural plant cover 

into nutritious produce. In the Alps—as described also in th Chapter 6 of 

this volume—a combination of cultivation and herding emerged, which 

has become known as alpine animal husbandry or the alpine agropasto-

ral system (Italian, alpicoltura; German, Alpwirtschaft, Almwirtschaft). It is 

the movement of humans and their livestock between permanent winter 

settlements in the valley and temporary summer settlements in the alpine 

and subalpine belt. Two or more spatially segregated spheres of agropro-

duction are evident—fi elds and meadows near the village, and (low- or 

high-altitude) mountain pastures, i.e., alps, with shelters for animals, 

people, and associated milk processing, where desirable. The summer 

grazing of animals has many advantages, the most evident is a supple-

ment of (up to one third or more) animal fodder, thus the scarce land in 

the lower narrow valleys are made available for crop cultivation and hay-

making (Kirchengast 2008). Alpine farming is sometimes called “vertical 

transhumance,” and is actually a condensed mountain-adapted variation 

of short-distance transhumance. In long-distance transhumance, live-

stock move from the summer pastures in the mountains to their win-

ter pastures in the lowlands, where they stay until summer (Gilck and 

Poschlod 2019).1
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Despite the fact that differences between alpine farming, transhumance, 

and other forms of nomadism and seasonal use of the alpine and pre-

alpine belts are diffi cult to critically assess, archeological discoveries from 

alpine dairy huts prove the existence of alpine farming in different parts of 

the Alps during the Bronze age (2200–800 bc); palynological studies have 

found even earlier (from the early 4500 bc) indicators for high-altitude 

pasture, but they indicate only pasture, hence it is not possible to distin-

guish between nomadism, transhumance, and alpine farming (see also 

Chapter 3). Nevertheless, clear proof in the form of written sources exists 

from the Middle Ages only, linguistic fi ndings of place names and terms 

associated with alpine farming indicate beginnings prior to the Middle 

Ages and even before the time of the Roman Empire (Gilck and Poschlod 

2019). 

Therefore, it is not surprising that alpine pasture has been dealt with 

by several disciplines, from agronomy to archeology, history, geography, 

as well as the more ethnographic approaches of anthropology, ethnol-

ogy, and folklore studies (German, Austrian, and Swiss, Volkskunde and 

Slovenian, narodopisje). Among the anthropological approaches, Robert 

Burns (1963) identifi ed mixed farming on communally owned alps as a 

basis for upland subsistence. A chapter was (also) dedicated to mountain 

husbandry in The Hidden Frontier; a classic of alpine anthropology by Cole 

and Wolf (1999, the fi rst edition was published in 1974). A focal point for 

such livelihood strategies was given to the relatively closed corporate 

community as described by Netting in Balancing on an Alp (1981). The as-

sumptions discussed in these works were relativized by Viazzo in Upland 
Communities (1989), who was able to demonstrate small scale variations 

and the importance of other economic activities. These anthropological 

“views from afar,” or, in Viazzo’s case, “close up views,” are comple-

mented by several collections of “native” ethnological and folklore stud-

ies, that have, since the second part of the twentieth century, overcome 

their patriotic and nationalist past, and given more attention to historical 

and critical approaches (Baskar 2014, Krauß 2018). 

The fi rst specialized studies of the Friuli alps date from the end of the 

nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, and were written 

by the geographers Giovanni Marinelli (1880, 1894) and his son Olinto 

Marinelli (1902), Musoni (1910a, 1910b, 1914), De Gasperi (1914), Dvorsky 

(1915), and later also by the agronomist, Marchettano (1908–11). Even in 

the second half of the twentieth century, geographical and agronomical 

research of alpine farming took place, with several studies partially ded-

icated to the local mountain agriculture (Bevilacqua 1960; Bonetti 1960; 

Valussi 1954), which were even further underpinned by the founding of 

the University of Udine in 1978.
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Pascolini and Tessarin (1985) dedicated a monograph to the peasant al-

pine herders (malghese) and forest workers, which was followed by several 

works on the alps and alpine farming (Mauro Pascolini 1992, 1997, 2001). 

That research was more recently complemented by folkloristic interests 

(Marta Pascolini 2010), by the interests of historians and agronomists 

about commons (Bassi and Carestiato 2016; Bianchetti 2014; Tagliaferri et 

al. 1981), by linguistic research (Dapit 1995–2008; Desinan 1982–83), by re-

gional development studies (Bovolenta et al. 2003; Chiopris et al. 2014; Pa-

sut et al. 2006; Pasut, Romanzin, and Bovolenta 2016; Vendrami and Viel 

2010), by several local studies (Burelli 1999; Ceconi 2011; Cozzi, Isabella, 

and Navarra 1998; Danelutto 2003; Depollo 1980; De Zorzi and Mariutto 

2015; Furlan 1995; Ledinek Lozej 2016; Madotto 1987; Mauro Pascolini 

1994; Pascolini and Tondo 1996; Pasut et al. 2016; Vidrigh 2003), as well as 

“views from afar,” taking several works by Minnich (1989, 1990, 1998) and 

Heady (1999) into consideration, where alpine pasture is discussed as an 

important part of the anthropological setting. 

The terms mont, berghe, olbe, Alm, Alp, malga, planina are used in the 

southeastern Alps of Friuli Venezia Giulia (FVG) to describe seasonal alps, 

that is mountain pastures with accompanying agricultural and residen-

tial infrastructure—shelters for livestock, people and the accompanying 

dairying area. The autonomous FVG region actually lies at the crossroads 

of the Romance, Germanic, and Slavic worlds and borders Veneto Re-

gion to the west, Austrian Carinthia to the north and Slovenia to the east. 

Until recently, it included four provinces—Gorizia, Trieste, Pordenone, 

and Udine.2 The chapter focuses on the latter two, i.e., on the hilly and 

mountainous areas of the Pordenone and Udine provinces, where we fi nd 

the orographically, morphologically, and geologically diverse Julian and 

Carnic Prealps, Friuli Dolomites, Julian and Carnic Alps, with Sauris (1400 

m) as its highest settlement, and the highest peak at Coglians/Hohe Warte 

(2780 m). As mentioned, FVG is a meeting point for various language 

groups: Romance (namely Italian and Friuli), Germanic (either in the form 

of a compact settlement in the Canale Valley or as language islands in the 

settlements of Sauris and Timau), and Slovene on the eastern outskirts (in 

the Canale Valley, Resia, the Torre, Cornappo and Natisone valleys). 

Historically, the area has been subjected to constant change and shift-

ing borders between governments, which, together with the natural 

geographical characteristics of these mountain areas, has affected the 

demographics, i.e., growth, decline, and (permanent or temporary) mi-

gration of the population, property relations, livelihood strategies, and ev-

eryday practices (Maniacco 2014). In the Middle Ages, the mountain areas 

of today’s FVG were a border area between the Aquileian Patriarchate and 

the Austrian provinces, in the Early Modern Period between the Venetian 
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Republic and the Austrian provinces, in the nineteenth century between 

the Kingdom of Italy and the Habsburg Monarchy, and in the second half 

of the twentieth century between Italy, Austria, and Yugoslavia and later 

Slovenia (Coradazzi and Spinatto 1994). These borders could have either 

been separated or united, could have been fortifi ed and unpassable divid-

ing lines of areas, or more permeable, enabling cross-border grazing on 

the basis of pre-established rights. At the end of this abridged sociogeo-

graphical outline, it is worth mentioning two disasters that accelerated a 

number of social processes in the region and, at the same time, brought 

about a pause to refl ect on the future of the area. First, the tragedy at the 

Vajont dam on 9 October 1963, caused by a landslide in the reservoir lake 

triggered a tsunami-like wave, which washed away the Longarone settle-

ment lying below the dam. Second, the disastrous earthquakes of 6 May 

and aftershock on 15 September 1976, with their epicenters in Gemona 

del Friuli, were the fi nal blows to the remnants of past (alpine) farming 

livelihoods and practices. 

This chapter is based on an overview of the aforementioned expert lit-

erature and on fi eldwork that took place between April 2016 and Septem-

ber 2017, which included visits to several alps, semistructured interviews 

with farmers, herders, cheesemakers, and experts, joining several cattle 

drives, attending different workshops on local development, and several 

festive events (e.g., the Feast of Transhumance, cheese exhibitions, and 

fairs). 

Historical Overview of Mountain Pastures in Friuli

The past existence of transhumance livestock raising in the Friuli region 

has been proven by toponyms and archival sources (Desinan 1982–83). 

Mountain pastures are fi rst mentioned in the eighth century, namely in the 

donation of the Langobard brothers, Erfo, Ante, and Marco to the monas-

teries of Salto and Sesto al Reghena from 762, which, among the donated 

items, also mention a monte (meaning “mountain pasture” or “alp” in Fri-

uli language), that could be used for grazing of livestock herds (Faleschini 

1970; Mauro Pascolini 2001; Dreossi and Pascolini 2010).

During the Middle Ages, the majority of mountain pastures were in the 

property of the Patriarchs of Aquileia, and were leased out to vassals and 

gastalds, or even given for use by local inhabitants. For example, in 1275, 

the patriarch Raimond della Torre made the use of mountain meadows 

and pastures available to the Carnians in exchange for a tithe on their 

produce. Some mountain pastures were also the allodial property of no-

bility, or even the common property of local communities (usi civici). The 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



226 | Špela Ledinek Lozej

increase of arable land at the expense of pastures in the valley, and as the 

result of population growth, led to the increase of mountain pastures at 

the expense of forests (Faleschini 1970; Pascolini and Tessarin 1985; Pas-

colini 2001). 

Only the Venetian Republic (1420–1797) administratively regulated the 

use of mountain pastures, predominately in order to protect forests (e.g., 

prohibiting the grazing of sheep and goats in the forests). In some cases 

during this period, measures were put in place to divide pasture lands 

that were previously common into shares held by extant households. 

The owners of the shares formed consortia, composed of members of the 

“original” families, even though well-off newcomers were permitted to 

buy shares (Noacco 1959; Faleschini 1970; Mauro Pascolini 2001: 74). 

After Napoleon’s occupation (1797), French Civil Code was applied 

under the infl uence of the new French doctrine. In 1806 the territory 

was divided into municipalities and commons (beni comunali), including 

mountain pastures, which were given, fi rst only under administrative 

management, and later as property, to the newly established munici-

palities. Common property (beni comuni) became communal assets (beni 
comunali); commons were transformed into the public property of munici-

palities (Faleschini 1970; Mauro Pascolini 2001; Carestiato 2014). 

The land register of all mountain pastures was elaborated during time 

of the Austrian Kingdom of Lombardy-Venetia (1814–66). The tax im-

posed on alpine pastures was higher than that of the valley pastures, thus 

recognizing the signifi cant economic potential of the alps. Pasture outside 

the boundaries of the alps (i.e., forest pasture) was abolished. The munic-

ipalities were ordered to sell all—once common, and since 1806, munici-

pal—less fertile and uncultivated lands. During this period some lower 

and/or less fertile alpine pastures were privatized; the higher alps were, 

for the most part, exempt from being sold off (Faleschini 1970; Mauro Pas-

colini 2001; Bianchetti 2014).

 After the annex of Friuli to the Kingdom of Italy in 1866, the new gov-

ernment showed huge interest in accelerating agriculture, evident from 

the establishment of itinerant chairs of agriculture for small farmers (Cat-
tedre Ambulanti di Agricoltura) in 1869, the Agricultural Chemistry Station 

of Udine (Stazione chimico Agraria di Udine) in 1870, and cooperative dairies 

(latteria turnaria). The fi rst cooperative dairy, in which members assisted 

the cheesemaker and then took a share of cheese, was founded in 1881 

in the extreme northwestern Carnian village of Collina. The government 

also launched several competitions to reward the best managers of the 

alps (malgaro, malghese) and published expert articles on good practice in 

alp management in specialist agricultural journals (Tagliaferri et al. 1981; 

Ceconi 2011; Pasut 2016). And, as mentioned above, the fi rst expert studies 
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by geographers and agronomists (G. Marinelli 1880, 1894; O. Marinelli 

1902; Marchettano 1908–11; Musoni 1910a, 1910b, 1914; De Gasperi 1914; 

Dvorsky 1915) also took place at the end of the nineteenth century. 

After World War I, the Canale Valley and Fusine al Lago (until then part 

of the Habsburg Monarchy’s Duchy of Carinthia) were annexed by Italy. 

In the 1920s, the state of Friuli animal husbandry was in poor condition, 

due to it being in the vicinity of the Isonzo Front, and the effects of German 

and Austrian military occupation after the breakthrough of their forces in 

Kobarid. In the period of postwar renewal, special attention was given to 

the alps, especially to those on the Montasio plateau in the Western Julian 

Alps, which were bought from the impoverished municipality of Chi-

usaforte by the Keepers of the Service Bull Stations of Udine consortium 

(Tenutari stazioni taurine di Udine) (Pasut, Romanzin, and Bovolenta 2016). 

In the 1950s and 1960s post-World War II period, alpine animal hus-

bandry was still a viable sector, especially in Carnia. It only started to 

decline from the 1970s, and in the 1980s in particular, following the earth-

quake of 1976. If, at the beginning of the twentieth century there were 258 

alps in Friuli (De Gasperi 1914) and 132 still active alps in Carnia in 1967 

(Faleschini 1970), in 1995 there were only 98 alps across the whole of Friuli 

(Mauro Pascolini 2001). Among the agricultural reasons that led to such 

a decline are the intensifi cation of lowland agriculture and, to a lesser ex-

tent, the introduction of new animal breeds less adapted to mountain pas-

tures (Bovolenta et al. 2005); among social reasons are the demographic 

trend of a decline in population and the general processes of urbanization, 

industrialization, and deagrarization which caused alpine pasturing and 

dairying to lose its economic and even social raison d’être (Pascolini and 

Tessarin 1985). 

In the framework of the “new rural paradigm” and EU Common Ag-

ricultural Policy (CAP), which promoted rural development as a mul-

tilevel, multiactor, and multifaceted process (Van der Ploeg et al. 2000, 

Van der Ploeg and Roep 2003), the decline and unsustainability of alpine 

farming in the mid-1990s, triggered interest in the activity from (regional) 

government and experts from the fi eld of agronomy and rural develop-

ment, above all from the Regional Agency for Rural Development (Agen-
zia regionale per lo sviluppo rurale, ERSA). In the last two decades, the ERSA 

has implemented several European projects,3 collating information on 

the state of mountain pastures by using Geographic Information Systems 

(GIS), organizing them into databases that can be continually updated, 

and it has also identifi ed concrete and viable development strategies (Pa-

sut 2012, 2013, 2015; Sanna 2013). In addition to collating data and strate-

gic development, the ERSA has also promoted alpine cheeses and other 

products with a variety of quality labels (certifi cates, trademarks, and 
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geographical indications). The measures had little substantial impact on 

alpine dairying and farming production.4 The one exception however was 

Montasio cheese that had already been awarded a national Denomination 

of Typicity in 1955; since 1984 it was under the auspices of the Consortium 

for the Protection of Montasio Cheese (Consorzio per la Tutela del formaggio 
Montasio) and was fi nally awarded Protected Designation of Origin at EU 

level in 1996 (Ledinek Lozej 2016, 2021). A step forward towards resolving 

the common challenges of alpine husbandry across the wider Alps was 

made with the establishment of the Society for the Study and Valorization 

of Alpine Animal Husbandry Systems (Società per lo Studio e Valorizzazione 
dei Sistemi Zootecnici Alpini, SoZooAlp) in 2000. 

Several other media have contributed to promoting the alps and alpine 

pasture to the general public in recent years. Numerous guide books on 

regional alps have been published (Dreossi and Pascolini 1995, 2010; Chi-

opris and Pittino 2013; Guida 2016, 2017) and several public and private 

websites promote visits to the alps.5 During the 2017 pasture season, the 

Messaggero Veneto regional daily newspaper published a twice weekly 

supplement called Journey through the Alps of Friuli-Venezia Giulia (Viaggio 
nelle Malghe del FVG) written by Nicola Giraldi. This well-known author 

of travelogues visited the majority of still active dairy alps and shared 

his impressions with the newspaper’s readership. Furthermore, alpine 

cheese and alpine pasture are (re)presented at many events organized 

at local and regional level, such as the Friuli Doc event, which represents 

Friuli produce and cuisine, supplemented with enogastronomic and cul-

tural events; Enemonzo’s annual Alpine Cheese and Ricotta Market-Fair 

(Mostra-Mercato del Formaggio e della ricotta di Malga); the alpine cheese 

auction in Sutrio; organized guided tours to the alpine pastures; cattle 

drive festival; photographic exhibitions and photographic publications on 

the alps and alpine pastures (Da Pozzo 2004); and television broadcasts on 

national (Linea verde, RAI) and regional television. All the above strength-

ened the visibility of alpine animal husbandry and the alps to the general 

public, as well as among breeders, herders, and cheesemakers.

Past and Present Models of Management

Sociohistorical and environmental conditions (location, altitude, morphol-

ogy, edaphic, and climatic factors) have led to the establishment of differ-

entiated models of use and management in the alps of the FVG region (for 

the other Italian regions see also Chapters 2, 6, 7, and 12). Seven different 

models—related to property relations and usage rights—were identifi ed at 

the beginning of the twentieth century, the time of the greatest expansion 
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of alpine husbandry: the Carnian model, the model of the Claut area, of the 

Cansiglio area, of the Cavallo area, of the Raccolana Valley, of the Canale 

Valley, and of Venetian Slovenia (De Gasperi 1914; Mauro Pascolini 2001). 

The main differences in management regimes were between alps owned 

by individual private owners, alps in common property, and alps in public 

ownership, i.e., in the property of local (or other public) authority. 

The main feature of the Carnian (as well as the Claut, Cansiglio, and 

Cavallo models) management regime is that the alps were mostly owned 

by municipalities. Municipalities leased an alp to the most favorable bid-

der for three, fi ve, seven, or even ten years at public auction. The tenant 

herder (malgaro or malghese) was responsible for the overall management 

of the alp and, as defi ned by contract, had obligations for maintaining 

facilities, fertilizing, and clearing pastures. The contract also defi ned the 

date of the cattle drive to and from the alp, the maximum number of live-

stock, and other eventual duties. The tenant was individually responsible 

for organizing the work on the alp, such as, hiring a cheesemaker and 

shepherds, and drawing up individual contracts with livestock owners 

for the care and grazing of livestock during the alpine pasture season. In 

the case of dairy cattle, compensation was usually a proportion of milk 

or cheese. The methods of calculating the share were different, often very 

complex, based on the calculation of the average on different measuring 

days (Marchettano 1908–11).

The Raccolana Valley differentiated from the Carnian model, because 

the alps were divided into plots. Each plot comprised an abode, possibly 

two units under the same roof, and a cattle shed. A malgaro was given a 

plot of land with an abode; while livestock care, milking, and milk pro-

cessing were individual, all tenants grazed together (Pasut 2016).

In the valleys of Torre and Natisone in Venetian Slovenia, where less 

fertile common, and later, municipal land was divided into plots and sold 

even in the nineteenth century, summer alpine settlements (Slovenian, 

planine) with privately owned huts (Slovenian, kazon) were established. 

Herders grazed and mowed individually, each within their own meadows 

and pastures; however—after the introduction of cooperative dairies—

milk processing was done in common (Musoni 1913; Dvorsky 1915; De 

Gasperi 1915; O. Marinelli 1915; Mauro Pascolini 1992; Furlan 1995). 

