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Xypaanzyii

Onaxyy cyoaneaazaap xosuo-19 yap maxan 6onon myynuti dapaax 2023-2024 ono 5.2 cas eapyii man Xopo2Ocon 06auiiH 3y0bii
Momnzon Yacein manuoao y3yyacon Heneee cyoaican. Xycmaiin 6aueanutin yoeyoroopm 2a3puli 39pedndddx Anmanbynae cymulH
Manuun aiinl OpXyyoI0 myaeamoadc Oy nuiedmM 20ulii 3acaz, PYYa MIHOUH acyyoand anxaapiaa Xanoyyian acyyiea cyoaniead
xuticon. Hutim 29 manyun opxmoil ypuouuian 6310co1 OYmoyaIcon APUIyIaea Xuiin 2asap3yin Ma0391nuiH CUCmeMutin OpoH
3atiH WUHIICUNIZII2IIP Y OyHe xapyyacan. Cydaneaanaac y39X30 Huum mandun epxutin 34% no kosuoutin xandeap ascan 602000
90Ul 3aC2UliH XY8bO M3 OYPUlin OO0 Y3YYaucId. Manuun opxuiin 35% -0 b 30puux xedencoon 6azact, xyoandaa macaioiaac
6ondic opnoeo Oyypcan 2a3c M30291CIH 001 55%-0 Hb MI02209XYliY eopunorm capaayi. Xapun 304u0 Oainax 30puicoop mMai
myynax no 6azaccan myn 10%-0 no 0pno2o HIMI20CIH 29CIH Yp OYH 2apcaH. AOyyHwl mMax, yazaan uoId233p XOONN0X 39pI2
VIAMICIANM  AHA2AAX YXAAHbL 040N 3YPULIble OPYUH YeullH IMHIISUUH 306710200HULL XAMM Yap MAXAbIH Yp 0az2aspsie
30XUYYYAAXbIH Y0 Maryud awuenasxcdd. Cyoanreaazaap 0d1xuile Xamapcan yap maxai-Xampanvlh yeo Mandud 0acan 30Xuyox
yadeapmaiie HOMONNC, UM MOXUONOONO MANUUH 6pXuille OIMI*CUX MOPUliH myceaiiican 6001020 waaponazamai oatieaae
OHYOIIC OaliHa.

Tyaxyyp yec: Monzon daxs yap maxan, Manyovin ambopan, Yaaanbaamap xom opumslr X000602uiin 2asap3yi, Aimanoyiae cym
Abstract

This study investigates the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Mongolia’s nomadic society, particularly following the severe
winter disaster known as Dzud in 2023-2024, which resulted in over 5.2 million livestock deaths. Research was conducted in
Altanbulag sum and the adjacent Hustai National Park, focusing on the socio-economic and health-related challenges faced by
nomadic families. Structured interviews were conducted with 29 nomads, complemented by Geographic Information Systems
(GIS) spatial analyses. The findings reveal that 34% of households experienced COVID-19 infections, with varying economic
impacts: 35% reported decreased income due to reduced mobility and trade disruptions, while 55% saw no significant change,
and 10% reported income increases, mainly attributed to fewer livestock slaughters for hospitality purposes. Traditional health
practices, such as dietary reliance on horse meat and dairy products, were utilized alongside modern medical advice to manage
the pandemic’s effects. The study highlights the resilience of nomadic communities and underscores the need for tailored policy
responses to support these populations during global health crises.

Keywords: Pandemic in Mongolia, Nomadic Life, Rural Geography of the Ulaanbaatar Metropolitan Area, Altanbulag soum
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, first identified in Wuhan, China in late 2019, was declared a global
pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO) on March 11, 2020. Mongolia, a sparsely
populated country bordered by China and Russia, faced unique challenges due to the pandemic. With a
population of 3.41 million, about half reside in the capital Ulaanbaatar, while approximately 142,500
nomadic families are scattered across 1.5 million square kilometers. This geographic and demographic
makeup significantly influenced Mongolia’s pandemic response (WHO, 2020; Batbaatar and Nergui,
2021; Altantuya et al., 2022; Amgalan 2022).

The Mongolian government implemented strict measures, including closing its borders with
China, suspending international flights, and imposing nationwide lockdowns. By the end of 2020,
Mongolia had recorded 2,120 COVID-19 cases, with the majority in Ulaanbaatar. Although these
containment efforts initially proved successful, the economic toll was severe, with the national
economy contracting by 6% in 2020. The mining and quarrying sectors were particularly affected,
shrinking by 30%, while other industries such as agriculture experienced modest growth (Erkhembayar
et al., 2020; Batbaatar and Nergui, 2021; Bayasgalan et al., 2021).

