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1. What is salt heritage  
 
Salt has left an important imprint on European landscapes. Whether due to its natural 
presence, in many different formats, or due to its man-made production as a widely 
appreciated commodity, salt heritage is abundant and diverse. We therefore understand salt 
heritage as a much broader concept than just some buildings or infrastructures devoted to 
its production.  
 
The sheer presence of salt in nature, whether in liquid (brine) or solid form (rock salt) has 
has shaped a number of different habitats, usually found in (semi-)arid areas with 
continental conditions and high negative evapotranspiration rates, such as the Iberian 
Peninsula, Central Asia, Northern Africa, the Andes, etc. Examples of these saltscapes are 
hypersaline lakes, salt meadows, salt streams, salt marshes, etc. Some of them have been 
recognized by the European Commission as priority habitats and are protected within the 
Natura 2000 network (EUNIS 2008). Other saltscapes, especially those at the coasts, are 
well known for their bird fauna and are protected as bird sanctuaries. In most cases, salt 
production by solar evaporation is not only compatible with the conservation of these 
natural values, but also desirable, as they reinforce each other. An example of this is the 
existence of algal blooms in solar salterns, that usually dye them red. These blooms would 
not exist without a proper management of the hydrological cycle of the salt making site and 
the darker colour of the water produced by the algal blooms accelerates the salt production 
rate. Other important natural value of saltscapes is its geological origin. The shape, 
extension or composition of underground saltdomes or diapirs, often invisible to the 
untrained eye, give unique shapes to the landscape above. Such is the case of the Poza de la 
Sal salt dome, in northern Spain, known to geologists as one of the best diapirs in the 
world (Association of Friends of the Salinas of Poza, pers. comm.). Many of the saltscapes 
described above are under threat or have disappeared due to lack of awareness of their 
values. Dissecation, diversion of water flows, waste dumping and similar actions have been 
very aggresive towards saline wetlands, as they were not considered useful. Many saltscapes, 
especially saline wetlands, are also of temporary character, a feature which makes them less 
visible to the wider public. Their fluctuating character makes it difficult to assess their size 
and number. On top of this, the saltscapes that have survived still have to cope with a 
generalised ignorane of their (hidden) values, both by the general public as by policy 
makers, as they are not highly visible to the untrained eye. An important task of awareness 
raising lies ahead (Casado & Montes 1995, 1999; Hueso & Carrasco 2008a, in prep.).  
 
The cultural values of saltscapes, on the other hand, are extremely rich and varied. Salt has 
always been an essential commodity and in fact is needed for survival, at least of herbivores 
and humans. Salt has for centuries been the only substance able to preserve food and is 
now widely used in the chemical industry. Salt has also been found almost everywhere, 
allowing the development of local production techniques and regional distribution routes. 
The conditions in which salt was found in nature (brine vs rock salt; underground vs above 
the ground, topography, etc.) together with the local climate, available technology and local 
uses have provided for a variety of buildings, infrastructures, devices, machines, tools, etc. 
that have been used for salt production. But also complex are more abstract concepts such 
as labour organization, technical know-how, calendars and schemes, maintenance tasks, etc. 
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related to salt production (Petanidou 1997, Viñals 2002). The production and distribution 
of salt have also had an important influence on other types of buildings –whether civil, 
military or religious– and landscapes –trade routes, hydraulic infrastructures–, on the 
distribution of power, on the micro- and macroeconomic History of Europe, etc. (Hueso 
& Carrasco 2008b). Some of these sites are protected as a monument, although to a very 
limited extent.  
 
But, perhaps above all, salt has shaken and stirred the imagination of Man ever: The 
enormous variety of beliefs, legends, traditions, toponyms and scholarly references give an 
idea of the vastness of this intangible heritage (Petanidou 1997). Much of this cultural 
heritage has already disappeared or is on the verge of doing so, as it has not always left 
obvious imprints in the landscape that may be recovered nowadays. This is an enormous 
obstacle when trying to make a catalogue of salt heritage (Carrasco & Hueso 2008). 
Furthermore, its usually modest character has made it unattractive for monument 
protection and restoration programmes until quite recently. Again, awareness raising 
among the general public and policy makers is needed, too.   
 
 
2. The protection of salt heritage in Europe 
 
Due to its varied character and its natural and cultural features, saltscapes may be protected 
from different points of view: As monuments, as historic sites, as natural protected areas, 
as geological points of interest, etc. Besides from international protection instruments such 
as Natura 2000 for birds and habitats, Ramsar for birds, UNESCO World Heritage for 
important sites of cultural or natural interest, etc., each European country has its own 
legislation for protecting their heritage. In addition, regional and local governments may 
also have different protection instruments that are may or not overlap with national and 
international ones. This complex network of protection instruments at different levels, 
together with the difficulty of making an accurate inventory of salt heritage, make it very 
difficult to assess how much of this heritage is actually protected in Europe.  
 
