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What Is This Indicator, and Why Is
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to freshwater avoid it. Some salts, like those containing

sodium, can change the physical condition of the soil, reducing infiltration, increasing runoff and erosion, and
impairing biological activity. Soil salinity, along with organic matter content (p. 99), erosion (p. 100), and soil
biological condition (p. 102), is a key indicator of soil quality.

Soil salinization often results from irrigated agriculture, and it is generally a problem in arid areas. Water used
for irrigation contains small amounts of salt, and when water evaporates from the soil surface or from the leaves of
plants, it leaves salt behind in the soil. In arid areas, these salts can accumulate and cause problems. In areas with
greater rainfall, salts are drained from the soil by the larger volumes of water flowing through the soil, and tend not
to accumulate to high levels.

Although much less widespread, salinization can occur in the absence of irrigation. Some areas have naturally
high salt content in their soil, while saline seeps can occur when water moves through the soil, picking up salts, and

then emerges at a seep or spring.
Why Can’t This Indicator Be Reported at This Time? Salinity measurements are often
included in routine soil tests conducted by farmers, government agencies, and researchers. However, there is no

unified effort to collect these data and incorporate them into a national database to monitor trends over time.

The technical note for this indicator is on page 235.
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