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Schedule of the meeting of minds: Pamirs at the Crossroads 

Thursday, April 21, 2016 

9:00 – 10:00  Registration 

10:00 – 11:30  Thematic session I: Setting the stage 

Opening and welcome address 

by Hermann Kreutzmann (Chair of Human Geography and Head of the 

Centre for Development Studies, Freie Universitaet Berlin) 

Visual introduction to the Pamirs and Pamirian Peoples 

by Monika Bulaj (Photojournalist, writer and documentarian, Trieste) 

   Discussion 

11:30 – 13:00 Group picture and lunch 

13:00 – 14:30 Thematic Session II: Challenges for resource maintenance and utilisa-

tion

Inputs by Yi Shaoliang (Senior natural resources management special-

ist ICIMOD, Kathmandu) and Nusrat Nasab (Chief Executive Officer 

FOCUS Humanitarian Assistance, Islamabad) 

   Discussion 

14:30 – 15:00 Tea break 

15:00 – 16:30 Thematic Session III: Education and mobility 

Inputs by Majeed Khan (Director Education, Gilgit), Bohdan Kraw-

chenko (Director General of the University of Central Asia, Bishkek) 

and Robert Middleton (Senior Development Expert, Crans) 

   Discussion 

16:30 – 18:00  Keynotes 

The life and career of Haji Rahman Qul Khan by M. Nazif Mohib Shah-

rani (Professor of Anthropology, Central Asian and Middle Eastern 

Studies, Indiana University Bloomington, IN) 

Life in Ulupamir Köyü by Muhammet Ekber Kutlu (Professor at 

Yüzüncü Yıl University, Van) 
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Friday, April 22, 2016 

9:00 – 10:30 Thematic session IV: Experiences with regional development 

Inputs by Ghulam Amin (Aga Khan Rural Support Programme, Islama-

bad), Muzaffar-Ud Din (Country Representative & Chief Executive Of-

ficer BRAC, Islamabad) and Bernard Repond (Pamir’s Bridges, Mars-

ens)

   Discussion 

10:30 – 11:00 Tea break 

11:00 – 12:30 Thematic session V: Knowledge generation and heritage preservation 

Inputs by Odinamamad Mirzo (Headmaster and museum curator, 

Namadgut), Nazir Ahmed Bulbul (President Local Council, Gulmit) and 

Markus Hauser (The Pamir-Archive, Wintherthur) 

   Discussion 

12:30 – 13:45 Lunch 

13:45 – 14:30 Closing and remarks on future prospects 

by Yuri Badenkov (Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow) 

15:30 – 17:30 Visit of Pamir-related exhibits in the Central Asian Collections of the 

Dahlem Museum 

Saturday, April 23, 2016 

13:00 – 17:00  Visit of the historic city centre of Berlin 

21:30  Visit of the Reichstag Building (German Parliament) 
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Hermann Kreutzmann 

Executive summary - Pamirs at the Crossroads - Changing challenges and perspectives 

The meeting ‘Pamirs at the crossroads’ was convened in the framework of the Pamir re-

search project sponsored by the Volkswagen Foundation as a final conference that was 

looking back at what was achieved by previous academic and scientific activities in better 

understanding the historical heritage for path-dependent development. A further aspect of 

the ‘meeting of minds’ was to develop a vision for desiderata, short-comings and urgent 

needs directed towards Pamir-focused development and research efforts. All persons who 

could follow the invitation to convene in Berlin were experts in their respective fields thus 

representing a wide range of different personal experiences, professional backgrounds and 

upbringings. It was attempted to create a cross-border perspective that was focusing on a 

remote region in all countries that claim to have a share in the Pamirs. By looking from the 

periphery on local developments, regional connections, national dependencies and global 

networks the web of multi-fold interrelationships and contrasting perceptions emerged and 

illustrated the complex challenges to which this meeting of minds could contribute only 

some glimpses. The two-day deliberations were structured in five themes, two keynotes, 

and one summarising statement. 

1 Setting the stage 

With an impressive visual introduction the photographer Monika Bulaj from Trieste drew 

the attention to the challenges and plight citizens in Afghanistan in general and Pamirian 

people in particular have been confronted with through many decades. Her images left a 

continuing effect on all participants and have shown personal constraints, societal pres-

sures and a resulting individual resilience that might and would allow adequate economic 

survival and self-determined everyday life under harsh and life-threatening environmental 

and socio-political conditions.  

In a historic review attention was drawn to the first atlas map on the Pamirs in the second 

edition of the reputed and well-known Diercke Atlas, published in 1883. The same year 

when a European audience was fascinated by the Pamirian Knot as a geological meeting 

place of mighty mountain ranges it happened that a quarter of the residents of Wakhan 

followed their leader Ali Mardan Shah into exile into Yasin, Ishkoman and Gojal which lie in 

Gilgit-Baltistan, nowadays under Pakistan’s administration. His brother Sarbuland Shah led 

another group to Tiznaf and Tashkurgan in Sarikol, nowadays Tajik Autonomous County 

Tashkurgan, Xinjiang, in the People’s Republic of China. Subsequently the former mirdom 

of Wakhan was bisected into an Afghan and Russian-administered part which nowadays 
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2 Challenges for resource maintenance and utilisation 

From the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development, based in Kathmandu 

that follows an agenda in which trans-boundary landscape-based transects play a promi-

nent role Yi Shaoliang and Muhammad Ismail represented the working group on the Hin-

dukush-Karakoram-Pamir-Landscape Initiative (HKPL). In their presentation the challenge 

between nature protection and human utilisation of mountain resources was highlighted as 

it is perceived by the Kathmandu-based organisation which sees itself as a facilitator for 

the improvement of trans-boundary national parks to cooperate in fields of nature, culture 

and social welfare, and to provide data and knowledge for capacity building. Yi Shaoliang 

articulated that the biggest challenge will remain in balancing the region’s potential be-

tween preservation and development. The conventional array of reasons for nature protec-

tion, the creation of national parks and biosphere reserves were reiterated and supported 

by arguments for maintaining ecosystems and unique areas of biodiversity. Its embed-

dedness in climate and global change was reiterated as well. The reconciliation between 

nature protection and human utilisation strategies is often one-sided in favour of the envi-

ronment when outside players suggest the design and management of national parks. Cer-

tain areas appear on maps as marked spaces.  

During our discussions it became obvious that some of these preserved areas only do exist 

on paper without having any impact on the welfare of human beings and nature. The Pamir 

National Park has operated in such a manner as several participants had observed over the 

years. Restrictions were reinforced in cases were management interventions were signifi-

cant with strong impact on local residents. Muzaffar-Ud Din reminded the group of the ad-

verse experiences in Shimshal that suddenly had become mainly lying in Khunjerab Nation-

al Park that was designed by George Schaller and the Pakistan Government without consul-

tation of local stakeholders. Khunjerab National Park borders on the Tashkurgan National 

Nature Reserve. The reservations of affected combined mountain farmers in Gojal in gen-

eral and in Shimshal in particular had led to disapprove and refuse external management 

plans. In a reconciliation effort that took more than two decades the Khunjerab Villagers 

Organisation was established and has been acting as a stakeholder organisation for Gojal. 

The set-up of the Shimshal Nature Trust has been functioning as an overall welfare organi-

sation that allocates income from mountaineering and trekking tourism and trophy-hunting 

fees to social projects in the village and the trust is managed by the local people them-

selves. The discussion highlighted the differing perspectives from outsiders, government 

officials, development actors and donors which often are in stark contrast to the view-

points of local stakeholders who regard these areas as their heritage, traditional resources, 

and utilise these areas for a substantial share of the generation of their livelihoods. 
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mirs and how it was connected to Ismaili scholarship and cultural expressions. A straight-

forward and systematic expansion of schooling for everybody took place in Gorno-

Badakhshan during the Soviet period which significantly raised the standard of instruction 

and the quality of education since the 1930s. Many observers have articulated a standpoint 

that this high level has been maintained since. In his deliberations Robert Middleton em-

phasised that this is not the case anymore. After a quarter century of independence the 

quality of school infrastructure, staffing with qualified teachers and maintaining standards 

of pedagogy have deteriorated to an alarming state. The decline has been accelerated by 

the high rate of out-migration among the young generation including teachers and students 

for work in Kazakhstan and Russia. While educational quality has peaked in Tajikistan long 

ago the neighbouring regions of Afghanistan, China and Pakistan were late-comers in these 

educational efforts.

Majeed Khan drew our attention to the combined efforts of Pakistan’s governmental and 

private institutions belonging mainly to the Aga Khan Development Network and the local 

communities in enhancing the standard of education. This full-flung process began in the 

1970s and has not reached its peak yet in terms of quality while the qualitative aspects of 

school attendance and literacy rates are quite impressive for Gilgit-Baltistan, especially in 

comparison with other areas of Pakistan. The importance that is given in household deci-

sion-making to education is reflected in a growing number of Gojali households who have 

completely relocated to urban destinations where their children can enjoy adequate 

schooling and better facilities for studying. 

The same effects of education could not be recorded for Afghan Badakhshan where the 

process of introducing female and male schooling has been very slow and bears huge po-

tential. Surprisingly the Tajik minority (minzu) – the term Tajik functions as a synonym for 

all Ismaili people who speak a Pamirian language in China – in Tashkurgan County has al-

ways lagged behind other groups and areas in Xinjiang when it comes to formal education. 

Consequently, in the discussion the effect of boundaries was highlighted. The path-

dependent developments were regenerated to different forms of colonial interventions by 

British, Chinese, Russian/Soviet powers which have had lasting effects until today in design 

and form of educational institutions.  

The mobility aspect was discussed from the perspective of brain drain and out-migration. 

Although controversial opinions were articulated the overall consensus was that mobility 

has led to a higher inter-connectedness of Pamirian households with other arenas of eco-

nomic activities from which local households and individuals benefit. 
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initiative which is named ‘one belt, one road’ in brief. Since 2013 the new Chinese devel-

opment doctrine is drawing long corridors across Asia and perceives them as the future 

arenas for regional development and trans-boundary exchange. In this context mountain 

researchers are challenged to address major issues that are connected with such grand 

initiatives. What does that mean when these corridors of roads and communication lines 

cross national parks and bisect biosphere reserves? How does infrastructure development 

for the connection of dynamic growth poles in the lowlands and urbanised centres affect 

the mountain areas that are traversed? Do these mountain areas with low population densi-

ty and limited economic potential as consumers and producers of tradable goods have a 

role and share in the new dynamism? More socio-cultural and economic-political questions 

could be raised that are addressing pressing and vital issues for the future of High Asian 

mountain regions beyond nature preservation and resource utilisation. Consequently, a 

new initiative was started by the Mountain Societies Research Institute in the University of 

Central Asia, the Institute of Geography of the Russian Academy of Science, and the Centre 

of Development Studies of the Freie Universitaet Berlin titled “The Silk Roads crossing the 

Mountains of Central Asia. Ancient routes and new challenges in times of global change”. 

The meeting is scheduled for September 2017 in Khorog. 
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What do we know about all this? What do we know about the clandestine Shiah rites, or 

the death threats nailed at night by the Taliban, on the doors of those who dare to send 

their daughters to school? Who talks about the survivors of kidnappings – the country’s 

most thriving industry? What do we know about the juvenile prisons where female adoles-

cents are incarcerated after escaping from forced marriages? Or the shelters, where these 

young women seek refuge from the revenge of their clans or their own families? 

Who cares about the Kuchis, the last nomads, the very lowest of the low: without pas-

turelands, reduced to miserable existences, living in the cities in squalid hovels or tents, 

where half the newborn babies do not survive the winter? But all Afghans are in danger of 

becoming Kuchis, a displaced and dispossessed people, perched on their bundled belong-

ings, waiting for an escape that never comes. 

Yet, in spite of all the horror and misery, the fear and degradation, the Afghan people still 

laugh and play passionately, make music, and dance and sing joyously. Here is the smiling 

barber who interpreted Osama bin Laden in a TV series. Here a small neighbourhood thea-

tre full of serious-looking Afghan men who are betting on the outcome of a ‘battle royal’ 

between opposing armies of baby chicks. And here other men laugh and joke while watch-

ing the ritual camel-fights. 

The families of Taliban who are fighting on the frontlines, the village chiefs who are now 

repentant killers, the children who had to behead a hostage as their initiation rite, the 

nomad girls working as prostitutes, the hopeless fight of the Kirghizians on the arid moun-

tains of the North. 

And the female continent. Women: their dreams, sexuality, emotional geography, expecta-

tions, their fight against depression and their striving for self-fulfilment in a repressive 

tribal context.

In the ‘bright garden’ of Afghanistan, I followed its paths instinctively, finding centres of 

hope in the most hopeless places, in the darkest depths of despair.   

Kabul, 2012 
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Stefan Schütte 

Thematic session II: Challenges for resource maintenance and utilisation1

The issue of transboundary mountain preservation raised by Yi Shaoliang posed question of 

regional cooperation in environmental conservation across the Pamirs, as well as induced 

debates about the perspectives and usefulness of ICIMOD’s policy of establishing protected 

areas across national borders. These may take the form of National Parks, a Western con-

cept that has invited widespread critique. As an idea of outsiders that not necessarily take 

into account the aspirations of local populations the creation of such areas is highly con-

tested. Especially the tendency to ignore local knowledge and local resource utilisation in 

those areas presents problems for people who depend on these resources for their liveli-

hoods. As such, nature protection often takes precedence over the protection human lives 

and livelihoods and gives rise to local resistance. This general problem of integrating local 

stakeholders and local knowledge is compounded by the mandate of ICIMOD that does not 

represent the entire Pamirs. Critically, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have no representation in 

ICIMOD so that transboundary nature protection will indeed be confronted with added 

problems.

In his paper that was written in collaboration with Wang Jinniu (Chengdu Institute of Biolo-

gy) and Wu Ning (ICIMOD), however, Yi Shaoliang attempted to summarise much of the 

existing Chinese-language literature about conservation and development in the area of 

the Eastern Pamirs. This provides an invaluable view on an otherwise difficult to access 

body of scholarship and shows the high attraction the region has had for Chinese scientific 

work in both the natural and social sciences.  

The talk by Nusrat Nasab introduced the work of Focus Humanitarian Assistance, which is 

part of the Aga Khan Network. She elaborated on the contexts in which Focus works, and 

the means they employ to address issues of Disaster Risk Reduction in remote mountain 

villages of Northern Pakistan. Her account concentrated on the challenges and perspec-

tives and the lessons learned for further engagement in terms of supporting community 

based disaster management systems. This was expanded upon in the discussion around the 

virtues of community risk mappings and the necessity to ground humanitarian work in an 

apprehension of local knowledge systems. These in turn must form the basis of local early 

warning systems that enable local communities and households to anticipate local disasters 

from natural hazards and mitigate their effects. However, the challenge for building and 

supporting such systems is presented as one of enabling infrastructural resilience that can-

not be established by local communities alone but requires high investments from outside 

                                                 
1 Based on minutes recorded by Marina Heyink and Tim Polster 
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Yi Shaoliang, Wang Jinniu, Wu Ning 

A review of Chinese researches on conservation and development in Eastern Pamirs 

1 Introduction 

The Eastern Pamirs, or the Chinese Pamirs, include the entire Taxkorgan County, part of 

Aketao County and Quqia County. It borders Afghanistan, Pakistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyz-

stan and links with the Tianshan, Kunlun, Karakoram and Hindu Kush Mountains. The total 

area of the Chinese Pamirs is around 30,000km² and more than half of it is under protected 

area management. 

