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Agroecological transitions of pastoralism: a discussion of 
key concepts and investigation of current dynamics using 
a political economy lens
Aymen Frija a, Irene Carpentier a,b, Veronique Alary b, 
Hassen Ouerghemmi a, and Boubaker Dhehibi a

aThe International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas – ICARDA, Tunis Office, Tunis, 
Tunisia; bCentre de Coopération Internationale en Recherche Agronomique Pour le Développement – 
CIRAD, Montpellier, France

ABSTRACT
The paper provides a historical review and a contemporary 
snapshot of pastoral systems in Tunisia, exploring the dynamics 
of change in pastoral landscapes and territories and their 
respective drivers and outcomes. The core idea is to recognize 
the emerging diversity of pastoral systems in terms of structure 
and transformation, and thus to approach them analytically 
from a perspective of dynamic transition. The paper utilizes an 
agroecological gradient of transformation to illustrate the inher
ent agroecological nature of pastoralism by examining the dif
ferent trajectories of these systems. The ongoing “hybridization” 
of pastoralism in South Tunisia is characterized by the emer
gence of diverse forms of pastoral activities and contexts. These 
novel forms of pastoralism occasionally diverge from certain 
agroecological principles. The paper also elucidates key factors 
that propel these trajectories and divergences of certain forms 
of pastoralism from agroecology. To this end, key elements and 
attributes from the political economy framework, with 
a particular focus on market and labor dynamics in pastoral 
areas, social metabolism, organizational structures, policies, 
institutions, and natural resource management, were discussed. 
The analysis shows how some of these drivers have contributed 
to the formation of a novel configuration of pastoralism.

KEYWORDS 
Pastoral systems; Agrarian 
change; agroecological 
transition; political economy; 
market and labor dynamics; 
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6 A. FRIJA ET AL.
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��������	�Levels and layers of agroecology transition according to Gliessman (2016).
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	�Conceptualization of the role of rangeland management within a SES context (Frija et al.  
2023).

8 A. FRIJA ET AL.
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��������	�Conceptual framework: explaining pastoral systems transition using a political economy 
lens (source, own elaboration based on (McKay, Nehring, and Catacora-Vargas 2024).
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ing elements of the agroecological transition and the attributes of pastoral systems.).
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	�The most significant “rangeland governance” institutions and contributing factors that 
operated during the previous century in south Tunisia (source: Frija et al. 2022).
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	�Key characteristics of the existing pastoral farm types in the region of Dhaher, Tunisia, as 
expressed in terms of key political economy attributes (suggested in McKay, Nehring, and 
Catacora-Vargas 2024) of each type.

Pastoral farm 
Type Social Metabolism

Social 
Organizations Labor Dynamics

Policies and 
Politics

Markets and 
Resources

Diversified  
Agropastoral 
System

Moderate 
dependency on 
external outputs 
with synergy 
between 
livestock and 
other cropping 
activities, and 
support of 
ecosystem 
health due to 
the short period 
grazing and use 
of manure.

Family-based 
organization 
as based on 
private land 
cultivation and 
own family 
resources. 
Family 
organization 
supports 
diversification 
and resilience.

Family-based 
labor division 
and internal 
tasks 
distribution 
across grazing 
and farm 
works.

Limited 
involvement 
in political 
coalitions. 
Historically 
benefited 
from land 
privatization 
and titling. 
Mixed use of 
private and 
collective 
rangelands

Requires 
markets for 
access to key 
inputs, and 
for marketing 
crop and 
livestock 
products. 
Vulnerable to 
market 
volatility and 
climate 
variability.

Smallholder 
Farmers with 
Jessour- 
Based 
Irrigation

Low to moderate 
dependency on 
external inputs 
as they have 
access to own 
water resources, 
seeds and other 
inputs. Support 
ecosystem 
health through 
diversification of 
crops and 
maintaining 
local genetic 
resources, and 
low periods of 
spring grazing.

Moderate 
requirement of 
collective 
action for 
temporary 
grazing. 
Farmers are 
not necessarily 
organized into 
community- 
based 
organizations 
(CBOs).

Labor intensive 
tasks for water 
harvesting 
structures 
preparation. 
Low labor 
productivity 
given the 
limited areas, 
and the 
dependency on 
rainfall events 
and 
supplementary 
irrigation. 
Family based 
autonomy for 
labor.

Tenure issues 
and water 
access rights 
create 
inequality 
among local 
community 
members. 
Limited broad 
coalitions 
formation, 
given the 
focus on 
sloped lands 
in mountain 
piedmont.

Limited  
market 
involvement 
with mostly 
focus on local 
products. 
Development 
of string local 
markets 
demarcation 
for olive oil, 
figs, and goat, 
based on 
valuing local 
genetic 
resources of 
trees and 
livestock 
breeds.

(���������)
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Pastoral farm 
Type Social Metabolism

Social 
Organizations Labor Dynamics

Policies and 
Politics

Markets and 
Resources

Specialized 
Pastoral 
System

High reliance on 
collective 
rangelands for 
animal grazing; 
very low 
dependence on 
external inputs 
(except 
complementary 
feeding in some 
periods of 
the year); 
continuous 
mobility which 
supports 
ecosystem 
health.

Strong 
community 
organization, 
both formal 
and informal 
to manage 
access and use 
of collective 
rangelands; 
traditional 
cooperation 
networks; 
reluctance 
from formal 
CBOs except 
for access to 
feed and 
watering 
services.

Labor-intensive 
and labor 
sharing for 
livestock 
keeping, which 
depends on 
mobility of the 
whole family; 
labor 
productivity is 
dependent on 
the rainfall 
events, thus 
rangeland 
ecology and 
livestock 
productivity.

Collective rights 
under 
pressure with 
increasing 
demand for 
additional 
investments 
from 
community 
members in 
livestock and 
grazing; state 
subsidy for 
infrastructure 
development 
in roads and 
water points.

Large flock size 
provides 
better market 
weight; social 
organization 
for access to 
inputs and 
services, but 
private action 
for selling 
livestock 
products.

Olive Tree 
Specialized 
System

Depends on 
external inputs, 
with moderate 
contribution to 
ecosystem 
health through 
integration and 
circularity with 
livestock activity 
(feed from 
residues and 
manure as 
fertilizer)

Farms are 
privately 
managed with 
almost no 
collective 
action and 
aggregation. 
Very limited 
community 
engagement 
and 
organization 
even at value 
chain level. 
But link with 
administrative 
offices?

Often rely on 
hired workers. 
Reliance on 
labor market 
for both olives 
and livestock. 
Overall, higher 
productivity 
compared to 
other groups.

Land is mostly 
private, with 
limited 
involvement 
in communal 
grazing areas. 
Privatization 
can lead to 
exacerbated 
inequality.

Primary market 
involvement 
in terms of 
olive oil, with 
limited 
connection 
with markets 
for livestock.

Source: this table is compiled from different relevant sources available in the literature (Fetoui et al. 2021; Frija et al.  
2021, 2022, 2023; Sghaier 2010; Sghaier et al. 2020, 2024; CRDA 2022, among other sources cited in Table 1; Sghaier 
et al. 2025).
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