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The Abolhassani Indigenous Nomadic 
Tribal Confederacy have lived and 
migrated seasonally in a peri-Central-
Desert area known as Touran, one of 
nine UNESCO Biosphere Reserves in Iran. 
Their ancestral domain—a nomadic 
tribal ICCA— covers about 74,000 
hectares within the Reserve, which has a 
variety of types of protected areas, 
including wildlife refuge, national park, 
“protected zone” and ICCA. In recent 
years, they have witnessed and suffered 
from significant climate change through 
increasing frequency and severity of 
droughts.  



The innovations by the Abolhassani 
have meant a substantial 
improvement in the situation of 
natural resources in this precarious 
desert environment. At all the crucial 
times when the rangelands are 
recovering and the cover plants 
flowering, the livestock are hand fed 
with agricultural products and 
residues, giving rangelands a much 
needed rest. Even in good years 
dependence on the natural 
vegetation is reduced. This gives 
wildlife in the area a chance to have 
better access to the same resources.  



Nomadic peoples’ traditional subsistence farming is typically limited to 
some rain-fed wheat and barley. However, this community have learned 
to use agriculture as a supplement to their migratory herding of sheep, 
goats and draft animals—thereby reducing grazing pressure on natural 
rangelands.  They have reintroduced drought resistant indigenous 
breeds of animals, and, in the past dozen years, they have undertaken to 
cultivate several new crops or have reallocated them to animal feeding. 





The remarkable agricultural innovations have meant increased cash crops 
as well as improved income from the livestock with access to fodder from 
the new crops. Pistachios are a high value cash crop in Iran. Some 7 
hectares are planted to about 1000 trees yielding around 1.5 to 3 kg per 
tree, with a net income of some US$6,000 per year. Cotton is grown on 4-
5 ha (2-3 ha in drought years) and produces about 7-12 quintals per ha (1 
quintal (kharvar) = 100 mans = 300 kg) of cotton worth some US$3,000 to 
US$12,000 per year (gross). Watermelon is planted on 3-5 ha. The seeds 
amount to some 2-3 quintals and bring in about US$2,250 (gross) per 
year. Sunflower seeds take up 2.5-4 ha, and produce 1-2 tons per hectare 
(about US$1,500 to US$3,000 gross in total). Barley is of even greater 
value for livestock as high energy feed. It is planted to 12-15 hectares 
producing some 10-15 quintals/ha at US$0.30/kg or a total of US$13,000 
to US$20,000 if it were sold at market value, but it is used entirely for 
livestock as supplemental, and in drought years principle—feed.  



Animals that are fed the fodder, 
especially barley, weigh about twice as 
much as those who are not, and they 
have more chance of twin births and 
less chance of losing their foetus. Thus 
the most important livelihood and 
income value of these crops is in 
terms of improved livestock that 
brings in better income and secure 
livelihoods.     



One of the most effective signs of the resilience and 
adaptability of this indigenous nomadic tribe is that 
despite the worsened drought situation, their population 
has remained stable. This small tribal grouping is about 
200 households (“tentholds”) amounting to some 800-
850 souls, organised in twelve tribes.  



Because the Abolhassani community live in a particularly challenging dry and 
increasingly drought-prone environment, there is little they can do to mitigate 
the causes of climate change. Their efforts have therefore concentrated on 
community action for adaptation to climate change. The ingenuity of this 
initiative is that this community has ended up gathering the totality of their 
own innovations in one logical strategy they have called “Coping with the 
Drought Cycle”, which is presented in the figure below, based on their own 
hand-drawn charts and information. It takes into account all the improvements 
that have been noted above.  The water supply has been redesigned and 
optimized thanks to the restoration of Qanats, to digging open storage tanks 
and cisterns, and the use of the hanar system, aiming at water security 



Thank you 
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