Most of the literature about the Pamir region is in English, Russian, Chinese, and to a lesser 

degree German languages. However, due to reasons of language, the manifold Chinese 

research is hardly known or recognised by the non-Chinese speaking scholars. 

In order to provide an overview of Chinese literature in this field for a wider audience this 

paper tries to briefly summarise the relevant work on the Chinese Pamirs in the fields of 

flora, fauna, climate change and impacts, socioeconomic characteristics, ethnography, 

natural resources and environments, so as to provide a small window for non-Chinese 

speakers to learn about the existing knowledge in the region. 

2 A typology of Chinese literature on the Eastern Pamirs 

This review covers the peer-reviewed journal articles, theses and dissertations for Master 

and Ph.D. degrees and book publications based on original field studies or analysis of origi-

nal data. They were identified by searching through the National Science Library, Chinese 

Academy of Sciences (http://www.las.ac.cn) and the China Network for Knowledge and 

Information (http://www.cnki.net) using the key words "Taxkorgan, Kashgar, Pamirs, Kun-

lun Mountains, Marco Polo Sheep, Ibex, South Xinjiang" . All the identified documents were 

again screened for their relevance to the topics of conservation and development in the 

Pamirs or Taxkorgan with the aim to select only literature that has a direct reference to 

these areas. However, articles about the western Karakoram were also included in case 

they had a reference to Taxkorgan. Altogether, 113 journal articles, 17 M.Sc. thesis, 4 

Ph.D. thesis and 15 books have been identified with high relevance to the Chinese Pamirs 

and parts of the Karakoram, especially, Taxkorgan. These have been classified in broad 

subject areas as displayed in Table 1 for an overview.  
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Table 1: Overview: A typology of Chinese literature on the Eastern Pamirs (own design) 

Dimensions  No. of publications, subjects and exemplary references 
Botany & 
vegetation 

Total: 43 

Including 21 articles, 11 M.Sc. thesis from Shihezi University, and 1 survey 

report, on general survey; floral distribution and plant biodiversity; and 

taxonomic studies of Cruciferae, Peduclaris spp.; Leguminosae; Oxytropis 

spp.; Gramineae; Compositae; Astereae; Sympelalae; Ranunculaceae; 

Astragalus spp.; Poligonaceae; Rosaceae; Archichlamydae; Sympeladae;  

Scrophulariaceae; Gentianaceae; Carex family; Bryophytes. 

Example: Qiu (2005); Xu (2011) 

Wildlife & 
conservation  

Total: 18 

15 articles, 1 Ph.D. dissertation, and 2 books, on Faunal resources and 

distribution; Population size, habitats and status of Marco Polo sheep (Ovis 

ammon polii), Ibex, snow Leopard, blue sheep, fish resources 

12 of them have a focus on Taxorgan County or Taxkorgan Nature Reserve. 

Examples: Gong et al. 2007; Yu et al. (2009); Wang (2012)  

Sociology & 
Development

 Total: 23 

Including 12 articles, 10 books and 1 Ph.D. dissertation, on Physical fea-

tures of Tajiks; Iodine deficiency; Tajik society, gender relations, religion, 

and tourism, disaster and risk management, and explorations of local 

niche products. 

Examples: Liu (2014); Luo & Zhao. (2004); Qurban (2011); Wang (2014) 

Geology & 
Hydrology

Total  23 

Including 20 articles, 1 M.Sc. thesis, and 2 books, on  

rock formation, tectonic movement, geological structures; mineral re-

sources and river runoff, and hydropower potential. 13 having a focus on 

Taxkorgan. 

Examples: Mansirik et al. (2008); Li 2013

Climate & 
change

Total:23 

Including 20 articles, 2 M.Sc. thesis, 1 Ph.D. thesis 

There are 15 on overall Xinjiang, 4 on South Xinjiang, 2 on Tarim River 

Basin, 1 on Kashgar Prefecture, and 1 on Taxorgan and its close approximi-

ty.

Temperature & precipitation (11): Snowfall & spatial distribution (6); Sur-

face CO2/H2O(1); and Extreme Events(5) 

Examples: Abasi et al. (2012); Liu et al. (2008); Tao et al.(2014) 

Climate
change im-
pacts

Total: 19 

Including 15 articles, 3 M.Sc. thesis and 1 Ph.D. thesis, dealing climate 

change impacts on general environment (2), sandstorm occurrences (3), 

agriculture (6), water resources & glaciers (6), Frozen soil/Frost(2). 

By area, 10 on overall Xinjiang, 7 on South Xinjiang, and 2 for Pamirs.  

Representatives: Guo & Shi (2008); Yang (2012); Liu et al. (2008) 
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2.1 Botany & biodiversity 

Modern botanical and vegetative studies (Xu 2007, Xinjiang Survey Team of Chinese Acad-

emy Sciences1979) on the Chinese Pamirs and Karakoram started from the 1950s onwards. 

Systematic botanical studies have been made by survey teams from different institutions of 

the Chinese Academy of Sciences (in 1959, 1974, and 1978), the Xinjiang General Bureau of 

Agricultural Reclamation (in 1978) as well as individual researchers from different universi-

ties and research institutions of China.  

From 1987 to 1992, scientists from China (Chinese Academy of Sciences and other universi-

ties), France and Pakistan made a joint expedition for Karakoram-Kunlunshan (including 

Taxkorgan and parts of the Chinese Pamirs) that focused on four thematic areas: regional 

geological evolution, landmass uplift and environmental changes, floristic composition and 

biological resources, and natural environment and spatial differentiation. The survey re-

sulted in a book series on all these different areas. 

Supported by the National Science Fund of China (NSFC), Prof. Yan Ping and his team from 

Shihezi University has made consistent and systematic studies on the plant floristics and 

taxonomy of the Chinese Pamirs and Taxkorgan area of the Karakoram through extensive 

field trips in the past twenty years (Qiu 2005; Xu 2011; Yang et al. 2008). The associated 

scientists are the major contributors of papers, theses and dissertations in this field over 

the recent years. According to their findings, the Chinese Pamirs have 953 species from 

303 genera and 59 families of higher plants while the Karakoram region has 659 species 

from 205 genera and 47 such families.  

Surveys on rangeland resources in the Chinese Pamirs (Su 2013) also started from the 

1950s. The most recent and intensive survey commenced in 1979 and lasted to late 1980s. 

The survey was organised by the central government, implemented by livestock depart-

ments of the provinces with technical support from the Chinese Academy of Sciences and 

the Chinese Academy of Agriculture Science. This large scale survey resulted in the devel-

opment and publication of the 1:1 million Chinese Rangeland Map, Grassland Resources and 

Plant Resources on Chinese Grassland.   

2.2 Fauna studies & conservation 

Apart from the aforesaid Karakoram-Kunlunshan Comprehensive Survey, several major spe-

cies-wise surveys of fauna in the Pamirs have been developed in the past 30 years, with a 

particular focus on the Marco polo sheep, ibex and snow leopard. Out of the 15 articles, 

nine are related to Marco polo sheep, six related to argali and two on ibex. There is one 
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doctoral dissertation focusing on the snow leopard. Taxkorgan Nature Reserve is the focal 

area, but several studies covered the whole Chinese Pamirs.  

In 1985 and 1986, George Schaller et al. (1987), surveyed the large mammals, in the newly 

established Taxkorgan Nature Reserve and its adjacent area. Their estimation of the num-

ber of Marco Polo sheep living in the Kalaqiku Valley as their major area of distribution 

amounts to be less than 150.  

Gong et al. (2007) from CAS studied the population size, distribution area and habitat 

availability of the Marco sheep in the Taxkorgan Nature Reserve. Their study indicated that 

Marco Polo sheep were distributed only in 25.29% of the total area of the reserve and its 

total available suitable habitat is only 484km2 or 3.03% of the total reserve area. The esti-

mated the total number of Marco Polo Sheep to be around 1,500-1,700. 

Ablimit et al. (2010) surveyed the population of Marco Polo sheep and ibex in the Muztag 

area in 2009 and reported that the 708.5km2 of studied area had a population density of 

1.44 ind./ km2 for Marco Polo sheep and 0.558 ind./ km2 for ibex. 

The most systematic study on the Marco Polo sheep covering the whole Chinese Pamirs was 

carried out by the Northwest Institute for Endangered Wildlife (Yu et al. 2009) from 1997 

to 2007 through a project funded by the State Forestry Administration of China. Their 

study suggested that the Marco Polo sheep in China was mainly distributed in a very narrow 

strip close to the Chinese border with neighbouring Pakistan, Afghanistan, Tajikistan and 

Kyrgyzstan (mainly in Taxkorgan and Aktao counties). They developed the first map of 

Marco Polo sheep's distribution in China and estimated that the Marco Polo sheep's total 

population in China to be around 3000. 

Wang Jun (2012) studied the ecological niche and population size of the snow leopard in 

Taxkorgan Nature Reserve from 2009 to 2011, using Infrared camera tracking. Within in a 

41 km² area (located within Maryang Township), three to six snow leopards were captured 

by the cameras, indicating a density of 7.14-14.29 individuals/km² within the surveyed 

area. In the same study, he also found that 24.6% of the food of the snow leopards was 

from domestic animals such as yaks, goats and sheep. 

All the studies pointed to issues of habitat shrinking and degradation due to infrastructure 

development and grazing and conflicts between wildlife and domestic animals and the 

need for transboundary collaboration for effective conservation. 
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2.3 Sociology & development 

The number of articles based on original socio-economic studies is rather limited. Most of 

the articles in this respect are more general discussions on development issues (technolo-

gies, policies, strategies or plans). However, there are a few monographs based on well-

designed field surveys of the Tajik communities in Taxkorgan County (Liu 2014; Wang 2014; 

Luo & Zhao 2004; Qurban 2011). 

As a part of the research programme on the economic development of the ethnic minori-

ties initiated by the China Nationality University, Wang and his team developed a detailed 

study of the Tuo Ge Lun Xia Village of Taxkorgan County at three levels: the village level, 

household level and individuals (Wang 2014). Their work described in a detailed manner 

the demography (1430 people), village history, agricultural production and farming systems 

and their changes, livestock production, forestry, business and cultural customs of the vil-

lage.

Another similar study was conducted by Luo & Zhao (2004) of Yunnan University, focusing 

on Tezlaph Village (165 households and 1105 people) of Taxkorgan. This study was part of 

the University's research programme on Villages of Ethnic Minorities of China. The study 

also focused on the village history, its utilisation of local natural resources, demography, 

economy, social organisation and village politics, as well as marriage and family, legal and 

social control systems, language culture, education, customs, science and technology, pub-

lic health and religious practice. In contrast to the study of Wang (2014) which took a more 

descriptive approach, Luo & Zhao (2004)'s work used a comprehensive analytical approach 

and focused on an analysis of changes in village society. 

Against the background of the Chinese government initiative to relocate people for conser-

vation or development purposes, Liu (2014) studied the migration and adaptation of the 

Tajik communities. Up to July 2005, over 393 households and 2,071 people from over 15 

townships were relocated to a newly established town called Abati. Liu (2014) studied in 

detail how the newly settled people culturally adapt to the new physical environment and 

its ecological context, their farming practices, living surroundings and community envi-

ronments. 

Qurban (2011) was without doubt the most prolific scholar on Chinese Tajiks. Born in 

Taxkorgan, Qurban is a professor at Xinjiang University and has over 20 publications on 

different aspects of the Tajik communities in Chinese Pamirs. 
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2.4 Climate change & adaptation 

Literature on climate change, impact and adaptation in the Pamirs is mostly based on the 

analysis of the measured data on climatic factors over the past 50-60 years. Very few arti-

cles on impacts and adaptation were based on field studies. 

Abasi et al. (2012)'s analysis of the climate variations in Kashgar region during 1960-2010 is 

the one most relevant to the Pamir region. Using meteorological data from five stations, 

including the one in Taxkorgan, they analysed changes of the major climatic variables in 

the past 50 years. Their analysis showed that there was a significant warming across the 

prefecture. The annual mean, the maximum and minimum temperatures have all increased 

over the period. In the plains, the increase is more visible in winter while in mountains 

areas such as Taxkorgan the increase is more visible during autumn season. Rainfall also 

increases over the period, albeit more in mountains than in the plains. Taxkorgan wit-

nessed a steady increase from 71.2mm to 96.4mm per year, mostly occurring during the 

summer months. 

According to Liu et al. (2008), there was an increase in both mean annual temperature 

(0.24 C/10a) and precipitation (3.59mm/10a) in Taxkorgan from 1961 to 2006. Tempera-

ture increase is more significant during Spring (0.23 C/10a) and Autumn seasons 

(0.4 C/10a), whereas precipitation increase is most significant during Summer 

(4.27mm/10a). 

Liu et al. (2008) analysed relationships between temperature and precipitations changes in 

Taxkorgan and the runoff changes at the Yarkang River using the climate data from 

Taxkorgan Meteorological Station and the hydro data from the Kaqun Hydrological Station 

downstream. Temperature was identified as the main factor causing runoff changes in the 

downstream river (Liu et. al.2008). The correlation coefficient of temperature and runoff 

was 0.81 while that between annual precipitation and runoff was -0.57. When precipitation 

was equal, the runoff increased with rising temperature; when temperature was equal, the 

runoff decreased with an increase in precipitation. 

Yang (2012) analysed the four-decade changes of the 1,253 glaciers in the eastern Pamirs 

during 1972-2011 and their relationship to climate change. During the study period, 680 

glaciers have retreated, four disappeared completely and 16 advanced. Summer tempera-

ture and annual precipitation have been determined as the two key factors controlling 

glacier change in the area. 

There exists a lot of Chinese literature on the impacts of climate change on agriculture. 

However, almost all of them refer to rather general discussions (Guo & Shi 2008) and there 



 

35 
 

is a clear dearth of field-based studies on climate change and its effects on local communi-

ties and their adaptation. 

3 Gaps & ICIMOD planned surveys 

There exist altogether insufficient field-based studies on local climate change impacts and 

adaptation strategies, as well as on thematic development issues, such as poverty, gender 

relations, value chain analysis, land tenure relations and land use, and local participation 

in resources management at community levels. There is also not enough information on 

pasture resources and their uses by domestic animals and wildlife. However, such infor-

mation is very important for policy making in conservation and management. Furthermore, 

no Chinese literature was identified that dealt with issues of transboundary cooperation 

for wildlife conservation.  

