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THE SOVIET UNION Rl VER DI VERSI ON PRQJECT
From Plan to Cancellation 1976-1986.1

The Soviet Union has inmense resources of fresh surface
water. A ninth of the world' s total fresh water is found in
Soviet | akes and rivers.2 However, these water resources are
unevenly distributed in the USSR 84% of the nation‘’s annual
river discharge flows north and east across sparsely inhab-
ited and econonically underdevel oped territory to the Arctic
and Pacific oceans.(Fig.l) The renmining 16% crosses the
southern and western regions, which contain 75% of the pop-
ulation of the country, 80% of the econonic activity and 80%
of the cropland, including the nost fertile land.3

Despite the fact that the southern regions of the USSR
have the best soils and the npst suitable conditions for
agriculture in the country, they have, on average, a negative
moisture balance. (Fig 2) Geat variations of precipitation
with frequent intervals of drought are a serious obstacle to
stable grain crop production in the Soviet Union.4 In order
to reduce these problens, the USSR has allocated a great
anmount of investments for irrigation purposes during the |ast

1 This paper is a revised version of a B-level essay,
present ed bly the author at the Department of Econonic His-
tory, Uppsala University, in January 1988.

2 Nain Groux, "La maitrise de l’eau en URSS", Le
Courier des Pays de 1’'East, no. 294 - Avril 1985, p.6.

3 Philip P. Micklin, "The Status of the Soviet Union's
Nort h- South Water Transfer before their Abandonnent in 1985-
86, Soviet Geography, My 1986, p. 291.

4 In a speech at the plenumof the central committee of
the Communi st Party of the Soviet Union on October 23, 1984,
the chairman of the council of mnisters at that time, N A
Ti khonov, described the problens that the soviet Union faced
with drought in the period 1976-1980. Ti khonov's speech is
printed i n Ekononicheskaya Gazeta, "0 dol govrenmmenoy prog-
ramme NMelioratsii, povyshenii effektivnosti ispol'zovanniya
mel i orirovannykh zemel’ v tselyakh ustoychivogo narashchivan-
|Ka prodovol ' stvennogo fonda strany", 1986:44, pp. 5-8. (In
the 1970’s, the grain crop results varied between 140 and 287
mllion tons).
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twenty years. Of 337 km3 water withdrawn for all uses in the
Soviet Union in 1980, 177 km3, or 53%went to irrigation.> Of
the croplands being irrigated, nore than half or 62%, is
located in Central Asia and Kazakhstan.®

In the future, a further expansion of the irrigated area
is proposed. According to Soviet plans, in 1990 nearly 23
mllion hectares will be irrigated and by the end of the
century 30-32 mllion hectares. In 1985, the irrigated area
was 19,6 mllion hectares.’

An additional factor conplicating the water nmanagement
situation in the southern regions of the USSR is the con-
dition of the big water bodies: the Caspian, Azov and Aral
seas. Due to increased water consunption for industrial and
irrigation purposes, the water inflow to these |akes has been
substantially reduced during the |ast decades. Together with
climate variations, this has resulted in increased water
salinity and a sinking water level in the |akes. Between 1961
and 1985, the level of the Aral Sea dropped 10 netres and its
salinity doubled. These changes have al ready caused serious
ecol ogi cal and econoni ¢ harm.8

Consi dering the unfavourabl e distribution of water
resources, the wish to increase the country’s agriculture
output and the increasing problens with water management in
the last years, it is not surprising that Soviet water plan-
ners and engi neers have been reflecting upon the idea of a
| arge-scale transfer of water fromthe northern to the south-
ern regions of the USSR for a long time. The northern parts
of the country are rich in water resources and could in this

5 Philip P. Micklin, "The Fate of 'Sibaral': Soviet
Water Politics in the Gorbachev Era", Central Asian Survey,
Vol.6 No.2 1987, p.68. For a comparison of the quantities
of water mentioned: the yearly water consunption of Paris is
about 0,3 km®; the_annual flow at the nouth of the M ssissip-
pi River is 600 km3.

6 Groux, p.S8.

7 See the speech of Ti khonov mentioned above, and
Micklin 1987, pp. 68-69.

8 Micklin 1987, pp. 68-69.




way be used to ease the strained water nanagenent situation
in the south.

Even in Tsarist tines the possibility of moving water
fromthe Siberian rivers into Central Asia was recogni zed.
Seventy years later, in the late 1940’s, a Leningrad hydraul-
ic engineer, M M Davydov, presented a grandi ose water
transfer plan. The Davydov plan proposed to take water from
the Siberian Ob' and Yenisey rivers southward into the aral
and Caspi an Seas. This plan would have required the construc-
tion of several dams and a gigantic water reservoir.d

In the late 1950’s, proposals were put forward for a
water transfer project fromthe pPechora and Vychegda rivers
of northern European Russia into the Kama-Volga river system
and farther southward into the Caspian Sea. However, these
pl ans were shelved in the md 1960's.10

A few years later, in the late 1960’s, the interest in
| arge-scale water transfers was renewed in the USSR A gen-
eral strategy for the complex use and protection of water
resources was worked out and was confirned by the State
Pl anning Conmittee, Gosplan, in 1970. Rlsc, in 1968, the
Institute of Water Problems of the Acadeny of Sciences was
specially created to work on this issue. 1

After this short background, we turn to the progress of
the Soviet River Diversion Project during the period 1976-
1986, and the considerabl e debate acconpanying it in the USSR
in these years.

9 For more information about the Davydov plan, see
Kristian Gerner and Lars Lundgren, Planhushallning och miljo6-
probl em Sovjetisk debatt om natur och sanmhédlle 1960-1976,

St ockhol m 1978.

10 Micklin 1986, p.293.
11 |bid., p.294.
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The Progress of the Project 1976-1986.

