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There’s a reason your doctor asks 
you to limit your intake of salt. Yes, 
you need some salt to live, but too 

much is bad for you.  
An excess of salt is harmful to all forms 
of life. An imbalance of salt in the cells of 
living things, be they plants or animals, 
launches a process of osmosis that causes 
cells to shrink. When cells shrink, they 

become damaged—and that damage 
causes all kinds of havoc for your body, 
for a fish in a freshwater stream, for 
insects, for flowers, and for trees. 

Too much salt is also bad for our 
cars and the bridges we cross each day. 
The chemistry is different from the way 
salt harms living things, but anything 
made of iron or steel is at risk of cor-
rosion or structural failure if routinely 
exposed to salt.

Salt is not a mineral native to New 
Hampshire, but due in large part to the 

hundreds of thousands of tons of salt 
applied to our roads, parking lots, side-
walks, and driveways every winter, salt 
has permeated our natural environment. 
Our precious fresh waters are becoming 
saltier each year.

Based in Effingham, Green Mountain 
Conservation Group (GMCG) conducts 
research, education, advocacy, and land 

conservation to protect the waters we 
enjoy, the groundwater we drink, and 
all of the natural resources that make 
the greater Saco River Watershed and 
Carroll County such a special place to 
live and recreate.

One of our core programs is water 
quality monitoring. For the last 20 years, 
we have collected and tested samples 
from lakes and streams from the Sand-
wich Range of New Hampshire to the 
Sacopee Valley of Maine. We monitor 
waters familiar to all those who live here 

and all those who come here to hike, 
kayak, swim, and fish: the Bearcamp 
River; the Swift River; the Pine River; the 
Ossipee River, and all of the vast Ossipee 
Lake system, including Leavitt Bay, Broad 
Bay, Berry Bay, and the Danforth Ponds.  

GMCG has amassed a 
comprehensive multi-year database 
tracking a variety of parameters such as 
pH, turbidity, tem-

perature, dissolved oxygen, phosphorous, 
and salinity.  

Our research has identified a variety 
of specific concerns at specific water 
bodies, but there is one trend we have 
documented at over 85 percent of all 
the sites we sample: salinity levels are 
rising, and at many sites, salinity readings 
have exceeded levels deemed by the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency to be 
unsuitable for aquatic life.  

GMCG’s data mirror findings of 
the New Hampshire Department of 
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Environmental Services (NHDES), which 
currently rates 50 NH water bodies as 
“chloride-impaired” based upon federal 
Clean Water Act (CWA) standards. In 
2008, only 18 New Hampshire water 
bodies failed to meet CWA standards.

These upward trends will persist 
as long as we persist in salting winter 
roads the way they have been salted for 
decades. The good news is that winter 
travel can remain safe with a lot less salt. 
From small changes at home to large 
changes that can be made by municipal-
ities and private contractors, there is a 
path to saving New Hampshire’s lakes 
and streams from this annual onslaught 
of toxic salt.  

Identifying Possible Solutions
There are some emerging alternatives 
to salt, such as beet juice and various 
organic compounds that provide traction 

on snow and ice. However, until such 
alternatives are more widely available, 
the first, achievable step is simply to 
use less salt. Research indicates that 
everyone from municipalities to private 
contractors to homeowners typically 
spread 50 to 75 percent more rock salt 
than necessary.

Brining – the best solution so far
Modernized salt spreading equipment 
with calibration systems is helping to 
reduce such waste, but the best way to 
dramatically reduce the salting of New 
Hampshire’s waters over the next few 
years will be for every town and every 
private contractor to incorporate brining 
into their winter road maintenance 
routines. Brining is a process through 
which road salts are dissolved in water 
before they are applied to roads, parking 
lots, and driveways. 

Road maintenance brine, a solution 
with a ratio of 23 percent salt-to-water, 
lowers the freezing temperature of water 
to approximately 18°F. Applied to dry 
surfaces prior to a storm, brine has been 
found to be more effective in melting ice 
and snow than regular rock salt, while 
reducing salt applications by more than 
50 percent. In the face of rising costs—
commercial salt prices have increased 
at 25 percent for most NH towns since 
2020—brining offers a significant 
financial benefit in addition to protecting 
our natural resources.

In 2021, the town of Madison be-
came the first in the Mt. Washington Val-
ley region to acquire brining equipment. 
Much was learned, and in the spring of 
2022, the town’s public works depart-
ment invited officials from towns across 
the region for a presentation on their 
experience and an exhibition of their new 
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The graph above shows chloride levels for surface waters in six towns monitored by Green Mountain Conservation group over the last 
two decades. The graph on the right shows sodium levels. Sodium and chloride are the components of rock salt (NaCl), which is the 
most commonly used salt by NH road crews. For surface waters to be rated “pristine", sodium and chloride levels must be below 
10mg/liter (noted by horizontal red line). Visit www.gmcg.org/research/water-quality-program-data for additional information.

equipment. As the town prepares for the coming winter, it is 
working with officials from the University of New Hampshire to 
troubleshoot and acquire best practices for applying the liquid 
brine to town roads. 

