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Inquiry into the coordination of the scienceto combat
the nation’s salinity problem

Submissionto theHouseof RepresentativesStandingCommitteeonScienceand
Innovationby GreeningAustralia.

GreeningAustraliaworks in partnershipwith landholders,community,government
andbusinessto tackleenvironmentaldegradationin apractical,a-political,scientific
way.GreeningAustraliaaddressescritical issueslike biodiversity,salinity, declining
waterquality, soil degradation,andclimate changethroughaninnovativeblendof
practicalexperience,science,communityengagementandcommitment.

GreeningAustraliahasbeentacklingsalinity issuesin apracticalon-groundwayfor
manyyears. We arecommittedto assistingin theprocessofsalinity abatementandin
therestorationofdamagedlandscapes.

Thekeycontributionthat GreeningAustraliacanmaketo this inquiry is our
experienceasapractitioneranduserofresearchdirectedtowardssalinity
management.Ourrole is to brokerthetransitionfrom researchto practice— it is of
directrelevanceto thesecondtermofreferenceoftheCommittee.

We seethreemajorhurdlesto theimplementationofsuccessfulsalinityprograms:

1. Thetranslationfrom scienceto thepaddockscaleis oftendifficult.
2. Thereis aneedto rethinktherole oftreesfrom a wholeof ecosystems

servicesapproachratherthanonan issue-by-issuebasis.
3. Thereis aneedto ‘learnby doing’, therewill neverbeperfectscienceon

salinityandthebestapproachis goingto beonethatintegratesthescientific
knowledgewith feedbackfrom theground.

TranslatingScienceto thePaddock

Managingcomplexenvironmentalissuesrequiresgoodscienceandeffective
social/communityengagementprocesses.Onceanissueis raisedin thepublic
domain,it is incumbenton thoseraisingtheissueto provideclearmanagement
optionsto thoseresponsiblefor takingaction(landmanagers).

Theworstoutcomeis to raisethewillingnessofa landholderto takeactionbut then
notbein apositionto inform themonappropriateaction.As onefarmerrecently
commentedat asalinityworkshop:

Youmeanto tellmethatyouwantto tell mehowto managemyland, butwhen
yougetthereyoucan‘t tellmewhatto do!

To avoidtheproblemofhigh expectationsbutpoorimplementationtoolsit is critical
thatscienceis linked to communitybasedprocessesto ensurethat solutionsare
ownedandadaptedatthelocal scale.



To achievethis outcomepresentsthreefundamentalchallenges:

• Balancingrobustscientificdebatewith the developmentofpractical“no-
regrets”optionsfor salinitymanagement.

• Continuousimprovementand investmentin animprovedinformationbase.
• Effectivedisseminationofpaddockscalesolutions.

Salinity is undoubtedlya complexproblemthatrequiresrobustscientific debate.
Critical analysisandquestioningof currentpracticeis bothusefulandnecessary.
However,thesalinity debatehas,attimes,impededactionby thosewilling andable
to makechange.Thesolutionrelieson identif~ringthoseactionsthat canbetakenwith
confidencethat theywill contributeto thesolutionwhilst continuingto improveour
scienceandourability to targetfuture actions.

Therearemanyactionsto controlrechargeanddischargethat areof a“no-regrets”
nature,particularlyfor localisedsalinityproblems.It is incumbentuponmajor
institutionssuchasCSIRO,BRSandR&D corporationsto produceadviceon these
“no-regrets”actionsto empowerlocalcommunitiesto organiseandtakeaction.

Recommendation1: A processfor identifying no regrets salinity actions should
be initiated and communicatedthrough the newregional structuresresponsible
for the developmentof catchmentplans under the NaturalHeritage Trust and the
NationalAction Planfor Salinity and Water Quality.

Further,debateon fundamentalscienceissuesshouldthenbedirectedto buildingon
andimprovingthesetofno-regretsstrategiesidentified.

In someStatestheknowledgeofsalinity impactsanddistributionofpotential salinity
sitesis poor,astudycommissionedby GreeningAustraliaTasmaniafoundfourmajor
gaps:

• knowledgeonmanagementis low in all sectors,
• salinityis onlybeginningto emergeasanissueandthescaleofcurrent

informationis too largefor meaningfulinterpretation
• thereis a lackofknowledgeonwhatvegetationis bestused,whetherexotic

speciesmaybecomepestsif usedandin whatsalttolerantspeciesareavailable
for theclimate

• therehasbeenlimited scientificstudyinto salinity

Theresultsofthis studyarereflectedin currentprojectsbeingundertakenin theNAP
regionsofTasmaniawith mostconcentratingonresearch,monitoring andevaluation
ratherthanon-groundworks.

Recommendation2: Continued investmentin fundamental scienceis critical to
refining and adapting approachesto salinity management.The outcomesof such
work should be carefully communicatedwith a view to building upon and
adapting existingapproachesrather than revolutionising or undermining
existingcommunity initiatives.
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Once strategyis developedit mustbeeffectivelycommunicated.Linking scienceand
newtechnologiesto farmersrequiresanability to explainnewtechnologiesandwhat



theymeanat thefarm scale.This will nothappenwithoutcompetentandbroadbased
extensionstaff. If youwant to changebehaviourthenarticulationofmethodsto useis
necessary.

Thereareoftenunintendedoutcomesfrom thereleaseofnewknowledgethat needsto
bemonitoredcarefully.Thereleaseofnewmapson salinityhazardhascausedsome
griefin someareas— this is dueto thefactthereis no oneongroundto advisepeople
what theymeanfor them. In moreextremecasestherewasan initial reactionby
farmersthat thevalueofpropertiesmappedwould fall. Thereis a lot ofhypeand
emotionaboutsalinityandwithout theextensionstaffto helpthis leadsto frustration.

