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Trojan horse strategy?

The organisers of the Third World Water Forum want to avoid the embarrassing experience they had at the previous forum (in The Hague in 2000), when groups successfully confronted the Forum with its corporate bias. They have therefore invited NGOs to join this year’s event, for instance by organising panels and roundtables inside the forum. Many organisations, from Japan and the rest of the world, have this time accepted the invitation, hoping to make their concerns are heard by the thousands of influential people that will attend the World Water Forum. Strong groups like the Council of Canadians and Public Services International are working on a ‘Trojan horse’ strategy of trying to win the debate inside the Forum. Whatever the impact of this will be, it is essential that the global justice movement is also visible outside of the World Water Forum. 

Not the right forum

While the World Water Forum has become somewhat more open, it is clearly not the right space for finding solutions to the global water crisis. What is the legitimacy of the World Water Forum? The Forum is not a UN conference: it is organised by the World Water Council, a private think-tank with a strong corporate and pro-privatization bias. However much organisers want the Forum to appear to be neutral and inclusive of all interests and concerns, this is far from reality. The World Water Council was set up in 1996 by the World Bank and some of the world’s largest water corporations. In the meantime, its membership has grown so it now includes many NGOs, research institutes, government agencies, UN institutions and so on, but the bias is still there. 

At the UN conference on freshwater that happened in Bonn, Germany, last December, the World Water Council focused entirely on promoting private water companies as the solution (as part of so-called Public-Private Partnerships). The WWC organized workshops on obstacles for private sector expansion into water markets around the world, with speakers from Suez, Vivendi and other major water corporations. Not a single NGO or other critical voices were invited to speak at these workshops. The organizer was René Coulomb, the Vice-president of the WWC, who is also a board member and former director of Suez, the world’s largest water corporation (a company with aggressive ambitions to take over the water supply in countries around the world). 

Although they tend to speak of ‘public-private partnerships’ instead of simply ‘privatization’, the WWC continues to promote the illusion that the water TNCs are the solution. In the last few years it has become clear that these corporations are incapable of bringing water to those who need it most: the worlds poorest. What they systematically do is ‘skimming the cream’: supplying those consumers who can pay their prices (including the profits which the shareholders of these water TNCs demand), while doing nothing for the poorer neighborhoods, let alone the countryside. These are left without clean water, unless governments or NGOs step in. Some corporate executives are honest enough to admit this, others continue to uphold illusions in order to win new markets. Especially since the Johannesburg conference (WSSD or Rio+10), Northern governments have decided to channel development aid money into water privatization projects in the South, basically funding water TNCs to supply the poorest with water. This new form of corporate welfare ignores the fact that communities, if left with the freedom to choose for other models than privatization, could organize their water supply far better themselves. This is not wishful thinking: there are numerous examples of alternatives to privatization, around the world. 

Last year, the WWC (and its sister organization the Global Water Partnership) set up an international task force on financing water infrastructure that will present its recommendations during the World Water Forum. An important issue, but unfortunately the focus seems limited to expanding the role of private water corporations, looking at “how to increase the rate of return” and “implement full cost pricing”. There is no attempt to include progressive perspectives like the immediate positive impacts which debt relief would have or how the needed financial resources could be raised through a Tobin tax on international speculation. The panel is chaired by Michel Camdessus, the neo-liberal hardliner who headed the IMF in the first half of the 1990’s. During the leadership of Camdessus, the IMF imposed Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) on numerous Southern countries, a set of policies that is now widely seen as a terrible mistake that caused unbelievable increases in poverty in the South. Also on this panel are representatives of the Asian Development Bank, the WB’s International Finance Corporation (IFC), water TNCs like Thames Water and Suez, as well as Citibank and other global investment banks. The appointment of Camdessus is a cruel joke, but so is the rest of the panel. Not only do they all have a strong bias towards privatization and against any other form of water management, these international financial institutions and investment banks let the debt crisis accelerate in the 1980s and 1990, causing what is arguably the single biggest obstacle to providing clean water to the world’s poorest. Should these same players now be trusted to bring solutions to the global water crisis? 

From Vision to Action?

The organisers of the Third World Water Forum do not only claim that the Forum is open and inclusive to every stakeholder. In the last announcement of the Forum, they state that the main debates about how to solve the global water crisis have already happened. All the arguments have been heard, the organisers write, which means that the Third World Water Forum can focus entirely on action and implementation. This is not only absurd, it is a dangerous manipulation of reality. 