A transitional area between the Carnian and Natisone alpine pasture 

regimes existed in Resia, where the lower mountain pastures (Slovenian, 

planine) were privately owned and managed, whereas high-altitude alps 

(malghe) were the property of the municipality and leased to tenants (Ma-

dotto 1987; Rupel 1990).

The management regime in the Canale Valley was more like the re-

gimes in Carinthia (Austria) or in the Eastern Alps (Slovenia). High-alps 
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were the property of closed local communities (German, Nachbarschaft; 
Slovenian, srenje, soseke; Italian vicinia, consorzio vicinale). They hired herd-

ers and, in the case of dairy cattle, also a cheese maker, who performed the 

work under the supervision of an elected representative of the community 

(Slovenian, olmaister; German, Allmaister; Italian capomalga). As elsewhere, 

Figure 10.1. Herder and cheesemaker Angelo Tessin, Pian Mazzega alp (Malga 
Pian Mazzega), Piancavallo, 2016. © Špela Ledinek Lozej
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the lower mountain pastures and meadows were privately owned and 

managed (Rupel 1987; Dapit 1997; Ravnik 2015).6 

In the case of the high-alps, the Carnian model has been preserved to 

the present day, so that the owner—either the municipality or local com-

munity—leases the alp to the most favorable bidder for a period of years. 

Whereas in the past tenants used to herd two or three cattle from many of 

the surrounding owners, today they mostly have their own cattle and to 

a lesser extent the livestock of other breeders. In comparison to the more 

than 250 dairy alps at the beginning of the twentieth century, in 2012 there 

were (only) 161 active alps (23 in the Venetian Prealps, 116 in the Carnic 

Alps, and 22 in the Julian Alps). However, most of these comprised only 

barren, dry, or nursing animals, and there were only sixty-four dairy alps, 

that is alpine pastures still accompanied with the milk processing in dif-

ferent dairy products—cheese, whey cheese (ricotta), and butter (Pasut 

2016). In 2017 there were only forty-nine active dairy alps: eight in the 

Venetian Prealps, thirty-fi ve in the Carnic Alps, and six in the Julian Alps 

(Guida 2017).7 Alongside the general crisis in alpine farming, there are 

some particular aspects linked to infrastructure (poor road infrastructure, 

lack of electricity and water supply, problems in telecommunications), hu-

man resources (aging work force), production (plenty of unused pastures 

due to low livestock performance, unused dairying facilities), and sectoral 

restructuring of the alps for tourism purposes. Based on previous devel-

opment studies (Pascolini 1997) and strategies (Pasut 2012, 2013, 2015; 

Sanna 2013), as well as multicriteria analysis (Pasut 2016), the following 

objectives for the alpine pastures can be identifi ed: 

(a)  pasture: to improve use of available grazing surface; to increase sur-

face of rich pastures; to manage pastures (e.g., rotational or sequen-

tial grazing)

(b)  livestock: to improve livestock suited to mountain pastures 

(c)  viability and infrastructure: to improve external accessibility to the 

alps, and internal accessibility to pastures (however, the decision to 

improve viability shall be made by taking into account other terri-

torial objectives, such as sustainability); to guarantee availability of 

energy and water resources (e.g., rainwater collection tanks in karst 

areas); to improve worker accommodation; to arrange premises for 

dairying 

(d)  dairying: to improve milk processing quality; to market alpine dairy 

products; to facilitate distribution of alpine produce (e.g., in moun-

tain huts or via other channels)

(e)  tourism and other additional activities: to introduce and balance cater-

ing, tourism, and educational activities in the alps
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(f)  education, training, and specialized support: to train staff and to guar-

antee technical and expert support (on grazing rotation, dairy pro-

cessing, marketing of dairy products, etc.)

(g)  awareness raising, monitoring, and evaluation: to disseminate results of 

expert studies; to raise awareness of the role of Alpine husbandry 

on the ecosystem and on the meaning of Alpine dairy farming

But all the abovementioned objectives are in the memorylands (Mac-

donald 2013) of structural nostalgia (Herzfeld 2005) evoking the past—its 

practices, life, habits, objects, etc.—for present and future purposes (Smith 

2006; Harrison 2013); thus interlaced with heritage as a hegemonic id-

iom (see also Chapter 4). Hence, in the face of considerable heritage dis-

course (a) pasture is no longer just a resource of livestock fodder, but serves 

predominantly to maintain the cultural landscape and biodiversity; (b) 

autochthonous breeds and (c) restoring of traditional architecture facets are en-

couraged, (d) whereas milk should preferably be transformed into forms 

conforming to PDO, Slow Food, the AQUA regional brand, or other branded 

produce; and (e) the alps are mostly places for (heritage/cultural/slow 

etc.) tourism, where animals serve as a facet of catering activities. With this, 

(f) ethnographers are forced into the role of experts, that are, among others, 

also entrusted to (g) raise awareness and explain past objects/artifacts and 
practices in completely new constellations (e.g., exhibits in local museums or 

displayed on the walls of tourist facilities, cattle drive feasts, etc.). These 

heritage practices and discourse are supported by several different popu-

lar and expert media (from newspapers and events to expert qualifi cation 

of heritage elements) and operate at various levels—from local (museum 

collections) to regional (inclusion of alpine cheese into regional territorial 

brands and local alps into regional tourism offers), and even national (in-

clusion of alpine dairy products on the quality schemes of the Italian Min-

istry of Agricultural, Food and Forestry Policies [Ministero delle Politiche 
Agricole, Alimentari e Forestali, MiPAAF]) and supranational level (evident 

from some echoes of regional media and herders on inclusion of trans-

humance on the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Cultural 

Heritage of Humanity). 

Conclusion

Despite the interest shown in enhancing alpine pasture and dairying by 

European, Italian, and regional policy through measures under the Rural 

Development and European Territorial Cooperation programs, endeavors 

by the ERSA, and considerable heritage discourse, it seems that signifi -
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cant impact on the preservation and enhancement of alpine pasture and 

dairying is absent. We notice that the number of dairy alps is in decline, 

that alpine dairy products have diffi culties conforming with EU and re-

gional quality schemes, and additionally, that some facilities, although 

beautifully restored in traditional style and perfectly equipped using EU 

and regional funds, are not operational. As the alps are part of a wider 

complex system of alpine agropastoral husbandry established to provide 

additional fodder and relief from some chores over the summer, to im-

prove alpine pastures requires strategic consideration of the entire alpine 

husbandry system. The alps—albeit important—have a seasonal char-

acter. The sustainability of the system requires integration with broader 

economic and social frameworks.

In any event, the still operational alps can be divided into four types of 

subsistence: 

(1)  enterprise intensifi cation, either in forage or dairy production (e.g., 

Pian Mazzega alp);

(2)  enterprise extensifi cation of agriculture in favor of tourism (cater-

ing, accommodation) and occasional educational programs (e.g., 

didactic farms, the Coot alp);

(3)  survival of the past (subsistence) practices (e.g., Fleons alp);

Figure 10.2. Fleons di sotto alp (Malga Fleons di sotto), 2017. © Špela Ledinek 
Lozej
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(4)  and new forms of cooperation and solidarity-based agriculture 

(e. g., endeavors of the Consortium of the Valleys and Friulian Do-

lomites [Consorzio delle Valli e delle Dolomiti Friulane] in the Fara and 

Rest Alps).

It seems that more than the European (for an overview of EU Common 

Agricultural Policy see also Chapter 1), national, and regional policy mea-

sures, the alpine pastures of Friuli are sustained by individuals and their 

livelihood strategies and passion. Passion for work and life in the alp, as 

articulated by Ilo Casaro, who has been taking care of Ielma di Sopra alp 

for years: “If you have a passion for animals, even if it’s diffi cult . . . I was 

born with cows, have grown up with cows, born and raised with live-

stock; if you have a passion, you cannot leave them, you have them to the 

end” (Da Pozzo 2004: 28).
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Notes

 1. This was possible only in the marginal areas of the Alps, especially in the 

southern part where snow-free winter pastures in the lowlands are accessible 

(Frei-Stolba 1988).
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 2. For better readability all toponyms are kept in the offi cial Italian form, 

although they also exist in Friuli, and in some areas also in German and 

Slovene. 

 3. For example: Development Patterns of Agrozootechnical Activities in a Moun-

tain Environment for the Conservation of the Territory and the Enhancement 

of Local Products (Modelli di sviluppo delle attività agro-zootecniche in ambiente 
montano per la conservazione del territorio e la valorizzazione dei prodotti locali, In-

terreg IIIa Slovenia–Italy); The Way of the Alps and Lodges (La via delle malghe 
e dei rifugi, Interreg IIIa Italy–Austria); Management and Sustainable Devel-

opment of Natural Habitats between Italy and Austria: The Way of the Alps 

(Gestione e sviluppo sostenibile degli habitat naturali tra Italia e Austria: Via delle 
Malghe, Interreg IIIa Italy–Austria); DIVERS—Biodiversity of the Mountain 

Taste (Biodiversità dei sapori di montagna, Interreg IVa Avstrija–Italija); Trans Ru-

ral Network (Interreg IVa Avstrija–Italija); MADE—Malga and Alm Desired 

Experience (Interreg Va Avstrija–Italija).

 4. Alpine cheese is actually not included in the ERSA’s regional quality Agri-

culture, Quality, and Environment scheme (Agricoltura, Qualità e Ambiente, 

AQUA), established in 2017 and with seemingly short-lived outcomes. In 

addition to the European and regional quality scheme there is also a Slow 

Food presidia formed around Çuç di Mont (Friuli expression for alpine 

cheese), bringing together three alpine cheese producers (cf. Slow Food FVG 

2019).

 5. For example: Malghe FVG (2020), Associazione Allevatori Friuli Venezia Giu-

lia (2010), PromoTurismo FVG (2020), and Comune di Sauris (2020). 

 6. There were also differences between individual villages, e.g., between Uggov-

izza and Campososso (Dapit 1997), which can be attributed to the morpholog-

ical distinction between the Carnic and Julian Alps.

 7. Recent research of alpine animal husbandry in Friuli distinguishes between 

the following mountain pasture sections: the Venetian Prealps (subdivided 

into the Cansiglio and Cavallo areas), the Carnic Alps (subdivided into the 

Degano Valley, the But Valley, the Chiarsò Valley, the Pontebba Valley, the 

Pramollo-Cocco, the Mimoias-Cimon, the Crostis-Valsecca, the Rioda-Losa, 

the Zoncolan-Arvenis, the Col Gentile, the Tinisa, the Varmost-Bivera, the 

Friuli Dolomites, and the Carnic Prealps zone), and the Julian Alps (subdi-

vided into the Dogna-Miezegnot, the Tarvisio, the Montasio, the Resia, and 

the Gemonese area) (Pasut 2016). However, there are also other divisions in 

use, for example ERSA’s divison on ten mountain pasture sectors: the Upper 

Degano Valley, the Upper But Valley, the Chiarsò Valley, the Pontebba Basin, 

the Julian Alps, the Sauris–Val Pesarina–Ovaro Dorsal, the Upper Taglia-

mento Valley, the Zoncolan-Arvenis-Dauda Dorsale, the Julian and Carnic 

Prealps, and the Province of Pordenone (Chiopris and Pittino 2013); and a 

more recent one in three larger areas: Cansiglio, Piancavallo and Friuli Dolo-

mites; the Carnic and Precarnic Alps; and the Tarvisio and the Gemona area 

(Chiopris et al. 2017).
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Chapter 11

From Nomadism to 
Ranching Economy

Reindeer Transhumance 
among the Finnish Sámi

Nuccio Mazzullo and Hannah Strauss-Mazzullo

Introduction

In the twenty-fi rst century, reindeer herding continues to be an important 

livelihood in Finnish Lapland in the Sámi homeland, albeit practitioners 

cannot entirely rely on herding for their income. The practice of free graz-

ing and the migration of reindeer between summer and winter pastures 

has endured and adapted to many infl uences over the last 150 years. Apart 

from its practical relevance for the local economy, we observe a growing 

symbolic importance of reindeer herding, and especially, ownership of 

reindeer in the defi nition and self-determination of the Sámi nation.

This chapter will describe the routines of Sámi reindeer herding to-

day, followed by a brief overview of the historical and administrative 

limitations that have restrained old practices, and a discussion of some 

of the technological innovations that have enabled adaptation. We will 

then introduce current practices as transhumant practices in a ranching 

economy as well as the development of tourism for additional income. 

Having clarifi ed both practices and terminology, as well as the opportuni-

ties arising from marketing, we then turn towards Sámi reindeer herding’s 

contemporary cultural and political dimension. Research for this chapter 

has been conducted by the authors in the communities of Finnish Lapland 

since 1990 and 2007 respectively. More recently, interviews on touristic 

activities have been conducted by Nuccio Mazzullo in the context of the 

Interreg-funded project Arctisen at the Multidimensional Tourism Insti-

tute (MTI), University of Lapland (January to April 2019).

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



242 | Nuccio Mazzullo and Hannah Strauss-Mazzullo

Sámi Reindeer Herding through the Seasons

In Finland, reindeer herding society is administratively organized into 

so-called reindeer herding cooperatives, or paliskunnat (pl.), with each 

paliskunta integrating several herding families. The entire Finnish North, 

a third of the country, about 100,000 km2, is currently divided into fi fty-

four reindeer herding cooperatives of various sizes and reindeer popula-

tions. Each district has clearly defi ned borders, which are marked by high 

fences, and within which a cooperative’s animals can graze without being 

closely supervised for most of the year.

Within the cooperative’s borders, small groups of reindeer gather ac-

cording to season as well as gender and start foraging together. Especially 

shortly before and after calving in spring, groups of female reindeer gather 

in small groups to defend themselves from predators and perhaps aggres-

sive males. While male reindeer lose their antlers after the mating season, 

females lose theirs only after the calves have become strong enough to be 

on their own. May is the “month of the calves,” or miessemannu in North-

ern Sámi language. It used to be the name for June, but with reindeer start-

ing to calve already in May, the name was moved accordingly (Mazzullo 

2012: 220). The location they choose for calving is usually the same. The 

calves stay with their mothers about six months if they are not slaugh-

tered or prey to predators. The groups of females and their calves stay in 

the forest until the growing number of mosquitoes become dangerous for 

the calves. Thus, to protect the young ones, the animals move to higher 

grounds, or forest clearings and tundra-like areas, and that is the fi rst time 

that herders are able to intercept with them. For this reason, mosquitoes 

are often called the “reindeer herder’s helper.”

During the time when the reindeer come out of the protection of the 

forest, in early July, the calves then receive their earmarks, and they are 

in fi rst contact with humans. The earmarking cannot be done earlier be-

cause the young ones would be too small to move out of the forest, and 

not any later, because the warble fl y becomes a nuisance in the second 

half of July, threatening to disperse the herd and making it impossible for 

herders to gather them again. Therefore, when the reindeer come out of 

the forest they are driven towards a corral. Herders and their dogs move 

around on ATVs, sometimes accompanied by a helicopter. The gathered 

herd is pushed towards (mostly) permanently erected corrals, the funnel 

fence. To identify the calves, they have to be separated from their mothers 

and tagged only to be reunited under the eyes of the reindeer herders 

who then observe together whose reindeer the calf is following and hence 

whom it belongs to. Back when herders were following the herd through-

out the year, this was not necessary, as every calf would be earmarked 
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shortly after they were born. After having been earmarked, all animals are 

released back into the forest for the rest of the summer. All by themselves, 

the animals move to the summer grounds where there is less vegetation 

(tundra-like) and the wind ventilates the grazing area, which makes it 

more diffi cult for mosquitoes to fl y. During the summer and late summer, 

the animals eat and get fat before the mating season in autumn.

During early winter migration, when the fi rst snow has fallen in Finn-

ish Lapland, the animals gather in bigger herds and start to follow a herd 

leader, which is usually a larger male or female reindeer with certain skills 

(such as physical strength, orientation, or social skills). At the top of the 

herd, several strong animals take turns trampling the snow to create a 

path; the rest of the herd, and at some point, the herders will follow them. 

A line of animals forms on that path, including between one hundred and 

several thousand reindeer. The herders put a bell (nowadays also a GPS 

collar) around the neck of the animal that has been chosen as a leader by 

the herd and which used to be a half-tame animal in the past. To identify 

the leader requires a trained eye, otherwise the bell is put on the wrong 

animal’s neck. A specifi c path is suggested by the herders to the lead rein-

deer through the creation of a track that the animals fi nd appealing to 

walk on. Today, such suggestion is prepared by snowmobile, leaving com-

pressed snow behind. In earlier days, this would be done by skis.

For the separation and slaughtering in late autumn/early winter, herd-

ers move several of these larger herds together. Before Finland’s accession 

to the EU, slaughtering would still take place in fi eld slaughterhouses, 

in the vicinity of corrals, some consisting of beams on the ground and a 

makeshift roof. Slaughtering animals in freezing conditions in autumn has 

proven to be safest as bacteria are unable to spread, especially when han-

dling the entrails of the slaughtered animals. Despite their good hygienic 

record (Vaarala and Korkeala 1999), the fi eld slaughterhouses had to be 

replaced with plant slaughterhouses to meet EU requirements. For private 

use, reindeer herders are still allowed to slaughter reindeer in the fi eld, and 

this practice continues to be an important social event, particularly in con-

nection with intergenerational sharing of traditional knowledge. Around 

half of the herd is slaughtered each year, and the other half is released 

back into nature. The herd moves to the winter pasture deep in the forest 

by itself, or sometimes with the help of the herder. In the forest, the snow 

is not exposed to the sun and the snow cover does not melt and freeze so 

easily. The reindeer continues to graze by digging for edible plants under 

the snow (changing climatic conditions have caused the snow cover to 

melt and freeze more frequently, making it harder for the reindeer to dig 

for food under the snow). In late winter (March/April) Sámi reindeer 

herders have now started to move around and look for weak animals to 
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provide them with some fodder (hay, artifi cial feed). Among Finnish rein-

deer herders, who often keep reindeer as an additional income for their 

agricultural farms, feeding reindeer is a widely accepted practice. Among 

Sámi reindeer herders, this is still not considered a viable option, although 

it is becoming more common. At this point in the year, reindeer survive 

on their body fat and eat lichen hanging from trees to keep the digestive 

system going. They are most vulnerable to legally protected predators, 

such as wolverines, wolves, eagles, and bears.

To summarize this description of the herding cycle, reindeer herder’s 

physical contact with the herd occurs twice a year, during roundups for 

earmarking in summer and separation/slaughtering in autumn/winter. 

During other times, animals are mostly observed from a distance, through 

binoculars, and are approached only if a weak or orphaned reindeer is 

identifi ed.

While herds can graze freely within a certain area, maximum sizes of 

herds are set by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry and the condi-

tions of the pastures are closely monitored by scientifi c staff to prevent 

overgrazing. The “carrying capacity” for a specifi c pasture is determined 

for ten years at a time, from which the maximum herd size for each co-

operative is then derived. The issue of overgrazed pastures has been dis-

cussed since the end of World War II, when the land had been divided into 

cooperatives and competing land uses started to have a greater impact on 

the reindeer herding area. The quality of pastures has severely suffered 

from intensive forestry, as old-growth forests have almost disappeared. 

