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Overview
The essence and aims of sustainable pasture management

Sustainable pasture management1 aims to: (a) ensure the provision of sufficient feed providing energy to
livestock throughout the grazing season and at different times in the year; (b) help conserve pastureland
vegetation and soil stability; and (c) prevent erosion.
Sustainable pasture management provides the livestock sector with inexpensive and readily available
biological resources that, in turn, contribute to the development of agriculture and to the fulfilment of the
population’s socio-economic needs.
The most important task of sustainable pasture management is to balance the provision of sufficient biomass
for livestock feed with the sustainability of agricultural activities. The economic needs of local communities and
others should be met through the use of natural resources based on sustainable pasture management, thus
conserving the integrity and biodiversity of Georgia’s natural meadows. In addition, rehabilitation and
restoration of degraded pastures will be required.
Pasture-management methods maintain the state of a pasture by establishing the rates of permissible loads
on pastures as well as the grazing regimes (calendar, rotation principle, etc.). Both are determined after a
pasture assessment. The most important task of management is to maintain the feed stuff (plant biomass) at
an optimal level and to avoid overgrazing and so-called “selective grazing”.
Optimizing spatial distribution of grazing involving compliance with standard loading rates and grazing
calendars is another important task of sustainable pasture management. To achieve this goal, standard
pasture loading rates should be established and observed.
Proper pasture management will bring the following benefits:
-

Increased production of livestock feed (increased share of legumes)
Increased sustainability and productivity of soils
Decreased spread of pests and diseases, and
Increased production of meat, milk and dairy products

Although ensuring the sustainability of pastures and their rehabilitation is a prerequisite for the preservation
and development of the Georgian livestock sector, this issue requires a comprehensive approach. The
haylands and pasturelands of Georgia are an integral part of the country’s cultural and natural heritage.
Therefore, the sustainable management and restoration of such areas should not be limited to efforts in
agriculture only but should be an integral part of landscape conservation efforts.
National context
To meet the needs of the population of Georgia and the export demand for meat products, the livestock sector
should be further developed. Such development relies on the existence of a forage base for which appropriate
areas of pastures and haylands should be made available.
According to the National Office of Statistics of Georgia, the total area of haylands and pasturelands in Georgia
is 1,940,400 ha, out of which 1,796,600 ha are meadows and pastures2. More than 79% of haylands and
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The term 'pastures' refers to both summer and winter pastures
Natural Resources of Georgia and Environmental Protection Statistical Publication (2018), National Office of Statistics of
Georgia:
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pasturelands are located in the eastern and southern parts of the country — mainly in Kakheti and Javakheti
regions.
Since the majority of pastures in Georgia are natural and are part of the meadows, their rational use is
important for the conservation of biodiversity, ecosystems and landscapes; but at the same time, for the
development of agriculture.
Unfortunately, the pace of pasture vegetation degradation significantly exceeds that of restoration. In most
cases, the degradation is such that the possibility of natural self-regeneration of vegetation is excluded. An
extremely dire situation can be observed on winter pastures, where overgrazing has led to desertification3.
According to experts, more than 300,000 hectares of land in eastern Georgia lost their fertility as a result of
water and wind erosion during the Soviet period. These processes have become especially intensive since the
1990s, when pasture use became unsystematic.
According to the data of this report, rural dwellers represented 47,7% of the country’s total population and
owned 30,5% of haylands and 4,7% of pasturelands (see Table 1).
Table 1: Share of pasture type (in %) and ownership (in %) of haylands-pasturelands in 2004
Category of haylands-pasturelands (%)
Ownership (%)
Private
Haylands
1,90%
State-owned
Private
Pasturelands
23,00%
State-owned
Fallow
0,03%

30,5%
69,4%
4,7%
95,3%

Note: Natural Resources and Environmental Protection (2018).

