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TIME was when the opening of the Karakoram Highway (KKH) in the mid-1980s heralded arguably the best years for tourism in Pakistan. The sector saw considerable growth as China opened its doors to western tourists and Pakistan became a preferred route in and out of the communist country. 

The mystique of the fabled, ancient silk route that the KKH followed was a huge attraction. Pre-historic rock carvings, old, indigenous architecture, and unique cultural communities, which after having lived in virtual isolation for hundreds of years, suddenly became accessible to the world. 

The highway itself was seen as a marvel of modern engineering as it cut through the world’s most treacherous mountains, taking automobiles to the highest altitude ever. The Khunjerab Pass through which the KKH passes into China tops at well over 15,000 feet above sea level, higher than Europe’s highest peak Mont Blanc. Few men had dared to set foot where now a modern highway has made it possible for buses and cars to ply. 

The KKH became an instant hit for culture and nature enthusiasts alike. They came from all over — from Australia and Japan in the east to Europe and North America in the west. Entering Pakistan from China, tourists travelling in groups would venture as far south as Islamabad at the very least. Those interested in Buddhist art would not leave without including Peshawar and Swat in their itineraries. Indo-Chinese culture enthusiasts would go as far south as Lahore, and many on to India from there. 

Another parallel tourist trail ran from east to west and back. This comprised mainly overland tourism catering to younger tourists, mostly Europeans and Australians, who would get into India and travel through Pakistan and Iran to reach Turkey and Europe. There was also a steady sprinkling of American and Canadian tourists of Indian-Muslim origin, mostly expat families that preferred to do India and Pakistan together. 

Overseas travel companies that started selling Pakistan and China as a package in collaboration with local travel agencies, which provided bookings, transport, guides and assorted services on the ground, also explored many other cultural travel themes specifically aimed at showcasing Pakistan in world tourism. 

These included groups interested in following the Buddhist trail, the Mughal trail, the Sufi trail or simply all put together under a generic historical/cultural Pakistan trail. The last mentioned operated from the Chinese border to Karachi (and back) via Swat, Peshawar, the Khyber Pass, the Gandhara region, Chitral, Islamabad, Lahore, Harappa, Multan, Uch, Sehwan, Moenjodaro and Thatta. Tourism seemed to have finally arrived for the first time in the real sense of the word. 

What, then, went wrong, driving away all those tourists? A sudden lull set in following the first Gulf war in 1990 when Iraqi forces were driven out of Kuwait by US-led coalition forces. Western governments warned their citizens against travelling to Muslim countries in the region, including Pakistan. The situation took a turn for the better a couple of years after that, but then Iran suddenly banned overland western travellers to and from Pakistan. 

The China-Pakistan trail, however, still worked. Any given major local travel agency catered on average to some 120 groups a month during the summer peak season with an average number of 15 to 30 individuals. All this began to change after the nuclear tests, the Kargil crisis, the military coup, the hijacking of the Indian Airlines plane to Kandahar — all in 1999; the attack on Indian parliament and the 9/11 tragedy and their aftermath then brought tourist traffic to a standstill. 

Then, after Gen Musharraf’s tumultuous years in power saw Pakistan join the global ‘war on terror’, it helped restore some tourist traffic by 2005. This in turn was aborted again by the rising threat of Pakistani Taliban in Swat and Fata and the Lal Masjid episode in 2007. Subsequently, growing incidents of terrorism in our cities, the cold-blooded murder of Benazir Bhutto, post-Mumbai tensions with India, the attack on the Sri Lankan cricket team in Lahore and the ongoing war theatre in Fata have ensured that tourism does not return to Pakistan anytime soon. In this vacuum, little wonder we could only get a cleric as the tourism minister. 

Internal stability and law and order are the prerequisites for any hope to revive the tourism sector. However, the silver lining remains our people’s resilience; despite the heavy odds, domestic tourism has somehow continued. Today, popular destinations are Murree and the Gullies, the Kaghan valley and Gilgit-Baltistan. Lahore, despite recent bombings there and, to a lesser degree, Islamabad, have stayed on the domestic tourism trail. 

In Sindh, the Tharparkar district is a popular destination in the rainy season. Ziarat in Balochistan has unfortunately lost favour with domestic tourists owing to its proximity to Quetta and the overall unstable law and order situation there. Gwadar never quite took off as a potential destination for similar reasons, even though getting there offers a great drive along the Makran coast and an equally enthralling plane journey. Nice, unspoiled, even if undeveloped, beaches await the visitors. 

Given the relative prevalence of law and order, Sindh has a considerable untapped potential of attracting domestic tourism. A province that has Moenjodaro (with PIA and PTDC offering special daytrip packages from Karachi), Bhambore, Thatta and Makli, Haleji, Kalri and Manchar lakes, the Kirthar National Park and centres of pilgrimage such as Sehwan and Bhitshah, besides the possibility of developing sea-sport activities along the coast, is woefully untapped for its tourism potential. 

Even Karachi has not been sold as a shopping-cum-leisure destination to potential tourists from upcountry, what to speak of the neglect in developing the nearby Gorakh hill as an excursion spot. There’s nothing the federal government, which is often blamed for neglecting Sindh, could do to stop the development of Sindh’s tourism potential. What we need at the helm are people who could show interest in promoting such activities of public joy and leisure, which can also boost the provincial economy and add to Sindh’s home-grown revenue. 

Until the security situation improves and international tourists return to Pakistan, respective provincial governments could do their bit to attract domestic tourists and keep this vital sector afloat which can help dispel the clouds of doom and gloom.

