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Stop Drinking Bottled Water: Experts
Warn of Health and Climate Impacts

Story by Tom Howarth « 2h « 3 min read

residents who live north of Interstate 20 not to

drink or use tap water other than for flushing

A- widespread reliance on bottled water is posing significant
threats to both human health and the environment, with an
estimated 1 million bottles bought every minute worldwide.

This alarming figure is expected to increase as demand continues to
grow, warn health experts in a new commentary published in BMJ
Global Health.
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While around 2 billion people worldwide rely on bottled water due to
limited access to safe drinking water, for the majority, its use is a
matter of convenience, according to researchers from Weill Cornell
Medicine in Qatar.

This trend has been fueled by marketing campaigns that promote
bottled water as being safer and healthier than tap water—claims the
researchers say are misleading.

Indeed, up to two-thirds of bottled water in the U.S. is simply
repackaged tap water, the authors noted, and recent studies have
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found cancer causing-chemicals in bottled water in the San Francisco
Bay Area.

L Closeup on mineral water bottles. Contaminants in plastic and significant greenhouse gas
emissions are among the reasons why health experts are calling for a rethink on bottled
water use. yanik88/Getty
© yanik88/Getty

"The widespread use of bottled water contributes significantly to
pollution; it exposes people to potentially harmful contaminants and
also contributes to greenhouse gas emissions," lead author Amit
Abraham told Newsweek.

Harmful chemicals from plastic bottles, such as bisphenol A (BPA)
and phthalates, can leach into the water, the researchers said,
especially when bottles are exposed to sunlight or high temperatures
for extended periods. Studies have found contaminants, including
microplastics, in up to 78 percent of bottled-water samples.
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and obesity.

"While there are short-term safety thresholds, the long-term effects
of these contaminants remain largely unknown," the authors wrote,
adding that microplastics can also enter the food chain through
bottled water consumption.

In addition to health risks, the environmental toll of bottled water is
immense. Plastic bottles account for 12 percent of ocean plastic
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pollution, making them the second most common plastic waste item
found in the sea.

Only 9 percent of these bottles are recycled, with most ending up in
landfills, incinerators or being shipped to low- and middle-income
countries, raising ethical concerns about global waste management
and social justice.
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"It tends to be lower-income communities that bear the brunt of
plastic waste and pollution, and in general, the consumption of these
plastic water bottles comes from more affluent sections of society,"
Abraham said. "So often the people who are contributing to the
problem do not necessarily suffer the most from the impacts of that
problem."

Even the process of making the bottles is damaging, with raw
material extraction and manufacturing significantly contributing to
greenhouse gas emissions. Water itself is needed too—between 17
and 35 liters for each bottle.

Efforts to reduce bottled water use have been implemented in some
areas, including initiatives to increase access to drinking water in
public spaces and limit single-use plastics. However, the researchers
argue that much more needs to be done to curb reliance on bottled
water.

They call for robust government interventions and educational
campaigns to shift public perception.

Abraham added, "The onus should be on governments and
regulatory bodies to rethink their policies."

The authors urge governments, particularly in low- and middle-
income countries, to invest in safe and reliable tap water
infrastructure to address the root cause of bottled water
dependency.

"By prioritizing tap water consumption, we can collectively address
the multifaceted challenges posed by [bottled water] and embrace
tap water as a cornerstone of environmental responsibility and public
health," the researchers suggested.

As a piece of advice for consumers who keep emergency water
supplies in their homes, such as those facing the oncoming hurricane
on the Gulf Coast, Abraham recommends replacing water regularly
to avoid leaching of harmful chemicals into the water. Alternatively,
non-plastic containers could be used.

Do you have a tip on a science story that Newsweek should be
covering? Do you have a question about water quality? Let us
know via science@newsweek.com.
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