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Preface
Mongolia’s dual transitions began in 1990. I have been working on various aspects of those transitions since 1993. In the last two years, as part of the Gobi Regional Economic Growth Initiative, my team and I worked with local officials, community leaders, and national figures to identify measures to improve the underlying conditions that influence local economic growth.

The Gobi is beautiful and its people are strong. Despite these strengths, citizens describe many challenges they face. From officials to the young, people told us that opportunities were few and life was difficult for Mongolians living in rural areas. 

Asking the right question

Local authorities often asked us what they could do to increase revenue to improve local conditions. The question has always struck me as slightly off target. Just as you can’t squeeze water from a stone, neither can you tax non-existent economic activity. 

A more basic question that local authorities are asking: How can I do anything in my administrative area if I don’t have enough money?

The truth is that local areas do have money. The problem is that it never seems to be enough and some local authorities believe that they do not have enough decision making power about where the money should go.

It seems to me that local officials should be asking two questions:

· How can I make every tugrik that does come to my administration do the most work?

· How can I support and expand local economic growth?

Learning Lessons

Identifying potential tools to affect positive change in local economies has been challenging. The following ideas emerge from reviewing trends in rural and urban Mongolia; researching approaches being tested with success in other countries in transition; drawing on tools used in developed countries; and looking at economic development ideas used by North American Indian tribes. 

I drew on a full range of ideas and experiences to identify a handful of tools to improve local economic conditions in the Gobi. Without the hundreds of conversations I have had with Mongolian officials, business operators, and citizens, I would be unable to offer even these initial ideas. 

Also, without the ideas, translations and cultural training by my staff, D. Urana, L. Itgel, N. Ganbat, and N. Dorjdari, I would have misinterpreted situations and overlooked other opportunities. In short, I listened to many people’s thoughts and ideas and have tried to reflect them in this guide.

Jennifer L. Butz

Ulaanbaatar, 2001
