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Abstract 
In semiarid mountainous belt of Pakistan communal natural resources 
are economically very important. Majority of the local marginal groups 
are heavily dependent on communal forests, water points and 
rangeland for their survival. In this scenario the contribution of women 
is quite significant both in the utilization and management. Changes in 
physical as well as human factors have enhanced the stress which led 
to degradation of these limited resources, hence posing significant 
impacts on their users particularly on the women. In this paper an 
attempt has been made to investigate the extent of dependence of 
women and their households on the communal rangeland products in 
northwestern Pakistan. Karak district was selected which portray the 
typical semiarid mountainous environment. Data have been collected 
through stratified random sampling and self-administered 
questionnaire survey was conducted in the selected villages. Besides, 
transact walks and focus group discussions were also conducted in 
these selected villages. The results of this study show the greater 
degree of interdependence between rangeland resources and 
socioeconomic status of women. It was also found that besides causing 
heavy damages to the environment, degradation of these resources also 
pose a major threat to the subsistent living of the poor women headed 
households.  
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I.  Introduction 
 Dry mountains are one of the most fragile ecosystems where slight imbalances in 
physical or social attributes and increased stress can result into ecological disruption and 
desertification (Iffat, 2012). In this regard the important driving forces are climatic 
variability, population dynamics, technological development, socio economic changes 
and unsustainable resource use and management mechanisms (Iffat, 2007; Stig and Vesa 
1992). Long-term impacts of such a situation usually lead to disastrous consequences 
including loss of biodiversity and land degradation. 
  
 In marginal areas local inhabitants heavily depend on land resources for survival. 
Similar to the economic organizations in the mountainous regions around the world (cf. 
Rhoades and Thompson 1975; Brush 1976b, 1982; Brush and Guillet 1985; Guillet 1983; 
Ehlers and Kreutzmann 2000) mixed mountain agriculture is practiced in these areas 
particularly the dry mountainous regions. For the sustainable agro-pastoral activities 
rangeland plays a critical role. Millions of people around the world inhabiting these areas 
heavily depend on rangeland resources for their subsistent living. Besides functioning as 
a grazing land and wildlife habitat the rangeland also provide fodder, fuel wood, building 
material and food items for these people (Iffat 2010). Most of the rangeland products are 
consumed within the household; however, some of them are processed and sold in the 
markets which provide opportunities for additional source of income to the local 
population (Iffat 2009). As part of their survival strategies, the inhabitants living in that 
environment also collect many other products from rangeland.  
 
 For sustainable resource management and optimum utilization of the available 
human resource most of the agro-pastoral activities are assigned to male and female. 
These socially determined roles for men and women are locally created, culturally 
accepted and are given the status of being natural and normal in these traditional 
societies (Iffat 2009). Gender roles exist in all spheres of traditional societies throughout 
the world, and begin with the division of labor, roles and responsibilities within the 
family. This gender based division of labor and productive economic activities varies 
from place to place in the entire Himalayan-Hindu Kush region and is usually based on 
its recognition (Hewitt 1989; Parkes 1987 ; Herbers 1998; Illich, 1982; Abu-Lughod 
1985).  Demographic characteristics like age, household size and socio-economic 
conditions of the family are important in this regard. Beside this, geographical location, 
culture, prevailing customs and environmental characteristics of a region are also 
important factors, not only in determining gender roles but also in allocating activities 
and assigning roles (cf. Iffat 2009; Parkes 1987; Hewitt 1989; Azhar-Hewitt 1999; 
Herbers 1998, 2000a & 2000b; Cacopardo and Cacopardo 2001).  
 
 Usually in peripheral and marginalized areas, the role of women in the use of 
natural resources is greater than that of men. The latter are usually involved in very few 
activities like timber extraction (Barke 1993; Herbers 1998). In these areas women play 
substantial role in the collection, transportation, utilization and processing of non-timber 
forest product (NTFP) both for household use as well as for sale in the local market to 
earn supplementary off-farm income (Iffat  2005, 2007). Empirical researches reveal that 
70-80% of rural women in Pakistan directly participate in economically recognized 
activities, while the remaining work in providing support mechanism that is integral to 
the rural economy and productive system (Shaheed and Mumtaz 1990). Moreover, 
according to Azhar-Hewitt (1999: 142) in subsistence economy womenfolk contribute 
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their share in three different ways. They enable their men to work outside the village by 
replacing them in their absence and they themselves produce for the subsistence 
economy beside their own productive roles. 
  
