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Since September 2002, CI have been participating in the process of developing a standard for “Service activities relating to drinking water supply and sewerage” in  Technical Committee 224 of  the International Standards Organisation, as active members of the working group on service to users. Following a long succession of global initiatives and declarations including the elaboration of the Millennium Development Goals in 2000, it was proposed by France in 2001, working through its national standards body, AFNOR, to set up an ISO technical committee, aiming to develop an  international standard, setting guidelines for service activities relating to drinking water supply systems and wastewater systems. Forty countries agreed to join this proposal.

In the words of the Committee chairman Jean-Luc Redaud, the ISO guidelines are designed to help public authorities and legally responsible bodies for water services, together with their operators to achieve a level of quality that better meets the expectations of users and the principles of sustainable development.

“These ISO standards will help:

· Facilitate the dialogue among stakeholders, including users, local or regional or national water public authorities, public or private operators of the water utilities, non governmental organisations, research organisations, laboratories;

· Develop a mutual understanding of functions and tasks;

· Provide methods and tools to define, at the relevant local level, objectives and specifications, and assess performance;

· Monitor performance for monitoring and managing the water utilities and possibly benchmarking them”.

ISO/TC 224 guidelines are to be applied on a voluntary basis, in industrialised countries as well as in developing countries, in big cities or small towns, and irrespective of whether the utility operator is public or private. Indeed it is notable how little discussion there has been about the ownership of the sector, in the TC the consensus has been that all services will be equally committed once the standard is adopted. 

Although voluntary, ISO guidelines can always be adopted by national governments as a basis of their regulation of the industry and tend to set the benchmark in international discussion of industry practice. Hence while not legally binding in international law, standards may have considerable bearing on domestic law and regulation. In the event of a trade dispute (rare in this sector – there are no commitments under WTO in water supply) ISO standards are usually accepted and thus not open to challenge as ‘unreasonable barriers to trade’. CI has a long history of involvement in the development of such standards. 

On becoming members of ISO TC224 Consumers International (CI) had the following expectations on behalf of consumers. These can be dealt with as six points:

1. The most important was that the standard should be applied to ‘non-reticulated’ systems, that is to those systems which were not necessarily physically connected and fully integrated. So it should cover services such as those drinking water services delivered by trucks or distribution of bottles, or systems of dry latrines and cess-pit emptying services. Furthermore we wanted to establish the principle that if people were not served they should have the right to know when they would be served. Both of these two aspects have been integrated into the draft standard. It is worth noting that this was initially highly contentious for the members of the TC many of whom, coming from an engineering background, were accustomed to seeing a proper service as being fully integrated. For the best of reasons they did not want to be seen as putting forward a second class service for many. However, if even the MDGs do not envisage comprehensive connectivity by 2015, then clearly something must be done in the meantime, and it has been encouraging to see how members have tried to enfranchise the non-connected into the  concept of service for users.

2. The principle of equitable distribution of service. If the existing networks are subject, as many are, to cuts in supply then such cuts should be managed in an equitable manner, avoiding discrimination against poor districts which is common in so many countries. This principle is also integrated into the draft.

3. There should be contractual rights to service. The contracts should be ‘implicit’, that is not necessarily in the form of individualised paper contracts for individual households. Of course contractual rights need to be written down in order for people to exercise their rights but the individual should be able to assert rights when not in possession of a written contract. This is of particular importance to the one sixth of the world’s adults that are illiterate. This concept is also referred to in the draft standard, perhaps it requires a little more elaboration.

4. There needs to be public participation in the regulation of the service, not necessarily in its internal management, although that should not be ruled out where such models are developed such as cooperatives. This requires the development of forums for such participation and the release of relevant information in comprehensible form. The standard is rather ‘soft’ regarding the release of information regarding service contracts between for example local government and service providers. We would like to see it strengthened although we welcome its inclusion.

5. Payment methods should be developed to help those on low incomes. For example it is well established that consumers on low incomes much prefer to make frequent small payments, and in doing so often prove to be no less willing to pay than more wealthy consumers. This also is recognised in the draft.

6. prices need to be set in function of a range of factors including capacity to pay of the population, costs of production, historic prices and rate of return on capital (regardless of public or private). There is no fixed answer as to which factor should predominate that is a matter for local political decision. We welcome the fact that these factors are listed as influencing prices in the draft. In connection with this it is worth noting that for many poor people the financial obstacle to service which they face is not the current charge (for they often pay high prices to vendors) but the connection charge which may be prohibitive. This point perhaps needs reinforcing in the eventual standard.

A further point on which we have some concern is the reference to the ‘varying degrees of economic development’ meaning that guidelines ‘may not be applied yet in some countries, in which case they should be considered as goals for continuous improvement’. We are concerned that the word ‘applied’ could be taken to mean a kind of exception.  CI have gone to great lengths (see point 1 above) to signal the specific needs of developing countries, in terms of applying the standard to non-reticulated systems, but that should not be taken to mean that governments do not have to do their utmost to ensure that their citizens are served. We are minded to put forward an amendment to suggest that ‘applied’ be replaced by ‘attained’. ‘Attained’ recognises that improvements will take time, which is suggested by the word ‘yet’ in the draft (as it is by the MDG which only talks of connecting half the non-connected by 2015).  But ‘applied’ suggests that some countries will be exempt from trying to improve in the meantime. This seems contrary to the spirit of a country signing up to a standard. 

We will be consulting further with our members about the draft standard during the current phase.  In the meantime, we feel that the standard, though susceptible to improvement,  would make life better for many consumers. 
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