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Thanks for the invitation to this congress. I know, you invited me because Berlin Water is today remunicipalised, which was big news and encouragement for water activists in many other countries. It’s even more important because we know that in the treaties CETA, TTiP and TISA they want to prevent that public goods, once privatized, cannot be bought back by the public hand. Instead, they will only allow to be sold to other private companies. In 2012, Veolia tried to prevent RWE from selling its shares to the city of Berlin but at that time they failed in court. The arguments they used are the same they are trying to implement now. I am sure that Veolia is an important lobbyist for these free trade treaties. That’s one argument more why you should try to remunicipalize as much as possible now! 

 But whenever we make a step forward in our struggle for water as a common we find ourselves in front of new challenges. It’s a big problem for all referendums - the ECI- included. They fix a very detailed way how a referendum must be done, but once won - there is no legislation that says what should happen after a successful referendum. So politicians just go on in their politics as usual. Nothing happens if we, the water activist don’t go on fighting.
That was the reason why the Berlin Water Table didn’t give up in 2011, we continued our struggle until the Berlin government finally decided to buy back the shares of RWE and Veolia. The other day an important member of Berlin administration said to me: “The atmosphere in the water sector in Berlin was so spoilt by your referendum and your actions afterwards that we finally decided to buy back the shares of RWE and Veolia”. 

The first referendum ever successful in Berlin also had and still has an important impact on direct democracy because it’s now much easier for other initiatives to start a referendum. Some weeks ago the Berlin government started a dialog with a citizen’s initiative on housing and negotiated a compromise before the activists started their referendum just because the politicians were very afraid that in the next elections in 2016 this referendum would be successful too. Well, it’s not a very good compromise but for the first time politicians got pushed into the right direction being threatened by another successful referendum. That’s also a good consequence of our referendum in 2011, we opened the door for more direct democracy. We shouldn’t forget this although we are still far away from Water as a common, our main objective. Berlin Water is back in public hands, so can we relax now?

No! The change of ownership from private to public is only a first step but not enough at all.

 In Berlin we didn’t have the more favorable conditions like in Paris because there is no political will to change this profit driven management. Even the chief manager of the Berlin Water Works wasn’t  changed, he once came from Veolia. The government’s main objective is to continue to get as much profit from water as possible in order to minimize the enormous debt of the city of Berlin. Debts are one of the main arguments they use against remunicipalisation, you know this better than me. Let’s figures speak: when Berlin Water was privatized in 1999 we had a debt of more than 30 billion€, at the end of privatization in 2013 we had more than 60 billion €.  

 For us it’s totally clear: We pay high water charges but they must be used for the costs of water only and not for profit. “Water pays for water”, we say. And there is much to do because one result of the privatization is a big lack of investments. 

Just one detail: With our water bills we pay a certain amount for depreciation (Abschreibungen) and this is as high as if the whole infrastructure would be renewed in 30 years. We found out that the investments are in fact so small that the infrastructure would take 303 years to renew. They also changed the base of the depreciation. They calculate it based on the price of potential investments in the future that might never happen, rather than on the price actually paid. That makes millions of hidden Euros in revenue.

In response to our protest, the minister of finance recently announced in a press conference that they are willing to invest more. That’s good news and an important result of remunicipalisation. It also shows that we must go on controlling what they are doing and criticize what they are not doing. In other words we must go on pushing them forward. As the company is public now we have more possibilities to do so than before.

Another step forward is that they finally changed the opaque and very complicated holding structure into a public agency (Anstalt öffentlichen Rechts) and we hope that the decision making will become a little bit more transparent, but it’s still far away from public participation. The newly created customer’s advisory council - an answer to our call for more participation - is so limited in its rights that we reject collaboration even if they would have offered us a seat, what they never did. I won’t go into details here but the conditions are ridiculous. It’s a fig leave answer to our demand for citizen’s participation.

So what have we learned in this struggle?

