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A photograph can show where water met land on a particular day. It cannot, by
itself, explain why the water was there.

The question behind two pictures

Imagine standing at the edge of Aydarkul, with a low sandy ridge behind you and a patch of reeds

visible across a shallow inlet. You take a photograph. Years later, someone stands on apparently the

same patch of ground and takes another. In the newer picture the water looks farther from the camera.

Is the lake shrinking? Has its shore moved? Has someone changed the flow of water into it? Or did the

photographer simply move uphill, choose a different lens, take the picture after a windy day, or return in

a different season?

The two pictures may be useful even when none of those explanations has been established. They can

provide evidence about what was visible at two times, provided we know where, when and how the

images were taken. The important skill is to separate observed difference, measured change and 

proposed cause. Each requires more evidence than the one before it.

This guide is about repeat photography at Aydarkul in Uzbekistan: how to collect two pictures from a

genuinely comparable viewpoint, check what they can support, and avoid turning a vivid image into an

unearned claim about an entire lake. It offers a printable comparison sheet and a practical confidence

scale. You need not have professional equipment. You do need careful records, an honest caption and

respect for the people and wildlife in the landscape.

Aydarkul is not the same place as the Aral Sea. Nor is a photograph of one Aydarkul shore a

measurement of the whole Aydar–Arnasay lake system. The distinction matters every time a headline,

travel blog or social post says that a body of water has ‘grown’ or ‘disappeared’.

Where are we looking?

Aydarkul, often written Aydar Lake or Aydar Ko’li, lies at the Kyzylkum desert’s edge. Uzbekistan’s

national tourism portal describes shores stretching between the Nurata area of Navoiy Region and the

Forish/Farish and Mirzacho’l areas of Jizzakh Region. The wider Aydar–Arnasay system contains multiple

water bodies, including Aydarkul, Tuzkan and the Eastern Arnasay lakes. A visitor’s single shoreline view

cannot describe each of them. [1][2]

The distinction is not only geographical. The Convention on Wetlands lists the Aydar–Arnasay Lakes

system as a Ramsar wetland. The wetland designation is for the listed system, not a certificate that

every tourist photograph was taken at a protected or scientifically surveyed point. Uzbekistan’s 2

February 2026 official World Wetlands Day account lists the Aydar–Arnasay system among the country’s

five Ramsar sites and gives 2008 as its listing year. [3][4]
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An October 2025 Ministry of Ecology account places a birdwatching press tour in Forish District, Jizzakh

Region, and describes the system as extending into Jizzakh and Navoiy regions. That is a dated record

of an organized activity. It is not a water-level measurement, proof of any particular beach condition in

2026, or permission to photograph bird nests at close range. [5]

The lake system has an intricate human and environmental history. Official Uzbek tourism and ecology

descriptions associate its formation and expansion with drainage waters and releases from the

Chardarya (Shardara) reservoir, notably around 1969. A precise explanation of shoreline position at a

particular date, however, needs contemporary, location-specific evidence about water inputs,

evaporation, management, wind and weather, rather than a general history copied into a photo caption.

The history tells us that water-management questions are relevant; it does not tell us the answer to

every observed difference. [2][5]

Map starting point: Search for Aydarkul Lake, Uzbekistan in Google Maps. Treat the search result as a

wayfinding aid, not a verified photo station. Before fieldwork, identify the specific access point with a

local host or authorized operator, follow access rules and note the precise public location where the

picture was taken. The Jizzakh tourism page is a useful overview, not a substitute for coordinates and

permission. [1][6]

What repeat photography really does

Repeat photography is the practice of revisiting a known point and recording a scene again, using

stable landscape reference features to make the views comparable. The United States Geological

Survey’s Repeat Photography Project in Glacier National Park is a clear methodological example: USGS

describes modern photographs taken from precisely the same positions as historical images. The two

scenes can reveal changes to visible features through time. That example is about glaciers in the United

States, not evidence that USGS has established an Aydarkul camera station. Its relevance here is the

method. [7]

Think of the comparison as three nested questions. First, what is visibly different? For instance,

‘The water’s edge meets the base of a dark shrub in Photo A but appears beyond the shrub in Photo B.’ 

