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Introduction
Providing universal and reliable access to life-sustaining water and sanitation services
(WSS) remains an unfulfilled promise for a very large share of the human population at
the beginning of the twentieth-first century. An analysis of the main factors underpinning
the protracted failure to sustainably universalise the access to basic WSS casts shadows
on the feasibility of current efforts by the international community, such as the
Millennium Development Goals. We adopt a critical perspective towards the mainstream
WSS policies that have been implemented worldwide since the 1980s, which not only
have failed to deliver the expected results but have also set in motion processes whose
inertial forces will continue to shape the way WSS are organized in many countries. We
are strongly critical of these policies but keep a constructive and positive approach
because we are persuaded that the heterogeneous and often fragmented forces defending
the principles of universalism and social justice in relation to water and life-sustaining
water services are making substantial progress. However, the fact remains that achieving
the universalisation of WSS (and other essential services) will require significant changes
in the prevailing socio-economic, policy-institutional, and political arrangements, and the
evidence suggests that these changes are slow and may not take place in time to meet the
targets where it matters most. There is little reason for complacency.
We examine first the current global trends in the expansion of WSS coverage, including
recent forecasts about the results that can be expected if these trends remain unchanged.
Then, we discuss what we termed the “systemic conditions” affecting the provision of
WSS, which are factors and processes largely external to the specific problems of these
services. We pay particular attention to structural social inequalities affecting the access
to WSS, which uncovers the problematic character of official WSS statistics. Then the
article looks at systemic conditions in the public policy dimension, with emphasis on the
impact of mainstream WSS policies. We conclude by adding our voice to existing
demands for the adoption of integrated approaches to the organization of WSS that bring
together the techno-scientific and socio-political aspects, with particular focus on the
need to preserve and consolidate the principles of universalism and substantive
democracy.

Current trends
When the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were adopted in the year 2000 it was
estimated that around 1.1 billion people, 17 per cent of the world population, lacked
access to safe drinking water while around 2.4 billion, or 40 per cent, had no access to
adequate sanitation (EC, 2002a,b). The targets set in the MDGs aim at halving the
proportion of the world population without access to these services by 2015 (UN, 2000,
2002a). From a certain perspective, it can be argued that these targets are significantly
more conservative that the objectives set by the international community in the 1980s UN
Water Decade, when the aim had been to provide universal access to essential volumes of
safe drinking water worldwide by 1990 (UN, 1980; UNDP, 1990). Those targets were not
achieved, but more worryingly the available evidence shows that in the current
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circumstances even the more limited MDGs may be also unattainable. This is an
extremely serious situation given that recent reports on the progress made towards the
MDGs suggest that it is unlikely that the global target for sanitation will be met and that
some regions will also fail to attain the drinking water target (WHO-UNICEF, 2006: 6;
WHO, 2005: 27, 71). As shown in Table 1, predictions based on the interpolation of
current trends suggest that not only the MDGs for WSS may not be reached but actually
regions such as Sub Saharan Africa will experience a significant increase in the absolute
number of unserved people.

----------------------Table 1 ----------------------The figures in Table 1 also suggest that even if the MDGs were attained globally, that is,
if the proportion of the unserved global population is reduced by half by 2015, this may
hide the fact that there exist significant inequalities between and within regions as
represented in the table by the fact that the bulk of the expected improvement will take
place in Eastern and Southern Asia. In fact, it has been argued that the overall MDG for
water and sanitation could be met if just two countries, China and India, achieve their
goals, while the very slow progress in Sub-Saharan Africa will not affect the overall
result (UNMP, 2005: 21). From another angle, if we focus on the qualitative aspects, it is
clear that the figures often used to report progress need to be carefully scrutinized. For
instance, although according to some reports Brazil had already achieved its MDG target
for drinking water coverage in 2004 and Mexico would have also met its MDG sanitation
target in the same year (see Table 2), as the articles by Heller and Jiménez Cisneros &
Torregrosa in this issue show, the actual situation in these countries is far worse than the
quantitative indicators alone would suggest.

