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FOREWORD BY THE MENTOR OF 

THE PROJECT

In this media project we have tried to complete two tasks – first is to tell about significant 
changes in the largest rivers of Central Asia caused by the climate and ecological problems, 
and second is to give a voice to the numerous people, who directly face difficult 
consequences of the changes.

We hope that stories collected in multi-day expedition of journalists Raul Uporov and Vlad 
Ushakov to far regions of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan will be able to serve as a signal for the 
countries of Central Asia not only to notice large scale changes in the rivers, but also take 
concrete actions to prevent future catastrophes.

We express our sincere gratitude to the initiators of the project «Developing Journalism –
Exposing Climate Change» - n-ost (Germany) and International Centre for Journalism 
MediaNet (Kazakhstan) for the given support and opportunity to make the project “Little
People – Big River” come true.



MEMBERS OF THE

PROJECT

Raul Uporov

Journalist of the independent regional 
media in Kazakhstan «Uralsk Week»

Vlad Ushakov

Photojournalist, head of the alliance of 
photojournalists in Kyrgyzstan



The main part of realizing the project was in completing a 
challenging and multi-day expeditions to far regions of Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan in order to explore rivers in different parts and find 
heroes for reportages. It took a thorough preparation, detailed 
route, action plan and knowledge about locations.



BUDGET

The main part of the budget was related to the needs of the expeditions. 
These are expenses on gas, food and accommodation. Additionally, there 
were expenses on translation of the stories from Russian to Kazakh 
language, on promotion of the final publications in social media, and fees 
for the journalists. 
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were expenses on translation of the stories from Russian to Kazakh 
language, on promotion of final publications in social media, and fees for 
the journalists. 

ROUTE

The route of the expeditions was made up based on the knowledge of the 
locations acquired by the journalists and their team members. Long 

before the project was launched, Vlad and Raul had a vision about which 
places they would like to visit and who to talk to.  
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HEROES

Since the main idea of the project was to tell about lives of people and 
how changes in the rivers led to significant shifts in their livelihood and 
nature as well, the focus of work was on interviewing heroes. The 
journalists knew how and where to find them, but there were some of 
heroes they encountered with by a coincidence.
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The project was being realized under uncertain circumstances due to 
the pandemic of COVID-19. There were also unpredictable weather 

conditions and tensed political situation in Kyrgyzstan that made the 
journalists reconsider their expedition to two rivers. Consequently, we 

had to make corrections to the initial plans following the current 
situation at the time.

FOURCE MAJEURE



Raul Uporov did an expedition with his colleague, the editor-
in-chief of the Uralsk Week Lukpan Akhmedyarov. Their 
expedition had 3 stages, and each of them was finalized with 
writing and publishing a longread on their web-site. Vlad 
Ushakov as a result of his 4-week expedition collected a large 
number of materials. After his return to Bishkek he worked 
on all stories with Irina Bairamukova, who structured every 
story, transcribed all the interviews and wrote two longreads. 

TEXTS



VЛАСТЬ

As a mentor of the project, Vласть was coordinating the 
journalists during the expeditions monitoring the progress. 
After getting all the materials, our job was in editing all the 

texts and creating a relevant form of delivery on our web-site. 
At the beginning, it was planned to publish all the longreads
as a special project. However, since each of them turned out 

to be longer than expected, for a better coverage we decided 
to publish them separately. 

We also had a task to build a relevant informational strategy 
for promotion of all publications to a wider audience. We 

used our account in social media as well as instruments that 
are available there – posts, stories, videos and so on. We also 

launched a paid advertisement and used main positions on 
our website to attract more attention of our audience. All the 

publications were well indexed by Google and Yandex that 
was followed by the content of the project being at the top of 

the search systems. It allowed to reach even a greater 
coverage.  
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Ural is a river in Eastern Europe, 
flows through the territory of the 
Russian Federation and Kazakhstan 
in the continental border between 
Europe and Asia. It originates in 
southern Ural Mountains and flows
into the Caspian Sea.

Talas is a river that originates in the 
glaciers of the Talas ridge of Kyrgyzstan 
and runs through the city of Taraz in 
Kazakhstan.

Naryn is a river in Central Asia that 
originates in the glaciers of the Central 
Tian Shan and flows through 
Kyrgyzstan reaching Namangan 
province in Uzbekistan.



URAL
Last years the Ural river has substantially
shallowed, and that consequently worsened 
the environment of its region. Shallowing 
has also affected the livelihoods of people.

