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THE STATUS QUO AT THE ONSET OF THE PROJECT
The wave of destruction that washed over the Walled City – following the 1947 partition  
of British colonial India into the Hindu majority nation of India and the Islamic 
 Republic of Pakistan – caused irreparable damage to the physical and social urban 
fabric of the city in many instances. Part of the physical damage was repaired through 
the 1952 ‘Punjab Development of Damaged Areas Act’. However, at the time, few 
paid attention to the historic context in which the new development was carried out. 
 Subsequent rebuilding was generally not carried out in line with the Walled City’s 
historic land-use pattern. The best example of misguided development, perhaps, is 
that of Shah Alami Road. This broad entry road was created in the wake of destruc-
tion that took place during partition. Coming in from the south, it leads directly to the 
centre of the Walled City and has allowed commercial activities of considerable scale 
to become established all around it, thus creating a permanent scar to the cityscape.

The Walled City’s resident population has been negatively affected over the 
years in various ways. Many of the arriving Muslim families from India moved into 
residences left vacant by the emigrating Hindu population. Lacking adequate and 
modern infrastructure, the Walled City had poor housing values and thus became 
attractive for groups with low-income levels. As these groups moved in, the wealthier 
families moved to the outskirts, where more living space and adequate infrastructure 
were available. This trend continued until recently: between the early 1970s and late 
1980s an estimated twenty-nine per cent of the resident population of the Walled City 
had moved out. With replacements made up of low-income groups from outside, on 
the one hand, and commercial takeovers by non-residents, on the other, the Walled 
City saw its overall resident population drop from an estimated 200,000 in 1970 to 
fewer than 160,000 by 2008 when the Shahi Guzargah project was initiated.

Where the space left by emigrants was filled by commercial interests, significant 
changes occurred in land use. Properties along main bazaars nearly all became 
commercial outlets, while the backrooms, as well as the first and second storeys of 
these properties, found new usage as storage and manufacturing space, sometimes 
in combination with living space for residents. In a departure from the past, the new 
commercial sector was run in majority by non-residents. Meanwhile, the back alleys, 
which serve no commercial interest, became the domain of the resident population.

Surveys carried out by the Aga Khan Cultural Service-Pakistan (AKCS-P) in the 
Walled City in 2008 and 2017 found that newly established small-scale manufacturers 
and wholesalers do not serve the local community in terms of the goods and services 
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Preceding pages, the Hiran Minar, located  
in Sheikhupura.

Opposite page, both the interior and the exterior 
of the Wazir Khan Mosque are almost entirely 
decorated with frescoes and glazed-tile work.

Above, people leaving the Wazir Khan Mosque 
after Friday prayers.

Below, entry to the mosque is gained through  
a large iwan lined with fresco paintings.

375



on offer. As many of these entities rely on staff of their own family network, employ-
ment opportunities for the resident population of the Walled City in the commercial 
sector were found to be limited. The marked difference between a well-off commer-
cial sector, on the one hand, and a dependent, impoverished resident population, on 
the other, had, until the start of the project, exacerbated the process of decline. It 
allowed shops to operate in relative anonymity, thus avoiding having to pay national 
and local taxes. Furthermore, in the absence of enforcement of building regulations, 
it had given space to speculative developers who would not feel inclined to pay 
attention to the historic built environment. The resulting commercial encroachment 
showed a pattern of abuse of building stock through inappropriate reuse of structures 
intended for small-scale industries and use of space for storage – this often in com-
bination with older buildings being replaced with quickly erected structures of lower 
quality.

CHOICES THAT WERE MADE AND DEVELOPMENTS SINCE
In order to arrest the negative developments that had occurred in the Walled City 
over the preceding sixty years and in order, where possible, to safeguard and rehabili-
tate anything of value that had been left, both the SDWCLP (later the WCLA, the 
Walled City of Lahore Authority) and AKCS-P were faced with a number of critical 
questions that required clear answers at the onset of the Shahi Guzargah project. 
Most important, perhaps, was to determine who the planned interventions would be 
for. Would they only have to serve the needs of the resident population and future 
visitors? What then would be the role of the commercial sector? Another important 
dilemma was how to rehabilitate and protect the historic built environment without 
losing the dynamics of the living culture. In other words, how could one avoid creat-
ing a picture-perfect historic environment that lacks the vibrancy that was once asso-
ciated with the Walled City of Lahore?

