
Fish-Friendly Winter Sidewalk Maintenance 

Exercise your way to clean sidewalks!  

Want to know the most eco-friendly way to maintain a clear sidewalk this winter? Some people, especially 

napping teenagers, are not going to like it. Shovelling, sweeping and using ice choppers are your best 

options. After a proper warm-up they can also provide some healthy winter exercise.  

In addition to the mechanical solutions, many people choose to get some extra help from products found 

in a bag, either for creating traction (sand-type products) or to melt ice (salt-type products). The options 

can be overwhelming and confusing. Getting informed is your first step to maintaining a safe and fish-

friendly sidewalk this winter!  

The Trouble with Salt 

The vast majority of Canadians choose rock salt, also known as sodium chloride to melt and break up ice 

to make sidewalks safer to walk on. Cheap, effective to -10C; problem solved right? Well, actually, using 

rock salt creates other problems.  

All of the salt that is used on our roads and properties eventually makes its ways into our rivers and into 

our groundwater. The salt is harmful to aquatic life and causes trouble for humans too.  In Waterloo 

Region we get our drinking water from the ground and the river. Salt levels in the Region are on the rise 

as a result of winter salt application, spelling trouble for people on salt restricted diets.  Salt also rusts our 

cars, burns plants, damages concrete and wooden decking. Salt can irritate the feet of dogs and if 

ingested, can make our pets sick too. Once all of these costs are factored in, salt is not looking so cheap 

after all. (www.smartaboutsalt.com, 2012). 

Product pros and cons  

Beyond muscle power, what is the most eco-friendly bagged option to help you out? You’re not going to 

like this answer either. All of them have their benefits and drawbacks. Generally speaking though, the 

choice gets greener as you make your way down the list. 

(http://www.greenlivingonline.com/article/alternatives-rock-salt, 2012) 

 Sodium Chloride also known as rock salt, as discussed above, it’s effective working temperature is -10 

C. It costs about $3.50 for a 10 kg bag. 

 Potassium chloride is also known as the fertilizer potash. It’s effective working temperature is -7 C. It still 

has chlorides however and can burn vegetation if it is over applied.  

 Calcium chloride (effective working temperature of -26C) and magnesium chloride (effective working 

temperature of - 15C) require lower applications than rock salt but still contains chlorides. 

 Urea is a form of nitrogen, an important nutrient in fertilizers. For sidewalk maintenance it is five times as 

expensive as rock salt and it’s effective working temperature is -7 C. Once urea enters waterways, its 

fertilizing properties can cause algal blooms. When this algae decomposes it robs water supplies of 

oxygen and can kill fish.   

http://www.smartaboutsalt.com/
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 Calcium magnesium acetate and potassium acetate are considered the ‘greenest’ options since they 

contain no chlorides, partially degrade in soils and don’t corrode metal or concrete. Calcium magnesium 

acetate melts ice until -7C. Potassium acetate’s effective melting temperature is -32C. The kicker? They 

are 10-20 times as expensive as rock salt. 

 Sand is inexpensive and provides great traction on slippery surfaces. It does not melt ice. Read the 

packaging to make sure that the sand is not ‘pickled’, meaning mixed with salt. Remember to sweep sand 

off sidewalks and driveways on dry days so that it doesn’t end up going down the storm drain and coating 

riverbeds in the spring. Also, for permeable paving surfaces, sand can collect between bricks, preventing 

water flow and disabling their drainage function. 

The Big Picture 

So, what’s the answer when you’re staring at a long line of bagged options at the store? Ultimately, you’ll 

have to weigh the pros and cons and decide what’s best for you. Go right past the fancy packaging and 

straight to the ingredients label to make an informed choice.  

1. Try to avoid products with chloride. 

2.  Follow application directions to use as little of the product as possible to get the desired effect. 

3. Check the temperature outside since all de-icers stop working below a certain temperature. 

4. Spread products evenly on surfaces to avoid burning vegetation.  

5. Before an expected snowfall apply de-icers to reduce the total amount of product applied.  

6. On snow-free days sweep up excess salt, sand and de-icer to prevent it from being washed into 

storm sewers and into nearby waterways.  

The Fish and Dogs Thank You 

Using good old fashioned muscle power and applying bagged solutions sparingly and as directed, will 

help you to keep sidewalks safe to walk on and help to protect the environment too. Each property owner 

has the power to make a positive difference. The fish and dogs thank you. 

Smart About Salt™ 

A great province-wide salt reduction education and certification program was born right here in Waterloo 

Region. It is called Smart About Salt. Its goal is to work with snow operations and property owner/ 

managers to reduce the amount of salt applied while still maintaining public safety. They do not 

recommend any particular de-icers but instead teach participants about improving site conditions and 

wisely managing the use of salt. If you would like to know more about this program click 

www.smartaboutsalt.com.  

Free Community Workshop 

If you would like to learn more about the Smart About Salt program, get some great winter maintenance 

tips and bundle up and head outside to try a variety of chippers, shovels and salt alternatives, then 

register for REEP’s Driveways and Sidewalks on a Low Salt Diet workshop Thursday, February 9th at REEP 

http://www.smartaboutsalt.com/


House for Sustainable Living, 20 Mill Street in Kitchener. To register contact REEP at www.reepgreen.ca, 

info@reepgreen.ca, 519-744-9799.  
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