Canada must own up to its responsibility for the global water crisis

On March 19, communities across the country will mark World Water Day by demanding that the Canadian government play its part in keeping water public in Canada and abroad.
In many parts of the world there is no debate that we are dealing with a global water crisis. According to Maude Barlow’s new book, Blue Covenant:The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for the Right to Water, by the year 2025, two-thirds of the world’s population will face water scarcity and two-fifths of the world’s people will lack access to proper sanitation.

Despite growing evidence that water privatization has harmed people and the planet, the Canadian government is promoting water privatization at home and abroad. It has also played a key role in blocking a meaningful international solution to the global water crisis at the United Nations. 

The growing threat of privatization in Canada

The vast majority of Canadian water and wastewater systems remain in public hands, and there is little public support for any form of water privatization. But pressure on municipalities to privatize financing, operations, management and maintenance through “public private partnerships” is ever-present -- and will grow with new federal initiatives to facilitate P3s. 

Ongoing federal and provincial underfunding of all infrastructure needs, including water, has created the conditions for privatization. The Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) calculates that the municipal water infrastructure deficit is $31 billion, a 47 per cent increase since 1996. 

That figure covers repairs and upgrades to existing systems, and doesn’t account for building new infrastructure. Many water supply, wastewater and stormwater systems are approaching the end of their service life. Yet both the 2007 and 2008 federal budgets contain little new money for water or other infrastructure. 

Instead of investing in public water systems, the Conservative government is pushing to privatize drinking water and sewage treatment systems through the “Building Canada” infrastructure fund. The fund imposes a mandatory P3 review, which increases pressure on municipalities to privatize larger water and wastewater projects. Building Canada also sets up a $1.25 billion P3 fund, a massive public subsidy to privatization. Pressure to privatize smaller water projects will flow through this fund, aided by a newly-announced crown corporation to promote privatization, PPP Canada Inc.
Last year the FCM released a major study debunking the myth that P3s consistently cost less or provide better services than traditional public projects. The FCM report notes that municipalities relying on P3s can lose the ability to ever go back, and that P3s can make local governments less flexible, less transparent and less accountable. Communities where privatization has been averted are seeing the success of public water systems. From Halifax to Vancouver, projects are on-time and on (or under) budget, often employing leading-edge technology.

Canada’s role in preventing an international solution

Beyond our own borders, Canada has blocked the recognition of water as a human right at the United Nations. Canada stood alone among 53 countries by voting against the appointment of a special rapporteur on water at a 2002 meeting. Despite strong pressure from civil society groups, Canada’s position has not changed. More recently, Canada reacted negatively to an October 2006 resolution of the UN Human Rights Council to conduct a study on the right to water.
The fact that water is not acknowledged as a right has allowed decision-making over water policy to slip away from the UN and governments toward institutions promoting water privatization. For example, the controversial Public-Private Infrastructure Advisory Facility, which Canada supports financially, promotes water privatization in the global South. 

Whether it is by breaking pre-paid water meters in South Africa or shutting down Coca Cola’s operation in Kerala, India, communities around the world are rejecting water privatization. The Council of Canadians, Canadian Union of Public Employees, Oxfam and the Polaris Institute are working together this year to mark World Water Day. We join labour organizations, civil society groups and community activists around the world in demanding that water be kept in public hands by exerting pressure at local, national and international levels.

And we are beginning to see the fruits of our labour.

 

At the Fourth World Water Forum in Mexico City in March 2007, the UN highlighted the failure of privatization and called for governments to take back control of water services. Many governments are now recognizing water as a public resource and a human right that cannot be commodified.
Canada must implement a national water policy to ensure that water is recognized as a human right and protected as a common good for future generations. Until then, it will remain a rogue state that promotes privatization and profit over people and nature.

