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Some Dirty Truths About Your 
Drinking Water

We’re all concerned about climate change, air pollution and greenhouse 
gases, but what do we know about the state of our water supply?

Are you concerned about your water? You should be! Let's discuss why 
water quality is an issue for everyone, how your choices affect the water 
supply and what you can do to help. What are some of the contaminants 
in our water? How do they get there? What can you do about it?
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Down the drain
Some contaminants found in water are accumulated natu-
rally during the hydrologic cycle. Minerals such as calcium 
and magnesium are present in the ground and when water 
passes over rocks and bubbles up from springs it comes in 
contact with these two common minerals. Even though 
excessive amounts can cause problems in your garden, 
these two minerals are generally harmless for drinking and 
bathing. Although more sinister substances like arsenic can 
enter the water supply from natural deposits that erode 
and enter the water, these contaminants usually come from 
manufacturing and agriculture after being washed down 
the drain along with many other dangerous substances 
which are used in commercial applications.

Unfortunately, many contaminants wind up in our water 
supply because of people like you and me. Cadmium is 
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an ingredient in paint that can have a 
detrimental effect on our kidneys—and 
who hasn’t rinsed a paintbrush out in 
the kitchen sink? Unused prescriptions 
frequently wind up in the toilet, where 
they not only become part of the water 
supply but can go on to adversely affect 
wildlife in streams, lakes and ponds. In 
Colorado, researchers found male fish 
with both male and female sex organs in 
streams downriver from sewage treatment 
plants and scientists suspect that estrogen 
levels in the water are the culprit. Some of 
the estrogen found in sewage and water is 

caused by ‘estrogen mimickers’—chemi-
cal compounds found in laundry soap 
and other products—but estrogen is also 
present because prescription hormones 
and birth control pills are being consumed 
and passed into the sewers and unused 
prescriptions are being flushed down the 
toilet. Even most household cleaners con-
tain harmful chemical compounds—
the surfactants in laundry soap are not 
usually biodegradable and are harmful 
to both plants and wildlife. And where 
does all this harmful waste go? Straight 
down the drain.

One of the largest contributors to water 
pollution is agriculture. From fertilizer 
and animal feed additives to herbicides 
and pesticides, these products not only go 
down the drain but trickle down into the 
groundwater. Some common agricultural 
pollutants are pesticides and nitrates—
nitrates bond with the hemoglobin in 

our red blood cells and can cause serious 
sickness in infants as well as damage to 
wildlife and plants.  When water runs 
from the crop and into the ground, it 
isn’t filtered or processed in any way, so 
all of those agricultural pollutants enter 
the environment unchecked. Closer to 
home, most nutrients used in hydro-
ponics aren’t organic and every time a 
hydroponic reservoir is changed the used 
nutrient water and its harmful pollut-
ants, including nitrites and phosphates, 
is flushed straight down the drain—and 
that’s not the end of the story.
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Then what happens?
Water that goes down the drain flows into sewers (assum-
ing you aren’t on a septic system) where it’s collected by 
your local municipality. Once at the treatment center, the 
water is mechanically filtered—meaning particulate matter 
is physically removed from the water and disposed of. After 
everything is physically removed, biological organisms such 
as bacteria need to be neutralized. For decades, chlorine 
was the go-to chemical to facilitate this neutralization, but 
more often these days water treatment centers are turning 
to chloramines, chemicals that are similar to chlorine, but 
in a more stable form.

That doesn’t sound so bad...
Doesn’t sound too bad at this point, does it? Stuff goes 
down the drain, gets treated and comes back to us clean—
no big deal, right? But here’s the thing—remember the 
fish with both lady and man parts? You might be wonder-
ing how pharmaceutical-laced water is ending up in lakes 
and streams and here’s where the problem is—when it 
rains, sewers overflow. The extra runoff flows into lakes, 
rivers and oceans without being filtered. This means that 
herbicides, pesticides, industrial chemicals, household 
products, paint, pharmaceuticals and human waste—which 
also contains some of these same pharmaceuticals—are all 
just going straight into the environment to be absorbed by 
helpless plants and animals alike.

Furthermore, the chlorine and chloramines added to 
water during treatment protect us from bacteria and 
disease, but not without cost. You are probably well aware 
of the damage that chlorine and chloramines can do to 
your plants and those expensive beneficial biologicals. 
Chlorine will dissipate eventually, so a pitcher of water 
left uncovered for a while will no longer taste or smell 
like chlorine as the molecules break down. Chloramines, 
however, are composed of a chlorine molecule bonded 
to an ammonia molecule—which makes a more stable 
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compound. Although ‘more stable’ 
sounds like a good thing, what it actu-
ally means is that chloramines last much 
longer in water than chlorine does. This 
is troubling because these compounds 
are hard to get out of your water, usually 
requiring a specialized filter—such as a 
KDF—for effective removal. Chlora-

mines effect on the human body has not 
been studied extensively, but what few 
studies there are indicate a relation-
ship to cancer and respiratory problems. 
Chloramines efficacy as a disinfectant 
has been called into question  and some 
believe that plain old chlorine is actually 
the superior water treatment solution.

Just for something else to worry about, 
remember the part about your water 
getting cleaned at water treatment 
plants? Well, that’s not the whole story 
because check this out—your municipal 
water treatment facility can’t really do 
a whole lot. They strain the chunks and 
they neutralize bacteria with chlorine 
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