----------------------Table 2 ----------------------From another perspective, the fact that the debate about the MDGs is overwhelmingly
concentrated on developing countries obscures the still significant problems facing
developed countries in this area. These include the gigantic cost of replacing ageing
urban WSS infrastructures, limited or shrinking drinking water sources affected by
climate change or pollution, and the challenges posed by old and emergent water-related
diseases (WHO-Europe, 2006; EUWATER, 2005). Also, although in most of Europe
universally available safe drinking water and sanitation have been a reality since the
1960s, 16 per cent of the European population (140 million people) still lacks in-house
drinking water, 10 per cent (85 million) does not have access to improved sanitation, and
5 per cent (41 million) lacks safe drinking water (WHO-Europe 2006: 4-5). The bulk of
the problem affects the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, where over half of the
rural population lacks access to safe WSS. It should not be surprising that large European
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regions are affected by “an epidemic of morbidity from water-related diseases” including
viral Hepatitis A, Shigella bloody diarrhoea, enterohaemorrhagic Escherichia coli
infection, and typhoid fever (UNECE 2007).
Nevertheless, richer areas in Europe are also facing challenging obstacles to maintain
universality in the access to WSS. For instance, in England and Wales a very high
proportion of households (between 15 and 20 percent of the total according to different
estimates) are failing to pay their water bill (Fitch and Price, 2002: 9-11, 35; DEFRA,
2004; Fitch 2006; CCW, 2006). Following the government’s criteria to calculate the
affordability of basic services, some authors have estimated that between 2 and 4 million
households in England and Wales are living in “water poverty” (Klein, 2003; UKP, 2003;
OFWAT, 2004: 14-19; NCC, 2005). Representatives of the UK water and sanitation
utilities have accepted that ultimately abating household “water debt”, which in 20052006 amounted to about 500 million Sterling Pounds (CCW, 2006) and casts shadows on
the future of the privatized companies, “requires a national policy on poverty and
affordability [… which is] something that only government can address” (Water UK,
2005: 7).
The UK example illuminates several important aspects that are often downplayed or even
disregarded in the WSS policy literature, in particular the impact of systemic conditions
external to WSS such as the structural social inequalities that affect the access to basic
services. To this we turn next.

The systemic conditions: structural inequalities
We refer here to systemic conditions that are mostly external to the dynamics of WSS but
that shape, constrain, and even determine how these services are organized. Some of
these conditions have been conventionally taken into account in the management of
WSS, such as hydro-geological (e.g. access to suitable water sources, impact of
geographical characteristics on infrastructure and technology, etc.), economic-financial
(e.g. the financial viability of networked WSS in the face of urban and population growth
and rising quality standards), or demo-geographic (e.g. population density, spatial
urbanization patterns, etc.) conditions. Broadly speaking, as illustrated in the article by
Saurí and colleagues on Spain, the traditional approach to the challenges and
opportunities presented by these systemic conditions has been predominantly
technological, which is largely the result of the dominant role historically played by the
techno-sciences in water management. Increasingly, though, not only there is a
recognition that even such dimensions as the hydrogeological cannot be reduced to
merely techno-scientific factors (e.g. owing to the intrinsic difficulties in separating
“natural” from “anthropogenic” drivers of such processes as desertification, depletion of
underground water sources, and notably pollution of water bodies), but also a number of
dimensions previously excluded from consideration are now receiving closer attention in
the planning and organization of WSS. Among these, it is worth highlighting the
increasing relevance of the socio-political, cultural, and ecological dimensions in the
planning and management of water and water-related services. Owing to space
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restrictions we will only concentrate here on key systemic conditions in the sociopolitical dimension.
For instance, an expert group in charge of monitoring the MDGs has argued that some of
the major obstacles and constraints facing the achievement of the goals are political and
institutional, while financial and technical factors are also important in their analysis
(UNMP, 2005: 26-32). They point at the lack of political commitment towards WSS
showed by many governments in developing countries, the insufficient allocation of
financial resources, the slow pace of reform, and the fact that these services are often the
object of political manipulation by powerful actors. The report also highlights both the
patchy and weak institutional framework characterizing WSS in many countries and the
fact that existing institutions are often dysfunctional, which weakens the possibility for
designing and implementing reforms. The authors go on to point out that in many
developing countries the financial constraints are paramount, as neither the government
has the resources to fund the provision of WSS nor have the households the capacity to
pay for their actual cost (Id.).
All these obstacles are certainly factors that help explaining the slow progress or even
regression that can be detected in many countries regarding access to WSS, and a wealth
of recent research provides strong support for these arguments (just to mention a few
recent examples, see for instance GWP, 2003; UN-Habitat, 2003, 2006; Castro, 2004;
Hall et. al. 2004). However, in our perspective there are two fundamental aspects that are
often disregarded in the specialized policy literature. Firstly, taking the UNMP (2005)
report as an example, the analysis tends to fall short of addressing the structural processes
and conditions of which the obstacles identified, such as lack of political will, weak
institutions, or poverty, are the manifestation. Secondly, the specialized WSS policy
literature fails to criticise the mainstream policies implemented in WSS worldwide since
the late 1980s. These policies have centred the effort on the commercialization and even
commodification of WSS1, and have not only failed to deliver the expected
improvements but may also have a significant impact on reinforcing existing structural
social inequalities and diverting energies and resources away from where they are most
need. Let us briefly examine next the first aspect, as we consider the second in the next
section.
In this connection, even in wealthy countries where the techno-infrastructural,
institutional, and managerial aspects are well advanced and the financial viability of the
services seems to be guaranteed, the impact of structural social inequalities often
precludes a significant proportion of the population from reliable and regular access to
WSS. Understandably, the situation is much worse in poorer countries. There are several
key factors that are often interwoven in complex combinations, including economic,
1

