
ccording to the 2000 National Utility
Services (NUS) survey, water prices
rose an average of five per cent in the

15 worldwide countries investigated. Increases
went from a peak of almost 18 per cent in Spain
to 0.77 per cent in Denmark, and there was no
increase at all in Germany, Finland and Aus-
tralia. These situations have been closely exam-
ined in this article.

AUSTRALIA
Privatization of water in the Mel-
bourne area has been postponed

and Sydney water rates are cur-
rently being reviewed. The lat-

ter was taken into consideration to lower prices
and increase system efficiency. There is, however,
great resistance to the privatizing of this essen-
tial commodity sector. Water users have been seek-

National Utility Services

ing either a discount on tariffs based upon cost
savings or a framework to negotiate directly
with the Sydney Water Corporation (SWC).

New pricing schedules were due to become
available in September 2000 and any new pric-
ing was planned to take effect as of 1 October 
2000, but the forecast is for little to no change at
all, and for the continuation of only govern-
mental controlled price increases.

BELGIUM
Although, historically speaking,
Antwerp has always had the low-

est national price for water, it is
now reaching the same prices

as the rest of the country. The area’s recent
increase of 13.78 per cent in water costs caused
an incredible nationwide price rise of over three
per cent. Water prices are expected to remain sta-
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The year 2000 survey on water prices for the period going
from 1 July 1999 to 30 June 2000 shows that the rising cost
of water is a worldwide issue. While not really being considered

important in most business operations, environmental issues combined
with shortages of water supplies have caused several industrial

and commercial concerns to look for ways of lowering water costs
as well as investigating their use of the same during this period.



106

FINLAND
Finland has publicly-owned, no-

profit water supplies and sewage
works, with price increases

allowed only to regain invest-
ment and operational costs. Water costs are tra-
ditionally low and have risen only due to better
standards, new housing and financial increases,
such as inflation, salaries and interest rates.

Since Finland’s entry into the European
Union, prices have remained stable, while the
country has benefited from lower interest rates
and inflation. Over the last six years the con-
struction business has significantly grown,
thereby creating a greater need for water and
related services. However, technological
advancements in water distribution have low-
ered certain installation costs.

Water prices in Finland should remain sta-
ble, but growing pressure and further regula-
tion for the processing of sewage and greater
environmental standards for water may cause
significant increases.

FRANCE
France has maintained its nation-
wide water prices except for the

9.25 per cent increase of Neuil-
ly, one of the Paris suburbs,

which are known to have the highest water
prices in the country. Pollution control charges,
the cost of water, sewage and taxes, can range from
a high FFr 10.28 in Neuilly to a low FFr 6.48 per
cubic meter in Lyon.

The French water market is slow-growing
and is dominated mainly by two suppliers, Viven-
di and Suez-Lyonnaise De Eaux. Both have
been acquiring companies abroad due to this

ble for the year 2001, but sewage and pollution
taxes could be on the rise. Many of the region-
al water suppliers are expected to merge with o-
thers, because of the deregulation of European
water supplies. In order to be part of an integrated
common market, all companies will now have to
reduce prices, as well as meet European quali-
ty standards.

CANADA
Increases in Canadian water costs
are still slightly ahead of inflation
rate. Because of the great abun-
dance of this resource, residents

and businesses have always
had low-cost water. Quebec’s water and sewage
rates, generally minimum, were inserted in local
property taxes.  Recently, however, municipal-
ities have installed water meters, therefore lead-
ing to higher bills for consumers.

In spring 2000, in the Ontario area, a serious
water supply contamination caused the govern-
ment to improve safety controls and carry out main-
tenance of the country’s infrastructure, with
costs estimated to come to millions of dollars. Con-
sidering this, along with ongoing improvements
and the moving away from subsidized rates,
water costs should increase by about two to
three per cent, at least in the next two years.

DENMARK
Denmark’s water prices have
remained fairly unchanged over
the past year, but Copenhagen

had a considerable increase
of 3.6 per cent compared to an increase in pric-
ing of 1.7 per cent in the previous year’s survey.
Denmark uses a ground water supply retrieved
from non-polluted areas, as per the official pol-
icy regulated by the government in the strongest
of terms. The country has a strong tradition of
environmental awareness and pollution con-
trol, which are given the benefit of high status
on the political agenda.

No change in water pricing in Denmark is
forecasted for the immediate future.  However,
pricing could undergo pressure because of fur-
ther integration of the common market, but any
outside supply would have to conform to severe
Danish standards.