However, the following table illustrates the relatively low percentage of salt making sites 
that are protected in Europe. The Ramsar convention for the protection of wetlands on 
international importance protects on average one third of the salinas in Europe, although 
this figure varies highly between countries. The reason why Spain and Greece show 
relatively low figures is because the inventories of their salinas have been more thorough 
than those of the other countries listed, which actually counted large salt making areas, 
rather than individual salinas.   
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Table 1: Percentage of protected salinas by the Ramsar convention on wetlands of 
international importance for some of the European countries 
 

Country 
Nr. 

salinas
Nr. protected 

salinas by Ramsar4 % 

Bulgaria1 2 1 50
Croatia1 5 0 0 
France1 28 4 14
Greece2  28 2 7 
Italy1 9 3 33
Portugal3 10 5 50
Slovenia1 1 1 100
Spain3 732 19 2,5

Sources: 1Dahm 2002; 2Petanidou 1999; 3Carrasco & Hueso 2008; 4Ramsar 2008 
 
 
From the cultural heritage point of view, the situation is even more dire. A well studied 
example is Spain: of its 732 salinas inventoried recently (Carrasco & Hueso 2008), ten 
(1,3%) are protected as Good of Cultural Interest (Ministerio de Cultura 2008).   
 
 
3. Salt museums in Europe 
 
In the context of this papers, “salt museum” is a very broad concept, running from the 
traditional museum to visitor centres, private collections and nature interpretation centres 
to salt making sites with some kind of visitors infrastructures or public use programme. 
According to this definition, Europe has, at the time of writing, 69 “salt museums”, 
although some sources cite up to 75 (Francisco Sala Aniorte, pers. comm.). As can be seen 
in figure 1, most salt museums are found in three countries: Spain, France and Germany 
(see also Table 2). In Spain, they are usually related to solar evaporation facilities, 60% of 
which are located inland and the rest, at the coast). In Germany, all of them are related to 
mining or graduation works, as there are no solar evporation facilities. In France, 50% are 
related to mining and forced evaporation, and the other half, to coastal solar evaporation 
facilities. In the latter case, they tend to focus on the natural and ethnological heritage of 
the site. In most other countries, salt heritage is not as abundant and most former or 
present salt making sites show some kind of facilities for visitors. An exception to this is 
Romania, which has numerous archaeological remains on (inland) salt making which are 
not yet being recovered for visiting purposes.   
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Figure 1: Salt museums in Europe, per country (Hueso 2007) 
 
However, the musealization of salt heritage is not always associated to the official protected 
status of the salt making site related to it (Table 2). This is a difficult status to assess, given 
the enormous variety of protection instruments existing in the different European 
countries, whether at local, regional or national level. Nevertheless, when looking at 
international protection isntruments such as the Ramsar Convention for Wetlands of 
International Importance; the EU Natura 2000 network, the UNESCO World Heritage 
List, and other national instruments such as Listed Monuments (UK) or Goods of Cultural 
Interest (Spain), less than half of the museum sites (42%) appear to be protected either as 
cultural heritage or as a nature reserve. It is also worth noting that cultural and natural 
protection instruments do not overlap, although some sites may deserve it.  
 
Table 2: Number of salt museums with natural or cultural protection status in Europe 
 

Country 
Site is a natural 
protected area1 

Sites has a cultural 
protection status2

Site is not 
protected

Total nr. of salt 
museums 

Austria 0 3 0 3 
Bulgaria 1 0 0 1 
Denmark 0 0 2 2 
France 5 2 4 11 
Germany 0 0 7 7 
Greece 1 0 0 1 
Italy 1 0 2 3 
The Netherlands 0 0 1 1 
Poland 0 1 1 2 
Portugal 2 0 1 3 
Slovenia 1 0 0 1 
Switzerland 0 0 2 2 
Spain 8 3 18 29 
United Kingdom 0 1 2 3 
Total 19 10 40 69 