As data collection and planning for the Shahi Guzargah project got under way, it 
appeared that for this initiative the interests of both the resident population and the 
commercial sector could be served in a straightforward manner. Permanent removal 
of encroachment along the section of Shahi Guzargah between Delhi Gate and the 
Wazir Khan Mosque and upgrading of the streetscape and shopfronts, combined with 
the rehabilitation of major monuments such as the Shahi Hammam and the Wazir 
Khan Mosque, served as an important outreach to both the established commercial 
sector and to the future visitors of the Walled City. At the same time, some of the 
most pressing needs of the resident population were looked after by initiating a pilot 
project for two galis (Gali Surjan Singh and Mohammadi Mohalla). Under this scheme, 
a total of thirteen houses were fully rehabilitated and the essential infrastructure for 
both the streets and the adjacent houses was fully upgraded. The results have been 
so successful that the WCLA has continued the rehabilitation of galis in other parts of 
the Walled City since the completion of the pilot initiative, with the aim of eventually 
addressing all parts of the Walled City that are in urgent need of improvement.

The lessons learned from the first phase of the Shahi Guzargah project are now 
being applied by the WCLA and AKCS-P in various parts of the Walled City. It is clear, 
however, that what was accomplished will have to be adjusted to local circumstances 
as the project moves into other areas. The initial choices that were made, seeking to 
halt the decline in the number of residents of the Walled City, will need to be matched 
with facilities and conditions that give residents an incentive to stay. The redevelop-
ment of the commercial sector would call for measures that discourage further 
expansion and eventually reduce the manufacturing sector and wholesale markets.  

Above, a street vendor just outside Delhi Gate 
selling tobacco.

Below, historic building stock of architectural 
value at risk in the Walled City.
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At the same time, the development of commercial activities through services, food 
and beverage outlets and the retail sector would need to be encouraged, as these 
industries benefit both residents and visitors.

Both the provincial and federal governments have shown high levels of interest 
in the development and the well-being of the Walled City of Lahore, as a place of 
residency as well as a destination for visitors. As a result, the enforcement of build-
ing regulations and monitoring of land use has been stepped up over the years. With 
its greatly expanded authority and with the identification and enhanced regulation 
of Zones of Special Value, it appears that the WCLA now also has the proper tools to 
continue to steer the development of the Walled City in the desired direction.

Traffic conditions just outside Delhi Gate.
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THE NEED FOR PROGRESS MEASUREMENT
In order to sustain development activities in the Walled City over the coming years, 
including those inside and around Lahore Fort, there will be a need to continue data 
collection and data analysis concerning the well-being of residents on a regular basis. 
Such information would be key in advancing the purpose of the project, a question 
that was raised at the start of the first phase of the rehabilitation. The information 
would also assist the agencies involved to steer development during implementation 
and to make periodic adjustments where necessary. The success of the components 
that make up the project would be determined by positive feedback from residents 
and representatives of the business sector about their well-being. Positive feedback 
from visitors to the Walled City would also be considered an important part of the 
success of the project.

Assuming that socio-economic data collection and data analysis will become 
institutionalized in the near future and that findings will feature regularly in progress 
reports, it would be possible to show the contribution of the Walled City to the 

The Wazir Khan Mosque’s north facade after 
conservation.

378



economy of Lahore at the aggregate level – thus providing justification for the funds 
that have been made available for its redevelopment over the years.

The 2008 and 2017 studies carried out by AKCS-P concerning the developmental 
status of residents, as well as the business sector, provide benchmarks against which 
future progress can be measured. It goes without saying that, since these studies 
were limited in geographic reach, additional baseline material for areas in the Walled 
City that were not covered by the earlier studies would need to be collected. Such 
material would not only help in establishing new benchmarks for future progress 
measurement, but would also highlight the most urgent needs of the resident popula-
tion. Those needs would not be limited to the well-being of the resident population in 
terms of household economy and the levels of human development, but would also 
highlight the status of the physical environment, that is, housing conditions, infra-
structure of the neighbourhood, street safety and cleanliness.

