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With this winter's weather handing us all a lot of icy conditions, on our driveways and roads, it 

seems like a good idea to know where our road salt comes from.  

A few years ago, the Cary Institute in New York state did research on the whys and wherefores 

of road salt. It is interesting to note that road salt use for icy roads began right here in New 

Hampshire in 1938. It turned out to be successful in de-icing, and in the 1941-42 winter, 5,000 

tons of salt were used nationwide. Today, that number is estimated at over 10-20 million tons. 

That large number has caused concern with regard to the environmental impact, including 

drinking water supplies. Standard road salt is sodium chloride, same as table salt. However, you 

wouldn't want to eat road salt, because, while it is the same chemically, it is not processed to 

remove inedible chemicals and contains some anti-caking chemicals such as ferrocyanide. (Some 

road sand also includes small amounts of salt, to keep the sand grains from freezing together.)  

According to a recent article in the Boston Globe, New England salt comes from many countries-

such as Mexico, Egypt, Ireland, Australia, and Chile. It may take about 2 weeks for salt to arrive 

in local ports. In NH, salt is brought into Portsmouth, to the Granite State Minerals Company, 

which imports salt primarily from South America.  It then is unloaded from the ships at the 

terminal on Market Street.  If we have a particularly bad winter, the bulk salt shipment timelines 

can be tricky, because there are only so many bulk freighters available worldwide.  

According to GSM's general manager, there are 2 kinds of road salt: the first is mined in Europe. 

the second is "solar salt", derived when sea water is poured onto flat land and evaporated. This is 

a common practice at coastal salt farms in South America. Mined salt has a dirtier look, while 

solar salt looks more like table salt. GSM tries to get its stock of road salt in the springtime. 

Prices vary depending on hurricanes, fuel costs, and competition for ocean bulk freighters with 

other customers in China, Brazil or India.  

While the use of salt roads saves lives, reduces injuries, vehicle damage and productivity loss 

due to accidents, there are other hidden, longer term costs, such as corrosion of infrastructure and 

vehicles, and remediation of surface and ground water supplies.  

NH's Department of Transportation (DOT) has used anti-icing alternatives to road salt. The 

primary one is salt brining. This technique can reduce the use of salt up to 40%, saving money 

and the environment. Salt brine is a liquid solution of water with approximately 2.2 pounds of 

dissolved salt per gallon. However, it needs to be a road pre-treatment and cannot be used when 

rain is expected in a storm. Salt costs vary quite a bit, with many variables involved. But salt 

brining is less expensive than regular road salt, and both of these de-icing materials are less 

expensive than calcium chloride. However, an advantages of calcium chloride are that it is not 

corrosive and is more environmentally friendly. 



So where does the salt go after the ice thaws? Unfortunately, the salt can find its way into 

streams, lakes, ponds, and rivers and ground water. If the levels get sufficiently high, it is 

detrimental to ecosystems and can contaminate drinking water supplies. In NH, as of 2010, 40 

water bodies were impaired by chloride. According to NH Department of Environmental 

Services (DES), the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) requires drinking water to be 

monitored for sodium and public water suppliers to report to local health authorities any 

concentration above 20 mg sodium per liter of water (20mg/l). While chloride is not toxic to 

human health at low levels, it does pose taste and odor issues at concentrations exceeding 250 

mg/l. Trends show that increase in chloride in water is linked to the amount of road salt used in 

an area. That is why there are efforts to limit the use of salt in or around water resources, with 

salt reduction programs. Other sections of the country have even tried cheese brine, beet brine, 

pickle juice, and molasses. These creative approaches have had limited success, let's say, due to 

sticky results.  

So for now,  road salt is still the answer to icy conditions, but we should use it wisely! 

 

 

 

 


