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In the present world, water has become a highly contested resource. India, like many 

other countries, is facing a water crisis most evident in many of its cities. Although 

there has been some discussion regarding alternatives and water-saving technologies 

in the wider framework of urban water management, the main focus of recent debates 

has centred on ownership and distribution of water. Accordingly, transfer of 

ownership of water resources from the public to the private sector companies has been 

perceived as a panacea to solve water crisis. Water privatisation, as an important 

component of urban water management, has been introduced in India as a part of 

United Nation’s Million Development Goal that has aimed twenty-four hours of water 

supply by the year 2015. Transfer of water from public to private hands has been 

systematically facilitated by the new National Water Policy, 2002. Mumbai, the 

commercial capital of India and the ‘globalising’ city, has been selected as a pilot area 

to conduct the experiment of water privatisation. The present paper attempts to 

examine the water privatisation scheme being introduced in Mumbai. At the same 

time, it attempts to explore the possible impact of water privatisation on the urban 

poor in the city.       
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_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

1. INTRODUCTION:  

 

In the present world, water has become a highly contested resource. Whether it 

would lead to world wars is a remote question, but it is true that, at present, people are 

fighting the war against inaccessibility of water on a daily basis. Although the basic 

cause of this crisis lies in the shrinking water resources due to global climatic 

changes, it is now well realised that the gross mismanagement of water is equally 

responsible. India, like many other third world countries, is facing a looming water 

crisis most evident in many of its cities. The issue that cities, in particular, face is not 

just adequate supplies of water but how to allocate the water while ensuring equity 

and quality. Inequities are so severe in Indian cities that the poor often quench their 

requirements with average of 16 litres/person/day, while the well to do receives more 

than 300 litres (Jayaraman, 2003). Further, researches (Naik, 1997; Bavadam, 2004; 

Kumar and Shah, 2004) have shown that the quality of urban water is getting worst, 

mainly due to poor sanitation, corroded water pipelines and contaminated 

groundwater, as also evident in the occurrence of the epidemics in the cities like 

Delhi, Ahmedabad, Kanpur, Mumbai etc. In such a situation, the condition of the 

Abstract 
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urban poor, residing in the slums and chawls, is found to be dismal, characterised by 

very poor sanitary conditions and lack of access to water.  

In India, the public sector has failed to address ever-increasing demand of 

water, due to which the urban poor continued to face the brunt of the crisis. This 

failure and subsequent frustration among the masses actually ‘supported’ the 

privatisation process that dominated the New Economic Policy of the 1990s. Taking 

inkling from this, the proponents of privatisation, i.e. the global institutions like 

World Bank, UNDP (1999), WHO/UNICEF (2002), etc. through various reports 

(Black, 1994; GOI, 1999) systematically devalorised the  public sector and also 

brought  up  the  need  for ‘public-private participation’ (PPP) and  ‘private sector 

participation’ (PSP). In the process, the private sector emerged as highly efficient, 

sophisticated and the sole means of resolving the water crisis of the developing 

countries. As such India was bound to implement water privatisation project being the 

signatory member of World Trade Organisation (WTO) that included water supply as 

a ‘tradable service’ (Singh, 2004). Accordingly, essential changes were made in the 

National Water Policy of 1987 (GOI, 1987) and these changes further got 

consolidated in the Policy of 2002 (GOI, 2002). The National Water Policy of 2002 

proclaims that ‘private sector participation should be encouraged in planning, 

development and management of water resources projects for diverse uses, wherever 

feasible. Private sector participation may help in introducing innovative ideas, 

generating financial resources and introducing corporate management and improving 

service efficiency and accountability to users. Depending upon the specific situations, 

various combinations of private sector participation, in building, owning, operating, 

leasing and transferring of water resources facilities, may be considered.’ Above-

mentioned reports and policy changes systematically provided a strong theoretical 

framework for privatisation and it became one of the strategies in the water 

management programmes. Accordingly, transfer of ownership of water resources 

from the Government (i.e. the public ownership) to the private companies has been 

perceived as a panacea to solve water crisis. Privatisation of water supply takes 

various forms such as service contracts, lease/management contracts, BOOT (build, 

own, operate, transfer) contracts, concessions and divestures. 

