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For investors in water, the hunt is on

 BY STEVE PFARRER

http://www.dailyhampshiregazette.com/storytmp.cfm?id_no=50500562006
Privatization of water in the United States and other countries is a growing trend not just because cash-strapped communities are grasping for ways to finance repairs to aging water systems and meet environmental mandates.

It's also because the world is running out of fresh water - and the hunt is on by private companies, investors and others to lock in their share of what many see as the oil of the 21st century.

Recent studies by several organizations have predicted that by 2025, global demand for water will exceed supply by almost 60 percent. Today alone, the United Nations estimates, about 1.4 billion people have no access to clean drinking water, and over 2.5 billion live without basic sanitation.

Those problems lead to 10 million deaths each year from waterborne diseases like cholera and dysentery, the U.N. says. The issue is most severe in developing nations and other areas where rapid urbanization has overwhelmed and polluted water supplies.

But dwindling water is not a problem exclusive to the developing world, say Maude Barlow and Tony Clarke, leaders of two Canadian resource advocacy groups. Co-authors of ''Blue Gold,'' a 2003 study of corporations' efforts to gain control of world water supplies, Barlow and Clarke say aquifers in the American West and the Great Plains states are badly depleted. At current rates of water usage, they write, cities like Phoenix and Tucson may go dry in 15 to 20 years.

Temperate regions are in trouble too, the authors write. Water shortages are anticipated in less than 20 years in Seattle, while the Long Island aquifer, in New York, has been dangerously depleted and contaminated by pollution.

Worldwide, a growing number of policy analysts fear water shortages will become a flashpoint for war. British Defense Secretary John Reid said in February that such shortages ''make the emergence of violent conflict more rather than less likely.'' Fighting in Darfur in western Sudan, Reid added, is driven in part by lack of water and arable land - and is a harbinger of the future: ''We should see this as a warning sign.''

THE PROBLEM begins with a simple percentage: Less than 3 percent of the world's water is fresh. And according to ''Blue Gold,'' less than 1 percent of the world's water is part of the regular cycle of precipitation and evaporation fed by natural water bodies, reservoirs, aquifers and snow and ice melt.

Most scientists now believe global warming is hastening the depletion of water supplies. A study published in the science journal Nature last fall said warmer temperatures will bring less snowfall to mountainous areas and subsequently less runoff. And with glaciers around the world melting away, the article said, another source of fresh water may be vanishing for good.

These trends haven't been lost on entrepreneurs. Fortune magazine in 2000 said, ''Water promises to be for the 21st century what oil was to the 20th.'' The title of a Money magazine article last year made it plainer: ''Invest in the Coming Global Water Shortage.'' An ''increasingly thirsty planet,'' the piece noted, presented great money-making opportunities for private water companies.

And with water now defined as a commodity under a number of international trade agreements, corporate giants have come to dominate the private water market in the last 20 years, Barlow and Clarke say. In particular, two French-based transnational corporations, Suez and Veolia Water, between them now own or have controlling interests in water companies in over 150 countries. They provide services for 230 million people, according to the venerable environmental group the Sierra Club.

Corporations have also tapped aquifers, springs and public water supplies around the planet to make bottled water a $50 billion industry, according to the Polaris Institute, a Canadian public service group. The Nestle corporation alone markets 72 brands of bottled water in 160 countries, says Robert Glennon, author of ''Water Follies,'' a 2002 book on groundwater pumping in the United States.

And as a condition for helping some debt-ridden countries revive their economies, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund have made privatization of water a requirement. The reason? To bring ''market discipline'' to chaotic sectors of a country's services and spur foreign investment.

But as writer William Finnegan outlined in a 2002 New Yorker article, market discipline for the Bolivian city of Cochabamba in 2000 consisted of a subsidiary of a U.S. conglomerate, the Bechtel Corporation, taking control of the water, jacking up rates and shutting off the taps of people who couldn't pay the new bills. Citizens responded with protest rallies and marches, and when police and the Army could not contain them, the government canceled the contract.

RUTH CAPLAN, who heads a water privatization task force for the Sierra Club, says one of her biggest concerns is the way large corporations can use their power and money to overwhelm local opposition to private water ownership.

But Caplan also believes there's growing awareness in the U.S. of the implications of private control of water, and that some of the corporate giants may be having second thoughts on their investments here, having made less of an inroad in the U.S. market than they'd hoped.

Continued vigilance will be needed, she says, if Americans want their water to remain public - just as conservation and wise use of water will be critical in the face of dwindling supplies.

''This is one of the vital issues of the new century,'' says Caplan.
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