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Text only version: 
 

H20 – A Survival Essential! 
 
As the world’s supply of fresh drinking water diminishes, and heat-waves lead to 
increased water shortages, water purification is becoming a very important issue – not 
only for the people of the developing world, but also for adventure travellers, hikers and 
outdoor pursuit’s enthusiasts who often need to collect water from rivers and streams. 
The UN recently commissioned a report that has disclosed that by the year 2025; almost 
70% of the world’s population will not have a sufficient supply of potable water. 
 
Learning to procure water from wild places, and then make it safe to drink, is a very 
important core skill for the wilderness traveller. 
Untreated water can be polluted by farm run-off, sewage, industrial chemicals, sediments 
and harmful microorganisms – all of which can damage your health. Although water from 
wild sources, especially mountain streams, can look clean and clear, it is very important 
that you purify it before you drink it. Cattle, sheep, birds and rodents defecate in water 
whilst drinking from it, and, you never know, the proverbial ‘dead sheep’ might be a few 
hundred meters upstream! 
 
The first mantra for making water safe to drink is as follows – “Filter it, and then, heat it 
or treat it.” 
 
Filter it_ 
Filtration does not make water safe to drink; it is simply a prelude to purification. A pre-
filter is used to remove the suspended solids from the water, such as insects, grit, mud 
and decaying vegetable matter. This is very important as parasites, bacteria and viruses 
can use this debris in the water as a protective refuge from chemical treatment, or as a 
heat shield from boiling. Prefilters can be improvised, but convenient commercial models 
are available, such as the Millbank bag. 
 
And then, heat it_ 
 
Boiling is perhaps the most reliable method to sterilise water – providing your water is 
clear, bringing it to a rolling boil will destroy all harmful organisms at any elevation. At 
higher altitudes water boils at a lower temperature - on the top of Mt. Everest water boils 
at 72º C, and milk is pasteurised at 71º C, making it safe for human consumption. 
The drawback with boiling is that if you cannot make a fire, then you must carry enough 
fuel for your stove. Boiling water on a stove in the mountains can be timely, inconvenient 
and fuel intensive, the boiled water must then cool sufficiently before you can drink it, as 
psychologically it is quite difficult to re-hydrate by drinking large volumes of hot water. 
 
Or treat it_ 
 
By treating it, I mean chemically treating it. There are two main anti-microbial chemicals 
that are used for sterilising water – Chlorine and Iodine. 
Chlorine - If used correctly, chlorine will destroy most parasites and bacteria, but is less 
effective against viruses and amoebic cysts (especially if the water contains suspended 
organic matter, highlighting the need to pre-filter). The period of time between adding the 
chemical and consuming the water is known as the ‘contact time’. With chlorine the 
contact time is a minimum of twenty minutes at room temperature. 
It has a number of drawbacks – it is pH dependant, and becomes significantly less 
effective in an alkaline environment, such as limestone or chalky areas. It is also 
temperature dependant, and requires a longer contact time in cold water, ideally up to an 
hour, which can be very inconvenient when taking water from cold mountain streams. 
Some people also find its ‘swimming pool water’ taste to be disagreeable. 
 
 
 



 
 
Iodine – If used correctly, this system is a very fast and effective method for water 
purification. 
Iodine destroys parasites, bacteria, viruses and cysts. The contact time at room 
temperature is ten minutes, but in cold water should be extended to half an hour. Iodine 
comes in a number of forms, including tincture of iodine liquid, iodine crystals and tablets 
(be warned - the tablet do not always dissolve reliably); it also comes in different 
concentrations, so manufacturer’s instructions should always be followed. 
 
Effective Iodine pumps are also available; the water is pumped through a chamber 
containing iodine exchange resins, where the contaminants in the water contact with the 
iodine resin, killing the pathogens without having to release large quantities of iodine; the 
water is then pumped through a carbon filter which removes any excess iodine from the 
water. My personal preference is for the Pre-mac water pump which I have used for many 
years. 
 
Iodine also has drawbacks – it can stain clothing and skin, it should not be used by those 
who may be pregnant, have an existing thyroid condition, or by minors (less than twelve 
years old). If possible it should be avoided for longer-term usage (more than one month), 
as adverse physiological side effects can develop. 
 
Your second mantra is as follows – “Water bottles are for water only, and always 
flood the threads”. 
 
Water bottles are for water only_ 
The taste of both chlorine and iodine can be removed by neutralising the chemical, after it 
has had time to work, with ascorbic acid (vitamin C) - effervescent vitamin C tablets, or 
lemon juice is ideal. It should be noted that all neutralising and fruit drinks (many of which 
are fortified with vitamin C) should be mixed in a cup, as residual ascorbic acid in a water 
bottle will stop all future disinfectant actions. 
 
And always flood the threads_ 
Once you have filled your water bottle and added your chemical treatment, remember that 
the water on the outside of the neck of the bottle could still be contaminated. To fix this 
problem, simply screw on the lid, invert the bottle, and carefully unscrew the top until 
water begins to drip through – now you now know that the screw-threads of both the lid 
and the neck of the bottle have been chemically treated too. 
 
A final word= on Micro-filtration 
 
I wanted to keep this method of purification until the end, as it is very easy to confuse it 
with prefiltration. 
Most micro-filtration pumps rely on water being pumped through an ultra-fine porous 
ceramic filter, which removes suspended solids (especially useful for removing invisible 
dissolved sands and silica); they also effectively remove parasites and bacteria but not 
viruses. 
 
Micro-filters also have drawbacks - To destroy viruses, the filtered water must also be 
chemically treated or boiled. The filters frequently clog up and need to be scrupulously 
cleaned, after each cleaning they become thinner. The thinner they become, the more 
prone they are to breaking. Remember that a virus is about 25,000 times smaller that a 
full stop and an invisible hairline crack in a ceramic filter will be like swimming through the 
Suez Canal to a virus. 
If you are travelling in countryside where the water is doubtful, or to a country where the 
water could be very dangerous, always ensure you have a reliable, simple and effective 
way to purify water – the enjoyment of your trip and maybe even your life could depend 
upon it. 