During the cold time of the year, and especially towards the end of the 

long winter, reindeer feed on lichen, either dug from underneath the snow 

or stripped from trees. The younger the forest, the less lichen grows. In 

addition to these limitations, which have led to open confl icts between 

herders and the Finnish state in the past (Strauss and Mazzullo 2014; Maz-

zullo 2013; Lawrence and Raitio 2006), reindeer often become prey to pro-

tected predators. In order to receive compensation for loss to predators, 

the herder has to provide evidence that a killing has taken place and hope 

that the animal is still identifi able (i.e., that the ear is still intact). Since 

reindeer roam the landscape on their own for most of the year, carcasses 

are not easily found.

Transitions

In the previous section, the aim was to describe reindeer herding as it is 

practiced today in Finnish Lapland, in particular among the Indigenous 

Sámi. The changes this practice has undergone are described extensively 
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in other publications (e.g. Bjørklund 2013; Dana and Riseth 2011; Forbes 

2006; Mazzullo 2010), however a brief overview is necessary to continue 

discussion.

The fi rst evidence of a transition from hunting to herding reindeer 

dates back to the seventeenth century (Leem 1767, cited in Mazzullo 2018) 

when the Sámi started to keep animals not only for draught or as decoys 

but as a herd. Over the next centuries, the livelihood developed into a 

nomadic lifestyle where a community of reindeer herders (siida, pl. siidat) 
followed their reindeer herd through the landscape. Animals and people 

lived and stayed together the whole year on their migratory cycle between 

inland and coastal areas across the Fennoscandian North. The distance 

covered throughout the year encompassed several hundred kilometers. 

This practice was interrupted with the consolidation of state borders at 

the beginning of the nineteenth century when reindeer and herders were 

no longer allowed to cross into another national territory. Depending on 

availability of coastal and inland areas, like in Norway, the seasonal routes 

and routines remained intact for some communities. In addition, the Lapp 

Codicil, a bilateral agreement between Sweden and Norway allowed for 

traditional migration between the inland and the coast on Swedish and 

Norwegian territory (Koch 2013). In Finland, however, practices changed 

more dramatically as access to the northern coast was cut off. Pastures 

available within the newly established borders were used to survive these 

abrupt changes. The range of movement was thereby reduced signifi -

cantly, yet, herding families continued to live in the communal organiza-

tion of siida and continued to move around with the animal. In its attempt 

to treat all citizens equally, the Finnish administration ignored the mi-

nority’s traditional values and aimed at a reorganization of Indigenous 

reindeer herding society (Lehtola 2015). In 1932, the Reindeer Herding 

Act was passed by the Finnish Parliament (amended in 1948 and 1990) 

which enforced a system of clearly delineated cooperatives that incorpo-

rated the existing siidat but no longer allowed for the previous degree of 

fl exible land use. The siida was made redundant and almost obsolete, and 

by the end of World War II, completely transformed into herding cooper-

atives. The traditional communal management of pastures had been fl ex-

ible within the smaller unit of the siida, where decision-making was done 

according to actual needs and availability of resources. If, for instance, a 

large herd shrunk in numbers due to overgrazing, diffi cult winters, the 

spread of diseases, etc., and pastures were becoming available, then other 

siidat would aim to negotiate with the current land user, who did not need 

those pastures any longer, and agree on its future use. Often, one siida 

would liaise with another through marriage (exogamy). Accordingly, the 

use of natural resources was based on needs rather than tenure rights, 
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hence it was dynamic and served the herding community well on these 

margins of arable land.

Within the newly established, larger herding cooperative, several siidat 
were integrated and headed by a single, democratically appointed herder 

as determined in the Finnish reindeer herding law, and as a result deci-

sion-making became less fl exible and more focused on equal opportunity 

rather than its members’ actual needs. In addition, by integrating diverse 

herding groups together within the same cooperatives, a clash of herding 

cultures was inevitable, both equally in those cooperatives that included 

different Sámi groups or Finnish and Sámi reindeer herders. In Finland, 

unlike in Norway and Sweden, reindeer herding is not an exclusive right 

to ethnic Sámi, but it can be practiced by all residents of the Finnish Rein-

deer Herding Area.

With the establishment of nation states, competition for good pastures 

grew within the area of Finnish Lapland. A greater number of herders was 

now depending on an increasingly scarce resource within a new, enforced 

management system. The remedy that reindeer herders came up with was 

the construction of fences around each paliskunta (cooperative) to avoid 

losing reindeer crossing national borders and to prevent them from mov-

ing to other cooperatives’ pastures. From there, the reindeer would have 

to be recovered personally by the owner or otherwise they would have 

been incorporated into that respective cooperative’s stock, slaughtered, 

and sold as cooperative’s common property.

The construction of fences was the vehicle of a major transition in Sámi 

reindeer herding society. Until the extensive network of wooden struc-

tures was erected, herds had to be supervised and guided through the 

landscape. With the (cooperative’s) borders becoming physical obstacles, 

it was no longer necessary to closely tend the animals. By the time fences 

were being built, from the 1930s onwards, herding families had settled in 

winter villages where schools and other facilities had been made available.

With the introduction of snowmobiles in the 1960s, the time that rein-

deer herders spent on the land was further reduced. Instead of spending 

several days tracking down the animals, a herder could get an overview 

where his herd was currently grazing within a single day. The use of heli-

copters and airplanes as well as GPS collars is a continuation of this devel-

opment, making the locating of animals even quicker and easier. The use 

of drones is being considered for this purpose (Länsman and Satokangas 

2019).

In much of the literature on innovation in reindeer herding society, 

the wooden fences do not receive much attention. Probably because they 

were initially entirely made of wood, and certainly cannot be considered 

a recent invention. Nevertheless, they allowed a revolution to take place, 
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fundamentally affecting the relation between herders and their animals. 

The introduction of snowmobiles, which is normally described in revo-

lutionary terms (Pelto 1973), brought less qualitative change but made 

the sporadic visit to the herd in the forest more effi cient, and has thus to 

be understood as a merely quantitative development. Another of such 

important changes among reindeer herder societies has been described 

by Stammler (2009) in the context of mobile phone use among nomadic 

Nenets. As Nenets continue to move around with their herds far away 

from urban facilities and infrastructure, the snowmobile with its high de-

pendency on fuel supply and spare parts makes herders extremely vulner-

able, while the recharging of mobile phones requires much less resources 

and has had a signifi cant impact on the organization of people and herds 

moving in the open tundra. For similar reasons of low capacity and lack of 

supporting infrastructures, electric snowmobiles are only in limited use in 

the tourism sector in Finnish Lapland.

Transhumant Practices in a Ranching Economy

On Finnish territory, Indigenous Sámi practiced a nomadic reindeer 

herding lifestyle up until World War I. With more and more fences being 

erected along the herding cooperative’s borders, from the 1930s onwards, 

however, it was no longer necessary to stay with the herd constantly. 

Around the end of World War II, herding practices changed signifi cantly. 

Until then, two people with dogs would still be sent to circle around the 

herd, one of them clockwise, the other one counterclockwise. This was 

done every few days. Nowadays, the herds are still being supervised, 

however, this is done increasingly remotely, and with the help of most re-

cent technology. Interaction between reindeer and herders has decreased 

to a minimum and the herder’s relationship to the animals no longer 

resembles the close nomadic connection that was prevalent one hundred 

years ago. Herders refrain from “becoming-animal” (Palladino 2018: 123, 

in reference to Deleuze and Guattari 1987), which is constituted by walk-

ing and sleeping with the animals, which has been described as a hard, 

but emotionally rewarding livelihood. At the same time, such a close con-

nection prevails among the older generation of reindeer herders, and it is 

believed to be impossible to manage a herd without the ability to “think 

like a reindeer.”

Ingold (1988) describes the transition from nomadism to ranching econ-

omy meaning that reindeer never stay in a shelter constructed for them, 

they are always outside on their own and thus, they are actually wild 

animals, as their keeping resembles hunting (predatory) practices. If they 
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fi nd refuge in an inaccessible place, or spread over vast territory, they can-

not be managed by people.

For the greater part of every year, the animals see little or nothing of man; 
some, indeed may avoid human contact for years on end. Unlike the pasto-
ralist, who requires regular access to his herd for subsistence, the rancher 
need not round up his stock more than twice a year: once for branding 
calves, and once for selecting animals to be sold for slaughter . . . . By allow-
ing his animals the freedom of the range, he not only minimizes the labor 
costs incurred in their supervision, but also enables them to make optimal 
use of available pastures. This last factor is of critical importance in a ranch 
economy where land constitutes a scarce resource, and where the condition 
of animals is directly refl ected in their market value. (Ingold 1988: 238)

Within reindeer ranching economy, the herds are aided to move be-

tween different pastures according to the season, and in this sense, Sámi 

reindeer herders employ transhumant practices. Their home and fam-

ilies remain settled in one place, while the animals move between the 

same summer and winter pastures on the same route through the years 

(see Habeck 2006 on transhumance among the Komi reindeer herders; 

Luick 2008). In regard to altitude, the movement used to be the opposite of 

transhumance as practiced in mountainous areas in central and southern 

European areas: the lower grounds at the coast were sought in summer 

because they are less frequented by mosquitoes, the higher forest grounds 

were sought in winter as their snow conditions were more stable and they 

provided shelter from wind chills. With the closing of national borders, for 

those Sámi herders who remained on Finnish territory, this practice came 

to a halt and the seasonal cycle is now a movement between forest and 

open plain/higher ground pastures with only slight differences in altitude 

(at least when compared to the differences cattle and sheep overcome in, 

for instance, the Alps and Pyrenees). Because of its rather recent nomadic 

past, the terminology to describe current practices in the Finnish context 

is hardly ever connected to the concept of transhumance. Instead, the term 

semi-nomadism is often used, while transhumance actually appears to be 

more appropriate to describe the regular transition between open-plain 

summer and forest winter pastures.

A clear defi nition of transhumance is diffi cult as practices are diverse 

and in constant adaptation to changing environmental and social cir-

cumstances (Costello and Svensson 2018). In his work The Appropriation 
of Nature Ingold discusses various modes of movements of peoples and 

animals. In his view, the term transhumance could be used “in a much 

wider sense, to denote any movement of people occasioned by the sea-

sonal exploitation of diverse ecological zones” (Ingold 1987: 182). In many 

defi nitions of transhumance, however, limited crop cultivation appears as 
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a means to sustain the livelihood of those living on the margins of arable 

lands. In a defi nition delivered by Jones (2005: 358) a transhumant eco-

nomic system consists of “(1) permanent villages, (2) arable agriculture, 

and (3) the seasonal movements of livestock.” Transhumant communities 

have permanent settlements and “the village forms the nucleus of trans-

humant society” (Johnson 1969: 18–19, cited in Jones 2005: 358). They en-

gage in agricultural activities to complement their livelihood.

While interaction with agriculturalists was common, agricultural activ-

ities were not practiced among Sámi reindeer herders. Instead, reindeer 

herding appeared as an additional form of income to those Finnish farm-

ers who were making their living south of the Upper Lapland region. For 

them, the movement between pastures is only one way of providing feed, 

and supplementary feeding is common. As pointed out above, among the 

Sámi, the additional feeding of reindeer is accepted only in emergencies 

(hätäruokinto), not as a regular practice. In the past, Finnish farmers have 

borrowed reindeer during winter as draught animals, but at the end of the 

season, those animals on loan would go back to their original herd and 

migrate together to the coast. Furthermore, reindeer herders never devel-

oped the production of cheeses, though they practiced milking and cheese 

making on a smaller scale for own consumption considering the little milk 

reindeer give. A group of intermediaries, called verdde, existed, helping to 

trade products other than dairy between Sámi herders and Finnish farm-

ers. These were mostly farmers settling close to herders and keeping close 

relations with them, far away from farming villages. In addition, many 

Sámi reindeer herders used to work as seasonal forest workers with the 

effect that there was less confl ict between forestry and herding during that 

time. Fundamentally, by being employed, herders had more control over 

the felling of trees as they were directly involved in the process.

Breeding in reindeer herding has not focused on the development of 

individual traits. Traditionally, Sámi reindeer herders have put emphasis 

on the composition of the herd rather than the reproduction of specifi c 

traits across the group of animals. A herder put effort to maintain a diverse 

herd including also “non-productive” animals. These have “particular 

roles which contribute to the productivity of the herd as a whole” (Tyler 

et al. 2007: 197). Hence, profi t is derived not from the output of a single 

animal. But just as a diverse landscape with a variety of pastures fulfi lls 

different functions in the seasonal adaptation to weather, so do breeding 

strategies gain their strength from the diverse composition of the herd. 

The Sámi term čappa éallu describes “a beautiful herd” in terms of its com-

position (Oskal 2000). For instance, in a herd that normally features few 

males, strong, old female reindeers are important to break the ice to access 

plants underneath or trample the snow in order to make a path (Tyler et 
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al. 2007). This would generally not be understood as an “effi cient form of 

breeding,” but it is most appropriate in maintaining and sustaining herd-

ing practices in the long term.

How does reindeer herding as it is practiced by the Sámi in Finnish 

Lapland fi t into the discussion of the heritage of transhumance? While 

it fi ts the defi nition of making use of land that cannot be harvested with 

agricultural techniques (the growing of crops is hardly possible in the 

southern parts of the reindeer herding region and it is impossible in the 

northern parts where only berries and mushrooms can be collected from 

the forest, as well as occasionally riverside grass as fodder), it is far from 

being a marginal practice. In fact, it is the only viable livelihood within 

an extensive region. The emergence of transhumant practice in Finland, 

however, is due to administrative changes, aided by the installation of 

fences around newly demarcated territories. Thus, the tradition is only 

about one hundred years old. Previously, herding communities followed 

a nomadic livelihood with fl exible routes and grazing opportunities, cov-

ering a larger area and crossing with other herding communities’ routes.

As it is practiced today, reindeer herding is highly dependent on the 

market economy for living on the land. During times of nomadic live-

lihood, slaughtering was done for the herders’ own consumption, or to 

trade meat and hides for tools. With the growing importance of nation 

states, these increasingly pushed for a modernization and rationalization 

of reindeer husbandry “to promote sustainable, but maximal, economic 

yields” (Beach 1997: 123 in reference to the Swedish case), a process that is 

not yet considered complete in current discourse. In the Finnish context, 

still in the 1970s, most of the meat was consumed in the area of produc-

tion, whereas since the turn of the millennium, most is consumed in the 

Helsinki region (Saarni et al. 2007). After a period of declining profi ts from 

meat in the mid-1990s a reappropriation of centralized meat-producing fa-

cilities has taken place in the reindeer herding area. The business became 

more profi table for small enterprises run by Sámi herders by training their 

own butchers at the Sámi education center in Inari, SAKK, and by avoid-

ing the use of middlemen to sell the product. In the attempt to use all parts 

of the animal, meat, hides, leather, and also antlers are being turned into 

profi table products.

Functional items produced from natural material in Sámi handicraft 

are called duodji. The concept describes the process of production, which 

is taught in and through personal relationships, as well as the different 

products (Guttorm 2017). The production of handicrafts continues to be 

an important cultural marker and economic sector, with growing business 

opportunity in tourist markets. Guttorm (2017: 166) argues that a process 

of “autonomization” has occurred in the relationship between the item 
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and the crafter, but in a certain respect, it will always resemble the art of 

crafting as it was done when items had practical use. For instance, the 

selection of suitable wood for the making of a reindeer milking bowl re-

quires the duojár (the maker of duodji) to search the woods for a birch tree 

with a burl (deformed growth) just like in the old days.

Marketing Reindeer Transhumance in the Tourism Sector

Duodji items as authentic products are rather expensive due to their tra-

ditional production methods, and hence mainly affordable to well-off 

tourists. A small wooden cup made traditionally from birch burls may 

easily cost EUR 200. For decades, cheap souvenirs, produced elsewhere on 

industrial scale, have entered the market and since then been contested. 

Smaller, more affordable items are also produced in Finland, and the Sámi 

are pondering ways to regain control over the production and sale of sou-

venirs in Sámi reindeer herding area by, for instance, producing authentic 

items of lower quality than duodji items. Rather than buying a pen that 

reads “I was in Lapland,” made in China, visitors could buy a locally pro-

duced matchbox made from birch wood. The sale of (untreated) antlers 

directly to tourists is another opportunity.

It has to be stated, however, that most herding routines do not allow 

for (slow) tourism experience. A growing number of tame reindeer are 

frequently used in tourism encounters, to stand for pictures in city cen-

ters or take tourists for a short sledge ride (but so are husky dogs, which 

are foreign to Scandinavia). An increasing number of reindeer “farms” 

in the vicinity of tourist resorts invite visitors, who can experience ani-

mals on leashes, or within fenced areas in closer vicinity. The selling of 

such experience is a lucky opportunity in the sense that weak reindeer 

which have to be pampered and made fi t to be send back to the forest 

can recover and bring additional income as they are visited by tourists 

in zoo-like conditions. In some cases, the older generation of herders run 

the reindeer “farms.” Small enterprises are organized in the association 

of reindeer farms that coordinates tourist activities and that watches over 

animal rights to prevent exhaustion.

These zoo-like conditions are seizing the opportunity to let tourists 

meet reindeer, but it is not the transhumant practice that allows for such 

an encounter, as it involves too many risks for all participants, humans as 

much as animals. Any person unfamiliar with the environmental condi-

tions of migrating or rounding up the animals in sub-zero temperatures, 

or in muddy conditions without any facilities in convenient proximity, 

would be at risk themselves, and require too much attention from the 
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herders. Moreover, the uncoordinated movement of people and vehicles 

within the herding area can easily lead to the dispersal of a herd, or the 

exhaustion of young reindeer who might die if pushed along a route too 

quickly. During migration and roundups, a group of herders and their 

family members work as a team that relies on decades of common experi-

ence in the context of centuries-old traditions. It is mostly implicit knowl-

edge that makes a person know when, where, and how to move. Growing 

up in reindeer herding society lets a herder observe animal needs with a 

trained eye (Ingold 2000). For these reasons, tourists are welcome at es-

tablished points of encounters and as consumers of product, but they are 

considered a disturbance to work routines outside those points. While a 

very limited number of visitors (explorers, adventurers, scientists) has al-

ways managed to fi nd entrance to Sámi herding society by working hard 

to learn the skills required for such activity, the average, regular visitor 

today expects comfort and care which reindeer herding cannot offer along 

the transhumant path. On the contrary, a visit to the real world of reindeer 

herding may be rather disillusioning, considering the use of modern tech-

nology, nontraditional clothing, and the potential killing of animals. This 

side of the story is underrepresented in (social) media accounts of tourism 

experiences, which tends to romanticize and gear everything towards a 

Santa Claus winter wonderland, with Sámi in traditional clothes in silent 

and peaceful snowy landscape on a sled pulled by reindeer (or huskies).

The numbers of tourists are still rising. An approximately 1.5 million 

tourists visit Finnish Lapland each year, which is signifi cantly more than 

the 180,000 inhabitants of Finnish Lapland, and a fourth of Finland’s to-

tal population (Veijola and Strauss-Mazzullo 2018). Airports are being 

extended everywhere across Lapland, allowing more tourists to visit re-

mote places regularly. Additional capacities are being installed, and an in-

creasingly greater diversity of activities is offered, serving different ideas, 

needs, and budgets. With more and more tourists entering and thus ap-

propriating the landscape, confl icts arise. The lakes commonly reserved 

for local elderly have seen hobby fi shers from abroad, and consequently 

the younger generation of the local population has started to fi sh, too, in 

order to prevent the lake from being harvested mainly by foreigners, leav-

ing little fi sh behind for those elderly who used to fi sh there. Similar dis-

ruption is being experienced from husky safaris crossing reindeer herding 

area. While routes for snowmobiles are fairly established and indicated, 

there are no such routes that dictate to the owner of husky sledges where 

to go. If the dogs get too close to reindeer herds, they leave considerable 

mess behind, as a herd might disperse completely in the attempt to escape.

