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ENVIRONMENT ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY)1 

A. Environmental Situation and Key Issues 

1. Considerable attention has been given to environmental issues in Kazakhstan, both in 
national and international contexts. Yet, despite many positive developments, Kazakhstan faces 
several environmental challenges. Poor agricultural practices, as well as pollution from heavy 
industry, have resulted in land and water resource degradation, including biodiversity loss, hindering 
development in many areas of the country. The area of degraded agricultural land represents about 
14% of the total agricultural land in Kazakhstan. The national forests area had declined to 3.3 million 
hectares by 2010. There were 16 threatened mammals’ species, 21 threatened birds’ species, and 
16 higher plants threatened species in 2010. The drying of the Aral Sea and disposal of nuclear and 
biological waste from past testing programs are also among the most serious environmental issues. 
Kazakhstan’s environmental issues are largely a result of the legacy of the former Soviet Union, yet 
degradation pressures have continued since the country’s independence. 

2. Kazakhstan’s principal sources of pollution are industrial, municipal, agricultural, and 
transport emissions. The city populations of Kazakhstan affected by air pollution had risen to 
1.4 million people in 2010. The air basin and water resources of the country are polluted. Water 
scarcity is aggravated by the constant and widespread pollution of surface and ground waters. The 
destruction of ecosystems occurs during mineral development, the construction of industrial and 
agricultural facilities, as well as inundation by industrial, mining, and irrigation waters. 

3. Kazakhstan’s total greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are about 250 million tons of carbon 
dioxide equivalent, representing the highest level per capita of Central Asia and corresponding to 
one of the highest carbon intensities (5.41 kilograms of carbon dioxide per unit of gross domestic 
product in 2008) in the world. Climate change poses serious threats to the economic growth, quality 
of life, and energy security of Kazakhstan, over and above current environmental problems. Climate 
patterns are already changing, with significant adverse impacts expected in coming decades—
including reduced glacier extent and river runoff, lower water availability, increased risk of mudslides, 
and more frequent extreme weather events.  

B. Environmental Legislative and Policy Framework 

4. The Ministry of Environmental Protection administers environmental protection in 
Kazakhstan. In the field of environmental legislation, a major achievement was the Environmental 
Code adopted in 2007. The code is the country’s basic legislative framework for any activity that 
requires environmental protection. In addition, the Government of Kazakhstan has issued a number 
of laws and regulations pertaining to environmental aspects. Despite a pro-environmental legal 
framework, however, poor law enforcement, particularly at the local level, and overlapping legal 
documents, remain significant challenges to improving environmental protection. The Strategic Plan 
for the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2011–2015 is the base for the development of strategic 
environmental plans of ministries and agencies, national companies, and regions. It incorporates the 
provisions of preceding pieces of legislation, including the 2006 Concept of Transition of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan to Sustainable Development for 2007–2024. The strategic plan provides for 
attaining the following objectives in the field of environment and natural resources: reducing the 
deficit of water resources and improving water supplies, strengthening waste management systems, 
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promoting environmental education, and fostering international cooperation to optimize nature 
conservation. 

5. Kazakhstan is a signatory to a number of international conventions and protocols related to 
environmental protection. These include, most notably, the Convention on Biological Diversity, the 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Convention to Combat Desertification, and the 
Convention on Protection of Trans-boundary Waters and Lakes. However, weak enforcement of 
international conventions represents a significant gap with regard to environmental protection and 
disaster risk management, as does low human resources capacity at the local level to plan and 
implement environmental programs. 

6. The government recognizes the urgency of solving environmental problems and, with 
assistance of the international development community, has developed a number of environmental 
protection programs and action plans. Besides the Strategic Plan for 2011–2015, the government’s 
priorities and commitments are stated in its National Environmental Action Plan, National Biodiversity 
Strategy and Action Plan, and the Conception of Environmental Safety for 2004–2015 for biodiversity 
conservation, combating desertification, as well as forest and mountain ecosystem protection. 

C. Support of Development Partners for Environment and Climate Change 

7. The World Bank has been the largest source of lending to Kazakhstan for activities related to 
environmental management. Its environmental program includes the Syr Darya Control and Northern 
Aral Sea Phase-I Project and an associated Pilot Water Supply Project. The Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) has collaborated with the Global Environment Fund (GEF) and the Global Mechanism, 
under the Central Asian Countries Initiative for Land Management, to help Kazakhstan reduce the 
rate of desertification and land degradation.2 Environment-related technical assistance to 
Kazakhstan has been led by the United States Agency for International Development, the European 
Union, and the United Nations Development Programme-GEF, together with important contributions 
by several bilateral programs. The United Nations Children’s Fund and the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization have been involved with several activities related to 
the Aral Sea crisis. The United Nations Environment Programme has been coordinating the Caspian 
Environmental Program under the World Bank, the European Union, and GEF financing. 

8. As of 2007, 131 civil society organizations were working on environmental issues in 
Kazakhstan. Examples of the most active national nongovernment organizations (NGOs) include 
Eco-Forum (a coalition of some 60 NGOs), Eco-image, Eco-school, Eco-education, and Green 
Woman and Nature (Tabigat). However, participation of the public in environmental management in 
general remains insufficient in Kazakhstan because of lack of practical experience and funding 
constraints. 

