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Summary 

The paper fails to make a convincing case for mutualisation instead of public ownership of water 

companies in England and Wales. 

• It shows no awareness that when the same issue arose with the railway network 25 years 

ago, the Blair government tried creating Network Rail as a private not-for-profit ‘mutual’, 

which was later taken into public ownership because it did not deliver public control or 

economic efficiency 

• Internationally, water co-ops are marginal, used in some countries for thinly populated rural 

areas. The largest water co-op in the world serves less than 1m. people, in the Bolivian city 

of Santa Cruz. 

• It mistakenly claims that Welsh Water and John Lewis are consumer mutuals, and fails to 

discuss the known governance problems of mutuals 

• The GGF paper misrepresents its own polling results as supporting mutuals as the only 

option, whereas almost all groups except Reform voters preferred public ownership 

• It repeatedly assumes that public ownership would require compensation to the private 

owners, but somehow the shareholders would not demand compensation for mutualisation. 

• It argues that mutualisation can provide public control, but insists that control by elected 

councillors must be kept to a minority 

• It wrongly implies that public ownership would mean that costs would have to be covered 

out of taxes, whereas they would continue to be covered entirely by customer bills, as now 

• The proposals are driven by a UK rule about the debt of public companies which treats it as 

government debt, and so a new operator must remain private. But this rule is not used by EU 

countries and the USA, which have significantly lower borrowing costs than the UK. 

• It makes proposals for ‘voluntary’ mutualisation, which could lead to company profits being 

used to pay shareholders instead of invested in water and sewer age systems.   

• It contains some useful suggestions, for example setting rules for the levels of breaches of 

duty which would lead to a company being taken into public ownership – yet if applied, it 

would lead to the automatic Special Administration of Welsh Water – which the GGF use as a 

model for their proposed mutuals.   



 

1. Lessons of Network Rail: public ownership works better than a non-profit mutual 

GGF’s plan has been tried before in relation to the railway network. If failed, and was replaced by 

public ownership, which improved both public control and economic efficiency. The GGF paper 

shows no awareness of this. 

By 2002, the private company owning and running the privatised railway network, Railtrack, was 

delivering the same disastrous combination of both financial and operating failure as the water 

companies are now doing. The Blair government resisted public ownership as long as possible.  

However, it consistently tried to avoid public ownership, using the same arguments about the cost of 

compensation crowding out other investment, and the Treasury debt rules as are being used now: 

“…Renationalisation was consistently ruled out by Ministers as too expensive…. In the view 

of Ministers, this was a waste of £6 billion that could be spent on investment. 

…"future debt not to score on the PSNB (public sector net borrowing requirement…..Senior 

officials at the Treasury have made clear that the global situation means that the public 

finances are deteriorating day by day."  

By 2002 it realised it had to take the company into Special Administration, but to avoid public 

ownership it created Network Rail as a not-for-profit company, and transferred Railtrack’s business to 

it, including all the existing debt.  

But there were problems with both the governance and the economics of this set-up. It was:  

“under pressure for several years due to engineering overruns and concerns over its 

governance structure and accountability…. there were calls for NR’s corporate structure to be 

overhauled, and questions whether the system was open to cronyism and institutional 

inertia; and the Transport Select Committee repeatedly questioned how NR was run”. 

The not-for-profit company still had to borrow to finance continuing investment. It depended on 

government guarantees to lower the rate of interest, which still remained higher than government 

borrowing costs. Bond dealers pointed out that this tortuous mechanism meant that interest costs 

were £84 million per year higher than if it was in public ownership, the equivalent of an extra 

£2.8billion in debt, and asked:  

“So why isn’t the government borrowing in its own name at rates 0.3% per year lower than 

Network Rail and then directly on-lending the money to it?... assuming Network Rail’s debt 

obligations directly would increase the total UK national debt, but we’re talking about a 

simple accounting change to save billions of pounds.”  

By 2014 reality was recognised. The failed ‘mutual’ Network Rail was re-classified as a state-owned 

company, replacing the board of 72 ‘members’ with direct ownership by the secretary of state, and 

funding investment by borrowing from the government at lower rates.  

