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Dryland salinity has been a significant issue in many Southern Australian farming regions from the later part 
of the last century. Australian Government investment in the understanding and management of dryland 
salinity peaked from 2003 to 2009 through the establishment of a major national program, The National 
Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality (NAP), which aimed to prevent, stabilise, and reverse trends in 
salinity.  
 
The NAP allocated $1.4 billion of public funds to 1700 projects over the 7 years of the programs existence 
and was largely successful in determining the cause and effect of dryland salinity, and in identifying, testing 
and promoting a range of management options. In the Coorong Tatiara Local Action Plan, SA Murray-Darling 
Basin and South East NRM Regions, this largely involved the lowering of water tables through the strategic 
planting of perennial vegetation including productive perennial pastures, fodder shrubs, farm forestry, and 
native vegetation. Delivery and implementation was supported with landholder incentive schemes funded 
through NAP and the Australian Government’s National Heritage Trust (NHT), and this support saw increased 
adoption and implementation of management actions and perennial vegetation establishment.  
 

The Coomandook, Cooke Plains, Meningie East and Tintinara West /Colebatch areas have been identified as 
having high potential for dryland salinity formation due to the low lying nature of some parts of this 
landscape and it’s proximity to the regional groundwater system drainage point to the Lower Murray Lakes 
and Coorong, see Figure 2. Significant management actions were adopted by land owners throughout this 
area during the NAP and NHT programs, in particular the establishment of dryland lucerne, revegetation and 
saltland agronomy to address rising groundwater tables and associated salinisation of soils.  The Coorong 
Tatiara Local Action Plan (CTLAP) has played a pivotal role in encouraging and supporting land managers in 
the adoption of these management actions through awareness raising and the delivery of incentive payment 
schemes to encourage perennial vegetation establishment. As a result, the spread of dryland salinity was 
thought to have been halted in the area.  
 

Since the completion of the NAP, public investment in salinity management has been modest, with some 
practitioners declaring that the issue had been sufficiently investigated and addressed. Whilst this was 
somewhat true at the time of NAP completion, farming systems and associated landscapes have undergone 
significant transformation since that time with greater adoption of continuous cropping under no till farming 
systems, potentially some reduction in perennial vegetation cover in the landscape, and changes to climate 
and intensity of rainfall events.  
 

In recent years there has again been an increase in area affected with a recent land owner survey from the 
area revealing that 1835 hectares of good arable land has been lost to dryland salinity in the past 5 years. 
Land owners estimating that a further 2289 hectares will be lost in the next 5 years if current trends 
continue.  
 

In 2016, the CTLAP organised public meetings at the Coomandook Hall and Meningie Golf Club to discuss the 
issue and seek local land owner ideas about the cause of salinity resurgence and potential remedies. Over 
100 people attended including 80 land owners.  
 
Key issues of concern were loss of arable land, wind erosion on bare saline soils, and impacts on adjacent 
paddocks. A range of options to address the issue were discussed and collated, and through further 
community consultation, the Saltland Pasture Redemption Project was developed.  The project largely 
focused on the establishment of saltland pastures to provide vegetative cover and regain some productive 
capacity on bare salt affected soils. The introduction of a new waterlogging and salt tolerant legume, 
‘Neptune Messina”, as a complimentary plant to the tried and true saltland pastures; Tall Wheat Grass and 
Puccinellia is a key part of the project. This was funded by the SAMDB NRM Board with significant 
contributions from the CTLAP and a wide range of agricultural retailers including Landmark Cooke Plains, 



 

Elders Murray Bridge, Coorong Platinum Ag, Heritage Seeds and Seednet. Over the 2018/2019 year funding 
support is also provided through a Commonwealth National Landcare Project - Small Smart Farms project. 
 

Trial work establishing Neptune Messina in saltland pastures commenced in 2017 and continued through 
2018 with mixed success due to salinity levels being variable and above the Messina tolerance of up to 30 
ds/m (sea water is 50 ds/m) in some places. Land owners also trialled the use of manure and straw mulches 
to reduce evaporation and in turn, salinity levels. Success has been mixed and the dry year in 2018 has 
proved a challenge on some sites. 
 

 
State mapping of Dryland Salinity Potential.Impacts now extend  
beyond the areas shown on this map as having potential for dryland salinity 

 
The dry season experienced in 2018 has caused a significant increase in the affected area throughout the 
district. Rainfall levels were too low to ‘flush’ salts below the root zone, and increased evaporation causing 
greater concentration of salts at the soil surface. A number of large areas that had not previously been 
affected by dryland salinity are now unable to support cereal crop growth due to salinisation over the last 
2 years. Some of these areas consistently produced yields well above district average in previous years, 
thus is the speed and ferocity at which dryland salinity has spread.  
 

Another area of dryland salinity is also present in the area to the East of Meningie. This is unusual as the 
landscape is dominated with perennial pastures and perennial vegetation with no annual cropping practiced. 
It is thought that improvement in pasture and grazing management to improve plant vigour and plant water 
use could address this issue to some degree.  The affected area is predominantly in the South East NRM 
Region at present but is on and around the regional boundary. This has the potential to spread to the SAMDB 
Region in time if the issue worsens and management options are not employed to address the rising water 
table. The Coorong Tatiara Local Action Plan are working on this with limited resources 
 

A key concern is that Dryland Salinity is not specifically mentioned in current National Landcare Funding 
Programs including the Regional Land Partnerships funding recently received by the Board. This makes 
accessing funding to investigate and address the issue more difficult. 
 
This Coorong Dryland Salinity Review will;  

- Bring together resources to provide an overview of the current level of dryland salinity in the 
Coorong District 

- Provide discussion of the potential causes of the dryland salinity 
- Recommend the best responses, and where further resourcing is required 

 
 
 
 




