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Highlight 

Grazing of native range lands by domestic livestock began in the Middle 
East, probably about 11,000 years ago. Too early and too heavy grazing doubt- 
less occurred locally since earliest times but for many millennia the pressure of 
man and his animals had only limited impact on the environment. Within 
the last century unmanaged grazing increased greatly. Depletion is now serious 
over much of the area. Lack of management is not due to lack of a technical, 
legal, or administrative basis for action but rather to lack of appreciation of 
the seriousness of the problem and lack of desire to act. The primary aim of 
technical assistance should not be to provide more technical knowledge. Local 
understanding of the range problem and determination to find workable solu- 
tions are the urgent needs. 

The Beginnings 
The history of grazing of native 

forage producing lands by domestic 
livestock began in the Middle East. 
It was in the foothills or “hilly 
flanks” of this region that the 
domestication of grazing animals 
began probably about 11,000 years 
ago (Butzer, 1964; Ucko and Dim- 
bleby, 1969). There is good archeo- 
logical evidence that the goat 
existed as a domestic animal at 
many settlements in what is now 
Iran, Iraq, Jordan, and Israel be- 
fore the seventh millennium B.C. 
(Reed, 1959). Evidence indicates 
that sheep were first domesticated 
about 1,000 years later. Cattle were 
probably domesticated about 6200 
B.C. in Greece and the horse and 
ass somewhat later. It is certain 
that all of these species were in 
widespread use from the Nile to the 
Indus more than 5,000 years ago. 

The domestication of herbivores 
was one part of the Neolithic Rev- 
olution which still ranks as one 
of the most significant events of 
history (Langer, 1952). Other es- 
sential aspects of this “Food Pro- 
ducing” revolution were the be- 
ginnings of crop agriculture through 
the domestication of wheat, barley 
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and other food plants and the 
making of pottery. These three de- 
velopments made possible the pro- 
duction and storage of an assured 
food supply and freed man from 
the daily hunt and food gathering. 
They made a settled existence pos- 
sible and led to the establishment 
of villages. 

No doubt prehistoric man began 
to graze too many goats and to 
practice too early grazing in the 
immediate vicinity of his camps as 
soon as he built up his first flock. 
But for thousands of years this 
mattered little. He and his animals 
were too few in number to have 
much impact on the vast reaches 
of virgin rangelands (Butzer, 1964). 

In this semi-arid region it was 
natural that early man would ob- 
serve the advantages of leading 
water from small springs to his 
croplands or of taking advantage 
of natural flooding of wadi bottoms 
to grow better crops. His knowl- 
edge of irrigation and water con- 
trol accumulated until he was 
finally able to move down to the 
fertile alluvial flood plains and to 
irrigate them with the ample waters 
of the great rivers. This set the 
stage for the Urban Revolution and 
the development of the cities and 
city-states in the many broad val- 
leys where large scale irrigated 
agriculture and stock raising could 
be practised. The great ancient 
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civilizations of the Indus valley, 
Mesopotamia, Syria, Palestine and 
Egypt were founded as early as 
4000 B.C. 

As a result of the growth in pop- 
ulation and its concentration in 
the cities, man began to have more 
impact on his environment. Tim- 
ber was cut for the construction of 
buildings, ships and other works 
and fuel was gathered for cooking, 
heating and the firing of bricks 
and pottery. Flocks must have been 
large enough to seriously deplete 
the range for scores of miles around 
the major cities. 

The history of the ancient civili- 
zations of the Middle East is a re- 
curring pattern of great accomplish- 
ment and flourishing economies 
interrupted by decline and decay. 
This pattern has been repeated 
again and again, both in time and 
in space. 

Some civilizations undoubtedly 
fell because of early man’s failure 
to adjust to his environment. In 
other cases historians are convinced 
that the fall of the cities was the 
result of internal strife, loss of au- 
thority of the ruler, economic crises 
and finally invasion by neighbor- 
ing peoples. Epidemic disease and 
famines also took their toll. All of 
these forces served to hold popula- 
tions in check enough to prevent 
the extreme damage to the range 
that otherwise would have oc- 
curred. Nevertheless populations 
built up slowly and pressure on the 
resources continued. 

Over the centuries this pressure 
had its effect. Today’s traveller 
finds it almost impossible to be- 
lieve that most of the now barren 
slopes and mountains with annual 
precipitation in excess of 12 inches 
were once forested. Yet ecological 
studies have permitted the accurate 
tracing of the former extensive 
forests of oak, juniper, pistachio 
and almond where only a few 
stunted remnants are now found 
(Bobek, 1968). 

The influence of uncontrolled 
grazing is also evident. The ground 
cover of the depleted forests is now 
mainly composed of thorny, un- 
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FIG. 1. Main trends of precipitation (hypothetical) in Middle East since about 12000 

B.C. Source: Butzer, 1961. 

palatable tragacanth species. The 
steppic and sub-steppic vegetation 
has changed from a mixture of 
palatable grasses, legumes and other 
good forage plants to low value 
annuals, thistles and worthless 
weeds. 

