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Bottled water contains disinfection byproducts, fertilizer residue, and pain medication
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The bottled water industry promotes an image of purity, but testing by the Environmental Working Group (EWG) reveals a surprising array of chemical contaminants in every bottled water brand analyzed, including toxic byproducts of chlorination in Walmart’s, Sam’s Choice, and Giant Supermarket's Acadia brands, at levels no different than routinely found in tap water. Several Sam's Choice samples purchased in California exceeded legal limits for bottled water contaminants in that state. Cancer-causing contaminants in bottled water purchased in 5 states and the District of Columbia substantially exceeded the voluntary standards established by the bottled water industry.

Unlike tap water, where consumers are provided with test results every year, the bottled water industry is not required to disclose results of contaminant testing it conducts. Instead, the industry hides behind the claim that bottled water is held to the same safety standards as tap water. But with promotional campaigns saturated with images of mountain springs, and prices 1,900 times the price of tap water, consumers are clearly led to believe that they are buying a product that has been purified to a level beyond the water that comes out of the garden hose. To the contrary, our tests strongly indicate that the purity of bottled water cannot be trusted. 

Laboratory tests conducted for EWG at one of the country’s leading water quality laboratories (University of Iowa Hygienic Laboratory) found that 10 popular brands of bottled water, purchased from grocery stores and other retailers, contained 38 chemical pollutants altogether, with an average of 8 contaminants in each brand. More than one-third of the chemicals found are not regulated in bottled water. In the Sam's Choice and Acadia brands levels of some chemicals exceeded legal limits in California as well as industry-sponsored voluntary safety standards. Four brands were also contaminated with bacteria.

Walmart and Giant Brands No Different than Tap Water

Two of 10 brands tested, Walmart's and Giant's store brands, bore the chemical signature of standard municipal water treatment — a cocktail of chlorine disinfection byproducts. In other words, this bottled water was chemically indistinguishable from tap water. In both brands levels of disinfection byproducts exceeded safety standards established by California and the bottled water industry:

· Walmart’s Sam’s Choice bottled water purchased in the San Francisco Bay area was polluted with disinfection byproducts called trihalomethanes at levels that exceed the state’s limit for bottled water. These byproducts are linked to cancer and reproductive problems and form when disinfectants react with residual pollution in the water. 

· These same chemicals also polluted Giant's Acadia brand at levels in excess of California’s safety standards, but this brand is sold only in Mid-Atlantic states where California’s health-based limits do not apply. Nevertheless, disinfection byproducts in both Acadia and Sam’s Choice bottled water exceeded the industry association’s voluntary safety standards. The bottled water industry boasts that its internal regulations are stricter than the FDA bottled water regulations, but voluntary standards that companies are failing to meet are of little use in protecting public health.

Broad Range of Pollutants Found in 10 Brands

Analyses conducted by the University of Iowa Hygienic Laboratory of 10 brands of bottled water revealed a wide range of pollutants, including not only disinfection byproducts, but also common urban wastewater pollutants like caffeine and pharmaceuticals (Tylenol); heavy metals and minerals including arsenic and radioactive isotopes; fertilizer residue (nitrate and ammonia); and a broad range of other, tentatively identified industrial chemicals used as solvents, plasticizers, and propellants.

With Bottled Water, You Don't Know What You're Getting

Unlike public water utilities, bottled water companies are not required to notify customers of contaminants in the water, or, in most states, to tell customers where the water comes from, how and if it is purified, and if it is merely bottled tap water. Information on the U.S. EPA website describes the lack of quality assurance for bottled water: "Bottled water is not necessarily safer than your tap water" (EPA 2007). The Agency adds: Some bottled water is treated more than tap water, while some is treated less or not treated at all. Bottled water costs much more than tap water on a per gallon basis... Consumers who choose to purchase bottled water should carefully read its label to understand what they are buying, whether it is a better taste, or a certain method of treatment (EPA 2007).

In conjunction with this testing program, EWG conducted a survey of 228 brands of bottled water, compiling information from websites, labels and other marketing materials. We found that fewer than half describe the water source (i.e., municipal or natural) or provide any information on whether or how the water is treated. 

Recommendations

Currently there is a double standard where tap water suppliers provide information to consumers on contaminants, filtration techniques, and source water; bottled water companies do not. This double standard must be eliminated immediately; Bottled water should conform to the same right-to-know standards as tap water. 

To bring bottled water up to the standards of tap water we recommend:

· Full disclosure of all test results for all contaminants. 

· Disclosure of all treatment techniques used to purify the water, and:

· Clear and specific disclosure of the name and location of the source water.

Methodology

The University of Iowa’s Hygienic Laboratory analyzed samples of ten popular brands of bottled water for a broad array of contaminants ranging from chemicals regulated in tap water to chemicals that may have leached from the plastic bottles themselves. Environmental Working Group acquired samples of bottled water from grocery stores and other retailers in 8 states and the District of Columbia. For each of the ten brands, EWG shipped 24 liters to the University Hygienic Laboratory (Iowa City, IA) and 0.5 liters to the University of Missouri (Columbia, MO). UHL conducted all analyses in accordance with their stringent QA/QC program. Each analysis included a method blank and a control sample, as appropriate for each methodology.
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