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Abstract: The influence of the bottle material (glass, PET), the reusability (reusable and disposable
bottles), and the carbonization (still, medium, classic mineral water) on the filling ratio, packaging
material use efficiency, cost, and shelf life were evaluated. Two hundred different bottles were
purchased and characterized regarding their filling volume, the weight of the bottle, the weight of
the closure, the weight of the label, and the maximum full-rim volume of the bottle. The packaging
material use efficiency was calculated. The shelf life was evaluated by calculating the water vapor and
carbon dioxide transmission rates. The ratio of filling volume to the packaging weight of disposable
PET bottles was, on average, two times higher compared to returnable PET bottles and 20 times
higher compared to glass bottles. Shelf life was, on average, higher than factor two for glass bottles
compared to PET bottles. On average, but not in all cases, mineral water packaged in disposable PET
bottles was cheaper compared to reusable PET and glass bottles. This paper provides a benchmark
for the packaging community, especially when data for life cycle assessment are required, and the
different advantages and disadvantages of different bottle materials for mineral water are shown.

Keywords: packaging efficiency; mineral water; market study; shelf life; LCA; PEF

1. Introduction
1.1. Mineral Water

In the European Union, “The laws of the Member States define natural mineral wa-
ters” [1]. Natural mineral water is defined in the German “Mineral- und Tafelwasser-
Verordnung” as follows: “Natural mineral water is water that meets the following special
requirements: 1. It originates in underground water deposits protected from contamination
and is obtained from one or more natural or artificially developed springs [...]” (direct
translation from [2]); Mineral waters contain different minerals in different concentrations,
depending on their origin [3-13]. Different studies found that mineral waters from German
markets contained such natural ingredients and minerals as hydrogen carbonate, sulfate,
and calcium, followed by sodium, chlorine, magnesium, and, to a lesser extent, potassium
and fluorine, among many others (Figure 1) [8-13].
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Figure 1. (a) Concentrations of solved ingredients and minerals; (b) concentrations without hydro-

gencarbonate, sulfate, and calcium; data from Germany [14-17]; X-axis with ordered samples of
the references.

The list of natural mineral waters in the Federal Republic of Germany comprises
825 mineral waters, reported in March 2022 [18] (in this study, no distinction was made
between mineral water and spring water). In 2022, 157 businesses were active in this
area in the German market. Each German consumed around 129.5 L of mineral and
curative waters per year, and sales of mineral and curative waters amounted to around
10,120.5 million liters. Packaging used is reusable glass packaging (21%), reusable PET
packaging (14%), PETCYCLE (5%), disposable (single use) PET packaging (60%), and other
packaging (<1%) [19]. PET has substituted glass due to its lower weight, stability, and
transparency [20]. A PET bottle is seen as a “lightweight, safe and cost-effective container,
being at the same time recyclable” [21].

