Rabbi Haim Ovadia’s Practical Halakha: Shoveling snow on Shabbat — A Mitzvah

Shoveling Snow on Shabbat — It’s a Mitzvah

Q: Am I allowed to shovel or to spread salt on snow on Shabbat?

A: It is a mitzvah to shovel the snow from your walkway and sidewalk on Shabbat, as
well as to offer help to an elderly neighbor, whether a Jew or a non-Jew. It is allowed to

shovel from paved and unpaved surfaces, as well as to spread salt.

Q: Why is it a Mitzvah?

A: Because packed snow turns into ice and presents a great danger. The importance of
removing hazards from public property is such that it overrides any rabbinic prohibitions,

as written in Shulhan Arukh: (m:mw o»n m79%) M2W 1327 73 XY 0°277 XpP°17 D1PR2

According to Halakhot Gedolot, quoted by Rabbenu Nissim (on Rav Alfas, Shabbat
19:2), when there is a potential danger for the public, even Biblical prohibitions are
suspended:
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The danger of slipping on ice is not to be taken lightly. R Menashe Klein writes in his
Mishne Halakhot (4:45):

AW 712 WO 0727 IPINY KW 102 21997 AW 902 27 TR 93w A1TAN P XA AT avon
0°27% PP ORTY MM NREY 7150 NARIW 793 7wy 7R 2'NRY NXP Wwonn

For that reason the law requires each citizen to clear the sidewalk in front of his house, in
order to remove hazards... even more so when the snow becomes ice and makes walking

extremely dangerous...

Q: Would anyone permit carrying where there is no eruv because of the danger of slipping

on ice?
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A: Yes. R Ovadia Yosef writes (Yalkut Yosef Shabbat 2:301:7) that one is allowed to
carry a walking cane, even without eruv, if there is ice on the road, or while walking on

an inclined road.

Q: I heard the argument about danger, but | also heard that since everyone is aware of the
snow they have the responsibility to be careful. In other words, why should I clean the

path, on Shabbat, for other pedestrians?

A: This argument is false since all roads are covered in snow, and the pedestrian do not

have an alternative, as R Menashe Klein writes (Mishne Halakhot, 4:45)
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More forcefully writes R Shelomo Ben Tzemah Duran (Spain, 1361-1444; Tashbetz,
1:137):
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You cannot make a legal distinction between easily seen obstacles and those which are
not easily seen... since it is written in the Talmud that it is typical for people to walk

without watching their step...

Q: I heard that shoveling snow is like demolishing (an®) or plowing (=), is it true?

A: The Mishna Berurah (320:36) mentions such an opinion but rejects it for being a
minority opinion. He concludes that the concept of construction and demolition does not

apply to water, even in solid state:
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R Menashe Klein (ibid.) supports the Mishna Berurah and adds that the concern of

plowing does not apply to snow removal:
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Q: But isn’t snow Muktzeh? And if not, can | make snowballs on Shabbat?

A: Snow, just like rain, is not muktzeh. The Talmud (Shabbat 52:1) says that one can put
snow or hail into a cup or bowl, and the overwhelming majority of Poskim, from the
Geonim to modern times, rely on the Talmud and agree that snow is not Muktzeh. R

Ovadia Yossef agrees and adds that it is even allowed to make snowballs:
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Q: Who else agrees that it is not Muktzeh?
A: Here is a partial list:
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Q: What is the argument of the minority opinion which holds that it is Muktzeh?

A: The argument for considering it as such is that it is a new entity which did not exist
before Shabbat (a new being, or Nolad). This argument, however, stemmed from the
misconception that the snow forms in the air. Since we know today that snow forms in
the clouds, the Halakha applies to snow the same statement mentioned in the Talmud

regarding rain:
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since it is carried in the clouds (Eruvin 45:2)

Q: Can | spread salt on the snow on Shabbat?
A: Yes. R Ovadia Yossef writes that it is allowed since one does not directly melts the ice
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Q: My boots soles leave words footprints on the snow. Can | use them on Shabbat or is it
considered writing?

A: You can wear any shoes or boots. You don’t have to worry about crushing ice, melting
snow, or leaving footprints. R Ovadia Yosef writes so, following in the footsteps of
Tosafot, Rashba and the Ben Ish Hai:
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Have a safe, warm, and wonderful Shabbat
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