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Introduction
Over the past twenty years, environmental 
challenges have increasingly impacted populations 
across Central Asia, particularly affecting the 
most vulnerable, the poor, and the geographically 
isolated. Sources of pollution include industrial 
and agricultural production, untreated waste, 
radioactive tailings, soil salination, etc. In addition, 
Central Asia is already being impacted by climate 
change, which is expected to significantly worsen 
over the next decade. Floods, drought and 
landslides caused by temperature increases and 
the melting of Himalayan glaciers will constitute 
major threats to human security in the region. 

While the vast majority of regions in the world face 
climate change, pollution and challenges related 
to natural resources, the specific issues and their 
intensity vary significantly from country to country. 
Central Asia faces not only the environmental 
problems of pollution and climate change, but 
also five factors specific to its history and current 
situation, which, if not addressed, will continue to 
impact the wellbeing and security of populations 
in the region. 

Firstly, 30 years after the collapse of the USSR, 
Central Asian countries still struggle with the 
legacy of Soviet policy on the environment. Two of 
the most well-known of such issues are the drying 
up of the Aral Sea and the impact of nuclear 
weapons testing in northern Kazakhstan. 

Secondly, since their independence, the countries 
of the region have continued to struggle to 
reform and develop their economies and their 
social welfare systems. Some, like Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan, continue to be considered among 
the poorest countries in Asia. These difficult 
economic situations and limited state budgets 
have prevented governments of the region from 
making the necessary, substantial investments 
aimed at tackling environmental issues. 

Thirdly, difficult socioeconomic situations have 
hindered awareness of environmental issues 
among the population. Many Central Asians 

face significant social challenges, including 
unemployment, poverty, food and energy 
insecurity, and fragile healthcare and education 
systems. Environmental issues are thus not 
viewed as immediate concerns or threats. 

Fourthly, the authoritarian style of governance 
in Central Asian countries has had a detrimental 
effect in terms of how governments deal with 
environmental issues. Political authorities have 
sought to maintain control of environmental issues 
and those of climate change. However, political 
authoritarianism in the region has resulted in a 
significant disconnect between official narratives 
in support of environmentally-friendly policies, 
including joining international treaties, on the one 
hand, and minimizing, denying, or even censoring 
information on topics of concern, on the other. 
Environmental projects are frequently subject 
to a top-down style of management, and some 
projects are undertaken so as to showcase the 
government’s stated commitment, but in fact 
end up harming the environment. This top-down 
approach, combined with a lack of funding, has 
greatly weakened research and contributed to 
Central Asian governments’ lack of preparedness 
to address increasingly problematic environmental 
issues. 

Finally, the many obstacles faced by civil society in 
the region have further hindered action to address 
environmental issues. Throughout Central Asia 
political authorities restrict the activities of local 
and foreign civil society organisations (CSOs) 
to varying degrees, through restrictive laws, 
harassment, censorship, and even repression of 
environmental activists. Civil society has struggled 
to promote dialogue with the government or 
propose initiatives to address specific problems 
as CSOs in more democratic countries can. 

Overall, the gap between governmental 
declarations of intent and the concrete 
implementation of proposals, combined with 
authoritarian obstruction of CSOs’ independent 
environmental research, as well as the serious 
lack of dialogue between civil society and 
political authorities, constitutes a serious threat 
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to the environmental future of the region and, 
consequently, the economic and social futures of 
its population.

Based on a brief overview of the main 
environmental and climate change issues facing 
Central Asia (Part I), this report will highlight 
the growing impact of environment issues on 
populations in Central Asia, with a focus on the 
most vulnerable (Part II); the impact of Central 
Asian authoritarianism in terms of the addressing 
of environmental issues (Part III); the local 
environment and difficulties faced by CSOs and 
activists in addressing these questions (Part 
IV); and, through a series of recommendations, 
how the international community, including 
governments, international organisations, and 
international NGOs, can contribute to addressing 
environmental issues, including through increased 
support to local stakeholders and CSOs.
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I. Environmental 
and Climate 
Change 
Challenges in 
Central Asia
The Legacy of the 
Soviet Nuclear Sector

Central Asia is known for several serious 
environmental problems, including the infamous 
Soviet era Semipalatinsk Atomic Test Site, also 
known as the “Polygon,” which stretched over 
an area of some 18,500 square kilometres in 
Kazakhstan’s industrial heartland, 120 kilometres 
from the town of Semey (formerly Semipalatinsk), 
close to several towns and many rural 
communities. Between 1939 and 1989, the Soviets 
carried out 490 nuclear tests, of which 49 were 
on the ground, 87 aerial, and 354 underground. 

In 1992, President Nazarbayev initiated a process 
of denuclearisation in Kazakhstan by closing the 
site, engaging with the international community, 
and joining the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). 
Today, the continuing impact of the Polygon is 
significant, with 13 per cent of Kazakhstani territory 
contaminated with radionuclides. 

In addition, all Central Asian countries except 
Turkmenistan face nuclear pollution from the 
exploitation of uranium deposits initiated under 
the Soviet regime, though there is less awareness 
about this issue amongst both the international 
community and local populations. In the 1970s 
and 1980s, over 30 per cent of the Soviet Union’s 
uranium production came from Central Asia. 
In 1995, most conventional uranium mines in 
Central Asia were closed but many of the closures 
were carried out without the required financial 
investments or the necessary technical and 
regulatory experience. 

Most of the mines that remain open have been 
converted to in situ leach mining, but these still raise 

https://www.armand-colin.com/lasie-centrale-territoires-societe-et-environnement-9782200601140
https://www.armand-colin.com/lasie-centrale-territoires-societe-et-environnement-9782200601140
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-540-87746-2_50
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-540-87746-2_50
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environmental concerns. Uranium has remained a 
significant economic resource in the region: with 
around a quarter of the world’s uranium deposits 
(2 million metric tonnes), Kazakhstan produced 
about 19,500 metric tonnes in 2020 and is the 
world’s largest exporter of the ore. Uzbekistan 
holds 139,200 metric tonnes of uranium reserves 
and produces 3,500 metric tonnes of uranium 
annually. The mining process, transportation to 
and from milling sites, the milling and processing 
of ore, and open-air storage of radioactive wastes 
have all continued to add to significant Soviet era 
environmental damage. Overall, according to the 
EU, Central Asia has more than 1 billion metric 
tonnes of toxic uranium tailings. In Kazakhstan, an 
estimated 85% of the urban population lives on land 
where environmental pollution, including nuclear 
pollution, exceeds permissible standards. Other 
countries in the region have also been impacted. 
In Kyrgyzstan, the main legacy sites at Shekaftar, 
Minkush, Kaidji-Say, Ak-Tuz, Kara Balta, and 
Mailuu-Suu collectively contain some 286 million 
metric tonnes of waste. In Tajikistan, approximately 
170 million metric tonnes of waste rock and tailing 
piles produced as a result of uranium mining are 
believed to contain around 55 million metric tonnes 
of uranium. 

Some sites are very poorly protected such as 
Degmay (Dehmoy) in Tajikistan, where waste is 
not covered, meaning that the surface is a source 
of constant nuclear dust circulation. In other 
cases, sites which have been covered are not 
systematically monitored, including Charkesar-1 
and Charkesar-2 in Uzbekistan, while rain erosion 
has uncovered some previously covered sites. 
In addition, some of the mines closed under the 
Soviet regime and monitored until the collapse of 
the Soviet Union were abandoned in the 1990s 
due to the economic crisis and consequent lack of 
funds. Despite some progress, projects launched 
in 2018 to remedy these risks had not yet been 
completed by the end of 2021 due to lack of funds.

Pollution from uranium mining is likely to be 
compounded by natural disasters, as many sites 
are close to tributaries of the Syr Darya River. This 
is the case with Mailu Suu , which contains large 

waste reserves and is therefore at significant risk 
of landslides, flooding, and seismic events which 
could release tailings from some of the reservoirs. In 
the Spring of 1994, heavy rains caused a landslide 
that blocked the river and dumped radioactive 
waste. Finally, radiation exposure and the 
uncontrolled spread of contaminated materials 
is also caused by local populations undertaking 
unauthorized digging and collection of metals from 
disguarded piles and searching for construction 
materials at old mines.

The Environmental 
Impact of Military and 
Civil Industries

In addition to uranium mining, the mis-
management of other industrial waste is a significant 
environmental concern for the region. Since the 
Soviet era, the extraction and processing of 
mercury, antimony, copper, gold, and iron have 
generated close to 100 mil lion metric tonnes of tail 
rocks and of tailings in the Ferghana region alone. 
After independence, several companies committed 
to introducing modern technologies to recycle, 
reuse, and minimise waste. However, although 
there have been some improvements, hazardous 
industrial waste sites remain in dire need of major 
in vestment and long-term solutions. Moreover, 
some of the most populated areas in the region, 
such as the Ferghana Valley, are among the most 
impacted. Industrial waste affects both soil and 
water and therefore people, livestock, vegetation 
and crops that depend on the local ecosystem.

The issue of industrial emissions additionally 
raises particular concerns. While the crisis of 
the early 1990s following the fall of the Soviet 
Union decreased industrial production and 
the anthropogenic impact on the environment, 
industrial economic development programmes 
undertaken since the 2000s have led to a 
considerable increase in emissions. Although 
governments have taken some retaliatory 
measures against polluters, including multimillion 
dollar fines on mining companies that do not 
comply with environmental laws, this has so 

https://world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/countries-g-n/kazakhstan.aspx
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-09/24/c_139394500.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-09/24/c_139394500.htm
https://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/11/15/feature-01
https://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/11/15/feature-01
https://www.intechopen.com/books/radon/residential-radon-exposure-and-lung-cancer-risk-in-kazakhstan
https://www.intechopen.com/books/radon/residential-radon-exposure-and-lung-cancer-risk-in-kazakhstan
http://kabar.kg/news/kakie-ekologicheskie-katastrofy-zhdut-kyrgyzstan-i-tca-ekologi-b-iut-trevogu/
http://kabar.kg/news/kakie-ekologicheskie-katastrofy-zhdut-kyrgyzstan-i-tca-ekologi-b-iut-trevogu/
https://www.springerprofessional.de/en/monitoring-and-remediation-of-the-legacy-sites-of-uranium-mining/3009146
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-540-87746-2_50
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-540-87746-2_50
https://www.world-nuclear-news.org/Articles/More-funding-needed-to-complete-Central-Asian-reme
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-540-87746-2_50
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-540-87746-2_50
https://kaktus.media/doc/407315_gamal_soronkylov_privel_primery_kogda_zolotodobytchiki_dopyskaut_ekologicheskie_narysheniia.html
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
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far failed to prevent significant environmental 
degradation and air pollution. In Kazakhstan, 
where almost 87 per cent of electricity generation 
is fueled by coal, most pollutants originate from the 
energy sector. In 2018, industrial plants accounted 
for 84.9 per cent of all emissions. Emissions in the 
country are increasing by about 100,000 metric 
tonnes every year, due mainly to the production 
of energy by coal-fired thermal power plants, 
the mining and metallurgical sectors, and oil 
production. Moreover, less than 8 per cent of ash 
is processed, a very low rate when compared to 
the 90 per cent seen in EU countries. According 
to forecasts by Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Ecology, 
emissions of pollutants will amount to 3.6 million 
metric tonnes in 2030 if no serious action is taken. 

Air pollution is a systemic problem in several major 
cities across Central Asia. A symbols of this urban 
pollution is the capital of Kyrgyzstan, Bishkek, 
which, despite a population of only around one 
million, was ranked as the  second most polluted 
city  in the world for the winter months of 2019-
2020, behind only Delhi. This pollution emanates 
largely from the use of coal by the population to 
heat their homes, the exhaust fumes of nearly 
half a million vehicles that circulate daily in a city 
designed for only 50,000 cars, as well as poor 
air circulation due to dense urban development 
south of the capital. The U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) annual standard for a 
suitable concentration of suspended fine particle 
matter is 12 μg/m3 (micrograms per cubic metre), 
and yet the average concentration of harmful 
particles exceeds that norm by 2.5 in Nur-Sultan, 
by 4.2 in Tashkent, by 4.5 in Bishkek, and by 
5.3 micrograms in Almaty. During the hot season or 
in still weather, the atmosphere in Nur-Sultan has 
been recorded to contain 185 micrograms per 
cubic metre of carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, 
and nitrogen dioxide, thus significantly exceeding 
the recommended 25 micrograms per cubic metre 
standard for large cities.

Another cause for concern is pollution caused by 
the military sector, including pollution stemming 
from experiments carried out by Russia on bases 
it rents in the region, such as at Sary Shagan on 

the shores of Lake Balkhash in Kazakhstan, a 
facility Russia has rented since 1996. Local citizens 
and environmentalists have voiced concerns 
about the impact of Russian missile tests on the 
environment, including contamination from toxic 
waste. Some of the missiles tested spilled rocket 
fuel that has leaked into the soil and water. Russia 
will lease Baikonur Cosmodrome until at least 
2050, where the use of highly poisonous heptyl 
in rocket fuel has impacted large areas of the 
Kazakhstani countryside. In Kyrgyzstan, Russian-
coordinated military exercises near Lake Issyk-Kul 
and craters made by explosions have released  
pollutants which have penetrated soil, water, and 
affected flora and fauna.

Population growth leads to an increasing problem 
of the accumulation and treatment of domestic 
waste in the region. Open dumping remains common 
practice, while legal landfills do not necessarily meet 
international standards or health, epidemiological, 
and environmental requirements. In Uzbekistan, 
many landfills lack a protective lining to prevent 
contaminants from seeping into the groundwater. 
In addition, recycling remains very limited – only 
2 per cent in Kazakhstan, less than 10 per cent 
in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, and 1 per cent 
in Tajikistan and Turkmenistan – and is often 
managed entirely by the private sector. Much 
waste therefore goes untreated. In Kazakhstan, 
only between 12 per cent and 15 per cent of 
solid household waste is processed, compared 
to close to 30 per cent in Central Europe. Lastly 
many rural inhabitants do not yet have access 
to established waste collection systems which has 
led to significant illegal dumping on sites which 
pollute the environment. In Kyrgyzstan, only 107 
out of 406 identified landfills are operating legally. 

The Impact of 
Agriculture

Anthropogenic activities have contributed 
significantly to desertification and soil degradation 
in Central Asia. Intensive cotton cultivation which 
led to the diversion of significant amounts of 
water from the two main rivers in the region the 
Amu Darya and the Syr Darya, has led the Aral 

https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2020-01-16--kazahstan-ekologija-zagnannaja-v-ugol-46976
https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2020-01-16--kazahstan-ekologija-zagnannaja-v-ugol-46976
https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2020-01-16--kazahstan-ekologija-zagnannaja-v-ugol-46976
https://cabar.asia/en/how-harmful-is-the-air-in-central-asia-explained-on-the-graphs
https://cabar.asia/en/how-harmful-is-the-air-in-central-asia-explained-on-the-graphs
https://cabar.asia/en/how-harmful-is-the-air-in-central-asia-explained-on-the-graphs
https://www.caspianpolicy.org/cloudy-skies-air-pollution-in-central-asia/
https://cabar.asia/en/how-harmful-is-the-air-in-central-asia-explained-on-the-graphs
https://www.caspianpolicy.org/cloudy-skies-air-pollution-in-central-asia/
https://cabar.asia/en/photo-report-what-air-does-nur-sultan-inhale
https://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/04/06/feature-01
https://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/01/29/feature-03
https://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/01/29/feature-03
https://eurasianet.org/soyuz-incident-leaves-mark-on-kazakhstans-environment
https://eurasianet.org/soyuz-incident-leaves-mark-on-kazakhstans-environment
https://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/10/12/feature-01
https://central.asia-news.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_ca/features/2018/10/12/feature-01
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://maxala.org/socium/75176-kuda-vynositsja-sor-iz-izby-ili-kak-ne-zaryt-jekologiju-uzbekistana.html
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://www.ritmeurasia.org/news--2020-01-16--kazahstan-ekologija-zagnannaja-v-ugol-46976
https://zoinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/CA-waste-eng.pdf
https://kaktus.media/doc/405260_smog_mysor_i_hvostohranilisha:_chto_eshe_ygrojaet_ekologii_kyrgyzstana.html
https://kaktus.media/doc/405260_smog_mysor_i_hvostohranilisha:_chto_eshe_ygrojaet_ekologii_kyrgyzstana.html
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Sea to dry up in what is regarded as one of the 
world’s worst ecological disasters. Between 1960 
and 2009, the Aral Sea shrunk by over 80 per 
cent in area and 90 per cent in volume, resulting in 
it splitting into four remnant sub-basins. Central 
Asian states have struggled to respond to this 
urgent challenge. Moreover, other large lakes in 
the region are now under threat, such as Lake 
Balkhash in Kazakhstan, which risks shrinking and 
becoming as environmentally-ravaged as the Aral 
Sea. Between 1972 and 2001, the water surface 
of the southern part of Lake Balkhash shrunk 
by about 150 km². Although industrial pollution 
is a significant issue for Lake Balkhash, UNEP 
experts concluded that the main problem is water 
management, and in particular the increased 
extraction of water for irrigation from two main 
feeder rivers, the Ili and the Karatal. The threat to 
Lake Balkhash emanates also from China, which, 
despite constantly increasing its irrigated area as 
part of the Xinjiang development programme near 
the border, has nonetheless refused to negotiate 
cross-border water agreements. This has led to 
significant increases in water diversion from the Ili 
River, which makes up 80 per cent of the Balkhash’s 
water supply. This is all the more worrying as about 
20 per cent of the Kazakhstani population lives in 
the Balkhash basin and depends on this water. 