The £31billion debt (equivalent to £44billion at current 2026 prices) became part of Public Sector Net 

Debt (PSND), but there was no discernible impact on government borrowing.  The cost of 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN01224/SN01224.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN01076/SN01076.pdf
https://bondvigilantes.com/blog/2012/06/why-does-uk-government-guaranteed-network-rail-keep-issuing-debt-in-its-own-name-and-at-a-higher-cost/
https://bondvigilantes.com/blog/2012/06/why-does-uk-government-guaranteed-network-rail-keep-issuing-debt-in-its-own-name-and-at-a-higher-cost/


government gilts actually fell during 2014, from 3.0% to 2.2%, and a review of bond markets 

described 2014 as “another great year for bonds”,  without mentioning the reclassification of 

Network Rail debt from private to public.1   

➢ Rejection of Yorkshire Water’s proposal for a mutual in 2001 

There has been an explicit call for a mutualisation of Yorkshire water, which Burnham has noted will 

be considered as an option.  

It is worth remembering that Yorkshire Water itself proposed creating a mutual to take over the 

network, and the debt, in 2000. The proposal was rejected by OFWAT, on the grounds that it would 

saddle customers with all the debt, with no economic benefit – except for the owners of Yorkshire 

Water.   

The following year the proposal to transfer Welsh Water to ownership by a not-for-profit company 

was made by the company management, and was accepted. All the debt was transferred to the new 

company, and has grown steadily since: by 2024 the cost of servicing the debt amounted to 41% of 

its total revenues from customer bills.  

Both proposals were made by the private company owners and managers – not by consumers.  

2. International evidence 

The GGF paper offers no evidence on the experience of water co-ops in other countries which might 

be relevant to England and Wales adopting a similar system. 

Provision of water and/or sewerage services by consumer-owned co-ops or mutuals is a marginal 

phenomenon, globally. 2 They are typically found in rural areas with small but dispersed populations.3 

None are even close to the size of the English water and sewerage companies. The largest water 

mutual in the world is Saguapac, in the city of Santa Cruz, Bolivia – which covers about 900,000 

people in the formal areas of the city, but large informal settlements have had to develop their own 

co-ops.  4   

Water cooperatives are found in developed countries such as Canada (200 co-ops), Finland (1,300 co-

ops), Denmark (2,500 coops), Austria (5,000 co-ops), and the United States (3,300 co-ops); and in 

developing countries, such as Bolivia (15 co-ops); Chile (137 co-ops); Kenya, where local associations 

are described as self-help water projects; and Pakistan, with a major sewerage co-op being 

developed in the informal settlement of Orangi. 5  

The annexe gives more detail on this evidence.  

  

 
1 See Annexe A for more detail on  
2 Mori 2013 
3 University of Wisconsin Centre for Co-operatives 2016 
4 https://stories.coop/clean-water-cooperative-principles/  
5 Arvonen et al 2017 

https://bondvigilantes.com/blog/2014/12/duration-duration-duration-review-bond-market-returns-2014/
https://bondvigilantes.com/blog/2014/12/duration-duration-duration-review-bond-market-returns-2014/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2000/jul/25/utilities
https://unisondam.widen.net/s/zhx57gq8wm/clean-water-report-2026-revised-and-updated-edition
https://unisondam.widen.net/s/zhx57gq8wm/clean-water-report-2026-revised-and-updated-edition
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2305942
https://reic.uwcc.wisc.edu/water/
https://stories.coop/clean-water-cooperative-principles/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1087724X17715267


 

3. Misrepresenting poll responses  

➢ Poll results on preferences: ‘state’ ownership preferred to ‘not for profit’ 

GGF asked focus groups ‘who should ultimately own water?’, offering 3 options – not-for-

profit/customer ownership, ‘state’ ownership, or private.  Despite the loaded wording, 34% preferred 

‘state’ ownership, compared with 28% choosing NFP.  Analysis by party voting shows that Labour and 

Lib Dem voters clearly prefer ‘state’ ownership, by as much as 2:1 (46-23, and 45-28), Conservatives 

and Greens were equally divided (33-32, 36-35). Reform voters were the only group which showed a 

definite, but narrow, preference for the consumer/not-for-profit option, by 35-30.  

So, on their own results, how can the report claim that: “Customer ownership is the only water 

ownership model that is politically viable”? GGF clearly prefers NFP or mutualization, but they have 

not shown that the public shares that view. 

