
Notes from the field – November 2011 
 
November 3/4, 2011 
 
To our dear friends and supporters of the HiMaT Indigenous Leadership and 
Development Program, 

As we begin these notes, we are sitting in a beautiful Jamat Kanah (Ismaili 
Muslim Mosque) social hall in the village of Hussani, upper Gojal, Gilgit-Baltistan. Over 
100 participants in the third session of “Gojal University” are working in animated groups, 
learning how to make a business plan. Before that, we played a crazy game simulating 
an “alternative local currency” market, through which people exchanged over 300 goods 
and services in a 15-minute period without cash (i.e., real Pakistan rupees). This 
exercise demonstrated how, despite a total collapse of the regional economy, people 
have much to give each other, and they don’t need to be totally dependent on almost 
non-existent cash revenue streams in order to significantly improve household wellbeing. 
Later in this session we will introduce a simple survey tool that local women’s 
organizations will use 4 times a year to measure progress in the journey out of poverty. 

For those of you who have been following the HiMaT Project, we have graduated 
to calling it a “program” because it is now well enough established for people to see that 
HiMaT is clearly making a new pathway for development by walking it. 
 
Again, what is “HiMaT”? 

Himmat means encouragement, empowerment, courage and strength in the face 
of difficulties. The HiMaT Indigenous Leadership and Development Program is an 
integrated poverty alleviation initiative that focuses on building the capacity of all those 
who must act in order to lift whole communities out of chronic poverty and set them on a 
path to sustainable wellbeing and prosperity. 

Since we started this journey in 2008, our HiMaT team has made enormous 
progress, both in its own capacity, and in its increasingly sophisticated understanding of 
what is required to lift whole communities out of poverty. Here are a few examples of the 
ideas that guide our work. 

1. Poverty is, at its roots, a spiritual problem, as well as a material one. As the spirit of 
hope; the willingness to arise in service; honesty, transparency and accountability; 
unity and solidarity; a vision of human possibility; and the strength of universal 
community participation are developed and aligned with a clear sense of purpose 
(i.e., a good development plan), real progress is not only possible, but inevitable, 
despite enormous obstacles and barriers. You will notice that these are mostly “soft” 
elements, but they are absolutely essential before you get to the challenges of 
technical know-how and funding (both very necessary, but relatively useless and 
unsustainable without the necessary discipline, moral integrity and vision). 

2. Small “quick-win” projects of less than $100 each have generated an astonishing 
groundswell of community mobilization, learning and significant development 
progress. For example, in one cluster area, $5,000 generated 30 small and medium-
sized projects (some social development initiatives such as a community library or a 
youth recreation project as well as many small business initiatives). For example, 
one group of women decided to open a “utility store” (a-little-bit-of-everything store, 
including “ladies” products). Obviously, $100 will not cover the cost of putting up a 



building and purchasing the initial supply of merchandise. So, the women consulted 
and decided to each contribute $1,000 rupees (just over $10), and it was enough—
the project was launched. Like the old story of the Stone Soup, a small contribution 
($100) stimulated imagination and mobilized community cooperation and self-
reliance. 

One other project announced they didn’t really need the $100 (please give it to 
another group), but could they please have some training and technical help starting 
their business? 

These wonderful results could have happened without the $100 quick-win contest, 
but for 30 years they never did happen. A very small “seed” investment is serving to 
stimulate and mobilize the forces that lie dormant but ready to be awakened within 
the people.  

A Small Travelogue 

It usually takes us 3 days of continuous travel to get from our home outside of 
Cochrane, Alberta to Hunza. This time it took 2 days because we were lucky enough to 
get a flight from Islamabad to Gilgit (which saved 15 to 20 hours on the road). The very 
next day the weather turned cold and cloudy, and has remained so ever since we got 
here (5 – 10 C in the daytime, 0 – 5 C at night). This is warmer than recent weather in 
the Calgary area, but buildings here very rarely have any heat. 

Our first day in Hunza was spent working in KADO’s office with our team to plan 
the work ahead. This building has no heat and by mid-afternoon Michael was chilled to 
the bone because he forgot to put on long underwear. Despite these sorts of small 
inconveniences, this has been an extremely productive trip. Following are some 
highlights. 

Oct 29 – Travel over the Atabad landslide and lake for 30 kilometres to the village of 
Hussani, and on by van/taxi to the village of Sost very near the China border. 

Oct 30/31 – We held a 1-day workshop with one cluster of communities to begin the 
process of making a 10-year development plan for their area (the Community Story 
process). That same evening we drove 4 hours to Shimshal. This is an extremely 
remote cluster of 4 villages. The “road” is really a 55-kilometre, 4-wheel drive jeep 
track that hangs tenaciously to the side of soaring cliff faces and crosses 10 swinging 
suspension bridges. The mountains in this pass are 6-7,000 metres high, with a 
vastness, silent beauty and awesome grandeur that defy description. These are the 
mother-of-all mountains—new, volatile and achingly beautiful.  

We spent the night in a small guest house used by climbers and hunters, and the 
next morning we met with the leaders of all the area institutions to negotiate their 
entry into the HiMaT family of communities. That same day we drove the 4 hours 
back to the village of Hussani, where our 4-day session of “Gojal University” would 
begin the next morning. 

Nov 1 – 4 – The Gojal University session began on day 1 with 85 participants and 
swelled to over 100 by day 3. These sessions are training, but also much more. They 
serve as a regional development forum that is weaving together 34 scattered villages 
(25,000 people) into an integrated and mutually supportive development movement. 

 On the afternoon of 4 November we traveled the 30 kilometres back over the lake 
and then drove to Karimabad (the “capital” of Hunza where the HiMaT team has its 
office). 



Nov 5 – This day was dedicated to a workshop for the communities of central Hunza 
who have asked to join our project. These 4 clusters were added in July, thus 
expending our project area to another 25-30,000 people in several urban centres 
and some 20 villages (an estimate).  

Our big challenge is this—how do we keep up with the demand? We now have 5 
wonderful staff, who are very dedicated, capable and well loved by the people they 
are serving. But, there are physical/energy limits to how many communities they can 
serve. 

 The whole country has been plunged into economic chaos and ruin, and Hunza 
people have been reduced to 2 to 3 months of food security. The Chinese food and 
fuel they got last year may not come this winter, people have been warned. 

 All to say that the need is very great. 

Annual Fundraising Drive 

When we get back to Canada (November 12), we will launch our annual 
fundraising drive. Our goal this year is $100,000. We hope you will help us achieve it, 
because this is a bare minimum we need to keep HiMaT going at current levels. 

Final Comments 

 We are most grateful to all of you for your encouragement and support. If any of 
you would like to travel with us to immerse yourselves in this wonderful land and its 
peoples, we are planning to bring a group here next fall (September, 2012) when the 
weather is warm. 

Warm regards, 
Michael and Judie 