The journalists of the independent regional 
media in Kazakhstan “Uralsk Week” Raul 
Uporov and Lukpan Akhmedyarov went for 
an expedition that resulted in three 
publications:

I. The Last Captains
II. There Was A River
III. The Territory of Vanishing



I. THE LAST CAPTAINS



The journalists arrived at the backwater 
named after Chapayev, where one of the 
oldest enterprises of the region – the 
Ural shipyard – is located. They met its 
director Vladimir Samsonov there, who 
showed them around and told how the 
decrease of the level of water in the river 
affected the shipping. It harmed their 
industry, and the ship repair profession 
has become almost extinct.

On the shore of the shipyard there are 
large river boats, tugs, barges, steamers 
and many more being left without usage. 
It seems that they will never be taken to 
the water.

This story shows how the whole industry 
that somewhere in the past played an 
important role in socio-economic 
development of the region is 
disappearing. 

HOW THE 

STEAMERS ARE 

SEEN OFF



INSIDE OF THE SHIPYARD



















One more profession that is becoming 
extinct in Uralsk is navigators – people 
that stand at the helm of a river vessel. 20 
years ago, the staff of a river shipping 
enterprise numbered more than 100 
navigators. Now in the whole Western 
Kazakhstan there are barely 10. One of 
them is Petr Goncharov, technician and 
navigator that manages tugboat that 4 
times a week carries passengers from the 
old part of Uralsk to the Uchug backwater.

Since the shipping in the river has 
become almost impossible because of the 
shallowing, the captains will be made to 
go to the shore as vessels get into 
sandbanks and managing them in shoal 
water is becoming more difficult.

THE CAPTAINS 

GO TO THE 

SHORE



PASSANGERS



In the previous years, the shipping in the river was a big industry. Beside crews managing 
vessels, there was a coast guard system that oversaw installing buoys and cleaning the river bed. 
There were also ship repairers, divisions responsible for cargo transportation and a separate 
service for the passenger transportation. Thus, the river provided jobs to thousands of people in 
the whole West Kazakhstan region. The number of people in Atyrau, who labored in the river, 
was even more due to the fishing trusts. Today, the remnants of this industry in Uralsk barely 
provide jobs to a hundred of people.



II. THERE WAS A RIVER



Continuing their expedition, Raul and Lukpan reached the places of ferry 
crossing, which are 4 throughout the river in West Kazakhstan Region. Despite 
their humble appearance, they transfer around 1 million people a season. 
Thanks to them, locals can visit their friends and relatives, celebrate weddings, 
get groceries and necessary documents, do some country commerce. 
Sometimes ferrymen have to transfer even funeral processions from one shore 
to another.

CROSSING



Having overcome 500 km 
on the Europrean shore 
of the river, the 
journalists reached the 
closest ferry crossing in 
Akzhaiyk area.

One of the men, who 
does transfer, having 
gotten to know that Raul 
and Lukpan are doing a 
reportage, noted that it is 
too late to do that – the 
river shallowed a lot so in 
1-2 years there will be no 
need in the ferry.

According to them, the 
ferry crossing appeared 
10-15 years ago when the 
Ural started to shallow. 
Before that when the 
river rose and flooded 
forests and floodplains, 
setting up this kind of 
ferry was impossible. 

Today the ferry crosses 
the river within 5-6 
minutes. Earlier, when 
there was more water in 
the river, it took 10-15 
minutes.



Having crossed to another shore, the journalists went 
up following the stream to the Yesensai village that 
located 30 kilometers away from the closest ferry 
crossing. Going from the Yesensai through a forrest, 
they reached one more ferry, almost the same as the 
first one.



THE COSSACKS

It is important to note that during the 
expedition the journalist met with Gennady 
Yelov, who is a descendant of the Cossacks 
living with his wife in the Tonkeris village of 
the Terektin area of West Kazakhstan 
Region, 200 kilometers upstream the Ural. 
As many generations of his ancestors, this 
elderly man lives in traditional relations 
with the river – he does fishing, goes for 
mushrooms, and prepares firewood in the 
forest.  



Yelov’s house is the 
representation of how close the 
river and forest are – there are 
jars with canned mushrooms on 
the table, under the ceiling there 
are dozens of fish jerky. Thanks 
to these fish, Gennady Yelov is 
well known among the owners of 
pubs in Uralsk. They regularly 
come to Gennady’s and buy up 
his fish jerky. He makes them 
with such consistence that no 
one else can reach. He fishes in a 
placed called “Yelov’s corner”.



Gennady doesn’t allow visitors there because, 
according to him, there is much of the garbage 
left by them. The journalists couldn’t persuade 
him to show the place. However, they were 
helped by Yelov’s granddaughter that 
eventually persuaded him to take them all to 
his corner of the river.