As to the timing of these changes, 
detailed studies have led Bobek 
(1968) to conclude that “One is 
probably right in assuming that 
vegetal conditions in Iran were at 
their optimum during the third 
and second millennia B.C. There 
is some evidence for believing that 
they were much better in the first 
millennium B.C. and probably for 
a good span of time afterwards 
compared with conditions today. 
No doubt the many centuries of. . . . 
mismanagement have greatly con- 
tributed to progressive deteriora- 
tion, which would seem to have ac- 
celerated in modern times.” It is 
reported that “as recently as the 
sixteenth century most of the 
mountain slopes and uplands were 
covered with stands of trees, brush 
and grass.” (Cento, 1964). 

Thus the influence of man and 
his grazing animals began to affect 
the well-being of range-watershed 
lands from the very earliest times. 
Sparse populations and scattered 
settlement at first limited man’s 
impact on his environment. Over 
the centuries the slow build-up of 
populations, the development of 
city-states and the increased ex- 
ploitation of the forest and range- 
lands has had a marked effect on 
the vegetation and soil. 

The possibility that climatic 
changes might have been respon- 
sible for the ebb and flow of civili- 
zations and the deterioration of the 

vegetation must be considered. 
There is convincing archeological, 
geologic and geomorphic evidence 
that from the close of the sixth to 
the close of the third millennia B.C. 
the region enjoyed a period of rel- 
atively ample rainfall (Fig. 1). 
This was followed shortly before 
2000 B.C. by a period of desicca- 
tion. The evidence indicates that 
for the past 4,000 years the climate 
of the area has fluctuated around 
a mean closely resembling that of 
the present and that the fluctua- 
tions are no more than the alter- 
nations of moist and dry years that 
have occurred since time imme- 
morial (Butzer, 196 1). According 
to Bobek (1968) “For many cen- 
turies climatic conditions in the 
region have not deteriorated.” 

Recent Developments 
A trend which greatly affected 

the use of natural resources of the 
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Middle East started toward the end 
of the last century. At about that 
time some central governments in- 
creased their strength and influ- 
ence enough so that more political 
stability and economic and social 
progress could be achieved. In- 
vasions and warfare began to sub- 
side. In some countries relative 
stability was soon reached; in 
others this development has been 
recent. Stability is still far from 
being accomplished throughout the 
region but at least the devastating 
invasions as well as the constant 
tribal raids have been held in 
check. And the form of strife has 
changed so that no longer are whole 
populations wiped out and their 
livestock destroyed. 

Another recent development was 
the reduction of the ravages of epi- 
demic diseases and famine through 
national and international public 
health programs. 

The result of these developments 
has been a spectacular population 
build-up. In Egypt, for example, 
the population remained at about 
3 million persons for more than 18 
centuries after the time of Christ. 
After 1800 it began to increase, 
doubling by 1870. It doubled again 
by 1910 and again by 1950. It will 
reach 40 million by 1975 (Fig. 2). 
Similar population explosions have 
occurred throughout the region. 
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FIG. 2. Human population, Egypt, A.D. 14- 1985, in millions. Source: A.D. 14 
1962, Clark, Colin. Population growth and land use. Macmillan, London, 1967; 
1963- 1985 United Nations Statistical Office. New York. 

!I967 

i 
l 1070 

/ 



GRAZING IN THE MIDDLE EAST 15 

This has brought about a COT- 
responding increase in use of the 
range resource. The numbers of 
man’s animals increased as the 
population increased. While rec- 
ords of livestock populations are 
scanty and often inaccurate those 
that are available indicate that 
numbers of sheep, goats and other 
range livestock have about doubled 
during the last thirty years. Figures 
01 this order of magnitude have 
been quoted from Iran, Pakistan, 
Sudan and Turkey (Pearse, 1968; 
Lodge, 196.5; Shepherd, 1968; Min. 
of Agri., Turkey, 1968). 

Other factors have further ag- 
gravated the pressure on the range 
resource during the past few dec- 
ades. These include increased fuel 
gathering, plowing of rangelands 
for cereal production, development 
of livestock watering places in pre- 
viously unusable areas and estab- 
lishment of veterinary and supple- 
mental feeding programs which 
only serve to keep more animals 
alive to overgraze the range. It was 
estimated in 1964 that the number 
of range animals in Iran was 12 
times the grazing capacity of the 
usable ranges (Cent” 1964). A de- 
tailed study of the graring lands of 
16 Central Anatolian villages found 
that to avoid further damage to 
the range and soil 92% of the ani- 
mals should be excluded (Erkun, 
1964). 

To summarize, it can only be 

concluded that Middle Eastern 
ranges are threatened as never be- 
fore. In recent times deterioration 
has been rapid. It is now possible 
for a range technician to see the 
changes in a single three oi- tour 
year tour of duty. 

The present situation is shock- 
ing. Over vast arcas there i5 liter- 
ally nothing left to graze (Fig. 3). 
Erosion scars are everywhere. Micro. 
climates have deteriorated. Soils 
have lost their tilth, their structure, 
their very life. Scarce rainfall is 
lost through overland flow. 

