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Mirzoshoh Akobirov shares innovations in the Apple Park during the INMIP Learning Exchange, 2015. 

 

Case study guidance on Biocultural 
Heritage Territories 

 



The Apple Park and Wheat Park Biocultural 
Heritage Territories, Tajikistan  
Tajikistan is a country in Central Asia with rich biocultural heritage. It is a centre of diversity of apples, 
pears, apricots, wheat, mulberry and cherry varieties, and a centre of origin (or domestication) for rye 
and possibly apple. The country consists mainly of mountains and there are a number of ethnic groups 
still practising traditional agriculture. However, Tajikistan was part of the Soviet Union until 1991 and still 
has considerable rural poverty. Its diverse sustainable farming systems have been substantially eroded 
through the centrally planned socialist economy, industrial models of agriculture and collective farming, 
and large scale forced population relocations. Much of the landscape is brown and barren but there is 
vibrant green vegetation in and around the villages.  

This case study tells the story of two biocultural heritage territories that have been established in 
Tajikistan after visits to the Potato Park in Peru: the Apple Park in the Rasht Valley and the Wheat Park 
in the Pamir mountains. 

 
The Apple Orchard and Apple Park in Jafr Village, Rasht Valley 
The Jafr community and its Biocultural Heritage  

The Jafr community is located in the Rasht Valley in north-eastern Tajikistan. Its altitude ranges from 
1300 to 2100 metres above sea level. The territory of the Jafr community has unique agricultural 
biodiversity, particularly fruit trees and medicinal plants. The climatic conditions and mountain gorges 
allow the community to produce various varieties of walnuts, apples, pears, and apricots. All families 
have a little orchard and vegetable garden. They also keep goats, sheep and a few cows, mainly for 
household consumption. The animals graze in the mountains over the summer, and on nearby grazing 
areas during spring and autumn. Hay is collected for fodder for the animals in the coldest months when 
the grassland is covered by snow. Jafr has more than 50 mountain springs with clean water in the 
summer and winter season.  

The Rasht Valley is Islamic, which is the national religion of Tajikistan. Traditionally, the people of 
Tajikistan have had a deep spiritual relationship with nature. The essence of Tajik cultural identity is a 
deep understanding of the land, seeds and plants that were domesticated by their ancestors long ago. 
In the mountain valley next to the Jafr village there is an ancient pear tree which is around 320 years 
old and is considered sacred. Almost every farmer in Jafr has experience of growing fruit trees from 
seeds, grafting and management. There is an old Tajik tradition that everyone is supposed to plant a 
tree in their life, as a good deed that stays for future generations. Many people know about this tradition 
and dedicate their lives to creating gardens.  

 

Key threats and challenges facing biocultural heritage 

About 40 years ago, Mirzoshoh Akobirov, an innovative traditional farmer and trained agronomist, 
observed that the local varieties of fruit trees were disappearing. Many of them were at risk of becoming 
extinct because of pressure from markets and industrial approaches to agriculture. In recent years, the 
Jafr community has experienced extremely dry and hot summers, which has led to an increase in crop 
pests (especially beetles) and has affected potato and fruit harvests. The heat has also led to a decline 
in honey produced by bees. They are also experiencing more droughts and very heavy rain at times, 
causing mudflows. Many young people have left the villages. Traditional culture is changing. As 
Mirzoshoh explained during the INMIP exchange in 2015, the strength of peoples’ spiritual beliefs 
related to mountains depends on the economy: “when they can’t earn an income, the beliefs go away”.  

