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Introduction
The Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) is the cultural agency of the 
Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN). It promotes debate and 
exemplars in the contemporary built environment, engages in the 
physical, social, economic and cultural revitalisation of communities in 
the Muslim world, and through education and cultural initiatives, aims 
to foster openness and understanding of the plurality of peoples and 
cultures.

The Trust seeks to leverage the unique transformative power of 
culture to improve socio-economic conditions prevailing in many 
Muslim populations – often communities that have a rich cultural 
heritage but live in poverty. These societies are experiencing dramatic 
periods of transition, processes of change, and homogenising forces of 
popular culture. The Trust’s model shows that cultural assets can be 
catalysts for economic development, spearheading the revitalisation of 
communities – raising incomes, restoring pride, improving the quality of 
life and, perhaps most importantly, providing hope.

The Trust has been constantly refining its programmes with a focus 
on education, sustainability and, where appropriate, replication. Its 
experience with development is intended to be shared through joint 
ventures and public-private partnerships, as well as with scholars, 
urban planners, municipalities, development organisations, government 
departments and international and academic institutions. 

Background
As it enters its third decade of dedication to cultural development 
work in Pakistan,  the mission of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture has 
taken on renewed and heightened importance against the backdrop 
of the challenges that the country is facing, thereby emphasizing 
the importance of arts and culture in promoting understanding and 
collaboration among peoples inside and outside Pakistan, and thus, 
contribute to peace and security.

AKTC became active in Northern Pakistan in 1989, in response to 
concerns that the unique culture of the area was under threat due to 
developments that followed the completion of the Karakoram Highway 
in 1978. Increased accessibility to hitherto remote valleys of Gilgit-
Baltistan, which were part of the old Central Asian Silk Route but 
which had remained inaccessible to vehicular traffic, coupled with the 
impact of tourism, introduced a rapid transformation of local customs 
and economic patterns, which called for new strategic development 
visions and adapted procedures capable of steering ongoing rapid 
change.
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The conservation of the Baltit Fort, the earliest elements of which 
date back more than 700 years, and the stabilisation of the historic 
core of the village of Karimabad in the Hunza Valley, were the Aga 
Khan Historic Cities Programme (AKHCP) first major interventions, 
completed in 1996.

It was clear from this experience that meaningful restoration works 
needed to be associated with the ongoing rehabilitation of traditional 
settlements as well as promotion of building techniques. Projects in 
Hunza and Baltistan have included the restoration of several other 
historic forts and former palaces, as well as other culturally relevant 
landmark buildings. Baltit Fort has become a local history museum and 
cultural centre, while Shigar Fort (completed in 2004) serves as a small 
hotel. This holistic approach was followed in the restoration of Khaplu 
Palace and Altit Fort.

The villages and neighbourhoods around the Forts, which were in 
danger of being deserted in favour of dispersed modern construction 
in the fields, are now being rehabilitated through active efforts of 
residents - a new trend which not only boosts cultural pride, but also 
helps reduce costs for road construction and infrastructure provision 
and saves the precious agricultural terraces from uncontrolled 
construction. Preserving indigenous values and at the same time 
introducing contemporary living standards (including sanitation) has 
been the key to the ongoing cultural development process, which is 
undertaken with the active involvement of the local communities.

As a means to address rural poverty and to encourage the 
participation of women in local economic activities other than the 
traditional subsistence agriculture, a pilot activity to provide women 
from poor households’ access to skill and income opportunities by 
engaging young girls in on-going restoration projects began in 2003. 

Since then, Ciqam has evolved into an effective vehicle to train women 
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in non-traditional skills such as ‘topographic and building surveys, 
carpentry, design and drafting, masonry, electrification, plumbing and 
hospitality’ more than 150 young women from poor and ultra-poor 
families of Hunza and Chitral have been trained and are gradually 
reducing gender inequality in the region.

Strategic planning principles to both protect and take advantage of 
existing environmental and cultural assets in the light of growing 
tourism are now being implemented through newly created local 
institutions, such as Town Management Societies and Cultural Heritage 
Trusts. New local NGOs have been groomed to revive and market 
traditional local crafts, such as weaving, embroidery and woodcarving.

These projects have won a number of prestigious prizes, including 
UNESCO Asia-Pacific Heritage Awards for Cultural Heritage 
Conservation (every year since 2002); Time Magazine Asia: Best of 
Asia Award; British Airways Tourism for Tomorrow Award for the 
restoration of Baltit Fort.; and, Virgin Responsible Tourism. 

These efforts in the north of the country are part of a broader vision 
toward the development of a number of interlinked projects in the 
part of Central Asia where Pakistan,  Afghanistan, Tajikistan and China 
meet. Beyond rehabilitation and conservation of monuments, this 
vision encompasses itineraries along different branches of the Old Silk 
Route that will allow visitors to enjoy the historic built environment, 
to experience the exceptional natural beauty of the area and to 
learn about the regions living cultures. The Silk Route initiative can 
help people from across the region to connect by celebrating local 
cultural traditions and values. By preserving the natural and physical 
environment and by highlighting authenticity, the Trust aims to attract 
visitors in manageable numbers. The role of these visitors is not only 
to help strengthen and sustain the local economy, but also to help 
safeguard the region’s unique cultures.

AKTC is exploring projects such as Gupis Fort as part of the historic 
Silk Route circuit, which would require funding of US$ 2.8 million to 
restore it and convert it into a guesthouse.

AKTC projects in the north of Pakistan have been and are the 
beneficiaries of generous funding and ongoing support from the 
Government of Norway.

