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Fact, fiction about reverse osmosis

“Reverse osmosis (RO) is wasteful”
No, in the sense that a non-renewable
fossil fuel is burned and not only exhausts
the fuel but releases carbon dioxide into
the atmosphere. Yes in the sense that the
RO process rejects water to purify water.
This water is not lost but is returned to
the hydrologic cycle. Efficient, under-
counter ROs with permeate pumps (non-
electrical devices that operate on water
pressure) reject about four gallons of
water per gallon.

This same argument about water
usage applies to dishwashers and
washing machines. New technology in
RO membranes will further reduce this
rejection rate. Larger, commercial ROs
have much lower ratios (below 1:1),
but then there is the plastic bottle issue.
RO is second only to energy-intensive
distillation in purifying water.

“RO water is aggressive and creates
pinhole leaks in copper pipes.” Yes and
no. RO water is aggressive, but it is not
just because it passes through the RO.

In removing most contaminants in the
water, the pH is lowered below neutral.

the acidity or basicity (alkalinity) of

a solution. Low-pH water is in fact
aggressive, but the pH is easily and
commonly raised by installing a post-RO
calcite filter.

Some manufacturers claim in their
literature that certain systems produce
“bottled water quality” water, but these
systems are not certified for contaminant
reduction (try looking them up on the
NSF International website) and their
claims of customer satisfaction are largely
based on the customer satisfaction
derived because granulated activated
carbon (GAC) serves to remove chlorine
from municipal water supplies. This same
product becomes a breeding ground for
bacteria in non-chlorinated well water
applications.

The term “RO” is often used
synonymously with “bottled water” to
connote the high purity of (most) bottled
water. Multi-stage RO systems have
carbon filters both to remove chlorine
and protect the RO membrane. Often
unsubstantiated claims are made about
the contaminant-removing capabilities

that chemically reduces free chlorine to

chloride ions) is superior to GAC for

use in showerheads and water pitchers.

The best methods for removing chlorine

are various forms of whole-house

treatment, but don’t be confused with

chlorine removal and water contaminant

reduction.
In March, 2008, the Associated Press
reported about pharmaceuticals in

drinking water in major metropolitan

areas. (Albuquerque water tested

negative and Santa Fe water was not

tested). Although the article is recent,

pharmaceuticals in water have been

recognized for decades to originate from

industrial, agricultural, medical and

common household practices.

Currently there is no national

coordinated effort requiring either

the monitoring or treatment of

pharmaceutical contamination of

drinking water and wastewater.

Various forms of oxidation (specifically

ozonation and UV and ozonation and

hydrogen peroxide) have proved to

be more effective than chlorination

pharmaceuticals and radionuclides from
water. NSF International does not certify
equipment for uranium removal. We
have consistently confirmed (naturally-
occurring) uranium removal by RO by
pre-treatment and post-treatment lab
testing. Reverse osmosis does have its
limitations, but it is an ever-evolving
technology that still remains the best
and most practical method of purifying
drinking water.

Stephen Wiman has a background in earth
science (Ph.D. in geology) and is the owner of
Good Water Company in Santa Fe. He may
be reached at 505-471-9036 and skwiman@

The pH of water is a measure of dissolved  of carbon. Recent testing indicates that against pharmaceuticals. RO is widely goodwatercompany.com.
hydrogen ions and is an indicator of the medium KDF (a copper zinc alloy recognized for its ability to remove both
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