
 

KHARNAK NOMADS LEAVE CHANGTHANG 
 

By Tashi Morup 
 
Fifty percent of the Kharnak people, the nomadic inhabitants of 
Ladakh’s portion of the Tibetan Plateau, known as Changthang, and 
the traditional producers of the finest quality Pashmina wool used by 
Kashmiri weavers for their famous and expensive shawls, now rely on 
raw goatskins bought from meat vendors in Leh to make their 
livelihood. 

Kharnak-ling, a new ghetto in the Leh suburb of Choglamsar 
now has about 80 formerly nomadic families who have been forced to 
migrate from their historical herding grounds due to the break-up of 
the traditional joint family system upon which they have relied for 
centuries because of the harshness of their living conditions and the 
poverty that goes along with it. 

Denied their nomadic life-style, and their flocks of sheep and 
goats for their income, these new urban-dwellers either have to sheer 
the Pashm from hides (now purchased at high prices), for sale to 
Kashmiri wool brokers at low market prices, or have to work as day 
labourers to earn their daily bread. 

Normally, each Changpa family owns a large herd of livestock 
including sheep, goats, yaks and horses, which they graze on the 
limited forage of Changthang. The task of moving the animals 
throughout the year across a variety of grazing areas requires efficient 
management, which in turn depends upon high levels of cooperation 
and sufficient family members to participate in the tasks involved as 
they move from one sparse grazing ground to the next.  

Because of the vast areas that each family has to cover in 
moving and grazing their herds, their cooperative sense—by force of 
circumstances—is largely confined to relatives. The nomads have 
suffered from a mix of circumstances which include the lack of spare 
pastures of sufficient nutritive value to permit an increase in herd size, 
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combined with an increase in family size relying on livestock 
population, which on the Kharnak pastures numbers some 18,193. The 
result is that the income available from the sale of wool and of 
animals for meat is insufficient to meet family needs. This has led to 
competition among the families for animal grazing space, to the extent 
that those who are less successful have now begun to migrate to Leh 
in the hope of finding an easier and more sustainable way of life.  

According to an official in the Leh District land records office, 
revenue records indicate that the initial number of only eight 
households in Kharnak has now increased to 93. According to the 
1993 census carried out by the Leh Nutrition Project (LNP), the 
community at that time consisted of 67 families, indicating an increase 
of 26 families in just a decade. As the culture of polyandry declines, 
more families are splitting up with the men finding wives: there are 
recent reports of three more cases.  

What is also at stake here is the traditional practice of polyandry 
among the Changpa, which despite uninformed ‘cultured’ criticism, 
has been of significant and practical economic importance, making it 
possible for single families to sustain large herds of livestock, 
requiring as they do, extensive manpower for their control.  

This system of ‘brothers-sharing-a-wife’, by virtue of a single 
child-bearing wife has also been—and to the extent it continues to 
exist—is still a very practical way of restricting population growth. 
The break-up of such joint families due to increasingly monogamous 
marriages, has not only resulted in a considerable increase in the 
population, but has left the new nuclear families lacking sufficient 
manpower to deal efficiently with their livestock, which can range 
from 200 to 500 head per family. Whilst families in other herding 
societies might turn to employing additional help, the economic 
circumstances of life in Changthang do not permit what for these 
families would be an impossible luxury.  

Their sheer inability to cope with the harsh conditions forces the 
new small families, in particular, to give up their nomadic lifestyle: 
members of joint families are far less insecure in this severely cold 
desert region that lacks medical and transportation facilities, than 
those in the increasingly monogamous ones.  
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Pascale Dollfus (1999) has aptly described the Kharnak region:  
The nomadic community of Kharnak is located on the Changthang plateau of 
eastern Ladakh, bound to the north by the Karakoram range and to the east by 
the Tibetan Plateau. It is one of three nomadic communities living on the south 
bank of the Indus River at an average elevation of 4,350m along with the 
Rupshu-pa and the Korzok-pa. In the region where the Kharnak-pa live, there is 
no lake. The main streams fluctuate considerably in volume in different seasons 
and are completely frozen in winter. The landscape is mountainous, bare and 
rugged. Except for a few patches of grassy land confined to the immediate 
vicinity of springs, vegetation is scarce and is dominated by woody tussock 
plants. The climate is extreme with great diurnal variations, a harsh winter with 
heavy snowfall and temperatures falling to –35 degree centigrade; a brief 
summer, which is pleasantly warm and dry, but with sudden storms.  

Under these circumstances a family has multiple tasks to undertake 
ranging from moving and grazing their animals, such community 
obligations as taking turns in the organisation of ritual pujas, or 
participating in the solution of any community problems, to taking a 
sick family member to hospital, which may mean travelling well over 
200 kms to Leh, apart from undertaking their normal activities.  

For example, on 24 January this year (2003) – the 11th month 
according to the local calendar – the day before the whole Kharnak 
community moved from Ldad, the main encampment, to Tsamartse, 
another camp at about three hours’ distance, the pack animals (horses 
and yaks), had to be brought down from the high pastures. Except for 
the youngest children, everyone had a job to do in preparation for the 
early morning moving of their camp.  

It is during such hectic moments that the advantage of a poly-
androus family over a monogamous one is most visible. Forty-nine 
year-old Tsering Phuntsog’s family tasks were shared by his younger 
brother, Sonam Deldan, their wife Skalzang Lhamo, daughter Dolma 
Chondol and the monk son Jigmet Chonjor. Another son, Jigmet 
Yangjor, was taking care of the fully-grown sheep and goats kept at 
Yagang camp, 40km from Ldad. Because of this efficient division of 
labour, the income is even sufficient to permit the youngest son to be 
absent, studying in Jammu.  