At the World Water Forum in Hague (March 2000), the World Water council presented a document called the World Water Vision, which it claimed was the result of a very broad, inclusive process involving everybody who had anything to say about the global water crisis. This was far from true. Actually the process of drafting this Vision document was very exclusive and controlled by representatives of the World Bank, major water corporations and others sharing their ideas about water issues. The text that came out of this process was essentially a pro-privatization manifesto, ignoring the real-world experiences with water privatization and presented a distorted picture of public water systems. At the World Water Forum in Hague key panels were filled with speakers from water corporations and institutes linked to these companies and the World Bank. This backfired as activists challenged the Forum’s agenda, inside the Forum conference and outside in a counter-summit. Since then, the global debate about privatization and other aspects of the corporate water agenda has only intensified and spread further. Still the World Water Council continues to pretend that we have now reached the stage of broad consensus so that all that needs to happen now is to move on with implementing!

World Water Actions?

To back up this flawed idea of a consensus, the World Water Council has just published the final version of its “World Water Actions”, which will be a key document at the World Water Forum. The report gives “an overview of actions being taken around the world to improve the way that water is being managed,” 206 in total. 

This long list includes some good projects, but also a lot of very problematic ones. For instance, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development’s Water Project is included. This is basically a green-wash project that aims to convince the world that corporations like Suez, Nestle and Rio Tinto are doing the right thing and that solving the water crisis can be left to them. The list also includes various examples of privatization of water, like that of the African country Chad where Vivendi took over in 2000. Also planned privatizations in Portugal, Thailand, Saint Lucia and Uruguay are listed. Who are the people who think that these planned privatizations “improve the way that water is being managed”? The World Water Council’s Water Action Unit, operating from the WWC headquarters in Marseille, France. Clearly they have not made the effort to ask civil society in the countries where these ‘World Water Actions’ are happening. In Uruguay, for instance, a strong coalition of groups is demanding a referendum to change the constitution so water privatization will be banned in the future. The reason: Uruguay has the best functioning public water supply in Latin America, but still the government is under pressure to privatise. This has nothing to do with the performance of the public water systems, but with pressure from the World Bank and other international financial institutions that want water privatised, for ideological reasons and because of their links with the water TNCs. 
This referendum campaign could have been included as a “World Water Action”, instead of the World Bank’s privatization plan. As mentioned, the report does include some good project, run by excellent NGOs like Both Ends and the International Rivers Network. But looking at the key debate about whether or not privatization is the solution to the world’s water crisis, the  “World Water Actions” report is extremely biased. As the disastrous social impacts of privatization in many Southern countries become clear, the World Water Council’s biased approach is simply irresponsible. In Ghana thousands of the poorest have been cut off from water supply after privatization and the introduction of market prices, policies promoted by the IMF and World Bank. After privatization, there has been a 200% increase in serious illnesses and 78% of the poorest now lack access to clean water. Arguably, any objective listing of positive actions should have included examples of groups who fight against this kind of harmful privatization projects. The report could for instance have listed the very successful anti-privatization campaign in Nicaragua. Earlier this year, the Nicaraguan National Assembly unanimously voted to stop water privatization until a thorough impact assessment has taken place. Unfortunately, the IMF and World Bank pressured the President to veto the bill. Strong anti-privatization movements in South Africa, Argentina, United States and many other countries are struggling to “improve the way that water is being managed”, but they all go unmentioned in the WWC report. 

In Cochabamba, Bolivia, citizens mobilised against the disastrous water management of the US company that had raised prices dramatically after privatization. After forcing out the US company, community groups in Cochabamba are now exploring how to build a more fair and democratic system of water supply. They have discovered that the serious debt they have inherited from the previous owners makes them dependent on international financial institutions who do not like such visionary changes and have the power to block them. In Bolivia and many other Southern countries, the debt crisis (causing a disastrous outflow of public money and subordinates countries to conditionalities that close off development options) is a crucial obstacle to supplying the population with clean water. Indeed, the most effective step Northern governments can take to help solve the water crisis in the South is far-reaching debt relief, another World Water Action that is missing in the WWC report. 