The first range specialists in the 
region were appalled by the heavy 
use and lack of management. Since 
they thought that such grazing pres- 
surer had been operating for thon- 

sands of years they concluded that 
Middle East ranges must have ex- 
traordinary resistance. This con- 
clusion was in error. Middle East 
ranges have been misused for per- 
haps several centuries but only in 
the past few decades has this be- 
come so serious and widespread. 

The Future 
With present overstocking range 

deterioration will continue and even 
accelerate. Regardless of any cor- 
rective action that may be taken 
the trend will continue downward 
on many ranges for some time to 
come. 

There is little indication that 
improved range management will 
be applied on a significant scale in 
the near future. This is so in spite 
of the fact that technical assistance 
programs since the early 1950’s have 
made good progress in developing 
the technical, legal and administra- 
tive ba5is for action. 

The technical knowledge for 
rehabilitating most Middle East 
ranges and placing them under ra- 
tional management already exists. 
In each country technical assistance 
studies have shown how the prin- 
ciples of range management de- 
veloped elsewhere could be adopted 
and applied to local conditions 
(Ibrahim, 1967). In some countries 
corrective measures have been ap- 
plied on a small scale or for a few 
years on jointly operated experi- 
mental or demonstrational ranges. 
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The recovery of the vegetation un- 
der proper management has proved 
remarkable in many places (Fig. 4). 
Although continuing research is 
still needed, technical knowledge 
is now adequate to begin extensive 
range improvement and manage- 
ment progams. 

The necessary legal basis for ac- 
tion also exists in most of the 
countries and could be established 
in others. It is true that some of 
the range laws are very general and 
means to implement them are lack- 
ing. But the legal foundation has 
been laid and this can give an ef- 
fective basis for action. 

Range departments, services or 
other administrative bodies have 
been established. These bodies are 
charged with the tasks of conducting 
research, carrying out surveys and 
preparing management plans. They 
are empowered to make and en- 
force regulations for the control of 
grazing. In most cases these units 
need strengthening and additional 
budget and staff but the organiza- 
tion has been established. 

Lack of trained local technicians 
to staff the range departments and 
to carry out the management pro- 
grams has been cited as a reason 
for lack of progress. While this may 
be a factor, it does not appear to 
be necessarily limiting. Hundreds 
of selected young men have re- 
ceived training in range manage- 
ment and related fields. Many have 
earned B.Sc. or higher degrees. 
Many are capable and have re- 
turned from their training with a 
strong desire to act. But too often 
they soon begin to feel that their 
chosen field lacks support and they 
either give up or move to more re- 
warding fields. 

Lack of progress does not appear 
to be due to lack of an effective 
basis for action but rather to failure 
to recognize the seriousness of the 
range problem and lack of desire 
to attack it. There seems to be no 
other explanation for the failure to 
put into effect the recommendation 
of the hundreds of technical as- 
sistance reports that have been sub- 
mitted to the governments (Ibrahim, 
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1967). It is significant that the 
recommendations made almost 20 
years ago are still valid and most 
still need to be applied. 

The situation has important im- 
plications for technical assistance 
programs aimed at improving the 
use and management of rangelands 
in the Middle East. The primary 
objective of future programs should 
be to foster an understanding of 
the range problem and a desire to 
overcome it. Efforts should be 
focused on making the people 
aware of the widespread and ex- 
treme depletion of the range-water- 
shed lands, of the serious effects on 
the national well-being, and of the 
need for and possibilities of correc- 
tive action. All of the people, from 
the man on the street, to the live- 
stock owner, to the highest govern- 
ment official need to be convinced. 

How best to do this deserves much 
thought. Perhaps a few well con- 
ceived demonstration ranges where 
grazing could be controlled and 
good management applied over a 
long enough period to show the 
responses would be effective. Opera- 
tion would have to be continued 
for at least ten years regardless of 
changes in personnel or policies. 
Full control of the land and the 
animals must be in the hands of the 
technicians. The objective should 
be clearly understood to be demon- 
stration of good range management, 
not research or testing. 

Perhaps there are other new ways 
through which technical assistance 
could help in an attack on range 
problems. One might be to assist in 
applying good management on a 
few carefully selected grazing al- 
lotments provided that the govern- 
ment agreed that this was desirable. 
All possibilities should be carefully 
explored. Continued use of the 
traditional approaches will not be 
effective except to the extent that 
they help to develop interest and 
stimulate a desire for action. 

Whatever is done the difficulties 
ahead cannot be overestimated. 
Long established tradition, vested 
interests, and delicate political bal- 
ances all combine to delay chance. 

When the United States first at- 
tacked a somewhat similiar prob- 
lem about the turn of the century 
severe strains and bitter fights re- 
sulted. Final success was won 
through persistence, determination, 
dedication, a strong central govern- 
ment, and through the efforts of 
men like Teddy Roosevelt, Gifford 
Pinchot, Jim Jardine, W. C. Chap- 
line, and many others who rec- 
ognized the problem and put the 
long term needs of society above 
personal ambitions and expediency. 
The same prerequisites will be 
needed in the Middle East. 
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