ATTRIBUTION
In a dynamic urban environment, such as that of the Walled City, it is difficult to 
assess whether notable changes that can be observed in daily life are directly 
 attributable to actions taken at the project level. For most activities aimed at improv-
ing socio-economic well-being, direct attribution is generally not possible because 
the chain of events between a project activity and its outcome or its impact contains 
a number of unknown factors or consists of factors that cannot be controlled. At a 
level of results, however, it is easier to make a link with the original project activity –  

Left, Gali Surjan Singh and Koocha Charkh 
Garan after completion of the Mohalla 
 demonstration project.

Right, conservation of the fine-grained 
 residential urban fabric of the pilot  project 
area was itself a key component of the 
project.



particularly if the result is related to a physical intervention such as redirection of 
 traffic, creation of essential infrastructure and so on.

In order to be able to predict the outcome of intended project activities that are 
likely to be influenced by external factors over which no control can be exercised, 
activities aimed at improving socio-economic conditions through increased income 
levels and through better education, health, water, sanitation and hygiene can be 
measured through the creation of an improved enabling environment that addresses 
these issues – rather than by measuring progress at the level of individual benefi - 
c iaries. Improving and maintaining this enabling environment would be the main 
objective for the project implementation.

FIRST INDICATIONS OF PROGRESS MADE
The most striking improvements in the enabling environment are the remarkable 
gains that have been made in hygiene and cleanliness. The meticulously planned 
and implemented sanitation and drainage systems have led to the disappearance 
of rats from the areas where the project has been completed. Rats can now only be 
found in the Akbari market where there is no shortage of grain. Also, the absence 
of foul odours, which were all pervasive, has been maximized. The removal of the 

Below, the rehabilitated Shahi Guzargah  
at night.

Opposite page, looking into the Walled City 
through Delhi Gate.
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encroachments by the WCLA, compounded with the facade restoration of the Shahi 
Guzargah and the conservation of several historic buildings, including the Wazir 
Khan Hammam, has improved the appearance of the site considerably and mitigated 
the unsightly mass of overhead cables and unsympathetic commercialization of the 
 historic quarter. A corollary to the removal of encroachments is that air circulation 
has improved.

The first projects in terms of quality and standards but also insofar as economic 
and functional sustainability are concerned, the Shahi Hammam and the Wazir Khan 
Chowk have had a considerable impact on heritage conservation and tourism in the 
province with attendant socio-economic benefits:

Children playing in the field adjacent to the 
Badshahi Mosque.
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 ‣ sixteen tourist guides are currently working for the WCLA, including two women. 
Their average earning is over PKR 25,000 (USD 178,50) per month;

 ‣ fifteen Rangeela Rickshaws provide transport in colourful open rickshaws playing 
local Punjabi music and are very popular;

 ‣ the WCLA-managed Shahi Hammam historic site employs fourteen staff. There was 
a 12% increase in visitor numbers for 2018 (29,744) over 2017 (26,468). Revenue 
increase over the same period was 17% as the numbers of international visitors also 
registered an increase;

 ‣ the Shahi Hammam provides a venue for holding meetings and exhibitions, and 
also for bridal shoots or other events that generate additional income. A privately 
run café caters to visitors.

In the eyes of local residents, the reclaimed chowk is treated with respect, with the 
WCLA holding public events, such as Sufi gatherings, every Saturday, while the oc- 
casions of national days are celebrated in this public space with enthusiasm.

Visitors to the Walled City, coming from different social, ethnic and religious 
backgrounds, now take home a renewed sense of the place and its inhabitants. Once 
 visitors realize that local residents are welcoming and tolerant, a mutual sense of 
respect is created in which pluralism can be celebrated – making visits a pleasant 
experience not just for visitors but also for residents.

Top left, the WCLA’s ‘rangeela rickshaw’ 
 taking visitors on a tour of the Walled City – 
pictured here outside the Shahi Hammam.

Top right, Sufi music event at the Wazir Khan 
Chowk.

Bottom left, a play performed in the Imperial 
Kitchens courtyard, dedicated to the late 
17th-century Sufi poet Bulleh Shah.

