


Understanding change in
Leh’s urban-scape

By Intekhab Alam, Nazir Din and Maithily Velangi

ike other human settlements,
Ladakh too has experienced
modernisation and urban
development. This process
has led to disparity between
new developments and tradition-
al settlements. We are observing
new ideas, globalised materials,
modern techniques and global-
ly-accepted ways of urban plan-
ning using a grid-iron base and
assuming the land is a blank slate.

In Ladakh, communities
that were tied together through
shared activities such as farming,
cultural beliefs and social interac-
tions have lost their sense of unity.
Agricultural activities were organ-
ised around seasons and climate.
The daily routine of the family
revolved around farming. Also,
the family never farmed alone.
Neighbours, relatives and com-
munity members would always
help each other to complete var-
ious farming activities. Similarly,
community members and rela-
tives would always come together
for social events and for import-
ant decisions. This ensured that
the community remained tight-
knit,

However, various government
policies have made people de-
pendent on subsidised imports
to meet their basic requirements
without needing to farm. The
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process of modernisation opened
up other occupational opportu-
nities and facilitated economic
progress amongst Ladakhis while
also detaching them from tradi-
tional practices.

The tourism industry contin-
ues to grow at a rapid pace. Over
the last few years, the number of
tourists visiting Ladakh each year
has exceeded the local popula-
tion. This boom has resulted in
people transforming their house-
holds and farms into homestays,
hotels, and restaurants. There
are many new hotels and guest
houses being constructed each
year, especially in Leh. Many of
these establishments are lavish
and use new technologies to meet
the needs of tourists. There are
reports of tour operators follow-
ing unethical practices by putting
pressure on residents to meet var-
ious demands made by tourists.
The competition is so intense
that people are forced to either
meet these demands or lose the
business. This poses a grave risk
to a community that has become
increasingly dependent on tour-
ism for sustenance at the cost of
farming.

In this context, we organised
a workshop in Leh this summer
to study and discuss the impact
of tourism on this mountain set-
tlement. Our study focussed on
themes such as architecture, de-
mographics, public spaces and
streetscapes, and infrastructural
services. Each group was com-
prised of architecture students
from various institutes in India.
They were encouraged to pick a
theme and study its relevance in
the delineated area to understand
current trends and identify issues.
The students were also asked to

develop proposals to resolve and
address issues that emerged in
their study area.

The historic old town area at
the base of Leh Palace was doc-
umented for its salient features
and challenges. New develop-
ments that are now shaping the
landscape were also studied us-
ing the same thematic approach
to compare old and new trends.
This study revealed many aspects
related to social and cultural loss
along with architectural changes
in the new developments.

At the conclusion of the work-
shop, the students were asked
to interpret disassociations and
problems arising from these
changes and developments. They
were encouraged to identify issues
and provide policy solutions and
design guidelines.

A brief summary of the find-
ings of the study is listed below.

Architecture: This theme ex-
plored climate-responsive tech-
niques of construction, including
details that contribute to the ur-
ban aesthetic of private and pub-
lic spaces that constitute Leh’s
urban fabric. The most significant
finding was that new develop-
ments have lost the built-unbuilt
relations these communities tra-
ditionally had with space.

Demographics: This study fo-
cussed on people and culture that
anchored social relations, which
in turn influenced the evolution
of urban spaces through choices
made for individual house plans.
In addition, a distinct social struc-
ture was identified that are as-
sumed to reflect hierarchies of
space and the lay of Leh’s urban
landscape.

Public spaces and streets-
capes: The public spaces and



streets in the old town area are
vibrant and busy. They cater to
different sections of people and
remain inclusive. However, the
new developments lack public
gathering spaces. The need for
social interactions seems to have
taken a back seat in new develop-
ments. The major challenge faced
by the old town area is the loss of
character of streetscapes due to
large hoardings installed by lodg-
es and restaurants fo attract Lour-
ists. These boards overshadowed
traditional shingtsak and facades
of the older sections of the settle-
ment. There is need for policies
to standardise these hoardings to
integrate them with the streets-
cape while also maintaining the
character of the place.
Infrastructural services: In-
frastructure and services play a
significant role in the well-being
of any urban space. As popula-
tions grow, there is greater de-
mand and supply of various ser-
vices. The old Leh area hinted at
a lack of adequate service lines,

be it water supply or sewage and
drainage. The dry toilets are slow-
ly being converted into regular
water toilets but the infrastructure
required for the latter is still lack-
ing. This problem is compound-
ed by the fact that the lanes in the
area are very nmarraw. This pre-
vents vehicles from reaching these
houses to clear the soak pits. Sim-
ilarly, the older settlements are
facing major problems related
to water supply. The storm-water
drains that run along the lanes
are open and clogged with gar-
bage. This has resulted in creat-
ing a very un-hygienic condition
for living. However, i the newly
developed areas, this problem has
been resolved to a large extent by
providing relevant infrastructure.

Like the rest of the country,
garbage disposal remains a major
issue in this area. People do not
segregate wet and dry waste effec-
tively. Since this is a high altitude
cold desert, bio-degradation pro-
cesses take longer than the plains.
Thus, most of the waste generat-

ed is being transported out of Leh
town, which leads to more pollu-
tion. Furthermore, a large num-
ber of tourists frequent the place
leading to generation of garbage
yolumes that exceed current han-
dling capacity.

The mitigation strategies pro-
posed for the challenges identified
in the area focussed on the need
to balance top-down approaches
to planning with bottom-up ap-
proaches. While the Hill Council
is implementing policies to main-
tain the sanctity of this section of
Leh town, there is an urgent need
to also understand the impor-
tance of conserving the cultural
landscapes and traditional prac-
tices of local residents. Many or-
ganisations are currently working
towards creating awareness in this
regard by engaging with youth. In
our opinion, this effort needs to
reach a larger audience, including
residents outside, tourists, and a
floating population, across Leh
town and not remain limited to
the people living in this section. 1
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