
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. I’ve heard that plastic beverage containers are easily recycled.  
What is the big fuss about bottled water’s environmental impact?  

 

Unfortunately recyclability is not 

a good indicator of how 'sustainable' 

a product is, especially when its 

alternative, in this case tap water, 

has such a drastically lower 

environmental footprint. The notion 

that ‘recycling plastic bottles is good’ 

seems to mostly lead to increased 

consumption and no real 

environmental sustainability. 

Recycling, in and of itself, has a 

footprint, and contrary to popular 

belief, plastic beverage containers 

are not recycled as efficiently as 

many other products such as glass, 

metal or paper. Instead, plastics get 

down-cycled – made into a product 

that often can no longer be recycled.  

On top of that, most plastic 

bottles don’t even make it to the 

recycling plant, but rather end up in 

landfills or as litter.  

But beyond the disposal the 

water bottles, which is only the last 

step of its lifecycle, we also need to 

account for the impact of production 

and transportation.  

The Pacific Institute estimated 

that the production and 

transportation for the US demand 

for bottled water required more 

than 17 million barrels of oil 

annually, enough to fuel 1 million 

cars for a year. Roughly the 

equivalent of one quarter of a bottle 

of water in oil is used for the 

production and transportation of 

each bottle. 

Furthermore, Carbon dioxide, 

sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides 

are emitted by this production, and 

contribute to atmospheric pollution 

and global warming.  

Also, the equivalent of 3 bottles 

of water are used for every bottle 

produced. 

Once produced, bottled water 

often travels many miles before 

reaching the consumers. One striking 

example is FIJI Water that travels 

12,372 km to arrive to Toronto, 

Ontario. 

So let’s avoid buying and 

drinking from bottled water and 

reach for the tap! 
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Take the plunge:  

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

ABOUT BOTTLED WATER 
 

 

“Put simply, bottled water 

cannot be sustainable. 

Recycling isn’t the silver 

bullet of sustainability.” 

 



2. Is bottled water safer and healthier than tap water? 

Due to cunning advertising 

campaigns, bottled water has 

become the popular alternative to 

tap water in many circles. These 

successful campaigns have created 

the perception that tap water is 

polluted, unhealthy, of lower status 

and inferior to the water sold in 

bottles. The bottled water industry’s 

vilification of tap water is likely part 

of the reasons 17.2% of Canadians 

drink bottled water exclusively.  

In most Canadian and American 

municipalities, tap water is great in 

quality In Canada, the quality and 

safety of tap water is primarily a 

provincial/territorial or municipal 

responsibility. Tap water goes 

through more frequent and TOUGH 

tests than bottled water. Consider 

that the City of Ottawa conducts 

over 125,000 tests per year and that 

the City of Toronto checks its water 

for bacteria every 4 to 6 hours. 

Compare that to the gruesome 

statistics of bottled water quality 

testing described below. 

Since bottled water is 

considered a food product under the 

Canadian Food and Drugs Act and 

Regulations, the bottled water 

industry does not legally have to 

meet the Guidelines for Canadian 

Drinking Water Quality.   

As such, the regulation and 

surveillance of the bottled water 

industry is low and almost all 

voluntary. Only 6% of bottled water 

factories were tested in 2008-09 by 

regulatory agencies (16 out of 282 

factories). Furthermore, 27 out of 49 

bottled water products have been 

recalled by the Canadian Food 

Agency since 2000. Peer-reviewed 

scientific studies have also raised 

concerns with the quality of bottled 

water as concentrations of 

contaminants such as arsenic, 

bromide, bacteria and lead have 

been found in bottled water 

samples.   

Bottled water is not a long-term 

solution to drinking water needs; 

there is no substitute for an 

accountable government when it 

comes to ensuring safe, accessible 

and affordable drinking water. 

