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If we give any real thought when opening a bottle of spring water, maybe it is to congratulate
ourselves on our healthy choice or to dream of a shrinking waistline. But it may come as a
surprise that virtually every aspect of the bottling industry’s extraction of groundwater—how
much water to pump and from where to pump it, the effects of pumping on the surrounding
environment, and who should have the authority to make pumping decisions—is often hotly
contested.

For a variety of reasons, bottled water is not like any other commodity and the protection of our
nation’s groundwater, often understood as held in public trust, involves many crucial issues of
public interest. Some of these issues will not be our main focus today: such as concerns about
bottled water quality, the profit earned off water even as the public water infrastructure is
neglected, damage caused by the manufacture and disposal of the bottles, and the propriety of
transferring water resources out of a region or out of the country. Instead, we will focus on the
environmental effects of bottling on local communities.

The domestic bottled water industry—which includes both distilled municipal water and spring
water—has seen remarkable growth. Last year, Americans spent more than $10 billion on
bottled water, which translates to an average annual consumption of 27 gallons per person—
double the amount consumed just five years ago. This growth has been a boon to the industry.
The largest bottler is Nestle Waters of North America, which, through rapid industry
consolidation, now controls 32% of the domestic market through its fourteen different brands.






