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Landscaping on or near the coast can be very challenging and
frustrating because of problems with sea salt. Salts can be deposited on
leaves and soil by winds carrying salt spray or by irrigation with saline
water. Knowing the salt tolerance of plants is becoming more important as
coastal regions continue to be developed, as saltwater intrusion into wells
becomes a greater problem, and as landscapers and homeowners strive
for low-maintenance landscapes in these situations.

Determining Salt Tolerance of Landscape Plants
Salt tolerance of ornamentals is determined differently from other

crops. Landscapers and homeowners are principally concerned
with survival and appearance of landscape plants, rather than with yield,
as for fruits and vegetables. Accordingly, landscape plants can tolerate
relatively higher levels of salts, since reduced growth and yield are the
initial effects of excess salts and appearance of plants is not immediately
affected.

Effects of Excess Salts on Plants
Excessive concentrations of salts can damage plants by causing water to

move out of plants through a process called osmosis. In addition, a plant
may accumulate chloride or sodium ions, components of salt that can
eventually reach toxic levels in the plant. Research has found that salt
tolerance of a plant usually relates to its ability: (1) to prevent absorption
of chloride or sodium ions; (2) to tolerate the accumulation of chloride or
sodium ions in plant tissue; or, (3) to tolerate osmotic stress caused by soil
or foliar salts. However, the response to salinity can vary with plant age,
cultivar, stage of growth, environmental conditions, cultural practices,
irrigation management, and soil fertility. Also, some plants may be tolerant
of soil salts but intolerant of salt deposits on leaves, or vice versa. These
variables make it difficult to identify a plant's salt tolerance and may
explain the discrepancies in salt-tolerance ratings reported for some
plants.

Plant damage as a result of high salt concentrations may be expressed by
the burning of the margins or tips of leaves followed by defoliation and
death of salt-sensitive species. The salinity of the soil can indicate the
degree of salt tolerance plants will need to survive. Soil salinity is deter-
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