Second, is the difference measurable and comparable? That requires knowing the camera

position, elevation, orientation, lens or field of view, dates and water boundary definition. Third, what

caused it? A defensible answer may require gauge records, inflow and outflow information, weather,

sediment and shoreline survey data. The third answer does not automatically follow from the first two.

The distinction avoids two opposite errors. A careless writer may call the lake ‘drying out’ because one

picture shows more sand. Another may say there is ‘no change’ because both show blue water. Both

reduce a complex landscape to an impression. Honest repeat photography records a visible difference

and asks what additional evidence would confirm its scale and cause.

A distant ridge, a rock outcrop, a durable building or a distinctive line of hills can help align images.

Reeds, sandbars, dunes, parked vehicles, seasonal tracks and the waterline itself are much less

dependable as fixed landmarks: they may change. Vegetation is useful as a subject of change but

dangerous as the only anchor proving the camera position. If you cannot verify the viewpoint,

describe the pair as ‘two images of the same area’ rather than a strict repeat pair.

A photo comparison is not a time series

Two dates are a beginning, not a trend. Suppose an illustrative pair shows an apparent retreat in the

waterline between one April and a later September. April and September are not seasonally equivalent.

One year could be unusually wet; another windy. A beach slope may be gentle, so a small vertical
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change could move the horizontal shoreline a long distance. The photo could contain a temporary wet

strip left by waves. A third or fourth image, ideally taken in the same season and under similar

conditions, can help test whether the first two were unusual.

A strong label might say: ‘At this public shoreline viewpoint, the visible water boundary fell behind the

same identifiable landmark between these dates; camera alignment and season differ, so neither the

size nor the cause of a lake-wide change is established.’ That sentence is less dramatic but far more

useful.

Before you take the second picture: the six checks

1. Is the location actually the same? Compare GPS coordinates if available and review surrounding

landmarks. Record whether the GPS comes from original device metadata, a separately logged location

or a later guess. A pin dropped from memory is not an observed coordinate. If a location is approximate,

write ‘approximate’. Do not publish sensitive nesting sites, private property access points or exact

locations of vulnerable species.

2. Is the camera at the same height? A picture from a standing adult, a vehicle rooftop and a low

crouch will place the horizon and foreground differently. Even an apparent shoreline gap may reflect a

change in angle. Record camera height or a reproducible reference such as ‘camera lens roughly level

with the trail marker’, provided the marker is lawful and durable.

3. Does the camera point in the same direction? Align at least two relatively stable distant

features, not just the lake’s horizon. Record compass bearing if the device provides it, but remember

that magnetic readings can be noisy. Use the outline of a ridge or built structure as visual evidence, not

a single unreliable numeric heading.

4. Did the framing change? A wide-angle phone photo and a zoomed image can make relative

distances look different. Save the original files and note device model, focal length when available, crop

and aspect ratio. A post on social media may remove camera metadata or rescale the image. Do not

claim exact comparability if only a screenshot survives.

5. When was each photograph captured? The date displayed on a webpage may be the upload

date, article date or an editor’s update. Only the capture date is the photograph’s date. Establish the

date from the original file, an accountable creator’s record or another corroborating source, and note

uncertainty. Include approximate time of day and weather if available. A photograph taken during a

windy afternoon can show a different temporary wave boundary from one taken in calm early morning

light.

6. Which edge is the shoreline? The dark wet-sand line, foam line, settled water edge, vegetation

line and longest wave reach can each give different answers. Choose a consistent visual marker, record

that definition and mark where it is hard to see. Never quietly switch markers between images to

produce a stronger story.

One practical field procedure

Begin with a lawful and safe public access point. Obtain any necessary permission, especially where a

campsite, managed shore, wetland protection area or private access road is involved. Check local safety

advice on water, wind, heat and travel; do not enter the water to recreate a photograph or cross closed

terrain. Wildlife takes priority over image alignment. If birds are feeding or nesting, use a more distant

viewpoint rather than disturbing them.
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Keep the original older photo open, but do not let it dictate an unsafe route. Find its camera position

using at least two stable landmarks. Record the confidence of the identification. Take one new image

from the best match and a second wider contextual image showing the surroundings. Preserve both

unedited originals. Then make a separate working copy for annotations: draw matching landmarks and

the chosen visible edge, label possible differences and describe uncertain portions. Store the originals

and annotations with the same station identifier but distinct filenames.

