
Mountain water:

a commodity for Saudi businessmen

Dikanas is situated in the northernmost part of Europe, in a
remote Swedish wilderness, a sparsely populated area with high
peaks and pine forests, frosty nights, extreme cold, and frozen
lakes in winter. I grew up there, by the Vojman river.

In winter, my father drilled holes in the ice to reach the still
water. We scooped up water from the round dark hole and drank.
I would lay a reindeer hide on the ice, lie down on it, press my
head to the edge of the hole and at the same time slide down
a fishing line. After a while I could see how curious trout swam
around the hook, the water was so clear. The excitement was
unbearable, not least when a fish snapped at the hook. I would
tug on the line and, suddenly, a trout lay flapping on the ice.

As spring approached, water trickled playfully from small brooks
up in the mountains, tumbling down to the Vojman, which oc-
casionally overflowed its banks. In summer, the water danced along
so swiftly that watching the torrents made me dizzy. Timber logs
swirled wildly among the stones and sometimes got stuck.

Water - the river - was omnipresent in our lives. In the woods
we found a cold spring with wonderfully fresh and pure-tasting
water. It crossed no one's mind that, in other parts of the world,
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there were people who did not have access to clean water. This
was in the late 19508 and the world extended no further than
the trips we made to the dentist in Vilhelmina, a community
no kilometres away. Goods trains chugged through, and I never
missed an opportunity to watch the railcar passing by, carrying
people southwards.

Times change. The large salmon in the Vojman, which might
once have weighed over ten kilos, have disappeared. The Vojman
flows into a river on which a dam was built. This meant that
salmon from the Baltic Sea could no longer make their way so
far upstream. At the time, I had no idea that this was not unique,
or that there was a similar impact on salmon in the Columbia
river in the USA, for instance. Today there is not anyone in
the world who remains unaffected by global developments, not
even in Dikanas. In my childhood, no one could possibly have
imagined that some enterprising individuals might begin to sell
water from the ski resort of Kittelfjall, 24 kilometres from Dikanas
— but it happened.

It was not a success. Several tried, but gave up. The last to try
in Kittelfjall was a firm partly owned by Saudis. There were even
Arab sheiks present, when the project was officially opened. The
firm pumped water from Kittelfjall and sent it all over the world.
The mineral olivine makes the water in Kittelfjall very clean, with
a clear, good taste. There is a story going round that when the
suppliers failed to deliver the water, the distributors simply used
tap water. True or not, such behaviour would not be surprising.
It has happened in other countries.

An American environmental organisation, Natural Resources
Defense Council, estimates that a quarter of the bottled water
in the USA is common tap water, which has sometimes been
treated with a few minerals, sometimes not.

The small firm in Kittelfjall went bankrupt. This was never-
theless a drop in the ocean, compared to large multinationals
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like Nestle Waters, which now owns the mineral waters Perrier,
San Pellegrino and Vittel. Nestle Waters has established itself in
130 countries with 70 brands across the world, from Pakistan to
Lebanon and Argentina. Drinking habits have changed in some
countries. In France, Germany and Poland bottled water is now
the first choice among soft drinks. Bottled water has rapidly
become a major global industry.

To my surprise it appears that the distribution of ordinary
drinking water has also become a major industry. Water, common
tap water — a basic human right for survival — has become a
commodity, delivered by private global companies.

The time came when it was no longer enough to look longing-
ly at the railcar at the station in Vilhelmina. I climbed in and
thereby began my life's journey out into the world.

For me, water was still cheap and it was natural to have access
to it. I didn't even think about who supplied me with water,
or about the men in orange overalls, working for the municipal
water utility, who fixed leaks, dug new pipes into the ground and
treated the sewage. It was nothing remarkable. It was only when
I went to England, to Yorkshire, that I realised that the water
utilities had simply been sold off to private interests.



England and Wales:

'where it all began

In 1996 I met Frank Crampton. He was wandering around a
nursery in the town of Collingham in Yorkshire, selecting hardier
types of plant for his garden. Frank was not allowed to water
his beloved plants because of a serious water shortage, and many
plants had died. An entire reservoir nearby had completely dried
out. Dead fish lay on the sandy bottom. Tony Jude, a nursery
owner, was luckier, since he had his own well, but he was critical
of the private water company, Yorkshire Water. 'People here have
to pay more than ever before for water. To top it all, the service
is rotten', he said.

The shortage of water was so serious that Yorkshire Water was
forced to buy water from Newcastle, from the French multi-
national enterprise Lyonnaise des Eaux, which had taken over
Northumbrian Water, with England's largest reservoir. Night and
day, water was transported to Yorkshire. Residents were up in
arms! As if the scarcity of water was not enough, further huge
quantities were lost through leakage. At the same time, the directors
of Yorkshire Water awarded themselves huge salary increases and
bonuses. The newspapers were full of angry comments about the

2



England and Wales J

company. One in particular sticks in my mind: 'Repair the water
network instead of handing out profits to shareholders!'