➢ False claims on compensation costs of public ownership or not-for-profit 

The paper attempts to argue that people really want mutualisation because it avoids the costs of 

‘nationalisation’. There is some public concern about this because of the widely publicized, and 

widely discredited, claim by the companies, and Defra, that compensation of £100bn. would have to 

be paid to the current owners of the private companies.  GGF asked an extra question about whether 

people wanted public ownership at any price, and found that most people, predictably, agreed that 

they only want public ownership if the cost is ‘low or close to zero’ (though 20% said they wanted it 

any price).  

And GGF then makes the wholly unjustified claim that “This is precisely the gap mutualisation is built 

to close: public control without the price tag that voters will not accept” , and so is a supposed 

answer to the  rhetorical question in the executive summary: “what is the solution when 

nationalisation comes with such an unfeasible price tag?” 

But it does no such thing. Whether the companies are taken into public ownership or some form of 

not-for-profit ownership or mutualization, the owners of the private companies would want the 

same level of compensation – and the government can or should respond vigorously, on behalf of 

the public (as it is over the renationalization of steel6).  

4. Fiscal illusions: ignoring private debt 

➢ Conflict: ‘for public control’? or minimising public control? 

GGF claim to be concerned about delivering public control, but their key section on the advantage of 

the mutual is precisely that it doesn’t deliver full public control.  Why? so it can then avoid being 

classed as public by ONS, but that can only be achieved as long as any elected local or central govt 

reps do NOT have 'controlling influence on company policy'; so they cannot allow elected councillors 

 
6 ‘China’s Jingye Demands Payout over British Steel Nationalisation’. Financial Times, July 19 2026. 
https://www.ft.com/content/dc61c278-c3eb-48b5-8f79-f949eae7a601?syn-25a6b1a6=1. 
 

https://www.ft.com/content/dc61c278-c3eb-48b5-8f79-f949eae7a601?syn-25a6b1a6=1


to have a majority.   And why does this matter? Because the Treasury includes the debt of publicly 

owned companies in its ‘headline’ definition of Public Sector Net Debt (PSND).   

   

➢ Moving debt from private to public sector – no extra cost for taxes  

The entire rationale for using mutuals instead of public ownership is to avoid the debt being 

transferred onto the government’s books, based on an illusion. The paper claims that:  

“Nationalising or the municipalisation of water companies would bring the industry onto the 

public balance sheet at significant cost to the taxpayer, as both the sector's assets and its 

very large debts would transfer to the government books, as well as the ongoing costs and 

investment requirements.”.  

But no, it wouldn’t. The companies’ revenues would also transfer, and these revenues pay for all the 

current costs, including the cost of servicing the debt, and would continue to do so.    

➢ Keeping debt private: no evidence to support idiosyncratic Treasury rule  

This is a long-standing Treasury obsession, which is not shared by other countries: EU rules, the fiscal 

rules of the USA, and international accounting standards, all treat publicly owned enterprises as 

separate from the government’s owned debt.  

The Treasury insists that it is important to re-assure bond markets, but the evidence suggests 

otherwise: for a long time, the cost of UK government borrowing, as measured by the ‘yields’ on 10-

year gilts, has been significantly higher than the borrowing costs of countries that do not use UK 

Treasury rules.  

And, as was realised with Network Rail, it is economically less efficient to have an infrastructure 

company operating as a mutual rather than in the public sector.  

Table A :  Higher cost of govt borrowing for UK than countries which separate SOEs  

Country 10-year govt 
bond yields 

SOE debt treated as 
part of general 
government debt? 

UK 5.06% Yes 

   

France 4.13% No 

Italy 4.08% No 

Greece 3.95% No 

Spain 3.71% No 

Portugal 3.61% No 

Netherlands 3.34% No 

Germany  3.26% No 

   

USA 4.73% No 

Source: https://www.bloomberg.com/markets/rates-bonds at at 21/08/26 

 

https://www.bloomberg.com/markets/rates-bonds%20at%20at%2021/08/26


➢ Compensation for companies: applies if mutualised as well as if municipalised  

The paper claims that one of the three advantages of mutuals is that they provide “public control 

without the fiscal consequences of a state buyout.”, and that “It is the only solution which respects 

the majority of voters who do not want the government to cover the high cost of a buyout.” (5.1) 

But it does no such thing.  If the ‘fiscal consequences’ include the cost of compensation, then as 

noted earlier, the owners of the private companies would want the same level of compensation 

whether the companies are taken into public ownership or some form of not-for-profit ownership or 

mutualization7).  

And if they just mean the Treasury’s accounting fetish, then, as noted above, this makes no 

difference to the economics of the system. 