 The main focus of this research is to explore the dependence of womenfolk on 
rangeland resource in dry areas. Moreover, especial attention has been paid to understand 
the threats posed by resource degradation for women and their coping strategies. Karak is 
one of the typical dry mountainous districts of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Pakistan, where 
women are the main contributors to household economy particularly in low income 
families (Iffat 2005, 2009). They are dependent on rangeland products for household 
sustenance as well as for additional income generation. Increased stress has resulted into 
rangeland degradation and reduced productivity. 
 
II. Material and Method 
 
A. STUDY AREA 
 Karak district is located in the southern part of Khyber Pakhtoonkhwa (KPK) 
covering a total area of 3,372 square kilometers. It lies between 32˚48´ to 33˚23´ North 
latitudes and 70˚40´ to 71˚30´ East longitudes. According to the census of 1998 (GoP 
2001) the total population of the district was 430,796 persons. Female constitute 50.9% 
of the total population. Physiographically, this area is mountainous with broad valleys 
and interlocking spurs. The altitude of the district ranges from 300 to 1400 meters above 
mean sea level. This whole region of southern KPK including the study area is arid with 
an annual average precipitation of 330 mm that is also highly variable in terms of time 
and amount (Fig 1).  

 
Figure 1 Location and Agro-ecological zones of Karak District 
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 Terrain conditions and scarcity of water are the major constraint for agriculture. 
Area suitable for cultivation is limited and only 18.8% of the total area is cultivated (GoP 
2001). Rain-fed (barani) agriculture is predominantly practiced in the district and only 
11% of the total cultivated area is irrigated (GoP 2007). The arid and semiarid climatic 
condition has a significant impact on the vegetation cover and only 2.1% of the district is 
under some form of drought resistant plants (GoP 2001)   
 
 Economically this region is lagging behind when compared with other 
areas/districts of the province (GoNWFP and IUCN 1996). The employment 
opportunities are very limited as there is no big industry. Therefore, most of the educated 
people and skilled labor have migrated to other localities within the country and abroad 
in search of jobs. The remaining portion of population, which does not have the 
capability to diversify their economy are heavily dependent on local resources 
particularly on the commons. These marginal groups, including landless, tenant and 
subsistence farmers, wage-labor; nomads, and specifically their womenfolk heavily 
depend on rangeland resources to meet their subsistence needs and to generate additional 
income.  
 
B. DATA COLLECTION 
 This study is based on empirical research carried out in Karak district in 2012. 
Eight villages were selected purposively on the basis of their location in various geo-
ecological settings.  Data were collected with the help of self-administered questionnaire, 
for which, 12-17% household were selected randomly from each village making 520 
questionnaires all together. The questionnaire had four parts comprising of information 
about socio-economic and demographic characteristics of sample households, gender 
based activities related to rangeland and status of rangeland, its utilization and 
management. The changes noticed in rangeland related resources during last 30 years and 
its impacts on their users. Questions were also included related to general perceptions on 
land resource degradation, its causes, indicators and coping strategies. The questionnaires 
included dichotomous, multiple choice and open-ended questions. Respondents for this 
study were female and had the experience of rangeland related activities. All discussions, 
interviews and questions were asked in their native language for clear understanding, 
which were later on translated into English. 
 
 Focused group discussions with the notable of the villages mostly men, were also 
conducted to understand the old utilization and management system and status of 
common resources in the area. To enhance the accuracy collected data were 
crosschecked with official records and scientific work conducted on this area.  
 
III. Findings and Results 
 Communal rangeland of the region is extensively utilized by the local people 
particularly womenfolk through different activities (table 1) for household needs and 
cash income generation. It provides an opportunity of non-farm employment for those 
households having no other income generating sources. In the study area both male and 
female uses these resources but the involvement of women is greater in term of 
participation ratio, number of activities (8:4) and frequency of visits to rangeland. 
 
 Women were found more actively engaged in majority of the activities. Four 
activities were performed by both male and female, while six were exclusively 
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performed by female such as collection of fruits and vegetables, grass, medicinal herbs 
and animal dung, grass for broom making and washing clothes.  Only four activities were 
carried out exclusively by male including hunting, collection of honey, construction 
material and rock salt.  
 
 The frequency of visits to the rangeland also shows an interesting situation that 
male are only involved in those activities which are carried out either seasonally or 
occasionally. Moreover, time required for these activities is also less. Contrary to this, 
women are the more frequent visitors involved in activities that need daily visits like 
grass and dung collection. Some of these activities do need even more than one visit per 
day (Table 1). 
 

