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Christine Jakob, EPSU introduces the objectives of the seminar. Based on EPSU’s 

workprogramme in local government campaigning for remunicipalization has been part of 

EPSU’s policy priorities in the sector. EPSU organzied a broader seminar on re-

municipalization in Riga in 2012. The EPSU “right to water” campaign has been the main 

focus in recent years to showcase that water is a public good and that citizens are better 

served if it stays in public ownership. Many examples exist and there is an emerging trend in 

the water sector. However, it is also important to look at how trade unions and other actors 

have been building alliances with workers to bring these services in-house. An important 

element are also the employment conditions of workers and how in practice bringing back 

services in-house are dealt with. Have jobs been created by the public sector and which other 

services as e.g. administration, healthcare or social services are brought back in house 

caused by failed private-public partnerships. This seminar should give an outlook on what re-

municipalization is and encourage further work in collecting more examples outside the water 

sector so that EPSU can further work and campaign on this matter.  

 
Re-municipalization under Austerity and Failed Private-Public Partnership 

 
Emanuele Lobina, PSIRU gives an overview of the most important sectors and countries 

where services that had been privatized or outsourced have gone back into public hands in 

the years under austerity. The re-municipalization of water is the most visible in Europe. There 

are number of reasons but in particular the way water services are organized historically. 

Water re-municipalisation is a global trend that happens in the global North. In France, water 

is where it was privatized most and where now local communities push back as a result of the 

failure of the private sector. Austerity has now stopped this privatization and there has been 

an acceleration of re-municipalization. An exception are the countries targeted by the Troika, 

Greece, Portugal and Italy. But social resistance to water privatisinons remains strong both in 

Greece and Italy. In Austria, Denmark, France, Greece, Ireland, the Netherlands and Sweden, 

the main electriyity company is state owned.  
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The factors driving trend to public- greater trust in public 

sector is broader public policy objectives: ernergiewende- 

more than half of the companies operating internationally; 

public transport in London 20 billion re-municipalization, 

health insurance in Slovakia. 

For trade unions remunicipalisation means changes in wages 

and working conditions, changes in employment levels, 

changes in legal regime/labour code. The dilemma for trade 

unions is to choose between the workers interest or local 

community interests. There was a lack of trade union support 

(e.g. Berlin, Montpellier); unchanged wages and working 

conditions (e.g. Grenoble), increased employment (e.g. Paris, 

Grenoble, Medina Sidonia). Worker representatives  sit  in 

board directors (e.g. Paris, Grenoble, Medina Sidonia). 

There are different percentage of public ownership due to 

market structure, problems with privatization and factors of 

remunicipalisation are similar across all sectors. Public 

finance is cheaper (all sectors), interest rates are lower and borrowing is just deferred 

taxation; democratic accountability (water and energy); people trust public sector better, 

referendum votes in favour of public (Hamburg); possibility of democratic governance does not 

make it the rule. Therefore it is important that there are alliances between trade unions and 

social movements. 

Country and examples from cities of re-municipalization from health and social care to  
administration and utilities- trade union examples 
 
In Latvia the health centers have been brought back to public with new employment contracts 

but lowered employees conditions. Some court cases were brought up thereafter. In Turkey 

subcontracting due to privatization is lowering the employment conditions of workers. One 

example of remunicipalization in the city of Izmir. In Albania there are no cases of re-

municipalization but a lot of work is done around sustainablilty of public companies trying to 

upold good working conditions of the public sector. In Belgium, austerity is hitting hard and 

privatisation is a more the general trend. It is important to reverse the social acquis and qualify 

the benefits of remunicipalisation. An example from France was to quantify through a technical 

committee the outsourcing of architectural services, public lightning and waste in the city of 

Toulouse. The result was that it was cheaper to provide inhouse. Public services also have to 

be upheld in rural areas where the provision can only be public in the first place. In particular, 

it is important to finance public kindergartens. Swimming pools are costly for a lot of 

municipalities but also need to be provided to young citizens as they are proven to reduce 

violence in the public space. A lot of public services disappear and lead to other problems in 

the public space. 

 

In Spain,  trade unions work has been concentrated to the decentralization of public services, 

local election have shown progressive governments. It is important to lobby remunicipalisation 

into the party programmes. You also have to convince the employees of the private sector to 

reverse services to public. In the city of Ovedio they already approved to remunicipalize the 

water services. But civil society can move from one political side to the other if governments 

give information that the private sector is more efficient. 
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In Lithunaina electricity and gas are in public hands but there are problems about prices and 

cuts in services so that the quality of services are under strain. The experiences with 

privatisation are not very good as shows the example of city cleaning. In Norway, nursing 

homes and kindergardens have been privatized and civil society ask to bring them back as the 

quality is so bad.  In Hungary, after the ninteies a lot of services were privatised, this means 

that people are used with this private services now and  the unions are not unsatisifed with 

this. The situation on working conditions and wages aren’t so bad so there is no lobbyy for 

deprivatisation. It has also to with the historic experience of Hungary. In the Netherlands,  a lot 

of services and mostly kindergartens, hospitals, home care are privatized. Public  budgets are 

undefunded and neoliberalism is holding on very strongly in the Netherlands. In central 

government, however, 2000 subcontractors were re-employed as there were a lot of 

complaints about working conditions. The debate in the Netherlands is therefore concentrated 

on the quality of jobs, in particular in the care sector. And trade unions try to steer the debate 

which service needs what kind of quality to guarantee good public services.  

