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The Locational Environment of A Sheep-Grazing Village and
the Lives of Villagers in the Taklimakan Desert
A Case Study of Tongsbusti, Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region, China —

Hiroyuki

I Introduction

Recently, the desertification has attracted pulilic
atlention a8 an  important  geo-environméental
proflem. On the desertilication in the Taklimakan
desert, Chinese and Japanese researchers have
studied its actual circumstances [Hidehiro SOMA
1996, Zhenda ZHU and Tao WANG 1996, Kivoshi
TSUCHIYA  and OGURG 1996,
Yoshinari OGUROD and Kiveshi TSUCHIY A 1966,
ele).

Om causes of desertification, Tas WANG (1996)

Y o= hinari

insiated that unreasonabde land-use owing to
economic development was central, Masaloshi
YOSHING and his group (1996) discussed influ-
enced on the eavironment by expanston of farm
lands and incressed demand for frewood caused
by population increase,

Ag a main cause of desertiflication created by
human activities, degradation in covering plants
owing o overgrazing has been pointed oul
(Satoshi MATSUMOTO 1991, eg.). There has been
no study, however, on grazing in the Taklimakan
desert, Intensive studies on the actual circum:
stances aof livesiock larming are needed Lo under-
stand  relationships  between  grazing  and
desertification in the desert,

The object of this paper 5 o descnibe the
locational environment of & sheep-grazing village
in the Taklimakan desert and the circumstances of
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villagers' lives, The author will discuss the aspeci
of grazing in the village in a second paper. The
research was carried out late in October and early
in Movember 1008,

m An outhne of the study area

The Tarim basin, cccupying the soutlern hall of
the Xinjlang Ulghur Aumtonomous Region, s sur
Foiaeled by 1he Pamuirs Lo the west, the Tien Shan
o the north, and the Kunlun Shan to the south,
Most parts of the basin receive little precipitation
and make up the desert called Taklimakan (Fig.1),
Lots of rivers flow out from the Tien Shan and
Kunlun Shan inte the basin, and many oases are
found at the food of both ranges,

Most of the nvers flowing out from the Sure
rounding ranges drain inte the desert, The Keriya
river 1% one of these large nvers, This river origl-
nates in the Kunlun Shan near the northern border
of Tibet, flows into the basin and disappears at the
center of the Taklimakan desert. The length and
vodume of water flow in the river differs from
season Lo season, depending on the depth of snow
atl the origination paint.’

The Keriva river feeds the large Yutian (Keria)
oasis at the foot of the Kunlun Shan. The volume
af water flow in the river al Yulian begins to
increase in June, when spow in the Kunlun Shan

begins to mell, The largest increase in water {low




at Yutian comes in July, and reaches T2 156 sec.
(Fig.2). The volume of water flow begins to de-
crease after August, and becomes smallest {688 m
Aeecd in January. The abundant water flow of the
Keriva river in summer makes it possible to grow
crops such as wheat, cotton, rice, and many kinds
of fruit in the Yutian oasis. Yutian has developed
as a trading center for these crops.

The HKeriva river north of Yutian flows in a
shallow river bed of several hundred meters wide.
Ome side or both sides of the river bank form a
comparatively flat sand plain, On these flat sur
faces spread sparse mixed groves comprised of
Populus Pruinosa and Tomalis among grasslands
of Phragmites Commnis. Bevond the flat sand plain
spreads the wvast rolling sand dune reghon.
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Fig 3 Maonthly Masn Flows in Kenys River ot Yutian
(Y utian Prefecture)
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Tongsbusti. which i= selected a3 a research anea, is
one of the small hamlets belonging to Darvaboyi
provinee, Yutian prefecture. The territory of
Darvaboyi provinee spreads along both sbdes of the
Heliva river, and covers an area of 1099 square
kilometers. Since most of the terriory consists of
desert, the provinee's population s only 1,296 and
its number of households 241 (in Cetober, 1998,
People live scattered on the flal sand plain along
the Keriva River, Mot of them engage in sheep-
grazing; the households engaging in other occupa-
tions number only twelve (len food or grocery
retailers, two sheep-brokers), Large numbers of
houses cluster in several amall hamlets, but some
sheep-grazing (amilies lHve in isolatbon. There ane
five hamlets having over 150 residents  in
Daryaboyl®' Those hamlets are separated by
distances of several tens of kilometers, Tongshustl
ks the second largest hamlet with a population of
218, and is the administrative center of the prov-
ince. The provincial government and its office is
found there, Tongabusti s situated on the right
bank of the lower Keriya river about 230kn away
from the Yutian casis,
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B Locational Envirenment of Tongsbust

