Effects of road deicing salts on soil microorganisms
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ABSTRACT
In this study, the effects of road salting on the quality of forest soils near the road were monitored in the Krkonoše Mountains (Czech Republic). Physical, chemical properties and microbial parameters of soils were determined
and the toxic potentials of soil water extracts were evaluated using the bacterial tests (Microtox and Pseudomonas
putida growth inhibition test). Increased concentrations of Na+ ions (up to 100 mg/kg) and pH values up to 8 were found closer to the road. Microbial biomass and respiration activity were significantly reduced at the roadside
(ANOVA; P < 0.05), and the metabolic quotients showed that the microbial community was apparently under
stress. Large stimulation of Pseudomonas putida growth was determined, especially for salinized samples closest
to the road. Oppositely, results showed the unsuitability of bacteria toxicity tests in such cases of pollution. Assessment of intrinsic soil microbial communities is more ecologically relevant and shows the effects that cannot be
detected by bacterial toxicity tests.
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In many countries, large quantities of deicing
agents have been used for decades to melt snow
and ice from roads during the winter season; it
is a serious environmental problem also in the
Czech Republic. Sodium chloride (NaCl) is the
most common and preferred deicing agent due to
low price, easy availability, storage and handling.
In the United States, an amount of eight to twelve
million tons of road-salt (NaCl) are applied per
year (Wegner and Yaggi 2001). Calcium, potassium,
and magnesium chlorides or calcium magnesium
acetate are also frequently used. In the Czech
Republic, about 300 000 metric tonnes of chemical deicers are used per winter season, of which
sodium chloride represents 98%. Despite all of the
advantages for traffic safety improvement, there
are also many adverse effects following the use
of deicer chemicals, namely increased levels of
chloride and sodium ions in the environment.
Sodium chloride from road runoff is responsible
for increased salinity or osmolality of surface and
ground waters still several months after the last

road treatment (Thunqvist 2004). Ramakrishna
and Viraraghavatan (2005) reported that this could
reduce water circulation, reaeration in lower depth
that results in changes in population or community
structure of aquatic biota. Such effects of deicer
salts on freshwater organisms and aquatic ecosystems have been frequently reported (Sanzo and
Hecnar 2006). Acute toxicity effects of chloride
on aquatic invertebrates are observed at relatively
elevated concentration (thousands of mg/l), however such concentrations can occur in some ponds
and wetlands (Benbow and Merritt 2004).
In soil environment, salt transport, infiltration
and effects depend on a variety of factors and local
conditions, such as the slope of the roadside, soil
type, proportion of silt and clay, and vegetation
cover (Ramakrishna and Viraraghavatan 2005).
Increasing amount of Na + and Cl – affects soil
structure, dispersion, permeability and osmotic
potential and leads to loss of soil stability and
also to osmotic stress for vegetation and for soil
macro- and microorganisms. It has also been found
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that deicing agents (NaCl and calcium magnesium acetate) may facilitate mobility of several
heavy metals found in roadside soils (Backstroma
et al. 2004). The Na + can also affect soil fertility by exchanging with available nutrients in the
soil complex that could eventually lead to cation
leaching and subsequently to nutrient deficiencies
(Bouzille et al. 2001).
A number of studies reported damages to soil
structure and negative effects on vegetation near
roads (Butler and Addison 2000, CzerniawskaKusza et al. 2004) or negative impacts of deicing
salt on terrestrial organisms in laboratory tests
(Sanzo and Hecnar 2006). On the other hand,
relatively few studies have dealt with the impact
of deicing salts on soil microbial community so
far. The inhibition of sensitive soil microorganisms
was observed at NaCl concentration of 90 mg/l
and soil nitrification was significantly reduced at
the concentration of about 100 mg/kg sodium and
150 mg/kg chlorides (Butler and Addison 2000).
In this study we focused on evaluating effects of
road salting on soil microorganisms in real field
situation.
Soil microorganisms are crucial in the maintenance of structure, quality and fertility of soils.
Microbial biomass, its activity and other parameters of soil microbial community are generally
accepted as important indicators of soil quality
and health. They can serve as early warning of any
stress situation in soil environment (Schloter et
al. 2003). Hence, it is necessary to investigate how
microbial communities are affected by salinization
related to using road deicing salts.
In our study, the effects of road salting on soil
quality near a road in the Krkonoše Mountains
(Czech Republic) were monitored. The state of
the soil microbial community was assessed by
measuring microbial biomass and respiration activity. The toxicity of soil extracts was evaluated
using standard bacterial tests. Results from these
two different approaches were compared and also
related to the changes of soil physical chemical
properties at different distances from the road.
