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Abstract

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the countries of Central Asia faced new challenges, including the
gradual disappearance of the Aral Sea rooted in the Soviet era. This near disappearance serves as a symbol of the
region’s victimisation, as the Soviets diverted the waters of what was once the fourth largest lake in the world to
irrigate cotton fields and boost agricultural output. Once spanning 68,000 square kilometres, the sea has shrunk
by 90%. Being a key player in Central Asia, Kazakhstan has taken the lead in regional efforts to find solutions to
this critical environmental, social, and economic disaster. As a young state striving for recognition, Kazakhstan
has come under close attention, implementing various initiatives, including the construction of the first sand dam
in the Berg Strait and the Kokaral Dam, the signing of the Almaty Agreement, the establishment of the
International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS) and the organisation of EXPO 2017.

The paper attempts to explain Kazakhstan’s efforts in resolving the crisis in the Aral Sea and its impact
on its international representation and media engagement. The findings indicate that Kazakhstan’s environmental
actions may potentially support not only the restoration of local ecology but also strengthen the country’s image
as an important regional player in sustainable development. This paper addresses environmental diplomacy in the
context of strategic action for countries seeking better positions globally while seeking solutions for pressing
ecological problems.

Keywords: Kazakhstan, Aral Sea crisis, environmental diplomacy, international representation, media
engagement

Introduction

The Aral Sea was the fourth largest lake in the world, but it has shrunk to just 10 percent of its
former size due to the large-scale withdrawal of water from the Syr Darya and Amu Darya rivers for
irrigation. Situated between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the Aral Sea’s rapid decline since the 1960s
has had a profound impact on local ecosystems, economies, and public health. This crisis completely
deteriorated the fishing industry, agricultural output shrunk, and shipping came to a halt as desiccation
set in. This situation has significantly worsened the health consequences, as toxic air and water have led
to respiratory diseases, kidney diseases, and widespread diseases such as typhoid fever and hepatitis
(Micklin, 2004). After the fall of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1991, Central Asian
states realised the necessity to cooperate in order to adapt to climate change and be able to conserve
water supplies (Joshi & Kumari, 2019). The efforts to address these issues are underway, but full
restoration is impossible, though partial rehabilitation may restore some ecological and economic
functions.

In line with these efforts, as a newly established state, Kazakhstan strived to improve the
country’s international image in order to promote the development of economic, political, and social
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spheres. The formation of a positive image was an important factor contributing to increasing the
investment attractiveness of the state. Environmental diplomacy plays a key part in forming the status
of the state (Gazizov, 2017). Thus, the country’s dynamic cooperation in understanding cross-border
natural issues contributes to reinforcing its expertise in global governance and enhancing territorial
participation. The government has given priority to expanding its representation in the international
arena and has put this on the agenda of its foreign policy. In 2006, it established a special agency, the
International Information Committee of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Kazakhstan,
which is responsible for execution and control capacities on fortifying the positive image of the state in
political, financial, social, humanitarian, and other aspects (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic
of Kazakhstan, n.d.). This information and image work became an essential part of a state’s soft power
to strengthen existing positive trends and create new ones.

In the context of the Aral Sea crisis, Kazakhstan’s government presented itself as a “regional
leader” in Central Asia, seeking to demonstrate its willingness to take voluntary measures, in particular
in matters related to the Aral Sea. The key point of Kazakhstan’s efforts is the effective restoration of
the sea, especially through the construction of a dam in the Northern Aral Sea region in cooperation with
the World Bank (Saltybaev, 2018). These activities have not only restored local fisheries but, moreover,
improved the well-being and living conditions of approximately one million people in the region.
Kazakhstan’s activities in the field of environmental management have been universally recognised, and
prominent figures have highly appreciated this (O’Neill & Primiano, 2023).

The purpose of the research is to analyse the international reputation of the Republic of
Kazakhstan in the global media with emphasis on its attempts to solve the issue of the Aral Sea. The
study is carried out to identify shifts in the perception of Kazakhstan by foreign traditional media
throughout its attempts to counter the environmental crisis, and identify how its attempts affected the
tone of representation of the nation by the world media. Findings of this study can be used to prepare
recommendations for the development of the foreign policy of Kazakhstan, namely through the foreign
media channel, which is capable of improving the image of the country positively. It is worth noting that
this work is original, as it fills the gap in the literature, which investigates the world media portrayal of
Kazakhstan in the context of solving the problem of the Aral Sea, which was not previously covered by
the research.

