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Project Scope / Objectives

The objectives for the Shigar Fort project were the 

restoration and reuse of the most outstanding land-

mark monument in Shigar, leading to a revival of 

pride, identity and skills for the community. Also at 

stake was heightening the awareness of the impor-

tance and relevance of cultural and architectural 

heritage in the present; the initiation of conditions 

for socially responsible tourism and economic 

development of the area; and fi nally, the creation of 

revenues for the maintenance of the Fort, as well as 

for the community.
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Shigar Fort
 G I LG IT-BALT ISTAN ,  PAK ISTAN

The four-hundred-year-old Shigar Fort was selected for adaptive reuse and res-

toration as a major strategic investment that would re-establish community identity 

and confi dence by conserving and putting into use one of the major heritage 

assets of Baltistan, in the rugged high desert mountains of the Karakoram in 

northern Pakistan. The current function of the Fort/Palace complex as a heritage 

guest house and museum is having ripple effects in terms of economic benefi ts 

for the community, generating employment and training, both in artisanal skills 

and in tourism. The project provides an income stream for future maintenance 

of the Fort and to sustain local institutions. The value of cultural heritage has 

become evident in the region. Community-based planning and rehabilitation of 

the three traditional settlements of Khlingrong, Chinpa and Halapa surrounding 

Shigar Fort accompanied the restoration, with three additional villages – 

Giangpa, Chamaqpa and Agaipa – benefi ting from similar rehabilitation efforts 

subsequently. The upgrading of the Shigar public bazaar and the construction 

of a community school building using traditional techniques and local materials 

at Sainkhore were also undertaken.

 Built on a massive boulder, Shigar Fort is locally known as Fong Khar – liter-

ally the Fort on the Rock. Located on the right bank of a mountain stream, 

slightly elevated above the nearest hamlets of Shigar, it is at the foot of a steep 

rock formation, a hundred or so metres high, on top of which lie ruins of the 

original fort.

 Raja Hassan Khan, the twentieth ruler of the Amacha dynasty, ascended the 

throne in 1634, but lost his kingdom to invaders. He managed to regain his 

throne with the help of forces of the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan. The raja 

brought various artisans including shawl weavers, carpenters, goldsmiths and 

stone carvers from Kashmir to Shigar and proceeded to build the Fort/Palace. 

Fong Khar was gradually abandoned in the 1950s in favour of more recent 

annexes, built in its immediate vicinity.

 Shigar Fort in its ‘received’ state was an abandoned and neglected building 

that had undergone many changes. But it was also a wonderfully preserved 

statement of history. The idea of promoting a new type of environmentally con-

scious cultural tourism was decisive for the reuse design of Shigar Fort, both in 

The reconstructed outer wall of the reception 

hall of the Shigar Fort/Palace complex is at 

terrace level.
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A view of the Old House and Raja Mosque.
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Left, views of the Old House and Fort; right, individual 

guest rooms in Shigar Fort Residence. 
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was refurbished and extended to offer seven additional guestrooms that are more ‘con-

ventional’ and modern in character, that is, larger and more practical than the average 

guestroom in the Fort. However, most of the rooms overlook the garden and therefore 

have a charm of their own. Offering two alternate accommodations enables the complex 

to cater for different tastes and types of clients.

 Beyond its architectural and environmental merits, this project is the fi rst attempt to 

achieve a wider cultural development initiative in Gilgit-Baltistan based on the promotion 

of a new type of culturally and ecologically sensitive tourism. The location of Shigar on 

the access route towards some of the highest mountains in the world and the metalled 

road between Skardu and Shigar facilitates marketing of the guest-house complex. 

Guests have the opportunity to engage in short treks in the vicinity, or to indulge in trout 

fi shing. They can climb Shigar rock, visit the hot springs at Chutron (two hours from 

Shigar), visit monuments in Shigar and Skardu, or take day-tours to Khaplu, Kiris and 

Kharmang, or Deosai.