Table 1 Karak District: Gender role and frequency of visits for various activities 
Activities Carried out 

by 
Frequency of 

visits 
Collection of fruits and vegetables Female Occasionally 
Collection of fuel-wood Both Twice a week 
Collection of animal dung Female Daily 
Collection of fodder/grass Female Daily 
Collection of Mizary Palm (Nannorrhops ritchina) Both Seasonally 
Collection of medicinal plants Female Occasionally 
Hunting Male Seasonally 
Collection of plants for washing clothes Female Occasionally 
Construction material Male Occasionally 
Mud and clay Both Occasionally 
Salt Male Occasionally 
Honey Male Seasonally 
Animals grazing Both Daily 
Broom making Female Daily 

Source: Iffat, 2005 
 
 Most of the productive communal lands of the area are located in the hills 
therefore these activities are quite time consuming. On the average women spend five to 
six hours per day in rangeland related activities in collection of the products and their 
processing. Time spent in collection of products has close relation with the type of 
products and location of communal lands. For instance vegetation type Mazari palm 
(Nannorrhops ritchina), a drought resistant perennial plant previously found abundantly 
in southern KPK and usually used as a raw material for making handicrafts has become 
extinct from most parts of the region. Fire wood and grasses, being the most important 
resource; have almost disappeared from the foothills therefore women normally have to 
travel through long and difficult terrains (see fig 2&3). Medicinal herbs on the other hand 
are collected from lowland. 
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 Figure 2&3 Women carrying head loads of fodder and roofing grass  

*Women have to travel through long and difficult terrain 
 

In addition to supplement 
domestic necessities, rangeland resources 
are also used widely for income generation 
in most of the households. Differences 
were noticed in the amount of cash 
generated through these activities in 
different villages but on the average each 
household, engaged in rangeland product 
collection, was earning more than 60% of 
the total household income from selling 
these products. Cash value of the products 
was relatively low in villages located close 
to the source region, whereas the monetary value of these products was substantially high 
in villages located away from the hills. However, the household residing close to the 
rangeland were getting maximum benefits from these resources and heavily depend on 
the rangelands. 
 
 Almost all of these products have decreased in all villages.  Reasons for this 
decrease are both physical and social. Besides the topographical conditions of the area, 
climatic variability like other semiarid areas is higher in Karak district. These are the two 
major physical factors responsible for decreased productivity of rangeland. Social factors 

Socio economic status of the users 
 
Household Size: 8 
• Women headed household: 31% 
• Widows: 36% 
• Literate: 7% 
• Average Monthly Income: Rupees 

4-6000 share of income from 
rangeland related activities: 60% 
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which increase the vulnerability of natural vegetation include population pressure, raised 
life standard and dwindling role of social institutions.  
 
 Time required to be spent in extraction of the rangeland resources has increased in 
all areas as the hill slopes once providing all these resources are now bare and degraded. 
Women have to travel longer distances to collect grasses. Time calculation for man was 
not possible as their involvement was in discrete types of activities but according to their 
own estimate they spend twenty to thirty hours per year on the average. Details of 
village-wise time spend by women is shown in Table 2. 
 
Table 2 Karak district: Village-wise Time Spend by Women in communal 
Rangeland  

Village Average time spend in rangeland (hours per day) 
Three Decades Back Currently 

Shnawa 3-4 4-6 
Latambar  3-4 5-6 
Nar Banda 4-5 5-6 
Mittakhel 2-3 4-5 
Khumari 2-3 3-4 
Totaki 3-4 4-6 
Teri 1-2 4-5 
Mami Khel 1-2 2-3 

Source: Field Survey March 2012 

 
 The socio-economic characteristics of the users confirm that majority of them 
belong to lower socio economic strata having no regular source of income. Out of all 
(520), 62% (322) of the interviewed women were found dependent on common land 
resources to some extent. Majority of the users (71%) were utilizing these products for 
household sustenance and almost one third (96) of them were earning additional income 
from these resources as well. Degree of dependence on common lands was different in 
dependent households (fig 4). Almost forty percent of the users were extracting half of 
their livings from rangelands and thirty percent households were dependent up-to 75% 
on these products. Few households were even entirely dependent on these resources and 
were having very small earnings through other sources. These households are faced with 
serious problems due to degradation of natural resources. 
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Figure 4 Karak District: Degree of dependence of household on common resources 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Income derived through these products varies (Rs. 3,000 to 10,000/month) 
from village to village as well as from person to person based on location, 
resource availability and socioeconomic conditions of the families. Their 
contribution also depends upon the availability of other sources of household 
income. However, on average these dependent families derive 7,000 to 8,000 
rupees per month through these products besides their utilization for household 
sustenance (table 3).  
 
Table 3 Karak District: Income derived from rangeland 

Income per month (in Rs.) Percentage Households 
<4000  34% 33 
4000-8000 36% 34 
>8000 30% 29 
Total 100% 96 

Source: Field Survey March 2012 
 
 Those households which were earning more than 50% of their household income 
through selling of rangeland products depend primarily on grasses and firewood. Cash 
generation from wild fruits and vegetables were negligible because most of them were 
consumed within the household. However, berries are sold in market both fresh and 
dried. 
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 Income derived from rangeland is consumed in different sectors of household. 
Around one third of women income goes into food security while a good share of the 
income is spent on health. Others include house maintenance, celebrations, cloths and 
traveling etc. 
 