Mineral water contains natural CO,, and CO; is added artificially. Modern filling tech-
nology enables a CO, concentration of up to 12 g/L. To prevent the bottles from bursting,
the concentration is restricted to 8 g/L [3]. The CO; concentrations in mineral water differ.
The mineral water company Gerolsteiner Brunnen GmbH & Co. KG (Gerolstein, Germany)
reports a CO, concentration of 7 g/L for its mineral water “Gerolsteiner Sprudel”. The
author of this study, Miiller, reported a CO, concentration of 7.5 g/L [22]. Liger-Belair
differentiated between low-carbonated water with a CO, concentration of 3.3 + 0.1 g/L,
medium-carbonated water with a CO; concentration of 4.5 + 0.2 g/L, and highly carbon-
ated water with a CO; concentration of 6.9 4= 0.3 g /L [23,24]. The German test and consumer
magazine “Stiftung Warentest” tested different mineral waters from consumer markets. Still
mineral water (“stilles Wasser”) had a CO; concentration of 0.02 £ 0.2 g/L [16], medium
mineral water had a CO, concentration of 3.7 = 0.6 g/L [15] and 3.8 + 0.7 g/L [14], and
classic mineral water had a CO, concentration of 5.4 & 0.8 g/L [17]. Folz gave a correlation
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between solved CO, and pressure for beer [25]: CO, concentrations of 3.7 and 5.4 g/L
would correspond with these values with 2.2 and 3.4 bar pressures at 20 °C and 4 and
5.7 bar pressures at 40 °C. A higher CO, concentration causes, therefore, a higher pressure
in the bottles. At 30 °C with 1 bar and 5 bar CO, pressures, 1.3 g and 6.3 g CO; are solved in
1L of water [26]. At 25 °C and 1 bar CO; pressure, 1.5 g CO; is solved in 1 L of water [27].
At 20 °C, 1 bar CO; pressure of the CO, solubility is 1.72 g/L [28]. Herwig reported slightly
lower values [29]. At 20 °C and 3 bar CO, pressure, approximately 5 g/L is solved [29].
The CO; solubility reduces with increasing temperature, and it reduces with increasing
concentration of solved minerals [26-28].A higher CO, concentration correlates with a
lower pH value (Figure 2, data from [14-17]). Furthermore, the pH value correlates with
the solved minerals in the water, especially hydrogen carbonate. With a lower hydrogen
carbonate concentration, the pH value reduces. Hydrogen carbonate reduces the acidic
effect of carbon dioxide (see for lime-carbonic acid equilibrium) [30,31]. Rosborg reported
the pH values of mineral water between 4.42 and 8.29 [5]. Bertoldi reported the pH values
between 3.66 and 9.28 [8], and Birke reported the pH values between 3.8 and 8.1 for German
waters [10]. German tap water had a pH value of 6.84 to 8.63 [10]. In the literature, some
discussion can be found about the increased leaching of antimony from PET influenced by
the pH value of water. However, there is a low to no effect [32].
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Figure 2. Correlation of solved CO, (a) and solved hydrogen carbonate (b), with pH values; data
from Germany [14-17].

1.2. PET and Glass Bottles

Consumption of bottled mineral water increased. One reason is that consumers
consider bottled water as safe [6]. An Italian study found that “the perception of poor
quality of tap water appeared to be decisive in the choice of consumers regarding the type
of drinking water” [33].

PET bottles are processed by injection blow molding [20,34-37]. With an increasing
stretch ratio of the preform, the filling volume increases, and the bottle wall thickness
reduces [36]. PET bottles are disposable (single-use) or returnable (multi-use) PET bottles.
PET bottles are often recycled into new PET bottles with direct food contact [38]. Bottle-
to-bottle recycling has been established in Europe for many years and is considered a safe
process [39,40].

Glass bottles are produced by the “blow and blow” process [41]. Glass has a higher
density of 2.5 g/cm? (soda-lime glass) [42] than PET with a density of 1.37 g/cm? [43]. Glass
is brittle; therefore, the wall thicknesses of glass bottles must be higher compared to PET
bottles. A higher wall thickness is associated with higher impact resistance [44]. However,
several developments in the last decades have aimed to reduce the glass-packaging weight,
e.g., by various process optimization and surface treatments [41,45,46]. Consumers perceive
glass packaging as more pleasant [47]. In glass bottles compared to PET bottles, a lower
CO; loss during storage was observed [37].
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A relevant number, besides the transport distance, is the circulation number for
reusable bottles. Different studies from non-peer review studies and market studies re-
ported circulation numbers of up to roughly 50 for reusable (returnable) glass bottles and
up to roughly 25 for reusable PET bottles [48,49]. However, these numbers were based
on information from the industry, and estimations are, therefore, associated with some
uncertainties and discussion. In other studies, a circulation number for reusable glass
bottles of 6 [50], 25 [51], and 30 was assumed [52] before the end of life. The company Adel-
holzener Alpenquellen GmbH (Siegsdorf, Germany) claims that its reusable PET bottles
can be refilled up to 15 times, and its reusable glass bottles approximately 40 times.