It cannot be denied that the income from tourism has been gaining 

momentum in reindeer herding society among the Sámi of Finnish Up-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



From Nomadism to Ranching Economy  | 253

per Lapland. For example, over the past fi ve years, the town of Inari has 

changed signifi cantly. Especially winter is not as it used to be. Previously, 

the town would be silent and calm in winter, mostly inhabited by locals. 

More recently, it has been bustling with activity in the coldest time of the 

year, and only two months of the year have been less frequented. Taking 

tourists to the forest in winter has a good side. Because of the snow cover, 

reindeer pastures do not suffer from the impact of vehicles. In addition, 

silent tourism is being experimented with: snowmobiles equipped with 

electric motors allow for a less disturbing trip on the land. Due to short 

battery life however, it is only a niche so far.

During the spring and summer season of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic 

has prevented foreign tourists from entering Finland, and the additional 

income that many herding families tend to rely on has fallen away, with 

resuming domestic tourism hardly fi lling the gap. Regarding the future, it 

is already clear that mass tourism as Finnish Lapland knew it will not re-

sume in the same way. This means that more fi sh will be available to local 

fi shermen, but also clearly needed as rising unemployment drives people 

to rely on subsistence measures.

Reindeer Herding’s Symbolic Functions

The contemporary image of Sámi livelihood centers around reindeer 

herding, however, previously subsistence practices were more diverse, 

and they continue to be vital for the local economy. Fishing, hunting, and 

trapping, as well as gathering are at least part of every family’s (formerly 

siida) economy, and depending on the availability of resources or the sea-

son of the year, one or the other activity can be pursued. Within a family, 

activities are divided by gender, age, and skill. For instance, among the 

Sámi there is the common agreement that the lakes near a village are 

reserved for the elderly, while the younger generation is encouraged to 

seek places less easily accessible. Independent of their actual importance 

regarding monetary gain, the Sámi livelihood consisting of reindeer herd-

ing, fi shing, hunting, and gathering techniques entails nutritious sources, 

local activity, social encounter, and symbolic practice at the same time.

Thus, on the one hand, Sámi livelihood has been “normalized” towards 

reindeer herding. On the other hand, most Sámi today live far away from 

where reindeer roam, as sixty percent of approximately ten thousand eth-

nic Sámi are living outside their traditional homelands. For them, rein-

deer herding is no longer a daily routine. Nevertheless, reindeer herding 

remains an important cultural marker also for the “city Sámi,” who often 

still keep reindeer earmarks even though these have little practical rel-
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evance. The connection to reindeer herding livelihood is emblematic in 

conversations about identity and ethnic belonging, and it has become 

a powerful attribute. Until more recently, reindeer herding was highly 

important to sustain Sámi language, because it was the only place where 

the language was spoken regularly. Currently, concerted efforts are being 

made to preserve the language, and material and schooling in Sámi lan-

guage is now available all over Finland. Hence, if herding disappeared, 

the language would persist without the livelihood.

Among currently active Sámi reindeer herding families, the tendency 

is to divide the herd among the children, which means that the herds are 

becoming smaller and smaller (in terms of their legal ownership), with as 

little as ten or fi fteen animals belonging to a person today. For all those 

who own such a small herd, income from other activities is vital. Tourism 

often appears as the most opportunistic activity to avoid moving to other 

places with more employment opportunities, mainly cities or industrial as 

well as mining towns. Knowing the land and bringing the cultural charac-

teristics of Sámi livelihood to the market is considered a crucial resource, 

but it also has been claimed that this needs to be protected. Harsh and 

open criticism is voiced especially towards the use of Indigenous dresses 

by non-Sámi and the sale of cheap copies of Sámi dresses and handicraft. 

“Ethical tourism” business also presents an opportunity for those coming 

back from the city who did not grow up in a reindeer herding community.

Conclusion

Transhumant migration of reindeer herds between summer and winter 

pastures among the Finnish Sámi is the result of legal restrictions of a 

former nomadic livelihood where communities of siida lived with and 

followed herds through the land. Considering the emergence of transhu-

mance in the fi rst decades of the twentieth century, we argued, following 

Ingold (1988) that the practice of reindeer herding resembles a ranching 

economy and is very much alive and a viable economic sector among In-

digenous Sámi in Finnish Lapland today.

In particular, technological changes (e.g., fences, snowmobiles, and 

GPS collars) have determined the conditions for a transition of reindeer 

herding from nomadic livelihood to ranching economy requiring con-

tact between herder and the relatively wild herd of animals only during 

certain times of the year. As such, restricted by natural and bureaucratic 

limitations, the livelihood has nevertheless resisted attempts to rational-

ize established practices to an even greater extend. Part of this resistance 
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is the refusal to provide reindeer with supplementary feed on a regular 

basis, which would allow herders to have more control over the herds’ 

movements, bringing some independence from climatic variabilities and 

competing land uses. Rather than submitting to this model practiced reg-

ularly by Finnish herders, Sámi herders have fought for the preservation 

of winter pastures where forestry has had highly destructive effects (Maz-

zullo and Miggelbrink 2011). While they have not always succeeded with 

their legal claims and continue to live with the threat of forest clear-cuts on 

state-owned land that hosts important pastures, they have succeeded in 

inscribing transhumant reindeer practice into public memory far beyond 

the domestic context.

In addition, contemporary reindeer herding as it is practiced in Fin-

land has found a promising counterpart in the tourism sector. It is, how-

ever, a balancing act between allowing visitors to encounter Sámi reindeer 

herding society without destroying the natural resources and traditional 

practices of the very same. In the attempt to protect while not completely 

avoiding the infl ux of tourists, it seems viable to continue to work with 

tourists along certain, restricted paths. The establishment of reindeer 

farms is an example of allowing visitors to experience animals and land-

scape without interfering with the transhumant migration cycle, that is, 

with the rounding up, selecting, slaughtering, and migrating animals. If 

these limitations can be observed, the traditional livelihood will continue 

to provide income and consolidate the cultural standing of the Nordic 

countries’ Sámi Indigenous minority.
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Chapter 12

Wandering Shepherds

New and Old Transhumances 
in Sardinia and Sicily

Sebastiano Mannia

Preliminary Observations

The agricultural policies promoted in the second half of the twentieth cen-

tury had the main purpose of modernizing and rationalizing the primary 

sector and intensifying the quantity of production to encourage economic 

growth, leading over time to the development and transformation of ag-

ropastoral farms but also leading to land exploitation, to an uncontrolled 

production of various agri-food products, and the dependence of shep-

herds and farmers on the dynamics of global markets. In this period, there-

fore, this sector has become more specialized and its general structure has 

changed: the number of companies has gradually fallen, the agricultural 

area has halved, and the countryside was gradually abandoned, causing 

various sociocultural and environmental problems. Such a development 

model has fallen into decline over the last decades, showing all its limits, 

and it has prompted the reorganization of the agricultural system in dif-

ferent areas through new forms of business planning and production, the 

so-called New Peasantries model (Barberis 2009; Van der Ploeg 2006, 2009, 

2018; Milone and Ventura 2009).

Within this general framework, specifi c cases such as Sardinia and Sic-

ily show peculiar characteristics and they need to be properly contextu-

alized. In Sardinia, since the end of the nineteenth century and especially 

after World War II, the number of sheep has progressively increased, due 

to favorable economic conditions linked to the sale of milk by the shep-

herds and to the increased sales of Pecorino Romano in the markets by 

cooperatives and dairy industries, which led to the specialization of the is-

land sheep sector in a highly competitive monoculture that is made up to-
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day of about twelve thousand companies, mostly aimed at the production 

and sale of dairy products (Angioni 1989; Farinella 2018; Mannia 2014). 

In Sicily, on the other hand, pastoral farming faces various economic and 

structural problems, caused by erratic historical processes resulting in a 

favorable cycle at the beginning of the last century, a block from the World 

War I until after the World War II, and a recovery in the 50s and 60s, de-

spite delays accumulated over time (Astuto 2011; Mannia 2013; Rochefort 

2005).

The different dynamics that affected the Sardinian and Sicilian pas-

toral systems have contributed to the creation of well-defi ned economic 

structures and to the remodeling of practices and principles of traditional 

pastoralism. Several cultural traits have disappeared, others still persist, 

others have adapted. Among the latter fi gures also transhumance, and 

while in Sardinia nowadays pastoral movements, if present, constitute 

forms of mobility over short distances aimed at the exploitation of pasture 

resources, in Sicily, on the other hand, transhumance—short-distance here 

as well—still represents a necessary practice for many breeders, due to the 

high fragmentation of pastoral property and a poor rationalization of the 

sector.

Therefore, pastoral mobility is still a common practice in the above-

mentioned contexts and in the last decades there has been a growing in-

terest in this practice (Mannia 2010, 2018)1 and more generally for pastoral 

cultures, which has led to the promotion of a varied and articulated reg-

ulatory framework aimed at safeguarding and enhancing environmental 

and cultural heritages. Locally, there is also a new attention to the multi-

functionality of agricultural companies and to the development and en-

hancement of forms of sustainable tourism.

However, limited with respect to the current production direction, these 

new forms of use of rural spaces are signifi cant. They are innovative meth-

ods of use and enhancement of pastoral areas created by breeders who 

have a strong connection to the territory, but also by entrepreneurs who 

have decided to focus on forms of ecotourism or by shepherds who have 

rethought rural realities and have returned to the countryside with new 

ideas related to typical productions, farm camping, and agritourism.2 This 

change in heritage perspective opens up new horizons for transhumance 

as a cultural and touristic heritage, particularly in inland areas.3 If, on the 

one hand, pastoral systems are involved in the dynamics of contemporary 

markets and policies, on the other, the need to develop new models of pas-

toralism and new ways of enhancing its practices emerges more and more 

clearly, always focusing on pastoral communities as the main resource for 

local development and for the protection of environmental and cultural 

landscapes.
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Pastoralism in Sardinia and Sicily

Ethnographic research carried out in Sardinia and Sicily4 has shown that 

the two forms of pastoralism, as they are structured today, are the out-

come of the political-economic and sociocultural changes that have oc-

curred since World War II. What emerges with particular evidence from 

the analysis of the two contexts is the clear contrast between pastoral 

farms employing traditional systems and modern enterprises. And even 

so, while in Sardinia the livestock sector—in all its components—is a main 

contender on the national and European scene due to its high level of com-

petitiveness, the Sicilian livestock sector shows several problems due to an 

incomplete rationalization of the sector.5 In Sardinia, in the late twentieth 

century, there was an almost total disappearance of cereal farming and the 

defi nitive affi rmation of pastoral activity. This process, spread to varying 

degrees on the island, is refl ected in the shepherds who settle down, ac-

quiring large land properties in areas once used for cereal farming and for 

the wintering of transhumant fl ocks. Pastoral development on the island 

is essentially due to the interaction between political intervention, with 

the allocation of contributions and subsidies, and the change of mental-

ity of pastors—with obvious differences between the various segments 

of Sardinian society—in relation to the modernization of the sector. The 

mechanization of the countryside, the progressive disappearance of long 

transhumances and the consequent sedentarization (see the next section), 

the construction of modern infrastructures, and technological innovation 

are the main factors that have contributed to the epochal change in the 

island pastoralism in the last century (Angioni 1989; Mannia 2014; Murru 

Corriga 1990).

At the end of the nineteenth century, the arrival of dairy industries 

from the Lazio region was another signifi cant factor that infl uenced, both 

positively and negatively, the growth and progress of the sector. Dairy 

industries, as already mentioned, have stimulated the expansion of sheep 

fl ocks (Idda, Furesi, and Pulina 2010: 64–72), causing a profound identity 

transformation of the shepherds and a remodeling of traditional roles: for 

breeders, in fact, direct sales of milk proved to be more profi table, and this 

has brought important economic and cultural changes that led the shep-

herds themselves to pass from cheese producers into milk sellers (Mannia 

2014: 135–63).

Sicily, on the other hand, has followed a rather different path: cereal 

farming and horticulture have expanded and been rationalized, elevat-

ing the island to one of the most important agricultural realities in the 

Mediterranean; pastoralism, on the other hand, does not seem to have 

benefi ted from, or only marginally, the advantages offered by the inno-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/10.3167/9781800734753. Not for resale.



262 | Sebastiano Mannia

vation processes which, following World War II, were introduced for the 

revitalization of local economies. Many pastors, still today, do not benefi t 

from the annual contributions allocated by the European Union, refuse 

any subsidies for the modernization of companies, and make very lim-

ited personal investments to rationalize their activities. For these reasons, 

Sicilian pastoralism presents several problems, especially in inland areas, 

and in certain contexts, for example in the Madonie Mountains, pastoral 

activity is gradually disappearing. The companies, mostly based on purely 

traditional business models, present a series of structural defi ciencies and 

limitations—in some cases now historical (Astuto 2011; Rochefort 2005; Uc-

cello 1980)—relating to the organization and business management, which 

emerge clearly in relation to the modernization process which has taken 

place in the last sixty years, as in many other Mediterranean countries.

The lack of functional zootechnical structures persists, as does the frag-

mentation of land and property, the modest number of sheep per farm, the 

lack of technological innovation, and the lack of technical training, all due 

to a lack of economic-zootechnical and sociocultural innovation but also 

to a low anthropological attention from the institutions. In many cases the 

company structures are incorporated in the old farms, where the shep-

herd takes care of milking, the transformation of the milk, and the cheese 

conservation. Both electricity and water supply are often a problem, the 

premises are often inadequate, and the equipment used to process cheese 

sometimes does not comply with the hygiene-sanitary directives imposed 

by the European Union. From a commercial point of view, moreover, the 

products are uneven and variable both in terms of quality and quantity. 

The rental of pastures is widespread, and the lack of owned land together 

with the constraints imposed on grazing in different mountain areas lead 

to frequent pastoral mobility. For these reasons, Sicilian pastoralism is 

predominantly wild and transhumant (Giacomarra 2006; Mannia 2013).

Some data better clarify, in a comparative perspective, the current real-

ity of the two types of pastoralism. Since the last census in 2019, 3,067,522 

sheep have been bred in Sardinia, 813,525 in Sicily (the two regions occupy 

the top two positions in Italy for sheep fl ocks). In Sardinia, out of 15,001 

herds, the dairy ones are 11,126, the breeding ones 86, and the mixed ones 

3,431 (the remaining 346 are for self-consumption production); in Sicily, 

out of 8,759 farms, the dairy ones are 1,097, the breeding ones 5,565, and 

the mixed ones 1,531 (the remaining 554 are for self-consumption produc-

tion).6 The data highlight, on the one hand, the historical path taken by 

the Sardinian shepherds in the specialization of dairy farming, and on the 

other, the diversifi ed orientation of Sicilian farmers aiming at the produc-

tion of milk and meat, with a greater, however recent, inclination towards 

the latter.7
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From the cases analyzed in Sicily, it emerged that the coexistence of the 

various production orientations can be related to a type of inherited tra-

ditional management rather than related to the result of a rational choice 

aimed at creating added value. In Sardinia most of the milk production 

is reserved to the production of the three PDO (Pecorino Romano, Pecorino 
Sardo, and Fiore Sardo), destined for international markets and in particu-

lar for the American market. In Sicily, only a marginal share of milk is 

reserved for the production of the three PDO (Pecorino Siciliano, Piacentinu 
Ennese, and Vastedda della Valle del Belice [D’Amico 2011]). Most shepherds 

prefer to make their own cheese and sell it on informal markets. Milk is 

also processed in local industries, even though it is not very profi table 

for the shepherds. Basically, while in Sardinia pastoralism is aimed at 

the production and sale of milk from shepherds to dairy industries and 

cooperatives, in Sicily traditional forms of pastoralism still aim at the sale 

of cheeses, ricotta, and meat in local markets (Mannia 2013, 2014, 2016).

Transhumance in Sardinia and Sicily

This brief overview is useful to understand how the transhumance phe-

nomenon is collocated in the two islands. In Sardinia and Sicily, pastoral-

ism has historically been structured around two fundamental constants: 

the lack of land for grazing animals—due to the fragmentation and disper-

sion of property derived from environmental, historical, and sociocultural 

factors—and the climatic variables that still infl uence the quantity and 

quality of available resources. To cope with these inevitable constraints, 

shepherds have developed specifi c cultural and economic strategies, and 

among these, transhumance is certainly the most signifi cant outcome (see 

Angioni 1989; Caltagirone 1986; Giacomarra 2006; Mannia 2013, 2014; 

Meloni 1984; Murru Corriga 1990, 1998; Ortu 1988). In the Sardinian case, 

pastoral mobility has become a necessary practice, and, due to the pro-

gressive and over-sized increase in the livestock population, a process 

that began at the end of the nineteenth century. The search for pasture 

lands became urgent, especially between the 1950s and 1970s, when the 

number of sheep increased further following a new development of the 

markets and political interventions which, starting after the World War II, 

although with alternating results, were directed in favor of the sector. The 

resulting relationship between animal capital and the carrying capacity of 

the land used for grazing has thus been severely disrupted, on one hand 

pushing many shepherds to emigrate—many of whom, for example, have 

occupied the land abandoned by the Tuscan sharecroppers (see Meloni 

2004; Solinas 1989–90)—and on the other to fi nd an appropriate solution 
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to the problem of wintering livestock—since municipal and/or private 

pastures were no longer suffi cient to sustain the number of animals. These 

are the reasons why until the 1970s, before the process of sedentarization 

of shepherds began, in the autumn-winter months, it was possible to see 

thousands of sheep crossing the rural roads of the island, from the moun-

tains to the plains and coastal areas.

Therefore, for centuries transhumance has been a practice character-

izing the agropastoral economy of Sardinia and Sicily, with similar ele-

ments among the numerous communities, in particular with regards to 

the rules and functions underlying the social structure. To clarify, long 

transhumances—or long-distance displacements—have disappeared, 

while short-range transhumances persist, i.e., forms of mobility of ani-

mals from one pasture to another usually within the same territory with 

journeys of a few kilometers, helping to defi ne local pastoral practices, 

and the rural landscapes and sociocultural references of the communities 

involved (Bergeron 1967; Giacomarra 2006; Le Lannou 1992; Meloni 1984, 

1988). For greater clarity, we will discuss fi rst the Sardinian transhumance 

and then the Sicilian one.

Long-range transhumance in Sardinia was an inverse transhumance 

and involved the movement of animals from the mountains and high 

hill areas to the plains and coasts where climatic conditions were more 

favorable. The Sardinian transhumance has mainly affected the counties 

surrounding the mountain areas of the center of the island; in fact, the 

shepherds moved from the communities of Gennargentu, Supramonte, 

and Montalbo. The routes were variable: towards Iglesiente the route was 

about 100–150 km; for Oristanese the route was about 80–100 km; for Sar-

rabus the route was 100–120 km (Caltagirone 1986: 44). More widely, the 

Campidani, the Nurra, the plateaus of Bonorva and Macomer, the plain of 

Chilivani near Ozieri, the valley of Coghinas, the coastal areas that extend 

from Olbia to the Gulf of Orosei, the Baronies were the main arrival places 

of transhumant shepherds of the mountain areas of central Sardinia.

