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What to Do Following Salt Water Overwash 

 

The recent flooding caused by hurricane Sandy has led to issues with salts deposited by saline or brackish 

floodwaters on landscapes and lawns. 

Why is salt such a problem? Around roots, the salts draw water away from roots and out of roots resulting 

in a physiological drought for the plants. Seedlings are more sensitive than mature plants. In addition, 

sodium (Na) and chloride (Cl) are both toxic to plants. If coverage occurs during flooding it can result in 

damage to foliage. It can also result in bud death in spring and marginal scorching, curling and death of 

leaves the season following exposure. 

Best Management Practices: The best management practice first and foremost is to provide plenty of 

water to leach salts through the soil profile and away from roots of desirable plants. The best way to do 

this is to provide successive waterings of about one inch at a 

time for multiple consecutive intervals. For example, apply 

one inch every other day for a period of 20 days, providing a 

total of 10 inches of leaching water to push salts through the 

soil and away from valuable plants.  

Gypsum application has some value for removing sodium 

from fine textured soils containing silt or clay and less value 

for sandier soils. Any application MUST be accompanied by 

leaching with water as explained above. Gypsum is usually 

applied at rates of 1-3 tons per acre, or 46-138 lbs/1000 

square feet. Incorporation of non-salty organic matter (e.g., 

good compost) into soil can also help mitigate salty or brackish water effects on soils. Do not use manure, 

sewage sludge, or any other compost that may have high salt content. 

If you want to test for soluble salts in your soil or need help interpreting the salts analysis of a soil test, 

contact the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County Horticulture Diagnostic Lab at (631) 727-

4126. Private soil testing labs can also test for soluble salts. 

If you want a quick test of the status of your soil after leaching, try sprouting (indoors under houseplant 

conditions) a few tomato seeds or cucumber seeds in affected soil and some in soil you know was not 

exposed to extra salt. If the seedlings in the affected soil begin to be sickly at the two leaf stage compared 

to the ones in the unaffected soil, then you know some soil issue may still exist. 

What Can You Expect for Turf?: If, after you have leached the soil with water, you want to know if 

your grass is still alive, bring an intact chunk roughly the dimensions of a 4 inch flower pot (including 



 
 

soil and roots) indoors and treat it like a houseplant. If the turf is alive it will grow back from the crown in 

a couple of weeks. 

Salt Sensitivities of Plants: Readings of less than 1.0 mS/cm are considered acceptable in most cases and 

should not be a problem. However, there are plants that can tolerate higher soluble salts levels. 

Salt Sensitivities of Various Types of Turf: Kentucky bluegrass, rough stalk bluegrass and colonial 

bentgrass are sensitive to salt (soil salts reading 1-3 mS/cm). Creeping bentgrass is moderately sensitive 

(3-6 mS/cm).Perennial rye, red fescue and zoysia are moderately tolerant (6-8 mS/cm).Tall fescue is 

tolerant (8-10 mS/cm). 

Salt Sensitivities of Common Trees and Shrubs:To learn about the salt sensitivity of common trees and 

shrubs, view the horticultural factsheets on the webpage of Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk 

County at or view http://ccesuffolk.org/assets/Horticulture-Leaflets/Soil-Salt-Tolerance-of-Some-

Common-Landscape-Plantings.pdf or http://kentcoopextension.blogspot.com/2009/10/landscape-salt-

tolerance-of-landscape.html or contact the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County office at 

(631) 727-4126 for tolerance of specific plants. 

Understanding Soil Test Salt Readings: Understanding soil salt readings can be very confusing, 

especially when you are comparing it to reported salt sensitivities of various plants. Salts are often 

reported by different laboratories in different kinds of units, depending on what test they use. The best 

way to start is to understand how to convert a reading into something you can use. To convert tests results 

from various labs use the following conversions: 1 dS/m=1 mS/cm=1000 uS/cm =1000 EC1 ppm= 1mg/L 

(To convert parts per million (ppm) or milligrams/liter (mg/L) to meq/L, divide by 23. If reported in 

mSm, multiply by 5.5 to get ppm or mg/L)If your lab has delivered results in mmho/cm, dS/m, 

µmhos/cm, or S/m, use the following conversion: 1mmho/cm=1dS/m=1000 µmhos/cm=0.1S/m. 
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