Intensive cotton cultivation, which began in Soviet 
times, remains an important economic activity 
in the region. Its impact on the environment has 
been exacerbated by a deterioration of both water 
resources and infrastructure. Existing irrigation 
systems were weakened by the restructuring of the 
large collective farms of the Soviet era into smaller, 
fragmented farms, which led to a mismatch of their 
irrigation systems, a lack of materials and human 
resources, and a vacuum in terms of responsibility 
for upkeep and maintenance. In Tajikistan, 97 per 
cent of land has been damaged by poor irrigation. 
In Turkmenistan, 95 per cent of irrigated land 
suffers from soil salinisation and 40 per cent from 
extensive land degradation. 

Agricultural production is a main cause of 
environmental degradation. The non-observance 
of fallow periods, the overuse of insufficiently fertile 

land, the expansion of crop production to fragile 
and marginal areas, and the lack of measures to 
combat soil erosion have significantly damaged 
drylands. Changes in livestock farming, which, due 
to increasing market demand and urbanisation, 
have had to be concentrated in smaller areas, has 
exacerbated this problem. 

The heavy use of pesticides in the Soviet era, 60 
per cent of which were highly toxic organochlorines 
and which are now either banned or highly 
regulated, remains a major cause of pollution in 
the region. Central Asia has one of the world’s 
largest stockpiles of toxic pesticides, with at least 
10 burial sites containing highly toxic pesticides 
spread across the five countries of the region. 
Moreover, these stockpiles are poorly managed 
and generally unregulated, resulting in widespread 
and significant environmental damage. 

Desertification impacts over 1 million km2 of land 
on Central Asia. This increases the frequency of 
dust, sand, and salt storms which carry heavy 
metals and pesticides, depositing sodium chloride, 
sodium sulfate, and sodium bicarbonate on natural 
vegetation as far as 500 km downwind, damaging 
flora and agricultural crops, and seriously impacting  
both humans and animals. Desertification also 
changes local and regional ecosystems through 
processes of degradation from an optimal and 
dynamic ecological equilibrium to an area with 
reduced productivity, weakened biodiversity, and 
with fewer sustainable land-use options. 

Agricultural and industrial pollution are likely 
to continue to impact the region well into the 
21st century. The industrial sector is forecast 
to increase to reach 35 per cent of the GDP of 
Central Asian states, except in Tajikistan where 
this figure will remain lower at 20-21 per cent. On 
the other hand, even if the contribution from the 
agricultural sector to GDP declines, the sector will 
continue to grow in terms of production volume. 
Both agriculture and industrial development is 
likely to exacerbate many of the environmental 
problems outlined here.

https://www.armand-colin.com/lasie-centrale-territoires-societe-et-environnement-9782200601140
https://www.armand-colin.com/lasie-centrale-territoires-societe-et-environnement-9782200601140
https://cabar.asia/en/aral-sea-2-what-is-behind-the-shallowing-of-the-largest-lake-balkhash-in-kazakhstan
https://cabar.asia/en/aral-sea-2-what-is-behind-the-shallowing-of-the-largest-lake-balkhash-in-kazakhstan
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/fr/node/236628
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/fr/node/236628
https://kaktus.media/doc/403777_ychenye:_balhash_mojet_povtorit_sydby_arala.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/dpr.12237
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/dpr.12237
https://www.google.fr/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi8y93_7vLxAhVshOAKHW4dB_sQFjAAegQIBBAD&url=http://www.airies.or.jp/attach.php/6a6f75726e616c5f31342d31656e67/save/0/0/14_1-02.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2a_vJSszUN_feX933qOY4P
https://www.google.fr/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi8y93_7vLxAhVshOAKHW4dB_sQFjAAegQIBBAD&url=http://www.airies.or.jp/attach.php/6a6f75726e616c5f31342d31656e67/save/0/0/14_1-02.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2a_vJSszUN_feX933qOY4P
https://www.springerprofessional.de/aeolian-processes-in-the-arid-territories-of-central-asia-and-ka/11990812
https://www.thethirdpole.net/en/pollution/buried-in-central-asia-worlds-largest-stockpiles-of-toxic-pesticides/#:~:text=Suzak district of Jalal%2DAbad,from all these burial sites.
https://www.thethirdpole.net/en/pollution/buried-in-central-asia-worlds-largest-stockpiles-of-toxic-pesticides/#:~:text=Suzak district of Jalal%2DAbad,from all these burial sites.
https://www.thethirdpole.net/en/pollution/buried-in-central-asia-worlds-largest-stockpiles-of-toxic-pesticides/#:~:text=Suzak district of Jalal%2DAbad,from all these burial sites.
https://www.springerprofessional.de/aeolian-processes-in-the-arid-territories-of-central-asia-and-ka/11990812
https://www.springerprofessional.de/aeolian-processes-in-the-arid-territories-of-central-asia-and-ka/11990812
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10696990/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10696990/
https://www.springerprofessional.de/aeolian-processes-in-the-arid-territories-of-central-asia-and-ka/11990812
https://www.springerprofessional.de/aeolian-processes-in-the-arid-territories-of-central-asia-and-ka/11990812
https://issuu.com/oecd.publishing/docs/final_report_eng_issuu
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Climate Change in 
Central Asia: Present 
and Future Impact

Environment issues are likely to be compounded 
by global climate change, and Central Asia is 
amongst the most affected regions. Temperatures 
have risen more than the global average, 
especially in the regions surrounding the 
Caspian Sea and throughout Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan. Temperatures could increase by 1-3 
degrees Celsius by the 2050s and a further 3-5 
degrees by the end of the century. The Aral Sea and 
southern desert areas of the region (i.e. southern 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan) have 
already experienced a decline in rainfall of over 
5 per cent per decade since the 1970s and an 
increase of 2 degrees since pre-industrial times, 
while some researchers believe that in the future 
they will experience extreme heat five times more 
frequently than at present.  

One major impact of climate change on the region 
is the predicted drying up of the Caspian Sea. The 
overall water level of the Caspian has fluctuated for 
several hundred years. However, an evaporation 
process has been observed since the beginning 
of the 2000s, which likely results from climate 
change and rising temperatures. If this continues, 
the level of the Caspian Sea is expected to decline 
by at least nine metres by the end of the 21st 
century. This would result a loss of 25 per cent 
of the Caspian’s total area and the uncovering of 
some 93,000 km2 of dry land, an area roughly the 
size of Portugal.

This raises multiple environmental concerns. The 
Caspian Sea is the largest enclosed body of water 
on the planet and a unique natural reservoir, with 
the world’s largest reserve of sturgeon, and over 
800 species of fauna and 500 species of flora. Its 
ecosystem has been damaged by the exploitation 
of hydrocarbons and various ores, including 
iron, by pollution from several of its tributaries, 
such as the Urals and the Volga, as well as by 
overfishing, which has resulted in several species 
of fish being on the verge of extinction (including 

several species of sturgeon, such as Huso Huso). 
In general, changes to the Caspian Sea, together 
with the dry and fluctuating climate, severe winter 
storms, and lack of drinkable water, will have a 
significant impact on the quality of human life in 
the region. 

Climate change entails serious consequences 
for glaciers. Since the 1970s, the mass balance 
of glaciers has been in decline, with a rate of 
loss of about 0.5 per cent per year (and an even 
higher rate of 0.75 per cent in Kazakhstan which 
has lost about 45 per cent of its glaciers over the 
past 60 years). In Kyrgyzstan, the area of   glaciers 
decreased by 16 per cent between the 1970s and 
2010. Large glaciers have disintegrated into several 
small ones. In the Pamir region of Tajikistan, high 
altitude glaciers have shrunk by 5 per cent over 
the past 60 years, and low altitude ones by 15-20 
per cent. Overall, even under optimal scenarios, 
glaciers in the region are likely to lose up to 60 per 
cent of their surface by the end of the century. 

This impact on glaciers will have major 
consequences on the availability of water in the 
region which will take place in two stages. Firstly, the 
melting of glaciers has already begun to increase 
water availability, with a peak expected in the 2020s. 
This process entails environmental consequences: 
in mountainous areas, the higher number of days 
of heavy rainfall and the rapid melting of snow has 
significantly increased the risk of mudslides. This 
phase will gradually evolve into a lack of water for 
the rest of the century, which, together with an 
increase in temperature, will accentuate droughts 
in the region. The reduction in glacier size will 
directly impact the annual amount of freshwater 
in the two main rivers in the region, the Amu Darya 
and Syr Darya, which remain largely dependent 
on seasonal climatic conditions and on the snow 
and ice in the headwater catchment of the Tien 
Shan and Pamir mountains. Uzbekistan already 
faced years of severe drought in 2000, 2001, 2008, 
and 2011, while a drought in Kazakhstan in 2012 
destroyed one million hectares of crops. In 2021, 
a drought throughout Central Asia led to mass 
livestock deaths and shortages of water for irrigation.

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/b/7/355471.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/b/7/355471.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/b/7/355471.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10113-015-0893-z
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10113-015-0893-z
https://www.sciencealert.com/the-caspian-sea-is-literally-evaporating-in-response-to-rising-temperatures
https://theconversation.com/the-caspian-sea-is-set-to-fall-by-9-metres-or-more-this-century-an-ecocide-is-imminent-152229
https://www.thediplomaticaffairs.com/2021/02/12/the-caspian-sea-and-its-ecological-challenges/
https://cesdrr.org/uploads/docs/Green Central Asia Enhancing environment%2C climate and water resilience.pdf
https://cesdrr.org/uploads/docs/Green Central Asia Enhancing environment%2C climate and water resilience.pdf
https://vlast.kz/obsshestvo/32154-apokalipsis-zavtra.html
https://vlast.kz/obsshestvo/32154-apokalipsis-zavtra.html
https://vlast.kz/obsshestvo/32154-apokalipsis-zavtra.html
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10113-015-0893-z
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10113-015-0893-z
https://www.proquest.com/openview/e5ddeb5697523b359f98a68a3760c4a4/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=4998671
https://www.proquest.com/openview/e5ddeb5697523b359f98a68a3760c4a4/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=4998671
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10113-015-0893-z
file:///C:\Recherche\Publications\IPHR\Environnement\Let It Rain: Anger, Frustration Increase As Central Asia's Drought Continues (rferl.org)
file:///C:\Recherche\Publications\IPHR\Environnement\Let It Rain: Anger, Frustration Increase As Central Asia's Drought Continues (rferl.org)
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Climate change also increases the risk of natural 
disasters. The geology of the Tien Shan and Pamir 
mountains, combined with the risk of seismic 
activity and a rise in temperature, are likely to 
increase degradation from rockfall, avalanches, 
and debris flows. In the southern part of the 
Central Asian region, traffic on the main economic 
trade routes has already been regularly hampered 
by natural disasters, including floods. Losses 
incurred due to water-related disasters have 
amounted to as much as 2.2 per cent of GDP. In 
2015, a combination of floods and landslides, 
high temperatures, rain, and sudden snowmelt 
caused extensive destruction across Tajikistan, 
blocked several highways, destroyed bridges and 
dozens of cities dwellings, and damaged pumping 
stations and irrigation canals. That same year, in 
Kazakhstan, water and mud flows from a glacial 
lake on the Kargalinka River upstream from 
Almaty injured several dozen people and lead to 
the evacuation of more than a thousand people. In 
recent years, Kazakhstan has experienced several 
severe floods and four regions of the country - 
Akmola, Karaganda, Northern Kazakhstan, and 
Eastern Kazakhstan - are considered to be at high 
risk of flooding. 

The retreat of glaciers can also lead to the 
formation of lakes susceptible to outburst floods 
which can cause considerable damage. In Central 
Asia, 15 per cent of these lakes have produced 
floods that damaged infrastructure, inundated 
agricultural land, and destroyed homes and 
lives. In Kyrgyzstan, an estimated one in five lakes 
is unstable due to regular unstable damage and 
overflow. 

Overall, in the region, natural disasters cause an 
estimated economic loss of 10 billion USD and 
affect around three million people each year and 
hence pose a significant threat to both human 
and economic security.

II. Environmental 
Impact on 
Human Security

Environmental issues directly impact the daily lives 
of people in Central Asia including on health, food 
security, and welfare. They have particular impact 
on the most vulnerable populations, including 
the poor, women, and children. Overall, the 
accumulation of these problems contributes to 
migration and population displacement. 

Impact on Health

Military, agricultural, and industrial pollutants are a 
significant concern for health among Central Asian 
populations. Nuclear tests in northern Kazakhstan 
have impacted between 1.3 and 1.5 million people. 
Surveys have found a 10-15 per cent higher rate 
of thyroid and blood malignancies, including 
hematological blastoma, leukosis, lymphoma, and 
chronic leukemia, in impacted areas than in other 
regions of Kazakhstan. In addition, the impact of 
nuclear tests continues to raise scientific questions 
beyond the immediate consequences that have 
been studied in the cases of Hiroshima, Nagasaki, 
and Chernobyl, including whether and to what 
extent the health of the next generation may be 
affected. One of the biggest challenges of studying 
the effects of radiation on health is the difficulty 
of attributing a particular health issue solely to 
radiation. However, based on a survey conducted 
among 1,800 people impacted by nuclear tests, 
including children and grandchildren, a team of 
Kazakhstani researchers at Semey State Medical 
University has asserted that increased risks of 
cancer and cardiovascular problems due to 
radiation can be passed on from generation to 
generation and that children of those who have 
been exposed to nuclear tests have as much as a 
50 per cent higher rate of germline mutation. 

The impact of uranium exploitation on the health 
of Central Asian populations is less well known, 
and attracts less interest from the international 
community than the effects of the nuclear tests. 

https://www.preventionweb.net/news/view/59650
https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Climate-Change-and-Environment/Documents/NexusBrief-Cryosphere-ENG-22Oct2019.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2015/07/mudslides-make-a-mess-in-central-asia/
https://vlast.kz/novosti/37068-kcs-prognoziruet-sloznuu-pavodkovuu-situaciu-v-cetyreh-oblastah-kazahstana.html
https://vlast.kz/novosti/37068-kcs-prognoziruet-sloznuu-pavodkovuu-situaciu-v-cetyreh-oblastah-kazahstana.html
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/103761/1/Carrivick Tweed Global assessment social impact.pdf
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1985108767
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1985108767
https://blogs.worldbank.org/europeandcentralasia/natural-disasters-cost-central-asia-10-billion-year-are-we-doing-enough#:~:text=Yet earthquakes are not the,estimated economic losses every year.
https://media.nature.com/original/magazine-assets/d41586-019-01034-8/d41586-019-01034-8.pdf
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/08/1045221
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/08/1045221
https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2589-5370%2819%2930151-8
https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2589-5370%2819%2930151-8
https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783540877455
https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783540877455
https://media.nature.com/original/magazine-assets/d41586-019-01034-8/d41586-019-01034-8.pdf
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An increase in cancer of the  female reproductive 
system has been recorded in the region of Navoi 
in Uzbekistan where the main uranium mines 
are located. The effects are even greater in areas 
where the uranium mines are located close 
to settlements, such as the Chkalovsk Mine in 
Tajikistan or the Mailu-Suu Mine in Kyrgyzstan. 
Several mines have contaminated the waters of 
transboundary rivers, such as the Syr Daria, in 
core agricultural production areas, such as the 
Ferghana Valley, home to about 12 million people. 

