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Per rier iss ues a worldwide rec all ord er

I
t was a lea ding symbol of the age. Throu ghout the 1980s, Per-

rier, the sparkli ng min eral wat e r or igi nating from a spring in the
south of Franc e, was often the bev erage of choic e fo r health -

cons cious bab y boome rs. But the odour les s and vir tually tastele ss
li quid became taint e d with scandal last week when Paris -base d
Sour ce Per rie r SA announ ced that it wou ld wit hdraw and destroy up
to 160 mil lio n bottle s of its bubbly produ ct aroun d the world. The
co mpany’s problems bega n on Feb . 10 after Health and Welfare
Cana da and the U.S. Food and Drug Adm inist r ation (FDA) said that
food inspect ors in Nor th Caroli na had fou nd, in random tests, 13
bottle s cont aminated with traces of benzene, a cle ar, natur ally occur-
ring gas that has been linke d to cancer in tests wit h la borato ry ani-
ma ls. Initia l ly, the recall was confin ed to 72 mil lio n bottle s in
Cana da and the United States, but when traces of benzene als o
sh owe d up in Per rie r in Eur ope, Per rie r chair man Gust ave Lev en
announ ced the worldw ide wit hdraw al. Said Lev en: "Half mea s ure s
we re not pos sib le."

The recall wil l cos t Pe rrier more than $40 mil lio n. And the com -
pany, whi c h boasts in its adver tis ements that "It’s per fect, it’s Per rie r",
will lau nch a massiv e publicity campaig n to qui ckly convi nce con su-
me rs that its sparkli ng wat e r is inde e d perfect aga in. If not, Per rie r,
which dominates the competitive bottled -wa ter marke t and regis tered
net profit s of $86 mil lio n fo r the first six mon ths of 1989, cou ld los e
it s le ad to its agg res siv e co mpetition. Said Al Rie s , chair man of
Tr out and Rie s Inc., a marke ting strategy firm in Gre enw ich , Conn.:

"When a brand is con sum ed daily, out of sig ht is out of min d.". And
Frank de Vries, pre sid e n t of the Toron t o-base d Pe rrier Group of
Cana da Inc., said det ails of the ad campaig n, whi c h we re stil l being
wo rke d ou t, wou ld be annou nced onc e the company had a firm dat e
fo r new shipments of benzene -fre e Pe rrier.

Pe rrier, whi c h sells one bil lio n bottle s wo r ldwide annu ally, initiat e d
the recall after testing in the United States indicated that the re were
between 12. 3 and 19.9 par ts per bil lio n of benzene in some samples.
Bo th the FDA and Health and Welfare prohibit more than five par ts
per bil lio n. Fre der ick Zim mer, managi ng directo r of Sou rce Per rie r,
said that the problem occur red when filt e rs, whi c h are nor mally re-
placed eve ry six weeks at the Perrie r spring, were ina dver tantly not
change d fo r fo ur mon ths. Produ ction of nearly six mil lio n bottle s a
day res ume d after the filt e rs were change d, and company officia ls
said that the Fre n c h minist ry of health has cer tifie d that the spring is
not con taminated . The spring, in the sma l l town of Ver gè ze, was
fo rme d almos t 140 mil lio n ye ars ago, and its natural carbonation re-
sult e d fr om ancie n t volc a n i c er uptio ns.

At week’s end, Per rie r sh are s cl ose d at $324, after dro ppi ng dow n
to $298 at midweek from $357 befo re the recall announ cem e n t.
Bu t, for the self-declare d perfect company, the big gest financia l ga m-
ble lie s ahea d, as it spends mil lio ns of dol lars to convi nce con sum ers
that their fav o urite liquid status symbol is stil l safe.

BA RBA RA WICKENS with cor res pon den t s’rep orts
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