Mongolia’s economy is heavily reliant on livestock, with 80 million head of livestock forming
the backbone of nomadic livelihoods. The harsh winter of 2023-2024 exacerbated the pandemic’s
challenges, with more than 5.2 million livestock deaths caused by extreme cold and starvation during
the Dzud. This dual crisis severely strained both the economic and social fabric of nomadic
communities, compounding the ongoing public health emergency (Jigjidsuren et al., 2019; NSO, 2022
and 2023; Ministry of Health, 2021).

This study focuses on the socio-economic and cultural adaptations of nomadic populations
living approximately 100 km southwest of Ulaanbaatar, in the Altanbulag sum and the adjacent Hustai
National Park. Through structured interviews and GIS analyses, the study explores how these
communities navigated the challenges of both the COVID-19 pandemic and the dzud.

Material and methods

This study focuses on the socio-economic and cultural adaptations of nomadic populations living
approximately 100 km southwest of Ulaanbaatar, in the Altanbulag sum and the adjacent Hustai
National Park. Through structured interviews and GIS analyses, the study explores how these
communities navigated the challenges of both the COVID-19 pandemic and the dzud (Figure 1).

A mixed-methods approach was used to examine the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
nomadic communities in Mongolia. Primary data were collected through structured interviews and
questionnaires administered to 29 nomadic households in the Altanbulag sum and Hustai National Park
region in August 2023. The interviews focused on changes in income, health, trade practices, and social
behaviors during the pandemic.
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Flgure 1. Geographlcal locations of the mterwewed households (represented in green star pomts)
Data sources: ESRI & USGS

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) spatial analysis was employed to map nomadic movement
patterns and analyze how these intersected with pandemic impacts (Figure 2). Meteorological data from
the Mongolian Meteorological Network were used to contextualize the effects of environmental factors

on nomadic livelihoods.
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Figure 2. a: Topography of the study site b: elevation and location of the interviewed households
Data sources: ASTER-GDEM 30 m (http://www.jspacesystems.or.jp/ersdac/GDEM/E/)

Statistical analysis was applied to the survey data to quantify the extent of the pandemic’s economic
and social impacts. The analysis specifically addressed changes in income, access to markets, and the
adoption of remote education for children. The findings provide a comprehensive understanding of the
pandemic’s multifaceted impacts on these remote, rural communities.

Results

COVID-19 infection and prevention: The survey indicated that 34% of the interviewed nomadic
households had at least one member infected with COVID-19. Despite the sparse population density,
the virus spread to these rural areas. Nomads employed a combination of modern medical advice and
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traditional practices to manage the illness. For instance, dietary reliance on horse meat and dairy
products, considered immune-boosting, was commonly reported as a protective measure (Figure 3).

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
People who ate horse meat 31%
Ate dairy products 17%

Vaccinated 14%

Masks 14%
Drank Airag (horse milk) 10%
Ate dairy preserves 10%
Stayed at home 10%

Sea buckthorn juice — =—————— 7 %/,

Vitamin = =e——7 %/,

Burned Artemisia —=—————— 70,

Ate garlic —=———— 7 %/

Natural herbal essence =——— 7%,

Cleaned the house — ———— 7,
Drink something hot — s— 39,
Drank strong alcoho| e 39,
Disinfected the house  =—— 39
Traditional medicine —=—— 39,
Wash ahands =30,
Keep people away 3%,
Drank hot yogurt s 39%,
Others = 30,

Figure 3. Peoples multiples responses on question: What did you do to prevent coronavirus?

Economic impacts of the pandemic: The economic consequences of the pandemic were varied among
the nomads. While 55% of the households reported no significant change in income, 35% experienced a
decline, primarily due to reduced access to markets and the halt of tourism. Nomads who relied on
selling livestock or hosting tourists in homestays were especially affected. However, 10% of
households reported an increase in income, as fewer visitors meant fewer livestock were slaughtered,
allowing them to preserve their herds and livestock capital (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Changes in income during the COVID-19 pandemia in study site (Where, the symbols mean
that a star (%) indicates an income increased, a circle (o) indicates no change in income and a triangle
(A) indicates an income decreased).
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Trading Patterns and Livelihood Adjustments: The closure of major markets during the pandemic
forced nomads to adjust their trading practices. The frequency of visits to trading centers decreased, and
nomads increasingly relied on localized bartering systems or small-scale direct sales within their
communities. Livestock remained the primary source of income, but the traditional exchange routes
were disrupted. Educational practices also shifted, with children from some households attending
school remotely, which altered the daily routines and movements of the nomads (Figure 5). The
pandemic significantly disrupted social and cultural practices among the nomads. Traditional
gatherings, festivals, and community events, which play a crucial role in maintaining social cohesion,
were either canceled or scaled back. For instance, the Tsagaan Sar (Mongolian Lunar New Year)
celebrations, which typically involve family reunions and economic exchanges, were severely
restricted. This not only impacted social ties but also affected mental health due to prolonged isolation.
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Figure 5. Changes in livelihood during the COVID-19 pandemia

Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Rural Nomadic Livelihoods: In a broader survey conducted
between January and March 2022, the Mongolian Meteorological Network administered questionnaires
to 121 nomadic households across 19 provinces. The results showed that 95% of households
experienced significant disruptions in their traditional livelihoods. Livestock trading was particularly
affected by the pandemic, with restrictions on movement and market closures leading to decreased
economic activity (see Table 1).