In turvera, a turvare, in trà muda, tramutanne are the terms and ways in 

which transhumance was designated depending on the place. A nos pon-
nere in caminu, or “to walk,” was the common reference for those who 

annually moved with the fl ock. For the people of Fonni the transhumance 

was s’isverrare (to winter) or s’istrangiare (to go among foreigners), while 

the return to the community was sa muda (the renewal) (Murru Corriga 

1990: 29). Antoon Cornelis Mientjes pointed out that “the term transhu-

mance does not exist in the dialect of Fonni, although currently shepherds 

understand its meaning. The expression in viaggiu was used to indicate 

the seasonal transfer of shepherds and fl ocks to distant places” (Mientjes 

2008: 200).
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The departures—and this seems to be the most signifi cant fact—were 

planned on the basis of defi ned economic-productive times, in particular 

on the births of lambs. Between the end of June and the beginning of July 

the sheep were mated, and the births were planned for when the animals 

would reach the winter pastures. They always tried to leave before the 

sheep gave birth in order not to have problems during the journey, even if 

the fatigue of the journey often hastened the births.

Moreover, the periods of departure for transhumance varied annu-

ally according to climatic and environmental conditions. In some cases, 

transhumance was already taking place in October, although the months 

in which the animals were to be moved were November and December. 

The duration of the transhumance depended on the distances that had 

to be covered and the unexpected events that could occur on the way. 

From Austis it took two or three days to cover the approximately one 

hundred kilometers that separate the mountain village from the plains of 

Campidano (Meloni 1984). The shepherds of Fonni who traveled towards 

Solarussa took two or three days of walking, crossing the countryside of 

different communities in addition to the towns of Neoneli, Busachi, and 

Fordongianus (Mientjes 2008: 202). A shepherd from Orgosolo reported:

Transhumance was in November. To go to Isalle [wintering area] we started 
from the Orgolese plateau, descended into the countryside of Mamoiada and 
slept there. The following day we went down to Oliena where we spent the 
night, and on the third night we arrived in Isalle. It took three days because 
the road was long. The overnight stops, for just a few hours, were already 
planned because they were places we knew well from years of tràmuda, and 
we also had to avoid thefts and trespassing. We often knew someone, the so-
called sos cumpanzos de posata, that would host us and help us with the fl ock. 
(N. P., Orgosolo, interview of 28 December 2015)8

The return from the wintering places was scheduled for May—usually 

between the 15th and 20th of the month—and the date changed in relation 

to the geographical position of the mountain pastures, the expiry of the 

lease of the land where they overwintered, and especially the conditions 

of access to municipal pastures. The time of return was also planned on the 

basis of economic variables and depended on climatic and environmental 

factors, the needs of the fl ock, and the cereal cycle. In many communities, 

in fact, the pastoral year was intersected with the agricultural one and the 

return from transhumance coincided with the work of reaping, threshing, 

and wheat harvesting. After the harvest, the land was opened for grazing 

s’istula, or stubble.

Despite the fact that the return journey included the duties and un-

certainties of the outward journey—to which was added, among other 

things, the milking of the sheep and the delivery or processing of milk—
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the return to the village was characterized by a relaxed and festive climate. 

In Fonni the day of return was sa die primargia, while in Desulo it was sa die 
prima, that is, the fi rst day, to defi ne a specifi c temporal span typical of the 

beginning of a new cycle. In several communities it was common to donate 

the milk of the fi rst milking to all the families when they returned from the 

pastures. In Orgosolo, I am told, “we came the 20th of May. Before going 

up to the municipal lands, people milked inside a ruined church at the en-

trance of the village and while shepherds presented their milk (in Sardin-

ian, presentavan su latte) or rather offered the milk to neighbors, friends, and 

relatives, women brought sos macarrones lados which were consumed in a 

joint lunch” (B. S., Orgosolo, interview of 4 January 2016). On this partic-

ular day, the village was reunited, and a large part of the male population 

reintegrated into the sociocultural and economic community.

In the second half of the last century, one of the most important trans-

formations of the Sardinian zootechnical sector was completed: the seden-

Figure 12.1. Transumanza in Sardegna, 1959. © János Reismann
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tarization. In the lands purchased by the shepherds—many of which were 

fi rst reserved for the wintering of animals—the systematic rationalization 

of the sector began. Mechanization and, therefore, the cultivation of grass-

lands, the construction of infrastructure and technological innovation are 

some factors that have favored the modernization of the island’s pastoral-

ism and the subsequent disappearance of long transhumances. They are 

gradually abandoned in the 1940s and 1950s, although the process was 

completed in the 1970s and 1980s together with the frequent use of trucks 

to transport animals. There are sporadic episodes of transhumant shep-

herds even in the following decades (see Mientjes 2008: 205), but today 

there are very few who resort to pastoral mobility and in most cases, vans 

are used to greatly reduce the hours of travel. Thus, one informant: “From 

the mid-Seventies people put a stop to transhumance, someone continued 

still in the 80s, but really a few people, and by the way they moved them 

by the truck. Since the 80s, there were a very few people who did trans-

humance by walking. Me too I did my last transhumance with a truck, 

that was the last year I took them in the Nurra” (B. R. Orune, interview of 

20 December 2015).

The lands that became property—and not just the fl at lands purchased 

in the Campidano, in the Nurra, etc.—have allowed us to express the ca-

pacities and productive potential of pastors and companies.

Basically, the Sardinian pastoral economy has changed from a transhu-

mant to a sedentary model. This is an important change that is not just eco-

nomic but mainly cultural. From the words of those who have transhumed 

for many years emerges a sense of revenge against an emigration that 

annually pushed the shepherds to abandon the community, the family and, 

more generally, their own microcosm of reference. A shepherd from Orune 

told me that “today everything is changed, what people have bought: there 

are very large rooms that allow you to winter; then there is the animal feed. 

The time in which you knew when you would leave but not when you 

would come back it’s over” (C. B. 1954, interview of 20 December 2015).

Despite the fact that today in Sardinia there are more than three mil-

lion sheep, the movement of thousands of sheep from the mountains to 

the pastures is a practice of the past that only remains in the collective 

memory of the different pastoral communities. Instead, what is still pos-

sible to observe are the short displacements, which follow the seasonal 

climatic trends but above all the availability of pastures and fodder crops. 

In addition to owned and rented land, municipal lands take on particular 

importance: to every shepherd who requests it—through the payment of 

a sum of money that varies in relation to the number of sheep to be fed in 

the pastures—a pasture quota is assigned. So, for example, an Ogliastrian 

shepherd told me:
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In May I leave from Arzana, where I have a farm with the barns, the sheep 
milking machine, the vehicles, and I move to the municipal lands, where the 
sheep can graze. I do it every year in May and October. It is a 12 km-long 
journey and it takes a couple of hours, always on foot. Other shepherds do 
the transhumance as well, in October-November (the winter pastures are 
called s’accordiu)—depending on lambing periods. Some go as far as Tortoli, 
Cea, Quirra, Villassalto but they move the animals on trucks. Then they go 
up to the mountain, in May-June, some bring their sheep to the Gennargentu 
mountains. The land is either owned or municipal. Among the shepherds 
who have pastures far from Arzana, some sleep in the countryside because 
they have the sheep pen and maybe return every three days. Others travel 
every day because they have assistant shepherds who live on the farm. 
Trans humances to Trexenta, Campidano, Baronie no longer exist; before 
there were no barns or pasture, today you can have forage delivered on 
trucks. (V. L., Arzana, interview of 9 June 2020)

A shepherd from Lula told me: “Unfortunately, I don’t have a single, 

large land, and I have to move the sheep from one pasture to another, 

which are my property. To get to the farthest one, however, it doesn’t take 

more than a couple of hours. I usually move them in October-November, 

the fi rst months of the year and in summer after the forage harvest, al-

though I am trying to invest to avoid moving so frequently” (D. M., Lula, 

interview of 3 January 2016).

Even in Sicily the long transhumance, mutari l’armali, was an inverse 

transhumance, with the movement of the animals from the mountains to 

the coastal areas (each change of grass was called muta). Depending on the 

altitude, the grazing areas were divided into plain (marina), hill (minzalina 
or mezzalina), or mountain (muntagna) pastures and the fl ocks were moved 

in winter, autumn, and spring, and in summer. The departures and the 

stops of the shepherds were planned in advance depending on the avail-

ability of pastures and shelters, as well as in relation to the temperatures: 

“Autumn was the least reliable period: the organization completely de-

pended on the intuition and the experience of the shepherds and their pre-

dictive ability” (Giacomarra 2006: 47). Therefore, in September-October 

pastures were grazed in the hill areas, in November-December the fl ocks 

were led to the coast, in March they returned to the hill pastures and in 

late spring they were moved to the mountain areas until August. During 

the summer, after the wheat harvest, many shepherds led their animals to 

the fi elds for stubble grazing. The traditional day of shifting of the winter 

fl ocks was 25 November, the anniversary of Saint Catherine of Alexandria. 

As the shepherds’ proverb goes: “Ppi Santa Caterina, vacchi e pecuri a la 
marina” (On Saint Catherine’s day, sheep and cows leave for the marina).

The diverse conformation of the island has led to the identifi cation of 

specifi c grazing areas and to the establishment of an extremely articu-
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lated road network, the trazzere. From Agrigento, for example, for winter 

transhumance the shepherds moved in October to the coastal areas of 

Porto Empedocle, Sciacca, Licata, and to the fl at pastures of Catania and 

Gela. Here they stayed for a few months, usually until December-January, 

after which they returned to the hill pastures. Conversely, the internal 

mountainous areas were reached in late spring and summer or by going 

up the western side to the mountains of Cammarata and Lercara Friddi 

(some shepherds went as far as the Madonie) or following the eastern 

internal side towards the Peloritani, the Nebrodi, Etna. Depending on the 

weather, these shifts could begin in May. Even the shepherds from the Ne-

brodi—due to the orographic characteristics of the area—moved on long 

routes, in some cases reaching the fl at areas near Catania and Siracusa: 

from May-June to October-November the animals remained in the moun-

tain pastures of the Nebrodi, while in the remaining months they were 

moved towards the plains and coasts. In the Madonie, in addition to the 

mountain routes, there were essentially three itineraries of movement: the 

fi rst, to the north, led to pastures that approach the sea; the latter departed 

towards the medium and low hills of Nisseno and Agrigento; the last, 

mostly chosen by the shepherds of Sclafani and Caltavuturo, descended 

towards the valleys on the west. These routes extend about ten to twenty 

kilometers north and sixty to seventy kilometers south (Giacomarra 2006: 

44–45). Here is what a shepherd told me: “Usually my father was in the 

mountains from June to September, then he returned to the pastures near 

Polizzi for a short time and from September to December he moved in the 

Nucitedda district, about 12 km from the town. From January to March he 

brought the fl ock downstream, and then he returned from April to May to 

the lands of Polizzi in Sciumiranni. My father had many animals, some-

times he stopped for a whole week” (G. G., Polizzi Generosa, interview of 

12 July 2009).

The life of Sicilian shepherds was characterized by a permanent mo-

bility which inevitably infl uenced family and social relationships. In ad-

dition, the constant movements required the presence of many people to 

control and take care of the animals. The largest fl ocks were divided into 

groups of about two hundred sheep, the so-called guardia, entrusted to a 

guardian, picuraru, helped by an assistant, cumpagnu, or by an apprentice, 

garzuni. For the transhumance, some shepherds used horses, but most 

moved on foot using mules and donkeys for the tools they needed for 

milking and making cheese and for arranging shelters. Often the shep-

herds formed associations of medium or large companies, to optimize the 

workfl ow on the one hand, and also to save on the rental of pastures, on 

the salaries of the shepherd assistants, and on the transfer on the other 

(Giacomarra 2006). Long transhumances gradually disappeared in the 
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years following World War II and the shepherds who still own or rent 

land far from their farms mostly use trucks to move their fl ocks. Con-

versely, short-distance journeys often infl uence the decisions of shepherds 

much more than in Sardinia. Seasonal cycles and environmental variables, 

ownership and/ or land rental regimes, the presence or lack of infrastruc-

tures are elements that infl uence individual farms, and the shepherd must 

possess a set of knowledge and skills that allow him to guess and conse-

quently plan the movements of livestock and the periods of grazing in 

certain areas, especially in relation to the cycles of vegetation and crop 

rotations.

Transhumance is also widely practiced by shepherds who have their 

own land, and this underlines how this practice is intimately linked not 

only to the search for pastures but also to climatic variables. A shepherd 

from Polizzi Generosa reported:

Sheep need transhumance to produce. If you muti i piecuri (move the sheep), 
they always make milk. If you leave them in one place, it’s different. Today 
I move less because the animals are fewer, but the transhumance is still 
there. Finally, the park has infl uenced the pastoralism with the constraint of 
the land. The mountain pastures are bound and the forest ranger no longer 
rents, so we have to move, this is why in the summer I bring the sheep in 
Contrada Gagliardo, which is higher. Therefore: from October to December, 
I bring them near Polizzi, from January to March in Scillato, in the valley 
pastures, from April to June I come back to the village. (V. G., Polizzi Gene-
rosa, interview of 10 April 2013)

Even in the province of Enna transhumance is still practiced, both by 

the landowners and by the shepherds who rent the land. One of them 

reports that he practices transhumance in May and September, moving 

in May by car and in September on foot, towards Leonforte. These are 

short-haul trips. Long-range walking transhumance, on the other hand, 

has disappeared, and some shepherds say: “both because of the laws and 

because there are few animals. Before the land was not all owned, most 

rented land and then moved. Now, thanks to the public funding and to the 

devaluation of the land anyone can buy it and then will not have to move” 

(A. B., Villarosa, interview of 14 June 2018).

The main objective of the shepherds, in the past as well as today, has 

always been to optimize milk and meat production. In this perspective, 

the continuous movement of the fl ocks and the perennial search for pas-

tures are justifi ed, which is why the movement of animals is not exclusive 

to the hilly and mountainous pastoral systems. Field research carried out 

in Palermo and Trapani also confi rms the use of transhumance in these 

areas, which is still practiced mainly by shepherds who carry out their ac-
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tivities on a traditional basis. A shepherd of Ventimiglia di Sicilia told me: 

“In the summer, but already at the beginning of May, we take the sheep 

to the mountains because in Ventimiglia, if it doesn’t rain, everything is 

dry. The pastures are not far away. They stay there until June and then we 

bring them back here. From October to December, they are moved again 

to the mountain pastures and, in January, we bring them back here. We 

often move them and it is mainly because of the lack of pasture” (S. C., 

Ventimiglia di Sicilia, interview of 30 April 2013). Similarly, a shepherd 

from Marsala told me: “Depending on the availability of grass, we move 

the animals. Usually, when it is necessary to move, the sheep are divided 

into groups from September to March, while the whole fl ock is moved 

in the spring. The movements do not take longer than a couple of hours; 

they range from 2–3 km to the neighboring pastures, to 11–12 km to the 

pastures I own in a nearby town. When the lands are not enough, I rent 

them” (S. C., Marsala, interview of 21 November 2016).

The most rationalized farms, at least the ones I analyzed, do not prac-

tice transhumance: the fl ock is grazed on lands close to one another or 

in rented pastures close to the farm. While today many shepherds have 

invested in the modernization of their farms, in general the percentage 

of businesses that have modern equipment for the cultivation of lands, 

the production of fodder, and premises to housing the animals is still low. 

Transhumance, in fact, continues to play a fundamental role in the organi-

zation of Sicilian pastoralism.

The New Paths of Transhumance

As seen in many other forms of pastoralism in the Euro-Mediterranean 

area, in Sardinia and Sicily transhumance is still common in local breeding 

systems and in recent times—especially following the candidacy process 

that led the movement of fl ocks to be inscribed by UNESCO among the 

Intangible Cultural Heritages of Humanity—it is increasingly becoming a 

touristic attraction. In Sardinia, the fi rst real property interests9 date back 

to the early 2000s, when the traditional transhumance routes attracted the 

interest of the LAGs (Local Action Groups) Barbagie and Mandrolisai, 

Mare Monti and Ogliastra, who, with the collaboration of political insti-

tutions, local authorities, and scholars, started the Tramudas project, with 

the aim of making transhumance known, to promote the communities 

involved through the rediscovery of places (the routes wind through ar-

chaeological emergencies, places of worship, natural oases, landscape pe-

culiarities, museums), to promote rural identity and create an opportunity 
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for tourism and cultural development through the recovery of ancient pas-

toral routes and more extensively of the culture of the pastoral world. The 

programmers have also prepared a guide to let visitors know the routes 

and steps to follow. A further initiative, launched in 2006 by the Region 

of Sardinia, is Camineras de tramuda (The paths of transhumance) which 

encourages the collaboration of different partners in the implementation 

of an integrated design of horseback trails along the shepherds’ paths. A 

more recent project named Sardegna Sentieri, includes the section, “Places 

of transhumance,” which proposes four “places of interest”: one in the 

geographical area of Baronie and Montalbo, one in Barbagia di Seulo, and 

two in Sarcidano. The routes include visits to the pinnettos (the traditional 

shepherds’ sheepfolds) restored and equipped for tourists, to farms where 

the agropastoral activity is carried on, as well as picnic areas and places of 

particular naturalistic, cultural, and historical-religious interest.

While the initiatives described above have had a rather marginal prac-

tical development and have resulted in the identifi cation of the transhu-

mance routes, in the preparation of guides, brochures, and advertising 

materials and in the installation of signs along the routes, in some areas 

transhumant practices are being becoming touristic attractions by pro-

moting walks on foot, on horseback or with donkeys on the paths trav-

eled by the fl ocks. Equestrian tourism is one of the main driving forces 

of the tourism industry and represents an alternative to the classic and 

infl ated routes, with the aim of developing the economy of the areas 

concerned and of safeguarding and enhancing the rural, environmental, 

and cultural heritage of the island. In this regard, the project promoted 

by the Sardaigne en Liberté ecotourism agency is particularly interesting. 

Its main purpose is to promote eco-responsible, ethical, and fair tourism 

through the enhancement of rural landscapes by reducing the impact of 

tourist activity on the environment, supporting the consumption and 

sale of local products, and promoting the role of communities and their 

culture.

Among other activities, the travel agency also offers trekking with don-

keys, an eight-day tour that traces the roads of transhumance in Ogliastra. 