 The development of local institutional capabilities has been vigorously pursued by 

the Aga Khan Cultural Services-Pakistan (AKCS-P), resulting in the formation of the Shigar 

Town Management and Development Society (TMDS), an active partner for all projects 

and activities in Shigar. The TMDS as an institution that consolidates and brings together 

the thinking of the Shigar community on matters related to culture and tourism has been 

an essential mechanism, acting as a bridge and allowing for the articulation and discussion 

of views, while also allowing for information and news to reach the community in a con-

sidered and comprehensive manner.

 The project provided an opportunity to act as a catalyst for a comprehensive im-

provement of the local economy, generating direct and indirect employment opportun-

ities. Situated in the immediate proximity of a poor and unskilled village population, it was 

thought the Shigar Fort Residence project could raise the quality of life in the villages 

surrounding it, and boost economic enterprises in the bazaar area. This process was 

accompanied by a proactive village upgrading and rehabilitation programme that has 

reached almost twenty-fi ve per cent of the households of Shigar’s two union councils.

First- and second-fl oor plans after 

conversion into Shigar Fort Residence.

terms of providing new opportunities to residents and of ensuring fi nancial self-sustain-

ability for the restored building.

 The adaptive reuse plan for the Fort was predicated on transforming it into an exclu-

sive thirteen-room guest house with the grand audience hall and anterooms serving as 

a museum of Balti woodcarving and local living traditions. The guestrooms – some 

rather small, others having a comfortable suite character – retain the authentic character 

of the Fort/Palace as much as possible. Modern furniture and equipment in the rooms is 

minimal. Many guestrooms feature original or restored woodwork complemented by 

traditional craft objects and artefacts from the region. Accommodation is geared to an 

international clientele of connoisseurs, who look for a special experience.

 The “Old House”, located at the entry of the compound, has been redesigned and 

converted to cater for all service functions, including a reception area and museum tick-

eting. Inside, the building accommodates a kitchen and ground-fl oor restaurant with 

outdoor sitting space and an upper-fl oor lounge with balcony overlooking the stream, a 

meeting room and administration facilities. The Garden House, with no historic features, 
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Settlement plan for the area around 

the Shigar Fort/Palace complex.
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Restoration of traditional houses

Restoration of religious buildings and tombs

Improvement of streets

Upgrading of commercial buildings
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

Fong Khar is the last remaining structure associated 

with the ruling Amacha family, which claims to have 

ruled Shigar for 32 generations. Sources describe the 

Amachas as having their origins in the “Hamacha” 

tribe of Ganish, Hunza. The present raja, Mohammad 

Ali Shah Saba, believes that the Amacha originally be-

longed to China. Buddhist ruins in the vicinity of Shigar 

Fort testify to the lengthy human occupation of the site.

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

Since this was the fi rst major project of its type in 

Baltistan, in order to create credibility and trust with the 

local community and demonstrate the procedures and 

benefi ts of culturally relevant rehabilitation, the restora-

tion of Amburiq Mosque in Shigar, selected in consul-

tation with the community, was carried out in 1998. The 

result of this conservation impressed the community 

signifi cantly, paving the way for the restoration of Shi-

gar Fort. 

DEMOGRAPHICS

The two union councils of the town of Shigar, Marapi 

and Murkunja, collectively make up a total population 

size of around 10,000 and 1240 households spread 

over 21 villages. Rehabilitation projects have had a dir ect 

impact on almost 400 households with a population of 

around 3300 in eight villages.

 

HOUSEHOLD ECONOMY

In general household economy depends on agriculture, 

with some seasonal tourism-related activities when 

locals provide portering services. Shigar Fort Residence 

employs 25 local staff out of a total of 28. 

STATUS OF HEALTH AND EDUCATION

Education has been recognized by the Shigar com-

munity as the most important element for improving 

their lives. After a visit to Hunza by the Shigar TMDS, 

the top priority it identifi ed was education. 