The ‘]‘mgs.‘nu_-l.h hamlet s silualed on a pﬂiht
about | km away from the right bank of the
Keriva niver, It occuples the border area between
the flat sand plain along the river, on which
spreads a grassland of Phragmies Commugs with
sparse scrub consisting of Taemarisk and Populus
FPrumose, and the rugged sand dune region spread-
ing eastward from the sand plain, The grassland
with scrub s used lor sheep-grazing. Phragmites
Commnis B used as rool thaleh, and woody plants
such as Tormarisk and Populus Pruimosa are used
for building materials and lirewood,

About thirty houses or buildings dot an area of
600m from east to west and 400m from north to
south in the hamlet, 5ix of them are schoosl build-
ings such as classrooms, dormilories and a dining
room." " As for public buildings, there is a provin.
cial government office and meeting  houwse, a
Mg, 4 slorehouse, a powerhouse, Uwo buildings
of a clinic’ ' and two guest houses, In addition to
these pubdic buildings, there are fourtesn private
howses and a shop, The center portion of the
hamlet in which are located four retail stores, the
provincial government office, the clinic and the
schood, 15 surrounded by fences  made  of
Phragmites Commms or raillings in order (o Keep
out grazing animals. Many scaltered private
houses are surrounded by (ences. bul some have
none. There's no clear road within the hamlet
except for a road in front of the provincial govern-
ment office. Sandy spaces between baildings or
houses are used as passages by villagers,

Although the altitude of Tongsbusti reaches
1.200m, the temperature in summaer often rises as
high as 40°C, and decreases o under -I0C in
winler. Fhragmites Commmiz as a main feed studf
for sheep withers from Lite in November Lo early in
March. Shecp are thus raised during the winter

il

season in an enclosure set up next o the raiser's
house, or in a nearby patch by dried Phragmites
Commnis. Enclosures for sheep are made of fences
of  braided twigs of Tamarishk and Populus
Pruinosa.

Theres o dals an PNﬂH.'IEHIIiDI‘I at Tﬂ-l'l.ﬂﬂhuﬂli.
According to the data from Yulian, the nearest
podnt for which there is data, the average annual
precipilation 4 merely 45.2sa (Table 1 ). Since
Yutian is bocated closer to the Kunlun Shan than
Tongsbusti, the precipitation at Tongsbuosti in the
mibddle af the desert s supposed o be less than
that of Yutian, They have two or three periods of
drizzling rainfall a year al Tongsbusti, in the
summer season. As the precipitalion & very amall,
the poofs and side walls of private houses in
Tongsbusti are constructed with frames made with
logs al Popelns Pruteose. The qpaces belween
fraome  timbers  are  usually  plugged  with
Phragmites Commnis, Others are plugged with
mud mixed with small pieces of Phrogmites
Commnis, Rools are plastered with mud. The roal
form af the private howse s [lat-topped. On the
other hand, most of the public buildings are con-
structed of bricks or adobe, All are one-story
structures,

The romd connecting Tongsbustl and Yulian is
about 230k in distance, Running along the Keria
river, it is just a roughly converted livestock-trail
In addition o being unpaved, the road is very
rugged becawse it passes through numerows sand
dunes and wadis. Passage takes about ten to
twelve hours by small 4 WD cars, and a whole day
by the big trucks coming from Tongsbusti to

Table 1 MWonthly Mean Temperature &5d Preipiaion 82 Yutan
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Yutian. I takes ten days for sheepralsers in
Tongabusti, who drive their livestock to the ba
zaar, 1o get 1o Yutian, Because of poor transporta.
tion infrastructure, contact with other regions by
villagers in Tongsbusti had been restricted until
late 1980, when cars and irucks became popular,