It should be noted that water as a private commodity has been in existence in 

India since long time (Dharmadhikari, 2002). Ground water withdrawal, for instance, 

is practically private property in many Indian cities and rural areas as well. Water 

tankers and the subsequent rise of the tanker mafias in the cities like Mumbai is an 

improved version of privatisation. Water illegally tapped by slumlords is also a 

private commodity for slum dwellers. The entry of bottled drinking water in India, 

since last 15 years, is an important aspect of commodification and privatisation of 

water. It is observed that citizens assume the quality of municipal water to be bad, and 

opt for bottled water (especially when out of the home-city). The new development, 

since the adoption of LPG (liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation) policies, is 

the entry of corporations, mostly multinational corporations (MNCs), as private 

owners and distributors. The scale of operations has also undergone a sea change. 

Thus, MNCs are in a position to establish control over large section of the water 

sector. In conjunction with Dharmadhikari (2002), it can be argued that what is 

happening today should be appropriately termed as ‘corporatisation of water’.           

Water privatisation, in modern sense, began in India since 1990s. 

Dharmadhikari (2002) and Singh (2004) have discussed this process in detail 

alongwith the projects in the cities like Pune, Sangli-Miraj (Maharashtra); Rajkot, 

Ahmedabad (Gujarat); Indore, Dewas, Maksi (Madhya Pradesh); Chennai, Tirapur 
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(Tamil Nadu); Hyderabad, Vishakhapatnam (Andhra Pradesh); Bangalore 

(Karnataka); Boria, Durg (Chhattisgarh); Haldia (West Bengal); Jamshedpur 

(Jharkhand); Noida (Uttar Pradesh) and Delhi. Although, the water privatisation 

process in the Indian cities is yet to be completed, similar experiences of the cities in 

more than 100 nations (like Mexico, Abidjan, Buenos Aires, Cochabamba, etc.), 

where water privatisation is already on since 1990, help not only to understand the 

real nature of such projects but also to envisage the extent and magnitude of post-

privatisation impacts. Singh (2004) has argued that these impacts are practically 

uniform in all of these nations and there exists no rationale to believe that these 

impacts will be different in case of Indian cities. It shows that there is a striking 

similarity between the nature of contracts signed for the Indian cities and other cities 

of the world. Mumbai, the commercial capital of India, is about to join the above-

mentioned list of cities. The issue was discussed for the first time in 2001 during a 

workshop where it was proposed to privatise water on an experimental basis in one of 

the wards in Mumbai (Majumdar, 2001). This experiment has already begun.  

 

2. DATA SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY 

 

On the above-mentioned backdrop, the present paper attempts to examine the 

water privatisation scheme being introduced in Mumbai and explores the possible 

impact of water privatisation on the urban poor in the city. For this purpose, the 

secondary data has been collected from the Municipal Corporation of Greater 

Mumbai (MCGM), especially, the policy related papers. At the same time, the works 

done on the feasibility of water privatisation projects in the world as well as in India 

were referred to by conducting extensive library referencing. The primary data 

collection was an important part of this paper. Questionnaire survey of slum dwellers 

(mostly women) from different slum areas in K-east ward (such as Dr. Ambedkar 

Nagar, Ambewadi, Sanjay Nagar, Subhash Nagar, etc.) was undertaken. This 

particular ward was chosen as the MCGM is implementing its pilot water privatisation 

project in this ward. On the basis of the analysis of the secondary and primary data, 

the impact of water privatisation on the urban poor of Mumbai has been analysed with 

a more qualitative methodology.  

 

3. FINDINGS: 

 

3.1. Mumbai’s Water Supply: Mumbai, located on the western coast of India, is a 

financial hub of India. At present, it is one of the ten largest mega-cities of the world 

(GOI, 2005). Its commercial cum administrative dominance is also reflected in the 

high rate of its population growth. Following table (Table 1) provides basic 

demographic data of Mumbai city.   

