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Project Scope / Objectives

The scope of the intervention includes documentation 

and conservation of historic buildings, together with 

the reclaiming and landscaping of public green 

space. Basic infrastructure has been upgraded, 

while the development of craft skills, measures to 

enhance household livelihoods and support for 

neighbourhood planning initiatives also lie within 

programme.
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 1 Asheqan wa Arefan Shrine

 2 Sedukan Mosque

 3 Muhammad Amin House  

 4 Wasay House   

 5 Shuturkhana Hammam

Conservation of religious buildings

Conservation of other public buildings

Full-scale residential conservation

Small-scale residential repairs

Public access and infrastructure improvements

Other properties documented

Public green space

100 m

Asheqan wa Arefan
KAB U L ,  AFG HAN ISTAN

The neighbourhood of Asheqan wa Arefan takes its name from two historic 

graves at which Afghans come to worship and pay their respects to this day. As 

with the conservation of ten other buildings of religious signifi cance in the area, 

the project was vital in building confi dence within the community during the ini-

tial stage of the programme of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) in the Old 

City of Kabul in 2002. Found to be in a poor state of repair, the distinctive colon-

naded entrance and passage that leads to the grave of Asheq required exten-

sive structural repairs, while the lower grave of Aref, which retains its traditional 

wooden enclosure, was re-roofed, as were those of the adjoining summer and 

winter mosques. The courtyard of the shrine, which provides an important focus 

for residents in the area and visitors alike, was landscaped and improvements 

made to the public water supply and ablution facilities located at its perimeter.

 The mosque of Sedukan, which in its present form dates from the mid nine-

teenth century, lies to the north-east and was identifi ed by residents as a priority 

in 2005. Here, it was necessary to entirely reconstruct fl ood-damaged sections 

of the lower brick masonry structure, including the traditional hypocaust that 

provided underfl oor heating to the ground-fl oor prayer space that is mainly used 

in winter. This was followed by the restoration of a fi nely carved wooden colon-

nade that divides the upper prayer space and the timberwork on the main east 

elevation. Drawing on the experience gained in Sedukan, a further ten commu-

nity mosques, along with a large brick-domed madrasa, were restored in the 

Old City between 2002 and 2010.

 Work began in early 2004 on the early twentieth-century house of Muham-

mad Amin, one of eleven historic homes to have been restored in the area. Still 

inhabited by the son of its original builder, who was a carpenter, the dwelling is 

arranged on three levels around a courtyard, whose elevations retain the char-

acteristic vertical-sliding timber shutters. Subsidence under sections of the 

structural timber-frame of the house was addressed, and then repairs were car-

ried out to load-bearing external brick masonry. Following this, mud-brick infi ll 

between the lightweight timber framing – a widely used technique to strengthen 

structures in this earthquake-prone zone – was repaired on the upper levels. A 

more complex process of restoration was followed in the Wasay House, which is 
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The entrance portico to Asheqan wa Arefan 

Shrine, with its series of decorated plaster 

niches, was uncovered during the course of 

repairs and restored. 

Opposite page:

A view inside the Ulya Madrasa shows the extent 

of damage to the structure as a result of confl ict. 

Work is proceeding fast on restoring the building, 

which will be returned to community use.
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Top left, repairs being undertaken 

at Asheqan wa Arefan Shrine.

Top right, drainage works are a priority for 

the inhabitants of Asheqan wa Arefan.

Bottom right, a carpenter repairs a timber 

lattice-work screen.

Left, a sectional plan of Wasay House, 

located in Asheqan wa Arefan.
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thought to date from the mid nineteenth century and required stabilization of the entire 

structure. Historic photographs of the dwelling enabled the project team to ascertain the 

original decorative scheme, on which basis war-damaged parts of the internal moulded 

plaster decoration – including a series of recessed niches or chinikhana used for the 

display of porcelain – and timber screens within the main space on the fi rst fl oor were 

restored. Here, as in other conservation projects, the documentation of the building has 

enabled a better understanding of the diversity of construction and decorative tech-

niques used in the Old City over the past 120 years.

 Even with some of its fi nest historic buildings restored, living conditions for many 

residents of the Old City remain poor, with widespread overcrowding and limited access 

to services within homes. The rehabilitation of traditional bathhouses or hammams, 

many of which were no longer operational, offered a means of improving family health 

and hygiene. For instance, the war-damaged domed structure of the hammam in the 

Shuturkhana neighbourhood was entirely rebuilt, and the traditional hypocaust system of 

heating its semi-subterranean spaces was rehabilitated. Reopened in late 2006 and 

managed by private operators, the hammam is used by more than 150 residents a day 

on average, and generates revenue that is used for upgrading public infrastructure in the 

surrounding area. 

 As part of efforts to improve living conditions for the residents of the Old City, nearly 

six kilometres of underground and surface drains have been repaired or rebuilt over the 

past eight years, while an area of more than 22,000 square metres of pedestrian alleyways 

and streets have been paved within the historic fabric.

