
Comparing Personal Water Purification Systems 
Access to clean water is a critical concern for outdoor enthusiasts, travelers, and emergency preparedness planners. 
Various water purification systems are available, and understanding their capabilities and limitations is essential for 
making an informed choice. GRAYL, Sawyer, LifeStraw, Platypus, Tablets, Ultraviolet Light, and Boiling Water over 
a campfire are seven popular methods offering various solutions for filtering and purifying water in different 
environments. This article provides a detailed comparison of these systems, focusing on their ability to remove viruses, 
bacteria, protozoa, chemicals, heavy metals, and other contaminants.  
Note: Filtering water with a cotton cloth before purification of the water will prolong the life of these units or take visual 
items from the water before drinking.  

GRAYL System 
The GRAYL system is highly effective for individual water purification, removing 99.99% of viruses (e.g., Rotavirus, 
Norovirus, Hepatitis A), 99.9999% of bacteria (e.g., E. coli, Salmonella), and 99.9% of protozoa (e.g., Giardia, 
Cryptosporidium). Additionally, it filters particulates like microplastics and sediment, chemicals such as chlorine and 
benzene, heavy metals like lead and arsenic, and unpleasant odors and tastes.  

• Removes: 
 Viruses: 99.99% (e.g., Rotavirus, Norovirus, Hepatitis A) 
 Bacteria: 99.9999% (e.g., E. coli, Salmonella, Dysentery) 
 Protozoa: 99.9% (e.g., Giardia, Cryptosporidium, Amoebae) 

• Filters: 
 Particulates: Microplastics, sediment, silt 
 Chemicals: Chlorine, benzene, chloroform 
 Heavy Metals: Lead, arsenic, chromium 
 Odor & Bad Taste 

Sawyer System 
The standard filters effectively remove 99.99999% of bacteria and 99.9999% of protozoa but not viruses, chemicals, or 
heavy metals.  

• Standard Filters (Sawyer Squeeze, MINI): 
 Removes: 

o Bacteria: 99.99999% 
o Protozoa: 99.9999% 

LifeStraw System 
The LifeStraw system removes 99.999999% of bacteria, parasites, and microplastics. It does not handle viruses, 
chemicals, or heavy metals.  

• Standard Filters (LifeStraw Personal Water Filter): 
 Removes: 

o Bacteria: 99.999999% 
o Parasites (Protozoa): 99.999% 
o Microplastics 

Platypus System 
The Platypus QuickDraw Microfilter System is designed for personal use, offering lightweight and efficient water 
filtration for individual adventurers. While it effectively removes harmful bacteria and protozoa, it does not address 
viruses, chemicals, or heavy metals. This system is compact, versatile, and ideal for backpackers and hikers. 

• Standard Filter (QuickDraw Microfilter): 
 Removes: 

o Bacteria: 99.9999% (e.g., E. coli, Salmonella) 
o Protozoa: 99.9% (e.g., Giardia, Cryptosporidium) 

  



Summary of Differences 
When comparing GRAYL, Sawyer, LifeStraw, and Platypus water purification systems, each stands out in specific areas 
based on its design and capabilities. The GRAYL system provides comprehensive protection for individual users, 
effectively removing viruses, bacteria, protozoa, particulates, chemicals, heavy metals, and unpleasant odors and 
tastes.  

Virus Removal: 
 GRAYL: Yes  
 Sawyer: No  
 LifeStraw: No 
 Platypus: No 

Chemical and Heavy Metal Filtration: 
 GRAYL: Yes 
 Sawyer: No 
 LifeStraw: No 
 Platypus: No 

Other Water Purification Methods 
Tablets are effective against many biological contaminants, such as bacteria and viruses, but they 
generally do not remove particulates, chemicals, or heavy metals. Iodine tablets work quickly, purifying 
water in as little as 30 minutes. Still, they are ineffective against Cryptosporidium, leave an unpleasant 
taste, and are not ideal for long-term use due to potential health risks from prolonged iodine exposure. 
Chlorine dioxide tablets are more effective against a broader range of pathogens, including 
Cryptosporidium, but require a longer purification time—up to 4 hours for maximum efficacy. 
Ultraviolet (UV) Light Purification Systems are highly effective at neutralizing various pathogens. It can 
inactivate viruses such as Hepatitis A, Norovirus, and Rotavirus, as well as bacteria like E. coli, Salmonella, 
and Campylobacter. Additionally, UV purification is effective against protozoa, including Giardia and 
Cryptosporidium, making it comparable to or even superior to some chemical (tablets) treatments. However, 
UV light does not remove particulates, chemicals, or heavy metals or improve the taste or odor of water. 
Note that it must be used on clear water for optimal effectiveness, as turbidity (cloudiness) can block the 
light and reduce its ability to neutralize contaminants. 
Boiling water over a fire source effectively kills biological pollutants, including viruses, bacteria, and 
protozoa (e.g., Giardia and Cryptosporidium). Still, it does not match the multi-stage filtration 
capabilities of systems like GRAYL, which also address chemical and heavy metal contaminants. 