Against this background, ICIMOD is currently planning to work with its country partners in 

Afghanistan, China, Pakistan and Tajikistan to carry out a rapid survey over the course of 

2016 and 2017 about the range resources and uses in the Hindu Kush Karakoram-Pamir 

landscape. The survey will collect information on available pasture resources, seasonal 

uses of the resources by domestic animals and wildlife and the contribution of livestock 

management to the household economy. It is hoped that such information will provide a 

solid scientific basis for planning and implementing country-wise reserve management ac-

tivities and promoting transboundary collaborations.  
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Nusrat Nasab

The work of FOCUS Humanitarian Assistance 

Focus Humanitarian Assistance (FOCUS) was established in 1998 in Pakistan, with a vision 

to save lives, reduce suffering and create resilience in communities prone to man-made 

and natural disasters. FOCUS Pakistan is the lead implementing agency for humanitarian 

assistance of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN), and draws upon extensive expe-

rience in disaster management and response. During its initial years, FOCUS Pakistan host-

ed a large influx of Afghan refugees through camp management, providing food, shelter, 

education and skill development programmes. With support from the Office of the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), FOCUS facilitated the return of approx-

imately 43,000 Afghans to their home country. FOCUS Pakistan’s programmatic areas in-

clude

 Disaster Risk Reduction – community based disaster risk management, mapping and 

assessment, provision of stockpiles and early warning system 

 Climate Change Adaptation 

 Emergency Humanitarian Response and Relief  

FOCUS has carried out over 1,600 village based mapping and assessment in its program 

areas in Pakistan, Afghanistan and Tajikistan. 

The Pamir region is considered to be rich with natural resources i.e. glaciers, lakes, peaks 

and mountains, pastures, mineral and medicinal plants – nationally and internationally the 

Pamir region has been viewed as vitally and strategically important because of its rich nat-

ural assets and unique opportunity in the future socio-economic development of Pakistan, 

Afghanistan and Tajikistan. However, due to climate change related issues possibly leading 

to resource degradation and increased environmental fragility, its isolation and remote-

ness, lack of basic services including health and education facilities and infrastructure, 

scarcity of land and security issues, many areas of the Pamirs have remained ignored and 

underdeveloped. In addition, out-migration and a resulting brain drain from the Pamir re-

gion can be seen as another critically significant issue.  

It is an open question if the Pamir mountain communities will directly benefit from mega 

projects such as the China Pakistan Economic Corridor project (CPEC). The people in 

Gilgit-Baltistan for instance are quite uncertain about the possible benefits for their own 

livelihoods of such a huge international endeavour. The existing feasibility and environ-

mental studies are not made public yet and there remains serious doubt as to the local 

effects of the CPEC. 
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Box: The work of Focus in Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR)

The DRR work carried out by Focus encompasses the components of Hazard Vulnera-
bility and Risk Assessments (HVRA), Community Based Disaster Risk Management 
(CBDRM) and School Safety Programmes (SFP). In 1999, FOCUS Pakistan helped to 
pioneer the concept of Community Based Disaster Risk Management (CBDRM). The 
CBDRM aims to build upon local knowledge and technical skills that enable and em-
power communities to cope with, prepare for, prevent, mitigate, respond to, and 
quickly recover from natural and man-made disasters in urban and rural areas. Over 
the years, FOCUS Pakistan has trained over 36,000 community volunteers (over 50% 
women) as first responders under an institutionalised structure called Community 
Emergency Response Team (CERT). Emergency stockpiles with items such as tents, 
blankets, search tools and first aid packages are also provided at the community lev-
el to strengthen local response capacities. 

FOCUS Pakistan has produced hazard and risk maps for 658 villages with over 600,000 
habitants in Gilgit-Baltistan and Chitral (GBC) and also 112 such maps for urban set-
tlements. These maps are among the best informed tools for Disaster Risk Manage-
ment (DRM) planning, early warning systems and mitigation that help in reducing 
risks for vulnerable communities. Moreover, an inventory of natural hazards such as 
landslides, debris flow and avalanche has been developed for seasonal monitoring. 

FOCUS Pakistan’s School Safety Programme (SSP) aims to actively engage students 
and school management in raising awareness, developing emergency and evacuation 
plans, assess school hazards, and develop response capacity at the school level, by 
training students, teachers and parents. FOCUS Pakistan, together with its donors 
and partners, has reached over 600 schools across Pakistan through its school safety 
programme benefitting over 60,000 students, teachers and parents. 

FOCUS Pakistan responds to disasters through its specialised forty-member volunteer 
Search and Rescue Team (SART) with over 36% women. This team has been trained 
by experts from United Kingdom, France and Switzerland. The team has been re-
sponding to various disasters including the horrific South Asian earthquake in 2005, 
Marriot Bomb Blast 2008, two collapsed buildings in Karachi 2009 and several local 
disasters including snow avalanches and debris flow events in Chitral and Gilgit. A 
Disaster Assessment Response Team (DART) is in place in Gilgit-Baltistan, Chitral and 
Karachi to help FOCUS and AKDN make informed decisions to respond effectively in 
an emergency situation. FOCUS has formally built institutional linkages with govern-
ment, UN and donor agencies in the country. 

In 2006, in recognition of its humanitarian and Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) work in 
Pakistan, FOCUS was awarded the “Sitara-e-Eisar” by the President of the Islamic 
Republic of Pakistan. 

In 2009, FOCUS’ global DRR work was acknowledged by the Jury of the United Na-
tion’s (UN) Sasakawa Award for Disaster Reduction and awarded with Certificate of 
Merit for enhancing disaster risk reduction in Pakistan. 



 

 

Hazard
Design

Source:
produced

d Map of the
& cartograp

Focus Huma
d? How are t

e Village Ayu
phy Focus Hu

nitarian (20
they interpr

n, Tehsil Ch
umanitarian 

13): Hazard 
eted?

hitral District
2013 

and Risk Ma

t, Pakistan 

aps – What arre they used d for? How ar

39 

re they 



40 
 

With the observed increased frequencies of disasters occurring in the region, the already 

limited local resources are further depleted. Deforestation through free grazing practices 

of livestock is now very common, and people have not much alternative other than to build 

their homes in areas at risk to mudflows or landslides. Access becomes a critical issue dur-

ing disaster as the only accessible roads to these regions are prone to wash away with high 

costs and prolonged time needed to rehabilitate these critical infrastructures after disaster 

stroke.

With such situations faced by local communities in Gilgit-Baltistan, natural resource man-

agement and adaptation to climate change plays a key role in overcoming the looming dis-

astrous situation. A better understanding of local practices in resource management is a 

pre-requisite for making informed decisions that could help to support an improved utilisa-

tion of natural resources. In this respect, a participatory approach with full accountability 

and transparency and trust in and a recognition of the ability and capacity of the mountain 

people to manage their affairs is most helpful. For it is true that in face of scarcity of nat-

ural resources and high environmental risks and threats, mountain communities have de-

veloped sophisticated indigenous strategies grounded in local knowledge and skills that 

may indeed represent effective adaptation and mitigation measures. 

However, in addition to an improved understanding of local resource management and dis-

aster mitigation systems, the role of regional and cross-border development in resource 

management and diversification of livelihood options is overly important. For instance, 

there exists a huge potential for hydro-based power generation, or to promote which could 

boost local economies, cultural exchange, heritage preservation, and improve capacities in 

community based development practices. 

In light of these broader perspectives, what is needed is more cross-border research and 

dissemination of knowledge across the Pamirs, possibly to be facilitated through more ex-

posure visits and exchange of expert and community views that would likely result in the 

sharing of best practices also about the shape and scopes of local early warning systems for 

disaster risk reduction across the region. 
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Stefan Schütte 

Thematic session III: Education and mobility1

Education and mobility across the Pamir region is far from representing a unilineal process. 

Quite on the contrary, it is an example where ‘borders matter’ to significant degrees. The 

historical conditions of the Pamirs being divided between two imperial powers, the Russian 

and British empires, gave rise to very strict border regimes and different paths taken to-

ward education also after independence of the formers colonies of British India and the 

former Republics of the Soviet Union (SU), and especially Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous 

Region (GBAO) as the seat of the Pamirs in the former SU.  

In British India education was reserved for the elite, while in the Soviet area the educa-

tional system was indeed much more egalitarian. This can be interpreted as a result of 

Soviet ideology, or as an aspect of an early modernisation approach that the Central Asian 

Countries were confronted with. However, this early promotion of an egalitarian education 

in GBAO was also geopolitically motivated. 

In terms of the current situation the phenomenon of “brain drain” deserves attention. In 

fact, the problem was identified as common to all countries of the Pamirian region and 

begs the important question here of how to create local economic dynamics and income 

opportunities to avoid out-migration of the most educated people. Conversely, the discus-

sion of labour migration seems important too, as the contribution of migrants’ remittances 

to local development represents one of the most important factors that keep local econo-

mies intact. The role of education in this respect is seen as a contributing factor in finding 

higher paid, skilled labour as a migrant and in turn a higher volume of remittances in sup-

port of local economic endeavours.  

More generally, it seems obvious that migration always occurs when there is an incentive, 

and that migration is a ubiquitous process motivated by a plethora of reasons.  

A discussion of these aspects was triggered by the papers delivered in this session. Robert 

Middleton focused in his talk on the situation in GBAO and its very long history of educa-

tion that is connected to the Ismaili tradition. This can be seen, in fact, by the formal sta-

tus of education in GBAO that is higher than in other parts of Tajikistan. The same is true 

for the area of Gilgit-Baltistan where the areas populated by people adhering to the Ismaili 

faith show comparatively high rates of education. This fact was stressed by Majeed Kahn in 

his talk on education and mobility in Northern Pakistan. He conceded that the process of 

providing public education in Gilgit-Baltistan commenced rather late, but that the Paki-

                                                 
1 Based on minutes recorded Sarah van Bentum and Michael Spies 
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Majeed Khan 

Education and mobility in Gilgit-Baltistan 

1 Introduction – Facts and figures on education in Gilgit-Baltistan 

Gilgit-Baltistan (GB) is comprised of 10 districts with three divisions spread over an area of 

over 72,000 km² housing a population of 1.4 million. At the time of Pakistan’s independ-

ence in 1947 there were only 80 primary and three middle schools in the entire region.  

Today, the department of education works under a full-fledged Minister of Education from 

the elected member of the Gilgit-Baltistan Legislative Assembly. The Secretary of Educa-

tion is the principal officer assisted by three directors on the operational side. Further-

more there is one officer for planning & Development, who is responsible for educational 

policy administration in the province. 

As of 1998, the overall adult literacy rate in Gilgit-Baltistan is 66.08% for the male popula-

tion and 38.83% for the female population, with an overall rate of 53.33. However, in 

terms of regional disparity there is a huge variance across districts, e.g. with Diamer as low 

as 12% and Hunza, Gilgit and Ghizer with over 76% literacy rates. 

There are over 2,543 educational institutions in Gilgit Baltistan operated by public, private 

and non-profit organisations, out of which 1,618 are schools (primary, middle and high), 93 

Madrasas, 63 colleges and one Public Sector University-KIU. In total 294,582 people are 

enrolled in these institutions. The private and NGO schools comprise of 496 schools with an 

enrolment of 92,976 students, while the majority of 201,608 students attend public sector 

institutions. There are 13,074 teachers teaching in these institutions, out of which 8,090 

are in public sector educational institutions. A current survey estimates the out-of-school 

children ratio to be 30% (UNICEF 2016). 

2 Positive influences of education and mobility in mountain regions 

There have been tremendous changes over the last three to four decades in Gilgit-Baltistan 

(GB) owing to education, the construction of the Karakorum Highway and intervention of 

the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN). There is no doubt that education in rural are-

as has led to upward social mobility of many individuals and groups. People were able to 

increase their income levels as well as social status and increasingly moved from the old 

professions of farming and livestock keeping and low government services to new profes-

sions and trades which potentially bring more prestige, income and respect both individu-

ally and collectively. 
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Education has helped people to adapt to change and has helped many to move upward in 

social status while at the same time marginalising others who were not in the position to 

acquire it. Social mobility is taking place in every region of GB, but with a different pace 

due to cultural and other conditions. The more liberal the tribal or religious outlook, the 

more open are the people to educating their children, both boys and girls. A considerable 

number of educated people have returned to the village and community and provide their 

time, knowledge and technical skills to build new institutions and help guide the communi-

ty improving their quality of life 

Education has diversified the economic base from agro-pastoral or subsistence farming and 

livestock herding to new trades and professions leading to overall economic growth and 

social development. It spawned the adoption of modern technologies including mobile, 

access to IT education and internet, which has influenced both positively and negatively 

the attitudes, habits and ideas of people. 

3 Challenges for education and mobility in Gilgit-Baltistan 

The population of GB is scattered and thinly spread across inaccessible and remote moun-

tain valleys, sometimes with no road access, telecommunication networks and even elec-

tricity. It becomes very difficult for the Government to allocate resources to such areas, 

especially in a situation in which each small village for reasons of physical mobility would 

like to have higher schools and colleges in each village. 

There is also a growing dependence on Punjab/Pakistan for food provision and other basic 

necessities that make the crafting of a livelihood in the upper and distant valleys very dif-

ficult and forces households to send members for work into the low lands. This is against 

the background of a wide spread inequality across regions and income groups, with over 

30% of the population in GB living below the official poverty line of one dollar a day. 

Illiteracy can also be seen as an important factor in social and gender inequality. Address-

ing illiteracy and inequality is a key challenge and I firmly believe that only through educa-

tion we shall be able to reduce inequality. There are many other reasons for illiteracy in-

cluding poverty, conservative tribal/religious influences in some areas, lack of awareness 

and lack of proper investments in the education sector in such areas by the government 

and other actors. 

Physical mobility and migration is linked to affordability and availability of quality educa-

tional institutions in remote areas that push people to leave their villages to more re-

sourceful urban pockets. This situation (affordability, quality and mobility) has obvious 
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stresses and strains the individual, family, village and the whole community in terms of 

economic, social and psychological impacts. 

Children of rich parents have more access to quality education and are more mobile than 

the poor and medium income groups. As such, inequality is likely to traverse from genera-

tion to generation. There is also a mismatch between the demand and the supply of skills 

in the market. Unfortunately, the education system fails to provide market-driven skills in 

adequate numbers. There is undersupply in the skills required by the market, and oversup-

ply in those traditional areas of expertise that are today not so much required by the la-

bour market. Brain drain is another phenomenon taking place in a region where the oppor-

tunities of employment are quite limited. Furthermore, the public schooling system is not 

that strong and has nominal linkages with market and industries. The improvement of pub-

lic schooling requires long term planning, dedicated resources to improve the curriculum, 

teaching and school facilities as well as tests and assessment methods and regimes. This is 

likely to be a slow process that may take a whole generation or longer to progress. 

