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While conservation of Baltit Fort, the fi rst project of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture 

(AKTC) in the area, was undertaken it was determined that in order for the socio-

economic benefi ts to be fully realized, thus allowing for community ownership of 

the process, the living conditions and overall welfare of the inhabitants of 

Karimabad would also have to be improved. Thus the Karimabad project under-

taken as of 1992 was the fi rst AKTC initiative using multiple inputs for community-

based rehabilitation, village planning and area development.

 Subsequent to the loss of the traditional institutional structures in 1974, with 

the abolishment of the Mirdom and the opening up of the KKH road that linked 

Pakistan with China in 1979, the physical environment in Hunza experienced a 

negative phase. Traditional wisdom called for the use of scarce land for agricul-

ture, fruit growing and cash crops while ‘dead’ land was employed for housing, 

but these lessons were cast aside. This negative development had started to 

affect Karimabad as the traditional settlements in the neighbourhood of the Fort 

were being abandoned, mostly because of prevailing unsanitary living condi-

tions and the inadequacy of the houses to support the desired standard of 

modern life. 

 New housing built on the open farm terraces with only rudimentary sanitary 

waste disposal was not only marring the physical scenic beauty but also redu-

cing productive farm land. To steer this development away from these negative 

aspects, following discussions with the inhabitants of Karimabad, a framework 

for physical growth and for the maintenance of its environmental and cultural 

assets was formulated. This called for: the establishment of a representative 

local institutional base, the Karimabad Town Management Society (TMS), which 

could resolve upcoming social and community issues; the rehabilitation of the 

traditional settlements and their architectural heritage; a more balanced land-

use development catering for future growth either by enlarging the existing set-

tlements or by developing new sites suitable from an environmental and cultural 

sensibility; and the planning and setting up of service infrastructure to support 

the proposed land use.

An aerial view of a settlement 

in the Hunza Valley.
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Elders dancing in the rehabilitated jataq, or 

community space, in Altit Village.
Project Scope   Objectives

The aims of this project include improving living 

conditions in central Hunza, while protecting and 

retaining the natural and physical setting that is the 

attraction of the area. The conservation of its archi-

tecturaland cultural heritage is a clear goal, together 

with the rehabilitation of its traditional settlements 

through insertion of modern services (such as 

sanitation, water supply, paved pathways). These 

actions demonstrate the applicability of traditional 

housing, fostering responsible community-based 

institutions, and reviving traditional skills in crafts, 

while developing capacities in non-traditional areas 

for women.
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

The historic settlements of Ganish, Altit and Baltit are in 

central Hunza. A strand of the old Silk Route runs 

through Ganish where within walking distance are found 

the Sacred Rocks at Haldeikish, testimony to the many 

cultures, traders and travellers that traversed this route. 

The human effort to carve out a living in this incredibly 

beautiful yet harsh terrain, in harmony with the natural 

environment, led to the development of a mountain cul-

ture among the Hunzokutz which is visible in the many 

forts and fortifi ed villages, the terraced farming lands, the 

irrigation channels that were constructed, the intricate 

water supply system that was implemented, the trad-

itions and festivals that were adopted, the folklore and the 

language – Burushaski – the diet, dance and music, and 

the arts and crafts. The combination of the cultural heri-

tage and the physical environment provide an enclave 

that is worthy of recognition as a world heritage site.

Challenges

DEMOGRAPHICS

The three villages of Karimabad, Ganish and Altit with 

their many settlements have a population of 11,000 

with 1400 households.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS

The centuries-old harmony of human habitation and 

natural environment is being eroded by the construc-

tion of scattered housing in the productive terraced 

farmlands. A large number of these new houses use 

concrete blocks and large glass windows, alien to the 

traditional wisdom of using local materials, such as 

stone, poplar wood, mud adobe bricks and small-

sized living spaces, and of being south facing, as well 

as importantly being built on so-called dead land that 

could not be made productive. 

ACCESS TO OPEN SPACE

The Karimabad bowl-shaped land confi guration en-

ables wonderful scenic vistas. These vistas, because of 

commercial pressures on the scarce land, have been 

blocked as multi-storey buildings have come up in the 

main Karimabad Bazaar. The buildings on the lower 

side obscure these views. In an effort to provide visual 

corridors and prevent the feeling of traversing any other 

bazaar in Pakistan, a number of ‘viewpoint’ areas were 

acquired that have been retained to provide openings 

for people to absorb and get a wide-open feeling.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

Surveys and data collection were centred on Karimabad. 

As the programme spread, village surveys and topo-

graphic surveys have also been done, through locally 

trained women and men.

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS

The ‘Karimabad Conceptual Development Plan’ was 

formulated through a very interactive process with the 

community, village organizations and government de-

partments. Expertise and research work was also 

done through fi eld work carried out by the Aga Khan 

Program for Islamic Architecture, where students from 

MIT and Harvard participated in the early 1990s. 

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED 

The major forts of Baltit and Altit have been conserved. 