Other industries, such as those relating to 
hydrocarbons, are also of serious concern. A 
particular example which has been documented 
by the NGO Crude Accountability (and which will be 
discussed in more detail in Part III) is the village of 
Berezovka, which was located on the border of the 
sanitary protection zone of the Karachaganak Oil 
and Gas Condensate Field until it was relocated—a 
process, which was completed in 2018. This site, 
which is operated by a consortium of several 
foreign companies and KazMunaiGaz, has a high 
level of hydrogen sulfide and is considered one 
of industrial facilities which poses the greatest 

threat to health in Kazakhstan. Half of the adult 
residents of this village suffered from a variety 
of illnesses and 80 per cent of children suffered 
from pulmonary diseases. Following an accident in 
November 2014, school children were poisoned 
by toxic emissions and some were diagnosed with 
toxic encephalopathy. 

Central Asia is among the most irrigated regions 
in the world and agricultural and industrial 
pollution in the region’s rivers has a significant 
impact on the health of the local population 
because these rivers account for 75 per cent of the 
region’s irrigated agriculture. Pollutants resulting 
from the use of pesticides and defoliants for cotton 
are of a higher concentration than World Health 
Organisation standards, composed of nitrogen, 
copper, lead, chromium, and uranium. Medical 
tests carried out on the populations of several 
regions, including around the Aral Sea, have 
shown high concentrations of organochlorine 
pesticides and toxic metals in human blood, milk, 
hair, and urine. An increase in maternal and infant 
mortality has also been noted, as well as delays 
in the growth and age of puberty of children, liver 

https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/statistika-zlokachestvennyh-novoobrazovaniy-zhenskoy-reproduktivnoy-sistemy-v-navoiyskom-regione-respubliki-uzbekistan
https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/statistika-zlokachestvennyh-novoobrazovaniy-zhenskoy-reproduktivnoy-sistemy-v-navoiyskom-regione-respubliki-uzbekistan
https://earthjournalism.net/stories/mailuu-suu-cleaning-up-central-asias-toxic-uranium-legacy
http://kabar.kg/news/kakie-ekologicheskie-katastrofy-zhdut-kyrgyzstan-i-tca-ekologi-b-iut-trevogu/
https://www.google.fr/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwirkrLHjcLwAhW7EVkFHYXWDacQFnoECAMQAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ohchr.org%2FDocuments%2FHRBodies%2FCRC%2FDiscussions%2F2016%2FCrudeAccountability_1.doc&usg=AOvVaw3qqhjg5MrgkGypPaX5hyFV
https://www.google.fr/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwirkrLHjcLwAhW7EVkFHYXWDacQFnoECAMQAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ohchr.org%2FDocuments%2FHRBodies%2FCRC%2FDiscussions%2F2016%2FCrudeAccountability_1.doc&usg=AOvVaw3qqhjg5MrgkGypPaX5hyFV
https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783540877455
https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783540877455
https://www.springerprofessional.de/en/aeolian-processes-in-the-arid-territories-of-central-asia-and-ka/11990812?searchResult=4.Gulnura Issanova aeolian&searchBackButton=true
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/8/6/219/htm
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/8/6/219/htm
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and digestive problems, allergies, and diseases 
related to bacteria in water. In Kyrgyzstan, studies 
have documented the presence of eight types of 
toxic organochlorine pesticides in the breast milk 
of 89 per cent of nursing mothers, who themselves 
often suffer from various diseases, including 
moderate anemia (up to 98 per cent), kidney and 
thyroid disease, complicated childbirth(s), lactation 
disorders, as well as mastitis and mastopathy, 
which can lead to breast cancer. The incidence of 
breast cancer among women with more than three 
children is 2.5-3 times higher than that in similar 
unpolluted areas.

The lack of treatment of polluted water combined 
with ageing and poorly maintained water pipe 
networks has led part of the population to resort 
to using non-potable water. In Tajikistan, about 
80 per cent of the rural population use water that 
does not meet standards of hygiene. In the Aral 
Sea region, only 20–30 per cent of the rural 
population has access to running water and 25 per 
cent use water coming from irrigation channels as 
their main source of drinking water. In Tajikistan, 
almost half of the population does not have 
access to clean water, while in Kyrgyzstan, more 
than 60 per cent of villages are not connected 
to a water supply and, in many places, the water 
supply systems built in the early 1960s are almost 
defunct. As a result, one in six people in Kyrgyzstan 
have no access to safe drinking water. The issue 
also affects wealthier countries, like Kazakhstan, 
where only 51 per cent of the rural population has 
access to drinking water, despite investments of 
1.43 billion USD since independence with the aim 
of bringing drinking water to the whole country. 
Many inhabitants of isolated villages and suburbs 
continue to tap into unpotable well water. 

As illustrated by Crude Accountability in the case 
of Kokzhide in Kazakhstan, this lack of drinking 
water can be aggravated by the exploitation of oil 
and gas, which has polluted underground water 
deposits. Kokzhide contains almost 1.5 bcm  of 
water - enough to supply the entire western region 
of Kazakhstan, which suffers from a serious lack of 
access to drinking water. Yet, water from Kokzhide 
is accessible only in a few nearby villages.

Although Kokzhidze is classified as a specially 
protected natural territory of national significance, 
it is operated by seven oil companies, three of 
which - the Kazakh-Chinese CNPC (China National 
Petroleum Corporation)-Aktobemunaigas Joint 
Stock Company (JSC) and KMK Munai JSC, as well 
as the South Korean Ada Oil Firm LLP - exploit 
more than a hundred production wells. Pollution 
is due in particular to the disturbance of natural 
compactness from the exploitation of the wells, 
as well as filtration of pollutants into aquifers. The 
flaring of associated gases also results in pollution 
in the form of precipitation seeping into the soil. 
Although Kazakhstani government agencies have 
investigated the problem, oil companies have 
continued to increase oil and gas production, 
raising the risk of losing this unique aquifer. In March 
2022, the Kazakhstani Ministry of Energy fined 
the three companies for massive environmental 
violations threatening Kokzhide and they were 
required to immediately halt their operations and 
comply with environmental regulations.

Cross-connection between sanitary facilities and 
drinking water supplies can result in contamination 
and serious risk of waterborne illness. In Central 
Asia, helminthiasis and intestinal protozoa 
infections are considerable public health issues. 
As they take their drinking water from shallow wells 
which are often located near a house or outdoor 
toilet, rural villagers often suffer gastrointestinal 
illnesses such as typhoid, dysentery, and viral 
Hepatitis A. Outbreaks of typhoid, cholera, and 
leptospirosis have been recorded In Tajikistan 
since the 1990s. As the Central Asian population is 
predicted to increase by an average of one million 
people per year to reach around 83.3 million by 
2030 and 96.7 million by 2045, the effect of the 
consumption of non-potable water on health 
is of major concern. in. The UN forecasts that 
the estimated population growth will lead to an 
increase in demand for water by about 2 km3 a 
year. If this situation is not addressed, there will be 
significant risk of disease from stressed supplies, 
water pollution, and a lack of access to drinking 
water. 

https://www.thethirdpole.net/2020/11/06/buried-in-central-asia-worlds-largest-stockpiles-of-toxic-pesticides/#:~:text=Suzak district of Jalal%2DAbad,from all these burial sites
https://www.thethirdpole.net/2020/11/06/buried-in-central-asia-worlds-largest-stockpiles-of-toxic-pesticides/#:~:text=Suzak district of Jalal%2DAbad,from all these burial sites
https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/vliyanie-zagryazneniya-okruzhayuschey-sredy-hlororganicheskimi-pestitsidami-na-razvitie-raka-molochnoy-zhelezy-u-zhenschin-v
https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/vliyanie-zagryazneniya-okruzhayuschey-sredy-hlororganicheskimi-pestitsidami-na-razvitie-raka-molochnoy-zhelezy-u-zhenschin-v
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/8/6/219
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/8/6/219/htm
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/8/6/219
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/8/6/219
https://www.circleofblue.org/2020/world/tajikistan-house-of-water-where-half-of-the-population-lacks-access-to-water/
https://kaktus.media/doc/405260_smog_mysor_i_hvostohranilisha:_chto_eshe_ygrojaet_ekologii_kyrgyzstana.html
https://cabar.asia/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Ecology_ru.pdf
https://cabar.asia/en/every-tenth-kazakhstani-has-no-access-to-clean-water
https://crudeaccountability.org/%D0%BD%D0%B5%D1%84%D1%82%D1%8C-%D0%B8%D0%BB%D0%B8-%D0%B2%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B0/
https://crudeaccountability.org/%D0%BD%D0%B5%D1%84%D1%82%D1%8C-%D0%B8%D0%BB%D0%B8-%D0%B2%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B0/
https://crudeaccountability.org/category/chinese-investments-press-release/
https://crudeaccountability.org/category/chinese-investments-press-release/
https://crudeaccountability.org/category/chinese-investments-press-release/
https://issuu.com/oecd.publishing/docs/final_report_eng_issuu
https://issuu.com/oecd.publishing/docs/final_report_eng_issuu
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Climate change and increasing temperatures are 
also likely to increase the spread of malaria, which, 
having been mostly eradicated under the Soviet 
regime, subsequently re-emerged in Uzbekistan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan in the 
1990s. Heat stress in the region also contributes to 
cardiovascular disease and can affect pregnancies; 
exposure to summer heat in late pregnancy can 
result in birth defects or congenital anomalies. 
Climate change resulting in increases in winter 
temperature and changing precipitation patterns 
may exacerbate this problem by creating more 
favorable conditions for parasites.

Central Asia has seen how the increase in airborne 
salt and dust from environmental disasters, such as 
the shrinking of the Aral Sea, as well as from global 
warming, contributes to high levels of respiratory 
illnesses and impairments, eye problems, and 
throat and esophageal cancer. This has been 
documented in the Aral Sea region. The prevalence 
of such diseases has increased since the 1990s, 
with effects including high neonatal and maternal 
mortality. Kyrgyzstani authorities have recognised 
a direct correlation between air pollution and the 
increasing number of people impacted by various 
pathologies. In Bishkek, the number of cases of 
respiratory illness in children under the age of 14 
increased by 46 per cent between 2013 and 2017. 

Impact on Food 
Security

Environmental issues and climate change have 
impacted the already fragile situation relating 
to food security in the region. The prevalence of 
food insecurity at moderate or severe levels in 
Central Asia has already increased from 8.5 per 
cent (affecting 5.7 million persons) in 2014 to 13.2 
per cent (affecting 9.6 million persons) in 2019, an 
increase of 55 per cent: significantly higher than the 
world average 16 per cent increase. In Tajikistan 
in 2018, 24 per cent of households in the country 
were food insecure. Due to undernutrition and 
malnutrition, 20 per cent of children in Central Asia 
under the age of five are developmentally stunted. 
Even in states with significant economic potential, 
like Turkmenistan food security is fragile , as 

shown by the food crisis in the country caused by 
the combination of an economic crisis which has 
been ongoing since the fall of global hydrocarbon 
prices in 2014 and the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020 and 2021. 

Food insecurity could be exacerbated by a 
reduction in local food production due to the 
ecological fragility of the region. Salinisation and 
soil erosion reduce the biological and economic 
productivity of land, threatening yields. In 
Kyrgyzstan, 85 per cent of agricultural land is 
already vulnerable to erosion. Moreover, flooding 
and flash floods can cause significant agricultural 
damage, destroying irrigation canals, pumping 
stations, and gardens. 

Local agricultural production will also be impacted 
by climate change. Although at present, harvests 
are increasing due to the milder winter and spring 
temperatures and the resulting decrease in frost 
damage, the demand for water may be difficult to 
meet. Water demand is expected to increase by 
16 per cent over the next 60 years, and the water 
levels of rivers are forecasted to decline as a result 
of global warming. According to the World Bank, 
this will lead to an estimated harvest reduction 
of between 10 and 25 per cent by 2050. By 2100, 
harvests could decline by 30 per cent in Tajikistan 
and by 20 to 50 per cent by 2050 in Uzbekistan. 
Kazakhstan, which is considered the breadbasket 
of Central Asia due to its wheat production, could 
lose 30 per cent of its agricultural production in 
the next decade due to climate change.

Global warming will impact livestock farming as 
well as the growth and regeneration of grazing 
pastures is likely to decline. Pastures make up 
more than 186 million hectares, or 84.1 per cent, 
of all farmland in Kazakhstan, making it the fifth 
country in the world in terms of pasture area, 
but 38 per cent of pastureland has degraded 
over the last century. High temperatures could 
contribute to decimating livestock, as shown in 
the summer of 2021, when low rainfall left 90 per 
cent of pastureland unable to support life in the 
Aral District of Kyzylorda Region. Finally, according 
to studies by USAID, changes in temperature and 

https://issuu.com/oecd.publishing/docs/final_report_eng_issuu
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/b/7/355471.pdf
https://www.google.fr/search?q=Aeolian+Processes+in+the+Arid+Territories+of+Central+Asia+and+Kazakhstan&ei=fw9dYf3uN_ej5NoPpK6yyAg&ved=0ahUKEwi9qobu47TzAhX3EVkFHSSXDIkQ4dUDCA4&uact=5&oq=Aeolian+Processes+in+the+Arid+Territories+of+Central+Asia+and+Kazakhstan&gs_lcp=Cgdnd3Mtd2l6EANKBAhBGABQjA1YjA1g9g9oAHACeACAAWuIAWuSAQMwLjGYAQCgAQKgAQHAAQE&sclient=gws-wiz
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https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/2018-April-30_USAID_CadmusCISF_Climate-Risk-Profile-Central-Asia.pdf
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precipitation patterns could negatively impact 
livestock growth and reproduction patterns and 
increase the number of infectious diseases. 

The Environment 
and Vulnerable 
Populations

Vulnerable populations, including women and the 
poor, are often most affected by environmental 
problems. Rising temperatures, risks associated 
with energy insecurity and the lack of drinking 
water have increased health risks, especially for 
pregnant women and the elderly. Poor populations 
constitute a significant part of the total population 
of Kazakhstan (43 per cent), Turkmenistan (48 per 
cent), and Uzbekistan (49.5 per cent), and are a 
majority in Kyrgyzstan (64 per cent) and Tajikistan 
(73 per cent). Rural populations whose daily 
subsistence incomes depend mainly or exclusively 
on agriculture production are particularly 
dependent on the health of natural resources 
such as land, forests, water and the biodiversity. 
While Central Asian farmers may benefit from 
better harvests until 2040 due to the rising 
waters, the subsequent reduction of agricultural 
production due to rising temperatures, lack of 
water and land degradation will significantly reduce 
farmers’ incomes. 

Poverty and the environment are part of a vicious 
circle: socially fragile people, especially in rural 
areas, may themselves harm the environment. 
For example, while natural resources are 
essential for the economic survival of pastoralists, 
local communities which practice intensive 
cattle grazing contribute to deforestation and 
the degradation of fragile natural habitats. In 
Kyrgyzstan, a significant reduction in forested 
land has degraded the self-restoration of the 
remaining forests and 70 per cent of pastureland 
has been subjected to degradation. Poverty and 
environmental destruction are directly connected 
to energy insecurity, as vulnerable populations 
tend to overuse natural resources, such as wood, 
to compensate for their lack of access to electricity 
or gas. 

