The Aral Sea
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In 1950 the Soviet Union decided to grow more cotton in the Aral basin. They channelled the flow from the Syr and Amu rivers through irrigation systems to water the cotton (a very water-intensive crop). The water was also used in the spraying of fertilizer and pesticides over the cotton. 
Further demands for water were made on the supply as it was needed to grow rice to feed the population of the area, which had trebled as more people were brought in to cultivate the cotton. 
The Aral Sea has lost three-quarters of its volume and now occupies half the area it once did.

The Environmental Implications
· The Syr and Amu rivers were almost drained of their water. In 1960 the rivers delivered 55 billion cubic metres of water a year to the sea. In 1975 their input was 9 billion cubic metres. As a result of this decrease insufficient water flows into the Aral Sea to counterbalance the effects of evaporation
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The water in the sea has therefore become increasingly more saline.
· Surface and ground water supplies of water have become polluted

· Wetlands have been lost as flood plains of the rivers have dried out

· Salinization and waterlogging of soils has occurred because too much water was used in irrigation.

· Wind-blown salt from the dried out sea-bed is blown onto cropland and pasture

· Dust storms erode cropland

· Variety of wildlife has been greatly reduced

· The fish have disappeared from the sea

· The climate has changed and now temperatures are more extreme.

The Future

As of summer 2003, the South Aral Sea is vanishing faster than predicted. The western part of the South Aral Sea is expected to be gone within 15 years.
The ecosystem of the Aral Sea and the river deltas feeding into it has been nearly destroyed, not least because of the much higher salinity. The land around the Aral Sea is also heavily polluted, and the people living in the area are suffering from a lack of fresh water, as well as from a number of other health problems—the receding sea has left huge plains covered with salt and toxic chemicals, which are picked up, carried away by the wind as toxic dust, and spread to the surrounding area; the population around the Aral Sea now shows high rates of certain forms of cancer and lung diseases, as well as other diseases. Crops in the region are also destroyed by salt being deposited onto the land. 
The town of Moynaq in Uzbekistan had at one point a thriving harbour and fishing industry employing approximately 60,000 people; now the town lies miles from the shore. Fishing boats lie scattered on dry land that was once covered by water; many of them have been there for 20 years. 

Possible solutions
Many different solutions to the different problems have been suggested, ranging in feasibility and cost. These include:

· Improving the quality of irrigation canals; 

· Installing desalination plants; 

· Charging farmers to use the water from the rivers; 

· Using different cotton species, which use less water; 

· Melting glaciers in Siberia, and moving the water to refill the Aral. 

· Using fewer chemicals on the cotton 

In January 1994, the countries of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Kirghizia signed a deal to pledge 1% of their budgets to helping the sea recover. 
