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As  part  of  a  slew of  welfare  programs,  the  government  recently
announced its intention to distribute 84 lakh sheep to 4 lakh caste-
based shepherding communities- the Kurma and Golla, over a period
of two years. The program worth Rs 5000 crores is based on a 75%
subsidy,  where each family  will  receive a unit  of  20 ewes and 1
breeding  ram,  costing  Rs  1.25  lakhs,  including  the  cost  of
transportation and insurance. Beneficiaries have to be members of
village sheep cooperatives.  

Its important to place this program in the historical context of sheep
rearing in Telangana. Telangana was home to the unique black wool
Deccani  sheep,  or  nallagorre,  which  yields  wool,  mutton  and
manure,  and  survives  under  extremely  harsh  climatic  conditions
with its protective wool cover. The wool is the basis for weaving the
gongadi, which was widely used by communities, and has been an
integral  symbol  of  cultural  resistance  of  peoples  movements  in
Telangana.  The Deccani  breeding tract traditionally  spread across
Maharashtra, Karnataka, Telangana, parts of Rayalseema in Andhra
Pradesh, and northern Tamil Nadu. The Deccani breed was rapidly
diluted,  via  government  policies  begun  in  the  mid-nineties,  to
introduce  the  heavier  and  faster  growing  hairy  non-wool  Nellore
breed of sheep, originating from coastal Andhra, into Deccani flocks.
Similar  replacements  occurred  in  Karnataka  with  the  non-wool
Khillari, and in Maharashtra with the non-wool Madgyal breed. Such
policies have resulted today in a near wipe out of the pure Deccani,
which has been replaced by a ‘mixed bred’’ Nellore-Deccani sheep
across Telangana, that has more hair than wool. This hair obviously
could no longer be used to spin wool into yarn, and thus the loss of
the Deccani sheep breed resulted in a collapse of the Gongadi craft .
The Deccani sheep continued to survive in pockets particularly in
parts of Medak, Sangareddy and a few locations in Mahabubnagar,
but else where has been completely destroyed. The survival of the
Deccani in these islands, continued due to the fierce resistance by a
handful  of  shepherds  who  valued  the  breed  and  realizing  its
importance,  continued to  breed the  sheep,  against  all  odds,  and
without  any  support  from  the  government.  Some  shepherds
organized themselves into their own sangham specifically dedicated
to the conservation of the Deccani as the basis of their livelihood
(eg the Deccani Gorrella Mekala Pempakadharula Sangham, Medak).
Their records provided evidence of how the Deccani survived the
severe  drought  of  2014,  2015,  as  also  the  drought  followed  by
unprecedented heavy rains in 2016, as compared to the Nellore and
Nellore cross breeds in the region which were severely affected. The
introduction  of  the  Nellore  also  resulted  in  higher  morbidity  and
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mortality  in  sheep  flocks,  paving  the  way  for  increased  use  of
antibiotics  to  treat  the  animals.   The  Nellore  being  bigger,  and
heavier also requires more fodder, placing a great stress on scarce
fodder resources. 

The other big change that has occurred in these past 30-40 years, in
sheep rearing livelihoods,  is  the  visible  structural  break  between
sheep rearing as a caste-defined occupation, to sheep rearing as a
livelihood.  Today  for  every  100  traditional  shepherding  castes
(Kurma/ Golla) in a village, between 20-30 have continued rearing
sheep  along  with  doing  farming,  whilst  almost  all  others  have
chosen to sell  their  sheep,  and restrict  themselves to agriculture
alone.  They have left  their  ‘caste-occupation’  for  several  reasons
ranging  from lack  of  labour,  more  interest  to  pursue  agriculture
rather than rear sheep, lack of grazing lands, need for money which
compelled  them  to  sell  their  flock,  as  also  other
professional/livelihood  aspirations.  At  the  same  time,  there  are
several  people  from  other  castes  (particularly  dalits,  lambadas,
muthiraj,  potters,  etc),  who  have  chosen  to  become  shepherds,
acquire sheep, and be immersed in sheep rearing as their profession
and  livelihood.  Ironically  and  sadly,  the  sheep  cooperative
federations that were initiated in the early 1990s, rather than being
livelihood  based  cooperatives  ie  cooperatives  based  on  the
ownership  of  sheep/goat,  ended  up  being  “Caste-based”
cooperatives,  where  nearly  70-80% of  the  members  do  not  own
sheep, but are members because their  caste (Golla/  Kurma), is  a
traditional  shepherding  caste.  This  has  obviously  shaped  the
discourse  and  issues  around  which  these  cooperatives  have
organized. As the majority are non-sheep rearing members, there
has been no real motivation for the cooperatives to organize around
core  shepherd  livelihood  concerns  such  as  disappearing  grazing
lands and the disappearing Deccani breed. 