In Darvaboyi province there are now twenty
nime privately owned trocks, along with  four
automobiles owned by the provincial government
{two trucks, one small bus and a small passenger
car). Due 1o the introduction of these vehicles, the
provinee i less isolated, [ is unuswal for resbdents
in Tongsbustl, however, o have contact with
outside societies, and most of them never even
been 1o Yullan, the mearest urban setilement,
Official postal service doesn't work in Daryalsovi
province, Someone who happens to go (o Yutian is
asked o bring mail to the post offlice there, and he
of she brings back mail for the residents from the
prefectural office in Yutian

There's no electrical supply system in Daryaboyi
province. Even though the provincial government
owns an ofl generator (bought in 1989, the gov-
ernment generates electricity only on public holi-
days, festival days and governmental meeting
days. Even in these cases, electric supply reaches
only the government office, the school and the
elinte, all in Tongsbusti. Candles, therefore, are the
only light source common among the varbous
families, but candles are seldom used because of
their expense. Since there 18 no constant supply of
eleciricity, there's no telephone, even in the gov-
ernment office.

¥ Acquisition of Water

In Tongsbusti water necded for dally life, includ-
ing drinking water, has been obtained from several
community wells drilled in sand dunes and sandy
plains. The provincial government was given [wao
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traciors by the Autonomous Region government
and the prefectural government in 1989, and it dug
a canal about two kilometers bong from the Keriya
river to the hambet. After that the villagers were
able to obtain water from both the wells and the
canal,

The water level of the Keriva river begins to rise
in early May under normal conditions, and peaks
in July, The remarkable development of irrigated
farming 3t Yulian casis in the late 1960s, however,
lead 1o a marked increase in the demand for water
from the upper Keriva, So the water level of the
Keriva around Tongsbusti begins to rse after
October, when the amount of irrigation water
drained off at the upstream regions of the Keriyva
shows a sharp decrease, The water of the Keriya,
therefore, flows into the canal in Tongsbusti dur
ing the period from around the 20th of October to
the 3tk of Aprl, under mormal conditions, The
waler in the canal is frogen over from mid- Decem-
ber to mid-February, Most of the villagers acquire
water from the nearest branch of the canal during
the time when the water flows into the canal, but
they have to rely on the water drawn up from
wells during the half vear around summer when
no water flows in the canal,

For a distance of aboul one kilometer from the
inflow point of the Kerfiva fver, the canal, which
drains out into a sand plain, is four to five meters
in width and several tens of centimeters in depth.
[ta banks easily crumble since there is no bank
protection along the canal The provincial govern:
ment, therefore, has to execute repair and dredging
works with tractors in summer when no water
flows into the canal,

The canal is devided into three branches at the
southwestern comer of the hamlet. Each one is
smaller than the main canal. They are several tens
af centimeters in width and twenty o thirty

centimeters in depth, Even in the wet season, il is
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necessary bo distribute water one branch al a time
because of the weak water MNow. There's no particu-
lar mechanism for distributing water ait a branch-
ing point. When the stipulated hour of distribution
comes, & man who is entmusted by the provinecial
government with dividing water changes the
walercourse using samd.

There are four wells in Tongsbusth as of Movem-
ber, 1998, All of them are communily wells, and
wore dug and have been repaired by the coopera-
tive work of villagers. Two of them lie in the samd
dune arca and another two are in the sand plains
Since all wells are just holes dug into sand, they
casily collapse and get filled up with surrounding
samd. Actually, the two wells that existed in the
sand plains had already been buried with sand, and
are not now used. Another two, which were dug in
the sand dune area in 1991 and 1992, have been
maintained through dredging dome every one or
two wecks, Even though water from the wells in
the sand dune area is of comparatively good gual-
ity, it contains considerable salt.