 The opportunities provided for residents to develop their skills and to fi nd employ-

ment have been as important as the physical outcome of the conservation and rehabili-

tation work in Asheqan wa Arefan and adjoining residential neighbourhoods in the Old 

City. To date, nearly 320,000 workdays of skilled and unskilled labour have been generated 

among communities in the Old City, while more than 150 young men have undertaken 

apprenticeships as carpenters, masons and plasterers, working alongside highly skilled 

Afghan craftsmen. As part of an initiative aimed at improving family livelihoods, more 

than two hundred women from the neighbourhood have attended courses in tail oring, 

embroidery and kilim-weaving, along with literacy classes.

Phasing  2002 Y ongoing

Documentation and pilot 

conservation at the 

Asheqan wa Arefan shrine

Upgrading and conservation 

in Asheqan wa Arefan, 

Chindawol and Pakhtafurushi

Upgrading and conservation 

extended to Kuche Kharabat; 

neighbourhood planning 

initiative in Chindawol

Conservation and upgrading 

in Shanasazi and Tandoorsazi; 

reclamation of Bagh-e Qazi
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A drawing of the highly decorated door 

of Asheqan wa Arefan Shrine.
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Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

Growing pressure on city-centre property presents a 

continuing threat, as does the absence of a coherent 

framework for urban development for Kabul as a whole. 

SITE CONDITIONS

With some of the highest densities in the city, and access 

primarily by means of narrow alleyways between fragile 

traditional homes, conservation and upgrading faced 

signifi cant logistical and technical challenges. 

DEMOGRAPHICS

At more than 300 persons per hectare, the historic 

quarters have some of the highest recorded residential 

densities in Kabul. Surveys indicate a 15% increase in 

residential population in District 1 between 2003 and 

2005 alone.

HOUSEHOLD ECONOMY

With nearly half of households occupying rented property 

and two thirds of families dependent on a single income 

(usually derived from casual labour), the Old City is one 

of the poorest areas in Kabul. 

AVAILABILIT Y OF DRINKING WATER 

AND PROPER SANITATION FACILITIES

The piped water network in District 1 suffered extensive 

war-related damage, and more than a third of families 

rely on public sources, where contamination is common. 

There is no mains sewage. 

INFRASTRUCTURE

Decades of under-investment in drainage, water supply 

and electrical networks, coupled with extensive war 

damage, means that signifi cant investments are required 

to achieve even the most basic levels of service coverage 

for a fast-growing population in District 1. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS

Lack of maintenance, together with war-related damage, 

results in the bulk of the traditional housing stock being 

in a poor state of repair. Added to this, high levels of 

occupancy in subdivided homes pose a challenge to 

efforts to improve living conditions.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

Since 2004, regular baseline surveys have been con-

ducted in District 1, covering more than 30,000 people.

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS

The historic fabric within District 1 is designated for 

comprehensive ‘redevelopment’ in the various Master 

Plans drawn up for Kabul since the 1960s, but is now 

widely acknowledged to merit ‘special heritage zone’ 

status – even though there is no urban heritage policy 

to frame this. 

PLANNING ISSUES

While several proposals for the rehabilitation of the his-

toric quarters of Kabul have been drawn up since 

2003, none has been formally adopted, nor have 

‘neighbourhood plans’ been offi cially endorsed. 

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED 

Since 2002, more than a dozen public buildings and 

15 historic homes have been conserved within a cluster 

of historic fabric in the Old City. 

COMMUNIT Y INVOLVEMENT/PROGRAMME

All conservation and upgrading activities have been 

undertaken in close collaboration with community repre-

sentatives, who have also assisted in managing and 

securing contributions to certain projects.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

More than 100 craftsmen have been trained through 

apprenticeships during the course of the conservation 

work, and some 60 women continue to take part in 

vocational training. 

CONTRACTING METHODS

With the exception of minor subcontracts for Bagh-e 

Qazi, all works have been carried out with direct labour 

recruited (usually from the resident community) and 

supervised by AKTC professional staff. 

QUALIT Y OF LIFE

The deterioration of open spaces has been addressed 

through investments in urban squares, the reclamation 

of historic gardens, and landscaping measures in de-

graded municipal parks.

Partners

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Kabul Municipality, Ministries of Urban Development, 

Information and Culture, and Religious Affairs, Kabul 

Old City Commission.

PRIVATE PARTNERS

Property owners, businessmen, traders.

COMMUNIT Y PARTNERS

Community representatives.

Donors

Federal Republic of Germany, Royal Norwegian Embassy, 

United States Embassy, USAID Afghanistan, British 

Embassy, Aga Khan Foundation.

Authoritative Framework

‘Memorandum of Understanding’ between Kabul Munici-

pality, the Ministry of Information and Culture and AKDN 

signed in 2002 for urban conservation programme in 

District 1. 

Opposite page:

The fi ne timber work of Muhammad Amin House in 

the Asheqan wa Arefan district of the Old City has 

been restored.

Right, a view taken inside the restored Wasay House 

features the Goldaste Kharabat orchestra, formed 

as part of the music initiative in Kabul.




