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Abstract. Water is a scarce resource in Central Asia, and many 
catchments span international boundaries, among them that of the Ili River, 
which is shared by China and Kazakhstan. Since 1970, the natural 
hydrological regime of the Ili River, both absolute flow rates and cycles, 
has changed due to construction of reservoirs such as that at Kapchagai, 
as well as natural climatic cycles and the growth of water consumption in 
the basin. Using data from Kazhydromet, we calculated that flow rates 
below Kapchagai dam averaged 468 m3/sec before construction of the 
dam, 366 m3/sec while the reservoir was being filled, and 489 m3/sec 
between 1988 and 2013. The dam has profoundly altered the annual cycle 
of flows in the river, with reductions in the summer and increases in the 
winter, when water is released to produce hydropower. The effects of these 
changes are being heightened by China’s increasing diversion of the river’s 
water. The sustainable use of decreasing water resources to conserve the 
biodiversity of the Ili-Balkhash basin’s ecosystems mandates a solution to 
the water allocation challenge between China and Kazakhstan. This will 
require a basin-wide approach that includes modernization of water 
distribution systems and careful consideration to relative priority needs for 
food, hydropower, and communal uses in both countries. 
 

1 Introduction 
 
Regulating the use of transboundary watercourses is one of the most pressing issues related 

to the problem of water resources today [1], and nowhere are these challenges more acute than 
in Central Asia, where the most inefficient water consumer is irrigated agriculture [2]. Water 
losses in Central Asia’s irrigation systems can reach 50-70% of the incoming volume, with 
evaporation in the main irrigation zone reaching 1,500-2,000 mm per year. Diversion of water to 
generate hydropower also consumes water, much of which is lost to seepage and evaporation 
from impoundments [3, 4].  

The risks and threats associated with the growing water deficit in Central Asia are especially 
relevant for the Republic of Kazakhstan, the largest territory (2.7 million km²) in the region. 
Scarcity of fresh water is the most acute environmental problem hampering the country’s 
sustainable development and stands as Kazakhstan’s fourth most important global challenge for 
the 21st century [5]. The trend in total volume of river flow in Kazakhstan is unmistakably 
downward. After the high water in the 1940s, when total flow was estimated at 150 km³/year, it 
fell in the 1970s and 1980s to 115-125 km³/year, and then in 2000 to 100.5 km³/year [6]. Slightly 
more than half of the total flow is from sources within Kazakhstan, with the remainder coming 
from China, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Russia [7].    

The most threatened river in highly populated southeastern Kazakhstan is the Ili, a 
transboundary river that arises from the Kash, Tekes, and Künes rivers of Xinjiang Province, 
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China (Figure 1), and flows through a rich delta before delivering 70-80% of the total inflow into 
terminal Lake Balkhash [8, 9]. The catchment area is about 140,000 km2, and although 55% of 
this area lies in Kazakhstan, it contributes only 20-30% of the inflows entering the Ili River [10]. 
The river is mountain-sourced and predominantly fed by glacier-snow melt that occurs at 
altitudes above 2,000 meters in the Tian Shan mountains. The basin of the Ili River is influenced 
by precipitation in the warm period, which is especially abundant (800-1,200 mm/year) in the 
high-altitude mountains [11].  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Map of the Ili River basin, which encompasses all of the Chinese portion of the larger Ili-Balkhash 
basin, as well as southeastern portions of the Ili-Balkhash basin (including Kapchagai Reservoir) in 
Kazakhstan.  
 
2 Hydrological changes associated with dam construction 

 
The Ili River flowed naturally until Kapchagai dam and reservoir were constructed by the 

Soviets to produce energy and collect water for irrigation. The dam was closed at the end of 
December 1969, and the reservoir began to fill to a planned total volume of 28 km³, which was 
equivalent to almost twice the total annual inflow of the river [3, 8, 10]. In reality, the target level 
of the reservoir, 485 m above sea level, and the corresponding surface area, 1,847 km², were 
greatly overestimated and never achieved. As the predicted detrimental impacts on the delta and 
Lake Balkhash became apparent [8], the water level was kept below 477.6 m above sea level, so 
that the reservoir’s area has not exceeded 1,275-1,280 km², and its volume has remained less 
than 16.5 km³ [12]. 