The director of the agency told me:

The idea of transhumance arose because foreigners expressed interest in this 
practice and in the pastoral world. Transhumance is a phenomenon that has 
always allowed sustainable activities, the fi ght against fi res, the protection 
of the environment. Enhancing it today means enhancing the territory and 
local communities, improving the environment, promoting local products, 
helping the shepherds develop a brand of transhumance products with an 
added value. It is a political matter that should be made heard in Sardinia. 
In addition to the tours we offer, we have been working on a project for al-
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most three years and in 2019 we organized the fi rst transhumance in which 
more than 100 people participated. In 2020, because of Covid, we could not 
repeat it and we created a live broadcast on Facebook: more than 12 thou-
sand people followed the event. We hope to organize it again next year, in 
different periods and in different areas of Sardinia. (J.-L. M., Paris, interview 
of 12 June 2020)

The shepherd leading the transhumances promoted by Sardaigne en 

Liberté is a thirty-fi ve-year-old young shepherd, who says:

What I have been doing in October and May, I have been doing for 13 years 
every year. In 2019 there were a hundred tourists who followed the fl ock and 
me and the guide answered their curiosities. After a couple of hours, at 12:30 
p.m. we arrived at the farm, my relatives waited for them with drinks and 
sweets, then we had lunch with sheep meat and roasted goat and cheese. 
Now many are taking an interest in transhumance, especially after the boom 
in live streaming on Facebook. As soon as possible, once Covid is over, we 
will do it again. We want to organize a kind of transhumance village festival 
with the mayor of Arzana, while with a friend of mine we were thinking 
of doing a transhumance in May with my animals and one in June, a little 
longer, with his. (V. L., Arzana, interview of 9 June 2020)

In Sicily, pastoral mobility is bound to strict norms that regulate it, 

aimed at containing epizootic diseases. To date, the entire island is subject 

Figure 12.2. Transumanza, 2020. © Anna Piroddi
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to a plan for the eradication of brucellosis that imposes the control of ani-

mal movement. For reasons of health emergency, at the end of May 2018, 

the event “La transumanza da Gioiosa Marea a Longi” (Transhumance 

from Gioiosa Marea to Longi), scheduled from 1 to 3 June and organized 

by some cultural associations, was cancelled. The event is part of a large 

project involving several coastal and inland locations of the Nebrodi af-

fected by the routes of the fl ocks, it started in 2016 and it is called “From 

the shores to the mountains: for the rediscovery of ancient traditions.” It 

included an excursion on foot and on horseback, following the transhu-

mance of animals, on the tratturi (tractors) of nine villages from Gioiosa 

Marea to Longi. The event was created with the intention of expanding the 

tourist offer of Sicily and in particular of the territory of Messina.

A similar event, “La Transumanza—Un’Esperienza da Pastore nei Si-

cani,” was proposed by some associations in Santo Stefano Quisquina on 

21 May 2018. The description of the event reads:

That’s right: the great attraction of transhumance, a unique opportunity to 
stay in close contact with the shepherds and their fl ocks, between stories and 
lots of fun until you reach the farm where we will taste cheese and ricotta 
prepared on the premises as it once was and where we will experience the 
festivities of transhumance as real protagonists. 

It will be a journey not only for the body, but also for the mind: during the 
slow journey we will learn about the widespread organization that, over the 
centuries, has characterized the Civilization of Transhumance. A journey 
during which we will follow shepherds and herdsmen from the pastures 
of the mountains to the valley and that will give us the opportunity to re-
discover our spirituality through contact with nature and slow movement. 
(Sicilia on Press 2017)

While the events mentioned above are mostly incidental and aimed 

at enhancing transhumance through excursions and tastings of typical 

products, the town of Geraci Siculo in the province of Palermo has been 

presenting more articulated projects for several years. Here, the herds of 

cattle and the fl ocks of sheep are moved to the mountains in the summer 

months and to the pastures downstream in the winter: from 24 May to 

20 November the shepherds sgavitànu ‘a muntagna, i.e., they access the 

closed public pastures, u gavitatu, from 6 March to 24 May. In 2009 the 

local publishing house Edizioni Arianna, supported by the municipality, 

the regional province of Palermo, the Madonie Park Authority, and Geraci 

associations, decided to transform transhumance into a moment of cul-

tural rediscovery and tourism promotion and created “The festival of the 

transhumance of the shepherds of Geraci Siculo, Si sgavìta a muntagna,” 

which reached its eleventh year on 18–19 May 2019. The event aims to 

support the safeguarding and enhancement of pastoral mobility and more 
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extensively of the intangible cultural heritage of Geraci Siculo. Among the 

planned activities are guided tours of some farms where you can attend 

the gathering of the animals and tasting of dairy products, and participate 

in conferences and nature excursions.

We wanted to give greater visibility to something that already existed and 
that everyone already knew, yet somehow it often went unnoticed, as if it 
only concerned the shepherds. So, we wanted to make people focus on the 
cultural value of such a historical practice, choosing a different theme every 
year to inspire artists, visitors, and writers. The festival was held from 2009 
until 2019, this year we had to cancel because of Covid. Shepherds, pro-
ducers and local associations are involved: the whole Geraci community is 
deeply invested. (A. A., Geraci Siculo, interview of 16 June 2020)

Basically, the historical-economic and sociocultural dynamics that af-

fected Sardinian and Sicilian forms of pastoralism in the last century 

have infl uenced and transformed pastoral mobility practices. Transhu-

mance, in the two contexts, is a phenomenon with a double function: 

on the one hand it continues to represent a necessary and fundamental 

practice within the annual pastoral cycle; on the other, even if it is just 

the beginning, it is becoming an asset to be valued and used in the de-

velopment of an alternative tourism which, especially in inland areas, 

helps the protection of rural areas, the creation of alternative incomes 

for local operators and in particular for the shepherds, and the expan-

sion of the offer of agri-food products linked to the pastoral tradition. 

In this regard, within two forms of pastoralism whose objectives are 

based on the creation of income through the production and sale of milk, 

meat and derivatives through the dynamics of contemporary capitalis-

tic markets and in which the new peasant model occupies a marginal 

position precisely because of the structural characteristics on which the 

two pastoral systems are based, transhumance becomes more and more 

an icon that collects and re-functionalizes a cultural heritage, through 

an effective process aimed at recovering, safeguarding, and endowing 

the constitutive features with a new sense of the past to adapt them to 

new needs. Equipped with symbols that have the power to attract and 

convey specifi cally researched messages, transhumance thus becomes an 

important resource that catalyses symbolic practices, common practices, 

and capitalization processes.

Sebastiano Mannia is Assistant Professor at the University of Palermo, 

where he teaches cultural anthropology, history of popular traditions, 

and intangible heritage. His publications include: Il pastoralismo in Sicilia 

(2013); In tràmuta. Antropologia del pastoralismo in Sardegna (2014); and 

Questue e fi gure vicariali in area euromediterranea (2015).
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Notes

 1. The discussion is not limited to Sardinia and Sicily only. See in this regard: 

Ballacchino and Bindi 2017; Bindi 2019a, 2019b, 2020; Fossati and Nori 2017; 

Nori 2016, 2018; Verona 2016. More generally, transhumance has historically 

characterized and infl uenced farming practices and social structures in the 

Mediterranean area (and beyond) and on these aspects a large literature has 

been consolidated which I would like to highlight, among others: Aime, All-

ovio, and Viazzo 2001; Arbos 1922; Braudel 1976; Brisebarre 2007; Davis 1980; 

Fabre, Molénat, and Duclos 2002; Petrocelli 1999. For further bibliographical 

references see Mannia 2014.

 2. On multifunctionality and rural development see: Balestrieri, Cicalò, and 

Ganciu 2018; Idda and Pulina 2006; Meloni 2006; Meloni and Farinella 2013; 

Meloni and Pulina 2020; Tola 2010.

 3. On the development of inland areas I refer, among others, to: Carrosio 2019; 

Cois 2020; De Rossi 2018; Marchetti, Panunzi, and Pazzagli 2017; Meloni 2015.

 4. The research on pastoralism in Sardinia started in 2005 and is still ongoing. 

Interviews, company surveys, and informal conversations were conducted 

in numerous communities in the four historical provinces. In Sicily, the re-

search, started in 2011 and not yet completed, has involved several towns near 

Palermo, Agrigento, Enna, and Trapani. The information in this chapter is the 

result of a multilocation search (see, among others, Falzon 2001; Marcus 1995).

 5. It is necessary to clarify that in the Sicilian case, unlike the Sardinian one, 

numerous companies coexist, and they are characterized by a traditional pas-

toral management system with few modern and rationalized enterprises. The 

company typologies, of course, are not homogeneous but rather diversifi ed in 

terms of production, land property, technology, etc. For these reasons, from 

the analysis of the data collected in the course of my ethnographic research, 

an attempt was made to trace representative models of the two pastoral sys-

tems, given that the dynamics and problems are common to both individual 

contexts. For a comprehensive framework of the two forms of pastoralism, see 

Mannia 2013, 2014.

 6. Data provided by the BDN of the Zootechnical Registry established by the 

Ministry of Health at the CSN of the “G. Caporale” Institute of Teramo, re-

trieved 3 June 2020 from http://www.izs.it/IZS/.

 7. On 30 April 2015 the composition was instead: 1,072 dairy farms, 3,585 breed-

ing farms, and 3,582 mixed farms (National Zootechnical Registry of the Ter-

amo Zooprophylactic Institute of Teramo, http://www.izs.it/IZS/, retrieved 

5 August 2015).

 8. To ensure their privacy, I will report only the initials of the interviewed 

shepherds.

 9. In the last decades, the discussion on the safeguarding and enhancement 

of cultural and landscape heritage has broadened new perspectives for the 

involvement of local institutions and communities in the management of hu-

man and land resources. In particular, the Local Action Groups, but also local 
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institutions and associations, have been involved in various types of projects 

with the aim of promoting a new development of rural territories, pastoral 

practices and identities, and transhumance routes. 

10. I attended and documented the second annual Festival of the transhumance 

of the shepherds of Geraci on 22–23 May 2010.
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Chapter 13

The Coexistence of Transhumance 
Shepherding Practices and 

Tourism on Bjelašnica Mountain 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina

Manca Filak and Žiga Gorišek

Introduction: Written and Visual Research

This chapter analyzes the coexistence of transhumance shepherding 

practices and tourism in Lukomir, the highest village (1472 m above 

sea level) in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, located on the 

southern slopes of the Bjelašnica mountain massif (see Figure 13.1). In 

order to understand the village of Lukomir, we must consider it as an 

integral part of the Bjelašnica mountain, therefore in the text we usually 

refer to both, the Bjelašnica mountain in general and the village Lukomir 

in particular.

From a long-term ethnographic fi eldwork conducted from April 2014 

to May 2017, both a written anthropological analysis Transhumance at the 
Crossroads of Changes: Transhumance and Tourism as Strategies of Survival 
in Lukomir on the Bjelašnica Mountain (BIH) (Gorišek 2017), and an ethno-

graphic fi lm Lukomir, my home emerged (Filak and Gorišek 2018). The fi lm 

is a visual ethnography of the daily lives of an elderly couple, Ismet and 

Tidža Čomor who live in the village. They are the main protagonists in the 

fi lm as well as our hosts in the village.

The dissertation presents social, historical, and geographical contexts 

describing how daily life in Lukomir has changed due to many differ-

ent factors. The fi lm conveys the couple’s connection to the land and the 

animals as well as the general changes in their social world, tracing the 

various spatial and material dimensions of their annual migration from 
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the Bjelašnica ridge to the villages near Sarajevo and their relationship to 

a lifestyle that is slowly disappearing.

To a certain extent, these written and visual ethnographies complement 

each other. Nevertheless, they must be experienced (read or watched) 

separately. For this reason, we advocate multimodal representations, as 

they allow multiple identifi cations and multilayered understandings (see 

also Pink 2011; Collins, Durington, and Gill 2017). The writing itself can 

be multimodal, as it includes fi eld research diaries, dialog transcriptions, 

interviews, evocative descriptions, and photographs to add qualitatively 

richer information (Lunaček Brumen 2018: 97; see also Turk Niskač 2011).1 

The Slovenian visual anthropologist Naško Križnar emphasizes the pecu-

liar paradox of where to publish the fi ndings of our visual research (based 

for instance on fi lming), we have to translate this visual information into 

words (Križnar 2002: 91; see also Biella 1993). The combination of differ-

ent methods (fi lming, participant observation, semi-structured and un-

structured interviews, fi eldwork diary notes), therefore serves as a basis 

for discussion of the anthropological understanding that can be gained 

through audio-visual material in comparison to written research (see also 

Filak 2019).

Each research topic leads us to expand our methodologies in different 

ways in order to explore how to look at a particular topic. The mutually 

constitutive examination of one’s own research topic and the use of differ-

ent visual media can reveal connections, sensorial dimensions, and world-

views that might otherwise not be recognizable. In the following sections 

we will analyze the anthropological insights we have gained through the 

use of written and visual ethnography in order to understand when and 

how we create new meanings and new knowledge through participant 

observation and visual methods. More than just data from which we can 

read/observe cultural meanings, we consider both the written text and 

Figure 13.1. Lukomir village, Bjelašnica mountain, 2014. © Žiga Gorišek
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the fi nal fi lm as complementary processes from which new meanings and 

knowledge can emerge.

Transhumance on Bjelašnica Mountain

It is the same for me as for those who get a job somewhere and go to work 
every day. You cannot leave your job. It is the same for me, I have to herd 
sheep every day, I feed myself from them, buy my daily bread, buy fl our and 
similar. I have to wake up every day and do the same thing as you—look 
at my watch so that I am not late for work. I have no schedule, but every 
morning and every evening I have to herd sheep so that I can sell them later 
to make money. That is my life. (Interview with an older shepherd from 
Lukomir, 19 July 2014)

The Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina is located in the central part 

of the Balkan Peninsula. With its varied relief, the Bjelašnica mountain 

massif is part of the Dinarid mountain system. Due to the mixing of 

Mediterranean and continental air masses on the Bjelašnica mountain, 

there is a lot of rain, constant wind and snow, which can remain on the 

northern slopes and certain sinkholes until the beginning of June (Saraj-

lić 1983: 6). The mountains of the Dinarides were already inhabited in 

the Late Neolithic and Bronze Age when sheep breeding was one of the 

most important economic activities (Čović 1990: 73; Marković 2003: 13). 

Livestock breeding, seasonal migration, and transhumant shepherding2 

allowed the communities in this area to gradually settle in the Bjelašnica 

region, which would otherwise be much more diffi cult in these harsh 

conditions.

Shepherding communities on Bjelašnica mountain have practiced ver-

tical transhumance at different altitudes and built seasonal or temporary 

settlements with sheds standing on the edges of the grazing areas and 

smaller parcels that were used for farming. In these sheds, shepherds 

lived, processed milk, and stored milk dairies during summer. Most of 

the sheds enabled only the necessities of survival. The locals call them sta-
novi, katuni, or mahale (Chabbouh Akšamija 2009: 159–80). Until 2010, there 

were nine shepherd settlements or “permanently”3 inhabited villages on 

Bjelašnica mountain and ten seasonal settlements where shepherds lived 

during the summer season, as in the past most shepherds moved their 

herds to lower-lying villages during the winter. The reverse process took 

place on Bjelašnica mountain in spring. Because of the lack of food in win-

ter, the shepherds were forced to seek food for their herds outside their 

usual place of residence. In this sense the shepherds on Bjelašnica moun-

tain could have more animals than their parental territory allowed them 
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(Perović, Čopić, and Milišić 1990: 604; see also Bartosiewicz and Greenfi eld 

1999). The transhumant practices on Bjelašnica mountain enabled contacts 

and exchanges between the shepherds who settled “permanently” on the 

mountain and those who settled “permanently” at the foot of Bjelašnica 

mountain. In search of pasture, both groups of shepherds spent part of the 

year away from their “permanent” residence, which in fact contributed to 

a mixing of people4 and customs.5

It is important to recognize that traditional sheep breeding as we know 

it today has changed over time. In the last fi fty years, transhumant shep-

herding on Bjelašnica mountain has experienced a sharp decline or trans-

formation and adaptation to new forms of animal husbandry for various 

economic, political, and social reasons. Similar processes can be observed 

in other parts of the world (see Bartosiewicz and Greenfi eld 1999: 9). 

Therefore, we see transhumant shepherding on Bjelašnica mountain as 

a survival strategy that is constantly changing and shifting its form over 

time.

The Case of Lukomir

From the abovementioned seasonal settlements on the steep slopes, nu-

cleated mountain villages gradually emerged.6 Dolnji Lukomir (Lower 

Lukomir) and Gornji Lukomir (Upper Lukomir) are examples of transfor-

mations of seasonal settlements on Bjelašnica mountain between which 

the shepherds migrate. Most of the houses in Upper Lukomir, now known 

only as Lukomir, were built of rocks, the longer side being sunk into the 

steep ground. The space dug out of the ground was for the animals, while 

the space above ground was for the shepherds and their families (Chab-

bouh Akšamija 2009: 159–80). Up to ten people could live in such a dwell-

ing. New houses and barns next to them began to appear in the 1970s 

and it was common to use former houses as barns. In 1985, forty-three 

permanent households were still active in (Upper) Lukomir, while Lower 

Lukomir was already abandoned (Općina Konjic 2017).

The villagers of Lukomir have experienced various waves of migra-

tion between the different villages, valleys, and settlements on Bjelašnica 

mountain. During the period of gradual settlement between 1952 and 

1974, a school with compulsory fi rst four years of primary education and 

a mosque were established in Upper Lukomir. As there was less food 

for the animals during winter, the shepherds still had to look for better 

pastures on other parts of the mountain. Therefore, the “permanence” of 

the place of residence we mention is always in some sense temporary. We 
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have to consider the movements between different settlements and the 

associated transhumance shepherding as constantly changing practices 

over time.

Slowly, in the second half of the twentieth century, many of the seasonal 

settlements like Lower Lukomir on Bjelašnica mountain were abandoned. 

Consequently, shepherding communities were “permanently” settled in 

villages and towns, especially in Sarajevo and its surroundings. This was 

mainly due to the industrialization of Yugoslavia and various measures 

taken by the communist party, such as the collectivization of agriculture, 

taxes on animals and land larger than ten hectares, and the ban on no-

madic grazing in the forest (Halpern 1975: 86–90, 163). During the same 

period, the inhabitants of various villages on Bjelašnica mountain, such 

as Lukomir, began to work in the new factories in Sarajevo and received 

social security, which they had not known as shepherds (Ljiljana Beljkašić 

Hadžidedić, pers. comm., 3 June 2014). The villages on Bjelašnica moun-

tain, where their parents had normally stayed, became places where they 

returned during holidays or when help was needed on the mountain.7 

When most of the young people left, Bjelašnica’s population began to age 

and consequently schools were closed, which until then had had a great 

impact on the literacy of the rural population.

The biggest change on Bjelašnica mountain came with the disintegra-

tion of Yugoslavia and the Yugoslav War between 1992 and 1995. Lukomir 

is one of the few villages on Bjelašnica mountain (as well as Čuhovići and 

seasonal settlements like Gradina above Umoljani) that was not burned 

down during the war, although the frontline between the Bosnian Army 

of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the Serbian Army (Army 

of Republika Srpska) traversed the area. Despite the long-term tendency 

of depopulation from Lukomir to the urban settlements around Sarajevo, 

many returned to Lukomir during the Yugoslav War, and stayed until the 

end of the war, as it was known to be safer there than around Sarajevo.

In the postwar period many people in Bosnia and Herzegovina were 

left without work, pensions or other means of earning a living. During this 

period, many people from Bjelašnica mountain, who worked in Sarajevo 

or the surrounding area before the war, decided to return to shepherding 

and transhumant shepherding practices, which served as a main source of 

income for those who were not able to earn a living in the cities. Neverthe-

less, the process of emigration continued in the second half of the 1990s, 

mainly to the growing town of Hadžići, as well as Iliđa, Tarčin, Pazarić, 

and similar towns at the foot of Bjelašnica and Igman. Many of the villag-

ers from Lukomir and other villages from Bjelašnica mountain had built 

their houses in a settlement above Hadžići, where Orthodox residents 

had lived before the war. They also bought pastoral land on which they 
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built barns. Despite the offi cial change of their “permanent” (in this case 

winter) residence in a relatively urban area, they continued the tradition 

of transhumant shepherding. And despite the migration of the population 

and the increase in tourism in recent decades, transhumant shepherding 

has remained one of the most important economic strategies in the vil-

lages of Bjelašnica as well as an important social aspect throughout the 

year.