5. Mutuals and ‘customer control’ 

The core claim of the GGF is that transferring the water companies to mutuals delivers effective 

public control: “Mutualisation redistributes power to the people”.  It needs to demonstrate, however. 

that mutuals are at least as good at this as publicly owned systems - which have the obvious 

advantage of being 100% owned by public authorities, with democratically elected councillors 

holding at least 51% of the governing board.   

➢ Democratic deficit of mutuals 

The GGF paper offers no direct evidence to support the claim that mutuals provide significant power 

or control by members.  The paper relies on typical corporate processes whereby an AGM approves 

director appointments: “all eligible household and business customers in the region would become 

members of the mutual, exercising their right to elect their board through a ballot at an AGM.”  But 

there are two glaring weaknesses with this proposal: one is that processes of corporate governance 

are notoriously hostile to any attempt at shareholder democracy. Another is the casual introduction 

of business customers as voters, which does not happen in democratic elections to local councils, 

and GGF does not indicate how that business votes would be weighted, compared with customers.     

GGF does recommend that local authorities and unions should be able to nominate members to the 

board, but only a minority – both of which have democratic legitimacy. But it explicitly prevents 

elected local councillors from ever gaining a majority. It recommends that unions should have the 

right to nominate reps on    the board is normal practice of public sector water companies 

throughout Europe, not a special feature of mutuals.  

It just mentions 4 existing companies as examples of successful mutuals which deliver ‘power to the 

people’: Welsh Water (Dwr Cymru), John Lewis, the Co-op, and Nationwide.  

The evidence rather shows the opposite: two of these are not consumer mutuals at all, and none of 

them have structures which deliver significant ‘control’ by their owners.  

 
7 ‘China’s Jingye Demands Payout over British Steel Nationalisation’. Financial Times, July 19 2026. 
https://www.ft.com/content/dc61c278-c3eb-48b5-8f79-f949eae7a601?syn-25a6b1a6=1. 
 

https://www.ft.com/content/dc61c278-c3eb-48b5-8f79-f949eae7a601?syn-25a6b1a6=1


➢ Welsh Water (Dwr Cymru): not a mutual 

GGF say it will be like “Welsh Water is one example: a not-for-profit mutual that sits squarely in the 

private sector and off the government's books.” WW/DC itself is not a mutual, nor is it a not-for-

profit company. It is a commercial company, owned by a single shareholder, Glas Cymru. Glas Cymru  

is a NFP company, but it is not a mutual, it isn’t owned by its customers. It was set up as a NFP by top 

management in 2002 to take over the company and finance it entirely by debt, based on the concept 

of ‘whole-business securitisation’, which was later adopted by private equity companies as a way of 

extracting maximum returns.   

➢ it is run by a self-perpetuating group of 65 individual members, who appoint new or 

replacement members, and directors from amongst themselves.  

o None are elected  by customers, local councils,  or the Welsh government or Synedd 

o The company specifies that members must not represent anybody: “Membership is 

personal and Members are not appointed to represent any particular group or 

stakeholder interest. …Members are appointed by the Board” 

(https://corporate.dwrcymru.com/en/about-us/governance/our-members  

o The conditions of Glas Cymru member ship  membership forbid members making 

decisions for any group: they must  “Act independently and make decisions as 

Members solely in the interests of the Group, ensuring that actions are not 

influenced by any financial or other gain for themselves, their family, their friends, or 

any particular organisation or interest group.”  (Glas Cymru membership policy p.8, 

clause 11.1) https://corporate.dwrcymru.com/en/about-us/governance/our-

members   

➢ evidence of customer control at John Lewis, Co-op, Nationwide   

Apart from their reference to Welsh Water, GGC says that 3 other companies - John Lewis 

partnership, the Co-op and Nationwide - ‘demonstrate how the cooperative model works’, and claims 

that ‘Mutualisation redistributes power to the people and reconnects communities to the 

institutions that serve them’.   

Only one of these 4 organisations can reasonably be said to have a structure which enables members 

to participate in governance: the Co-op Group. The paper fails to provide details of the governance 

arrangements of each, so some information is provided here.  

• John Lewis Partnership 

John Lewis is an employee-owned company, not a customer-owned mutual or co-op. 

• Nationwide  

Nationwide is structured as a building society, which is a specific type of mutual, formally owned 

by its 16 million members.  It has a typical corporate governance structure: it is run by a board of 

directors, whose appointments are ratified by a company annual general meeting (AGM).  

