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War on the Water Front

As the thirst for bottled water grows, a battle is
brewing over precious resources—and profits

By IYOTI THOTTAM

N A STATE BETTER ENOWN FOR ITS LORK

stor yolls and rugeed  ladseape, James

Willung ha= 3 radical new visinn far

Mamnes future, On his tips abroad es o
Smell Business Adminsstrution officiad m
the 1990, Wilfong camea to realize that In
many places water was worth fighting lor.
"The light went off ii my lewd!” e says
“Water is Munes oil in this century”

Maine has anly 1.3 million people but
it least 25 trillion gallons of drinkable wi-
ter in ity lakes and sguifers. Wilfong, a
former stuts lemixlator, wants to turn that
resouree nlo eold fash. So he propoded o
tax on farge bottled-waler operations that
15 set for-a ballot referendom next year
Maina 15 one of several states where ac
tivists ure chullenging the 10 allion 0.5,
bottled-water {ndustry,  Declyres  Wil-
fong: “We're just saving, This water is ol
froe ~
Fueling demand for the natural re-

souroe 15 walters comtiniing transtorma
tiom' Fromm b necessity toou commerciilized,
globallzed produel, India’s largest brand,
Bislert, ships water from o spring In Cha
teangny, N.Y, to markets as iy away, ds
Houston. In the growing loxury market,
wahor ean eost a2 miich as wine, Sone orit
ios of the industey see an wolortunate irony
i Wi foet that a billion people tn the warld
dan't have aceesk to safe drinking water
“Weare nol aganst bottled water for Tio
manilarian reusuny, says lerry Swaier,
presidint of Michigan Cittzens for Water
Conservation, “But we are against delin
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gla-serve plastic
debuted in 1989,
botthed witer has taken ofi

ing and promoting water as merchandise.”

Mestlé, with six of the top 10 brunds
and more than $2.2 billion in bottled-water
sales, is thie largest hottlsd-water company
in tha LLS. and [sat the center of a waler
wir on severnl fronts. As owner of Poland
Spring, which uses 300 millon gallons of
Mutns water o year, Nestld conld owe 386

Maine (o hove 095 X
ol bottled water richies

million in tax eoch year if Wilfong's pro-
ol is prassecd. * His rission i misgnided !
says Kim Jeffery, aeo of Nestlé North Amey-
Iei, which row pays only for the laad whiere
the sprimgs are found, In responsa to a new
tax; he says, Nestld would cancela plaoned
new plant, costing the state 250 jobs.

In Michigun, Nestlé is facing snviron-
mizntal challenges. Michigan Citizens for
Water Conservation has filed a civll lnwsuit
L stop Nestlé from withdrewing 210 mml-
hion gallons of water a year near the small
town of Stamvood, arguing that ground
witler levely wre dropping dangerously;
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LUKXE LIFE: Tha water casts just
e, S0 premilm briands sl
slvle: @ sleek bottle by Glenesgles:
Macdonna's hiessing for Voss;
Duicals, lts zacred spring: BIyH20,
ite Swaroviki orystil contamon

| Nestlé says they are healthy, The state lep-

Islature is considering 16 bills to set limits
on withdrawals of groundwater. Tna simi-
liar battle over Flonda's springs, Nestla has
sy far presvailecd

Bottled-water producers <oy they are
being unfairly singled oul. The Miine and
Michigan proposals "penalize an indistty
that is produeing.a clean, safe. healthy
product,” says Steplhen Kay, spokesmen for
the Intermational Botled Water Assood-
atfion, He notes that bottled water sccounts
for less thian 1% of the groundwaler used
every year. Irrigation i by far tha higgest
nser “That's troe but irrelevant,” says Poter
Gleick; president of the Pacefic Institute,
a watter researeh group in
Oakland, Calif. Any large
groundwater wilhdrawal o
oni site risks deying up wells
and watlands in that area. he
SHYS.

If such concerns make
large sprinpwater sources
too  chstly,  Jeflory seys,
Nestle could follow the lead
of Cooa-Cnla and Pepsi and
shift its focus toselling o
eessed munieipal p wilter
(“Purified  water”™ brands
Dasan] andl Aqualing modie
819 bullion lust year for the
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two compames.) But communities willing i
te sall thetr springs will stll find o market

i sy brands: rusd Viodedr, Tenn., @
e proud souree of Blmg 20, which <slls
for an estimated 8240 4 case wholesale,
And water-rich states like Mame could
ook elsewhere for thewr windfsll; de-
mand for bottlad water in Asth ds strong
Says Pitrick McGowan, Maine’s conumis:
sioner of consenabion; “We look al thal as
an ahsolute great business appottunity”
—With roporting by Paige Bowers/Atlanis,
Stefanie FriedbolAnn Arbor and
Sean Scully/Philadelphia
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