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POSITION STATEMENT:
THE BENEFITS OF DRINKING TAP WATER

KEY MESSAGES

* The importance of water in promoting good health cannot be underestimated, and plays an

important role in several processes in the body.

* Thereis evidence to suggest that as a population, particularly children, we are not drinking the

recommended daily intake of fluids.

* The Government should work to promote tap water as the default option across a range of out
of home settings and help local authorities to improve access to tap water through drinking
water fountains.

The benefits of drinking tap water

Water is essential for life - it performs crucial roles in
our body, removes waste products from our major
organs and regulates our body’s temperature [1].
Water accounts for about 60% of an adult’s body
weight and /5% of an infant’s and is constantly lost
from our body through urine, faeces, skin and
breath. Drinking too little each day can lead to
dehydration with babies, children and the elderly
most at risk [2]. Public Health England recommend 6-
8 glasses of water per day and 4-6 for children [3,4].

In the UK we are lucky enough to have safe, good
quality tap water [5], checked 30,000 times a year for
chemicals and bacteria. United Utilities supplies 1.9
billion litres of water every day to the North West,
with over half coming from reservoirs in the Pennines
and the Lake District. Once the raw water has been
collected, it is cleaned and treated before being
distributed to customers [6].

In the UK, 39% of people think bottled water is
healthier than tap water, yet tap water can be a
significant source of magnesium and calcium [7] not
to mention it is a lot cheaper, at O.1p per litre
compared to 65p for 1 litre of bottled water [8]. The
UK uses 18 billion plastic bottles each year, many of
which contain bottled water but also sugar
sweetened drinks, and only a quarter of these are
recycled which is having a detrimental effect on the
environment [9].

What does the evidence say?

* Tap water is an environmentally friendly choice as
it can take up to 3 litres of water to produce one
litre of bottled water [7].

Research has found bottled water to be no better
for health than tap water[7].

Drinking too little water can lead to eating more,
making weight control more difficult[10,11].

The Keep Britain Tidy Poll reported that only 25%
of people agreed that they know their rights
when it comes to businesses and public
buildings providing free drinking water [12].

Between 60% and 70% of children begin their
school day already dehydrated and do not drink
enough fluid throughout the day [13].

A worldwide study found that on average 4-8
year olds drink just two glasses of water per day,
with boys more likely to under-consume fluids
compared to girls[14].

Greater tap water intake has been associated
with  lower sugar sweetened beverage
consumption among children [14].

Two in five American students perceived their
school water fountains to be unsafe and unclean
[15]. Likely to be similar in the UK.

Several intervention studies demonstrated that
drinking an additional glass of water could
significantly improve students cognitive function
and visual attention skills at school [16,17].

A UK study found tap water intake among 4-13
year olds increased with household income and
was highest in the South of England [18].

The same study found that on average, children
aged 4-13 years drank a total of 258ml of water
per day, equal to roughly two glasses [18].




Policy context

Nationally, all licensed premises in England and
Wales are required by law to provide free tap water,
but unlicensed premises, which could include
sports stadiums, swimming pools, health clubs and
tourist attractions are not [14].

As well as schools, shopping centres, parks and
train stations are considered key locations for water
refill stations to encourage water consumption [19].
Network Rail has installed Refill stations in some of
the busiest railway stations across England,
including Manchester Piccadilly and Liverpool Lime
Street. Roughly 100,000 plastic bottles are saved
every month as a result of the scheme [19]. Similarly,
a refill station in Ashton under Lyne’s market was
used more than 400 times during its first month
after installation [20]. In 2017, the Mayor of London
and #Oneless, a movement striving to reduce
single-use plastics, teamed up to install 28 drinking
fountains across London, making it easier for
Londoners to refill their water bottles throughout
the day [21]. Similar opportunities are being
explored across the rest of the country, including
restoring old fountains. Refill recently launched a
worldwide app to help people find the nearest refill
station when out and about [22]. Despite these
efforts, the availability of accessible water fountains
across London is limited, with reportedly one
drinking fountain for every 100,000 Londoners [23].

Regionally, efforts are being made to promote
consumption of tap water over other sugar
sweetened beverages to tackle issues of both
obesity and poor oral health. In the North West, the
Give Up Loving Pop and Kind to Teeth campaigns

RECOMMENDATIONS

(developed by Food Active) have been delivered
by a number of local authorities both at an
education and community level to help reinforce
these messages, including distributing water
bottles and beakers and information leaflets [24]. In
the Capital, the Mayor has also urged all London’s
primary schools to become ‘water only’ in bid to
tackle childhood obesity, as well as launching a
new ‘water-only schools toolkit’, developed by
Public Health England [25].

Our position and what we will do

Policy change: We will continue to support local
authorities to adopt the Local Government
Declaration on Healthy Weight, which includes a
commitment to increasing access to free drinking
water across council-owned and/or -operated sites.

Campaigns: We will continue to promote the
benefits of water through our Give Up Loving Pop
and Kind to Teeth campaigns, and develop new
educational and community resources which help
to reinforce these messages as the best option for
staying hydrated.

Research: In 2019, we conducted a piece of
research exploring parents views on making tap
water the default option in the out of home sector.
In 2020 we plan to use this data to inform a
campaign and toolkit to call on the out of home
sector to make free drinking water more accessible
to children, young people and families.

* Local councils should work to improve the quality and access to drinking water in key public
locations such as parks, shopping centres, train stations and schools by installing refill stations.

Integrate information about the benefits of drinking water into the core curriculum at schools
for students to develop a proper understanding of healthy drinking habits, and where our

water comes from.

* The Government should ensure all UK primary and secondary schools have safe and easy
access to drinking water.
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