
 

Following the successful European Citizens’ Initiative “right2water” (2013) and the European Parlia-

ment’s adoption in 2015 of a motion inspired by this initiative calling for the basic human right to access 

clean water and sanitation, issues concerning the organisation of water supply and sanitation have 

once again become a key focus for debate. While a large number of citizens, various civil society 

organisations and companies supported the MEPs’ majority decision to give the “good of water” a 

special status, the European Commission pushed for deregulation of national water supply and sani-

tation systems, particularly by implementing the Concessions Directive. The political and media de-

bate on the Concessions Directive also highlights the various dimensions and points of view regarding 

questions of organising key areas of public services, including issues of governance and views on 

sustainability (economic, environmental and social). 

In light of the upcoming revision of the Concessions Directive, which will also reconsider expanding 

its scope to cover water supply and sanitation, the current study aims to compare different national 

systems for water supply and sanitation. In doing so, the study draws on the extensive study by 

Schönbäck et al. (2003), but builds on this in a number of respects. Specifically, it will analyse water 

policies in the context of the European multi-level governance system. Additionally, a historic and 

institutional section allows for the classification of the liberalisation agenda since the 1980s as well as 

of the more recent trend towards re-municipalisation. Finally, the intrusion of financial market players 

will be analysed under the heading of financialising public infrastructure services. 

The debate around the turn of the millennium was heavily influenced by the supposed benefits 

of innovation and efficiency, which were predicted as a result of bringing in private capital and pri-

vate enterprise as well as increased market competition (Ewers and Mankel, 2001; Ewers et al., 2001, 

etc.). At that time the focus was less on the total material privatisations seen in England and Wales 

since the 1990s, with discussion concentrating on other methods of privatisation, particularly in the 

form of various PPP-based solutions. In Austria, the discussion was driven in no small part by a study 

drawn up by an international consultancy firm on behalf of the Austrian Federal Minister for Agriculture, 

Forestry, Environment and Water Management. That study recommended a compulsory switch to 

PPPs for Austria’s water supply and sanitation system (PwC, 2001). 

Since the onset of the global economic and financial crisis of 2008 at the latest, these arguments 

have faded into the background – not least because the supposed economic advantages of private 

companies and market solutions in public services have generally been viewed more critically. 

As is shown in the current study using a variety of quantitative and qualitative criteria and indicators, 

this is especially the case for the water supply and sanitation sectors. 

It is in this context that the discussion regarding re-municipalising public services, including water 

supply and sanitation, should be considered. Over the past 15 years, this debate has gained particular 

momentum in France, the key country and historical exception of private water companies. 