Impact on Emigration

Environmental problems in Central Asia have led 
to significant population movements. Between 
1980 and 1990, over 161,000 people left the 
region of Semipalatinsk in Kazakhstan, which was 
already declared an environmental disaster zone 
at the end of the Soviet era. The drought in the 
Aral Sea region in the 1990s and early 2000s, in 
particular in the delta of the Amu Daria river, led 
many local inhabitants to move to other regions 
in search of better conditions. Overall, the impact 
of the environment on agriculture, food security, 
and health, combined with the impact of natural 
disasters such as flooding resulting from melting 
glaciers, has increased population displacement 
within the region, as well as emigration to other 
countries since the 1990s. In Kyrgyzstan, between 
1992 and 1997, at least 17,000 people migrated 
due to the impact of landslides, mudflows, 
floods, and earthquakes. In 2015, in the Pamir 
region of Tajikistan, extensive  property damage 
resulting from the melting of glaciers due to 
rising temperatures and an outburst  flood  from 
an artificial lake led to the displacement of 1,500 
local residents. Although environmental migration 
is a growing concern in the region, the political 
authorities have generally been reluctant to provide 
statistics and specific information on this sensitive 
issue. Such reluctance highlights the larger issue 
of the impact of the authoritarian management 
of environmental issues by governments in the 
region. 
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III. Government 
Responses to 
Environmental 
Challenges

Governments in the region have put in place some 
domestic legislation and policies, and most have 
joined international agreements and frameworks 
addressing environmental issues and climate 
change. However, all have struggled to find 
coherent and effective environmental policies 
and, more importantly, the political will to fully 
implement them. Many local environmentalists 
lament that environmental policies mostly remain 
part of governmental public relations strategies. 
The resulting highly visible projects often do not 
address the most pressing environmental issues 
or themselves cause collateral environmental 
concerns that the authorities cover up. The 
implementation of environmental policies in 
the region has faced numerous other obstacles, 
including unstable economic and social conditions, 
limited funding, a lack of reliable data and research, 
and limited state cooperation with independent 
scientific institutions.

Domestic Laws and 
Strategies

Since the 1990s, Central Asian governments 
have adopted national strategies and legislation 
to protect the environment and combat climate 
change. Kazakhstan has developed an extensive 
body of environmental law. In January 2007, it 
adopted the Environmental Code, which has 
subsequently been revised 47 times, with the 
latest version published on 27 December 2017. 
In January 2021, the government released a new 
Environmental Code aimed at addressing the 
shortcomings of the 2007 version, taking into 
account the experience of the European Union 
and other foreign countries, as well as supporting 
the implementation of Kazakhstan’s international 
environmental obligations. 

In June 1999, Kyrgyzstan outlined the Law 
on Environmental Expertise and the Law on 
Environmental Protection. Tajikistan passed a law 
on environmental protection in August 2011, 
which was later amended in 2017, and in 2019 
adopted the National Strategy of Adaptation to 
Climate Change up to 2030. 

In Turkmenistan, in 2012 and 2013, the country’s 
Supreme Council for Science and Technology 
prepared a National Strategy for Climate Change 
for the president, which provided for the 
introduction of energy-efficient and energy-saving 
technologies, as well as for the use of renewable 
energy sources in state industries, the public 
transportation sector, and municipal housing. Plans 
to respond to climate change and to transition 
to low-carbon development were included 
in the National Strategy for Socio-Economic 
Development up to 2030 and in the National 
Strategy of Turkmenistan on Climate Change.

In 2013, Uzbekistan launched a five-year 
Programme of Actions on Environmental Protection 
for the Period 2013–2017, aimed at improving 
environmental conditions through a wide range 
of measures, including investment in industrial 
pollution abatement; improvements in municipal 
infrastructure; the enhancement of environmental 
monitoring; the development of environmental 
legislation and environmental education; and the 
promotion of international cooperation with a 
focus on transboundary pollution issues. In October 
2019, the government adopted a Strategy for 
the Transition of the Republic of Uzbekistan to a 
Green Economy for the Period 2019-2030, which 
set targets to reduce national greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions, to increase energy efficiency based on 
the development of renewable energy, to improve 
resource efficiency and crop yields, and to limit 
land degradation. Overall, by 2021, Uzbekistan 
had adopted about 30 legislative acts and 100 by-
laws on nature protection and the use of natural 
resources.

Beyond the above-mentioned examples of 
general laws and strategies on the environment, 
Central Asian states have also adopted laws on 
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related issues, such as resource management, 
pollution prevention, protected areas, air quality, 
supply of drinking water, fisheries (Tajikistan), 
forest and flora protection, soil protection, 
instituting environmental audits, and access to 
environmental information. 

In 2013, Kazakhstan launched a Green Economy 
Plan, under which the country should meet 50 
per cent of its energy needs from alternative and 
renewable sources by 2050. Kyrgyzstan adopted 
a  Programme of Green Economy Development for 
2019–2023, which aims at improving people’s 
wellbeing through the more efficient use of 
resources and preservation of natural ecosystems 
in the country. In Uzbekistan, environmental 
protection and the green economy form an 
integral part of the 2017 Action Strategy on 
Five Priority Directions for Development for 
2017–2021. The strategy aims to improve public 
utility services, such as water supply and sewage 
systems, municipal waste management, energy 
supply, and public transport, as well as to expand 
the use of renewable sources of energy. Tajikistan 
and Kyrgyzstan have banked on developing their 

hydropower potential to produce clean energy 
and meet growing domestic demand and export 
needs for electricity. 

Over the past decade, countries in the region 
have made limited progress in integrating 
environmental and climate change issues into their 
economic plans. All have pledged to reduce their 
production of greenhouse gas (GHG). Kazakhstan 
aimed to reduce this by 15-25 per cent by 2030 
compared to 1990, while Kyrgyzstan aims to 
reduce it by 44 per cent, and Tajikistan by 10-20 per 
cent.  Turkmenistan  has promised to stabilise or 
even reduce GHG emissions by 2030. Uzbekistan’s 
objective  is to decrease the 2010 level of specific 
emissions of GHGs per unit of GDP by 35 per 
cent by 2030. At  the C5+1 Climate Ministerial 
Meeting held in September 2021, all Central Asian 
countries pledged that their Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) would include specific markers 
and concrete actions to reach those targets in line 
with the goal of keeping a temperature limit of 1.5 
degree Celsius above pre-industrial levels within 
reach. 
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https://www.un-page.org/kyrgyz-republic-enacts-programme-development-green-economy-2019-2023
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https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-of-the-c51-on-addressing-the-climate-crisis/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-of-the-c51-on-addressing-the-climate-crisis/
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International 
Agreements

At the international level, Central Asian states 
have sought to demonstrate their commitment 
to environmental issues through regional and 
international cooperation and agreements. 
They initiated cooperation within the region by 
establishing the Regional Environmental Centre 
for Central Asia (CAREC) in 2001. Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan are also members of the Eurasian 
Economic Union (EEU), which although it does 
not focus on ecology, does promote cooperation 
and exchange of information on the environmental 
sector. Another regional organisation, the 
Economic Cooperation Organisation (ECO) 
brings together states from Central Asia and 
the Middle East to exchange information on 
the environment, including on renewable 
energy. Central Asian states have also ratified 
several major international agreements on the 
environment and climate change, including the 
1992  United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Kyoto Protocol, and 
the 2015 Paris Agreement, as well as the Aarhus 
Convention (see Part IV). 

Central Asian countries also engage in bilateral 
cooperation on the environment with countries 
outside the region. For example, the EU-Central 
Asia Strategy adopted by the Council of the 
European Union in 2019 identified a number 
of priorities for environmental action, including 
water supply and management, cross-border 
river basin management, combatting climate 
change and desertification, and safeguarding 
biodiversity. Based on this strategy, Germany has 
initiated the “Green Central Asia” project, which 
aims to foster links between states in the region, 
including Afghanistan, by building a network for 
dialogue and cooperation involving Central Asian 
and German academic and civil society actors. In 
April 2021, the United States, through its Agency 
for International Development (USAID), launched 
a five-year project in Kazakhstan entitled “USAID 
Water and Vulnerable Environment” which aims 
to strengthen “regional cooperation between the 
five countries of Central Asia and Afghanistan on 

the management of shared water resources and 
mitigating environmental risks in the Syr Darya and 
Amu Darya river basins”. 

Political 
Instrumentalisation of 
Ecology

As is the case in many other places, Central Asian 
politicians use ecological narratives for public 
relations purposes. However, decisionmakers 
have failed to conceal the gap between their 
declarations of intent on environmental policy 
and the lack of implementation in practice. In 
Kyrgyzstan, some NPO activists have blasted 
political parties which have repeatedly announced 
green projects during election campaigns in order 
to gain credibility, only to forget about them as soon 
as the elections are over.  

Governments in the region use environmental 
discourse to promote their legitimacy. This 
is exemplified by international projects and 
agreements which, environmentalists report, are 
implemented at best in a piecemeal manner and 
by the funding of projects that improve the image 
of the political regime but which are not effective 
in addressing concrete environmental issues.

For example - Turkmenistan is the largest emitter 
of methane in the world, despite the government 
making repeated promises to reduce emissions, 
including in 2021 within the framework of 
the C5+1. A 2019 study by the data analytics 
company Kayrros SAS showed that, since 2019, 
Turkmenistan has had 31 of the 50 largest methane 
releases from onshore oil and gas operations. 
Although methane contributes over 80 times 
more to global warming than carbon dioxide when 
it first enters the atmosphere it is also colourless 
and odourless, hence the authorities are often 
reluctant to address this issue. In Kazakhstan, 
despite some government efforts to reduce 
1990 emissions by at least 15 per cent by 2030, 
a report on nine key non-G20 countries has shown 
that few effective mitigation policies have been 
put in place, making Kazakhstan the only country 
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19

projected to miss its Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) target if its current policies 
are not changed.

Additionally, the commitment of the former 
president of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, to 
a major denuclearisation programme earned him 
international recognition. Despite some measures 
taken by the government to denuclearize the 
country, environmentalists and researchers like 
Togzhan Kassenova have contrasted the official 
policy with the absence of concrete measures 
to deal with harmful problems linked to nuclear 
pollution. The lack of local, in-depth studies which 
would permit a full understanding of the ongoing 
impact of Soviet nuclear testing on local and 
remote populations has led to a lack of appropriate 
responses including on the provision of health and 
social assistance to affected populations. Data 
collection is often carried out by individuals who 
are directly affected by the radiation problem. 

Some well-meaning laws have not been well 
implemented. A law passed in 1992 to provide 
social assistance to populations affected by the 
Polygon was certainly a decisive step in initiating a 
denuclearisation policy after the fall of the USSR. 
However, almost 30 years later, no new legislation 
has been passed to protect people in irradiated 
areas. The population affected by the Polygon 
has enjoyed only a few scant benefits, such as 
additional holiday days or monthly disability 
allowances for those who are unable to work, but 
which do not even cover the costs of their medicine. 
Moreover, extensive, bureaucratic administrative 
procedures must be negotiated in order to 
obtain these benefits: applicants must provide 
an official radiation victim certificate, issued after 
an extensive verification procedure requiring the 
applicant to provide evidence that they lived in 
the region between 1949 and 1990. According 
to some sources, more than half of radiation 
victims were not able to obtain such a certificate. 
Additionally, under current legislation, victims 
of irradiation lose their benefits if they move out 
of the region. Overall, this policy has resulted in 
significant financial costs for the government but 
little real assistance for the victims in irradiated 

villages, leaving them feeling abandoned by the 
government. 

In Kyrgyzstan, environmentalists have repeatedly 
raised the issue of plastic pollution due to the 320 
metric tonnes of plastic bags used each year, a 
quarter of which are not biodegradable and end up 
in rivers and lakes. The authorities have committed 
to addressing the problem by banning thin and 
easily damaged single use bags which are difficult 
to recycle and by introducing a draft law in 2019 
aimed at limiting the production and import of 
plastic carrier bags. Environmentalists point out 
that in practice the government has downgraded 
its plans by banning bags under 20 microns, in 
contrast to other countries such as India where 
bags under 50 microns are banned, or some 
countries in Europe where plastic bags have been 
banned or where retailers are required to charge 
for them. 

Governmental denial of the harmful environmental 
impact of industrial projects and/or the complicit 
violation of national legislation to enable their 
implementation further illustrates the gap 
between declarations of intent and environmental 
policy. An example is the village of Berezovka in 
Kazakhstan, located next to Karachaganak Oil and 
Gas Condensate Field, one of the country’s main 
oil exploitation sites, as documented by Crude 
Accountability. Under Kazakhstani legislation, any 
industrial zone potentially dangerous for the local 
population must be surrounded by a Sanitary 
Protection Zone. In the case of Karachaganak, 
a court ruled that the zone should be 5 km. 
However, expanded production at the field 
in 2002, with financing from the International 
Finance Corporation, brought the two villages of 
Tungush and Berezovka within the five km zone. 
The government relocated Tungush, but used 
the pretext of a so-called “superior technology” 
and the need to adopt international standards 
of operation to reduce the sanitary protection 
zone to three km, hence excluding the village of 
Berezovka. The government’s non-compliance 
with its own legislation had serious consequences 
on the health population of Berezovka, including 
the poisoning of children. The Kazakhstani 
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administration systematically ignored the issue 
and rejected reports by Crude Accountability, 
arguing that the research methodology used 
by the NGO is not accredited in Kazakhstan. It 
provided its own report findings which indicated 
that Karachaganak had no adverse effects on 
Berezovka. The village was, however, relocated by 
the government of Kazakhstan in 2018, following 
16 years of advocacy by the community and 
Kazakhstani and international NGOs. Although 
Karachaganak Petroleum Operative BV - the 
consortium that operated the field - denied any 
responsibility for the poisoning of children, it paid 
for the relocation.

The Not-So-Green 
Projects

Political authoritarianism, combined with the 
instrumentalization of environmental issues by 
governments has exacerbated damage to the 
environment in Central Asia. Ecological projects 
are often undertaken without consultation with 
experts or civil society and their so-called positive 
impact and sustainability are questionable. The 
two examples below illustrate how authoritarian 
decision-making for public relations purposes has 
led to the implementation of so-called ecological 
projects that instead ended up harming the 
environment and endangering local populations.

In Tajikistan, the Rogun Dam project demonstrates 
how an authoritarian political regime can 
prioritise its own interests over environmental 
considerations and economic viability, and in 
this case even resort to harassment of the local 
population. The Rogun Dam project was first 
initiated in 1976, but was interrupted by the fall of 
the Soviet Union. Construction resumed in 1994 
after Russia and Tajikistan signed a cooperation 
agreement. President Rahmon has focused on 
the dam’s planned height of 335 meters, which 
would make it the highest dam in the world, thus 
combining the enhancement of national pride 
with the development of sustainable energy.

Rogun does have some laudable goals. It would 
double Tajikistan’s current electricity production, 

solve the country’s recurrent energy shortages and 
bring in significant economic profit by exporting 
production surplus to South Asia. However, there 
are concerns about the project’s sustainability 
and impact both on the environment and the 
local population. Firstly, in mountain areas, the 
stability and durability of hydropower dams 
are strongly dependent on local slope activity. 
Natural disasters could easily derail the project, as 
demonstrated in 1993 when a flood destroyed the 
dam. A survey released in 2021 showed that more 
than 220 rock slope deformations, rockslides, soil 
creep and slides, debris flows, rock glaciers, and 
ice debris have been identified in the Rogun Dam 
catchment area, and that almost a third of detected 
landslides would have a high damming hazard 
potential upon catastrophic failure. Secondly, 
upstream from Rogun, approximately 70 km of 
what was preciously a free-flowing river would 
become a lake and significantly impact biodiversity. 
Thirdly, the project has harmed local inhabitants 
as the construction required the relocation of 
some 42,000 people and, while the government 
allocated parcels of land to displaced families, it 
did not fund the building of houses on this land. 
Overall, the government has failed to provide 
sufficient compensation in accordance with 
international rules, which provide for the building 
of new homes of a similar size and standard as 
those the displaced families had previously owned. 
As a result, the standard of living for many resettled 
families has significantly deteriorated. 

