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The Empty Granary

of Ishkoman

Fizza Batool

The wooden cover creaked as Daulat Bibi? pulled it open, releasing a puff of dust that
glittered in the mountain sunlight. Inside the ghuv (s£)2 - a granary built of stones,
mud and wood where generations of her family had stored their harvests of barley
and wheat - only cobwebs remained. The last of the grain was taken out years ago for
a family feast that now felt like a relic from another era. A short distance away, the
sputter of a tractor echoed up the valley. Daulat Bibi's brother, Shaukat, was ploughing
the field before sowing potatoes. “They bring in five times what wheat does,” he had
explained during our conversation the night before. Daulat Bibi ran her fingers along
the granary walls, where notches still marked each year’s yield. Her gaze remained
fixed inside the granary for some time. Then she stepped aside, putting the wooden
cover back. As the lid went down, it made the same creaking sound again.

This creak echoes in the larger silence across the Ishkoman Valley and all over Gilgit-
Baltistan since the quiet disappearance of traditional grains. Such changes are part
of a broader shift in the food system linked to political, historical and economic
processes, including the state’s wheat subsidy regime facilitated by the infrastructure
of the Karakoram Highway (KKH).
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1 Bibi is a term of respect
and formality in Urdu,

a title akin to ‘Mrs’ or
‘Madam’.

2 Wakhi is an oral
language utilizing several
scripts. In this article, all
Wakhi terms are rendered
in the Perso-Arabic script.

4 Ghuv in the village of
Mantramdan.
Photo: Fizza Batool, 2022.
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The Empty Granary of Ishkoman

This essay examines the transformation of Ishkoman Valley from the proverbial
‘breadbasket’ of Gilgit-Baltistan into a landscape of paradoxes: terraces that once
sustained food sovereignty now grow cash crops for distant markets, while communities
that withstood centuries of mountain winters are dependent on wheat trucks snaking
along the KKH from the plains of Punjab, Pakistan. The region now imports roughly
81 percent of its grain supply, or 150,000 metric tonnes, per annum (SJCPP 2022). For
the financial year 20242025, the Federal Government of Pakistan has allocated 15.872
billion Pakistani rupees (PKR) for the government of Gilgit-Baltistan to procure 1.5
million metric tonnes of subsidized wheat for the region (GoGB 2025).

Gilgit-Baltistan, Karakoram Highway and the Wheat Subsidy Regime

Gilgit-Baltistan, a “disputed territory,” is in a situation of permanent liminality (Tarig
2020) since it has been embroiled in the Kashmir issue with India since 1947. It remains
devoid of political representation, in what some describe as a condition of “postcolonial
colonialism” (S6kefeld 2005: 969). The 1970s were a watershed, when geopolitical events
such as the Sino-Indian War (1962), the Indo—Pakistan War (1965) and East Pakistan's
secession (1971), and agitation by locals for democratic rights prompted Pakistan to
consolidate control over Gilgit-Baltistan (Haines 2012).
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1 Government Granary,
Immit Village, Ishkoman
Valley.

Photo: Fizza Batool, 2022.

Government wheat in
standardized burlap
sacks arrives at Civil
Supply Headquarters,
Gilgit.

Photo: Fizza Batool, 2022.
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A populist government in Pakistan abolished the Frontier Crimes Regulations3, a
feudal territorial structure of princely states, and restructured and expanded the
state-subsidized food distribution system to the entire region between 1972 and 1974
(Dittrich 1995). According to Holden (2023), these subsidies were a strategic tool to
integrate Gilgit-Baltistan into the Pakistani state and they hinged on a critical artery: the
Karakoram Highway, completed in 1978 with Sino-Pakistani collaboration for strategic
and territorial imperatives (Dinar 2023; Kreutzmann 2024: 212-33).

The KKH facilitated smooth access for Pakistani state institutions and international NGOs
into Gilgit-Baltistan (Ali 2019), exposing it to global and transnational forces (Haines
2012). This intensification of communication and commercial exchange transformed
livelihoods and regional agriculture. Juxtaposing the story of the KKH and the wheat
subsidy regime demonstrates how infrastructure can simultaneously integrate and
subordinate. It acts both as a lifeline and a leash.

