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Disclaimer 

The ideas, concepts, and opinions expressed in this book are intended to be used for educational 

purposes only. This book is provided with the understanding that authors and publisher are not 
rendering medical advice of any kind, nor is this book intended to replace medical advice, nor to 
diagnose, prescribe, or treat any disease, condition, illness, or injury. 
 

It is imperative to use good judgment when consuming water kefir and to never consume any water 
kefir that looks, tastes, or smells unpleasant. Further, before consuming water kefir or any other 
fermented or cultured food, you should receive full medical clearance from a licensed physician. Author 
and publisher claim no responsibility to any person or entity for any liability, loss, or damage caused or 

alleged to be caused directly or indirectly as a result of the use, application, or interpretation of the 

material in this book.  

 

Copyright  

Copyright © 2016 by Cultures for Health. All rights reserved. 

Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, reproduction or utilization of this 

work in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, 

including xerography, photocopying, and recording, and in any information storage and retrieval 

system, is forbidden without written permission of Cultures for Health. 

 

Publisher:  

Cultures for Health 

200 Innovation Avenue Suite 150 

Raleigh, NC 27560 

800-962-1959  

919-695-9600 (fax)  

www.culturesforhealth.com 

For more information on lacto-fermentation or other cultured and fermented foods, or to contact 

customer support, please visit culturesforhealth.com. 

1206-13305 

 

  

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/
http://www.culturesforhealth.com/
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The Origin of Water Kefir 

ou may be familiar with the origins of milk kefir, but what about water kefir? Where 

did that originate and how does it differ from milk kefir? Although both products are 

G;>? @LIG ɈAL;CHMɉ NB?M? ;L? HIN ;=NO;F AL;CHMȼ <ON L;NB?L =FOMN?LM I@ <;=N?LC; ;H> 

yeast living in a symbiotic relationship and held together by a polysaccharide 

(dextran) produced by Lactobacillus brevis. These clusters of bacteria, yeast, and polysaccharide look 

FCE? FCNNF? =LSMN;FMȼ IL ɈAL;CHMɉ I@ D?FFSȻ 4B? <;=N?LC; ;H> S?;MNM CH NB? AL;CHM ONCFCT? MOA;L NI JLI>O=? F;=NC= 

acid, ethanol (a small amount), and carbon dioxide. 

Water kefir grains are known by a variety of names, but most commonly are called tibicos, Japanese 

water crystals, and California bees. You might also see them referred to as Australian Bees, African Bees, 

Ginger Bees, Ginger Beer Plant, Sea Rice, or Aqua Gems, to name a few. Different countries call them by 

different names. In Germany they may be called Piltz; in Italy, Kefir di Frutta; and in France, Graines 

Vivantes. In Mexico, tibicos (or tibi) is used to make a fermented beverage called Tepache, made from 

pineapple, brown sugar, and cinnamon. 

Because of the highly active nature of the bacteria and yeasts, there are many variations of the exact 

culture that produces the fizzy water kefir drink. 

 

It is not completely clear where or when water kefir grains originated, but speculation points toward 

Mexico as the most likely place of origin. According to some research, the tibicos culture forms on the 

pads of the Opuntia cactus from Mexico as hard granules that can be reconstituted in a sugar-water 

 Y 

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/milk-kefir-grains.html
http://www.culturesforhealth.com/water-kefir-grains.html
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solution as propagating tibicos. There is documentation from the late 1800s of water kefir grains being 

used in fermented drink made from the sweetened juice of the prickly pear cactus in Mexico. 

There are, however, stories that place their origin, or at least their use, in Tibet, the Caucasus 

Mountains, and the southern peninsula of the Ukraine. Pinpointing a place of origin is made even more 

difficult because water kefir cultures can be found throughout the world and no two cultures are exactly 

the same. Lack of recorded history also makes it difficult to place an origin date, but it seems likely 

these grains have been used for many centuries. 

