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Water is likely to be one of the biggest industries in future in the country. With the state increasingly failing to earmark adequate funds even to maintain its own water distribution assets, the scope of private sector participation is gradually growing. Since political parties don’t see votes in drinking water and sewage, these never get treated as a priority on their policy agenda. As a result, the water distribution system, at least in urban India, is steadily crumbling. 

Such a sorry state of water management has at the same time provided a rare opportunity to the willing private sector participants. A few MNCs who have opened their offices in India are also keeping their eagle eye on this sector. One of them is French multinational Vivendi. The managing director of its holding company, General Utilities, Jean Claude Banon, who was here last week to participate in ``French Water Week’’ spoke to Shailendra on a wide range of water-related issues. 

Vivendi is a key global player in energy, transport and water. But why did it choose an area like water to focus on in India, where the initiative to involve the private sector is yet to be taken? 

Though we are doubtless a big player in the power and transport sectors as well, it was our long term assessment of India’s water infrastructure need which compelled us to concentrate on this least reformed area. Besides the advantage of being the numero uno player in water management, we saw a business opportunity in urban India heading for a water crisis in the coming years. There is already intermittent water supply in several parts of the 30 cities with populations of more than one million. Besides poor supply, it is the poor water quality which calls for greater concern. 

And factors responsible for all these ills are the decaying infrastructure, poor maintenance of the existing asset base, migration from rural areas to urban areas and a lack of political will to reduce state subsidies and make consumers pay for this scarce commodity. What indicates huge wastage of this precious commodity is the per capita water availability, which is more than all European countries. For instance, it is 270 in Delhi, 260 in Mumbai and 140 in Bangalore, which are more than the 135 in Germany, 140 in Belgium and 175 in England. 
Source : The Economic Times. November 25, 1999 
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