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CatherineCornish;CommitteeSecretary,
Houseof Representatives
StandingCommitteeon ScienceandTechnology,
Ri Suite116,
ParliamentHouse,
CANBERRA ACT 2600

Re: Inquiryinto theCoordinationoftheScienceto CombattheNation’s Salinity
Problem.

DearMadam,

I wishto thanktheCommitteefor theopportunityto makethis submissionexpressing
my viewsona subjectthat is critical to ournationalinterests.

Despitesalinitybeingrecognisedasa seriousproblemto thenationbothin therural
andurbanenvironment,thenumbersof scientistsinvolvedin theseproblemshasnot
beenmany,andthoseinvolvedhavebeenin themainfrom theranksof theWaterand
Plant IndustryrelatedDivisions ofCSIRO,a selectnumberofConsultants,State
public servants,andsomeUniversitypersons.Thishasbeenappropriatein the early
stagesandmuchgoodworkhasbeendone.

As waterandwatermanagementhasbecomean importantissue,andin morerecent
timesapressingissue,thequestionofsalinityhasloomedlargerin thecollective
conscience,not justasan environmentalproblem,but alsoasalimiting factorto both
rural andurbaninitiatives.The divisionof “rural” and“urban” salinityis itselfan
artefactofthewayin which this issueis segmented.Causesaremuchthesame,but
the effectis on divergentactivities.

Salinity is aproblemthathasits roots, andthereforeits explanation,beyondsurficial
studies.Heresurficial doesnotreferto scholarship,but to the objectsstudies— the
surfaceenvironment.Thescientistsinvolved to datehavebeenin themain from the
ecological,geomorphologicalandplant sciencedisciplines,with only limited inputs
from geologistsandgeochemists.

Ourpolicy makersareusingsimplemodelsfor asetofproblemsthatarefar from
simple.As anexampletherehasbeenthealmostuniversalacceptanceby the Policy
makersofarising water-tablemodelfor all instancesof salinity, andaddedto this the
notionthatall the saltin salinisationcameeitherfrom drylandsaltonancientand
modemdust,or from saltcaughtin theatmospherein recenttimes.This is tied to the
onsetof desertificationaslong-termclimatechangetakesplace,andsalinitybecomes
evident.Hereweseetheneedfor paleo-climatologiststo contribute. Therearemany
otherworkerscapableofcontributing,andtheirwork containsapplicabledetail,but
that detail is notbeingrecognisedbecauseit is not yet conceptualisedinto readily
usableforms.



Absentfrom manyofthegeneralconsiderationshasbeentherole ofrock weathering
andthecomplexitiesofwater-rockinteraction— hydrogeochemistry— which in some
instancesis capableofexceedingtheatmosphericinputsby manytimes.We have
reachedthepointwhereweneedurgentlyto expandthescientific“players” in this
“game”. Weurgentlyneedto expandourview on this subjectby encouraging
workersfrom otherfields.This meanseffectivecollaborationanduninhibitedsharing
ofinformation,not alwayspossiblein aworld thathasprivatisedintellectualproperty.

Thereis anemergingbodyof literaturethat challengestheconventionalthinking on
salinity, andits voicewill be louderastimepasses.A shortpaper,with minor
modifications,deliveredto thelaunchoftheAustralianSalinityActionNetworkis
appendedthat expandssomeoftheaboveideas.Thatpapercontainsreferences
orderedin termsoftheprocessesthat mustbeconsidered.The list is not complete,but
servesasa sampleofwhat is available.Thedebateon this topic, which is ofcritical
importanceto Australia,mustbewidened,andmorescientificworkmustbedoneso
asto guidethepolicy makersandmanagerschargedwith seekingandapplying
solutions.We arepresentlyin apurgatoryofhalf-truths,andwemustalways
rememberthathalf-truthsaredangerous,becausewemayhavethewronghalf

CurrentlyCSIRO,andalimited numberofothersadvisetheMurrayDarlingBasin
Commission.TheCommissionasksfor submissionsandusesCSIROto vetthe
applications.CSIROis also arecipientofthesefunds,fundsthat dueto the
organization’srequirementsto seekup to 60%oftheirtotal fundingarecritical to
CSIROsurvival. This is aninvidioussituationforCSIROwho areforcedinto serious
conflict. Ouroncegreatscientificicon mayinadvertentlybecorrupted,andcould
rapidlyloseits scientificedge— theymaybereducedto solvingtoday’sproblems,not
nextyearsorthenextcenturieswhich wastheirintendedbrief. Verypertinent
commentby the ChiefScientistDr RobynBatterhamwasmadeto theNSW
LegislativeAssemblyondisincentivesto collaborationfacedby CSIROin its current
operationalmode,andthe StandingCommitteeis encouragedto readthereferences
citedbelow’,2