1Ramsar or Natura 2000 
2UNESCO, Good of Cultural Interest (Spain), Listed Monument (UK) 
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Salt museums, as defined above, are difficult to classify under one big museum category, as 
sometimes they may fall under the groups of nature interpretation centres, ecomuseums or 
technical museums, depending on their focus, managerial structure and goals. Therefore it 
is difficult to assess their management and visitors policies in general. Nevertheless, the 
following table is an attempt to analyse the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
that they, as a whole, face. The analysis is a combined result of a survey of salt museums 
performed by the University of the Aegean (Greece) (Nasiadis 2004) and field visits to 
different salt museums during the period 2003-2008 by the authors. The survey consisted 
of a questionnaire sent to 38 European salt museums, of which 18 responded (see Annex 
I). Field visits and informal interviews on the spot to museum managers, curators, nature 
interpreters, etc.  were performed in 20 museums. As some of them were covered by both 
the survey as the field visits, a total of 30 museums were actually studied (see Annex II). 
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Table 3: SWOT analysis of salt museums 

Weaknesses Threats 
 
Management 
- Lack of space for collections and storage 
- Collections often lack scientific interest 
- High maintenance costs 
- Entrance fee low or free 
- Location often depending on third parties 
(local government, salt making companies) 
- Site usually not protected 
 
Visitors 
- Subject not attractive enough for children / 
adults (as compared to i.e. dinosaurs...) 
- Location often far from traditional tourist 
attraction poles 
 

 
Management  
- Short term financing / sponsorships 
- Staff usually multitask or lack specialised training 
- Often run by volunteers /seasonal staff 
- Temporary exhibitions rare 
 
Visitors 
- Not first choice of activity for visitors (“bad 
weather” visits)  
- Danger of “seen one, seen all” effect for such a 
specialised subject 
 

Strengths Opportunities 
 
Management 
- Strong motivation of staff and volunteeers 
- Industrial heritage as a fashionable subject for 
fundraising / sponsorship 
 
Visitors 
- New tourism trends (day trips, weekend trips, 
short but frequent holidays) favour more visits 
- Salt as a multidisciplinary subject useful for 
school classes 
- Often other heritage attractions present in the 
area (usually also related to the local salt 
making history) 

 
Management 
- Enhance partnerships/exchanges with other 
(salt)museums 
- Become a “true” museum with conservation, 
research and dissemination activities and own 
publications  
- Participate in local development actions, even if 
these are not directly related to salt, to obtain higher 
visibility 
- Innovate on merchandising products 
- Offer complimentary services to lengthen the 
visiting time 
- Promote the protection of the site 
 
Visitors 
- Use of original attractions related to salt but unique 
to the site (i.e. salt water bathing, slide in mine, etc.) 
- Temporary exhibitions to ensure rotation and 
variation  
- Visitors wish to experience (not just witness) 
museums. Use a “please, touch” philosophy 
- Combination of salt and art usually atttractive for 
visitors 
- Parallel activities such as conferences, courses, 
(private) events... as new poles of attraction 
 

 
 
4. Is there a salt tourism? 
 
Present day tourism trends are moving away from the sun & sea model towards highly 
diversified models, becoming more specialized (WTO 1999). Examples of specialized types 
of tourism are cultural visits, industrial heritage, gastronomy, adventure activities, etc. The 
public is no longer a passive spectator of a certain sight, but desires to participate, to 



V Simposio Internacional Minería y Metalurgia Históricas en el Suroeste europeo, León, 19-21 de junio de 2008 
 
 
experience things. Another trend is the distribution and frequency of travel: Whereas the 
sun and sea model implied one prolonged stay at a sea resort, usually concentrated in the 
summer months, present trends indicate a spread of travel events during the year, including 
short weekend trips, regardless of the season (WTO 1999). These trends clearly act in 
favour of a salt-based tourism.  
 
Salt tourism is varied enough to satisfy travelers with very different interests (architecture, 
industrial heritage, history, nature, gastronomy) or even those without a particular 
intellectual  quest but just a wish to learn or experience something new. Salt heritage can 
offer all of this, sometimes even simultaneously.  
 
However, is there a salt-based tourism? Is there a potential for it? Is it worth trying? 
 
According to the results of the survey (Nasiadis 2004) and the field visits, the salt museums 
and related salt making sites were in general not the first reason the visit the area, but a 
secondary one or even just a “rainy weather”º option. However, some of the sites were 
important enough to become a first reason, such as Guérande (France), Lüneburg 
(Germany) or Læsø (Denmark) (Nasiadis 2004, pers. obs.). But even in these cases it is 
difficult to assess whether a true salt tourism exists, as for this type of tourism to exist it 
would require a public specifically interested in visiting salt making sites. The fact that a site 
has a protection status as a monument or as a natural protected area should draw more 
visitors to the area just for that reason, but an analysis of this correlation is still pending. In 
any case, the visitors would be attracted to the site because it is protected, not because its 
content in salt heritage. The recently finished Interreg SEL “Salt of the Atlantic”  project 
has attempted at creating a specialised form of salt tourism by creating the so-called “Route 
du Sel de l’Atlantique” which in reality is a network of the 11 salt making sites that 
participated in the project and wish to have a common corporative image with regards to 
visitors. Time will show wether it was worth the effort.   
 
