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Vast uranium deposits of the western Kazakhstan deserts favoured the rise of uranium extraction and processing industry on the eastern shores of the Caspian Sea. Before the 1960s, the Koshkar-Ata lowland, a periodic lake, was a barren area rich in natural salt (NaCl) deposits and hardly suitable for productive land use. Soon after U-deposits finding, the infrastructure has been rapidly developed and the Koshkar-Ata Lake chosen as a cheap option for accumulation of waste from hydrometallurgical and chemical industries, and later on for disposal of communal wastewater from Aktau town, as well as from the meat production plant, plastics factory and even T.B. hospital. 
The Koshkar-Ata tailing pond was operational from 1965 until 1993 and chiefly used as a disposal site for liquid and solid waste from KASPISKY (now KASKOR) production plant. During its service for anthropogenic needs the Koshkar-Ata lake and tailing pond has accumulated nearly 105 million tonnes of uranium mill tailings with radiation contents 11242 K, including at least two radiation hotpots with high exposure at over 1500 mR/hour. Currently, about half of the tailing surface is covered with water. It is, however, estimated that the tailing pond will dry out shortly due to high evaporation and no incoming water. The highest water level in the lake was recorded in 1992 at -29 m, by 2003 it lowered by 5 meters to -34 m. Lake’s water salinity in the recent years ranges between 168 and 200 g/l, while in the neighboring Caspian Sea at 12-14 g/l.  
In fact, this is one of the largest tailings in the world occupying an area of 77 sq. km. Solid waste and former lake’s bottom exposed to the air in southern part now occupy 12-14 sq. km. This t is a most affected by contaminants section of the lake with elevated radioactivity levels and high potential for aerial dispersion of pollutants by regular strong winds. High levels of heavy metals (molybdenum, lead, manganese, etc), rare earth elements (strontium, etc), and radionuclides are found in the groundwater and soils around the tailing pond. 
Migration of pollutants through groundwater is identified as the major environmental issue, with potential to contaminate the Caspian Sea located just 7-8 km away. Main urban centre, Aktau town, is also located nearby, 4-5 km south from the lake. Latest environmental monitoring data suggests that elevated levels of contaminants in the groundwater are found within 2-4 km around the lake. Additionally, an obsolete infrastructure from the former uranium open-cast mines and processing facilities is now being dismantled for sale by local population and temporary migrants from neighboring Karakalpakia, UZBEKISTAN. The high radioactivity “dirty metal” is then dispersed over the territory if not accepted by metal buyers. This poses additional human health hazard associated with the waste legacy left in the lake and surroundings.
Reportedly, no robust evidence of pollutants migration through groundwater environment towards the Caspian Sea is found so far. Uranium in lake’s waters is not being detected lately. Phosphoric gypsum discharged into the lake in high amounts has formed a crust, preventing dusting and escape of radon. As a result, dispersal of dust-blown substances and radon emissions are not high enough to constitute a health hazard, as local scientists conclude. However, increasing concern of local environmental authorities and population about the state and future of the Koshkar-Ata lake is being addressed now through scientific studies and development of reclamation measures.
