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We study how the privatisation of urban water is being challenged in Catalonia, which has a high propor-
tion of private management and a high degree of monopolisation in the water contract market, compared
to Spain. We use detailed and up-to-date municipal data to study the dynamics of monopolisation and
remunicipalisation. We find that remunicipalisation, rather than potential competition for contracts, is
a remedy against monopolisation. Inter-municipal cooperation in Catalonia facilitated the implemen-
tation of remunicipalisation in smaller municipalities. In addition, we analyse the democratisation of
water management following remunicipalisation and find that progress was modest, both in Catalonia

and in Spain.
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Introduction

Following the great wave of privatisation of public services®
in the 1980s and 90s (see Clifton et al., 2003), the recovery of
public control over the delivery of public services? has been
a widespread reform practice since the early 2000s. We
are particularly interested in the remunicipalisation of lo-
cal public services, because privatisation of public services
was particularly intense at the municipal level. Remunici-
palisation in the water sector affected many cities around
the world (Hall et al., 2013; McDonald, 2018), and France,
the USA and Spain are the countries with the most cases,
according to data from Public Futures.®> Within Spain, re-
municipalisation shows a wide spatial asymmetry, as more
than half of the municipalities that took water delivery
back under government control after the great recession
are in Catalonia. Such a concentration of remunicipalisa-
tion cannot be explained solely by the fact that privati-
sation is relatively more frequent in Catalonia (Bel, 2006;
Albalate et al., 2022).

The analysis of the factors driving remunicipalisation in
the literature has been developed around the debate be-

tween pragmatic and ideological remunicipalisation (see
Clifton et al, 2021; Albalate Bel and Reeves, 2021, 2024).*
Quantitative studies tend to emphasise pragmatism (e.g.
Desmaris and Van de Velde, 2024; Mayol and Saussier;
2024; Warner and Aldag, 2021), although sometimes in-
fluence of politics is found to be significant (e.g. Campos
Alba et al, 2021; Gradus and Budding, 2020). Dissatisfac-
tion with the price and with the quality of the service are
the two most frequent motivations for pragmatic remunic-
ipalisation (Alvarez-Verdugo and Bel, 2026). On the other
hand, case studies of specific remunicipalisations tend to
emphasise ideological motivations (e.g. Garcia-Arias et al.,
2022; Lindholst, 2021; Paul, 2024); in this sense, the desire
for democratisation and greater public control over the ser-
vice have been the main drivers (Alvarez-Verdugo and Bel,
2026). However, these two motivations are not mutually ex-
clusive, as the meta-regression performed in Lu and Hung
(2023) indicated.

Water prices in Catalonia are higher with private com-
panies (ACCO, 2022) and are among the highest in Spain
(AEAS, 2022), which would help to explain more remunic-
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ipalisation. However, remunicipalisation in Catalonia does
not show a relevant political bias (Albalate and Bel, 2021),
soitis difficult to explain its much higher frequency based
solely on the factors that have become common in the
literature. Existing evidence for Spain (e.g. Albalate et al,,
2022) compared water service across different regions and
revealed that market concentration is extremely high in
Catalonia. Beyond the frequency of private delivery, the
monopolisation of urban water became much more in-
tense in Catalonia than in any other Spanish region, as
suggested by the most common concentration indices (e.g.
the Hirschman-Herfindahl index and the CRx). In this ar-
ticle, we investigate whether particularly intense monop-
olisation might have triggered a stronger reaction towards
remunicipalisation in Catalonia.

Our research goes beyond the debate between prag-
matism and ideology as drivers of remunicipalisation. We
delve into issues that have been little explored until now,
related to the monopolisation of the private market, abuse
of dominant positions and reinforced remunicipalisation
as a way in which municipalities contest the privatisation
of local public services. Through a questionnaire, we col-
lected data on all the cases that we have been able to learn
about with the information collected from all the data
sources used. We also used subsequent interviews. We
then used these materials to investigate further whether
the factors discussed above have also changed the gov-
ernance of remunicipalised water services towards more
progressive models of “community control” of service pro-
visionin Catalonia compared to the rest of Spain. While the
lighthouse project in Terrassa® has already gained a lot of
attention, we investigate whether institutions such as wa-
ter observatories or water co-operatives have spread more
widely.