Due to the aging of the population and the poor transport connections 

in winter, the inhabitants of Lukomir decided not to spend the winter 

of 2010 in the village. Since then, the village has been inhabited only in 

summer, with around twenty-two households still active. The seasonal 

migration of families and their fl ocks of sheep characterizes the life of the 

villagers, which may be divided roughly into two seasons: summer on Lu-

komir (see Figure 13.1) and winter in the lower settlements near Sarajevo.

The summer season consists of bringing sheep to the mountain pas-

tures, drying hay, and doing various jobs that provide the inhabitants 

of Lukomir with their livelihood all year round. In winter they continue 

their grazing, mainly in the area called Bare near Hadžići, where they have 

to deal with problems concerning the grazing land (see Figure 13.2). In 

Bare, for example, investors from Dubai are building a so-called Ourika 

Resort, a luxury settlement with fi fty-eight plots and up to 996 m2 of land 

(Ourika 2017), which will use a lot of shepherds’ grazing land. There are 

also many locals from the area who disapprove of grazing, as the land is 

mostly private and already divided among the population.

Figure 13.2. Ismet while shepherding in Bare, with snowy Bjelašnica in the back-
ground, Hadžići, 2014. © Manca Filak
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Tourism in Lukomir, 
a New and Innovative Survival Strategy

The season for agrotourism here runs from May to autumn. In winter it lasts 
for only two months. I came here mainly to make money, to survive. Later 
everything else came. I came to Umuljani [on Bjelašnica mountain] because 
I could earn more money here than in Sarajevo. If I had a better salary in Sa-
rajevo, I would build myself a weekend cabin here. (Interview with a caterer, 
Umuljani, 25 September 2014)

Most of the villages on Bjelašnica mountain were burned down during the 

Yugoslav War. After the war, many donations came from abroad, which 

enabled various NGOs and small entrepreneurs to begin a gradual recon-

struction of the houses. Most of them got running water, indoor toilets 

and the like for the fi rst time. Stones and wood were replaced by newer 

materials such as bricks, concrete, and sheet metal.8

Lukomir, Gradina, and Čuhoviči were among the few settlements that 

were not burned down during the war. Therefore, Lukomir has preserved 

some of its traditional architecture and appearance, which is the main 

attraction for the increasing number of visitors. In brochures for domestic 

and foreign tourists, Lukomir is presented as a picturesque village above 

the Rakitnica Canyon, one of the most authentic and untouched villages in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (see for example Crevar 2018). In 2009 the village 

was protected as a monument of cultural importance, but there are nev-

ertheless many new buildings and reconstructions, sheet metal roofs, and 

new catering facilities. The whole area is popular among hikers as well as 

skiers in the winter season, who can stay in some of the huts and eat or 

drink in Lukomir’s catering facilities.

The fi rst forms of organized tourism on Bjelašnica mountain appeared 

in the twentieth century with the development of mountaineering and 

the 1984 Winter Olympics in Sarajevo. Before that period, the area saw 

mainly regional tourism. The fi rst regular visitors to Bjelašnica mountain 

and Lukomir were mountaineers from the countries of former Yugosla-

via, who stayed in some of the mountain huts or with the locals in their 

barns. Besides the introduction of electricity, a very important contribu-

tion to the modernisation of the villages was the development of Olympic 

infrastructure.

We can only speak of larger and more organized forms of tourism in 

Lukomir after the end of the war in 1995, when many international and 

nongovernmental organizations came to the city of Sarajevo to help repair 

the war damage. Due to the large number of foreigners living and work-

ing in the city, the need for organized and safe trips to the countryside 

arose. One of the fi rst agencies in Lukomir was Green Visions, established 
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in 2000 in cooperation between people from BiH, Holland, and the US to 

offer their guests safe travel to areas where there were no mines or other 

dangers. Since its foundation Green Visions has been promoting so-called 

responsible tourism and stands for the protection of the natural environ-

ment and cooperation with the local population. The groups they take to 

Lukomir are small, usually comprising less than twenty people. The high-

light of their trip is an overnight stay with locals in their house (Interview 

with one of the founders of Green Visions, 20 August 2014).

There are many different and complex views on the development of 

tourism on Bjelašnica mountain. On one hand, we see some of the gov-

ernment plans and strategies that, with the help of European funds and 

NGOs such as Green Visions, follow the guidelines of sustainable devel-

opment for tourism, especially on the southern side of Bjelašnica moun-

tain. The growing number of tourists in recent years has led to an increase 

in so-called heritage tourism, which is based on the desire of tourists for 

genuine contact with the villagers, a taste of homemade food, and in-

sight into local traditional stories, etc. (Dinero 2002: 69–73; Brandth and 

Haugen 2011: 41). Tourist agencies and locals are following these global 

heritage trends promoting ecotourism, rural tourism, heritage tourism, 

or even slow tourism, as noted by Ledinek Lozej in this volume (Chapter 

10). In rural areas, these trends are often emerging because of the needs of 

urban consumers who want to spend their time outside urban areas (see 

also Kozorog 2012). This is one of the main reasons why ecological and 

agro forms of tourism have emerged in the context of rural development 

in Lukomir and the village of Umuljani in the last decade. These uses of 

rural spaces connect two aspects: on one hand locals from Lukomir are 

returning to their land with new or rethought ideas about how to make a 

living related to sheep farming or gastronomic establishments, and on the 

other hand small (urban) businesses and entrepreneurs are developing 

ecotourism and other agro forms of tourism in mountain areas. In this 

perspective, we can see transhumance as a cultural and touristic heritage, 

as Mannia notes (Chapter 12).

Tourism with connotations such as alternative, responsible, green, sus-

tainable, conscious, etc., is moving away from the normal practices of 

mass tourism (see Weber 1997; Skočir 2011). This is not so on the northern 

side of the mountain and in the valleys around Sarajevo, where standard 

practices of mass tourism focus on the development of ski slopes and ho-

tels by (mostly) Arab states. For example, in the Babin dol ski resort new 

hotel complexes are being built and skiing capacity is being expanded. 

Investors from various Arab states like Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, or Turkey 

are investing in infrastructure and want to bring more people to Bjelašnica 

mountain to cover the large investments that are being made.
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There are several cases where the locals in Lukomir have started to use 

tourism as their survival or economic strategy, especially in the last fi ve 

years. The most interesting case is that of the Lijetna Bašta (Summer Gar-

den) catering facility, which was built by a local couple.

Since they were shepherds themselves in the past, they understand 

the needs of local villagers and often work with them. In the catering 

facility, which they run together with their children, they sell various 

items, including wool products made by the local people. They also buy 

kaymak, cheese, and meat from the villagers. In recent years, Lijetna 

Bašta has become a local meeting place, where villagers socialize daily 

and on special occasions. They cooperate with the Green Visions tourist 

agency, which brings guests to Lukomir two or three times a week. In 

2017 they moved from a simple wooden building in the center to a new 

one at the main entrance of the village, which is visited by most of the 

tourists who come to Lukomir (see Figure 13.2.). Here they offer meals 

to guests, as well as toilets with running water, a real rarity in Lukomir. 

Two rooms of the restaurant have been furnished in bed-and-breakfast 

style, and as the number of tourists continues to grow, they plan to set up 

shared beds in the attic. In 2019, many other tourist facilities similar to 

Lijetna Bašta were built in the village, which is obvious even at the main 

entrance of the village, from where visitors are directed to many of the 

“ethno” houses. Competition for tourists is increasing in the village, as 

many more locals try to eke out a living from tourism during the summer 

months.

Figure 13.3. New location of Lijetna Bašta at the main entrance of Lukomir, 2017. 
© Žiga Gorišek
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Mostly older villagers decide to set up tourist activities, usually with 

help from their children. Tourism allows them to earn extra money and 

presents opportunities for them to stay on the mountain. At the same 

time, they can later help their children who live in Sarajevo or in the 

surrounding area. In recent years, in addition to the catering industry, 

wooden spoons and wool products with traditional patterns have been 

produced in Lukomir and in other villages on Bjelašnica mountain. The 

locals themselves sell wool products in Lukomir, but the informal market 

causes many disputes among the women, which can be unpleasant for 

tourists who are often annoyed by the pushiness of the locals. Otherwise, 

the locals in the village are very hospitable and willing to accept people as 

guests in their homes. In return for coffee, food, and a bed, guests usually 

give some money or buy wool products.

The Effects of Tourism on Life in the Village

By promoting Lukomir as one of the most authentic, traditional, isolated, 

and remote “ethno” villages in Europe, tourism agencies as well as var-

ious bloggers, articles, and similar media content (see for example Via-

tor 2020; Meet Bosnia 2020; Green Visions 2020; Funky Tours 2020) have 

created a myth of the “Bay of Peace” (a literal translation of the name 

Lukomir is luka miru). Due to the growing number of visitors, the pur-

pose of many agricultural buildings and plots of land has changed and 

adapted to the new requirements and desires of tourism. This has often 

been accompanied by the process of creating the heritage and identity of 

the place, which includes local hospitality, cuisine, wool products, music, 

singing, and storytelling, etc. (see also West, Igoe, and Brockington 2006; 

Brandth and Haugen 2011; Grasseni 2013). Interestingly, the abovemen-

tioned model of ecological and agrotourism only became successful when 

part of the local population took the initiative to switch from shepherding 

to catering for tourism. At the same time, due to the high unemployment 

rate and the low level of social welfare and retirement in the country, 

an important change had taken place. The land on Bjelašnica mountain, 

especially in Lukomir, had become valuable for many, enabling villagers 

or their descendants to return to the village and earn additional income 

from tourism. Therefore, for many families and individuals, tourism en-

ables modest survival under otherwise rather harsh conditions, which are 

prevalent throughout the country.

Lukomir and several other villages like Umoljani on Bjelašnica became 

important starting points or destinations for many local and foreign vis-

itors. The development of tourism in this part of BiH has caused many 
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changes that will have a long-term effect on the local population. As one of 

the most visited places in the region, Lukomir faces a great challenge. The 

phenomenon of tourism has created many new opportunities to earn extra 

money and new survival strategies. Infrastructure has been expanded and 

the social conditions of the local people have improved. At the same time, 

however, there are many negative consequences such as environmental 

pollution, increased use of natural resources, rising prices of land and real 

estate, and fi nancial disputes. All of these aspects can impact not only the 

daily life of the village but also the shepherding practices. Namely, their 

preservation, modifi cation, and gradual abandonment.

Reactions to the growing number of tourists are of course diverse and 

complex. The locals usually like to receive guests and are not against tour-

ism per se. A problem for most of them is the confl ict between the main 

summer tourist season and work that needs to be done on the mountain, 

such as haymaking for winter. Today there are fewer shepherds in the 

village, but more of them have a larger fl ock (more than one hundred 

sheep on average).9 Because of the larger number of sheep, as well as 

the larger number of tourists, there is less space in the village. Therefore, 

bigger sheep breeders have their fl ocks on the outskirts or in front of the 

village. Among them are some who do not like tourists and oppose the 

development of tourism with various techniques to deter visitors, such as 

the accumulation of animal entrails and garbage in the places where most 

tourists pass by. While most villagers support tourism, some do not really 

know what would be best for the village. Most of the older inhabitants 

shrug their shoulders when asked such questions and say that it is always 

better for the village to be alive and full of life than empty.

Working with animals is extremely hard work, most of the families in 

Lukomir do not have time to take a holiday, let alone go to the sea. Some-

times they go to the Boračko jezero (lake) or to the Baščaršija market in Sa-

rajevo. They do not experience the kind of tourism that is enjoyed by the 

tourists who visit Lukomir. In this sense, many locals would change their 

way of life for something different at the fi rst opportunity.

Tour ism in Lukomir through the Camera’s Lens

On the way to Lukomir we met a group of shepherds who were bringing 
their sheep down to the village. I had to fi lm the scene because it was so 
picturesque. The villagers were angry with me. They asked me why I was 
fi lming and what I was going to do with the footage. I apologized and ex-
plained that I only wanted to fi lm the sheep on their way to the village. That 
was the truth. I took a long shot so that the shepherds were not recognizable 
in the video. When they saw that I spoke their language, they were reas-
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sured. They asked me where I was sleeping. When I told them at Ismet’s, 
they started laughing and said that he was the most important “glumac” 
(actor) in the village. Since he often stands in front of the camera, the vil-
lagers often make jokes like that. (Notes from the fi eldwork diary, Lukomir, 
12 July 2014)

The use of a camera has helped us to better understand the possibility of 

coexistence between shepherding practices and tourism in Lukomir. The 

topic we initially wanted to explore with the camera was the infl uence of 

tourism on the way of life in the village. But while we continuously par-

ticipated in the daily life routines of our protagonists, we slowly started 

to see the camera as an obstacle. We began to compare ourselves with the 

other tourists who came to the village and carelessly used their cameras 

without asking for permission or thinking about their position with re-

gard to the inhabitants. We felt restrained because we felt like them, taking 

images of and from the people without their permission.

Similarly, we began to realize that the focus on tourism as an obstacle 

or potential threat reinforced the binary relationship of hosts and guests 

(Smith 1977) that is often mapped onto tourists and locals. Consequently, 

after some uncomfortable situations, we decided not to use the camera 

in the initial phase of fi eldwork. We were also too concerned in some 

ways for the process of visual ethnography to affect our friendship, so we 

turned our camera instead to the landscape surrounding us and looked 

at Lukomir from a more photographic angle. Later, we began to follow 

the natural fl ow of events regardless of whether tourists were present or 

not, and instead adapted ourselves to the relationship we had with our 

main protagonists, Ismet and Tidža. The locals also seemed to be afraid 

of foreigners because of many previous experiences (including those on 

fi lm). Because Lukomir is often portrayed in different ways by various 

tourist and commercial organizations, the villagers are aware of the power 

images can have (see Koevorden 2010).

Later on, the protagonists themselves began to insist and point out 

things that should be recorded and documented, such as pie making, 

pulling wool thread, mevlud (the biggest festival of the year), etc. These are 

elements of their everyday lives that are considered to be traditional and 

are perceived as such by them as well as outsiders. Therefore, the creative 

and relational use of the camera helped us to involve our protagonists in 

the process of meaning-making, and thus to bring about the processual 

aspects of social relations instead of just documenting things “out there” 

(Favero 2013: 70). With the help of the camera, we were able to under-

stand more about what is important to the villagers, for example mevlud 

as a form of social display or elements of daily life that they perceive as 

traditional.
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Another good experience was connected with the use of the small 

handheld camera with built-in projector, with which the fi lm material was 

shown on the wall inside their small house. In this way family members 

could see the things we recorded and they were excited to see themselves 

and the landscape in the fi lm; also, through their comments and enthu-

siasm when watching the footage, we could see what was important to 

them (the nature, animals, other villagers, etc.). Each visual representation 

is consumed (not just created) in different social contexts that evoke cer-

tain feelings of similarity, distance, recognition, or empathy (Banks and 

Ruby 2011: 9; Vávrová 2014: 3; see also MacDougall 1992: 25, 32). Thus, 

viewing visual ethnographies is not only about looking at but also about 

positioning yourself in a particular time and space through the sensory 

experiences and perceptions of other people. This enables one to better 

understand, relate to others, and create new meanings about the topic 

(MacDougall 2005: 4, 58; Vávrová 2014: 25).

When protagonists become their own audience, they become phenom-

enologically bound to their own representation in a way that is not pos-

sible for those who are not part of their community (Banks 1998: 124 in 

Grossman 2010: 186). When we showed the video material, or in this case 

the fi nal fi lm to our protagonists, they did not appreciate the aesthetics or 

the narrativity of the fi lm so much, but reacted to details that were more 

signifi cant to them, for example which period of the year it was according 

to the greenness of the grass in the footage, which sheep are still alive, etc. 

Overall, they appreciated the fi nal fi lm as a form of personal inheritance 

for their descendants, namely their children and grandchildren. The fi nal 

fi lm was a result of our cooperation, as Tidža and Ismet proposed that we 

fi lm the abovementioned tasks or areas which were important to them. 

Therefore, we saw the potential of a fi lmmaking approach to depict and 

explore transhumance and tourism, and to create a common understand-

ing of their everyday lives (see also Barabantseva and Lawrence 2015: 23).

Peter Ian Crawfor d suggests that the strategy or aesthetics of a particu-

lar fi lm fi ts a particular culture by basing his argument on the connection 

between the narrative quality of a fi lm, the culture portrayed, and the 

audience (1992; see also Postma 2006; Henry and Vávrová 2016). In our 

case, the video material follows various spatial and material dimensions 

of seasonal migration in general, and shepherding in particular. It follows 

the intrinsic fl ow of the annual cycle of the shepherds and depicts village 

life. The fi lm material also shows the slow pace of our protagonists’ every-

day lives in space and time. It contrasts stillness and movement, work and 

leisure, mountains and city, summer and winter, waiting and working.

The “how” to fi lm and “how” to show a certain phenomenon (i.e., cin-

ematographic strategy) comprises a combination of one’s own views with 
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the protagonist’s worldview (Piault 2006: 372). The camera has encour-

aged us to examine more closely what Lukomir and shepherding means 

to our protagonists, through which elements they identify themselves, 

how they see the future of Lukomir, how they anticipate ascending the 

mountain the following spring, and how they enjoy the clear air, routines, 

and exchanges with neighbors and tourists, and visiting family members. 

In this way, the process of visual ethnographic research (including the fear 

of the infl uence of the camera) and the re-viewing of the video material 

led us to look beyond our original theme: the impact of tourism. Visual 

ethnography made it easier to shift the focus of our interest to the tactile 

aspects of their lifestyle. These included the gentle and close relation-

ship with the animals, the routines of daily sheep care and the hard work 

that seems to be embodied in their movements. By adapting our cine-

matographic strategy (Piault 2006; Postma 2006)—refocusing on everyday 

life and shepherding—we realized that tourism is in fact only one of the 

changes taking place in Lukomir. Although tourists are often present in 

the area, moving in and out of their lives, as well as from the footage, we 

do not believe that this is the only important aspect of change.

By using a camera in Lukomir, we have understood what it feels like to 

take images of and from the people in the village, the impact of tourism, 

and the interpretation of a specifi c traditional, local culture by tourists. We 

could also feel the intrinsic rhythm and fl ow of the people in Lukomir by 

observing different elements of their daily lives. By letting them show us 

what we should fi lm (wool threading, mevlud festivities, fl owers, sheep, 

etc.), we came to better understand what is important to them and what 

they consider important for their way of living. Furthermore, we were 

inspired to refl ect on whether there are differences in the methodological 

and analytical procedures of obtaining anthropological understanding. 

A camera offers visual particularities of a certain time and space that are 

concrete, visible, and audible. Finally, it also captures what is happening 

in the background, which can provide an excess of information that can be 

useful for research (see also De Bromhead 2014: 234).