The 25th Party Congress in 1976 called for scientific re-
search and planing on the River Diversion Project. According
to this decision, a big design and research program was
initiated, to be carried out during the 10th five-year plan
1976-1980. Altogether, nore than 120 different research
institutes and central agencies took part in the work within
the project. Under the primary responsibility of the National
Wat er Managenent Design and Scientific Research Institute,
Soyuzgi provodkhoz, and the specific guidance of the Institute
of Water Problenms, technical-economc feasibility studies
were conpleted for the different parts of the River Diversion
Project. Subsequently, these studies were submitted to Gos-
plan for their approval. Soyuzgi provodkhoz and several of the
ot her agencies involved in the project were subordinated to
the Ministry of Reclamation and Water Managenent, M nvodkhoz.
Research and design work on the project continued during
the 11th five-year plan 1981-1985. The 26th Party Congress
decided that the first construction work on the European part
of the project should be started before 1990 and that the
scientific evaluation of the Siberian part should be con-
tinued. In early 1984, after one minor change that increased
the proposed annual water transfer from 25 to 27,2 km3, the
Siberian part of the project was finally approved as well.12
The approved plan of the River Diversion Project con-
sisted of two parts, one in the European part of the USSR
and one between western Siberia and Central Asia. The purpose
was to divert parts of the river systems in the northern
regi ons of the Soviet Union southward into the Caspian and
Aral seas, as follows:
(The river diversion schemes are presented in fig. 3)

12 »rhe Problem of Redistribution of Water Resources in
the Mdl ands Region of the USSR", G V. Voropayev et. al.,
Soviet Ceography, Dec. 1983, pp. 713-715 (translation in
English of an article in |svestiya AN SSSR, seriya geografi-
cheskaya, 1982:6) and Micklin 1986, pp. 294-295.




A. The European Part.

A total water diversion of 19,1 km3 annually was planned, to
be divided into three steps: the first, a diversion of 5,8
km3 water/year fromthe upper reaches of the Sukhona river
and fromthe Lacha, Vozhe and Kubena | akes, to be transferred
via the Rybinsk reservoir into the upper Volga and then
farther southward to the Caspian Sea. The second step was the
diversion of 3,5 xm3 annually fromthe Lake Onega into the
Volga river system Finally, a third step in which 9,8 km3
per year were to be transferred fromthe Pechora river via
the upper reaches of the Kama river into Volga. The construc-
tion works were to be started in 1986 and conpleted in the
1990's. According to the plans, the redistribution of water
was to be further extended in a second phase in the next
century. The total costs for the first phase, involving 19,1
km3 water per year, were estimated at approximately 2,4
billion rubles in 1982's prices (around 24 billion SEK or $ 4
billion).13

B. The Siberian Part.

This was to have been both longer and nore conplicated than
the European part. The Siberian part was also to be carried
out in two different phases. The first phase, with a total
annual water diversion of 27,2 km3, was to draw water from
the river Gb' and its tributary Irtysh and send it southward.
The transfer route would have stretched from the confluence
of the ' and Irtysh rivers through the central parts of
western Siberia southward to the Syrdar'ya and Anudar'ya
rivers, a distance of nore than 2500 km The water woul d have
been taken fromthe Cb' and lower Irtysh during the |ower
flow period of Septenmber through April and fromthe niddle
and upper Irtysh during the reminder of the year. Fromthe

13, Philip P. Micklin, "The Vast Diversion of Soviet
Rivers", Environment, Vol 27 No 2 1985, pp.17-18. Detail ed
descriptions of the European part of the River Diversion
Project are given by Micklin 1986 and G roux.
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lower Irtysh, water was to be diverted against the river's
natural flow direction by a series of dams with punping
facilities. The water would then have been delivered into a
smal | water reservoir near the city of Tobol'sk in western
Giberia. From there, the water woul d have been sent south-
ward via a large canal, the Sibaral Canal. This, in turn,

woul d have needed enornous punping stations to lift the water
over the Turgay divide between western Siberia and the Arai
Sea Basin. The difference in altitude between the ' and the
Turgay water divide is 113 m. The rest of the route, after
the divide, woul d have allowed the water to move sout hward
naturally. The Sibaral Canal would have been of grand propor-
tions, with a length of nmore than 2200 km a w dth varying
from 108 to 212 nmetres, and a depth of 12-15 m The costs of
the first phase was estimated at 13-14 billion rubles. An
additional 18 billion was deenmed necessary for the construc-
tion of water distribution and irrigation facilities along
the transfer route. This neant a total cost of approximtely
32 billion rubles (320 billion SEK / $ 53 billion).l%4 The
construction work was due to start in the late 1980's and to
be conpleted around the turn of the century. A second Stage,
increasing the total water redistribution to 60 xm3 annually,
was also recommended. This woul d have been acconplished by
increasing the capacity of the Sibaral Canal, as well as the
punping rate of the ' and Irtysh. According to the plans,
it should be possible to carry out this second phase sonetine
inthe first half of the next century.l5

At a plenary session of the Central Committee of the Com-
muni st Party of the USSR in October 1984, the water diversion
question was specifically discussed. |n connection with a

14 This figure should be compared with the total in-
vestments spent on irrigation and |and reclamation during the
period 1966-1985, 115 billion rubles.

15 Micklin 1985, pp. 18-20, and Micklin 1987, pp. 70-
71. A very detailed description of the Siberian section, wWith
enphasi s on the geographical and environnental aspects of the
project, IS given in Micklin 1986, pp. 309-319.
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general draft for the country’s water nanagement and |and
reclamation plans up to the year 2000, the River Diversion
Project also was nentioned. According to this draft, the

Eur opean part of the project was to be conpleted in the
period 1986 to 2000. However, the final design work for the
Si berian part remained to be finished "in the imediate
future". A tinme schedule for the Siberian construction works
was to be decided after the final approvement of the pro-
ject.16

I'n Novenber 1985 the proposal of the guidelines for the
12th five-year plan 1986-1990 was published. Concerning the
River Diversion Project, it was suggested that the construc-
tion works of the European part should start in the plan
period of 1986-1990. The Siberian part, on the other hand,
was not nentioned at all in the proposal. Later, on March 9
1986, when the revised version of the guidelines for the 12th
five-year plan was published in the major Soviet newspapers,
there was no word at all about any tangible river diversion
project. Now even the European part of the project had been
dropped. |Instead of nentioning any specific water redistribu-
tion plan, the revised draft only called for "deepening the
study of problens associated with the regional distribution
of water resources".l?