To address these challenges, the Jafr community is promoting local varieties of trees and crops as 
these are usually better adapted to cope with drought and pests than modern varieties. The community-
based organisation Rushnoe, coordinated by Mirzoshoh, has initiated farmer-led processes, using 
traditional techniques of sustainable land use to restore the land ecologically and culturally and 
reactivate the deep spiritual relationships with nature.  
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The Apple Orchard and Community Gardens 

Work to create a traditional Apple Orchard in Jafr began in the 1970s-80s. To establish this 
experimental garden, local fruit varieties were collected by Mirzoshoh from all over the Rasht Valley, 
many of them were close to extinction. Seeds and cuttings were collected from trees and from farmers 
who kept the local varieties. The Apple Orchard stores valuable genetic resources – unique local 
varieties of fruit trees, grains, legumes, vegetables, fodder crops and mountain medicinal herbs. It 
conserves 64 local varieties of apple trees, 60 varieties of walnuts, 36 varieties of pear, 24 varieties of 
apricot varieties, 15 varieties of grapes, 10 varieties of mulberry and more than 100 types of medicinal 
plants, as well as cereals, legumes, vegetables and fodder crops. The plants are planted in the shape 
of a suzani flower in an area of over 1.5 hectares. Suzani is a type of embroidered and decorative tribal 
textile made in Tajikistan. A suzani flower is one of the favourite ornaments in Tajikistan – it embodies 
the beauty, wealth and diversity of the Earth. A 1-hectare nursery has also been created with 60,000 
samples of local varieties of fruit trees.  

The Apple Orchard is made up of local and 
wild varieties which can withstand 
increasingly dry conditions better than many 
of the introduced varieties. If a variety does 
not do well, it is not promoted. Modern 
varieties have been grafted onto them as 
they are better for the market. Grafting 
allows a tree to produce fruit after two years 
(growing from seed can take 4 years to 
produce fruit). This technique helps to 
regulate the process of fruiting and obtain a 
stable crop.  

The Apple Orchard is famous and farmers 
from all parts of Tajikistan gather local 
varieties of apple seeds from it. The Orchard 
has a valuable nursery garden of local fruit 
varieties which grows more than 3,000 
seedlings each year and sells cuttings at 
affordable prices. The Orchard has 
generated income through sale of seeds 
and plants and honey produced from 
beehives, and a tourist lodge built by 
Mirzoshoh. There is a handicraft center for 
tourists and a shop selling traditional cloths, 
hats, souvenirs etc. The profits are used for 
the development of the community 
organization and for subsistence of 
Rushnoe staff. It also includes a centre for 
young adolescent girls, where they learn 
sewing and enhance cooking skills.  

Other farmers in Jafr are now following 
Mirzoshoh’s example. Local gardeners have 
saved and increased nut varieties, apple 
trees, apricot trees, grapes, peach trees, 
mulberry trees and pear trees. Local farmers have also retained local varieties of wheat, legumes and 
pumpkin. With support from Rushnoe, the cultural landscape of the Rasht valley has been restored 
through a constellation of community gardens covering 16 hectares, and a restored forest landscape or 
‘Apple Park’ in Jafr. Rushnoe provides training on intercropping and other effective traditional farming 
methods that increase soil productivity. Besides biodiversity conservation, Rushnoe also supports 
tourism and handicrafts in Rasht valley. It supports 54 craft-masters who sell traditional textiles and 
other crafts to tourists. In 2018, they organised exhibitions on their own and participated in fairs at 
different levels. Rushnoe has also revived ‘Qisakhoni’, an ancient type of song from the Rasht Valley. 

Apple Orchard, Jafr community, Rasht Valley, Tajikistan 
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Rushnoe provides a unifying organisation of several village communities, and in this way acts as a 
collective adaptation strategy to address threats and problems. Rushnoe works with international 
donors to get additional support and grants for capacity building, and provides grants for small initiatives 
(see Box 1).  

 

 

Welcome at the Apple Orchard, Jafr community, Rasht Valley, Tajikistan 

 

Rushnoe Community-based Organisation 

Rushnoe represents a holistic vision and action plan for revival of the biocultural heritage of rich Tajik 
agricultural valleys. It focuses on four main areas of work:  

1) Traditional horticulture, revival, and revitalization of traditional fruit varieties in the Rasht valley in 
the association with nurseries.  

2) Ecological restoration of eroded lands and experimentation with adaptation to climate change by 
working on drought and frost-resistant varieties and setting up three highland fruit parks on the 
abandoned slopes of mountainous terrain higher than 2000 m in elevation.  