Regardless of what name is given to water kefir grains, or the exact makeup of the culture, the technique 

for using them is basically the same throughout the world. The grains are added to a sugary liquid and 

the mixture is allowed to ferment at room temperature for 24 to 48 hours. The sugary liquid can be 

sugar water, fruit juice, or coconut water. Fresh or unsulphured dried fruit can be added to flavor the 

water kefir, generally after the initial 24- to 48-hour fermentation time and after the grains have been 

removed from the liquid. By bottling the fermented water kefir in a bottle with a tight lid, carbon dioxide 

will be contained, producing a nice effervescence or soda pop-like quality. Be sure to store this drink in 

the refrigerator to slow or halt the fermentation process and reduce the possibility of bottles exploding 

from too much pressure. 

With a little care and precaution, water kefir grains can be maintained indefinitely. Often, the grains will 

multiply in number, but not always. Chlorine in tap water can damage the grains, as can preservatives 

added to dried fruit or sprayed on conventional produce. Kefir grains need minerals and unrefined 

whole cane sugar supplies a good amount of minerals. Refined sugar may be used, but distilled water 

is not advised unless you add liquid mineral drops. 

If you cannot tolerate dairy, or if you are just looking for an alternative to commercial sodas, water kefir 

beverages can be a fun, easy, and tasty way to quench your thirst while adding more probiotics to your 

diet. 

  

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/concentrace-trace-mineral-drops.html


WATER KEFIR from Cultures for  Health  

 

12 | P a g e 

 

Composition of Water Kefir Grains:  Bacteria & Yeasts 

Water kefir grains consist of a complex polysaccharide matrix, in which live a combination of live 

bacteria and yeasts existing in a symbiotic matrix. Kefir grain make-up can vary depending on culturing 

location and conditions, resulting in a highly variable community of lactic acid bacteria and yeasts. 

Following is one scientific study's list of bacteria and yeast strains found to comprise water kefir grains. 

*The strains listed may include numerous subspecies and variants.  

Please note: this list is for general informational purposes only. We do not test individual batches of 

water kefir grains for yeast and bacteria content; therefore we cannot make any guarantees as to the 

exact probiotic makeup of our water kefir grains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://biologiageral.com.sapo.pt/Ficheiros/Gulitz.pdf  (referenced May 2013)  

http://biologiageral.com.sapo.pt/Ficheiros/Gulitz.pdf
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A Comparison:  Milk Kefir and Water Kefir 

 

There are two different types of kefir. Milk kefir is fairly well-known as many grocery stores now carry it 

in the dairy department. Water kefir is similar to milk kefir in that it is a probiotic-rich beverage. But 

water kefir is dairy-free, making it a great choice for people with dairy sensitivities. Water kefir is also a 

lighter beverage and can be flavored any number of ways, making it easier to drink in large quantities 

and a great choice for hydration in warm weather.  

Here are the primary differences between milk kefir and water kefir: 

How It  is Made 

Milk Kefir.  Milk kefir is made with cow milk, goat milk, or coconut milk. 

Water Kefir. Water kefir is dairy-free and is made with sugar water, juice, or coconut water. 



WATER KEFIR from Cultures for  Health  

 

14 | P a g e 

 

  

What It Contains 

Milk Kefir. Milk kefir is a probiotic-rich beverage with live active yeast and bacteria. Our Milk Kefir 

Grains (traditional starter culture) are propagated in organic milk. 

Water Kefir. Water kefir is dairy-free and is made with sugar water, juice, or coconut water. Our Water 

Kefir Grains are grown in organic sugar and filtered water. 

  

How It is Used 

Milk Kefir.  Milk kefir can be consumed plain, flavored, or as the base for salad dressings, smoothies, 

and more. You can generally substitute kefir for buttermilk or yogurt in recipes. Milk kefir can also be 

strained of some of the whey to make a type of cheese ranging from a soft consistency to a cream 

cheese texture, or even a hard cheese texture. 

Water Kefir. Water kefir can flavored and consumed as a replacement to soda pop and juice. It also 

makes a great base for dairy-free smoothies. 