According to the same report,4 1,005,400 head of cattle and 989,300 head of sheep and goats are registered
in Georgia in 2004. Assuming that the area of pastures and haylands has not changed since then, and based
on Soviet standards the area of pasturelands required for this amount of livestock is 1,170,283 ha as the
permissible number of sheep on summer pastures is six/eight head and one head for cattle). According to the
2004 data, the area of pasturelands is 1,796,600 ha. But the determination of the loading rate by simple
calculations would not be appropriate (see Table 2) for the following reasons:
•
•
•
•
•

Almost 20 years have passed since the publication of the latest source on areas of pasturelands.
The current load on summer pastures is lower than those applied in Soviet times, according to experts,
but the only available source does not distinguish between summer and winter pastures.
A significant portion of summer pastures are no longer in use (especially in high mountains), resulting
in relatively lower loading of summer pastures. However, winter pastures are in short supply in Georgia
and are used extensively. Their loading often exceeds permissible rates.
According to forecasts, aridization of winter pastures is expected in the coming decades, which will
further reduce their productivity.
When calculating pasture loads, variables such as the current state of a pasture, length of grazing
season, the grazing area, and the number of livestock in the relevant region5, as well as adverse
impacts such as the effects of climate change should be taken into account.

Although the quality of pastures has not been fully assessed throughout Georgia, data from several projects
are available, particularly for the highlands of eastern Georgia. The impact of factors such as climate change
and other natural stressors, such as wind or water erosion, is also unknown. Thus, although the loading rate
obtained by simple calculations is positive, the state of pastures and the prospects for their use under the
current management system can hardly be considered satisfactory.

Table 2: Haylands-pasture loading rates
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https://www.geostat.ge/media/28027/saqartvelos_bunebrivi_resursebi_da_garemos_dacva_2018.pdf?fbclid=IwAR33_lcJgaXEw
E1Syd5GHNqJYQKtz-p2MU_Bi5n3TYbdNl92ElHQyz4P47A Please note that the data in the report are from 2004.
Pasture Management in Georgia. Situation Analysis and Main Challenges. Recommendations for Development of Pastures
Sustainable Management Programme. Background Study. The Regional Environmental Centre for the Caucasus (REC
Caucasus). 2020. 2. Anja Salzer, (Editor), Ana Rukhadze, Kakha Artsivadze.
op. cit. Natural Resources of Georgia and Environmental Protection Statistical Publication (2018)
The distribution of livestock and pasture areas across the regions of Georgia is concentrated in certain areas.
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Grazing
rate (ha)
Sheep/goat
Cattle

Number of
livestock

Required
pasture area
(ha)

6/8

989,300

164,883

1

1,005,400

1,005,400

Total
required
pasture area
(ha)
1,170,283

Available
pasture
area (ha)
1,796,600

Current
load

1.54

Note: Based on 2004 data from the Statistical Publication: Natural Resources and Environmental Protection |2018 |

Institutional setup
Currently, there is no institutional system regulating the management of pastures-haylands in Georgia. Indeed,
the legislation and state programs do not provide an institutional framework for sustainable pasture
management. Although state-owned pasturelands cover larger areas, lease agreements made in recent years
and previously do not include environmental requirements preventing pasture degradation. As a result,
emerging environmental problems lead to soil erosion and pasture degradation.
The state registration of pasturelands is also an issue. Only part of the country’s agricultural lands are
registered at the National Agency of Public Registry. Some state-owned pastures are leased but relevant
agreements do not include environmental provisions. Despite a ban on privatization of pasturelands, a small
portion of pastures available in the country have been transferred into private ownership.
Some but not all pastures are not accounted for in the Public Registry, as records are only kept of lease holders
and the areas under their use.
Outdated Soviet maps failing to reflect the current situation are still used for the spatial distribution of pastures.
In 2000–2010 the status of lands was relatively easy to change. As a result, the greater part of pasturelands
were assigned to a different category and have no longer been considered agricultural land. The areas and
layout of state-owned and private lands, including pastures, were also changed.

