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DYNAMIC PROCESSES AND DEVELOPMENTS
IN THE CENTRAL KARAKORAM

High mountain areas are often 
seen as regions of stagnation 
which are characterized 
by natural and societal 
development constraints. 
The Central Karakoram is 
such an area in which the 
Tibetan speaking Baltis are 
confronted with a harsh and 
hostile natural environment. In 
the sense of classical regional 
development theories, high 
mountain areas show factors 
that inhibit development, such 
as a pronounced relief, a high 
potential of natural risks, low 
population and settlement 
densities or a lean network 
of traffic and communication 
infrastructures. But today the 
Central Karakoram stands 
out against the widespread 
thesis of stagnation and 
backwardness as a result of 
dynamic developments. Through 
creative adaptive processes 
of its residents as well as 
externally induced measures and 
programs, natural development 
barriers lose their importance 
and can sometimes even be 
converted into advantages. The 
expansion of the transport and 
communication infrastructure 
and thus the improved 
accessibility and networking are 
important prerequisites for the 
expansion of individual scopes 
of action and the unfolding of 
individual abilities. Multi-local 
networks, social capital and 
formal education are becoming 
increasingly important factors 
within current livelihood 
strategies in this high mountain 
region.

Introduction
Rural areas are sometimes referred to as "deceleration oases", in which de-

velopments seem to be delayed. Particular pronounced forms of rural habitation 
are high mountain regions, whose inhabitants are often characterized as back-
ward and traditional. In the sense of classical regional development theories, 
high mountain areas show factors that inhibit development, such as a pronounced 
relief, a high potential of natural risks, low population and settlement densities or 
a lean network of traffic and communication infrastructures. According to these 
aspects, they are often considered as "underdeveloped" areas.

Undeniably, high mountain habitats require special efforts from the inhabit-
ants due to their topographical and ecological features. However, to what extent 
these development-inhibiting factors are still influential or explanatory today, is 
to be examined by looking at the astonishing dynamics and development suc-
cesses in the Central Karakoram of Northern Pakistan, thereby calling into ques-
tion the theory of the backwardness of mountain societies.

Baltistan – a hopeless case?
This study refers to the region of Baltistan in the Central Karakoram (see 

Fig. 1), whose inhabitants speak a Tibetan dialect, Balti, and who mainly belong 
to the Twelver Shia Islam (Schmidt 2004, 2012). In 1842 Baltistan fell to the 
Princely State of Jammu & Kashmir and thus came under the rule of the British 
Empire. Since the partition of the subcontinent and the first Kashmir war, the 
region has been under Pakistani administration and is part of what is now the 
administrative territory of Gilgit-Baltistan.

In the reports of colonial adventurers and explorers, who travelled to Baltistan 
in the mid-19th century, there were marked attributions of underdevelopment and 
civilization deficits, coupled with an urge to proselytize and a feeling of undaunt-
ed superiority. For example, the Baltis are described as "uncivilized savages" 
and "wild looking men" (Younghusband 1896: 260) or as "primitive and unintel-
ligent" (Workman & Workman 1908: 201). As far back as the 1960s, geographer 
Furrer (1967: 13) wrote: "In the high-altitude settlements in particular, people 
still live on a Stone Age cultural level." This perception of the backwardness of 
the societies in the highlands of Baltistan persists until today in the collective 
memory of a modernizing world. For example, Alok Bansal of the Institute for 
Defense Studies and Analysis (New Delhi) recently associated the region with 
stagnation, poverty and backwardness: "Gilgit and Baltistan constitute the most 
backward areas in the entire South Asia and the region seems to have missed the 
development bus completely" (Bansal 2008: 93).

A look at the natural conditions and socio-political backgrounds seems to 
confirm this impression. For instance, the Karakoram has a deficit in resources, 
the settlements are relatively small, remote and seemingly isolated, the Balti 
ethnic minority is politically marginalized and the inhabitants, infrastructures 
and buildings are exposed to a high natural hazard risk. In addition, the large 
distances between the settlements and to central markets make the transport of 
people and goods time-consuming and cost-intensive. Assuming that the spatial 
parameters of density and distance have a significant impact on economic devel-
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opment (World Bank 2009), the positive developments 
of the past decades in Baltistan, which is considered to be 
ecologically disadvantaged, socioeconomically margin-
alized and politically controversial, are astounding.
Creative adaptations to topographical and ecological 

challenges
The basis of local livelihoods is mixed mountain ag-

riculture, a combination of irrigation farming and mobile 
animal husbandry. This form of agriculture is adapted to 
the ecological conditions of the Karakoram with its semi-
arid valleys, short growing seasons and considerable dif-
ferences by elevation. Over the centuries of adaptation, 
the Baltis developed elaborate practices for the effec-
tive use of the scarce resources soil and water (Schmidt 
2004).