I distinguish here between commercialization and commodification of WSS. The first refers to the
introduction of commercial principles in the organization of WSS, for instance in the running of public
WSS utilities to enhance their overall performance and financial viability. Commodification of WSS refers
to the specific case of converting these services into privately owned profit-making activities. In both cases,
but particularly in the latter, the traditional concept of “public good” associated with WSS tends to be
replaced by the concept of “private good” or “commodity”. We briefly discuss this aspect in the final
section.
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gender, age, and ethnic inequalities (Webb and Iskandarani, 1998; Swyngedouw et. al.,
2002; Laurie et. al., 2002; Swyngedouw, 2004; Laurie, 2007). For instance, regarding the
latter, a recent study on the problems affecting the access to WSS by the Aymara
indigenous community in La Paz-El Alto, Bolivia, conceptualized the ethnicallygrounded structural inequalities embedded in the city’s WSS system as “water racism”
(Crespo Flores, 2007). These structural inequalities are often obscured in the aggregated
statistics. For instance, according to the MDG report cited above Israel is represented as
having achieved 100 percent coverage for water and sanitation already in 1990 and has
maintained this level in 2004 (WHO-UNICEF, 2006: 33). However, studies focusing on
the situation of the Arab population in Israel, which constitutes about 18 percent of the
country’s total, suggest that they have access to much lower per capita volumes while the
price they pay for that water is several times higher than for the Israeli population (Isaac,
1997; see also Libiszewsky, 1995 and Oxfam-PWA, 2006 regarding the situation in the
occupied Palestinian territories). Further reports of ethnic-based inequalities concern the
situation of non-white minorities in the US (Bath et. al, 1998; Berry, 1998; see also
Whiteford and Cortez-Lara, 2005), another country that formally reports universal
coverage for WSS (WHO-UNICEF, 2006: 38). Of course, a more complex analysis of
structural inequalities in the access to WSS would examine how ethnically-grounded
exclusion is intertwined with gender, age and, crucially, class-based asymmetries, but this
is beyond the scope of this paper.
Therefore, solving the techno-infrastructural, managerial, institutional and financial
aspects of WSS is a necessary condition but it is not sufficient to achieve the
universalisation of these services nor even the more modest target set by the MDGs.
Although from a critical social science perspective the connection between structural
social inequalities and service access constitutes a crucial observable, in conventional
WSS practices informed by prevailing techno-scientific and managerial approaches the
connection is generally overlooked or considered as intractable. A paradigmatic example
of this problem are the mainstream WSS policies that have been implemented worldwide
since the 1980s, which we consider in the next section.

