Bottle Stoppers: Should Bottled-Water Sales be Banned in Public Buildings?
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Students at Washington University in St. Louis are finding new ways to quench their thirst--not their thirst for knowledge, but for water. In January, the school became the first college to ban the sale of bottled water in an effort to reduce plastic waste. Since Washington implemented the ban, other universities have followed suit. Some city governments also have turned off the tap on bottled-water sales in public buildings.

Fans of the ban say canning bottled-water sales will cut down on the estimated 1.5 million tons of plastic produced each year by the bottled-water industry. "Bottled water is harmful in many different ways," says Kady McFadden, an environmental studies major at the school, who led the successful Tap It campaign. Supporters add that people don't have to pay for water--they can drink tap water instead.

Opponents say nothing beats the convenience and taste of bottled water. They add that the ban may drive students to buy other, less healthy drinks sold in plastic bottles. "It seems unreasonable to single out bottled water, the healthiest beverage a student can buy," says Tom Lauria of the International Bottled Water Association.

Current Events takes a sip of each side of the bottled-water ban debate.

DRINK UP

Some say banning bottled water doesn't make sense and isn't enough to protect the environment. They argue that bottled water is often the healthiest choice to stay hydrated and that public buildings might not have enough water fountains for people to fill reusable bottles.

Opponents of the water-bottle ban say the focus should be on encouraging people to recycle plastic bottles. "So many people don't even realize those bottles are recyclable....Let's keep our choices and just do a better job of being more responsible," says nutritionist Kim Galeaz.

Samantha Rogers, of the environmental group Greenpeace, describes a plan in San Francisco that she says is a better solution for helping the environment than the bottled-water ban. "[The plan] will actually deliver over 50 percent of San Francisco's energy from renewable resources such as wind and solar power, which is a much more broad-sweeping solution than banning plastic bottles," she says.

BAN THE BOTTLE

Supporters say bottled-water sales should dry up. They say that would reduce greenhouse gas emissions because fossil fuels are used in the processing, packaging, and transporting of water bottles. "Water is heavy, and shipping bottled water to campus releases large amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere," says McFadden.

Eight out of 10 plastic water bottles end up in the garbage, according to the Container Recycling Institute. "National statistics show that the rate plastic bottles are recycled is low and getting lower, as more end up in landfills," said Matt Malten, a Washington University official.

McFadden says the plastic used to create the bottles is not environmentally friendly. "[It] can take up to 1,000 years to biodegrade and ... can only be [turned into] a lower-grade plastic that isn't used for much," she said.

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

Should bottled-water sales be tapped out in public buildings? Let us know at edce@weeklyreader.com

Get Talking

Ask students: Where does the water you drink come from? Where and when do people drink bottled water? Why might some people support banning the sale of bottled water? Why might some oppose the ban?

Notes Behind the News

* Drinking bottled water is a recent trend. According to the Earth Policy Institute, a Washington, D.C.-based environmental group, Americans on average drink about 30 gallons of bottled water per person per year, up from less than 2 gallons 30 years ago. (For more information, see tinyurl.com/bottledwaterdata.) Americans spend more than $15 billion a year on bottled water. But carbonated soft drinks outpace bottled water roughly two to one as the drink of choice for Americans.

* The International Bottled Water Association (IBWA) says that bottled water is a safe, healthy beverage choice for staying hydrated. "Any actions by legislators or activist groups that would discourage the consumption of water because it happens to be [in] a container, as nearly all beverages are, are not in the public's best interest," says IBWA President Joe Doss.

* Members of Washington University's Tap It campaign built a "tower of consumption" out of discarded water bottles collected from campus trash cans to show students how much waste bottled water created. The campaign also included water taste tests, directional signs to drinking fountains, and giveaways of reusable water bottles. One of the reasons Washington University students led the bottled-water ban is that St. Louis is known for its quality tap water.

Doing More

Ask students: Why, do you think, has bottled water become so popular? Have students record the number of bottles of water consumed in their households each week, and then have them estimate how many bottles their families use each year.
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