The final decision to stop the River Diversion Project
came in August 1986. In a report from the weekly mneeting of
the Politburo (week 33), it was announced that "it is ap-
propriate to stop the planing of and preparations for the
di version of parts of the flow of the northern and Siberian
rivers and to perform additional scientific research on the
ecol ogi cal and economical aspects of the problem’.18 |n a
resol ution, approved by the party’s Central Committee and the
Council of Mnisters shortly afterwards, it was officially
deci ded to abandon the project and exclude it fromthe five-

16 Tikhonov, p.7.
17 Micklin 1986, pp. 289-291.
18 pravda 1986- 08- 16.




11

year plan 1986-1990. Wth this, the River Diversion Project
was definitely shelved. On the other hand, the Acadeny of
Sciences of the USSR and other national agencies were in-
structed to carry on research on problems concerning the
regional transfer of water resources.d

The soviet Debate.

In terms of Soviet conditions, the official debate about the
Soviet River Diversion Project was unusually lively and
protracted. Fromthe time the Project was seriously initiated
inthe late 1970’s, it involved both scientists and |aymen in
the country. At the very least, the latter were able to voice
their opinions with the help of Russian witers and intellec-
tuals, who in different ways protested against the plans for
the project. On several occasions during the 1980’s, there
were intense discussions in the Soviet press about the River
Diversion plans. The issue was the subject of sonetinmes
heated debate anmong scientists as well, although this was not
always reflected in the Soviet press.

As early as 1979, in a publication about the geographi-
cal aspects of large-scale water redistribution in western
Siberia, several objections were raised against the Siberian
part of the project. In this report sonme geographers at the
Si berian Department of the Acadeny of Sciences expressed
their concern about the plans to realize the River Diversion
Project. Among other things, they predicted harnful effects
on the fishery resources of the Cb' basin.20

At the end of the period of the 10th five-year plan,
around 1980, the intense research work about the project was
summari zed, and several scientific articles were published in
this connection. Amobng the witers were nany geographers.

One such report is an article by four Moscow geographers in
the periodical "Messages from the Acadeny of Sciences of the

19 pravda 1986-08- 20.
20 Mickiin 1987, p.76.
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USSR. Geographical Series." The authors notivated the need of
the European part of the project, pointing to the deteriorat-
ing water balance of the Caspian Sea, which necessitated
addi tional water resources fromthe outside. A redistribution
of water fromthe northern rivers to the south could help to
gsolve this problem they wote. In the case of Central Asia,
a large-scale water transfer could not alone be the solution
to the water nanagenent problens of the region. First of all,
a nore effective use of the water resources already existing
in this area should be considered. Considering the |ong
distance of the Sibaral Canal, the possibility of substantial
wat er losses during transportation had to be taken into
account. Concluding their article, the authors stated that
addi tional and nore accurate investigations were needed
before the Siberian part of the project could be initiated.2l

A similar opinion was put forward by the jurists Kol-
basov and Kazannik in an article in the periodical "The
Soviet State and Justice" in 1981, in which they stressed
i ssues of environnmental |aw They too considered the River
Di version Project feasible only after very thorough evalua-
tions of all possible effects on the environment. Kol basov
and Kazanni k did not enphasize the difference between the
Eur opean and Siberian parts of the project as had the Moscow
geogr aphers, but they observed that the Siberian diversion
woul d involve extensive interference with the environnent of
the region.22

A nore optimistic view was held by A S. Berezner from
Soyuzgi provodkhoz, one of the main agencies involved in the
project. In an contribution in the "Messages..." in 1982, he
forecasted that the Soviet Union in the future would need
around 50 mllion hectares of irrigated land (in 1980, 18

21, "Geograficheskiye prognozy v probl eme nezhzonal ' noy
perebroski rechnogo stoka v SSSR', |.P. Cerasinov et.al.,
| zvestiya AN SSSR.Seriya geograficheskaya, 1981:2, p.14.

22 0. C. Kolbasov and A 1. Kazannik, "Ckhrana prirody
pri perebroske stoka severnykh i sibirskikh rek v yuzhnye
rajony strany", Sovetskoye gosudarstvo i pravo. 1981:9, pp.
71-79.




13

mllion hectares were irrigated). To manage this, he stated,
the River Diversion Project was definitely necessary.?3

Later that year, the leader of the Institute of Water
Problems, G V. Voropayev, together with some Moscow geo-
graphers presented a nore careful analysis of the project in
the same periodical. Pointing out that additional studies of
the Siberian transfer problem were necessary, the authors
expressed doubt as to whether the Sibaral Canal would be as
effective in solving the water problens of Central Asia as
was claimed by Berezner and others. Actually, the potentials
for irrigation in Central Asia would only be narginally
increased by the construction of the canal, they noted. At a
conference in Irkutsk in August 1983, Soviet geographer and
the head of the Department of Econonic Geography at the
Institute of Geography in Mscoy 0. A Kibal'chich, raised
in a lecture several objections against the Sibaral Canal.
The first phase of the Siberian project alone would cost
nearly 150 billion rubles (1500 billion SEK / $ 250 billion),
including the irrigation construction works.24 Considering
this, he stated, alternative approaches to the probl em that
made nore efficient use of the available water resources in
Central Asia - for instance the reconstruction and modern-
ization of existing irrigation systems -~ were recommend-
able.25

As the articles nentioned above show, at the begi nning
of the 1980’s, the nost wi despread vi ew anbng scientists
involved in the River Diversion Project was that the Euro-
pean part of the project was ready to be started. However,
addi ti onal research was needed regarding the Siberian part
bef ore any decisions coul d be nade about how it should be

23 A S. Berezner, "Long Term Projection of \ater Needs
for Irrigation in the USSR', Soviet Geography, May 1983, .
333-345 (from Izvestiya AN SSSR. Seriya geograficheskaya, 1982:1).