 

Table 1 : Growth of Population in Greater Mumbai (1951-2001) 

 

Census  

Year 

Population (In Lacs) 

City Western 

Suburbs 

Eastern 

Suburbs 

Total 

1951 25.72 3.05 2.05 30.82 

1961 27.72 8.78 5.03 41.53 

1971 30.72 17.05 10.95 58.70 
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1981 32.85 28.58 20.99 82.42 

1991 31.55 39.41 28.01 98.97 

2001 33.22 50.91 34.89 119.00 

                                    

                                  Source: MCGM (1994, 2003) 

 

The above table shows consistent increase in population since 1951. It also 

can be observed that Mumbai has experienced more growth in its suburban section 

than the city. The population of the western suburbs, especially, has increased from 

nearly 3 lacs in 1951 to 51 lacs in 2001. According to 2001 census, Mumbai’s 

population is 11,914,398. Nearly 50% of its total population lives in slums. It has an 

area of 4537 sq. km. with an average density of 36,600 persons/sq. km. This table 

primarily show growing stress on Mumbai’s water resources that necessitated 

continuous augmentation of water supply.  Before 1818, water supply to Mumbai was 

mainly catered by nearly 136 public and private wells and tanks (Bhangar, 2004). 

Later, the British introduced various water supply schemes that tapped nearby lakes, 

such as Vihar, Tulsi and Powai. When these sources proved to be inadequate, the 

source of river Tansa, located at a distance of 110 kms, was utilised. In the post-

independence period, distant sources like the Vaitarna, Ulhas and Bhatsa were tapped 

(Bhangar, 2004). Following table (Table 2) provide details about Mumbai’s water 

sources, current water supply and existing treatment plants.  

 

Table 2 : Sources of Mumbai Water Supply 

 

Source lake Ownership Distance 

from the 

city 

(kms.) 

Operational 

since 

Current 

water supply 

to Mumbai 

(MLD) 

Treatment 

Plant 

Vihar MCGM 28 1860 70 Vihar 

Tulsi MCGM 32 1879 18 Tulsi 

Tansa MCGM 100 1892 410 Bhandup 

Complex 

Vaitarna MCGM 110 1891 490 Bhandup 

Complex 

Upper 

Vaitarna 

GOM 160 1948 560 Bhandup 

Complex 

Bhatsa - I GOM 60 1981-1993 455 Bhandup 

Complex 

Bhatsa - II GOM 60 1981-1993 455 Panjrapur 

Bhatsa - III GOM 60 1981-1993 455 Panjrapur 

       

      Source: (MCGM, 2003; Bhangar, 2004) 

 

It is found, however, that all the above efforts are still inadequate considering 

the population projections. The water demand is expected to increase upto 4600 

million litres per day (MLD) in 2011 and 5100 MLD in 2021 (MCGM, 2003). 

Accordingly, Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai (MCGM) has planned 

Mumbai’s water sources as given in table 3: 
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Table 3 : Future Sources of Mumbai’s Water Supply 

 

Sources Yield in MLD Ownership Year of Completion 

Bhatsa III A 350 GOM Last Stage 

Middle Vaitarna 477 MCGM 2015 

Gargai 455 GOM Preliminary Stage 

Pinjal 865 GOM -do- 

TOTAL 2147 - - 

                  

                 Source: MCGM (2003) 

 

Mumbai’s water requirement is around 3900 MLD and at present the 

domestic, commercial and industrial supply is around 2910 MLD (MCGM, 2003). 

Seven water zones, viz. Colaba, Worli, Bandra, Versova, Malad, Ghatkopar and 

Bhandup, control the water distribution. The water pressure in the distribution system 

is in the range of 1 to 1.5 kg/cm
2
 during water supply hours. The actual amount of 

water supplied is based on class, i.e., slum dwellers receive 45 litres per capita per day 

(lpcd), chawl dwellers receive 90 lpcd and the high-rise buildings get 135 lpcd. The 

variations in the population density of slums, chawls and high-rise buildings have 

been grossly neglected. The total number of water connections is around 3,00,000. 

Slum dwellers with tap in general washing places or inside rooms are charged Rs. 