Which brings us to the program of today: Rather than seizing the
opportunity of grounding a truly creative sheep livelihood program
that  would  (a)  re-establish  the  Deccani  sheep  in  Telangana,  (b)
revitalize  grazing  resources  in  Telangana  as  a  pre-requisite  for
healthy sheep and (c)  challenge the oppressive structures of  the
caste-occupation’ binary, we find that the program fails on all three
accounts, and on several other levels which I wish to flag: 

(I) Telangana “Kitchdi” Breed?  The program proposes for
sheep  to  be  purchased  from  Karnataka,  Tamil  Nadu,
Maharashtra, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh. It is not clear
at all which breeds propose to be inducted into Telangana,
and this once again is extremely worrying, as it may just
add to a further “kitchdi” of breeds being reared, which is a
massive threat to the last remaining Deccani gene pools of
Telangana.  These  breeds  from  Rajasthan  and  Madhya
Pradesh  have  not  even  been  trial  run  under  field
conditions, to measure and assess their adaptability. Once
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again the beneficiary will be the guinea pig, having to bear
the  losses  that  could  definitely  occur  when  animals  are
transported  over  thousands  of  miles  to  completely  new
agro-ecological  contexts.  The  priority  objective  of  this
program needs to be to re-establish the Deccani Breed in
Telangana, which can be done gradually not in two years,
but five years through (a) purchasing pure Deccani breed
ewes and rams from existing islands of pure Deccani flocks
in Telangana (there are many shepherds who are willing to
supply  these  in  Medak  district)  and  (b)  identifying  pure
Deccani  breeds  (the  black  wool  variety  and  not  the  so-
called  white  Deccani  of  Maharashtra)  from neighbouring
states of Karnataka and Maharashtra and supplying these.
Further  more,  funds  need  to  go  to  support  downstream
value chains of Deccani sheep mutton outlets and Gongadi
craft  production,  including  the  training  of  young  people,
regardless of their caste, who are interested to learn and
sustain these crafts.  It goes without saying that increased
resources  need  to  also  be  allocated  to  strengthen  the
public  veterinary  health  care  system  to  serve  these
animals. 

(II) Grazing  Resources:  Telangana  already  has  129  lakh
sheep. Shepherds have seasonal grazing practices: During
the monsoons, the sheep are grazed on agriculture fallows,
tank  bunds,  road  waysides,  forests,  and  whatever
remaining permanent pastures and grazing lands exist. In
some  districts,  shepherds  migrate  with  their  sheep  into
forest  regions  (eg  from  Mahabubnagar  into  Nallamalla
forests or sometimes all the way to forests in Medak and
Adilabad).  As  soon as  the fields  are  fallow post  harvest,
sheep are grazed on the harvested fields. If water bodies
and  harvested  crops  residues  are  exhausted,  sheep
migrate  to  reservoirs  (eg  the  Nizamsagar  dam),  canal
areas,  forests,  or  to  regions  where  there  continue to  be
crop-residues. Increasingly with lands being fenced in, built
up and converted to non-agriculture lands, the explosion of
real  estate and grazing lands being distributed as patta,
there is growing scarcity of grazing spaces. Lands classified
as permanent pasture and other grazing lands, are a mere
3.01  lakh  hectares  (2.62%)  of  total  geographic  area  of
Telangana, and shrinking day by day, essentially because
of governments lack of political will to protect grazing lands
as grazing lands.  

