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This masterful ecological ethnography by 
Kenneth Bauer is the most recent addition 
to Columbia University Press’ prominent 
Historical Ecology Series, which explores 
the complex links between people and the 
landscapes in which they live and work.  
While the previous fi ve books in the series 
have a predominantly American focus, Bau-
er’s narrative takes the reader to the Hima-
layas, and specifi cally to Dolpo, a culturally 
Tibetan enclave in a remote part of western 
Nepal.

The community of the Dolpo-pa, the eth-
nonym of choice for the people of Dolpo, 
is held together by a shared Tibetan lan-
guage, Buddhist religion, and their vibrant 
trading history.  With a population of less 
than 5000, Dolpo is one of Nepal’s high-
est altitude and most sparsely populated 
regions, yet its agro-pastoralist inhabitants 
have continued to survive in this inhospi-
table landscape through a creative combi-
nation of farming, animal husbandry, and 
trade with Tibet, which lies to the north.

Bauer’s qualifi cations for posing and answering diffi cult questions about Dolpo’s 
future are beyond debate: he has lived, travelled, and worked in Nepal for extended 
periods over the last decade, with much of this time spent in Dolpo itself.  Comfort 
in the local language and strong relationships of trust with local people, painstak-
ingly built up over time, combine to make Bauer as much an anthropologist as a 
rangeland ecologist, thus broadening and deepening this excellent monograph.  At 
one point, the author even refers to his work as a “social portrait” (page 8).

In nine well-bounded and thoughtfully entitled chapters, the author describes how 

High Frontiers: Dolpo and the Changing World High Frontiers: Dolpo and the Changing World 
of Himalayan Pastoralistsof Himalayan Pastoralists

By Kenneth M. BauerBy Kenneth M. Bauer
Historical Ecology Series, Columbia University Press, Historical Ecology Series, Columbia University Press, 
New York (USA),2004. xiii + 270pp. New York (USA),2004. xiii + 270pp. 

Short review by Mark TurinShort review by Mark Turin
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the trans-Himalayan pastoralists living 
in post-1959 Dolpo (after the Chinese 
occupation of Tibet) have adapted their 
livelihoods to sweeping changes in their 
economic, political, and cultural cir-
cumstances.  Bauer’s work is a study of 
change, in particular that of production 
systems which have undergone great 
transformations.  The fi rst two chapters 
are particularly ethnographic, dealing 
in detail with Dolpo’s interwoven sys-
tems of agriculture, animal husbandry, 
and trade, from both historical and 
comparative perspectives.  This focus 
on resource management in a risky 
environment niche illustrates the skill 
of the Dolpo-pa at teasing out a viable 
strategy for survival.

Chapters 3 to 5 address the history 
of political change in Nepal and China 
post-1950.  The author pieces together 
a narrative of socio-economic events 
affecting the inhabitants of Dolpo which 
he in turn uses as a lens through which 
to understand the transformations of 
trans-Himalayan pastoral communities 
over the last half century.  In particular, 
Bauer concentrates on how minority 
groups in border areas, peripheral to 
both the administrations of China and 
Nepal, are affected by the formation of 
modern nation states, boundary mak-
ing, and economic centralisation.

Chapter 6 takes us back to Dolpo itself, 
away from meta-narratives of geo-
political realignments, and chronicles 
specifi c ways in which Dolpo villag-
ers adapted their trading and pastoral 
patterns after the 1959 closure of the 
Tibetan borders.  In this nuanced sec-
tion, Bauer documents the rangeland 
crisis precipitated by an infl ux of Ti-
betan refugees and their animals in 
the 1960s, fl eeing from the north, with 
the consequence that the productive 
base of Dolpo’s economic system was 
“drastically diminished by overgrazing” 
(page 14).