MATERIAL AND METHODS
Soil sampling
The study was performed in the Krkonoše
Mountains (located in the northern part of the
Czech Republic) in August 2004. Sampling sites
were chosen in a forest area along the main road,
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which follows a contour line in the middle of the
hillside. This road is periodically treated with
deicing salts (particularly by sodium chloride) during each winter season. In the season 2003/2004,
more than 40 tonnes of deicing salts were used per
kilometre of road in this region. Three transect
lines (A, B and C) perpendicularly to the road
were selected with approximately 10 m spacing.
The transect lines A and B were characterized by
mixed forest (about 60–80 years old) and slope
of terrain approximately 30°. The transect line C
was characterized by 20-years old spruce forest
and slope 5–7°.
Four points were sampled at different distance
from the road at each transect line. Control points
free from salts (A control, B control and C control)
were taken at the uphill, 50 m above the road.
Points, where the effects of salting were expected,
were sampled at the downslope, below the road,
along the possible runoff : roadside points 1 m
from the road (A 1 m, B 1 m, C 1 m), points 10 m
from the road (A 10 m, B 10 m, C 10 m) and points
30 m from the road (A 30 m, B 30 m, C 30 m).
Representative samples of the surface humus layer
(0–10 cm) were taken at each sampling point.
Soil was sampled, manipulated and stored in
accordance with ISO 10381-6 (1993). For the
microbiological analysis and toxicity tests, fresh
soils were sieved (< 2 mm) and stored at 4°C in
darkness until analysis. For physical-chemical
analyses soil was air-dried at laboratory temperature. Maximal water holding capacity (WHC) and
dry matter of the soils were measured according
to Forster (1995).
The following physical-chemical characteristics
of samples were measured by standard methods described in Forster (1995): soil pH value,
cation exchange capacity (CEC), conductivity,
base saturation (BS), exchangeable acidity (portion of the CEC occupied by H + and Al 3+ ions),
organic carbon content (C org), ion concentrations
in water and BaCl 2 extracts and total Zn and Cd
concentrations.
Microbial parameters
A set of microbiological parameters of soils
was measured, including microbial biomass content, basal and substrate-induced respiration.
All measurements were carried out in triplicates
using 10 g portions of soil. Microbial biomass
was measured as microbial carbon content (C bio)
by the chloroform fumigation extraction method
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according to ISO 14240-2 (1997). Organic carbon
was extracted with 0.5M K 2SO 4 from non-fumigated and chloroform fumigated soil samples and
then determined by dichromate digestion. The
soil microbial biomass (C bio ) was calculated as
differences between organic carbon in fumigated
and non-fumigated variants.
Basal and substrate induced respiration were
analyzed after 4 days of soil preincubation at 40%
of WHC and 20 ± 2°C. Basal respiration (BR) was
quantified according to ISO/DIS 16072 (2002) after
24 h at 20 ± 2°C in closed glass jars with soil adjusted to 60% of WHC and without any addition of
substrate. Substrate induced respiration (SIR) was
measured as the response to glucose addition in the
first 6 h of incubation at 20 ± 2°C (ISO 14240- 1,
1997). Glucose (5 mg/g dry soil) was added to
samples as a water solution, used at the same time
for the WHC adjustment to 80%. Respiration was
determined as CO 2 production using GC with H 2
mobile phase, Porapack Q stationary phase and
thermal conductivity detector.
The physiological condition of the soil microbial community was described using eco-physiological quotients – qCO 2 and ratio C bio /C org
(Anderson 1994). The metabolic quotient qCO 2
was calculated as the ratio of SIR to C bio . The
microbial quotient C bio /C org was calculated as
the ratio of soil microbial biomass carbon to soil
organic carbon.
Bacterial toxicity tests
Two bacterial toxicity tests were used to determine acute toxicity of soil water extract – Vibrio
fischeri bioluminescence inhibition test – Microtox
(ISO 11348-3, 1998) and Pseudomonas putida
growth inhibition test (ISO 10712, 1995). Soil
was extracted by deionised water (for P. putida
growth inhibition test) and a solution of 2% NaCl
(for the Microtox test). Soil extracts were prepared
in a ratio of 1:2 (soil to water or 2% NaCl) but for
two samples (A 30 m and B 30 m) the extraction
ratio was 1:4 (soil to water or 2% NaCl) because
of the high sorption capacity of the samples. In all
cases 5 g of soil samples were used for extraction.