· When a referendum was successful there is until now no legal way to force our politicians to respect it and change their water politics instead of going on in their water business as usual.                                                       We must go forward step by step: First we use the tool of a referendum to stress our will, next we must fight to make the result of the referendums legally obligatory. That’s exactly what you are discussing too.

· When water companies are sold and turned into PPPs or other models, remunicipalization does not mean that things will return to what they were before. The whole structure and management of the company changed to a profit driven company with all its consequences: reduction of staff, loss of knowledge, reduction of investments etc.  I repeat: The change from private to public ownership is still far away from our vision of water as a common. We need an ecological, sustainable und social treatment of water and resources instead of focusing only on economistic point of view aimed on profit.

· We must change this market driven management of water. But don’t forget, our brains are also contaminated by this neoliberal logic. So it’s on us to jump out of this logic and develop ideas towards a treatment of water based on public welfare. That is a big challenge for all of us.

So, what to do?
I would like to focus at the end on the question and open the debate to all of us: What does participation really mean? No participation without transparency, that’s clear, but what else? We haven’t found a good answer yet, but we have some reflections on it. Some of us are trying to find a model based on delegation, while I personally am convinced that it’s more important for us as activists to push forward a public debate about our vision for water as a common. Controlling on one side is important but without losing our great vision. We need citizens who are able to understand budgets, others who have technical and juridical knowledge but also activists who are able to convert this knowledge into action and make them understandable for everybody. Is the delegation of one or two members into the board all what we want?  I don’t think so. We from the outside must find ways to push them inside forward.
That is why we have founded a Berlin Water Assembly hoping to bring together all interested people in water and we know there is very much knowledge in the town that until now hasn’t entered into the management of the newly re-municipalized company. We dreamed of something like ‘Obervatoire de l’Eau” in Paris with more decision making competences. But the political atmosphere is very different in Berlin and so until now the Assembly isn’t very big yet, but we are working on it and hope to get some advice in this conference.  Very recently we worked out a proposal for the preamble of the statutes of the Berlin Water Company. It says:
The Berlin Water Company act for the purposes of the Human Right explained by the United Nations of all people on access to clean drinking water and sanitary and care as well as the Agenda 2030 for sustainable development. May be it’s an idea that others can take up.
Many people say to us: O.k. you are criticizing everything and maybe you are right somehow, but what’s your alternative? For this reason we elaborated the Berlin Water Charter as one tool among others to initiate a public debate about water politics towards water as a common good. Our aim is to change 

Berlin Water Works into a democratic, transparent, socially just and environmentally sustainable public company in citizen’s hands. The main points in the preamble are:

1. The UN Resolution on the human right to water and sanitation

2.  These fundamental rights cannot be restricted by national or transnational treaties

3. Transparency must be a basic condition for democratic participation

4.  Water as a common good precludes to option of profit. 

Our aim is that one day the Berlin Parliament will vote for this charter as they did long ago in Vienna as a framework for another water politics in Berlin. It is similar to what they are just starting in Mexico. Last weekend they had a big conference in Mexico City discussing a new water law for the whole country. Unfortunately for health reasons I couldn’t take part in this meeting to which I was invited, it was the second of 17 meetings in Mexico, where they are planning a debate all over the country.Their aims are exactly the same as ours.  It might be one more tool that can inspire you also here in Italy.

The most famous water activist from Canada, Maude Barlow, is promoting the project of “Blue Communities”. You might know that the capital of Switzerland, Bern, has declared their city a “Blue Community”, the first one in Europe. To be short it means that they are trying to put into every day practice the UN declaration of water as a human right. It’s an easy way to get citizens interested in water. We are trying to promote this in Berlin but also in other German cities.

I would like to end with a picture, every day’s struggle is not easy and we need inspiration in all forms: Water can never be stopped and we are likewise.  When they try to straighten the river bed with concrete we jump over the bank and make inundations. But sometimes we are more like small rivulets that are almost drying out in our every day’s hard work. But water always finds its way. Our meeting here is like rain that makes us all flow again.
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