Plumbing

Water Bottle Filling Stations:
A Sustainable Solution

Stations serve as capable replacements for water fountains in
facilities — and demand is likely to grow

By Frank Rigas, Contributing Writer

he drinking fountain — also known as the water
fountain or the water bubbler, depending on the
region — is a common, if overlooked feature in many
commercial and institutional facilities.

But in place of the water fountain, a trend has developed
over the last few years. Water bottle filling stations are replac-
ing the traditional, decades-old drinking fountains. The
initial impact of installing water bottle filling stations was
minimal, but they have become more popular in recent years,
two industry experts say.

“The trend began slowly during COVID with drinking
fountains being covered with caution tape and black garbage
bags attempting to stem their use as we avoided public com-
mon touch surfaces,”says Justin Dunn, field marketing man-
ager for Haws Corp. “After the pandemic, many who had
used fountains or included them in their building projects
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The COVID-19 pandemic helped
‘Increase the popularity of water bottle
filling stations in institutional and
commercial facilities.
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began to simply prefer the bottle filler”

Maintenance and engineering managers are growing more
familiar with the new iteration of water fountains.

“The concept of water bottle filling stations is over 100
years old, but more recently, there has been an acceleration
of replacing traditional drinking fountains with bottle fillers
or replacing them with standalone bottle fillers,” says Scott
McClelland, vice president of marketing and product man-
ager for Sloan.“This trend has been driven by technological
improvements to bottle fillers, including hands-free activa-
tion, filtration, water cooling and displaying the number of
plastic water bottles saved.”

Environmental benefits
The impact of water bottle filling stations on sustainability
cannot be overstated, says Stephanie Guttas, product man-
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ager with Qasis International.

“Considering the fact that just one bottle filler can liter-
ally save tens of thousands of plastic bottles from hitting the
landflls, the impact is incredibly profound,” she says.

Discarded plastic products can take up to 1,000 years to
decompose, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA). More specifically, plastic water bottles can
take roughly 450 years to decompose.

‘Considering the fact that just one bottle
filler can literally save tens of thousands
of plastic bottles from hitting the landfills
- the impact is incredibly profound’

Americans purchase about 50 billion water bottles per
year, according to earthday.org, That is an average of about
13 bottles per month for every person in the country, mean-
ing the use of a reusable water bottle can save an average of
156 plastic bottles annually.

“Plastic use and minimization of that use in 2024 should
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be a consideration in every persons life,” Dunn says,”Most bot-
tle fillers include a bottle counter to keep those efforts top of
mind, and overall, the use of reusable drinking cups or bottles
has greatly reduced the amount of single-use plastic wastes
that are collected in our landfills or litter wildlife ecosystems.”

Besides reducing plastic waste, bottle fillers can also curtail
water waste because of a more precise delivery than drinking
fountains, where sometimes not all of the water goes into a
user’s mouth but instead down the drain.

Many bottle fillers feature counter dis-
plays that indicate the number of plastic
bottles saved. Some also show the ounces
of water dispensed, which helps track daily
water consumption, McClelland says,

One manufacturer of water bottle filling
stations says one station can save 15,000
bottles and 327 pounds of plastic from
landfills each year.

“Filtered bottle filling stations are an
innovative way to reduce harmful contami-
nants and provide cleaner, safer water, while
also helping to minimize plastic bottled water in the environ-
ment and provide savings for facilities,” says Matt Lawrence,
senior director of product management and engineering for

Zurn Elkay.

Health and wellness

Wellness and efficiency are among the benefits of water
bottle filling stations when compared to traditional drinking
fountains.

“Arguably, the greatest benefit is the immediate imptrove-
ment in hydration and morale for occupants,” Guttas says.
“Additionally, bottle fillers have a faster flow rate than bubblers,
so they're key for efficiently serving multiple users during break
times or between meetings and classes.”

Another benefit is the touchless factor that sensor
technology provides.

