
  

 

 

 

 

Key Outcomes

- Maintain groundcover at all costs; reduces evaporation, 

capillary rise of salt, and provides opportunities for micro-

climates and plant colonisation. 

 

- Know your soil salinity levels and choose an appropriate salt 

tolerant mix of species for remediation (some crops and 

pastures handle waterlogging, some don’t). 

 

- Seeding after a rainfall event that flushes the salt through the 

soil profile is important when remediating salinity affected sites. 

 

- Diversity in the mix of pasture species being sown is important 

as it provides an opportunity for multiple species to find their fit 

on sites that can be highly variable in their levels of soil salinity 

and waterlogging.  

 

- Neptune Messina was found to be a suitable species in the 

local environment (as part of a salt land pasture mix), providing 

the soil salinity threshold didn’t exceed recommended levels 

(30 dS/m ECe). 

 

- Prevention of dryland salinity is better (and often easier) than 

remediation.  

Background    

      The Coomandook Saltland Pasture Redemption Project was 

initiated by the Coomandook Ag Bureau in 2015 to investigate the 

application of new developments in the productive use of saline land 

across Coomandook / Cooke Plains area. The initial focus of the 

project was to assess the suitability of the salt tolerant pasture legume 

Messina as a potential species to remediate saline scalds and reduce 

the level of wind erosion and recharge to groundwater in these areas. 

The ‘Saltland Pasture Redemption Project’ broadened the scope to 

look at a range of species, methods and timing of establishment, the 
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Saltland Pasture Redemption 
Tips and Tools for Identifying and Dealing with Saline Soils 



 

use of groundcover and mechanical intervention 

methods to try and assist in the remediation of 

saline soils across the Coorong Tatiara Local 

Action Plan project area. 

 

Sites were established in key areas where 

dryland salinity was occurring and have been 

monitored as either short term strategic sites, or 

longer-term demonstration sites. The location of 

these is shown in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1. Location of saltland redemption sites 

(2016-2020) 

 

 

 

The local landscape 

Parts of the Coorong Tatiara Local Action Plan project area have a high potential for dryland salinity 

formation due to being low lying in nature, and its proximity to the regional unconfined groundwater system 

drainage point into the River Murray Lower Lakes and Coorong. This is shown in the Digital Elevation Model 

(DEM) in Figure 2 where the red and orange areas are those that are less than 11.6m above sea level. 

Monitoring of piezometers within this localised area have found that groundwater levels respond strongly to 

changing rainfall patterns. 

More information can be found in the ‘Coorong Dryland Salinity Review: Improving Salinity Understanding 

– June 2019’ which can be accessed here    http://www.coorong.sa.gov.au/salinityreview 

 

 

Figure 2. DEM of the Cooke Plains/Coomandook region (m above sea level) 



 

 

Identifying areas that may be prone to salt scalds 

As the water table below the surface rises, it brings with it dissolved salts to the root zone of crops, pastures, 

and native vegetation and potentially the soil surface. The first areas affected are often the low-lying areas 

within paddocks.  

There appears to be two main processes occurring across the region leading to soil salinity; 

- Discharge - where the water table intercepts with the ground surface creating an area that 

becomes waterlogged over a period of time 

- Capillary action (‘wicking‘) - where evaporation at the soil surface draws the water up through the 

soil. Capillary action is strongly influenced by soil type with water moving most easily through clay soils 

and less so through sandy soils making clay soils with a similar water table level more prone to salinity 

scalding. 

 

Throughout the life of the project, various observations have been made by farmers around those areas 

that become saline over recent years. These include; 

- Annual Ryegrass (ARG) appearing in low lying 

areas. This has largely been observed in 

cropping paddocks. ARG is much more tolerant 

of waterlogging than crop species and will often 

outcompete crops in wet conditions. The 

appearance of large patches in low lying areas 

(Fig.3) suggests that groundwater has risen within 

the plant root zone. If the ARG is controlled, it 

can leave the area largely bare and exposed 

increasing evaporation potential over the 

summer months. This is likely to result in an 

increase in the accumulation of salts at the plant 

root zone and soil surface. 