The systemic conditions: mainstream WSS public policy
Moving now to the second aspect, we take advantage of the existing gaps in the
specialized WSS literature that fails to criticise the mainstream WSS policies promoted
worldwide since the 1980s to highlight another set of systemic conditions that merit close
consideration. These conditions are also factors and processes that are mostly external to
the specific running of WSS but have a significant influence in the way WSS are
increasingly organized worldwide. In particular, we argue, these policies and the inertial
forces they have unleashed have become one of the key obstacles for meeting the MDGs
for WSS. The global promotion of these policies is part and parcel of the process of
economic globalization, and it has less to do with solving the specific problems affecting
WSS services than with the pervasive intrusion of the “market-driven politics”
characteristic of the political project of neoliberal globalization into ever wider spheres of
social life (Leys, 2001). Mainstream WSS policies have been critically examined in
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greater detail elsewhere (e.g. Budds and McGranahan, 2003; Hukka and Katko, 2003;
Bakker, 2004; Castro 2004, 2007a,b; Hall, 2002, 2004; Swyngedouw, 2005; Brown,
2007; Laurie, 2007), so we limit our analysis to some of their basic traits and,
particularly, to what we call the inertial forces unleashed by these policies. In particular,
we focus here on two aspects that are core elements of mainstream WSS policy: a) the
reversal of the values of universalism in the access to essential public services, and b) the
attempt to transform the provision of essential public services into a commercial
enterprise, and preferably into one that is privately run and profit oriented. As
conventional shorthand, we call this neoliberal WSS policy reforms.
As argued in the articles on Finland, France and Spain featured in this edition, at some
point during the twentieth century it became accepted in developed countries that the
provision of essential goods and services such as WSS should be independent of users’
ability to pay and be considered a community responsibility and a state duty. In some
cases, this required a radical transformation in the practices that since the eighteenth
century had been based on the assumption that WSS and other services were private
goods available only to those who could afford to pay for them. In England, for instance,
this was a difficult process and the universalization of WSS took several decades
punctuated by social and political struggles until it finally happened at some point during
the 1960s (Hassan, 1998; Ward, 1997; Milward, 1991; Mukhopadhyay, 1975; Laski et
al., 1935). Roughly similar processes, characterized by a very high diversity in
institutional forms took place elsewhere in Europe (Juuti et. al., 2006; Pezon, 2000;
Goubert 1986) and the US (Melosi, 2000; Ogle, 1999; Warner, 1987; Schultz and
McShane, 1978). In turn, these experiences were replicated in a diversity of forms in
developing countries, particularly in those integrated to the world market since the late
nineteenth century such as Brazil and Mexico (Aboites Aguilar, 1998; Rezende and
Heller, 2002).
Tightly interwoven with the practical development of these policies in the field, a
conceptual debate was taking place which led to the development of principles such as
the defence of the “public interest” (notably in the actions of the US Supreme Court in
relation to the regulation of public services) or the categorization of essential goods and
services as “public goods”, a particular expression of “market failure” identified by
welfare economists. These trends were reaffirmed in the aftermath of World War II with
the consolidation of the principles of social citizenship, whereby the access to essential
goods and services such as WSS became enshrined as universal rights. Although these
concepts, and the policies derived from them, were always contested by free-market
liberals, they came to provide a solid framework for public policy in the field of essential
public services during the twentieth century, and it was within this framework that the
actual universalisation of WSS took place in the developed world. As illustrated by
Heller in his article on Brazil, these trends strongly influenced the development of WSS
in developing countries, although in practice and with very few notable exceptions the
universalisation of access was never achieved. Overall, the main actor in the process
became the public sector, and particularly regional and local authorities.
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In this connection, mainstream WSS policies since the 1980s have been predicated on the
need to reverse and cancel these core principles, with disregard for the historical evidence
showing that these principles informed the actual universalisation of these services. For
instance, some authors promoting mainstream WSS policies have argued that there is no
particular reason why water should be categorized as a public good that has to be
excluded from the market (Roth, 1988: 240-2; Triche, 1990: 4). Others contend that “the
argument in favour of direct public provision of [urban water supply] has traditionally
been based on the false assumption that it is a public good” (Nickson, 1996: 25). World
Bank documents state that the public would have been misled into believing that WSS are
“a ‘public service’ or even a ‘social good’” (WSP-PPIAF, 2002: 8-10).
These initiatives to remove the values of universalism and replace them by individualistic
market values is complemented with an attempt to transform the provision of essential
public services such as WSS into commercial ventures or, if possible, into fully
