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What researchat the extremeendof salinity?

1. Basicresearchattheextremeendof salinity (e.g. salt lakes)is very poorly funded, andhasjust
takenadramaticdownwardturn (seepoint 2).Forexample,whatis the total surfaceareacoveredby
salt lakesor saltpansin Australia.Onewould think this to beanessentialandreadily available
statistic,buteventhoughthevalueis containedin satelliteimagedata,nobodyhasactuallyderivedthe
figuresfrom it. Why?

2. TheARC (AustralianResearchCouncil) hasmadea recentpolicy decisionto allow medical
applicationsto increasetheirsuccessratefor biologicalresearchprojectsconsidered‘basic science
Theresultthis year(2003)hasbeentheoustingof very manybasicbiologicalscienceapplications
(suchasmyself), includingthoseresearchingsalinity.

3. Australiahasmanynaturalsaltlakes(ourlargestlakesaresaltlakes),someofwhicharemined and
othersareusedto producebeta-carotenefrom algae.Togetherwith saltproductionfrom solarsalterns,
theseindustriescontributemanymillions ofdollarsto theAustralianeconomy.Salt lakesarered
colouredbecausetheyareteemingwith microbial life; a virtually untappednaturalbiodiversitythat
hasyetto bedocumented.

4. Wehaveenormoussaltlakeshere(LakeEyre)but thenumberofscientistsworkingon themare
very few.Why?My experienceis thattherearefewpossibilitiesto fundit. In universities,medical
researchlabsexpandandpersonnelarepromotedatamorerapid ratethannon-medicalresearchers.
Indeed,in my annualstaffappraisals,theideaof changingto medicalresearchhasbeenraisedasbeing
amoreproductivecareermove.If salinity is reallysuchanimportantissuethenshowthisby funding
researchasboldly assomeofthepublic healthcampaigns.

5. I believethat if we aregoing to putmoneyinto salinityat all, thenit shouldcoverthefull spectrum,
from rising salinity in currentagriculturalsoils to theextremesalinitiesofsaltlakes.Indeed,someof
thesolutionsfor loweringsaltin agriculturalsoils resultsin newsaltlakesto taketheextractedsalt.
Aretheyjustgoingto bedumpsorcantheybe usedfor productionofusefulmaterials(e.g.beta-
carotene).Only basicresearchwill answerthisquestion?

6. What is there to coordinate?Thecurrentsituationis untenableasaviable strategy.The research
needsto beproperly funded in thefirst place.Labswill coordinatewell if theyhavesufficient
resourcesto do so,andaren’tdesperatelytrying to surviveanotheryearon nothing.

Yourssincerely,Mike Dyall-Smith