 

3. I prefer the convenience and taste of bottled water, so why 
should I give it up? 
Tap water is as convenient as 

bottled water.  There are a number 

of reusable bottles available, such as 

stainless steel or BPA free plastic 

containers that people can fill with 

tap water and carry with them 

throughout the day.  Not only will 

this save money, it is a simple way to 

reduce your environmental impacts.  

What most don’t realize is that 

bottled water costs from to 240 to 

10,000 times the prices of tap water, 

depending on your location. Why 

pay $1.75to $4.00 for bottled water 

when tap water is almost free? ! 

Though advertising campaigns 

have associated bottled water with 

luxury, status and health, tap water 

comes from the same source. Tap 

water also comes from rivers, lakes, 

springs and wells. Add to that about 

30% of the bottled water industry 

use the water directly from our 

municipal water infrastructure!  

As for taste, blind taste test most 

often disprove that people can easily 

tell the difference and often people 

will prefer tap water over bottled 

water during these tests.  

Nevertheless, home carbon filters 

can be used to eliminate any mineral 

or residual taste from tap water. 

Additionally, a number of home 

filtration systems are available that 

can address other concerns people 

might have about the presence of 

chlorine, chloramines, fluoride or 

lead in tap water.  

“When water is privatized 

and sold for profit, it 

becomes very inconvenient 

for many people who have 

trouble accessing it.” 

 



4. Is passing a policy ending the sale and distribution of bottled 
water unfairly targeting bottled water and restricting individual 
choice? 

Passing a policy to promote tap 

water and phase out bottled water, 

where tap water is readily available, 

sets a precedent that challenges 

well-marketed notions that bottled 

water is healthier and safer than tap 

water.   

It also emphasizes the importance of 

water as a public right instead of a 

private good. 

Though the other beverages sold in 

PET plastic beverage containers have 

similar environmental impacts as 

bottled water, they are not readily 

available from the tap. Purchasing 

bottled water supports water as a 

private good, and validates the 

influence of corporations in our daily 

lives.  

Opting to drink tap water is about 

making a commitment to the 

environment and public water 

services.  

Further, the provision of clean, safe 

and affordable water is a vital public 

service that all municipal 

governments should be proud to 

provide and support. 

It is also important to know that 

most tap water policies do contain 

exceptions in the case of 

emergencies where tap water 

infrastructure may not work. 

 

5. The bottled water industry seems to use less water than other 
industries. Why do some raise concerns about their water use? 

It is true that manufacturing and 

other industries (such as agriculture 

and mining) use more water than 

the bottled water industry.  However 

there are many other questions that 

need to be raised regarding the 

extraction of water to be bottled. 

For one, it is important to examine 

the issue of water takings on a 

watershed-by-watershed basis.  By 

examining the local environmental 

and social impacts of removing large 

quantities of water for bottling 

purposes, a clearer assessment can 

be made of the bottled water 

industry’s role in growing water 

takings across all industries.   

Also, it isn’t a race to see who will 

use the most water. It needs to be 

managed properly and with our 

futures in mind. Water is a commons 

and bottling it and taking it out of 

watersheds to be sold for profit is 

not equitable. 

Furthermore, water extraction 

quantities of the bottled water 

industry can and do have an impact 

on watersheds and ecosystems. For 

example, Nestlé is currently allowed 

to extract 3.6 million litres of water 

daily from its Aberfoyle plant near 

Guelph in Ontario. For two years in a 

row now, they were asked to reduce 

water taking during a summer 

drought period. This reflects a reality 

that is often not accounted for in the 

initial discussions around water 

taking permits. Often watershed 

water renewal rates and 

groundwater availability data are not 

known and industries can often be 

allowed to bypass water restriction 

advisories. 

Additionally, on top of missing or 

incomplete watershed data, often it 

is hard for the public to get a hold of 

water taking permit information 

regarding water taking volumes and 

royalties, making it hard to properly 

monitor industry. 

 

“Water is a public good, a 

human right. It should not 

be bottled and sold for 

profit by corporations.” 

 