 

          

Figure 3. ARG in a waterlogged area of a paddock 

- High biomass production in the year prior to 

dryland salinity appearing. This has been 

observed in both crop and pasture situations 

(including Dryland Lucerne – Fig.4). The increase 

in biomass is thought to be due to the increase in 

available fresh water within the root zone 

(without the water actually reaching the 

surface) in that season. Fresh water is lower in 

density than saline water. Fresh water can sit in a 

lens on top of the saline groundwater. However 

once this fresh water source has been 

exhausted, the saline water is left behind. If the 

plants aren’t tolerant to this saline water, they 

then die leaving bare exposed areas with the 

potential for increased wicking to occur. 

 

Figure 4. Increased Lucerne growth in a low-lying 

area 



 

 

Understanding Soil Salinity Levels 

Knowing the soil salinity level of your soil is critical; particularly if you are looking to try and remediate the 

site by establishing pasture species.  

Soil salinity is usually referred to as either EC 1:5 (where 1 part soil is mixed with 5 parts de-ionised water) or 

as ECe (dS/m) – an estimated amount of salt in the soil accounting for soil type. 

Full methods for measuring soil salinity are available at: 

https://www.publications.qld.gov.au/dataset/05c87bc5-6048-4767-85c8-36e660c38b1d/resource/6205ff5f-

92b6-444b-95b7-f195fe4a64d6/fs_download/sn-l137-measuring-salinity.pdf 

Soil sampling through a laboratory analysis is the most accurate way to determine soil salinity levels. Soil 

salinity levels across a paddock can vary greatly (Fig 5). In this instance it is probably worth conducting 

multiple tests.  

The time of sampling can also impact results, with a sample taken at the end of summer most likely to 

show the maximum level of soil salinity. A winter sample is likely to show a lower result due to the flushing of 

salts through the profile from natural rainfall (see time of sowing below). 

  

ECse 10.88 dS/m 

 

 

 

ECse 5.27dS/m 

 

 

ECse 22.44 dS/m 

 

 

Figure 5. Variations in soil salinity across Coomandook site, 2018 

 

Management options for Saltland Remediation 

 

1. Varietal selection 

There is a wide range of tolerance of different crop and pasture species to soil salinity as shown in Figure 6. 

The recently released salt tolerant legume Neptune Messina is adapted to winter-waterlogged areas where 

soil salinity in the top 10cms is 8-30 dS/m ECe in summer-early autumn.  

(https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/neptune) 

 

Farmer demonstrations from 2017-2019 largely focused on the new salt tolerant (and waterlogging 

tolerant) pasture legume Neptune Messina (Figure 7a-c). It was assessed in different soil types and situations 

as both a stand-alone salt tolerant pasture, and as part of a saltland pasture mix where it’s role was to add 

protein to the feed mix and to provide nitrogen to the system (all seed was inoculated with the salt tolerant 

Rhizobium strain for Messina).  



 

 

 

Figure 6. Relative tolerance of crops and pastures to soil salinity (Hermann, 1995) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7a – Messina establishment, 

Cooke Plains 2019

 

Neptune Messina 8-30ECe dS/m 

Fig 7b – Messina growing in waterlogged conditions, 

Meningie East 2017 

 Fig 7c – Seedling Messina, Coomandook 2018 



 

Feed quality samples were taken from the Cooke Plains_2 site in 2017. This testing found that the Messina 

was comparable in feed quality to other legume species (Figure 8), however farmer experience has been 

that in larger paddocks with a mixture of soil types and pasture species the Messina can remain largely 

ungrazed but still provide valuable groundcover. In the absence of other feed sources, the stock will graze it. 

