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Reindeer Grazing by the Chukchee and Grazing
Territory in Northeastern Siberia

Kazunobu IKEYA

In recent years, there have been many studies conducted by
cultural anthropologists on changes in reindeer grazing following the
collapse of the Soviet Union. However, there have been no studies
about the Chukchee, who live in northeastern Siberia. This paper
aims to clarify whether changes in reindeer grazing by the Chukchee
following the collapse of the Soviet Union were unavoidable or not
and to clarify how the Chukchee adapted to changes in the
politico-economic system.

First, an outline of the central villages that are at the bottom of
the hierarchy of the state administrative organization and the life in
reindeer camps run by “brigades” (production groups) is given. Next,
the system of farm management under state control and adaptation
by the nomadic Chukchee to this system are discussed.

A survey was conducted by the author in the Rytkuchi Vlllage in
Chaun District of Chukot, an autonomous Russian republic, over a
34-day period, from October 20 to November 22, 1997. During this
period, the author spent one week observing the lifestyle of the
Chukchee at a reindeer camp. In the village, the author collected
statistical information from the Sovkhoz office and the village office,
and conducted interviews with Chukchee.
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The results of the survey are as follows.

(1) There are housing complexes in the village that are very similar to
public servants’ in Japan. Both Chukchee and Russians live in the
village, with 65% of the village population being Chukchee. The
Russians hold most of the jobs in the Sovkhoz and the village offices,
while most of the Chukchee are involved in reindeer grazing.

(2) The composition of residents of the reindeer camps is centered
around family members and relatives. The number of camp
inhabitants fluctutate due to migration from other camps. The
migration patterns of camp inhabitants differs in summer and winter.
In summer, each camp divides into a camp for grazing the reindeer
and a camp for processing reindeer hides. In winter, all of the camp
inhabitants move once every one to two weeks using snowmobiles or
reindeer sleds. The migration routes are usually along the river in the
upstream direction in summer and to the coastal region in winter.
There is always one herder watching over the reindeer at all times.
Two herders take turns to tend the reindeer each day. Dogs are used
to help with the herding in summer but not in winter. A whistle is
sometimes used when herding the reindeer.

(3) Sovkhoz office maintains records on the composition of reindeer
herds and the number of reindeer. The number of reindeer to be
slaughtered each year is decided by the Sovkhoz office, and the
herders receive a cash payment. The costs of reindeer slaughtered in
rituals and for home consumption are deducted from this cash
payment. .

(4) Grazing areas have had to be changed because of the eradication
of reindeer moss due to fire and because reindeer from the herds
were led away by wild reindeer. Expansion of the grazing land onto
neighboring farms led to marriage between neighboring settlements
of Chukchee.

Thus, despite the collapse of the Soviet Union, reindeer grazing
by the Chukchee has continued under a new system of state
management. The Chukchee have not only continued grazing reindeer
but have also adapted to the new environment.
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