~ 24 This should be compares with the total cost of 32
billion rubles nentioned earlier.

. 25 The article by Voropayev et. al. and the lecture
given by Kibal'chich are presented in Soviet Geography, Dec.
1983, pp. 713-727.
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realized. The great efforts and costs connected with the con-
struction of the Sibaral Canal were especially stressed.

Al t hough the number of scientific publications about the
project was considerable, articles and reports of this kind
hardly reached a larger portion of the Soviet public. How-
ever, in March 1982, an article was published in the Literat-
urnaya Gazeta, one of the nost influential Soviet newspapers
on public debate in the country. Entitled "Project of the
century fromdifferent points of view', the article presented
both an advocate of and an opponent of the project. The dis-
cussion in the article nmainly concerned the Siberian diver-
sion plans.

1. Cerardi, chief engineer of the Siberian water redis-
tribution, spoke for the project. He stressed the grow ng
problems with regard to the water nanagenent situation in
Central Asia as inperative reasons to conplete the project.
Consi derabl e research and design work had al ready been done
to evaluate the inpact of the water redistribution. According
to these calculations, Gerardi stated, it would be possible
to pay off the costs for the Sibaral Canal in 10 years. This
woul d be realizable in that the canal woul d provide an in-
creased potential for irrigation and water transport.

The economi st V. Perevedentsev was of another opinion.
According to him the cal cul ati ons done regarding the econony
of the project were inperfect and over-optinmistic. It would
hardly be possible to pay for the Sibaral Canal in 30 years,
much | ess in 10. The decisions of the 26th Party Congress
1981 called for additional scientific research concerning the
River Diversion Project. Such research nust take alternative
ways to solve the water management situation in Central Asia
into consideration, Perevedentsev stated. As exanples of such
sol utions he nentioned a nore rational use of existing ir-
rigation systems and the introduction of a new system of
payment for water consumption.Z26

26 The Gerardi- Perevedentsev debate is published in
Literaturnaya Gazeta 1982-03-10, " 'Proekt veka' s raznykh
tochek zreniya".
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Per evedent sev and his views were strongly denounced a
month later, in April 1982, in an article in the Uzbek paper
Pravda Vostoka.27 |t was stated here that Perevedentsev was
totally uninforned and his argunents absurd. The authors of
the article also repeated that the payoff period for the
project would be only 10 years, as mentioned by Gerardi.Z28

During the years followi ng the article in Literaturnaya
Gazeta, criticismof the River Diversion Project was notably
scarce. The adoption of the plans for the Siberian part of
the project by Gosplan 1983 seened to indicate that the
advoca+-es of the diversion plans now had the upper hand.

Anot her confirmation of this was an interview with the first
Deputy Mnister of Reclamation and Water Mnagenent, P.

Pol ad- Zade, in lzvestiya, the paper of the Council of Mn-
isters. Considering the future needs of agricultural produc-
tion in the USSR and - as a consequence of this - increased
irrigation, the Deputy Mnister enphasized the necessity to
conpl ete the River Diversion Project.29

Al though official criticism of the project appeared only
infrequently in the Soviet press at this time, there were
protests against it from several groups. Objections against
the project were forrmulated and sent to higher officials, and
even sanizdat-literature about the problemwas circulated.30
A sam zdat document of this kind was published in 1982 in the
Paris-based Russian émigré paper Russkaya Mysl by the Russian
witer Vasiliy Belov. Belov sharply criticized the European
part of the project and appealed to the Soviet |eaders to
give up the whole project. The article by Belov, who hinself
lives in the northern part of Russia, indicated how concerned
many Russians were about the environment in northern Russia.

27 The Uzbek SSR is one of the four Central Asian
Soviet republics.

28 Micklin 1987, p.77.

_ 23 p. Pol ad-Zade, "Severnaya voda dlya yuga", inter-
view, |zvestiya 1984-06-22.

30 Micklin 1987, p. 78. The Russian word sanmizdat means
unof ficially published and distributed literature.
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The River Diversion Project was seen as a nmajor threat to
forests and villages in the north.31

Belov was not the only person who tried to achieve a
cancel lation of the project. Several prom nent scientists and
humani sts also compiled material with argunents against the
project. Some articles, containing substantial material on
the project that had been presented for higher officials in
the USSR, were published 1984 in another Russian énigré
periodical, Grani (published in the FRG. In these articles a
group of Russian scientists, witers and artists criticized
the River Diversion Project, concentrati.ng on the European
part of it. Enphasising both the ecol ogical and econom cal
di sadvantages of the project, the authors suggested that an
expert committee should be set up to provide an additional
eval uation of the whole problem independent of the inter-
ests of the ninistries and research institutes already in-
volved in the project. As a special issue, the authors dis-
cussed the unique buildings and other menorials of great
architectural and historical value in northern Russia, which
according to themwere threatened by the planned construction
works connected with the project. Gani also presented copies
of letters to the Politburo and to the General Secretary of
the Communist party at that tine, Yuriy Andropov, from sev-
eral promnent scientists, appealing to the Soviet |eaders
to reconsider the whole project.32

Contrary to the opinion of many Russian intellectuals,
there were clear signs of interest in the River Diversion
Project in Central Asia. The Sibaral Canal was seen as a
possible solution to the water shortage problems in this
region. Beside the institutions engaged in the project, its
strongest advocates were Central Asian politicians and offic-

31 V. 1. Belov, "Kénnen das Kaspi sche Meer, der Voze-
und Lacasee noch gerettet werden?", Osteuropa-info, no. 57/58
1984, pp. 101-111. (This is a slightly shorter translation
of the article from Ruskaya Mysl 1982-07-15).