3) Education and training is part of all activities and is a crucial part of the first two areas of work. To 
support scaling up of successful efforts for maintaining and enriching biocultural diversity, Rushnoe 
has created and actively supports an informal network of stewards or dehkans (peasants) of 
biocultural diversity. Rushnoe supports priority activities identified by the stewards themselves and 
shares traditional horticulture knowledge and methods with them.  

4) Artistic expression of biocultural diversity, local history, and spiritual traditions. This involves 
perfecting the living garden museum, design of the first exhibit and displays, as well as developing 
educational and artistic activities in “Kuhsori Ajam” (Mountains of Native Land).   
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The Apple Park biocultural landscape 

After visiting the Potato Park in Peru in 2010, Mirzoshoh got much inspiration and decided to create an 
Apple Park (or ‘Fruit Park’) in Jafr for the benefit of the whole community. This community-managed 
biocultural landscape is in a beautiful mountain valley close to the Jafr village and consists of 20 
hectares of restored mountain landscape. The landscape has many functions: it conserves wild 
relatives of crops (including apples and pears) and medicinal plants; allows women to harvest wild 
foods and plants for income (the men derive income from farming); and provides pasture for community 
livestock grazing, and a space for farmer experimentation. It also protects a sacred site – a large pear 
tree which is about 320 years old and still bears fruit; and protects a watershed for the village - a pipe 
has been installed to provide water. The landscape conserves resilient wild fruit trees which are 
essential for adaptation to climate change. The fruit trees are protected by planting them amongst 
shrubs so that the livestock can’t eat them.  

At the beginning, Rushnoe did not involve the Jafr community in its activities, but then it started to 
involve school children and teachers, then women’s groups and musicians. After coming back from 
Peru, Mirzoshoh made a presentation to the community and explained his plans for the Apple Park 
idea. At first, most people did not believe that it would be possible to establish such a park, and there 
was some resistance from the community as some activities (eg. tree cutting) had to be restricted. But 
after 1-2 years of activity in the Apple Park area, the community started to support the idea and 
contribute to the work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All land in Tajikistan is owned by the government and it was difficult to get a permit to use the land to 
establish the Apple Park. When Mirzoshoh was recognised as the best farmer in Tajikistan, the 
government asked if there was anything he wanted. He requested that the land for the Apple Park be 
given to the community and they got a 100-year loan to manage the land.  

A lot of farmers and tourists visit the Apple Park and community orchards in Jafr to learn about their 
experience with reviving fruit trees. Tourists buy their products such as tea, honey and crafts. Rushnoe 
plans to package these products to improve marketing and income, with a small project grant from the 
Aga Khan Foundation. The Apple Park mountain landscape also provides an opportunity for generating 
income from trekking, and they will explore the idea of producing bottled water.  

INMIP members say prayer at sacred tree in the Apple Park during exchange in 2015 
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Regenerating eroded hillsides and engaging youth 

The Jafr community has planted orchards to regenerate eroded hillsides which had no vegetation, with 
support from Rushnoe. When young people come back to the Jafr village, they are taught how to do 
grafting and establish orchards to get an income. The community uses different planting methods in 
different parts of the hillside, but not on the same bit of land. In the sunny areas they plant local 
varieties which are resilient to drought – eg. apricot, almond and cherry trees. In the shaded areas, the 
soil and growing conditions are different so they plant different species – apples and pears. The 
scientific literature says you can’t plant on slopes of more than 12 degrees, but they plant on much 
steeper slopes (46 degree) because their ancestors planted orchards on steep slopes. They have also 
started work to restore 70 ha of canyon land. 

The Jafr community has established an orchard in the village school with the help of school children. 
The aim is to get children interested in agriculture, promote traditional knowledge transmission between 
generations, increase local crop diversity and provide a bit of income for the school. Children spent one 
day putting up a fence and another planting the trees. In the process they were taught grafting 
techniques. The trees were planted in a circle so that they look beautiful when they blossom. A group of 
schoolboys has also planted an orchard on an eroded hillside near the village.  

