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The Campo de Cartagena basin is a 1440km2 plain located SE Spain. The region is characterised by a semiarid 
Mediterranean climate, and annual rainfall unevenly distributed into a few intense events, highly variable in space 
and time. Agriculture is the primary land use, with drip irrigation widely used in the zone due to a scarcity of water 
resources and the need for water conservation. The population's water supply relies on surface water import. 
Water for agricultural irrigation originates from groundwater from deep confined aquifers and a surface water 
transfer system of the Tajo-Segura Aqueduct (MIMAN, 2000). The basin is mainly composed of detrital, low-
permeability sediments (marls) and high-permeability material (limestones, sands and conglomerates) deposited 
during the Miocene through to Quaternary. Two aquifers are distinguished a confined aquifer of Pliocene age and 
the Quaternary sediments, which constitute an unconfined aquifer where most of the agricultural activity takes 
place.

The unconfined aquifer, heavily polluted by irrigation return flows, with great density of abandoned, leaky and 
poorly constructed wells, has an important impact on cross-formational groundwater flow and contaminant 
transport between the shallow unconfined and deep confined aquifer. To overcome this problem and satisfy water 
demand, small private desalination plants (more than 1000) of brackish groundwater are also in operation. This 
process has led to an increase of groundwater salinity as a consequence of aquifers connection, uncontrolled 
subsurface injection of brines and pitfalls of the brines conveyor network. Measures being taken, including the 
economic efficiency of the small private desalination plants with regard to groundwater, and obtained results are 
presented.
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