Baoth of the wells in the sand dune area have a
diameter of twoe and three meters and a depth of
1.1 and 1.5 meters respectively, from the surface Lo
the underground water. Water drawers go up and
down by using a ladder made of 8 notehed bog.
Both wells have a depth of underground water of
twenty centimetiers each,

In addition to low rainfall throughout a year, no
water flows into the canal during the summer
season from May to September when most crops
necd much irrigation water. Due to these circum-
stances, there has been no farming activity, not
even small kitchen gardens, in Tongsbusil. The
villagers, therefore, have depended upon supplies
from other regions, especially the Yutian oasis, for
all agriculiural products, mot to mentbon manufac.
fured goods

V' Economic Activities and Mierarchy
Differentiation amang Families

1. Livestick Farming

Excepl for forty households receiving livelihood
assistance from the provincial government by
reason of old age or inflirmity, whole households,
including the twelve retall traders, carry on sheep-
grazing in Darvaboyvi. A detalled study on live
stock farming in Daryaboyi and Tongsbusti will be
presented in the next sswe, S0 the author would
Hke to report on the historical development of
livestock farming in Tongsbusti here,

The exact origin of the Tongsbust hamiey is
unknown, but it s sald in a legend that it dates
back about three hundred years, and villagers have
been engaged in sheep-grazing since that time,
According 1o interviews with residents, each
farmily raised 100500 head of sheep and cattle in
Tongsbusth until 1959 when the People's Corpora-
tion was established. Differences in numbers of
Hvestock refllected differences in the size of grazing
land owned by each family, There were three large
absentee landowners in Tongabusth who lived in
Yutian, and each conteolled land of an area of
about G000 hectares. Most of the families in
Tongsbhusti  were  self-sustaining  sheep-grazers
raising sheep and caltle on their land. There were
two or three families grazing their livestiock on
rented land, and five (amilles were employed by
the landowners and grazed landowner's livestock.

Meat and milk from catile and sheep had beén an
important food source, Cattle was rised mainly on
the land along the Keriva river in which fodder
grass grew comparatively thick, Caltle raising,
however, disappeared im the 19608 because of a
decrease in natural fodder growth stemming from
the decrease in volume of water llow in the Keriva
river., This itselfl was a result of an increase in
volume of use for irmgation water in the upstream
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Sheep, cattle and wool had been bartered for
daily necessities, such as wheat flour and clothes,
that were brought in by peddlers who came to visit
the hamlet three times a year, In the era of the
Kuomintiang. villagers began to have to pay taxes
according to the hesds of livestock they raised.
They began o go (o the bazaar at Yutian to sell
their livestock and acquire some cash once or
twice a year, They designated a group of two or
three persons who drove about fifty head of herd
amimals comprising several families’ livestock. I
was i len day journey onc-way from Tongsbusti to
the bazaar in Y utian,

The system of livestock farming in Darvaboyi
changed to the People’s Corporation Svatem in
19559, All families in the province were organized
into a single People’s Corporation cnoompassing
the whole area of the provines and raising twenty-
six thousand animals cooperatively, such as sheep,
camels and donkeys. The number of livestock
decreassd remarkably to fifteen thousand, wnti
1984 when the People's Corporation was abolished.
[t i5 said that the economic life of members was
miscrable throughout the period of People’s Corpo.
ration. They often had to eat livestock suffering
from illness or already dead, becauwse there re
mained little surplus after offering the gquots
delivery.

When the Peoples Corporation sysiem  was
abolished in 1984, the land and livestock belonging
to the People’s Corporation were distributed
equally among the member's families in proportion
to numbers of laborers. The arcas of land distrib-
uted, however, were nol equal since they were
distributed with consideration of gquality and
distance from the family, About twenby-seven
thousand hectares of land remained with the
provincial government in preparation for future
population inerease, and paris of the land have
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been lent oul

2. Commerce

There were four retail stores in Tongsbusti in
MNovember, 1998, As mentioned above, villagers in
Tongsbusti got their daily necessitics from ped-
dlers visiting the hamlet three times a vear. In the
period of People’s Corporation, foodstuffs, clothing
and miscellancows goods were supplicd by the
prefeciural government according o the fixed
standard through a branch shop of the Cooperative
Society in Yutian, which was epened in the hamlet.
The branch shop carricd its supplies in on camels
and donkeys once every two months from Yuotian,
The shop has continued doing business as an
ordinary retail shop in the hambet, even after the
abolition of the People's Corporation system, and is
selling mainly wheat flour, some kinds of clothing,
and miscellaneows goods