“Over the last few years, the public's consciousness around
hand hygiene has been greatly elevated, and bottle fillers
provide a touch-free solution over drinking fountains, where
handles can potentially be a breeding ground for germs and
bacteria if not properly maintained,” McClelland says.

The stations also provide tangible benefits, including
potentially lower supply costs and operational expenses from
reducing single-use plastics, which help companies meet
their environmental, social, and governance (ESG) goals,
Guttas says.

Bottle fillers also have positive effects on the way people
consume water in many ways, including understanding the
water likely will be filtered as opposed to unfiltered tap water.

“When consumers know that cleaner drinking water
will be available, they are more apt to carry reusable water
bottles,” Guttas says. “ Twenty years ago, reusable water
bottles were adopted mostly by cost-conscious, highly active
or eco-conscious consumers. The prevalence of bottle fillers
has given these bottles almost a dont-leave-home-without-it
status, which benefits consumer hydration levels overall”

McClelland cites the mobility that bottle fillers offer
their consumers.

“Bottle fillers provide people with a resource to fill up
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on watet as a means for continued hydration throughout
their day, either at their workstation or in the classroom, as
opposed to water fountains, where hydration is contained to
just that station,” he says.

The presence of a bottle filler also can remind people to
refill and work toward reaching a daily water consumption
goal, Dunn says.

“I think for me and anyone else benefiting from a bottle
filler in their office or for those who stumble across one in
public, is that it really almost forces me to remember to fill up
and hydrate throughout the day,” Dunn says.
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Installation challenges
Compliance is a primary challenge when moving from tra-
ditional drinking fountains to a water bottle filling station.

“The number of drinking fountains is based on occupancy,
and the type of equipment is further defined by the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act,” says Dunn, adding that he recom-
mends careful consideration of two factors:

+ What is required in the building?
+ What are managers allowed to remove affecting compliance?

“The easiest option is simply supplementing what is
already installed by retrofitting the existing fountains with
abottle filler or replacing and perhaps upgrading your entire
set-up with a new dual-drinking fountain and bottle filler
product to both meet compliance and add a nice, new filtered
and touchless bottle filler,” he says.

Another challenge relates to aesthetics.

“We know that when our customers retrofit or replace an
existing drinking fountain, they may also need to patch walls,’
Guttas says, “It's important to look for a manufacturer that is
compatible with existing cooler footprints and rough-ins, as
that can help reduce repair efforts.”

Another added benefit of water bottle filling stations is
reduced maintenance. Thanks to smart technology, managers
can track bottles saved, filter status and water use and sched-
ule flushing events to maintain clean lines, Lawrence says.

“For ease of maintenance, units that include a quick filter
change wrapper, a drop-down design allows for quicker filter
access from the front and side of the cooler,” he says. “Filter
changes can be completed in less than one minute. A variety
of filters can be used for units, including high-capacity lead
filters to reduce the number of filter changes in high trafhic
areas or filters tested and certified to NSF/ANSI standards
42and 53’

Increased popularity
‘The popularity of water bottle filling stations is likely to grow.
The publics desire to reduce plastic water bottle use, cou-
pled with the increasing desire by humans to drink water and
technology improvements, have increased the replacement
of traditional drinking fountains, McClelland says, adding
that in the last 10 years, state plumbing codes have changed
the minimum standards for drinking water infrastructure in
school buildings to include bottle filler provisions.
“Seventy—ﬁve percent of school-aged children in the Unit-
ed States do not consume the recommended daily allowances
for water, and bottle fillers can encourage water consumption
by providing easy access to drinking water,” he says.
The increasing use of water bottle ﬁl]ing stations does not
mean the traditional drinking fountain is going to disappear.
“The drinking fountain will remain an important architec-
tural addition, and it must as we have to consider the ADA
and its requirements, as well as what we refer to as universally
accessible water,” Dunn says.“Not everyone is prepared with
a cup or bottle when they venture out into the world, and
the drinking fountain remains an easy way to get the single
most important resource the body needs to be healthy and
active — water. @

Frank Rigas is a freelance writer based in Sheboygan, Wis-

consin.