At the site, note the local date, time zone, weather, wind and whether visible waves are reaching the

shore. Note foreground vegetation and any temporary objects. If possible, record device GPS, altitude

(with caution about accuracy), camera height, orientation, focal length and original dimensions. A lack

of precision is acceptable when stated plainly; a false sense of precision is not.

The best return date is often close to the original month, but matching month alone cannot guarantee

matching hydrologic or weather conditions. If the project aims at a long-term comparison, establish a

repeatable schedule and retain all observations, including pictures that show little difference. Selecting

only the dramatic images creates a misleading archive.

Figure 1. A reader's evidence ladder. This conceptual diagram is not lake data and has no implied measurements.

From observation to claim: the evidence ladder

Use the following ladder before writing a caption or infographic.

Level What you have What you may say What you must not yet

say

A — descriptive Two images with some

location information

‘These pictures show

different visible shorelines’

‘The entire lake shrank’

B — comparable Verified shared camera

position, matched

orientation, capture dates,

consistent edge definition

‘At this viewpoint the

visible edge was in a

different place on these

dates’

‘This proves the cause’

C — measured Camera geometry and

surveyed reference

distances or calibrated

images; uncertainty

reported

‘The horizontal edge at this

transect differed by an

estimated range’

‘This is the lake’s volume

change’

D — contextual Independent lake-level/

satellite/meteorological

records covering relevant

times and boundaries

‘The observation is

consistent with a

documented system-level

change’

‘A single factor caused it’

E — causal A defensible analysis of

multiple inputs and

alternatives

‘Evidence supports this

particular explanation

within stated limits’

Any stronger claim than the

analysis supports

A PHOTO IS NOT A CAUSAL EXPLANATION

A · Observe
Visible difference

B · Align
Same viewpoint

C · Measure
Uncertainty stated

D · Context
Independent records

E · Explain
Causes tested› › › ›

Original teaching diagram · each next step requires additional evidence
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Levels are a teaching aid rather than a formal government classification. Move upward only when the

underlying observations actually justify it. A photograph with a perfect caption can still remain Level A.

A well-aligned pair can reach Level B without becoming a measurement. That is not failure; it is

responsible reporting.

The NASA Earth Observatory’s documentation of changing lakes offers an instructive comparison. Its

January 2022 account of Egypt’s Toshka Lakes uses astronaut images from different years and notes

that the photographs came from cameras with somewhat different focal lengths. That is not an

Aydarkul study. It shows why the date and image geometry belong in any comparison of water extent

even when the scene is visually striking. NASA’s Landsat image series for the Aral Sea likewise

illustrates how a longer sequence can support a statement about change; the Aral Sea series does not

establish an Aydarkul trend. [8][9]

Aydarkul: four tempting shortcuts to avoid

Shortcut 1: ‘Aydarkul is the Aral Sea.’ Both belong to wider Central Asian environmental

discussions, but they are distinct locations and hydrological stories. A dramatic Aral Sea satellite image

must never be labeled as Aydarkul. If you want a satellite comparison, check the imagery’s geographic

footprint and acquisition dates. An atlas label, place name or image-search result is not sufficient proof

of a photo’s location.

