Irrigation water contains salt
All irrigation water, except rainfall,
contains salt. Although some kinds
of salt are beneficial to plants,
such as fertilizers, the majority of
salts can cause plant stress, especially in higher concentrations.
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Salty water can cause stress
Plants use certain salts, such as
potassium, to increase the salinity
of the plant sap. Water in the soil
will flow into the plant roots because water is attracted to the
high salt concentration. If the
water in the soil contains a high
concentration of salt, the plants
have a difficult time getting
enough water into the roots, and
the plant suffers water stress.
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Excess salt is evident in this strawberry field in
Cape Verde under drip irrigation.

How much salt is there?
If your well contains 1,000 milligrams per liter of total dissolved
solids (mg/L TDS), you apply 1 kg
of salt with every m3 of water. You
may apply this amount of water to
a square meter of soil every year.
That is one kg of salt per m2 per
year! You need to flush the salt
out of the root zone, either with
rainfall or extra irrigation.
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How can drip irrigation
cause salinity?

Irrigate longer to avoid
salinity problems

Inject fertilizer at the
right time

When using drip irrigation, farmers
have a tendency not to give the plants
all of the water that the plants want.
The plants take up the water in the soil
and leave the salts behind. Little by
little, the amount of salt in the soil
increases, making it harder and harder
for the plants to take in water from the
soil.

In a properly managed drip irrigation
field, the length of each irrigation event
is long enough to push the salt beyond
the root zone of the plant. The zone of
high salinity is between the plant rows
and below the root zone.

When applying fertilizer through a drip
system, it is important to consider
when to begin and end the injection.
You should time the injection to leave
the fertilizer (in yellow above) in the
root zone of the plant.

The salts (in pink above) form a barrier
and the roots are restricted to a small
volume of high salinity soil.

?

If my water is salty, should I use drip irrigation?
Probably not. With traditional flood irrigation, you usually apply enough
water each time to flush the salt through the soil. With rain-fed crops, the
water contains no salts to accumulate in the soil.

