Jackson’'s water crisis:
water for people,

not profits

AFTER DECADES OF NEGLECT AND RACIST
DISINVESTMENT IN THE CITY’'S WATER SYSTEM,
IT'S TIME TO PUT PEOPLE FIRST

For too long, Jackson residents have not had reliable
access to water.! And now, after the breakdown that
thrust the city into national headlines in August 2022,2
public officials are poised to take action toward
repairing the system for good. Like in many other
communities with struggling water systems, water
privatizers are swooping in to position themselves as
the solution. But handing control to private, profit-
seeking corporations could only make the situation
worse, as it has in cities across the country.

CORPORATIONS PUT PROFIT OVER PEOPLE

Since the onset of the crisis, Mississippi state officials
have seized every opportunity to try to take power
from the city and the people of Jackson.? Meanwhile,
Jackson is considering a form of privatization which
would place control of the public water system into
the hands of a corporation. The private water industry
markets these schemes, sometimes called “public-
private partnerships” or “operations and management
contracts,” as a solution to the issues of old and
decaying water systems in cash-strapped cities like
Jackson. Yet corporations answer to their shareholders,
not to the community, often making decisions at the
expense of people’s well-being. Once a city enters
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into a privatization contract, it becomes extremely
difficult for the city or residents to hold these corporate
decision-makers accountable.

THE PRIVATE WATER INDUSTRY'S TRACK
RECORD OF ABUSE

Across the country, privatization has too often led to
higher water bills, labor cuts and abuses, and other
cost-cutting measures that endanger public health.*
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® While under the management of Veolia, the world’s
largest water privatizer, the Pittsburgh Water
and Sewer Authority in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
switched the corrosion control chemical used to
prevent lead contamination to a cheaper alternative
without the required approval.® A lead crisis soon
followed, endangering residents throughout the
city.® Lead exposure is particularly harmful to
children, damaging the brain and nervous system.”
And in the end, Veolia walked away with over
$11 million from its management contracts in
Pittsburgh,® while local officials were left to find
hundreds of millions of dollars to replace pipes
leaching lead.

® The North Miami Beach City Commission canceled
its $190 million private operations contract with
private water corporation Jacobs just three
years after it was signed, after the city found the
anticipated cost savings under privatization weren't
being realized, even while household water bills
went up.®

® In Bayonne, New Jersey, a privatization deal left
residents with skyrocketing rates. Some residents
who are struggling to pay their rising water bills
have even had liens placed on their homes, which
could lead to foreclosure.°

THE DISASTROUS RESULTS OF PRIVATE WATER
CONTRACTS IN JACKSON

Jackson itself has already dealt with the failures of
corporate water schemes multiple times.

® In 2013, Jackson contracted with Siemens, a
transnational corporation based in Germany, to
upgrade its water metering and billing systems.
Siemens promised millions in savings, but
completely failed to deliver, leaving the city with
wildly inaccurate bills, a damaged credit rating,
and an estimated total negative financial impact
of $700 million.*

® In 2017, Veolia took over the wastewater system and

promised to help Jackson comply with its consent
decree for environmental violations.'? Since Veolia
took over management of the wastewater system,

the city has continued to dump billions of gallons
of untreated or partially treated sewage into local
waterways, including the Pearl River.t

DEMANDING PUBLIC CONTROL: COMMUNITIES
WITH PUBLIC, DEMOCRATICALLY-ACCOUNTABLE
WATER SYSTEMS THRIVE

There's no question that the city of Jackson needs
support in fixing the water crisis and strengthening
the system for the future. But rather than turn
toward profit-driven corporations, we can learn
from communities that have retained control of and
improved their public water systems.

® Centering public input to build back stronger: In the
aftermath of Pittsburgh's disastrous contract with
Veolia, local experts and a large, diverse coalition
of residents pushed the mayor to restructure the
water system rather than re-privatize it. The newly
restructured water authority centered community
input in its plans, building accountability and trust
that these plans were speaking to the needs of
residents. In the years since, Pittsburgh has made
water service more affordable,* stopped service
shut-offs during the winter,'®> and developed a
robust green infrastructure plan for the
21st century.®
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Ensuring affordability improves utility finances:
Philadelphia established an income-based payment
program in response to resident concerns about
water shut-offs, overwhelming water debt, and
related home foreclosures.'” The Tiered Assistance
Program was the first water program in the U.S. to
charge households based on income level.!® The
program ensures that more people can afford to
pay their bills to keep their water running, giving
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