Shortcut 2: ‘A Ramsar site must be unchanged.’ Ramsar designation recognizes wetland

importance and is a conservation framework; it is not a promise that a shoreline is static. The official

2026 Uzbek summary identifies the lake system’s Ramsar listing and wetland role. It does not publish a

monthly Aydarkul water-level series. Use it for what it documents, not as a hidden substitute for

hydrological data. [3][4]

Shortcut 3: ‘A 2021 plan has already happened.’ Uzbekistan’s tourism portal reported on 4 August

2021 a set of proposed beach recreation measures, including plans for transport and access

infrastructure. This is evidence of a dated government plan. Unless a separate completion record exists,

it cannot prove that a named route, road improvement or beach facility was operating when a

photograph was taken. An access change might affect where a photographer could stand, but a plan

alone cannot explain the shift. [10]

Shortcut 4: ‘One inspection proves the lake’s ecological condition.’ The Ministry of Ecology

reported environmental inspections and fisheries-related violations in 2025, while the Jizzakh Interior

Ministry reported an enforcement operation on 13 October 2026. These official records show actions at

specified times and in specified parts of the system; they cannot establish a general trend in water

level, species populations or shoreline movement. If a photograph happens to show boats, discarded

nets or wildlife, it still needs appropriate separate context. [11][12]

Two worked examples — illustrative, not actual Aydarkul
photo pairs

Example A: the misleading diagonal

In this fictional training example, Picture 1 was captured from an upper path, looking diagonally

across a cove. Picture 2 was captured lower down on the beach, looking across the same cove at a

slightly different angle. The later picture contains more exposed sand. A hurried caption says: ‘The lake

retreated by twenty metres.’
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The evidence log says otherwise. The foreground ridge and a fixed distant hill do not line up. Camera

height and focal length are unknown. The older image has only a publication date. The distance

estimate came from counting footsteps in the newer image without a survey of the first. The defensible

caption is: ‘Two pictures of a similar cove display different amounts of visible sand, but the viewpoints

and capture dates are not adequately matched; no distance or water-level change can be measured.’

The best next action is not to invent a number. Seek the original image and contact its creator, establish

the photo point, and obtain a repeat image with stable landmarks. If the original point cannot be

recovered, archive the pair as an illustration of framing, not hydrological evidence. This exercise

teaches that a more honest answer can be a smaller claim.

Example B: the well-matched pair with no cause

In a second fictional training example, the two original files preserve verified capture dates in the

same month but different years. A durable ridge and road marker align, a comparable phone lens was

used, and a standardized annotation identifies the same shallow-water edge. The newer image shows

the visible edge beyond the marker rather than beside it. The author has a convincing local difference

at the viewpoint. But no gauge or satellite measurement has yet been checked.

The defensible caption is: ‘At this documented shore viewpoint, the visible boundary was farther from

the fixed marker in the later photograph than in the earlier photograph. The pair does not establish

lake-wide water level or cause.’ An additional field survey could quantify a horizontal displacement. A

reliable time series might contextualize changes through seasons and across the system. Only a

properly supported hydrological analysis could evaluate possible contributions from inflow, outflow,

evaporation, wind setup and local shore morphology. This example reaches evidence Level B, not E.

Both examples are deliberately invented to teach evaluation. They are not presented as actual

photographs, interviews, lake measurements or local observations.

Caption workshop: turn a claim into evidence

Consider the headline ‘Aydarkul is disappearing’. It leaves the audience without a location, time frame

or measurement. Rewrite it into a caption based on what is genuinely documented. State the specific

shore and public access point, capture dates and camera-position confidence. Describe the 

visible difference without adding an unjustified measurement. Include the source and license of each

image, if permission was verified. End with one sentence on what the pair cannot establish.

A practical caption structure is:

At [verified shore viewpoint], original photographs captured on [date A] and [date B] show

[specific visible difference relative to stable landmark]. Image alignment is [high / moderate /

low] because [reason]. This pair alone does not establish [lake-wide area / depth / volume /

cause]. Photographs: [actual creator and permission details].

Keep placeholders until verified. Do not substitute a social media repost’s posting date for its capture

date. Do not name an author or assert a Creative Commons license merely because an image appears

online. If the rights cannot be established, create your own licensed image or publish a reader exercise

without that photo.
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There are also two ethical choices. First, avoid geotagging vulnerable wildlife sites or entering habitat to

improve a shot. Second, do not treat tourists, fishermen, guides or residents as interchangeable

background scenery. Where an identifiable person appears, obtain suitable consent and follow local law

and the image’s intended use. A helpful landscape guide can be both visually rigorous and respectful.

