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THE IMPORTANCE OF PARKS 
AND GARDENS

“The Aga Khan Trust for Culture insists that each of its conservation 
and restoration projects should be able to have an important positive 
impact on that quality of life. We are keen that our investments 
create a multiplier effect in the local economy. Accordingly, we 
monitor their impact on the physical environment as well as on 
disposable income and other indices of better living conditions. 
We also emphasise self-sustainability. Here, as with the Trust’s 
other urban (park) projects such as in Cairo, Kabul and Zanzibar — a 
significant long term outcome will be the enhancing of the quality 
of leisure for residents and visitors alike. A richer educational 
encounter at a sensitively restored monument will prompt more 
tourists to seek out other culturally significant sites in India. These 
restored gardens can thus become the fulcrum and catalyst for 
socio-economic development as well as an irreplaceable resource 
for education.”

His Highness the Aga Khan

Inauguration Ceremony, Restored Humayun’s Tomb Gardens,  
New Delhi, India, 15 April 2003

Opposite: Baghe Babur, Kabul, Afghanistan
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Roughly 5000 years ago, the concept of the park took form when kings began planting 

ornamental trees from distant lands. A millennium later, The Epic of Gilgamesh described 

Ancient Sumer as a land of gardens. During Rome’s Golden Age, the city saw the construction 

of a number of parks, including some, like the Villa Borghese, that survive today. 

When Cairo was built in the 10th century by the Fatimids, His Highness the Aga Khan’s 

ancestors, 20 percent of the city was devoted to open space, including a royal park and 

garden. The English began reserving common green space for public use in the 13th 

century. In New York, Central Park began its life 160 years ago. Each effort reflected a belief 

in the importance of green space for the quality of life.

By the second half of the 20th century, as people from rural areas moved into cities and 

open land became more and more valuable, large slices of green space were sold off — or 

were simply occupied. Cities became denser and denser. Former “garden cities” became 

agglomerations of brick and concrete. Encroachment, both legal and illegal, has gradually 

swallowed up forests and grassland, diminishing green space. Overwhelmed by financial 

demands, municipalities have neglected the problem, assuming that green space was 

unproductive and therefore of little value — or worse, a financial liability.

As green space shrank and the quality of life deteriorated, alarms began to ring. Enlightened 

municipal planners began to see parks not just as recreational assets but important parts 

of a community’s health and well-being, as well as important aspects of culture, social 

cohesion, even economic development. It was discovered that talented people gravitated 

to cities with green space. Parks also came to be known as climate modifiers, which could 

mitigate a city’s heat and pollution, or as biodiversity clusters that often contained a 

surprising number of species.

As a result of this new appreciation for their value, parks enjoyed a renaissance in the 

developed world. Yet in poor areas, the neglect of green space continued, often overwhelmed 

by inward migration to cities. Municipalities, beset by numerous demands on their 

finances, pushed green spaces down their list of priorities.

Top: City Park, Khorog, 
Tajikistan
Bottom: Aga Khan University, 
Karachi, Pakistan



AGA KHAN GARDEN    The Importance of Parks and Gardens 3938

It is in this context that the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) began 

experimenting with the notion that green spaces could be catalysts 

for positive economic, social and cultural change. rather than being 

considered as financial liabilities. Implicit in that notion is the idea that 

green spaces could become self-sustaining rather than being burdens 

on municipal finances. In Cairo, Bamako, Kabul, Delhi and other sites, 

AKTC’s rehabilitation of existing parks and the creation of new ones 

have made these parks hugely popular among local populations and 

international visitors — and they are running surpluses. Some even help 

subsidise urban regeneration projects in adjacent neighbourhoods, 

restoring hope for the future in historic districts where many had 

become resigned to decline.

Twenty years after it began building parks in the developing world, 

the Aga Khan Trust for Culture has demonstrated that parks not only 

contribute to the quality of life in cities, but that they can be self-

sustaining if conceived and managed properly. In several locations, it 

has even demonstrated that, under the correct conditions, parks and 

gardens can be economic generators that drive — directly and indirectly — 

a broad movement of positive change.

In the same spirit, other Aga Khan Development Network agencies 

have invested in green space, notably the Aga Khan University in 

Karachi, which has set aside considerable green areas in the design of 

its campus, or the Serena Hotels, which pursue sustainable green space 

in all of their properties. Ismaili Centres in Burnaby, Dubai, Dushanbe, 

London, Lisbon and, most recently, Toronto; and even in urban buildings, 

such as the Aga Khan Centre, the new home of the Aga Khan Foundation, 

the Institute of Ismaili Studies and the Aga Khan University at King’s 

Cross in London, all incorporate spaces for social and cultural gatherings, 

intellectual engagement and reflection. They are conceived as bridges of 

friendship and understanding, and serve to enhance relationships among 

the general public, faith communities, government and civil society.