Findings of the study
Pasture management in Georgia, as well as the condition of pastures, has rarely been studied. The resource
section of the Information Portal of the Scientific Network for the Caucasus Mountain Regions, which contains
a rich collection of articles published in peer-reviewed science journals, only 20 publications on pastures relate
to Georgia.6
While studies aimed at assessing the condition of pastures and improving the pasture management system
have been implemented in international projects, most relate to management of pastures that are located in
protected areas. Such studies have been used in the preparation of this report.
While a functioning system for administrative management and supervision of pastures does not exist in
Georgia, pastures are mentioned in the Law on the System of Protected Areas and management plans for
some protected areas (Vashlovani, Tusheti, Lagodekhi, Borjomi-Kharagauli and Javakheti protected areas and
national parks).
It can be boldly stated based on these sources that (a) most pastures are not formally registered, (b) most
pastures’ conditions have not been assessed, (c) Georgian legislation has not defined a state body responsible
for the environmental status of pastures and (d) the current practice of pasture use has not been fully studied.
Resolution # 497 of the Government of Georgia, published on 6 October 2021, has started to change the
current situation. Inter alia, it has the objectives of: a) improving the rational use and accessibility of stateowned pastures, and b) preventing degradation of pasturelands. The Resolution does not specify all measures
that are required for the sustainable management of pastures and their environmental status, however, it can
indeed be considered a step forward since it defines the agency responsible for sustainable management: the
National Agency for Sustainable Land Management and Land Use Monitoring (LEPL). The resolution sets out
the maximum permissible amount of livestock per hectare of pasture (both for small and large cattle), but is
not based on in-depth studies and does not take into account the diversity of pasturelands (lowland and
mountain, varied nutritional qualities, etc.).
Although the resolution gives priority to farmers who own the livestock, the procedure for leasing through an
auction does not take into account such important issues as the farmer's property located on the pasture, (e.g.,
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stalls and houses) or the farmer's long history of use of a particular pasture and his/her experience. Ignoring
these issues may lead to or exacerbate conflicts between farmers.7
Such important factors as the impact of climate change on the environmental state of pasturelands, as well as
the impact of human economic activities have not been studied. However, adverse anthropogenic factors
enhanced by the impact of climate change undoubtedly affect the state of pastures.
Based on the above: The impact of the current inefficient management system on the environmental state of
pastures, their productivity and, consequently, their economic potential has not yet been studied.

Conclusions and recommendations
To improve the knowledge about and management of pastures in Georgia, we deem it necessary to develop
an appropriate legal framework and to implement the following measures:
- Carry out reliable identification of land areas to determine the exact area and the status of available
haylands and pasturelands and ensure their formal registration (private or state-owned; within stateowned lands or travelling stock routes; haylands and pasturelands within protected areas; pasturelands
leased out to physical persons; pasturelands managed by self-governing units, etc.);
- Study current pasture use and develop a pasture management system based on these findings;
- Prepare a well-informed law for the development of a pasture management system in coordination with
stakeholders8;
- Clearly define the areas of available pasturelands and a management system (at community level) in
each spatial plan for rural and municipal development (taking into account the traditions specific to each
municipality and locality);
- Prepare and adopt strategies and plans for the management and rehabilitation of pasturelands, both at
the state and municipal level, with the engagement of stakeholders, especially in the process of defining
available grazing areas;
- Develop adaptation measures for the conservation of pastures against the background of climate change
resulting in changed biodiversity and productivity; and
- Define relevant state agencies that will be responsible for both (a) leasing out pastures and (b) managing
and supporting/monitoring their environmental state;
Additionally for representatives of agricultural companies/legal entities that own and manage pasturelands:
- Initiate preliminary consultations on the issues of sustainable pasture management
- Prepare and implement capacity-development programs in pasture management
The following principles and guidelines should be applied when managing pastures:
- Respect the environmental integrity of pastures and restore degraded ones;
- Meet environmental requirements in legal regulations;
- Create a sustainable management system for the grazing process, develop mechanisms for restrictions
on spatial and temporal use of pastures and the introduce permissible loading rates for pastures;
- Encourage the participatory management of pastures, with decisions related to grazing made on the basis
of participatory management through intensive consultations with key stakeholders;
- Continuously monitor pastures, including control over compliance with the terms of lease agreements;
- Develop and apply different principles for the management, rehabilitation and use of artificial and natural
pasturelands. For artificial pastures, the management goal may be achieving maximum productivity at a
minimum cost. For natural pasturelands, the task of maintaining environmental balance and biodiversity
comes first.
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When a farmer owns buidlings on a particular pasture and another farmer wins an auction on that pasture, a deal may not take
place and a conflict may arise. There are many such cases in the Shirak-Samukhi area.
This law should be consistent with existing relevant laws and bylaws (e.g., Forest Code and Spatial Planning, Architecture and
Construction Code of Georgia), and planned laws relating to sustainable land management (e.g., Law on Landscape
Protection).
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