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Thirsty for Change: 

Why a shift in  

World Bank practices  

will help solve the  

global water crisis.
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by 2025

two out of every  
three people  

will be without  
safe drinking  

water.
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AS YOU KNOW, we are facing a world water crisis. 
One in six people lack access to enough safe drinking 
water. By 2025 it will be two in three that lack access  
to enough water. 

These numbers and trends are staggering and  
were cause enough for Corporate Accountability  
International to launch a campaign Challenging  
Corporate Control of Water in 2004. But since that 
time it has been our interactions with those most  
affected that has most deeply strengthened our  
resolve to bring about change. 

In Zambia there was Michael, who met one of our  
organizers at a community spigot. When his older 
sister died of water-borne disease it had become his 
responsibility, at the age of five, to fetch water each  
day for his family.

In Colombia it was the children of a small fishing 
village, who became sick when a neighboring town 
pumped its untreated waste into the town’s harbor.

Such images have left their mark, not only because we 
are dealing with a matter of life and death, but because 
it is clear things do not have to be this way: there  
is enough water for everyone in the world to have  
what they need. Right now, we have an incredible  
opportunity to profoundly reduce shortages and  
provide water to those in the greatest need. 

In principle, the single largest financier of water  
development projects in low-income countries agrees. 
The World Bank’s goal is to reduce poverty by  
providing grants and loans for poorer countries to  
develop better infrastructure.

In actuality, the Bank is the largest obstacle to  
providing water services that could lift millions out  
of poverty, and provide millions more with the water 
they need for their basic survival.

“There is enough water  
for everyone in the world  
to have what they need.”

OUR VISION 

TODAY THE AIR WE BREATHE, THE WATER  

WE DRINK AND OUR VERY DEMOCRACY ARE  

UNDER INCREASING THREAT FROM CORPORATE 

ABUSES. CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY  

INTERNATIONAL IS WORKING TOWARD A WORLD 

WHERE MAJOR DECISIONS AFFECTING PEOPLE  

AND THE ENVIRONMENT ARE BASED ON  

THE PUBLIC INTEREST, NOT ON MAXIMIZING  

CORPORATE PROFITS.
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The Bank has stubbornly maintained the conviction  
that private corporations can better manage  
essential public services to the detriment of one  
water development project after another. 

Scanning the globe, a handful of projects stand out  
as illustrations of the Bank’s failed lending practices. 
In recent years the World Bank has, for example: 

p plunged Armenia into crippling debt, leaving 
water systems worse off than they were before;

p priced the poor of Western Turkey out of their 
water supply;

p handed Malawi’s water over to a foreign 
corporation despite official findings that with  
water privatization comes a “high risk of failure.”

These are but snapshots of the stories gathered here 
…and the struggles facing communities worldwide.

Instead of learning from its failings and adjusting  
its practices to meet United Nations development 
goals, the Bank has instead adjusted its rhetoric to 
silence local resistance to its privatization efforts. 
Today it calls projects bent on handing over essential 
public services to private corporations, “public- 
private partnerships” – but make no mistake, this is 
just privatization by another name.

Across the globe, it is strong public water systems that 
do the best job in ensuring everyone in a community 
– regardless of income level – has access to enough 
clean, safe water. These systems work because they  
are accountable to the people who rely on them for 
their health and survival, not the profit interests of 
distant executives.

In North America, our public water systems are  
a model to communities around the world.  
Globally, there are innovative new approaches and 
long-standing traditions in public water management 
that similarly provide a vision for universal access to 
clean drinking water. In places like the Philippines, 
for example, public control has made sure income 
level is not the determinant of whether you have  
clean water or not.

It’s time the World Bank stop promoting  
privatization through its water loans, and instead  
put people’s needs above its life-threatening ideology.

Sincerely,

Kelle Louaillier / Executive Director

The World Bank is  

the largest obstacle  

to providing water  

services that could lift 

millions out of poverty.
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ARMENIA 

World Bank condones corruption, 
leaves Armenia in debt 

Marusya Manukian checks the tap every 10 minutes,  
holding a plastic soda bottle to the faucet. Water is  
scheduled to flow each morning and she doesn’t want to 
miss her window to fill-up for the day.