Impacts and lessons learned 

Today the impact of Rushnoe’s work is measured by re-created cultural landscapes composed of 
biocultural parks and community gardens of the Rasht valley, which cultivate more than 50 local 
varieties of apple, more than 30 varieties of pear, and 24 varieties of apricots as well as many varieties 
of local decorative plants and herbs. Rushnoe’s impact is also 10 ha of restored forest landscape, and 
additional 16 ha represent a constellation of community gardens. Besides, Rushnoe has started 
working on 70 ha of the canyon land. But Rushnoe’s work cannot only be measured by hectares of 
restored native landscapes - tens of thousands of local varieties of fruit trees planted, many saved from 
near extinction. Almost 100 young men and women have been trained in grafting and other traditional 
farming and horticultural techniques. A beautiful biocultural museum has been established in Jafr, 
showing the history and rich heritage of Tajik farmers since time immemorial. There is also a group of 
10 old men who can still sing songs from the unique ancient style of ‘Qissakhoni’ which originated in the 
Rasht Valley and is currently only practiced there. Revitalising cultural identity will help to sustain the 
agrobiodiversity of the Rasht Valley landscapes.  

Now the community of Jafr has lots of fruit trees, which are reducing soil erosion and bringing back 
biodiversity, such as insects. People can get quality seeds and planting materials of local fruit trees and 

Mirzoshoh’s many biocultural innovations 

Mirzoshoh has spear-headed many biocultural innovations, from landscape to genetic level, based on 
traditional knowledge and science. He led the process to establish more than 20 Apple Orchards in 
the Rasht Valley, including the Apple Orchard and Apple Park in the Jafr community. Through 
grafting, Mirzoshoh has grown 5 varieties of apricot on one rootstock tree, and 15 different varieties of 
apple on one apple tree. Mirzoshoh has used the Apple Park to experiment with crops. He has 
successfully grown potatoes obtained from the Potato Park – he planted botanical seed rather than 
tubers to avoid the spread of viruses. The first year the potatoes were very small, but after selection 
of the best potatoes over five years he managed to get a good crop of potatoes. In this way he has 
adapted Peruvian potatoes to the conditions in Tajikistan and has created new diversity in the 
process. He has also grafted tomatoes onto potatoes to produce a crop below and above ground, as 
they are ‘cousins’ – they are both of the same genus (Solanum).  

Mirzoshoh has created a ‘Circle Orchard’ on a steep mountain slope with an area of more than 1 
hectare – each circle is planted with different types of fruit tree. In the centre there is a circle of nuts; 
then pears form the second circle; then apricots form the third circle, and so on. The trees are 
watered by drip irrigation and seedlings are mulched with wood chips. Mirzoshoh has established 
good collaboration with schools and universities to revitalise traditional knowledge. Today he is one 
of the elders of the Jafr village and is very respected among the farmers, schools, local governmental 
and non-governmental institutions 
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have been inspired to establish community gardens. Each year, Rushnoe sells 4,000-5,000 fruit 
seedlings. To grow such numbers of trees, farmers have established new gardens covering an area of 
20-30 hectares, and at least 320 jobs have been created by these family gardens. Each garden 
produces 5-10 tonnes of fruit. Innovative solutions based on traditional knowledge for using abandoned 
and degraded mountain slopes for orchards are gaining interest and popularity among farmers and 
prevent further wind and water erosion. Reducing dependence on chemicals and pesticides improves 
overall ecological conditions, as well as the health and food security of local communities. Teaching 
youth to establish orchards for income generation is also encouraging young people to return to the 
village.  

Combining traditional knowledge and agricultural heritage with modern farming innovations has 
significantly improved the communities’ abilities to adapt to environmental, social and economic 
change. Capacity for adaptation to climate change has been enhanced through experimentation with 
local crop and fruit varieties and the selection and promotion of drought, frost and pest resistant 
varieties. Rushnoe’s focus on diversity is very important to increase the resilience of local communities 
in the face of uncertainty and external pressures.  