In spite of all these problematic issues it needs to be stated that Gilgit-Baltistan has made 

tremendous progress since the 1970s in terms of education and social mobility, as well as 

in the capacities of people to adapt to changing situations. This also led to the migration 

of many to urbanised pockets with relatively better services and employment opportuni-

ties. In most cases, the educated people have returned to their villages to earn a living 

locally and to contribute positively to community development. However, there is still a 

mismatch between the supply and demand of education in rural areas, as well as there are 

limited job and employment opportunities to absorb all educated people in the local econ-

omy. Hence the obvious choice for young men and women and parents is to move their 

children out of the remote areas to more urbanised areas in search of quality education, 

quality earning and better quality of life and aspirations. The Government has too limited 

resources to establish high quality educational institutions in each area and in order to 

create employment opportunities for all. Still, proper planning and improving quality edu-

cation in the public sector may present a way forward. A regulation of the private sector 

and the integration of technical and entrepreneurial education and information and com-

munication technologies in schools shall be made a priority. Furthermore, lowering the 

cost of education and supporting local self-employment in the rural areas will likely help to 

keep the educated people in the area.  

References: 

UNICEF (2016): Profiling of Out-of-School Children in Gilgit-Baltistan (in press). 
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boys aged 7-18 were not receiving formal education in 1996). In GBAO, however, drop-

out rates were considerably lower than in many other regions (Middleton et al. 2003, 

51-63).

School buildings were in desperate need of rehabilitation. Essential school supplies such as 

textbooks, notebooks, paper and chalk were lacking. Teachers' salaries declined sharply, 

and were often paid in arrears. Highly-qualified teachers were being forced to abandon 

teaching and turn to other income generating activities or emigrate, leaving behind uncer-

tified teachers with limited teaching experience. 

The Aga Khan Foundation's support to the education sector in GBAO started in 1996 and 

included the immediate supply of textbooks and essential supplies to schools for rent or 

sale by the schools to parents, thus creating a revolving fund and encouraging commu-

nity involvement in schools. Using English as an entry point, AKF also worked with 

teachers to move away from traditional teacher-centred methods to a more student-

centred interactive approach and focus on training at all levels of the education sys-

tem, the revival or creation of local structures, the strengthening of the Institute of 

Professional Development (the key in-service training institution), and promoting com-

munity involvement in schools and local ownership of initiatives.  

The challenges arising out of the extremely difficult context described above persist: a 

comprehensive, well-conceived educational reform plan remains elusive: central con-

trol over crucial educational areas such as curriculum and assessment is still almost 

total; and the concept of decentralised decision-making is only slowly being accepted.  

In GBAO, the Aga Khan Lycee and the campus of the University of Central Asia in Khorog 

are intended to show what can be achieved through "centres of excellence" - they also 

illustrate, however, the limits of action by private philanthropic initiative, even with 

the resources available to the Aga Khan network.  

More recent developments since the maturing of the AKF programmes are familiar to all 

those present at this seminar. I would only note two things:  

1. The massive emigration of young people to Russia and elsewhere in search of 

financial support for their families, which has negative effects on local literacy 

and, above all, on local culture.  

2. The strong motivation among young people to learn English. On the one hand it 

is seen as a passport to opportunities in the West - on the other, as was ex-

plained to me - "it is the language of the Imam".  
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Andrei Dörre 

Keynotes1

The highlights of the meeting were two keynotes on the extraordinary resilient and mobile 

Kyrgyz community of the Afghan Pamirs. A community that has dealt successfully with sev-

eral perilous political situations in the twentieth century by relocating their place of resi-

dence across political borders successionally, and establishing reliable agreements with the 

respective political power holders.  

M. Nazif Mohib Shahrani, Professor of Anthropology, Central Asian and Middle Eastern Stud-

ies at the Indiana University Bloomington, Indiana (USA), shed light on the life and career 

of the fascinating leader of the Kyrgyz of the Afghan Pamir, Haji Rahmanqul Khan. He also 

shared his general thoughts about the importance and characteristics of local leadership in 

Central Asia. He challenged the common understanding of traditional leaders as despotic 

and oppressive that is generally utilised and provided Haji Rahmanqul Khan an example of 

a loyal and trustful leader, whose smart actions were driven by the motivation to support 

his people and to protect them from external threats.  

Muhammet Ekber Kutlu, son of Haji Rahmanqul Khan and Professor and sculpture lecturer 

at the Faculty of Fine Arts of the Yüzüncü Yıl University in Van (Turkey), described the life 

of the first and second Kyrgyz generation after their arrival in Turkey. His exciting state-

ments gave an impression about the advantages of the life in the newly built settlement of 

Ulupamir Köyü and beyond, and the opportunities provided by the Turkish society. His 

speech was concluded with a short statement by his daughter Gönül Açiksari who is the the 

first doctor from her village. She now works at the Göztepe Research and Training Hospital 

of the Istanbul Medeniyet University as a senior cardiologist. She underlined the im-

portance and emancipatory potential of enabling conditions for development provided by a 

society.

                                                 
1 Based on minutes recorded by Sarah van Bentum and Michael Spies 
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M. Nazif Shahrani 

The life and career of Haji Rahmanqul Khan, 1913-1990 

In this presentation, I focus on some key factors - familial, kinship/communal, national, 

transnational and global - which have helped shape aspects of Haji Rahmanqul Khan’s life 

and career as one of Central Asia’s, arguably, last traditional khans of the twentieth cen-

tury. More specifically, I discuss the trajectories of his life and career as the leader of the 

Kirghiz/Kyrgyz of the Afghan Pamirs by drawing attention to the implications of his life and 

career upon the common misunderstandings and regular characterisations of widely diverse 

traditional Central Asian local leaders - beg/bey, aqsaqals and khans. Conceptualisations 

and constructions of local leadership traits currently in use about Inner Asia are produced 

and reproduced for over a century within the context of oppressive centralising states, 

beginning with the tsarist colonial occupation of much of the region culminating into Soviet 

Russian and later Chinese Communist rule in Central Asia, as well as, the establishments of 

postcolonial and more recently post-Soviet nation-states with arbitrary borders in South-

western Asia as well as former Soviet Central Asia affecting inhabitants of the Pamirs ever 

since the turns of the twentieth century. 

Many Central Asian khans and begs, together with local influential religious leaders, mobi-

lised and led resistances against foreign colonialists masquerading as forces of modernisa-

tion or revolution and liberation of the toiling masses. Local leaders in Central Asia also 

resisted penetration of autocratic postcolonial modern nation-states intent on internal 

colonialism in the name of nationalism. Not surprisingly, such local leaders/khans and begs

were condemned categorically both by foreign Communist imperialists as well as national-

ist ethnic/tribal hegemons, as oppressive local tyrants, feudal lords and even “scorpions”, 

as was the case in Afghanistan, targeted for elimination, incarceration or exile. Such char-

acterisation and condemnations of local leaders raises the questions of, if such charges 

were true, how and why were these local leaders able to mobilise people against the 

Communist revolutionary governments and the self-proclaimed reformist national states? 

Countless khans and local notables in Turkistan - Russian, Afghan and Chinese or Western, 

Southern and Eastern - and the Pamirs perished because of their efforts to preserve their 

communities’ integrity against the encroaching Communist Russian and Chinese govern-

ment policies and practices. The life and career history of Haji Rahmanqul (1913-1990), 

the Khan of a small community of Kirghiz pastoralists who took refuge in the Afghan Pamirs 

from both Soviet and Chinese Communist giants, therefore, offers an important window to 

the re-examination of the role of traditional Central Asian Khans and the concept of khan-

hood during the rise, establishment and demise of major colonial and revolutionary em-
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By early 1929 when Amanullah’s reign had come to an abrupt end due to the civil war 

headed by Habibullah Kalakani and subsequent claim of the Kabul throne by General Nader 

Khan becoming Nader Shah (reign 1929-1933), relations with Afghan officials had become 

more problematic. That is, after the passing of much admired Kirghiz leader, Tokhtasun 

Khan Haji in late 1930s, one of his clansman, a Sartbai Khan assumes the leadership of the 

Kirghiz. The infamous Sartbai Khan begins, in collaboration with the Wakhan district gov-

ernment officials of which Pamirs are a part, to initiate drafting the Kirghiz men to the 

Afghan army as pretext for extraction and extortion of goods from the Kirghiz. Rahmanqul, 

now in his mid-20s with help from his father and uncle successfully challenges Sartbai 

Khan’s decision by insisting that the Kirghiz are exempt from draft based on agreement 

reached in 1921 with General Nader Khan. This important successful challenge on behalf of 

the Kirghiz and protecting them against a self-serving Sartbai Khan, raises young Rahman-

qul’s stature in the eyes of his community, eventually assuming the leadership of the Af-

ghan Kirghiz for decades to come.  

By the time Rahmanqul reached his early 30s, he had engaged in his own fight with, and 

flight from, Soviet aggressions against the Afghan Kirghiz during and following World War 

II. In an incident in 1945/1946 while Soviets attempted to capture his father, who fearing 

Soviet aggression had left for Eastern Turkistan Pamirs, abducted Rahmanqul and his older 

brother taking them as prisoners to Soviet territory. He was released after six month and 

his brother a year later, who died shortly thereafter. Once back in the Afghan Pamir, Rah-

manqul led most of his kinsmen out of the Afghan Little Pamir into the relative safety of 

the Qara Chuqoor in Taghdumbash Pamirs in the Tashqurghan Region of Eastern Turkistan. 

Within about two years of residing in the Pamirs of Sharqi Turkistan, Rahmanqul Khan had 

to fight the Chinese Communist Revolutionary forces of Mao who subjugated Sharqi Turki-

stan and turned it into the Xinjiang Autonomous Region of PRC in 1950.  

Indeed, Jean and Franc Shor, arriving in Little Pamir within days of Rahmanqul Khan’s tri-

umphant return from Chinese Pamirs to the Little Pamir with his people, documented the 

event in a National Geographic magazine article1. Rahmanqul Khan helps the international 

guests of the Kabul government, the Shors to the safety of British India, across the passes 

he himself would lead his own Kirghiz tribesmen some 28 years later in 1978 to Gilgit, Pa-

kistan. The news of Rahmanqul Khan’s heroic fight and flight from Communist China back 

to the safety of Afghan Pamirs spread quickly throughout northern Afghanistan and reached 

the notice of the Royal Government of Afghanistan.  

                                                 
1 Shor, J. & Shor, F. 1950 “We Took the High Road in Afghanistan”, National Geographic Magazine 98 (5), pp. 
673-706; and also in a book Jean Bowie Shor 1955: After you, Marco Polo. New York, Toronto, London: 
McGraw-Hill. 
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Rahmanqul Khan’s escape from China, also effectively marked the closure of Chinese bor-

der for trade and commerce ever since. A fact which also marked closing of one of the 

main corridors of the ancient Silk route over the Wakhjir Pass in the Pamir which connect-

ed China with Afghanistan and Western Asia. The closure of Chinese border also sealed the 

Afghan Pamirs from all other countries in the region, forcing them to reorient their trade 

relation towards Wakhan and Afghanistan and to deal with Kabul government in an unprec-

edented intensity from then on. Hermitically sealed in the Afghan Pamirs and sandwiched 

between USSR to the north, PRC in the east and Pakistan to the south, Rahmanqul Khan 

faced the realities of having to manage the small extremely vulnerable Kirghiz community 

through social, political and economic uncertainties of the high Pamirs. For almost three 

decades Rahmanqul Khan helped manage wellbeing of his Kirghiz community before facing 

yet another Communist revolution in Afghanistan (1978), which forced him to lead most of 

the Kirghiz to another self-imposed exile to Pakistan and eventual resettlement in Van 

province of Eastern Turkey in 1982. It is to brief narrative account of the making of Rah-

manqul Khan’s legendary leadership style and substance in managing the welfare of his 

Afghan Kirghiz community, in a marginal frontier zone in the Afghan Pamirs facing very 

serious local, national and international uncertainties, to which I wish to turn now. 

Kirghiz community after 1950 faced a number of critical challenges, among them were: 

management of pasture resources within the confines of the Afghan Pamirs year around by 

adopting new seasonal migration pattern for effective use; new herd management system 

(amanat and saghun) appropriate to the unpredictable microclimatic uncertainties within 

the Pamirs; ensuring access to agricultural food stuff from their Wakhi neighbours through 

complex trade and exchange; management of trade relations outside the Wakhan Corridor 

especially with itinerant traders from Afghan towns and cities who frequented the Pamirs 

with supply of non-agricultural commodities, especially large qualities of black tea and 

opium in exchange for livestock and animal products; and most importantly managing rela-

tions with the distant Afghan government and in Kabul and its outlying avaricious provin-

cial and district branch officials in Badakhshan and especially Wakhan. These important 

challenges called for skilful frontier leader and Rahmanqul Khan fully rose to the challeng-

es.

Rahmanqul Khan pioneered improvement of pastures on their winter camps on the north-

ern/sunny side of the valley (kongay) by introducing irrigation of wide areas of pastures 

reserved for winter use. This led to Privatisation of pasture grounds especially in the 

scarce resourced winter camps and strict regulation of the short seasonal migration move-

ment between the sunny and shady or southern sides (terskay) of the Pamir’s valleys. Pri-

vatisation scheme resulted in serious loss of livestock in some parts of the valley due to 
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unpredictable snow fall or early spring joot (freezing ice after a rain storm). In order to 

assist the unfortunate herders affected by such losses, Rahmanqul Khan again pioneered 

the introduction of new herd management scheme, the amanat or lending animals to the 

long-term year around care of the herders so that they could live off of the livestock prod-

ucts and have access to fuel from the caked animal dung in their winter corrals. This in-

volved considerable risk to the lender, but for those willing to take the risk to lend animals 

widely throughout the Pamir valleys, the amanat system did not only reduced the lenders 

overall risk of ever losing all of their herds but ensured chances of substantially increasing 

their herds in a short time. Indeed, Rahmanqul Khan had taken this risk before any other 

herder and spread his animals through amanat system among more than one hundred fami-

lies, by early 1970s, all over the Afghan Pamirs. A risk which had made him owner of more 

than 17,000 sheep and goats out of some 40,000 in the Afghan Pamirs and 700 yak (out of 

about 4,000). Majority of the animals were loaned to those who were members of his own 

Teyet clan (oruq) and then to the poorest of other oruqlar. His generosity and care for the 

welfare of his people earned him the respect, trust and loyalty of his people and spread his 

fame and name far from the Pamirs in northern Afghanistan and even the capital, Kabul. 

He became the sole arbiter of local conflicts with help from the beys (camp leaders) and 

aqsaqals (lineage and clan leaders) and the true link to outside world, both traders and 

government officials and in many instances host to important international guest of the 

Royal family and even King Zahir Shah himself during a Marco Polo Sheep hunting trip to 

the Pamirs. 