9 million members are entitled to vote at the AGM, only about 4% of whom exercise their vote, 

of which 87% use a ‘quick vote’ option to give their votes to support all the board’s 

recommendations. In 2025 just 400 members attended the AGM online, less than 0.002% of the 

membership, which the chair described as "our highest attendance in 15 years".  

https://corporate.dwrcymru.com/en/about-us/governance/our-members
https://corporate.dwrcymru.com/en/about-us/governance/our-members
https://corporate.dwrcymru.com/en/about-us/governance/our-members
https://www.sharesoc.org/sharesoc-news/nationwides-agm-use-your-vote-and-make-it-your-own/
https://www.nationwide.co.uk/about-us/governance-reports-and-results/agm-results/


The AGM agenda is decided by the board. Directors’ salaries (including a £4.7million salary for 

the CEO ) are submitted to the AGM, but the votes are ‘non-binding’.  Major policy decisions, 

such as the £2.9billion takeover of Virgin Money, are not submitted to the AGM even for 

ratification. For over 20 years no resolution has been submitted to the AGM by members.  

2026 was the first year that a member-nominated candidate stood for the board as an 

alternative to the board’s candidates: while all the board nominees were elected with the 

support of over 580,000 votes, and less than 25,000 against, the members’ nominee  was 

rejected by over 500,00 to 76,000.  

This cannot be described as a mutual effectively subject to ‘customer control’ 

• Co-op Group:  

The group is owned by 7m. of their customers who have chosen to pay £1 for a share, and have the 

right to attend the AGM. According to the annual report 52,000 voted at the 2025 AGM.  The AGM 

includes motions from members, including complex policy issues such as excluding the group from 

buying Israeli products due the 'plausible case to answer’ for genocide in Gaza. This led to a sourcing 

review and the adoption of criteria for excluding countries, and a conclusion to exclude 17 countries, 

including Israel, from sourcing of food.  

There is a Members council with 100 reps on it, voted for by members in their regional groups, which 

oversees the board. It meets 4 times per year, There are 4 self-nominated member directors, out of 

12 on the board, but: “Members of the Council and the Board together serve on the Member 

Nominated Director Joint Selection and Approvals Committee (MNDJC), to ensure the right 

candidates are put forward for election by our members” (2025 AR p45)   

The current governance of the Co-op was set up after the group was criticised for not providing 

strong accountability. A report by Lord Myners in 2014 found a ‘significant democratic deficit’ in 

which: “ordinary members have surprisingly weak constitutional rights and a limited ability to 

influence the group's social mission and activities.“ 

 

6. Problematic and useful proposals 

Apart from the basic promotion of mutuals, the proposals include some good and some problematic 

technical elements.  

➢ Strengthening SAR:  but implies taking Welsh water, the GGF model, into administration 

 

The paper has a  good section on the failure of governments to realise the potential of SAR, and 

proposes rules for deciding which companies would be taken into SAR. The GGF paper shows 

that 7 English companies would be automatically taken into SAR of these rules applied (Anglian, 

South West, Southern, Thames, Wessex,  Yorkshire, and South East Water)  

But as Malby and Root point out, if applied, these rules would also lead to the automatic Special 

Administration of Welsh Water – which the GGF use as a model for their proposed mutuals: 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/nils-pratley-on-finance/2026/jul/15/victory-nationwide-board-members-deserve-stronger-voting-rights
https://www.theguardian.com/business/nils-pratley-on-finance/2026/jul/15/victory-nationwide-board-members-deserve-stronger-voting-rights
https://www.theguardian.com/business/nils-pratley-on-finance/2026/jul/15/victory-nationwide-board-members-deserve-stronger-voting-rights
https://www.theguardian.com/business/nils-pratley-on-finance/2026/jul/15/victory-nationwide-board-members-deserve-stronger-voting-rights
https://www.nationwide.co.uk/about-us/governance-reports-and-results/agm-results/
https://www.nationwide.co.uk/about-us/governance-reports-and-results/agm-results/
https://downloads.ctfassets.net/5ywmq66472jr/3vZ3dF7zxBuI6vY9i0wOK/f4397c01e12ffaa374753c9f38bf0aa6/Co-op_Group_Annual_Report_2025.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/5ywmq66472jr/2K7PigBkO9AMI4GCxVDnzm/254aca0aef771c608f2e78fbc9885b6f/2025_Trading_with_Israel_Member_Motion_Update.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/5ywmq66472jr/2K7PigBkO9AMI4GCxVDnzm/254aca0aef771c608f2e78fbc9885b6f/2025_Trading_with_Israel_Member_Motion_Update.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-26970903