For Phuntsog’s large family the preparations went ahead very 
smoothly, but it was a testing time for his neighbour and cousin 
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Jigmet Lobzang. Lobzang had only his elder sister to help him. With 
his parents, wife and school-going children having moved to Kharnak-
ling in Leh, and his elder brother having joined the Ladakh Scouts, 
Lobzang is a perfect example of those Changpa who no longer have 
an extended family to depend upon for sharing the work. Lobzang is 
in this kind of situation not due to any choice of his own, but because 
his father Ldawa Tundup, decided to separate from the main family 
unit and set up on his own.  

Lobzang finally had to call upon his niece Dolma (Phuntsog’s 
daughter), for help, emphasizing the problems faced by these new and 
smaller nomadic family units when faced with the normal task of 
moving camp. So short is he of assistance that Lobzang has had to 
resort to hiring a shepherd at Rs. 3500 per month to care for his sheep 
and goats grazing at another location, at Yagang camp.  

For Lobzang, the shortage of labour and the costs of employing 
a shepherd is becoming too much. In addition to having to care for his 
animals with only his sister and hired hand for assistance, Lobzang 
was one of the five men sent by the community on the previous day to 
clear snow from the difficult Yar-la to enable two government-
sponsored trucks to bring in subsidized cattle-feed. “I can only go on 
for another year like this,” he said, speaking of his intention to give up 
his nomadic life by next year. 

In contrast, in Phuntsog’s polyandrous family, Dolma Chondol 
(25) and her monk brother Jigmet Chonjor (21) take turns grazing the 
young goats and sheep on alternate days. The two fathers (Phuntsog 
and Delden), likewise take turns in grazing the demos (female yaks), 
while mother Skalzang looks after the home. This joint family, like so 
many like it, has gone through the worst of crises. Once, when 
Phuntsog lost the use of his legs after a long illness, Deldan walked 
for several days across the snowbound Changthang and over the 
5,600m Taglang-la to reach Leh for help. An army rescue helicopter 
went out to find Phuntsog, and ferried him to Leh where he was 
hospitalised for several months. Fortunately, because of its size, 
Phuntsog’s family was able to survive his absence and successfully 
share their collective tasks.  

Similar cases of serious illnesses, however, have been 
disastrous for many small families such as Sanghe Palzang’s. Sanghe 
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Palzang (43), became paralysed for three years, while his wife Ishey 
Dolma suffered three pre-mature deliveries. A fourth child survived 
but only because of the treatment received at the Sonam Norboo 
Memorial hospital in Leh. With nobody to take care of his livestock 
during his illness in Kharnak, nor when the family later moved to 
Kharnak-ling, Sanghe lost his yaks and horses to wolves. He among 
many of the other Changpa who have left Changthang, has been 
reduced to buying raw goatskins from butchers in Leh, instead of 
shearing his own animals, and is having to work as a day labourer to 
feed his small family of three, and to send his 10 year-old son to a 
private school in Leh.  

There are other cases of medical emergencies in Changthang, 
and equally heroic walks undertaken in search of aid, like that 
performed by Deldan for Phuntsog. An occasional and village-based 
Nursing Orderly, and a Female Multipurpose Health Worker, 
ostensibly providing a medical facility for the entire community are of 
little help in the case of serious illness. Their complete absence during 
Changthang’s difficult winter (-50c.), only adds to the problem and 
indicates the total lack of interest on the part of the State medical 
authorities in the well being of Changth-thang’s nomadic people. 

Meanwhile, the modern demand for education for the Changpa 
children has made further inroads in the families’ ability to handle the 
very livestock upon which their sustenance depends. Without the 
children who have traditionally helped to herd and graze their animals, 
and without the uncles and brothers of the extended polyandrous 
families, the smaller nuclear families of father, mother, perhaps a 
grandparent or two, and children away in school, means fewer hands 
to fulfil the tasks a nomadic life demands. 

In the past, the family members who became monks and nuns, 
spent part of their time fully participating in household and commun-
ity duties. But today, such family members—especially nuns—now 
lead far more strictly religious lives. These changes have also con-
tributed to the severe shortage of ‘mi-lag’ (manpower) in taking care 
of their large livestock often leading the families specially the nuclear 
ones to a crisis situation.  

Faced with the choice of their children being shepherds or 
students, families are tending to accept the latter despite the 
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difficulties and financial sacrifices this entails. Yet, so failing its 
responsibilities to Ladakh’s nomadic families is the present, and ill-
designed, government school system, that increasing numbers prefer 
to send their children to private schools in Leh.  

To add to the burden of the nomad’s life, are recurrent natural 
disasters such as drought, untimely heavy snowfalls, and wind-storms. 
Added to these are the frequent epidemics that, matched by inadequate 
veterinary intervention, considerably reduce the herds, adding to the 
Changpas’ high vulnerability. 

Overgrazing, increasing tourism, extended para-military 
encampments and troop movements across their grazing grounds, 
unnecessary vehicular traffic (jeep safaris and car rallies) that destroys 
the ground cover of this fragile eco-system, inadequate or improper 
government measures that trample upon the traditional wisdom of 
nomadic life just add to the list of problems.  

The consequence? Discouraged families fold their tents, sell 
their livestock, say good-bye to a thousand or more years of history 
and the vast open land of Changthang, to add to the crowded ghetto at 
Choglamsar called Kharnak-ling where little, if anything, better is 
there for their lives, that government imagination and care could not 
provide on the wilderness they have been forced to leave. Their 
proverb says it all: Changpe Nor Tang Gang-ge Rildog, “a Changpa’s 
property, like sheep and goat dung atop a knoll, can be swept away by 
the winds”. 
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