YELOV’S CORNER

“Earlier, there was a couple of white-tailed eagles nesting 
on the other shore of the river. They like fish. If these birds
nest by the river, it means that there are fish in the river. 
But my eagles haven’t come flying for 3 years already. 
That’s why there is no fish. Earlier I could get many kinds of 
fish. But now there are only small ones – rudd, for 
instance. 10 years ago, I would let them back to the river 
but now it is what you get”.



According to Gennady, the decrease of the level of water in the 
river is the “achievement” of people. Dams, canals, uncontrollable 
tree cutting at the of 1990th resulted in that Ural will probably be 
without the floodplain forest. In his youth, the Ural could flood in a 
way that another shore couldn’t be seen.



III. URAL

THE TERRITORY OF VANISHING



THE SHALLOWING OF THE 

URAL: SCIENTIFIC POINT 

OF VIEW

In the 3rd publication the journalists talk to scientists and 
experts about factors of the shallowing of the Ural. In their 
opinion, the decrease of the level of water in the river is the 
result of human activity – industrial waste, irrational use of 
water resources, construction of dams and water reservoirs. 
Moreover, it is also because of the global processes such as 
climate change.



ALEXANDR 

CHIBILEV
Academician

In the opinion of the scientist, the current state of the Ural is the 
result of mistakes that were not few. This is developing 
unproductive and low-yielding lands that causes damage to the 
whole river basin of the Ural. It is also the Iriklinski water 
reservoir that was built as a cooler of the water-power plant. 
Moreover, it is the construction of industrial enterprises that are 
poisoning the river, even those that are closed.

“Nobody calculated a possible harm of these activities. Pollutants 
that happened to be in the water accumulated at the bottom, 
and we don’t know how much of them are there. This heritage is 
the time bomb. Now we are bearing the fruits of the human 
activity of the 20th century. And the accumulated ecological 
damage year by year is worsening the situation”.



CLIMATE CHANGE
Alexandr Chibilev thinks it is wrong to connect the shallowing of the 
Ural only with the existing water reservoirs. The long-term observation 
data shows that also before the construction of the water reservoirs 
there had been years of both low and high water. Those periods had 
their cycles and tight interconnection with climate change.

One more climate factor impacts the Ural in a more global sense. It is 
about the melting of polar ice caps of the globe. According to a number 
of scientists, icebergs that break away from the polar glaciers can cool 
down the warm oceanic streams on the North Atlantic that influence 
the formation of the weather in Eurasia. Alexandr Chibilev also 
emphasizes the fact that global climate changes have their impact on all 
the rivers in the middle part of Eurasia.



“Despite numerous data and forecasts, we have to admit that true 
reasons and scales of global climate changes are not studied enough. 
One thing can be said for sure is that these changes are particularly 

sensitive in the middle of Eurasia where the Ural is located. The Don, 
the Terek, the Volga and the Ural are suffering from the lack of 

water. And there are catastrophic floods observed in Altai and to its 
East, including the Amur’s river basin. Climate changes are not 

studied enough also because the big part of our planet’s surface is 
taken by the oceans with their streams that were studied 

significantly less than the inhabitant land”.



TALAS
Vlad Ushakov completed a multi-day 
expedition to far regions of Kyrgyzstan to 
explore the state of two rivers – Talas and 
Naryn – by visiting alpine sources, villages, 
farms, strategic facilities, water reservoirs.

His expedition turned out to be the longest 
one in terms of time and distance. 
Spending on his way more than 3 weeks, he 
overcame the distance of almost 4 
thousand kilometers.

His work represents the compilation of 
interviews with people who live and work 
along the rivers. They tell about how 
notably the rivers have changed as well as 
the rest – life, activities and welfare.

NARYN



NARYN: THE SOCIAL LIFE OF THE 

RIVER IN THE CONTEXT OF 

CLIMATE CHANGE



Vlad and his team started their expedition off the sources of 
the Naryn in the alpine zone of Issyk-Kul Region, going up to 
the area of Batamaikan tract, where the rivers Kumtor, 
Kashka-Suu and Bordu – tributaries of the Naryn river –
originate. There they have shot activities of the gold mining 
enterprise “Kumtor”, traced an anthropogenic factor of 
impact on local glaciers, recorded stories and everyday life of 
shepherds that roam the pasture and whose activities are 
tied with the sources of the rivers.