32 “Eshche o proekte veka. Materialy k problene pere-
broski chasti severnykh rek na yug", Grani, No. 133, 1984,
pp. 190-268. Sone of the letters were dated 1983.
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ials. At the 25th and 26th party congresses in 1976 and 1981,
several party officials from the Uzbek, Kazakh and Turkmen
Soviet republics strongly supported the plans of the Siberian
diversion.33 The press in Central asia published several
articles and statements about the project in the early
1980's, expressing confidence that it would go ahead as
planned.34

Towards the nmid 1980‘s, the River Diversion Project
seened to be close to its realization. In spite of the resis-
tance to it anpng several groups in Soviet society, criticism
was not brought up either officially or in the Soviet nedia.
In 1985, however, a change occurred, which was also reflected
in Soviet newspapers and periodicals. In late 1985, when the
suggested guidelines for the 12th five-year plan were pub-
lished in the press, the Siberian part of the project was not
included. This was remarkable, considering official state-
nents made earlier that year promoting both parts of the
project.35

Following this, the official debate was started again,
after some years of silence in the Soviet press. Criticism
was expressed against the project, especially the European
part of it. In the July edition of the Soviet periodical Nash
Sovrenenni k, a remarkabl e article was presented to the pub-
lic. It was a summary of a round-table conference held by
the editors of the paper with a group of Soviet experts,
representing several different branches of science. The
experts gave an extensive critical evaluation of the whole
project, concentrating on its European part, and questioned
whether it was meaningful to transfer water southward on
such a large scale for irrigation purposes. It would be
better, they stated, to increase output from agricultural

33 Philip P. Micklin, "Soviet Vter Diversion Plans:
Implications for Kazakhstan and Centra asia", Central Asian
Survey, Vol . 1, No. 4 1983, p.29.

) 34 Ann Sheehy, "Central Asian River Diversion Lobby
Hts Back", Radio Liberty Research, RL 243/87, p.2.

35 Micklin 1987, p.79.
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production by other means, such as better transport and
storing facilities and different kinds of soil improvement.36
At the congress of the Russian Witers Union in Decenber
1985, new objections were nade to the River Diversion Proj-
ect, anong others by the Russian witer and engineer Sergey
zalygin.37 Zalygin's contribution was followed two nonths
| ater by fundanental economic criticism of the whole idea of
the project presented by five menbers of the Soviet Acadeny
of Sciences, anpng them the proninent Soviet econom st Abel
Aganbegyan. In an article in Pravda in February 1986, they
provided a thorough analysis of the importance of irrigation
for total agricultural productivity in the USSR According
to the article, in spite of increased efforts in this area
during the last few years, only 5% of the total cropland in
the country was irrigated. On average, the Soviet Union
invested 5 billion rubles (50 billion SEK / around $ 8 bil-
lion) annually in irrigation systems. However, only 0,2
billion rubles (2 billion SEK / $ 0,3 billion) - that is, 25
tinmes less - were spent each year on all other nethods of
land inprovement. Yet there were several other ways to in-
crease agricultural output that were nore appropriate than
irrigation, Aganbegyan and his colleagues stated. Irrigation
general |y denanded | arge investnents, wthout giving a cor-
responding return. Instead of irrigation, a more rational use
of existing agricultural resources was to be considered. It
was of greatest importance to econonize on water resources
and to stinulate lower water consunption by neans of water-
saving technol ogy, instead of planing |arge-scale river
di ver si ons. The authors concluded their article by recom-

36 M Nazarov, "Chto legche povernut' vspyat': reki ili
resheniya partii?", Posev, 1986:4, pp. 31-39.

37 Bobo Scheutz, "Jattelikt flodprojekt stoppas. Sig-
naler i sovjetisk press.", Svenska Dagbl adet, 1986-01-05.
Kristian Gerner, "Forsta steget fran planekonom. Om Sovjets
skrinlagda flodprojekt.", Svenska Dagbladet, 1986-12-10.
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nmendi ng that the whole project be dropped from the guidelines
of the 12th five-year plan.38

The article in Pravda by Aganbegyan was a sign of the
turning point for the River Diversion scheme. Wen the final
guidelines for the 12th five-year plan were proclained by the
Soviet Governnment in March 1986, they contained no definite
plans with regard to the River Diversion.

However, there were indications that the authorities
responsi ble attenpted to continue working on the project even
after the new guidelines went into effect.39 At the 7th
congress of the Soviet Witers Union in June 1986, the prob-
| em was again discussed by sone Russian witers, anong them
Vasiliy Belov, Sergey Zalygin and Valentin Rasputin. In his
speech at the congress, Sergey Zalygin pointed out that the
Ministry of Land Reclamation and Water Managenent, Minvod-
khoz, continued to carry on preparatory construction work for
the project, in spite of the Governnent decision in March the
same year. This observation was confirmed by Rasputin, who
claimed that, through Gosplan, a go-ahead signal had al ready
been given to M nvodkhoz to start with the construction works
for the European part of the River Diversion Project. In his
speech, Rasputin appealed to the Politburo and the General
Secretary, Mkhail Gorbachev, to once nore reconsider the
whol e question.40

The definite decision to cancel the River Diversion
Project came in August 1986 and was published in the ngjor
Soviet newspapers on August 20. At the same time, national
planning institutions, scientific research institutes and

38 vzemlya - gl avhoe bogatstvo.", A. Aganbegyan et
al., Pravda, 1986-02-12.

) 39_Sege for instance Stefan Lundgren, "Flodvandni ngspro-
jektet igang", Upsala Nya Tidning, 1986-04-15.

40 The speeches of Rasputin and Zalygin at the 7th
congress of the Soviet Witers Union are reproduced in Liter-
aturnaya Gazeta, 1986-07-02.
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agriculture and water authorities were ordered to prepare a
complex devel opnent program for Central Asia for the year
2010. This was to be done together with the councils of
Mnisters of the Central Asian Soviet republics and was to be
presented during the first half of 1987. Particular attention
was to be paid to the region’s water managenent situation and
agricul ture production.4l

If the southern part of the Kazakh SSR is added to the
four Central Asian Soviet republics, we get a geographically
coherent region with an area of over 2 nillion km? and a
popul ation of nore than 35 million inhabitants.42 This is
approximately one eight of the total population in the USSR
Moreover, this region has the fastest growi ng population in
the country.43

Together with the Kazakh SSR, Central Asia has about
48% of the |and used for agricultural purposes in the Soviet
Union. The crop | ands of the region, conprising 42 nillion
hectares, are 19% of the total Soviet crop land (that is
approximately 14 times nore than the total crop land in
Sweden). The remaining 220 nillion hectares are nainly used
as grazing land. Thus Central Asia and the Kazakh SSR are
nost inportant for the Soviet econony in the area of agricul-
ture. More than 90% of the cotton and around 20% of the grain
in the USSR are produced in this region. The cotton is cul-
tivated in the south and al most exclusively with the hel p of
irrigation. Cotton is one of the biggest Soviet export pro-
ducts, and it is refined to fibers and material mainly in the
European part of the USSR

The region is rich in raw materials of different Kinds,
such as mnerals, oil and gas. In that Central Asia is the

41 »y tsentral ' nom konitete KPSS i Sovete M nistrov
SSSR', Pravda, 1986-08-20.