Overall, our research makes several contributions to the
literature. First, we empirically document and analyse the
degrees of privatisation, monopolisation and remunicipal-
isation in Catalonia, using the whole of Spain as a point of
reference for comparison. Second, we analyse the interac-
tion between the degree of monopolisation and remunici-
palisation as a response to monopoly abuse. Third, we can
shed further light on the discussion about institutionalized
versus transformative remunicipalisation (see Clifton et al,
2021; Cumbers and Paul, 2022).

Theoretical background on monopoly,

democratisation and the commons
Monopoly and urban water in economics

Water services are a natural monopoly from the perspec-
tive of the inhabitant faced with just one service pro-
ducer, but jurisdictions offer the possibility for the ser-
vice to be contracted out. Such an institutional setup is
supposed to introduce competition among private firms
with respect to winning contracts. When we talk about

monopoly, monopolisation or competition, we refer to the
market for contracts to operate individual networks, not
the service of water consumption faced by an individual
household.

While the debate on whether monopoly or a form of
real competition is a more accurate general description of
capitalism is widespread among Marxist authors (see e.g.
Baran and Sweezy, 1996; Shaikh, 2016; Bili¢ et al., 2021), it is
mainly economists specialized in public sector economics,
which have been concerned with the competitiveness of
contracting markets specifically. Stiglitz (2002), for exam-
ple, points out thatin such markets, the invisible hand sup-
posedly guiding competition is often “invisible, at least in
part, because it is not there”. Namely, in the case of water,
asymmetric information is considered the main theoreti-
cal reason for “imperfect” competition (see e.g. Brocas et al.
2006)

However, our focus goes beyond pricing behaviour of in-
dustrial firms on a contracting market: What is the im-
pact of private firms on the state and the political process?
Monopoly in the water market is strongly impacted by pri-
vate property rights designed by the “bourgeois state” at
the local level (Bili¢ et al. 2021). Poulantzas’ understanding
of the state as a material condensation of class and other
types of power (Bruschi 2018) is relevant here, where social
forces struggle over the degree to which water is organ-
ised as a (de-)commodified resource. Monopolisation, con-
centration (centralisation in Marxist terminology) through
mergers and acquisitions (Bili¢ et al. 2021) and the result-
ing structure of firm sizes matters: Large firms can exert
more power within the state, because they can generate,
pool and coordinate resources to afford long-lasting politi-
cal and legal battles against competitors, regulators or ten-
dering municipalities. And it enables them to more effec-
tively exclude other actors from knowledge necessary for
service benchmarking or improvement.

Towards the commons?
Democratisation, decommodification

and cooperation in public urban water

Authors disagree about remunicipalisation’s transforma-
tive potential and effects (Cumbers and Paul 2022), but
most authors in favour of remunicipalisation seem to agree
that the radical way forward for remunicipalised services
requires substantial democratisation. This demand unites
what McDonald (2024) calls the “social democratic” and
the “post-capitalist” current within the remunicipalisation
literature, who both resist top-down forms of socialism
and public services. They are even joined by a less rad-
ical part of the “community control” literature, which is
highly critical of state control per se, but sees potential
for community-state coproduction in remunicipalised ser-
vices and calls for strong citizens’ control of service de-
livery in collaboration with state institutions. All of these
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three strands share either a willingness to “expand demo-
cratic control” or to “entrench citizen ownership”, thereby
either pushing the class balance within the state to allow
comprehensive coproduction or detaching the service from
it altogether through comprehensive “user-community co-
production” of the service (Bovaird 2007). In cases of very
substantial coproduction, these services may be trans-
formed into commons, as defined by Bianchi (2023) as self-
governing processes based on use value, direct democ-
racy and reciprocity. Commons both provide a means to
be an alternative to the state, and a way to democratise
it.