1.3. Intention of This Study and Hypotheses

The aim of this empirical market study was to gain a better understanding of the
packaging situation for bottled mineral water. Such learnings are useful for finding im-
provements, and these provide a benchmark for the packaging community. Our main
hypotheses were as follows: (1) the material use efficiency increases with a higher filling
quantity; (2) reusable bottles are heavier than disposable bottles at the same filling quantity;
(3) PET bottles made of recycled PET are heavier than when made of virgin PET; and
(4) PET bottles for carbonated water are lighter than PET bottles for non-carbonated water
because bottle stabilization by CO, pressure is possible.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Sampling

Samples were purchased from September 2022 to January 2023 in the Munich area
from German supermarkets (“Aldi”, “Rewe”, “Orterer Getrankemairkte”, “Lidl”, “Edeka”,
“Penny”, “AEZ”, “AsiaMarktCity”), drugstores (“dm”, “Miiller”), and organic stores
(“VitaSinn”, “Landmann’s Biomarkt”), and in addition, 23 bottles were purchased in an
Austrian supermarket (“Spar”). Only mineral water was purchased. Flavored mineral
water was excluded. The number of samples was 200 (92 from German supermarkets,
23 from Austrian supermarkets, 63 from the beverage markets, 11 from drugstores, 10 from
organic stores, and one from an Asian market). Some analyzed bottles are shown in Figure 3.
All acquired glass bottles were reusable glass bottles. The raw data can be found in the
Supplementary Materials (Measured_Data).
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Figure 3. Examples of analyzed bottles: (a—c) disposable PET bottles; (d) reusable PET bottles;
(e,f) reusable glass bottles.

Further data about the weights of disposable and reusable glass bottles were purchased
from the company Vetropack Holding Ltd. (Biilach, Switzerland, https:/ /www.vetropack.
com (accessed on 30 May 2023)).

2.2. Categorization

The products were classified for analysis as follows: category: carbonated and non-
carbonated mineral water; packaging: PET bottle (n = 148), glass bottle (n = 51); materials:
virgin PET (n = 70), rPET (n = 78; n = 2 with 30% rPET, n = 17 with 50% rPET, n = 59 with
100% rPET), glass (n = 51); closures: aluminum (glass bottles), plastic (PET bottles; n = 135
screw caps; n = 9 drink closures; 1 = 5 tethered caps); label category: plastic label (1 = 127)
PET bottles, paper label (all glass bottles; n = 21 in PET bottles), shrink sleeve (1 = 20 in PET
bottles); optical properties of bottles: transparent (n = 80 in PET; n = 46 in glass), blue (n = 57
in PET), green (n = 11 in PET; n = 5 in glass), white; disposal information (if any): all disposal
information, post-consumer recycling system, deposit information, no disposal information.

2.3. Sample Preparation and Measuring of Weights

The bottles were emptied completely and dried for a few days at approximately 20 °C
and approximately 50% RH. The following product information was taken from the receipt,
ingredient list, and imprint on the bottle: product name; product type; brand; store; filling
volume; cost; deposit; expiration date (shelf life); and date of purchase. The measured
characteristics were the following: weight of the bottle with cap and label; weight of
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the bottle without closure and label; weight of the closure; weight of the label; and the
maximum full rim volume of the bottle.

To determine the full rim volume, each empty bottle was placed on the scale, and the
scale was tared. Then, the bottle was filled up to the top with tap water using a measuring
cup so that the water surface was flush with the rim of the bottle. The measured weight of
the filled bottle corresponded to the full rim volume. It was assumed that tap water had a
density of 1 g/cm? and a temperature of approximately 20 °C. The measured weight was
equal to the volume, and the full rim volume could then be expressed in mL or g.

The weight of the bottles, the closure, and the label were measured with a precision
balance (model Radwag WTB 2000, Radwag Waagen GmbH, Hilden, Germany; weighing
capacity of 2000 g and an accuracy of 0.01 g).