  

How It Tastes 

Milk Kefir. Milk kefir tastes like a strongly flavored cultured milk. The taste of any particular batch is 

based on the level of fermentation, which is dependent on a number of factors including the ratio of 

kefir grains to milk, the ambient temperature, and the length of time the kefir is allowed to culture. Well-

fermented kefir generally has a strong sour or tart taste and can even have a bit of a carbonated texture. 

(It is known in some circles as the "champagne of milk.") 

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/milk-kefir-grains.html
http://www.culturesforhealth.com/milk-kefir-grains.html
http://www.culturesforhealth.com/water-kefir-grains.html
http://www.culturesforhealth.com/water-kefir-grains.html
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Water Kefir. Water kefir tends to have a sweet, slightly fermented taste to it. We generally recommend 

flavoring water kefir as it isn't very impressive-tasting plain. Flavoring is easy: fresh or dried fruit, juice, 

or flavor extracts such as vanilla extract can all be used. 

  

How It is Flavored 

Milk Kefir.  Milk Kefir can be flavored by blending in fresh or frozen fruit, flavor extracts such as vanilla, 

sweeteners such as honey, maple syrup, stevia and more. There are a number of flavoring options. 

Water Kefir. Water Kefir can be flavored using fresh or dried fruit, flavor extracts such as vanilla extract, 

fruit juice, or even herbs. 

  

Other Uses 

Milk Kefir.  Milk kefir can be used in place of yogurt in recipes or in cream-based salad dressings. It can 

also be drained of some of its whey to make a soft cheese. Milk kefir grains or starter cultures can be 

used to inoculate cream to make butter or a sour cream-type condiment. Coconut milk kefir can be 

made by allowing the kefir grains to culture in coconut milk. 

Water Kefir. Water kefir can be bottled up and used in place of soda pop. It also can be used as a base 

for dairy-free smoothies. A quarter-cup of water kefir can be added to 2 to 3 cups of non-dairy milk to 

culture it into a non-dairy kefir. 

  

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/coconut-milk-kefir-recipe
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Water Kefir vs. Kombucha 

 

Many people are familiar with kombucha and when they hear of water kefir are likely to compare it to 

kombucha. Exactly what is the difference between kombucha and water kefir? Are their benefits of one 

over the other? Should you be drinking both? 

Definitions  

Kombucha is a fermented tea made with a kombucha starter culture (a.k.a. mushroom, mother, scoby, 

etc.), tea prepared with sugar, and some kombucha tea from a previous batch (a.k.a. starter tea). The 

mixture is allowed to ferment at room temperature for 5 to 30 days. It can be consumed plain or with 

added flavoring such as fruit or juice. Kombucha contains a number of vitamins (particularly B vitamins) 

and may have a number of health benefits. 
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Water kefir is a probiotic beverage made with water kefir grains. Water kefir grains can be used with 

sugar water, juice, or coconut water. Water kefir grains harbor a set of bacteria and yeast existing in a 

symbiotic relationship. The term "kefir grains" describes the look of the culture only. Kefir grains 

contain no actual "grains" such as wheat, rye, etc. Our kefir grains are grown in filtered water and 

organic sugar. (There is also a type of kefir made with milk kefir grains cow milk, goat milk, or coconut 

milk. Milk kefir is more well-known than water kefir.) 

Conclusions: Both kombucha and water kefir are made from a starter culture, though the starter 

cultures look very different. Both kombucha and water kefir contain bacteria and yeasts existing in 

symbiosis. Both are made from a sweetened liquid: water kefir with sugar water or juice; kombucha 

with sugared tea. 

Preparation  

To make kombucha- tea is prepared and sugar is dissolved in the tea. The tea is allowed to cool to 

room temperature before adding the starter tea (kombucha tea from a previous batch) and the 

kombucha culture. The container is covered with a breathable cloth (we recommend securing it with a 

tight rubber band to keep the bugs out) and left to ferment at room temperature for 5 to 30 days. Once 

the fermentation process is complete, the kombucha culture is removed, along with the new culture 

that has formed during the fermentation process. Click here for detailed instructions and a video on 

making kombucha. 

