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crisis. With municipal budgets in the red, various cities and towns across
the country considered auctioning off their water and sewer systems to generate
funds. But the sale or lease of water assets is not a smart way to balance budgets.
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and saddle generations of consumers with debt.
Food & Water Watch reviewed 200 prospective and
completed sales and lease-concessions of publicly owned
water systems over the last two decades and uncovered
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and sewer systems:
The idea of cashing out public water and sewer systems
has attracted considerable new attention following the
economic downturn. As of October 2010, at least 39
communities were considering the possibility of selling or
SLHZPUN[OLPY^H[LYVYZL^LYZ`Z[LTZ;OH[»ZÄ]L[PTLZHZ
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over last 20 years.

Potential privatizations would affect an unprecedented
number of people. :`Z[LTZMHJPUNWVZZPISLWYP]H[PaH[PVUHZ
of October 2010 served 12 times as many people as served
by every system sold or leased over the last two decades.
That’s primarily because larger cities began considering
WYP]H[PaH[PVU;OL[`WPJHSZ`Z[LTMHJPUN[OLH\J[PVUISVJR
in 2010 was around 45 times larger (in terms of people
served) than the average system sold or leased since 1991.
Budget shortfalls drove the surge in potential privatization deals. Previously, cities considered selling their water
systems primarily because the systems needed expensive

Possible Sales and Concessions of Publicly Owned Water and Sewer Systems to Private
Companies from 2008 to 2010 (Status as of October 2010)
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improvements. Since 2008, several cities proposed priva[PaPUNL]LUÄYZ[YH[L^H[LYZ`Z[LTZ[VNLULYH[LM\UKPUN[V
help balance budgets.
Interest in selling and leasing water systems was greatest
in the Rust Belt(S[OV\NO[OLZ\YNLPUWVZZPISLWYP]H[PaHtions was a nationwide phenomenon, prospective sales
and concessions were concentrated in the Rust Belt, where
cities were hit particularly hard by the recession. This reNPVUPZHSZVULHY[OL<:OLHKX\HY[LYZVM[OLTHQVY^H[LY
companies.
Strong public opposition thwarted water privatization.
+LZWP[L[OLH[[LU[PVUVUWYP]H[PaH[PVU[OLYL^HZUV[H
groundswell of completed deals, largely because of public
opposition. From 2008 to October 2010, communities
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Problems with Selling and Leasing
Water Systems
Consumers have opposed auctioning off their water and
ZL^LYZ`Z[LTZMVYNVVKYLHZVUZ7YP]H[PaH[PVUJVTLZH[
a cost and often results in rate increases, and for many
people, the loss of local public control over such a vital
resource is an unsettling proposition.
Sales and concessions saddle consumers with debt. The
funding that a city receives by selling or leasing its water
system is effectively an expensive loan that a water comWHU`^PSSYLJV]LYMYVTJVUZ\TLYZI`OPRPUN^H[LYYH[LZ(
Food & Water Watch analysis estimated that the typical interest rate on this loan would be 11 percent. For a 20-year
loan, this is about 56 percent more expensive than public
ÄUHUJPUN[OYV\NOH[`WPJHST\UPJPWHSYL]LU\LIVUK

Private interests hijack control of public water resources.
>H[LYWYP]H[PaH[PVUYLK\JLZW\ISPJHJJV\U[HIPSP[`HUK
restricts public input into the operation of water and sewer
systems. Consumers don’t have a vote in the corporate
IVHYKYVVTZVWYP]H[LVWLYH[PUNÄYTZTH`THRLKLJPZPVUZ
that are not in the public interest. For example, private
water companies may decide to extend service to sprawling wealthy new developments instead of lower-income
communities with the greatest need.

Solutions: Renew America’s Water
Sales and concessions of water systems are not a smart
recovery plan for distressed local governments. Public
VMÄJPHSZZOV\SKW\YZ\LTVYLYLZWVUZPISLJV\YZLZVMHJ[PVU
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wellbeing.
Instead of cashing out water assets, governments need to
invest in their water systems. The country needs a dedicated source of federal funding to help renovate our water
infrastructure. A renewed federal investment in our water
YLZV\YJLZJHUOLSWJYLH[LQVIZWYV[LJ[[OLLU]PYVUTLU[
and ensure that every community has safe, clean and affordable water service for generations to come.
For more information and citations, see Food & Water
>H[JO»Z5V]LTILYYLWVY[¸;YLUKZPU>H[LY7YP]H[PaHtion: The Post-Recession Economy and the Fight for Public
Water in the United States.”
For more information:
web: www.foodandwaterwatch.org
email: info@fwwatch.org
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