If the pH of the extract was not in the optimum
range 6–8 it was adjusted to pH 7. The P. putida
test was performed as a miniaturized microplate
growth inhibition assay according to Schmitz et
al. (1998) in growth medium according to ISO
10712 (1995). The optical density of samples was
measured at 436 nm after 16 h incubation at 23°C
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using a microplate spectrophotometer. The results were related to the response measured in
the growth medium and expressed in percents.
The luminescence inhibition of V. fischeri was
detected by a luminometer after 15 and 30 min
exposition at 15°C. The results were related to
the luminescence in pure medium (2% NaCl) and
expressed in percentual values.
Data analysis
Significant differences among control and affected points were determined by analysis of variance (ANOVA) at P < 0.05 using the Newman-Keuls
test. The relationship between the microbiological
and physical-chemical parameters was assessed
by non-parametric Spearman correlation analysis
because of low amounts of samples (n = 12) and
non-normal distribution of the values.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The results showed, that the transect line C was
slightly different from transect lines A and B. The
reason of this may be found mainly in different
character of terrain, slope and vegetation cover. At
the transect line C there was young spruce forest
and relatively plain terrain (slope 5–7°) and thus
soil properties and runoff conditions were different. General effects of salting were, however,
obvious at all three transect lines.
The physical-chemical characteristics of the
sampled soils are summarized in Table 1. All soil
samples were classified as cambisols. As expected,
soil properties significantly differed between the
controls and runoff transect points. The most
apparent effects were detected at the distance of
1 m from the road. Substantially increased levels
of dissolved elements (Na +, Ca, Mg), originating
from road salts, caused an increase of pH value,
base saturation and cation exchange capacity.
Oppositely, exchangeable acidity, amount of organic carbon and concentrations of chloride ions
increased with increasing distance from the road.
Low pH levels of forest soils (3.8–4.0 at control
points) were increased up to neutral or alkaline
values. Several studies also reported that saline
soils could have higher pH values (about 7.5–8)
mainly due to sodium cation accumulation and
consequently higher base saturation (Bouzille et al.
2001, Czerniawska-Kusza et al. 2004, Ramakrishna
and Viraraghavatan 2005).
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0.1M BaCl 2 extraction
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Corg – organic carbon content; BS – base saturation; CEC – cation exchange capacity; EC – electric conductivity at 25°C; E A – exchangeable acidity
*statistically significant difference (P < 0.05) from the control point of each transect
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Table 1. Physical-chemical characteristics of the studied soils
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Soil microbial properties were influenced by
different physical-chemical properties but it is
not easy to distinguish the effects of parameters
changed by salting and the effects of natural soil
properties. Microbial parameters changed at
transect points showing significantly lower values
at 1 m distance than at control points (Figure 1).
At the transect lines A and B, increase of microbial
biomass and respiration activities followed at 10 m
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and 30 m distance from the road. Microbial biomass
and respiration were correlated significantly with
organic carbon content (Spearman R coefficient:
0.87 and 0.81, respectively; P < 0.05). Therefore,
the microbial quotient C bio/Corg was calculated to
eliminate the impact of C org to microbial biomass
values (Figure 2). High values of this quotient
show potential for microbial growth, whereas
low values indicate a stress situation (Anderson
1994). In our study, lower values at runoff points
showed adverse conditions for the microorganisms. This negative impact was apparent up to
10 m from the road.
To avoid the influence of C bio content on respiration activity, the metabolic quotient qCO 2
was calculated. Higher values indicate increased
energy demands of soil microorganisms and higher
maintenance energy induced by stress conditions
(Anderson 1994). Increased values of qCO 2 in
our study signalized a stress situation up to 10 m
distance apparently caused by salinization. This
is also confirmed by high correlation between
qCO2 and majority of physical chemical properties
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Figure 1. Microbial biomass, basal and substrate-induced
respiration activity of soils. A, B, and C are transect
lines. The results are expressed as mean ± standard
deviation. The same lower case letters above bars mark
statistically not significant differences (P < 0.05) among
samples
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Figure 2. Microbial physiological state of soil: relative
microbial biomass (Cbio/Corg) and metabolic coefficient
qCO2-SIR (SIR/Cbio). A, B, and C are transect lines. The
results are expressed as mean ± standard deviation. The
same lower case letters above bars mark statistically not
significant difference (P < 0.05) among samples
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Figure 3. Bacterial toxicity tests of soil water extracts:
Vibrio fischeri bioluminescence inhibition test – Microtox and Pseudomonas putida growth inhibition test.