At this time you can drink the kombucha as is or you can add juice or fruit for additional flavoring. You 

can also bottle the kombucha with juice or fruit in airtight bottles (click here to view our flip top bottles 

which are perfect for bottling kombucha) and allow them to sit for several days so the carbonation can 

build.  

To make water kefir- water kefir grains are added to sugar water, juice, or coconut water and allowed 

to culture for 24 to 48 hours, then the kefir grains are removed. To flavor water kefir (we don't 

recommend drinking water kefir made with sugar water without flavoring!) simply add fruit juice or 

flavor extracts (e.g., vanilla extract) to the water kefir. If a more fizzy water kefir is desired, once the 

juice is added you can bottle it up tightly and allow it to sit for a few days so the carbonation can build. 

Click here for detailed instructions and a video on making water kefir. 

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/make-kombucha
http://www.culturesforhealth.com/make-kombucha
http://www.culturesforhealth.com/grolsch-flip-top-bottle-750-ml.html
http://www.culturesforhealth.com/water-kefir
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Conclusions: The process of making kombucha almost always takes longer than making water kefir. 

However, you can make a very large batch of kombucha with just one kombucha scoby whereas you 

are limited in the amount of water kefir you can make by the amount of grains that you have. 

Flavor  

The taste of kombucha could be described as a tangy, 

slightly sweet effervescent beverage. The flavor varies 

greatly depending on the amount of time it has been 

allowed to ferment and whether or not flavoring was 

added. For example, fermentation time determines 

whether the kombucha tea has a very mild taste or a very 

strong vinegar-like taste. (Kombucha is made using a 

method very similar to the one used to make vinegar.) If you 

desire a more sweet taste, we recommend a very short 

brewing period of around 5 days. If you like a more tart 

taste, a longer fermentation process will allow the tea to culture more fully.  

The taste of water kefir  is fairly sweet. Depending on the type of sugar used, the amount of culturing 

time, etc., water kefir may also be slightly bubbly. We 

strongly recommend flavoring water kefir made with sugar 

water prior to consuming it as the taste of plain water kefir 

isn't particularly pleasant. Flavoring options include fruit 

(fresh or dried), fruit juice, and flavor extracts. 

Conclusions: Most find kombucha to be more sour or 

vinegar-like than water kefir. Water kefir is generally 

sweeter, but the sweetness of both beverages is determined 

by how long it is cultured. 

Kombucha 

Slightly Sweet 

Tangy 

Vinegar-like 

Water Kefir 

Fairly Sweet 

Usually Needs Extra 

Flavoring 
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Does the Starter Culture Multiply? 

Kombucha tea cultures do multiply.  Each time you brew a batch of kombucha tea a new starter 

culture will form. The original starter culture (a.k.a. "the mother") and the new starter culture (a.k.a. 

"the baby") can each be used to brew a new batch of kombucha tea. Sometimes the new kombucha 

culture will fuse to the original culture; this is not a cause for concern. They can be separated (pulled 

apart) or used as a single culture when you brew the next batch. 

Water kefir grains are known to multiply,  but at times they are reluctant to do so and therefore we 

do not guarantee kefir grains will multiply. Even if they do not multiply, with proper care, water kefir 

grains can be used repeatedly to brew water kefir. Click here for more information on ways you can 

encourage your kefir grains to multiply. 

Conclusions: Kombucha will generally produce another culture every time you successfully make a 

new batch. Water kefir grains can multiply but are a bit more finicky and need specific circumstances 

to do so, even if you have made a successful batch of water kefir. 

Is One Better than the Other? 

Kombucha can be an aid to digestion. In addition to a wealth of probiotics, it also contains some acids 

and enzymes to aid in the breaking down of your meals. 