Let me mention a concrete example from Europe that would have deserved to be mentioned in the “World Water Actions” report. In Spain, there is huge public opposition to the government’s water transfer scheme, which includes plans to build a huge amount of new dams as well as pipelines to move water from the mountains in the water-rich north to the south (which is facing serious water shortages because of industrial tourism and unsustainable export-oriented agriculture). There have been several demonstrations of between 200,000 to 400,000 people in different cities in Spain this year. If this movement is successful, I would argue, it will do more to “improve the way that water is being managed” than any of the projects listed in the World Water Council report. The WWC clearly lacks the courage and political vision to recognise this kind crucial struggles.

Missing link: alternatives to privatization

The “World Water Actions” report ignores the fact that communities in many places around the world are introducing visionary new models of water supply, beyond traditional state-run systems. In some cases, they are reinventing democracy in the process. This is certainly the case in Rio Grande del Sul, the large state in the south of Brazil. Take for instance DMAE, the water company of Porto Alegre, a large city of 1,4 million people. DMAE is publicly owned, but financially independent and fully self-financed, through the water bills. It is a non-profit company that re-invests everything in improving the water supply. What makes it really special is the degree to which it allows public participation and democratic control over its operations and investments. A council of local civil society representatives control the daily work of the company, but most unique is the Participatory Budget process, which means that not the state, but civil society decides about water management. Like many other areas of public life in Porto Alegre and the whole Rio Grande del Sul region, citizens directly decide the priorities of their water company. Through a process of public meetings, every citizen can have a say in which new investments should be made first. 

This participatory model is one of the reasons that poor communities in Porto Alegre have gained access to clean water: their needs are prioritized because they participate directly in prioritizing new projects. 99,5% of the citizens of Porto Alegre have access to clean water, far more than anywhere else in Brazil. There are many other advantages of this system, such as awareness-raising from being involved in deciding and also a feeling of ownership that has made citizens accept price increases if they were necessary for new projects. The price of water, by the way, is one of the lowest in Brazil. At the same time, environmental information campaigns and the progressive price structure (consumption above a basic level - such as for swimming pools - is relatively expensive) has made consumption go down. 

Also in more impoverished parts of the world, alternative models are developed and prove successful. In Dhaka (the capital of Bangladesh with millions of inhabitants), resistance to World Bank pressure to privatise resulted in an experiment in which workers collectives took over the water supply in two of the seven municipalities, to be evaluated after 5 years. Two years later, the water supply systems run by the workers seem to be doing better then the rest and this model will be expanded to the rest of Dhaka.

Considering the bias of the WWC report, we should consider putting together an alternative World Water Actions report that compiles both alternative models and inspiring struggles for water justice from around the world. Beyond the directly water-related cases, it would make sense to include also for instance the campaigns by ATTAC groups around the world for a tax on financial speculation (Tobin tax). Such a tax could raise enormous amounts of money, which in turn could be used to fund investments in public or community-run water supply systems. Also the campaigns for debt relief and the anti-WTO trade justice struggles should be included. Indeed, solving the global water crisis means looking at its structural causes, such as debt, structural adjustment and unfair trade that has impoverished Southern countries and communities. One could also consider a ‘World Water Crimes’ report or an award ceremony, which would probably prominently feature the World Bank and the IMF and their ideological crusade for water privatization which has caused tremendous suffering in countries around the world. 

Water justice in Kyoto

Complementing the critical voices of activists from around the world inside the World Water Forum, visible protests outside would be extremely valuable. Indeed, if we are to highlight the flaws in the World Water Forum process, outside actions are essential. Examples could be: 

- a peaceful, colourful demonstration against the irresponsible role of the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank in promoting water privatization in the South. 

- street theatre against the hypocrisy of the EU, which promotes privatization in the South so the large EU-based water TNCs can expand (and dares call that ‘sustainable development’!). Through the WTO’s GATS negotiations, for instance, the EU wants to accelerate and lock-in water privatization (making it virtually irreversible, even if impacts prove damaging).
With over 100 water justice campaigners from around the world in Kyoto, there are great opportunities for public outreach meetings, but also for strategy seminars which can strengthen our international coalitions in the longer-term. 

These are some elements of a possible strategy to make sure that the movement for global justice, locally in Japan and around the world, comes out stronger from the events in March.