In this study, we focus on whether and how demo-
cratic citizen control is reflected in the institutional de-
sign of remunicipalised services. In particular, we investi-
gate whether remunicipalisation in Catalonian water also
brought forth more formal institutions for citizen engage-
ment, such as the ones discussed in Planas and Martinez
(2020) as the foundation for a “new water culture in the
making” with reference to Terrassa. We are thereby able
to emphasise the actual impact of ideas in the world of
institutions over the spread of the ideas alone (Bianchi
2023) and do not rely on theoretical sampling of “deviant
cases” (Geagea et al. 2024). We focus on a small num-
ber of institutional characteristics to understand which re-
municipalisation projects have adopted governance mod-
els beyond public ownership within a professionalised
public administration, paired with centralised decision
making.

Municipalities may offer formal mechanisms for demo-
cratic co-determination, which move some power towards
the community, but keep some responsibility for profes-
sionals in the public administration — a way of bring-
ing the commons into the state. These institutions are
often referred to as commons-state institutions (Bianchi
2023). Only in the most extreme cases will the service de-
livery become completely controlled by the community,
thereby “replacing bureaucracy with an empowered com-
munity” as in the new municipalism playbook (Russell et
al. 2023). At the same time, Jessop (2014), in his work of
Poulantzas, also emphasises that states often attempt to
use strategic concessions to demobilise the masses and re-
act in a strategically selective way to political demands.
While beyond the scope of our study, it remains cru-
cial to investigate whether offering de jure participation
mechanisms may serve to demobilise and result in lit-
tle de facto citizen participation, or whether it is actually
the result of movements’ intelligent choice of course of
action.

We also gather data on how public sector firms started
to collaborate among themselves. In the context of strong
private monopoly actors, we discuss how such collabora-
tion may enable public irms to compensate for some of
the disadvantages when it comes to technical and admin-
istrative competence.

Privatisation and remunicipalisation of urban water | 3

Private management of urban water
services in Catalonia: a large market
under very intense monopolisation
Private and public management of urban
water services in Catalonia

The private market for urban water supply contracts has
been comparatively large in Catalonia, the largest among
Spanish regions. Empirical evidence indicated that in 2003
fully private management was present in municipalities
making up 40% of the population (Bel, 2006, 204). In the
case of Catalonia, however, around 80% of the population
was being served by private companies, double the total
Spanish figure. This is due to the widespread privatised
management in the larger cities of Catalonia, while pub-
lic companies were the predominant form of management
in the larger cities in other regions (Bel, 2006, 206-208).

Over the first two decades of this century, private man-
agement has expanded slightly in Spain, because there
were more new privatisations (from public to private
management) than remunicipalisations between 2001 and
2020 (Alvarez-Verdugo and Bel, 2026). Interestingly, while
privatisations dominated in the first decade (2001-2010),
the difference between privatisations and remunicipalisa-
tions decreased over the last decade. Surely, the very high
frequency of remunicipalisation in recent years in Catalo-
nia is the main explanation for the lesser strength of pri-
vatisation in the last decade throughout Spain.

In the case of Catalonia, detailed and comprehensive
data on public versus private management have only been
available since 2017, and are used by the Catalan Wa-
ter Agency (Agéncia Catalana de I'Aigua, ACA) to build its
annual reports on prices (e.g. ACA, 2024). Based on ACA
data, and fragmentary data already available (Albalate et
al, 2024), we can confidently calculate that the peak of pri-
vate participation in water management was reached in
2013. Since 2014, remunicipalisations outnumber new pri-
vatisations, and there is only one documented remunici-
palisation prior to 2010, that of Baga in 2007. Using 2017
ACA data for backward induction, we can state that the
peak of private participation in water supply was 46% of
municipalities and 80% of the population served by private
companies in 2013. Since then, the participation of private
companies has continuously declined.

Based on the ACA’s® annual report since 2017 and infor-
mation from the database created and maintained by the
Associacié de Municipis 1 Entitats per I'Aigua Publica (AMAP;
Association for Municipalities and Entities for the Public
Water),” we have been able to calculate, firstly, the respec-
tive shares of public and private management. Figure 1
shows the results. The decline of private management
share has become more intense over time, and fell to 42.4%
in 2024. Regarding the population served by private com-
panies, the number of people served has decreased from
around 6.0 million in 2013 and 2017 (the total popula-
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Share of private firms in urban water delivery in Catalonia
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Figure 1. Share of private management delivery of urban water in Catalonia.
Source: Authors, based on ACA for type of management, surveys for changes of management before 2017, and National Statistical

Institute for population.