In the middle of summer, people were forced to fetch water

in buckets from standpipes, since there was no water in their
own taps. They were not even able to take a shower. A chief

executive of Yorkshire Water announced that he had been using

a bowl to wash himself for three months. In fact, he was going

to his mother-in-law's house to have a shower every night. This

further infuriated the people of Yorkshire.

The Labour MP Frank Dobson expressed his anger. Although

private water enterprises could not be held responsible for the

lack of rain, he observed, the same could not be said about

the loss of over 30 per cent of the available water, which had

simply leaked away. For years, there had been no maintenance of

the infrastructure. 'The Conservative government gave the water
industry away', Dobson claimed.

Water prices are set on the basis of expenses worked out by

the water companies themselves, and include the cost of capital
investments to reach EU standards. The changes following privatis-

ation were dramatic. For seven years, prices rose twice as fast as

the rate of inflation. From 1989 to 1994 the average water bill

increased by 55 per cent. Previously a 'Mr Water' could be found

in every residential area, an inspector on call to deal with even

the smallest leak. This job was cut when water was privatised.

Several other companies had problems with water shortages

that year, but the management of Yorkshire Water was particularly

arrogant. This, at least, was the experience of John Kidd, regional

branch secretary for the trade union Unison. The employers said

they had no money left for pay increases. It turned out that the

company had spent ^37 million on transporting water from

Newcastle and elsewhere.

In Newcastle I met Dave Ericksson at the sewage treatment

works. He told me that half of his colleagues no longer belonged
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to a trade union. The private company had built up a culture
which resembled that in the United States. Employees were ex-
pected to be loyal to their employer's principles and goals. The
company had formed a forum with employee participation, but
the majority of the representatives were non-trade unionists. The
sole union representative, who was graciously permitted to attend,
was completely ignored.

The employees' situation improved somewhat when the French
company Lyonnaise des Eaux bought the plant in Newcastle. A
workers' council was formed, with at least 20 per cent of the
seats to be occupied by trade union representatives.

The great water theft

In the mid- to late nineteenth century, municipal authorities in-
vested heavily in water services in Great Britain, in a bid to come
to grips with diseases like cholera and dysentery. It was pointless
to rely on private companies to solve the problems. Politicians
were compelled to take action long before the Labour Party was
created. The Liberal Unionist politician Joseph Chamberlain, in
particular, campaigned for state management of water and sewerage.
Subsequently it became the natural responsibility of government
to operate water services.

In 1974 publicly owned regional water authorities were set
up to regulate and manage water utilities within ten regions.
However, under Margaret Thatcher's Conservative government
and her ideological overvaluation of privatisation, the Water Act of
1989 led to the privatisation of these authorities. In Scotland and
Northern Ireland water utilities remained in public ownership.

In England and Wales, water and sewerage services were meant
to become more efficient and competitive. The UK had to follow
the EU's various environmental directives. This required major
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investments in the water industry, which was out of date compared

to systems in Western Europe. Costs were to be reduced and
inflation kept at a low level. As early as 1976 the IMF demanded

that Britain should limit its public borrowing if it wanted assist-

ance from the fund.

Before privatisation, the government wrote off all the debts of

the water authorities, to a value of over £5 billion. In addition,

they received a start-up incentive of ^1.6 billion. The ten public

authorities were not given an opportunity to raise the capital they

required. Instead, they were sold off to private business at bargain

prices, some 22 per cent below market value. These sales included

large properties with significant cultural and natural assets. The

private companies became owners of the entire infrastructure and

the buildings. They were to run the water supply and sewerage

system for twenty-five years. So much for competition. Nor was

there any question of a tendering process.

Companies were to be transformed into profitable, efficient,

client-friendly businesses. Directors in particular were expected
to think in business terms and were given generous salaries to

do so. The directors, popularly known as 'fat cats' were granted

fringe benefits and preferential share options.

Pre-tax profits of the privatised companies rose by 147 per
cent between 1990 and 1998. Newspapers called it 'the great

water theft'. After-tax profits for 1994/5 were £1.7 million, 45

per cent of which were distributed to shareholders. As many as

2.7 million people became shareholders in a kind of popular

capitalism. Anyone could buy shares cheaply. Many soon sold

their shares, making a tidy profit. In the first six months alone,

the number of shareholders halved.

A public authority, the Office for Water Service, Ofwat, was

set up to regulate the water and sewerage industry. Its functions

included ensuring that water companies deliver good service,

looking after consumer interests, and placing a limit on how much
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could be charged for water. At the same time, water companies
had to be guaranteed the economic resources they required to be
able to provide a good service and make investments. By 1996,
however, it seemed that the government viewed Ofwat s most
important function as ensuring that the water companies made
sufficient profits.