Wepaythenotionthat Salinity is thegreatestenvironmentalthreatweface.We also
look to investin thebusinessof its remediation,yetwearescientificallynot on firm
ground.Thecausesofsalinityarecomplex,andalthoughtherising watertablemodel
maybetheanswerin certainareas,andthesourceofthe saltcyclical salts,theseideas
arenotuniversallyapplicable.

Moretragic is thefactthat theScientificcommunityis steadilyentrenchingitself in
whatarewaring campsandthechancesofcollaborationareshrinkingwhenthey
shouldbeexpanding.At presentit canbe saidthattherearetwo main groupsandone
minor groupbetween.

1. Thosewho adhereto orthodoxmodelsofwatertablerises,aeolianandother
cyclic salts— thesurficalcamp

1 Batterham,Reviewof theExternalEarningsTargetsPolicyApplying to CSIRO,ANSTO andAIMS
2002

2 NSW LegislativeAssembly.SelectCommitteeonSalinity FinalReportDecember2002.ReportNo

8.



2. Thosewho contendthatsalthasmanyinputs,including connatesalt (salt in
ancientsediments)andsaltfrom rockweathering— thewholeearthcamp.

3. Theminorpartyarethosewho acceptthetenantsofCamp1, but addthe fact
that inland saltcomesfrom waterin faults (verticalfracturedrock aquifers).

Noneofthesecampscanclaim amortgageonthetruth.Wehaveto find a wayof
proving thevariousclaims,rejectingthe falseor irrelevant,andconstructinga
soundlybasedfoundationonwhich goodpolicy canbegrounded.We contendthat
everyareawill beuniquewith respectto causeandeffect, andfurther,somesalinity is
inevitable— theprocessis partof therock cyclecombinedwith desertification.
Humansplayarole in this process,but in somecasesit is minor; in othersit is major.
Wemustbeableto recognisewhereoureffortswill succeed,andwheretheymayfail.
This surelyis thebasisofanyinvestmentstrategy.

All scientistsdecrythelackof fundingin basicscience,that is, researchingthe
fundaments.Weneedmorefundsinto thefundamentals,but it is notonly theamount
offunding thatis theproblem;it is theeffectiveapplicationoffunds.If government
departments,specificallyDLWC in NSW, haveto seekresearchfundsto bolstertheir
needforrecurrentexpenses,thentheresearchis not done.If CSIROhasto seekfunds
for thesamepurposethenagaintheeffectis thesame,thework is not done.CSIRO
hasbecomeboththepoacherandthegamekeeperin theMurrayDarling,andthis is
nota situationthat allowsdiversity ofopinion.Wehavegot to thepoint wherein the
mindsofmediacommentatorsanyonewho questionstheconventionalwisdomis very
suspect,andthereforenotcompetent.We hearthe samecommentsaboutthe
Greenhouseproblem.Thatis not thewayscienceworks.Wemustall be very, very
scepticalandopento all reasonableideas.

I respectfullysuggestto theCommitteethatan AustralianSalinityResearchProgram
besetup, perhapson thelinesofARC orsimilar Industrybasedresearchgranting
groupssuchastheAustralianCoalAssociationResearchProgram(ACARP). This
neworganizationshouldbechargedwith seeking,assessingandthendistributingthe
fundschannelledinto thisproblem.Therearemanymodelsfor suchaunit; find the
best.LetCSIRObeCSIRO,andremoveits conflicts.TheMurrayDarling Basin
Commissionandotherauthoritiesneedabroaderbasefor advice.

I thanktheCommitteefor theopportunityto expresstheseviews.We areseeking
solutionsto theproblemsthatwill allowmanagersto setin placeeffective
management,andpolicy makersrealisepoliciesthat cansucceed.

Dr RobertA. Creelman,
AssociateProfessor,
Collegeof Science,TechnologyandEnvironment,
UniversityofWesternSydney,
LockedBag 1797
PENRITHSOUTHDC NSW 1797