42 The four Central Asian Soviet republics are the
Uzbek, Turkmen, Tadzhik and Kirgiz SSR

43 The fol | owi ng geographical and econoni cal descrip-
tion is based on Adolf Karger, Sow etunion / Fischer L&nder-
kunde, Frankfurt 1978, pp. 322-340; Micklin 1983, pp. 12-23
and Micklin 1987, pp. 82-85.
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cotton producer of the Soviet Union, the whole region has the
status of raw naterial exporter to the other parts of the
country. Although the industry in the area has been devel oped
over the past decades, Central Asia still |ags behind the

ot her Soviet republics.

The importance of agriculture, its dependence on ir-
rigation, the increasing population pressure and the need to
devel op the industry in the region - all these factors call
for a good supply of water resources.

However, it is precisely the water managerment situation
whi ch is causing the biggest problens for Central Asia. The
whol e region has a distinctly dry climate, with little and
irregular precipitation. Subsequently, the population in
Central Asia is concentrated to the area between the upper
reaches of the Syrdar'ya and Anudar'ya. These two rivers
provi de the bulk of the water resources used for irrigation
purposes in the region. Since irrigation causes |arge water
losses due to evaporation, filtration and other losses during
transportation, it has contributed to a dramatic deterior-
ation of the region's water managenment situation in the
1970's and 1980's. In 1984, nore than 8 nillion hectares was
being irrigated.

As a consequence of the increased water consunption in
Central Asia, the Aral Sea has been severely affected. Of the
estimated annual total river flow of 127 ¥m3 into the Aral
Sea basin, Syrdar'ya and Amudar'ya contribute 73 and 37 km3
respectively. O this, only around 56 km3 reaches the Aral
Sea because of natural losses along the way. In addition,
wat er consunption for irrigation and other purposes is al-
ready so high that the discharge of the rivers during dry
periods has al nost di sappeared. Since 1961, the water |evel
of the Aral Sea has sunk 10 netres, its area has decreased
by 30%, its volume by 50% and the salinity of the I ake has
doubl ed. According to sonme experts, the Aral Sea may be
reduced in the future to a shrunken, lifeless brine |ake.

Fol | owi ng the decision of the Council of Mnisters in
August 1986 to cancel the River Diversion Project, an article
was published in the Literaturnaya Gazeta in Septenber of the



22

same year entitled "Learnings fromthe project of the centur-
y", in which the earlier discussions about the problemin
this newspaper were commented upon. In the sane article,
Boris Khorev, geographer and nenber of the national expert
comrittee that had examined the project, summarized the
shortcomings of the project.4? |t lacked a realistic econom-
ic base, and sufficient consideration had not been taken
regarding the possible effects of the extensive construction
work on the environment. In connection with the contribution
by Khorev, there was also a report fromthe Central Asian
city of Tashkent. In the report the problems of water nanage-
ment in the town were described. The water consunption of
Tashkent was nearly 500 litres per person and day, much too
high an ampunt, the reporter stated. Toreduce this waste of
water resources, it was necessary to econonixe, for exanple
by introducing a stricter price policy for water consump-
tion.43

Anot her reninder of the alarnming situation of the Aral
Sea was given in the same paper in Novenber 1986. An Uzbek
witer, Sarvar Azinov, clained that the water in the south-
eastern part of the |ake had receded 80-100 km fromthe ol d
shore line. Due to the reduction in the size of the Aral Sea,
the climate in the area already had worsened. Urgent measures
were needed to save the |ake, he wrote.46

It is obvious that the cancellation of the River Diver-
sion Project was seen by many as a sign of the changed policy
initiated by the party |eaders, headed by the new General
Secretary, Mkhail GCorbachev, who was appointed in March
1985. In the editorial column of Pravda on January 10, 1987,
the decision to cancel the project was described as evidence

44 The expert committee was appointed by order of the
Politburo and presented it's report to the government July 19
1986.

45 "Uroki proekta veka", Literaturnaya Gaseta, 1986-
09-03; and Kristian Gerner, Svenska Dagbl adet, 1986-12-10.

46 sarvar Azinov, “Kak spasti Aral?", Literaturnaya
Gazeta, 1986-11-26.




of the party’s consciousness of environmental problenms and
ecol ogi cal questions. Further, M nvodkhoz was criticized for
not having enough respect for the public opinion against the
project. In the paper of the Soviet trade unions, Trud, an
article was published in October 1986, in which a repres-
entative of the Soviet Witers Union gave an account for the
resistance against the diversion plans. He enphasized the
role played by nmany Russian witers and nmenbers of the Acad-
eny of Sciences in the struggle against the authorities
involved in the project. He considered the decision made in
August by the Party | eaders and the government to be a vic-
tory for the public opinion against the bureaucracy and the
sel f-interest of the Soviet authorities. 47