“In the evening it starts all over again,” says Manukian.  
“We store some water for the toilet and for washing our-
selves. I don’t even remember the last time I took a shower.”

The image of the 73-year-old dragging brimming pots of 
water down the hall of her apartment is evocative of the 
conditions Armenians experienced under Soviet rule. But 
the truth is, when it comes to water service in the capitol of 
this fledgling republic conditions are significantly worse 
than they were in 1992.

Manukian, and the one million residents of the city of  
Yerevan, have World Bank lending practices to thank – 
practices that allowed a private corporation to steal more 
than $35 million and operate the utility at a loss to the tune 
of $50 million. With the contract for operating Yerevan’s 
water supply running out in 2015, the city is at a crossroads.

The history dates back to 1998 when the World Bank award-
ed Armenia a $30 million loan to repair and modernize its 
water supply system. Like so many World Bank initiatives, 
the loan required the government to hire a private water 
corporation to run its water system. Italian transnational, 
ACEA, won the contract.

By 2003, not only had ACEA done little to improve  
Yerevan’s water supply, it had mismanaged water pressure, 
causing sewage to seep into the drinking water system. 
Contaminated tap water flowed to 250,000 residents, send-
ing 257 people, 163 of them children, to the hospital with 
intestinal infections. It would be 24 hours before the public 
was alerted. 

> Marusya Manukian
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Susanna Sarkisian’s grandson, Ashot, was one of the 
many to become sick.

“The water supply was never cut off in our house so  
we continued to use it, boiling it as recommended,” 
Sarkisian told reporters at the time.

The one-year-old required an IV and medication that 
forced the family to dig into its threadbare savings. 

Similar stories have played out for dozens of families 
since, causing many to avoid drinking tap water  
altogether – a challenge when bottled alternatives are 
equally, if not more, unreliable.

Contamination and other shortcomings of the proj-
ects forced the Armenian government to convene an  
investigatory commission managed by UK national 
Bruce Tasker.

As the commission dug in, it became clear that ACEA’s 
operation was rotten from the top down. Richard 
Walkling of ACEA, in addition to his role as project 
manager for the corporation, had been installed as the 
head of Yerevan’s public utility. Walkling had signed 
the public works contract for both parties, effectively 
serving as his own boss with no oversight from the 
government.

Under Walkling’s leadership, the corporation charged 
residents to install water meters that had already been 
paid for with World Bank grant dollars. ACEA pock-
eted the money and neglected to record the revenue 
on its balance sheets.

ACEA also paid 50 foreign consultants while failing  
to provide any record of the work they performed.

These were ACEA’s lesser crimes. In 2003, the  
corporation recorded a $50 million loss, even as they 
accepted $45 million in subsidies and other payments 
from the Armenian government; all the while failing 
to complete the capital improvement projects it was 
contractually obligated to carry out. 

So what then came of the initial $30 million in World 
Bank grant money? According to Tasker, part of the  
answer is in the pipes used to prop the billboards that 
line the new highway from the airport to Yerevan. 

The billboard posts are made of the pipes that were 
supposed to have been installed to modernize  

Armenia’s water system. ACEA took the new pipes, 
sold them on the black market, and installed  
deteriorated pipes recovered from an old chemical 
factory for the water system.

As more and more wrongdoing came to light, ACEA  
even attempted to bribe the commission to cease  
its investigation.

The commission was unmoved by the bribe. And when 
the commission’s findings were released, the World 
Bank was surprisingly unmoved by the evidence.

Against all evidence, the Bank issued a glowing  
“Implementation Completion Report” that called the 
entire project a success. The World Bank report even 
gave the private operator a “fully satisfactory” rating, 
despite the fact that residents continued to lack access 
to safe and reliable drinking water. 