 
City of Hannover and re-municipalization- how to protect municipal employment 
 
Tanja Witzke, member of the city administration of city of Hannover explains how the city of 

Hannover deals with re-municipalization. The city employs 10.000 people mostly unionized in 

Ver.di with following professions: engineers, education assistants, social and care workers, 

gardeners, etc. In 2005 Hannover decided to audit its internal services which are in direct 

competition with the private sector. A catalogue of criteria was established to check the 

economic sustainability of the services provided by the city of Hannover. The following 

checklist was established: 

 

- Description of the services and monetary criteria: quality and cost criteria 

- Importance of the service in the administration: core competence , who is responsible 

for the service, future of the service (qualitative and quantitative) 

- Impact on workers if service is privatized or outsourced (what comptences are needed 

and which will be lost if privatized) 

- Markettest- what prices and what are the prices through procurement 

- Comparing experiences of other comparable municipalities 

 
The city of Hannover also established a wider network and alliance with other stakeholders to 

support re-muncipalization measures. As a consequence, 

Hannover could actually also re-employ further workers e.g. 

in the construction services and also employ more 

apprentices. Every year there is a thorough evaluation of re-

muncipalization measures on their actual sustainablity and 

privatizations have been stopped through this structured 

process at all levels. The most important is that the mayor 

politically supports re-muncipalization. 

 
The global experience with re-muncipalization 

 
Satoko Kishimoto (TNI), elaborates on the key question how 

to make public water work for people. In the last 15 years, 

235 cities in 37 countries have brought water services back 

under public control benefitting 100 million people. The numer 

of cities that brought water services back under public control 



4 

 

doubled in the years 2010-2015 compared with 2000-2009. Remunicipalization is an emerging 

global trend. The reasons to remunicipalize are universal poor perfomance of private 

companies, underinvestment, disputes over operational costs and price increases, soaring 

water bills, difficulties in monitoring private operators, lack of financial transparency, workforce 

cuts and poor service quality. Leading the remunicipalization trend are countries with long 

experience of private water management. Remunicipalization carreis external risks including 

possible litigation. Remunicipalization offers opportunities to build democratic governance and 

democratisation of public services. Public-Public partnerships can support re-municipalisation 

efforts.  

 

The World Bank report (2014) did an independent assesment of 442 PPPs with 9 cases (2%) 

in the impact on poverty and 12 cases assessed for fiscal impacts. A case of 

remunicipalisation is Medina Sadonia in Spain with a population of 11.500. In 2003, the city 

council did not renew the contract with Aqualia. Medina Global, a 100 % municipally owned 

multi-utility company could therefore generate savings and create more jobs. Equally, in the 

Trade and Development report from 2015, 128 projects were assessed with the following 

results 10 cases in service quality, 1 case on fiscal results, improved access to services for 

the poor in only about 10 percent of cases. In Jakarta, Indonesia a public debate was 

organized on what can be learned from Paris. In the struggles towards remunicipalization 

trade unions have worked with citizens and is developping post- remunicipalization strategies. 

The trade union AUPCTRE is part of a citizen coalition to fight against privatisation and for 

reform of the Lagos State Water Company (LSWC).  

Threat to public services in trade agreements and investor protection (TTIP, CETA, TISA) 

 

In the debate around the trade agreements it emerges that public services are under threat as 

private companies are well protected by contracts and it is difficult to prove violations of 

contractual obligations. The definition of public services is important and there is chilling effect 

on policy as the cases of Sofia and Montbeliard 

in France prove. It is important to protect public 

services from the trade agreements to protect 

municipalities and their public services. 

 

Conclusions (C. Jakob , EPSU and S. Vitols, 

ETUI) 

The cost of privatisation is important to 

highlight- concessions are expensive and you 

also loose the in-house expertise over the long-

term which is difficult to re-integrate. 

Evaluations of re-municipalizations have to be 

done and to name the actual savings of not 

transferring services to the private sector. 

Costsavings are quite evident and have to be 

integrated into the key demands of re-

municipalization (e.g. examples Jakarta). 

 

There are a number of comparisons of effiency between private and public and  there is no 

evidence of greater private sector efficiency. Transaction costs of remunicipalization are quite 

low. Concerning the trade agreements- international abitration distorts decision-making in the 
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water sector- obstacle for public sector.  94 cases of remunicipalization (10 % of population)- it 

is a growing trend. We need to define privatisations and counter the US tradition of 

outsourcing  the public sector as you privatize the control of the cash flow and the  assets. 

Trade unions, muncipaliteis, cities need a common message to protect the employment in 

municipalities to build sustainable workplaces and public companies. There is a strong 

evidence of failure of the private sector- with legal compensation to demonstrate the service 

provision. There is a growing trend of re-municipalization in the water sector but other sectors 

emerge to be evaluated by municipalities in Europe to bring their servcies back under public 

control. Health, social services, street lightning, construction, administration are core 

competences of the public sector in delivering quality public servcies. There are many reasons 

to opt for remunicipalization from  poor performance of the private sector, non cost savings, 

lack of financial tranparency, workforce cuts and poor service quality, including the cost of 

legal dispute with external contractors.  

 

 
All presentations of this seminar can be found here: http://www.epsu.org/a/12011  
 
Further reading: 
Publication: TNI- Our Public Water Future- including article from EPSU on workers alliances 
https://www.tni.org/en/publication/our-public-water-future 
Report: Re-municipalization in Europe- bringing back services and EPSU Conference Riga 2012 
http://www.epsu.org/a/8683 
http://www.epsu.org/a/8865 
http://www.epsu.org/IMG/pdf/Redraft_DH_remunicipalization.pdf 
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