SATYBALDY IMANKULOV
Resident of the Kara-sai village 

“I notice that the rivers are gradually shallowing, and the

glaciers are melting. And it has become warmer by 4 or 5

degrees, so the residents changed their shoes and

clothes. Yes, in winter the rivers freeze a lot, the ice

thickness is about 4 meters and it remains so until the

end of June. Despite that, it began to snow much less.

About 20-30 years ago, the snow used to be removed

and loaded to cars. Now there is no much snow. Of

course, for us it is much easier to live with the less severe

weather, but a little down the stream people began to

complain that in summer they lack water for their plants.

I live near the place where rivers get together and flow

into the Naryn. So, every 2-3 years the rivers change

their course, and the locals have to correct it with a help

of border guards”.



“It is not easy to work because the river is changeable, and it

freezes a lot – in winter it is like minus 40 degrees, but the

locals say that earlier it was much colder. I like more when it

is warmer and such changes are better for tourists that come

here to enjoy this panoramic view of the mountains and the

clean water in the river. By the way, a pump in the upper

reaches pumps water for consumption by locals, all members

of the construction team in this area drink this water without

fear, which is what we wish for the residents downstream.

But in terms of saving the glaciers, climate warming is not

desirable. Many glaciers around Issyk-Kul have also melted”.

TIMUR GORLOV
Excavator operator



EDIL SHARIPOV

“The climate of the region is becoming dryer because it snows less, rains 

less, and water in the sources of the Kara-sai river is decreasing. People 

down there don’t know about it. They think they are getting less water 

because of some artificial barriers. But it is due to ecological causes 

because the rivers feed on snow and glaciers, and they are decreasing. The 

local shepherds with big experience tell that earlier the volume of water in 

the rivers was bigger, cars and horses couldn’t cross them, and it was not 

easy to find a ferry crossing. Now people can easily go back and forth”.

Yak breeder, ecologist



“…More than 90% of the territory is taken by the 

mountain ranges with deep intramontane and 

intermontane depressions. By sophisticated 

trajectory, the Naryn crosses these mountains. The 

river and its tributaries feed on melted snow and 

glacier water that take about 80%. Rainwater take 

insignificant share. And people that do agriculture 

here are exposed to the biggest risk. Climate change 

affects agricultural productivity, and therefore 

impacting villagers who live behind poverty line”. 

KOICHUBEK ABDRAYEV
Herder



ABYSHEV ONOLBEK
Farmer

“There is no enough irrigation water for a season. The 

glaciers are diminishing. Scientists attribute this to 

climate change. But I am just a regular man who is 62 

years old, and by my age I have seen changes too –

winters are with little snow, the temperature in 

summer can reach 45 degrees! It was not inherent for 

this region. Summer was always cold, and winter 

frosts were cold in a way that even mountains 

seemed to be freezing! Water in the Naryn could 

freeze to the extent that allowed loaded horses walk 

on it. Now the ice is thin and not everywhere”.



SERGEY ZOLOTUYEV
Fisherman

“I understood that by living in such a nature humans 

become sensitive and attentive to everything around 

them. So do I. I notice every blade of grass, how the 

hawthorn becomes red, how the barberry turns red and 

dark. How ants, magpies and crows live. And how 

climate is changing and the way our ecosystem is 

degrading”.



While Vlad and his team were in the mountains, in 
Kyrgyzstan there were massive protests and strikes against 
the results of the parliamentary elections which resulted 
in the next revolution in the country. Riots were in all 
regions of the republic, and it was unsafe to move around 
the country. The expedition was under question. Vlad had 
to make significant corrections to the route in order to 
avoid dangerous spots and as a result his expedition got 
longer in times.

Despite the occurred political crisis, the expedition 
continued. After visiting alpine sources of the Naryn, Vlad 
went to a hardly accessible region to meet with people 
that got isolated from the rest of the world because of 
changes in the river.



NARYN 
ROBINSONS



Naryn Robinsons – this is the name of the 
inhabitants of the village of Kyzyl-Beyit, 
who, after the construction of the Naryn
cascades and the rise in the water level in 
the river, remained completely cut off from 
civilization and leading a reclusive lifestyle 
for half a century. Despite absence of 
electricity, roads, administrative centers, 
people didn’t leave their houses, and 
continue living on the land of their 
ancestors, sometimes crossing the river on 
a self-made ferry.  

Vlad could find the village and record 
stories of Naryn Robinsons, the way they 
live and how changes in the river affect 
their lives.



SONUNBEK KADYROV
Ferryman

“Yes, the Naryn, as many other rivers, is not 
navigable due to the decrease of the water 
level, complex lay of the channel and the speed 
of flow. But it is “almost navigable”! This is 
because our ferry floats on it and provides the 
connection of the "local islanders" with the rest 
of the world!”.



