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The Water Environment Federation (WEF) is unlike most of the organizations
represented at this conference: WEF is a not-for-profit organization. That does
not mean we are not profitable. Actually we are very profitable. But it does mean
that we come to the table with a different agenda. One that is complementary to
many of yours but still different. Our agenda is our vision to protect the global
water environment…not just for its own sake but for humankinds’… for the here
and now as well as for those of future generations.
We are a professional and educational organization whose membership is about
equally divided between public and private sector members. Our public sector is
heavily involved in the utility market and our private sector in the service and
manufacturing businesses. We operate with a $20 million budget, have a staff of
100 and may be best known as the sponsors of WEFTEC, an annual industry
gathering of over 16,000 professionals with 200,000 s/f of exhibit show space.
The first thing to understand about the pricing of water and sanitation services is
that it is a global dilemma. The second thing to understand about pricing is that it
is not necessarily about money or costs or anything else that makes sense in the
business world. Instead, it is about psychology and politics, the psychology of
water and all of life’s relationship to it, and the politics of power and what that
means for resource allocation. Regardless of where you live or your income,
water, like air, is an element without which you cannot do. It is not just essential
for life - without it there cannot be life. Understanding this stark reality, putting
faces to it, is an essential first step in understanding why the pricing of water is
so problematical.
Here in the United States, most fortunately, putting faces to the problem is
relatively difficult. We have plenty of water in the aggregate and it is generally
available or obtainable --- if for a price. It has not always been so (the old adage
of water being for fighting and whiskey for drinking still has some historical
currency). But who knows what the future may look like? The prolonged drought
in the Southwest which is now into its fifth year has, according to some
climatologists, every prospect of lasting another 15 or 20 years if historical cycles
are any measure, suggesting an uncertain water future even here.