Arguably, Rahmanqul Khan’s most successful role as a leader was the management of rela-

tions with government of Afghanistan in Kabul. After his return from the Chinese territory 

in 1950, there seem to have been mutual suspicion and concern between him and the Ka-

bul government officials. Suspicion on the part of Kabul regime regarding a powerful tribal 

leader in politically sensitive frontier zone where Kabul had no presence at all; and fear on 

the part of Rahmanqul Khan as to what the government’s intention might be regarding his 

fame and power as a local leader in the Roof of the World. In about 1953-1954, during the 

beginnings of Sardar Daoud’s Premiership, Rahmanqul Khan made the bold decision to go 

to Hajj with a small group of wealthy and influential Kirghiz which included his sister Mar-

yam Haji, via Kabul. Upon his return from the Hajj, now Haji Rahmanqul Khan, paid his 

homage reportedly with valuable gifts of Chinese silver ingots called jambu and other un-

disclosed valuables, to King Zahir Shah and met many of his courtiers and high level gov-

ernment officials, including Dr. A. G. Ravan Farhadi, then Deputy Foreign Minister for Di-

plomacy. This strategic move resulted in Kabul government sending occasional high profile 

international guest who wished to visit this remote frontier zone of the country and Haji 
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Rahmanqul Khan hosted them royally. In return, the Kabul government bestowed upon him 

the title of Pasbani Pamirat (The Guardian of the Pamirs). With increased confidence in his 

warm relations with Kabul government he began to send a few thousands sheep and goats 

annually to Kabul on a two month long trek to be sold for much higher prices than in Pa-

mir. A bold initiative in which some of the other wealthy and notable Kirghiz also took 

part, and Rahmanqul and his entourage travelled annually or semi-annually by public 

transport to Kabul to oversee the sale of their herds.  

During these visits Haji Rahmanqul Khan made strategic gift of sheep to important contacts 

in the government and enjoyed state hospitality for the duration of his stay in the Kabul 

guesthouse of the High Office of Frontier Affair’s, normally reserved for the Pashtun 

tribesmen along the Pakistan borders in the east. Haji Rahmanqul Khan used his strategic 

ties with Kabul as a frontier leader to keep the potential abuse of his people from the cor-

rupt and avaricious Badakhshan provincial and Wakhan district officials of which Pamirs 

were a part. These close relations with the Royal court and high government officials be-

came Haji Rahmanqul Khan’s trump card in managing the Kirghiz relations with the itiner-

ant traders as well as their interdependency with Wakhi peasant neighbours from whom 

they obtained all their cereal grain and various pulses to complement their normally rich 

diet in meats and milk products. In a few occasions when drought and poor harvest afflict-

ed the Wakhan, he sought and received considerable food and medicine from Kabul gov-

ernment via Soviet Union. 

These remarkable strategic decision by Haji Rahmanqul Khan to engage the central gov-

ernment in Kabul to protect his own economic and political interests as well as those of 

the entire Afghan Kirghiz community against the threats from both Soviet and Chinese 

Communist empires and re-routing trade and economic ties due to Soviet and Chines 

closed borders speaks volumes about the skills and wisdom of this late twentieth century 

khan in the Pamirs. To achieve his legendary leadership career, he also had support of 

large and successful family of at least nine very talented sons and two daughters, and the 

backing of his Teyet clan, the largest among the Afghan Kirghiz. Haji Rahmanqul Khan was 

also, minimally schooled in traditional Islamic curriculum and read both the Qur’an and 

Persian and Turkic (Chaghatai) text which were available in fair amount among the Kirghiz, 

including his own collection of books, even newspapers he received from Faizabad, the 

provincial capital of Badakhshan. He maintained written accounts of all his herds distribut-

ed as amanat or soghun and expected annual accounting of the state of his lent animals 

from the herders. Rahmanqul Khan had also bought transistor radios very early when they 

became available in Afghanistan and was regular listener of news broadcast from Radio 

stations both national, regional international such as the BBC and VOA among others. He 
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was also extremely inquisitive about national and international events and asked questions 

of all his frequent outside visitors and official guests incessantly, including this ethnog-

rapher. His knowledge of the animals care, local pasture and ecology of the Pamirs were 

vast and deep. Although of quick temper when crossed, Haji Rahmanqul was a devout and 

fair minded local Muslim leaders who tried to resolve local problems via consensus of the 

community leaders but with reference to their understanding of Islamic shari’a. Traits 

which enabled him to retain the loyalty, trust and respect of his people especially in mo-

ments of crisis. 

In April 1978, when he heard the news of the Soviet inspired Communist coup in Kabul on 

his transistor radio, he immediately dispatched his eldest son, Abdul Wakeel, to Faizabad, 

the provincial capital of Badakhshan to ascertain the nature of this new government. Af-

firming the Communist and Soviet supported nature of the “Revolution” in Kabul, he told 

the elders of the Kirghiz in Little Pamir that because of his close and friendly ties with the 

previous regime, he felt unsafe and that he wished to leave for safety of Pakistan. He 

urged the rest of the Kirghiz to stay on and keep his animals if they wish. But if they want-

ed to join him in his exodus with his family they are welcome to do so. The entire Kirghiz 

of Little Pamir numbering some 1,200 souls joined him in their self-imposed exile to Paki-

stan. Only about 10 families opted to stay behind and they were left alone. Once in Paki-

stan, he became an object of suspicion by the Pakistan’s infamous Inter Service Intelli-

gence (ISI) during the first year of their refugee left scattered in the Northern Areas of 

Pakistan. Through his international contacts, Haji Rahmanqul Khan secured UNHR assis-

tance to his community in Gilgit and then launched his efforts to find a new home for the 

Kirghiz in Alaska, the United States of America. That unlikely projects, despite much local 

interest on the part of Alaskan government, did not work out. However, the plight of the 

Kirghiz with Haji Rahmanqul Khan’s capable leadership was heard by the then President of 

Turkey, General Kenan Evren, during his official visit to Pakistan in 1981. After four years 

of refugee life in northern Pakistan, Haji Rahmanqul Khan and his people were airlifted to 

Adana, Turkey and from there to their resettlement place in Van province of eastern Tur-

key in summer of 1982.  

The Turks, upon arrival assigned last/family name to the Kirghiz, and now “Agha” rather 

than Khan/Han of the Kirghiz he became Haji Rahmankul Kutlu, the leader of the Afghan 

Kirghiz. He ably negotiated and oversaw the construction of their new village in Altindara, 

in a picturesque valley about 20 km inland from the town of Ercis on the western shore of 

Lake Van. The village was given the name of Ulupamir Koyu (Great Pamir Village) and the 

Kirghiz were moved from their temporary shelters in Karakunduz near the city of Van and 

the city of Malatya in 1987/88 to their permanent new homes. The Kirghiz youth who had 
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begun attending UNHR School in Gilgit continued their schooling with great enthusiasm in 

Turkey, and within a year most of the Kirghiz adults, both men and women, also complet-

ed adult literacy courses in modern Turkish. Haji Rahmanqul Kutlu died peacefully in the 

new village of Ulupamir Koyo in 1990 and is remembered with considerable admiration by 

his grateful community who have thrived in Turkey, and some of them have been making 

annual summer visit to the Afghan Pamirs, especially after the fall of the Taliban govern-

ment in Afghanistan in 2001. Their older generation continue to recount their difficult but 

heroic times and lives in the Pamirs, and the youth, now for the most part well educated 

and urbanites in Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir, take pride in their Turkish-Afghan Kirghiz iden-

tities, thanks to efforts of their fondly remembered and trusted Khan, Haji Rahmanqul Han 

Kutlu. 

The case of Haji Rahmanqul Khan Kutlu suggests that traditionally monolithic characterisa-

tion of local leaders based on wealth alone and characterising them as feudal, oppressive, 

exploitative etc., is misleading and detracts from the complexities of the existence of dif-

ferent styles and substance of khanship in Central Asia and especially in the Pamirs. We 

must explore the ecological and sociopolitical circumstances resulting extremes of wealth 

and poverty in traditional Inner Asian frontier societies. As the Kirghiz case shows, the rea-

son for economic inequalities may not be outright exploitation and abuse by the rich, es-

pecially in traditionally kin-based societies. It is also important to explore how such ine-

qualities leading to massive loss ownership to property are mitigated by insuring access for 

the poor to productive resources, such as herds of animals. We also need to move on from 

relying on Weberian ideal types of “traditional” form of leadership based on categorical 

loyalties based on customs of eternal yesterday as such. Haji Rahmanqul Khan represents a 

particularistic form leadership based on acquired loyalties buttressed by mutual obliga-

tions, trust and support. Indeed, his career history as a late twentieth century khan exem-

plifies co-production of local leadership giving rise to distinct style and substance within 

the changing political ecologies of local, regional, national and international environments 

during a volatile and violent century. Pasdaari Pamirs, as a frontier leader, lived his life as 

the first among equals and saw himself as the guardian of the Kirghiz of Afghanistan, in the 

tumultuous twentieth century Central Asia. He fulfilled his role with care and compassion, 

leaving behind a grateful community thriving in their new homeland, in Ulupamir Koyu, in 

eastern Turkey.  
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Muhammet Ekber Kutlu 

Life in Ulupamir Köyü  

Selam ve Te ekkür 

I come from the City of Van, Ercis District, Ulupamir Village, Turkey. I am the son of Rah-

mankul Khan. I am working at Van Yüzüncü Yıl University’s Faculty of Fine Arts as a sculp-

ture lecturer.  

The Kyrgyz immigrated from the Pamirs of Afghanistan to Pakistan in 1978 and later immi-

grated to Turkey in 1982.  

For four years we lived in Karagunduz, which is a suburb of Van City in the eastern part of 

Turkey. Four years later, the government built 300 houses and moved us to these houses in 

Altindere, which is located about 30 km from Ercis, another suburb of Van. When we first 

came to Turkey, we were 1,200 people in total belonging to 250 households. The govern-

ment gave each family 10,000 m² land for farming, 20,000 m² land for animal breeding, 

and 10 sheep. We planted shamrock on our farms since the land was not suitable for grow-

ing grains like wheat or barley. Thus, our main income source became animal breeding. 

However, due to the lack of flat lands this was limited. Most families survived through an-

imal breeding and government funds only.  

However, schoolchildren were sent to schools, and adults were taught how to read and 

write. Women learned handcrafts in public courses, and men were taught animal breeding 

techniques. A healthcare unit provided healthcare services. Thus, we easily adapted to our 

new lives in Turkey. Later some families moved to more central cities to work or study. 

Today our community is distributed in Turkey in the following way: 60 families live in An-

kara, 40 families are based in Istanbul, 17 found new homes in Malatya, twelve moved to 

Van, and 52 remained in Ercis. In total, 181 families live in different parts of Turkey.  

When it comes to education, there is a primary and a secondary school in our village and 

306 students currently are receiving an education there. In addition, there are 256 stu-

dents who are receiving a high school education - some of them in our district centre, and 

some of them in other cities. Currently, 75 students are receiving a university education. 

We also have 450 graduates who are currently working in the State’s different foundations 

as doctors, engineers, advocates, lecturers, teachers, and nurses. The Turkish Government 

and State has always given support for this. Everybody and every family has a full under-

standing of the importance of education and they make great efforts to ensure their chil-

dren obtain an education. Therefore, the education status that we have is one of the high-

est compared to other districts of Van.  
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Andrei Dörre

Thematic session IV: Experiences with regional development1

The fourth session of the workshop consisted of three contributions that dealt with differ-

ent aspects of regional development in the Pamirs. Two presenters focused on the role, 

the strategies, and the effects of the activities of international development organisations, 

from an internal and external perspective. A third presentation underlined the importance 

of local efforts for rural development in peripheral high mountain regions, using the exam-

ple of the settlement of Shimshal, Gilgit Baltistan (Pakistan).  

Ghulam Amin Beg, Program Head of the Institutional Development/Civil Society Strength-

ening & Thematic Lead, Youth Employability and Leadership Program of the Aga Khan Rural 

Support Programme (AKRSP) in Gilgit, Gilgit Baltistan (Pakistan), presented his personal 

views and assessments of the challenges development programmes face in the region. He 

provided a historical overview of successful activities the AKRSP and other organisations of 

the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) have pursued in Gilgit Baltistan since the 

1980s, and concluded that local development should be determined by local participation 

and decentralised local decision-making, rather than solely by top-down approaches and 

external agencies.  

Muzaffar-Ud Din, at that time Country Representative & Chief Executive Officer of BRAC, 

Islamabad (Pakistan), presented the colourful example of the formerly isolated and poor 

settlement of Shimshal, where, with the support of AKRSP, the proactive local community 

managed the challenge of constructing a road passing through difficult mountainous ter-

rain. Due to this new interlinkage with the road network of Pakistan, Shimshal became one 

of the most prosperous villages in the region. 

After a presentation about the Swiss organisation ‘Pamir’s Bridges’, its President Bernard 

Repond gave a stirring introduction to the importance of bridges for local communities in 

terms of connection with the outer world, and accessibility to economically important, 

though remote, places such as high mountain pastures. He emphasised that the local im-

plementation of such infrastructure rehabilitation projects and the following maintenance 

activities are crucial for the creation of responsibility and ownership among the local 

population, which are crucial prerequisites for sustainable rural development.  

During the discussion, it was emphasised that romanticisation and generalisation of suc-

cessful examples must be avoided because there are many counterexamples where such 

community mobilisation did not work. Another point stressed during the discussion was the 

                                                 
1 Based on minutes recorded by Michael Spies and Tim Polster 



68 
 

importa

develop

Karako
comme
Design

ance of lead

pment work

oram Highwa
ercial exchan
Hermann Kr

dership for

k.

ay and Kulm
nge and hum
reutzmann 2

r local deve

ma Pass Road
man mobility
2016; cartogr

elopment e

d have been

raphy Bernd 

fforts, whic

n developed 

Hilberer

ch is often 

to be the m

underestim

modern arte

mated in 

eries of 



 

69 
 

Ghulam Amin Beg 

Experiences with regional development: Changing challenges and perspectives in Gilgit 

Baltistan

The paper deals with my experiences and views on regional development perspectives and 

challenges in Gilgit Baltistan (GB). What I am sharing with you is a community perspective 

and my own assessment of the discourse and not necessarily reflects Aga Khan Rural Sup-

port Programme’s (AKRSP) views. 

1 Introduction 

Pakistan is a huge country with a population of around 200 million people stretching from 

the Arabian Sea to the Himalayas and Pamirs. The Country is divided into four major ethnic 

provinces or regions and additional territories administered by Pakistan, which are outside 

its constitutional ambit, like Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK) and GB. The country has 

mainly agriculture-based economy with over 70 % of the population living in rural areas. 

