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n average rise of 3.3 per cent in the cost
of water is demonstrated in the NUS
water price survey, which studies the

price pattern of water in fifteen different coun-
tries worldwide from July 1998 to July 1999. 

Here we look at the principal trends in costs
in each of the countries examined, from Australia
to the USA.

AUSTRALIA
Following a substantial reduc-

tion in charges in 1998, water
prices in Australia have risen
by three per cent, although this

is solely due to an increase in Sydney. Mel-
bourne’s prices are unchanged since 1998’s 61
per cent reduction. Privatization is scheduled for
this year and it is uncertain what effect this
will have on consumers.

The most recent NUS survey of water prices, covering the period July 1998 to
July 1999, reveals that the average cost of water rose by just over three per
cent. A price climb almost twice the rate of inflation was witnessed by Danish
consumers, whilst South Africa suffered the biggest increase in charges since
the previous survey in 1998. Other highlights from the fifteen country study show
that Germany had the most expensive water prices and Canada had the cheapest. 

National Utility Services

BELGIUM
For most Belgian customers there

has been little change in prices
since 1998. Stabilization in 1999
follows the government’s advis-

ing suppliers to be mindful of consumers after
the previous year’s 21 per cent increase. Only
the city of Gent has seen a rise in charges
since July ’98.

CANADA
Canada remains the cheapest

country in the water price survey,
despite an increase of nearly 4 per

cent for the second year run-
ning. Necessary upgrades in Canada’s water
infrastructure have driven the price rises over
the last two years. Consumers in Winnipeg
and Vancouver have seen the highest increas-
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150 GERMANY
Despite an increase of less than

1 per cent in 1998, Germany
remains the most expensive coun-
try in the water price survey.

Regional differences reflect a levelling out of
charges with Stuttgart, Chemnitz and the Ruhr
area all showing a price decrease. Prices through-
out Germany are expected to remain stable for
the foreseeable future. 

GREAT BRITAIN
British businesses have seen

water prices rise by 3.3 per cent in
the twelve months to July 1999,

outstripping inflation for the
sixth year in a row. During a year in which
competition once again failed to make any
impact on consumer bills, the UK maintained its
position as the sixth most expensive country for
water of the fifteen-country survey. Businesses
in Leeds, London and Southampton were hard-
est hit, all suffering price rises of more than 6 per
cent. In line with previous years, most Scottish
consumers have experienced a substantial

es, with rises of 9 per cent for the former and
5 per cent for the latter.

DENMARK
Danish consumers have seen an

increase of nearly 4.5 per cent,
almost twice the rate of inflation.
While prices have risen, there

has not been the predicted upward surge in
costs to finance environmental issues and inter-
national water quality projects. 

EIRE
Prices in Eire have risen by near-

ly 5 per cent since 1998. Dublin’s
high increase was not repeated
as there was only a marginal

rise in 1999. Unlike other counties, Cork has fol-
lowed the slight rise in 1998 prices with an 11
per cent increase.

FINLAND
Consumers in Finland have seen

water prices fall for the second suc-
cessive year. This trend is expect-
ed to continue for the foresee-

able future, with occasional minimal increases.
The stability of water prices in Finland is linked
to Finnish law, which does not allow public util-
ities’ operating profits to exceed the amount
required to maintain their water systems. As a
result, prices will only increase if operating
costs increase. 

FRANCE
Following falling prices in 1997

and 1998, French water users have,
after a long time without any

change, seen a small rise in
charges. Consumers in both Niort and Mar-
seilles have seen increases of around 3 per cent,
while prices in Lille have fallen. There has been
no change for consumers in the capital city of Paris.

WATER PRICES 1998/99

Source: NUS

Pence per cubic metre

HIGHLIGHTS FROM AROUND 
THE WORLD

✔ Highest water
prices (Germany)

✔ Stable water costs
(Belgium)

✔ Prices creeping up
(France)

✔ Increases 
second highest 
in survey 
(Eire)

✔ Price rise for
consumers
(Australia)

✔ Continual fall 
in prices (USA)

✔ Highest prices 
in survey 
(South Africa)

✔ Cheapest country
in the poll (Canada)



151increase on 1998’s costs, which is necessary to
fund improvements in Scotland’s water quality.

ITALY
Continuing the trend set in 1998,

consumers in Italy have witnessed
a marginal increase in charges.
Despite the slight rise, the cur-
rent tariffs are believed to be

inadequate to fund the much-needed investment
into Italy’s water infrastructure. The govern-
ment has estimated prices would have to rise by
71 per cent to cover the investment programme.
Italy’s price cap, which does not allow prices to
increase above the rate of inflation, means that
the required investment has been suspended.
Consumers in the north-eastern city of Bologna
have suffered the largest increase, a rise of just
below 7 per cent.

NETHERLANDS
Charges in the Netherlands remain

largely unchanged since 1998’s sur-
vey. Overall, prices show a slight
decrease. Consumers in Gronin-

gen have benefited from the merging of two
local suppliers, reducing prices by more than 4
per cent. The trend of merging suppliers is
expected to continue. 

SOUTH AFRICA
Consistent with recent years, South
Africa has witnessed the biggest

increase in charges since the sur-
vey in 1998. This continued

upward trend is due to the Department of Water
Affairs’ successful attempts to provide water to
new consumers who had not been connected to
the water supply network before. The policy
has stretched the current investment programme
and consequently huge capital expenditure is
required to maintain the existing network. Region-
ally, Cape Town, Durban and East London have
all seen increases above 12 per cent.

SPAIN
Spanish consumers have experi-

enced a moderate increase in charges
since 1998’s report. This rise,

however, applies to Barcelona as

Madrid’s prices have remained unchanged.
Prices in Spain are expected to remain stable for
the immediate future.

SWEDEN
Charges in Sweden have risen by 
over 2 per cent, counteracting the two

per cent decrease in 1998. Gothen-
burg witnessed the highest increase,

with a 6 per cent rise, but prices in Stockholm
remain unchanged. 

USA
Water prices in the USA have fall-

en for the second successive year.
This year’s reduction follows the

return of Newark’s ‘capital
improvement’ funding, giving consumers a
reduction of nearly 7 per cent. Only Los Ange-
les water users have seen a rise in costs since 1998.

NOTES ON THE SURVEY
The NUS International Water Price Survey

is conducted annually by National Utility Ser-
vices and is based on prices paid by NUS
clients. Further points include:
• all prices are expressed in pence sterling

per cubic metre;
• the average percentage increase of each

country is unweighted within the sample of
suppliers in that country;

• currencies have been converted to sterling in
accordance with exchange rates in the Lon-
don Financial Times, 1st July 1999, as pub-
lished 2nd July 1999;

• figures are based on a model supply for a con-
sumer occupying 45,000 sq. ft. of city cen-
tre office space and using 10,000 cubic
metres of water per annum;

• figures in brackets indicate price decreases.

PERCENTAGE WATER PRICE INCREASES 1998/99

Source: NUS
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