The fortifi ed settlement of Ganish Khun has been fully 

rehabilitated, including recently the Ali Gohar House; 

so too the historic settlements of Karimabad and Altit. 

The various conservation and rehabilitation projects 

have so far won four UNESCO Asia-Pacifi c Awards for 

Cultural Heritage in central Hunza. 

NEW BUILDING FACILITIES

In an attempt to demonstrate the modern usage of trad-

itional construction techniques and materials, a number 

of new buildings have been constructed. These are the 

Amin Khan House, the Altit TMS building, the Altit gallery 

building, the Darbar in Aliabad, the offi ce building in 

Karimabad, which houses the Karimabad TMS, and 

the model house in the ‘Cluster Housing Project’. The 

latter and some other buildings that have used trad-

itional building materials and construction techniques, 

relying on local materials thus also supporting the local 

economy, have been much appreciated by the com-

munities. Already one sees greater use of locally avail-

able poplar wood, thus cutting down on deforestation, 

as well as use of local building mat erials in some of the 

new housing and buildings now being constructed. 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

The decision to restore the historic Baltit Fort as a mu-

seum and cultural centre in the early 1990s was the 

fi rst major step that triggered the process of revival of 

traditional construction style and skills. The few master 

masons and carpenters then available were recruited, 

together with young apprentices under the supervision 

of international consultants and professional staff. This 

strategy of developing technical and skilled capacities 

in conservation and rehabilitation has been followed 

since the beginning of the Baltit Fort restoration with 14 

master carpenters and 23 master masons now prac-

ticing, some with 15 years of experience in conservation 

and rehabilitation. The Women Social Enterprise (WSE) 

has enabled 12 young women with school education, 

previously trained in technical documentation of heritage 

assets, now to work with master carpenters, masons, 

electricians and plumbers. These young women trainees 

are receiving both on-the-job practical training from 

master artisans as well as basic theoretical under-

standing from professional staff, such as engineers, 

architects and consultants.

QUALIT Y OF LIFE

Health indicators are much improved with the provision 

of proper modern sanitation systems through the cover-

age of the 1400 households of Karimabad, Ganish and 

Altit. Interestingly the treated effl uents are being used 

for growing crops in the areas of the Hunza River bank 

with excellent harvests reported.

Partners

COMMUNIT Y PARTNERS

Karakoram Area Development Organization, Karimabad 

Town Management Society, Ganish Khun Heritage and 

Social Welfare Society, Altit Town Management Society.

Donors

Governments of Norway, Japan and Spain, Swiss Agency 

for Development Cooperation, Aga Khan Foundation, 

European Union.

Authoritative Framework

The underlying agreement for all community-based 

rehabilitation and enterprise projects is that communities 

would drive the project implementation, while AKCS-P 

would provide technical assistance and fi nancial over-

sight. On completion the communities would take 

responsibility for the management of the concerned 

individual projects.
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The rehabilitation programme was extended to the historic village of Ganish initially and 

then spread to the villages of Chumerkhun, Sheraz and Altit. To sustain improvement in 

the quality of life brought about by these projects, Town Management Societies (TMS) 

were instituted following the Karimabad model in Ganish and Altit, with the charge of 

taking full responsibility for the rehabilitation projects in the settlements. In addition to the 

restoration and rehabilitation efforts, focus on reviving traditional skills, generating new 

employment opportunities through revival of arts and crafts, and training in non- trad-

itional skills for women was also implemented.

 Revival of the marketing of traditional crafts, such as weaving, embroidery and rug 

making, was also made possible through partnering with local organizations, such as 

the Karakoram Area Development Organization (KADO). Other KADO activities include 

the Hunza Environmental Committee which looks after the collection and disposal of 

waste in central Hunza. Another initiative is the Hunza Arts and Culture Forum, established 

to revive and promote music through apprenticeship of young students with masters in the 

old traditions, and production of indigenous musical instruments.

 At the request of the Ganish community, the rehabilitation programme was extended 

to Ganish, one of the oldest villages in Hunza, an example of a traditional fortifi ed settle-

ment. Initiatives started with the conservation of an architectural ensemble of the four 

family mosques of Yarikutz, Rupikutz, Kuyukutz and Mamurukutz, organized around a 

historic open community space, the jataq – formerly the site of ritual and ceremonial 

activities. The programme was then extended to cover the whole historic village with its 

three other mosques, two shikaris (watchtowers), the historic village water reservoir and 

a number of historic houses. Sanitation and water supply schemes were also instituted. 

A concealed electric supply system was installed and the village lanes were stone-paved 

to complete the environmental upgrading. 

 Residential development outside the historic areas has allowed for the revival of sound 

building techniques based on tradition, drawing upon the experiences and research into 

appropriate forms of traditional cluster housing. This helps to provide a viable social setting, 

where inter-generational interaction is possible and encouraged, and where security of the 

individual and the family is ensured. 

Left, the restored jataq, or community 

space, in Altit.

Right, the traditional, fl at-roofed houses 

adjacent to the Fort on which one can see 

plates of apricots drying in the sun.
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