The study started with a literature review that presents Kazakhstan’s primary activities within
the field of natural disasters, such as the reclamation of the Aral Sea, the development of the Kokaral
dam and the creation of the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS). It endeavoured to discuss
Kazakhstan’s activities in settling the emergency within the Aral Sea and its effect on its universal
representation and participation. The literature review demonstrated that Kazakhstan has built up itself
as a driving player within the field of water strategy in Central Asia, encouraging the conclusion of key
ascension with neighbouring nations on the utilisation of transboundary waterways. Understandings
were made together with the Kyrgyz Republic and Uzbekistan on the impartial dissemination of water
assets of the Shu, Talas, and Syr Darya streams. In expansion, Kazakhstan is arranging with China the
joint administration of more than 20 transboundary streams, counting Ili and Irtysh (Ualikhanova, 2024).
In recent years, the government has increased the volume of incoming water from the Syr Darya, which
has led to significant sea level rise. By the end of 2024, the volume of water in the Northern Aral Sea
region increased by 42% (to 27 billion m3), and the water surface area increased by 111 square
kilometres compared to 2022. These achievements were made possible thanks to the systematic
management of water resources and new agreements with neighbouring states on the redistribution of
runoff in the off-season (“Revival of the Aral Sea”, 2025). The effect of these steps on the universal
recognition of Kazakhstan and its part in territorial and worldwide understandings is at that point
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analysed. These factors are essential in shaping Kazakhstan’s status. Based on this, the literature review
analysed Kazakhstan’s key initiatives to address the Aral Sea crisis that are important in the
representation in international traditional media. The main research question is formulated as follows:
How have Kazakhstan’s initiatives in addressing the Aral Sea crisis been portrayed in foreign traditional
media? This question aimed to investigate how Kazakhstan’s efforts to mitigate the crisis affect its
standing on the international stage and promote collaborative approaches to environmental challenges
in the region. The research hypothesis posited that Kazakhstan’s measures in addressing the Aral Sea
crisis functioned as a strategic platform to elevate its representation in foreign media. Next, the
Methodology part gave point-by-point data about the research process, including the approach to
selecting sources and criteria for analysis. In specific, the method of selecting foreign media sources is
depicted, as well as the strategies utilised to conduct high-quality substance investigation. The Analysis
and discussion section looked at the hypothesis of the study and answered a key question on how
Kazakhstan’s activities to solve the issue of the Aral Sea influence its representation. Most subjects
raised in outside media are examined, as well as their effect on the recognition of Kazakhstan as a
dynamic member in the region. The paper concluded with a discussion of the outcomes, restrictions, and
proposals for future research that may develop an understanding of the part of Kazakhstan’s natural
strategy in forming its worldwide picture.

Literature review

Water resource tensions in Central Asia

While water resource tensions remain in Central Asia due to competing needs and ineffective
management, diplomacy helps mitigate the risk of conflict. In the study by Bernauer and Siegfried (2012)
on how the collapse of the USSR led to ongoing disputes over water allocation between Kyrgyzstan,
Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan, the focus was on how these tensions arose from competing needs for
irrigation (downstream) and hydropower (upstream) (p. 231). Central Asian political leaders respond to
criticism about the environment’s state, but very often, there are arguments in politics over the
impossibility of working out ecological brakes. Additionally, climate change is expected to worsen these
tensions by altering the seasonality of river flows, particularly in Uzbekistan (Bernauer & Siegfried,
2012, p. 235). While water management institutions like the Interstate Commission for Water
Coordination (ICWC) exist, they have been largely ineffective, which leaves room for further diplomatic
engagement. The authors find that despite these challenges, the risk of climate-induced militarised
conflict is low in the short to medium term (Bernauer & Siegfried, 2012, p. 236). While the article gives
good insights into water conflicts and climate change impacts in Central Asia, it does not go deep into
what specific proactive measures Kazakhstan has taken so far to address the crisis in the Aral Sea. This
omission creates a space to discuss Kazakhstan’s diplomatic and policy-driven efforts to reduce tensions
related to water.

Similarly, Dehshiri & Hekmatara (2019) assume that water can create tensions among nations
but because of this, militarised conflicts should not be expected, provided that the countries continue
diplomatic efforts (p. 749). Although the paper gives a clear emphasis on the significance of regional
cooperation and recommendations for water diplomacy, it has not clearly explained what the tangible
outcomes of the initiatives of Kazakhstan are, such as restoration projects or leadership in environmental
diplomacy. Kazakhstan’s specific strategies are not fully explored in this context, which limits the
understanding of Kazakhstan’s contribution to the Aral Sea crisis.
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Challenges and effectiveness of the regional cooperation on the Aral Sea Crisis

Central Asian governments have established cooperative initiatives to address the Aral Sea crisis,
which are limited by either an emphasis on short-term political expediency or the lack of multi-
dimensional analysis regarding the results about the crisis in the Aral Sea. Most studies focused on what
was done but not on the effectiveness of these actions. In 1993, Central Asian states established the
Interstate Council on the Problems of the Aral Sea Basin (ICAS). A major purpose of the new
organisation was to facilitate assistance from the World Bank and other international donors as well as
assume responsibility for various Aral Sea Basin assistance programs. The presidents also created an
International Fund for the Aral Sea (IFAS) with the responsibility to collect revenue from each basin
state for financing rehabilitation efforts. Further, Micklin (2004) discusses projects and programs such
as the construction of the Kokaral dam, and the CAMP4ASB (Climate Adaptation and Mitigation
Program for the Aral Sea Basin) (p. 100). However, the lack of information on insights into their
outcomes or the effectiveness of regional cooperation prevents a thorough understanding of how such
projects and programs help to mitigate water-related conflicts (Joshi & Kumari, 2019, p. 34). Micklin’s
chapter is informative on the historical background and environmental and social impacts of the crisis
in the Aral Sea, but it does not stress continuous participation of Kazakhstan in ecological restoration
work, or its effort to link these actions with its international image. Such a perspective is important for
an evaluation of the country’s diplomatic positioning.

