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Privatization of Water

	It is common knowledge that earth’s surface is comprised of well over 70 percent water and that only one percent of that water is fresh water available for human needs.  The combination of an exponentially growing world population, deterioration of farmable land, increasing industrial requirements, as well as a host of other problems has brought about new challenges in the realm of water availability and distribution.  Water will always be considered a public good and every human being on the planet has the right to necessary amounts of clean, quality drinking and sanitation water, but the method of distribution that best satisfies this need is now heavily debated worldwide.  
Over the past few decades there has been an increasing trend towards privatization of water supply, that is, at least some of the responsibility of water management has been taken from government control and placed into the hands of the private sector.  This trend has brought about objection from a large number of human rights and environmental agencies who fear that making water distribution a for profit enterprise rather than a governmental obligation will cause nothing but harm to all parties involved (except for those earning the profits).  While there have been a few setbacks in the progression of water privatization, the improvements in quality, availability, and distribution methods cannot go unnoticed.  The goal of placing water distribution into the private sector is to drastically decrease the number of people in the world who do not have access to quality drinking water while maintaining the quality of the world’s ecosystems.  While governments (especially those in underdeveloped and developing countries) have failed to do this, the increasing growth of privatized water distribution shows that this is viable solution to the growing problem of water availability and distribution that needs to be expanded upon.
	In the United States our water consumption continues to be a growing problem.  Careless overuse in homes as well as agricultural and industrial needs has lead to a massive depletion of numerous water sources throughout the U.S.  For example, a recent study by scientists at San Diego’s Scripps Institution of Oceanography claims that Lake Mead has a fifty percent chance of completely drying up by the year 2021 and a ten percent chance that it will be depleted of usable water by 2014.  Lake Mead is the largest reservoir in the United States and supplies water through a series of aquifers to Arizona, California, Nevada, and even northern Mexico.  The lake, which was created in 1930s with the construction of the Hoover Dam, has been a main component of water supply for the American Southwest.  As of January 2009, Lake Mead was only filled at 46 percent of its capacity as a result of continued drought in the area coupled with increased populations (and associated water demand) in areas like southern California and Las Vegas.
	The southwest is not the only area of the U.S. that has faced the pressures brought on by water needs.  In February 2008, the U.S. Court of Appeals ruled that an attempted agreement between the state of Georgia and the United States Army Corps of Engineers is illegal under the Water Supply Act.  In 2003, Georgia initiated the agreement in order to allocate 25 percent of Lake Lanier as the supplier of water for nearly 500,000 residents of Atlanta.  Lake Lanier’s water supply is shared by Georgia, Alabama, and Florida and the diversion of this water to Atlanta would have drastically reduced the amount of water available to Florida and Alabama.  Disputes over the use of the water in Lake Lanier have existed for nearly twenty years and this ruling was the most substantial in terms of guaranteeing equal water quantities between the three states (ENS).
	In the U.S. part of our water woes are brought on by expanding population, but more so it is a problem brought on by the needs of industry and agriculture.  Areas like the American southwest have faced decreasing precipitation brought on by climate change, and so more and more water is required for irrigation and industrial needs.  In other nations, water shortages are causing more than a stunt of economic growth.  In many developing and underdeveloped nations, lack of available clean drinking water is a major health and safety concern with seemingly little to no aid coming from the government level.
	It is estimated that nearly one billion people in the world are without clean, safe drinking water.  The lack of safe water has become so problematic that in 2000, the UN included access to safe drinking and sanitation water in its list of Millennium Development Goals.  The UN is attempting to halve the amount of people facing a lack of safe water by the year 2015.  Through the first eight years the UN has helped bring about improvements worldwide, but areas like Sub-Saharan Africa and throughout Asia the number of people living without safe water is still drastically high.
	A major problem facing nations who are moving water treatment and distribution into the private sector is the objection of humanitarian groups and anti-privatization activists who believe that these private entities will neglect the human right to a necessity like water.  What these activists fail to realize is that in most of these underdeveloped or developing nations, the water crisis really cannot get any worse.  Even in the United States and other developed countries, conservation, treatment, and distribution methods are in need of improvement.  With things as bad as they are, why are people fearful of movement to privatization?  There are plenty of reasons that would suggest that private management of water utilities would benefit all who are involved.
