How did we survive before bottled water?


By Stephanie Barger, Executive Director, Earth Resource Foundation

In the 1980’s, we ordered bottled Perrier or Evian just as we would order a fine bottle of wine.  The bubbly drink was a refreshing alternative on a warm summer night. Now, bottled water is more common than drinking sodas and tap water. Viewed as undrinkable, tap water is mainly used for washing our hands and dishes.

What is so wrong with bottled water?  It is more convenient to drink our eight glasses per day, the bottles are lightweight and unbreakable, and they get recycled. 

The latter is the bigger problem as most plastic bottles are not recycled and plastic packaging is accumulating at an accelerating rate to create “a plastic population explosion” which has proven destructive to the environment. The entire life cycle of the plastic bottle consists of environmental, health and economic downfalls for consumers, government and businesses. Many studies have proven the water put in our bottles does not meet health standards; plastic can be leached into the water and the cost of cleanup is a heavy economic burden on our government.
The plastic bottle is made from petroleum which is extracted from exploited lands, shipped in tanks to refineries where pollutants enter the air, made into little round pellets (nurdles) which escape from trucks, railway cars and factories making their way back down to the ocean.  The nurdles are then made into plastic bottles and shipped to the “water factory” where they are filled with "special" water.  The plastic bottles are then wrapped in more plastic and shipped to your favorite store.  The bottled water is purchased and generally drunk in less than one hour and deposited in the trash or recycling can.

Since our tax dollars subsidize petroleum extraction and refinement, plastic manufacturers are given an unfair advantage over aluminum and glass manufacturers.  As producers, they have not provided the recycling structure needed to keep up with the “population explosion” of their product. For example, in 1980 there were only 7 million tons of plastic whereas in 2001 there were over 25 million tons of plastic produced with less than 3 million tons being recovered.  This means that over 22 million tons of plastic per year are going into our landfills and environment. Our environment cannot handle the pressures of the increased production.  Our ocean, as reported by the Algalita Marine Research Foundation, is plagued with plastic, which chokes and strangles marine wildlife and threatens fisheries.

In 1995 and 1996 plastic started to replace aluminum and glass, which have always had high recovery rates.  In the early 1990’s, over 70% of plastic was recycled but unfortunately the plastic recycling markets have not kept pace with the increased production.  Today, less than 25% of plastics are recycled nationwide. 

Furthermore, since plastic bottle manufacturing is not a closed loop system, plastic bottles are not made into another plastic bottle but instead they are made into other forms of plastic such as carpet or polar fleece. However, aluminum cans are recycled into new aluminum cans numerous times, recycled aluminum is present in the majority of cans.

Unfortunately, California has been lagging behind the rest of the nation in regards to its legislation on plastic bottles. The 1986 California Bottle Bill established a 2.5-cent redemption value, which was far below the national standard of 5 cents.  In 2004, AB 28 raised the amount to 4 cents but still left California below the rest of the nation with Michigan leading the way with a 10-cent redemption value. In California over 60% of plastics covered under the Bottle Bill were not recycled leaving over 3 billion bottles going into landfill and the environment.
At an average price of $1.00 per bottle, at 8 bottles per day, we are spending $2,920 a year on bottled water, but more importantly, we are individually consuming 2, 920 plastic bottles per year.  Each year we go and extract more oil, destroying more natural resources to create another 2,920 plastic bottles per person with the majority ending up littered or in the landfill. 

The key is to reduce the amount of plastic we purchase and consume every year.  Here are a few easy solutions to reducing plastic and returning to traditional sources of drinking water.
Alternatives for obtaining good water 

· Installing a water filtration system in your entire house, which helps reduce buildup and provides softer water for your showers and laundry

· Installing a small water filtration on your kitchen sink

· Buying a Brita pitcher

· Buying the large bottled water for your home about $3.00 for five gallons (the bottles are reused)


Alternatives for carrying plastic water bottles

· Metal water bottles can be found at outdoor stores such as REI

· Glass bottles – I have been reusing my Arizona Ice Tea glass bottle for the last month.  The glass also helps keep the water cooler.

· Use your durable reusable coffee cup to carry water

· A camelback pack
· Reusing your plastic bottles – although there are some health risks.  The environmental and health costs of using a NEW plastic bottle outweigh reusing your bottle.

· A drinking fountain (we did once drink out of these wonderful inventions) 

What YOU can do

· Ask your elected officials to support high CRV’s on all bottles and containers

· Bring igloos of water to your trail and beach cleanups and ask people to bring their own cups

· Choose aluminum or glass when buying a beverage

· Join Earth Resource Foundation’s “Campaign Against the Plastic Plague”  www.eathresource.org

A not so fun fact

93 Billion Plastic H2O Bottles Landfilled in US in 2002 

•= reach moon & back 38 x’s

•= circle equator 371 x’s

•= 2,222 times the length of the Nile

•= line Interstate 80 (NY to SF) 3,196 x’s

•= span length of CA 11, 556 x’s