IV. Discussions 
 This study reveals that a variety of rangeland products are collected to 
supplement the subsistence household needs. Women are the main users of rangeland. 
They are mainly involved in the collection, transportation and processing of these 
products. The contribution of male in these activities is very low. They are involved in 
very few activities that are performed occasionally. Contrary to this, women are daily 
visiting the rangeland and spending up to seven hours in collecting grass, dung and 
other products of daily use. Most of these products are consumed to fulfil the domestic 
needs of the household. However, many households are also earning cash income from 
the sale of these products. More than 60% of the female are involved in these activities 
for the last 30 years. It means that they have a substantial knowledge about the resource 
as well as changes that have taken place in the last three decades.  
 
 Extensive utilization, mismanagement and prevailing droughts have contributed 
towards declining productivity of communal rangeland in Karak (Iffat, 2012). Users of 
these resources, poor women, are faced with many problems such as loss of income, food 
insecurity and increased risks and efforts required in their collection. Biodiversity has 
reduced and now limited number of products like perennial grasses and few medicinal 
herbs are available for collection. Wild vegetables/ fruits and dairy products were 
considered as poor house meal. These were used in all households due to their abundance 
and free availability in past. 
 
 As majority of rangeland users are poor women and in many cases these women 
are the only earners of the households, they are deeply concerned about the degradation 
of communal resources. Decreased biodiversity, loss of perennial grasses at hill slopes 
means more time and energy required to reach to grasses at higher altitudes. These 
women now have to cover long distances and difficult terrains like narrow gorges and 
steep slopes.  Besides, many of the women complained about the decrease of cash 
earning due to unavailability of various rangeland products such as wood, medicinal 
herbs, wild fruits, Mazari and its byproducts (previously sold by these women). Their 
decreased productivity and limited availability has resulted in additional cost to be borne 
by household in the purchase of these products. Looking at the sectors of expenditure 
(table 5) it is obvious that loss of income means food insecurity and negligence of health- 
most important issues. 
 
Table 5 Karak District: Sector of expenditure 

Sectors Expenditure Percentage 
Food  2000 28.60 
Health  1500 21.50 
Children education 500 7.10  
Self 500 7.10 
Others 2500 35.70  
Total 7000 100.00 

Source: Field Survey March 2012 



166      Pakistan Journal of Social Sciences Vol. 32, No. 1 

 For house sustenance and additional income some strategies have been adopted 
like many household items are now prepared from synthetic material (used plastic bags, 
milk boxes, x-ray films etc) instead of traditional raw material (fig 5 and 6). These are 
decorated to fetch higher prices in the local markets. Women have also started working 
as domestic workers once unknown in the area. 
 
Figure 4&5 Use of traditional raw material and modern synthetic material for making of 
household utensils 

 
 Scarcity of wood has brought an important change is the type of energy use. Straw 
has become the most common source of energy for cooking in the area. Straw collection, 
storage and management are entirely performed by women increasing the duration of 
women’s labor further. This has many implications related to women health as well as it 
increases indoor pollution several times. 
 
V.  Conclusion 
 Communal land in the region is widely utilized as rangeland, one of the main 
natural resource bases in the semiarid mountainous regions of Pakistan. The inhabitants 
of the dry land heavily depend on rangeland resources to supplement the subsistence 
household needs. Many households are also earning cash income from the sale of these 
products. Women are the main users and are mainly involved in the collection, 
transportation and processing of these products spending long hours in communal lands. 
Women have a substantial knowledge about the resource as well as changes that have 
taken place in the last three decades. 
 
 This research also shows that rangelands in the study area are deteriorating with 
the passage of time. This can be attributed to anthropogenic factors and non-equilibrium 
dynamic pattern. Population growth, long-term drought conditions and weakening local 
level control mechanisms are further accelerating this process. The local inhabitants are 
aware from this state of affairs and they are trying their level best to combat this 
situation. They do have the capacity, knowledge and managerial skills to change the 
existing scenario. However, due to changes in the socioeconomic structure collective 
survival strategies in terms of mutual cooperation and implementation of locally 
formulated rules for resource utilization is weakening. The degradation of these resources 
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is now becoming a major threat not only to the subsistence livelihood of the poor 
households but it is also causing heavy damages to the natural environment.  
Consequently, to meet their daily needs these women have to seek alternative sources of 
income. It is feared that declining availability of these resources may initiate women 
migration, which will have many social implications.  
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