On the other hand, many salt making sites are attempting to consolidate tourism in their 
areas by promoting events related to salt, directed both towards the general as to the 
specialised public. About fifteen salt making sites hold regular festivals related to their salt 
heritage (Figure 2), some of which have lasted for decennia. These events are meant for the 
general public and often resemble more popular markets or fairs, but salt is always present 
to a certain extent. They receive thousands of visitors each, mainly coming from the 
surrounding regions. Again, the question arises whether this is “salt tourism” or not. In this 
cases, it seems that the visitors are more interested in just having a good time, rather than 
having a specialised interest in salt. The popularity of similar events related to, i.e. other 
foodstuffs (McBoyle 1996, Hall et al. 2003, Plummer et al. 2003), confirms this. 
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Figure 2: Map of salt festivals and international salt conferences in Europe (1997-2008) 
 
 
Also, in the last decennium, over a dozen international salt conferences have been held in 
different salt making sites in Europe, which have attracted a technical and academic public 
from all over the world (Figure 2).  In this case, perhaps a true salt tourism exists, as many 
of the delegates participating in these conferences coincides. No surprise, however, as salt 
making is part of their professional and/or personal lives and their travel choices are 
influenced by it. But this group is so small (a few hundreds of people, at the most), that it 
can hardly be considered representative.  
 
In conclusion, there does not seem to be a salt-based tourism and neither a strong potential 
for it, although hard figures to prove this are still pending. Nevertheless, present tourism 
trends favour a type of specialised tourism that positively affects salt heritage sites, 
especially when these already enjoy a protection status.  
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Annex 1: Salt museums which answered the questionnaire sent by A. Nasiadis 
(2004) 
 

Salt museums’ replies 
Bulgaria 
Salt Museum (Pomorie) 
Denmark 
Danmarks Saltcenter (Mariager) 
Læsø Saltsyderi (Læsø) 
France 
Saline Royale (Arc-et-Senans) 
Musée Intercommunal des Marais Salants (Batz-sur-Mer) 
Ecomusée du Marais Breton Vendeen – Le Daviaud (La Barre des Monts) 
Espace Sel et Nature / Terre de Sel (Guérande) 
La Maison des Paludiers (Saillé/Guérande) 
Musée du sel (Salies de Béarn) 
Les Salines de Salins-les-Bains (Salins-les-Bains) 
Germany 
Salz und Kali-Bergbaumuseum (Bad Salzdetfurth) 
Salzmuseum (Bad Sooden Allendorf) 
Deutsches Salzmuseum (Lüneburg) 
Great Britain 
Lion Saltworks Trust (Northwich) 
The Netherlands 
Zoutmuseum Delden (Delden) 
Poland 
Cracow Saltworks Museum (Wielizcka) 
Portugal 
Ecomuseu do Sal (Figueira da Foz) 
Spain 
Museu de la Sal Josep Arnau (Cardona, Barcelona) 
Switzerland 
Site Touristique des Minesde Sel de Bex (Bex) 
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Annex 2: Salt museums and interpretarion centers visited 
 

Salt museums visited 
Denmark 
Danmarks Saltcenter (Mariager) 
Læsø Saltsyderi (Læsø) 
France 
Ecomusée du Marais Salant (Île de Ré) 
Musée du sel (Salies de Béarn) 
Germany 
Deutsches Salzmuseum (Lüneburg) 
Great Britain 
Lion Saltworks Trust (Northwich) 
The Salt Museum (Northwich) 
The Netherlands 
Zoutmuseum Delden (Delden) 
Poland 
Cracow Saltworks Museum (Wielizcka) 
Portugal 
Ecomuseu do sal Marinha da Troncalhada (Aveiro) 
Centro de Interpretação do Parque Natural Sapal de Castro Marim e Vila Real de Santo 
António (Castro Marim) 
Ecomuseu do Sal (Figueira da Foz) 
Spain 
Parque Cultural La Muntanya de Sal (Cardona, Barcelona) 
Museu de la Sal Josep Arnau (Cardona, Barcelona) 
Museu de la Anxova i de la Sal (L’Escala, Girona) 
Centro de Interpretación Ajauque y Ramba Salada (Fortuna, Murcia) 
Salinar de Lo Roldán (Naval, Huesca) 
Centro de Interpretación Las Salinas (Poza de la Sal, Burgos) 
Centro de Visitantes de las salinas (Salinas de Añana, Álava) 
Museo de la Sal (Santa Pola, Alicante) 
 
 
 