2.25/1000 litres, while residential premises, co-op housing societies, bungalows and 

row houses are charged Rs. 3.50/1000 litres. Commercial/industrial establishments are 

charged Rs. 10-38/1000 litres. Nearly, 27% connections are unmetered. In such cases, 

water taxes are collected according to the rateable value of the premises, i.e., 65% of 

the rateable value for residential premises and 130% for non-residential premises. In 

addition, people pay water benefit tax at the rate of 12.5% and 25% for residential and 

non-residential premises respectively (MCGM, 2003).  

Around half the population of Mumbai, nearly 5 to 6 million live in slums 

with hard living conditions. The last assessment of slum population provided by the 

Deputy City Engineer (Slum Improvement) dates back to a survey conducted in 1991. 

The estimates show that 5.5 to 6 million people live in slums and 1.5 million people 

are pavement dwellers (Ruet, et al, 2002). According to this survey, 4.4 million 

people live in slums in 900,000 hutments spread over 1,686 slum pockets on a land 

area of 12.52 sq. km. However, latest data published by the Census of India 

(provisional data) confirm this figure as they estimate the population in slums at 5.8 

million that is 49% of the total population (Ruet, et al, 2002). Services are provided 

for recognised slums, otherwise there is no obligation to deliver either water or 

sanitation. Public standposts are provided in slum settlements prior to 1995. The 

government of Maharashtra passed a resolution mentioning that pre-1995 slums are 

authorised but needs relocation. Such slums are eligible to receive water connections. 

 

3.2. Nature of Water Privatisation Project in Mumbai: As mentioned earlier, the 

project of water privatisation in Mumbai was under consideration since 2001. 

However, it did not materialised due to some disagreements between the World Bank 

and the MCGM and the project got delayed. This delay, Ruet and others (2001) argue, 

is a typical example of the hurdles to introduce the private sector. Firstly, there is no 
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plausible and consistent political commitment at a high level to ensure the success of 

such projects and there is a strong opposition from labour unions. Secondly, there is 

confusion about the objectives of the private sector that has not, yet proven that it can 

reduce costs through efficiency savings and thirdly, the need to restructure tariffs that 

are considerably low (Ruet, et al, 2002). But, in the end of 2004, the project has been 

approved by the central government as a part of the United Nations’ ‘Millennium 

Development Goals’ that aims at round the clock water supply in all metro cities by 

2015 (Lewis, 2004). The funds are being provided by ‘Public-Private Infrastructure 

Advisory Facility’, a group directed by international financial institutions, especially 

the World Bank, and other multilateral development agencies. World Bank is 

expected to provide a fund of Rs. 3.2 crore for a consultancy on whether such scheme 

is viable in Mumbai and the expected nature of actual works to be conducted in the 

project. The expected cost of this project is around Rs. 5.5 crores (Lewis, 2004). In 

this project, an international operator, i.e. MNC, should be selected to replace and 

maintain meters, collect revenues, reduce leakages and provide 24 hours of water 

supply. At present, the project is at the stage of study and consultancy.  

It is decided to implement the water privatisation project on an experimental 

basis in the K-east ward. On the basis of its results, project will be implemented all 

over Mumbai and later in other metros of the country. K-east ward is spread on the 

area of 24.78 sq. kms. It is the most populous ward in Mumbai with a population of 

8,06,360 as per 2001 census (MCGM, 2003). It comprises of sections 49, 55 and 56, 

that includes eastern half of Jogeshwari, Andheri and Vile Parle as well as some parts 

of Kurla west (Fig. 1). It largely consists of industrial and corporate areas. Most 

significantly, this ward generates maximum water revenue in the city; the revenue 

earned for 2003-04 is Rs. 52 crore (Lewis, 2004). Thus, it is crystal clear that 

commercial viability is the only criteria for the selection of K-east ward (Lewis, 

2004). The ward manages around 19,000 water connections and receives water for 

about 3 to 5 hours a day. The proposal is to provide 200 litres of water per capita per 

day.  

 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION:  

 

4.1. Exposing the ‘Real’ Agenda: Analysis of the available information about the 

water privatisation being introduced in Mumbai reveals some startling facts that 

actually expose the fallacy of the claims made by the pro-privatisation agencies. 

