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Take a walk around any local park, o�ce or city centre and there’s a good chance you’ll see a
num ber of people drink ing from reusable water bottles.

They’ve become something of a fash ion access ory, as well as a means to help us meet the NHS
health recom mend a tions of drink ing 6-8 glasses of water per day and reduce our envir on -
mental foot print by cut ting down on the need for single-use plastic bottles.
But, while using a water bottle might be a noble, health-improv ing and planet-pro tect ing act,
the bottles may be car ry ing a hid den risk. Research car ried out by US water �l tra tion com pany
Water Fil ter Guru has shown that if you don’t reg u larly wash your water bottle thor oughly, bac -
teria and moulds can build up – both on the inside and out side – that, if swal lowed, have the
poten tial to make you very ill.
Water, even from a kit chen tap, isn’t usu ally sterile, and bac teria begins grow ing nat ur ally in all
non-car bon ated waters only a few days after a bottle is �lled. The longer that water is stored in
a bottle at room tem per at ure, the more bac teria will grow. (Refri ger at ing �lled water bottles
can help limit micro bial num bers, however.)
Some of a water bottle’s microbes will come from the water itself, but mostly they come from
the per son drink ing from it. Our bod ies are nat ur ally covered with mil lions of microbes (micro -
�ora), includ ing the insides of our mouths.
Microbes found inside a typ ical water bottle unsur pris ingly include skin and oral microbes, such
as Sta phyl o coc cus and Strep to coc cus. Although these bac teria are nor mally part of the human
micro �ora, they can cause skin and res pir at ory infec tions.
The bottle will also con tain microbes present in the envir on ment around it, which could be of a
huge vari ety. While they might land on the exter ior of your bottle ini tially, they may later �nd

Reusable water bottles reduce waste from single-use plastic, but without reg u -
lar clean ing become havens for bac teria
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their way onto the interior after being trans ferred by you. And each time you drink from the
bottle you’ll be adding bac teria from your mouth, which is home to mil lions of micro bial cells.
If you don’t wash your hands after going to the toi let, bac teria that typ ic ally live in your intest -
ines, such as Escheri chia coli (E. coli) may also make their way onto, and into, your bottle.
The Water Fil ter Guru study, men tioned above, found that the levels of intest inal bac teria, such
as E. coli, found in a typ ical water bottle were sim ilar to those found on toi let seats.
Drink ing water that’s been con tam in ated this way can harm your health, caus ing diarrhoea and
vomit ing, and, if moulds are present, pos sibly aller gies. Preg nant women, the very young, the
eld erly or those who are immuno-com prom ised are most at risk of becom ing ill from drink ing
water con tam in ants.
The type of drink you keep in your bottle also has a major e�ect on what grows inside it. Drinks
that nour ish you also nour ish microbes, so it’s best to avoid �lling your bottle with any thing
other than water. Flu ids to par tic u larly avoid include pro tein shakes, energy drinks, fruit juices
or any thing con tain ing sugar, as this can stim u late the growth of any bac teria or mould present.
“The levels of intest inal bac teria, such as E. coli, found in the typ ical water bottle were sim ilar
to those found on toi let seats”
Inter est ingly, car bon ated (�zzy or spark ling) water tends to be anti mi cro bial. Research has
found that adding car bon diox ide to bottled water inhib its the growth of water-asso ci ated
patho gens, such as E. coli and Pseudo mo nas aer u ginosa – both of which can cause nasty infec -
tions in humans. Even bottles �lled with car bon ated water still need to be cleaned reg u larly,
however, to pre vent bac teria from build ing up on the interior sur faces.
Although your bottle may be reusable, it doesn’t main tain its own hygiene. This means that you
can’t re�ll and reuse the bottle without clean ing it.
If you don’t wash out your water bottle reg u larly, any bac teria and moulds that may be present
will grow and con tam in ate whatever liquid you put in it. Then, when you next drink from your
bottle, you may notice an odd taste or tex ture due to the waste products released by the grow ing
microbes.
It’s there fore import ant that you reg u larly clean your bottle, just as you would any other item
you use that comes into con tact with any thing you eat or drink, such as sauce pans, crock ery and
cut lery.
Clean ing your water bottle is neces sary, but, thank fully, straight for ward. Use hot water (over
60°C/140°F, as this tem per at ure kills most patho gens), add wash ing-up liquid, swirl it around
for a few seconds, then leave it for ten minutes. After wards, rinse it with hot water and allow it
to dry – overnight is best, as thor ough dry ing will also help to pro tect against the growth of
microbes.
For more heavy con tam in a tion (after a long period of use without wash ing), use a half vin -
egar/half water mix ture and soak the bottle for sev eral days. Then clean it using the method
out lined above.
To avoid get ting ill from your water bottle, you should ideally clean it with deter gent after each
use, or at least sev eral times a week. It’s also import ant to clean any lids or attach ments, such as
straws, as these can also har bour microbes.
There’s no need to be alarmed, however. Humans have a very power ful immune sys tem, which
pro tects us against all kinds of infec tions that evolved when we lived in much less hygienic con -
di tions, rarely washed our hands and drank dirty water.