Pervasive corruption in Tajikistan has slowed 
down the project and negatively impacted the 
population. In 2010, the government decided to 
force the population to participate financially in the 
project by mandating that companies, institutions, 
and citizens buy shares. People reluctant to do so 
risked being prevented from travelling or studying 
abroad and losing their jobs. As a result, the 
authorities raised 185 million USD, despite the fact 
that over 60 per cent of the population around 
the site of the Rogun Dam lived below the official 
poverty line. As President Rahmon had made 
Rogun the flagship project of his presidency, he 
refused to explore alternative options for the dam 
and repressed opponents of the project, including 
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by designating those who spoke out against it as 
enemies of the nation. 

The Golden Age Lake in Turkmenistan also 
illustrates how an environmental project can be 
used to promote a presidential narrative about 
the greatness of the nation, but in fact cause 
damage to the environment. The lake consists 
of an 800-kilometre network of canals across the 
desert which are designed to bring water into 
the  Karashor Depression and create an artificial 
lake of 2,000 km2.  Initiated by Turkmenistan’s 
first president, Saparmurad Niyazov, and 
continued by his successor President Gurbangully 
Berdymukhamedow, the completion of the first 
stage of the project was hailed as a “truly historic 
event”, where the “most daring plans are made 
a reality” and formed a central component of 
both presidents’ rhetoric about their supposed 
commitment to the environment. 

However, the ecological impact of the project has 
been controversial. The canal was dug directly 
into the sand without any form of insulation. 
Authorities had estimated that the bottom of the 
canal would be covered naturally with silt when the 
water came through to feed it, thereby preventing 
water from seeping into the sand. This technique, 
however, which was used for the construction 
of the Karakum Canal in the 1950s, has led to 
significant water loss which continues today. 
Water infiltration along the length of the Karakum 
Canal has raised the level of groundwater, causing 
the salinisation and degradation of water tables 
and, by extension, of vast areas of land. Moreover, 
the construction of the canals feeding the Golden 
Age Lake failed to take meteorological factors into 
account - such as sand displacement resulting 
from the winds that blow constantly through the 
region. As a result, large deposits of sand have 
filled the canal and its reservoirs. The course of the 
canal has gradually changed since the initiation of 
the project 20 years ago. Water has eroded the 
shores, inundated large areas, and formed small 
lakes. In many places, the original canal bed can 
no longer be determined. Periodically, drainage 
water saturated with chemicals and salts from 
arable fields upstream of the canal recedes, 

leaving behind sterile saline soil. Finally, experts 
argue that much of the water pumped into the 
searing desert will evaporate and is likely to be 
contaminated with pesticides and fertilisers which 
will damage the environment. Overall, the project 
illustrates the degree to which political decision 
makers have ignored the advice and concerns of 
both the scientific community and civil society. In 
Turkmenistan, the subjugation of environmental 
issues to political concerns has again been 
highlighted by Berdymukhamedow’s decision in 
2016 to subsume the Ministry of the Environment 
into the Ministry of Agriculture and to place the 
Agency for Hydrocarbon Development even more 
directly under presidential authority.

Limited Funding

Since independence, funding for the 
environmental sector has been limited in Central 
Asia where each country, to varying degrees and 
under various circumstances, has experienced 
economic and social hardships during the 
transition from a collectivist and planned 
economic system to a more liberal one. The lack of 
funding for environmental programmes has been 
exacerbated by weak economic resources in the 
cases of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan and by global 
economic and financial crises - first the 2008 crisis 
and then the 2014 fall in hydrocarbon prices - 
which impacted the three richest hydrocarbon 
producing states; Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, 
and Uzbekistan. The impacts on Central Asian 
economies of the COVID-19 pandemic and of 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 are likely to 
further reduce investment in this sector. 

In Kazakhstan, the share of investment and 
expenditure for environmental protection 
constituted 0.2 per cent of GDP between 2015 and 
2017, or half of that undertaken by member states 
of the European Union. Investments in other 
states have been even lower. In Uzbekistan, the 
share of environmental investments was 0.02 per 
cent of GDP between 2012 and 2019, peaking in 
2017 at only 0.15 per cent. In Kyrgyzstan, the budget 
devoted to environmental issues, already low in 
2016 (approximately 13.5 million USD), declined in 
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the following years to 11.4 million USD in 2019. In 
Tajikistan, the state budgeted 10.6 million USD in 
2019 for a budget line that covered housing and 
communal services, ecology and forestry. 

Investment in the environmental sector can be 
supplemented by off-budget funds operated 
by ministries, state committees, and other 
governmental bodies, as well as by economic 
projects aimed at environmental protection - for 
instance the construction of hydropower plants 
in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. However, in general, 
governmental responses to environmental problems 
have been hampered by a lack of funding. This 
applies to large scale projects such as reducing 
emissions, which requires substantial investment 
in equipment and monitoring centres. As a 
result some countries have relied on support 
from the international community, such as 
Kyrgyzstan, which can dedicate only a fraction of 
its low 1.5 billion USD annual budget for critical 
environmental issues, such as mitigating the impact 
of uranium mining or addressing climate change. 

Lack of Data and 
Research

The lack of investment is also impacting 
environmental research. Kazakhstani state 
funding of research and development (R&D) 
activities, at 0.12 per cent of GDP in 2018, is low 
and is expected to remain so, reaching around 0.17 
by 2025. Uzbekistan spent 0.2 per cent of its GDP 
in 2017 on domestic research and development 
research. Figures are even lower in other states 
in the region: Kyrgyzstan in 2017 and Tajikistan in 
2018 spent 0.1 per cent of their respective GDPs of 
7.7 and 7.5 billion USD in this sector. No data have 
been provided on Turkmenistan. These figures 
are low compared with other Asian countries such 
as Malaysia (1.24) and China (2.1), and compared 
with a global average of 1.7 per cent and an average 
in 2017 of 2.37 per cent for OECD countries. 

As a result of low investment, environmental 
expertise - including on critical topics such as 
ecosystems and biodiversity - is lacking in Central 
Asia. Government structures responsible for 

protecting biodiversity are understaffed and this is 
exacerbated by poor wages and difficult working 
conditions..

This in turn hampers the collection of fundamental 
data. Information and statistics on water, land 
resources, subsoil, soil protection, eco-energy, 
and environmental assessment and monitoring 
are either unavailable or limited. In the second half 
of the 2010s, researchers noted a “remarkable 
absence of basic information” on water and its 
impact on health in Central Asia. Kyrgyzstan has only 
five glaciologists and the melting trends of glaciers 
remain largely unknown and under-studied. In 
Tajikistan, major knowledge gaps on temperature 
and precipitation trends in the high altitudes of 
the Pamir and Tien Shan mountains are the result 
of poor and frequently unreliable data which has 
negatively impacted the forecasting of extreme 
weather events. This has resulted in insufficient 
local capacity to design and implement climate 
adaptation policies. In Kazakhstan, emissions data 
are not publicly available, making independent 
inventories of pollutants difficult. Moreover, the 
country’s national statistics on energy are not 
in line with international standards, complicating 
greenhouse gas inventory reporting to 
international organisations and sound decision-
making on combatting pollution and climate 
change. The lack of expertise and research on 
local environmental issues is illustrated by the 
limited information and data available on websites, 
which directly undermines the ability of political 
decisionmakers to respond. 

Limited State 
Cooperation with 
Independent Scientific 
Institutions

The capacity of Central Asian states to tackle 
environmental issues has been further hampered 
by a lack of independent research, as research 
on the environment instead remains controlled 
by political authorities and monopolised by state 
institutions. The State Agencies of Environmental 
Protection, institutes of the National Academy 
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of Sciences, universities, and ministerial research 
institutes are mainly responsible for producing 
environmental reports. Independent research 
has been further limited by the overall restricted 
environment for academic freedom in Central 
Asia. In Kazakhstan, scientific environmental 
research is carried out under state grants and 
programmes by selected government institutes, 
the Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools (NIS), and 
pedagogical universities, such as the Abai Kazakh 
National Pedagogical University. Although research 
carried out by state institutes may be of good 
quality, the fact that they remain under the control 
of the political authorities means that important, 
sensitive information can be excluded all too 
easily. 

Governments are reluctant to recognise and 
act on the findings from independent institutes 
or research that shows embarrassing data. For 
example, in Kazakhstan, the agency EXIMAR, 
commissioned by the Development Centre of 
Almaty in 2018, found that 70 per cent of pollutants 
were emitted by only three thermal power plants 
and coal-fired boilers. The results of the study 
were strongly at odds with official data and risked 
delegitimising the Kazakhstani development 
policy, which claimed that the functioning of the 
factories did not undermine the government’s 
commitment to reducing toxic emissions. The 
results were never published. 

The findings of environmental monitoring are 
not effectively shared with the administrations, 
which results in a lack of coordination among 
decisionmakers, at national, regional and local levels. 
In addition, the lack of accessible online platforms 
providing centralized environmental indicators 
obstructs their widespread utilisation. In Tajikistan, 
much risk analysis information is classified 
and not shared among government bodies. 
Monitoring conducted by Tajikhydromet and the 
Centre for Analytical Control of the Committee 
on Environmental Protection covers only limited 
environment indicators and misses essential ones, 
such as water loss or fertiliser consumption. Only 
selected aggregated and inconsistent data have 
been shared with other public authorities, with the 

main purpose of comparing data from different 
regions. Much of the data is only accessible to a 
limited number of government employees. 

Steps taken to attempt to remedy this problem 
have had mixed results. In Uzbekistan, the 
legal framework for environmental monitoring 
was updated in 2019 to include provisions for 
regulating data-sharing between ministries and 
agencies and the Centre for Specialised Analytical 
Control on Environmental Protection under the 
State Committee of the Republic of Uzbekistan 
on Ecology and Environmental Protection. 
However, overall inter-agency information-sharing 
remains limited and data are not made available  
to other public authorities. In Kazakhstan, the 
advisory Interagency Council on Water Resource 
Management, created by the government in 2015 
to strengthen inter-ministerial coordination, does 
not meet regularly and has not had significant 
results. 
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IV. Systemic 
Challenges to 
Addressing 
Environmental 
Issues

Systemic issues undermining development, 
democracy, and good governance in the region 
also hinder efforts to address environmental 
challenges and climate change. Corruption amongst 
government officials and private businesses is 
pervasive across the region. State cooperation 
with independent scientific institutions is limited. 
Education systems have deteriorated since 
independence and focus little on environmental 
issues. Judicial systems lack independence from 
the executive thus complicating procedures for 
citizens lodging environmental cases or seeking 
redress when harmed by environmental factors. 
Restrictions on media freedom and access to 

information also negatively impact the ability of 
CSOs working on the environment to gather and 
disseminate information. Overall, the authoritarian 
political frameworks in the region have significantly 
reduced the ability of CSOs to respond effectively 
to the many ecological challenges that Central 
Asia is facing.

Corruption and 
Competing Economic 
and Ecological 
Interests

In Central Asia, as in many other regions 
of the world, promoting environmental 
protection often conflicts with the economic 
objectives of governments and private interest. 
Some researchers lament that government 
environmental agendas are often undermined 
by the authorities’ economic priorities. The 
environment and the economy have traditionally 
been managed separately within the public sector, 

https://pubs.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/migrate/17504IIED.pdf
https://pubs.iied.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/migrate/17504IIED.pdf


25

including in relation to infrastructure, which has 
been developed according to economic criteria 
instead of ecological considerations.

This prioritisation of the economy over the 
environment has been exacerbated by pressure 
from economic interests, including of local or 
foreign companies. For example, in Kazakhstan, 
the “ArcelorMittal Temirtau” JSC is accused of 
polluting more than Lakshmi Mittal’s 20 other 
steel-producing plants around the world, taking 
advantage of the lack of regulations in Kazakhstan 
to i compel it to take anti-pollution measures. 

In Kyrgyzstan, the government has been 
slow in implementing the transition to more 
environmentally-friendly “Euro-4” and “Euro-5” fuels 
and banning the sale of environmentally harmful 
fuel on the domestic market, measures required 
by Eurasian Economic Union regulations. Instead, 
it has complied with the demands of oil traders 
and local refineries to continue selling fuel with 
high sulfur levels through 2021 and to produce 
fuels and lubricants below the Euro-4 class until 
2023. The intent of the Kyrgyzstani authorities for 
a gradual transition is increasingly questioned by 
environmentalists - who argue that a longstanding 
problem is being ignored by both the state and 
private companies - as has the lack of further 
measures to address this problem and the 
modernisation of refineries by 2023. 

The subordination of ecological protection to 
economic priorities is exacerbated by corruption 
amongst local authorities, including embezzlement 
from the state budget. In Kazakhstan, governors 
have redirected parts of the budget allocated to 
the environment to favoured business interests. 
The Minister of Environmental Protection reported 
that in 2000, 2001, and 2002 only 1.2 of 2.3 billion 
Kazakhstani Tenge (KZT), 1.2 of 2.6 billion KZT, 
and 1.6 of 7.7 billion KZT respectively which were 
originally designated for the environment were 
actually spent on this sector. This phenomenon 
continues today. While Kazakhstan has allocated 
considerable funding for the supply of drinking 
water, it has been misappropriated for years, due 
to the corruption amongst akims (“governors”) 

and their financial links with private companies. 
This has led some experts to urge that akims 
responsible for such embezzlement are criminally 
prosecuted and not simply fined as has happened 
previously. 

Pervasive corruption has permeated the 
management of environmental issues and 
is fueled by the authorities’ monopoly on 
power over ecological standards. According to 
environmentalists, corruption particularly affects 
contract negotiations in the extractive industry, 
allowing the circumvention of environmental 
regulations, such as the issuing of permits for 
emissions or storage of solid waste; calls for 
tender, including for industrial environmental 
monitoring; the conducting of environmental 
studies, including background environmental 
studies; the development of environmental 
projects; issuing of licenses; inspections and 
checks; settlement of incidents of environmental 
pollution; excess discharges and emissions. 

Bribery has been on the rise despite state 
declarations of their intent to fight corruption and 
improve environmental protection. Some local 
officials, many of whom are underpaid, have used 
their positions to enrich themselves by imposing 
obstacles to the issuing of certificates or turning a 
blind eye to regulatory violations in exchange for 
bribes. In January 2021, employees of the Kyrgyz 
State Agency for Environmental Protection and 
Forestry Management in Chui Oblast and Bishkek 
received bribes of between 500 and 5,000 USD 
from construction companies in exchange for 
positive conclusions from the state environmental 
inspection, required for the construction of public 
and commercial facilities. In Kazakhstan, state 
environmental controls generate the most bribes, 
along with financial and customs services controls. 

Corruption has led governments to deliberately 
ignore the harmful impact on the environment of 
profitable projects. An example is the reserve of 
Sary-Chelek in Kyrgyzstan, included in 1979 in the 
international network of biosphere reserves and 
in 2016 in the UNESCO World Heritage List, where, 
despite protests from environmentalists and even 
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government officials, hunting protected species 
has continued, leading to the endangering of 92 
species of animals and 65 species of plants and the 
complete disappearance of 11 kinds of animals. The 
reserve has become financially profitable and now 
risks losing its UNESCO status. Corruption and its 
impact on the environment are further fostered 
by weak rule of law, for example in Kyrgyzstan, 
where reserve workers who attempted to fight 
officials who authorised the hunting of protected 
species were dismissed.

Elites in the region have exploited environmental 
issues for their own enrichment. In Kazakhstan, 
while Aliya Nazarbayeva, former President 
Nazarbayev’s daughter, produced and widely 
distributed a documentary, “Awakening”, 
warning of the dangers of prioritising economic 
growth over ecological balance, independent 
investigations found that front companies serving 
her interests held a monopoly on the recycling fees 
that producers and importers of certain goods 
were required to pay. Kazakhstani elite control 
over certain businesses has an indirect effect on 
environmental issues by impeding competition 
and hence alternative and less expensive options. 
The operating costs for a vehicle vary between 
1,000 and 9,000 USD, ten times higher than in 
Europe - in a country where the average monthly 
salary is around 400 USD.

In some cases, the subordination of ecological 
interests to private interests has taken the form 
of political pressure on populations to support 
projects that civil society has warned may damage 
the environment. In Kazakhstan, in 2017, when 
local residents opposed the transformation of 
Kok Zhailau Park near Almaty into a ski resort, the 
authorities tried to garner popular support for the 
project by publishing a letter signed under duress 
by 100,000 students, some of whom reported 
that their universities had warned them that their 
grades would be affected if they refused to sign.