Significant findings have been listed below: 

 

4.1.1. It is imperative to understand the nature of privatisation scheme being 

introduced in Mumbai. For this purpose, it is necessary to recall the experience of 

water privatisation in Cochabamba, a city in Bolivia, in brief. In 1999, the entire water 

supply system of the Cochabamba city was handed over to an association of 

companies called Aguas Del Tunari (directed by the American corporation Bechtel) 

that invested its capital in the project. But the people faced horrible consequences 

(tremendous price hike, disconnections, bad quality, etc.) and finally raised a strong 

agitation. The companies had to leave the city and subsequently bear the financial 

loss. Taking lessons from Cochabamba, the World Bank and MNCs in the water 

sector has now opted for less risky option of management contracts, as recently 

experienced in Delhi (Bhaduri and Kejriwal, 2005).  In these contracts, the entire 

investment, expenditure and overall risk are borne by the government, while the 

company do not invest a single penny. Instead, the private company provide ‘super 
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managers’, with complete control over the management, finances and assets of the 

utility and get a fat fee (Bhaduri and Kejriwal, 2005). Further, the government spends 

most of its loan amount in paying the salaries of the company managers. The way 

water privatisation is being introduced in Mumbai finds parallel to that of Delhi. In 

Delhi, the World Bank interfered in the process of finalising the consultancy firm and 

chosen its favoured company. The World Bank defended its move by stating that they 

have full authority to choose consultants and shape the project because the initial 

consultancy amount was given by the Bank (Bhaduri and Kejriwal, 2005). In a similar 

move, the World Bank has paid consultancy amount of Rs. 3.2 crores to study and 

prepare final proposal of water privatisation scheme in Mumbai. It is interesting that 

the MCGM, which spends such a huge amount annually for various routine activities 

and collects Rs. 52 crore as revenue from a single ward, accepted a paltry loan of Rs. 

3.2 crores for consultancy and Rs. 5.5 crores for total expenses. 

 

4.1.2. The selection of K-east ward among others is a calculated move of the World 

Bank. A care has been systematically taken to minimise the risks by selecting the 

most favourable/profitable ward. It will help the private agency to maintain its 

‘efficient’ status. Firstly, K-east ward has the highest population among all the wards 

of Mumbai. So the market for their water is already ample. Secondly, the 

demographic structure of this ward shows a mix of all socio-economic classes. A 

considerable number of elite class residents co-existing with the major industrial areas 

like SEEPZ and domestic and international airports also provide a ‘rich’ market; so 

even if the slum dwellers in the ward fail to pay water tariff, the private agency can 

maintain its finances very well. Thirdly, K-east ward contributes about Rs. 52 crores 

of revenue to MCGM (Lewis, 2004), so it’s already profit-making enterprise (no need 

of any special efforts by the private agency!). It suggests that the wards that generate 

more revenue fits well in the privatisation framework and so are entitled for round-

the-clock water supply. So such kind of a project is unsuitable for Dharavi. It should 

be noted that the K-East ward contains maximum slum population; their status in this 

privatised superstructure is kept under the carpet (Karmarkar, 2005). MCGM’s 

‘constructed’ passive approach in augmenting the water system in high revenue 

earning K-east ward makes the entry of private agency smooth. Fourthly, the 

secondary data on environmental status of MCGM (2003) shows that water supplied 

to K-east ward is relatively less contaminated. Out of total samples (1738) collected in 

the ward during 2002-03, 13.1% are found contaminated. This percentage is less than 

Mumbai’s average of 19.1%. Thus, the forthcoming private agency needs to put 

relatively less effort to supply ‘pure’ water.  

 

4.1.3. The interviews with the MCGM officials reveal that the mechanism necessary 

for such privatisation project is not yet ready. It is required to form a committee 

comprising a group of hydraulic engineers and officers to monitor the implementation 

of the project. Similarly, the concrete mechanism to resolve the disputes between 

MCGM and the private agency is also absent.  

 

4.2. Impact of Water Privatisation on Urban Poor: The analysis of already existing 

water privatisation projects in different parts of the third world including India bring 

out the peripheral position of the urban poor in the new system. In the city of 

Cochabamba, the Aguas Del Tunari warned the government that not a single rupee 

should be spent from the loan amount for supplying water to the poor (Lewis, 2004). 