The Unraveling of Agrarian Self-Sufficiency

Traditional farming in Ishkoman is “mixed mountain agriculture” (Niisser and Clemens
1996: 121), combining irrigated crop growing, livestock rearing and utilization of aylog
(&sb, ‘high summer pastures’). Before the arrival of the KKH, agriculture was small
scale, subsistence based and ecologically attuned. Farmers maintained polycultures,
diverse crop species, and fragmented yet productive landholdings (Staley 1969: 227;
MacDonald 1998, 2010).
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3 Also known as black
law from British colonial
times, which invested

all powers (executive,
judicial and magisterial)
in the hands of political
agents and gave no rights
and justice to the local
population.

< A local man argues over
the wheat quota with the
food dealer, Mantramdan
Village.

Photo: Fizza Batool, 2023.

- A local man takes
wheat from the state
store to his house on

his back, Mantramdan
Village.

Photo: Fizza Batool, 2023.
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The opening of the KKH brought new actors, including state agencies and rural development
schemes such as the Aga Khan Rural Support Programme and the Food and Agriculture
Organization (Spies 2019). The highway acted as the essential infrastructure that
made the wheat subsidy policy logistically possible and politically effective, thereby
enabling the state to reshape the region’s agrarian economy. Subsidized wheat supplies,
introduction of high-yield variety seeds, the promotion of horticulture and tuber crops
(Abdullah 1972) were all part of development initiatives by the state.

Historically, the area supplied wheat not only to neighboring regions such as the Pamirs
(Whiteman 1985: 42) but also to military garrisons stationed there (Dittrich 1998). Today,
however, it is classified as food-insecure (FAO 2019: 253), a stark reversal attributed to
state policies that have prioritized commercial agriculture over subsistence farming.
As early as 1972, the first government report on agricultural development in the region
advocated subsidized staple foodstuffs brought from the plains of Punjab, thereby
“freeing” mountain valleys to specialize in a range of cash crops such as potatoes and
soft fruit (Abdullah 1972: 8-12). As one farmer in Chatorkhand Village, where | conducted
my fieldwork in 2022, explained:

Subsidized wheat is really cheap. If we grow it on our own farms, it is costly,
as we have to bear much more expense. The question is why we should grow
it, when we can buy so cheaply from the state.

This disincentive of cheap wheat, coupled with the aggressive state promotion of cash

crops, led to a dramatic decline in cereal cultivation. The area under orchards and potato
cultivation has been continuously expanding, while the area of Gilgit-Baltistan under
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4 Soil prepared for
potatoes to be sown,
Immit Village, Ishkoman
Valley.

Photo: Fizza Batool, 2023.

Potatoes being loaded
onto a truck, Chandigh,
Immit Village.

Photo: Fizza Batool, 2022.

Potatoes depart from the
upper part of Ishkoman
towards the village of
Immit.

Photo: Fizza Batool, 2022.
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cereal farming has been declining and accounts today for just 17 percent of cultivated
land (personal communication, director at Agriculture Research Institute 2022). The
recent provincial agricultural policy clearly stated:

The goal of the policy options is not necessarily to maximize growth of produc-
tion in any particular subsector/commodity but to create the necessary and
sufficient conditions for the agricultural sector/farmers to adjust to a more
competitive environment and raise their standards of living (GoGB 2018: 3).

This shows that the aim of the policy has been the integration of the region into market-
oriented agriculture. Cheap subsidized wheat has played an instrumental role in this
transition, instead of the needs of the local population.

Similarly, the ayl6g - summer pastures traditionally used for barley farming — are now
completely abandoned due to labour shortages and the convenience of subsidized
wheat, further reducing local food production. The region has been rendered highly
dependent on cheap, imported wheat, while its fertile land grows cash crops for
faraway markets.# This shift has not only eroded the longstanding food sovereignty
and agroecological knowledge but has also created a long-term dependency and
undermined political sovereignty.
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Abandoned farmland

in the high pastures,
Tarboht Nullah of Immit
Village, Ishkoman Valley.
Photo: Fizza Batool, 2023.