privatized profit-making utilities. Thus, in the 1990s leading World Bank WSS experts
were arguing for “complete privatization of water assets” and the creation of
“unregulated private monopolies” to solve the WSS crisis in developing countries (Brook
Cowen and Cowen, 1998: 22-3; see also World Bank, 1998; Savedoff and Spiller, 1999).
As we know, these policies have failed to achieve the expected results, and even the
World Bank has recognized that “private sector or NGO participation in health,
education, and infrastructure is not without problems –especially in reaching poor
people” (World Bank, 2003: 10-11). In some aspects, these policies reproduced or even
reinforced existing systemic conditions affecting WSS, such as the lack of meaningful
citizen involvement despite the rhetoric of user or stakeholder participation that has
become a key element in current WSS policy programs. This is particularly true in
developing countries, but it can also be detected in developed countries. In the extreme,
the absence of channels for adequate citizen involvement (or the actual denial of the right
to be involved) has been responsible for bitter confrontations in many cases involving the
implementation of mainstream WSS reforms, which has led to the collapse of private
concessions, violence, and political crisis as it happened for instance in Cochabamba,
Bolivia in the year 2000. Although the weakness of even absence of adequate legislation
and regulatory frameworks has been a recurrent problem, it has been often worsened
because some countries have reformed the legislation (e.g. water laws) to facilitate the
implementation of mainstream WSS policies in ways that showed little regard for such
considerations as ecological sustainability (e.g. water resources conservation) or
accountability (e.g. mechanisms to protect citizens’ rights in their role as users of WSS).
A clear pattern in the implementation of mainstream WSS policies has been the absence
of any regulatory structures and institutions, while little attention was paid to local
capacity building in the public sector to strengthen institutional capabilities for regulation
and control (Castro, 2004).
Nevertheless, despite the significant efforts to privatize WSS during the 1990s, the actual
impact of these policies has been rather modest and private water companies today still
serve less than 10 per cent of the world population (Hall et. al., 2004: 25; UN-Habitat,
2003: 177, 178). Even in the United States, whose government has been a pioneer in
championing mainstream WSS policies, only 15 per cent of the population is served by
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private companies and a government-commissioned report suggests that this will
continue to be the pattern in that country (NRC, 2002). Developing countries that in the
1990s became the leading experimental field for neoliberal WSS policies, like Argentina
where between 1991 and 1999 the proportion of the population served by private WSS
utilities raised from 0 to around 70 per cent, have started an accelerated process to place
WSS back in public hands as a consequence of the failure of these policies. Similar trends
can be identified elsewhere in both developing and developed countries, while several
countries have even banned the privatization of WSS at the national level (e.g. Uruguay,
Sweden, and The Netherlands). It is not surprising, therefore, that some analysts have
argued that the debate on neoliberal WSS policy has been blown out of proportion
(Budds and McGranahan, 2003: 88).
However, we believe that there is a danger of playing down the significance of the forces
unleashed by mainstream WSS policies since the 1980s, and argue that their impact may
have far-reaching negative consequences for years to come independently of the degree
of success that they may achieve in fostering the commodification of WSS. In particular,
the process of transforming the status of WSS from public or social goods into
marketable commodities and cancelling the rights of citizens by reducing their role to
mere consumers is taking place independently of the public or private character of the
providers. This is because the policy of reform is also implemented in public utilities,
which are pressed to reorganize WSS on the basis of commercial principles and adopt
market efficiency criteria, abandoning the notion that these services are public goods that
must be universally available independently of the ability to pay of individual users.
Moreover, despite the rhetoric of change adopted in recent documents, the International
Financial Institutions and other mainstream actors continue to push mainstream WSS
policies under different forms and names (e.g. public-private or tripartite partnerships), in
fact disregarding the lessons learned from the recent experiences. This is clearly
suggested by the continued insistence from some quarters that WSS privatization would
be the most adequate tool “both to meet the UN’s Millennium Development Goals, [and]
to actively contribute towards social justice the world over” (Balen, 2006: 4; see also
Gilbert, 2007; World Bank, 2006). This effort to eradicate the principles that WSS are a
public or social good can also be identified in the latest UN World Water Report, where
domestic water and sanitation services are classified as “private commodities”
(UNESCO, 2006: 409), neglecting the fact there is an ongoing global debate on the
matter and that other sections of the UN have declared WSS to be a human right rather
than a commodity (UN, 2002b; WHO, 2003; see also EUWATER, 2005). Therefore, we
believe that the inertial forces unleashed by these policies have become part of the
systemic conditions and will continue to shape the organization of WSS in the
foreseeable future.

