Whose right to water?



The right to water

Q. 1-4

Local People: 1, Big Business: 0

In Bolivia, one of South America’s poorest countries, angry residents of Cochabamba clashed with armed police after the government sold the city’s water system to a global company. A 17 year old boy was shot dead and 175 people were reported injured.

In order to raise money, the Bolivian government had already sold off the national airline, the rail network and electricity company. But Bolivia needs more money to pay off the country’s enormous debt to overseas banks. Once in control of Cochabamba’s water system, the global company abused its power by putting up prices. An average water bill rose from $12 to $30 per month. For the many Bolivian families who earn only $100 a month, the increase was devastating. “What we pay for water comes out of what we have to pay for food, clothes and other things we need to buy for our children,” complained a mother of five.

In early 2000, people reacted by organising a strike that lasted four days. But protest marches turned violent when the people were faced by riot police. Within three months, the Bolivian government changed its mind and cancelled the contract with the global company. The victory of Cochabamba residents shows that people can club together to fight for their rights.  

Going private: a recipe for success
California may be dry but Californians use more water than any other US state. Yet through government help, only a fraction of the costs of building dams, pumps and pipelines to supply water are passed on to water users in California. 

Cheap water encourages people to waste it or pollute it. For example, land can become waterlogged as farmers over- water their crops. To avoid a crisis in the future, water must be privately owned and traded so that people pay the real price of water.

Already, new ways of owning and pricing water are being tested in California. In some areas, ‘water banks’ act as trading houses where water can be bought and sold by private owners. The water bank changes the price of water according to demand and the amount of water available. Water prices can go up if people demand more water, and studies show that Californians will save water if prices are higher. After all, most people are not going to turn off the tap until they feel the pinch in their wallets. 
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