Measures to fight against the discretionary 
power of state authorities on environmental 
management have not borne significant results. 
In Uzbekistan, the government initiated reforms 

to address corruption by reducing procedures 
requiring the participation of official entities by 
developing electronic links between different 
state bodies and other organisations, in order 
to make decisions more transparent and 
reduce bureaucracy. However, corruption in 
environmental management remains high. 
Between 2019 and 2020, nearly 473 criminal 
cases involved procedures that did not comply 
with standards and 543 officials were prosecuted. 
Environmentalists note that addressing corruption 
is challenging as political authorities are reluctant 
to increase transparency and disclose the deep-
rooted corruption within official structures to the 
public and the international community. 

Corruption is also a problem amongst those in 
charge of carrying out ecological development 
programmes and projects. Many environmental 
programmes supposedly carried out by 
independent actors or NGOs have actually been 
empty shells and serve as means of personal 
enrichment. Moreover, corruption has been 
fed by foreign companies. In Kazakhstan, at 
Karachaganak, oil services company Baker Hughes 
was convicted in 2007 of giving a 4.1 million USD 
bribe in a Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA) 
case. The company was fined 11 million USD, part 
of the largest combined sanction ever imposed in 
an FCPA Case. 

Lack of Education on 
or Awareness about 
Environmental Issues 

Since independence, some CSOs and individual 
activists have spoken out on environmental issues. 
Local populations have raised concerns about 
projects deemed harmful to the environment, 
including glacier mining, the exploitation of gold 
mines in Kazakhstan, air pollution, degradation of 
protected areas, or extraction methods deemed 
harmful to the environment. In Kyrgyzstan, civil 
society has been involved in researching and 
disseminating information on environmental 
issues, including natural resource management, 
pollution problems, and investigations into 
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corruption linked to environmental issues. 
Moreover, some demonstrations have taken 
place over environmental causes, such as protests 
against air pollution. Some of these initiatives have 
paid off – for example uranium exploration and 
mining was banned after protests that led to the 
adoption of a law passed on 31 October 2019. 

The case of the Kumtor mine in Kyrgyzstan 
illustrates the commitment of civilian populations 
to address environmental issues. The mine has 
had a harmful impact on the environment and the 
health of the local population and has contributed 
to the pollution of neighboring glaciers and the 
Naryn River, which flows into the Syr Darya, thus 
extending the environmental impact beyond the 
borders of Kyrgyzstan. Successive governments 
have ignored these environmental issues, 
particularly since the mine – which is  responsible 
for 12 per cent of Kyrgyzstan’s GDP and 23 per 
cent of its industrial output – makes an essential 
contribution to the economy. However, Kumtor 
has repeatedly caused local dissatisfaction, resulting 
in protests held from 2013 to 2014 and even illegal 
actions, such as setting up roadblocks and, on 
one occasion, protestors entering a local power 
station and briefly cutting off the electricity supply 
to the mine. 

Another well-known case was local opposition to 
the development of a ski resort in the Kok Zhailau 
National Park near Almaty, Kazakhstan, which 
CSOs believed would have had a serious negative 
environmental impact. The project, which was 
initiated during Soviet times, had been suspended 
due to a lack of funds following independence; it 
was restarted in 2005, but then postponed again 
due to lack of funds. In 2011, it was relaunched 
with a plan to sell off part of the national park 
as private property, arousing strong opposition 
from the local population and CSOs, including 
the Green Salvation Ecological Society and the 
Save Kok Zhailau group. The civil society action 
led private investors to leave and compelled the 
state to relaunch a smaller, revised version of the 
project in 2017 which itself was eventually stopped 
by President Tokayev.

However, despite these initiatives, local population 
and CSOs’ environmental activities are often ad 
hoc, organised on a local scale, and sometimes 
arise less from concrete environmental concerns 
than from interethnic tensions over natural 
resources, for example, in the Ferghana valley 
where Uzbeks and Kyrgyz compete for access to 
land and water. Overall, environmentalists are 
concerned about low public awareness, including 
among young people, of ecological issues and the 
necessity to raise public interest in responding 
to the environmental challenges facing the region. 
Public requests for environmental information 
remain uncommon, for example, there are less than 
100 per year in Tajikistan. This lack of awareness 
contributes to daily behaviour which harms the 
environment. In Kyrgyzstan, environmentalists 
have sounded the alarm at the thousands of 
metric tonnes of garbage left by tourists around 
Lake Issyk Kul, including plastic bottles, plastic 
bags, and disposable glasses, which has led to a 
layer of plastic products half a metre deep forming 
along the cost and on parts of the lake itself. 

The lack of environmental awareness or public 
engagement has resulted from a combination of 
social factors, limited environmental education, 
and political authoritarianism. As noted by several 
environmentalists, although a small part of the 
population may protest against air pollution or 
exploitation of mineral sites which they believe 
harm the local environment, the majority of the 
public remains focused on dealing with daily 
concerns. A lack of jobs, education, social services, 
clean water, and the poor healthcare system are 
challenges for much of the population and more 
immediate than environment issues such as 
biodiversity, climate change, or plastic pollution. 
For example, in the case of the Kumtor mine, many 
local people are more concerned about the 
impact on jobs of the possible closure of a mine 
which employs 4,000 people than about the 
pollution it produces. Closing it would threaten 
the livelihoods of the miners, who receive an 
average salary of 1,500 USD every two weeks - in 
a country where the average salary is 230 USD - 
as well as significantly higher unemployment in 
nearby villages. This difficult social context makes 
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it difficult to raise awareness about ecological 
issues which are often not the top priority for the 
population, and hinders the prospects for the 
development of green movements in the region.

Governments in Central Asia have taken some 
steps to raise ecological awareness, including 
through the education system. In Kyrgyzstan, 
courses taught in primary and secondary schools 
on natural and social sciences include some 
environmental issues. In May 2019, Uzbekistan 
approved the “Concept for Environmental 
Education Development and Action Plan”, which 
aims to promote environmental education and 
culture among young people. There have been some 
improvements, including in secondary schools, as 
well as in secondary specialized education and 
vocational training, where environmental education 
has increased. In Kazakhstan, the need to integrate 
environmental and sustainable development 
issues into education was included in the 2002 
“Concept of Ecological Education”. 

However, overall, environmental education 
programmes remain limited. In Kazakhstan, there 
is no set curriculum on ecology or environmental 
education in school courses. Neither schools nor 
universities teach environmental topics in sufficient 
detail, leaving the population with little awareness of 
basic issues such as nuclear pollution. In Tajikistan, 
despite a law passed on environmental education 
in 2010 and the “State Comprehensive Programme 
for the Development of Environmental Education 
and Education of the Population of the Republic of 
Tajikistan until 2020”, teaching materials, including 
textbooks, do not cover key environmental topics. 
Education on sustainable development (ESD) 
remains underdeveloped throughout Central Asia. 
In Uzbekistan, ESD is not integrated into specialised 
secondary education and vocational training. 

The Effect of 
Authoritarianism 
on Civil Society 
Engagement

Addressing environmental challenges and 
raising public awareness is a global challenge. 
However, Central Asia, like other authoritarian 
countries, stands out for its centralised, top-
down management of environmental policy, 
which undermines government accountability 
and hinders the civil society engagement essential 
to raising environmental consciousness and 
proposing approaches to environmental issues. 

Censorship and restrictions on freedom of 
expression are part of a larger authoritarian 
framework that limits the rights to freedom of 
assembly and freedom of association, thereby 
hindering the ability of civil society to engage in 
the sector. Throughout Central Asia, civil society 
faces serious obstacles when seeking to engage in 
decision-making processes and hold governments 
accountable to the public on various issues, 
including environmental ones. These obstacles 
include a lack of information about environmental 
issues, limited dialogue between governments and 
civil society, legislation that restricts the autonomy 
and activities of CSOs, harassment and surveillance 
of activists, the development of government-
controlled NGOs (GONGOs) which governments 
use to prove to the international community that 
they have a flourishing civil society, and judicial 
systems that are not independent and hence are 
unlikely to give a fair hearing to environmental 
cases brought against the government.

Lack of Information on 
Environmental Issues

Access to information, including on environmental 
issues, was tightly controlled under the Soviet 
Union. After independence, most Central Asian 
governments (with the exception of Turkmenistan) 
eased restrictions on the dissemination of 
information, only to impose new restrictions on 
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independent media and access to information 
later. Information provided by governments and 
administrations on environmental issues has 
remained limited, making it difficult for CSOs and 
the general public to access reliable data and 
independent research. 

All Central Asian countries have ratified major 
international human rights treaties, including the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights, and are obliged to respect the 
fundamental rights set out in these treaties, as well 
as in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights – 
a cornerstone of international human rights law. 
They are also all OSCE participating states and have 
committed themselves to respecting the human 
rights principles agreed upon in this framework. 
Moreover, all, except Uzbekistan, have joined the 
Aarhus Convention - an essential document that 
connects people’s right to live in an environment 
compatible with their health and wellbeing to 
three essential dimensions; access to information, 
public participation in decision-making, and access 
to justice in environmental matters. This convention 
is an important tool to promote transparency, still 
severely limited – to varying degrees - by Central 
Asian governments today. Moreover, all Central 
Asian states are part of CAREC, which aims to 
promote intersectoral dialogue on environmental 
sustainability in Central Asia among national and 
local authorities, NPOs, local communities, the 
private sector, and donor organisations and to 
“enhance the role of civil society in sustainable 
development activities in Central Asia”.

With the exception of Turkmenistan, Central 
Asian governments disseminate some limited 
information on the state of the environment 
and the use of natural resources through 
various channels such as official websites of the 
ministries of environment and energy, and other 
government websites. In addition, some states 
have passed specific laws on information-sharing 
or added clauses in laws on environment on the 
circulation of information. Kazakhstan revised its 
Environmental Code in 2015 and 2016 to require 
that state bodies and officials provide open access to 

environmental information, including at the request 
of individuals and legal entities, and increase the 
transparency of environmental funding. Moreover, 
Central Asian states have committed to the Shared 
Environmental Information System (SEIS) initiated 
by the European Commission in 2008, which aims 
at improving the quality, availability, accessibility, 
and understanding of environmental information 
by simplifying, streamlining, and modernising 
existing information systems. The SEIS aims to 
make information easily accessible to all users, 
enable geographical comparisons, facilitate the 
participation of citizens, and make information 
available to the general public and at national level 
in national language(s). 

The Central Asian states’ commitments to 
disseminate information, however, contrast 
sharply with their implementation in practice. 
Although some environmental information is 
disseminated, the quantity, quality, and timeliness 
of publicly available information on these and 
other issues of public concern remain a serious 
challenge throughout the region. In general, many 
sections of the population in Central Asia appear 
to have little awareness of the way in which 
information on the environment is collected and 
of their right to access it. 

Despite the SEIS provisions, the implementation 
and dissemination of environmental information 
remains limited in Central Asia. Throughout 
the region, the information provided by state 
institutions is generally insufficient to allow civil 
society actors to effectively address environmental 
issues and participate in decision-making processes. 
In most cases, dissemination of environmental 
information is limited to select government agencies 
and institutes. Independent data collection and 
access to alternative information is hampered 
by censorship. Information laws have often been 
preceded or followed by laws on state secrets 
and states maintain a tradition of secrecy in many 
sectors, including the environment. While some 
improvements have been noted, as in the case 
of Kazakhstan where the new environmental 
code stipulates that “information on the quantity 
and quality of emissions into the environment 
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cannot be considered as a commercial or other 
legally protected secret”, state secrecy laws 
continue to allow Central Asian states to censor 
sensitive information. In Turkmenistan, pervasive 
censorship constitutes an insurmountable 
obstacle to dissemination of and access to 
independent information on a majority of social 
issues, including the environment. Moreover, the 
authorities have tried to prevent people from 
accessing independent information about the 
situation in the country from foreign sources by 
restricting the internet (blocking websites, social 
media messenger apps, and VPNs used to access 
otherwise unavailable sites).

State restrictions on and/ or censorship 
of information, combined with a lack of 
independent research and expertise, mean 
that state environmental data is often of limited 
use. Little information or data is/are available 
online. In Uzbekistan, the Uzhydromet Centre of 
Hydrometeorological Services under the Ministry 
of Emergency Situations provides some public 
data on the weather and climate, such as a 
short daily environmental bulletin for the City of 
Tashkent, but this covers only air quality and is 
available only for a given day, thus reducing the 
ability of civil society to analyse climate trends. 

Under the provisions of the Aarhus Convention, 
the public and CSOs should be entitled to request 
additional information that is not available on 
official websites but is needed to address specific 
questions and participate appropriately in the 
decision-making process. However, authoritarian 
governments are reluctant to release information 
that could provide grounds for popular criticism 
and challenges to their policies and legitimacy. 
Therefore, little information is provided on the 
implementation of environmental legislation or 
what actions governments have taken to address 
environmental challenges.

Civil society organisations have filed several 
complaints with the Aarhus Secretariat about 
lack of access to information. In 2004, a 
Moldovan NGO, Biotica, filed a complaint with 
the Secretariat of the Aarhus Committee stating 

that the government of Turkmenistan had failed 
to comply with the provisions of the Aarhus 
Convention following its adoption of the new Law 
“on Public Associations”. The Aarhus Compliance 
Committee (further Compliance Committee) 
investigated and confirmed that Turkmenistan 
was not in compliance. Although the government 
of Turkmenistan responded that it would address 
the concerns of the Committee, it failed to do so. 

In Kazakhstan in June 2008, the CSO Green 
Salvation, the Kazakhstan International Bureau for 
Human Rights and Rule of Law, and the “Shanyrak” 
Republican Public Association filed a claim against 
the Government of Kazakhstan which alleged that 
the authorities had violated national legislation and 
the Aarhus Convention by reducing the Sanitary 
Protection Zone around the Karachaganak Oil and 
Gas Condensate Field and that their inaction led to 
the violation of the rights and safety of Berezovka 
residents. In June 2011, the Parties to the Aarhus 
Convention on Access to Information, Public 
Participation in Decision-making and Access to 
Justice in Environmental Matters formally invited 
the Kazakh authorities to “thoroughly examine[…], 
with appropriate involvement of the public, the 
relevant environmental and procedural legislation, 
as well as the relevant case law, to identify 
whether it sufficiently provides judicial and other 
review authorities with the possibility to provide 
adequate and effective remedies in the course of 
judicial review”.

More recently, activists  submitted a complaint to 
the Aarhus Convention’s Compliance Committee to 
contest the project to build a ski resort in Kok-
Zhailau in Kazakhstan. The Compliance Committee 
issued a decision condemning the construction of 
the resort, arguing that the government failed to 
solicit sufficient public participation in the decision-
making process.

Despite these cases, many CSOs complain that the 
authorities fail to respond adequately to requests 
for information. For example, in Kazakhstan, 
between 20 and 30 per cent of requests for 
information go unanswered and more than 
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half of the responses that are provided by the 
government are deemed unsatisfactory by the 
public. In cases where the authorities do respond 
adequately, they do not meet deadlines. 

Little information on the environment disseminated 
online is published in print. For reasons of cost, 
printed publications are mostly circulated within 
government institutions, which further limits 
the access of civil society to environmental 
information in Central Asia as - with the exception 
of Kazakhstan - access to the internet remains low 
compared to the rest of the world. The average 
number of internet users as a percentage of the 
population is 34.9 per cent in Tajikistan, 33.2 per 
cent in Turkmenistan, 50.4 per cent in Kyrgyzstan, 
and 55.2 per cent in Uzbekistan. Lack of internet 
access is a particular problem in remote, rural 
areas, which are often the areas seriously affected 
by environmental problems. 

Media, especially television, could contribute to 
disseminating information on a wider scale to local 
populations, but rarely addresses environmental 
issues for reasons of both government control 
over topics related to the environment and of state 
restrictions on and censorship of the media and 
the internet.  Freedom of the media and freedom 
of expression are limited to varying degrees in all 
countries in the region, where independent media 
outlets, journalists, and bloggers face intimidation 
and harassment.  All the Central Asian countries, 
with the exception of Kyrgyzstan, are ranked in 
the lowest tier of the World Press Freedom Index, 
published by Reporters without Borders. What 
was previously a relatively better situation in 
Kyrgyzstan has deteriorated significantly under 
President Japarov. Although there have been some 
improvements in the topics media outlets can 
cover since President Mirziyoyev came to power 
in Uzbekistan in 2016, freedom of expression is 
still significantly restricted in the country. 