After the introduction of the policy of the e
formed and open economy in 1984, another three
retail stores were founded in the hamlet Every
slore is managed by a local resident

The largest was opened in 1984 and its shop is
an independent onc-story building about six me-
ters wide and four meters in depth, The manager of
this store is a member of the prefectural judiciary
and lives in the hamlet. The whole business of the
store, however, is ordinarily in the hands of his
wife. The store deals in about filty kinds of com-
modities, such as clothing, shoes, batteries, dreied
nocdles  and cookies These commodities  are
trucked in omce a month from Yuotlan by his eldest
=an, mineteen years old.

The second large store sells vegelables, fruits
and tobacco. The store contains a restaurant and
its menu mainly consista of noodle-based cooking,
The manager of the store s a sondnelaw rom
Yutian who became a member of his wife's family,
His wife's family is engaged in a sheep-grazing, but
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since he was in poor health, he opened the retail
store about ten years ago. He lives with his wife's
family and uses a corner of the house as the store
and restaurant. The last store does business on the
land contliguous to the 2 nd largest store, and sells
chiefly clothes,

These four retail stores stand facing 1he square
in the center of the hamilet, As Tongsbusti is the
seat of provincial government, and the location of
the only mosque in Darvaboyi, many people visit
especially on Friday. The four stores operate not
only for the villagers in Tongsbusti, but also for
visitors coming from all over the province, Hence
their trade area extends over one hundred kilome-
ters from north b south in radivs, Most residents,
besides the villagers in Tongsbasti, have to visit
Tongsbusti o purchase daily necessitics. They
travel over several tens of kilometers on foot or by
riding camels and donkeyvs, There are many rea-
sond for them, therefore, to buy necessities from
the peddiers who visit the main hamlets in
Daryaboyi once a month, They unite with four or
five other people and peddle using a ten tlon truck
fully loaded with many kinds of commodities.

1. Hierarchy Bifferentintion nmong Familics

In the period of People's Corporation, whole
families {excepl a branch shop of the Cooperative
Socieiy) engaged in livesiock farming and re-
ceived equal earnings accarding 1o working hours.
In this, it can be said that there was little difference
in the economic life among families.

After the dissolution of People’s Corporation, its
Land and domestic animals were distributed to its
membiers and the national government granied the
right to use land and the right of ownership of
livestock. The relatively equalized soclety of
Tongsbusti has begun to change with this policy,
As a result of the freedom to choose jobs and own
private progerty, comparatively large differences

in income among familics have been created,

There exist six familics engaged in jobs other
than livestock farming (four retail traders, a bro-
ker of medicinal plants produced in the local area,
a farrier) in Tengsbusti in November, 1998, Be-
sides a retail trader, all of them began their basi-
nesses after 1985, Their incomes greatly exceed
those of livestock farmers and this can be seen in
their large houses or in their nbee furniture and
utensils. The income differences also have affected
the shoop-raisers. The differences in abilities and
cnthusiasm for sheep-grazing among sheep.raisers
have created differences in birth rate of sheep and
maturation of sheep that can be sold for high
prices. [t is said that the average number of sheop
per raiser is about three hundred in Tongsbusti,
but there's a large disparity in the real numbers,

Takimg the case of the largest retail store, the
manager raises aboul one hundred head of sheep
and entrusts another Tamily with this, His eight
family members are living in another house taio
hundreds meters from the store, Since he gains
income from three sources wages of seven hundned
and ninety Yuwan as a judiciary, profits from store
operation, and income from selling sheep his house
is the biggest among the families in the hamlet and
comtaing some fine furniture, He also has a truck
worth over one hundred thousand Yuan (about
one million and five hundred thousand Japanese
Yen). On the other hand, there are many students
wivo are barefool and unable to buy even fext-
books for school,