Water kefir is more of a general probiotic <?P?L;A?Ȼ 7BCF? CN >I?M =IHN;CH ?HTSG?M ;H> ;=C>Mȼ NB?S >IHɇN 

seem to have quite as strong an effect as those in kombucha. However, water kefir contains a greater 

number of bacterial strains than are found in kombucha. 

Both beverages are beneficial in aiding natural systems of the body, and both are great for hydration. 

Depending on your needs, consuming one or both is more a matter of your individual taste.  

  

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/encouraging-water-kefir-grains-to-multiply
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Water Kefir:  A Kid-friendly Beverage 

Water kefir is one of the easiest cultured foods to 

get kids interested in. If your children love soda 

pop with all of its sweet bubbliness then they will 

love water kefir.  

Water kefir is made in much the same way as milk 

kefir, with grains. These grains are placed in sugar 

water, which the grains feed off of during the 

culturing process. This is known as the first 

fermentation. 

During a second fermentation the cultured water 

kefir is bottled with a small amount of juice, 

flavorings, or dried fruit. The second fermentation produces carbonation and develops flavor. 

)N GCABN M??G >C@@C=OFN NI A?N SIOL =BCF> NI KOCN >LCHECHA MI>;ȼ <ON QCNB Q;N?L E?@CLɇM G;HS =BCF>-friendly 

benefits it may be easier than you think. 

Great Taste 

Water kefir, as a cousin to milk kefir, contains bacteria and yeast. The starter grains feast on sweetened 

water rather than milk. This produces a beverage full of friendly bacteria, yeasts, and vitamins and 

minerals. 

Upon a second fermentation a fruit or other component is added. This flavors the water kefir and adds 

a bit of carbonation. These flavorings help produce a product that, in the end, tastes a bit like fruit-

@F;PIL?> MI>;M <ON ;L?HɇN KOCN? ;M =FISCHAFS MQ??NȻ 

Compared to kombucha, water kefir is less acidic, giving it a milder flavor more palatable to kids. 

The sweetness of water kefir is dependent entirely on the time that you allow it to culture. The longer it 

cultures, the more sugars are eaten up by the culture, and the less sweet it will be. 

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/water-kefir-grains.html
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Flavoring Options 

 

Water kefir can be flavored in a plethora of ways. Fruits and juices are common choices, but a cream 

soda or root beer flavor may also be achieved. Here are some ideas: 

¶ Grape juice 

¶ Cranberry juice 

¶ Other fruit juices 

¶ Dried blueberries or strawberries 

¶ A dash of vanilla (tastes like cream soda) 

¶ Root beer extracts, or other extracts of various barks and roots 

 

To flavor water kefir you must do a second fermentation. You pour the water kefir off into an airtight 

sealable bottle, saving the grains for your next batch. To each bottle of water kefir add an ounce or so 

of juice, a few dried fruits or berries, or extracts plus a pinch of sweetener to help with the carbonation 

(since the extracts usually do not contain any sugars). 

You then allow this second fermentation to take place over the course of a few days, during which the 

water kefir feasts off of the additional sugars in the juice, fruit, or sweetener. 

Click here for specific recipes and an instructional video for flavoring water kefir. 

http://www.culturesforhealth.com/how-to-flavor-water-kefir-video
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Carbonation  

It is this second fermentation process that produces the carbonation. By consuming the sugars, the 

kefir's bacteria and yeasts produce gases. These gases, when trapped in an airtight bottle, result in the 

carbonation. 

The carbonation also adds to the aid in digestion that water kefir already provides. When chilled, the 

carbonation also makes the kefir a fizzy soda substitute that children will love. 

Water Kefir Popsicles 

Another great thing about water kefir is its ability to become a frozen treat that your kids will love... and 

so will you since it is a tasty alternative to sugar-laden popsicles. 

Simply pour flavored water kefir into popsicle molds, or mix it with some fruit puree or additional 

sweetener for an even richer treat. 

While it may be a struggle to get your kids interested in sauerkraut or milk kefir, water kefir might be 

the easiest cultured food to start your kids on. And after they fall in love with it, perhaps the other 

cultured foods will come naturally. 
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