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Central Asia’s cemeteries: important learning sites for sustainable land
management options

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are dominated by hilly to mountainous, semi-arid regions that receive most
of their annual rainfall between autumn and spring, while summers tend to be hot and dry. Large parts
of both countries are covered by highly erosion prone loess soils.

Originally, large parts of both countries were covered by extensive forests of varying composition and
density. However, most of the original forests have been destroyed and are now used - together with
natural grasslands - as pastures. As a result of soil compaction, erosion and overgrazing, most
pastures in both countries are severely degraded and of low productivity.

In response to the widespread deterioration of pasture conditions in both countries, activities to
promote ‘sustainable, productive pasture management’ have been implemented for many years with
the support of numerous international donor- and implementing agencies. However, despite intensive
support in this area for more than two decades, positive changes on the ground have been limited.

A closer look at fenced cemeteries in the summer-dry regions of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan helps to
understand why for large parts of the two countries the idea of promoting a ‘sustainable and productive
pasture management® is basically illusory.

Above photos show images of fenced cemetaries in semi-arid rainfed areas near Besckkent, Isfana,
Jalal-Abad and Octobersky (all South Kyrgyzstan) and Sovietski (South Tajikistan)

Due to the presence of drought tolerant shrubs and trees, fenced cemetaries in semi-arid areas of
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan appear during the second half of the usually hot and dry summers often as
small ‘green islands’ in the midst of vast areas of degraded, low-productivity pastures. Diversity,
density and origin (self-seeding or planting) of trees and shrubs within the fenced cemetery
boundaries vary over a wide range.



The differences in annual growth and biomass production potential of (a) mixed grass/shrub/tree
vegetation (which is reflected in the cemeteries shown) and (b) purely pasture-based land use
systems in formerly forested semi-arid areas are illustrated in the following graph.

Graphic Nol1*: Impact of the replacement of natural ecosystems composed of shallow-, medium- and deep rooting plant species in semi-
arid areas by land use systems, dominated by shallow rooting species.

In many semi-arid rain-fed areas of Central Asia, deep-rooted shrubs and trees can remain green
and productive in summer until late autumn, not only due to their ability to positively influence
soils’water infiltration and storage capacity, but also because of their capacity to access water- and
nutrient stocks from deeper parts of the soil. In contrast, a lack of water in the upper soil layers
under the same climatic conditions often restricts the annual growth of - usually rather shallow-
rooted - pasture plants to a period of only 3-3.5 months.

The destruction and displacement of diverse forest ecosystems by predominantly shallow-rooted
pasture vegetation has triggered severe changes, such as:

(a) a profound disintegration of the nutrient and water cycle, associated with chronic underutilisation
of existing water and nutrient reserves in deeper parts of the saill,

(b) a strong reduction in the annual biomass production potential,
(c) significantly increased vulnerability to climate extremes.

Beyond the general difficulty of ‘sustainably’ managing highly erosion-prone hilly and mountainous
areas as pastures, the idea of promoting ‘productive pasture management’ in areas that are
generally unsuitable for this purpose is essentially a dead end.

Instead, the vegetation within fenced cemeteries in rainfed areas of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan
provides important clues for the design of improved land management options for Central Asia’s
vast regions of semi-arid lands. In order to increase production potential and climate change
resilience of degraded semi-arid rainfed areas, the restoration of diverse vegetation structures,
including suitable shallow-, medium- and deep-rooted species, is essential.

Time to act!
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