Press Release/Report: 24 February 2011

Karnataka Urban Minister Suresh Kumar asserts Government opposed to water privatisation

In a meeting organised with the Karnataka Urban Development Minister Mr. Suresh Kumar on 23 February 2011 at the behest of Mr. Kodihalli Chandrashekar of the Karnataka Rajya Raitha Sangha, representatives of various movements, networks and voluntary organisations opposed to water privatisation were present.  A major reason for this meeting was the call made last week by the Peoples Campaign for Right to Water opposing the impending visit of 16 American corporations to Bangalore next week as part of the US Water Trade Mission – organised by the US Consul General in collaboration US Department of Commerce.  Present in the meeting were Shri. P. B. Ramamurthy, Chairman, BWSSB and Mr. Arvind Srivatsava, Managing Director, KUIDFC and other officials.

Welcoming the gathering Mr. Suresh Kumar explained that his position was absolutely opposed to privatisation of water.  This had been his position all through his political career and he explained how he had organised successful protests against proposed privatisation of water services promoted by Biwater and Vivendi in 2001 when he was in the Opposition of the Karnataka Legislature.

On the invitation of the Minister, Mr. Rajendra Prabhakar of the Peoples Campaign for Right to Water explained that while the US Trade Mission was absolutely based on exploiting what was claimed by the US Government as US$ 50 billion water market in India, the core concern has been that the Karnataka Urban Drinking Water and Sanitation Policy, 2003 was fully supportive of such commodification and privatisation of water.  As long as this policy remained, mercenary traders would continue to exploit this lacunae.  Thee Fundamental Right to Life, that contains the Right of Access to a Life Supporting Resource such as water, was therefore under constant threat.  Consequently, there was no way of securing this Fundamental Right as long as this policy remained.  He also highlighted that in consonance with this policy, the Government had already privatised, partially, water services in Mysore, Hubli-Dharwar and other urban centres based on intransparent and coercive tactics of Asian Development Bank, TATA JUSCO, etc.  The methods often used to promote privatisation proclaimed the purpose to be favouring the poor, while the intent was really to commodify water and thus deny poor their Fundamental Right of Access to Water.  This amounted to the Government abandoning its basic obligation of supporting the Right to Life itself.

Mr. Kshitij Urs of Action Aid submitted that pro-privatisation and corporatised NGOs such as Janaagraha had played a significant role in controversially and questionably promoting water privatisation, such as under the Greater Bangalore Water Supply and Sanitation Programme.  This effort, aggressively supported by the unconstitutional and corporatised Government backed Bangalore Agenda Task Force, sought to push Bangalore city as a candidate for water privatisation in the early 2000s.  A massive people's effort and neighbourhood level campaign forestalled these efforts.  He warned that such programmes tend to destroy control over basic resources by democratic organisations; which once in the control of the private sector would have devastating consequences on society, as had been repeatedly proven across the world.  He reminded that a part of the reason for the popular protests in Egypt was that people were frustrated by the high cost of living, that included buying water from mercenary private players.  He expressed deep concern that Senior Bureaucrats of the Government were hand in glove in such a process of privatisation, and often negotiated the deals without meaningfully consulting elected representatives.  Such deliberate lack of democratic participation exposed the vulnerability of elected bodies to investor induced pressures based on corporate-bureaucratic nexus.

Ms. Nandini of the Campaign reiterated that the basic purpose of the US Water Trade Mission was to take advantage of the Karnataka Water Policy and monopolise control over water provisioning in urban areas.  She argued that no discussion whatsoever had taken place in the public domain about the intent and scope of this Trade Mission to Bangalore, whereas the US Commerce Department had prepared ground for this visit rather publicly from May 2010.  Such a level of preparedness on the part of the US corporations backed by their Government was an expression of confidence of their capacity to “capture” the India water market, a concept that promoted water as a product, abhorrent to Indian culture and ethos where water is served free.  She also highlighted that all functions of accessing and provisioning water were the focus of the Trade Mission, including imparting knowledge to Indians on rain water harvesting.  Such indignant attitude on the part of the Trade Mission is reminiscent of  colonial and imperial approaches, she argued.

Mr. Leo Saldanha of Environment Support Group said that the Mission Statement of the US Water Trade Mission categorically stated that the purpose was to bypass Constitutionally elected Municipal bodies in an effort to seize the US$ 50 Billion India water market.  He wondered how any agency of the State could even be remotely participative in this unconstitutional and illegal project?  This when clearly the rulings of various High Courts and the Supreme Court had been to ensure Right to Life was never compromised.  Citing the recent Supreme Court decision in Jagpal Singh vs. State of Punjab, Saldanha said the Court had put beyond any doubt that the Government was the custodian of commons such as water, and could in no way commodify it or privatise the resource.  When such was the case it is distressing that the Karnataka Government was openly welcoming the US Trade Mission whose patent objective appeared to be to ignore Elected Bodies, Elected Representatives, and subvert the Constitutional mandate to protect Right to Water as a part of the Right to Life and Livelihood.