Cost of Water Purification Systems 
When selecting a water purification method for use in the wilderness, it's essential to consider both effectiveness and 
cost. Here's a breakdown of average prices for various systems: 
GRAYL 
Comprehensive purifier removing viruses, bacteria, protozoa, chemicals, and heavy metals. The average cost is $90–$100 or $180 
for the Titanium outer case.  
Sawyer 
Filters bacteria and protozoa; does not remove viruses. Average cost: $40–$50.  
LifeStraw 
Filters bacteria and protozoa; does not remove viruses. Average cost: $20–$30.  
Platypus 
A gravity filter system suitable for groups removes bacteria and protozoa but not viruses. The average cost is $130–$140.  
Water Purification Tablets 
Chemical tablets are effective against bacteria and viruses, but they are less effective against protozoa like Cryptosporidium. The 
average cost is $10–$15 per pack.  
UV Water Purification Systems 
Devices using ultraviolet light to neutralize microorganisms are effective against viruses, bacteria, and protozoa. Average cost: $100–
$120.  
Note: These approximate prices vary based on the specific model and retailer. When choosing a system, consider factors such as 
weight, ease of use, maintenance, and the types of contaminants you expect to encounter. 

Impact of Drinking Untreated Water Contaminated with Pathogens 
• Viruses 

 Rotavirus: Causes severe diarrhea, nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, and dehydration. It is most common in 
children but can affect adults, especially in the wild, where immunity might be lower. 



 Norovirus: This leads to acute gastroenteritis, resulting in sudden onset of vomiting and diarrhea. It spreads 
quickly and can incapacitate a group of backpackers. 

 Hepatitis A: Can cause liver inflammation, resulting in fatigue, jaundice, abdominal pain, and fever. Recovery 
takes weeks to months, potentially derailing extended trips. 

• Bacteria 
 E. coli (Escherichia coli): Certain strains can cause severe diarrhea, abdominal cramps, and vomiting. Some 

cases lead to life-threatening complications like hemolytic uremic syndrome (HUS). 
 Salmonella: Triggers fever, diarrhea, abdominal cramps, and sometimes more severe systemic infections. If 

untreated, it can persist for weeks. 
 Campylobacter: Causes campylobacteriosis, marked by diarrhea (sometimes bloody), fever, and cramping. In 

severe cases, it may lead to Guillain-Barré Syndrome. 

• Protozoa 
 Giardia: Results in giardiasis, characterized by prolonged diarrhea, greasy stools, abdominal cramps, bloating, 

nausea, and dehydration. Symptoms may persist for weeks, severely impacting physical performance. 
 Cryptosporidium: Causes cryptosporidiosis, which is marked by watery diarrhea, stomach cramps, nausea, and 

fever. This protozoan is resistant to chlorine and requires filtration or boiling, making it particularly challenging to 
treat in the wilderness. 

Complications 
• Dehydration: Common to all these pathogens, dehydration from severe diarrhea or vomiting can lead to life-threatening 

electrolyte imbalances. 

• Nutritional Deficiencies: Extended illness can result in malabsorption of nutrients, further weakening the body. 

• Fatigue and Cognitive Impairment: Essential for navigation and survival, mental and physical clarity can be severely 
impacted. 

• Infection Spread: Pathogens like Norovirus can quickly infect entire groups, overwhelming limited resources. 

Extreme Caution: Untreated wilderness water can lead to severe health consequences. While the cost of a water 
purification system may seem significant, ask yourself, “What is my health worth?” Investing in the best system to 
prevent illness is not just wise—it’s essential for safe wilderness travel.  

Summary Finding: What is the Best Water Purification System? 
The GRAYL system is the most comprehensive option when 
evaluating overall purification capabilities. It effectively removes 
99.99% of viruses, 99.9999% of bacteria, and 99.9% of protozoa. 
Additionally, it filters particulates like microplastics, chemicals 
including chlorine and benzene, and heavy metals like lead and 
arsenic, eliminating odors and sour tastes. GRAYL’s ability to address 
a broad spectrum of contaminants, including viruses, makes it the 
best choice for individual users seeking a reliable all-in-one 
purification solution that takes up to 45 seconds in total to have safe, 
drinkable water. 
Boiling water over a campfire is another water purification method. 
Still, it takes some time to prepare a fire and to cook long enough (1 
to 3 minutes, depending on altitude) to kill contaminates. Also, for 
hydration, you will want to place the container of boiling water into 

the water source to cool it down for normal drinking, which takes additional time. 
The UV light water purification method ranks as a convenient and effective 
option for neutralizing biological contaminants such as viruses, bacteria, 
and protozoa. However, it is less comprehensive than other systems, as it 
does not filter particulates, chemicals, or heavy metals, requiring clear 
water for optimal performance. Its lightweight and quick purification process 
makes it a good supplementary tool for individual travelers, but its reliance 
on batteries or power sources can be a limitation in long-term scenarios. Terry Campbell (01/15/2025) 
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