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Intro  

The following pledge is offered as a tool for a common call to protect water as 

something we all share. Increasingly we are realizing that economic globalization is 

at its heart a threat to the global commons, those things that we all depend on and 

share together: water, air, our own genetic code.  

It is a solemn, undeniable commitment to recognize water as one of those common 

elements that are too precious to turn over to private greed and the faceless global 

marketplace. Going forward to Rio + 10 we must unite to enforce one simple 

demand that at its core protects the earth's common heritage. This demand is 

present in many of the Declarations that have appeared around the world. Some of 

them have been included in these materials in the Tools section.  

This Pledge is a commitment for ourselves, our communities, and our 

representatives to pursue new and better solutions than those that threaten the 

earth and our fundamental human rights. The following treaty initiative was 

unanimously adopted by the conference participants on July 8, 2001.  

THE TREATY INITIATIVE TO SHARE AND PROTECT THE GLOBAL ATER 

COMMONS  

We proclaim these truths to be universal and indivisible:  

That the intrinsic value of the Earth's fresh water precedes its utility and commercial 

value, and therefore must be respected and safeguarded by all political, commercial 

and social institutions,  

That the Earth's fresh water belongs to the earth and all species and therefore, must 

not be treated as a private commodity to be bought, sold and traded for profit,  

That the global fresh water supply is a shared legacy, a public trust and a 

fundamental human right and, therefore, a collective responsibility, And, Whereas, 

the world's finite supply of available fresh water is being polluted, diverted and 

depleted so fast that millions of people and species are now deprived of water for life 



and, Whereas governments around the world have failed to protect their precious 

fresh water legacies,  

Therefore, the nations of the world declare the Earth's fresh water supply to be a 

global commons, to be protected and nurtured by all peoples, communities and 

governments of all levels and further declare that fresh water will not be allowed to 

be privatized, commodified, traded or exported for commercial purpose and must 

immediately be exempted from all existing and future international and bilateral 

trade and investment agreements.  

The parties to this treaty - to include signatory nation states and Indigenous Peoples 

- further agree to administer the Earth's fresh water supply as a trust. The 

signatories acknowledge the sovereign right and responsibility of every nation and 

homeland to oversee the fresh water resources within their borders and determine 

how they are managed and shared. Governments all over the world must take 

immediate action to declare that the waters in their territories are a public good and 

enact strong regulatory structures to protect them. However, because the world's 

fresh water supply is a global commons, it cannot be sold by any institution, 

government, individual or corporation for profit.  

Alternatives to Privatisation: The Power of Participation 

 

While many of the world's public-owned water utilities operate effectively, others 

have become bureaucratic and out touch with the populations which they are 

supposed to serve. Neo-liberal elites use this as an argument for privatisation and 

other forms of corporate-controlled water management, while ignoring that there are 

dynamic, alternative models of publicly-owned water supply. Participatory and co-

operative models deliver impressive results by ensuring that water utilities are 

accountable and responsive to the needs of the population.  

 

Porto Alegre: Participatory Water Management  

The most well-known example of participatory water management is probably the 

Departamento Municipal do Agua e Esgoto (DMAE), the water company of Porto 

Alegre which is the capital of the Rio Grande do Sul province in Southern Brazil. 

Water has been under public control in Porto Alegre since the Workers Party gained 

power in the city 15 years ago (Partido dos Trabalhadores, PT). DMAE is publicly 



owned, but financially independent from the state and fully self-financed through the 

water bills paid by the 1.4 million inhabitants.[1] It is a not-for-profit company that 

re-invests profits into improving the water supply.  

DMAE allows a far-reaching level of public participation and democratic control over 

its operations and investments. Not only does a council of local civil society 

representatives control the daily work of the company, DMAE's operations and 

investment decisions are subject to a participatory budget process. Like many other 

areas of public life in Porto Alegre and other parts of the Rio Grande do Sul, 

community members directly decide the budget priorities of their water company. 

Through a process of public meetings, every citizen can have a say in which new 

investments should be made first.[2]  

This participatory model is one of the reasons that poor communities in Porto Alegre 

have gained access to clean water: their needs are prioritised because they 

participate directly in deciding about new projects. Some 99.5% of the residents of 

Porto Alegre have access to clean water, far more than anywhere else in Brazil. 

There are many other advantages to this system, such as awareness-raising from 

being involved in decision-making, and a collective sense of ownership which allows 

the possibility for occasional price increases structural changes which may be 

necessary for new projects. DMAE's water price is one of the lowest in Brazil, but at 

the same time environmental information campaigns and the progressive price 

structure has made overall consumption go down. Water use above a basic level - 

such as for swimming pools - is relatively expensive.  

Other Brazilian Examples  

A comparable participatory model is in place in the rest of Rio Grande do Sul, where 

Companhia Riograndese do Saneamento (CORSAN) supplies around 6.5 million 

people.[3] After the Worker's Party won the state elections in 1998, CORSAN was re-

organised to give participatory budget assemblies a strong role in the company. 