A, B, and C are transect lines. The results (mean ±
standard deviation; n = 3) are expressed as percentage
of the luminescence or growth in pure test medium
without soil extracts (this is equal to 100%, which is
shown by horizontal line in the charts). The same lower
case letters above bars mark statistically not significant
difference (P < 0.05) among samples

like Na + concentration, pH, CEC, base saturation
(Spearman R coefficient: 0.59, 0.76, 0.74, 0.82;
P < 0.05). Negative impact of soil salinization on
soil microbial characteristic (biomass, qCO 2) was
observed also in other studies. Yuan et al. (2007)
reported that higher salinity in arid soil in China
resulted in a smaller, more stressed, microbial
community, which was less metabolically efficient.
Restriction of microbial metabolism and C mineralization in salt-water wetland were detected
also in Mamilov et al. (2004).
Opposite results than for indigenous microbial
biomass were observed for bacterial toxicity tests
(Figure 3). For Vibrio fischeri test, no clear relation
between the luminescence and distance from the
road was found. Results from the growth inhibition test with Pseudomonas putida indicated
a strong stimulation (P < 0.05) at all runoff points
with the highest effect at 1 m distance from the
road. Strong stimulation was apparent also at
30 m distance from the road when compared with
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very low stimulation at control points. Joutti et
al. (2003) found out that NaCl and other chloride deicers (CaCl 2 and MgCl 2 ) were not toxic
for V. fischeri in luminescence inhibition assay
in the laboratory test. The comparison with salt
effects on soil natural microbial community is,
however, not much relevant because these tests
use laboratory bacterial strains, which prefer
salt-enriched media. On the other hand, bacterial
tests with soil extracts could provide additional
information about toxicity and contamination
of soil samples. In this case, growth stimulation
could be used as an indication of salts dissolved
in the soil extracts. The significant negative correlation with the amount of sodium ions and pH
(Spearman R coefficient: –0.88 and –0.94, respectively; P < 0.05) also confirmed that these species
were strongly stimulated by salinization.
Simple bacterial tests were proved as a very useful
tool for ecotoxicity screening i.e. during bioremediation processes (Bundy et al. 2004). On the other
hand P. putida was considered to be not sensitive
enough to differentiate between contaminated and
clean soil (Ahtiainen et al. 2003). Another drawback
is that only soil extracts are used in these tests.
It is known that soil microorganisms in natural
ecosystems are, however, affected not only by dissolved but also by solid phase bound contaminants
(Ronnpagel et al. 1998). From this point of view
parameters of indigenous microbial community are
more ecologically relevant because they indicate
a long-term impact on microbial decomposition
abilities and on terrestrial nutrient cycles.
In conclusion, a negative impact of the road
deicing chemicals on soils was evident. Soil microorganisms showed to be stressed by environmental
conditions and indicated higher energy requirement. On the other hand, increased soil salinity
caused rather stimulation effect in single species
bacterial tests with water extracts of soils. From
this point of view, assessment of intrinsic soil
microbial communities is more relevant to risk
characterization in the real situation and shows
the effects, which cannot be detected by bacterial
toxicity tests.
REFERENCES
Ahtiainen J.H., Vanhala P., Myllymaki A. (2003): Effects of different plant protection programs on soil
microbes. Ecotoxicol. Environ. Saf., 54: 56–64.
Anderson T.H. (1994): Physiological analysis of microbial communities in soil: Applications and limitations.
Plant Soil Environ., 54, 2008 (11): 479–485

In: Ritz K., Dighton J., Giller K.E. (eds.): Beyond the
Biomass. John Willey and Sons, New York: 67–76.
Bäckström M., Karlsson S., Bäckman L., Folkeson L.,
Lind B. (2004): Mobilisation of heavy metals by deicing salts in a roadside environment. Water Res., 38:
720–732.
Benbow M.E., Merritt R.W. (2004): Road-salt toxicity
of select Michigan wetland macroinvertebrates under
different testing conditions. Wetlands, 24: 68–76.
Bouzille J.B., Kerneis E., Bonis A., Touzard B. (2001):
Vegetation and ecological gradients in abandoned salt
pans in western France. J. Veg. Sci., 12: 269–278.
