Bottled water: buy the bottle, skip the water

When it comes to buying bottled water, go with the “do it yourself” kit—a refillable bottle and that dependable little spigot above the kitchen sink. Rediscovering tap water is a lot cheaper and a lot better for the environment than manufacturing, shipping, and discarding all those plastic single use bottles filled with H2O that is rarely any purer (and sometimes less so) than what’s in your faucet.

But then… which bottle? That soda bottle you just drained? A cool, tinted camping bottle? Turns out neither. Recent studies show that many commonly used plastics leach chemicals into the water—chemicals shown to be hormone disrupters and carcinogens. So if you want to play it safe go with glass, ceramic, or stainless steel. 

Why it’s important 

According to the Earth Policy Institute, “The global consumption of bottled water reached 154 billion liters (41 billion gallons) in 2004, up 57 percent from the 98 billion liters consumed five years earlier. Even in areas where tap water is safe to drink, demand for bottled water is increasing—producing unnecessary garbage and consuming vast quantities of energy.”  Business Week Energy & Environment Editor Adam Aston

writes that bottled water is “a problem from cradle to grave. During production and distribution, the energy used to pump, bottle, ship, and chill the millions of bottles water is enormous, especially when contrasted with the highly efficient network of reservoirs, tanks, pipes and spigots that bring water to most homes and buildings in the U.S.” 

Don't Use these so much, go reusable! Although Americans lag behind citizens of a number of other countries in per capita consumption, on the whole the United States is the world’s leading consumer of bottled water, with 26 billion liters consumed in 2004. Making bottles to meet Americans’ demand for bottled water requires more than 1.5 million barrels of oil annually, enough to fuel some 100,000 U.S. cars for a year.

Worldwide, some 2.7 million tons of plastic are used to bottle water each year. And according to the Container Recycling Institute, 86 percent of plastic water bottles used in the United States become garbage or litter. Incinerating used bottles produces toxic byproducts such as chlorine gas and ash containing heavy metals. Buried water bottles can take up to 1,000 years to biodegrade.

To top it off, bottled water isn’t any purer.  In Europe and the United States, there are more regulations governing the quality of tap water than bottled water.  A lot of bottled water on the market is just tap water… bottled and sold to you at a premium.  So why pay more?  Unless there is a particular concern with the water supply in your area (in which case you might consider a water filter), then tap into tap.  Better for you.  Better for the environment.
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