Partly due to the involvement of around 80 'committees of users citizens', CORSAN is 

now considered one of the top-five most effective water companies in Brazil with an 

excellent record in expanding access to water.[4] The future of CORSAN however 

currently looks uncertain after the state election in October 2002, where the PT was 

defeated by the centrist PMDB.[5]  



Participatory water management in Brazil is by no means limited to the state of Rio 

Grande do Sul. Take for instance the northern city of Recife, where the community 

successfully campaigned against privatisation of the State Water Company, which 

was a very badly functioning public-owned company.[6] Following an extensive 

process of popular consultations, the Recife Municipal Council of Water and 

Sanitation was set up to improve water delivery. The results of the restructured 

company have improved dramatically over the course of only a few years, no doubt 

due to the active involvement of community representatives and NGOs.[7]  

Santa Cruz: Consumers Co-operative  

Consumer co-operatives have proved an excellent way to deliver clean water in 

many smaller communities around the world, both in rural communities and in urban 

slum areas where the state fails to supply basic services.[8] The experience in the 

Bolivian city of Santa Cruz proves that co-operative models can also be very 

successful in major urban centres. The city's water utility has been run by a 

consumer co-operative since 1979 and is regarded as one of the best-managed 

water utilities in Latin America. All customers are members of the Cooperativa de 

Servicios Publicos Santa Cruz Ltda (SAGUAPAC) and have the right to vote in the co-

operative's General Delegate Assembly. The assembly elects part of the utility's 

administrative board and the supervisory board. SAGUAPAC is financially 

independent and ensures that all costs are recovered from the water users (full-cost 

recovery). As part of its socially responsible approach the co-operative charges a 

lower price for the first 15 cubic meters of water consumed per household each 

month and customers failing to pay are not disconnected.[9]  

After studying the Santa Cruz experience, even the World Bank has admitted "that 

cooperative solutions can be superior to either public or private approaches to utility 

management."[10] The Bank's Operations Evaluation Department compared the 

three major Bolivian cities La Paz, Cochabamba and Santa Cruz, and concluded that 

the Santa Cruz model has delivered the best results. Among the co-operative's 

achievements is an increase in household connections from 70 to 94% between 1988 

and 1999. The study praises Santa Cruz for its "efficient and transparent 

administration that appears to have virtually eliminated corruption." The Operations 

Evaluation Department also concludes that "the Bolivia experience confirms that 

privatisation is not a panacea," thereby contradicting the pro-privatisation orthodoxy 

within the Bank.  



Dhaka: Trade Union Co-operative  

A different co-operative model has proven successful in Dhaka, the capital of 

Bangladesh with over 10 million inhabitants. In 1997 the proposed privatisation of 

the water supply in a part of Dhaka (imposed by the World Bank) was met with 

strong trade union opposition. In response, the Dhaka Water Supply and Sewerage 

Authority (DWASA) decided to contract out one zone to the DWASA Employees 

Union, while another zone was given to a private water company, also on a trial 

basis of one year. After this first year's experiment, the union co-operative's results 

were so much better that DWASA handed over the private sector's contract to the 

union. The union co-operative's achievements included a considerable expansion of 

the number of people with access to running water as well as a sizable reduction in 

water losses.  

 

Cochabamba: Resistance and Obstacles  

These examples show that participatory and co-operative models are promising 

alternatives to both privatisation and bureaucratic state-run water supply. As 

'participation' is a much-abused concept, popular also within the World Bank which 

routinely uses it to bypass local opposition to its projects, it should be stressed that 

true participation involves far-reaching democratisation of decision-making.[11] 

Genuine participation clearly can boost the responsiveness of the water utility and 

achieve remarkable results in terms of efficiency, sustainability and social justice. For 

communities wanting to pursue alternative models, there are however often many 

obstacles ahead. In the spring of 2000, the population of Cochabamba, Bolivia, 

mobilised against the disastrous water management of the Bechtel corporation which 

had raised prices dramatically after privatisation. After forcing out the US company, 

community groups organised in La Coordinadora del Agua are now exploring how to 

build a fairer and more democratic system of water supply. La Coordinadora has 

rewritten the statutes of the local water company SEMAPA to include direct popular 

participation in the Board of Directors. In May 2002 three out seven members were 

elected by the inhabitants of the southern, central and northern areas of the 

city.[12]  

 

Meanwhile, the serious debt inherited from the previous owners makes the SEMAPA 

dependent on international financial institutions such as the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IADB). Like the World Bank, the IADB is pro-privatisation and 



instinctively hostile to the kind of changes envisaged by La Coordinadora. Also the 

local and national economic elite are throwing up many obstacles along the way. La 

Coordinadora has the support of a large majority of the population in Cochabamba, 

but fears that many will lose their patience if improvements in access to drinking 

water are not achieved in the short-term.  

From Neo-liberalism to Water Justice  

Communities pursuing their own democratic and people-centred models of water 

supply should obviously be supported and nurtured. To really allow these crucial 

experiments to flourish around the world, not only the policies of international 

financial institutions must change. Nothing less than a fundamental policy shift will 

do, beginning with debt cancellation to end the disastrous outflow of scarce financial 

means from the South. The debt crisis is arguably the single biggest obstacle to 

providing clean water to the world's poorest, but the global trading system is another 

major cause of the impoverishment of Southern countries and communities. As long 

as Northern governments refuse to discuss bold moves towards a fairer global 

economic system, their self-proclaimed commitment to improving access to clean 

water for the world's poorest remains hollow and hypocritical.  
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