On the contrary, Weinthal (2001) mentions that although Central Asian states aim to solve
security threats, their domestic priorities often give preference to politically expedient measures rather
than meaningful environmental reforms (p. 55). Leaders prefer to grow cotton monoculture rather than
water-saving crops, which resulted in an environmental protection solution that is politically expedient
in the short term but ineffective in the long term. This challenges whether Central Asian countries can
improve their positions in the world. Moreover, external actors endorsed these decisions because they
prioritised maintaining social and political stability (Weinthal, 2001, pp. 71-72). However, there is
limited focus on how individual states, such as Kazakhstan, have sought to address the Aral Sea crisis
within a global context. More precisely, there is a lack of understanding of how Kazakhstan has used
international platforms and partnerships in balancing its economic dependencies, like cotton production,
with the urgent need for environmental reforms. Hakala et al. (2024) talk about key issues for territorial
participation in water assets in Central Asia. The creators note that vague borders and competition for
assets, particularly in locales such as the Ferghana Valley, lead to clashes between nations (Hakala et
al., 2024). Political issues such as debasement and authoritarianism complicate the circumstance and
ruin participation. Issues related to unlawful exchange and organised wrongdoing that increment
flimsiness are moreover highlighted. They also emphasise that the uneven dissemination of water assets
and powerless coordination at the state level make boundaries to viable administration of water assets
within the locale (Hakala et al., 2024).

These articles basically focused on the natural and political results inside the locale but did not
investigate the worldwide media accounts and their impact on Kazakhstan’s universal picture. This gap
in understanding the depiction of Kazakhstan’s part within the crisis on the global stage, especially
within the setting of outside conventional media, clears out a vital viewpoint of the country’s political
and natural endeavours unexplored.

International cooperation in the Aral Sea Basin management

International organisations have played a decisive role in promoting cooperation among the
Central Asian states in the Aral Sea basin. Micklin (2004) provides an overview of this. International
aid donors have played a critical role in promoting cooperation in transnational water management in
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the Aral Sea basin, with the World Bank being a key player (Micklin, 2004. p. 107). The World Bank
took part in the formulation of the Aral Sea Basin Assistance Programme (ASBP) targeted rehabilitation,
strategic planning, and institutional development, while its budget grew from $250 million to $470
million. The program initiated the Interstate Council on the Problems of the Aral Sea Basin and the
International Fund for the Aral Sea, with subsequent projects such as the Water and Environmental
Management Project further reinforcing regional commitments (Micklin, 2004, p. 108). USAID also
played an active role, financing projects connected with the improvement of drinking water supplies and
regional water management policies, whereas the Water Resources Management and Agricultural
Production in the Central Asian Republics (WARMAP) project of the European Union (EU) supported
the elaboration of methodologies for water use and management for the five Central Asian republics
(Micklin, 2004, p. 108). The UN and its structures, such as UNESCO and UNICEF, have provided
financial support for ecological research, health programs, and sustainable development in the region
(Micklin, 2004, p. 110). NATO participation includes sponsorship of research workshops and the
development of an overall GIS for the Amu Darya delta to assist in decision-making concerning land
and water management (Micklin, 2004, p. 111).

At last, Hakala et al. (2024) highlight struggle variables and variables contributing to peace
within the administration of transboundary water assets, with the assistance of the IFAS. It moreover
proposes changes to move forward the viability of IFAS and gives data on activities such as the United
Nations Multi-Partner Human Security Trust Fund for the Aral Sea Region. The hole within the writing
lies within the restricted thought about how Kazakhstan’s diplomatic endeavours inside this system are
secured within the global media. In spite of the fact that the ponders of Miklin (2004) and Hakala et al.
(2023) dissect the part of universal organisations, they don’t consider how Kazakhstan’s activities are
displayed in remote media.

Kazakhstan’s role in international environmental governance

Kazakhstan is positioning itself as a regional leader in environmental restoration to raise its
international status while overcoming the contradiction of its ambition for an economically strong future
based on fossil fuel with its commitment to sustainable development and environmental justice. O’ Neill
and Primiano (2023) argue that since independence, Kazakhstan has been actively seeking to enhance
its international status along three dimensions: international security, democratic development, and
ecological challenges (p. 81). It also places itself as one of the key players in regional diplomacy, which
is underlined by its chairmanship in such organisations as the OSCE and hosting events like EXPO 2017.
A very important aspect enclosed within the policy of Kazakhstan is environmental justice. In light of
ecological catastrophes following Soviet politics, which have totally or partly destroyed big parts of the
Aral Sea, Kazakhstan tries to be very active in this direction. Kazakhstan, through its role in the
International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea, has led regional efforts to combat the Aral Sea environmental
disaster and has made significant progress in restoring parts of this critical ecosystem with its neighbours
since 1993 (O’Neill & Primiano, 2023, p. 90). Zhanalieva (2020) notes that international donor
organisations enhance the bargaining power of downstream states, allowing Kazakhstan to secure World
Bank financing for the Kokaral dam (pp. 65-66). Thanks to this, it was possible to successfully revive
the northern part of the Aral Sea, which is a significant achievement for Kazakhstan (O’Neill &
Primiano, 2023, p. 90). Not only did it help restore local fisheries and economies but also garnered
positive recognition from international organisations and the global media, reinforcing Kazakhstan’s
image as a regional leader in environmental restoration (O’Neill & Primiano, 2023, p. 91).

However, Kazakhstan has also been criticised for its environmental initiatives due to the
contradiction between its economic ambitions and environmental sustainability. Although it positions
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itself as a “champion” of green policies such as the Green Economy Concept and compliance with
European Union environmental standards, the country continues to prioritise fossil fuel exports as its
main economic driver (O’Neill & Primiano, 2023, p. 83). The authors support the view that
environmental initiatives in Kazakhstan have an enhancing effect on its international status but provide
limited evidence on how these actions contribute to long-term ecological sustainability. The lack of
strong data weakens the argument and leaves room to investigate substantive contributions versus
symbolic efforts by Kazakhstan.

