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Menu of Options for Interim Safe Drinking Water Solutions 
    

 

  

What Can I Do If My Water Is Unsafe to Drink?  
If your tap water is unsafe to drink, you should immediately consider using a short-term alternative water source, or an interim solution.  While 

boiling water may kill things like bacteria and pathogens, it often concentrates other contaminants (such as arsenic and nitrate), making those 

problems worse.  There are many available options for getting safe drinking water into your home, community, or school. Many times, the most cost-

effective short-term solution is installing a water treatment system; other times, the best approach is paying for bottled water.   

 

 

Which Are My Short-term Solution Options?  
First, you need to know which contaminant(s) are in your water, from your water quality Consumer Confidence Report. Once you have this 

information, you should review each short-term option and weigh the pros and cons.  Your options include: (1) bottled water, (2) bottled water 

delivery, (3) hauled water, (4) water vending machines, (5) point of use (POU) treatment devices, and (6) point of entry (POE) treatment devices.     

 
Please note that interim solutions must meet the California Department of Public Health’s (CDPH) guidelines.  Please see Table 1 for more details.  

For more information about state regulations for bottled water, hauled water, and water vending machines, see the CDPH Food and Drug Branch’s 

website: http://www.cdph.ca.gov/programs/Pages/fdbBVW.aspx.  For more information about state regulations for POU/POE treatment devices see 

the CDPH Drinking Water Treatment Device Certification Unit’s website: http://www.cdph.ca.gov/certlic/device/pages/watertreatmentdevices.aspx. 

 

 

 Bottled water is water that is sold in sealed plastic bottles.  Bottled water is convenient and readily available almost everywhere, but it 

can become expensive in large volumes and over the long term, given that it typically costs $7-$20 per gallon.  If water districts or schools choose to 

decide on buying bottled water, distribution must be planned for. 

 

http://www.cdph.ca.gov/programs/Pages/fdbBVW.aspx
http://www.cdph.ca.gov/certlic/device/pages/watertreatmentdevices.aspx
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PROS:  

 Bottled water is convenient, readily available from a 

variety of vendors and stores and comes in different sizes 

ranging from single serving sizes to several gallons.  

 Bottled water is easily transportable. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

CONS: 

 Bottled water is not cost-effective because it becomes 

expensive in large volumes and over the long term.   

 Because of the high costs, bottled water is often impractical 

to use for cooking, but interim solutions should always be 

used for all consumption purposes.  

 Depending on the volume of water in a container, it can be 

difficult to transport for elderly people or children. 

 Bottled water generates plastic waste that is not beneficial 

for the environment. 

 The plastic material used in the bottles may leach trace 

amounts of chemicals into the bottled water. 

  Bottled water delivery is a scheduled service that many bottled water companies offer, usually for a fee.  The water is 

typically delivered in 3 or 5 gallons, from $2-$3 per gallon.  While this option still has the many cons of bottled water, it is an easy option because 

delivery companies will handle the distribution logistics and cleaning of the jugs.  The upfront cost may include not only the bottled water jugs but 

also a water cooler or dispenser. 

 

PROS: 

 Delivered bottled water is conveniently sent to the address 

of any place on a regular schedule. 

 Delivered bottled water usually comes in reusable plastic 3 

to 5 gallon jugs, so it can be more cost effective than 

buying single serving bottled water and help cut down on 

plastic waste. 

 

 

 

 

CONS: 

 Additional costs including buying a dispenser or water 

cooler may be incurred for the customer. 

 Bottled water delivery may not be cost-effective in the long 

term. 

 Depending on the volume of water in a container, it can be 

difficult to lift and move for elderly people. 