D. Specific Recommendations for Climate Change and Environment Improvement 

9. A climate change road map accompanied by a climate change analytical report, and a 
country environmental note (footnote 1) support the preparation of ADB’s country partnership 
strategy (CPS) for Kazakhstan, 2012–2016, providing a framework for incorporating climate change 
and environmental considerations into ADB’s projects, policies, and strategies. 
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10. ADB can help address Kazakhstan’s climate change challenges by identifying support for 
climate change awareness-raising and capacity building, climate change adaptation planning and 
response, and robust regional carbon markets. Five priority areas leverage ADB’s comparative 
advantage in the region, are consistent with ADB’s Strategy 2020,3 and provide significant 
opportunities for cost-effective results: (i) expanding the use of clean energy, (ii) encouraging 
sustainable transport and urban development, (iii) managing land use and forests for carbon 
sequestration, (iv) building climate resilience, and (v) strengthening policies and institutions. Several 
international development organizations currently support a range of environmental projects in 
Kazakhstan in the areas of energy resources, soil, air, water resources, and biodiversity. 

11. Specific areas for enhanced ADB support to Kazakhstan in the area of environment and 
climate change could include (i) policy incentives for low-carbon growth and climate-resilient 
infrastructure; (ii) technology transfer for low-carbon energy, transport, rural, and urban development 
institutional capacity development; (iii) capacity building for scaling up climate change adaptation 
efforts, vulnerability analysis, climate proofing of investments, and mainstreaming into development; 
(iv) coordination and response harmonization among multiple partners for enhanced regional 
cooperation; and (v) environment and climate change knowledge products development and 
dissemination.  

12. Identified needs for low-carbon transition require increased promotion and implementation of 
low-emission energy systems—such as renewable energy (including wind, solar, biomass, mini-
hydro); energy efficiency and management (including housing and industrial energy efficiency, smart 
grids); low-emission urban and transport systems—including multimodal mass transit, low emission 
vehicles, urban planning, third generation bio-fuels; and low-emission manufacturing and waste 
management—including clean production of domestic, commercial, and industrial manufactured 
goods, waste avoidance with recycling and treatment, collection, and disposal. 

13. ADB would consider concentrating its efforts in supporting and structuring investments within 
a green economy framework for growth and development that is low-carbon, resource-efficient, and 
socially inclusive. At the country level, such concepts strongly align with actions being proposed 
under the Green Bridge Initiative, a national program in Kazakhstan providing coherent links 
between environmental and socioeconomic challenges. 

E. Relevant Entry Points for the Country Partnership Strategy on Climate Change 
 
14. Incorporating climate change in environmental impact assessments. Consideration will 
be given to extend project screening processes to include climate change risk assessments. 
Environmental impact assessments could be conducted up front at the project design stage, rather 
than preparing assessments after project selection, when most parameters have been set. 
Furthermore, ADB could help strengthen compliance with environmental legislation, as well as build 
the capacity of ministries and government agencies to facilitate the implementation of climate 
change and environmental laws and procedures. In particular, ADB could assist staff of executing 
and implementing agencies to better coordinate domestic environmental actions. 
 
15. Mainstreaming climate change in development planning. ADB could support projects 
with a clear climate change component, as well as promote new project activities aimed at 
increasing climate change responsiveness at government level, with a focus on relevant adaptation 
and mitigation strategies, including investment in developing regional and case-specific climate 
change risk analysis and adaptation strategies; and support for renewable energy and energy 
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efficiency policy development. ADB could also support strategy assessments for emission trading 
systems’ implementation, and sustainable urban growth, within a multisector comprehensive 
adaptation plan. 

16. Improving gaps by linking adaptation and mitigation strategies. Adaptation actions will 
be implemented in synergy with mitigation goals where possible, keeping in view key pressures 
emerging from demographic trends, water availability and demand, and other factors. Such 
integrated information is often the key for partner governments and development partners to provide 
comprehensive, coherent, and meaningful integration of adaptation across sectors. 

17. Raising awareness on the implications of climate change on key sectors. ADB could 
support capacity building through climate change training and increased participation of NGOs, 
academic centers, and civil society, as well as foster enhanced cross-sector coordination 
mechanisms across ministries and agencies. ADB could help to highlight, identify, and support 
synergies between macroeconomic policies and sustainable development goals at the sector level, 
aligning project-level decisions with broader national objectives. The focus of the CPS on energy, 
urban development, and transport sectors will be linked with broader social, economic, and 
environmental goals, to integrate cross-sector policies in governmental decision making 
successfully. Improved information on the costs and benefits of climate change responses is 
required for local, regional, and national decision making. 
 
18. Developing partnerships. ADB could support capacity building at national and subnational 
level toward better coordination of domestically and internationally funded projects, conferences, and 
research. In particular, recognizing the transboundary nature of many problems in Central Asia, ADB 
could help promote methods for integrated management of energy supply and distribution, and land 
and water resources that take into account transboundary economic, social, and environmental 
issues, including through joint training, study visits, pilot initiatives, and regional partnerships linking 
neighboring countries. 

19. Providing adequate funding. State environmental agencies—including key technical units 
relevant to monitoring, forecasting, and prevention of climate risk—need more adequate and stable 
funding for comprehensive and more effective long-term activities. Development partners including 
ADB could help prioritize funding to ensure that key national and subnational agencies have access 
to sufficient technical data and modeling tools necessary to correctly identify climate risk, quantify 
problem areas and likely impacts, as well as analyze appropriate solutions. To this end, interventions 
of development partners could transcend project levels and move toward more programmatic and 
sector-wide instruments, facilitating a more integrated approach at all levels of planning, 
implementation, and monitoring. 




