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Austin Business Journal - February 17, 2006

http://austin.bizjournals.com/austin/stories/2006/02/20/smallb1.html
Business in a bottle

Midlife career move brought refreshing change for former salesman

By Mary Alice Kaspar
Austin Business Journal Staff

Reggie Nisbett spent the first 25 years of his career like so many others: working for somebody else. 

He rose in the ranks and became one of the top salespeople at a construction equipment company. But when the company was sold, new ownership couldn't look past the fact that Nisbett was one of the highest-paid employees. 

So at the age of 45, Nisbett was unemployed. 

But a friend reassured him that he still possessed sales skills, and encouraged Nisbett to check out a Lincoln, Neb.-based company called Pure Water Inc., which developed distillation systems. 

Pure Water, Nisbett says, had a great product, but one that wasn't marketed well. So he launched Greater Texas Water Co. in June 2001 to market and distribute the systems. 

"It was quite a change of product for me, but the rental side of it is similar," Nisbett recalls. 

At 45, Nisbett was hesitant to go to work for anyone else out of fear of ending up jobless again. 

So he poured $50,000 of his savings into buying the first machines and other expenses associated with starting a small business. 

Since that time, Nisbett has developed a great appreciation for the new product he peddles: clean drinking water. 

"I've learned to really appreciate water," Nisbett says, adding he'd even use the word "picky" to describe his taste these days. 

He eagerly and eloquently explains the distillation process, saying it's not so different from the way in which nature makes rain out of seawater. 

"Evaporation, condensation and precipitation -- we're duplicating the hydrologic process in nature," Nisbett says. 

In more basic terms, distillation heats water to the boiling point, then captures and condenses the steam. The distillation machines complete that process, then cools the steam -- leaving purified water. 

Nisbett says his customers frequently replace big bottles of water with his machine, which he either sells or rents according to customer preference. 

While in the bigger-picture context bottled-water distributors would be considered his competition, Nisbett says they have done his business a world of good. 

"The bottled-water industry has done a great service, telling people why they should want clean water," Nisbett says. "We're taking it to the next level." 

Nisbett makes that claim because distillation removes 100 percent of the particles and impurities from tap water. 

Austin's tap water has roughly 200 parts per million in such impurities, he says, which compares with San Antonio's 350 parts per million. Some forms of bottled water are better, but still have 50 parts per million. 

Despite the advantages, Nisbett says the first two years were tough. He had a product he believed in and prices that were competitive with bottled water. But he didn't have an audience and struggled to make connections with businesses and organizations he considered his target market. 

Cold calling yielded very cold results, he says, adding that businesspeople should honor "no soliciting" signs and policies. 

Nisbett stayed the course, attending Metropolitan Breakfast Club meetings for two years straight before finally getting a client out of his networking there, an Austin group of businesspeople. 

But at the two-year mark, he gained one client, a number that quickly grew to 12 when word of mouth spread. 

He also sunk $20,000 into a telemarketing campaign that yielded 450 appointments and 55 system placements. 

"While it was expensive, I got to go into places with appointments and tell my story rather than figure it out by myself," Nisbett says. 

While the campaign worked, he's not eager to try it again, particularly in light of the "do not call" lists that have come into play since his campaign. 

"I figure I don't want to be a part of a business that makes people so angry," Nisbett reasons. 

In four and a half years, Nisbett has placed a total of 165 machines in the Austin and San Antonio areas. Clients include dental offices, YMCAs, Enterprise Rent-A-Car, theaters and law firms. 

And even with those new customers, he sees little need for more employees and overhead. The machines have a warranty of 15 years and require little maintenance, which Nisbett is able to handle himself. 

Revenue has grown from next to nothing to $90,000 in 2004 and about $115,000 in 2005. 

And while Nisbett says he wouldn't have minded if his break even point happened sooner than it did, he says: "It's gone as well as I could have hoped. It's been a fun ride. Owning it has really been a nice change." 

Greater Texas Water Co. 

What it does: Sells and rents water distillation systems
Address: 602 W. 13th St., Austin 78701
Phone: (512) 472-9393
Web: (www.greatertexaswater.com)
email: (reggie@greatertexaswater.com)
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