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INTRODUCTION

Gali Surjan Singh and Koocha Charkh Garan is in the famous Walled City of Lahore, a 
historic core which dates back several centuries. Several cultural landmarks including 
the World Heritage Site of the Shahi Qila (Lahore Fort), the 17th century Wazir Khan 
Masjid and the 18th century Badshahi Masjid, to name a few, are in the Walled City. The 
historic urban landscape also contains a high density of buildings that reflect the city’s 
architectural heritage from the Mughal, Sikh and British periods. 

In 2007, a Public-Private Partnership (PPP) framework agreement was signed between 
the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) and the Government of Punjab (GoPunjab) to jointly 
carry out planning and conservation projects in the Walled City. Over the past decade, 
AKTC through its country affiliate, the Aga Khan Cultural Service-Pakistan (AKCS-P), has 
provided technical assistance to the GoPunjab on several fronts from neighbourhood 
rehabilitation to monument conservation. The Mohalla Demonstration Project in Gali 
Surjan Singh and Koocha Charkh Garan was one of the first pilot initiatives, which AKCS-P 
carried out over a period of two years (2009-2010). By integrating neighbourhood 
rehabilitation and historic home conservation, this undertaking laid the benchmark for 
the larger Pilot Urban Rehabilitation and Infrastructure Improvement (Shahi Guzargah/
Royal Trail) Project, which the Walled City of Lahore Authority (WCLA) carried out.
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BACKGROUND

The PPP agreement between the Trust and the GoPunjab lasted for a period of five 
years (2007-2012). Since 2013, AKTC’s engagements in the Walled City have taken 
place through a series of Memorandums of Understandings (MOUs) with WCLA. In the 
initial years, AKCS-P conducted various baseline surveys across the Walled City and 
engaged in area-specific documentation of buildings in order to gain an understanding 
of prevailing conditions in the Walled City at the time. These included a topographic 
survey of the Walled City, a Plot and Building survey of 22,000 land parcels and socio-
economic household surveys. Additionally, all the structures in the Delhi Gate Bazaar 
were comprehensively documented to inform subsequent urban design interventions. 
The pilot undertaking in the neighbourhood of Gali Surjan Singh and Koocha Charkh 
Garan capsulated the broad principles of conservation-led planning and development 
to be adopted at the scale of the Walled City.

HISTORIC URBAN FABRIC CONSERVATION AND REHABILITATION

A key component of the pilot project was the conservation of the fine-grained residential 
urban fabric in the Walled City. This urban fabric comprised the individual parcels of 
land and the buildings that stood on them, the characteristic historic patterns of the 
streets and paths, and the various infrastructure elements, including street lighting, 
public facilities, etc. Through the demonstration project in Gali Surjan and its cul-de-sac 
off shoot Koocha Charkh Garan, AKCS-P was able to highlight the complex dimensions 
involved in improving the quality of life of residents through a delicate balance between 
conservation and infrastructure upgrading. The demonstration project essentially 
aimed to transform and enhance the historic environment in a socially dynamic 
context. Infrastructure development at this scale involved raising the overall quality of 
infrastructure to sustainable levels by adopting improved standards.

The individual mainly residential buildings found in the Walled City were subject to a 
common range of problems. Structural decay was endemic and caused by age as well 
as by water seeping into the superstructure due to the poor quality of plumbing and by 
failing foundations as a result of poor water supply and drainage infrastructure. In this 
respect, the improvement of private houses was paramount to the achievement of the 
basic objective of the pilot project.

The detailed design of infrastructure elements was carried out on a street-by-street 
and façade-by-façade basis. In the narrower lanes, the distribution lines for electricity 
and telecommunication as well as service connections to individual properties were 
surface-mounted on the façades and could only be installed once the façades had been 
structurally consolidated in order to bear the stresses of physical support. However, 
in some cases, interventions could not be simply restricted to the house façade and 
entailed engaging with the inner workings of a house whereby certain elements 
required necessary alterations. In other words, the distinction between the upgrading 
of distribution infrastructure and house connections on one hand, and intervention 
in private property on the other, was eroded. Nevertheless, working on the façades 
made it possible for a close relationship to be developed between the owner occupant 
and the implementing agency and elicited home-owners’ keenness to make their 
own investments in home repairs. Façade rehabilitation of individual properties was 
considered an investment in the public realm. This principle had been agreed to by the 
GoPunjab and the World Bank.
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Urban fabric rehabilitation contributed in several ways to the improvement of the 
lives of the people in the Walled City. Given the widespread unemployment and 
underemployment prevalent here, working with the active participation of the 
communities provided potential opportunities for members of the community to be 
gainfully employed. The youth especially benefitted from exposure to new vocations in 
the building industry and with adequate training acquired skills that generated higher 
income levels. 