WATER PRICE HIGHLIGHTS
AROUND THE WORLD

✔ Country with highest prices
(Germany)

✔ Country with lowest prices
(US)

✔ Country with lowest price
increases (Denmark)

✔ Country with highest price
increases (Spain)

✔ City with highest price
increases
(Fort Smith, Arkansas,US)

✔ Subsidization for poorer
residents (South Africa)

✔ Supplier mergers
(The Netherlands)

✔ Big upgrading of
infrastructure (US)

✔ Privatization postponed
(Australia)

✔ No recent price changes
(Germany)

✔ No increases expected
(The Netherlands)

✔ Low consumer demand for
alternative suppliers
(UK)

✔ New government laws
(Italy)

✔ No price changes forecast
(Denmark)
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107slow growth. Suez has been active in South
America and in the United States with the
acquisition of United Water in New Jersey,
while Vivendi has concentrated on acqui-
sitions in the United States.

Even if costs for pollution control and
sewage may increase due to the introduc-
tion of stricter regulations, no important
increases in the price of water are expect-
ed in the next few years.

GERMANY
Although there has been no recent
price change, German water costs
are the highest in the world,

caused mainly by rigid guide-
lines and regulations for water treatment and
effluent processing. Recent studies showed that
high water prices have caused a decrease in
water consumption of approximately 19 per
cent from 1990 through 1999. 

Other increases have been caused by the cost
of bringing up-to-standard former East Ger-
many along with the updating and constructing
of water purification plants. Planned deregula-
tion within the common market is the most
uncertain water issue in Germany. Privatization
could cause a price war along with product qual-
ity problems, even though the country could
benefit from lower pricing.

Water will most probably still be classed as a
“food” even after deregulation, and any import-
ed supply will have to meet regional standards,
thus creating high prices compared with the rest
of Europe. The merger of German water suppliers
will have a more immediate impact, possibly caus-
ing a reduction from 7,000 suppliers to approx-
imately 2,000 in the next two years, and a price
reduction if more efficiency is created. 

ITALY
The Ital ian government has
passed Law 152/99, which

completes European Com-
munity Directives 91/271

and 91/676, regarding urban water quality
and the introduction of agricultural nitrates into
the water supply. This means that by 31 Decem-
ber 2001 all water supplies will have to be clas-
sified and certified, and they must reach a

certain standard by 31 December 2008. By
2016 this standard will be expected to be even
higher. Sewage treatment will also be subject
to strict standards.

Application of Law 36/1994, known as the
Galli Law, which concerns the grouping togeth-
er of smaller suppliers, has been postponed
due to difficulties in organizing cooperation
between the large number of publicly owned local
water suppliers. Italian water prices are still low
compared to other countries and this year’s
increase does not reach the country’s infla-
tion rate. Suppliers who had losses in 1999
were allowed to increase their prices last year
by means of a recent directive on water and efflu-
ent charges, with a price cap formula taking into
account inflation and productivity increases.
Maximum price increases are limited to five per
cent, which was estimated to cause net increas-
es of 3.5 per cent in 2000 and are expected to

cause 2.3 per cent in 2001.

THE NETHERLANDS
Prices in the Netherlands have

remained generally stable,
although some areas of the

country, such as Amsterdam, Den Haag and
Groningen, had decreases, while Utrecht, for
example, had an increase of 15.31 per cent. This
seems to demonstrate that suppliers who have
always applied lower tariffs are now increas-
ing prices in line with the rest of the country.

Many water suppliers are merging in con-
sideration of future deregulation, and joining
forces with electricity suppliers such as Water-
leiding, Friesland and Nuon.

Several large companies have built their
own water purification plants because of high
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pollution control taxes, so as not to pay tax on dis-
charged water. Consumers have complained that
large companies use recycled water to lower
their consumption rate, therefore reducing over-
all tax revenues. This means that the government
must increase taxes to compensate any deficits.

In the next few years water prices should not
undergo any increases or short-term decreas-
es, even if deregulation could apply some
pressure on high prices.

SOUTH AFRICA
Draft Regulations were recently

published in South Africa, aimed
at the efficient, affordable and

sustainable water supply to all
residents and businesses. South Africans real-
ize that extreme measures need to be taken to
ensure a future water supply, as the present
resources are reaching their limit, also due to
a very old and badly maintained infrastructure.
In a recent government report, the Minister of
Water Affairs and Forestry declared that loss-
es could be as high as 60 per cent of present fore-
casted revenues.

Subsidization for the poorer residents of the
community, granting the first 25 litres of water
per day free of charge, but applying high rates
above that level, is under way at Durban. This kind
of service is also being investigated in other
areas, while several councils are applying high-
er rates for solids or chemical discharge.

Water prices are expected to rise significant-
ly due to the repair needed to the infrastruc-
ture, which would lead to an increase equal to or
higher than the one described in this survey. 

SPAIN
The Spanish water market is con-
trolled by local governments and

private industries. AGBAR
(Aguas de Barcelona) has

more than 50 per cent of the private market,
while FCC Vivendi and Bouygues share the rest
of the market.  

