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The Aral Sea has been one of the major symbolic 
representations of the human-environmental conflict. 
The sea has been shrinking in size for over 50 years 
and has become relatively a puddle of its former self. 
The shrinkage is the result of agricultural policies of 
the former Soviet Union that are being continued 
today by three former Soviet republics, now the 
independent nations of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and 
Turkmenistan. These states divert water from key
rivers for agricultural purposes. These rivers have 
historically fed the Aral Sea; however today, little to 
none of the water from these rivers reaches the sea. 
Evidence of the shrinkage is most pronounced in the 
northern section. This study used three Landsat 5
satellite data sets to measure and to illustrate the 
decline and the change of the northern Aral Sea. 
These data sets were acquired on June 10 1985, June 
14 1998 and June 15 2010, a 13 and 12 year interval 
respectively. Image 1a shows the study area in 1985,
which covers 3,887,446 acres (6074 square miles). 
This image was classified to measure the water 
surface area (blue) as seen in image 1b. Through this 
classification the amount of water in the study area 
was 2,593,802 acres (4051 square miles). Image 2a
displays the study area in 1998. The red in image 2b 
shows the classification of water as it was in 1998.  
This classification is super-imposed over image 1b, 
illustrating a total loss of 41.76 percent of water 
surface area or a decrease of 1,081,307 acres (1415 
square miles). Image 3a was taken in 2010. The water 
classification of image 3a appears on image 3b as 
yellow.  The yellow was layered on image 2b. Image 
3b also displays the water level of the study area for 
all three years, showing 2010 in yellow, 1998 in red, 
and 1985 in blue. It was determined that between 
1985 and 2010, 72.16 percent of the water surface 
area had been lost, a total of 1,871,854 acres (2923 
square miles). 
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