Printable field sheet: a dated-photo comparison

Copy this section for each real pair. Leave a field empty or mark ‘unknown’ when evidence is missing.

Do not fill unknown boxes with plausible guesses.

Station and permissions

Station label: __________ Local place name (verified spelling): __________

General area: __________ District/region: __________ Access/permission notes: __________

Approximate location (do not disclose sensitive habitat coordinates): __________

Stable alignment landmarks, left to right: 1 __________ 2 __________ 3 __________

Source of location identification: device metadata / field log / creator’s statement / inference / other:

__________

Image A — earlier view

Original file identifier and retained backup: __________

Actual capture date and local time: __________ Date evidence: __________

Creator and written permission/license status: __________

Device and focal length (if known): __________ Crop or edit? __________

Camera position and height evidence: __________ Bearing/alignment: __________

Weather, season and wind evidence: __________

Image B — repeat view

Original file identifier and retained backup: __________

Actual capture date and local time: __________ Date evidence: __________

Creator and written permission/license status: __________

Device and focal length (if known): __________ Crop or edit? __________

Camera position and height evidence: __________ Bearing/alignment: __________

Weather, season and wind evidence: __________

Comparison and conclusion

Chosen visible shoreline definition: __________

Feature common to both images: __________

What changed visibly, stated without a cause: __________

What may simply differ because of camera/season/weather: __________

Same viewpoint confidence: high / moderate / low / unverified; why? __________

Capture-date confidence: high / moderate / low / unverified; why? __________

Edge identification confidence: high / moderate / low / unverified; why? __________

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Any measured distance and its uncertainty (or ‘not measured’): __________

Independent records consulted, with dates and exact geographic extent: __________

Alternative explanations still open: __________

Evidence ladder level (A–E) and reason: __________

One-sentence defensible caption: __________________________________________

What these images cannot prove: __________________________________________

Planned future repeat date (optional): __________

What ‘confidence’ should mean

A high score means the claim is supported by identifiable original evidence: stable landmarks, matched

angle or independently verified date. A moderate score means some but not all supports exist, with

the limitation explained. A low score means the key fact depends on an uncertain assumption. 

Unverified means there is no accountable evidence available. This is an editorial worksheet rubric, not

a published scientific measurement standard.

Do not average three confidence scores into a single impressive percentage. For an exact same-point

claim, low confidence in the camera location is not erased by high confidence in the image’s date. State

the weakest essential link alongside the observed difference.

Four ways to make the record more valuable next year

First, use a consistent station label and record its meaning. A code such as AYD-PUBLIC-01 is merely

your own field label, not an official monitoring station. Record enough non-sensitive location detail that

an authorized future observer could return without publishing an endangered species location.

Second, keep original image files intact. Save edited comparison panels separately, annotate the dates

visibly and preserve the creators’ credit and license documents. A thumbnail can be useful for readers

but should not replace the original when evaluating geometry or metadata.

Third, set a modest repeat protocol: similar month, approximate hour, identifiable fixed landmarks, a

consistent shoreline-edge definition and permission check. If exact matches are impossible, record why.

A method that admits constraints is more reproducible than a perfect-looking pair with hidden

adjustments.

Fourth, design an evidence update rather than a sensational verdict. Each new year might add one

photograph, a new aligned figure, a one-sentence account of visible difference, and a separate note

saying whether independent water records have been obtained. Do not turn an incomplete archive into

proof of a regional trend just because images accumulate.

A reader’s final five-question test

Before sharing a before-and-after photo of Aydarkul, ask yourself: Am I certain both images depict the

same specific place? Do I know when each image was captured? Are camera height, direction and field

of view sufficiently comparable? Have I stated the observed difference separately from the suggested

cause? Can another reader locate the original source, confirm the rights and reproduce the reasoning?

If one answer is no, you can still publish an honest description of the pictures, but narrow the claim. The

goal is not to forbid curiosity. It is to make curiosity durable: a record that someone else can check,

repeat and improve.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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At Aydarkul, a change in the visible shore can be compelling. The best story is not always the loudest

one. It may be the simplest accurate sentence: ‘Here is what we can see; here is what we know;

here is what remains to be tested.’