Assuming  (very  generously)  during  the  monsoons,  all
existing  sheep  population  are  grazed  on  all  the  land
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categories1 (except net sown area), which totals to 56.28
lakh hectares, the density of sheep in cow unit per hectare2

works  out  to  0.57cow  unit/ha,  and  all  livestock  (cattle,
buffaloes, sheep and goats) workout to 3.16 cow units/ha .
Similarly  if  we  assume  in  summer  that  almost  all  the
animals are grazed on all land categories (a very generous
assumption),  except  forests,  including  net  sown  area
(144.84  lakh  hectares),  the  carrying  capacity  for  sheep
alone  is  0.22  cow  unit/ha,  and  all  livestock  1.22  cow
unit/ha.  If  84  lakh  sheep  are  added  to  the  existing
population  the  density  of  sheep  per  ha,  will  suddenly
increase to 0.94 cow unit/ ha and 3.53 cow unit/ ha for all
livestock.  It  will  similarly  increase  during  the  summer
grazing.  The  optimum  carrying  capacity  of  these  above
land categories varies from 1-3 cow unit/ ha as given by
Government  of  India  in  its  report  on  the  National
Commission on Cattle, 2002. The above values indicate an
already  vulnerable  situation,  particularly  during  the
monsoons. A sudden surge in sheep all at once with the
induction of 84 lakh sheep, will undoubtedly place stress on
the already fragile grazing resources.  

Several arguments have been made in these columns, on
how these sheep need to be stallfed under industrialized
intensive models of production. Sheep in the most famous
sheep  producing  nations  of  the  world  both  in  tropical
(  Australia  ,  New  Zealand,  Middle  east,  Africa)  and
temperate regions (Europe, UK, USA) are primarily grazed
on  pastures  and  grazing  lands.  In  the  more  industrial
production  systems,   sheep  are  supplemented  with
concentrate feeds (feed pellets), at certain critical points of
their cycle of life: ewes when pregnant or to lambs being
fattened  for  sale.   It  is  a  total  lie  being  repeated  ad-
nauseum that these sheep can be “stall fed” through their
life.  My  own  research  whilst  worked  on  indigenous
knowledge systems in animal care, revealed how sheep in
Medak, Telangana graze on over 180 different varieties of
grasses, herbs, shrubs, fodder trees, all of which are critical
in their diet and for their health. So let us once and for all,
bury this ‘post truth’ of stall-feeding sheep. Moreover, what
no one accounts for is the land required to raise feed crops/
fodder crops, which will then ostensibly be harvested and
fed to the sheep. Instead of this massive impossibility, free
up the land for shepherds to do what they do best: graze

1 Permanent pastures and grazing lands, forests, barren and uncultivable land, 
cultural wastes, land under miscellaneous tree crops, other fallow lands and 
current fallow lands. 
2 4 sheep is equal to 1 cow unit. Cow units are the standard unit to represent 
carrying capacity of land. 
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their animals to feed their sheep. Further more, rather than
suddenly flooding the space with 84 lakh new sheep of all
kinds of breeds, a measured planned breeding program to
re-establish Deccani sheep by shepherds, will also allow for
gradual  additions  to  the  existing  sheep  population,  and
gradually create assets for genuinely committed shepherds
who will be leading the task of re-establishing the Deccani
sheep  in  its  rightful  ecology.  These  funds  need  to
simultaneously  support  community  initiatives  via  gram
panchayats,  to  protect  permanent  pastures  and  grazing
lands,  and  all  other  public  lands  by  re-vegetating  these
with diverse local grass, shrubs, trees, herbs,  of Telangana,
that are vital to support sheep livelihoods. As a vital source
of fodder is harvested crops residues, the more diverse a
farmfield,  the  more  diverse  and  nutritious  is  the  crop
residue for the animals. 

(III) Re-inforcing the caste-occupation binary?  It is tragic
that this program, only serves to reinforce ‘caste’ as the
basis of an occupation/livelihood, despite reality being very
different. Shepherds regardless of their caste, but based on
their  commitment and passion to rear sheep,  are key to
successful sheep rearing livelihoods. Yes, many will be from
traditional  shepherding  castes,  yet  many  others  will  be
from several  other  castes  whose  livelihood  has  become
sheep  and  goat  rearing.  There  is  the  opportunity  of
knowledge  evolved  over  centuries  of  rearing  Deccani
sheep, being shared across the narrow boundaries of caste,
towards  re-imagining  livelihoods  that  are  free  of  these
oppressive structures. 

Sheep and shepherding is not merely about distributing assets to
beneficiaries.  It  is  about  an  entire  relationship  between animals,
people  and  the  landscape  they  live  in.  This  is  our  challenge  in
Telangana, and an opportunity that presents itself. 
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