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How do we manage salinity?

Overview

Australia is the driest continent on earth. Over time, more salt has been carried inland from the sea than has been removed by our river systems. This has resulted in extensive areas of salt-bearing soils – not in itself a problem. However, subsequent large scale removal of native vegetation by European settlers and the introduction of farming and irrigation have together increased the rate at which water leaches through the soil.

Addressing the cause of the problems is vital if we are to reduce or prevent the problem so that it does not keep occurring and impacting adversely on the quality of our soils and water supplies. Governments in Australia have committed vast amounts of money to help manage salinity in both urban and rural areas. Much more needs to be done, not only prevent the spread of salinity, but also to reduce or repair problems in those areas already affected.

Salinity management measures cost a lot of money and require a lot of effort. The decisions of what to do and how to do it will be influenced by the location, the extent and severity of the salinity, our ability to make the necessary changes, our ability to afford the work and local and national community acceptance of the proposed actions.

Unfortunately, it will take a long time for catchments to come back into a water balance, or to see improvements in the environment, once salinity management programs are put in place.


NLWRA 2000.
The way forward

Managing salinity requires a combination of approaches that take into account both individual farm and whole catchment factors and will vary depending on the needs of the area and local environmental issues. The fundamental approaches are to:

· Reduce the groundwater recharge by:

· Enhancement of remnant vegetation 

· recharge
· Commercial farm forestry 

· Annual cropping systems 

· Sound management of perennial pastures 

· Manage groundwater discharge sites by:

· Protecting saline land from livestock 

· Establishment of salt tolerant plants (eg saltbush) 

· Manage surplus water by:

· Surface water drains 

· Groundwater drains 

· Groundwater pumping 

· Make productive use of saline land by:

· Planting of salt tolerant grasses for stock fodder 

· Establishing saline aquaculture 

· Planting salt tolerant trees and other horticulture 

Cheap and effective salinity management methods include: 

· Reducing the amount of water going onto the ground to reduce the flow of water into the salinity - for example, reducing irrigation 

· Planting vegetation in selective areas of catchment areas to enhance water flow into the system while reducing excess soil water 

· Changing the mix of vegetation in salinity areas so less water leaks through to the groundwater. One way doing this is to incorporate deep rooted vegetation into the farming system 

Wetlands

Wetlands have a high ecological value and are important for maintaining biodiversity. In wetland areas, additional water is actually needed to manage salinity.

Excessive planting of trees can reduce the amount of surface water flowing into the river so engineering solutions such as pumping may be required.

In contrast, the planting of perennial pastures and trees or shrubs can be more effective than annual cropping and fallow regimes at reducing water flow past the root zone into the groundwater.

Careful use of different management techniques is essential if attempts to fix problems are not to cause more problems or work against each other.

Managing salinity

It is important to distinguish between treating the symptoms as opposed to the causes of salinity. The best way to achieve an optimum solution is to assess the problem fully.

The role of scientists in determining the properties of groundwater systems are vitally important. Different groundwater systems require very different approaches and careful scientific study is needed to understand individual systems. Solutions that take account of both the type of groundwater system and the changes needed to improve it are essential.

In most cases there will be no single solution to the salinity problem. An ability to adapt management techniques to new situations and to be both inventive and innovative, will play an important role in keeping land productive and profitable, while at the same time improving the environment and preventing further damage from occurring.

The diagram below illustrates the connection between local and regional groundwater systems. It also shows how modified landscapes can cause salinity problems in several different areas of the environment.
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Image published with permission of NSW Government 2000, NSW Salinity Strategy Sydney.
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