Table 1. Urban water management: municipalities and population of Catalonia.

2017 2024

Not provided (4)  Public (516) Private (428) Not provided (3)  Public (542) Private (402)
Municipalities 0.4% 54.4% 45.2% 0.3% 57.2% 42.4%
Population 0.0% 20.5% 79.5% 0.0% 27.0% 73.0%
Municipalities < 1000 0.8% 74.4% 24.8% 0.6% 75.9% 23.5%
Population < 1000 0.4% 69.9% 29.7% 0.3% 71.0% 28.7%
Municipalities > 1000 0.0% 33.1% 66.9% 0.0% 38.3% 61.7%
Population > 1000 0.0% 19.2% 80.8% 0.0% 26.0% 74.0%

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate number of municipalities each year (2017/2024). Decimals may not add up to 100.0% due to rounding.
Between 2015 and 2018, the number of municipalities in Catalonia was 948 due to the secession of Medinya from Sant Julia de Ramis. This secession
was declared unconstitutional in 2018, and since then the number of municipalities is 947. Four very small municipalities did not have a municipal

water supply in 2017, and three still did not have it in 2024.

Source: Authors, based on ACA for type of management and National Statistical Institute for population.

tion of Catalonia was practically the same in both years,
7.5 million) to 5.8 million by 2024, even though popula-
tion increased from 7.5 to 8.0 million between 2013 and
20248

Table 1 shows detailed information on private manage-
ment in Catalonia. Any fruitful analysis of the issue at
hand must take into account that Catalonia has a rela-
tively large number of municipalities, 947, with an average
population of almost 8500 inhabitants in 2024, but its dis-
tribution is very uneven. The median population was 1003
inhabitants, and 4.3 million (53% of the total) are concen-

trated in 23 municipalities with more than 50,000 inhabi-
tants (all data are from 2024). Because of this, we also di-
vided the municipalities into two groups, with less than
and more than 1000 inhabitants, respectively, both practi-
cally identical in number of municipalities in 2024. We find
relevant differences. Public management is much more
common in smaller municipalities (3/4 of municipalities),
and private management predominates in municipalities
with more population (2/3 of municipalities). But larger
municipalities show a more pronounced decline in par-
ticipation in both the number of municipalities and the
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Table 2. Share (municipalities) of three leading private companies in the urban water service in Catalonia, 2017 and 2024:
all municipalities and municipalities with private management.

All municipalities

2017 2024

All (948)  Pop < 1000 (489)  Pop > 1000 (459) All (947) Pop < 1000 (477) Pop > 1000 (470)
AGBAR 35.3% 20.0% 51.6% 32.9% 18.9% 47.2%
Aqualia 3.2% 0.4% 6.1% 3.2% 0.4% 6.0%
General d’'Aiglies de Cat.  1.9% 0.8% 3.1% 2.1% 1.0% 3.2%

Only municipalities with private management

2017 2024

All (428)  Pop < 1000 (121)  Pop > 1000 (307)  All (402) Pop < 1000 (112)  Pop > 1000 (290)
AGBAR 78.3% 81.0% 77.2% 77.8% 80.4% 76.6%
Aqualia 7.0% 1.7% 9.1% 7.5% 1.8% 9.7%
General d’'Aiglies de Cat.  4.2% 3.3% 4.6% 5.0% 4.5% 5.2%

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate number of municipalities each year (2017/2024).
Source: Authors, based on ACA for type of management and National Statistical Institute for population.

population served by private companies between 2017 and
2024.

Market concentration in the private market
for urban water services

In addition to information on the type of management, the
ACA’s annual reports since 2017 show the name of the ur-
ban water service operator in each municipality in Catalo-
nia. This allows us to study market concentration in both
public and private systems, and in great detail.

