Death of a Sea 
“At the beginning you drink water, at the end you drink poison” is an old Uzbek proverb about living on the wrong end of a watershed. The Aral Sea lies on the border between Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan in the former Soviet Union. It was once larger than any of the Great Lakes except Superior. Today, it has actually split into two waterbodies (the North and South Aral Seas). Beginning in the 1920s, agricultural planners effectively cut off the flow of water to the Aral Sea by diverting its waters for irrigation. The two rivers feeding the Aral were drawn off to irrigate millions of hectares of cotton. An irrigation canal, the world’s longest, stretches over 1300 kilometers (800 miles) into Turkmenistan, paralleling the boundaries of Afghanistan and Iran. The cotton production plan worked, and by 1937, the Soviet Union was a net exporter of cotton. The success of the cotton program, however, spelled the end for the Aral Sea.


For a long time, the ecological impact on the sea and surrounding area was largely hidden from public view. Since the 1960s, however, the Aral has lost 75 percent of its volume and over 50 percent of its surface area, or over 22,000 square kilometers (8500 square miles) of what are now largely dry, salt-encrusted wastelands. The once-thriving fishing industry that depended on the water is all but gone. Some 20 of the 24 fish species there have disappeared. The fish catch, which totaled 44,000 metric tons a year in the 1950s and supported some 60,000 jobs, has dropped to zero. Abandoned fishing villages dot the sea’s former coastline.


Another apparent consequence of the dried-up sea is a host of human illnesses. A high rate of throat cancer is attributed to dust from the drying sea. Each year, winds pick up a million metric tons of a toxic dust-salt mixture from the dry sea bed and deposit it on the surrounding farmland, harming or killing crops. The low river flows have concentrated salts and toxic chemicals, making water supplies hazardous to drink and contributing to disease. In the northwest part of the Republic of Uzbekistan, the infant mortality rate is the highest in the former Soviet Union. 


The former fishing center of the sea was a town named Muynak. The town is now landlocked more than 30 kilometers (20 miles) from the water. Less than 25 years ago, Muynak was a seaport. The population of Muynak is down from 40,000 in 1970 to 12,000 today. In 1990, the mayor and last harbormaster of Muynak commented:


The water continued to go away while the salinity increased. The weather changed for the worse, with the summers getting hotter and the winters colder. The people feel salt on their lips and in their eyes all the time. It’s getting harder to open your eyes here. 


In 1993, the central Asian republics of Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, and Kaygyzstan signed an international agreement to save the Aral Sea. By the mid-1990s, the mayor of Aralsk was desperate to save the North Aral Sea, so he had a huge pile of sand stacked into a makeshift dam to prevent the flow of water from the North Aral Sea to the South Aral Sea. This makeshift dam succeeded in increasing the water level and restoring some fishing. The World Bank was so impressed by these results that it approved a $64 million loan to build a permanent dam to separate the North and South Aral Seas and restore the flow of the Syr Darya, the river that flows into the North Aral Sea. The government of Kazakhstan raised the additional $21 million needed to complete the project, and construction started in 2002. The dike was completed in August of 2005 and in 7 months had risen 3 meters and reflooded 800 km2 of dry lakebed. In addition water is being allowed to flow over a spillway leading to the South Aral Sea. 


However, the condition of the South Aral Sea is not as good. While the North Aral Sea is entirely within the boundaries of Kazakhstan as is most of the Syr Darya river that feed its, the South Aral Sea straddles the border of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan and the Amu Darya watershed includes Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, as well as Kazakhstan. The trans-boundary nature of the watershed makes it impossible to solve the freshwater shortage concern without intergovernmental agreements. Many of the agreements made to date have not been implemented or adhered to by the countries of the region. For example, despite the fact that the governments have signed agreements aimed at resolving the water management issues, all the countries in the region intend to increase their irrigated areas. The trans-boundary water management system is inadequate because it is based on the principles of centralized regulation formed in the Soviet period. There is a lack of clearly formulated national water strategies and each country’s is significantly different. The national strategies are not integrated at the regional level, for example, through a regional water strategy. 
