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What is Salinity?

Lets start with salt
The salt on the table at home, sodium chloride (NaCl), is a common, naturally occurring substance in the environment. It easily dissolves in water and its presence is the reason sea water tastes salty. Potassium chloride (KCl) is another natural salt found in sea water and other environments and most salty water contains some.

Without salt we would die. It is vital to the normal working of cells in the bodies of all animals and plants. However, like many other essential to life, too much salt becomes a bad thing. How much salt is too much depends on the individual animal or plant but for most life on land the amount of salt in sea water is far too much.

Salinity is ...

We say water is saline when it has too much salt in it and it tastes salty. We say the salinity of the water is high and, as we know, high salinity can be bad for plants and animals. Saline water can also be the cause of other problems in the landscape such as erosion and damage to metal, concrete and brick structures.

Because of the problems salt can cause, the word salinity has come to mean high amounts of salt at the land surface. The problem of salinity can develop naturally, but where human activity has disturbed the environment and landscape, the movement of salts into rivers, into soils and onto the surface of the land has increased.

There are two types of salinity recognised in Australia.

· Primary or naturally occurring salinity. For example:

· Coastal marshes such as the Coorong in South Australia 

· Inland salt lakes such as those in Central Australia 

· Secondary salinity resulting from human activity. Secondary salinity occurs in two ways:

· Irrigation salinity
- caused from irrigation farming practices leaving salt behind in the soils 

· Dryland salinity
- caused by dryland farming practices raising water tables and bringing salt to the surface 

The impacts of salinity

Salinity affects individuals, communities and ecosystems across whole regions of Australia. In addition, it reduces production and increases costs, impacting on the national economy and the nation as a whole. Examples of salinity impacts include:

· The death of trees and other plants 

· Loss of soil fertility 

· Reduced crop and animal production 

· Reduced biodiversity 

· Roadway and path damage 

· Rising damp in houses and other buildings 

· Foundation and other structural damage in houses and other buildings 

· The corrosion of underground pipes, such as water and sewerage pipes 

Salinity is a great concern in farming and other rural areas throughout Australia, including rural townships. In these areas the landscape sometimes appears healthy on the surface, however major salt stores can be found underground as the levels of salinity increase in the local groundwater. In severe cases, the country is bare of soil and salt crystals lie on the surface. Crops die and livestock cannot drink the water.

The map below shows the areas in Australian known to have high salt contents in the soils or in the ground beneath the surface soils. Huge areas of Australia are at risk.


Salinity is a long term problem and will continue to worsen if not managed. The table and maps below show how the problems are predicted to worsen in high risk areas between now and the year 2050:

	Asset under threat of salt damage
	2000
	2020
	2050

	Agricultural land (ha)
	4 650 000
	6 371 000
	13 660 000

	Remnant and planted perennial vegetation (ha)
	631 000
	777 000
	2 020 000

	Length of streams and lake perimeter (km)
	11 800
	20 000
	41 300

	Rail (km)
	1 600
	2 060
	5 100

	Roads (km)
	19 900
	26 600
	67 400

	Towns (number)
	68
	125
	219

	Important wetlands (number)
	80
	81
	130


Table 1: Assets in areas at high risk from shallow watertables or with a high salinity hazard (NLWRA 2000).
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Maps: Predicted areas at high risk of shallow water tables or with high salinity hazard by 2050 (NLWRA 2001).
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