
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Two dimensions of conflict in the European law of public services 

Source: Authors’ representation based on Krajewski (2010a); horizontal: content dimension; vertical: competency 

dimension 

Current reorganisation processes in the water sector can be viewed against the backdrop of political 

and economic transformation processes since the 1980s (Bieling/Deckwirth, 2008; cf. Chapter 6). 

These processes were also introduced along with a paradigm shift with regard to the societal value of 

public services. From the 1980s onwards, centralised incentives have been implemented at a national 

level, especially by the conservative governments of the United Kingdom and the USA (Florio, 2013). 

At the same time, international organisations such as the IMF and the World Bank have also played 

a role by imposing structural adjustment programmes that were associated with privatisation on deve-

loping countries (Raza, 2008; 2014). The active role of the EU in reorganising public services should 

be viewed not least against the backdrop of European “core projects” (internal market, financial 

and currency union, financial market integration) since the 1980s (Deckwirth, 2008a). As part of 

these reorganisation processes, services that were previously seen as local, geographically rooted 

activities were gradually conceptualised as internationally tradeable goods, the markets for which 

therefore had to be created and deregulated (Deckwirth, 2004; Raza, 2008). The increasing significa-

nce of deregulation measures in the trade of services can also be explained by the growing importance 

of the services sector in industrialised countries (Raza, 2014). Particularly since the 2000s, a dyna-

mism has been emerging within the European water sector in the context of Europe’s single market 

and competition policies as well as trade policies (cf. Raza, 2008). 

The key points of the discussion presented below are policies in the field of EU internal market policies 

(Section 3.2) and international trade policies (Section 3.3). Important impetus for the (re)organisation 

of the water sector stems from these policies. However, particular attention should also be paid to 

fiscal policy frameworks (see Figure 5). As a result, the restriction of leeway on fiscal policy can place 

significant pressure on reorganising public services within the context of austerity (cf. Hall, 2015b). 

Nevertheless, the conditions placed on Greece and Portugal by the Troika also contained extremely 

direct demands for the privatisation of the water supply system (cf. Fischer-Lescano, 2013). There are 

nonetheless also very particular path dependencies, specific players, discursive configurations and 

the respective concrete political and economic context, all of which play a crucial role in making deci-

sions about concrete options at a municipal level. Internal market and trade policy can therefore not 

always be translated linearly into concrete policies at the level of municipal water supplies; however 

they do increasingly provide a framework within which decisions must be made. The question of what 

shifts in focus within the study period have taken place at this level and how the various levels of policy 

interact will be revisited at the end (Section 3.5). The question of the politics associated with the poli-

cies that are linked to questions about specific players, their strategies and power relations, and con-

flicts, will be addressed in a brief excursus (Section 3.4).   
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