Bottom right, a music event in the Hazuri 
Bagh, Lahore Fort.
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In this publication, connections have tenuously been made between the Walled City 
of Lahore and its constituent parts and its larger context – Greater Lahore. The former 
is a unique expression of a South Asian historic walled city and the latter is  distinctive 
for its scale, diversity and pressures to serve an ever-increasing population in a 
 metropolitan base – without walls. Lahore – the Walled City – and its present wider 
outer expanse encompass urbanity in different forms. Scale and urban texture, as 
well as streetscape dimensions and life, vary markedly between the two, as one would 
expect. However, as much as they may differ, the two must coexist in the twenty-first 
century.

THE COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE OF HERITAGE DISTRICTS
The press of metropolitan-scale commerce, production and transportation in the 
immediate vicinity of the Walled City and its interior need not remain in contradiction. 
This opposition and the functional disadvantages accruing from it is the result of a 
history of planning inadequacy involving mutual disregard rather than accommoda-
tion between two opposed conditions. This accommodation has to be triggered in 
the next round of planning for Greater Lahore. As a departure from the current situ-
ation, the Walled City and the 2017 ‘Master Conservation and Redevelopment Plan’ 
(MCRP) prepared for it (see pp. 152–175) must be comprehensively structured into 
several aspects of any future planning framework for Greater Lahore. These aspects 
would include land use, densities, infrastructure, circulation and transportation, and 
heritage and tourism.

In a parallel to the Riccardian principle of comparative advantage, in such a scen-
ario Lahore’s Walled City can exert its advantage as a heritage district and locus 
of important landmarks, including the World Heritage Site of Lahore Fort. Over the 
period of their engagement with the Walled City, this has been the primary thrust of 
the Walled City of Lahore Authority and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture’s initiatives, 
while improving the quality of urban spaces and residential districts via urban action 
area projects. These projects have not been planned as isolated interventions; rather, 
they have sought to be integral aspects of systems involving the Walled City and  
what lies beyond. Early strategic master planning indicated how rationalization of the 
wider urban transport network, municipal services and land use would bring about 
 benefits across a wider urban base. The ‘Master Conservation and Redevelopment 
Plan’ (MCRP) for the Walled City of Lahore addresses the issues of urban fabric, build-
ing morphology and heritage value across defined zones, anchored in vital districts.

FUTURE VECTORS FOR 
 CONSERVATION 
AND REDEVELOPMENT
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Opposite page, the Wazir Khan Mosque’s 
north facade after restoration.

Above, view of the encroachments along 
Wazir Khan Mosque’s north facade before the 
restoration project was begun.
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In order for the Walled City of Lahore to perform its heritage role with greater ease 
and efficiency, it will need to have better urban services provided on its edges and in 
its wider context, including new facilities for tourism and traditional crafts and places 
for the interpretation of its heritage. Some of these facilities can be located in re- 
purposed historic structures within the Walled City while others will be more con- 
veniently located outside and accessible along heritage trails or routes, thus transfer-
ring inappropriate pressures away from the historic core.

CONNECTING THE HISTORIC CITY WITH THE MODERN
The increasingly shared goal of utilizing cities as vectors for balanced and sustain-
able growth has been espoused in recent years by public authorities and universities, 
professional institutions and development agencies. With regard to this wider context, 
the UN-Habitat’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development views cities as a “string 
that connects all other goals together; their density and economies of agglomeration 
link economy, energy, environment, science, technology and social and economic 
outputs”.1 The Agenda for Sustainable Development also stresses “the importance of 
the regional and sub-regional dimensions, regional economic integration and inter-
connectivity in sustainable development”.

The pressures of overdevelopment and inappropriate industrial land use within 
the Walled City have, until recently, prevented a proper review of more  appropriate 
 spatial distributions of the wide spectrum of functions that make Lahore a vital  
and living city. One important challenge in the case of Lahore would therefore be to 
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combine the ongoing urban conservation agenda of the Walled City, now underway, 
with a renewed effort of strategic planning of critical functional zones within the outer 
city that are of mutual interest.