Beginning in 1970, an abrupt and persistent 20-25% decrease in flow was detected at the 
Kapchagai hydropost, which is situated 37 km downstream from the dam and hydroelectric 
power station [4, 9, 13]. About one-third of this decrease has been attributed to human activity 
and the rest to natural variability, i.e. the onset of a cycle of low river flow. The average annual 
flow of the Ili River over the multi-year, pre-dam period from 1929-1969 was 14.7 km3 (467 
m3/sec) as measured by Kazhydromet at the Kapchagai hydropost. Of this, inflows from China 
as measured at the Kaijergan hydropost near the border contributed 12.3 km3, and groundwater 
recharge and inflows from Kazakhstan added the remaining 2.4 km3. The corresponding average 
annual flow of the river during the interval from 1970 to 1987, when the reservoir was being 
filled, was reduced to 11.7 km3 (372 m3/sec). During this interval, lower inflows from China and 
withdrawal of water into the reservoir were only partially offset by increased inflows from within 
Kazakhstan.  

 
Fig. 2. Annual average runoff of the Ili River at the Kapchhagai hydropost. From left to right, the horizontal 
dotted lines indicate the average runoff for the period before dam construction, during filling of the reservoir 
(shaded area), and thereafter. Data are from Kazhydromet. 
 

Figure 2 charts the annual discharge of the Ili River below the reservoir at the Kapchagai 
hydropost for a 40-year period preceding construction of the dam and two intervals thereafter. 
The average flow rate for the baseline period prior to dam construction was 468 m3/sec. The first 
post-dam interval corresponds to the time during which water from the river was being diverted 
annually to fill the impoundment (Figure 2, shaded area). Annual flow rates during this period 
were fairly constant and averaged 366 m3/sec, a 22% reduction compared to the baseline. The 
second interval corresponds to a 23-year after which diversion of water to fill the reservoir had 
ceased. The average flow rate during this interval, 489 m3/sec, was slightly higher than that 
during the baseline period. This interval is also characterized by a trend toward increasing flows 
that correlates with rises in the level of Lake Balkhash and has been attributed to the onset of a 
period of favorable environmental conditions [2]. Our data show that two of the three years with 
the highest flow rates over the past eight decades occurred early in the twenty-first century.  

Figure 3A shows that under the natural conditions prevailing between 1950 to 1969, Ili River 
flows at the Kapchagai hydropost underwent a seasonal cycle.  Flow rates during the summer 
months of June, July, and August (shaded area) exceeded those during the winter months of 
December, January, and February by a factor of three or more. Elevated summer flows 
corresponded to the time of most intensive melting of snowfields and glaciers, and they subsided 
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as air temperatures began to cool in the fall. Water levels dropped throughout the autumn months, 
eventually returning to the low flows characteristic of winter.  

Figure 3B contrasts this natural pattern of monthly flow rates with those experienced during 
two subsequent intervals: the years when water was being withheld to fill the reservoir (1970-
1987) and the subsequent years when the reservoir was no longer being filled (1988-2013) and 
the environment was favorable [13]. It is apparent that the natural pattern was altered during both 
of these time intervals such that less water flowed during the summer months and more during 
the winter. Thus, in comparison to the baseline period, flows during June, July, and August of 
1970-1987 and 1988-2013 were decreased by 40-50% and 25-30%, respectively. Corresponding 
increases in winter flows are evident for both time intervals but were of greater magnitude during 
the 1988-2013 period.  

These changes reflect the impoundment of summer floodwaters behind the dam and high 
levels of discharge through the dam’s turbines to generate energy for heat during the cold winter 
months. Daily oscillations also occurred, and peak surges were as much as 1,000 m3/sec. This 
led to counter-seasonal floods, with waves sometimes reaching a height of 0.5 m between the 
dam and the upper reaches of the delta, causing ice flow, congestion, and numerous spills onto 
land that did not normally flood [14]. This and continued shortages of water in the summer have 
affected downstream communities and the ecosystem’s biota [10]. The consequences have been 
serious, not just for the lake, but also for the health of the delta, which is dependent on fluctuating 
water levels conditioned by periodic natural flooding [15]. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3. (A) Average monthly water flow of the Ili River under natural conditions during a 20-year period 
prior the closure of the Kapchagai Dam (1950-1969). The shaded area indicates the high flow months of 
June, July, and August. (B) Average monthly flow rates during the filling of the reservoir (1970-1987) and 
thereafter (1988-2013). Flow rates are given as percentage deviation from the corresponding mean rates 
measured during the 20-year baseline prior to construction of the dam. Measurements were taken at the 
Kapchagai hydropost and are from Kazhydromet.  
 