But for now, to see the real “face” of water we have to go to a place like Somalia.
Somalia, infamous in the United States for the movie “Blackhawk Down” and the
fiasco of a United Nations peacekeeping initiative in the early 90’s, to see the
“face” of water. Somalia is a place in eastern Africa a little smaller than Texas
where only 2% of the land (which is mostly desert) is arable, where the median
age is only 18, where the average life expectancy is as little 48, where personal
income is within the lowest 10% on the face of the earth, and where life is
hard…very hard.
It is in places like Somalia where an understanding of the pricing of water begins,
because here there is neither water nor the money to pay for it, and to deny
access to it (when it is available) has real consequences measured in human
lives. It is in places like Somalia where water is rationed at the cost of life itself.
And it is places like Somalia which give substance to the growing cry around the
world, and particularly within that group of nations which the rest of us consider
“developing,” for the treatment of the access to water to be considered as a basic
human right.
I was in Mexico City, Mexico a few weeks ago at the Fourth World Water Forum
along with 10,000 or so other folks from around the world with interests in water
and its uses. Water and its pricing were very much on the minds of almost
everyone…not just human rights advocates, but also some very pragmatic
politicians who think that not only should water be available to everyone, but that
it should be free…like air.
We all know that even air is not free and that in most of the developed world, all
of us pay for clean air through a series of complex taxes and fees: the purpose of
which is to reduce emissions and to mitigate against those that are not altogether
eliminated. There is no tax on air per se, or not one that politicians are willing to
acknowledge, but it is there nonetheless. And this brings us to the dilemma of
water. A dilemma because water is a physical thing that one can see, feel, taste
and hold. We have power over water in a way that we do not over air and that
power is real.
Here in the United States water has seldom been the life and death issue that it
is in much of the rest of the world. I know that cattle ranchers, sheep herders and
farmers would disagree with me on this, and that John Wayne made much of a
career out of portraying that conflict in the cinema. And today states increasingly
go to court to squabble over water rights and ownership of whole rivers. But here
in the United States, fortunately, few lives are ever actually in jeopardy. Still, the
recognition of water’s role in not just sustaining human life, but in supporting the
social and economic prosperity we as Americans have come to accept as our
birthright, is always on our minds.
Water and its often silent partner “sanitation”, despite a growing cry from some
that it should be “free”, is like almost everything else (including air) not free at all.
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The costs may be hidden and even subsidized, but they remain costs none the
less. Costs that must be borne either by taxpayers through revenues
redistributed by governments or by consumers who pay public or private sector
vendors directly for the privilege of clean water and safe sanitation---and the two
of which, by the way, are inextricably linked…politically, environmentally,
scientifically and economically.
My water and sewer bills come in the mail together on the same piece of paper.
The sanitation fees are a function of the clean water I use. The more clean water
I use, the more it is assumed that I discharge. The more I discharge, the greater
the volume that is to be handled by the wastewater treatment plant. The
arithmetic seems simple. But taxes and fees are not simple. Worst still, they are
political and therein lays the rub.
While we may be willing to accept that clean water and sanitation come at a
price, we are no more willing to accept that it ought not to be free than is the
nomad in Somalia. All that separates us from the Somalians in this regard is our
wealth. The low cost of water and a begrudging willingness and ability to
subsidize our own way…though there are limits even to this. If water is not or
cannot be literally free, it at least should not be expensive to the point where it is
bothersome. We can do without gasoline (arguably) but water and air are
essential for human life. We cannot do without either…there are no options.
Consequently, restricting access to either water or sanitation on the basis of cost
or price or almost any other rationale, is politically and morally unacceptable
almost everywhere.
In many other parts of the world this dilemma…this choice…if it is a choice, has
consequences. Depending upon whose numbers we believe…and it does not
matter whose numbers we believe…today…on this very day between 4,000 and
6,000 human beings on the face of the earth are going to die from either the
absence of clean drinking water or adequate sanitation services. They will not
see tomorrow with us…literally. That is an indisputable fact. It is also a fact that
most of those people will be young, female, devastatingly poor and from parts of
the globe where populations are growing exponentially at an alarming rate…even
as the rest of the world “depopulates” itself with low birth rates.
Those of us who know that water is not free, that it costs to find it, extract it, treat
it, transport it and eventually deliver it to the home, farm or business that uses it,
shake our heads at the apparent ignorance of our consumers and ratepayers and
their unwillingness to pay for water and sanitation services that they cannot do
without. Yet, there is a certain logic to their reluctance. If the gods gave life, does
it not stand to reason that like air, water too should be considered part of the
package? And that there should be limits on additional payments for it, however
justified?
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Gratefully, for those of us in both the private and public sectors, most Americans
are used to paying for everything and are accustomed to the idea that nothing is
free including freedom. But still, there are those limits and while everything may
have its price, those things without which life cannot sustain itself must have a
price associated with them that everyone can pay. At some point, each of us,
consciously or not, establishes a worth for everything and a willingness to only
pay that much and no more. For water and sanitation, that price seems
inordinately low when compared with the real life costs of providing it.
Some communities have come to grips with the issues of clean water, growth,
and quality of life. In recognition of the importance of water and sanitation
services and the economic and social lifestyles that are dependent upon them,
they have increased rates, floated bond issues, invested in infrastructure and
otherwise treated their water resources as valuable elements of community
sustainability. But that awareness is not universal. We have all heard the
numbers from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and others. The
nation has a significant deficit in infrastructure funding for water and sanitation
that will require as much as a trillion dollars in new investment over the next two
decades just to keep pace with what we now need. The prospects are daunting.
For every community that has looked into the future and made the hard choices
and sacrifices to assure that the future remains bright, there are others that either
have not or cannot. There remains a hope…a dream really…nascent in much of
the land that the Federal Government is going to intervene with bags of money
and save the day. It is not going to happen.
There is a bill before the Congress now for a national trust fund to support water
and wastewater infrastructure investment…but it has no funding source.
Regardless of its political or philosophic merits, it is dead on arrival. And so are
hopes for federal intervention in any meaningful way for the foreseeable future.
Expectations for a federal bailout have been dashed at least twice in the last
twenty years and the prospects for significant federal assistance are not
bright…for but one reason. There is no money. No one of either party in the
Congress or in the Administration thinks there is any money.
There is no money not because of an absence of paper or coin, but because
there is an absence of priority. We all know this to be true. There was no money
for security until September 11, 2001. But on September 12th of that same year
and shortly thereafter, literally billions of dollars materialized. The same will be
true for water and sanitation if it ever comes to that…which by the way I do not
think it will. We are too smart for that. But we need to get smarter still and soon.
The good news is that water and sanitation services in the United States are so
associated with our way of life that it is just about impossible to think that
communities are going to allow essential services to not just deteriorate but
expire altogether…regardless of the costs associated with restoring and

4

strengthening them. And if I were an investor or a service company or a public
official in this field that is the picture of the future I would hold most dear.
The United Nations notes that 90% of the people on this planet receive their
water and sanitation services though public entities…when they receive them at
all. But that figure masks the huge contribution the private sector plays in
research, manufacturing, consulting services and the actual operation of
municipal water and sanitation systems almost everywhere. That participation is,
however, a two-edged sword…it comes with responsibility. While the public
sector can mask the actual costs of services with subsidies from the treasury, the
private sector cannot. This has led to a political backlash in some parts of the
developing world against private sector service providers. The backlash is
misplaced.
Some of the very places most in need of private sector services are those where
governments have failed in their responsibilities to their own citizens.
Privatization has been faulted, but the real culprit is an unwillingness of political
officials to accept responsibility, regardless of whether the provider is public or
private, for providing the leadership which water issues increasingly require.
There is a lesson in this for we in the United States as well and it this matter of
leadership. Leadership is what separates communities that have and are
successfully addressing water and sanitation needs from those that have not.
Leadership must certainly come from public officials, but that does not absolve
those in the private sector from doing their part as well. The cost and pricing of
water and the exposition of the societal benefits of talking about both openly,
consistently, and with perhaps brutal candor, will be the key element in what
happens with our water infrastructure and inevitably the sustainability of our
communities over time.
Water and its pricing is not a science but an art. It is not a mathematical formula,
but an argument…an argument in support of a story…one that must be
articulated often and accurately by both public and private sector leaders. Our
water future will depend upon our doing so well.
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