Information on environmental issues from Soviet 
times remains difficult to access. Key data related 
to nuclear tests conducted under the Soviet 
regime, which are necessary to assess the situation 
and address the fallout, have been kept classified by 

the Russian Federation. This data would help assess, 
for example, the impact of radiation in Kazakhstan, 
and yet little information is available concerning 
the Kapustin Yar test site, where more than a 
dozen nuclear explosions were conducted from 
the 1950s, the underground nuclear explosions at 
Karachaganak in 1983 and 1984, and the fallout in 
Kazakhstan from nuclear explosions conducted in 
the bordering Russian Oblast of Astrakhan. 

Platforms for 
Dialogue Between the 
Government and Civil 
Society

Some Central Asian countries have created 
platforms for dialogue with civil society. In 
Uzbekistan, President Mirziyoyev opened a web 
portal (meningfikrim.uz) on which the general 
public and civil society can express grievances and 
initiate online petitions. In 2018, several thousand 
demands were registered calling for the protection 
of trees in Tashkent, an issue which was eventually 
considered by the Oliy Majilis. In Kyrgyzstan, the 
State Agency of Environmental Protection and 
Forestry established a Consultative Council to 
promote dialogue and cooperation between 
senior officials and representatives of Kyrgyzstani 
CSOs, and the scientific community. Thanks to this 
council, Kyrgyz CSOs were able to push the Kyrgyz 
government to ratify the Stockholm Convention 
on Persistent Organic Pollutants in 2006. In 
Kazakhstan, more than 200 public councils were 
set up in the late 2010s to facilitate dialogue 
with civil society and enhance public involvement 
in environmental policymaking. Finally, since 
the 2000s, Aarhus centres have been set up in 
the region, including 15 in Kazakhstan and 5 in 
Tajikistan, to serve as platforms for dialogue. 

However, reports by the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe (UNECE) highlight state 
reluctance to use these platforms for real CSO 
involvement in the decision-making process. 
Some of these platforms, including the Aarhus 
centres, have a limited role, often due to a lack of 
political will. Two centres in Kyrgyzstan and one 
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in Turkmenistan are no longer active. Others have 
had to raise funds to keep functioning and have 
little impact on the ground in practice beyond 
serving as token projects used by the authorities to 
deflect criticism. 

Once again, there is a stark contrast between 
government rhetoric on the Aarhus Convention 
and other international agreements and their 
action or lack of action on implementation. 
Platforms for dialogue have had limited impact 
due to unclear procedures for public participation; 
public councils generally work with a limited 
number of selected CSOs, including in Kazakhstan, 
while environmentalists lament that only a select 
few civil society representatives are able to 
participate in public hearings. Civil society sees this 
as part of a deliberately obstructive government 
policy, as meetings are often held at inconvenient 
times or at remote locations. Announcements 
of public hearings are not widely disseminated, 
and often the authorities choose only those CSOs 
which are not overly critical, and do not encourage 
independent civil society from participating. Public 
participation in discussion and decision-making 
has been largely replaced by the participation 
of representatives of the Aarhus Centres, whose 
activities have been limited by budget cuts. 

Public hearings are sometimes held, but without 
concrete results. For example, in the case of 
Kokzhidze in Kazakhstan, where groundwater is 
polluted by the exploitation of hydrocarbons, 
residents were invited to meetings and were 
offered sacks of flour by officials from one of the 
operating companies, CNPC, although no specialist 
in the matter under discussion was present. 

Effectively addressing environmental issues 
during such meetings is often difficult. UNECE 
in Uzbekistan has reported that documents and 
materials for public hearings were not made 
available to the public in advance. Moreover, 
environmental questions are often embedded in 
discussions on other issues. For example, council 
meetings which take place under the umbrella of 
the Ministry of Energy or the Ministry of Agriculture 
include the entire spectrum of activities that fall 

under the ministries’ responsibility and thus make 
it difficult for CSOs to raise environmental issues. 
In Kazakhstan, hearings generally address minor 
issues relating to projects, such as the construction 
of new facilities that would not significantly harm 
the environment, and not projects which pose 
significant risk to the environment and human 
health . Moreover, it is unclear whether public and 
CSO requests are actually taken into account in 
hearings. In Kazakhstan, for example, CSOs have 
reported that state ecological expertise does not 
provide information on how public participation 
has been taken into account in the final decision-
making process.

Consequently, dialogue platforms, public councils 
and public hearings have been described by 
civil society as having limited impact and utility. 
Discussions and public debates on key ecological 
topics, such as the environmental impact of the 
oil sector, have remained largely monopolised by 
the government, while international organisations 
have tried to compensate for the very few truly 
independent organisations. This has created 
a wedge between government power and civil 
society. In 2016, a survey conducted in Kazakhstan 
showed that over three quarters of respondents 
who had sought to defend their environmental 
rights considered that they did not know or only 
partially knew what those rights were. Sixty per cent 
were unaware of the rights related to the Aarhus 
Convention. Almost 45 per cent of CSOs who 
tried to participate in the environmental decision-
making process in their country had not managed 
to do so, due to obstacles put up by organisers 
(30 per cent) or due to a lack of information (40%). 
Nearly half did not even try to get involved, believing 
that their chances of success were too low. 

Civil society organisations in Central Asia are 
categorised depending on the country’s legislation: 
as Public Organisations, Non-Profit Organisations 
(NPO), Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO) 
or Non-Governmental Non-Profit Organisations. The 
term NGO, which implies the independence of the 
organisation, may not always be accurate, as many 
“NGOs” are in reality controlled by the political 
authorities. Moreover, the language of legislation 
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in several states of the region does not use the 
term NGO but rather NPO, and is used to refer 
to a wide range of public organisations, such as 
cooperatives, homeowners’ associations, water 
users’ associations, trade unions, employers’ 
associations, parties, religious organisations, 
and credit unions, which, although officially 
independent, are often under the influence of 
the political authorities. In this report, we mostly 
use the term CSO, despite its imprecision, in 
order to avoid using the misleading label “non-
governmental”. 

Limitations on Civil 
Society Actors

Although environmental organisations and 
green activists existed during the Soviet period, 
civil society quickly began to develop after the 
Central Asian states declared their independence. 
Environmental organisations were among the 
most effective and strongest civil society groups 
in the 1990s. Many were supported by foreign 
funding, particularly from the West. From the 
2000s onwards, Central Asian states pushed back 
against this trend, particularly in the wake of the 
so-called colour revolutions, when they tightened 
laws, registration requirements, and oversight for 
CSOs, and limited their ability to receive funding 
from abroad. This led to restrictions on the space 
for civil society organisations, including those 
engaged in the environmental sector. Currently 
the operating environment for civil society remains 
challenging across the region.

This trend has also been accentuated by the 
proliferation of government-organised non-
governmental organisations, or GONGOs. 
Governments in the region have sought to 
undermine independent civil society by setting 
up their own “NGOs”, which support official 
policy, particularly in international fora where 
governments face criticism. Many of the most 
prominent organisations, which governments 
claim are “NGOs” were originally founded by 
government decree. These “GONGOs” benefit from 
easier and faster registration procedures, receive 
significant funding from state budgets, and report 

to and operate under the strategic direction of the 
state . Their situation contrasts significantly with 
independent civil society activists, who may spend 
months or years trying to register and face formal 
and informal barriers to conducting their activities 
as well as other risks. 

Consequently, a lack of independent NGOs is not 
the same as a lack of registered NGOs. GONGOs are 
used by governments to promote their policies 
and to give the impression to the international 
community that they have a strong civil society- 
but in reality, this remains largely under the control 
of political authorities and overshadows real 
independent NGOs. GONGOs win the majority of 
funding bids and are more likely to be selected to 
participate in dialogue platforms and government 
decision-making processes. 

Throughout Central Asia, legislation passed after 
independence guarantees environmental CSOs 
the right to engage in multiple sectors, including 
environmental protection, environmental 
education, and environmental journalism, as 
well as in the promotion of public involvement in 
environmental activities and the dissemination 
of environmental information. Currently, there 
are some 179 environmental CSOs registered in 
Kazakhstan and about 100 in Uzbekistan, although 
not all are independent of the government. Some 
environmental CSOs are very active, including 
through websites, such as BIOM in Kyrgyzstan, 
Move Green in Kazakhstan, the online eco-
magazine “ЛИВЕНЬ. Living Asia” produced by Eco-
Forum-Kazakhstan and the “Socioecological Fund” 
Public Foundation, Ecocitizens, or Green Salvation. 
The latter has successfully taken the Government 
of Kazakhstan to court in a number of instances. 
In 2010, their lawsuit led to a court ruling that 
families living inside the Special Protection Zone in 
Berezovka were entitled to relocation. 

In other countries, the visibility of environmental 
CSOs remains much more limited. In Turkmenistan, 
the law on public associations was amended in 2003 
and all organisations were required to re-register. 
Most environmental CSOs were unable to obtain re-
registration. According to the government’s official 
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website, as of 2021, only one environmental 
organisation, the Society for the Protection of 
Nature in Turkmenistan (Obshchestvo Okhrany 
Prirody Turkmenistana “OOPT”) was registered, 
, and it cooperates closely with government 
bodies and is not an independent organisation. 
In Tajikistan, the government claims there are 
more than 100 environmental CSOs, including 
both NPOs and NGOs, many of which are actually 
GONGOS or so-called “environmentally oriented” 
organisations that work in multiple sectors and do 
not actually focus on the environment. Nevertheless, 
only 25 environmental CSOs were registered as of 
2017 and some of these are inactive, or are ad hoc 
initiatives created to address specific issues and 
therefore have short lifespans.

Civil society engagement on the environment is 
also limited because, other public organisations, 
such as think tanks and independent institutes, 
are underdeveloped and their engagement in 
the environmental sector is limited. Besides, 
their work often takes a merely descriptive 
approach to environmental issues and provides 
few concrete recommendations for government 
action. The lack of an analytical approach appears 
to result less from flaws in methodology or CSO 
competence than from political authoritarianism, 
censorship, and restrictions on civil society work 
that discourage such initiatives. Government 
restrictions mean that scientists and experts tend 
not to cooperate with state officials and have not 
been able to significantly influence environmental 
policy. 

Ecological political parties are almost non-existent. 
The Central Asian authorities are reluctant to 
allow the emergence of political groups that 
would raise environmental and other issues 
amongst the general public. Governments have 
tried to avoid disputes and have stifled public 
discussion over economic development projects 
which they themselves have prioritised, for 
example in Kazakhstan where issues related to 
the hydrocarbon sector could call into question 
the environmental impact of the activities of 
foreign companies and thereby negatively impact 
foreign investment. Moreover, most Central 

Asian regimes have been reluctant to develop 
a truly multi-party-political system and to allow 
genuine opposition parties to operate, which 
has hampered the development of ecological 
parties. In Kazakhstan, the Revival of Kazakhstan 
Party, created in the 1990s and re-organised 
in 2003 into the Rukhaniyat Party, intended to 
address environmental issues. However, despite 
the efforts of its former chairman Serikzhan 
Mambetalin, the party was never able to obtain 
representation in Parliament. After Mambetalin 
reorganised the Rukhaniyat Party again to form a 
Green party, he tried to run for election, but was 
removed from the list of candidates and deprived 
of his post as chairman. The head of the “Tabigat” 
ecological union, Mels Yeleusizov, ran in the 2011 
presidential election to raise awareness about 
environmental issues, but later declared that he had 
voted for Nazarbayev, after picking up 1.2 per cent 
of the vote. In 2019, he announced the creation 
of a Green party, but since then no significant 
activity has been reported. Except in Kyrgyzstan, 
most so-called opposition parties are actually 
subservient to the ruling party. In Uzbekistan, 
activists have been forced to join the government-
created Environmental Party of Uzbekistan; some 
employees of the Fergana Regional Committee for 
Ecology and the Environment reported that they 
were forced to join it, illustrating the government’s 
intent to centralise the ecological narrative and 
control activists, including members of official 
institutions. No ecological political parties are 
registered in Tajikistan or Turkmenistan, where 
only three political parties - all pro-government - are 
registered. 

Legislative and 
Financial Constraints

In Central Asian countries, CSOs are subject to 
strict legislation and regulation concerning their 
registration, funding, and activities. In recent years, 
new restrictive legislation affecting NPOs has been 
adopted in several countries in the region and 
organisations which challenge official policies have 
faced state pressure. Environmentalists report 
that they believe their objectives challenge the 
secretive manner in which former Soviet countries 
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handle data and information, as well as the state 
perception that civil society lacks the professional 
capacity to address environmental issues. Overall, 
control and harassment of environmentalists 
fits into the broader trend in which groups and 
activists who work on politically sensitive issues 
and cases (e.g. corruption and human rights) are 
particularly vulnerable to intimidation.

Existing legislation in the Central Asian countries 
restricts the ability of CSOs to function in multiple 
ways. With the exception of Kyrgyzstan, state 
registration is mandatory and involves complex and 
often costly bureaucratic procedures, including a 
minimum number of members. In Turkmenistan, 
CSOs wanting to work nationally must collect at 
least 400 signatures and provide information 
about individual activists, which - in the context 
of the country’s harsh political authoritarianism 
and repression- is difficult and risky.  In practice, it 
is not currently possible for independent human 
rights-related groups (including environmental 
ones) to register , as there is little political will to 
facilitate the work of such groups. Throughout the 
region, there are reports that state registration 
bodies violate their own procedures, for example, 
by taking an excessive amount of time to examine 
applications or deny registration based on vaguely 
defined mistakes in an organisation’s charter 
or other founding documents. In Uzbekistan, 
registration procedures have been streamlined 
under President Mirziyoyev, but existing rules 
continue to hamper CSO registration and activities. 
The authorities continue to deny registration to 
independent human rights groups on spurious 
grounds (e.g. alleged technical mistakes in 
application documents). For example, the CSO 
Human Rights House has been denied registration 
nine times on such grounds.

In Kyrgyzstan, where the space for CSOs has been 
more open compared to the rest of the region, the 
situation for CSOs is likely to deteriorate with the 
increased authoritarianism of President Japarov. A 
new law adopted in Summer 2021 on reporting 
by CSOs of their funding sources and has raised 
concerns that it might be used to pressure 
certain groups. In addition, the overall climate 

of growing intolerance of criticism against the 
authorities and the new president’s strengthened 
grip on power have reinforced concerns that the 
situation for CSOs is deteriorating. In the case of 
Turkmenistan, a law on NGOs passed in 2003 led 
to the dissolution of independent NGOs, including 
environmental ones such as CATENA or the 
Association of Dashoguz, and to the inability of 
new independent organisations to register. It also 
banned any activity by unregistered groups. Since 
then, only one (non-independent) association 
dealing with environmental issues has been active, 
the Turkmen Association for the Defence of the 
Environment. In Uzbekistan, although the number 
of NGOs is increasing, only 31 of some 9,338 NGOs 
registered by the Ministry of Justice as of 2019 worked 
on environmental issues. Moreover, most registered 
groups are not independent in the sense that they 
would not openly challenge the authorities on 
environmental protection issues.

Even if they are able to register, CSOs often 
face obstacles to carrying out their activities. 
Governments often require them to conduct their 
activities only on a local basis, in all probability so 
that they do not establish themselves as influential 
interest groups nationwide. Governments also 
obstruct CSO events. In Uzbekistan, CSOs are 
required to notify the authorities before holding 
an event, and the notification period is longer 
if the event involves international participants. 
In Turkmenistan, public associations must get 
official permission between 10 and 15 days before 
holding an event. CSO activities are restricted by 
complex administrative procedures, especially 
financial reporting, that authorities use to conduct 
inspections and impose fines or even shut down 
CSOs that are critical of official policy. In Tajikistan, 
a growing number of CSOs have been subjected 
to spurious inspections by the Tax Committee, 
national security services, and other state bodies 
which have resulted in penalties and/or closure 
based on alleged violations of the law in some 
cases. In Kazakhstan, legislative revisions of laws 
on non-commercial organisations and taxation 
have imposed an onerous accounting regime 
on CSOs. Such restrictions sharply contrast with 
the deregulation carried out at the same time for 
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the activities of businesses, including the lifting of 
requirements for inspections by public authorities 
with regard to responsibilities for environmental 
protection.