Gap in Existing Literature

Some studies (e.g., Micklin, 2004) cover the effectiveness of regional cooperation but stop short
of linking these initiatives to Kazakhstan’s international reputation. While Micklin (2004) and O’Neil &
Primiano (2023) focus on bilateral and multilateral cooperation and Kazakhstan’s role in addressing the
Aral Sea crisis, they often show these initiatives as uncontested successes and fail to link Kazakhstan’s
initiatives addressing the Aral Sea crisis with its international representation and role in fostering cross-
border collaboration. This research examined their implications for Kazakhstan’s international
representation.

There are also conflicting views on Kazakhstan’s motivations for its actions in this crisis. While
Zhanalieva (2020) notes that Kazakhstan did a good job in solving this crisis and improved its status (p.
76), O’Neil & Primiano (2023) have the opposite view by criticising the country for prioritising its
economic ambitions over environmental problems and being the world’s 4th fossil-fuel exporter (p. 83).

Methodology

To answer the research question and test hypothesis, the researcher conducted a qualitative case
study based on content analysis to investigate Kazakhstan’s environmental initiatives surrounding the
Aral Sea crisis. The study aimed to understand how Kazakhstan’s actions influence its international
representation and foster cross-border collaboration. For this purpose, research papers and foreign online
newspapers were collected.

The choice of foreign newspapers was based on several factors, such as a wide international
audience and a high reputation for independence and objectivity. According to ratings such as Media
Bias/Fact Check, these publications occupy high positions in the field of trust and influence the
international perception of events (Media Bias Fact Check, 2025). These resources actively cover
environmental issues and provide different perspectives, which are important for a comprehensive
understanding of how the international community perceives Kazakhstan’s environmental policy.

The time period covered was from January 1, 2018, to February 10, 2025. This time period was
selected because it included several significant events in Kazakhstan. The 2019 resignation of Nursultan
Nazarbayev and the 2019 and 2022 presidential races marked changes in Kazakhstan’s environmental
approach, influencing the reporting of the nation’s activities in settling natural challenges by foreign
media (Zhiltsov & Zonn, 2019). COVID-19 widespread moreover influenced endeavours for universal
participation, as a few sources expressed that environmental projects were delayed due to financial issues
(Haruna et al., 2022). The IFAS administration by Kazakhstan (2023-2026) has drawn noteworthy media
attention. Natural emergencies in 2023, counting large-scale fires, and the 2024 floods also influenced
media coverage with a few sources covering Kazakhstan’s dynamic reaction, whereas others emphasised
systemic issues (Newtimes.kz, 2025). The units of analysis were the articles that contained one of the
following words: “Aral Sea,” “Kazakhstan,” “environmental initiatives,” “IFAS,” “international
cooperation”.

The analysis focused on Kazakhstan’s several important initiatives to address the Aral Sea crisis,
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including the construction of the first sand dam in the Berg Strait and the Kokaral Dam, the signing of
the Almaty Agreement, the establishment of the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS) and
the organisation of EXPO 2017. These initiatives were analysed alongside relevant academic articles,
policy documents, and media narratives to provide a comprehensive understanding of Kazakhstan’s
environmental diplomacy. The content analysis will involve systematically examining selected
documents to identify patterns and themes related to Kazakhstan’s environmental actions. A diverse
range of sources were selected and categorised based on key themes such as diplomacy, international
collaboration, environmental leadership, and public perception. Each document was reviewed for
relevant content that aligns with the research question. The researcher analysed keywords associated
with Kazakhstan’s environmental initiatives to understand how these actions are framed about
international cooperation and representation.

Case study: Kazakhstan’s proactive measures for the Aral Sea

Kazakhstan has sought to enhance its international standing while addressing domestic economic
limitations and environmental disasters inherited from the Soviet era, particularly the gradual drying of
the Aral Sea. The country’s environmental measures are driven by a pragmatic foreign policy positioning
Kazakhstan as a regional leader and a significant international actor in global sustainable development.
This approach aligns with the directives of Strategy 2050, highlighting Kazakhstan’s increasing role in
world affairs and its commitment to establishing a sustainable international presence and a positive
global image (O’Neill & Primiano, 2023). The government aims to be recognised not only for tackling
domestic environmental issues but also for its cooperation and leadership on regional and global
environmental challenges. Consequently, the government takes environmental actions that are positively
perceived by Western states, thereby enhancing Kazakhstan’s representation as a key player in climate
change and environmental initiatives in the region (O’Neill & Primiano, 2023).

As a downstream country, Kazakhstan became one of the most responsible actors in the Aral Sea
Crisis (Zhanalieva, 2020). It takes a responsible approach to programs to improve the ecological state of
the sea and strives for long-term solutions for the region. In this process, international organisations such
as the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS), the European Union, the Asian Development
Bank, and the World Bank play a significant role, with which about 300 projects have been implemented
for a total of $8.5 billion (Aitkhozha, 2017, as cited in Nechayeva, 2017). It is important to note that
collaboration with international organisations may assist not only in the achievement of domestic goals
but also acts as a channel for newer states to improve their international status and credibility (O’Neill
& Primiano, 2023).

Kazakhstan’s success in restoring the Aral, relative to its neighbours, has been notable. Efforts
began in 1992 when residents constructed the first sand-filled dam in the Berg Strait, raising the water
level in the Small Aral Sea by 1 metre. However, the construction of the dam from poor materials led to
its complete destruction by 1999 (Saltybaev, 2018). In response to this, Kazakhstan requested a loan
from the World Bank in 2005. The 13-kilometre-long Kokaral Dam was constructed with a bank loan
of $64.5 million, although the government of Kazakhstan covered the remaining $21.5 million. As a
result, water levels in the Small Aral Sea rose to 42 metres (Saltybaev, 2018).

