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Abstract

Traditional animal husbandry in various regions of Iran is based on the
interaction between humans, livestock, and the environment, and the
indigenous knowledge of shepherds plays a significant role in the
sustainability of these systems. Among these, the sheepdog, as a key element
of flock management, holds special importance in protecting livestock,
reducing conflict with wild predators, and ensuring the continuity of
shepherds' livelihoods. This research, with the aim of explaining the roles,
keeping methods, and beliefs associated with sheepdogs, was conducted using
a qualitative approach within the framework of ethnography in Ramian
County. The data for this research were collected through semi-structured
interviews with Galeshi people, shepherds, and local experts, field
observation, and recording of indigenous narratives. The results indicate that
the sheepdog is considered more than just a protective tool; it is part of the
indigenous knowledge system and the functional structure of traditional
animal husbandry. The multiple functions of the dog in protecting livestock,
transferring training knowledge, and shaping the cultural identity of shepherds
demonstrate its role in the sustainability of the Galeshi livelihood.
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Nevertheless, social and economic changes are transforming the traditional
position of the sheepdog.

Keywords: Livestock guardian dog, traditional pastoralism, livestock
protection, indigenous knowledge, Ramian.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction: Rangelands are among the most important natural resources
for providing livestock forage, supporting pastoral production systems,
ensuring food security, maintaining ecosystem sustainability, and sustaining
the livelihoods of local communities. In many parts of the world, particularly
in rural and nomadic communities, traditional livestock husbandry remains
one of the primary forms of utilizing these resources. This production system
has developed on the basis of herders’ indigenous knowledge and generations
of accumulated experience, adapting over time to local environmental
conditions. One of the key components of this knowledge is herd management
and protection, which is reflected in the form of practical techniques,
management strategies, and cultural beliefs. Within this context, livestock
guardian dogs occupy a distinctive position. As protectors of livestock and

This article is derived from the doctoral dissertation in Rangeland Sciences at Gorgan
University of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources.
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companions of herders, they play an important role in reducing livestock
losses and defending herds against predators. Despite their significance, field-
based studies on the role of livestock guardian dogs in Iran’s traditional
livestock production systems, particularly the Galeshi cattle-herding system,
remain very limited. Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the role
of livestock guardian dogs as an element of herders’ indigenous knowledge
and to investigate their protective, managerial, and cultural functions within
the Galeshi system of Ramian County, Golestan Province.

2. Literature Review: International studies have extensively examined the
functions of livestock guardian dogs. Their findings indicate that the use of
guardian dogs reduces livestock losses caused by predator attacks and
contributes to mitigating human-wildlife conflict. In addition, livestock
guardian dogs are recognized as a non-lethal approach to livestock protection,
producing fewer environmental impacts than direct predator control methods.
In Iran, although several studies have addressed traditional livestock
husbandry and nomadic culture, independent and systematic research on
livestock guardian dogs remains scarce, and most existing studies mention
their role only briefly. Accordingly, the present study was conducted to
document the multiple roles of livestock guardian dogs in the Galeshi system
and to address part of this research gap.

3. Methodology: This study adopted a qualitative field-based approach in
Ramian County, Golestan Province. The participants consisted of herders and
Galesh cattle herders engaged in the Galeshi production system and were
selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews, direct observation of livestock
management activities and livestock guardian dog behavior, documentation of
local narratives and experiences, and field notes. Interview topics included the
role of dogs in herd protection, feeding, training and management practices,
criteria for dog selection, local beliefs concerning their physical and
behavioral characteristics, and herders’ experiences with predators. After
transcription, the data were coded, categorized, and analyzed using qualitative
content analysis to identify the main themes related to herders’ indigenous
knowledge.

4. Results: The findings revealed that within the Galeshi system of Ramian,
livestock guardian dogs are not merely guard animals but an integral part of
the herders’ livelihood and cultural system. In each cattle herd, locally referred
to as a Boluk-e Gav (“cattle block™), two to three dogs are typically kept to



protect livestock against predators such as wolves, bears, and leopards and are
commonly regarded as the “companion of the Galesh.” The findings also
demonstrated that herders possess extensive indigenous knowledge regarding
the feeding, training, and management of these dogs. Traditionally, the dogs
were fed a barley-flour dough known locally as Noo'al, together with
buttermilk remaining from the butter-making process; however, bread has
now become the principal component of their diet. Herders train the dogs by
separating puppies from their mothers, keeping them in semi-dark
environments to strengthen their guarding instincts, and training them
alongside mature dogs. Local beliefs concerning the dogs’ physical
characteristics also persist, including the practice of shortening the tail to
improve agility when confronting wild predators. Furthermore, dogs are
named according to their physical appearance, coat color, strength, or
alertness, reflecting the close relationship between herders and their animals.

5. Conclusion: Based on the findings of this study, the livestock guardian dog
within the galshi pastoral system of the study area performs multiple
economic, ecological, social, and cultural functions. Economically, the
presence of dogs reduces livestock losses and helps protect the herders’
productive assets. Ecologically, guardian dogs play an important role in
reducing conflicts between herders and wildlife by deterring predators from
approaching the herd. Socially, the dog forms part of the organizational
structure of pastoral work, and its ownership, care, and training are defined
within the framework of relationships between the herd owner and the galsh.
Culturally, beliefs, proverbs, and naming practices related to dogs
demonstrate the symbolic status of this animal within the local culture.
Nevertheless, signs of change in the traditional role of herd dogs are also
evident, including shifts in feeding practices, the increasing buying and selling
of dogs, and the gradual transformation of dogs from working animals into
companion animals. Such changes may gradually weaken some aspects of the
indigenous knowledge associated with the keeping and training of herd dogs.
Therefore, documenting this knowledge and incorporating it into rangeland
and livestock management programs can help preserve the cultural heritage of
pastoral communities while also contributing to the development of
sustainable strategies for livestock protection and the reduction of human—
wildlife conflict.

Keywords: Livestock guardian dog, traditional pastoralism, livestock
protection, indigenous knowledge, Ramian.
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