
 
 
 
Q. �I have heard that de-icing salts are bad for trees, is that true? 
 

A.  Yes, sodium chloride is bad for any tree and can be very damaging to some 
species in particular.  When road salt enters a plant’s root system, it 
prevents plants from absorbing water through their roots and creates a drought 
situation.  Evergreen trees have a crown to maintain through winter's winds and 
will quickly wane without a steady supply of water.  The old phrase "Water, water 
everywhere and not a drop to drink." comes to mind.  The effect of de-icing salt is 
most often seen along our highways where the trees nearest the road turn orange 
from their exposure to the salt.  In areas where salt is used regularly, leeching 
can occur and plants some distance from the treated area can be harmed as well.  
Parking lot trees are often killed or injured when salt-saturated snow is 
repeatedly piled against them throughout the snowy months.  Sugar Maple as well 
as members of the beech, birch and poplar families are the least tolerant to de-
icing salts.  The oak family, pin oak in particular, is rather resistant to such 
punishment. A mature tree struggling with regular salt injury will gradually 
decline and develop smaller leaves, fewer leaves and suffer dieback at the branch 
ends.  Smaller, newly planted or weakened trees can be killed in one season's 
abuse.  Human safety is always the first consideration but if you can apply 
sand rather than salt on a walkway it will be better for any nearby plants.  No 
doubt, the sand is more work to clean-up in the spring, but shade sure is nice later 
that summer.    
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