Table 1. Percentage of products sold (N=121)

Product Items Horse Cattle Sheep Goat
Adult 66% 69% 83% 66%
Livestock
Child 3% 3% 3% 3%
i 0, 0,
Dairy products Fresh milk 3% 3% X X
Processed goods 45% 52% 3% 3%
Meat 66% 76% 69% 62%
Wool X X 93% x
Fur 3% X 14% 86%

Despite these challenges, the survey revealed the resilience of nomadic communities in maintaining
traditional practices. Grazing areas remained largely unchanged, and nomads continued to rely on
community networks and traditional knowledge to navigate the difficulties posed by COVID-19. The
pandemic underscored the importance of preserving cultural heritage and community resilience in the
face of global health crises.

Discussion

As Mongolia transitions beyond the COVID-19 pandemic, several global trends are likely to influence
the future of its nomadic society. First, there is an increasing emphasis on the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), which has already gained momentum in recent years. The pandemic has heightened
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awareness of the interconnectedness of global health, environmental sustainability, and economic
resilience, potentially driving further attention to sustainable practices among nomadic communities.

Second, a shift from centralization to decentralization and multipolarity in economic and
social systems has emerged, accelerated by the pandemic’s disruptions. Business models and lifestyles,
previously concentrated in urban centers, are likely to decentralize as resilience becomes more valued
than pure efficiency. For Mongolia, this could mean further diversification of nomadic livelihoods and
less reliance on centralized markets, with communities focusing more on self-sufficiency and local
trade.

Third, the acceleration of digitalization is expected to continue, integrating more deeply into
both urban and rural life. The pandemic demonstrated the importance of digital technologies, not only
in education but also in health monitoring and trade. For nomadic populations, digital tools could
enhance access to markets, healthcare, and educational resources, helping bridge the gap between
remote areas and urban centers.

Despite these global trends, Mongolian nomads have maintained their traditional dietary and
health practices, as shown during the COVID-19 pandemic. When asked about preventive measures
taken during the pandemic, in addition to adopting masks and physical distancing, many nomads
employed traditional remedies, such as consuming horse meat and dairy products, which are believed to
have protective properties. These responses reflect the nomads’ reliance on indigenous knowledge
systems, which they integrated with modern health guidelines to manage the pandemic’s effects.

Conclusion

This study provides a detailed examination of the spread of COVID-19 within Mongolia’s
rural areas, particularly its impact on nomadic communities, their economic stability, and their use of
traditional knowledge to mitigate health risks. Despite Mongolia’s low population density, the study
revealed that COVID-19 infections spread even in remote regions, primarily due to movement between
rural areas and the capital, Ulaanbaatar.

Economically, the lockdowns and movement restrictions imposed during the pandemic had a
pronounced effect on nomadic livelihoods. Households heavily dependent on specific trading activities,
particularly those connected to urban markets or tourism, faced significant income declines. In contrast,
households with more diverse income sources or those located near Ulaanbaatar’s borders adapted
more easily, managing to stabilize or even improve their economic conditions by shifting their trade to
local markets or reducing livestock slaughter for hospitality purposes (Erkhembayar et al., 2020;
Research Institute of Labor and Social Protection, 2021; UNFPA Mongolia Country Office, 2020;
World Bank, 2021).

The study also identified rising expenditures during the pandemic, particularly in areas such as
healthcare, cost of living, and education. The shift to remote learning increased educational expenses,
while healthcare costs rose due to the need for COVID-19-related treatments and preventive measures.
On the cultural front, traditional knowledge played a significant role in nomadic communities’
responses to the pandemic. The use of horse meat, horse milk wine, and other traditional dietary
practices, alongside modern preventive measures such as mask-wearing and handwashing, highlights
the relevance of indigenous health strategies in coping with modern crises. These traditional practices
are deeply rooted in the nomadic lifestyle, underscoring the potential of combining local knowledge
with global health recommendations in pandemic responses.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the impacts of global health crises, such as
COVID-19, extend far beyond urban centers and reach into the most remote and rural regions. The
economic effects of the pandemic were found to vary significantly depending on individual livelihood
strategies, with some nomads adapting more successfully than others. The role of traditional knowledge
emerged as crucial in these communities, offering valuable insights into how indigenous practices can
be effectively integrated into modern public health responses. These findings emphasize the importance
of tailoring pandemic responses to local conditions and respecting the resilience and traditions of
nomadic populations, both in Mongolia and globally.
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