A recent editorial in the magazine Domus entitled “Everything Is Urbanism” 
remarks that “exponential population growth requires more products, more food, 
more oxygen, more energy, more water, better waste treatment. We need an agenda 
for change. Now!”2 One might add that there is a common need for a method to 
mutualize many of these ambitious agendas for action within a broad-based and 
multidisciplinary planning process, one that would reflect the current convergence 
between disparate appeals and programmes calling for a new look and change in 
urban landscapes.

VECTORS FOR URBAN CONSERVATION AND REDEVELOPMENT
While the needs of historic and modern cities may be markedly different, the plan-
ning tools can be shared. In order to be sustainable, modern cities and urban centres 
that attract rather than repel residents require attention to detail at the small scale 
as well as for the wider whole. Successful examples in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries have provided legal and planning safeguards for urban spaces of quality. A 
wide group of practitioners and scholars have worked on this challenge from various 

5 km

Traffic proposals at a metropolitan scale 
for Lahore.
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Lahore Dry Port
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angles.3 However, the present time is one of rapid change and traditional planning 
methods often lag behind, impacted by rather than impacting the urban agenda.

In the overview of AKTC’s Lahore initiative, several key processes were high-
lighted and may be considered as representing some strategies for conservation and 
redevelopment at a wider scale:
 ‣ Urban surveys that document with precision the 4D richness of the urban fabric 

(three-dimensional plus time), capturing social-economic and physical data, and 
that allow the development of multiple and overlaid digital platforms for planning. 
What is surveyed and recorded allows for more experts and specialists to make 
meaningful contributions utilizing such base data, while making possible multiple 
regulatory frameworks to be coordinated.

 ‣ Focus on carefully delineated ‘urban clusters’: while the spatial boundaries of a 
cluster can be modifiable, the notion is that each cluster should have a recogniz-
able integrity and character that supports a series of enhancements with visible, 
tangible impact.

 ‣ Use of incremental urban redevelopment allows a modest intervention to grow via 
‘add-ons’ and to eventually become a significant part of the whole. In the Walled 
City, the Shahi Guzargah initiative represented nine per cent of the total area of the 
Walled City, but this total consisted of numerous sub-parts. In turn, other modules, 
similar in size to the Shahi Guzargah, are being designed and await implementation.

 ‣ Prototyping: whether at a modest or ambitious scale, prototypes allow proposals to 
be tested in relatively short time frames and with reasonable levels of investment. 
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100 m

Shahi Guzargah - Project Area
Plot Areas

Complications are dealt with using iterative adjustments so that a solution can be 
found collectively and viewed by all.

 ‣ Infrastructure investments: as mentioned in the editorial in Domus cited above, 
infrastructure is a key, but sometimes invisible, aspect of the proper functioning 
of cities. Infrastructure is too important to be solely relegated to technical depart-
ments. Historic and modern cities have long neglected improvements to their 
municipal services for lack of funding or know-how. The Lahore initiative illustrates 
the benefits of reversing this trend.

 ‣ Improved urban open spaces: AKTC has long been an advocate of improved open 
urban spaces, whether small squares or large parks, connected to neighbour-
hoods or landmarks, cultural or natural. While making it possible to bring citizenry 
together in social, cultural and economic group-interaction, open spaces reveal the 
quality and character of cities as much as their inventory of architecture.

 ‣ Urban conservation and redevelopment frameworks: the mix of conservation and 
redevelopment needs careful balance if the goal is not to continuously condemn 
and tear down existing urban fabric of value. Modern cities are becoming ‘historic’ 
by the day and certain structures and districts that are just a few decades old are 
recognized as being endowed with heritage value. Thus, the heritage designation is 
not binary – on or off – but a spectrum.

 ‣ Zones of Special Value: while the Lahore Walled City’s Zones of Special Value are 
three-dimensional in conceptualization and definition, an important element in 
guidelines for redevelopment are the controlling lines and proportions of building 

The boundaries of the Shahi Guzargah  
pilot project.

100 m
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facades, especially along major streets and squares. Not wanting to promote 
‘facadism’ as an isolated agenda, one cannot overemphasize the significance and 
influence of established historic street-front norms in urban character. The desire 
for urban design liberty and creativity in modern cities often needs to be balanced 
with a coherent reading of three-dimensional urban space.

