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salinity tax from which revenues for alternative futures
for dryland salinity areas can be further substantially de-
veloped. More broadly, the neo-liberal policy framework
actively pursued by all Australian governments since the
early 1980s has impacted on approaches to regional de-
velopment. As Tonts and Jones (1997:182) have argued:
‘These policies, which included a laissez-faire approach
to regional development, resulted in a concentration of
investment in regions and localities which were condu-
cive to capital accumulation.’ Other regions experienced
disinvestment and peripheralisation. In other words, gov-
ernment would have to overturn its continued predisposi-
tion to neo-liberal policies before depressed dryland farm-
ing regions are likely to receive substantial assistance.

In sum, salinity has become an intractable policy prob-
lem substantially because political considerations have
dictated the limited approaches adopted by government
which has resulted in a paucity of research going back
many decades. The crucial ingredient, as is so often the
case with difficult policy issues, is the need for political
leadership. As The West Australian newspaper once
editorialised on salinity, governments have tended to be
‘cowered by the enormity of the problem’ (The West Aus-
tralian, 22 November 1995). Having actively overseen and
directed the decades of land clearing now at the root cause
of the salinity crisis, governments must rise to the chal-
lenge and develop far-sighted approaches to actively save
as much of the landscape as it is practically feasible. The
costs of not doing so cannot be measured in strictly eco-
nomic terms: the steadily encroaching salt scalds across
Australia’s dryland farming landscapes will be a perma-
nent reminder of the folly of separating economics from
nature.

The author would like to thank Associate Professor Harry Phillips and

Dr. Hugo Bekle for their contribution to our on-going research into
salinity.
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Increase in Defoliation

According to the Sanasilva 2000 report released re-
cently by the Government, the rate of defoliation in the
country’s forests increased sharply over the year, with no
apparent explanation for the problem. The defoliation rate
was particularly high among spruce and firtrees. In con-
trast, beech trees showed a low level of defoliation.

The results are to be included in the Crown Condition
Report for Europe, a report from the International Coop-
erative Programme on Assessment and Monitoring of Air
Pollution Effects on Forests, which includes defoliation
data from nearly all European countries and is published
annually. This cooperative programme was established in

1985 under the United Nations Economic Commission
for Europe’s Convention on Long-Range Transboundary
Air Pollution.

While the rate of defoliation has increased significantly,
the number of trees actually dying has remained stable.
Although Swiss forests are not seen to be facing any im-
mediate threat, a long-term threat exists in the form of
increased soil acidification. The report states that levels
of nitrates and other acidic substances are already too high
and could increase the sensitivity of forests to droughts
and storms in the next several decades.
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