AVAILABILIT Y OF DRINKING WATER 

AND PROPER SANITATION FACILITIES

Like other valleys, provision of clean drinking water 

remains a major area of concern. Although there are 

a number of piped water systems, these carry un-

treated water. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS

During the past two to three centuries Shigar Fort had 

already undergone many transformations and adap-

tions. As found in 1998, it was in a partially ruined con-

dition, with some of the former rooms serving as cow-

sheds and a new ramp access leading directly into the 

former reception room.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

PLANNING ISSUES

A combined museum/guest-house option was selected 

for Shigar Palace that allowed AKCS-P to develop a 

different restoration philosophy, complementing the 

approach applied to Baltit Fort. The reuse aims helped 

to carry out a more proactive policy of consolidation, 

restitution and reconstruction based on the evidence 

uncovered during the consolidation process. All efforts 

have been made to preserve the patina of older elements, 

and newer elements and fi nishes have been executed 

to be in sympathy with this age value.

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED 

The positive impact of the conservation of Shigar Fort 

translated into practical action by the Shigar community. 

In one case the shrine of one of the saints in Shigar 

was restored by the community itself, winning a UNESCO 

award of merit. The larger community has started work 

on a Jamia Masjid using traditional design, materials 

and construction techniques.

NEW BUILDING FACILITIES

The Abruzzi Higher Secondary School Building has 

been built, designed to be compatible with local con-

ditions and optimizing local materials. The most im-

portant aspect is that this is designed to be a school 

for both boys and girls, quite a transformation for a 

society considered conservative. 

COMMUNIT Y INVOLVEMENT/PROGRAMME

The Shigar TMDS is the main forum for the community, 

which is spread over 20 villages/settlements and has a 

population of around 12,000 people in 1500 house-

holds. The establishment of the Shigar TMDS, with 

both a community development and planning function, 

brought the village upgrading operations into a far 

stronger relationship with the monument conservation 

project. It was from the villages of Khlingrong, Chinpa 

and Halapa, where village upgrading had fi rst occurred, 

that most of the workers in the Fort project were drawn 

and continue to be drawn as the working staff of Shigar 

Fort Residence. Furthermore, in 2009 PKR 3 million 

($40,000) worth of purchases was made locally of gro-

ceries, fruit and vegetables, meat and poultry, thus 

helping to provide an economic boost to the local 

economy. Transport needs for Residence guests was 

met locally, with a sum of PKR 560,000 going to local 

transporters. 10% of this revenue was provided to 

Shigar TMDS.

 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

Ten carpenters were trained in the art of carving and 

jali (perforated screen) work, besides reviving the skills 

of cribbage construction. Also fi ve young women were 

trained in the fi eld of documentation, including survey 

work.

LESSONS LEARNED

In order for local community institutions to have sus-

tainability, the recourse to viable restoration and reuse 

projects, such as Shigar Fort Residence, are critical. 

Also utilizing the strengths of AKDN agencies provides 

synergies. The role of Tourist Promotion Services (TPS) 

in managing the Residence exceedingly well is a case 

in point.

Partners

COMMUNIT Y PARTNERS

The community of Shigar. 

Donors

Government of Norway, Aga Khan Foundation, Inter-

national Union for Conservation of Nature, Governments 

of Germany, Japan, Greece, Spain and Pakistan, Ameri-

can Express.

Authoritative Framework

Raja Azam Khan and his father Raja Mohammad Ali 

Shah Saba gifted the main Fort building and the land 

it sits on to AKDN in 1999, while the Old House and 

lands around it were purchased. The Garden House 

was taken on a six-year lease with access to the Ama-

cha garden in exchange for building a house built for 

the Raja. The Tourism Promotion Services has been 

managing Shigar Fort Residence as a guest house 

since 2008. 

Phasing  1999 Y 2009

Gifting of the Fort by the 

owner Raja Azam Khan

Rehabilitation work on the 

settlements of Khlingrong, 

Chinpa and Halapa

Rehabilitation work in 

settlements completed

Completion of Shigar 

Fort restoration and 

opening to visitors

Work on school 

completed

Work on Shigar community 

school started and 

rehabilitation of three more 

settlements; Shigar 

Fort Residence under TPS 

management

Start of physical 

conservation work

Rehabilitation 

work completedWork on Shigar Bazaar
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The restored Khilingrong Mosque stands 

near the Shigar Fort/Palace complex.


