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Pastoralist communities, even when placed in vulnerable circumstances and faced with diﬃcult
climatic conditions, conserve rangeland biodiversity, protect the ecosystem and, thanks to their
knowledge and ability to adapt, maintain a sustainable balance with the surrounding
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environment [1]. Women are the main custodians of this knowledge and are a cornerstone of
pastoralism, a livelihood centred around livestock mobility.
While men and boys are away tending the herd, pastoralist women are responsible for collecting fodder to
supplement the feed of those livestock kept close to the homestead. They look after pregnant stock, and then their
calves, kids and lambs, and take care of sick animals that cannot keep up with the main herd [2]. They milk
lactating animals and make sour milk and butter, which are important parts of the diet of many pastoralist families.
They also sell these products at markets.

Ethiopia. Pastoral Community Development
Project (PCDP III), September 2017
©IFAD/FAO/WFP/M.Tewelde
It is important to note that there is huge diversity among ethnic groups and their production systems, as to who
owns the animals, who takes care of them, who sells the products and who controls the income.
Pastoralist women face enormous challenges, which are mainly linked to the complex gender relationships between
pastoralist women and men [3]. Inequality aﬀects their roles and responsibilities, and plays a major part in
traditional customs, property rights, decision-making, and the use and control of income, assets, resources and
services [4]. Such inequalities restrict women’s development potential and limit the opportunities and economic
growth of the entire family.

In 2010, more than 100 pastoralist women from 31 countries gathered in the small
village of Mera
Women pastoralists want to take full advantage of development opportunities and capture the beneﬁts of economic
empowerment, becoming real agents of transformation for their society. In 2010, more than 100 pastoralist women
from 31 countries gathered in the state of Jharkhand in India, in the small village of Mera, and demanded more
opportunities, including better access to productive resources, markets, technologies, knowledge and services,
while still retaining their culture and traditional lifestyle. This was documented in the Mera Declaration [4, 5].

‘This is our right and it is by remaining pastoralists that we can be of greatest
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service to the entire human community’ (from the Mera Declaration, sponsored by
IFAD)

Women and animal health interventions
Eﬀective management of animal health, especially the control of animal and zoonotic diseases, is the main
challenge facing pastoral communities. Access to reliable veterinary care, inputs and services is made diﬃcult by
the mobility of pastoral livestock herds, which are often located in remote areas, while pathogens and the insect
vectors that carry them can be spread with the movement of people and animals [6].
Women play a hugely important role in disease control and are very knowledgeable about disease symptoms. They
are often the ﬁrst to identify livestock diseases and treat sick animals. For example, when calves are suckling, they
are in close contact with both cow and calf, and can observe any sudden drop in milk production, which could
indicate illness.

Young women pastoralists in Mera, India
©IFAD/S.Chakrabarti
Governments and development organisations have come to appreciate the importance of including women in
animal health interventions. Evidence in the ﬁeld shows that, when pastoralist women receive adequate training
and technical support, they play a key role as community animal health workers and paraveterinarians [7]. They are
crucial in reaching out to other women in their community, passing on valuable knowledge and skills and acting as
powerful development drivers. Therefore, it is essential to recognise the role that women play in livestock
production in pastoral areas. National policies, development projects and livestock service-delivery planning should
take women’s roles, needs and knowledge into full consideration, leading to gender empowerment, social inclusion
and gender equality.
The IFAD-funded Rural Microﬁnance and Livestock Support Programme in Afghanistan trained female
facilitators as community-based animal health workers. They now provide animal health services to
their community, teach livestock keepers how to vaccinate their animals and share information and
technologies with other women.
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