This clearly indicates the hidden motives of these companies and talks loud about 
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their ‘efficiency’. Following paragraphs reveal the impact of water privatisation on 

the urban poor of Mumbai, chiefly with reference to the field observations and 

interviews with the people:  

 

4.2.1. Interestingly, it is found during the survey that a negligible section of slum 

dwellers have very preliminary knowledge of water privatisation. Many interviewees 

learnt the details of water privatisation during the interview. It should be noted in this 

context that around 40% of the people, have recently taken new pipeline by paying 

Rs. 5,000 to 6,000 per family. It was carried out with the help of local politicians. 

Accordingly, during the recent by-elections, pipelines and tanks were set up, but yet 

the slum dwellers have not received a drop of water. Thus, the local politicians 

(including corporators) have used slum dwellers for heir vested interest and 

systematically kept the information about water privatisation secret.  

     

4.2.2. The privatisation project vows for 24-hour water supply to the consumers. Slum 

dwellers of K-east ward, where water is actually supplied for about 1 to 2 hour due to 

very low pressure and less amount, may get impressed with such claims. But a detail 

review of the scheme brings out that it’s a myth. Bhaduri and Kejriwal (2005) have 

recorded that the water company’s performance would be assessed, not on the basis of 

whether a consumer receives 24-hour water supply in his house, but whether there 

was 24-hour water supply at the main input point of the colony. In such case, the 

company would be at liberty to divert water from domestic to commercial consumers, 

which pay better price. So, at the end, lower income groups and middle income 

groups face the brunt of the crisis. 

                 

4.2.3. It is experienced in Delhi that the private water system is accountable only to a 

selected 1% of the population, especially in the elite areas. Bhaduri and Kejriwal 

(2005) points out that these elites receive more water than they need, even for their 

lawns, while the poor struggle for hours for a bucketful. It clearly reveals that the poor 

are excluded from this new so-called efficient system. According to the privatisation 

procedure, all existing water connections in the slum and chawls of Mumbai would be 

disconnected and the company would demand charges for new system, meters, 

installation, etc. If a slum dweller could not afford the primary rates, they would not 

receive any water connection. There are possibilities that the public standpost 

connections will also be disconnected, as nothing is free in the privatisation era. 

Similar cases have occurred in Cochabamba (Dharmadhikari, 2002). It is seen during 

the interviews that although slum dwellers in K-east ward are connected to municipal 

water supply, about 81% are dependent on group water connections for satisfying 

their water requirements. Each group connection caters about 10 to 12 families. In the 

post-privatisation period, such poor-friendly system may not sustain and every 

individual may have to take a separate metered connection by paying the required 

charges (Karmarkar, 2005). The result of the above-mentioned changes is the lack 

(denial?) of access to water for the urban poor due to their inability to pay the 

exorbitant charges. 

 

4.2.4. The past experiences show that the new company often raises water charges. 

Every water connection will be metered and consumer has to pay as per the new tariff 

system of the company. In Cochabamba, the rapidly rising prices resulted in the 

average worker being charged about 25% of his monthly salary as the water bill. It is 

found out during the interviews that the slum dwellers in K-east ward are already 
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paying very high electricity bills after the public system was transferred to Reliance. 

Interestingly, it is nearly 30% of the working persons’ salary! Thus, it can be 

envisaged that the situation of these slum dweller in post-privatisation period is 

expected to be miserable. The examination of the existing water bills in the slum areas 

of K-east ward shows that a group connection with 10 dependent families gets a bill 

of around Rs. 3000 for practically two months. Thus it is about Rs. 150/family/month. 

In the developed countries like France and Britain, water rates were raised by 67% in 

the post-privatisation period (Lewis, 2004). Even if we expect 6% to 10% hike in the 

water charges of the third world countries, the water bill of the slum dwellers in K-

east ward may hike upto Rs. 900 to 1500/family/month. As per the observations 

during the interview, a family with Rs. 3000 as monthly income is paying Rs. 

500/month towards ‘private’ electricity. Water privatisation is expected to increase 

the burden by additional Rs. 900 towards ‘private’ water. If these bills are not paid till 

due date, the private water companies are very prompt in disconnecting water supply. 