 The plastic material used in the bottles may leach trace 

amounts of chemicals into the bottled water. 
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 Hauled water is potable water that is transported in bulk (at least 250 gallons) by a tanker truck that has a 

permanently mounted or detachable water tank.  Water is distributed by pumps, hoses, or other equipment from the truck to the user.  Users may 

choose to invest in a storage tank system to store large quantities of hauled water.  Regulated by CDPH, hauled water should be tested for coliform 

bacteria at the first water load after the hauling tanks are cleaned and sanitized, and additionally, once every 30 days during the months that water is 

being hauled.   When deciding whether to use hauled water, it is recommended to research the source of the hauled water and its water quality (not 

just coliform).  The costs of hauled water include the distance of the truck traveled, the length of the hose needed to transport the water, and other 

factors decided by the water hauling company. 

 

PROS: 

 Hauled water can be cost-effective. 

 Vehicles with hauled water can be set up to go to a 

specified address or central location. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONS: 

 Research must be conducted to determine what locally 

available water haulers there are, in order to reduce costs, 

because the price factors in distance of truck traveled. 

 Potential bacterial contamination can occur at various 

points in the process, such delivery of water from truck to 

consumer’s water containers or insufficient sanitation of 

truck tanks or consumer’s water containers.  

 CDPH only requires the water be tested for coliform 

bacteria, not any other contaminants. 

 Additional costs such as purchasing a storage tank system 

to store the water for long-term usage for the household or 

school can incur.    

 Depending on the volume of water in a container, it can be 

difficult to transport for elderly people. 

 Users are responsible for bringing and cleaning their own 

containers, or else there is a risk of bacterial contamination.      
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  Water vending machines sell water to customers through machines with filters that are connected to a tap water line.  Almost 

all water vending machines that are licensed by CDPH treat water with reverse osmosis (can reduce levels of certain primary contaminants like 

nitrates), activated carbon, and ultraviolet disinfection before dispensing to customers.  Please consult with CDPH to learn more about the different 

options for these machines.  Water vending machines can be good for the school or the community level.  Please note that not all vending machines 

are equipped to filter out specific contaminants.  There is little to no regulation of vending machines to meet drinking water standards.  CDPH 

requires certified operators to maintain the machine and test the water quality for coliform every 6 months and if the dispensed water is purified, 

dissolved solids need to be tested every 7 days.  CDPH recommends that in the first 6 months of the operation of the machine, the water is tested 

monthly for coliform and any pertinent contaminants. 

 

PROS: 

 Water vending machines can be very cost effective for the 

paying customer, from $0.10-$0.25 per gallon. 

 The cost of operations and maintenance (O&M) machines 

can be covered in the cost of water.   

 There is no plastic waste generated if you use re-usable 

containers.   

 The centralized location of the vending machine may be 

convenient for some community residents than for other 

options. 

 Vending machines can be a long-term asset even after the 

long-term solution of achieving compliance for the public 

water system has been met. 

 

 

 

 

CONS: 

 Not all vending machines are equipped to filter out specific 

contaminants.  There is little to no regulation of vending 

machines to meet drinking water standards. 

 The centralized location of the vending machine may be 

difficult to access for some residents. 

 Bacteria can form on the spigot of the dispenser and can 

potentially contaminate the water without regular cleaning. 

 CDPH requires certified operators to be in charge of 

regular O&M, which will incur additional costs to the 

project.  

 Depending on the volume of water dispensed in a container, 

it can be difficult to transport for elderly people. 

 Users are responsible for bringing and cleaning their own 

containers regularly, or else there is a risk of bacterial 

contamination.      
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  Point of use (POU) treatment devices only treat water intended for direct consumption (such as drinking or 

cooking), at a single tap (such as at the kitchen sink) or a limited number of taps.  POU devices can treat various contaminants through different 

technologies, such as reverse osmosis for many metals and radionuclides, solid block or granular activated carbon filters for some pesticides and 

most organic contaminants, and UV light for bacterial disinfection.  CDPH requires that all POU devices sold in California be certified in order to 

remove specific contaminants and recommends proper installation and maintenance.   You must conduct extensive research to decide which model 

best suits your water district, community, or school.  Not all POU devices will filter out all possible contaminants, so you must select devices that 

will filter out the specific contaminants in your water.  Not all POU devices will perform as claimed by manufacturers, so you must choose a certified 

device by CDPH.  It is recommended that you contact CDPH or a qualified professional, such as a local well treatment company, for assistance. 