Test Messina 

Nitro 

Persian Balansa 

Dry Matter (DM) (%) 12.3 10.9 7.8 

Moisture (%) 87.7 89.1 92.2 

Crude Protein (% DM) 32.7 26 25.3 

Acid Detergent Fibre (% DM) 19.6 18.5 20 

Neutral Detergent Fibre (%DM) 25 31 34.3 

Digestibility (DMD % of DM) 82.9 80.5 78.1 

Digestibility (DOMD) (Calculated % of DM) 77 75 73 

Est. Metabolisable Energy (Calculated MJ/kg DM) 12.6 12.2 11.8 

Fat (% of dry matter) 4.8 4.5 4.7 

Ash (% of dry matter) 13.7 13.5 12.9 

Figure 8. Feed test data (summarised), Cooke Plains_2, 2017. 

 

Nodulation of the root system of Neptune Messina (Fig 9) was still 

evident in 2019 in a four-year old stand showing the ability of the rhizobia 

to survive in the hostile soils in the district.  

 

The persistence of the Messina and Rhizobia over four years has shown 

the role that the Messina is likely to play in saltland pastures;  

- As part of a diverse species mix (as opposed to a monoculture). 

- As part of a mixed salt tolerant pasture sward providing maximum 

levels of groundcover and water extraction across the saline area. 

- Providing the vital role of a salt tolerant legume (other than Balansa or 

Persian Clover) to provide nitrogen fixation in a salt tolerant pasture mix. 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Nodulation of Messina, Coomandook, September 2019 

 

 

 

2. Time of sowing 

 
The time of sowing is critical in trying to remediate saline country. To improve the chances of plant 

germination, a ‘flush’ is thought to be required. In 2017-2018 this ‘flush’ wasn’t received and there was poor 

germination across all sites. In 2019, exceptional germinations were observed on hostile, saline soils and the 

late time of sowing after the salts had flushed through the soil was thought to be the key difference driving 

this success. 

Figure 10 shows the effectiveness of the rainfall events received 12-June 2019 at a nearby Coomandook 

soil moisture probe in pushing water down through the profile (taking salts with it). 



 

 

Figure 10. Coomandook soil moisture probe 1-May to 1-July 2019 (Data courtesy of SAMDB NRM Soil 

moisture probe network) 

 

This is further supported by the Moorlands soil moisture probe data where the 2018 and 2019 data can be 

compared. In 2018 (Fig 11a) there was very little change in soil moisture levels from the 25-May to 25-June 

2018, with the 50cm zone actually drying out further. This is in contrast to 2019 (Fig 11b) where there was an 

increase in the soil water through the profile down to 50cms. 

 

Sensor depth 25-May 25-Jun CHANGE

(cms)

20 12.97 13.66 0.69

30 14.82 15.23 0.41

40 15.04 15.08 0.03

50 13.84 13.73 -0.11

mm water

      

Sensor depth 25-May 25-Jun CHANGE

(cms)

20 11.27 15.42 4.15

30 12.62 17.68 5.07

40 12.94 16.96 4.03

50 11.53 12.98 1.46

mm water

 
Fig 11. Moorlands soil moisture levels  (a) 2018      (b) 2019 

(Data courtesy of SAMDB NRM Soil moisture probe network) 

 

 

3. Use of groundcovers and providing micro-climates 

 
Throughout the life of the project, the areas where successful establishment of pastures occurred were 

those where there was evidence of groundcover (green or dead plant material) or areas where the surface 

was slightly elevated.  

It is thought that retaining some level of groundcover over the summer period may assist in shading the 

area and reducing the evapoconcentration of salts in the soil over the summer period. In 2019-20, three sites 

were monitored to see if groundcover/shade over the summer period assisted in reducing the 

evapoconcentration. Soil samples were taken on 30-Jan 2020 prior to a rain event. The results are shown in 

Figure 12 where it can be seen that the groundcover appeared to reduce the soil surface salinity levels 

across all sites both at the soil surface further emphasising the importance of trying to retain groundcover to 

reduce the level of salt scalding. 

