PRIVATISATION OF WATER

This is a VERY topical ansd sensitive issue in Sierra Leone. Will selling Guma valley Water Company to the private sector improve the services currently inflicted on Freetown and elsewhere, or will it mean higher prices? The press release that follows states one opinion. What is yours?

Press Release from World Development Movement
Tuesday 30 August 2005

DfID fund PR campaign for failed policy in world's poorest country 

The UK’s Department for International Development (DfID) is spending UK aid money on a public relations campaign to pursue a privatisation agenda in Sierra Leone. Documents obtained by development campaigners the World Development Movement (WDM) show that in June of this year DfID advertised for an “international consultancy” firm to both advise the Sierra Leonean government on privatising state enterprises, including water, and to run a communications campaign to promote privatisation.

Six of the eight short-listed companies are British; they include Adam Smith International and PricewaterhouseCoopers; both companies have previously been contracted by DfID to promote privatisation in developing countries. So concerned are WDM about the government’s latest move that they have written to DfID asking a series of specific questions about the contract and querying its legality. They have also signalled their intention to write to the short-listed companies requesting their withdrawal from the bidding process.

WDM policy officer Vicky Cann said: 

“Time and again throughout the world water privatisation has failed to deliver clean water to poor people. Now we find out that in the poorest country in the world, which is still recovering from a decade long bitter civil war, DfID is not only going to pay international consultants to advise on how to privatise water in Freetown, but they will also pay for a propaganda campaign to run alongside it to counter public resistance. Is this really the best use of UK aid money – UK tax-payers’ money – that DfID can come up with? As far as we are concerned this is definitely immoral; the legal advice that we have is that it could well be illegal too.”

A further cause for concern is that the Sierra Leonean people seem to have no idea about what is being planned for their water system. The NGOs that WDM spoke to were shocked that pro-privatisation PR work was being planned when the issue had not even been discussed in Sierra Leone. 

Lucinda Amara, a Sierra Leonean working for an aid agency in Freetown said: 

“We didn't know about the privatisation planned for the Guma Valley Water Company in Freetown until the World Development Movement told us about it. Water is such an important resource that everyone should be involved in discussing it and weighing up the different options to bring the improvements to the system that Sierra Leone desperately needs. Unfortunately this debate is just not happening in Sierra Leone at the moment.” 

DfID clearly recognises that there may be problems associated with privatisation, indeed one of the reasons they cite for needing a PR campaign is that there may be “public resistance to the divestiture of enterprises seen as a ‘public good’, together with fear for the implications of the cost of the service.” 

Sierra Leone is the poorest country in the world and the World Health Organisation estimates that only 28% of the population have access to clean water. The state run water company is in crisis and in urgent need of reform. No evidence however could be found that any reform options other than privatisation have been investigated, nor that a basic poverty assessment has taken place. 

Based on an assessment of water privatisations around the world, WDM believes that privatisation is a failing solution to the global water crisis, and has highlighted a range of failed water privatisations across the developing world. Earlier this year, for example, a flagship privatisation programme in Tanzania spectacularly collapsed when City Water, a joint venture involving UK water company Biwater, was kicked out of the country on the grounds of poor performance. 

The Tanzanian government alleged that City Water failed to improve services or make even half the required investment in two years. DfID had given £273,000 of UK taxpayers’ money, to Adam Smith International to promote privatisation in Tanzania. This money was spent on PR materials including a pop song with the lines “Young plants need rain, businesses need investment. Our old industries are like dry crops and privatisation brings the rain.” 

Sierra Leone recently had a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper agreed by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund; built into this were privatisation commitments which have been conditions of Sierra Leone receiving aid and qualifying for debt relief since 2001. If Sierra Leone continues to implement privatisation, it should qualify for full debt relief in 2006.

DfID have a history of using development funds to pay consultants to promote privatisation. Last year they gave PriceWaterhouseCoopers nearly £50,000 to provide a privatisation adviser to the Sierra Leonean government; money which if invested in pumps and wells could have provided 8,000 people in rural Sierra Leone with access to water.

ENDS
Notes:
WDM campaigners are available for interview contact Jo Kuper, Press Officer, WDM 020 7274 7630 / 07711 875 345 or email. 

Country facts about Sierra Leone 
	UN Human Development Index 
	177 / 177 - the poorest country in the world 

	Life expectancy 
	34.3 years 

	GDP per capita 
	$520

	Population living on less than $1 a day 
	57 per cent 

	Population living on less than $2 a day
	75 per cent 

	Population undernourished
	50 per cent 

	Infant mortality 
	165 per 1,000 live births

	Under-five mortality 
	284 per 1,000 live births 

	Aid received per person per year 
	$74

	Population
	4.8 million 


Source: UNDP. (2004). Human Development Report 2004. United Nations. New York and Geneva.

In Sierra Leone, 40 per cent of children under five suffer from diarrhoea as a result of drinking unsafe water. 

Source: UNICEF 

Sierra Leone debt statistics 
	Total debt stock 
	$1.6 billion 

	Debt service per year 
	$37 million

	Health expenditure per year 
	$21 million 

	Public water investment per year 
	$3 million 

	Debt as a percentage of national income 
	211 per cent 


Sources: World Bank. (2005). Global development finance 2005. World Bank. Washington DC. And UNDP. (2004). Human Development Report 2004. United Nations. New York and Geneva. And Foxwood, N. (2005). Making every drop count: Financing water, sanitation and hygiene in Sierra Leone. Tearfund. London. 

NB. Sierra Leone is in line to get multilateral and bilateral debt relief in mid-2006, as long as it continues to implement IMF and World Bank conditions, such as basic service privatisation