“Welsh Water — the sole real-world mutual on which the entire proposal is modelled — met 

only a third of its performance targets in each of the last measured years and failed its 

pollution target three years running. By its own criteria, this model is a failure (Section 1; 

Appendix E). Welsh Water met only 4 of the 12 commitments (33%) in 2022-23 and again in 

2023-24, and remained in Ofwat's “lagging behind” category in 2024-25: below the 50% 

threshold for three years running. And on pollution it missed its target in 2022-23, 2023-24 

and 2024-25 — three consecutive failures. Welsh Water is thus caught by both counts of the 

very rule GGF applies to Anglian, Southern, South West, Thames and Wessex. It is one of the 

worst performers in the industry.”    



 

➢ access to Nat wealth Fund 

It proposes allowing mutuals to access the National Wealth Fund to finance investment. This is a 

reflection of the weakness of mutuals in raising debt finance, as was found with Network Rail, but it 

also indirectly emphasises the advantages of public ownership, which should be able to access the 

NWF without special dispensation for private entities like co-ops.  

➢ ‘Voluntary’ mutualisation for companies by using profits to buy shares  

The paper wants to find a way of enabling companies which do not qualify for SAR to also be de-

privatised into mutuals, through “a range of market-friendly options”. It suggests that shares could be 

bought from shareholders who want to sell, by using company profits to buy them for the mutuals. 

There are two major problems with this. The first is the assumption that ‘profits’ can be used to pay 

shareholders without any cost to customers. This is not true. The profits in company accounts do not 

appear there by accident, they are the surplus from all the bills we pay in the expectation of 

investment. Every £ handed over to shareholders reduces that potential to finance investment.  

The second is that what is voluntary for the shareholders is compulsory for us: if they want to sell, 

then we have to pay. But then the key question is how much. The paper correctly criticises the use of 

RCV to estimate compensation costs, but then suggests other estimates, including potentially 

£7.84billion for Thames Water (4.4). They do not explain the basis for this, but if that is the estimate 

used for these voluntary buybacks, all the existing shareholders who have written down the value to 

0 would volunteer like a shot at getting so much handed over by us.  

 

   



 

Annexe A: Railtrack and Network Rail  

1. Railtrack history HoC Library paper SN1244  

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN01224/SN01224.pdf    relevant 

points: 

“…Renationalisation was consistently ruled out by Ministers as too expensive. The market 

capitalisation of Railtrack depended on the share price but during the summer 2001 it was about £2 

billion (at its height it was about £5 billion). The debt liabilities however accounted for £4 billion. In 

the view of Ministers, this was a waste of £6 billion that could be spent on investment. Furthermore 

such a move would require legislation, which would lead to paralysis in the system rather than 

improvements… 

On 7 October 2001 the then Secretary of State for Transport, Stephen Byers, petitioned a High Court 

judge to put Railtrack plc into ‘railway administration’ under section 60 of the Railways Act 1993.61…  

There were various indicators as to what the Government wanted to happen next. The Secretary of 

State initially hoped that administration would last three to six months;64 and the successor 

company would be in the private sector. Responsibility for enhancements had already been removed 

from Railtrack and was to be undertaken by SPVs being developed by the SRA…..  

On 1 October 2002 a High Court judge released Railtrack from administration and on 3 October 

Network Rail took over the running of the country’s rail infrastructure…. Network Rail is a company 

limited by guarantee (CLG) broadly as set out by the then Secretary of State in his statement of 

October 2001. The company took over the assets and liabilities of Railtrack plc and its role as 

network operator….  The statement by the then Secretary of State, Alistair Darling, of 27 June 2002 

said: “Railtrack Group and Network Rail have now concluded a sale and purchase agreement to 

acquire Railtrack plc. In line with its original offer, Network Rail will pay £500 million—of which £300 

million will be provided by the Government—as well as taking over Railtrack's debt, which now 

stands at £7.1 billion.”    

2. Network Rail > public ownership 

HoC Library Briefing SN02129, 16 March 2016 Network Rail 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn02129/. 

On 1 September 2014 the company became an arm’s-length body of the Department for Transport.   

