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Traditional saliworks in southern Europe: historical
development and operation

balt is an essenfial element to mankind, first because i
cOrmesponds to our physiological requirements and saft Aumger,
second becausa it constifuies a major source for food seasoning
and, third, because of its preservative character that imposed its
wide, imperative and Influential usa to the humanity. s making,
ihough, demands a series of prerequisites imiting ils production to
few areas only, and excluding vast reglons from this resource, As 3
result, sinca the beginning of Civilisation, salt production and trade
have attained a strategic character, comparable 1o products fike
pold, silk or spices. In fact, salt has been the white gold of history,
with a role comiparable fo that of crede oiltoday.

To obtain salt in the Medilerrangan, different peoples usad various
techniques: most important was solar evaposation of brine
pblained from the sea or infand sall-springs, whereas sall making
through direct mining of rock salt or ebullition of brine (fram the sea
and sal-springs) has also been employed. Due to ideal climatic
conditions, with long, warm, and dry summaers, the Mediterranean
basin is a region where salt exgpdoitation shrowgh solar evaporation
in coastal areas has been practised for thousands of years.

The firsf to have exploited intensely this resource at a large scale,
were the Romans: they regarded salt a5 an agricultural activity, and
created the firstreal solar sattworks named saif-gardens, probably
consisting of a simple evaporation basin. Oulside the
Mediterranean, Romans continued o produce salt with the
hulition technigues adopted from the newly conquered or
neighbouring countries, at the limits of the Mediterranean. Yet, of
major importance have been the self-formed saffems of the Basin,
dready exploited since the Greek Classical Times. According to
Plimy, who categorized the roman salt making iechniques and
provenances iro four groups, Romans explaited all types of salt
resources of tha Empire; sall rock, salt springs and lakes, lagoons,
sal-plants and, certainly, sea bring. According o the scholars
Herodotus, Aristotle and Strabo, particular methods of salt
making, including ebulltion and use of rock sak, ware alraady
kmown in the antiquity. 11 is most unlikely, however, that anciant
Greeks were awara of any fechniques of salt making at industrial
scale, as naturally produced sea sall safisfied their needs. This
was noi the case for Romans seeking for huge quantities of salt to
caler for the requirements of their immense cities. With them, sall
for the first time attainad an outstanding importance, riggering the
startof its Mediterranean and EUropean rowes.

Salt continued 1o be animportant commodiy inthe Mediterranean
during the obscura years of the Middle Agas, both in the Wast and
in the East. Interastingly, It was during this period that major
changes in the technigue of salt making modified gradually the

method of sea sak making in favour of the cnooming centuries and
peaples. First, from the 5° or 6" century onward the standard
praciice of harvesting salt was done with the help of special fools.
Second, long before the 107 century, the mefhad af successive
Bvdporation basis was Inroduced mo the Mediterranean,
probably by the Arabs through Spain and by the Ottomans 1o Crete.
The first saftworks on Christian territory to have applied this
method was that of Pag, under the control of Diadora {modemn
Zadar) and former capital of Byzanting Dalmatia. Soon after, the
technique was passed to many Adnatic salinas, such as Chinggia
and Cervia, and a few centuries later to the Aggean through the
Venatians. The first illustration of this rather sophisticated mathod

century). By the 17" and 18" canturies
| almost al major saltworks of the
¥ Mediterranean operated with the method
- 01 SUccessive evaporanion basing.

ti.3 The mathod is based an tha circulation of
| bring through successive basing i
,._;“:-"‘-: which differant salts precipitate
Pt SUCCESSIVElY according to their

e solubllity. Millenary improvements

Aol - oy diversified several technigues in

conformity with the climatic wicissitudes of the different
geographical aneas. For instance, according to the frequency of
salt harvesting salinas may be of contimaeus crystalization (one
harvest per season or less) and of penodical (infermittent]
crysialiization (several harvests per season, varying from few
times 0 everyday). Despite the changes performed the |ast
century, such as mechanization of the Mediterranean safinas, the
basic operation panciples remain,

Mostofthe salinas operating in the Mediterranean taoday have bean
modernised and transiormed im0 large-scale or industrial
sattworks. Among the few, still operating in a fully manual
tracifional way, we distinguish the primitive and arfisanal salinas,
asinzeparable slemenis of the Maditerranean cultural landscape.

Primilive salimas, of a simple basin carved on rock (coastal or
indand) and filled with brine durimg siorms or simply by man in
summer, are the salinas of remote islands or isolated
communitias, Almost all islands in the Asgean (Greece) had or, in
many cases, sl employ salinas of different levels of
primitivengss, In parallel 1o those of Malta and the Canarian
Bafadaros carved on the rocks or the soil. Arfisanal salinas share
the same basic operation principses with dmdusinal salfworks:
seawater circulates through successive compartments, from
basins 1o crystallisers. to an increasing concentration of sodium
chioride, releasing along its flow the undesirable sali elements

fromthe brine (e.g. gypsumy). The difference between them ligs on
their outline, dimension and exploitation mode.

Plagind Silwiwudmﬁmimlmrr[&mm
Artisanal salinas differ substantally with geography. The Atlantic
typology. commaon from Cadiz (Spain) and northwards whare high
range tide plays an important role, differentiates clearly from the
Mediterranean type, correspanding to several spacific typologias,
all conditioned by a limited tidal range. All these salinas share the
same characteristics: small dimension, almost no mechanization,
fhus, wse of 50Tt ensrgy Tor brine transler, inlense manual work,
imperafive human presence, several harvesis per season. Such
arlisanal salimas are in Sicily, the Adratic (lalian, Slovenian,
Croatian), as well as on the Black Sea coast (2g. Pomaoria in
Bulgaria). Industnal saltworks, either accupying former traditional
sainas or newly constructed on favourable grounds, have large
dimensions, powerful pumps for transferning bring, machanzed
harvests carried oul once per Season.

ferad wew al S Mantc Sdings Gndscape i Gutrinde Fraace)
As there is no commercial differentiation between indusirial and
traditonal sait, artisanal salinas, with oparating costs much higher
compared to the industrial ones, have been oradually abandoned
during the last decades. This is why artisanal salinas are 2
threatened landscape in the Mediterranean and in Europe.




