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ABSTRACT

Situated in the northernmost reaches of India lies the Cold Desert of Leh-​Ladakh, 
the temperatures fluctuate dramatically from -​30°C to 30°C. This region is inhabited 
by indigenous communities whose traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is deeply 
intertwined with their environment, aiding them in adapting and thriving in this 
harsh landscape. Over centuries, the Ladakhi, Tibetan, and Changpa peoples have 
developed intricate understandings of the area's ecology, climate, and biodiversity, 
passed down through oral traditions. TEK plays a crucial role in natural resource 
management, bolstering locals' resilience to climate change impacts. However, as 
modernization and globalization encroach upon their lifestyles, there's a need to 
preserve their age-​old practices. The rich cultural heritage of the region faces a 
challenge as younger generations display dwindling interest in these traditions, em-
phasizing the necessity of documenting traditional knowledge before it fades away.
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INTRODUCTION

Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) emerges from generations of experience, 
providing profound insights into specific ecosystems. It encompasses indigenous 
knowledge passed down through oral tradition and cultural practices such as arts, 
crafts, and ceremonies, as well as activities like traditional food preparation and 
cultivation (Finn et al., 2017).

Though cultivated by indigenous communities worldwide for millennia, TEK 
gained recognition in the 1980s when tribal elders introduced it as a conceptual 
framework to elucidate the interconnectedness between humans and the natural 
world (Bureau of Indian Affairs, 2016). It has since expanded to inform various 
fields such as resource management, law, mental health, ethnobotany, and, more 
recently, environmental health and climate change research. The definition of TEK 
varies across literature, reflecting its diverse applications (Alcorn, 1989; Tsosie, 
1996; McGregor, 2009; Flint et al., 2011; Gone, 2012; Maldonado et al., 2015; 
Moorehead et al., 2015). Integrating indigenous knowledge, ethics, values, and 
cultural identity into land and wildlife stewardship offers promise for improving 
resource management and mitigating human health risks (Houde, 2007).

Berkes (2001) characterizes TEK as a cumulative reservoir of knowledge, prac-
tices, and beliefs that evolve through adaptive processes and are transmitted across 
generations through cultural means. It encompasses the interrelations between living 
beings, including humans, and their environment, blending observation, experi-
mentation, and religious traditions within societies. TEK is both accumulative and 
dynamic, drawing from experience and adapting to changing circumstances (Gaur 
and Gaur, 2004). It typically manifests in societies with historical continuity in 
resource utilization within specific territories, often found in non-​industrial or less 
technologically advanced societies, many of which are indigenous or tribal. While 
TEK is a subset of indigenous knowledge, the latter is generally defined as local 
knowledge unique to a particular culture or society (Gaur, 2006).

Indigenous peoples of the Cold Desert hold a wealth of knowledge acquired 
through generations of living closely with nature. Their practices, including traditional 
agriculture, pastoralism, water management, medicinal plant use, and biodiversity 
conservation, are deeply rooted in observation, experimentation, and a profound 
understanding of local ecosystems, weather patterns, and natural resources. This 
traditional knowledge not only sustains livelihoods but also fosters resilience in the 
face of environmental challenges like extreme cold, water scarcity, and unpredictable 
weather events.
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