
Water Treatment 
 

One of the common concerns of homebrewers is the water they brew with. Should the water be hard or soft? 

Should distilled water be used, or well water, or spring water? Does all of the chlorine have to be removed? 

What about bacteria? 

Since water is the main constituent of beer it makes sense that the quality of the water used would be of great 

importance. And it is. Fortunately most of us live in areas where the water is of nearly adequate quality. And 

where it isn't simple steps can be taken to improve it for brewing. 

In the Midwest, much of the water taken from ground wells is high in temporary hardness, Calcium 

Carbonate, which forms the white chalk precipitate found around the sides and bottom of your pots and 

teakettles. Generally, it is best to remove most of the carbonates from your water before you brew. It is 

especially important when mashing with grains because the carbonates tend to buffer the wort and keep it from 

getting acidic enough for good enzyme conversion of the grain starches. When brewing with extracts the 

conversion to sugars has already been accomplished and the buffering effects of the carbonates are less 

significant. There are two easy methods of removing carbonates from your brewing water: 

 

 

1. Boil all your water for 15-20 minutes. Allow the water to cool and siphon the water off the chalk 

precipitate. 

 2. Add food-grade Hydrated Lime (Calcium Hydroxide) aka Pickling Lime. 1 to 11/2 tablespoons/5 

gallons of water will reduce hardness 300 to 475 PPM. 

 
We usually dissolve about 1 tablespoon of hydrated lime in several ounces of water by boiling for about 30 

seconds, then adding this mixture to the 5 gallons of water we have placed in a fermentor. Stir well and allow 

several hours to settle clear. If done the evening before brewing, your water should be soft and clear for brewing 

the next day. 

The water you now have is very soft, and if the style of beer you are making calls for soft water you are ready 

to proceed. If however you need hard water then Gypsum (Calcium Sulfate) is added at the rate of  1-3 
teaspoons/5 gallons of water to make it hard. 

In the Madison area this is the water treatment commonly used. However, some brewers will also boil their 

water to remove chlorine from the water. In areas where chlorine is used in high amounts to prevent bacteria 

problems this would be advisable.  

The interested brewer might want to call their local water authority to find out their water analysis (usually 

provided free). Otherwise independent water analysis are obtainable.  In any case, a brewer does not want to use 

distilled water because it contains none of the salts necessary for making good beer. And spring water may or 

may not be good brewing water. What is the analysis of the spring water? Is it also high in carbonates? Ask for 

an analysis?  

Water treatment does not have to obscure or complex. And any treatment is inexpensive. Two further sources 

of water information are The Complete Handbook of Home Brewing by Dave Miller, and The Complete Joy 

of Homebrewing by Charlie Papazian. Or consult your local experts at your supply shop or local Homebrew 

Club.  

 

 

The Wine & Hop Shop 
1931 Monroe St Madison, WI 53711 608-257-0099 

www.wineandhop.com    wineandhop@gmail.com 
 


