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DRINK BEER, CONSERVE WATER 

Introduction 

In ancient Mesopotamia, water was rarely safe to drink. Luckily, along with the cultivation of cereal crops came the 

discovery of beer.1 By 3000 BCE, Mesopotamians brewed over twenty kinds of beer.2 Integral in ancient culture, beer was 

thought to be a gift from the gods.3 Although water is safe to drink today, beer is still popular and still a part of our culture. 

  

As the world’s second largest producer, the United States has a substantial beer industry.4 In 2010, the United States 

produced 194,169,303 barrels of beer.5 Americans spent $167 billion on beer in 2009.6 The number of breweries increased 

considerably from 331 in 1933 to 1,693 in 2010.7 Today, the vast majority of beer companies are specialty and craft 

breweries.8 

  

Water: Beer’s Key Ingredient 

Water is an essential element of beer. In 1516, Bavaria passed the world’s first beer “purity law,” limiting beer’s ingredients 

to barley, hops, and water.9 Harpoon Brewery in Boston filters its water twice before adding it to mash, calling water “[t]he 

final key ingredient.”10 Nimbus Brewery in Tucson attributes the company’s taste entirely to the city’s hard groundwater.11 

Because the groundwater is similar to water found in central Europe, “Tucson’s water allows [Nimbus] to brew some of the 

finest quality ales found anywhere in the world.”12 But water is not only found in the beer. Water is used in every step of the 

brewing process--from irrigating the barley and hop fields, to heating the mash, to cleaning empty beer bottles.13 One 1889 

court determined that when a brewery contracted for water, it was implied that the amount of water required was for 

everything in the brewing process: from “cleaning the brewery, for use in the boiler, washing out vats, beer-barrels, tubs, 

kettles, and other things connected with the brewery.”14 

  

Due to all the water that goes into making beer, a brewery can produce an enormous amount of wastewater. Many 

breweries--especially small ones--do not monitor or filter their wastewater. Yet, managing and pre-treating wastewater before 

it enters a municipal water treatment plant is key. For instance, bad pH levels, solids, fats, oil, and grease in brewery 

wastewater can clog or erode water pipes. Furthermore, too much water being dumped at one time can overflow a water 

treatment center.15 

  

So how much water goes into making a barrel of beer? According to most industry estimates, the average brewery uses about 

five to six barrels of water to produce one barrel of beer.16 Therefore, if on average, it takes five barrels of water to produce 

one barrel of beer, in 2010 the country produced 194,169,303 barrels of beer, and one barrel equals about 32 gallons, then 

American breweries are using about 3.1 billion gallons of water a year to make beer! 
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The Brewer’s Response 

Due to increasing water demands, a number of breweries are beginning to implement environmentally friendly brewing 

methods. For example, MillerCoors’s conservation efforts have made headlines in the past few years. Currently, MillerCoors 

uses 4.1 barrels of water per barrel of beer produced.17 Their goal: reduce water use to 3.5 barrels of water by 2015.18 The 

company plans to meet this goal by improving and modernizing its breweries. Improvements include cleaning bottles with air 

instead of water and no longer using water-based solvents in the packaging process.19 MillerCoors’s Fort Worth brewery 

already exceeded its goal, using only 3.4 barrels of water per barrel of beer.20 Craft breweries are also doing their part. Long 

Trail Brewing Company in Vermont launched its ECO Brew initiative over twenty years ago. ECO Brew’s major focus is on 

water conversation. Through these efforts, Long Trail uses as little as two gallons of water to make one gallon of beer.21 One 

way Long Trail conserves water is through its Heat Recovery System, which captures steam given off during the brewing 

process and reuses it during the next brew. This system helps save 3.7 million BTUs of energy a day.22 

  

Sierra Nevada Brewing Company in California is also making water conservation a major priority. From drip irrigation 

systems in the hop fields to low flow toilets for its workers to recycling water during the brewery process--Sierra Nevada is 

looking to reduce water use at every step.23 The company’s onsite water treatment facility also radically reduces the impact of 

wastewater on the local municipal waste treatment system. In two steps, the facility filters wastewater of all organic 

compounds and restores the water to a proper temperature and pH level before sending it to the municipal treatment center. 

Currently, Sierra Nevada is working on a way to recycle its wastewater to irrigate its hop fields.24 

  

Finally, New Belgium Brewing Company in Colorado is devoted to environmental stewardship. An “Alternatively 

Empowered” business that limits its environmental impact is this company’s mission. Its brewery is equipped with a porous 

asphalt sidewalk, bike parking, and landscaped with low water plants.25 Its website even runs on wind power!26 

  

In 2008, New Belgium announced that its water use was down to 3.8 barrels of water per barrel of beer produced.27 Its 2015 

goal is 3.5 barrels of water per barrel of beer. One way the brewery conserves water during the packaging process is by 

recapturing and reusing it to clean the insides and outsides of bottles. Additionally, New Belgium works to efficiently divert 

water from the Colorado River.28 Energy harvested from treating wastewater is also used to power the brewery. Fourteen 

percent of New Belgium’s electricity is harvested from their onsite Water Treatment Facility.29 

  

New Belgium also supports conversation efforts through its Environmental Stewardship Grants. For every barrel of beer sold, 

New Belgium donates $1 to a nonprofit.30 In 2011, 40 percent of the grant money was given to water stewardship 

organizations and 19 percent to sustainable agriculture.31 Additionally, because 40 percent of the brewery’s water comes from 

the Colorado River, New Belgium, along with the Clean Water Fund, donates money to nonprofits that work to protect, 

restore, and conserve the Colorado River.32 

  

Conclusion 

To effectively conserve water in the production of beer, water use must be reduced during every step of the process: from 

irrigating the fields to brewing the beer to packaging the bottles. Treating and recycling wastewater is another important step 

toward water conservation. Fortunately, a number of popular breweries are doing their part to conserve water in a variety of 

ways. Because water use in breweries is generally not regulated, it is up to each brewery to make these initiatives on its own. 

  

How can you be an environmentally friendly beer drinker? One way is to buy beer from a company that is dedicated to water 

conservation and environmental sustainability, such as one of the breweries mentioned above. Another way is to buy 

aluminum cans over bottles. Because aluminum cans are made from more recycled products than glass, and cans have no 

paper labels, less energy is used. Or, you can buy kegs. Kegs are repeatedly recycled and contain more beer, making it one of 

least energy intensive beer containers of all.33 Finally, do your planet a favor and recycle after you have enjoyed. 
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