In 2014 NR was reclassified as a central government body in the public sector; the main effects of 

this are that NR’s debt (estimated to reach £50 billion by 2019) has moved onto the Government’s 

balance sheet and the Government is able to exert more direct control over pay and strategy…. 

The company has been under pressure for several years due to engineering overruns and concerns 

over its governance structure and accountability…    

… prior to the reclassification in 2014 there were calls for NR’s corporate structure to be overhauled. 

These largely dated back to 2008; for example ‘the People’s Rail’ campaign led by the Cooperative 

Party called for NR Members to elect a Members Council which would replace the role fulfilled by 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN01224/SN01224.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn02129/


the Membership and questioned whether the system was open to cronyism and institutional inertia; 

and the Transport Select Committee repeatedly questioned how NR was run.  …  In November 2009 

NR announced a number of reforms as a result of its’ Members’ internal governance review. 

However, one key change failed to garner enough support: a vote on reducing the number of 

Members over time was tied at 36 for and against. Consequently, NR chose to “leav[e] this proposal 

in abeyance for the time being”. 

 

Annexe B : International evidence 

Provision of water and/or sewerage services by consumer-owned co-ops or mutuals is a marginal 

phenomenon, globally 8  They are typically found in rural areas, serving small but widely dispersed 

populations.9 None are even close to the size of the English water and sewerage companies. The 

largest water co-op in the world is Saguapac, serving about 900,000 people in the city of Santa Cruz, 

Bolivia. 10   

Water cooperatives are found in developed countries such as Canada (200 co-ops), Finland (1,300 co-

ops), Denmark (2,500 coops), Austria (5,000 co-ops), and the United States (3,300 co-ops;  and in 

developing countries, such as Bolivia (15 co-ops); Chile (137 co-ops); Kenya, where local associations 

are described as self-help water projects; and Pakistan, with a major sewerage co-op being 

developed in the informal settlement of Orangi. 11  

Some water co-ops provide sewerage services, but not all. 12 Finnish water cooperatives which 

manage wastewater typically “collect waste water and transfer it to municipal waste water treatment 

plant”, so depend on municipal provision of the treatment plant 13 

o Finland 

Only 20 of the co-ops in Finland serve more than 2,000 households, and the largest serves 4,000 

households. They typically receive a 20% subsidy from central government, and municipalities 

support them financially, by technical support, and by loan guarantees.14 

o USA 

There are about 3,300 water cooperatives in the USA.: most are small (serving 501 - 3,300 

consumers) or very small (serving fewer than 500 consumers. They have benefited from government 

support through rural assistance programmes, and from cross-subsidy support from rural electric 

cooperatives. 15 

o Bolivia and Saguapac 

 
8 Mori 2013 
9 University of Wisconsin Centre for Co-operatives 2016 
10 https://stories.coop/clean-water-cooperative-principles/  
11 Arvonen et al 2017 
12 Zhang et al 2022 
13 https://villagewaters.eu/Water_co-operatives__808  
14 Arvonen et al 2017 
15 University of Wisconsin Centre for Co-operatives 2016 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2305942
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https://doi.org/10.1177/1087724X17715267
https://doi.org/10.2166/wp.2022.283
https://villagewaters.eu/Water_co-operatives__808
https://doi.org/10.1177/1087724X17715267
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In Santa Cruz, about 900,000 people out of the city’s population of 1.5million are connected to water 

supply from the Saguapac cooperative. About half of them also have sewerage connections, which 

results in pollution of water sources.16  Saguapac is in effect limited to relatively affluent official 

homes,  excluding about 300,000 inhabitants of the central unofficial settlement, which had to create 

its own co-op, known as Cooplan.17 

o Pakistan: Orangi, 

In developing countries, the best-known local community initiative on sewerage is the Orangi Pilot 

project in Pakistan, a local group which managed the planning and construction of sewers in a huge 

informal settlement on the outskirts of Karachi. A central part of the process was the successful 

demand for public finance and connection to the wider public sector sewer system.18 

 

 
16 Water reclaiming: urban hydrological crisis in Santa Cruz de La Sierra G ALPARONE - 2024 - politesi.polimi.it 
 
17 https://contrattoacqua.it/public/upload/1/2/tab_elms_docs/1411484268il-modello-coperativo-di-gestione-
dell-acqua-_-2014_.pdf  
18 Hall and Lobina 2008 Sewerage Works  
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