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Editorial
Editorial -Halophytes. When rocks of the earth's crust

break down to form soil, various products of physical and
chemical degradation may come together to form salts.
Since salts dissolve readily in water they are constantly
being flushed from the land surface into the world's
oceans. hi desert regions, however, where a large amount
of the natural rainfall evaporates before it can reach the
sea, soils may become salty. Internal drainage basins with
no outlet to the sea also become salty.

Anywhere on earth, in any particular soil, there will be a
small to large concentration of salts. Indeed, nutrients re-
quired by living plants are absorbed by the roots as dis-
solved salts in the soil water. In desert regions, however,
where soil may quickly dry out, the salts which had been
dissolved in a large quantity of water may suddenly be
dissolved in a relatively small quantity of water. As rains
soak into dry desert soils there may be formed soil pockets
which are damp but isolated from moist soil at much
deeper levels. The salts may not be driven down past the
plant root zone as efficiently as in non -desert regions. Dur-
ing repeated cycles of wetting and drying the water in such
desert soils may become saturated with salts.

Any normal plant with roots in such soil will be sub-
jected to considerable physiologic stress because the high
osmotic concentration of the bathing solution will tend to
extract water from the plant. The normal processes of
absorption by the feeder roots would come to an end and
the plant would probably wilt even though the soil still
had some water. It is a testimony to the ruggedness of

desert plants that many are capable of surviving and even
thriving in such salty situations.

Halophytes are specialized plants which have physiolog-
ical mechanisms to overcome the stress described above.
Halophytes, simply stated, are plants which are tolerant of
salty soil or salty water. Because of the physical nature of
desert soils and their water relations, there are relatively
more halophytes in the deserts of the world than in
forests, woodlands or grasslands. Indeed, there is often
found a relatively high degree of salt tolerance in many
desert plants which we do not customarily think of as
being classic halophytes.

We seem just now to have reached the point in the his-
tory of the earth where a series of breakthroughs might be
possible, indeed might be necessary, to allow the de-
velopment of salt tolerant crops -crops which might
either be grown with sea water or which might be grown
in salty desert soils or a combination of both. Research in
this fascinating area is right now being advanced through
investigation of a number of lowly desert plants which a
few years ago were of so little importance that no one
would have predicted them to be of any future use by man.
At a time in history when plant species are becoming en-
dangered and then extinct, we may have precious little
time to take full advantage of our resources. For this rea-
son, halophytes from around the world are now being
studied in an attempt to preserve as many as possible in
a germplasm bank in Tucson, Arizona as described in
this issue.


