Icy Roads and Salty Water

It finally happened. New Year’s Eve arrived and along with it a real snow storm. Call me crazy, but when Colorado was slammed with two blizzards in a row last month, part of me was a little jealous. It’s not that I enjoy taking my life into my hands every time I hit the snow-laden roads to drive to work, but faced with the alternative of day after day of dreary, mind-numbing rain; I’ll choose the snow any day. 


When it comes to winter weather, it seems that there are two kinds of Minnesotans. The first curses the snow as it billows in, cranks up the thermostat to combat the frigid air and buys plane tickets for a tropical destination. My husband Gary clearly falls into this first category (We leave for Central America in a week). 


The second group of Minnesotans secretly relishes the adventure of winter. With the snow comes the opportunity for sledding, skiing and snowmobiling. Sub-zero temperatures mean the lakes will be amply covered in ice for skating and ice fishing. A hike in the woods becomes an intellectual challenge – what animals created the crisscrossing tracks and burrowing tunnels and who left that spray of yellow snow at the foot of the tree? If you haven’t already guessed, I fall into this second group of Minnesotans (I’m heading up north for a ski trip the week we return from Central America).

Not sure yet whether you love or hate winter? Don’t worry; you’ll have plenty of time to make up your mind. Winter in Minnesota lasts a long, long time. In fact, it may seem odd to talk about water quality at this time of year, when our lakes are buried under a layer of ice, our swimsuits are wadded up at the bottom of a dresser drawer, and the spring fishing opener is still months away. However, even in January, there are things we can do to ensure that our lakes and rivers will be fishable and swimable come summer.

Road salt poses one of the larger threats to water quality during the winter. Salt splashed from the road kills nearby vegetation and can leave a border of dead and dying trees and shrubs along major roadways. Excess sodium from the most commonly used road salt, sodium chloride, destroys soil structure, which reduces its ability to retain water and increases the amount of erosion. Both sodium and chloride can also leach into subsurface groundwater supplies, impacting the water we drink. Many cities, Minneapolis and St. Paul included, have begun to experiment with other, less harmful chemicals to keep winter roads ice-free. They are also beginning to apply road salt more methodically, pre-treating major roads before a storm hits and applying only enough salt to keep ice from building up. 

At your home, you can prevent pollution to local lakes and rivers by limiting the amount of salt and deicers you use on your driveways and sidewalks. As a rule of thumb, if there is a layer of salt remaining on your driveway after the ice melts, you used too much salt. If you do have excess sand or salt, sweep it up and throw it away so that it is not washed into the storm sewer or a nearby lake. 

Whether you spend your winters on top of the ski hills or under the covers, we can all make smart decisions to protect the quality of the natural resources we enjoy throughout the year. 

Angie Hong is an educator with the East Metro Water Resource Education Program. She can be reached at (651) 275-1136 x. 35 angie.hong@mnwcd.org