AL-AZHAR PARK, CAIRO, EGYPT

Perhaps one of the most significant examples of the 

work of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture is Azhar Park 

in Cairo. His Highness the Aga Khan sought, at the 

conclusion of a seminar on “The Expanding Metropolis: 

Coping with the Urban Growth of Cairo,” to address the 

issue of the city’s dwindling green space by financing 

the creation of a park. He settled on the 30-hectare site 

that had been the city’s rubbish dump for 500 years. The 

adjacent area was replete with monuments of Islamic 

Cairo that testified to periods of great sophistication — 

the Fatimid gates, Ayyubid walls, and Mamluk mosques. 

However, in many cities across the world people abandon 

historic centres, opting for new agglomerations of glass 

and concrete. The old centres are then occupied by new 

migrants, drawn to the city by jobs. By the early 1980s, 

this paradox squeezed out much of Cairo’s green space 

even though it had been a city of gardens just a few 

decades earlier. 

In poor areas, conditions were even worse as new 

migrants squeezed into alleys without water and 

sanitation and absentee landlords ignored maintenance. 

Understanding how the process of decline could be 

reversed by restoring monuments and building a new 

park was part of a plan to revitalise one of the poorest 

and most troubled areas in the city.

Opposite: Garden of Tranquility, Aga Khan Centre, London, United Kingdom
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The only central location that was of suitable scale for a new park was the derelict Darassa 

site, a 30-hectare (74-acre) mound of rubble adjacent to the historic city. The area, which 

included a rich array of monuments testifying to a thousand years of history, posed several 

technical challenges. Adjacent to Cairo’s City of the Dead, it had been a debris dump for 

over 500 years. Trash smouldered in parts of the site. 

Construction required excavation, grading and replacement with appropriate fill. A total 

of 1.5 million cubic metres of rubble and soil, over 80,000 truckloads, was moved. In 

addition, three 80-meter fresh water tanks for the city had to be incorporated into the 

Park design. Specialised plant nurseries were created to identify the best plants and 

trees for the soil, terrain and climate. Over 655,000 young plants from cuttings and seeds 

were planted in the Park. 

Today, the Park draws two million visitors a year. Through gate receipts and revenues 

from the Park’s restaurants, the Park has become self-sustaining. More importantly, 

the US$ 30 million project has encouraged positive change in the neighbouring district, 

moving well beyond the Park to include the restoration of monuments and public spaces 

in neighbouring Darb al-Ahmar as well as socio-economic initiatives, including housing 

rehabilitation, microfinance, vocational training. and healthcare spearheaded by the 

organisations of the Aga Khan Development Network.
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NATIONAL PARK OF MALI, BAMAKO, MALI

Some rapidly growing cities are still blessed with large areas of forest or parkland, offering 

an opportunity to preserve a sufficient amount of green space for future generations. Yet 

municipalities are faced with an apparent quandary: preserve green space and thereby 

ensure the liveability of a city or allow green space to be used indiscriminately in the name 

of growth. Bamako’s National Park of Mali provides an example of an enlightened public-

private partnership that has created a permanent green space in the service of present and 

future generations.

The population of Bamako, the capital of the Republic of Mali, has risen rapidly in recent 

years, now reaching over one million inhabitants. Population growth has driven the 

demand for housing and public facilities. In this context, the need for far-sighted urban 

planning was crucial. The Government of Mali responded by outlining the boundaries of the 

National Park of Mali, a space of 103 hectares within a larger protected forest reserve of 

2,100 hectares that forms a significant green belt in the city of Bamako. Under the terms 

of the public-private partnership, the Government asked AKTC to concentrate on the Park’s 

103 hectares (254 acres), a large, semi-circular canyon of protected forest that lies beneath 

the Koulouba plateau, between the National Museum and the Presidential Palace Complex. 

In keeping with AKTC’s philosophy that a Park without a long-range plan for maintenance 

and development could simply become a burden on the city, AKTC signed a 25-year 

agreement with Mali’s Minister of Culture and Minister of the Environment and Sanitation 

for the maintenance and further development of the Park. AKTC’s park projects, notably in 

Delhi, Cairo and Kabul, all have provisions for the long-term sustainability of the parks.
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The Park in Mali is designed to offer large open spaces for leisure and educational activities 

for the general public, school groups and tourists. Bringing together the National Museum 

and the existing Botanical Garden and Zoo into a single cultural/ecological park, the 

Park features a comprehensive pedestrian circulation network and formal promenades 

throughout. It contains fitness, jogging, cycling and mountaineering tracks of varying 

difficulty and interpretive trails intended to promote awareness of botany, birds and nature. 

The garden spaces feature indigenous flora in varied settings, from open lawn areas to flower 

gardens, wooded areas and a medicinal garden. Interpretive educational signs and displays 

and the development of trained guides are expected to offer new educational experiences 

for visitors. The restored zoo, which is designed to encourage more humane treatment of 

animals in the continent’s zoos, contains an aviary, serpentarium and aquarium.

