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FRANCE 

 

Geography: Has extensive coastline and shares borders with Belgium,Italy, germany,Switzerland and 

Spain. 

Status: Developed 

Population: 65 Million  

Note:  19% of population is immigrants, 40% of them stay in Greater Paris.  

 Per capita income: $ 33,910 

Water resources: Loire, Seine, Garonne and Rhône. Most of the rivers are shared with its neighbors. 62 

percent of drinking water supply is from groundwater and 38 percent from surface water 

Water Availability (LPCD-liters per capita per day):  175 lpcd. (24% of piped water is lost due to poor 

infrastructure/ leakages) 

Water Sector Overview 
Policy Landscape 
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Summary: 

1. Drought and Privatization of water are 

reigning issues here. 

2. Abundant surface water resources but 

a depleted ground water situation 

which is seasonal. 

3. Industrial activity – Nuclear  

generation highly dependent on rivers 

for cooling  

4. Favorable policy landscape which also 

accommodates public opinion and 

participation. 

5. The French take active interest in 

matters of governance and quite 

known for their activism. They also 

have an understanding of the global 

water issues. 

6. France is known as the birth place of 

water privatization.  

7. Three large corporation ( Suez, Veolia, 

Saur and  Vivendi Environment ) have a 

big stake in French water supply and 

operation.  

Most important piece of legislation- the law on water and aquatic 

environments was introduced in 2006. This is important because 

apart from incorporating the EU water framework directive, it also 

pushed for greater transparency in operation of water utilities. As 

France has one of the highest levels of privatization in water 

sector, in the world, transparency is essential in larger public 

interest. 

Another aspect of the new policy is the emphasis on public 

consultations and participatory approach to water management. 

This indicates the progressive nature of the French public 

institutions and the people in general. 

France is labeled as the birth place modern water privatization. 

Water Resources Administration 

Water management is under the Ministry of Ecology, 

Energy,Sustainable Development and Town and Country Planning 

in France 

Water Stats 

 Drinking water - 25% of water requiement 

 49%  - Irrigation 

 22%  - Power stations 

 11% - Industries 

 (Source: Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable Development) 

Water Crisis 

1. Water Stress Nature 

a. A drought in  2005 ( after 1974)  led to re-introduction water rationing in the most 

affected areas ( 60% rivers dried up). During this time the government also banned its 

farmers from irrigating, but some farmers still went ahead and irrigated their fields 

stealthily. During this period there were water police patrolling farm lands to check if 

farmers irrigated their fields. This gave rise to a situation where two essential uses of 

water – domestic water and agricultural use came in competition with each other 

whereas  a balance between the two should have been explored. 
A drought again this year (2011) threatens France’s drinking water security, agricultural 

production as well as nuclear energy production. 

b. A prevailing  crisis in France’s water scenario is about privatization of water utilities and 

an alleged foul play by corporations. There is a huge discontent and mistrust among t 
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he general public regarding their water utilities being operated and run by private 

corporations. Over the past decade there has been a huge movement toward 

‘remunicipalization’ of water utilities across France. 

A case in point: While serving as CEO of the largest water utility, Suez Lyonnaise des Eaux, 

from 1987 to 2000, Monod helped plan the privatization of Grenoble's water, a process that 

was enabled by bribes and resulted in the price gouging of customers. The city's mayor and 

three water company officials were convicted of corruption in 1995, and the water 

concession was canceled. Monod, a close adviser to French President Jacques Chirac, was 

accused in testimony during the trials of having instigated the corruption, but he denied 

those accusations and was never charged.(source: The Water Barons, by Julio Godoy) 

2. Water Crisis Intensity 
a) Drought: As of November 1, 2011, the French geological research office (BGRM) states 

that almost 80% of water tables in France are showing lower than normal levels. The 

county’s environmental groups allege that agriculture has been consuming water much 

more than what it should. The situation is the most acute in Paris basin and the 

Aquietaine basin which have been receiving below normal rain since 2003.  

b) Although not clearly established, increased water stress during peak summer use of 

being talked about. Artificially replenishing aquifers is being explored considering the 

current situation. 

c) Privatization: The second crisis is privatization related, which also has corruption and 

politician – corporation nexus associated with it. Due to this there I huge range of price 

for the same quantum of water supplied like – ‘for 120 m3 of water bills range from 213 

Euros to 400 Euros annually’.  

3. How is the water crisis manifesting on the ground? 
a) A drought this year (2011) threatens France’s drinking water security, agricultural production as 

well as nuclear energy production. This drought is dubbed as the worst in the past 50 years. 44 

of 50 nuclear reactors are cooled by river water. The French government has established a 

committee to monitor the country's electricity supply situation and its river flows. 

b) In the recent years no protests or agitation related to water issues have been reported in 

international media. However there is a good cause to believe that there is a radical reappraisal 

of the roles of government and especially the private sector in water management. 