Rainfall event on 14/6/19 

Subsequent 

increase in soil 

moisture levels 

down through the 

soil profile 



 

 

 

 
Figure 12. Impact of groundcover on soil surface salinity (0-10cms), 2020 

 

This groundcover is also thought to provide a micro-climate for germinating plants. It not only provides an 

area that is lower in salinity levels, often the soil deposits lodge at the base of these areas providing a 

mounded area that appeared to be less hostile (thought to be due to reduced evapotranspiration, and 

more rapid leaching of salts when rainfall occurs). The natural colonisation of plants in areas where there was 

groundcover was evident across all sites throughout the life of the project (Figure 12). This prompted the 

thought of using mounds or organic matter to simulate what was being observed in nature. 

 

4.Mechanical intervention 

 

Throughout the project, different seeding techniques were used with varying success. The common 

method of seeding into the furrow and then providing a furrow with the press wheel was found to be 

detrimental to establishment of pastures in saline soil as the press wheel tended to create soil surface sealing 

impacting on germination. Those seeds that weren’t placed in the base of the furrow rather on the sides of 

the furrow were those that germinated more effectively (and were more likely to survive). 

The paddocks that were very roughly worked were those that appeared to have improved establishment. 

Mounding of a site at Coomandook in 2019 did not appear to improve establishment, however the time of 

sowing was very delayed at this site and the site may require rainfall to flush the salts out of the mounded 

area. This site will continue to be monitored as future opportunities allow. 

 

In 2018 at the Cooke Plains_1 site the application of organic matter was demonstrated to see if this mulch 

effect provided a micro-climate to improve establishment of the Messina. Straw was chopped up through a 

Tomohawk bale shredder (Figure 13 a-b) and then incorporated with a chopper chain increasing the amount 

of organic matter in the soil. Germination in 2018 at this site was minimal, however the presence of the straw 

assisted in reducing wind erosion in 2018 and the summer/autumn of 2019. In 2019 good pasture 

establishment occurred across this (and all other sites). This has mainly been attributed to the rainfall ‘flush’ 

events, but areas where the straw had been incorporated appeared to visually have improved ground cover 

in 2019. 
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Figure 13 (a) Tomohawk Bale Shredder    (b) Straw on surface at site (August 2018) 

 

In 2019, a paddock at Cooke Plains that had been impacted by salt since 2013 was deep ripped to 

400mm in a series of strips to see if cracking open the soil or reducing a hard pan layer had an impact on the 

soil salinity levels and establishment of pasture species. A mixture of crop and pasture species was then sown 

11th June 2019 across the site. 

The ripping was very successful in improving the pasture production and overall health of the plants (Fig 

14). Establishment of the small seeds in the mix was reduced (thought to be due to seeding depth on the soft 

ripped area). Ripping was also effective in decreasing the salinity levels in the treated area, both at the 

surface, and at the 10-30cm layer (Fig 15). 

 

 

Figure 14. Ripped (LHS) vs Unripped (RHS),    Figure 15. Soil Test Results, Cooke Plains 2019 

Cooke Plains 2019      
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Conclusion: 

 

Throughout the life of the project, various saltland remediation techniques were demonstrated to improve 

farmer understanding of their effectiveness in remediating salt scalds. Varying success was achieved 

depending on the technique being demonstrated and the seasonal conditions being experienced. 

Key Lessons learned; 

- Maintain groundcover 

- Wait until the soil has been ‘flushed’ before sowing 

- Use a mixture of salt tolerant species 

Gathering the following information will also assist in decision making in regard to the best way to manage 

a salinity impacted site; 

- Knowing the soil salinity levels 

- Is there a hardpan? 

- The depth and seasonal variation of the saline water table 

 

The use of mechanical interventions needs further exploration to improve understanding of the effect of 

different ripping techniques across a range of soils and the impact that it has on the movement of salts within 

the season. 

There also needs to be a continued focus on prevention of saline areas (as opposed to cure). Further work 

needs to be done around suitable land use, the water use of different crops, pastures and other perennial 

vegetation to reduce the recharge of ground water across the landscape.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

        

 

This project is supported by the National Landcare Program – 

Smart Farms Program, an Australian Government Initiative 

 


