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BRIEFING NOTE

To: Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks
From: Ontario Water Works Association
Date: April 17, 2025

Winter Salt Management and Environmental, Human Health and Infrastructure Impacts, and
the Need for a regulatory framework

Introduction

While best practices and guidelines for road salt application exist, the inconsistent
implementation across municipalities and private properties of varying sizes and resources
presents significant challenges. Winter salting levels of service are often driven by public
expectations for clear pathways, which exacerbates the issue. While roads have minimum
maintenance standards under the Highway Traffic Act, the lack of regulation for parking lots
and sidewalks, coupled with these public expectations, further complicates the situation.
Contractors, despite Smart-About-Salt training, often oversalt due to liability concerns.

Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive framework with financial support, public
education, and liability reform to promote responsible salt use and environmental protection.
This is essential to support source water protection efforts, as outlined in the Clean Water Act
and ensure the sustainability of drinking water resources.

Recommendations

1. Standardize Liability Protections: Introduce legislation to protect municipalities and
property owners from unreasonable liability when they follow approved salt management
practices.

2. Develop Salt Use Guidelines: Establish and promote updated best management practices
for road salt application that balance safety and environmental sustainability.

3. Mandate Salt Reduction Targets: Set province-wide targets for reducing road salt usage
and support municipalities and private property owners in meeting these goals.

4. Encourage Alternative De-Icing Methods: Invest in research and provide incentives for
adopting environmentally friendly de-icing materials and technologies.
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5.

Public Education Campaigns: Launch awareness initiatives to educate the public and
property managers on the environmental impact of over-salting and how to safely reduce
salt use.

Provide Funding for Solutions: Allocate funding for training programs, infrastructure
improvements (e.g., snow-melting systems), and monitoring efforts to track salt usage and
environmental impacts.

Consideration should be given to a province-wide approach: Evaluate the potential for
legislated requirements mandating municipalities, contractors, and businesses outside of
vulnerable drinking water source protection areas to also develop and implement salt
management/winter maintenance plans. Expanding beyond the vulnerable areas will make
mitigation significantly more effective. These plans should adhere to best practices,
minimize environmental harm, and protect drinking water aquifers, which are expected to
exceed 25- and 50-year time-of-travel lifespans.

Enhancing the Clean Water Act (CWA)
Potential enhancements to the CWA in Ontario could provide stronger tools to address over-
salting and its impact on water quality:

1.

Incorporate Road Salt Management into Source Protection Plans: Require municipalities
and private property owners to assess and mitigate the impact of salt application as part of
their obligations under the Act.

Mandatory Salt Management Plans: Make it a legal requirement for municipalities,
contractors, and businesses to develop and implement risk management plans/salt
management plans that adhere to best practices and minimize environmental harm.
Stronger Monitoring and Reporting Requirements: Mandate regular reporting on salt
usage, runoff impacts, and water quality in vulnerable areas, ensuring compliance with
source water protection goals.

Support Monitoring and Reporting Burden: Collaborate with municipalities and Source
Protection Authorities to identify optimal strategies for monitoring and enforcing salt
management plans and support their implementation through funding structures.

Set Explicit Water Quality Standards for Chloride Levels: Include enforceable chloride
concentration limits in source protection areas to drive reductions in salt use and improve
freshwater quality.

Incentives for Low-Salt Practices: Amend the CWA to create financial or regulatory
incentives for municipalities and businesses to adopt alternative de-icing methods or
technologies.

Liability Reform in Source Protection Areas: Provide limited liability protection for
municipalities, property owners and contractors who comply with approved salt
management practices to reduce over-application motivated by legal concerns.
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8. Enhanced Public Education Provisions: Expand the CWA’s requirements for public
education to focus on the environmental and health impacts of road salt, promoting
community involvement in reducing salt usage.

Advocating for the New Hampshire Liability Model

A thorough evaluation and consideration of New Hampshire’s commercial and municipal snow
and ice management training and certification program, which grants liability protection to
certified commercial salt applicators and the property or business owners who employ them, as
a potential model for Ontario, with the following considerations:

1. Assessment of Success: Evaluate the success of New Hampshire's liability legislation, which
provides protection for certified commercial salt applicators and property owners who hire
them.

2. Learning from Barriers: Understand the barriers faced by Minnesota, where similar
legislation was unsuccessful. This will help identify potential challenges and solutions for
implementing such a program in Ontario.

3. Leveraging Existing Programs: Encourage the use of Smart-About-Salt and similar
Landscape Ontario programming (in development) in support of the New Hampshire model
to enhance salt management practices while addressing liability concerns.

