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Be sure to mix thoroughly!

K. S. Hilderbrand, Jr.

T he use of salt brine for refrigerants and fish curing is
common in the seafood industry. It is important to
understand a few basic principles to make and use

brines properly. This bulletin attempts to point out some of
those basic ideas and principles and provides charts that are
useful to anyone who uses brines frequently.

Properties of Salt Brine
When added to water, salt lowers the freezing point of

water by a known and predictable degree, making it useful
as a secondary refrigerant (freezing solution). Figure 1
shows the relationship of a brine’s freezing point to its
concentration of salt. Note that the lowest freezing point
obtainable in a saltwater mixture is about -6°F at 23.3%
salt. This is called the eutectic point. Any concentration of
salt above or below this point will result in a solution with a
freezing point higher than -6°F. Table 1 gives specific data
on freezing point, concentration, and relationships useful in
preparing salt brines.

Preparing Salt Brines
After selecting the desired brine concentration for any

desired purpose, use table 1 to find how much water and
salt are needed. Column 2 in table 1 gives freezing points
while column 3 is computed in percent salt by weight.
Salometer degree (°SAL) is a useful way of describing and
measuring brines and is explained later in “Measuring Salt
Solutions.”

An easy way to prepare a brine solution of any given
strength is to refer to column 4 in table 1 and then add the
proper amount of salt per gallon of water. Salt will increase
the volume of the solution, however. Thus, if an exact
quantity of brine is needed, use columns 5 and 6 to find the
weight of salt and volume of water needed to make a gallon
of brine at the desired concentration.

ORESU-H-99-002 (formerly SG 22)
Reprinted March 1999



Figure 1. Freezing point of salt brine mixtures

Examples
About 20 gallons of brine are needed at 15.8% salt (60°

SAL) to brine salmon for smoking. If it isn’t necessary to
have exactly 20 gallons, simply find 60° SAL (15.8% salt)
in column 1 and note that 1.568 pounds salt/gallon of
water (column 4) is needed. Put 20 gallons of water in a
tank and dissolve 31 1 ⁄3 pounds of salt (20 gallons x 1.568
pounds salt/gallons water).

The result will be a solution that has exactly 15.8% salt
by weight (60° SAL). It will be found, however, that the
resulting solution is more than 20 gallons; it will be more
like 21 gallons. This increase in volume is usually insignifi-
cant; if precision is needed and an exact quantity desired,
use the data in columns 5 and 6.

For example, if exactly 500 gallons of 88° SAL brine
(-5.8°F freezing point) is needed for a brine freezing tank
on board a vessel, column 5 in table 1 will show that each
gallon of 88° SAL brine needs 2.279 pounds of salt and
.904 gallons of water (column 5). Adding 1,140 pounds of
salt (500 gallons x 2.279 pounds salt/gallon brine) to 452
gallons of water (500 gallons x .904 gallons water/gallon
brine) would give exactly 500 gallons of brine at 88°SAL
(23.3%) with a freezing point of -5.8°F.

Measuring Salt Solutions
Although careful attention to proportions will give good

control of salt concentration in brine, the best way to be
sure is to measure it. Sometimes, after a brine has been used
and possibly diluted, it is useful to be able to measure its
concentration.
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Figure 2 shows the basic tools used to measure salt
solutions. These may be purchased at most scientific supply
houses for about $15. A salometer is a device that measures
brine density saturation (26.4% salt at 60°F) on a conve-
nient scale of 0 to 100. Each °SAL would therefore repre-
sent about .26% salt by weight as fully saturated brine
contains about 26.4% salt.

To read a salometer, place it in a vessel, like the graduate
cylinder shown in figure2, and allow it to float. The depth
that it floats measures the brine concentration. Readings are
taken by noting the point on the scale where the salometer
emerges from the surface of the brine solution. These
readings in °SAL can then be used with table 1 to obtain
data such as freezing point and percent salt by weight.

The thermometer is used to determine the temperature
of the brine as it is being tested with the salometer. If the
temperature varies more than a few degrees from 60°F, then
a correction factor should be used for accurate work.

A rule of thumb states that for every 10°F the brine is
above 60°F, one degree salometer should be added to the
observed reading before using table 1, which is standardized
for 60°F. For each 10°F the brine is below 60°F, one degree
salometer should be subtracted from the observed salometer
reading. For instance, if a salometer reading was observed
to be 80°SAL in a brine which was 40°F, the corrected
salometer reading would be 78°SAL (subtract 1°SAL for
each 10°F below 60°F).

Solid





Adding salt to existing brines: If you want to increase
the concentration of salt in a brine (decrease its freezing
point), be sure to measure its strength and estimate its
volume first. Then use the data in table 1, columns 5 and 6,
to calculate how much more salt needs to be added.

Table 2. Metric/customary conversion factors
(approximate) for the units cited in this bulletin.

To convert to multiply by

liters gallons 0.26
gallons liters 3.78
kilograms pounds 2.20
pounds kilograms 0.45
grams per liter pds per gallon 0.0083
pounds per gallon grams per liter 119.8
degrees Celsius degrees F. 9⁄

5
 then + 32

(formerly Centigrade)
degrees Fahrenheit degrees Celsius  5⁄

9
 after - 32

Figure 2. Equipment for measuring salt concentration
in brine. Left, salometer; center, graduate cylinder;
right, dial thermometer.
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Important Points to Remember
Dissolving salt: Finely ground salt such as canner’s salt

or table salt dissolves much faster than coarsely ground salt
(rock salt). It is essential that all salt added is dissolved if a
solution is to have the proper strength.

Salt dissolves much faster in hot water than in cold
water. It may take days for salt to dissolve in a brine freezer
at 0°F.

Salt dissolves much slower as the salt concentration
increases. The last bit of salt in a 90°SAL solution may take
a long time to dissolve.

Agitation greatly increases the rate at which salt dis-
solves. A layer of salt on the bottom of a tank may take days
to dissolve if left undisturbed.

In summary, try to dissolve salt in a warm, well agitated
container or tank and make sure it is all dissolved before
using it or measuring its concentration.

Brine refrigeration: Always make up a brine to be used
for refrigeration so that its freezing point is well below the
temperature you want to maintain. If you don’t, it may
freeze to the refrigeration coils or heat exchanger surfaces as
they usually run 5 to 10°F colder than the operating
temperature of the brine.

Using seawater for brines: Seawater may contain as
much as 3 to 3.5% salt (12 to 14°SAL), which is equivalent
to about .3 pounds of salt per gallon. Take this into
consideration when making brine from seawater and
deduct it from the amount of salt needed to make up a
brine.

-40 to 160°F
Range
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