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SPECIAL FEATURE

Water is a resource that is not 
consumed but recharges itself 

naturally. Yet, the world becomes 
thirstier each day. Recent droughts 
in China have seen farmers losing 
millions of dollars’ worth of winter 
wheat. In many developing coun-
tr ies, pol lut ion and poor urban 
infrastructure deprive city dwell-
ers of clean dr inkable water. At 
the same time, this increasingly 
scarce resource continues to be 
given away almost free. In many 
countr ies, including developed 
ones like Australia, water is heavily 
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subsidised. In others, water dues are 
not strictly enforced – in Mexico City 
for example, less than 20% of water 
bills are paid. 

If there is one policy tool that 
applies to almost all water woes, it 
could well be said to be pricing. Yet, 
this is a difficult tool to apply politi-
cally because it is tied up inextrica-
bly with the notion of human rights. 
If something is a human right, then it 
should be free. And water, being es-
sential to life, surely qualifies as such 
a right. But the question of whether 
water should be free or priced is best 

answered by first, whether we think 
water has a cost. If it does, then this 
cost is borne by someone - whether 
by individuals or society as a whole. 
Declaring that water is a human 
right does not take away this cost.  

Human Rights: A Red Herring 
in Water
The language of rights creates a 
sense of entitlement. When policy-
makers or interest groups use the 
word “rights”, they want to be al-
located resources to pursue that 
right.  Saying that water is a human 

If water is perceived as a human right, it should be freely 
available to one and all. But clean water comes at a 
cost and unless that cost is paid for, it is difficult to ensure 
universal access.
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right, we create a general right to 
water. This is good rhetoric but too 
blunt as a public policy instrument – 
it does not help us in deciding how 
to realise this right, how to allocate 
resources, and what way, if any, 
to subsidise to those who cannot 
afford it. 

In Singapore, water is not de-
clared as human right. Everyone 
who uses water is charged from 
the first drop. While the water is not 
free, the Government has targeted 
subsidies under a scheme called 
RUAS (Rent and Utilities Assistance 
Scheme) where the poor receive 
subsidies for their utilities. Even for 
the very poor, the water connec-
tion is 24/7, and at the service level 
the same as that experienced by all 
other Singaporeans. 

In other words, despite the lack 
of the declaration in Singapore that 
water is a human right, there is uni-
versal access to water in Singapore. 
So we see such a declaration is not 
a necessary condition for universal 
access. But another way to view the 
question is - is the declaration of 
water as a human right a sufficient 
condition for universal access? 

Let us now consider South Africa. 
In its 1998 National Water Act, it de-
clared that there should be access 
to water for all its citizens. Today, 10 
years after this declaration, many 
problems remain on the ground.  
For one, the poor continue to be 
deprived of reliable and safe access 
to clean water. In August 2000, a 
decision to cut water to people who 
were not paying a regional water 
board led to Africa’s worst-ever re-
corded cholera outbreak. Records 
show differing numbers of between 
one and 10 million people being af-
fected by disconnections by private 
water companies. There have been 
law suits from people who have 
been disconnected from water with 
some disconnections being upheld, 
while others denied. 

In 2003, The New York T imes 
reported on Richard Mokolo, the 
leader of the Crisis Water Com-
mittee, which was formed to resist 
the privatisation of water in a town 
called Orange Farm. Mr Mokolo 
exhorted the people not to pay for 

water. ‘The government promised us 
that water is a basic right,’ he said. 
‘But now they are telling us our rights 
are for sale.’   

On the demand side, designating 
“water as a human right” creates a 
sense of entitlement. When they are 
told they have a right to something, 
people will not want to pay for it. On 
the supply side, designating “water 
as a human right” does nothing. It is 
not sufficient to ensure its place in 
policy-making. It does not ensure 
universal access, and offers l ittle 
advice to policy makers who are si-
multaneously battling other equally 
urgent problems. 

Clean Water is a Service that 
Costs Money
A better way to think of water is as 
a service that comes with a price. 
PUB, Singapore’s national water 
agency is in the fortunate position of 
dealing with people who are used 
to paying for water because the 
island buys the majority of its water 
from Malaysia. The notion of prop-
erty rights prepares the consumer to 
ascribe a value to water. This is not 
the case in many countries where 
water comes from the rain, from the 
ground, or from melting snow. Water 
is the largesse of nature. Paying for 
water appears to be as paradoxical 
as paying for a sunset. 

But we can see that, under pres-
ent day conditions, these assump-
tions no longer hold true. Clinging 
on to these have led to what is 
called the “tragedy of the com-
mons” in which water is treated as a 
public good, resulting in over-usage 
and pollution. Clean water has a 
cost, as the case of the polluted 
Lake Taihu in China shows us. Over 
the past 20 years, households and 
factories alike have been discharg-
ing industrial waste into the lake, 
leading to a decline in the quality 
of water and the occurrence of blue 
algae. The cost of cleaning up the 
lake is estimated to cost CNY 21.9 
billion (US$ 2.6 billion), according to 
the State Environmental Protection 
Administration (SEPA). Clean water 
is patently not free. 

There are many ways to price 
water. The most straightforward way 

is to recover the cost of produc-
tion, including the cost of treating 
wastewater, in line with what the 
institutions such as the Asian Devel-
opment Bank advocate. Another 
way is to include the cost to the 
environment – some environmen-
tal economists term this the cost of  
uti l ising “environmental capital”, 
a common good which nonethe-
less can be priced. Singapore has 
chosen a third route - to monetise 
a strategic variable. In 1997, it re-
structured its tariff rates and the 
price of water to be borne by the 
consumer was adjusted to reflect 
the cost of the next alternative 
source of water – desalination. The 
price of water was raised by adding 
what is called a water conservation 
tax, which today represents about 
a 30% increase in the price of water 
in Singapore.  

We can see that whatever man-
ner the f inal pr ice is ar r ived at, 
priced water is necessary for good 
water management. It is near im-
possible to find a country with good 
water management that does not 
have priced water. But this may be 
not sufficient to ensure good water 
management. Other things such 
as public education, good gover-
nance and strong institutions may 
be needed. 

Water in short should be priced 
as an economic virtue. At the same 
time, it should be free to those who 
cannot pay because of a moral 
imperative that is sometimes cap-
tured by the declaration that it is a 
human right. There is no reason that 
public policy cannot fulfill both roles 
because, in this happy instance at 
least, the imperatives from econom-
ics and morality are not in contra-
diction. AW

Leong Ching is a doctoral stu-
dent at the Lee Kuan Yew School 
of Public Policy at the National 
University of Singapore. Her re-
search focuses on water policies. 
For her contact details, please 
email the editor of Asian Water 
at vikass@singnet.com.sg.