Conclusion

There are numerous factors that change the cultural landscape of Bjelašnica 

mountain, which throughout history has been shaped mainly by transhu-

mance shepherding practices. The biggest obstacles to the maintenance 

of these practices are not only tourism and its infrastructure, but also the 

aging population and lack of pastoral land near Hadžići (the suburbs of 

Sarajevo), where most of the villagers from Lukomir migrate to in winter. 
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The pasturelands are shrinking due to the construction of many luxu-

rious settlements built by investors from Turkey, Saudi Arabia, United 

Arab Emirates, and Kuwait, as well as local disputes over land. The state 

subsidy system is active, but not strong enough to help all farmers to 

maintain and expand their shepherding activities. As a result, the village 

community in Lukomir has an important decision to make for their fu-

ture—whether or not to maintain a lifestyle linked to sheep breeding and 

the seasonal transhumance practices of herding.

Like written text and visual material, we see tourism (despite its differ-

ent impacts) and transhumance practices in Lukomir as complementary to 

each other rather than confl icting. The research with the camera and the 

subsequent viewing of the fi lm material helped us to better understand this 

coexistence. Field notes are useful in this sense, but the writing always takes 

place after the experience, while every fi lm recording is made at the mo-

ment of shooting (Devereaux 1995: 72; see also Barabantseva and Lawrence 

2015: 9). With the help of both, the camera and usual fi eldwork methods, 

we have understood the traditional transhumance practices as a persistent 

survival strategy in this area, where—due to many different factors in the 

country, such as the lack of political unity, inconsistent funding, political 

confl icts, poor welfare state—there is often no other or better option.

Even though shepherding and its distribution area has changed 

throughout history, the people of this area have always kept it as part of 

their way of life, which usually involves the help of extended family mem-

bers. Despite changes in the country’s policies, changes in fi nancing, the 

type of subsidies, varying interests, the fi nancial and political crises, there 

are still people who insist on this seasonal way of life. That is why we do 

not see transhumance exclusively as an economic strategy, but also as a 

livelihood strategy, with an emphasis on its cultural, social component, as 

the villagers of Lukomir migrate to the Bjelašnica mountain in the sum-

mer even when they do not have sheep. And when the villagers move to 

the valley in autumn, they mostly move together into the same area.

We also see the seasonal shepherding practices as an important attempt 

to be self-suffi cient. During the past ten years, these practices have been 

complemented by new tourist offers and facilities, which are increasing 

in scope and number. Although there are many different local reactions 

to tourism (rejection as well as acceptance) and although tourism is a 

relatively new aspect of everyday reality in the village (changed infra-

structure, new facilities, etc.), it does not refute or hinder the transhu-

mance practices on Bjelašnica mountain. The question that remains open 

is therefore related more to the future of tourism in Lukomir. If fewer 

tourists come to the mountain due to the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a 

good chance that people will decide to increase their herds and thus the 
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practices of transhumant shepherding. In the opposite case, with a possi-

ble expansion of tourism, these shepherds are in the line of fi re, as they are 

still one of the groups most at risk due to their age, lack of insurance, and 

retirement planning, etc.

We can therefore see that the practices of transhumance shepherding 

change over time (and in space) and should not be understood as rigid. 

These changes are a consequence of various factors such as tourism, val-

uations, emigration of young people, privatization of public spaces, dis-

eases, urbanization, etc., but the practices of transhumance shepherding 

will continue in this area, as history has proven.
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Notes

 1. Žiga’s thesis is an example of this, as he included photographs and fi eldwork 

diary excerpts in the text.

 2. In the broadest sense, we understand transhumance and transhumant shep-

herding to mean seasonal migration of people and their livestock between 

different vertically (at different altitudes) or horizontally separated grazing 

areas. Both movements are adapted to the season in which the shepherds 
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look for suitable pastures. Therefore, transhumance is an important factor 

in the Alpine world and in Southern Europe, where it is mainly associated 

with sheep breeding (Burns 1963: 140). Transhumance on European ground 

is interesting mainly because of its diversity, as there are many different orga-

nizational structures and strategies that have survived throughout history to 

this day (Chang 1993: 699).

 3. We do not use the word “permanent” in a literal sense. For the people of 

Bjelašnica mountain, “permanence” is more related to a sense of belonging 

or identity. “Permanent” settlement is a term also used to refer to the place or 

land where part of the family lives, farms, or gathers hay for the winter.

 4. Bjelašnica mountain was a meeting place for shepherds from the northern, 

Bosnian side of the mountain and shepherds from the southern side, who 

came from Herzegovina. According to our interlocutors, many people came 

to Bjelašnica from the area of Ljuboški, Nevesinje, Podvelež, Konjic, and other 

places in Herzegovina. Interestingly, there are only two surnames in Lukomir, 

Čomor and Masleša.

 5. Some shepherds who were also herding sheep for other people did not prac-

tice shepherding as their main occupation.

 6. The nucleated mountain villages characteristic of Bjelašnica mountain can be 

divided into two types, the southern one, where the houses were mostly built 

of rocks, and the northern one, where the houses were made of wood.

 7. In addition to transhumant shepherding practices, Claudia Chang speaks of 

social transhumance, where people, like shepherds with their animals, move 

from urban settlements to rural settlements every year, usually to places where 

they have previously practiced transhumant shepherding (1993: 690–91). In 

this way, these communities maintain a community identity that is shaped by 

life in different places.

 8. On the southern, Herzegovinian side of the Bjelašnica mountain, the houses 

were mostly covered with wooden shingles or šindle (Sarajlić 1983: 46). In 

the second half of the twentieth century, these wooden shingles were often 

replaced by sheet metal from old barrels.

 9. Parallel to the livestock subsidies, that is, the increase in the size of the fl ock, 

the number of families renting pastures is growing. Most of the younger sheep 

breeders see the subsidies as something positive, especially in combination 

with renting pastures from other villagers and the possibility of grazing on 

Bjelašnica mountain. By comparison, in the 1990s, before the Yugoslav War, 

people had an average of fi fty sheep per family.
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Afterword

Desire for Transhumance

Cyril Isnart

In the social sciences, there is nothing quite like transhumance. It is unique 

in that it comprises so much: mobility, human-animals relations, rurality, 

traditions, mountains, shepherds, cheese making, local economy, authen-

ticity, nostalgia, tourism, international comparisons, confl ict over land, 

longue durée, territoriality, know-how, and, obviously today heritage-

making. Since it allows us to investigate a large number of human prac-

tices and human-nonhuman relations, transhumance represents a classic 

object of study for a broad range of disciplines, such as history, anthropol-

ogy, geography, or biology to name but a few. In many regional contexts, 

a signifi cant number of studies and investigations have been carried out 

over the years, some considered reference works in their respective fi elds.

We must now consider a triple revision of the literature. The fi rst aspect 

to address is related to the Anthropocene and climate change dynamics, 

which notably transform the very material conditions of shepherds and 

their animals. The second aspect, the ontological turn, especially the fi eld 

studying human-animal relations, puts transhumance, and more gener-

ally pastoralism, into full view, and invites us to reconsider the wide-

spread contemporary opinion that transhumance is just a disappearing 

rural practice in a more and more urban world. Thirdly, approximately 

a decade ago, transhumance was entered onto the long list of activities 

classifi ed as cultural heritage in Europe and the Mediterranean region. In 

2019, Greece, Italy, and Austria completed the inscription of transhumance 

onto the UNESCO Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage 

of Humanity under the title of “Transhumance, the Seasonal Droving of 

Livestock along Migratory Routes in the Mediterranean and in the Alps.”

It is true to say that the heritage domain is still in expansion and has in-

corporated no end of social, spiritual, biological, and (other) cultural items. 

It is thus no surprise to see transhumance competing for offi cial interna-
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tional heritage status. Transhumance is a phenomenon that can readily 

encourage, challenge, and generally play a role in tourism development, 

cultural investigations, territory mapping, and symbolic representations 

of identity. In turn, the very heritagization process of transhumance offers 

a vivid and fascinating point of view on heritage processes, mixing social, 

environmental, and biological dimensions that rarely merge so intimately 

in the fi eld of critical heritage studies.

One could say that many types of cultural heritage, such as a religious 

site, a musical performance, or an industrial building, could also open the 

fi eld of heritage to various other domains and stand at the intersection of 

several thematical studies. In that respect, transhumance is not a unique 

case and can be analyzed as an ordinary heritage object. Nevertheless, 

something uniquely fascinating does set transhumance as heritage apart 

from the rest. The fact that transhumance entered the artistic domain very 

early on is a sign of this peculiar re-enchantment of the world we are see-

ing today (Isnart and Testa 2020). Countless writers, musicians, painters, 

and documentary fi lm makers use ethnography of transhumance as a 

means and pretext of expression and turn transhumance into the object to 

be documented, shot, described, and preserved.

To recall one artistic production among many images and writings in-

volving transhumance, the work of Jean Giono (1895–1970) took a promi-

nent place when he described and poeticized peasant life in rural Southern 

France. The novel Le Grand Troupeau (1933) depicts two parallel views of, 

on the one hand, the retreat of injured and exhausted World War I soldiers 

leaving the front line, and, on the other, numerous sheep and cattle left 

in poor health due to the low number of shepherds looking after them 

during an instance of transhumance. Linked to the antiwar convictions 

of the author, who suffered as a soldier in the trenches, the evocation of 

transhumance exemplifi es the pain and distress of men impacted by the 

war. Another novel, Le Serpent d’Étoiles (1931) includes an immersion into 

the daily life of a shepherd’s family, a play enacting the creation of the 

world performed by the family and a somehow mysterious and magical 

contemplation of a spectacular transhumance passage in the bottom of 

a valley. Giono’s writings on transhumance merge an ethnographic per-

spective of the material conditions of peasants in Southern France, with 

antiwar and pre-ecological claims through the poeticization of the pres-

ence of livestock and the imaginary of local people. Today, the legacy of 

Giono’s interpretation of transhumance is a key element in a wide range 

of heritagization processes. Different agents and institutions borrow from 

it to create festivals, develop activities for school children, or carry out 

photographic and ethnographic surveys. Such heritage actors continue 
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the artistic transformation of transhumance into new and original ways 

and contribute to the re-enchantment of this agricultural activity today.

In sum, what we seek to fi nd answers to is not so much why transhu-

mance has survived so-called modernity, but better how the fascination 

for transhumance is vivifi ed, experienced, and transmitted, and what the 

arguments for a continued or even strengthened attachment to transhu-

mance are today. There are many questions to ask in order to better grasp 

why transhumance has been selected as cultural heritage in our socie-

ties: Why do people and institutions choose to defend transhumance in a 

mainly urban Europe? How do they materially and ideologically respond 

to the complicated process of heritage bureaucracy, while promoting a 

declining rural activity? What motivations move them and what kind 

of opportunities can they seize through transhumance? What are their 

arguments, their strategies, and their representations of transhumance? 

These questions change the direction of the analysis from an ideological 

rationale opposing “tradition” and “modernity” and lead us towards a 

more emotional and representational function of transhumance. The new 

orientations could drive us to a more nuanced and profound understand-

ing of its characteristics.

In many of the cases described in this book, we fi nd a type of strong 

desire, a sort of profound attachment to transhumance beneath the move-

ment of heritage-making. There is also a sincere determination to over-

come the multiple diffi culties, dangers and risks of heritage bureaucracy 

and constraints. The theme of desire is not usually linked to heritage-

making in its formal and organizational dimensions. Power, domination, 

confl icts and diplomacy are the major and more common themes in the 

vast literature on cultural heritage. However, a recent trend of literature 

has begun to examine and question emotions, attachment techniques, and 

the role of individuality in heritage activities, especially when looking at 

small-scale local projects (Smith 2006; Fabre 2013; Tornatore 2014). Clearly, 

desire is not the defi nitive concept to use to think about transhumance, 

but it takes its place in the picture and deserves to be addressed.

The following paragraphs underline some of the preliminary thoughts 

perhaps necessary for drawing such a pluralistic picture of transhumance 

as heritage. These considerations are a partial synthesis of the many ideas 

put forward by the authors of this book. They also represent an attempt to 

comprehend transhumance and its appeal in our societies, by addressing 

the following: the way we, as social scientists, perceive this phenomenon; 

the combination of politics and policies that transhumance involves; the 

narration of the past it carries; and lastly, the question of desire. Each of 

these themes leads to questions that could help to better grasp the tangible 

and imaginary presence of transhumance in our world.
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Reconfi guring the Perception of Transhumance

This concerns the way we look at transhumance. The authors of this book 

provide us with new perspectives on transhumance and describe and an-

alyze how people, institutions, NGOs, and communities participate in the 

heritage transformation of transhumance. One can read in these chapters 

about cultural heritage, art, politics, role-playing games, ethics, human-

nonhuman relations, tourism, health of cattle, EU as policy maker, con-

servation practices of nature and culture, and education. Today, transhu-

mance is no more and not only a simple matter of geography, history, or 

economics. We cannot ignore the many social, scientifi c, and cultural do-

mains in which transhumance is embedded and with which transhumance 

exists as a human activity. If transhumance is not only a rural or farm folk 

phenomenon, then it is possible to think about it and examine it out of the 

classical frameworks of environmental studies or peasant studies.

Changing our focus and tools implies, on the one hand, changing the 

way we see actors and institutions of transhumance and the way they 

modify the spectrum of our interest; on the other hand, a complete so-

cial approach to transhumance involves complementing the most classic 

devices that previous scholars used before, and maybe inventing others. 

Once more, this sophistication of the methodology is not only necessary in 

the case of transhumance. Performances of traditional music, for instance, 

are certainly studied by musicologists and ethnomusicologists, who work 

on musical structures with musicological tools to understand melody, har-

mony, rhythm, or instruments. However, anthropologists or geographers 

can also question music making and social infl uence on music with their 

own concepts and apparatus, like power, identities, kinship, policies, or 

even culture.

So, as transhumance indeed enters other fi elds, it could be interest-

ing to add new instruments to the toolbox, but also to compare this par-

ticular case with other emblematic objects of various disciplines. Thus, 

the question is: how could we implement a more composite approach to 

transhumance?

Politics of Transhumance

The second point of investigation that emerged when speaking about 

transhumance deals with frictions and confl icts, politics, so to speak. Many 

of the chapters have demonstrated that transhumance is a human and 

landscape regulator that can be included in sustainable development 

plans and celebrated as a virtuous and ecological practice. Nonetheless, 
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this activity is not easy to carry out. Moving with cattle from one space to 

another comes with diffi culties, strategies, oppositions and confl icts, with 

landowners, state or local authorities, and with other users of the land-

scape like tourists or natural park administrators.

The same or similar areas of confl ict can be found in any project of 

heritage-making. Such diffi culties come from the fact that many stakehold-

ers are involved in the management of the item selected as heritage and 

this often prevents a smooth process. The causes of rifts are numerous: 

some people are owners of the item and others do not want the item to sur-

vive; those who need it to survive complain if some practical restrictions 

are imposed on them; or simply, some people love the item and don’t want 

other people using it. One could list a broad and contrasting range of rela-

tions between people and the item, as well as between people themselves. 

These different modalities of attachment to or dislike of the item provoke 

tensions and confl icts. The stakes could be power, property, legitimacy, 

money, social status, honor, or economy but all encompass competition 

and confl ict as a substantial and signifi cant dimension of social life.

In sum, a second avenue for transhumance studies could be how ten-

sions and confl icts shape its practices and its social world. In fact, tran-

shumance is not a consensual object, and perhaps, the essential confl ictual 

nature of transhumance deserves to be addressed as a central topic of the 

fi eld. Why are contestations and confl icts so crucial to address in transhu-

mance and what is the role of agonistic dimensions in transhumance as a 

social practice?

Nostalgia, Confl icts, and Transhumance

As the readings on cultural heritage underline, heritage-making always 

relates to a certain version of the past. A museum, an archive, or a monu-

ment never carries all the narratives of the past, but the version of the past 

that some people and some institutions in particular want to maintain, in 

society and in the community. Usually, cultural heritage is a national one, 

in the hands of public cultural administrations. With the UNESCO ICH 

convention of 2003, with cultural diversity policies, with regionalization 

processes of Europe, and with the empowerment of minorities, we are 

facing an increasing transformation of heritage actors and modalities of 

involvement in heritage matters. Therefore, the question now becomes 

not only what does the state want to transmit through cultural heritage 

but who is telling the story of the past? What is the rhetoric and what are 

the narratives used? What groups are fi ghting for the past? And, why do 

actors use a certain past and a certain cultural element?
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The plurality of narrations of the past transmit various and often con-

tradictory idealized images of the past that shape the present of the social 

agents. The fact that transhumance’s past is today used for tourism, econ-

omy, heritage, and rural development purposes, and the fact that confl ict 

always features in the transhumance landscape, both evoke the concept 

of structural nostalgia of Michael Herzfeld. In Herzfeld’s book Cultural 
Intimacy (1997), we encounter shepherds on the island of Crete whose 

confl icts are regulated by the invocation of rules coming from a partly 

imaginary past in which the community existed peacefully. In short, the 

pastoral past legally frames the present relationships.

This is merely an intellectual and theoretical intuition, but the presence 

of the past and the permanent dimension of confl ict in transhumance 

could be analyzed through the lens of structural nostalgia. This would 

allow us to appreciate why and in which ways people and communities 

living off transhumance continuously recall the past to experience and 

talk about their activity. And then comes a third general question: to what 

extent could specialists on transhumance apply Herzfeld’s structural nos-

talgia concept in their analysis?

Sharing Desire for Transhumance

The last point is not a small question; it deals with scholars’ engagement 

and involvement, and directly relates to desire. In my own fi eldwork as 

an anthropologist, I do not make numerous formal interviews; I prefer 

to cooperate for certain tasks, chat during informal occasions, share mo-

ments with the people I work, and let them state, defend, and explain in 
situ what their worldviews are. This methodology, defi nitively not a new 

one in the history of ethnography, acknowledges people’s ability to state 

and argue their point of view, as well as their individual or community co-

herence or inconsistencies. In the fi eld of cultural heritage, the aim of my 

methodology is to enter the heritage-making process and to drop myself 

somewhere in the assemblage of people who work and act for heritage. 

This is not always easy, and sometimes actually impossible, but that is 

part of the fi eldwork challenge of entering the heritage system (Isnart 

2020). This methodology makes me sometimes a collaborator, sometimes 

an expert, sometimes an activist. In any case, I am thus able to understand 

and experience the fi ght for the cultural good, at the side of the people. 

Above all, this situates me as a person among the others, a voice among 

the others, engaged in confl ict, alliances, and negotiations. I share at least 

the interest, or at most the will, to see the element celebrated. In fact, peo-

ple often ask me to demonstrate my engagement with their cause.
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In my role as investigator with this methodology, I am neither an exter-

nal expert appointed by UNESCO, nor a national administrator of culture, 

nor a cynical scientist searching for weaknesses or paradoxes. This par-

ticular ethnographic position avoids the blind implication of the “heritage 

believer” or the judgment from the top of the “heritage atheist,” as well as 

the diffi cult neutral position of the “heritage agonistic,” as Christoph Bru-

mann defi ned the three potential approaches in heritage studies (Brumann 

2014). Alternatively, I try to build anthropological knowledge of a heritage 

experience according to the people around me, in order to understand 

what caring for the heritage means from their point of view. Today, and 

until a further refl exive reorientation of this ethnographic methodology 

emerges, I will argue that engagement in heritage activity—or collabora-

tive ethnographic presence—remains the most adequate way to critically 

think about heritage-making. Such an engagement implies sharing the 

desire that animates the people we study, and here for this book, the desire 

for transhumance.

In sum, if there is nothing quite like transhumance, then heritage ac-

tors, shepherds, artists and scientists should consider, refl exively, why and 

how their paths will cross on the fi elds of transhumance.
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