Bundy J.G., Paton G.I., Campbell C.D. (2004): Combined
microbial community level and single species biosensor responses to monitor recovery of oil polluted soil.
Soil Biol. Biochem., 36: 1149–1159.
Butler B.J., Addison J. (2000): Biological effects of road
salts on soils. Environment Canada CEPA Priority
Substances List Environmental Resource Group on
Road Salts. Commercial Chemicals Evaluation Branch,
Environment Canada, Hull.
Czerniawska-Kusza I., Kusza G., Duzyńsky M. (2004):
Effect of deicing salts on urban soils and health status of roadside trees in the Opole region. Environ.
Toxicol., 19: 296–301.
Forster J.C. (1995): Soil physical analysis. In: Alef K.,
Nannipieri P. (eds.): Methods in Applied Soil Microbiology and Biochemistry. Academic Press, London:
105–121.
ISO 10381-6 (1993): Soil Quality – Sampling. Guidance on the Collection, Handling and Storage of Soil
for the Assessment of Aerobic Microbial Processes
in the Laboratory. International Organization for
Standardization, Geneva.
ISO 10712 (1995): Water Quality – Pseudomonas putida
Growth Inhibition Test (Pseudomonas Cell Multiplication Inhibition Test). International Organization
for Standardization, Geneva.
ISO 11348-3 (1998): Water Quality – Determination of
the Inhibitory Effect of Water Samples on the Light
Emission of Vibrio fischeri (Luminescent Bacteria Test).
Part 3: Method Using Freeze-dried Bacteria. International Organization for Standardization, Geneva.
ISO 14240-1 (1997): Soil Quality – Determination of
Soil Microbial Biomass. Part 1: Substrate-induced
Respiration Method. International Organization for
Standardization, Geneva.

ISO 14240-2 (1997): Soil Quality – Determination of
Soil Microbial Biomass. Part 2: Fumigation-extraction
Method. International Organization for Standardization, Geneva.
ISO/DIS 16072 (2002): Soil Quality – Laboratory Methods for Determination of Microbial Soil Respiration. International Organization for Standardization,
Geneva.
Joutti A., Schultz E., Pessala P., Nystén P., Hellstén P.
(2003): Ecotoxicity of alternative deicers. J. Soils
Sediments, 3: 269–272.
Mamilov A., Dilly O.M., Mamilov S., Inubushi K. (2004):
Microbial eco-physiology of degrading Aral sea wetlands: Consequences for C-cycling. Soil Sci. Plant
Nutr., 50: 839–842.
Ramakrishna D.M., Viraraghavatan T. (2005): Environmental impact of chemical deicers – a review. Water
Air Soil Pollut., 166: 49–63.
Ronnpagel K., Janssen E., Ahlf W. (1998): Asking for
the indicator function of bioassays evaluating soil
contamination: Are bioassay results reasonable surrogates of effects on soil microflora? Chemosphere,
36: 1291–1304.
Sanzo D., Hecnar S.J. (2006): Effects of road deicing
salt (NaCl) on larval wood frogs (Rana sylvatica).
Environ. Pollut., 140: 247–256.
Schloter M., Dilly O., Munch J.C. (2003): Indicators
for evaluating soil quality. Agric. Ecosyst. Environ.,
98: 255–262.
Schmitz R.H.P., Eisentrager A., Dott W. (1998): Miniaturized kinetic growth inhibition assays with Vibrio fischeri and Pseudomonas putida (application,
validation and comparison). J. Microbiol. Methods,
31: 159–166.
Thunqvist E.L. (2004): Regional increase of mean chloride concentration in water due to the application of
deicing salt. Sci. Total Environ., 325: 29–37.
Wegner W., Yaggi M. (2001): Environmental impacts
of road salt and alternatives in the New York City
watershed. Stormwater, 2: 24–31.
Yuan B.C., Li Z.Z., Liu H., Gao M., Zhang Y.Y. (2007):
Microbial biomass and activity in salt affected soils
under and conditions. Appl. Soil Ecol., 35: 319–328.
Received on November 12, 2007

Corresponding author:
RNDr. Jakub Hofman, Ph.D., Masarykova univerzita v Brně, Výzkumné centrum pro chemii životního prostředí
a ekotoxikologii (RECETOX), Kamenice 126/3, 625 00 Brno, Česká republika
phone: + 420 549 494 267, fax: + 420 549 492 840, e-mail: hofman@recetox.muni.cz

Plant Soil Environ., 54, 2008 (11): 479–485

485