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Packaging Efficiency
3.1.1. Filling Ratio

The filling ratio was calculated from the nominal filling volume (printed on the label)
and the measured full rim volume. This value was a measure of how well the bottles
were filled. For simplification, the density of the water was assumed to be 1 g/cm3. A
filling ratio of one means that the filling volume is equal to the full rim volume. The filling
volume was lower than the full rim volume, as expected. The difference was the headspace
volume. The filling ratio varied between 0.90 and 0.99 mL/mL (Figure 4). However, there
were small differences in the bottle types. The glass bottles had a filling ratio of between
0.94 and 0.97 mL/mL with a mean value of 0.96 mL/mL. It increased with increasing
filling volumes. The filling ratio for PET bottles varied more than for glass bottles, from
0.90 to 0.99 mL/mL, with a mean value of 0.95 mL/mL. In reusable PET bottles, the filling
ratio was, on average, higher than in disposable PET bottles. A possible reason for these
differences was the higher water vapor transmission rates of disposable PET bottles. The
following calculation should explain the difference:
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=z 0.90 T 0.90
0 250 500 750 1000 1250 1500 0 250 500 750 1000 1250 1500
Filling volume in mL Filling volume in mL
(a) (b)

Figure 4. Filling ratios: (a) glass bottles (reusable); (b) PET bottles; assumed density of fill product
1g/ cm’.

A 500 mL disposable PET bottle with a weight of 15 g has a surface area of about
0.04 m? and a mean thickness of about 270 um. Assuming a water vapor permeability of

3% at 23 °C and 85% rh [53,54] and a mean relative humidity of 50% in the store, the
daily loss of water will be
3g.i§§)§m 0.04 m? 50%rh g
water loss = 271 pm "5%h 0.0265.

After half a year, the water loss caused by permeation will be 4.7 mL in a 500 mL bottle.
In praxis, the water loss can be even higher since the wall thickness is not homogeneous.
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The weight and, therefore, the wall thickness of the reusable PET are two to four times
higher (see Section 3.1.2), and therefore, the water loss is two to four times higher in
disposable PET bottles compared to reusable PET bottles. Although glass is impermeable
to water, a low amount of water can be lost by water vapor permeation through the cap.
This was obvious and was confirmed by others [55].

The pre-packaging regulation (76/211/EEC) fixes the tolerable negative deviation in the
contents of a pre-package. For example, the tolerable negative deviation for a 500 mL bottle is
15 mL. When, in this example, the loss of water is 4.7 mL in half a year, the distributor has to
ensure that the tolerable volume should not go below a limit of 485 mL. With an initial filling
volume of 500 mL, the critical value of 485 mL will be reached after 1.5 years. In consequence,
the bottles have to be overfilled, or the shelf life has to be reduced.

These results also showed that in PET bottles, the most often used filling quantities
were 1500 mL (n = 48), 1000 mL (n = 40), and 500 mL (n = 45). In glass bottles, the filling
quantities were 750 mL (n = 19), 700 mL (n = 10), and 500 mL (n = 10). The German test
and consumer magazine “Stiftung Warentest” reported filling quantities for disposable PET
bottlesof 2L (n=1),1.5L (n=45),1.25L (n=2),1L (n=10),0.75L (n =2), and 0.5 (n = 3);
for reusable PET bottles, of 1 L (n = 28) and 0.75 L (n = 2); and for glass reusable bottles, of
07L (n=12),0.75L (n=12) and 1 L (n = 1) [14-17]. Obviously, filling quantities of 1.5 L in
disposable PET bottles, 1 L in reusable bottles, and around 0.7 L in reusable glass bottles
dominated as filling quantities, which were similar to the results of this study.

3.1.2. Packaging Material Use Efficiency

With increasing filling volumes, the bottle weights increased, as expected
(Figures 5 and 6) [49,56,57]. In glass bottles above a filling volume of 750 mL and in PET
bottles above a filling volume of 1000 mL, the bottle weight did not increase further. Glass
bottles were roughly by the power of ten heavier than PET bottles, which has already been
known [49,51,57].
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1] . -ED ¥
| E 400 gEses;
> 300 oot
£ 200 o
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2
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Figure 5. Packaging weights of glass bottles: (a) glass bottles (all reusable); (b) glass bottles; data
from Vetropack; (c) closure (aluminum screw caps); (d) labels (paper).
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Figure 6. Packaging weights of PET bottles: (a) PET bottles; (b) closures (plastic screw caps); (c) labels
(paper or plastic).