In 1992, in Almaty, Kazakhstan, the ministers of Central Asian states met and signed the
document “Cooperation in joint management, use and Protection of Transboundary water resources”,
which was later referred to as the Almaty Agreement. It resulted in the creation of the Interstate
Commission for Water (ICWC) but was dissolved in 1997 (Zhanalieva, 2020). Following that, the
Interstate Council on the Problems of the Aral Sea Basin (ICAS) was established in March 1993
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(Micklin, 2002, as cited in Micklin, 2004). Further emphasising its commitment, Kazakhstan’s former
president, Nursultan Nazarbayev, initiated the formation of the IFAS in 1993 with other Central Asian
leaders (Idrissov, 2013, as cited in O’Neill & Primiano, 2023). Because of its strategic geographical
position and economy based on water resources, Kazakhstan plays an important role in the IFAS. Thus,
the country presents itself as an active promoter of sustainable water distribution and preservation of the
Aral Sea ecosystem, underpinning its diplomatic weight at the Central Asian level (Zhanalieva, 2020).
Moreover, Kazakhstan attracts international donors to solve ecological problems and strengthen its
leading positions in the region in water policy (Zhanalieva, 2020).

The country’s efforts included supporting local communities, in particular, through the
renovation of the fishing industry. Some fish-processing plants and hatcheries, such as the
Atamekenrybprom, have been built by the government to support local fishing (Aitkhozha, 2017, as
cited in Nechayeva, 2017). Over 5,000 relocated to work in its revitalised fishing industry, which
increased 8.8 times between 2000 and 2011. This serves as a relevant teaching moment for countries
faced with a similar ecological catastrophe (Aitkhozha, 2017, as cited in Nechayeva, 2017).

Kazakhstan became the IFAS chairman in 2024. According to Zauresh Alimbetova, acting
executive director of the IFAS, the first priority project to be implemented under Kazakhstan’s current
chairmanship is the World Bank’s North Aral Development and Restoration Project, which will lead to
the restoration of the Saryshyganak Bay and, subsequently, allow the Aral Sea to reach Aral
(Zhakibayeva, 2024). Kazakhstan has put forward a number of strategic options to achieve this goal,
thus emphasising its commitment to finding new solutions. This unwavering commitment allows
Kazakhstan to not only actively address the most pressing environmental issues related to the Aral Sea
crisis, but also further strengthen its relationship with the World Bank (Zhakibayeva, 2024).

Analysis and Discussion

The international community has recognised Kazakhstan’s leadership in mitigating the Aral Sea
crisis, thereby building its global image and diplomatic relations. Leaders of international organisations
and some media representations have positively commented on Kazakhstan’s actions and recognised a
country as a leader in the Aral Sea crisis. In 2008, the World Bank’s President Robert Zoellick called
Former President Nazarbayev a visionary, using Kazakhstan’s environmental efforts as an example of
life-changing change in the region (Golovnina, 2008, as cited in O’Neill & Primiano, 2023). In addition,
in 2022, USAID hailed Kazakhstan as a “regional leader in integrated water resource management” due
to its contributions toward sustainable practices and water conservation within Central Asia. The EXPO
2017 showed the environmental feats of Kazakhstan, which was reported in Forbes as an important
moment when Kazakhstan sealed its international role (Rapoza, 2017, as cited in O’Neill & Primiano,
2023).

In 2018, the BBC, a British public service broadcaster, called Kazakhstan “the country that
brought a sea back to life” (Chen, 2018). The article provided a brief comparative analysis of Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan policies, interviewing local people. The result of the analysis was that Kazakhstan had
more positive outcomes in comparison with its neighbour (Chen, 2018). In the 1990s both of them were
moving towards similar results. However, the situation changed after the intervention of the World Bank,
which allocated 87 million dollars (66 million pounds) to Kazakhstan for the implementation of the
rescue project (Chen, 2018). As part of the project, a 12-kilometre dam was erected, blocking the narrow
strait between the Northern and Southern Aral Seas, which reduced water losses in the southern part.
Additionally, the system of water channels of the Syr Darya River, originating in the Tian Shan
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Mountains, was modernised, which contributed to an increase in the water flow into the Northern Aral
Sea. According to BBC, the Northern Aral Sea in Kazakhstan is undergoing a renaissance — both water
and economic activity have returned to the region (Chen, 2018). In 2006, the total volume of fish caught
reached 1,360 tons, the bulk of which was flounder. By 2016, with the return of freshwater species such
as walleye, bream, rapeseed and catfish, the Aral Fish Inspection recorded an increase in catch to 7,106
tons (Chen, 2018). A comparison of Kazakhstan’s efforts with those of Uzbekistan was later used as an
addition to showing Kazakhstan’s successes. The article highlights that, while in Uzbekistan, the World
Bank has also implemented several projects to restore existing reservoirs around the Southern Aral Sea,
such as Lake Sudochye. However, the results were not as successful as in Kazakhstan because of
Uzbekistan’s high demand for water resources. A significant part of the Amu Darya River is used for
irrigation of agricultural land because Uzbekistan’s economy depends on cotton production. From 1930
to 1990, more than two-thirds of the cotton produced in the Soviet Union was supplied by Uzbekistan,
which also remains the fifth largest cotton exporter in the world after the United States, India, Brazil and
Australia. This leaves insufficient water to replenish the Southern Aral Sea, which has practically
disappeared, and local residents are suffering from deteriorating air quality (Chen, 2018).