Public management of urban water services in Catalo-
nia has a very low degree of concentration. In 2024, the
leading public company, Aigiies de Manresa, served only 15
municipalities and just over 128,000 people. Only two other
fully public companies provide service to 10 or more mu-
nicipalities: Gestid Integral d’Aigties de Catalunya (GIACSA,
12 municipalities, serving 50,000 people) and Mancomunitat
d’Abastament d’Aigua del Solsones (10, serving 2700 people).
As for people served, Cicle de I’Aigua del Ter (CATSA) serves
only three municipalities, but more than 140,000 people.
Furthermore, Comaigua (mixed public-private with a gov-
ernment majority) serves 12 municipalities and 64,000
people. In contrast, the number of individual municipal op-
erators was 468.

Concentration in the private market is a completely dif-
ferent story: Studies like Bel (2006) explicitly indicate the
dominant position of the company Agbar (formerly Aiglies
de Barcelona, currently owned by the French multinational
Veolia). More recent studies have given more precise esti-
mates of Agbar’s market share in Catalonia. Albalate et al.
(2022) find that Agbar was, by 2020, managing 66.4% mu-
nicipalities with private management in Catalonia and al-
most 70% of population was served by private companies.
For 2021, Planas Martin et al. (2022) indicate that Agbar
served 70% of the population in Catalonia.

Even these very high estimates still underestimated the
share of the leading private company and market con-
centration. We combine information on municipal water
operators provided since 2017 by the ACA (as mentioned
above) with the complete list of companies owned by Ag-
bar, which includes both large and very small subsidiaries
(Agbar, 2024, 215-216). Based on that information, we have
computed the share of the main private companies in 2017
and 2024.°

Table 2 shows the share with respect — first — to all mu-
nicipalities in Catalonia; second, with respect to the mu-
nicipalities with private management. When we look at all
municipalities, Agbar’s shares drop significantly between
the two years we compare. In 2024, its share of municipal-
ities is more than two percentage points below its share
in 2017; the loss of share is more intense among the most
populated municipalities (>1000 inhabitants). Other major
operators in Catalonia are Aqualia and General d’Aigiies
de Catalunya. While Aqualia is a major player in Spain
as a whole and is the leading private company in regions
such as Andalusia or Castile-La Mancha (Albalate et al.,,
2022), General d’Aiglies de Catalunya is part of Global Om-
nium/Aiglies de Valéncia, a group with a strong presence
in the Valencian C,, but minor in other regions. The share
of these two operators is well below that of Agbar. In fact,
together they serve little more than 5% of the municipali-
ties. Unlike Agbar, however, they do not lose participation
in the period, and even slightly increase the case of Com-
panyia General d’Aiglies de Catalunya.

The lower section of Table 2 displays the market shares
within the set of municipalities that have private manage-
ment. Agbar has a great hegemony in the private market,
serving 78% of municipalities, both in 2017 and 2024. And
this illustrates an important difference between the dy-
namics of Agbar’s shares. Agbar’s shares fall if we con-
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Table 3. Share (population) of three leading private companies in the private market for urban water service in Catalonia,
2017 and 2024: all municipalities and municipalities with private management.

All municipalities

2017 2024

All Pop < 1000 Pop > 1000 All Pop < 1000 Pop > 1000
AGBAR 69.0% 23.9% 70.2% 64.0% 23.3% 65.0%
Aqualia 4.5% 0.6% 4.6% 4.5% 0.6% 4.6%
General d’Aiglies de Cat. 0.8% 1.3% 0.8% 0.9% 1.3% 0.9%

Municipalities with private management

2017 2024

All Pop < 1000 Pop > 1000 All Pop < 1000 Pop > 1000
AGBAR 86.8% 80.6% 86.9% 87.7% 81.3% 87.8%
Aqualia 5.6% 2.1% 5.7% 6.2% 2.2% 6.2%
General d’Aigiies de Cat. 1.0% 4.4% 1.0% 1.2% 4.7% 1.2%

Note: Number of cases would be the same in each column as in Table 2.

Source: Authors, based on ACA for type of management and National Statistical Institute for population.

