
(societally and regionally) and arguments for the affordability of water supply and sanitation. In the 

field of regulation, the state role is one of controlling the possibility of a monopoly developing or of the 

infrastructure provider gaining a market-dominating position. This role also encompasses preventing 

the exploitation of this market power. 

Finally there are additional justifications for state action not solely in relation to efficiency and justice 

(social equilibrium) but also in relation to questions of basic ethical values as part of desirable 

societal development. Water as a good, as briefly discussed above, is associated with a range of 

specific physical and economic properties. In relation to basic ethical and societal values, water has 

the unique properties of being vital for life in providing nutrition and of lacking any substitutes among 

other goods, both of which can be regarded as particularly important for state guarantees of provision. 

Illustrating this, a supply of clean water was recognised as a human right by the United Nations in 

2010. With regard to providing the infrastructure service (“provision”) as well as financing, some argu-

ments for state interventions can be derived from this viewpoint. However, guaranteed supply can 

also occur if the state is more active in the field of regulation. From a societal and ethical perspective 

some arguments do indeed favour state provision. However these arguments are often secondary 

when the aspects of efficiency and social justice are considered, which both already present very 

robust arguments for state intervention in the water supply and sanitation industry. 

The discussion thus far has indicated that water supply and sanitation present fundamentally govern-

mental (collective) issues that do not (and should not) depend on decisions made at an individual 

level. The following section will discuss which possible institutional options for organising these sectors 

arise as a result of this, including funding and provision of infrastructure services. 

 

 

The roles and viewpoints of the various players that regulate, provide and fund water management 

systems, as discussed above, indicate that the planning and providing role of the state does not ne-

cessarily need to be carried out by a specific state-run organisation. In addition to the tasks of a “rule-

of-law state” (guaranteeing basic rights, legal security and core market institutions) and of a “produc-

tive state” (production and allocation of public goods and services), there are also tasks of an “enabling 

and guarantor state” (commissioning services, tenders and granting concessions). 

Currently, the global distribution of roles between the public and private sector in the water supply 

industry generally favours public provision of water, now as it did in the past. Figure 1 shows that 

across the world, only about 10 % of all water provision for large cities (with more than 1 million inha-

bitants) is supplied by private providers (a more exact empirical data basis is not possible within the 

scope of this study). Even “private” supplies generally operate on the basis of a range of state regula-

tory framework conditions (such as granting concessional or leasing agreements; see below for more 

information). However, we should not infer from these findings that no further steps towards liberali-

sation of municipal water supply can be taken in future (e.g. see the discussion of financialisation of 

Chapter 6). 