Apparently having learned little from its recent  
mistakes, the Bank authorized an additional  
$20 million dollar loan in 2006 to continue the  
project with another private operator. This time  
the French transnational Veolia won the bid. 

But given the opportunity to change course, Veolia  
instead hired Richard Walkling, the double-dealing 
executive of ACEA, as a senior consultant. 

Ten years later, and two years into Veolia’s contract 
only a third of Yerevan residents have round-the-
clock water service. The vast majority of residents 
continue to have water service for a handful of hours 
each day. Concerns about contamination persist and, 
as recently as 2007, the tap water supply had been 
contaminated by sewage.

Fortunately for residents like Manukian, the city  
will have an opportunity to change course in 2015 
when Veolia’s contract expires. And though the track 
record makes it hard to justify awarding another  
private contract to manage Armenia’s water,  
residents know that hasn’t stopped the World Bank  
in the past. 

The vast majority of residents continue 
to have water service for a handful of 
hours each day.
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MALAWI 

World Bank demands corporate 
takeover; leaves Malawi holding  
the bucket 
Felista Chathunya rises from her bamboo thatched bed to the 
crowing of the rooster with which she shares a room. With the 
sun perched low on the horizon, the 56-year-old disembarks 
to fetch water from beyond the sprawling slums that rim 
Blantyre, one of Malawi’s two largest cities.

It will be mid-day by the time she returns from the well, 
steadying a pail on her head while agonizing to keep the pail 
in her right hand from spilling. 

“The walk is tiring but the water is free,” she says.

Hundreds of thousands in Malawi know Chathunya’s  
hardship. They face the same struggle each day to gather 
water from crowded, contaminated wells. 

That’s why the World Bank is lending $50 million to finance 
water systems development in one of Africa’s poorest coun-
tries. Unfortunately the money comes with strings attached 
that may leave Malawi’s poor worse off than before.

Malawi, landlocked between Zambia, Tanzania and  
Mozambique in Southern Africa, has long struggled to  
deliver clean drinking water to its people. Since the 1920s the 
forces of population growth, budget shortfalls and political 
corruption have left less than four percent of Blantyre’s  
residents with running water in their homes.

Today half of the city draws water from communal standpipes 
or hand pumps. The cost per bucket in some locations can be 
as much as 20 kwacha (10 cents). A household of eight, like 
Chathunya’s, needs at least one bucket for washing, one for 
drinking and another for bathing. That’s 60 kwacha when 
well over half of Malawian households are under the poverty 
line, subsisting on less than 45 kwacha per day.

It’s these economic conditions that drive Chathunya  
to her current water source (and drive more than 40  
percent of the city to such unprotected wells and rivers) where 
the crowds gather at daybreak. After a two-hour walk she 
waits another hour for her turn at the well.

> Malawian teenagers fetch untreated water.
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The water she toddles back with may be teaming with 
bacteria. Chathunya knows boiling is no fail safe against 
illness or disease, but it does give her peace of mind. 

As she rustles the wood under a simmering pot, the 
rush of water through a pipe becomes audible. Behind 
her house a pipe speeds drinking water to Malawi’s 
most affluent, bypassing Chathunya and her neighbors.

It’s not hard from the dirt floor of Chathunya’s  
dwelling to understand the need to improve Malawi’s 
water systems. The imperative is also well understood 
in the halls of the United Nations, where the  
international community has set 2015 as the deadline 
for Malawi to bring water to more than six million  
additional residents.

The World Bank has stepped in to provide assistance. 
But to receive the funds Malawi had to accept “an im-
mediate service contract” with a private contractor.  
In August of 2009 the government did just this, 
awarding the contract to Vitens, the Netherlands’  
largest water corporation.

Though Vitens is a state owned corporation, its  
efforts to obtain contracts in low-income countries 
mirrors the aggressive tactics used by private water 
corporations like Veolia. 

The decision ignored findings that private control of 
Malawi’s water was not in the nation’s best interest. 