Sources and evidence notes

The following are source records consulted for context and method; none supplies a verified matched

pair of Aydarkul shoreline photographs for this article. Historical or policy items are labeled with their

publication dates. The blank worksheets and fictional examples above are original educational material,

not reported fieldwork.

Uzbekistan Travel (national tourism portal), “Aydarkul – a pristine beauty oasis” (accessed 3

November 2026). National tourism description of lake geography and use; exact article publication

date not supplied on the page. Tourism language is descriptive, not a gauge record.

Uzbekistan Travel, “Le système lacustre Aydar-Arnasay” (accessed 3 November 2026). Overview of

the multi-lake system and its formation; precise hydrological claims need independent records.

Convention on Wetlands, Uzbekistan country profile (accessed 3 November 2026). Official count and

named listing of Ramsar sites; not a modern lake-level record.

Government of Uzbekistan, Department of Forestry, “February 2 – World Wetlands Day,” 2 February

2026. Official account listing the Aydar–Arnasay Ramsar designation in 2008.

Government of Uzbekistan, Ministry of Ecology, “Birdwatching activities were held in the territory of

the Aydar-Arnasay lakes,” 6 October 2025. Dated October 3–4 press tour and contextual overview;

not evidence of current water level.

Uzbekistan Travel, Jizzakh Region overview (accessed 3 November 2026). General regional discovery

source, not exact camera-point proof.

U.S. Geological Survey, Northern Rocky Mountain Science Center, “Repeat Photography Project,” 6

April 2016. Methodological example from Glacier National Park, USA; not Aydarkul evidence.

NASA Johnson Space Center Earth Observatory collection, “Two Decades of Change at Toshka

Lakes,” 18 January 2022. Egyptian lake comparison illustrating differences in photographic lens and

times; not Aydarkul data.

NASA Earth Observatory, “The Shrinking Aral Sea,” 5 May 2001. Multi-year Aral Sea imagery,

mentioned only as a methodological contrast and a warning against mislabeling locations.

Uzbekistan Travel, “Beach tourism on the territory of Aydar-Arnasay lakes,” 4 August 2021.

Describes plans for recreation and infrastructure, not verified implementation.

Government of Uzbekistan, Ministry of Ecology, “Fines totaling over 80 million sums…,” 14 August

2025. Dated enforcement activity; no lake-wide hydrology conclusion.

Government of Uzbekistan, Jizzakh Regional Interior Ministry, “The Aydar-Arnasay Lake System was

raided…,” 13 October 2026. Official report of an enforcement operation, not evidence of shoreline

change.

Image note: No external photograph or map is reproduced in this manuscript. Any subsequent website

image needs individually confirmed rights, creator credits, alt text and a caption with location and

capture-date certainty. No synthetic before-and-after pair is presented as observational evidence.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 
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https://uzbekistan.travel/en/o/aydarkul/
https://uzbekistan.travel/fr/o/le-systeme-lacustre-aydar-arnasay/
https://www.ramsar.org/country-profile/uzbekistan
https://gov.uz/en/urmon/news/view/126886
https://gov.uz/en/urmon/news/view/126886
https://gov.uz/en/eco/news/view/91110
https://gov.uz/en/eco/news/view/91110
https://uzbekistan.travel/en/r/jizzakh-region/
https://www.usgs.gov/centers/norock/science/repeat-photography-project
https://www.usgs.gov/centers/norock/science/repeat-photography-project
https://eol.jsc.nasa.gov/Collections/EarthObservatory/articles/TwoDecadesofChangeatToshkaLakes.htm
https://eol.jsc.nasa.gov/Collections/EarthObservatory/articles/TwoDecadesofChangeatToshkaLakes.htm
https://science.nasa.gov/earth/earth-observatory/the-shrinking-aral-sea-1396/
https://uzbekistan.travel/en/o/beach-tourism-on-the-territory-of-aydar-arnasay-lakes/
https://gov.uz/en/eco/news/view/78057
https://gov.uz/en/eco/news/view/78057
https://gov.uz/en/iiv/news/view/231867
https://gov.uz/en/iiv/news/view/231867
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