GALI SURJAN SINGH AND KOOCHA CHARKH GARAN

The demonstration project in the selected neighbourhood of Gali Surjan Singh 
and Koocha Charkh Garan constituted a part of the neighbourhood rehabilitation 
component of the Shahi Guzargah project. AKTC provided both financial and technical 
assistance for the neighbourhood rehabilitation aspects of the demonstration project. 
The purpose of this initiative was to:

Test the proposed urban rehabilitation and infrastructure improvement interventions 
as well as finalize the design concepts and construction methodologies prior to the 
launch of the larger Shahi Guzargah project.

To demonstrate the social, environmental as well as visual impacts of urban 
rehabilitation as integral to the Walled City as a living heritage. This included an active 
effort to highlight that the quality of life could be significantly improved by altering 
the built environment in a sensitive manner and in collaboration with the primary 
stakeholders - the residents.

AKCS-P was directly involved in the preparation of detailed design guidelines and 
coordination with utility agencies. AKCS-P used its own labour force (both skilled and 
unskilled) in implementing the project. Negotiations were carried out directly with the 
homeowners and occupants. Following a detailed assessment of the existing situation 
and the pilot conservation of a single historic house in 2008, physical work commenced 
in December of 2009. The project served close to 150 residents distributed across 26 
households. Most of the occupants were homeowners. The built-up space constituted 
23 buildings, 18 of which were over 100 years old. Gali Surjan Singh comprised an 
admixture of old and recently constructed houses as well as commercial outlets, while 
Koocha Charkh Garan contained mostly old houses, which had been drastically altered 
over time. The total covered floor area of the buildings ranged from a minimum of 71 
square metres to a maximum of 445 square metres.

 Above: Infrastructure upgrading

Below: Kucha Charkh Garan before conservation



5

INFRASTRUCTURE UPGRADING

This intervention made provisions for improved waste and stormwater disposal (a sealed 
sanitary network), improved solid waste disposal and sub surface layout of gas pipes. It 
also included infrastructure to be mounted on the façades of the buildings in order to 
support the new (re)organised electrical, telephone and television cable distribution 
network.

HISTORIC HOME IMPROVEMENT (BUILDING STOCK 
REHABILITATION)

This component dealt with the older building stock and addressed building 
obsolescence in general and structural failure in particular. In this case particular 
attention was given to (i) removing inappropriate structural, architectural and functional 
interventions; (ii) working in traditional materials and building elements in accord with 
the original elements as far as possible; (iii) making all new modifications to interior 
spaces or architectural elements of the building subservient to, and in harmony with 
the received architectural ensemble of the building; (iv) respecting the typological 
characteristic of the building; (v) introduction of modern materials and techniques 
where necessary, but without compromising authentic values; and (vi) adhering 
to international safety codes. The conservation of historic dwellings demonstrated 
technically adequate standards and methods of providing all the needed services and 
facilities in a manner that was appropriately matched to the historicity of the houses. 

Between June 2009 and April 2010, infrastructure upgrading was carried out for a total 
cost of USD 100,000. 13 historic houses were conserved between 2009 and 2011 for a 
combined cost of USD 233, 000. Following the conservation of a single historic house 
in 2009 (G-324), the German Federal Ministry for Foreign Affairs provided grant funding 
for the conservation of 12 historic homes. Owner equity participation ranged between 
8% and 15% of the total cost of conservation.

For more information about the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, please visit www.akdn.org or contact the
Aga Khan Trust for Culture, PO Box 2049, 1211 Geneva 2, Switzerland
Tel + 41 22 909 7200; Email: aktc@akdn.org
For information about projects in Pakistan, please contact Aga Khan Cultural Service-Pakistan,
Level 9, Serena Business Complex, Islamabad
Tel: + 92 51 111 253 254; Email: salman.beg@akdn.org

Above: Infrastructure upgrading

Below: Kucha Charkh Garan after conservation
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Above: Koocha Charkh Gran, before and after rehabilitation

Below: Gali Surjan Singh, before and after rehabilitation
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Above: G-321 ground floor, before and after conservation

Below: G-328 before and after conservation, with newly installed ventilation mug
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