The bottle weight at fixed filling volumes was scattered in some cases by a factor > 2.
This finding is meaningful since, for LCA and PEF calculations, the bottle weights are
relevant. The choice of a lighter bottle reduces the environmental impact of the packaging.
In PET bottles, higher weights were observed in reusable bottles that were roughly two
to four times heavier than disposable single-use bottles (the analyzed glass bottles were
all reusable bottles, and therefore, single-use and multi-use bottles cannot be compared).
However, published data from the company Vetropack indicated that reusable glass bottles
had a small tendency to be heavier than disposable glass bottles. The scattering of weights of
disposable glass and PET bottles with the same filling volumes was caused by differences in
design and in PET bottles, by different wall thicknesses. Interestingly, the preform suppliers
of PET bottles offer the same preform for different PET bottle weights. Figure 7 depicts the
minimum and maximum filling volumes for single preforms. It is obvious that preforms
could be blown with a higher ratio, resulting in an increased filling volume, but the wall
thickness would be lower then.

In glass bottles, only aluminum caps were found with a weight between one and three
grams. In PET bottles, plastic closures were used with a weight of one to almost seven
grams. Drink closures were especially heavy, with a weight of four to seven grams. All
other closures, except one, were lighter, with a typical weight of two grams. For the closure
weights, no correlation with the filling volume was found.

The label weights were also much lower than the bottle weights, with a weight of 0.5 to 2.5
g per label. In glass bottles where paper labels were used, the label weight correlated positively
with a bigger filling volume. In PET bottles, such correlation was also found in paper labels but
not in plastic labels. Interestingly, the plastic labels were slightly lighter than the paper labels.
Go found similar results in his study, also for PET bottles and closure weights [58].
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Figure 7. Possible PET bottle weights made of preforms with same weight; data from Jesper PET
Preform Corporation, Hsinchu City 300, Taiwan (1 = 28), and Petainer UK Holdings Limited, London,
UK (n = 55).

The packaging material use efficiency was calculated from the nominal filling volume
divided by the packaging weight (Figure 8). It is a measure of how much packaging material
is required for a volume unit of filling. The packaging efficiency of glass bottles had values
between 1 and 2.2 g of water/g packaging material, in reusable PET bottles, between ten
and 24 water/g of packaging material, and in disposable PET bottles, between 10 and 70 g
of water/g of packaging material (the packaging efficiency included the weight of the label
and of the closure). Hence, packaging water in PET bottles required less packaging weight.
It is important to keep in mind that glass bottles can be reused roughly up to 50 times and
reusable PET bottles up to 25 times, as mentioned before [48,49]. Therefore, the packaging
material use efficiency of reusable bottles is higher due to these factors before these bottles
are no longer refilled.
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: Eﬂ 70 X reusable PET
! g 60
T ER
8 & 50 : :
N D £ 40 J
EELEE t2 ﬂ |
5 @ 30 » :
> 32 . 3
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= X 2
= 10 X
w
* glass O
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) 20 1 .
=
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Figure 8. Packaging material use efficiency of bottles including closure and label: (a) glass bottles
(reusable); (b) disposable versus reusable PET bottles; (c) disposable PET bottles made of virgin PET
vs. 100% recyclable PET.
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The efficiency increased with a higher filling volume of glass bottles. In PET bottles,
such increased efficiency with higher filling volume could be derived from the results,
with the exception of reusable PET bottles. In PET bottles, the efficiency is highly scattered
for one filling volume, which is explained by the packaging design, especially the wall
thickness of the bottles. The low efficiency can be explained by higher medium wall
thickness and, therefore, a stiffer bottle. The up to factor six higher efficiency of disposable
PET bottles compared to reusable PET bottles is striking. Reusable bottles must be more
stable, which explains the higher required bottle-wall thickness that reduces the packaging
efficiency. However, as mentioned before, reusable PET bottles can be reused up to 25 times.
Therefore, the packaging material use efficiency considering multiple uses is higher by up
to this factor before these bottles are disposed of for recycling.

