Water Filters and Purifiers FAQ

Why do I need a water filter or purifier?

Virtually all surface waters are microbiologically contaminated. There are three types of disease-causing microorganisms: protozoa, bacteria, and viruses. A 1992 study found that 97% of U.S. rivers and lakes contain one or both of the protozoan parasites giardia and cryptosporidia. Since microorganisms are impossible to see, you’re taking a chance of getting sick every time you sip straight from a stream or lake. 

How is a filter different from a purifier? 

A water filter generally claims to remove protozoa and bacteria, making it adequate for remote wilderness areas. A water purifier, in addition to removing or inactivating protozoa and bacteria, also inactivates viruses and is therefore ideal in any situation. 

What do filters remove from the water? 

Filters remove protozoa and bacteria. They also reduce tastes, odors, some chemicals, pesticides, and herbicides. 
What does inactivate mean?

Inactivate means to damage a microorganism sufficiently to render it harmless. 

How do I decide whether a filter or a purifier is best for me?

To decide whether you need a filter or a purifier two important factors must be evaluated: water sources and susceptibility.  When evaluating water sources it is important to keep the following in mind: In general, protozoa and bacteria infect both animals and humans and are transmitted to water sources by animal and human waste. In contrast, waterborne viruses are species-specific and therefore transmitted to water sources by human waste alone. As a rule of thumb, remote areas with few people require (at least) filtration while popular areas with many human visitors require purification. If traveling in developing countries with poor sanitation, purification will be your safest choice.  Susceptibility is another good way to determine needs. If the treated water is to be consumed by infants or young children, elderly, or pregnant or immunocompromised individuals, then it is essential to use a purifier for the highest level of protection. Purification is also best for people who tend to get sick. If you rarely get sick and do not fit into any categories mentioned above, then filtration may be adequate depending on the water source. 
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What pore size or micron rating are filters?

Micron ratings aren’t always the best way to gauge effectiveness. Test procedures for micron ratings vary so greatly that comparing them is misleading. In addition, micron ratings for filters do not tell you how the product will perform with actual bugs. There is an EPA Guide Standard for Testing Microbiological Purifiers, which describes how to test products to determine if they are removing or inactivating the proper number of pathogens in the different types of water. When looking for a microfilter or purifier ask if the product has been tested according to the EPA Guide Standard and passed. For a microfilter, passing the EPA Guide Standard means removing cryptosporidia to 99.9% and removing Klebsiella terrigena (bacteria) to 99.9999% in all required waters. For a purifier passing the EPA Guide Standard means the above criteria as well as inactivating poliovirus and rotavirus must be inactivated to 99.99% in all required waters. 

Will my filter protect me from bioterrorism? 

As a result of the September 11 attack and the following concerns about bioterrorism, there have been a number of inquiries regarding our microfilters’ ability to protect against such threats. Microfilters will protect you from all harmful microorganisms that are 0.2 microns or larger. The anthrax bacteria, for example, measures about 8 microns and would be removed by 0.2 microns filters. Additionally, if a water reservoir were contaminated with a biological agent, it is unlikely that enough organisms could be added or would survive the treatment process of the water plant to provide an infectious dose at the tap. Our water supply is more likely to be compromised or cut off completely as a result of a natural disaster, such as an earthquake or hurricane, or by a general state of disorder following any kind of attack or natural disaster. By including a good water treatment device (and knowing how to use it) in your emergency kit, you will be prepared for a most situations. 

How will tannins (tea-colored water) affect my filter or purifier?

Filters will remove some tannins  from the water you are filtering. Like other contaminants, they will clog your filter over time, requiring you to clean the cartridge. Tannins will react with disinfectants and can make treated water taste unpleasant. If possible, look for a clear water source to prolong the life of your filter and improve the taste of purified water. 

How long will my filter last?
Filter life varies greatly depending on water source. Filter-life ratings are based on best-case scenarios because the testing is performed with clean lab water. Generally you can assume that your filter will last between 50 and 100% of the rated life. 
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Do filters and purifiers remove chemical contaminants from the water?

Filters and purifiers provide microbiologically safe drinking water. The carbon in the filters and disinfectant of the purifiers will adsorb or react with chemical contaminates such as herbicides, pesticides, and volatile organic compounds (VOCs). However, filters or purifiers will not protect you from high chemical concentrations or heavy metal contamination. Do your best to avoid water sources such as mining tailing ponds or those near agricultural operations. 

How long will my ceramic filter last?

How long a filter lasts will vary radically from one water source to the next. The ceramic element can last up to 2000 liters. Filter-life ratings are based on best-case scenarios because the testing is performed with clean lab water. Generally you can assume that your filter will last between 50 and 100% of the rated life. 

How much water will my water filter pump before clogging?

Normal conditions may allow a user to filter between 10 and 20 liters between cleaning. Please note that water quality varies a lot with the season and water source. In general, the more turbid (cloudy) the water, the more frequently your filter will require cleaning and eventually replacement. 

I forgot to dry out my filter before putting it away—what should I do now?

The ceramic cartridge, can be boiled to kill bacteria that may grow in it. Always let the water cool down before removing the ceramic cartridge from the water. Removing it early can damage the plastic end caps. (Cold water can be added to the hot water to speed this process.) Dry thoroughly before storing. 

What happens if my filter freezes? 

If you anticipate that you will encounter freezing temperatures, make sure you drain the filter of excess water after each use to protect it from damage. If the filter does freeze, bring it inside the tent or other warm place to thaw, or follow the directions (in the instructions) for boiling the cartridge. 