Chapters 7 and 8 set this monograph 
apart from other descriptive narratives 
of pastoralism in the Himalayas.  Hav-
ing presented the context of geopoliti-
cal transformation, Bauer now traces 
the evolution of theories of conserva-
tion in Nepal culminating in the crea-
tion of the Shey Phoksundo National 
Park in Dolpa district in the 1980s.  
Dolpo’s encounter with tourism, in-
ternational development, government 
intervention in the form of livestock 
breeding and veterinary clinics are all 
critically discussed, and Bauer explicitly 
challenges the applicability of Western 
range management techniques such 
as “carrying capacity” to the intricate, 
complex, dynamic and non-equilibrium-
based ecosystem of Dolpo.  Chapter 8 
is particularly good reading, in that it 
charts the making of the feature fi lm 
Himalaya (also peddled by the name of 
Caravan) in Dolpo, propelling this re-
mote region of Nepal from the political 
margins to the cultural centre stage.  
Bauer is rightly critical of many of the 
fi lm’s misrepresentations, and suggests 
that the images of Dolpo and Tibet 
which the fi lm projects are both “inac-
curate and disingenuous”.

The fi nal chapter is upbeat and posi-
tive.  Acknowledging that forces be-
yond their control “threatened cata-
strophic change and the demise of 
traditional ways of life” for the Dolpo-
pa (page 188), the author nevertheless 
concludes that the communities whose 
lives and livelihoods he has studied 
are not simply “passive benefi ciaries 
or victims of world stagecraft”.  Rather, 
they are malleable and dynamic agents 
of change, adapting to new socio-eco-
nomic and geo-political events as they 
are confronted with them.  There is 
no better embodiment of this than the 
artist Tenzin Norbu, whose magnifi cent 
painting adorns the front cover of the 
book.  Bauer classes Norbu as a social 
entrepreneur: “an artist who is lever-
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aging his creative talent and fi nancial 
panache to succeed in a world at once 
modern and traditional” (page 203).  
The dividends of his success are also 
shared by the community, as Norbu is 
now a major player in Dolpo’s cultural 
and economic renaissance, components 
of which include an Artists’ Coopera-
tive, the export of locally-produced 
leather bags and a growth in grassroots 
development through partnership with 
national and international organisa-
tions.

Bauer’s story is the tale of the people 
of Dolpo and their potential for adapt-
ability. It is not a Calvinist account 

of survival, suffering and endurance 
against all odds: such an account 
would make their lot sound too hope-
less.  Rather, the author has written a 
narrative of a people so intimately in 
touch with their environment, ecology, 
history, and culture that their ongoing 
success in a fast-changing world is a 
vindication of this community’s endur-
ance.

Mark Turin (mt272@cornell.edu) is a linguistic 
anthropologist based jointly at Cornell University in 
Ithaca, New York, and the University of Cambridge, United 
Kingdom, where he directs the Digital Himalaya Project 
http://www.digitalhimalaya.com.  He has been writing on 
language and culture across the Himalayas since 1991.

GEF Office of Monitoring and Evaluation Study of GEF Office of Monitoring and Evaluation Study of 
Local Benefits in GEF Program AreasLocal Benefits in GEF Program Areas

Policy Matters has received the following note from Dr. David Todd, the Manager of the 
worldwide study undertaken by GEF’s Evaluation Offi ce on experiences in GEF assisted 
projects with linkages between the pursuit of global environmental benefi ts and the impacts, 
costs, incentives, and benefi ts at the level of local communities.  Policy Matters will review in 
further issues the fi ndings, recommendations and highlights from this important study. 

The GEF Offi ce of Monitoring and Evaluation has completed a two-year study of local benefi ts 
in GEF Program areas. The study explored the inter-relationship between global environmen-
tal gains and local benefi ts in GEF activities in biodiversity, climate change and international 
waters. It undertook extensive fi eld studies of 18 projects, detailed non-fi eld reviews of 27 
projects, desk studies of 132 projects and additional reviews of 123 terminal evaluations con-
ducted by the GEF’s Implementing Agencies; UNDP, UNEP and the World Bank. 

The GEF Council of November 2005 accepted the report and its recommendations. 

The study analyzes good practice elements and challenges encountered in such areas as:
• Creating a favorable policy environment for local benefi ts necessary for sustainable envi-

ronmental gains
• Engaging with local knowledge and institutions
• Approaches to capacity building
• Stakeholder involvement; awareness-raising, consultation and participation
• Role of social and stakeholder analysis in project design and implementation
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