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The lost Aral Sea – how to combat this catastrophe in desertificat

means of phytomelioration to stop the d

ion – 

isastrous situation 

.g. by mini-catchments, is partly 
species (Halocnemum strobilaceum, Tamarix)

techniques and it needs a large scale planning schedule for the plantations, as a whole.
Since it is almost certain that the Eastern shallow basin will desiccate within the 

next 5 to 10 years an extended program for risk assessment, monitoring and degradation 
indicators has to be urgently planned including both affected countries. Huge canal-
systems need to be changed or constructed in order to maintain and improve the vast 
irrigation systems of the lower Amudarya as well as the lower Syrdarya. In future the 
only chance to maintain the Great Areal Sea with its Western basin will be to divert the 
Amudarya to that basin and to use the northern overflow to the Eastern basin to slowly 
desalinize the Western basin, which now exhibits a hypersalinity of about 8 to 10% 
NaCl. The whole Eastern part of the Aralkum in future will be a salt desert with 
invading halophytes from the adjacent Karakum and Kyzylkum; the vegetation mosaic 
will be very dynamic in space and time. The new land – the Aralkum – may provide a 
new chance of a huge managed ecosystem mosaic with „halophytic vegetation islands” 
with strong natural driven processes of hydrology, soil formation and vegetation pattern 
and ecosystems, which are the basis for reduced salt dust storms and could be core areas 
for biosphere reserves or national parks.
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The Aral Sea was once the fourth largest Lake on earth. Since 1960 huge irrigation 
systems use most of the water of the two tributaries Amudarya and Syrdarya, thus, 
nowadays only a small percentage of water reaches the Aral Basin. Since several years 
the Aral Sea doesn’t exist anymore. Three remnant basins are left: the Small Aral Sea in 
the north, since 2005 separated by a dam from the Large Aral Sea in the south, which 
consists now of a Western, deep basin and an Eastern very shallow basin. The former 
desiccated sea floor is exhibiting huge salt flats and sand deserts. The area, which fell 
dry from 1960 until 1980, consists of more or less sandy deserts with moving sand-
dunes and different types of barchane formation. The younger surface since about 1980 
is mostly salt desert with puffy or solid salt crust on the surface. The area of this new 
desert, the Aralkum, is now more than 50.000 km2. This open surface is the main source 
for salt dust and sand storms. According to various sources about 15 to 150 million tons 
of dust are blown out annually, contaminating agricultural areas in many parts of the 
Aral basin, mainly in Karakalpakstan, south of the Aral Sea, easily detectable by 
satellite monitoring. 

The primary succession by plants is too slow to cover the Aralkum area in the 
next few years. New approaches to the mitigation and restoration of the area are needed 
on a large scale. Thus, the disastrous situation has to be improved by phytomelioration 
and other means. On sand Haloxylon aphyllum (black saxaul) is growing very well. It is 
used already on some parts for plantings, on solonchak soils saxaul is successful only on 
moderately saline sites. The planting technique as e
successful, but has to be improved. Other 
and techniques have been tested already, but need again better optimized planting 
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