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Road Salt & The Water Cycle

ROAD SALT (SODIUM CHLORIDE) 
IS A DE-ICING AGENT 

IT IS USED FOR WINTER ROAD 
MAINTENANCE



Road Salt & The Water Cycle

Madison-area lakes and groundwater show rising sodium 
and chloride levels that are related to winter road salt

Over the last twenty years, sodium and chloride levels 
have more than tripled at some City of Madison wells

Deep aquifer wells are less vulnerable but still show 
signs of impact



Chloride in Madison-Area Lakes

Source:  Road Salt Report 2022



Chloride in Select Madison Wells
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Examples of Best Practices:
    Responsible Use of Salt

Allison Madison
Program Manager



Allison Madison
wisaltwise@gmail.com



Bill Hintz, University of Toledo



Chemical cocktail formation and soil salinization
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2024 Program Impact
• 11 agency trainings
• 9 equipment open houses
• 16 workshops
• 1,000+ industry professionals 



Addressing barriers:
Liability
Funding
Public Perception

● 900+ registrants
● 30+ states
● 3,000+ views



Next Steps
• 2026

• Revamp “Salt Wise certified” contractor 
program

• Virtual and in-person workshops for property 
managers/contract signers

• EASY collaborations
• Join a Wednesday Webinar
• Sign up for our quarterly newsletter
• Like us and share posts on social media
• wisaltwise@gmail.com

• Secure funding for 2026
• Call/email state legislators - $5 grant program
• Water utilities across the state?!?
• Other ideas?
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Snow Response:
Effects on Drinking Water

Charlie Romines
Streets Division Superintendent



Streets Division & Salting
Winter 2025 Charlie Romines Streets Division Superintendent



Not a New Problem

• All the salt from every salt user down on sidewalks, parking lots, and
roads finds its way into our waters

• Enters the storm drains and out into our lakes & infiltrates our
drinking water.

• This has been a known problem for decades.
• See this Capital Times article from 1977.

• We must be cautious with salt



The Salt Problem Isn’t Just a Madison
Problem



Dane County 
Highway

University

Private lots & 
roads

Other 
municipalities

City of Madison is not the only salt applicator in the area



How does the Streets Division use salt on the
roads?



Salt spread on 
salt routes only.

Salt applied at rates 
appropriate for weather 

conditions.

782 miles of traffic lanes 
that make up the main 

thoroughfares.

32 individual trucks cover 
these routes. Each truck 
takes roughly 3 hours to 
complete 1 lap through 
route under best case 

conditions.

Used by Metro Buses, near 
schools, near emergency 
services (hospitals, fire 

stations, etc.)

Map is available at www.cityofmadison.com/winter

http://www.cityofmadison.com/winter


How does the Streets 
Division Control Salt Use

Pre-treat brining when conditions allow



Salt Applicator Trainings Improved Salt Use Tracking

Equipment Calibration

How the
Streets
Division
Controls
Salt Use

Route Evaluations & Reductions



Still Learning and Improving

Vaisala GroundCast monitors to help get more 
accurate pavement temperatures

Piloting new style of plow blade that may 
conform with the road surface better



What Salt Routes Look Like (Eventually)
Salt, time, temperature, and traffic combine to help make roads free from snow (mostly).

This is Olin Ave between S. Park Street and John Nolen Drive.



When it’s it’s too cold to salt.
This is Colony Drive between Inner and Gammon. It’s part of the salt route for John Muir Elementary. 
Sand used for traction since temperatures were below 20 degrees.



This is a plowed residential street.



Magnesium Chloride (New for 2024-
2025)



Average Tons of Salt Used by the Streets Division from 
Winter of 2018-19 to Winter of 2023-24:

8,199.88 tons
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Questions / Comments ?
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