The analysis shows that the water privatisation is a systematic attempt to eliminate the 

poor by making their life absolutely miserable. 

 

4.2.5. Once the water system came under total control, the company in Cochabamba 

did not take any care to treat water and thus supplied untreated water to the people. It 

is just to cut down the cost on water treatment and to increase their profits. It resulted 

in about 6% increase in the incidences of water-borne diseases in the city. During the 

interviews in the K-east ward, nearly 79% the interviewees complained of bad water 

quality. They complained of foul smell, especially drainage water. The author himself 

observed yellowish colour of tap water. As a result, diseases like fever, dysentery and 

vomiting are common especially among the children. 32% of the total sample 

informed that they receive no water for three consecutive days due to some repairing 

or other unknown reasons and such incidences occur twice a month. Most probably, 

this is the reason for the foul smell of water, where drainage/gutter water often enters 

in the vacuum of the pipelines during no-water days. At the backdrop of the 

experiences in Cochabamba, the quality of water may further worsen, probably more 

so in the slum areas of Mumbai. 

 

4.2.6. The privatisation scheme followed in Delhi has set up a mechanism to ‘hear the 

voice of the poor’. However, it has not been done, not only in Delhi but also in 

Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Madhya Pradesh (Bhaduri and Kejriwal, 2005). So one 

cannot expect it to happen in Mumbai. Such mechanisms are set up just to glorify 

their image as ‘globalised companies with human face’. In fact, the whole procedure 

is extremely inhuman that denies water to the poor and do not recognise their right on 

such a basic necessity. It, therefore, also reveals that the information about the real 

nature of privatisation is being kept under the carpet and preference is being given to 

paint a rosy picture of ‘24-hour flowing tap-water’. Thus, ‘the water reforms’, 

Bhaduri and Kejriwal (2005) rightly argues, ‘aided by agencies like the World Bank, 

are being carried out without any transparency, without any attempt either to involve 

the public or to be accountable to them.’ 

  

4.2.7. The denial of access to water to the urban poor and negligent approach towards 

their water needs and grievances would probably result in ‘water crimes’.  It seems 

that water thefts, fighting and, at times, killing the people who create problem for 

collecting water and systematic efforts to contaminate water sources are all possible 
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consequences. It may sound little loud or exaggerated, but such possibilities have 

been expressed from the middle-class interviewees during the field visit. 

 

5. SUMMING UP:  

 

The recent developments regarding water privatisation shows that water has 

become a saleable commodity. So the upper and middle income group that affords to 

pay the price will enjoy access to water. As profit making is a sole motive of the 

private companies, there is no consideration to the poor as they fail to become the 

market of these companies. Accordingly, the urban poor will be thrown out of the 

‘main flow of water’. Thus, the entire project reveals exclusionist model where the 

poor are excluded on one side and the vibrant markets of the upper and middle class 

population are included on the other. In this context, there is a possibility that the 

urban space of K-east ward may get segmented on class lines – a large section of the 

slum dwellers near the highway, airport and railway line get excluded from the private 

water distribution system while the upper class, largely concentrated near the 

coastline and commercial-cum-industrial areas get easy access to water.  

In the city of Cochabamba, the people finally came on the streets to fight 

against the exploitative nature of water privatisation. The spontaneous movement of 

the common people resulting out of extreme anger and frustration against the system 

finally resulted in driving out the private company. Similarly, in Delhi, an NGO used 

the Right to Information Act to collect the documentary proofs against the process of 

water privatisation and began their struggle. Finally, the Delhi Jal Board 

unconditionally withdrew the loan application submitted to the World Bank and at 

present the project is on hold. It was observed during the field visits in Mumbai that 

slum dwellers want to raise their voice against the outright exclusion from the overall 

development process. It is necessary that this voice should get transformed into a 

comprehensive movement against the menace of water privatisation. 

 

[Acknowledgement: I am grateful to Shri Arun Velaskar and Shri. Sunder P. for their 

assistance in conducting field visits. Similarly, I am thankful to Smt. Nirupa Bhangar 

for her brief discussion on the current status of water privatisation in Mumbai.]   
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