 

PROS: 

 Certified POU devices have been proven to be able to 

remove contaminants reliably and are cost-effective, with 

no additional costs incurred for purchasing water. 

 You can get treated water on-site at the filtered tap without 

needing to travel to obtain safe water. 

 POU devices are easily available and can be locally 

purchased from hardware stores or online manufacturers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONS: 

 Selection of an appropriate POU device requires extensive 

research.  

 Installation of a POU device requires plumbing expertise. 

 Installation of devices scaled up for a community or school 

can be time consuming and require manpower and training, 

which can incur additional labor costs to the project. 

 The majority of users will need additional education about 

proper operations, maintenance, and monitoring.  For 

instance, filters and applicable membranes and parts of 

POU devices need regularly in order to be effective.  This 

educational component can require additional time and 

resources beyond the installation stage. 

 Water that is not filtered still has contaminants, such as in 

showers or other taps.  If you drink water from the 

bathroom, for example, the water would not be filtered. 

Similarly, you would be exposed to contaminants while 

taking a shower.    

 People will need to know where to purchase and the costs 

of replacement filters, membrane, and other parts pieces, 

which incurs additional costs over time.  The water district 

needs to consider if they will absorb these replacement 

costs in the project implementation.    
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 Point of entry (POE) treatment devices treat all the water entering a house or a school and are installed after 

the outside water meter.  Like POU devices, POE devices must be certified by CDPH to remove the specific contaminants in your water and be 

properly installed and maintained.  However, POE devices can be much more expensive than POU devices, but they do eliminate the need to install 

multiple POU devices in a building.  You must conduct extensive research to decide which model best suits your water district, community, or school.  

Not all POE devices will filter out all possible contaminants, so you must select devices that will filter out the specific contaminants in your water.  In 

addition, not all POE devices will perform as claimed by manufacturers, so you must choose a certified device by CDPH.  There is a limited number 

of POE devices certified by CDPH.  It is recommended that you contact CDPH or a qualified professional, such as a local well treatment company, 

for assistance. 

 

PROS: 

 Certified POE devices have proven to be effective. 

 POE devices are convenient because you can get treated 

water anywhere in the building without needing to travel to 

obtain safe water or go to a specific tap.  Because there is 

only one point of treatment, POE devices eliminate the 

need of tracking and maintaining multiple POU units in a 

building.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONS: 

 Selection of an appropriate POE device requires extensive 

research.  Options for certified POE devices are limited. 

 There needs to be an extensive monitoring plan approved 

by the State authority.  POE devices may also need a 

disposal plan for the waste generated. 

 Installation of a POE device requires extensive mechanical 

and plumbing expertise and may require additional costs 

for any mechanical parts needed.  

 Installation of a POE device requires significant time.  

 The majority of users will need additional education about 

proper operations, maintenance, and monitoring.  For 

instance, filters and applicable membranes and parts of 

POE devices need regularly in order to be effective.  This 

educational component can require additional time and 

resources beyond the installation stage. 

 People will need to know where to purchase and the costs 

of replacement filters, membrane, and other parts pieces, 

which incurs additional costs over time.  The water district 

or school needs to consider if they will absorb the costs of 

the filters in the project implementation.     
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 Table 1: Summary of your short-term, alternative options when your drinking water is not safe to consume.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Bottled water 

 

 
Bottled water 

delivery 

 

 
Hauled water 

 

 

 
Water Vending Machine 

 

 
 

POU filter 

 

 
POE filter 

Users 
Households, 
communities, 

schools 

Households, 
communities, 

schools 

Households, communities, 
schools 

Communities, schools 
Households, 

communities, schools 
Households, 

communities, schools 

Local availability 
Any local grocery 

store 
Sparkletts Co., 
Alhambra, etc. 