In the light of significant population growth, utilis-
able farmland in particular is a limiting resource. As a 
result of the practiced inheritance law, which is based on 
a mixture of Islamic law and local customs, land owner-
ship per household has steadily declined. Thus, the agri-
cultural resources are no longer sufficient to secure the 
food supply.

One strategy to reduce this supply gap is to grow 
cash crops, such as apricots, apples or potatoes, which, 
as seed potatoes, produce relatively high prices in the 
urban centres of Pakistan. The earned income can be 
used to purchase the state-subsidized wheat flour. With 
such a strategy, the difficult agro-ecological conditions 
are transformed into an advantage. An important pre-
condition for supra-regional marketing is the Karakoram 
Highway, built in the 1970s, through which the region is 
connected to the Pakistani lowland all year round. But 
even this important "lifeline" is interrupted several times 

a year after heavy precipitation events or earthquakes 
followed by rock falls, mudflows or avalanches. The 
relatively extensive construction of roads – almost every 
settlement in Baltistan is connected to the road network 
(see Fig. 2) – is mainly a consequence of the strategic-
military importance of the region in the Kashmir conflict.
External development impulses and modernization

Governmental and non-governmental organizations, 
such as the Aga Khan Foundation (Fazlur-Rahman 
2007), have been providing important development im-
petus in education, health, agriculture, infrastructure or 
microcredit for decades. Particularly striking successes 
can be seen in the education sector (Benz 2014). The 
literacy rate in the Skardu District increased from 33 
per cent in 1998 to 57 per cent in 2013 (Statistical Cell 
2013). Meanwhile the advanced school enrolment rate 
affects not only boys but also girls (see Fig. 3); however, 
there is still a significant gap between the sexes in higher 
education.

Concerning infrastructure, in addition to the already 
mentioned expansion of roads, the water supply has also 
improved in many places through the installation of wa-
ter pipe systems. Proportionally, more people have ac-
cess to clean drinking water in Baltistan than in the rest 
of the country (World Bank 2010). A measurable conse-
quence of higher levels of education and improved water 
supply are the lower mortality rates in infants, children 
and mothers, which are still above the national average 
(Statistical Cell 2013).

In addition to the population growth, changed living 
preferences have significantly modified the settlement 
structures. Increasing urban sprawl is particularly notice-
able in larger agglomerations, which often seals valuable 

Fig. 1. Study Region Baltistan (Draft: M. Schmidt 2018)
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farmland. In Shigar Proper, about three-quarters of resi-
dential buildings are not older than 25 years or have been 
modernized (Kreutzmann et al. 2008). Traditionally built 
of stone, clay and wood, and thus relatively earthquake-
proof and well isolated, closely built farmhouses with 
integrated cowsheds have become rare. Single-storey, 
detached residential buildings are preferred today, which 
are similar in style to those in the Pakistani lowlands, but 
are clearly less insulated.

The expansion of electrification is also progressing 

rapidly, with the result that more and more settlements 
and residential buildings are being connected to the pow-
er grid. This goes hand in hand with the entry of TVs, re-
frigerators, washing machines and computers. Telecom-
munications are spreading at a particularly rapid pace: 
in 1998, there were only 25 landline connections in the 
entire Shigar Valley that could only be used nationally 
via a telephone exchange; in Shigar today, thousands of 
households have at least one mobile phone, that provides 
low-cost calls worldwide (own surveys). As a concomi-

Fig. 2. Road in Basha Valley (Baltistan) (Photo: M. Schmidt)

Fig. 3. Girls High School in Shigar Proper (Photo: M. Schmidt)
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tant of increased use of electricity and changing living 
conditions, a not inconsiderable share of income must be 
used to pay the electricity bills, creating a dependency on 
regular monetary income.

Region-specific development potential
The cultural and natural uniqueness of Baltistan of-

fers great tourist potential. Gilgit-Baltistan is advertised 
as the most spectacular and fascinating region of Paki-
stan (Pakistan Tourism Development Corporation 2015). 
In addition to groups and individual travellers, trekking 
tourists and alpinists from all over the world visit the 
Karakoram, offering the local population various season-
al employment opportunities, such as mountain guides, 
porters, cooks or drivers (see Fig. 4). In this way, many 
young men in Baltistan earn an important extra income 
during the summer months, which roughly equals the an-
nual salary of a teacher. Tourism is now the most impor-
tant economic sector in the region after trade, but is frag-
ile and subject to considerable fluctuations due to road 
blocks, negative reports on Pakistan in the international 
media or political-military conflicts.