VI Summary

It is the object of this paper to describe the
becational environment of a sheep-grazing village
and the situation of villagers' lives as a firsi report
on livestock farming as it is carried oul in the
Taklimakan desert. The hamlet discussed in this
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paper 18 Tongsbusti, Darvaboyi province, Utian
prefecture, Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region
in Chini

The hamlet of Tongsbusti is situated on & border
area of the sand plain and the sand dune. The
former extends along the Keriva river flowing
from the Kunlun Shan, and is covered with grass-
land of Phragmites Commanis and occasional sparse
groves consisting of Tamarisk and  Populus
Pruinosa, The hamlet has about twenty house-
holds, and the population is 218, Since Tongsbusti
is the administrative center of the province, it
containg the provincial office, primary and secon-
dary schwsols, a clinic and a mosque.

Since Tongsbusti is in the middle of the
Taklimakan desert, it receives very little precipita-
ton and the quantity of water flowing in the
Keriya river is limited, The villagers, therefore,
have no experience of farming and have depended
upon sheep-grazing.

The water for daily needs of villagers has been
drawn from several community wells. After dig-
ging a canal from the Keriya river into the hamlet
in 1989, villagers have been able to get water from
both wells and canal. During half of the vear from
May 1o midOctober, when the water level of the
Keriva river is dropping, there is no water in the
canal. S0 the wells become the only source of
water, Tongsbusti is about 230ks away from
Yutian, the nearest urban settlement, by a path
running through the desert. Hence the lives of
villagers until the mid-1960s had been one of semi
self-sulficient economy, in which they purchased
minimum living necessities from peddlers coming
from Yutian. After the People's Corporation was
arganized in 15950s, a portion of these necessities
wias rationed, but there was no real change in the
character of the semi self-sufficient economy.

Under the policy of reform and open economy
propagated by the national government after 1984,
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and the populanization of transport by trucks from
Yutinn since 1974, four retail stores opened in
Tongsbusti and a commercial economy began to
pencirate the semi self-sufficient economy. As a
resull, economic class differentiation among villag-
ers has been expanding, whereas they were rela-
tively equal during the pericd of People's Corpora-
tiod
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the bength of the Keriva river as follows = = In 19491,
the kength of the Keriva reached almost 200km, [rom
Yutian to the lower siream of Darivabovi In 1802
however, the river disappeansd al a point located 130
= away from Yutian At the emd of the river, the water
winl umnlerground a: a wave difdapgears inlo a samdy
shore. = MITSUl Kazuo, KODERA Koji HROSODA
Hireshi, TAMABE Hideo, TEUBD Sotaros, YANG
Yicho, ZHOU Xingjia, ZHAD Jingfeng (1805} : Hydro
bogzical Characteristics of Three Rivers in South Wesl-
ern Parl of Taklimakan Desert, Xinjiang, China, “EN
VIRONMMENT and PEOPLE of the SOUTHERN
TAKLIMAKAN DESERT® ., HOSEl UNIVERSITY.
™.

2 ) Population in the largest hambet is 230,

3 ¥ There exists an elementary school and a junior kigh
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branch school which is over one hundred Kilometers
saiith from Tengsbustl, Fifteen pupils of the first grade
learn there. A tofal of sixsteen feachers fexch in ithe
schools in the principal school, and one teacher teaches
in the branch. As pupdls over the [ifth grade have o
learn &l the principal school, the pupils wha are not
abile e go 1o the principal school are living in a school
dormilory established on the same campus. Among 140
plEla on the roll in the principal school, 98 are baarnd-
£ra.

4} The clinle was established by provincial government
b 1989 and has four medical doctors including &
veterinarian, Besides them, three male nurses are
working thore,

The research for this paper was carried outl with funds

achiood on The same grounds They were established by from The Grant-in Ald for International Scientific Re-
search, Nol0041085  (Representative © Hiroki
TAKAMUBRA. Theme : Land Degradation im the Oases on

the Taklimakan Desert)y

the provincial government in 1989 and 1904, respec-
tively, The former has 125 pupils from first grade to
fifth grade, and the latter has fifteen pupils in the thind
grade in November, 1998 The elementary school has a
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