A French state-owned publicly funded international news television network, France 24, presented
Kazakhstan’s actions within a broader regional and historical context, focusing on its collaboration
with the World Bank (France, 2016; France 24, 2025). According to the Ministry of Water Resources
of Kazakhstan, since 2008, the volume of water in the northern part of the Aral Sea has increased by
42%, reaching 27 billion cubic metres (France 24, 2025).

Alongside BBC and France 24, the EU Reporter, a Brussels-based news website, also presented
Kazakhstan’s role in the restoration of the Aral Sea (EU Reporter, n.d.; Stevens, 2024). In the article,
Stevens (2024) highlights Kazakhstan’s leadership, innovation, and sustainable development measures.
The active strategies and methods of sustainable management of water resources made it possible to
reverse a serious environmental disaster (Stevens, 2024). The Kokaral dam project, modernization of
irrigation systems and regional agreements on the sharing of water resources, Kazakhstan’s work with
the Central Asia Regional Environmental Centre are also used as an example of the country’s leadership
in this matter. Unlike the BBC and France 24, the EU Reporter looks at the situation on a broader global
scale, positioning Kazakhstan as a model for international efforts to restore the environment. The article
considers Kazakhstan as an example of other countries facing similar environmental crises, which further
strengthens Kazakhstan’s image as a responsible and innovative global player (Stevens, 2024).

This research paper focused on the proactive role of Kazakhstan in resolving the crisis of the
Aral Sea and its effects on the improvement of the country’s international position and the development
of regional cooperation. In the introduction, the following research questions were provided: whether
proactive measures of Kazakhstan in addressing the Aral Sea crisis enhance its international
representation and cooperation. Made content analysis indicates that, in the case of the crisis of the Aral
Sea, Kazakhstan’s government’s approach has improved its standing in the international community. It
has successfully positioned itself as an environmental governance leader, addressing the most local
ecological challenges while simultaneously strengthening its diplomatic profile. The growing
recognition of Kazakhstan’s environmental initiatives by major international media outlets, including
the BBC, France 24, and the EU Reporter, demonstrates the media’s role in shaping Kazakhstan’s
reputation worldwide. As a result, Kazakhstan is seen not only as a leader in environmental restoration
in the region but also as a developing diplomatic force in global efforts to ensure sustainable
development. Such media coverage strengthens Kazakhstan’s position in international relations, proving
that an active environmental policy can strengthen the country’s soft power and global influence. This
is aligned with the fact that environmentalism can be a key factor in shaping national identity and
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international relations (O’Neill & Primiano, 2023). Specifically, Kazakhstan’s investments in
rehabilitation projects, such as the Kokaral Dam, have brought about a marked improvement in local
ecosystems and livelihoods, reinforcing its image of being a responsible regional player dedicated to
sustainable development.

Furthermore, the analysis reveals several key patterns. First, Kazakhstan’s proactive measures
have resulted in increased international collaboration. The successful recovery of the Northern Aral Sea
has drawn the attention of international organisations, such as the World Bank and various UN agencies,
which have provided financial support for ongoing projects. This illustrates ways in which Kazakhstan
is using international partnerships to strengthen its environmental initiatives (Bernauer & Siegfried,
2012). Second, Kazakhstan’s alignment of its environmental policy with broader foreign policy goals
demonstrates a strategic view of diplomacy. Strategy 2050 emphasises its ambitions to become a pivotal
player in global sustainable development, reflecting a commitment to addressing historical
environmental injustices inherited from Soviet policies. This dual reliance on domestic ecological
restoration and international representation underlines the interconnectedness of environmental
governance and foreign policy.

However, an unexpected conclusion was found regarding the tension between Kazakhstan’s
economic ambitions and its dedication to sustainable development. Despite the significant progress made
in restoring the Aral Sea, there remains a tension between promoting environmentally sustainable
practices and continuing to export fossil fuels. This finding suggests that while Kazakhstan seeks to
enhance its international reputation through environmental initiatives, underlying economic motivations
may hinder comprehensive sustainability efforts. The significance of this tension lies in its potential to
undermine long-term ecological goals if not addressed within national economic planning (O’Neill &
Primiano, 2023; Micklin, 2004).

Despite these positive findings, several limitations must be acknowledged. One notable weakness
is the dependence on foreign finances by international organisations which could bring up a question of
sustainability in terms of Kazakhstan’s environmental efforts. Moreover, political interests influence
decision-making, meaning short-term policies for ecosystem restoration rather than long-term ones.
Then there is the fact that Kazakhstan is one of the leading fossil fuel providers in the world. The
variables involved could affect the overall validity of the findings because some might not have been
taken into consideration in this present study (O’Neill & Primiano, 2023; Micklin, 2004).

In analysing the research question, “How have Kazakhstan’s initiatives in addressing the Aral
Sea crisis been portrayed in foreign traditional media?” the speculation that natural activities of
Kazakhstan have had a positive effect on its image and conciliatory relations within the locale is backed
by the findings. International organisations, such as the World Bank and United Nations, alongside
USAID and worldwide media, such as BBC, France 24, and the EU Reporter, have all frequently
ascribed Kazakhstan for environmental administration and maintainable improvement authority. The
Kokaral Dam venture, coupled with modernization in water system frameworks, altogether reestablished
the Northern Aral Sea and moved forward nearby environments. The support of international
organisations and the positive attitude of the media are all evidence of Kazakhstan’s growing positive
image. This gives validity to the view that Kazakhstan’s environmental arrangement has effectively
situated the nation as a territorial frontrunner in participation and worldwide natural administration.

