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Salt-a� ected landscape and building

WHAT IS SALINITY?
You may have heard of the term saline — it means something 
containing salt. The ocean is saline. The term salinity refers to the 
level of salt in a solution and is used to describe the level of salt 
in the land and water. 

Salinity is high in many areas throughout the Murray–Darling 
Basin and is a major environmental problem. It is causing 
widespread problems on farms and in urban areas.

CAUSES OF SALINITY
There are many factors contributing to the problem of salinity. 
Salt occurs naturally in the Australian landscape, having been 
deposited by rainfall over thousands of years staying in the 
landscape due to the low-lying nature of the land and its slow 
drainage.

The weathering of rocks and salt from ancient oceans also 
contributes to the salt deposits. The only way for salt to leave
the landscape is via water � owing through the river system to
be � ushed out to sea. When the � ow of water is low, salt can 
build up in the landscape.

Since European settlement in Australia, we have been farming 
our landscapes, replacing the native vegetation with crops 
and pasture. Native vegetation, unlike agricultural plants, 
have evolved over a long time, adapting to Australia’s unique 
environment.

Many native plants have long roots that reach the water deep 
underground (known as the water table), whereas crop plants 
have short roots and are unable to use as much groundwater, 
and so they need to be irrigated. As the water table is not being 
used by deep-rooted plants, and with additional water added 
on the surface to water crops, the water table rises carrying the 
dissolved salts to, or near, the surface.

This salty water is a� ecting native vegetation, crops, pasture, 
wetlands and river systems. It also seeps into structures such 
as buildings, roads, pipes and underground cables, causing 
damage. Salinity is also destroying native habitat and therefore 
a� ecting our biodiversity.
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Salinity is a problem that has taken a long time to appear and fully 
understand. Due to the long time scale and widespread nature 
of the problem, there is no quick and easy solution. Just as it has 
taken a long time to appear, whatever changes are made now will 
take time and we will have to live with salinity for a while yet.

One action has been to set up salt-interception schemes. These 
are sites where salt is physically removed from the environment 
by a variety of methods. It is an e� ective short-term solution, 
however, more sustainable approaches are needed. Some of these 
include large-scale management projects by government and 
community as well as individual e� orts.

Some possible management projects and solutions include:

• Planting commercial tree crops, salt-tolerant plants or rotating 
crops (use di� erent types of crops during the year);

• Planting a combination of annual (harvested once a year) and 
perennial (growing continuously) plants; and

• A combination of the above methods.

WHAT CAN YOU DO TO HELP?

We can all try to do something to help this enormous problem. 
The spread of salinity needs to be slowed down or stopped.

On a farm

If you live on a farm, maybe you could plant some native 
vegetation in a part of your farm. As native plants have evolved 
in the Australian environment over a very long time, they can 
tolerate saltier conditions. Monitoring your farm’s groundwater 
levels will help you know how much salt is present.

In a town

If you live in a town, this problem may not a� ect you directly, but it 
does actually a� ect us all. We rely on the food that farmers grow, so 
we need to do our bit where we can. Maybe you could grow some 
plants in your garden, or your school could start a planting group, 
or perhaps you and your family can join a local community group 
that revegetates areas within your area.

Salt-interception schemes