	When privatization of water is discussed, it must be noted that there are a few ways in which government can give control over to a private supplier.  In some cases the private operator is responsible for running the entire water system, which includes financing and investment.  More commonly, water utilities are leased to a private supplier who is then responsible for running the water system and covers the cost through payment by the consumer.  The lease idea makes the most economic sense because it will promote the private operator to maintain a solid relationship with the public by supplying a quality product at a fair price.  Some fear that the private operator, once given control of the water system, will simply raise prices and has little incentive to maintain or improve water quality.  If the private operator plans on renewing its lease in the future, it will most likely remain fair to the consumer otherwise control may be given to another private operator or returned to government control when the lease ends.  
	This idea applies to the poorer nations as well.  One way the World Bank and other loan agencies are attempting to increase private water operation is by offering conditional loans to these poor nations.  In exchange for financial aid, the poor country agrees to turn to the private sector in order to improve its water supply infrastructure.  The cost of laying new water pipes and distributing safe water to an increased population is recovered by raising the cost of water for those who can afford to pay plus the payments made by those who are newly connected to the piped system.  These poorer people are willing to pay because they finally have quality drinking and sanitation water without having to pay even higher prices to venders.  It is unlikely that private companies who are being endorsed by governing bodies like the UN and the World Bank will have incentive to act unfairly towards the consumers.
	In undeveloped nations the problem is clear; more people need to be connected to municipal waterlines in order to be provided with quality water.  The fact remains that in most of these nations only the wealthy or politically connected are given access to piped water.  The rest of the population is forced to pay ridiculous prices to vendors or government contractors who bring water to poor areas and sell it by the can.  Other options are to create wells that will provide unsanitary ground water to communities or to travel (sometimes multiple miles) to other communities that have a well and transport water back.  This method often requires multiple trips (usually by the women of the community) in order to bring back a sufficient amount of water for drinking, cooking, bathing, and cleaning.  In his pro-privatization article Ronald Bailey writes, “A survey of major cities in developing countries found that the poor in Lagos, Nigeria pay four to 10 times more for their water than people who are hooked up to water mains do; in Karachi, Pakistan they pay 28 to 83 times more; in Jakarta, Indonesia, four to 60 times; and in Lima, Peru, 17 times more. Essentially, the rich get cheap tap water while the poor pay the moral equivalent of Perrier prices.”  
In these extremely poor nations it would benefit the public to have access to piped water lines, so that rather than worry about where their water is coming from, they can focus on other necessities life.  Piped water would be cheaper and there would no longer be a need to travel multiple miles a day to find a usable water source.  There would also be a large decrease in water related illness and death, which is a major goal of bodies like the UN.  These savings in cost and time could make a large difference in the quality of life for the poor communities where, at best, people are living on a few dollars a day.  The governments in these countries have demonstrated that they are not able to efficiently and effectively care for their populations.  It is time to begin implementing private operations to help solve the water crisis in these countries.
In developed nations like the United States, privatization would bring a competitive market that would ultimately lead to a higher quality product and more efficient and more technologically advanced methods of water collection, treatment, and distribution.  Competition between private suppliers leads to fair markets for water.  If a supplier is unfairly raising costs or lowering the quality of water, the government will choose not to renew the lease with that particular operator.  With the government no longer in control of water utilities, it is free to focus on other areas that need improvement.  The fewer problems a government has to deal with, the more efficient it can be.  
Another benefit of privatized water service is the need for a massive work force.  Because one corporation can supply water needs for multiple nations, it is important for that corporation to maintain a highly decentralized operation.  It must be able to meet the needs of consumers in many geographic locations, which means jobs in management, research, sales, operation, etc. are required in each of these locations.  For example, Veolia Water (based in France) is the largest private provider of water and wastewater treatment in the world.  With operations in 60 countries, Veolia employs almost 83,000 men and women.  The availability of jobs will be welcomed worldwide.
Only about ten percent of water and wastewater treatment is supplied by private operators, but this number needs to (and will) increase.  Water scarcity is a major problem throughout the world and governments in both developed and underdeveloped nations alike are struggling to find a reasonable solution to this problem.  Rather than waste time and resources working on possible solutions, governments should give control to private companies that specialize in getting quality water to each individual while constantly developing new technologies that will increase efficiency and improve the quality of the world’s ecosystems.
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