Another more recent source of income is the often 
extremely dangerous exploration of precious stones and 
minerals. Amethysts, aquamarines, rubies, topazes, tour-
malines and other gems from Baltistan are traded world-
wide. But also the removal of marble for customers in 
urban agglomerations provides as niche production in-
comes for a few, who are in mining, trade or transporta-
tion.

Diversified multi-local livelihoods
However, the greatest contribution to individual and, 

Fig. 4. Porters of a Mountaineering Expedition near Askole (Photo: M. Schmidt)

indirectly, to regional development is provided by the 
mobility willingness of the local population. The reduced 
significance of agriculture, the lack of off-farm employ-
ment opportunities, the desire to participate in modern-
ization and the increasing monetization of lifestyles make 
it necessary to look for employment and income outside 
the region. Already the service in the army has a certain 
tradition. Large families send one or more sons to the 
army, reducing the pressure on limited land resources. 
With severance payment at the end of the military ser-
vice, retired soldiers often make productive investments 
in a vehicle or a shop. Educational and labour migration 
to urban agglomerations or abroad, especially to the Gulf 
States, is also widespread today. The remittances support 
the local livelihoods and are increasingly being invested 
in the education of children. However, the absence of 
household members means a higher workload, especially 
for women. What makes things even more difficult is that 
traditional ideas about gender-specific division of labour 
and the strict separation of the spheres of men and wom-
en make the pursuit of certain activities almost impos-
sible. For example, field irrigation and pasture services 
are purely male domains. In the absence of male workers 
in the household, some jobs can only be carried out with 
the help of arrangements with friends or paid services 
(Schmidt 2004).

Today, many of Baltistan's households have nation-
wide and even global networks and pursue multi-local 
livelihood strategies. The concomitant build-up of so-
cial capital with a large geographical reach increases the 
chances to participate in global prosperity developments. 
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Through these networks and the collected impressions, 
experiences and knowledge, diffusion of development 
impulses occurs. This ultimately leads to changes in lo-
cal lifestyles. Thus, electronic devices become more im-
portant as status symbols and the modified architectural 
styles deliberately express the desired or successful life-
style changes. However, social transformation also mani-
fests itself in an increasing unwillingness to participate in 
formerly obligatory communal work such as the mainte-
nance of irrigation canals or the provision of services on 
mountain pastures.

Conclusion
The predominantly rural high-altitude Baltistan re-

gion stands out against the widespread thesis of stag-
nation and backwardness as a result of dynamic devel-
opments. Through creative adaptive processes of its 
residents as well as externally induced measures and 
programs, natural development barriers lose their impor-

tance and can sometimes even be converted into advan-
tages. The expansion of the transport and communication 
infrastructure and thus the improved accessibility and 
networking are important prerequisites for the expansion 
of individual scopes of action and the unfolding of indi-
vidual abilities. Multi-local networks, social capital and 
formal education are becoming increasingly important 
factors within current livelihood strategies. They open up 
new opportunities for participation in national and global 
prosperity development. However, for material and so-
cially disadvantaged groups, these ways of overcoming 
poverty and underdevelopment are often closed, which 
can be expected to widen the gap between winners and 
losers of these processes. From an individual perspec-
tive, development increasingly takes place "de-territori-
alized" (Robinson 2002), since it is usually no longer tied 
to certain areas, but is the result of functioning networks 
that can differ significantly between individuals.
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Высокогорные районы часто рассматриваются как 
районы застоя, для которых характерны естественные и 
социальные ограничения в области развития. Централь-
ный Каракорум – это такая область, в котороq тибетско-
говорящие Балты сталкиваются с суровой и враждебной 
природной средой. В соответствии с классическими тео-
риями регионального развития высокогорные районы ха-
рактеризуются факторами, препятствующими развитию, 
такими, как выраженный рельеф, высокий потенциал 
природных рисков, низкая плотность населения и посе-
лений или слабая сеть транспортных и коммуникацион-
ных инфраструктур. Но сегодня Центральный Каракорум 
выделяется на фоне широко распространенного тезиса о 
стагнации и отсталости в результате динамичных про-
цессов развития. Благодаря творческим адаптационным 
процессам своих жителей, а также внешним мерам и про-
граммам, барьеры естественного развития теряют свою 
значимость и иногда даже могут иметь свои преимуще-
ства. Расширение транспортной и коммуникационной 
инфраструктуры и, следовательно, повышение доступно-
сти и создание сетей являются важными предпосылками 
расширения индивидуальных масштабов деятельности и 
развития индивидуальных способностей. В рамках ны-
нешних стратегий обеспечения средств к существованию 
в этом высокогорном регионе все более важными фак-
торами становятся местные сети, социальный капитал и 
формальное образование.
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