It also flew in the face of common sense, according 
to John Kapito, executive director of the Consumer 
Association of Malawi. Bringing water closer to people 
makes no sense when the intended beneficiaries have 
no capacity to pay the utility bill, he says.

“It is not good to leave crucial [water delivery  
functions] in the hands of a company whose core duty 
is to make a profit,” Kapito told a local newspaper. 

Indeed in 2007 the government commissioned  
an extensive study to determine whether private  
sector participation could improve the distribu-
tion and management of water services in Malawi, 

particularly in the low-income areas of Blantyre and 
Lilongwe, the nation’s capital. “There is a high risk of 
failure for introducing private sector participation in 
water utilities,” the authors concluded. 

The study found that privatization would likely lead to 
higher prices and was unlikely to succeed in improv-
ing access for the poor. The authors recommended 
keeping the water utilities public and tackling water 
sector reform with community-based approaches.

The government’s study also echoes a report by the  
international charity, WaterAid. The 2003 report 
looked at privatization practices across the Global 
South and found that contracting out water services to 
a large corporation does not, “tackle the underlying 
causes of water utilities’ failure to serve the poor.”

Anthony Chimphepo, a leader of the water worker’s 
union, wishes the World Bank would invest directly  
in the water utility and the communities it serves. 

“Our problem here is mainly financial capacity,” 
Chimphepo said. “We say to the donors that if they give 
us the money without the conditions, we will finally 
have the tools to do the job.” 

Chimphepo worries about the consequences of a  
private operator taking over the water sector.

“[The corporation] is going to come in, and instead  
of using all that money to rehabilitate our machines  
so we can do a better job, that money will go right back 
to [the corporation],” he said. 

The unions in Malawi have been down this road  
before. When the private sector took control of Malawi 
Telecommunications Limited, the utility immediately 
retrenched, putting many employees out of work while 
the government stood helplessly by. 

But the issue for Chimphepo and his union is much 
larger than keeping good, local jobs, he says.

“In the next 20 years fresh water will be scarce on 
earth and water will have the value of oil. European 
companies are angling to profit off of this priceless 
resource,” says Chimphepo, the union leader.

Meanwhile, all across Malawi, people like Felista  
Chathunya will continue to wake at daybreak to search 
for water their families can afford. 

“It is not good to leave crucial [water  
delivery functions] in the hands of a com-
pany whose core duty is to make a profit”
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TURKEY

Turkey pays the high  
price of World Bank’s  
water privatization 

The Çesme Peninsula, rimmed by the Aegean Sea, is  
known for its thermal springs and many sources of water. 
In Turkish çesme means fountain. But in this Western  
Turkey travel destination, residents now pay a premium  
for the seemingly abundant resource.

The problem traces to the mid-1990s when wealthier  
Turkish nationals, Western European vacationers, and  
professional windsurfers began flocking to the region’s  
cerulean seaside. The leisure classes made the peninsula 
their summer escape, and for the three warmest months  
of the year, expanded the population to many times its 
normal size. 

But the summer booms stretched the local infrastructure 
thin, and by 1998, the resorts and sprouting gated  
communities began consuming unsustainable volumes of 
water – to the detriment of year-round residents. 

Dursun Kiliç is one such resident. He moved to Petekler, 
a slum in the peninsula’s largest city Alacati to find work 
enough to feed his four children. But soon it was the lack  
of plumbing and affordable drinking water that presented 
the greatest challenge to Kiliç’s pocketbook and his  
children’s health.

In response to these dire circumstances, the World Bank  
set out to finance a $13.1 million project to improve water 
and sewage services on the peninsula.

But the Bank’s dollars came with a string attached – the  
two cities receiving the loan would have to pay a private 
corporation to manage the project. 

When the newly elected mayor of Alacati requested  
more time to study the implications of hiring a  
private operator before accepting the deal, the Bank  
persuaded him to move forward without the assessment. 

> Dursun Kilic
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The bids for the project began to come in from some  
of the world’s largest water corporations, namely  
Veolia and Glassenwasser. Each projected the cost of  
the project to be more than double the Bank’s initial  
estimates. This wasn’t surprising given the profit  
motive for such corporations to inflate costs.