Recommendation3: “No-regrets” salinity tools and managementstrategiesfor
eachregion should be madeavailable to all extensionstaffemployedunder the
NationalAction Planfor Salinity and WaterQuality and theNatural Heritage
Trustwith appropriate training provided.

Salinity in the contextofEcosystemSystemServices

Salinity is butoneissueofconcernin ourlandscapes.Otheroutcomeslandholders

andtheAustraliacommunityseekinclude:
• improvedproductivityandprofitability
• improvedsoil condition
• effectivebiodiversityconservation
• improvedwaterquality
• improvedscenicamenity
• carbonsequestration

Unlikemanyscientistsandpolicy makers,farmersthinkholistically. Farmersdo not
seetheissuesasseparate,theyall relateto thesamething in theend— livelihood. In
manycasesanextensionofficerwill comeout to discussbiodiversityfor examplebut
won’t beableto talk aboutsalinity orproductionissues— from a farmerperspective
this is not agoodoutcomeandleadsto apiecemealtypeapproachin tacklingthe
variousissuesthat theymayhave.

Moreimportantly in thecontextofthis inquiry, solutionsdevelopedfor oneoutcome
maynotbeoptimalin a wholeoflandscapecontext.For example,GreeningAustralia
ACT & SENSWis currentlyrunningasalinity/biodiversityprogramaimedat
producingpositivebenefitsforboth salinityandbiodiversityissues. In thecaseof
multiplebenefitprojectsthereareoftentradeoffs to bemade.ie. salinitymaynot be
reducedasfar if biodiversityor carbonsequestrationaretargetedaswell. However,
from awholeof ecosystemview thecombinationofoutcomesmayin factbemore
beneficialin thelongterm.

Therearemanyactions,riparianlandsprotectionfor example,that effectivelydeliver
manyenvironmentalbenefits— including somesalinitybenefits.If thoughtaboutin a
wholeoflandscapecontext,suchactionsmaybetakenwith greaterconfidenceand
moredefinitiveadviceprovidedto landmanagers.



Recommendation4: Salinity researchand proposedmanagementactions will
needto be aligned with managementactions targeting other environmental and
production objectives.Such an approach will tend to increasethe range of “no-
regrets” options available to landholders.

A related challengeis theneedto developlocalareaandwhole farm plans.These
plansshouldcoverthebroaderobjectivesandincorporatemulti-benefitapproachesto
revegetation.Thelackofextensionandparticularlybroadbasedexpertiseto coverall
issuesthat a landownerhasis amajorproblemin addressingthis.

With thetechnologynowavailable,a system/modelofdevelopingfarm plansone-on-
onewith fannersusingdigital aerialphotography,salinity maps(ie. multi-layer
plans),to planthebestoverall strategyto tackleissuescanberealised.Greening
Australiais in theprocessofdevelopingcomprehensivefarmplanningtools in
QueenslandandNew SouthWaleswith aview to achievingregulatorycompliance
andguidingon-groundactions.

Thedevelopmentofeffectivefarm scaleplanscanbefacilitatedthroughgood
science,catchmentscaledataandpriorities,andon-farminterpretation.To bringthis
packagetogetheracombinedeffortbetweengovernment,R&D organisations,
communitygroups,landmanagersandotherstakeholderswill berequired.

Recommendation5: The developmentofwhole-farm plans that integrate salinity
managementwith other environmental issuesand prioritise managementactions
is a key priority. The expertiseto undertake theseassessmentsexistsacrossa
number of organisations.The challengeis to resourceand broker partnerships
that can deliver an effective“one-stop-shop” to land managers.

Theneedfor an adaptiveapproach

In manyregions,adviceon salinitymanagementis only availableat agenericlevel.
Thechallengeofdevelopingrelevantlocal scaleactionplansis significant. This puts
landmanagers,who areoftenonly interestedin theirlocal area,in adilemmawhen
consideringwhetherornot to takeaction.

Someprojectsthat GreeningAustraliahasassistedwith havespentthe last fewyears
attackingsalinity throughrevegetationprograms- to goodeffectit wouldseem.With
newscienceemerging,questionsareoftenraisedasto whetherornot thesemethods
haveanyimpacton salinity— oncetheseviews areairedit canbecomeveryhardfor
theseprojectsto getcontinuedfunding.Thismaybethecaseevenif projectshavean
outstandingpastrecordandhavebenefitsfor otherissues.Without investingmore
moneyto improvetheseprojectsandto feedbackto theprojectplanningprocessthey
do thenbecomeawasteoftimeanddisenfranchisethelandholdercommunity.

In responseto theneedto facilitateadaptiveleamingGreeningAustraliais seekingto
connectresearcherswith practitionerssothat projectsarewell designed,results
analysed,underpinningassumptionsquestionedandthelessonslearntfedbacksothat
theprogramscanbedynamicallyimprovedthroughtime. Wehavedonethis
successfullywith arangeofbiodiversityandsalinityrelatedprograms.



To increasetheconnectionsbetweenresearchandpractice,GreeningAustralia
recentlylaunchedanewinitiative ChangingLivesandLandscapes(Attached).The
program,which hassecuredsupportfrom theAustralianGovernment,aimsto broker
knowledgefrom leadingresearchinstitutionsto practitioners.It is adirect responseto
theneedto ensurecommunitybasedprogramsareboth informedby andinform
researchin naturalresourcemanagement.Our objectiveis to ensureprojectsarebetter
designedandmoreeffectivelymonitoredandevaluatedto promotelearningandan
adaptiveapproachto environmentalmanagement.

Recommendation6: Dedicatedsupport is required to broker linkages between
scienceand practice. A dedicatedteam of 10-15“knowledge brokers” targeting
salinity managementwould speedthis processconsiderably.