Mizorshoh’s work has been recognized at the national level by the Ministry of Agriculture, the Genetic 
Conservation Centre and the Academy of Sciences Institute of Horticulture. The President of Tajikistan 
himself recognized and announced Mirzoshoh as the ‘Best Farmer of the Year 2013’ and recommended 
to state agencies to replicate the experience in other mountain communities and in the presidential 
orchards around the country. In June 2019, the President met Mirzoshoh for the fourth time. Rushnoe’s 
work on the restoration of cultural landscape of Jaffr powerfully reminds us, in Mirzoshoh’s own words 
“…of our responsibility as local communities to take care for the land and of our ability to co-create 
beauty on this Earth”. These words are taken from the presentation that Mirzoshoh gave as a speaker 
at the 1st Asian Conference on Biocultural Diversity, organized by UNESCO and the Biodiversity 
Convention in Japan in 2016. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mirzoshoh Akobirov, Director of Rushnoe community-based organisation, Rasht Valley 
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The Wheat Park in Bartang Valley of the Pamir Mountains 
The Pamir region of Tajikistan and its biocultural heritage 

The Pamir mountains are located in the south of Tajikistan, mostly in the Gorno-Badakhshan (GBAO) 
province, along the border with Afghanistan. They are among the world’s highest mountains. The Tajik 
Pamirs are home to five main ethnic groups each with their own language: the Yazgulami, Shugnana-
Rushani, Ishkashimi and Wakhani, which are all Pamiri, and the Kyrgyz ethnic group. These 
communities still base their livelihoods on traditional knowledge and worldviews and continue to 
conserve and further develop many local crop varieties. 

The Russian scientist N. I. Vavilov found that there are 67 varieties of wheat in the Pamirs. Thus, he 
established that the Mountainous Badakhshan, which includes the Bartang valley, is a centre of origin 
and diversity of soft wheat. A joint Tajik-Pamir expedition organized in 1928 found in Bartang 7 new 
varieties of unilingual and seven varieties of dwarf wheat.  R. A. Udachin who worked in the Pamir for 
several years, divides Central Asia into 14 growing zones of soft wheat, with a total of 273 varieties of 
wheat. The results of research showed that Badakhshan takes first place among these zones. Out of 
273 varieties of wheat, 151 were found in Badakhshan, which belong to 7 species. To date indigenous 
people of Bartang cultivate local varieties of wheat, such as “rushtaki bartangi”, “safedaki bartangi”, 
“kolak jndam”. It has to be mentioned that “rushtaki bartangi” variety of wheat can be found only in one 
village of Bartang valley- Ravmed.  The advantage of local varieties of wheat is that all of them are 
resistant to diseases and cold, as well as to lodging. 

The Bartang Valley is located at 1800-4000 meters above the sea level in Western Pamir, between two 
mountain ranges, the Jazgulam and the Rushan. The length of the area is 205 km along the river 
Bartang. The vegetation period of plants consists of 180-250 days. The main vegetation range of plants 
is located between 1800-3200 metres above the sea level. 

The Pamir Mountains, Tajikistan 
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Mobile Learning Circles: the foundations for establishing a Wheat Park 

An organisation called “Mashvarati Ecology” has organized three International Mobile Learning Circle 
(MLC) events since 2016, retracing the first Vavilov expedition route to these territories of the Pamir 
Highlands. In the framework of this learning, the notion of linkages between plant genetic resources and 
human cultures was observed. The comparison was made with Vavilov’s observations on community 
bio-cultural practices.  