This inflamed the union for the local water utilities.  
In its own report, the union found that hiring a private 
corporation to manage its water system would put the 
utility significantly in the red. Instead of allowing the 
utility to remain in public hands, the Bank instead  
suggested the scope of the project be cut in half. 

“[The World Bank] behaved unethically by making  
the compensation fee payment to operate an  
indispensable element of the Loan,” the union’s  
report concluded.

The Bank seemed bent on privatizing the Çesme  
Peninsula’s water systems even at the expense of the 
project’s aim to provide water to the poor.

The French transnational Veolia was ultimately 
awarded the winning bid.

Veolia’s involvement did have a positive impact, 
namely on bill collection – 94 percent of bills are  
now paid back, up a few ticks from the early 1990s. 
The union also believes that customer service and 
database management have improved. 

What hasn’t improved are essential services like  
maintenance and repair, prompting the union to  
issue formal complaints to the Bank. 

And while water service reaches further than it has  
before, the poor are now less equipped to pay for tap  
water delivery. Paying the utility bill for water each 
month costs double what an average minimum wage 
earner makes in a month. And each cubic meter of 
water that trickles out costs twelve times the price  
of water in other parts of Turkey.

This has sent low-wage workers like Dursun  
Kiliç looking for additional work just to satisfy  
his children’s thirst and provide for their most  
basic needs.

Eleven years later, the plight of Çesme’s poor now 
strangely seems of little concern to the Bank, however. 
According to the Bank’s project completion report, 
relieving pressure on the water utility and expanding 
access to water on the Çesme Peninsula were not, in 
fact, primary objectives of the initiative. Rather, the 
Bank’s lending officers saw the peninsula as a testing 
ground for “pioneering” the privatization of public 
services in towns throughout Turkey. 

And despite the project’s failings, the Bank has  
opted not to address alternatives to privatization.  
It has instead recommended masking its intention  
to privatize water systems in the future as the best 
means of cooling local opposition. 

The case of Çesme puts up warning flags for  
cities across Turkey, and the globe. It signals the  
Bank is willing to put the profit interest of private  
water corporations before even its own mission  
to reduce global poverty, leaving communities and 
families, like Dursun Kiliç’s, worse off than they  
were before. 

The World Bank is willing to put  
the profit interest of private water 
corporations before even its own  
mission to reduce global poverty.
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PHILIPPINES - CEBU CITY

The Philippines’ public solution  
to privatization’s woes 

Over the past two decades, World Bank lending for water 
privatization has taken its toll in the Philippines.

The capital city, Manila, was the initial testing ground. 
Global water corporations Bechtel and Suez, promised 
lower rates and to extend water access to millions. Instead 
rates skyrocketed, the system’s performance floundered, 
and the corporations terminated the contract, leaving the 
city with crippling loan payments.

That’s why, when the World Bank attempted to push  
Cebu City’s water system into private hands, local unions 
and non-profits pushed back; and in so doing, created 
promising approaches for delivering water to the poor 
that may help other water systems in the Philippines and 
throughout the world.

Cebu City is the Philippines’ oldest settlement, the second 
largest city in the country and a major shipping port.

“We have many beautiful beaches. Cebu is a peaceful, good 
place to live,” says Victor Chiong, the president of the local 
water worker’s union.

Victor Chiong has lived in Cebu City for much of his life, 
working at the public water utility in Cebu City as a young 
man beginning in 1980. He has since moved up through the 
ranks to become president of the water worker’s union. 

During the last three decades he has witnessed the missteps 
of other cities across the Philippines, like Manila.

> Water hook-up, Philippines
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“The Philippines [government] is very aggressive in 
implementing the privatization of water...we have so 
many fights against privatization,” he says.

In 1997, Cebu City was slated to follow in Manila’s 
footsteps as part of the World Bank’s push to privatize 
public services. A contract was drawn up and a con-
sortium led by the global water corporation Veolia, put 
in what appeared to be a winning bid for the contract.  

