
The organisation of water supply and sanitation have been the subject of intense public debate over 

the last few years in various contexts (eg European Citizens' Initiative "right2water", EU 

Concessions Directive, Free Trade Agreements such as CETA, Revision of the Drinking Water 

Directive). Against this background, the objective of the present study is to compare different 

national water supply and sanitation systems. The study builds on the extensive investigation by 

Schönbäck et al. (2003), but goes beyond it in several regards: In particular, water policies are 

analyzed in the context of the European multi-level governance system. In addition, a historical-

institutional part allows for the classification of the liberalization agenda since the 1980s and the re-

municipalization trend in the last decade. Finally, the intrusion of financial market players under the 

heading of financialisation of public infrastructure services is analyzed. 

On the basis of the national system comparison, the excellent efficiency, quality and affordability of 

the public (municipal) systems of Austria and Germany can be ascertained. Both the theoretical 

analysis and the empirical evidence point to the central problems of material privatization (England) 

and contractual PPPs (public-private partnerships in France, Portugal and Hungary). Against this 

backdrop, remunicipalisation has gathered momentum since the mid-2000s in Europe. These find-

ings are hardly reflected in key economic policy fields in the European multi-level system (in par-

ticular the EU internal market and EU foreign trade policy). Despite political and media conflicts 

centered on an agenda for a common good conception of key infrastructures, a consistent, uni-

directional trend towards more market-creating liberalization policies can been observed over the 

past two decades. This is also in line with the politically driven re-regulation and opening of im-

portant infrastructure areas, including water supply and sanitation, for financial investors. The pre-

sent empirical evidence in the water sector as well as the general literature on financialisation sug-

gest that public services should be better insulated from the fluctuations of the financial markets, 

rather than tied to them. 

 

 

 