Barcelona saw the most significant water
increase due to four water taxes, along with a 
30 per cent increase in rates applied by AGBAR.
The elimination of certain taxes, combined with
the increase in water prices, had a net effect of

six per cent increase on overall costs. Madrid, 
supplied by a public company, Canal de Isabel
II, owned by “La Comunidad Autonoma de
Madrid”, experienced a water cost increase of only
1.5 per cent. 

After the recent decreases in electric rates
due to deregulation, the Spanish government
appears rather anxious to deregulate its water sup-
ply, but whether this will bring lower prices to
the marketplace is not certain. 

Spanish water costs are still low compared to
the rest of Europe, although the country has the
largest increase in rates worldwide. Common mar-
ket regulations could cause increases, forecast-
ed a little ahead of the inflation rate.

SWEDEN
The municipalities control Swe-
den’s water and sewage distri-

bution, and therefore they have
no profit. They can, howev-

er, tax water suppliers to fund other govern-
mental programmes.

Goteborg Waterworks and Stockholm City
Water Services were the cause of the increase in
pricing during this year, due to them seeking greater
revenue to finance other activities, as well as infra-
structure investments carried out by the latter com-
pany from 1999 to 2000. With no increases at all,
Malmo Waterworks was the exception to this, as
its current pricing is already above Swedish
average. A great deal of water and sewage
improvements were caused by common mar-
ket standards. Stricter quality and environmen-
tal controls may therefore cause further price
increases, which are expected to be in the range
of two to four per cent annually. 

UNITED KINGDOM
Water prices decreased over almost
all of England and Wales, but
Scotland had an average nation-

wide increase of 2.16 per cent.
Some English cities experienced a ten per cent
decrease in water costs, whereas Manchester
had an increase of almost five per cent. OFWAT’s
November 2000 price review caused price reduc-
tions, while job losses in England and Wales
were caused by regulatory action.

The Competition Act has banned anti-com-
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petitive practices and abuse of suppliers’ mono-
polistic powers. Consumer demand for alterna-
tive suppliers, however, is low, due to the slow
progression of applications, only eight having been
granted by the Regulator. Future development of
common carriage is being considered by suppliers
through OFWAT, giving third parties access to
local distribution networks.

Government pressure to reduce network loss-
es is giving results, and set targets are being
met by the water companies. Different working
practices, sub-contracting and job losses should
increase and possibly influence their ability to meet
leakage targets. The forecast is for more diver-
sification of business interests applied to the
insufficiency of income from the main business
and shareholder satisfaction. OFWAT will be
concentrating on competition development,
while NUS will be monitoring this progress and
the new Regulator’s activities carefully. 

UNITED STATES
A 4.08 per cent water increase
was experienced in 51 cities in
the United States, which were

reviewed last year, with ten of
these having increases of over ten per cent.
Increases across the nation varied from 12.50
per cent at Greensboro, North Carolina, 
to 27.44 per cent seen by Green Bay, 
Wisconsin. Only Portland, Maine, had a
decrease in rates (-2.17 per cent), while 29 cities
had no change at all because the water rates 
had not been reviewed.  Huntington, West
Vi rginia, had the highest water rate at US$1.19
per cubic meter and the lowest was Greenville,
Missouri, at 21 cents per cubic meter. Some 
of these changes could be due to delayed
reviews, whilst others are caused by infra-
structure improvements. The highest increase
of 34.57 per cent was registered in Fort Smith,
Arkansas, partially attributed to “catch-up”
pricing, the upgrading of the sewer system
infrastructure and the expansion of water
shortage reserves.  

Over US$2 billion should be invested by the
Department of Water and Power to improve reli-
ability and safeguard the quality of water, due
to the outdated infrastructure and new Feder-
al water quality guidelines. This means new

treatment plants and more comprehensive
monitoring programmes.

This survey confirms that the United States
water prices are among the lowest in the world.
The forecast is for rising costs, and eventually
equalizing those in Europe, due to government
rules and the ensuring of adequate supplies.
Many areas in the western United States have had
to expand their supply sources, and municipa-
lities are under pressure to increase their charges
and impose penalties upon excessive or waste-
ful consumers of water because of drought con-
ditions during the last several years.

NOTES ON THE SURVEY
The International Water Report and Cost Sur-

vey is carried out annually by National Utility Ser-
vices (NUS) and is based on information collected
from NUS clients around the world, in the most
industrialized countries. There are a few points
to be considered when consulting this survey:

• year-on-year percentage changes were cal-
culated utilizing local currency comparison to
eliminate currency fluctuation distortion;

• where applicable, local currency was con-
verted into the Euro prior to US dollars;

• members of the NUS Group obtained the 
data used in this report directly from water sup-
pliers and other available sources;

• currency exchange rate used to convert local
currencies into US dollars are those pu-
blished for 3 July 2000 in the Wall Street 
Journal. ■

PERCENTAGE WATER PRICE INCREASES 1999/00
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