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Introduction: Cities as Living Archives

Cities are more than built environments; they are living archives of culture, resilience, and human aspiration. In Pakistan, urban development has unfolded under the pressures of rapid population growth, informal settlements, and infrastructural strains that differ markedly from the contexts often described in global planning literature.

Lahore, Karachi, Islamabad, and other metropolitan centers illustrate this complexity vividly. Transport hubs here are not surrounded by vacant land awaiting redevelopment, but by dense neighborhoods, bustling bazaars, and commercial strips that have grown organically over decades. Courtyards, mohallas, and chowks remain central to social life, even as metro lines and bus rapid transit systems weave through the city fabric.

This book seeks to document Pakistan’s urban and regional development as part of a broader mission: to build a legacy archive of ideas and frameworks for future generations. Each chapter draws on local case studies — from the Orange Line Metro Train in Lahore to the evolving master plans of Karachi — while situating them within global debates on sustainability, resilience, and ethics in development.

The challenges of density, informality, and climate vulnerability faced in Pakistan resonate with cities across Africa, Asia, and beyond. The lessons learned here are therefore not confined to national borders; they are contributions to a shared global conversation on how cities can adapt, endure, and thrive.

For countries like Pakistan, where rapid urbanization and rising car dependency pose significant challenges, Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) offers a strategic pathway toward sustainable and inclusive growth. By learning from global best practices and adapting them to local contexts, Pakistan can transform its transit hubs into engines of resilience, community well-being, and economic opportunity.

This document explores TOD potential in two critical contexts for Pakistan:

	Service areas along the M2 Motorway, connecting Lahore and Islamabad.

	Major transit terminals in Lahore, which remain central to the city’s urban mobility.
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The Lahore–Rawalpindi (M2) Motorway is one of Pakistan’s most significant transportation arteries, stretching approximately 367 kilometers and linking two of the country’s largest metropolitan regions. Constructed in the late 1990s as Pakistan’s first modern, access-controlled motorway, the M2 has become a vital corridor for economic activity, tourism, and daily travel. It not only facilitates the movement of goods and passengers between Lahore and Rawalpindi–Islamabad but also connects intermediate towns and rural settlements along its route. Renowned for its high-quality infrastructure, dual carriageways, and safety standards, the motorway stands apart from conventional highways and has become the preferred choice for long-distance travel.

Service areas along the M2 are strategically located at intervals to provide rest and refueling opportunities for travelers. These hubs currently consist of petrol stations, food courts, prayer facilities, and basic amenities. Yet their importance extends far beyond serving transient travelers. Each service area is sustained by a workforce that commutes daily from nearby towns and villages, forming a hidden but essential layer of the motorway’s operational ecosystem. Workers in catering, maintenance, fuel supply, and retail depend on these service areas for employment, while local communities rely on them as points of economic interaction. Despite this significance, most service areas remain underdeveloped, functioning primarily as utilitarian stops rather than integrated centers of community and commerce.

Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) offers a transformative framework to reimagine these service areas as vibrant, mixed-use nodes. By integrating housing, commerce, and recreation around the motorway hubs, TOD can reduce commuting stress for workers, improve the traveler experience, and stimulate local economic growth. Affordable housing units for service workers would eliminate the need for long daily commutes, while compact, walkable layouts could introduce healthcare facilities, schools, and green spaces. In addition, TOD could diversify economic activity by attracting investment in retail, hospitality, and logistics, turning service areas into magnets for entrepreneurship and regional development. Shuttle services and shared mobility options could connect these hubs to nearby towns, ensuring that they function not only as isolated rest stops but as integrated communities linked to the broader regional economy.

The M2 Motorway, therefore, represents more than a transport corridor — it is a spine of national connectivity with untapped potential for sustainable urban development. By applying TOD principles, Pakistan can transform its motorway service areas into dynamic centers of growth, resilience, and community well-being, aligning infrastructure investment with broader goals of economic vitality, social inclusion, and environmental sustainability.

What TOD Means for Motorway Service Areas

Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) combines housing, commerce, and recreation around transport hubs, creating integrated communities that reduce dependence on private vehicles and enhance accessibility. When applied to Pakistan’s motorway service areas, TOD can deliver multiple social, economic, and environmental benefits that go far beyond the traditional role of rest stops.

First, TOD can reduce reliance on private vehicles by introducing shuttle services, shared mobility options, and feeder connections to nearby towns and cities. Alternatives such as electric shuttle buses, carpooling systems, and bike-sharing facilities would allow motorway service areas to evolve into multimodal hubs. This not only decreases traffic congestion and emissions but also ensures that travelers and workers have affordable, reliable, and sustainable mobility choices.

Second, TOD can provide affordable housing for service workers, thereby cutting long commutes and improving quality of life. Many employees at motorway service areas currently travel significant distances from surrounding towns and villages. By integrating affordable housing units within or adjacent to service areas, workers can live closer to their place of employment. This reduces travel costs, enhances productivity, and fosters more stable communities, while also addressing the broader challenge of housing accessibility in Pakistan.

