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Tap water, on the other hand, simply 
flows forth with the flick of the faucet. 

The Sierra Club, World Wildlife Fund 
and other earth-friendly societies urge sub-
scribers to consume less bottled water. Pres-
byterians for Restoring Creation and the 
National Coalition of American Nuns have 
adopted resolutions asking church members 
to abstain from purchasing water on moral 
grounds: Essential God-given resources 
should not be privatized.

As if renunciation by nuns isn’t bad 
enough news for the bottled water produc-
ers, politicians are also hopping onto the 
little green bandwagon.

Mayors in San Francisco, Miami, Los 
Angeles and Austin have banished bottled 
water from their city budgets, saving tax-
payer money that was being spent on bottled 
water and encouraging people to drink tap. 
Houston Mayor Bill White’s spokesman, 
Patrick Trahan, says the city has a deal with 
Sparkletts to provide large water-cooler jugs 
for employees to drink from at City Hall. 
Trahan says the contract is worth about 
$6,000 a year.

Last year, the bottled water industry 
showed the slowest growth in its relatively 
brief history.

It may be that water-in-a-bottle has 
finally jumped the shark.

“Water is water,” once wrote that old Prai-
rie Home Companion Garrison Keillor. “If 
you want lemon flavoring, add a slice of 
lemon. You want bubbles, stick a straw in it 
and blow.’’

This is more or less the message of Think 
Outside the Bottle, a national campaign 
aimed at swaying city officials, businesses 
and the public at large to turn on the tap. 
Twenty-six-year-old Deborah Lapidus is the 
national organizer for Boston-based Cor-
porate Accountability International, the 
organization leading the Think Outside the 
Bottle efforts.

Lapidus first dipped her 
toes into the bottled water 
morass in Texas during the 
summer of 2006. She helped 
launch tap water campaigns 
in eight cities, including 
Houston and Austin.

“Hardly anyone had heard 
of bottled water being an 
issue back then,” she recalls 
“I had to do a lot of public 
education. We chose Hous-
ton as one of the original cit-
ies because it has really high-
quality tap water and it brings 
home the absurdity of people 
drinking bottled water.”

Nick Denning, 23, is Cor-
porate Accountability Inter-
national’s Assistant Director 
of Environment in Florida. 
He and Lapidus take turns 
discussing what they say are 
the rumbling dark clouds of 
waste, cost, pollution and 
privatization caused by the 
bottled water industry.

“Four billion plastic 
bottles end up in landfills 
each year,” starts Lapidus, 
“at a cost to cities of over 
$70 million.”

Denning notes that “Production of plastic 
water bottles produces more than two-and-
a-half million tons of carbon dioxide, and 
requires the energy equivalent of 17 million 
barrels of oil per year” — enough “to gener-
ate fuel for over a million cars.”

Lapidus steers the stream of thought 
toward the pocketbook.

 “A family of three who rely exclusively 
on bottled water will, by the time the first 
child is 18, have already spent on that water 
the equivalent of that child’s college educa-
tion in a public university,” she says.

Because of their backgrounds in interna-
tional studies, the two are quick to place cor-
porate control of water in a broader world-
wide context — which can be summed up by 
saying that there are an increasing number 

of places on the globe with water 
water everywhere and not a drop 
to drink.

“With  the  amount  of 
money Americans spend on 
bottled water,” says Denning, “we could 
provide every citizen on this planet with 
access to safe water.”

Lapidus mentions Mexico, where Coca-
Cola has a stronghold.

“All the tourists in these countries, and 
the upper echelons of society can buy bot-
tled water,” she says, “so the political will to 
insure safe drinking water to the rest of the 
citizens declines.”

She adds that “Nestlé gets their water 
from springs and underground sources, 
usually in economically depressed 
communities.”

Lapidus resides in Bos-
ton, but went to Miami to 
attend the U.S. Conference 
of Mayors, where Resolution 
70 had been up for consid-
eration. Host Mayor Manny 
Diaz was a main proponent 
of the declaration, which 
“encourages cities to phase 
out, where feasible, govern-
ment use of bottled water 
and promote the importance 
of municipal water.”

