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Japan’s Utilities: Getting to Great, 
Being Great – The Envy of the World
_______________________________________________________________
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So Why Would A Japanese Utility
Be Concerned with Bottled Water?

• Because bottled water exists and is a de facto competitor to 
tap water 

• Because it is growing rapidly as an alternative

• Because of largely untrue and unfair claims from the bottled 
water industry

• Because there are some underlying truths in the challenges

• But mostly, because of the Maslovian puzzle



US US -- 2000 NRDC STUDY ON BOTTLED WATER 2000 NRDC STUDY ON BOTTLED WATER 
Reasons for Choosing Bottled Water Over Tap WaterReasons for Choosing Bottled Water Over Tap Water

The Facts… for Better or Worse



US US -- 2000 NRDC STUDY ON BOTTLED WATER 2000 NRDC STUDY ON BOTTLED WATER 
Growth in Demand Over 20 YearsGrowth in Demand Over 20 Years



Drinking Water, The Maslovian
Puzzle and the + Factors

• Meet Abraham Moslaw & the hierarchy of needs

• The economics version … personal well being is 
highly income elastic

• The + Factors:
(detection of unknowns trumps all)

Forgotten

Pre-Occupying



Bottom Line Question:
How Safe is Safe

• Welcome to the truly existential question!

• Corollary question: How safe is “safe enough”?

• And in a Moslavian context, is the pursuit of 
“safe enough” vs the pursuit of “absolutely safe”
viable for a utility? 

• Put a different way, how do utilities manage the 
gap between safe and safe???????
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Do Do SpaniardsSpaniards lovelove taptap waterwater??

 SpainSpain 4th European 4th European largestlargest consumerconsumer ofof bottledbottled waterwater
 France, France, GermanyGermany andand ItalyItaly

 OverOver 5.000.000 litres (more 5.000.000 litres (more thanthan 115 l/115 l/personperson//yearyear))
 TapTap waterwater 180 l/180 l/personperson//yearyear

 ReasonsReasons::
 HealthHealth
 StyleStyle
 RestaurantsRestaurants
 ……
 BUT ALSO BUT ALSO flavourflavour andand odourodour!!!!!!

 IsIs waterwater thethe nextnext softsoft drinkdrink??
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SpainSpain isis differentdifferent (even (even forfor thethe colas)colas)

Spring
Water

Mineral
Water

Purified
Water

89.7% 7.3% 3%

Ground water,
confined and

constant composition

Water flowing
Naturally from a

spring

Water treated
from a network



WhatWhat isis beingbeing soldsold??



IsIs notnot justjust in in thethe waterwater



TheThe softestsoftest drinkdrink

 Water has Water has becomebecome a a softsoft drinkdrink
 MarketingMarketing
 AddedAdded valuevalue neededneeded toto compete compete withwith whitewhite brandsbrands
 FashionableFashionable toto drinkdrink
 PricePrice isis up up toto 1000 times 1000 times higherhigher! (how ! (how toto convinceconvince usersusers?)?)
 FLAVOURS?FLAVOURS?



HoweverHowever……....

 TapTap waterwater in SOME PARTS in SOME PARTS ofof SpainSpain isis notnot thatthat greatgreat……

 MediterraneanMediterranean regionregion drinksdrinks groundground waterwater…… nitrates nitrates 
contaminatedcontaminated

 SomeSome touristytouristy populationspopulations havehave heavilyheavily salinizedsalinized waterwater
in in summersummer

 In In droughtdrought periodsperiods thethe waterwater fromfrom thethe best best sourcessources may may 
notnot be be availableavailable

 ClorineClorine isis reallyreally presentpresent in in thethe smellsmell in in somesome partsparts. . 
SomeSome otherother waterswaters are too are too hardhard andand may may notnot be be 
suitablesuitable forfor peoplepeople withwith kidneykidney problemsproblems……

 Water Water utilitiesutilities are are facedfaced withwith problemsproblems onon thethe resourceresource
sideside thatthat may may notnot be be theirstheirs toto solvesolve



HoweverHowever……

Ferrier 2001 (Ferrier 2001 (sourcessources: : OlsonOlson 1999 1999 andand IFEN 2000)IFEN 2000)



ConclusionsConclusions

 BottledBottled waterwater isis growinggrowing as a as a 
productproduct. Marketing . Marketing isis veryvery intenseintense

 AnAn importantimportant numbernumber ofof consumersconsumers
in in SpainSpain believebelieve bottledbottled mineral mineral 
waterwater isis healthierhealthier, , betterbetter tastingtasting andand
more more fashionablefashionable

 TapTap waterwater in in somesome areasareas cannotcannot
representrepresent a real a real competitioncompetition duedue toto
ocasional ocasional poorpoor resourcesresources

 TheThe useruser perceptionperception ofof thethe qualityquality
andand propertiesproperties ofof taptap waterwater couldcould be be 
increasedincreased by by appropriateappropriate
campaignscampaigns..



A Bad Dream from Spain? – Think 
Again 
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• Aggressively market “tap water” as the best solution?
– Implication: Spare no expense at upgrading the 

treatment of all water to the highest standard possible?

• Differentiate drinking water from tap water? Options:
- Utilities bottle their own water and distribute at a lower 

cost and more transparently than commercial vendors
- Continue current practice – let the consumers (and 

marketers) decide
- Encourage, subsidize or provide point of use treatment 

devices
- Build dual reticulation systems and provide different 

grades of water at the household  level (two taps)

A Key Strategic Question for Our 
Industry:  How to Respond? 

_______________________________



Regardless of Tactics, 
In the Bigger Picture…

________________________
• Water utilities need to think hard about how to meet their 

traditional objective:
Public mission #1:
– Protect public health and safety

• While transforming their utility’s external view to meet 
new objectives in an increasingly consumer driven 
marketplace:

Public mission #2:
– Transform the utility from 

From: “Make and sell” water 
To:     “Sense and respond” to customer 

needs