Lahore Walled City
Upon the completion of the Shigar Fort project in 2005, the 
Government of Pakistan requested AKTC to make technical 
contributions to a World Bank funded area development “pilot” 
project in Lahore Walled City (LWC).  The work consequently carried 
out by AKTC and AKCSP was initiated under a 2007 public-private 
partnership framework agreement which came to an end in 2012. 
The first phase of the project completed in 2014 comprises urban 
infrastructure improvement, the conservation of the urban fabric and 
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of the major Mughal period monuments, and included an important 
social and economic dimension aimed at poverty alleviation and the 
creation of economic opportunity. The area of the ongoing project 
comprises some 11% of the 285 hectares of the Walled City.  The 
technical engagement of  AKTC continues currently on the basis of a 
MOU and the AKTC assistance programme is likely to continue in the 
foreseeable future. 

Pilot Project
For the pilot project AKTC-AKCSP provided both technical and 
financial assistance and the project has been subsumed in a LWC-
wide framework of integrated area development. This framework is 
contained in a Strategic Plan developed in 2011 and supported by 
physical and socio-economic baseline data established by AKTC’s 
Lahore office, and by a new GIS system for the Walled City. 

Under AKTC aegis, a medium term infrastructure development plan 
was also prepared for the entire Walled City, integrating the design 
of different utility services into a phased programme spread over 
fifteen years.  Additionally in over two years beginning in 2010, an 
integrated project at the micro scale, partly supported by the German 
government for the conservation and rehabilitation of 13 historic 
homes in the project area, was completed that demonstrated urban 
rehabilitation at the fine grain of the urban fabric, and established 
design paradigms for both infrastructure and architecture that were 
replicated in the rest of the Pilot Project area. 

Current Projects
• Residual components of the Pilot Project and for project 

preparation for its remaining phases. 
• In addition AKTC and AKCSP are also providing complete 

technical assistance, with the help of a grant from the 
Government of Norway, for the conservation of the 17th 
century Shahi Hammam, built as part of the Wazir Khan Mosque 
ensemble and  located just inside the Delhi Gate. It was built 
as public bath house by Wazir Khan during the reign of Mughal 
emperor Shah Jahan in 1634.

• AKTC will be engaged in the conservation of the facade (north) 
Wazir Khan Mosque (2015) and in the documentation of Lahore 
Fort ensemble, a World Heritage monument (2015). 

• The Walled City of Lahore Authority has recently requested 
AKTC’s assistance in the planning and carrying forward of the 
work for Master Conservation and Re-Development Plan. 

Importance of Lahore
There are several reasons why AKTC considered it necessary to 
intervene in Lahore Walled City: 

• A sharp decline that was registered in the number of people 
residing in LWC. By the time AKTC became involved, the 
number of local residents had dropped to below 150,000 
(down from 240,000 five decades earlier).  At the same time, 
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properties of high historic relevance were being demolished 
or converted into warehouses by the commercial sector. The 
Strategic Plan emphasizes the importance of maintaining a 
substantial residential population within LWC by improving 
housing conditions and by providing basic social services, thereby 
arresting further decay and laying the foundation for LWC’s 
socio-economic revival.

• Goodwill exists among local policy makers to turn LWC into a 
preferred destination for local, national and international visitors. 
This positive mindset has enabled AKTC to help prepare for 
LWC’s economic development, thereby emphasizing an increase 
in the numbers of visitors and the creation of employment 
opportunities for local residents.

Expected Impact
The Strategic Plan for LWC will be implemented in phases involving 
different sections of LWC. In the areas of LWC where AKTC has 
concentrated its efforts, the expected impact will be noticeable with 
regard to the number of rehabilitated monuments, improved housing 
conditions for local residents, improved access to utilities by these 
residents, improved access for visitors to historic monuments and 
improved safety on the street. 

• The completed AKTC pilot project for improved housing has set 
a high standard for quality. The impact of this project has been 
such that this effort is already being replicated on a larger scale.

• The removal of makeshift retail outlets that for decades have 
obscured important historic monuments along major arteries 
within LWC, as well as the rehabilitation of these monuments, 
is already having substantial visual and psychological impact – 
leading to an increase in the number of visitors to the area.

Project Partners
Growing awareness about LWC’s historic and socio-cultural 
importance among prominent businessmen, political leaders and the 
higher educated, as well as their acknowledgment of the high standards 
of AKTC’s conservation and rehabilitation efforts, has led to a number 
of key partnerships that include: Government of Punjab;  Walled City 
of Lahore Authority (a newly created Government of Punjab agency); 
the Lahore Heritage Foundation, a group of prominent local business 
leaders; World Bank; Royal Norwegian Embassy; Embassy of Germany; 
and, Ambassador’s Fund of the Embassy of the United States. 

Future Possibilities
In addition to the above-mentioned ongoing initiatives,  AKTC has 
earmarked for further consideration by its Board the following 
potential project sites in Lahore and nearby:

• Wazir Khan Mosque: Remaining elements of the full package. Total 
restoration cost has been estimated at US$ 4.8 million;

• Lahore Fort Complex: Restoration of various monuments and 
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open space: US$ 7.0 million;
• Hazuri Bagh: US$ 1.3 million; and,
• Jehangir’s Mausoleum: US$ 5.3 million

AKTC has also explored the possibility of working on projects in 
Multan, a city with a rich heritage, some of it related to Ismaili history. 
If there would be donor interest in exploring opportunities in Multan 
or other cities in Pakistan outside of Lahore and the province of Gilgit-
Baltistan,  AKTC would certainly be willing to engage with partners to 
find suitable projects that fit its portfolio, mandate and expertise. 

Funding Requirements
The above tentative list indicates the scale of potential project sites 
that may be considered should the necessary funding be identified. 

While AKTC has been able to proceed with certain projects on a 
phase by phase basis, and has attracted some co-funding, it is clear that 
the scope of these important projects will call for a wider and deeper 
level of private sector and public sector participation.
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