In a contribution entitled "The turn. Learning froma
discussion" in the first nunber of the literary monthly Novyy
Mr in 1987, the author Sergey Zalygin (who is also chief
editor of the periodical) once again discussed the River
Di version pProject. Por Zalygin, the cancellation of the
project was one of the nost inportant proofs that perestroy-
ka, the transformation of the Soviet society initiated under
Gorbachev, had now really been put into notion in the count-
ry. The leaders of the nation had listened to public opi nion
and stopped a poorly prepared project. Zalygin was also
severely critical towards the authorities and institutions
whi ch had been responsible for the project. These had worked
only for their interests, with no concern for either the
econoni ¢ or ecol ogi cal aspects of the problem The Ministry
for Land Reclamation and Water Resources and the Institute
for Water Problenms had seriously msused state funds, ac-
cording to Zalygin, and instead of doing valuable research,
they had tried to secure state subsidies by keeping the
project alive. Further, the whole project lacked a solid
econom ¢ base. Zalygin also suggested that the officials
responsi bl e for the m stakes which had been made shoul d be
severely reprinanded. The decision taken by the Soviet lead-

47 Viadinir Krupin, "Zemlya i nasledstvo", Trud, 1986-
10- 26.
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ers to cancel the project was a victory for the general
public over corrupted authorities. Conmon sense had overcone
bureaucrati ¢ narrowmindedness.48

Al though the River Diversion Project was already def-
initely shelved, and in spite of the flow of articles and
statements in the Soviet press condemming it, there were
still signs that the Central Asian |obby had not conpletely
given up hope. After nearly two years of silence on the ques-
tion, a editorial was published in the Uzbek literary journal
Zvezda Vostoka in June 1987. Introducing two open letters
from Central Asian specialists in water nanagenent as an
answer to Yalygin's article in Novyy Mr, the Uzbek article
openly stated that the Sibaral Canal was the only possible
solution to the water deficit in Central Asia. Zalygin and
other "anti-river diverters" had not considered the fact that
Central Asia was |agging behind the rest of the country with
regard to ocononic and social developnent. |f the region did
not get additional water resources fromoutside, it would
end up still further behind. Further, the article clained
that the Siberian transfer had broad support from a nunber of
Central Asian scientists.49

A nore objective analysis was given by the geographer B.
Kamal ov in the econom c journal Econom cheskaya Gazeta in
July 1987. In a report fromthe Aral Sea he described the
severe problens with the water balance in the region. During
the last 25 years, nmore than 50 billion rubles (500 billion
SEK / around $ 8 billion) had been invested in new cropland
and irrigation facilities. However, the returns had not been
up to the expectations. Instead, there had been many cases
of wasted resources and ineffectiveness. The sharply increas-
ed water consunption and exploitation of the Syrdar'ya and
Amudar'ya had to be stopped, Kamal ov wrote. Mre effective

48 Sergey zalygin, "Povorot. Uroki odnoy diskussii",
Novyy Mir, 1987:1, pp. 3-18. Zalygin’s article elicited very
sharp reactions from people engaged at the Institute of Water
Problems. In a letter to the editor in Izvestiya on April 20,
1987, they denounced the criticism delivered by Zal ygin and others.

49 gsheehy, pp. 1-5.
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cultivation and irrigation systenms had to be introduced. A

substitution of cotton by other crops that did not demand as
much water, was recommendable. |nstead of cotton, synthetic
materials could be used in the textile industry, which would
also be cheaper than the production of natural cotton.30

The article in Zvezda Vost oka showed that many Central
Asi an officials continued to advocate the idea of Siberian
wat er diversions. Also, the increased publicity about the
Aral Sea may be seen as evidence that sone groups still think
that the construction of an north-south canal fromthe Siber-
ian rivers would be a solution to the worsening problems of
the water situation in Central Aasia.

That the party and government |eaders were conscious of
the problems in Central Asia was shown by the resol ution
from August 20, 1986 concerning a general econonical develop-
nent plan for the whole region, which had to be carried out
by both national and Central Asian authorities. This was
followed by a new resolution on June 20, 1987, expressing
inmpatience with the ineffective use of water and | and resour-
ces in Central Asja.3l

Summary and concl usi ons.

The plans for the River Diversion Project were initiated in
the 1970's. Design work on the project started seriously
during the 10th five-year plan 1976-1980 and continued in
the follow ng period 1981-1985. The intention in the final
plans was, in a first phase, to divert southward a total
amount of 19,1 kw3 and 27,2 km3 water annually from rivers in
northern Russia and western Siberia respectively. The Europ-
ean part of the project included a water transfer through the
Vol ga river basin to the Caspian Sea, while the Siberian part
planned to take water fromthe ' and Irtysh rivers to the

50 B. Kamalov, "0Ob Arale v proshedshem vreneni ?", Ekono-
micheskaya Gazeta, 1987:29.

51 sheehy, p.5.
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Aral Sea via the Central Asian rivers Syrdar'ya and Amud-
ar’'ya.

The reasons given for the project were that it would
redress the water balance of the Caspian and Aral seas,
increase the potentials for irrigation in southern Russia,
Kazakhstan and Central Asia and thereby inprove the agricul-
ture production of these regions.

After a long and continuous debate in the 1980’s, with
contributions from Soviet scientists, admnistrators, econom-
ists, witers and other intellectuals, the Soviet |eaders in
August 1986 decided to cancel the River Diversion Project.
The debate culmnated in 1985 and 1986, when the opponents of
the project got the advantage in the discussion.

Both the cancellation as such and the discussion accom-
panying it were remarkable. When the final decision came in
August 1986, research and design had been going on for nore
than 10 years. A large nunber of different planning organs,
scientific research institutes and other organizations had
been engaged in the project. In his article in Novyy Mr,
Sergey Zalygin stated that nearly 65 thousand persons had
been involved within the framework of the project.32 The
fact that the Soviet |eaders intervened and changed their
m nds concerning the project, in spite of the fact that it
al ready had proceeded alnpbst to its realisation, indicates
that it both was a difficult and inportant decision for them
to take. It also shows that the structure of the Soviet
society is a very complex one, with many different interest
groups involved in the soviet planning and deci sion making.
The devel opnent of the River Diversion Project is an illus-
trative exanple of this.

In the Soviet discussions about the project, the of-
ficial debate becane nore intense in 1985 and the foll ow ng
years. The ampunt of articles in Soviet newspapers and per-

i odicals about this subject significantly increased during
this time. Thanks to the unusually open discussions about the

52 zalygin, p. 13.
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project, it was possible to recognize the different interest
groups involved in the debate.

