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Beverage titan Coca-Cola is going with the flow in plans to launch four vitamin-enhanced Dasani waters, called NutriWater, by the end of the year. New York is on the short list to be among the first test markets.

This is hot news around the city's watering holes. While the traditional bottled water market continues to grow -- even congressional hearings have swapped bottles for the once ubiquitous pitcher of municipal water -- prices are on the decline and brand loyalty is nearly nonexistent.

"Few consumers can distinguish water taste," said Morgan Stanley beverage analyst William Pecoriello. "Consumers know the difference between purified and spring waters, but very few see it as a differentiating factor."

Morgan Stanley research shows just one in five consumers use a given water brand exclusively, versus one of every two for carbonated drinks.

To help bring personality to their commodity product, leading to brand loyalty, national water marketers have begun generating a wave of jazzy brand extensions.

A cruise down any supermarket beverage aisle makes this crystal clear. There's water souped up with everything from electrolytes and ginseng to fluoride and soy isoflavones, a plant hormone touted as nature's estrogen.

Coca-Cola's Nutri-Water will combine vitamins and minerals with light sweetening. The cucumber-pear flavor will include vitamins C and B and average 20 calories per serving.

PepsiCo already has two lines of enhanced water, Propel and Aquafina Essentials.

The dizzying array of new water products has even inspired the new Ritz-Carlton in Battery Park to hire a water sommelier.

"It's easier to develop a brand around enhanced water -- it's a unique product," said Gary Hemphill, senior vice president at Beverage Marketing in New York.

In addition to helping build identity for core water brands, enhanced waters are also big money makers on their own.

The market for enhanced water still remains small compared to the $7 billion bottled water market. But while the plain bottled water market has been growing at a 10 percent to 15 percent annual rate, the enhanced water market more than quadrupled between 2000 and 2001, to $85 million from just $20 million.
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"I don't think there's anything comparing to it in terms of growth," Hemphill said.

J. Darius Bikoff, founder of Energy Brands in Whitestone, Queens, is one beneficiary of the burgeoning market.

His company, maker of the top-selling enhanced water Glaceau Vitaminwater, is growing an astounding 270 percent annually, Bikoff said.

Vitaminwater is already available in New York, California and six major U.S. cities. The company is now working on statewide distribution in Florida. "We're exploding with growth," Bikoff said.

According to Morgan Stanley, national bottled water prices are likely to decline 4 percent per year thanks to the aggressive discount practices of Coca-Cola and Pepsi.

Currently, a gallon of bottled water can easily run $2, more than a gallon of gasoline.