 ‣ Enabling frameworks: mention was made of the importance of sufficient enabling 
frameworks for urban conservation and redevelopment initiatives, in the Lahore 
case involving a solid platform of ‘Public-Private Partnerships’ with multiple agen-
cies bringing expertise and resources to bear on projects.

These project-specific strategies and tools have been seen to be highly effective 
under the right circumstances. To this set should be added a number of longer-
term vectors that would require a wider base of support. These include, but are not 
 necessarily limited to:
 ‣ The establishment of new centres of urban design and research that will attract 

the talent of motivated and qualified professionals who, through steady research 
and documentation of Lahore, can provide a growing knowledge base and publish 

Preceding pages, left, above, view of the 
Wazir Khan Chowk from the north-east  
minar of the mosque, showing encroach-
ments on the diagonal street and in the 
chowk’s  perimeter. Below, view of the chowk 
after reclamation of the public square and its 
restoration, with the Dina Nath Well and Syed 
Suf Shrine now clearly visible. Right, above, 
the Wazir Khan Mosque’s east facade and 
the chowk before conservation. Below, dur-
ing conservation, the floor of the chowk was 
lowered to its original level, which led  
to uncovering the previously buried lower 
part of the facade of the mosque.

Above, glazed-tile panels on Wazir Khan 
Mosque’s north facade – before and after 
rehabilitation.

Opposite page, as-found and proposed street 
elevation of buildings in the pilot project area.
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much-needed information for the use of public authorities and practitioners.  
The number of publications on Lahore is already rising, reflecting its status as a 
World Heritage centre.

 ‣ Training programmes for aspiring urban and architectural conservation pro-
fessionals and archaeologists: new programmes can be imagined that would 
connect formal studies with practical experience in the field. A consortium of uni-
versities could conceivably join with the WCLA in defining an incipient programme, 
which is in fact already envisioned in the ‘Lahore Fort Precinct and Buffer Zone 
Master Plan’ (2018).

 ‣ Digital platforms for municipal networks and services: in some cities, the munici-
pal authorities have realized that public services can be made more accessible if 
these can be consulted and selected via smartphone applications. Such services 
include feedback, request for access to defined services and the more common 
needs, such as payments for utilities and so on.

The above have been shown via testing and real-world case studies to be valid 
approaches or methods and are replicable elsewhere in the Walled City or in the 
wider city that is present-day Lahore. In a city of the scale of Lahore, other proximate 
historic urban sites such as Shahdara, Ichhra, Mozang, Mughalpura, Baghbanpura, 
Begumpura, Nawankot and Mianmir could be drawn into the ambit of metropolitan 
planning with due deference to their historic footprint, should the protection of their 
tangible and intangible heritage, and issues of urban rehabilitation and access,  

A detail of the walls of Jahangir’s tomb 
 complex, with marble inlay on sandstone.
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1  See https://new.unhabitat.org/about-us/
sustainable-development-goals, accessed on 
3.9.2019.

2  Winy Maas, “Everything Is Urbanism”, 
Domus, January 2019, editorial.

3  The urbanist, professor and writer 
 Christopher Alexander approached the problem 
through the media of “pattern languages” and 

“timeless ways of building”. More recently, 
 university departments of planning have become  
incubators for research and innovation in 
addressing the demands of the ‘new urban age’, 
and a virtual sub-industry of interest groups, 
conferences and publications has emerged, 
feeding off and con tributing further to this 
stream of research.

be properly addressed. Small sub-area plans similar to the 2017 ‘Master Conservation 
and Redevelopment Plan’ for the Walled City could be drawn up and ‘nested’ in the 
planning for Greater Lahore.

Replication at a wider scale across larger territories or regions remains a major 
challenge to be examined as urban centres and their peripheries become increasingly 
complex. Success in this effort will require more robust and complex planning systems 
which must also remain humane in dimension and goals. It is hoped that this pub-
lication not only illustrates the challenges but also inspires a wider participation in the 
process of urban revitalization that is now critical to increasingly urban societies.

The gateway to Jahangir’s Mausoleum, detail 
of muqarnas in the entrance iwan.
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