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Introduction 

 

 By many cases we focused on this week, we understood that each country has its own way of 

managing water, and especially drinking water. By spotting factors that influence existing 

management in European countries, we tried to highlight what seems to turn into a sustainable 

management.  

 

Table which summarize the main factors that influence water management : 

 Political / Social Historical Economic Natural / 

Geographic 

England No national policy Mature network Cost recovery 

problem 

Wet country 

Germany Demographic 

problem in the 

east 

Separation and 

antagonism East / 

West 

Oversize network Pollution due to 

industry 

Netherlands Public 

management 

Flood protection Waterboard self-

sufficient 

Under the sea 

level 

Spain (Barcelona)  Weight of 

communidades  

 Next to the sea, 

drought in the 

south 
 

 

 

I. Toward a large scale management system 

1. Watersheds as a minimum limit of water management systems size. 

 
Manage water at a large scale could be considered as a geographical issue. Water designs areas we 

called watershed, in which a river and its tributaries are contained. Managing water at a global scale, 

which means mixing regions with low water resources such as in Portugal, or with different climates 

such as in Italy, could afford a rebalancing of costs. Therefore drinking water users could benefit from 

stable prices across the country, and monitoring could be easier. Moreover, it could facilitate the 

management of pollution along rivers, and the setting up of dams.    

 

In order to determine a proper territory scale, it is necessary to focus on the influence of watersheds 

geography. In other words: does water management need to be divided on each watershed to be 

efficient? In the Netherlands, historically, water management systems boundaries were designed 

according to watershed. But nowadays, the trend goes toward a concentration of the “waterboards”. 

Is centralized management more efficient?  

 

2. Economy of scale 

 

  Whatever your business is, you reduce your cost by getting bigger, because of the price per 

unit which is decreasing: this is the principle of scale economy. It is especially efficient in the Water 

and Sanitation sector due to the additional network effect. However, that principle is limited by the 
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trends toward apparently “more sustainable” systems where people leave the “club” for various 

reasons. 

 

3. A better way of dealing with the dynamics of climate and demography 

 

 Heterogeneities that can be found in almost every European country are often seen as an 

additional difficulty for water management systems. However, if some countries such as England or 

France have found more or less efficient solutions to deal with socio-economic heterogeneities 

(ability to pay) with billings depending only of the housing's surface for England or with integrated 

social measures in France. Tackling other heterogeneities such as climate or socio-demographic 

differences seems to be harder. Indeed, coping with the dynamical issues of climate (global warming) 

or water consumption (demographic change such as migration or social and technological changes 

such as the decrease of water consumption per capita) is both a political social and technical issue for 

public and private companies. For instance, when it comes to climate, the case of Barcelona is 

striking. This city often suffers from very serious droughts and has to find different technological 

means to survive. Among them, a possible water transfer from the Ebro River (Western Spain) to 

Barcelona was censured by the people living in the place water was supposed to be taken from. Italy 

faces the same problems which led that time to the building of the famous « Acquaviva delle Fonti ».  

About demography, most of the European major cities face a drop in water consumption mainly due 

to technological and social changes (more « environment friendly » equipment for households). 

However, in some places such as Germany, human and industrial migration worsens the 

phenomenon: people from Eastern Germany are moving hugely toward Western Germany looking 

for a better life. Consequently, Water consumption is collapsing which is a major problem in terms of 

recovery cost (for investment, operation and maintenance) and this oversized water distribution 

network efficiency (the resulting reduction of the flow leads to sedimentation and the increase of 

water turbidity). Many times, when they want to cross the borders, water companies have not the 

necessary legitimacy to raise water bills or to transfer water etc. That is why companies working on 

larger scales, on territories with very diverse water resources (surface water, ground water, rain 

water), very different climate hazards, very different demography could deal better with these issues 

by balancing these phenomenon’s between the different places. It might even help to curb some 

trends such as the migration from Eastern Germany to Western Germany: a very high water price in 

Western Germany could reduce the attraction of households and companies for this part of the 

country. So as it was explained for the Italian case, a minimum scale enables companies to tackle the 

diversity. 

II. Toward an atomistic way of managing water distribution? 

1. Historical and Cultural background as a major issue for large scale systems 

 
 Historical and cultural backgrounds can be considered as obstacles toward more unified 

systems.  

Indeed, first, some people can not rely on big systems. For instance, Germans rely only an on 

municipality which is the reason of the “waterstack “structure of water distribution that you can find 

in the country. If you don’t keep these local structures you will create troubles among the people. 
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Furthermore, you have to deal with technical issues of social heterogeneities: some people would 

prefer to be connected to the common network while other would rather get household scale 

systems. 
 

2. Bad reputation of large scale company 

 

The fear of capitalism and technology that can be found in post-modernism trend tends to associate 

large scale companies with  very bad reputation. Water and Sanitation sector is not free from this 

trend. The Italian case is very relevant to illustrate it. Previously realized by big french companies, 

Water and Sanitation services were then allocated to only public services (which was not the best 

solution considering the Galieti Reforme which tends to make more « industrial-like» the 

public/private companies who are now in charge of drinking water distribution). Consequently, 

people would choose smaller scaled companies rather than big ones and so being too big can be 

detrimental for a company in terms of competition. 

 

 