Moreover, the findings highlight the pressures between Kazakhstan’s natural desire and financial
interface. In spite of Kazakhstan’s victory with the revival of the Aral Sea, its status as a noteworthy
exporter of fossil powers puts an address check on the long-term achievability of its natural drive. Its
economic interest in the diligent exportation of fossil fuels has the inclination to weaken Kazakhstan’s
common commitment to environmental sustainability. This creates a complication within the
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discretionary position of Kazakhstan, whereby financial interfaces are likely to urge within the way of
total achievement of its natural objectives. Thus, whereas the speculation is by and large affirmed, these
basic strains recommend that the reasonability of Kazakhstan’s natural arrangement may be
compromised by its broader economic ambitions.

The study confirms that Kazakhstan’s dynamic natural measures have generally enhanced its
international recognition, which has been viewed as a sign of economic progress and a responsible
territorial leader. There are financial issues that could potentially limit the long-term success of these
natural measures, particularly the assumed reliance on fossil fuels. The research also presents
complexities that need to be investigated beforehand, even though the theory is highly supported.

Conclusions

This paper explored Kazakhstan’s efforts to address the crisis in the Aral Sea and its implications
for international representation and media engagement. The ability to showcase successful
environmental initiatives enhances Kazakhstan’s bargaining power in global negotiations and positions
it as a leader in regional environmental governance. Considering the scarce literature at the intersection
of these variables, findings indicate proactive behaviour may be related to an increase in the international
standing of Kazakhstan and the development of international collaboration on global environmental
issues. A solution to the Aral Sea crisis seems to potentially enhance the country’s prestige and position
in the international arena. These findings contribute to a broader understanding of how environmental
governance can serve as a tool for enhancing national identity and international relations.

The lack of complete data inhibits making any conclusive judgments regarding the impact of
these programs on the image of Kazakhstan. Further research is needed to investigate this relationship
in much greater detail, which should focus on the long-term implications of Kazakhstan’s environmental
policies for regional stability and cooperation, as climate change continues to intensify tensions in
Central Asia over water resources. Academics can delve deeper into these dynamics to find more insight
in their analyses of the relationship between environmental governance and geopolitics in the region.
Better insight into how environment-related initiatives strengthen a nation’s international image has
much to teach not only Kazakhstan but also other countries grappling with similar environmental
challenges.
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ApaJ TeHi3i garaapbichiH memyaeri Kazakcranubig 0esiceH/al mapaJapbli:
XAJIBIKAPAJIBIK OKIJIIIK MeH 0YKApaJbIK aKNApaT KYPaJAapbIHbIH KATBHICYbIH
apTTLIPY aJaHbI peTiHae

Apaiinsim Huerbex
E6tvos Lorand University, Bymanemr, Maxkapcran
email: arailymniyet@student.elte.hu

AHJaTna

KCPO sigsiparannan ketiin, Optanslk A3us ennepi Kenec omarsiHan Oepi kese skatkaH Apai
TEHI31HIH TapThUTYHI CHIH/IBI TYPJIi j)KaHa KUBIHABIKTapFra Tan 06osia 6actaasl. ToibIKTal skoMbUIbIT Oapa
KaTKaH Apaj TeHi31 Ka3ipri TaHa eHipiH BUKTUMU3AIMICHIHBIH CUMBOJIbIHA aifHan el Ceb6ebi Kenec
OJIaFbl KE3€HIH/E oJieM OOMBIHINA TOPTIHII OPBIH ajaThlH Apasl TEHi31HIH CYbIH MaKTK aJKalTapbiH
CYBIpY, aybUl IIapyallbUIBIFbIH JAMBITY MakcaTrTapbiHaa KoiganfaH. 26 000 mapiisl Muib ayMaKThl
anbIn JkaTkaH Apan TeHi3l Kazipri tagmga 90%-fa neilin TapThUIgbl. Apan TeHi3iHe OalIaHBICTHI
SKOJIOTUSITIBIK, OQJIEYMETTIK, ASKOHOMHUKAJIBIK ©3€KTI MOCEJEeHI IIenryre OaFbITTaFaH OHIPIIK
Oactamanapna Kasakcran OenceHzi pesl aTKapajpl. OJIEMAIK apeHaja TaHBLUIyFa YMBITBUIATHIH JKac
MemiiekeT periHae, Kaszakctan Apan TeHi3iHIH JaFJapbIChlH Iy MakcaTblHA OaFbITTaFaH
»KoOamapbIHBIH apKaChIH/Ia dJIeM HazapbiH ayaapyaa. ComapasiH KaTapbiHaa bepr Oyra3biHaa amFamnrkbl
Kym OereTin camy xoHe Kek-Apan mIOTHHACHIH TYPFBI3Y, AJMaThl KETiCIMiHE KOJ KO, Apajibl
KYTKapy >keHiHJeri xanslkapanblk Kopasl (AKXK) kypy, conbiMen karap DKCIIO-2017 xepmecin
YHBIMAACTBIPY CHUSKTHI ic-1apaiap oap.

