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State agencies and bottled water: Using tap water will save money, reorder priorities
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 By Guest Columnist 


 
By Barbara Willer and Martin Donohoe 

This state is humming with debate about how to balance the budget without stunting our economic recovery. Yet somehow, with all the recent rancor over spending cuts, pundits and politicians have largely overlooked one of our most essential public services: supplying the public with clean tap water. 

According to a Corporate Accountability International report, as recently as 2009, Oregon state government was spending $90,200 on bottled water. State procurement officials confirm that agencies continue that practice. Given the state's public commitment to rein in its own office budgets, you would think that bottled water would be an easy place to start cutting. 

Not only is public spending on bottled water an enormous waste of resources at a time when government can ill afford such needless expenses, it also sends the absolute wrong message about the value and importance of public water systems. 

It tells Oregon residents that the water they're getting from their own household or workplace taps is somehow inferior to what they're getting from a plastic bottle. 

Nothing could be further from the truth. Bottled water is subject to far less regulatory scrutiny than tap water, and according to another recent Corporate Accountability International report, as much as 44 percent of bottled water comes from the tap. 

Many of the bottles used for bottled water purchased by the state contain bisphenol-A (BPA) and phthalates, endocrine disrupters that studies indicate are linked to disruptive reproductive and neurological effects and may increase cancer risk in humans. 

But one of the most vital reasons for cutting bottled water from our budget is the path it paves for much-needed reinvestment in our public water systems. This reinvestment would guarantee the ability to provide high-quality drinking water for generations to come. 

As the bottled water industry has grown, the political will to adequately fund public water systems in the U.S. has diminished. Now facing a $23 billion annual funding gap nationally, public water systems need a renewed vote of confidence. 

The economic stimulus of such a move speaks for itself. By some estimates, every $100 million dollars invested in our public water systems creates 2,850 jobs and generates an increase of $635 million in gross domestic product. 

The good news is that the stage is set for Gov. John Kitzhaber to take action -- Oregon just adopted the strictest standards in the country for toxic water pollution, showing how committed our state is to protecting our watersheds and drinking water sources. 

Oregonians have started to take matters into their own hands. Last year, Multnomah County and the city of Eugene chose to cut government spending on bottled water, saving tens of thousands of dollars and rebuilding confidence in the tap. 

Even local businesses are riding the wave. On March 22 -- World Water Day -- more than 20 establishments around the state capital, including the Salem Conference Center, chose to stop serving bottled water to their customers in favor of the tap, sending the message that since the tap is best for Salem's residents, businesses and institutions, it is certainly best for those responsible for funding it. 

By going bottled water-free, Oregon would be matching a commitment that five states and more than 1,200 other cities nationwide have already made to reduce taxpayer spending on bottled water. 

Oregon state agencies can serve as a model for our residents by making the fiscally responsible, environmentally sensible and health-conscious decision to proudly drink the high-quality tap water that most Oregonians already enjoy. 

Barbara Willer is a former Multnomah County commissioner. Martin Donohoe is an adjunct associate professor in the Department of Community Health at Portland State University and senior physician at Kaiser Permanente Sunnyside Hospital. 
For more information on the cited reports and spending on bottled water: thinkoutsidethebottle.org 