In Figure 8¢, the packaging efficiency is compared for PET bottles made of virgin
PET and 100% recycled PET (xPET). No differences in the packaging efficiencies can be
seen. Even though the mechanical properties were not tested, this result allowed for the
conclusion that virgin PET substitutes rPET with no deviations in bottle weight. This result
was on the first view paradox. Several studies reported that the mechanical properties of
PET are reduced by chain scission, e.g., due to hydrolysis and oxidation, causing lower
strain, lower viscosity, and lower tensile strength [59-63]. However, recycling technologies
have improved in recent years. PET properties can be improved. For recycling, PET is
dried and processed in a vacuum and/or nitrogen, and the molecular weight (chain length)
is increased by solid-state polycondensation (SSP) [63-72]. Moreover, SSP supports the
decontamination of PET [38,73].

3.2. Shelf Life

Commercial mineral water differs in its CO, concentration, and the water is divided
into “natural” (low CO, concentration), “medium” (medium CO, concentration), and
“classic” (highest CO, concentration). The packaging efficiency, here referring only to the
bottle weight, was in the same range for these three CO,-concentration categories (Figure 9).
Non-carbonated and carbonated water were, therefore, poured into PET bottles with similar
weights (in the literature, it was reported that PET for carbonated drinks required a higher
intrinsic viscosity and, thus, a higher molecular weight [64,74]). Our hypothesis that PET
bottles for carbonated water would be lighter than PET bottles for non-carbonated water
because of bottle stabilization by CO, pressure was not true and was falsified. However, the
shelf life of carbonated water was limited by the CO, transmission rate. CO; loss through
PET bottles is a known phenomenon [37]. The following calculation refers to a 15 g PET
omel00um 3 oc

ar
(compare with [75]). The CO, pressure in a medium CO; concentration bottle is about 2
bar, and therefore, the CO, loss amounts to

bottle with a filling volume of 500 mL and a CO, permeability of 12

120% .0.04m2-2bar mg
_ _ m ar _ s
CO, — loss 271 ym 3.54 1

After half a year, the CO, loss caused by permeation through the bottle wall (without
closure) will be 0.64 g in a 500 mL bottle, or 1.28 g/L. Thus, the initial CO, content of medium-
carbonated water is reduced from 4.5 g/L to 3.2 g/L. Consequently, the water vapor loss, as
well as the decrease in CO; content, limited the shelf life of mineral water bottled in disposable
PET bottles. The effect was stronger for PET bottles with a thin wall thickness.

The maximum remaining shelf life after buying was observed in glass bottles (Figure 10).
In glass and PET bottles, shelf life was longer in “medium-carbonated water”. An obvious
explanation is the loss of CO, in carbonated water that permeated into the environment
through the PET wall and, to a lesser extent, through the closure [76]. However, CO, loss
also occurred in smaller amounts through the closure of glass bottles. In this context, it was
plausible that the shelf life should be shorter in PET bottles. Furthermore, water loss restricts
shelf life, as was explained before. In PET bottles, the migration of non-intentional substances



Beverages 2024, 10, 25

11 of 16

could restrict the shelf life, which can deteriorate sensory quality [77]. Also, the migration of
acetaldehyde, which results in a fruity taste, may occur, which is better noticed in water than in
flavored beverages [3,6,20,76,78-81]. Migration of acetaldehyde could be prevented by using an
acetaldehyde scavenger in PET [78,82]. Also, other substances other than acetaldehyde could
cause sensory changes described as “medicinal off-flavor” and “sunlight flavor” [6,83-85]. It is
worth mentioning that low amounts of elements can also leach from glass bottles [86]. Increased
leaching was observed at lower pH values [86].
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Figure 9. Packaging efficiencies of bottles (without closure and label) at different qualitatively
described CO, concentrations.
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Figure 10. Shelf life of mineral water in bottles made of PET and glass: (a) on day of buying; (b) from
published data [14-17].