Marilee Enus, the director of the UNH Technology Transfer 
Center, which oversees the Green SnowPro training program, 
works with towns across New Hampshire to support their 
adoption of new, salt-reducing winter maintenance strategies. 
She observes, “There are a variety of materials in use for 
fighting snow and ice, and the decision around what and when 
to apply depends upon variables such as the weather condition, 
road surface condition, pavement temperatures, precipitation 
forecast, dew point, amount of sunlight, and many other vari-
ables. Liquids, treated salts, and processes such as pre-wetting 
and pre-treating—and using salt brine—can all have a role in 
effective winter operations, including maintaining safe, effective 
roadways, while minimizing the impact of chlorides (salt) and 
silica (sand) on the environment.” 

New Hampshire Green SnowPro-certified Program
In 2012 the New Hampshire House and Senate passed leg-
islation that led to the establishment of the Green SnowPro 
Program, one of the first such initiatives in the country. Admin-
istered by the NH Department of Environmental Services and 
UNH, the program offers training and certification in the best 
practices for winter road maintenance, with an emphasis on 
maintaining safe roadways while using less salt. 

The law further provides that Green SnowPro-certified pro-

fessionals (and the property owners who hire them) are granted 
liability protection against damages arising from snow and ice 
conditions. For additional information, visit www.des.nh.gov/
land/roads/road-salt-reduction/green-snowpro-certification.

Additional Ways to Help
Get involved! If you live in a town that has not acquired brining 
equipment, you can make a difference by contacting your town 
administrator or board of selectmen and urge them to research 
the benefits of brining. You can also check to see if your town’s 
road maintenance personnel are Green SnowPro-certified. 

You and your family can brine your own driveway. It is easy. 
Just mix rock salt and warm water at a ratio of one part salt 
to three parts water (that’s about two pounds of salt for every 
gallon of water). Use a garden sprayer or watering can to apply 
sparingly—a light coating is all that is needed.  

For traction, use sand instead of rock salt. Sand has its 
downsides as well—as it releases unwanted contaminants such 
as phosphorous—but overall, it is not as harmful to the envi-
ronment as salt. Other materials to treat your walkways include 
coffee grounds, kitty litter, and sawdust.  

Share the facts
Green Mountain Conservation Group strives to promote and in-
spire environmental action founded on science. Road salts are a 
serious problem. We know they are a serious problem because 
we have the hard data to prove it. Unlike some environmental 
threats, this is a problem that everyone can help solve by 

Salt Impacts in Ossipee Watershed
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spreading the word and by changing their ways. The next 
time you see a neighbor casting a heavy swath of rock salt 
across their driveway or sidewalk, start a conversation. 
Talk about how that salt is going to dissolve into some-
one’s water. It might be the nearby stream where people 
fish and children play. It might be a wetland, home to an 
abundance of life that relies on fresh water. Or it might be 
their very own well water.  

For additional information about the science and 
solutions, visit www.saltresponsibly.org. Let’s all do our 
part to keep New Hampshire’s winters safe—and our 
waters pure—for the next generation.

The mission of Green 
Mountain Conserva-
tion Group (GMCG), a 
501(c)(3) charitable 
organization estab-
lished in 1997, is “to 
promote an awareness 
of and appreciation for 
clean water and the 

wise use of shared natural resources across the Ossipee 
Watershed and advocate strategies to protect them.” WHITE MOUNTAIN INDEPENDENTS
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Gift-giving 
made easy!
Gift certificates can be 
redeemed at any of our 
20+ member retailers!

Purchase certificates in increments of $25 online!

• Assets Jean Co.
• Bavarian Chocolate Haus
• Cathedral Ledge Distillery 

• The Christmas Loft 
• Designed Gardens 

Flower Studio
• Discount Beverage
• Fields of Ambrosia 

• Flossie’s General Store
• Four Your Paws Only 

• The Handcrafter’s Barn 
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Consignment Boutique

• Jewelry by Tim & Friends 
• The Local Grocer

• North Conway Olive Oil Co. 
• North Country Fair Jewelers
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• Ragged Mountain Equipment 
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• The Rugged Mill
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• Valley Artisans 
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• Veno’s Specialty 
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• White Birch Books
• White Mountain Winery

Salt and Pets
The salt on sidewalks, parking lots, and roads can help 
keep us safe from icy patches in the winter time, but salt 
isn’t good for our pets.

• Shovel the snow away before using ice melt products
• Sweep or shovel once ice has melted
• Use paw wax to create a protective barrier on paws
• Booties can also help and keep paws warm too
• Don’t allow pets to lick their paws
• Wipe down paws after going outside
• Encourage family and friends to follow these tips

For more information, visit www.saltsmart.org/
how-winter-salt-affects-our-pets.