KULCHORO RAMANOV
Head of the Kyzyl-Beiyt village

“People here mainly breed goats, getting goat milk and 
making goat cheese and sour cream. For the winter, 
you have to prepare firewood and hay for your 
livestock. Moreover, to store groceries from the other 
side and go to the bazaar. It is the most natural 
economy without schools, hospitals and even 
electricity, if not to count the renewable sources of 
energy set by the efforts of international organizations. 
It is just 5 kilometers between the village of Kyzyl-Beiyt
and a hydroelectric power station, but in fact it is not 
nearer than moon. Humans have already managed to
fly there, but the state didn’t even bother to supply 
electricity to our village. What kind of Internet and 
what kind of civilization can we talk about! One joy is 
when a postman brings letters at least . That’s why 
nobody heard about global warming, but climate 
change on the local level is well known!”.



MAIRAMBU AIDARALIYEVA
Pensioner from the Kyzyl-Beyit village

“The weather has changed a lot and become unpredictable. In

winter it is very cold with a more severe wind. It is snowing

heavily on our island, but in other places people complain about

having little snow. The Naryn has shallowed, and it is our most

important river!”.

EMILBEK AITBEYEV
Aqsaqal

“I can see these changes by myself. Water is decreasing, so is the

number of wild animals and fish in the river. For instance, wild boars

have become much less, and if my grandfather scooped fish with a

bucket, now it became difficult to catch it. The balance of animals in

nature has been disrupted: due to the disruption of the food chain,

wolves eat livestock instead of hunting wild boars, which were killed

by poachers”.



PEOPLE OF THE

TALAS



The expedition along the Talas started off the high-mountain 
pass Otmek to the place where the river is formed by the 
confluence of the Karakol and Uchkosha rivers, which originate 
in the Kyrgyz ridge and Talas Alatau. The Talas continues in the 
territory of Turkestan Region of Kazakhstan, by where the 
expedition was at the final stage. According to forecasts, a 
decrease in the river flow in the next 25-50 years will up to 25-
45% as a result of climate change.



SAMAT OSMONOV
Peasant

“My grandfather used to tell that in his time there 
was so much water that a horse couldn’t cross to 
another shore. Now they can cross without any 
problems. Also, I remember, in my childhood, in 
winter the ice on the river was so thick that carts
with loads could drive on it. Now, even though 
the river freezes, the ice is very thin, and you 
cannot even walk on it!”.



VLADIMIR MAZER
Resident of Talas town

“There is less water in the river. In earlier times, in spring or early 
summer there was no any possible way to cross the river, now
people can easily cross it in their shoes. Also, I remember that on 
November 22, 2006, UAZ couldn’t get up here because of the 
abundant snow cover. Today there is little snow, fish are getting
smaller, so I don’t do fishing anymore because it is not interesting 
to fish the small ones”.

“Look, with the naked eye you can see how the water level has 
dropped! And once it didn’t fall below those trees that grew on 
the slopes! This means that there is not enough water, and we will 
soon have to feel it for ourselves! Adults say it's all about the 
impact of climate change! The climate has changed dramatically 
towards warming”.

MARAT UULU BAIRAK
Young fisherman



RASAKULBEK 

ISAGALIYEV
Forester

“Having clean water is in the 
zone of interest of those who 
live both up and down the 
stream of the Talas. But people 
throw garbage to the water 
more often, and the ecology 
here is not protected. It is a
cross-border river, and 
everyone should be 
responsible. But nobody cares 
about it. I think there should be 
explanatory work done about 
harm that pollution causes to 
the river’s water. And I can see
that water is getting less and
less”.



“We have to teach our kids since their young 
age to value water, protect it, use it rationally, 
and not to pollute it. Because our health 
depends on it. That is what I was taught by my 
parents and grandparents. It is particularly 
sensitive due to climate change and decrease 
of water resources on the planet, in the region 
and our country”.

ELNUR KAINAZAROVA
Mother of many children



LITTLE PEOPLE – BIG RIVER



“Developing Journalism – Exposing Climate Change” - is a project that aims to 
reveal and solve the problems of progressing climate change by developing 
and strengthening the sector of independent media in Central Asia with the 
mentoring support of experts from the Media Development Center in 
Kyrgyzstan, media outlets Anhor.kz in Uzbekistan, Asia-Plus in Tajikistan, the 
internet magazine Vласть in Kazakhstan. It is realized by n-ost in Germany and 
International Centre for Journalism MediaNet in Kazakhstan and supported by 
the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development.