3.3. Cost

Water packaged in glass bottles was more expensive than in PET bottles (Figure 11). An
explanation could be that a higher bottle weight correlated with a higher perceived value.
Such a correlation was found by Soares et al. in wine [87]. Water in PET bottles tended to
be cheaper with increasing filling volume. Such an effect was also observed in yogurt [57].
The lowest cost was observed in water in disposable PET bottles from a German discounter
at 0.17 €/L. Similar results were found in the test magazine “Stiftung Warentest” [17]. The
lowest previous costs reported there in 2020 were 0.13 €/L. German tap water, which has
the quality of drinking water, costs much less, with 0.00385 €/L (reported in 2019) [88]
and approximately 0.005 €/L (reported in 2016, including wastewater costs) [89]. When
comparing disposable and returnable PET bottles in Figure 11c, water in disposable PET
bottles is, by trend, cheaper. However, the variance is higher since there are also relatively
expensive brands of water in disposable PET bottles.
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Cost of water in €/L
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Figure 11. Cost of water, comparison of (a) glass (reusable) and (b) PET bottles; PET bottles without
bottles with drink caps; (c) from published data [14-17].

4. Conclusions

The filling ratio is an important packaging functionality of PET and glass bottles for
mineral water. In this context, the filling ratio was calculated as a quotient from the nominal
filling volume and the measured full rim volume. The filling ratio of glass bottles and
reusable PET bottles had the same mean value of 96%, whereas the filling ratio of disposable
PET bottles varied more with a lower average. A possible reason for these differences is
the higher water vapor transmission rates of disposable PET bottles caused by thinner
wall thickness. In order to avoid an undercut of the tolerable negative deviation in the
content of bottles, disposable bottles have to be overfilled or shelf life has to be reduced.
For expensive filling goods, overfilling might be a cost problem; however, in the case of
mineral water, the costs of the packaging material and the filling process are higher than
those of the filled water. Therefore, the costs of overfilling mineral water are not critical.

The bottle weights for the same filling quantities differ in many cases by factor > 2.
For years, there has been a trend to lighter bottle weights. When reducing the bottle weight,
(a) the material cost could be reduced significantly, and (b) the environmental influence of
the packaging material would be strongly reduced. However, the downgauging of material
thickness is restricted by the limitation of mechanical stability. Disposable PET bottles
with very low packaging weight need a higher internal pressure caused, for example, by
carbonation. The bottler has to find a compromise between the material/cost saving and
the mechanical handling of the bottles.

In this context, the material use efficiency as the ratio of filling volume to packaging
weight is the highest for disposable PET bottles and would be, in the first view, the best
choice. However, these factors have to be relativized because the glass bottles for mineral
water are refilled up to 50 times and the reusable PET bottles up to 25 times. The decision
for glass or PET, on the one hand, and reusable or disposable bottles, on the other hand, is
not only driven by the bottling industry. In fact, this decision has to be made depending
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on customer requirements (discounter vs. beverage retailer) and legislation (EU Waste
Framework Directive).

The results of this study showed that water in disposable PET bottles tended to be
cheaper with increasing filling volume compared to other bottle types. The lowest costs
were observed at a discounter that offered water in disposable PET bottles for 0.13 (in 2020)
and 0.17 €/L (in 2022). Such low costs have to be avoided from the industrial perspective
and can only be explained by the market power of German discounters since these dumping
prices are only somewhat above the material and filling costs.

Technically speaking, there are further aspects that are relevant to the evaluation
of the packaging material use efficiency like the CO, emission caused by the transport
roadway for different bottle types or by the bottle washing machine for the returnable
bottles. However, a life-cycle analysis is beyond the scope of this paper and should be
addressed by another research.
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