The discourse on regional development is not a new topic in Pakistan. The notion has been 

discussed in both the developed and developing regions in the context of rural poverty, 

rural to urban migration and in dealing with the question of centre to periphery relation-

ships, equitable distribution of resources and also related to the political question of na-

tional integration and decentralisation, local and provincial autonomy and of political par-

ticipation over the years; In Gilgit Baltistan Region, when we talk of regional development 

it essentially looks at four aspects, mainly external drivers that drive the discourse. They 

are: 

First, political and constitutional; meaning how to integrate a geo-strategically important 

region with Pakistan through institutional means and participate in national decision mak-

ing, when the region remains outside the constitutional ambit of Pakistan. In a constitu-

tional void or vacuum, the measures are mostly ad-hoc using instruments of political con-

trol and narrowly interpreted security paradigm; 

Second, the economic driver; meaning how to create economic incentives to create eco-

nomic dependency with the central government and national markets and controlled bor-

der trade with friendly countries like China, through subsidies and other measures. For 

example, supply of wheat to GB has long been subsidised, as well as petroleum products. 

No direct taxation was imposed (though it has started recently in this direction) as well as 

the government is the biggest employment provider and investor in major infrastructure 

projects to promote gradual integration of the region with Pakistan; 
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Third, is provision of needed space to non-state actors including civil society organisations 

like the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) and conservation agencies to promote so-

cial development, conservation of natural resources, following bottom-approaches to pro-

mote self-reliance, self-sufficiency and addressing issues of poverty and improving quality 

of life of the rural populations; 

Fourth, geo-politics; meaning what happened in the early to late 1970s around Pakistan 

and closer to GB before the creation of AKRSP in 1982 and what is happening now around 

GB and the wider region has its implications for regional development thinking. Some key 

events shall be mentioned here: the India-Pakistan war in 1971, the creation of Bangla-

desh, a left-leaning Bhutto taking over remaining Pakistan, abolishment of feudal states in 

Pakistan including GB, martial government in Pakistan, Prime Minister Bhutto was hanged, 

Afghan spring revolution and the CIA-led Jihad against the revolution and the Soviet inter-

vention, Islamic Revolution in Iran and its impact in the region including GB, and most im-

portantly construction and opening of the Karakoram Highway (KKH) by Pakistan and China 

in 1979 passing through GB linking Pakistan with China through this only border. 

These events have influenced the thinking about regional development. In this backdrop 

AKRSP was founded in 1982 by the Aga Khan Foundation (AKF) to benefit from the new op-

portunities and address the old and new challenges posed by the changing geo-political and 

development landscape with two simple objectives: double the per capita incomes of rural 

farmers and develop a replicable participatory rural development model. A number of do-

nor partners including the government of Pakistan provided full support to this new pro-

gram. The approach that AKRSP followed was based on the German rural cooperative mod-

el popularly known as the Raiffeisen cooperative model tested in Germany earlier and in 

some countries in Far East. Dr. Akhtar Hameed Khan from Comilla Academy in East Paki-

stan and later his ardent student Shoaib Sultan Khan who become the first General Manag-

er of AKRSP tried the model in the mountain area context. The three principles of the co-

operative model ‘organisation’, ‘upgrading skills’ and ‘generating own capital by the poor’ 

was seen as a best fit to the conditions in GB and Chitral (GBC) region. In the late 1970s 

and mid-1980s, the region was passing through institutional vacuum created by the then 

Bhutto Government in Islamabad, by demolishing the old feudal states across Pakistan. In 

Gilgit-Baltistan, there was no proper transition plan in place on how to replace the old 

system with new forms of modern organisation to manage production and organise labour 

for communal development and local government; absence of any cash flows in a rural 

subsistence economy and new productive and management skills that were required to 

benefit from the opening of KKH and new technologies introduced by AKRSP and the mar-

ket.
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Support Programs (RSPs), across South Asia including India by United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), and across Africa and Central Asia by AKF. Together it forms the larg-

est civil society movement, established during the last three decades in the region.  

Currently AKRSP is focusing on two pillars. The social pillar rests on strengthening village 

and women organisations through federating them at union council levels into intermediary 

local civil society institutions called Local Support Organisations (LSOs) focusing on main-

streaming women, youth and the marginalised groups into leadership positions in LSOs and 

youth organisations. Additionally, this approach strengthens partnerships with local gov-

ernment systems and supports capacity building of activists, elected tiers and officials. 

The economic pillar rests on renewable energy, value chain development in key sectors 

like high value horticulture, gems, tourism and trade. It also pursues youth technical and 

vocational training and youth entrepreneurship, women social and economic empowerment 

and livelihood enhancement programs for the extreme poor. 

2 New Opportunities and Risks 

Of late the central government has provided more institutional and political space to the 

local people compared to what it was like five to ten years back. The new Gilgit Baltistan 

Empowerment and Self Governance Order 2009 (GBESG) provides a framework for decen-

tralisation and participatory governance. However, many of the key growth sectors (like 

energy, forestry, minerals, tourism, taxation etc.) and key decision-making still rests with 

the centre and is dominated by the GB Council. Weak political leadership, a rotten elite 

sticking to power, patronisation of sectarianism by state apparatus and corrupt politicians, 

corruption and lack of administrative and development capacities at local levels also pro-

vides the central government with the excuses for following a gradualist and minimalist 

approaches, besides the question of tied international obligations vis-à-vis the Kashmir 

dispute.

China’s new One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative and the China Pakistan Economic Corridor 

(CPEC) is a new opportunity, which in Pakistan is considered a game changer with implica-

tions for GB as the road passes through this region. There are also other mega projects 

related to this like the Diamer Basha Dam, the Bunji Dam, up-gradation of Karakoram 

Highway, a rail link, broadband access, and allied logistical services that would create new 

economic opportunities for access to clean and renewable energy, employment creation 

and knowledge highways as well as information and communication technologies (ICTs). 

Like Pakistan, GBC has a youth bulge and a comparatively large literate population. There 

is increased interest in education, and increased public and private investments in school 
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education provide new opportunities, and, at the same time, also developmental risks like 

educated unemployment.  

The establishment of the first university in GB - the Karakoram International University 

(KIU) - is a great hope and opportunity for the future of this region. KIU has the potential 

to serve as a development catalyst and knowledge hub to promote exchange with national 

and international partners. The linkages with the University of Central Asia (UCA) and the 

network of mountain universities will help to foster regional development. 

However, there are also risks and challenges connected to the development efforts, such 

as maintaining the fragile peace and security, and sectarian harmony. In this regard, the 

continued illegitimate rule by bureaucracy and establishment imposed by Islamabad and 

denial of the fundamental freedoms and human and constitutional rights to the people of 

Gilgit Baltistan to govern their own affairs on their own land, is a major challenge and risk 

for regional security. Others risks and challenges include; increasing socioeconomic dispari-

ty between income groups and districts, gender inequality and youth unemployment, the 

increased pace of rural to urban migration, pressures on urbanised towns for delivery of 

services, as well as lack of peri-urban development planning can be seen as especially 

burning issues. Additionally, an increased pace of natural disasters, pressures on water, 

land and social resources and ruining decades of development investments make the situa-

tion even more difficult.  

More accessibility means sometimes more outside investments and interests in the land 

and the area by outside players risking displacement of locals by offering huge sums of 

money and alienation of local people. There are no laws to protect the basic and custom-

ary rights of the local people to own private and communal lands, like it used to be during 

the British colonial period. The notion of State Subject Rule used to protect the rights of 

the local people, which is still implemented in the Pakistani and Indian administered 

Kashmir, but not enforced in Gilgit Baltistan, opening way for Pakistani and other citizens 

to settle in Gilgit Baltistan and own land especially in urbanised and strategic areas, with 

huge impact on demography, economy and politics. 

Similarly, the CPEC projects, large dams and other projects are driven by external security 

interests of national and regional actors with no local participation in decision making. 

Consequentially, these security paradigms mean less ownership, participation, more politi-

cal restrictions on local voice groups, and even clipping the wings of the civil society ac-

tors, which were earlier given space to operate to supplement and complement govern-

ment efforts. 
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In conclusion, regional development challenges and perspectives in Gilgit Baltistan is in a 

continuous flux and is mainly driven by external drivers. Local Civil Society-led bottom-up 

approaches worked well and even did miracles in fragile and vulnerable regions like GB 

where the state capacities are weak, resources meagre and population is scattered with 

least social and natural endowments and huge disparities. However, such interventions 

have its limitations in terms of legitimacy, sustainability and scaling up good practices and 

wider ownership of the government machinery and in general by masses.  

Therefore there is a need to strengthening the local government system for participatory 

governance, creating public and private partnerships between civil society and the local 

governments to promote political participation, equitable development and using local 

governments as instruments and engines for economic growth at local levels. In order to 

adapt to and mitigate the risks of natural disasters and climate and global changes at local 

levels, there is a need to do hazard and vulnerability risks assessments, land-use and town 

planning and developing framework for peri-urban development to create transitional 

spaces and economic zones to tackle the issue of rural to urban migration, and to assess 

the carrying capacities of towns for services and for sustainable development. 

Strengthening local civil society sector is key to regional development and need to be nur-

tured to tackle issues of inequality, youth and women empowerment, poverty, media and 

legal empowerment, disaster risks and humanitarian assistance, health, education, housing 

for the poor and other marginalised groups.  

Piecemeal approaches by donors and the large development agencies should be avoided. A 

longer term approach is required, not working only in project modes of touching one issue, 

leaving it unsolved and moving to the next. There is a need to adopting cluster and multi-

input approaches to regional development and addressing issues of rural poverty, migra-

tion, youth unemployment, women development and strengthening the capacities of local 

governments, the private sector and local civil society groups to tackle the issues men-

tioned above. 

Lastly, large civil society and development networks including Aga Khan Development Net-

work (AKDN) need to proactively create space and build confidence of local communities 

and civil society groups in governing their own affairs, making and taking their own deci-

sions in their own context whether in peace time or in crises situations in order to create 

local ownership, sustainability and genuine participation without risking crowding out local 

actors. Local decisions need to be made locally, not in Islamabad, Karachi or anywhere 

else.
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Bernard Repond 

Pamir’s Bridges  

PAMIR’S BRIDGES, a Swiss NGO, was established in 2001. All six members of the committee 

work on a voluntary basis. Today, PAMIR’S BRIDGES counts 125 members and over 300 

friends and donators. It was founded by three people who went together in 2000 for a rid-

ing trek of 21 days in the Tien Shan Mountains of Kyrgyzstan. PAMIR’S BRIDGES is Member 

of Fribourg-Solidaire (assoc. of NGO of Canton of Fribourg, Switzerland). 

1 My links with the Pamirs 

Since my teenage years, I was interested in the mountains of Pamir, Karakorum and Hima-

laya. History, geography, culture, ethnology, sports were my hobbies and passions. In 

1976, I had the chance to travel alone in a VW bus for three months in Afghanistan and my 

main goal was to reach the Wakhan Corridor and Little Pamir. I went up to Jurm and Ba-

harak and was turned down by police. No permit.  

January 1979: together with my wife, by chance we met Rahman Kul in Gilgit/Pakistan and 

stayed one week with his family up in Imit, greeted by Muzaffar-Ud Din, son of a former 

Raja, and Malik and Aref, sons of Rahman Kul.  

September 1992: first travel to Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. Since then, every year I have spent 

between one and three months in Kyrgyzstan or Tajikistan. 

September 2010: four weeks expedition to Wakhan Corridor & Little Pamir. 

2 PAMIR’S BRIDGES & development  

Development for us means changes, moving forwards, adaptation to different life styles, 

project implementation, access to education and autonomy for all and without forgetting 

the history… This is a real challenge.  

When you do development projects in former Soviet Republics, take into consideration that 

you are facing an educated population in every single corner of the countryside, many of 

them being bi-lingual, or even tri-lingual, a population that went to school from the age of 

seven to sixteen and more. This aspect is very important and it makes the approach not 

easier than in a really under-developed society. 

Don’t forget the endemic corruption in the whole region: it’s a harsh reality. Just one ex-

ample for illustration: In November 2016, I was talking to a university student in Bishkek 

and he said to me very openly: “It’s very difficult for us to avoid corruption because we 

are living daily in a wild corrupted society”.  
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The beneficiaries of our programs are shepherd’s families and villagers of mountain set-

tlements of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Besides building bridges, our aim is to establish a 

cultural exchange between the Alps and the Pamir regions. Another activity is the adviser 

help we offer to young entrepreneurs to set up eco-tourism agencies in order to create 

jobs in the mountains to avoid a bigger exodus.  

Local reliable partners are a crucial point: We are working with CAMP Alatoo since 2001. 

We are glad to say that we have achieved quite a good number of projects: 

Sixty-four bridges were rehabilitated in Kyrgyzstan, and one in Paktur Village, Gunt Valley, 

Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region of Tajikistan. Locals do all the preparation work 

including civil engineering and presentation of a bridge project. There is no expat. The 

bridges are built completely by villagers and shepherds of the same valley who are going to 

use this bridge after rehabilitation. It gives them the sense of responsibility to maintain 

their bridge afterwards. This is a very important factor to develop the sense of responsibil-

ity. Our national partner CAMP Alatoo and members of our committee inspect, every year, 

the progress of the projects what gives credits to the villagers.  

From 2001 to 2015, PAMIR’S BRIDGES has financed the rehabilitation of 65 bridges for a 

total amount of CHF 166,650. The average cost of a bridge was CHF 2,564.  

Our organisation conducted various other activities since its establishment in 2001. In 

2005, there was the realisation of the promotion film “Bridge 53”. Five years later, we 

financed the translation of Ella Maillart’s book “Turkestan Solo” into Kyrgyz (following her 

1932 expedition) and the free distribution of 3,000 books in Kyrgyzstan. We sponsored an 

exhibition of 120 photos of Ella Maillart along with 40 drawings of late Malik Kutlu (brother 

of Ekber Kutlu, son of late R. Kul) in the Fine Arts Museum in Bishkek in 2012. 6,000 people 

visited this exhibition. In terms of promoting economic capacities we offered six training 

courses for mountain cheese-makers. Due to our support four eco-tourism agencies could 

be established:  

 Shepherd’s Way Trekking in Barskoon (Kyrgyzstan): exclusive horseback riding agen-

cy. Director: Ishen Obolbekov, www.kyrgyztrek.com 

 MCT in Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan): hiking, mountain biking, ski tour: Director: Talant 

Kirseev, www.montscelestes.com 

 Pamir Guides in Murghab (Tajikistan): hiking, horseback riding, mountain biking, 

culture: Diretor: Saidali Gaibuldaev, www.pamirguides.com 
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 EcoNomad in Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan): hiking & culture tours. Director: Nuraly Tur-

ganbaiev, www.eco-nomad.com 

The economic support and cultural impacts of eco-tourism activities for the mountain pop-

ulations of the Pamir and Tien-Shan are very important in terms to reducing the exodus 

towards towns, cities and abroad. 

Finally, also everyday life-connected activities have to be mentioned. We helped to con-

struct new toilets in Savnop Village, Bartang Valley, and to rehabilitate the boarding school 

of Shaymak Village, located in the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region of Tajikistan. 

Finally, Pamir’s Bridges is supporting the extension of the Karakol Regional Museum. A hall 

dedicated to Ella Maillart will hold a permanent exhibition of her photos taken in 1932. 

