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In 1960, the Aral Sea was the fourth Locally grown crops met most of the dietary
largest lake in the world. It was 66,458 requirements of people who lived in the area.

square kilometres in size, had a maximum
length of 428 kilometres and a maximum

width of 292 kilometres. The sea was Tourism helped boost the local economy and
fairly shallow (it averaged 16 metres during the summer travellers came from all
in depth), and quite salty (about one- over the Soviet Union to spend time at the
third the salinity of the ocean), but it popular seaside resorts that lined the sandy
was still able to support 24 indigenous shores. Shipping was also a big industry and
species of fish. These fish provided a railways in the port cities transferred a
major food source to people in the area, variety of products onto and off of sea-bound
and an estimated 44,000 tonnes of fish freighters. Two major rivers - the Amu Darya
were harvested from the Aral Sea and the Syr Darya - emptied into the Aral Sea
annually during the 1950’s. Millions of and served as a source of fresh water. The
muskrat pelts were harvested every year Amu Darya emptied into the South, and the
and supplied a thriving fur industry. Syr Darya emptied into the East.




In the early 1960°s the Soviet Union decided dry climate that prevails in that part of the
they wanted to greatly increase agricultural ~ world, more than half of the water evapor-
production in the countries of Kazakhstan ated before it ever reached the crops. The
and Uzbekistan, particularly crops like cotton. water flowing into the Aral Sea was approx-
Since the areas were naturally quite dry, the  imately 10% of the flow that existed in the
crops required extensive irrigation, and water 1950°s.
was diverted from the Amu Darya and Syr
Darva. The end result of this poorly planned irrigation
project has been one of the worst environmental
The irrigation program achieved its goal, and disasters of the last century. With almost no
these two nations became major producers of fresh water coming in, the sea began evaporat-
cotton that the Soviets referred to as “white  ing at an alarming rate. Since 1960 the Aral
gold.” But success came at a great cost -1t Sea has lost 60% of its area and 80% of its
took massive quantities of water to sustain  volume. The salinity level in the water is five
agriculture in these nations. The irrigation  times as high as it was in the 1950°s and most
canals were poorly designed, and with the  of the fish died off because they couldn’t
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The largest lake wholly in Canada is Great Bear Lake, NW.T.,
138 with a surface area of 31,328 sq. km.




survive in the incredibly salty water. There is
no longer any commercial fishing in the Aral
Sea. Perhaps one of the saddest sights in the
area around the formerly prosperous villages
are fishing boats abandoned in the sand any
kilometres away from the water’s edge. By the
end of the 20th century much of the former
Aral Sea was now being referred to as the
Aralkum (Aral Desert) - a 38,000 square kilo-
metre man-made desert. An area of 400,000
square kilometres surrounding the sea is now
recognized as an Ecological Disaster Zone.

Approximately four million people live in this
“Disaster Zone,” and their economic future 1s
bleak to say the least. Jobs in the fishing, farm-
ing, processing and shipping industries have

all vanished along with the Aral Sea. Even more
appalling are the health effects residents have to
contend with. Most of the drinking water in the
area 1s polluted and diseases like cancer, typhus,
tuberculosis, asthma and heart disease have
reached epidemic proportions.

Loss of Wildlife and Plants

A number of species that once thrived in

the area around the Aral Sea are now locally
extinct because of the destruction of their
habitat. There used to be 70 species of
mammals in the region, and there are now
only 32. The 319 species of birds that once
called the area home have been reduced to
only 160 species. The effect on plants is just
as devastating as formerly lush areas are
destroyed through a process known as
“desertification.”