Conclusions
This article has adopted a critical stance towards what we called mainstream WSS
policies, because the available evidence suggests that the much cherished goal of
universalising life-sustaining water services cannot be achieved unless urgent and radical
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changes are introduced. We have argued for the need to develop integrated approaches to
WSS that go beyond the traditional technology-centred arrangements that still prevail in
this area of activity. When the nature of the needs facing developing countries in relation
to water and sanitation services is analysed in depth it becomes clear that even where
individual countries may achieve an advanced stage of technological development and
WSS coverage this in itself is not a sufficient condition to ensure the adequate attention
of the population.
Often, the deficiencies in service management and provision have historical roots, not
just derived from economic restrictions but more importantly from the state’s failure to
properly organize public services in order to address the essential needs of the population.
In turn, this state failure is often rooted in socio-political processes that also need to be
incorporated into the analysis. For this reason, the implementation of public policy and
management models in WSS must consider the existence of systemic conditions, that is,
factors and processes that are mostly external to the specific field and internal logic of
essential public services but that often determine the conditions under which these
services are organized and delivered. Among other key external conditions imposing
severe restrictions on and determining public policy in the field we have examined the
impact of structural social inequalities and the inertial forces unleashed by mainstream
neoliberal reforms in WSS. Against mainstream trends that insist in the commodification
of essential WSS as the key solution for the crisis, we argue that the rational analysis of
the historical and empirical evidence suggests that success in meeting the MDGs cannot
be sustainably achieved without reaffirming the principles of universalism and strong
public sector intervention, which must be focused on supporting local authorities and
communities.
In this regard, we are persuaded of the need to give centrality to the political dimension
for understanding the historical success of past WSS policies, which achieved universal
coverage on the basis of principles whereby social rights and the common good were
given priority over market interests. These policies and the principles that inspired them
were accepted and supported by a wide range of social and political forces, even by
sectors that in other respects defended free-market liberalism but recognised that the
universal provision of WSS required different arrangements. It is our hypothesis that
achieving success in the design and implementation of present and future WSS policies
as those required to meet the MDGs can only happen through the amalgamation of a
similarly broad and universalistic alliance of social forces that may help to foster a new
vision for defending the common good. The process is already taking place, and it is our
responsibility to support the existing worldwide initiatives oriented at strengthening local
capacities, fostering public-public cooperation and partnership, and consolidating the
substantive democratization of the governance and management of water and lifesustaining water services.
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Table 1 – Predicted Changes in the Absolute Number of People (in millions) Without
Access to Improved Water and Sanitation by Region between 2005 and 2015
Water
Region

Sanitation

Population (millions)

Population (millions)

Sub Saharan Africa
Oceania
Northern Africa
Western Asia
South-eastern Asia
Latin America &
Caribbean
Eastern Asia
Southern Asia

+ 47
+ 1
- 1
- 5
- 5

+
+
+
-

- 25
- 30
- 139

- 24
- 157
- 69

World Total

- 150

- 221

Source: Elaborated from WHO-UNICEF (2006: 10, 18).

18

91
1
11
3
55

Table 2 - Progress in the Achievement of the Millennium Development Goals for Water
and Sanitation (in % of population officially covered)
Reference 1990
Water Sanitation

2004
Water Sanitation

2015 (MDG target)
Water Sanitation

83
70
70
82

90
77
86
97

88
79
79
87

Country
Brazil
China
India
Mexico

71
23
14
58

75
44
33
79

Source: Elaborated from WHO-UNICEF (2006: 8, 17).

19

80
46
40
71