Funding, especially foreign funding, is subject 
to tight control and oversight. For example, in 
Turkmenistan, a 2003 law made it illegal for foreign 
donors to finance unregistered Turkmen public 
organisations and, thus effectively prevented the 
development of an independent environmental 
movement. In Tajikistan, public associations are 
required to register all foreign funding received 
with a so-called Register of Humanitarian 
Assistance maintained by the Ministry of Justice. 
Governments argue that this control is part of 
the fight against terrorism. In practice, however, 
the governments of the region are using security 
arguments as an excuse to justify excessive 
interference in the internal operations of CSOs. 
The increasing oversight and controls have 
made it more difficult for CSOs to receive foreign 
funding, contributing to narrowing opportunities 
for independent groups. At the same time, 
organisations which receive state funding have 
to confine themselves to addressing only state-
approved topics. In Kyrgyzstan, new legislation 
adopted in 2021 introduced a new reporting 
scheme for NPOs with respect to the funds 
they receive and how they are spent, thereby 
increasing their reporting burden and creating the 
risk that this scheme will be implemented so as 
to restrict the legitimate activities of organisations 
that work on issues that are not to the liking of the 
authorities. 

Restrictions on freedom of assembly obstruct 
the work of environmental CSOs in the region. 
Although by law citizens, including representatives 
of registered CSOs, are allowed to participate 
in rallies and demonstrations, in practice this 
right is seriously limited in most parts of the 
region. In Kazakhstan, freedom of assembly is 
highly restricted, and participants in peaceful 
but unregistered protests are regularly detained, 
intimidated, and fined. Protests are risky and rare 
in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan and practically non-
existent in Turkmenistan due to the repressive 

environments. In Kyrgyzstan, where freedom 
of assembly is comparatively well protected, 
environmental protests have nevertheless 
provoked negative state reactions. On 2 June 
2017, a public demonstration organised in Bishkek 
against tree felling ended with the arrest of 10 
environmental activists.

Activists frequently face repression and are 
accused of being oppositionists or of undermining 
economic opportunities. Crude Accountability 
has documented numerous cases of repression 
against environmental activists who try to raise 
sensitive issues, such as the privatisation of 
agricultural land, the impact of foreign investors 
on the environment in Kazakhstan. Activists have 
suffered job dismissals, and harassment as well 
of  their family and friends, unwarranted checks of 
official documents under the pretext of maintaining 
public order, discriminatory searches and 
confiscation of personal items, illegal surveillance 
and arrests, violence during interrogations, and 
prosecutions on the pretext of violations of public 
order or defamation. In Kazakhstan, activists in 
Bestobe, a village in Akmola region, tried to prevent 
the launch of the Kazakhaltyn Technology factory, 
which they believed would damage the already 
poor environmental conditions; several of them 
were charged with “dissemination of misleading 
information”. 

Some independent environmental CSOs have 
been stigmatised as “foreign agents” and/ or 
“enemies of the people” in the region. This is 
part of a broader campaign against CSOs, in 
which policymakers and others have accused 
such organisations of being tools of Western 
destabilization, a rhetorical line echoing that used 
by Russia and China. Attacks against NGOs and 
individual activists may be carried out by interest 
groups when the investigations or activities of the 
former contradict with the interests of the latter. 
An example is the case of Yerlan Nurgaliev, an 
activist working to protect an endangered ancient 
species of antelope in Kazakhstan. In January 
2019, Nurghaliev was badly beaten and died of his 
injuries in hospital. Three poachers were found 
responsible for the attack and sentenced to life in 
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prison. Pressure on CSOs has prevented some 
from engaging in causes deemed political, as in the 
case of the Kumtor Gold Mine. 

The combination of difficulties finding funding 
and a repressive political climate has led to the 
closure of many CSOs. Only a small percentage of 
registered CSOs remain truly active and the lack of 
development of NGOs has been less the result of 
public indifference than of government restriction. 
Many active CSOs resort to self-censorship and avoid 
criticism of government policy that could threaten 
their funding and existence. Many environmental 
groups thus focus on international issues that 
governments are more willing to address, such as 
biodiversity, global warming, and the safeguarding 
of the Aral and Caspian Seas, through an approach 
aimed at emulating international cooperation or 
education on environment. This approach is more 
likely to be tolerated by the political authorities, but 
it can undermine activities that could otherwise 
provide a valuable contribution to evaluation of 
the issues and help shape government decisions. 
CSO are thus more like service providers for the 
government than independent structures capable 
of mobilising interests, proposing alternative 
approaches, and stimulating action. A study on 
civil society published by the Institute for War and 
Peace Reporting found that in the case of Tajikistan, 
most civil society organisations saw their “most 
important function as providing support for 
government policy’ and that their partnership “is 
most developed with local government officials 
rather than with other interest groups, experts, or 
media organisations”. 

Environmental Justice 
and the Courts

Challenging official environmental policy is difficult 
for civil society and environmental activists due to 
the opacity of judicial procedures. Filing cases on 
environmental matters in courts is rare in Central 
Asia, especially in Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and 
Turkmenistan, where effective independent courts 
are lacking. According to UNECE, in Uzbekistan, the 
public remains poorly informed about procedures 
for going to court on environmental matters 

or to dispute environmental decisions taken by 
state authorities. Even when cases are heard, the 
proceedings are often protracted. In Kazakhstan, 
environmental cases may last several years 
despite the one-month limit on proceedings in 
courts of first instance and the two-month limit on 
appeals. The complexity and financial cost of the 
procedures also make it difficult for most citizens 
and NGOs to engage in environment-related 
court proceedings. Many individuals are unable 
to afford lawyers’ services, which, in Kazakhstan, 
for example, cost between 800 and 900 USD per 
month. As a result, most legal proceedings are 
initiated by larger CSOs located in big cities and 
are supported by other sources of funding, such 
as Western CSOs. 

Access to justice on environment issues is 
also complicated by a lack of knowledge and 
expertise in Central Asian judicial systems on 
environmental issues. There are no courts 
specialising in environmental issues. Besides, 
there are no environmental ombudsmen that 
could compensate for the lack of court expertise. 
And crucially, there is little or no separation of 
powers in Central Asia where judicial systems 
are under the tight control of executive and 
constitute one of the most corrupt branches of 
government. Consequently, courts tend to rule 
in favour of government and corporate interests, 
even in contradiction of international conventions. 
Independent CSOs that try to put forward lawsuits 
often see them dismissed by courts that favour 
businesses and that are linked to governments. 
The weak justice system has fed the popular 
perception that disputing the environmental 
impact of government decisions and policies 
concerning the environment is unlikely to have 
any tangible impact. 
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Conclusion
The states of Central Asia are confronted with 
serious consequences of environmental damage 
and climate change. The environment in the region 
continues to be harmed by development policies 
inherited from the Soviet Union, including in the 
nuclear, industrial, and agricultural sectors, and 
these are compounded by domestic economic 
difficulties, as well as by global climate change. 
These problems impact the population in the 
region and the quality of life and will continue to 
pose significant challenges to development in the 
region in the future.

The environmental situation will not improve 
without serious action by political authorities in 
the region. Such action should include allowing 
environmental CSOs, academics, and experts to 
freely conduct research, including on sensitive 
issues. Experts from institutes, think tanks and 
universities involved in the environmental sector 
must be able to work without pressure or fear of 
retaliations.

Central Asian governments must greatly increase 
investment in environmental research, which is 
below the regional average in Asia. They should 
remove the obstacles that thwart the development 
of independent CSOs, and pressure and 
harassment of independent CSOs / environmental 
activists.

The governments should include more 
independent researchers and environmentalists 
in decision-making processes. Currently, the 
authorities in the region often only include CSOs 
which are close to the government (GONGOs), 
which are unlikely to criticise the government or 
raise sensitive issues; and independent CSOs, 
activists, and researchers are often deliberately 
excluded. Greater transparency in discussion and 
consultation processes before decisions are taken 
would be a good first step.

Central Asian authorities should allow the media 
to freely discuss environmental issues and 
cease censorship, which remains very strong in 

countries of the region and restricts discussions 
of environmental issues to issues sanctioned by 
the government. This is also a barrier to freedom 
of information for the general public. 

Finally, the governments must take steps to 
increase public awareness of environmental 
issues, particularly through education (schools, 
universities, etc.), where ecological issues are 
rarely addressed. A significant amount of work to 
be done in order to raise awareness among local 
populations and future generations.

The international community has been involved 
in addressing environmental challenges in the 
region through cooperation in the framework of 
international agreements, scientific exchanges, 
and material and technological support and 
programmes, including regional international 
initiatives such as the US’s C5+1 format. During 
the September 2021 C5+1 summit, Central Asian 
governments pledged to work together with the 
United States to advance the transition to a net-
zero, clean-energy future by the middle of the 
century and committed to strengthen cooperation 
at the multilateral level. In addition, international 
organisations with a presence on the ground, such 
as the OSCE have conducted numerous projects 
and trainings, as well as capacity-building for civil 
society. 

While such involvement is positive, the international 
community needs to assess the specific political, 
economic, and social context of Central Asia, as 
well as local stakeholders’ expectations and input. 
It should also strengthen efforts to build the 
capacity of independent civil society working on 
environmental and climate change issues and to 
support research and education. 

The engagement of the international community 
must take into account the authoritarian and 
neo-patrimonial nature of the political regimes 
in the region, which impacts how environmental 
issues are addressed and the impact of foreign 
cooperation. While it is positive that Central Asian 
governments have joined environmental and 
climate change agreements, the implementation 
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of the commitments they have made under these 
instruments should be closely monitored and 
promoted. This should be done on a regular basis 
and in a similar fashion to how governments are 
held accountable in other sectors, such as human 
rights, where laudable declarations of intent 
may conceal domestic policies that violate the 
tenants to which the governments have agreed. 
This is exemplified by Kazakhstan, which since 
2003 has held the Congress of Leaders of World 
and Traditional Religions so as to demonstrate 
the alleged harmony, freedom, and diversity of 
religions in the country, whilst in practice imposing 
severe restrictions on freedom of religion and 
harassing certain religious people, as stated in in 
independent reports. 

The international community needs to take 
into account pervasive corruption in the region. 
The combination of political authoritarianism 
with the financial interests of corrupt elites has 
led Central Asian governments to control the 
handling of environmental issues and, often, to 
avoid addressing more sensitive issues altogether. 
Civil society actors in the region face serious 
obstacles to investigating, researching, and raising 
environmental problems when these conflict with 
corrupt political or business interests which can 
result in harassment of or retribution against 
environmental activists. 

The complex social and economic context should 
also be considered as most countries in the region 
faced serious economic challenges following 
independence and developments since then, 
such as the fall in hydrocarbon prices in 2014 and 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, continue 
to hinder economic development. This is likely 
to continue to significantly impact the ability of 
governments in the region to effectively address 
environmental and climate change challenges. In 
this context, the authorities will almost certainly 
continue to prioritise industrial development 
projects over protecting the environment. In 
addition, a lack of budgetary resources has 
impacted the capacity of Central Asian states to 
invest in the environmental sector, even where 
there is political will. This limits governments’ ability 

to address large-scale problems, for example 
in the sectors of nuclear waste treatment or the 
development of renewable energies. Economic 
development and environmental issues are 
traditionally treated separately, hindering cross-
sectoral interaction and collaboration. 

The difficult social context has impacted efforts 
to address environmental issues. Poverty, 
unemployment, and weak education and health 
systems lead people to focus more on daily 
survival than on environmental issues and poverty 
has led to an overuse of some natural resources, 
such as wood, and exacerbated the negative 
environmental impact. The situation is unlikely to 
advance without a significant improvement in the 
local economic and social situation. In this context, 
international bodies developing ecological projects 
such as on renewable energies need to take into 
account the potential impact on local populations. 
For example, the investment in equipment 
required to develop renewable energy is likely to 
increase energy prices seriously affect the living 
standards of populations in Central Asia’s poorer 
states, such as Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.

The international community should go beyond 
the ’one-size-fits-all’ programmes, and broaden its 
partners away from working mainly with political 
authorities. What some development specialists 
call the “big push” that promised great things, too 
often has been devised by outside planners who 
lacked grassroots knowledge and who addressed 
local issues as technical engineering problems. 
Instead of large-scale projects developed outside 
the countries, modest, less expensive local 
projects which incorporate input from local civil 
society could bring more effective results to the 
most vulnerable populations. 

Going beyond holistic projects and implementing 
more modest projects would also allow for 
the development of direct contacts with local 
stakeholders, allowing them to voice their concerns, 
knowledge, and expectations on the environment, 
and broaden the pool of actors involved to CSOs or 
businesses, through corporate social responsibility 
programmes. Moreover, involving a wider range 
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of stakeholders, including media organisations, 
would increase awareness and allow for training 
on preventing environmental issues for the local 
population, discussion of possible responses and 
consequences. 

It is important to acknowledge that the involvement 
of foreign actors can have the  unintended 
consequence  of sustaining poor government 
policies. Although foreign financial assistance can 
be an essential support in the context of budgetary 
constraints, the funding of large projects by foreign 
institutions has led Central Asian governments 
to implement policies based more on ad hoc 
decisions taken in response to the availability 
of funding rather than on an existing, thought-
out strategy. The implementation of projects 
funded by foreign donors which do not meet the 
expectations, needs, and priorities identified by 
local funders is also inevitably less effective. Some 
environmentalists have lamented that leaders 
have relied on foreign assistance to alleviate local 
criticism and duck their responsibility to address 
environmental policy reforms. In Kyrgyzstan, 
for example, environmental activities such as 
reclamation of tailings or other projects, will be 
carried out only if foreign donors provide grants. 
Additionally, in Central Asian countries where 
pervasive corruption means that there is a high 
risk of misappropriation of funding, project 
implementation requires strict monitoring. While 
funds to support national programmes have been 
difficult to track in Central Asia, more localised 
assistance mitigates the risk of resources being 
appropriated by high-level predatory elites. 

In the context of authoritarian regimes that 
restrict and control civil society and limit the 
engagement of independent actors in addressing 
environmental issues, the international 
community needs to support the development 
of civil society organisations and mechanisms to 
protect environmental NPOs and activists from 
harassment and attack. This means pressing 
the political authorities to loosen restrictions on 
civil society in general, as well as to expand work 
with environmental CSOs. Foreign actors can 
help protect environmental CSOs in the region 

by promoting implementation of international 
standards on human rights and rule of law, by 
publicising the work of such CSOs in a transparent 
manner, and by developing links with other 
organisations that share common interests. Finally, 
giving international visibility to small and often 
isolated CSOs is also a means of protecting them; 
authoritarian governments generally find it more 
difficult to silence CSOs that are known and have 
connections outside of their country. Few Western 
countries monitor the treatment or persecution of 
environmental activists in the same way as they 
do human rights activists, as demonstrated by 
a Crude Accountability report published in 2017 
and updated in 2019. The authorities often deny 
repressing activists and CSOs and this issue is 
therefore difficult for local actors to address, 
particularly through legal proceedings against the 
government. 

Cooperation between the international 
community and environmental CSOs can take the 
forms of training and capacity-building, financial 
support, and on-the-ground cooperation projects. 
The international community can also contribute 
to environmental issues and assist civil society, 
including scientists, CSOs, and journalists, by 
promoting access to information inside Central 
Asia. Collecting and disseminating information 
from Central Asian CSOs and people involved in 
or impacted by environmental issues is essential 
to circumventing restrictions on freedom of 
expression and freedom of the media, as well to 
better informing future reforms. 

Foreign stakeholders should also foster increased 
dialogue between political authorities on the 
one side and local stakeholders, the scientific 
community, and CSOs on the other; this has 
been a key request locally. Foreign actors and 
diplomats can make an invaluable contribution to 
strengthening dialogue to promote reform based 
on the needs of local stakeholders. 
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