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The water supply in Bucharest is provided by the company "Apa Nova", controlled by the French corporation Vivendi Water. It has obtained such competence after a public bid in march 2000, organized by Bucharest City Council, the Romanian Government with assistance from the World Bank. Vivendi has 85% shares of Apa Nova, the rest belongs to the City Council.

Although great expectations were put in the privatization of the water supply services, the quality of such a service is still problematic. Consumers are facing problems with the cost of the service, with the water quality or with the sewage system.

In 20 November 2001, Mr. Jean Patrice Poirier, Director for South-East Europe and Central Asia at Vivendi Water, declared: "the water supply and sewage should be considerably improved. In Bucharest there are several things to be realized, first of all the improvement of the drinking water quality. The current status of  deterioration  in which are the plants and the network calls for the modernization of the existing plants, building of a new one at Crivina and the replacement of an important number of pipes. It is also necessary to build in Bucharest a large filter station, at Glina. Large investments are needed." Concerning the bill to be paid by the consumers, Mr. Poirer said that "the invoice will highlight the gain for the consumer of the savings we will realize and also the part of the new investments".  "Proper to our culture is the transparency of the water price". Asked about the difficulties Vivendi had to solve, Mr. Poirer mentioned that the company tried to avoid the reducing in the staff number.

Apa Nova company intended to invest 2.5 millions Euro for the plants providing drinking water for Bucharest. In an article published in a central newspaper, Mr. Chiru, Manager of the Quality and Communication Direction of Apa Nova, declared that the company analyses the water quality each 4 hours, giving 40,000 analyses early; the results being positive, according to the existing norms.

A year later, things looked very different compared to the previous declarations. During that year, the prices were increased on 6 occasions, a cubic meter of drinking water being sold with 6,200 lei, compared with 4,300 lei when Vivendi took control of the former RGAB (autonomous authority of water and sewage). The company didn't invest its own funds, but managed only the credit of 20 million Euro from the World Bank, guaranteed by the Government and the City Council. Mr. Poirier was not very clear when explaining, in a press conference, why the City Council has only 14% shares in the company and not 31%, according with the initial contract. The labour policy was also very different from the initial declarations, Apa Nova laid off 1,700 employees of its former total 5,000. Another promise was launched with that occasion, that Apa Nova will invest 18 million Euro in 2002 to modernise the water network.

The consumers were not without problems after the privatization, generated mainly by the bad treatment used by Apa Nova. For instance, the Nicu family of Bucharest, located in the city center, had to pay 2 mil. Lei in March 2000, a large amount compared with the usual bills. Apa Nova made the examinations, it said that some plumbing problems in the building, but after fixing it, the bill raised to 4.4 mil. Lei in July, to 9,3 mil. in September, to 12 mil. in January 2001. The mysterious problem was not identified and the Nicu family decided to break the contract with Apa Nova, preferring to carry the necessary water using buckets.

Another case refers to a block of flats where the bills were extremely different from a month to another. In December 2000 the bill was for 8,7 mil. , but the previous total of May to November, the bill was just ¼ of that amount.  Apa Nova declared the problems were generated by the watermeter. The next year, the water consumption indicated by the new watermeter raised from 3.3 to 7.3 cubic meters per person. The consumers asked for a discussion with the Apa Nova managers, but they were refused.

The authorities took position faced with the way Apa Nova dealt with the consumers' problems and, in April 2002, the  Prefect of Bucharest and the mayors of the 6 sectors of the city had a meeting with the water company. The purpose was to convince Apa Nova staff to listen to the consumers complaints. The Prefect said: "we had two issues to be clarified, the first concerning the concession and the second regarding the urgent needs of the city. The citizens have to understand what they pay, and the French have to understand that they are not inexpugnable". The Mayor of sector 5 was much more peremptory: "we have initiated negociations with Apa Nova a year ago, but soon we realized that they were only delaying a serious discussion. If in 6 months they will not start the first investments in this sector, I have promised them I'll come to their headquarters together with the people of the sector". The journal reporting this event added that the inhabitants of Bucharest accused repeatedly Apa Nova of lack of communication and of increasing the prices in contrast with the services quality.

Mr. Andreas Baude, Apa Nova manager, informed the press in July 2002 that the consumers in Bucharest have to pay the double of the water they use, due to the losses on the network. He informed that the company has a "zero" balance, covering from the returns the costs. The difference between the produced and the consumed water is 800,000 cubic meters daily, that is half of the supplied quantity. The loss is generated also by the lack of watermeters. Mr. Baude also declared that the price cannot be reduced by half, because the provisions of the contract signed with the City Council.

