
WATER POLLUTION 
 

         
The Aral Sea was one of the world's largest inland seas (4th largest in 1960) and been in existence for 35 million 
years; it has been transformed in four decades into the scene of one of the world's worst ecological disasters. 
Around 50,000 square kilometres of the lake's surface had dried up by 2004 - this is an area larger than twice that of 
Wales. By 2015 it had shrunk substantially more. 
 
What has caused the Aral Sea to shrink? 
The Soviet Union government's desire to produce cotton at any price since the 1970’s is the main reason for the 
disaster. The cotton growing region consumes enormous quantities of water and irrigation schemes were 
constructed on the Syrdar'ya and Amudar'ya rivers to feed the cotton crop. 
About 50% of the Amudar'ya's flow is used for irrigation but because of high evaporation rates much of the irrigation 
is ineffective. The Soviet Union decided to develop its cotton industry because it didn’t have an extensive synthetic 
fibre industry. 
 
Consequences of the Aral Sea scheme 

• Evaporation of irrigation water causes salts to be uplifted in the soil.  

• Evaporation of the Aral Sea has left the old seabed encrusted in salt. 

• Pesticides which were banned in the West were used in enormous quantities - around 52 kilograms per 
hectare - much of the chemicals end up as a dust residue on the fields. 

• Salt and chemical residues were carried in the wind and these 'salt storms' damaged crops and affected 
livestock and human health. 

• Infant mortality was four times the national average in 1990 and thousands suffered from cancers and other 
serious diseases. 

• The fishing port of Muynak which used to land more than 10% of the Soviet Union's total catch is now largely 
deserted and 30 miles from the sea's shore, other ports are even further from sea.  

• The regional climate has changed because the Aral sea's moderating in fluence on temperatures has been 
reduced and rainfall is lower, as less water is available to be drawn up into the atmosphere. 

 
Since the collapse of the USSR, Kazakhstan, one of the countries most impacted by this environmental tragedy has 
built a dam separating the North and South Aral Sea, which was finished in 2005. This has had the impact of 
increasing the water levels and fish stocks in the Northern Aral Sea. The Southern Aral Sea is reduced to a western 
ribbon of salty water in drought years. 



 

                                



 