4 In winter 2024-25, the
food dealer sold 1kg of
wheat for 29 PKR (0101
USS) in the village of
Mantramdan in Ishkoman
Valley.
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The Epistemic and Ecological Rift: Loss of Grains and Knowledge

The loss here extends beyond empty granaries; it is just as much a loss of biological
and cultural diversity. Historically, farmers cultivated eight or nine distinct grains,
including local varieties of wheat such as Ladakhi, Bachgallian, Safaidak and Jaldak,
as well as barley, buckwheat, fava beans, foxtail millet, maize, wild peas, lathyrus
and sorghum. However, since the 1990s the shift towards cash crops - particularly
potatoes and later to cherry orchards — along with the influx of subsidized wheat has
disrupted traditional farming systems and reduced agro-biodiversity. As one farmer
from Immit noted:

The change in agriculture here is that, firstly, wheat is accessible under subsidy,
it is cheap... a 100Rg sack costs... 2,000 PKR. However, because the subsidy
is available, people don’t pay much attention to the cost or to farming itself.
They have become tayarakhour [~ 134 — a local term referring to someone
who consumes everything readymade and has nothing to do with production].
People just pay and take their sack of wheat home and use it.

The introduction of subsidized wheat has led to a ‘wheatification’ of the local diet,
making it the dominant crop consumed as a cereal. This erosion of crop diversity
mirrors a deeper epistemic rift (Schneider and McMichael 2010: 467-77): whenever
elderly farmers shared the names of different cereals and varieties of wheat, it always
left young people shocked as they were completely unaware of them - revealing a loss
of local knowledge, history and methods of production.
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From a diversity of grains
to wheatification.
Photos: Fizza Batool.
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Conclusion: The Sound of Dependency

Daulat Bibi's empty ghuv stands as stark evidence: the KKH, a symbol of connection,
became the instrument through which a unique local world was dismantled and made
dependent, proving that infrastructure never just brings about positive outcomes. It has
radically reshaped the Ishkoman Valley's agrarian economy, food systems and dietary
practices, with far-reaching social and political consequences. Before subsidies, the
region cultivated a range of nutrient-rich grains which have now nearly vanished from
both fields and diets. The loss of these indigenous crops extends beyond the local,
reflecting a global pattern with serious implications for climate change resilience,
regional food security, and the genetic diversity that underpins disease resistance
(Mattioni et al 2023).

Daulat Bibi's day now revolves around a different calendar: the arrival of government
wheat in the depot, anxiety over quota changes, fear of the next price hike. The silent
and empty ghuv is @ museum to a past of self-reliance, while the sound of Shaukat’s
tractor prepping for another potato harvest — a harvest that will travel along the same
road that brings the wheat - is the sound of the present, a present of dependency.
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Research Exercise

The Disappearing Diet: Uncovering Our Local Food Knowledge Rift

Students will be able to define ‘epistemic rift’ in the context of food systems,
collect qualitative data through interviews, and critically evaluate modern food
trends against historical local knowledge.

Part 1: The Investigation

Students conduct a recorded interview with an elderly family member or
community farmer about dietary changes over their lifetime.

1. What did a typical meal look like for you fifty years ago?
2.  What were the staple grains and vegetables? Where were they sourced?
3. When and why did you perceive a major shift towards today’s diet?

4.  What food-related skills or knowledge (e.g., milling grain, preserving fruit)
have been lost?
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Part 2: The Analysis
Students write a two-page report analysing their findings:
- summarize the key dietary changes identified;

- explain these changes as an example of an ‘epistemic rift’ - the loss of practical
local knowledge about food;

- connect this local story to the larger trend of industrial monoculture replacing
diverse local crops.

Part 3: The Debate

Class discussion: ‘The Superfood Solution?’ Given the loss of local food diversity
and knowledge you have documented, is the trend of buying globally sourced
‘superfoods’ a solution to our nutritional problems, or does it worsen the
epistemic rift?
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