This exhibition is a very important historical account and testimony for the Kyrgyz people.  

3 How do we collect funds?  

We organise so called “Pamir events” including films, slideshows, a mini yurta, bazaars 

and talks every winter in Switzerland, Europe, and even the USA. Additionally, we try to 

raise funds through our website and media support, but that is a very difficult task.  

4 Present & future challenges 

To be always in phase with the local realities and to be very careful of the links with the 

administration to avoid being “used” are very tricky challenges for us. We want to give our 

local partners large but controlled autonomy, but we should organise the control and in-

spection of each project by our people or reliable partners. This gives them the sense of 

responsibility and ownership. To have local / national reliable members in our NGO com-

mittee helps to foresee better what the needs of the local population are, and it helps and 

teaches our partners to learn how a democratic association works.  

This circumstance leads to human rights and obligations. Both points are extremely im-

portant to avoid “assisted people” who just are sitting, drinking tchai, and waiting to re-

ceive money.  

We have to continue the implementation of every single mission, not keeping successfully 

finished projects as trophy in our bookshelves. Our hope is to see a serious and devoted 

organisation taking really care of the forgotten population of Little and Big Pamir. Up 

there it is SURVIVAL, not life. For being in twenty-first century, it’s a scandal and a shame.  

THIS IS OUR CHALLENGE 

PAMIR’S BRIDGES 
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Andrei Dörre 

Thematic session V: Knowledge generation and heritage preservation1

The final session of the ‘meeting of minds’ included three contributions from speakers of 

different origins and educational backgrounds about diverse aspects of knowledge genera-

tion and heritage preservation in the Pamirs.  

Odinamamad Mirzo, former headmaster and current curator of the museum in Namadgut, 

Ishkashim District of Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region (Tajikistan), provided interest-

ing background information on historical knowledge generation in the Wakhan and Ish-

kashim Regions of modern day Tajikistan. He emphasised the general importance of com-

munication corridors for knowledge generation and education in remote mountain regions, 

and described the effects of Soviet educational expansion in the Tajik Pamirs. He conclud-

ed his presentation with an introduction to the local Museum of Namadgut, which was es-

tablished under his guidance.  

Nazir Ahmed Bulbul introduced himself as being a ‘shepherd’ preserving and generating 

knowledge about the Wakhi Culture. In his various functions as the President of the Local 

Council of Gulmit, Gilgit-Baltistan (Pakistan); the headmaster of the local school; and a 

poet, he pursues different approaches to promote Wakhi culture and language and to pre-

serve the cultural heritage of his people.  

Markus Hauser, a Swiss cartographer from Winterthur with a long standing enthusiasm for 

the high mountains of Tajikistan, presented the ‘Pamir Archive’ project, which he started 

20 years ago. Since then he has continuously collected, digitised and catalogued sources 

for the project, including: books and articles, maps, images, and postcards with the objec-

tive of systematising, preserving and making information available about the Pamirs and 

adjacent regions.  

The discussion that followed dealt with the advantages and challenges of putting an oral 

language such as Wakhi into writing, the question of whether development and cultural 

preservation are contradictive or mutually beneficial processes, and the importance, and 

often overseen, potentials of local knowledge for heritage preservation. As a possible solu-

tion for the latter problem, ‘public archaeology’ with its high degree of local participation 

in research and preservation activities was proposed.  

                                                 
1 Based on minutes recorded by Marina Heyink and Sarah van Bentum 
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Odinamamad Mirzoev  

Knowledge generation and heritage preservation in Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous 

Region (GBAR)1

I would like to start with the observation that for a long time our German friends have 

shown interest in the investigation of the nature and society of the Pamir Region. In the 

middle of the nineteenth century, the German geographer Karl Ritter studied the people of 

the upper parts of the Syr Darya and Amu Darya Rivers, i.e. the Pamirs, the Hindukush, and 

western Tibet. German (M. Humbach), Italian (G. Neole), and British scientists (M. Miller) 

confirmed Ritter’s findings in the end of the nineteenth century. The latter added the idea 

that Pamirian people migrated southwards to India, and from the fifteenth century on-

wards even to Europe. Currently, new hypotheses about the migration from the Pamirs are 

being discussed. In 2009, Bulgarian scholars from the University of Sofia visited my museum 

with the aim to detect traces between the Wakhan Region and a people living in Bulgaria 

naming themselves ‘Wakhandar’.  

In 1928, the participants of the Soviet-German Complex Expedition gathered rich material 

about natural resources of the Pamirs and their economic utility. During the hard time at 

the end of the twentieth century, Germany offered humanitarian aid to Pamirian people. 

Since 2000, German organisations have supported the development of the regional econo-

my and nature conservation in various ways. Most visitors to my ten year old museum are 

coming from Germany and France.  

1 Importance of communication corridors 

Mutual contact between neighbouring and distant peoples and boundary-crossing exchange 

are important for the generation and development of knowledge. Communication corridors 

such as roads have a specific meaning for mountain regions; they enable the contact with 

the outer world. The Pamirs being the very centre of Asia historically represented a cross-

roads of communication between the West (Europe), the East (China), the North (Russia), 

and the South (India). In ancient times, the most southern branch of the so-called Silk 

Roads led through the Pamirs. In the thirteenth century (1271-1295), the European explor-

er Marco Polo passed on his way to China, travelling along the historically year-round tra-

versable Wakhan Section running on both sides along the Panj River. Besides being a trad-

ing route, this branch of the Silk Roads Network was also used by Chinese pilgrims on their 

way to and from India. Books were transported on these roads and were seen as especially 

remarkable goods. It is said that the caravan of the Chinese traveller Xuanzang passed the 

                                                 
1 Translated by Andrei Dörre. 
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Wakhan Region in the seventh century transporting twenty-two horse loads of books from 

India to China. During that time, Buddhism had spread out in the region of the upper Panj 

River. There were several Buddhist monasteries, like the one that was discovered by ar-

chaeologists in 1970 in the settlement of Vrang. In 1729, the Chinese pilgrim Hoi-Chao not-

ed that Buddhism had completely replaced Zoroastrism in the Wakhan.  

2 Knowledge generation  

In the course of the arrival of Islam in the Pamirs, Arab and Persian script, religious litera-

ture, and written poetry subsequently proliferated. When the conditions were suitable, a 

couple of passes over the Hindukush enabled the inhabitants of Wakhan and Ishkashim to 

travel to India to obtain commodity items and books. Some of these travellers received 

some education in Badakhshan (today Afghanistan) and opened their own schools after re-

turning to the Wakhan and Ishkashim. In the eleventh century, the Tajik poet Nasiri 

Khusraw spent the last fifteen years of his life in Badakhshan. He visited Ishkashim, 

Wakhan, Shugnan, Rushan, and Darwaz and disseminated Ismaili thoughts and literature-

based philosophical knowledge amongst the people. In the same century, several religious 

leaders like Shokhi Koshon, Shokh Kambar, and others visited to the Pamirs to spread the 

Ismaili interpretation of Shia Islam. In the course of time, more and more schools were 

established and subsequently the first native religious leaders, authors, and poets 

emerged. Muboraki Wakhoni from the eighteenth century was one of them.  

However, the literacy rate in the Pamirs remained very low until the 1920s. There were no 

schools offering courses in the basics of modern science. The first Soviet school in GBAR 

was opened in the regional centre of Khorog in 1923. The subordinate districts received 

their first schools one year later. The objective of the Soviet Cultural Revolution in the 

1930s was the elimination of illiteracy amongst the Pamirian population. Two strategies 

were pursued: first, the number of elementary schools for children was increased, and 

second, writing and reading classes were offered for people up to fifty years old. In 1949, 

an obligatory seven-year school education program was introduced, which was systemati-

cally extended in the following years. From 1970 onwards, eleven years of school educa-

tion were made compulsory. The Soviet education system promoted the continuous raising 

of the individual education up to an age of fifty years. In the course of time, Pamirian 

people born in the 1920-1930s continued to attend evening and other schools after finish-

ing their elementary education.  

In the 1970s, the Pamirian population had the highest share of people with middle and high 

education degrees (525 out of 1,000) in the whole Soviet Union (483 out of 1,000). After 

Tajikistan gained independence in 1991, the Research Institute of Humanities of the Acad-
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emy of Sciences, a State university, and a vocational training centre of the University of 

Central Asia were established in Khorog. Since 1969, the Pamir Biological Institute has 

been in charge. Nowadays, a remarkable share of academics in Tajikistan have Pamirian 

origins.  

3 Heritage preservation 

At the present time, considerable work is being done in Tajikistan for the preservation of 

historical monuments. Sixty-nine archaeological objects can be found in Ishkashim District 

including ancient fortresses such as Qala-i Qakh-Qakha and Qala-i Yamchun from the third 

or second century B.C.E., settlements, watchtowers, monasteries, petroglyphs, and oth-

ers. Since 2009, Yamchun Fortress has been listed on Tajikistan’s tentative list for possible 

UNESCO World Heritage Sites.  

There are three museums in Ishkashim District, one of them is the Namadgut Museum. It 

was opened in 2005, and is focused on seventeen historical monuments and consists of 

three rooms. Its largest monument is the Qakh-Qakha Fortress located right above the Panj 

River in the middle of the valley. The fortress is 650 meters long, up to 250 meters wide, 

and has 56 watchtowers. A sacral place called ‘Shokh-i Mardan’, which is dedicated to Is-

lam’s victory over Zoroastrism is located right across the fortress. ‘Hiding-caves’ and stone 

inscriptions dated from the same period are located not far away. Petroglyphs from the 

eighth century are located some three km away. Graves from the fifth century can be 

found seven km away from Namadgut. Additionally, ancient irrigation installations, an old 

Pamirian house, orchards, and other things can be visited. Etymologically, the name of 

Namadgut comes from the old-Persian word for ‘worshipping place’. The settlement used 

to be the centre of the Wakhan, the centre of the Zoroastrian religion. After the spread of 

Islam, Namadgut became an Islamic centre. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 

there were three religious schools and a mosque in Namadgut. This rich heritage formed 

the basis of the museum.  

The museum also exhibits semiprecious stones, national dresses, ceramics and metal dish-

es, musical instruments, jewellery, portraits of important religious and secular persons, 

books about local beliefs, customs and activities, and other things. The information pre-

sented in this paper was published in 2010 in my book ‘Wakhan. A scientific, historic and 

ethnographic study’. Another book with historical pictures from Namadgut will be pub-

lished.
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Nazir Ahmed Bulbul

Knowledge generation and preservation of Wakhi cultural heritage 

It is a great honour for me to be in Berlin to present my views among the prominent figures 

and brains having lifelong efforts and love for the Pamirians. Especially, I am indebted to 

this unique university and the faculty who made it possible for us all to share our view-

points on challenges and opportunities in the Pamir Region. Above all, I am thankful to 

Professor Hermann Kreutzmann for his selfless efforts in strengthening our school, lan-

guage and pride in identity.  

The context of knowledge generation and heritage preservation is characterised by several 

challenges such as identity crises, heritage degradation, youth engagement, climate 

change, security issues for the community, and difficult political and economic conditions.  

As a Wakhi poet, a school head and President of the Local Council I would like to focus my 

talk on my experiences about knowledge generation and preservation of Wakhi cultural 

heritages both tangible and intangible. However, some other initiations would also be 

touched.

1 As Wakhi poet 

As a poet, I have had immense love and respect from Wakhis around the globe. Being 

Wakhi, I felt that most of our people are a bit shy about their identity as shepherds. Now, 

most of them sing that  

Mari yem faxr x ̌ikem wuz, šʉpʉnem tu šʉpʉnem tey 
Kʉli imone zikem wuz, šʉpʉnem tu šʉpʉnem tey 

Tremis ž ̣ʉn mol-holišt tu, nivem de ilme helga wuz 
Xayolet fikrveṣ̌ pʉyem, šʉpʉnem tu šʉpʉnem tey 

………………………… continued 

Translation 
I was shepherd, I am shepherd

I am proud that I am Wakhi, I was shepherd, I am shepherd
I am the language of absolute faith, I was shepherd, I am shepherd

In the past I owned cattle, now I am in the pasture-hut of knowledge
Herding thoughts and ideas, I was shepherd, I am shepherd

Holding stick of pen in hand, my luggage of voyage are my books
Exploring the butter-store of knowledge, I was shepherd, I am shepherd
Skimming the butter of intellect, from the delicious curd of knowledge

Decanting the milk of ideas, I was shepherd, I am shepherd
The entire world is our green field, everywhere we nestle to herd

In every field, at every slope, I was shepherd, I am shepherd
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The aim of this poem was to illustrate the pastoral life, convey message with preserving 

the unique words that were endangered due to economic migration.  

There are several poetry-specific challenges which I have to face such as to choose a script 

for Wakhi language, to generate knowledge, to preserve and present the language, to illus-

trate the mountain life through words, to arise pride in identity, to step into knowledge 

society and to inspire young generations to write books like my collection of Wakhi poetry 

‘Biyoze Bulbul’ published in 2014.  

2 As teacher  

As school head of the community based Al-Amyn Model School I and the school staff have 

taken the several measures to boost cultural identity, such as the use of traditional cap as 

uniform and traditional robe (chupan) in ceremonies, teaching Wakhi language in school, 

stimulating students to conduct small scale research and documentation about their area 

and culture, supporting the revival of local games and local music in school.  

3 As president of local council 

The Local Council governs the community socially through different portfolios managed by 

volunteers. The activities have the following targets: guidance about harmonious life for 

security of the community, economic progress through economic planning board, youth 

engagement through youth and sports board, women empowerment through women portfo-

lio, ensure health and education through education and health boards, helping people in 

need through social welfare board, and preservation and promotion of culture through cul-

tural portfolio.  

The main initiations by the council are arrangements of festivals and celebrations for har-

mony and brotherhood like the revival of old festivals and addition of new ones like the 

blossom festival, community mobilisation towards civil society efforts accompanied by 

school, health and drinking water-related self-help projects, women entrepreneurship such 

as ladies shops, restaurants and handcraft centres, the initiation of a Wakhi music school 

(Bulbulik) with collaboration of the Gulmit Educational and Social Welfare Society, as well 

as patronising boy scouts and girls guides and other youth programs such as youth camps. 

In collaboration with FOCUS Humanitarian Assistance, we are conducting awareness ses-

sions and train youth to any manageable calamity to meet climate change-related hazards. 

Finally, we promote culture and heritage for tourism, and work on the establishment of a 

new museum.  

In a developing country like Pakistan, we need to believe in ourselves and strengthen civil 

society programs at large.  
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Markus Hauser 

The Pamir Archive: A world of information 

My love for the high mountain country Tajikistan, my interest in the history of Central Asia 

together with my profession as cartographer prompted me to start building up The Pamir 

Archive 20 years ago. The result is not only a very large book collection of over 7,000 books 

in many languages dealing with Central Asia, but - with special emphasis on Tajikistan and 

the Pamir Region (ethnography, culture, history, archaeology, cartography, geology, glaci-

ers, mountains, flora, fauna) - also a collection of very important maps showing the pro-

gress of knowledge about Russian Turkestan and adjoining areas from the eighteenth cen-

tury up to recent times. 

