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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. 



The Pa
Source
Kreutz

amirian Knot
e: Hermann 
zmann, H. an

t, a cross-bo
Kreutzmann

nd T. Watana

rder region 
n 2016: Pam
abe (eds.): M

between Afg
mir or Pamir
Mapping tran

ghanistan, C
rs – Percept
nsition in the

China, Pakist
ions and int
e Pamirs. Ch

tan and Taji
terpretation

ham, p. 17 

kistan 
ns. In: 


