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Bug’s salt solution

Verity Edwards

EXCREMENT from a tiny spittle-
bug living in the green pastures of
Scotland could help find the answer
to rising salinity levels in Australia’s
river syslems.

University of Western Australia
graduale Natasha Teakle, working
in a laboratory in the backblocks of
chilly Glasgow thanks to a South
Australian Rescarch and Develop-
ment [nstitute scholarship, is study-
ing spittlebugs for salinity solutions.

The spittlebug, smaller than a
fingernail, is being used lo measure
the salt tolerance of the Lotus glaber
plant, a green lealy legume.

The tiny creaturc punctures the
stalk of the Lotus glaber and pumps
the sap through its body, likened to
foaming milk in an espresso.

“By collecling their excrela, we
have a way to accurately measure
the concenlration of ions in Lhe
plant xylem under salt stress and so
can try to understand the mecha-
nisms behind salt tolerance in Lotus
glaber,”® Ms Teakle said.

Ms Teakle said the research could
help Australia’s long-term salinity
problem. *“It is commonly under-
stood that the main factor contri-
buling to Auslralia’s salt problem
has been the removal of the native
perennial vegetalion and the subse-

quent rising
water table
bringing salts to
the surtace,”
she said.

While plant-
ing trees near
river  systems
may be a solu-
tion, Ms Teakle
said many farm-
ers were reluc-
tant to increase
lree plantings. However, they could
be amenable to planting leafy le-
gumes, which would also provide
valuable stock feed.

**You’re never going to be able to
convince a farmer to plant trees that
he can’t make money from,” said
Ms Teakle, a farmer’s daughter.
“The fact that Lotus glaber is a
paslture legume means il can also
provide a good source of feed to
grazing livestock, and being a per-
cnnial, it can also help lower the
water table and hence reduce salin-
ity.”* She said planting legumes that
required little water could prove a
solution in arcas including the farm
lands along the ailing Murray River.

Applications for the inslilute’s
A.W. Howard Fellowship travel
granls, of which Ms Teakle was a
beneficiary last year, close on
March 30.
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