Especially valuable are the many maps from Russian origin, either not available in libraries 

outside Russia and the CIS countries, or folded away and hidden in books. There is also a 

dangerous lack of awareness of the historical value of maps in libraries and archives 

throughout Central Asia. The digitisation of these maps is a possibility not only to preserve 

the maps but also to present them on the internet all over the world. Three examples 

show the quality of the scans:  

 http://tinyurl.com/ht9tq3z   

 http://tinyurl.com/zlnvypc   

 http://tinyurl.com/byjq6nt

A collection of over 1600 postcards from the beginning of the twentieth century up to the 

1930s complements the physical collection. The digitisation of these postcards creates new 

potential for research. The quality of the scans can be seen here:  

http://tinyurl.com/jdgn74h   

The digitisation of ten thousands of articles and books dealing with all aspects of Central 

Asian matters and the following Optical Character Recognition (OCR) gives the possibility 

of machine translation in many languages and the text-to-speech option allows handi-

capped people to hear these texts either in the original or in any translated language. The-

se prints and photographs were also digitised with high resolution. One example can be 

seen here: http://tinyurl.com/juncoh6   

The cartographical output over the many years travelling in Tajikistan resulted in the three 

sheet tourist maps of Tajikistan ‘North Tajikistan’, ‘South Tajikistan’ and ‘The Pamirs’ 

sponsored by the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) available in Tajiki-

stan at different selling points and online from the Swiss distributor Geckomaps.com. Out 

of these mapping data a ‘School Map of Tajikistan’ was produced, printed in 50,000 copies 
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Yuri Badenkov 

Closing statement and remarks on future perspectives  

The conference devoted to the Pamirs is reaching final moments. It was organised in the 

most perfect manner by the Centre for Development Studies, Freie Universitaet Berlin. 

Special thanks go to Prof. Hermann Kreutzmann and his excellent team. The conference 

was preceded by the publication by Prof. Kreutzmann’s “Pamirian Crossroads. Kirghiz and 

Wakhi of High Asia”, the volume presenting the outcomes of a unique research carried out 

in the best traditions of the German geography school. This classical German grossbukh 

includes a detailed review of the environment, history, culture, and traditions of the Pa-

mirs, starting from the period of the Great Game until recent times. In this connection, it 

would be proper to mention the phenomenon well known in geography: German scientists 

demonstrate unfading interest in the Asian Region and in Central Asia, in particular. 

I would also like to recollect several important dates that have been both directly and in-

directly relevant for the theme of the Conference: 

- In 2018, we shall mark 90 years since the famous Soviet-German expedition to the Alai 

and Pamirs carried out by the Academy of Sciences of the USSR with participation of 

German geographers and mountain climbers; 

- In 2017, we shall mark 25 years after UN Earth Summit on Environment and Development 

(Rio 1992), which adopted the Global Agenda-21 having for the first time included the is-

sues of mountain development in the list of global priorities; 

- In 2016, we shall mark 16 years from publication by Chinese scientists Lu Tsan-Fu and Gu 

Tsa-yui of their article ‘Reflections on Transnational Development of the Eastern Central 

Asian Economic Zone and Construction of the Eurasian [Transportation] Continental 

Bridge Across Mountainous Altai’ (Lu Tsan-Fu & Gu Tsa-yui 2000). This article was the 

first Chinese ‘touchstone’ preceding the ongoing Chinese initiative ‘Economic Belt of the 

Silk Road. One Belt. One Road’ that has commenced in 2013.  

- In 2016, the first campus of the University of Central Asia will open its doors in the city of 

Naryn, Kyrgyzstan. This University was built under the initiative of the Aga Khan (1996) 

and its focus is directed on the exploration of mountains of Central Asia, as well as on 

training of the leaders in sustainable development of mountain territories. In 2017, the 

UCA is expecting to open its second campus in the city of Khorog, Pamirs, Tajikistan. In 

2019, construction of the third campus of UCA is to be finalised in the city of Tekeli, Ka-

zakhstan.
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The debate in the plenum focused on the challenges of relocation and resettlement as a 

preventive measure. Experiences so far have shown convincing results that are due to early 

warning and sharing of weather forecasts from various meteorological services with village 

communities. Another aspect was who is bearing the high investment costs for improving 

the infrastructural resilience measures. In this context the issue of out-migration was 

raised as a form of brain-drain of local institutional wisdom as migrants take their 

knowledge with them and will not be at the place when it might be required. In addition 

the multi-local lifestyles of many households have a detrimental effect on being prepared 

for a wide range of crises that occur in the mountain villages. Here issues related to migra-

tion and knowledge preservation came into the picture for the first time. 

3 Education and mobility 

Three viewpoints were offered about the nexus of education and mobility. Robert Middle-

ton emphasised upon the early effects of Ismaili religious scholarship and training which 

was much later augmented by a sophisticated Soviet school system. The latter approach 

serviced all communities irrespective of their physical remoteness and had established a 

comprehensive schooling and training system that has changed the income opportunities of 

people from Gorno-Badakhshan. The last quarter century though was characterised by a 

deterioration of education in the mountain villages due to dwindling funds, civil war and 

economic crises in Tajikistan. Thus, we find a quite different development of the educa-

tional sector here that in neighbouring Afghanistan or Pakistan. Majeed Khan shared his 

experiences as director of education in Gilgit-Baltistan and highlighted the efforts that 

have been implemented during the last two generations by governmental institutions in 

northern Pakistan. Here quite significant achievements could be recorded. Finally Bohdan 

Krawchenko presented his perception of the frame conditions under which the socioeco-

nomic development in Tajikistan takes place and in which the activities of the University 

of Central Asia are embedded. Certain challenges for training and job creation are con-

nected with the upcoming new institutions of higher learning. The following plenary dis-

cussion expanded the perspectives on Afghanistan and China where we have two other ex-

tremes of educational attainment. In general the question was raised what is the contribu-

tion of basic education and higher learning and how is it connected to out-migration. In 

conclusion it was acknowledged that though a growing number of educated people from 

the mountains is not finding adequate jobs the investments in education since the second 

half of the twentieth century have had a salient effect on providing income from multi-

local sources that is contributing to the well-being of the relatives who reside in the moun-

tain villages and maintain the inherited resources. 
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Ghulam Amin Beg highlighted the Aga Khan Rural Support Programme’s (AKRSP) role in 

northern Pakistan and emphasised detrimental frame conditions such as the semi-

autonomous constitutional status of Gilgit-Baltistan within Pakistan, security questions and 

border issues. Economic dependencies on Pakistan play important roles in regional devel-

opment. Since 1972-74, when small feudal states were dissolved many changes have oc-

curred. The Karakoram Highway played an important role. Development efforts by AKRSP 

started then. The integration of Pakistan’s mountainous areas with the lowlands was ac-

celerated due to the infrastructural assets and political reforms. The government institu-

tions have played a central role for the sustainability of projects as they have remained 

the biggest donors. Donor-driven development means that the agenda of measures and 

packages comes from outside which is not necessarily in tune with the demand of local 

communities. Consequently, he highlighted the importance of integrated rather than 

piece-meal approaches to development. 

Muzaffar-Ud Din took his home village Shimshal as a case in point to show how important 

the fabric of a local community might be for achieving their own goals. Shimshal was for-

merly very isolated, no support was extended by government, but people themselves were 

very active: During 15 years of self-organised communal work and with material support by 

AKRSP the village community constructed a link road over a distance of more than 60 km 

from the Karakoram Highway to the village. Shimshal used to be a poor village, but now it 

is one of the most prosperous villages in the area. The villagers managed to achieve this by 

themselves. Shimshal is only an example, there are many other villages where people did 

extraordinary things by themselves. 

In the discussion the question was raised what are the factors and parameters that allow 

certain mountain communities to prosper and others to fail? What have been the reasons 

for these extraordinary achievements in Shimshal? One answer that was offered mentioned 

the abstract concept of resilience. In this difficult environment, working together is cen-

tral for survival. Ismaili factor might play an additional role, but there are other communi-

ties e.g. in Baltistan that follow different denominations. Another reason might be the 

aspect of ownership; people tend to work hard for the maintenance of their own re-

sources. An important point is not to romanticise such examples as Shimshal, because 

there are many villages where such community action does not work. From the outsider’s 

perspective it was mentioned that the leadership component is also essential; one has to 

find the ‘diamond’ in the village, meaning that certain communities benefit of their own 

visionaries and social activists. Communities are heterogeneous, there are always people 

who are more active than others and have the ability to convince them. Projects must fo-
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cus on common objectives; when the majority of the community benefits, the project is 

more likely to succeed.  

5 Knowledge generation and heritage preservation 

Odinamamad Mirzoev presented the example of cultural heritage preservation in the Muse-

um Namadgut, in the Western Pamirs of Gorno-Badakhshan in Tajikistan. As a former 

headmaster and present-day museum curator in Namadgut he shared his experiences about 

the difficulties to raise awareness about one’s own cultural heritage. He provided an over-

view of his on-going work dedicated to the preservation of Pamirs’ cultural heritage in Ta-

jik Wakhan. Situated at the ancient Silk route, Namadgut in Ishkashim District was a fre-

quented transit station for traders as well as Buddhist, Zoroastrian and Muslim pilgrims. 

This is one reason why the road is sometimes named a Buddhist road. Over the last centu-

ries the region has been an important crossroads within the Pamirs which is documented 

and evidenced by numerous artefacts that have been collected over time or which are visi-

ble witnesses along the road in form of ruins of previous castles and fortifications, shrines 

and other sacred places. Today many cultural sites as well as the historical rock paintings 

in Langar with more than 5000 petroglyphs remind us of those times. The challenge has 

been and will remain one for the future to collect and preserve artefacts. Giving those 

artefacts a shelter and to preserve and display them in an adequate manner needs further 

expertise and support.  

Nazir Ahmed Bulbul from Gulmit has been involved in culture-related projects through a 

variety of functions. As a poet and painter, writer and dramatist, but as well as principal 

of a private school and as Local Council president he has identified a variety of everyday 

projects that can help in his agenda of strengthening Wakhi communities by education and 

preservation of the local culture. He identified himself as a ‘shepherd’ within the flock of 

‘knowledge generation. His work is dedicated to the protection, maintenance – and shep-

herding of local thoughts and ideas. His conclusion to the challenges of heritage preserva-

tion within the knowledge generation is to strengthen the civil society by education and 

local culture, so that the Wakhi can trust their own potentials.  

From an external perspective Markus Hauser explained the activities and usefulness of the 

Pamir Archive for present and future generations of scholars, travellers and the interested 

public. As a Swiss cartographer Markus Hauser has persistently built up the Pamir Archive 

with the objective to collect, process and thus preserve information about the region. By 

now, the archive contains books, historical and topographical maps, geo-data, postcards, 

paintings and photographs; all made available both in digital and print format. The digit-

ised material is made available in high resolution and contains additional and new (geo-
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)information. Textual materials are edited by intelligent text recognition, so their accessi-

bility and legibility will be enhanced. All digitised material is accessible for the general 

public and can be found online (http://www.pamir-adventure.com/pamirmountains/). 

In the discussion the question was raised on the mere process of transferring Wakhi, as an 

oral language, into a scripture. As regional languages (language groups) do not correspond 

with national borders, the importance of trans-boundary cooperation was highlighted. The 

importance of enabling and motivating people of the Pamirs to write down their own histo-

ries and to participate in the cultural preservation process was highlighted as being essen-

tial. Then the plenum turned towards the question whether development and cultural 

preservation are by nature contradictive processes or whether both endeavours can be 

combined in a beneficial way. It was argued that tourism – seen as one of the main eco-

nomic present and future forces in the field of cultural preservation and maintaining he-

reditary practices – highly depends on the historical and natural wealth of the region. 

Moreover these sites are resources for study and research and as such must be financially 

supported and maintained by science.  

A much-discussed aspect was that the aspect of ‘culture’ has not entered into the objec-

tives of ‘development’ yet. Thus, the current mantra of economic development in the Pa-

mirs would impede cultural, historical and social heritage preservation. The point was 

made, that culture is not valued in financial terms – ‘Most donors will not give you a grant 

for culture’. Others were of the opinion that a combination of culture and development is 

feasible and that some donors honour such endeavours; e.g. UNESCO, Swiss embassy. Cul-

tural centres are needed to raise awareness for the necessity of preservation. Techniques 

like those introduced by Markus Hauser were seen as useful methods that fulfil the main 

objective to provide access to those materials for everybody. Therefore, the necessity to 

turn the University of Central Asia not only into an educational centre of higher learning 

but also into a cultural and research centre for the Pamirs was highlighted and the idea 

endorsed by all participants. 

6 The way forward 

According to Yuri Badenkov the discussion of new global challenges and future research 

areas and development trends of the Pamir mountain communities, and of other High Asian 

regions, should bear in mind the historical experiences accumulated through centuries of 

cultural and economic development of the mountain countries placed within the Great 

mountain arch of Asia: from Himalaya-Karakoram- Hindukush, Pamirs, Alai and Tien Shan 

to the northern mountain massifs of Altai, Sayans, and Transbaikal areas, and further along 

the Amur River to the Sea of Ohotsk and Sakhalin Island.  
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Pamirs, Tien Shan, and Altai. The project should be completed by an integrating workshop 

presenting the research outcomes. In this perspective, the current conference may be 

viewed as a starting event for this future project. 

The format of the conference that was proposed by the organisers has perfectly corre-

sponded to the themes and objectives of the conference. It ensured discussion of the di-

verse aspects of life and development in the Pamirs, a remote mountain region subject to 

global change impacts, and also falling into the sphere of interests of China and its new 

large scale initiative ‘Economic Belt of the Silk Road’. The conference was attended by 

representatives of a broad range of professions and stakeholders from many countries and 

regions: scientists, experts, practitioners, journalists, writers, etc. Many of them originate 

and live in the Pamirs or in the vicinities, carried out studies and continue to explore these 

areas, and possess profound knowledge of the region, its environments, cultural and hu-

manitarian values and traditions of the Pamirian peoples inhabiting today the territories of 

four countries Afghanistan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, and China. This trans-disciplinary format 

of the conference ensured valuable discussions and debates of diverse aspects of life and 

development in the Pamirs and its interrelated changes of various expressions and on dif-

ferent scales. We have heard various views from each other, and got a better understand-

ing of the challenges involved. I also hope that we were successful in identifying the key 

opportunities of research and development for the future. This is, in fact, the major out-

come of our work during the conference. There is no doubt that outcomes of the confer-

ence shall provide new impetus for studies of the Pamirs, and for exploring the potential 

for development in the Pamirian crossroads. 
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