4. What is at the root of the problem? 
a) Drought situation is largely due to exploitation of ground water resources (dependence on ground 

water is as high as 60%) which probably has come close to breaching the aquifers’ natural 

replenishment limits.  Altered rainfall pattern has also aggravating the situation.  
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b) A long tradition of privatization in French water sector (dating back to Napoleanic era) has led to a 

situation where management of water resources appears awry.  

5. How serious is the problem (what's at stake for people in solving 

the crisis in the near-term, and in the long-term) 
a) Long term implications of overuse of groundwater can have implications on the country’s water 

supply system. The larger cause of altered rainfall pattern could be connected to level of 

pollution in the region i.e. across several countries of European region. 

6. What is the political landscape surrounding the crisis? 
 

Although reluctant earlier, the political outlook now reflects the public opinion of Remunicipalization 

and cutting down on private participation in water utilities.  

7. What is the cultural context of water? 
Who or what is the leading force for solutions?  

Changes are being driven by local governments, local consumer association and  council of community. 

It is interesting to note that water services in France are considered as public services. But water 

services also belong to a specific category public service called ‘Industrial or Commercial’ public services. 

This means that the local public authority can delegate management of water service to a private firm. 

What role does water play in everyday lives, is there awareness of a water crisis, is there awareness of a 

water crisis globally? 

 

Being a water abundant nation the French people don’t experience physical scarcity of water in their 

daily lives. France has near 100% coverage of household water supply and also ensures high quality of 

water. 

 In urban areas the consciousness towards water quality id higher than the rest. In Paris 

apparently people are skeptical about their tap water quality and so some even prefer buying 

bottled water for drinking purposes. ( Source: Conversation with a GW professional working in 

Paris) 

 

The French consider water as a universal right but at the same time they also agree in principle with the 

fact that treatment and supply services should be paid for. Their laws allow for public consultations 

which to a great degree help in brining the government closer to the people. 

 

A case in point is a recent survey ( October 2011) conducted by the Ministry of Sustainable 

Development, the Water Agencies and the National Water and Aquatic Environments (ONEMA) to 
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understand how sensitive are the French to environmental issues of water. The responses for the top 

four environmental issues that are of concern to the people: 

 

 Good management of water "the world": 51% 

 Conservation of all aquatic environments: 49% 

 The quality of tap water: 48% 

 Reducing water pollution in rivers: 47%. 

Source: http://www.developpement-durable.gouv.fr/Les-Francais-sont-sensibles-aux.html 

8.  Are their particular corporations (and corporate practices) to 

blame? 
Suez and Vivendi Environment  are two major corporations which manage the water utilities in France. 

Together with Saur, they control 80 percent of the water market in France. Veolia is another major 

player. 

 

Campaigns and Instances 
 

a) Instance showing the intensity of the issue of privatization and associated water tarrifs:   

 

People's perception of water: 

“Is it shocking that each family spends six francs for every day consumption of water and sanitation 

needs? It's roughly the price of a baguette and a half of bread” 

b) In 1999, French courts sentenced former ministers and leading Suez executives to prison sentences 

for their involvement in the corrupt operation, and ordered the company to pay back all water 

charges imposed between 1990 and 1998. 

 

c) Paris’s Water is now managed by government: 

Mayor Bertrand Delanoë announced Jun. 2 that the municipal administration would regain 

control of all water services for the city, ending a private monopoly that has lasted more than 

100 years. The contracts with the world's two biggest water service companies, Suez and Veolia, 

will not be extended after Dec. 31, 2009. "We want to offer a better service, at a better price," 

Delanoë said. "We also promise that prices would be stable." 

 

40 new municipalities have taken water supply and treatment (water and sewerage) into their 

own hands since 2010. 

 

d)  Remunicipalization – The remunicipalisation tracker mirrors the format typically used by private 

water-industry publications for listing upcoming privatisation and public-private partnership 

(PPP) contracts that provide possibilities for commercial expansion. 
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“The EU was also instrumental in trying to impose the worldwide privatisation of water and other public services through the WTO.” 

9. Source of Information: 
 Ministry of Ecology, transportation and sustainable development: http://www.developpement-

durable.gouv.fr/ 

   France brings in water rationing after worst drought for 30 years : 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2005/jul/11/weather.france 

 Recent water crisis in France: http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/11/15/us-france-water-reserves-

idUSTRE7AE21W20111115 

 Paris water back in public hands http://cupe.ca/privatization/paris-water-public-hands 

 Remunicipalisation (last updated 2010 January): http://www.remunicipalisation.org/ across the 

world. 

 http://www.cieau.com/la-ressource 
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