Third, TOD can create compact, walkable communities that integrate essential services such as green spaces, healthcare facilities, and schools. Instead of service areas being limited to fuel stations and food courts, they can be reimagined as small urban centers where residents and travelers alike benefit from safe pedestrian pathways, recreational parks, clinics, and educational institutions. Such compact design encourages healthier lifestyles, reduces environmental footprints, and strengthens the social fabric of motorway-linked communities.

Finally, TOD can stimulate local entrepreneurship and attract investment in retail, hospitality, and logistics. By clustering businesses around motorway hubs, service areas can become magnets for small enterprises — from local food vendors to logistics startups. This diversification of economic activity generates employment, supports regional supply chains, and enhances the attractiveness of motorway corridors for both domestic and international investors. In turn, service areas evolve from transient stops into thriving economic nodes that contribute to regional development.

Reimagining M2 Service Areas

The strategic positioning of motorway service areas makes them prime candidates for transformation into integrated, vibrant communities. At present, these hubs are limited to basic functions such as fuel stations and food courts. Yet their location along one of Pakistan’s most important transport corridors provides a unique opportunity to embed housing, commerce, transit, and sustainability into a single framework. By reimagining service areas through the lens of Transit-Oriented Development (TOD), they can evolve into dynamic nodes that serve both travelers and local populations.

One of the most pressing needs is the provision of housing and social amenities. Affordable apartments located near service areas would allow workers and their families to live closer to their places of employment, reducing the burden of long commutes from surrounding towns and villages. Complementary facilities such as clinics, schools, and childcare centers would further enhance quality of life, ensuring that service areas function not merely as workplaces but as stable, supportive communities.

Equally important is the introduction of commercial and recreational spaces that enhance livability and economic vitality. Cafés, shops, and cultural centers can provide both travelers and residents with diverse services, while parks and landscaped public spaces can create healthier, more attractive environments. These additions would transform service areas from utilitarian stops into destinations that foster social interaction, leisure, and local entrepreneurship.

Transit integration is another critical dimension of this transformation. Shuttle services and minibuses linking service areas with nearby towns and villages would reduce travel times, ease congestion, and provide affordable mobility options for workers and visitors alike. By embedding multimodal connections into the design of service areas, TOD ensures that these hubs are not isolated enclaves but active components of regional transport networks.

Finally, the incorporation of green infrastructure would embed sustainability into the very fabric of motorway service areas. Solar-powered facilities, rainwater harvesting systems, cycling paths, and pedestrian-friendly layouts would reduce environmental impacts while promoting healthier lifestyles. Such measures would align service areas with broader national goals of climate resilience and sustainable development, ensuring that they contribute positively to both ecological balance and community well-being.

Connectivity to Nearby Areas

Service areas along the motorway have the potential to evolve into dynamic transit nodes that link rural and urban communities more effectively. By introducing shuttle and minibus networks that connect nearby towns such as Chakwal, Sargodha, and Gujrat, these hubs can provide affordable and reliable mobility options for both workers and travelers. Such connections would not only reduce travel times but also lessen dependence on private cars, thereby easing congestion along the motorway and contributing to a more sustainable transport system.

Beyond mobility, service areas can become catalysts for local entrepreneurship. Farmers’ markets, retail outlets, and small businesses established within or adjacent to these hubs would create new economic opportunities for rural producers and urban consumers alike. This diversification of activity would transform service areas from simple rest stops into vibrant marketplaces that stimulate regional economies and strengthen supply chains.

Equally important is the role of service areas in promoting social inclusion. By bridging rural–urban divides, these hubs can

Case Study: TOD at Kallar Kahar Rest Area



	Immediate (0–2 years): Expand the food court with branded chains, install EV charging stations, create truck parking and repair facilities, and establish a tourist information centre equipped with digital maps and booking services.

	Medium-Term (2–5 years): Develop a budget hotel with 50 rooms, a mini shopping mall with retail and convenience stores, an adventure tourism hub (zip-lining, guided hikes), and a farmers’ market showcasing local producers.

	Long-Term (5–10 years): Construct residential apartments for workers and families, establish an e-commerce warehouse and freight coordination hub, and integrate solar-powered facilities to ensure sustainable energy supply.




	Phase 1 Return of Investment: 3–4 years.

	Subsequent phases: 4–7 years.



	Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) are essential for TOD in Pakistan, as demonstrated by the Punjab Municipal Development Fund Company’s PPP framework.

	Land value capture, advertising rights, and logistics leasing can diversify revenue streams.

	Hong Kong’s MTR model illustrates how property development can finance transit infrastructure — a lesson Pakistan can adapt for motorway hubs.



	Land acquisition and high costs: Addressed through PPPs and foreign investment (China, UAE).

	Regulatory delays: Fast-tracked approvals via the National Highway Authority (NHA) and Punjab government.

	Seasonal demand fluctuations: Balanced through year-round tourism initiatives such as corporate retreats and events.



	Begin with Phase 1 upgrades to build momentum.

	Engage private investors and brand Kallar Kahar as a “Must-Stop TOD Hub.”

	Draft a TOD policy framework with the Punjab government for structured implementation.


Environmental and Economic Benefits






Climate Resilience
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