Reports: Bottled water makers should reveal as much about product as tap water suppliers
EMILY FREDRIX AP Food Industry Writer 6:41 PM CDT, July 8, 2009
FILE - In this June 3, 2008 file photo, Liberty Valley Elementary School, then, kindergarten student Tianna Swisher
moves into an arc of water for a drink at the water fountain at Montour Preserve, near Washingtonville, Pa. , while
classmate Eli Zakarian awaits his turn. Consumers know less about the water they pay dearly for in bottles than the tap
water they can drink almost for free because they're regulated differently, the Government Accountability Office and a
group of scientists say in reports being released Wednesday, July 8, 2009. (AP Photo/Bloomsburg Press Enterprise, Bill
hughes, file) (Bill Hughes, AP / June 3, 2008)
Consumers know less about the water they pay dearly for in bottles than what they can drink almost for free from the
tap because the two are regulated differently, congressional investigators and nonprofit researchers say in new reports.
Both the Government Accountability Office and the Environmental Working Group, a nonprofit research and advocacy
organization, recommend in reports released Wednesday that bottled water be labeled with the same level of
information municipal water providers must disclose.
The researchers urged Americans to make bottled water "a distant second choice" to filtered tap water because there
isn't enough information about bottled water. The working group recommends purifying tap water with a commercial
filter, however.
Both reports were released at a congressional subcommittee Wednesday morning.
Bottled water — an industry worth about $16 billion in sales last year — has been suffering lately as colleges,
communities and some governments take measures to limit or ban its consumption. As employers, they are motivated
by cost savings and environmental concern because the bottles often are not recycled.
Bottled water sales were growing by double-digit percentages for years and were helping buoy the U.S. beverage
industry overall. But they were flat last year, according to trade publication Beverage Digest.
Beverage Digest editor John Sicher said some consumers are turning on the tap during the recession simply because
it's cheaper.
From 1997 to 2007, the amount of bottled water consumed per person in the U.S. more than doubled, from 13.4 gallons
to 29.3 gallons, the GAO report said.
The issue before a subcommittee of the Energy and Commerce Committee was less about waste and water quality
concerns and more about the mechanics of regulating bottled water.
As a food product, bottled water is regulated by the Food and Drug Administration and required to show nutrition
information and ingredients on its labels. Municipal water is under the control of the Environmental Protection Agency.
The two agencies have similar standards for water quality, but the FDA has less authority to enforce them, the GAO
said, and the environmental agency requires much more testing.
Subcommittee chairman Rep. Bart Stupak, D-Mich., said the subcommittee was requesting information Wednesday
from a dozen bottled water companies on their water sources, treatment methods and two years' results of contaminant
testing. It was not immediately clear which companies were being contacted.
"Consumers may not realize that many regulations that apply to municipalities responsible for tap water do not apply to
companies that produce bottled water," he said in statements opening the hearing.

The GAO noted the FDA has yet to set standards for DEHP, one of several chemicals known as phthalates that are
found in many household products, while the EPA limits the presence of phthalates in tap water.
In a survey of officials in all 50 states and the District of Columbia, the GAO found they think consumers are
misinformed about bottled water.
"Many replied that consumers often believe that bottled water is safer or healthier than tap water," according to the GAO
report.
The Washington, D.C.-based Environmental Working Group said in its report that consumers do not get enough
information to determine which water is best for them.
Both groups said some bottled water brands include the same information required of tap water providers on either
labels or company Web sites.
The GAO called for more research but said the FDA should start by requiring that bottled water labels tell consumers
where to find out more.
Community water systems must distribute annual reports about their water's source, contaminants and possible health
concerns.
Consumers should know where all their water comes from, how it is treated and what is found in it, said Richard Wiles,
senior vice president for policy and communications for the Environmental Working Group.
"If the municipal tap water systems can tell their customers this information, you would think that bottled water
companies that charge 1,000 times more for this water could also let consumers know the same thing," he told The
Associated Press. The bottled water industry's trade group, the International Bottled Water Association, planned to
testify Wednesday that the product, — subject to the same regulation as other soft drinks, teas, juices and other
beverages — is safe. Additional standards apply for bottled water products labeled as "purified water" or "spring water,"
among other labels, because they must prove a connection to those sources, according to planned testimony from
Joseph Doss, president and chief executive of the International Bottled Water Association.
Doss said consumers can learn about bottled water by contacting the company, reading its Web site and visiting sites
run by state governments. State safeguards for bottled water often exceed the federal, though they are less stringent
than for tap water, the GAO wrote.
The trade group declined to comment on the reports before they are released.