Companies were permitted to raise charges, but they did not
always invest as much as was initially intended. If the water utilities
had remained in the public sector, it would still have been neces-
sary to raise charges, because major investments were required.
Yet the private companies overestimated the capital costs needed;
later it was shown that they had not spent as much as they had
led Ofwat to believe. This, however, did not lead to lower water
charges; instead dividends to shareholders were increased, according
to Robin Simpson of Consumers International. Consumers paid
$28 billion to the water companies between 1989 and 1998. Of
this sum, about £10 billion was additional money from price
increases. Almost the same amount (jC,9-S billion) was distributed
in profits to the mother companies.

Difficulties arose for the trade unions and the employees.
Between 1973 and 1989 the number of employees fell from
80,000 to 50,000, partly due to automation and increased use of
computers. From 1990 to 1999 the workforce was further reduced
by almost 8,600 people. Employees were given the option to
buy shares, but at the same time the trade union Unison had
to struggle for workers to retain the pension rights earned from
their former public sector employers.

Some people could not afford to pay their water bills. Increas-
ing numbers had their water supplies cut off when they could
not pay. In early 1994, for example, nearly 2 million households
had not paid their bills and at the end of the year a million
were still in arrears. Indignation was aroused even in parliament.
Labour MPs cited cases where customers were particularly badly
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affected: one woman with seven children had her water cut off; an
elderly handicapped woman had to rely on neighbours to supply
her with water. The water companies were criticised not least by
the medical profession. Since water is the basis for health and
hygiene, it was argued, all people should at least have access to
clean water. The response of the companies that were criticised
for cutting off water was to install meters where a card is used
to prepay for the water used. (It is notable that as more water for
domestic use is being provided in South Africa, a growing number
of prepay meters are being installed.) In Britain, the 1998 Water
Act stipulates that it is illegal to cut off water or to install this
particular type of meter. Hence, the companies no longer have
the option of cutting off the water in cases of non-payment.

Water: a global commodity

The system of contracting out the operation of water services
to private companies began to spread quite quickly around the
world. In the wake of the neoliberal wave that swept the world
in the latter part of the 1980$, the private sector was regarded
as the most effective means of supplying people with water as it
could provide the necessary capital.

In 1992, an international water conference was held in Dublin,
organised by the United Nations. Four principles were adopted:

1. Fresh water is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to
sustain life, development and the environment.

2. Water development and management should be based on a
participatory approach, involving users, planners and policy-
makers at all levels.

3. Women play a central part in the provision, management and
safeguarding of water.
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4. Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and
should be recognized as an economic good.

The conference was a big breakthrough for market solutions.
In addition, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the

World Bank had already made privatisation a condition of finance
for water projects. It is hardly surprising that the Dublin Declara-
tion was announced in 1992, three years after Thatcher privatised
water in Britain, and one year before the enormous water and
sanitation system in Buenos Aires in Argentina was contracted
out to large foreign firms.

The Dublin Declaration postulates that if water is free, people
do not regard it as valuable, and so waste it, while the shortage
of water in the world is growing. Operation, maintenance and
investment should therefore be covered by the payments made
by consumers and not by state subsidies. This means, in turn, that
citizens must pay more for their water.

It is important not to waste water. Water is not an infinite
resource. There are some who seriously maintain that water may
become as expensive as oil in the future. Who is wasting water?
Without thinking about it, West Europeans take a daily shower,
thereby using 30-60 litres of water, while in the USA the trend
among the middle classes is to sink into an outdoor hot tub
filled with 1,200 litres of water. It is worth reflecting that 30
litres of water is more than a poor family in a barren country
like Ethiopia, Mauritania or Chad can manage to obtain in a day
to use for everything - for drinking, cooking and keeping clean.
Nor is it certain that such a family would have the cash to pay

for something as basic as water.
Today 1.2 billion people in the world lack access to clean

drinking water, while 2.4 billion have no sanitation facilities. Many
city dwellers throughout the world lack even rudimentary toilet
facilities. They have to defecate in open spaces or into waste paper
or plastic bags. The population growth of the world is outpacing
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the provision of potable water, especially in the cities. Less than

half the population in most large cities in Africa, Asia and Latin

America have piped water in their homes.

The world's governments and international agencies have com-
mitted themselves to the UN Millennium Development Goals. At

the summits held in 2000 and 2002, world leaders decided that

by the year 2015 half of the people who presently lack drinking

water should have access to it, and that the number of people who
live in unacceptable sanitary conditions should be halved by 2015.

Long before these decisions were taken, though, private companies

were already engaged in providing many cities with water and

sewerage — on condition that they could make a profit.
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