However, working with local civil society groups  
and the community, Chiong and his union were  
able to defeat the privatization effort. They lobbied 
government officials to prevent passage of national 
laws that would have further enabled the privatization 
push, and persuaded the management of the water 
district to drop the proposed contract. 

Chiong and the coalition successfully argued that  
the Cebu water utility and its workers could provide 
better service than a private corporation if only they 
had the tools to do so. 

With Veolia out of the picture for the time being, the 
water utility, the union and community members 
developed a ‘public-public’ partnership model to 
improve and expand water service in the city. 

The model was based on a collaboration between key 
public institutions – the water district, unions and a 
local university.

One of the early achievements of the partnership was 
tackling the problem of non-revenue water—water 
that is lost due to leaks or through unauthorized  
water connections. Fixing the problem was a costly 
proposition, but the combined expertise in the col-
laboration soon found a workaround. By adjusting  
water pressure during different times of day, the  
district found it could prevent leaks and save money. 

Using a public service ethos, the utility also found 
promising methods for expanding access to poor 
people who could not normally afford the cost of an 
individual household connection. Groups of 30  

families or more were allowed to form a Communal 
Water Association (CWA). The new association  
then collectively covered the cost of a shared water 
connection at rates well below the normal rate for 
higher-income customers. According to water utility 
officials, at least 165 CWAs have been formed since 
the concept was introduced by the water district. 

By using this approach, low-income residents  
got more reliable and more affordable access to a  
protected source of water, while the water utility was 
able to minimize costs per connection. This allowed 
them to recoup at least some of the cost of the service, 
while meeting its goals for expanded service to the 
community. And, while a communal water connection 
is not as accessible as a direct household connection, 
it is a far better alternative for many of these families, 
who before may have relied on private water sellers 
that charge exorbitant rates for unsafe water sources.  

Overall, the partnership has produced results that 
provide a stark contrast to World Bank-funded  
privatization projects in the region. Total water  
production (the amount of water being provided 
through the system) has increased eleven-fold. In 
1975 only 10,000 households had direct connections, 
today there are 120,000. 

“We want the government to  
empower us to deliver basic  
services, especially water, and  
we do not want privatization to  
be implemented, not only in the  
Philippines but throughout Asia.  
We are in solidarity with civil  
society to ensure water is a right,”  
Victor Chiong, president of Cebu City’s water workers union
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In 2008, the water district and the water worker’s 
union formalized their public-public partnership  
by reaching out to the Visaya State University for 
technical support and to the Asian unit of the  
Public Services International Research Unit for  
advice on training workers in better management 
skills. Through this partnership, workers and  
management in the water district are being trained to 
set and meet performance benchmarks that will help 
the utility further improve water service to the people 
of Cebu City.

The partnership devised by the water worker’s union, 
the water district and other players has earned the 
utility accolades from its peers in the Philippines.  
For example, in 1998 and 2000, the Metro Cebu  
Water District won the “Most Outstanding Water  
District” award from the Local Water Utilities  
Administration and in 2002 the Philippines  
Civil Service Commission elected it to their Hall  
of Fame. 

And while major challenges remain, the Cebu  
collaboration has demonstrated that even in the face 
of the pressures of privatization, limited funding and 
political cross-winds, the dedication and ingenuity 
of civil servants and civil society can go a long way in 
improving people’s access to water. Rather than being 
forced to adopt a one size fits all approach to solving 
their water problems that favors global corporations, 
the best help their government and the World Bank 
could give them would be the financial resources to 
support their efforts and the freedom to find solutions 
that work best for them. 

The world is thirsty for change. By funding public 
projects like Cebu City instead of forcing privatization 
on cities across the globe, the World Bank could lift 
millions out of poverty and provide millions more the 
water they need to survive. 

Cebu City’s success with  
a public-public partnership

Daily total water  
production (cubic meters)

20091975 20091975

15,000

166,000

Households served

10,000

120,000
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