A few days latter,  the City Council, thorough the voice of the vice-mayor Mr. Ioan Radu, declared that it will oblige Apa Nova to bear the costs of installing watermeters, contrary to the company's decision that the consumers will have to pay such devices. He declared that the company's pretension that the consumers pay such costs is illegal. The Government Ordinance no. 32/2002 clearly says that the water operators are obliged to equip on their own costs with a counter each home, no latter than February 2004.

The heavy rains of July 2002 produced problems in Bucharest, due to the fact that the sewage system was not able to take the excessive quantities of water. It was another occasion that the Apa Nova company was accused of bad service. Several crossings were flooded and tens of houses were affected in several areas of the city. The City Council has a special division for public utilities; its director general declared that in the best case (meaning access to financial resources) the problem of inundations after raining could be solved in one year. At the central government level, it was created a new Authority for regulation in the area of public services, directed by former vice-mayor, Mr. Ioan Radu. Immediately he attacked Apa Nova, declaring that this situation is the best example of how not to privatize a public service, and he intends to annul its operating license ("the State had met its master"). A very influent newspaper titled ironically: "God made the water, but the Flood was brought by Apa Nova". It mentioned also that the emergency telephone service did not take any messages, due to the fact that Sunday no permanence is ensured. Mr. Ioan Radu asked that Apa Nova should comply with the obligations assumed in its contract with the City Council; besides the frequent and unjustified increases in prices, he also mentioned the overpricing in consumers' bills, the fact that the company uses assets belonging to the Mayoralty, the lack of transparence, the refusal to have a dialogue with the consumers and finally the indifference to the real situation.

The mentioned Authority organized a special division for Bucharest, whose director produced surprising declarations in October 2002: over 56% of the price paid by the consumers are representing losses. The French directors admitted a loss of only 40%. The local division declared that Apa Nova should present a solid proposal for restructuring the water system in Bucharest, otherwise it will be penalised with a fee of 1.5 millions Euro. The director of the mentioned division draw the attention to the complicated fact that the Authority for regulation of public services will have difficulties to withdraw the operating license of Apa Nova, because the company doesn't have any license, due to  the fact it obtained a concession contract for 25 years from the Bucharest City Council.

At the end of 2002, the Bucharest Mayoralty decided to modify two decisions regulating the water supply in the city. For example, the consumers asking to be connected to the water system must pay the necessary works, but after finishing it, the completed work becomes an Apa Nova property. The modification included the elimination of the hidden subventions from public funds, due to the obsolete regulations dating from the time when the water supply was a service provided by the Mayoralty. Regarding the demand that Apa Nova should present a proposal for restructuring the water system, the city counselors noticed that the company did not proposed any file and it was decide that a penalty of 200,000 Euro should be applied.

The Authority for regulation of public services issued various regulations which upset the Apa Nova managers, who complained that they were not consulted. We may add that the consumers were not consulted too. The water company warned that the regulations will produce important increases in the tariffs.

The last development until now happened at the beginning of April 2003, when the Competition Inspectorate of the Bucharest Prefecture has find that  Apa Nova increased certain tariffs without asking such permission from the competent authorities. Consequently, the Competition Inspectorate has fined Apa Nova and ordered that the unauthorized sums should be transferred to the state budget and not to the consumers who paid for it.

Among the complaints brought to the Consumers Protection Association referring to the water supply in Bucharest, some cases are interesting with respect to the problems rised. For instance:

- when a consumer informed the Apa Nova about a broken water pipe on her street, the answer was that she does not have to be worried because she will pay according to the watermeter;

- a supplementary sum was asked by Apa Nova when the tenants association was transformed into a owners association;

- instead of cold water, the tap is providing hot water.

In general, users are complaining about the same general problems – high bills and poor service.

We may sum up this presentation with the finding that the consumers' interest in the water supply in Bucharest is represented only by the public authorities. This is not surprising; there is no consumers representation in the Economic and Social Council or other similar bodies. When speaking about the social dialogue, the authorities include only three parties, that is government, trade unions and industry. The Consumers Protection Association included, for this reason, in its strategy, as an important objective to obtain a place it deserves where decisions affecting consumers are taken.
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