The “Mobile Learning Circles” (MLC) brought together professionals from interdisciplinary fields, 
including the scientific world and stewards of traditional knowledge, to reflect and discuss the 
importance of the diversity of genetic resources for food and livelihoods and its relation to human 
culture. The MLC confirmed and recognized the importance of the use and preservation of traditional 
crops by local people and of their use for scientific purposes. It provided an enabling environment for 
participants to share knowledge and seeds and collect herbarium samples for scientific collections. 
Further work will build on these experiences to strengthen and promote an enabling environment for 
local communities, research institutes, universities and NGOs across the country and beyond to share 
knowledge of indigenous practices, sharing and benefiting from plant genetic resources. 

Thus, the MLC scientific and practical expedition in September 2018 asserted that the Pamir border of 
Tajikistan, which is largely composed of beautiful valleys, such as Bartang, Wakhan, Ghund and 
Shohdara, includes rich biodiversity, and a unique traditional experience of the past century, with 
springs of crystal clear water, beautiful fresh air and mountain herbs.  

As a result of this, participants of the Mobile Learning Circle in the final session developed a resolution 
with common consent from all parties. The resolution called for institutionalizing the MLC to conduct 
similar events to raise awareness of the diversity of genetic resources and its linkages to human 
cultures; establishing community-based academies to further the study of biodiversity and climate 
change in the Pamir mountains; and establishing research stations in the highest altitudinal zones for 
better study of seeds. Most importantly, the resolution announced the Bartang Valley as a “Biocultural 
Heritage Territory” with the name of “Pamir Wheat Park”.  

The MLC participants’ resolution was submitted to the GBAO provincial government and to the 
Academy of Agricultural Sciences of Tajikistan. The decision to establish a Wheat Park was perceived 
well and approved by both parties and will be suggested to the national level government to approve 
the decision. At the moment, the document is being considered by the national government of Tajikistan 
for approval. After approval at the national level, the document will be submitted through the 
government to UNESCO to register the Bartang Valley as a “Biocultural Heritage Territory of Wheat 
Park”.  
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About the International Network for Mountain 
Indigenous Peoples (INMIP) 
The International Network for Mountain Indigenous Peoples (INMIP) brings together mountain 
indigenous peoples, research organisations and NGOs from Bhutan, China, India, Kenya, Kyrgyzstan, 
Papua New Guinea, Peru, the Philippines, Taiwan, Tajikistan, and Thailand. It aims to revitalise 
biocultural heritage for resilient food systems and sustainable mountain development, guided by  
indigenous holistic cosmovision. Since its establishment in 2014, INMIP has held annual horizontal 
learning exchanges for mountain indigenous peoples to share indigenous knowledge and innovations. 
INMIP provides an important instrument for supporting implementation of local, national and 
international climate change programs and policies, and for strengthening sustainable management of  
mountain landscapes through Food Neighbourhoods and Biocultural Heritage Territories. The network 
is coordinated by the Association for Nature and Sustainable Development (ANDES), Peru.  

For more information see: www.inmip.net  

 

Acknowledgements 
This case study was prepared for INMIP by Krystyna Swiderska (IIED) and Alibek Otambekov, with 
input from Jyldyz Doolbekova (The Christensen Fund), and with guidance from Alejandro Argumedo 
(INMIP’s International Coordinator).  

 

International Network of Mountain Indigenous Peoples 
Ciro Alegria H-13, Urb. Santa Monica, Cusco, Peru 
Tel: + 51 (84) 24 50 21. 
email: inmip-secretariat@andes.org.pe 
https://inmip.net/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.inmip.net/
https://inmip.net/

	The Apple Park and Wheat Park Biocultural Heritage Territories, Tajikistan
	The Apple Orchard and Apple Park in Jafr Village, Rasht Valley
	The Jafr community and its Biocultural Heritage
	Key threats and challenges facing biocultural heritage
	The Apple Orchard and Community Gardens
	The Apple Park biocultural landscape
	Regenerating eroded hillsides and engaging youth
	Impacts and lessons learned

	The Wheat Park in Bartang Valley of the Pamir Mountains
	The Pamir region of Tajikistan and its biocultural heritage
	Mobile Learning Circles: the foundations for establishing a Wheat Park


	About the International Network for Mountain Indigenous Peoples (INMIP)
	Acknowledgements

