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SPW program and goals

Salt pollution is rising in 
freshwater systems

Chloride trends in SPW

Addressing the problem



Freshwater is getting saltier nationwide

Image credit: Ryan Utz, Chatham University. Source: University of Maryland.

Image source: Clean Water Action, retrieved from 
https://cleanwater.org/2021/09/29/how-salt-gets-environment 

https://cleanwater.org/2021/09/29/how-salt-gets-environment
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▪ Special Protection Waters (SPW) 

Objective: Antidegradation of 

Existing Water Quality (EWQ)

▪ SPW rules cover ~6,780 of the 

13,800 mi2 DRB watershed (197-

mile stretch)

▪ Monitored by DRBC and NPS

 

Special Protection Waters Program



Results from Lower Delaware Measurable 
Change Assessment (2009-2011)
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Drainage Area & 
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Increasing long-
term trend of 
chloride at 
Trenton

Data obtained from the Water Quality Portal



Increasing 
long-term 
trend of 
chloride at 
tributaries 
upstream of 
Trenton Data obtained from the Water Quality Portal



▪ May 2021 – April 2023

▪ 27 locations
▪ 19 tributaries

▪ 8 mainstem sites

▪ Year-round monitoring

▪ SPW Monitoring routinely occurs 

from May to September 

▪ Deployed and maintained 

continuous conductivity and 

temperature loggers in 7 

tributaries

2009 – 2011 Assessment 
Results Prompted Targeted 

Monitoring



Continuous Conductivity Meter Capture 
Episodic Events

Continuous conductivity (HOBO® U24) deployment (left), and logger 
maintenance and data offload (right).

Recalibration Hurricane



2021 – 2023 
results suggest 
further chloride 
increases

EWQ 
(2000 – 2004) 

Assessment 1 
(2009 – 2011) 

Chloride Monitoring 
(2021 – 2023)



Special Protection Waters chloride

Chloride pollution is rising in 
freshwater systems

Chloride trends in SPW

Addressing the problem



The Basin is located 
within the “Salt Belt”

U.S. Highway Deicing Salt Data Source: USGS Mineral Commodity Summaries (1975 – 2024)

Image: by Randommapmaker, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0



Oversalting and 
Mismanagement
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▪ Regional workgroup formed through the WQAC by DRBC in late 2022

▪ Collaboratively sift through the escalating issue of freshwater salinization 

and increasing chlorides in rivers and streams

▪ Discussions focus on strategies for potential regulatory approaches to 

address salt pollution

 

SIFT (Salinity Impacts Freshwater Toxicity) 
Workgroup



▪ Salt reduction programs mostly 
voluntary

▪ Challenging to get DOTs and other 
winter salt applicators engaged

▪ Need to balance public safety and 
water quality management

SIFT Workgroup 
lessons learned



▪ Implementation of a pilot study with 

salt applicators to reduce loadings

▪ Currently in SPW Monitoring 

Assessment Period (2023 – 2025)

o All monitoring parameters will be 

assessed for measurable changes

▪ More targeted salt monitoring in non-

tidal

Next Steps



Questions?

Elaine.Panuccio@drbc.gov
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