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Experts question viability of pvt playersin

water sector

Shalini Nair

Mumbai: TheBMCsmoveto hand over
the maintenance of water distribution
worksto private playershasraised ques-
tions about the viability of changing the
current framework. Given the logistics
involved in maintaining a 4,500-km
P#)d ine network, experts are sounding
anote of caution.
T The BMC standing committee on
ueday passed acontract to nt pri-
vate contractorswhowould k?gPr?‘cha‘r) e
of executing various worksto curb the
lossof water duetotheft or leskage. Ac-
cordingtocivic officds, of the mil-
lion litres of water supplied to the ci
daily, about 2% to 25 1slost. TheBM
hasnow sanctioned Rs 20 crorefor ape-
riod of three years for each of the six
zonesthat will be mede availablefor cor-
tract work.

LOGISTICALLY
IMPOSSBLE?

According to hydraulic engineer M
M Kamble, thisarrangement Isakin to
the current practice in handling work
related to roads or buildings. "With the
quantum of work increasing, these.cor-
tractorswill helptheBMC intaking care
of maintenancelikereplacing old water
mains, attending to leakages or other
emergency work," he added. )

Experts, however, think otherwise.
"This could be an incremental strategy
used in the face of public pressure in
Delhi and more recently in Mumbai
againgt privatisation in the water sec-
tor. Thepenaty and performance clause,
escalation costs and dligibility of bid-
ders are aspects that need to be closaly
scanned,” said Dr Trilochan Sediry, Pro-
fessor, Indian Ingtitute of Management
a Bangdore. )

Sastry was involved in the crusade
against attempts by the World Bank in
getting the Delhi government to priva
tise its water supply. The move was
thwarted when it was revedled (through
documents procured under RTI) that tar-
iff rateswould spiral 10 times and that
al theterms and conditions were heav-

ily intheprivate firm'sinterest.
Activisssay theBMCspolicy of giv-

ing private parties afoothold lead
toasmilar Stuaion. Thecivichydraulic
department as of today has vacan-

cies, including engineersand | abourers,
with no new recruitmentsinthelast 15
ears. "The BMC has by design not d-
owed the development of this crucial
department interms of human and oth-
e resources. We at least hope that the
BMC haseffective checksto ensurethat
MNCsdo not mekeabackdoor entry with
Indian contractors as afront,” said RTI
activist Kewa Semlani. The reason for
such fearsisthat in some countriesthe
entry of MNCs in the water sector had
ledto spiralling of tariffs (seebox).
The appointment of zone-wise pri-
vate contractors is gart of BMCss at-
temptsto providea AXT water sup-
pl%to_ Mumbaikars based on areport
submitted by World Bank consultants
Cadtalia. Contractswould also beissued
for workslikeingtalling flow meters, in-
troducing pressurezoning, improved me-
tered connections and customer rela-
tions management.

BMC will deliver the bill

The contract model for water distribution
will still ensure that billings remain with the
civic body. The consultant report also
specifies that there would be no increase in
tariffs. However, experiences elsewhere
have been different:

« In Manila, water prices went up by 700%
within three years of privatisation. The
private companies had promised no
increase in tariff for the first 10 years.

< In Bolivia, it increased by 200% within a
few weeks while in Nespurit in South
Africa, water rates tripled
post-privatisation.

* In Puerto Rico, the private firm
maximised its revenues by diverting
water from residential areas to hotels
and amusement parks resulting in
social unrest.

"Thisisfor thefirst timethat aWorld
Bank consultant has suggested a mullti-
ple contracting system. Even if the cur-
rent contract s for three years, a con-
tractor who is investing in specialised
equipment would want the period ex-
tended to derive profits," said Afsar Jafri
from the organisation Mumbai Paani.
Jafri pointed out that the BMCs own lesk
detection department was showcased by
the World Bank for its excellent per-
formanceinthepast. But for thelast five
years, the department has been defunct
with no proper labour or equipment.

Another that has raised eye-
browsin civic circles is the fact that Tor
years, the BMC has been ignoring re-
questsfromitssenior hydraulicengineers
to givethem power to sanction morefunds
for emergency works instead of waiting
for proposalsto go through the bureau-.
cratic process. "ltwasonly whenthecorn-
tracting systemwaspassed that the BMC
increased the sanctioning power of sen+
ior engineers. Thisisaploy to provethe
point that the contracting sysemismore
efficient,” said civic sources.
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