4. Addressing Contractor Concerns: Even contractors using programs like Smart-About-Salt
note that liability concerns drive them to use excessive salt. Addressing liability through
legislation can encourage more responsible salt use while maintaining safety.

Background

The widespread application of winter road salt on municipal highways and private properties is
a growing concern due to its impact on water quality, infrastructure, and public health. Over-
salting, often done to ensure road and walkway safety, leads to runoff that contaminates
freshwater systems, harming aquatic ecosystems and degrading drinking water sources (surface
and groundwater). Further, oversalting also impacts sidewalks, roadways and structures which
causes the need to more frequent capital upgrades. The liability risk faced by municipalities and
property owners if icy conditions result in car accidents or slip-and-fall incidents often
encourages excessive salt use, creating a cycle where environmental harm escalates alongside
public safety concerns.

Source Water Protection Impacts: Effective source water protection is crucial to safeguarding
drinking water sources from the detrimental impacts of salt as outlined by the Clean Water Act,
2006. Municipalities face significant challenges in managing winter maintenance on parking
lots, particularly in areas without Issue Contributing Areas (ICAs), where enforceable actions are
limited. Even in regions with ICAs, the minimal legislative framework and insufficient resources
hinder effective enforcement. Additionally, there is a pressing need to shift public mindset
towards sustainable practices. However, education and outreach programs often encounter
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public resistance, underscoring the necessity for unified messaging supported by a robust
regulatory framework. Addressing these issues holistically will ensure the long-term protection
of our vital drinking water sources.

Environmental Impact: Salt splits into sodium and chloride ions, causing soil structure damage,
vegetation harm, groundwater contamination, and accumulation in aquatic ecosystems, leading
to biodiversity loss. It can also affect frog and fish populations and make environments more
vulnerable to invasive species like zebra mussels. A study released in 2014 found that roadside
plants contain much higher levels of salt than other plants of the same species, which can alter
the development of butterflies that feed on them.

Human Health and Safety: High levels of chloride in drinking water can pose health risks,
including hypertension and other cardiac-related diseases. The Ontario Drinking Water Quality
Standards (ODWQS) set aesthetic objectives for sodium and chloride levels to ensure the safety
and acceptability of drinking water. Additionally, the liability risk for municipalities and property
owners due to icy conditions can lead to excessive salt use, which exacerbates environmental
and health issues.

Infrastructure Impact: Salt corrodes metals, concrete walks, parking decks, doorways, and
vehicles. It also damages electrical components in vehicles, elevators, escalators, and security
systems, and behaves like 100-grit sandpaper, destroying flooring, carpeting, and clothing.
Studies have confirmed that every ton of salt applied results in thousands of dollars of
extraneous expense, with the full life cycle impact of 1 ton of road salt valued at approximately
$5,500 CDN ($4,000 USD).

Fiscal Benefits: Proper management of road salt can lead to significant cost savings. Bulk
purchasing of road salt reduces per-ton costs compared to bagged alternatives. Additionally,
reducing salt application rates and encouraging proper salt storage can prevent costly damage
to infrastructure and vehicles. Implementing best practices for salt management can also
reduce the need for frequent resupply trips and ensure preparedness during heavy storms.

Challenges Identified

o Liability Reform: Contractors, even with Smart-About-Salt training, often oversalt to
mitigate liability risks. The fear of being held responsible for accidents or slip-and-fall
incidents drives excessive salt use.

e Regulatory Framework: Despite existing best practices and guidelines for road salt
application, municipalities of varying sizes and resources face various challenges resulting in
consistent implementation. This inconsistency is exacerbated by public expectations for
clear pathways, and the lack of regulation for parking lots and sidewalks further impedes
the ability to implement requirements for best practices.

e Education and Outreach: There is a pressing need to shift public mindset towards
sustainable practices. However, education and outreach programs often encounter
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resistance, highlighting the necessity for unified messaging supported by a robust
regulatory framework to ensure the long-term protection of drinking water sources.

Conclusion

In conclusion, addressing the challenges of winter salt management requires a comprehensive
regulatory framework that balances public safety, environmental protection, and liability
concerns. By adopting best practices, promoting public education, and considering successful
models like New Hampshire's Green SnowPro Program and associated legislation, Ontario can
enhance its salt management strategies, safeguard drinking water sources, and ensure
sustainable winter maintenance practices.

Supporting Information

e Good Roads MMS 3rd 5-Year Review Amendments

e New Hampshire Road Salt Reduction

e Smart About Salt Council - Home

e Road Salt Reduction | NH Department of Environmental Services

e Commercial Green SnowPro Certification | NH Department of Environmental ...
e Municipal Green SnowPro Certification | NH Department of Environmental ...