Contact CDPH for local, 
licensed water haulers

1
 

Glacier, Schur, Watermill 
Express, Monterey Water 
Co., Blue Bottle Vending, 

etc. 

Home Depot, 
Culligan, various 

manufacturers (see 
CDPH website)

2
 

Various manufacturers 
(see CDPH website)

3
 

Cost of water per 
gallon 

$1-$4 $2-$3  $0.04-$0.10 $0.10-$0.25 -- -- 

Cost of device -- -- -- $15,000-$30,000 $40-$900
4
 $1,000-$20,000
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Additional costs -- Water cooler 
Distance traveled, length of 

hose, etc. factored in bill 

Installation, certified 
operator for O&M, 

monitoring 

Installation, O&M, 
monitoring 

Installation, O&M, 
monitoring 

Distribution of 
water 

Company delivery 
or arrangements 
by water district 

Company delivery 
to specified 

address   

Company delivery to central 
location or specified address  

Central location 
In the household 
kitchen, or a main 

water tap 

At entry to the main 
building’s water lines  

Mechanical or 
plumbing expertise 

needed? 
-- -- -- Installation, O&M Installation, O&M Installation, O&M 

Maintenance 
needed? 

-- -- 

Regular cleaning of hauling 
vehicle required by California 
Law (Health and Safety Code, 

Section 111070); regular 
cleaning of consumer’s 

reusable jugs  

Monthly servicing of 
machine required by 

California law (SB220); 
regularly cleaning of 

consumer’s reusable jugs 

Regular changing of 
filters, membrane, 
applicable parts as 
recommended by 

CDPH and 
manufacturers    

Regular changing of 
filters, membrane, 
applicable parts as 
recommended by 

CDPH and 
manufacturers    

Monitoring 
needed? 

-- -- 

Test for coliform bacteria, at 
the first water load after   
hauling tanks have been 

cleaned & also every 30 days 
(not subject to drinking water 

quality regulations)   

Monthly testing for first 6 
months for coliform and 

any pertinent 
contaminants, then 

biannual testing 

Quarterly water 
quality testing, as  
recommended by 

CDPH and 
manufacturers    

Quarterly water quality 
testing, as  

recommended by 
CDPH and 

manufacturers    

When to use 
Emergency, short-

term 
Emergency, short-
term, long-term

6
 

Emergency, short-term, long-
term 

Emergency, short-term, 
long-term 

Short-term, long-term Short-term, long-term 

Waste generated 
Plastic bottles (if 

not recycled) 
Plastic bottles (if 

not recycled) 
-- 

Used filters, membranes, 
waste water
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Used filters, 
membranes, waste 

water
 
  

Used filters, 
membranes, waste 

water
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 CDPH Food Drug Branch, “Bottled and Vended Water,” <http://www.cdph.ca.gov/programs/Pages/fdbBVW.aspx>. 

2
 CDPH Drinking Water Treatment Device Certification Unit, “Certified Water Treatment Devices Directory,” 

<http://www.cdph.ca.gov/certlic/device/Pages/WTDDirectory.aspx>. 
3
 Ibid. 

4 US Environmental Protection Agency, Investigation of the Capability of Point-of-Use/Point-of-Entry Treatment Devices as a Means of Providing Water Security, Feb. 2006. 
5 Ibid. 
6
 Short-term refers to the three years’ timeframe that public water systems can pursue interim solution projects through the Proposition 84 emergency funding.  Long-term refers to 

any time frame greater than three years. 
7
 Reverse osmosis POU units generate waste water that can be toxic, depending on original contaminants in the water (such as arsenic, heavy metals, etc.).    

http://www.cdph.ca.gov/programs/Pages/fdbBVW.aspx
http://www.cdph.ca.gov/certlic/device/Pages/WTDDirectory.aspx