Mr. Suresh Kumar at this point explained that he had no idea about this Water Trade Mission whatsoever.  No one from the US administration had approached him in this regard. It appeared from this statement that he came to know of this Mission only because of the protests; thus exposing the possibility that the State agencies which had been approached by the US administration and not reported the matter to the Minister.  He enquired with a BWSSB official present if any intimation had at all been received.  The official responded that it was only by an email received only some days ago requesting them to throw open their facilities for the visit of the Trade delegation.  Mr. Ramamurthy clarified that no one had come to meet him or enquire in person about the Mission.  He reiterated that the only communication they had received was a mere email from the US Consul General, which was only now shared with the Minister.  

The Minister read out the email to all gathered and it revealed that the US Commerce Department had decided to organise this Trade Mission without any consultation whatsoever with its Indian counterparts.  The Trade delegation had unilaterally decided the dates, locations and the agencies and locations they wished to visit.  The BWSSB was merely informed to be ready to receive the delegation and assist in such visits

Mr. Arvind Srivatsava of KUIDFC spoke next and explained in defence of ongoing privatisation efforts. He said that they had all been secured based on consensus from local Councils.  He claimed that he had personally participated in many of the meetings, and made presentations providing all choices to the Councils.  In Mangalore, for instance, he offered three options to the Council: a) manage water provisioning on their own, b) manage it through a parastatal Board and c) to privatise the water distribution.  The Mangalore Council preferred the privatisation route, he said, claiming this as evidence of acceptance of water privatisation as a democratic choice.  He also defended the privatisation of water services in Mysore as being a part of the democratic process based on consultations.  He also suggested that the public sector workers of Vanivilas Water Works in Mysore were accommodated by JUSCO (the water privatisation arm of TATAs managing the distribution network) based on a condition imposed by the Government.  In effect justifying his point that the Government was not abandoning its obligation of providing water for all, especially the poor.

In a debate that followed, Mr. Saldanha highlighted that were the workers not to protest against their transfer or retrenchment at the Vanivilas Water works, the Government's intent appeared to be to disband this loyal expertise in favour of the private sector.  Thus the claim that the Government intended to protect public sector workers was specious; clearly the workers remained because they fought for their rights.  

Kshitij Urs highlighted that the JUSCO case proved yet again that such privatisation efforts offer on a platter long held Government assets to the private sector to profiteer.  He contested Mr. Srivatsava's example of the perceived efficiency of fruits of privatisation in the telecom sector, by stating that Water is Fundamental Right and not a tradable commodity open to the volatality of the market.  He also highlighted how privatisation of public water works extended such assets to the private companies, and as in the case of the JUSCO arrangement in Mysore the Government was paying JUSCO Rs. 198 crores to maintain the supply.  What was the necessity and sense in such a transaction, when the well maintained Vani Vilas works with a tradition of over 119 years was doing the job effectively and without any drain on the exchequer?  He also explained how the JUSCO contract was entered into by then Mysore Commissioner Manivannan in 2007, by waiting out the term of the Mysore Council, and rushing into the deal after the Council had dissolved, and discarding recorded protests from Chief Engineer of Vanivilas works that they were fully capable of continuing to run the facility without any need for privatisation.

Mr. Kodihalli Chandrashekar stated that the Raitha Sangha was clearly opposed to privatising water anywhere.  He explained to Mr. Srivatsava that when senior and articulate officers like him went to Councils in backward areas, with laptops and power point presentations, etc., the naïve councillors were so weakly informed and equipped to formulate such complex decisions or wise choices, that they would routinely surrender to the urbane communication and perceptions of officers.  Where are the deliberate efforts of the Government to communicate to the wide public and elected representatives all the implications of such privatisation efforts in threadbare detail, he enquired? He pointed out that even Minister Suresh Kumar is not aware of the details of the US Water Trade Mission and also the Water Policy; by itself a shocking indicator of how little such critical matters are discussed at the highest levels.  If this is the case here, then what chances exist for councillors in backward urban areas to be aware of the problems involved.  He demanded that the entire State Water Policy must be reviewed in detail and publicly, involving elected representatives and experts, and that pending this exercise there was no need whatsoever to rush into any deals.

Mr. Suresh Kumar speaking for the Government reassured the delegation that the Government was completely opposed to commodification and privatisation of water.  He said that in principle he was one with the Protests against any such move, and that no one needs to doubt his integrity on this commitment.

When urged that he should not allow the Government to support the Trade Mission, given its unconstitutional and covert objectives, he said he would consult his officials as he had not been at all informed or approached by the US Consul General.  He, however, confirmed that once the Budget Session of the Karnataka Legislature was complete, he would organise public debates on the State Water Policy with the intent of withdrawing the pro-privatisation of water contained presently.  He reasserted that this Government will never privatise water.
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