“It passed with flying 
colors” Lapidus announces 
triumphantly.

Trahan says there are no 
propositions on the 
table in Houston 
that address bot-
tled water.

“What we desire 
to do,” Trahan says, 
“is see the cultural 
change occur. Though 
we have not ruled out 
creating ordinances, 
we would much pre-
fer that the city culture 
and its leadership and 
environmental efforts 
encourage people to 
continue to use our 
water. We also recog-
nize that people have 
choice, and if they’re 

going to choose other water products, that 
they do so conscientiously and use products 
that are contained in recyclable containers.”

Thirsty Mexicans, cloddish carbon foot-
prints and the minutiae of municipal law 
may not whet the public’s whistle, but one 
thing that has managed to muster outrage 
is the notion that 40 percent of all bottled 
water comes from the faucet — or, more 
specifically, from your tax-funded munici-
pal water supply.

“People feel duped” says Denning. “We 
pay the money to get clean public water, 
and corporations are taking advantage of 
that and selling it back to us at thousands of 
times the price. We are, in effect, subsidizing 
the industry.”

He is speaking here not of high-end 
imported waters, which are steeped in prob-
lems of their own, but those such as Coca-
Cola Company’s Dasani brand, which buys 
its water from the City of Houston.

Houston’s Public Works spokesman, 
Alvin Wright, says that several compa-
nies use Houston tap water as source 
water, including Budweiser, Pepsi, Coke 
and Nestlé.

“We sell water to basically everyone,” 
says Wright. “All the companies that make 
bottled water get their water from us.”

Pepsi, for instance, pays Houston an 
average of $33,037 a month; Coke pays a 
monthly average of $20,380. Ozarka and 
Sparkle Ice each buy more than $10,000 of 
water a month.

Houston used to bottle its own water 
years ago, says Trahan. The high costs of 
bottling, however, forced the city to shut 
down the business.

Other than the beverage vending 
machines at City Hall, the city doesn’t use a 
lot of bottled water. Not even during emer-
gencies, like a hurricane.

Wright says that the water department 
has no plans to provide bottled water to resi-
dents during a disaster.

“In the unlikely event that one of our sur-
face water sources 
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Think Outside the Bottle is a national 
organization trying to get people to kick bottled 
water and turn on the tap.

   By the Numbers
A test of tap and designer waters produces some 
interesting results
	 The Houston Press sent samples of Ozarka, Dasani and tap 
water taken from the Press office to Houston’s A&B Labs, which 
is certified by the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality.

A quick look at the heterotrophic plate count — aka the 
concentration of bacteria in the water — inspires a gasp when 
you get to Houston’s water. A tally of 310 cfu’s (Colony Form-
ing Units) as compared to Ozarka’s 2? Dasani’s 1?

Actually, all three water samples scored within the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency’s regulatory or recommended 
limits, meaning they’re all safe to drink. The tap water sample, 
however, had higher levels of some elements, including alumi-
num, iron, fluoride and chloride.

As for the city’s significantly higher heterotrophic plate 
count, we called the city for its numbers when it releases the 
water. According to the city, it scores under a 2 in the bacte-
ria category. 

Which means the level may be higher in the Press’s tap water 
sample because of a contaminated faucet. Which either makes 
you feel better or gives you something else to worry about. 

Total dissolved solids 
(affects taste)

Aluminum

Iron

Flouride

Chloride

Heterotrophic Plate 
Count

TAP

320 mg/L

.093 mg/L

.031 mg/L

.72 mg/L

41.6 mg/L

310 cfu/mL

OZARKA

86 mg/L

< .01 mg/L

< .02 mg/L

< .1 mg/L

4 mg/L

2 cfu/mL

DASANI

70 mg/L

< .01 mg/L

< .02 mg/L

< .1 mg/L

4.46 mg/L

1 cfu/mL

EPA

500 mg/L

.2 mg/L

.3 mg/L

2.0 mg/L

250 mg/L

500 cfu/mL

CITY’S NUMBERS

255 mg/L

.037 mg/L

< .03 mg/L

.87 mg/L

34 mg/L

< 2 cfu/mL
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