The construction of Kapchagai dam and reservoir almost a half century ago has been followed 
more recently by another set of changes associated with the rapid economic development along 
the upper reaches of the Ili River and its headwaters in China’s Ili Autonomous Kazakh 
Prefecture [16]. These waterways flowed relatively freely prior to the late 1980s, when 

construction of dams and reservoirs began [9]. There are currently eight major dams, four on the 
Kash River and four on the Tekes River; most serve dual functions for production of 
hydroelectric energy and water for irrigation. Dozens of smaller reservoirs have also been built 
on the Chinese territory of the Ili River basin [17]. Although most reservoirs lie upstream in 
China, the largest of these impounds only an estimated 1,650-1,800 million cubic meters of water. 
Although their total estimated volume is equivalent to less than one-quarter that of the Kapchagai 
reservoir in Kazakhstan, these impoundments nevertheless are already perturbing seasonal flows 
into the upper Ili River [18] as irrigation expands. Figure 4 illustrates the extent of irrigation on 
the Chinese side of the border, just south of the Ili River. 

 
3 Perspectives for the future 

 
Water security for southeastern Kazakhstan is narrowly based in a geographical sense and 

heavily dependent on inflows from China. The future distribution of Ili River water is thus a 
matter of immense strategic importance for both countries and has been the subject of numerous 
negotiations spanning almost a quarter century [19, 20, 21]. Kazakhstan’s position in these 
negotiations remains precarious, because China, a much larger and more powerful country, 
controls the upper reaches of the basin. Indeed, China rejected Kazakhstan’s 2007 offer to 
exchange free or heavily discounted food for a commitment to allow the river to flow unimpeded 
into Lake Balkhash.  

Fig. 4. Satellite image from 2014 of the area where the Ili River flows westward from China into 
Kazakhstan. The border is indicated, and the river crossing is marked with an asterisk. The river and riparian 
vegetation are clearly demarcated from the surrounding arid landscape in Kazakhstan. Irrigated fields 
extending to the border are visible on the Chinese side. Source: Google Earth.   

 
Although exercise of sovereignty and maintenance of internal food and water security appear 

to be of more importance to China than the ecology of the Ili-Balkhash basin as a whole, China’s 
Belt Road Initiative may signal a new era of cooperation. China is financing the construction of 
pipelines, high speed rail lines, and highways through a new transportation corridor that crosses 
Kazakhstan’s portion of the Ili-Balkhash basin, close to the path of a supply route that was used 
during World War II. An expansive new dry port and international trade zone is being built on the 
border at Khorgos, just north of the spot where the Ili River crosses into Kazakhstan [22]. Further 
development of this infrastructure will have mixed impacts, on the one hand placing new stresses 
on water and other natural resources, but on the other, strengthening the sense of a shared future 
for the two countries. Announcement of a joint diversion project along the Khorgos River in 2011 
is a good sign of what could become convergence on the issue of water. 

Terminal Lake Balkhash is the bellwether for the Ili River basin, and its status depends on 
levels and seasonality of flows below Kapchagai dam. Although the lake is not in the pristine 
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condition that preceded anthropogenic pressures, its current status is regarded as fairly stable. A 
rise or fall of the lake’s surface level by just one meter is nevertheless the margin of safety that 
keeps the lake from being significantly harmed. The lake’s equilibrium is being maintained, even 
though annual flow rates in the lower Ili River have fluctuated significantly in recent years (Figure 
2). This implies that the ecosystem is resilient, but should the margin of safety be exceeded and 
the lake’s surface again fall, Lake Balkhash would likely catastrophically fragment into smaller 
bodies of water [23]. This in turn would accelerate the processes of desertification and degradation 
of the delta and other riparian ecosystems dependent on the lake.   

There have been calls to modernize the entire water management system in the Ili-Balkhash 
basin, with emphasis on climate-smart, water-saving technologies--especially for irrigation 
systems, which consume the greatest share of the basin’s water [24, 25, 26]. These systems have 
decayed following Kazakhstan’s independence in 1991 and are scheduled for modernization [27, 
28]. Irrigation efficiencies along the upper reaches of the river in China are somewhat greater 
than in Kazakhstan but still warrant upgrading [2]. It will be critical for water management 
entities to avoid the so-called rebound effect as these improvements are made, making sure that 
“saved” water is not reallocated to expand irrigation into new areas or shifted so that more water-
intensive crops can be grown [29, 30]. Should appropriate policies not be in place, water saving 
technologies would contribute little or nothing to the environmental flows needed to preserve 
downstream areas. 
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decayed following Kazakhstan’s independence in 1991 and are scheduled for modernization [27, 
28]. Irrigation efficiencies along the upper reaches of the river in China are somewhat greater 
than in Kazakhstan but still warrant upgrading [2]. It will be critical for water management 
entities to avoid the so-called rebound effect as these improvements are made, making sure that 
“saved” water is not reallocated to expand irrigation into new areas or shifted so that more water-
intensive crops can be grown [29, 30]. Should appropriate policies not be in place, water saving 
technologies would contribute little or nothing to the environmental flows needed to preserve 
downstream areas. 
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