byn makanama KaszakcranHbIH Apan TEHi31 JarIapbIChIH MIeTyre OarbITTAIFaH OpPEeKeTTepi,
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OJIapJIbIH XaJBIKAPAIBIK apeHa/Jarbl e UMHUDKIHE JKOHE OYKapaslblK aKmapar KypalgapbIMeH e3apa
OaiimaHbICBIHA dcepl KapacThIphUIabl. AJBIHFaH HOTHKeNIep Ka3zakcTaHHBIH AKOJOTHSUIBIK IIapaiapbl
JKEPTUTIKTI KOKYHEHIH KaJllblHA KelyiHe FaHa €MecC, COHJal-ak eJjiH TYPaKThl JTaMbIM, OHIPJIIK
OeneniH HBIFAUTyFa BIKIMAJT €TYIHIH BIKTUMAIIBIFBIH KepceTedi. bynm Makamaga SKOJOTHSUIBIK
TUIUIoMaTHsl >kahaHJbIK JEHTeiie KOFaphl MO3HUIMSIIAPFa YMTHUIATHIH JKOHE ©3€KTI IKOJIOTHSIIBIK
MOceNeNIepAiH MenIMiH Ta0yapl KO3JACHTIH eliep YIIiH CTPaTerHsUIbIK 1C-KMMBLIAAp KOHTEKCTIHIIES
KapacThIPBUIA B,

Kiar ce3nep: Kazakcran, Apan TeHi31 JaFapbIChl, YKOJOTHSUIBIK AUILIOMATHS, XAIBIKAPAIBIK OKUIJIK,
MeIUaHbIH KaThICYbI
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AxkTuBHBIe Mepbl Ka3axcraHa mo npeogoieHuI0 Kpusuca ApajabCKOro Mops B
Ka4yecTBe IJIAT(OPMBI 1JI PACIIHPEHUS MEKIYHAPOIHOI0 NPEeACTABUTEIbCTBA H
BOBJICYEHUS cpeacTB MaccoBoi mHpopmauuun (CMH)

HuetGex Apaitibiv
E6tvos Lorand University, Bynanennr, Benrpust
email: arailymniyet@student.elte.hu

AHHOTAIUSA

ITocne pacmmama CCCP ctpanbl LleHTpanbHON A3WM CTOJKHYJIWUCH C HOBBIMH BBI30BAMU, BKITFOYAS
ITOCTETIEHHOE WCYE3HOBEHUE ApaNbCKOTO MOpS, YXOAAIlee KOPHSIMH B COBETCKYIO 3IO0XYy. OTO TOYTH
HCYC3HYBIICC 03€PO CIIYIKUT CUMBOJIOM BUKTUMU3ALNU PCTUOHA, ITOCKOJIBKY COBETCKUC BJIACTH HAIlPpaBUJIX BOAbL
73 HEKOTJa YeTBEPTOTO IO BEIMYMHE O3epa B MHpPE Ha OpOIIEHHE XIIONMKOBBIX IMOJEH W YBEIWYCHHE
CeJIbCKOXO3SIMICTBEHHOTO MPOM3BOJCTBa. [lnmomaaps Mops, Hekorga 3aHumasniiero 26 000 KBaapaTHBIX MUJIb,
cokpatuiach Ha 90%. Kazaxctan urpaet ogHy U3 BEAyLIUX POJIEH B PETHOHABHBIX YCUJIMSX O MMOUCKY PELICHUIM
9TON KPUTHYECKOW SKOJIOTHYECKOH, COIMAIbHOW M SKOHOMUYECKOl kaTtacTpodsl. Kak mMomomoe rocynapcTso,
cTpeMsmieecss K NMpu3HaHWIO, KazaxcTaH HaXOAWTCS TOJ NPUCTAIBHBIM BHHMAaHHEM, pealn3ys pa3indHbIe
VHUIMATHBEI, B TOM YHCIIE CTPOUTEILCTBO MEPBOM MmecyaHoi naMObl B mponuBe bepr u minotunel Kok-Apai,
MoJANMucaHne AJMATHHCKOTO COTJIAIIeHHus, co3naHue MexmyHaponHoro ¢ouma crmaceHuss Apama (MOCA) u
co3nanue opranu3zanus BeictaBku DOKCIIO-2017.

B cratbe mpeanpuHATa MOMBITKA OOBACHUTH ycuius KazaxcraHa Mo yperyJMpOBaHUIO KpU3HMCa Ha
ApallbcKOM MOpe M HX BJIHSHHE Ha €r0 MEXKIyHapOIHOE MpPEeACTaBUTENBCTBO W B3amMojeiictue co CMMU.
[TonydeHHble pe3yapTaThl CBUAETEIBCTBYIOT O TOM, YTO MPHUPOJOOXpaHHbIe Mepbl KazaxcTaHa MOTEHIIMAIBHO
MOTYT CITOCOOCTBOBATH HE TOJIHKO BOCCTAHOBJICHHIO MECTHOM IKOJIOTHHU, HO M YKPETUICHHIO MMHUKa CTPaHBI KakK
BaXHOTO PErHMOHAJIBLHOTO HMIPOKa B OOJIACTH YCTOMYMBOIO pa3BUTUS. B HaHHOH CTaThe paccMaTpuBacTCs
9KOJIOTHYECKasi TUIUIOMATHS B KOHTEKCTE CTpPAaTerMuecKrX ACUCTBUH IUIA CTpaH, CTPEMSIIHXCS 3aHATH Oojiee
BBICOKHE MO3HULMH Ha TI00aTbHOM yPOBHE U HAWTH PEeIICHHUS HACYIIHBIX SKOJOTHUECKHUX MTPOOIIEM.

KaroueBble ciaoBa: KaszaxcraH, Kpu3nuc ApaibCKOro MOPS, SKOJOTHYECKAs TUILIOMATHS, MEKIYHApPOIHOE
MpeJCTaBUTENBCTBO, B3auMoieicTeue co CMU
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