The scientists - nmostly represented by geographers - who
di scussed the project in the specialist literature, generally
concentrated on the possible effects on the environnment
because of the construction work within the river diversion
plans. In nost cases, they noted that nore research about the
environmental consequences of the project was needed. A usual
opinion was that alternative solutions of the problem esp-
ecially concerning Central BAsia, should be considered nore
carefully. Scientific articles of this kind were for the
nost part published in the early 1980‘s, as a result of the
consi derabl e research done during the 10th five-year plan
1976-1980. Most scientists were not against the idea of the
project as such; they mainly discussed how the technical sol -
ution of the problemcould be solved in the best way. The
Si berian part of the project was the nost conplicated sec-
tion, as it required considerably more effort than the Eur-
opean part, especially the construction of the Sibaral Canal.

A clearly optimistic attitude was held by the |eading
representatives of the authorities and organizations invol ved
in the planning of the River Diversion Project. They motivat-
ed the project by stating the great need for water in the
southern parts of the Soviet Union, the nost inportant agri-
culture region of the country. To obtain higher productivity
in agriculture, increased irrigation was needed. To increase
the amount of irrigated crop | and, nore water was needed.
However, in the southern parts of the Soviet Union, water
resources were no longer sufficient. Thus, water had to be
transferred fromthe water-rich regions of the north. An
argunentation of this kind was common in interviews and other
contributions by Soviet officials, representing the author-
ities responsible for the projection work.>53

Different regional interests were also involved. Many
Russian intellectuals took an active part in the discussion

53 A good exanple of this is the article by Berezner
(Long Term Projections...).
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about the European part of the project. They feared that the
diversions of the northern rivers would destroy many unique
cultural values in northern Russia. The persistent activity
by the Russian writers Belov and Zalygin are significant
exanpl es of this group.

On the other side, the strongest adherents of the River
Di version Project were to be found in Central Asia. There,
many peopl e saw the construction of the Sibaral Canal as a
solution to the severe water shortage problens of the region.
Addi tional water transfers fromthe Siberian rivers were
considered vital for the future devel opnent of Central Aasia.
Among the supporters were both intellectuals, as well as
party officials from the region.

The criticismraised against the River Diversion Project
was principally of three different kinds; ecological, in-
stitutional-political and econonic. The considerabl e conse-
quences for the environment connected with the realization of
the project both in northern Russia and western Siberia at-
tracted attention from nmany sides. Even those scientists who
in general supported the idea of the project stressed that
serious considerations had to be made regarding the possible
effects on the environnment of the regions where the construc-
tion works were to be carried out. Also, the | obby group of
Russian intellectuals had the ecol ogical risks as their main
argunent against the River Diversion Project. Even official-
ly, as in the editorial in Pravda on January 10, 1987, the
cancel | ation of the diversion plans was seen as an evidence
of the party’s consciousness about ecol ogical problens.

In the Soviet debate serious criticismwas put forward
against the authorities and state organisations responsible
for the projection work. They were accused of misusing their
influence, wasting state resources and noney and providi ng
insufficient scientific evaluation of the problem Not gur-
prisingly, the decision to shelve the whole project was
regarded by Zalygin and ot her opponents of the River Diver-
sion Project as a victory for public opinion against the
power f ul Soviet bureaucracy.
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The nost serious arguments against the river diversion
pl ans were based on econonic considerations and came from
econoni sts such as Aganbegyan and Perevedentsev. According to
them the whol e project lacked a sound econonic base. The
idea of huge water transfers fromthe north to solve the
wat er managenent probl em of the southern regions of the
country was not realistic. It woul d have demanded enonnous
capital investments and other state resources. Instead, the
probl ems of Soviet agriculture were to be solved by other
means. The existing land and water resources had to be nore
effectively utilized, for exanple by a stricter price policy
for water consunption, a nore cautious use and maintenance of
irrigation facilities already in existence, and by substitut-
i ng water-denmandi ng crops such as cotton With other plants
that did not require as much water.

The arguments above reflect the new kind of economic
thinking in the Soviet Union put forward by the Soviet lead-
ers under the Corbachev regine. Already as Mnister of Agri-
culture in the period 1978-1983, M khail Gorbachev stressed
in his work the importance of nore econonic effectiveness in
the Soviet agricultural sector. After Gorbachev was appointed
as GCeneral Secretary in 1985, he has continued to spread his
econoni ¢ and political ideas throughout Soviet society. The
opponents of the River Diversion Project found inportant
support in Gorbachev and his fellow thinkers.5%

Consi dering the very extensive scientific research and
pl anning carried out during the 10th and 11th five-year plans
1976- 1985, it seens clear that the Soviet | eaders decision
to cancel the River Diversion Project was not nmade nainly
because of poor planning and insufficient scientific research
on the part of the responsible planning organizations. Rather
economi ¢ consi derations were the nost inportant reasons for
the decision in this case. The Soviets can no longer afford
| arge-scal e gi ant projects that appropriate considerable

54 Anmong western Cbservers stressing the role of Gor-
bachev in the official decision to stop the River Diversion
Project, see Micklin 1987, pp.78-79.
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portions of the state budget for a long period of tinme. More-
over, the possible positive effects of the river diversions
were not convincing enough, especially concerning the ques-
tion of effective pay-off in the agricultural sector.

The Soviet River Diversion Project has until further
notice been cancelled. However, according to the decision of
the Soviet | eaders in August 1986, further research about
probl ems associated with water redistributions on a regional
scale is to be continued. |f the water managenent problens in
Central Asia remains in the future, and if the Soviets Wi shes
to manage the critical situation of the aral Sea, it is not
unt hi nkabl e that the idea of a |arger water transfer fromthe
north, at least to the Aral sea, will be raised again. Per-
haps in 10~-20 years, and if then, perhaps in a reduced, |ess
costly form The devel opnent in Central asia and the future
econoni ¢ and political situation in the Soviet Union will
decide whether the discussion about river diversions will be
started again.
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