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INQUIRY INTO THE COORDINATIONOF THE SCIENCE

TO COMBAT THENATION’ S SALINITY PROBLEM

“Diyland saliniiy is undoubtedlythegreatestandmostintractablethreatto the
healthandutility ofAustralia‘s rivers, soil andvegetation.”

Is theabovestatementvalid?.This is thefirst questionthatshouldbeaddressedin
suchan inquiry. Thereis muchscientificevidenceto saythat it isnot. If it is
acceptedasthebasisfor suchan inquiry, thenlittle maybeachieved,andcouldlead
to agravemisallocationofthenation’sresources.

Generally,therearetwo opposingviews,ormodels,ofdiyland salinity, asit occurs
in south-easternAustralia.The first, amorelongheldview is thatsalinisationis
localised,restrictedto particularsoilsandlandforms,restrictedin its spread,episodic
in its development,andresponsiveto mitigationmeasureswithin its own local
catchmentor rechargearea. Themorerecentview, asacceptedby your inquiry, is
thattheproblemis oneofregionaldimension,drivenby risingregionalgroundwater
systems,progressivein its spread,andhavingthepotentialto degradelargeareas
with seriousoff-siteconsequences,principallyasaresultof increasingstream
salinity. Underthe model,25 percentofthesalt loadto theMurray-Darlingsystem
wouldultimatelycomefrom uplanddrylandcatelimentsources.

Muchpastandcurrentresearchsupportstheformer localisedmodel,with most
drylandsalinityoutbreaksshownto haveno connectionwith arisingdeep
groundwatersystem,andno indicationsofa progressivespreadofsalinity acrossthe
landscape.My involvementwith drylandsalinity studiesfor over 50 years,andmy
recentlycompletedresearchatCRES,ANU, CANBERRA, confirmstheepisodic
andlocalisednatureofdiyland salinitydevelopment.Very recentgroundwater
studies(Cresswelleta!2003).questionsthevalidity oftherisingregional
groundwaterextrapolationsmade; thebasisoftheprojectedmassiveincreasesin the
spreadofdrylandsalinityundertherisingregionalgroundwatermodel.No scientific
or field evidencehasbeenproducedto showthatthe progressivespreadofdryland
salinityprojectedunderthemodel,is actuallyoccurring.
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The spreadofdrylandsalinity in theSouth-easternAustralia,andparticularlyin the
uplandareasoftheMurray-DarlingBasin,is unlikelyto reachtheprojectionsmade
basedon theregionalgroundwatermodel. It is amanageableproblem,butshouldnot
be treatedin isolationfrom otherlanddegradationproblems.The reductionofthe
drylandsalinityhazarddoesnotdependonasingularapproach,butthe development
andwider adoption,ofmoreproductiveandsustainablefarmingandresource
managementsystems,whicharealsocomplementaryto overcomingassociatedland
degradationproblems.Theseinclude notsomuchnewfarmingsystems,but
improvedfarmingsystems.Technologyis beingdevelopedthatcouldprovidethe
basisfor suchsystems.Meansshouldbe foundto fostertheir wideradoption.With
watersomuchalimiting factor in Australianagriculture,in conjunctionwith
achievinganimprovedhydrologicalbalance,it is alsoimperativeto optimisewater
usefor agriculturalproduction,asopposedto simply maximisingits use(trees)with
the singleobjectiveofreducingrechargeto deepergroundwatersystems.

For yourinformation,enclosedis an extractfrom areferee’sreporton my original
MSc thesis(2000)on this subject,anda summaryofotherrelevantpastandcurrent
researchmaterial.

I haveprepareda power-pointpresentationreassessingthedrylandsalinitysituation
in South-easternAustraliawhich I couldpresentto theCommittee,if this were
possible.Becausesomeofthematerialrequiresadditionalexplanation,it wouldbe
necessaryfor meto presentit personally.Screeningwouldtakeapproximately40
minutes.

Yours faithfully

Rex agner End.
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