BAGHE BABUR, KABUL, AFGHANISTAN

As part of a broad AKDN development effort including an array of economic and social 

development initiatives that mobilised over US$ 1 billion for work in Afghanistan, AKTC 

began work in 2002 on the restoration of a number of landmark buildings, monuments and 

green spaces, many of which had suffered severe damage during the decades of conflict.

A major garden built in the 16th century around the tomb of the first Mughal emperor, 

Babur, had suffered serious war damage and was largely neglected. Public spaces had 

been destroyed by artillery or degraded by bullets. In early 2003, conservation began on 

the sixteenth-century Baghe Babur, said to be Babur’s favourite garden. Now managed by 

an independent trust, the restored 11-hectare garden not only re-established the historic 

character of the site with its water channels, planted terraces and pavilions, but also 

provided the population of Kabul with a space for recreation and cultural events. The bulk 

of physical works have been in public use since 2007, including a swimming pool, garden 

pavilion, caravanserai and Queen’s Palace complex. 

Baghe Babur has seen a steady increase in number of visitors. By 2018, it was drawing over 

1 million visitors a year. By generating revenue from entrance fees and appropriate public 

events in the various facilities, the Park now covers its operating costs and runs a surplus — 

providing a model for saving other green spaces in Kabul and elsewhere in the country.



AGA KHAN GARDEN    The Importance of Parks and Gardens 4746

HUMAYUN’S TOMB GARDEN AND SUNDER NURSERY, DELHI, INDIA

The city of Delhi is home to some of the most important sites and monuments of the 

Mughal period, among them Humayun’s Tomb and Gardens. The site, originally on the 

outskirts of the city, is now at the centre of a dense residential district. Yet despite the 

population density beyond its walls, it was underused, perhaps because the gardens were 

dilapidated and the structures suffered from a lack of maintenance. The Trust’s garden 

restoration was completed in 2003, in collaboration with the Archaeological Survey of India, 

as a gift from His Highness the Aga Khan for the country’s 50th anniversary of independence. 

The initial garden restoration project included the reinstatement of the walkways and 

conservation of the edging stones; the repair, extension and reactivation of the irrigation 

system; the establishment of water sources for the water channels and irrigation system, 

including a pump station for a water-recycling system and the conservation, repair and 

rebuilding of the water channel system. Planted zones were re-levelled and revitalised 

with species and arrangements that conform to the customs and patterns known from 

Mughal sources. The project immediately increased interest in the Tomb complex and soon 

generated a surplus for the Archaeological Survey of India, which operates the site. It also 

rekindled interest in the rich history of Mughal rule.

The 70-acre Sunder Nursery project, adjacent to Humayun’s Tomb, aims to showcase the 

ecological and built heritage of the Nursery and create a major new green space for public 

recreation. As with the Humayun’s Tomb conservation, works include ongoing conservation 

of the unique sixteenth century Sundarwala Mahal and other monuments on the site. But 

its greater value may be as an educational resource in local ecology for the city’s schools. An 

arboretum exhibiting the flora of the Delhi region recreates various micro-habitat zones of 

the national capital region, showing the richness and versatility of the native or naturalised 

flora, which include kohi (hill), khadar (riverine), bangar (alluvial) and dabar (marshy) areas, 

which are all representative of Delhi’s fast disappearing biodiversity. Aligned with the large 

entrance plaza of Humayun’s Tomb, Sunder Nursery features a central pedestrian axis 

conceived in three parts, as a progression of formally arranged gardens around the heritage 

structures, and merging at its end with a proposed arboretum and water gardens. 
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AGA KHAN PARK, TORONTO, CANADA

The Aga Khan Park connects the Ismaili Centre 

Toronto with the Aga Khan Museum and provides a 

place suited to both tranquil reflection and dynamic 

programming. The Beirut-based landscape architect 

Vladimir Djurovic designed the formal gardens of the 

Park, which are based on a traditional Persian and 

Mughal chahar bagh (four-part garden). The design 

is an intentional attempt to render contemporary 

the very spirit of the Islamic garden. Djurovic states 

“I think that His Highness is happiest when he is 

working and discussing the gardens. He really wants 

us to reinterpret the Islamic garden in a contemporary 

way. We did not copy any garden — it is more about 

what you feel and smell and hear in an Islamic garden. 

What it is that I love about Alhambra is the sound 

of water and the smell of jasmine. I wanted to use a 

very contemporary language. The architecture of the 

buildings is very contemporary. The Park must reflect 

its context as well — a place covered with snow. I like 

this challenge: how to reinterpret the Islamic garden.”

Organised around five granite-lined pools, the 

elements of the Park share a simplicity and regularity 

bordering on minimalism, though there are frequent 

surprises and changes of mood, progressing from 

a more formal configuration near the buildings and 

becoming less apparently ordered further from the 

heart of the site.