Table 4. Concentration ratios and HHI in the private market for urban water service in Catalonia, 2017 and 2024:

municipalities
Municipalities 2017 Municipalities 2024
All Pop < 1000 Pop > 1000 All Pop < 1000 Pop > 1000
CR1 78.3% 81.0% 77.2% 77.6% 80.4% 76.6%
CR2 85.3% 84.3% 86.3% 85.1% 84.8% 86.2%
CR4 90.7% 89.3% 91.5% 91.3% 90.2% 92.1%
HHI 6199 6595 6069 6109 6508 5984

Note: CR4 may not be identical to the sum of the four largest private operators in Table 4, because in some cases a company other than the four
in Table 3 may have the fourth largest share in a particular subdivision. Logically, deviations are minimal.
Source: Authors, based on ACA for type of management and National Statistical Institute for population.

sider all the municipalities and population of Catalonia.
However, Agbar's shares remain stable if only privately
served municipalities are considered. The interpretation is
straightforward: Remunicipalisation has reduced Agbar’s
market share, while competition in the contract market
(among privately managed municipalities) has not had
a significant effect challenging its market power in the
period.

This interpretation is confirmed if we now analyse the
figures for the population served. As we did in Table 2,
in Table 3 we distinguish between market shares in the
set of municipalities in Catalonia and market shares in the
subset of municipalities with private management. Cer-
tainly, Agbar is hegemonic whether we take Catalonia as a
whole, or if we take, instead, only the population of munic-
ipalities with private management. This already observed,
we see that Agbar’s share in the population — as a whole —
decreases by five percentage points (in line with what we
observed for the analysis considering quotas with respect
to municipalities). Here, again, remunicipalisation has re-
duced Agbar’s market share, while competition in the con-

tract market has not had a significant effect on its market
power.

Since competition in the contract market does not show
any relevant effect on the share of the hegemonic firm,
the most commonly considered concentration indices are
remarkably stable over time, as shown by the concen-
tration ratios (CR1, CR2 and CR4) in Table 4. In addi-
tion, we use the Herfindahl-Hirschman index (HHI), whose
value ranges between 0 and 10,000, and is frequently used
by competition authorities to analyse mergers and acqui-
sitions; it measures market concentration to determine
market competitiveness. For instance, the US Department
of Justice and Federal Trade Commission establishes that
“Markets with an HHI greater than 1,800 are highly concen-
trated”, and increases in the HHI above this threshold tend
to create monopoly (USDJFTC, 2023, 5-6). Our HHI compu-
tations (bottom row of Table 4) show enormous HHI for
municipalities with private management: between 6000
and 6600 in all type of computations performed. The mar-
ket, therefore, is almost monopolistic in practice, and this
characteristic is extremely stable over time.
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Remunicipalisation of urban water in
Catalonia

Remunicipalisation of water has been geographically di-
verse. If we take a closer look at the 281 remunicipalisation
operations of urban water supply services documented at
the beginning of 2025 in the Public Futures database (i.e.
excluding cases dealing only with water sanitation), we
find France in the lead (105 cases; 37%), followed by the
USA (71 cases; 25%), Spain (39 cases; 14%) and Germany (18
cases; 6%). No other country has more than 10 cases. How-
ever, the absolute number of operations can be misleading
in measuring the real relevance of remunicipalisation in
each geographical and jurisdictional context. If we weight
the number of operations with the number of municipali-
ties in each country, a somewhat different picture emerges;
water remunicipalisation represents 0.5% of municipali-
ties in Spain, 0.4% in the USA, 0.3% in France and 0.2% in
Germany. And, if we dig a little deeper, more nuances can
be found. In the case of Spain, more than half of the cases
in the Public Futures database occurred in Catalonia, rep-
resenting 2.2% of the municipalities in the region (for Spain
without Catalonia, the percentage decreases to 0.3%). It is
clear that the case of Catalonia deserves a more detailed
analysis, where we will maintain a comparative perspec-
tive using Spain (without Catalonia) as a reference.

Methodology, data and results

A percentage of 2.2% of municipalities remunicipalising in
a limited period of time is a very significant figure. And
yet, this still underestimates the real relevance of remu-
nicipalisation in Catalonia: First, because not all munici-
palities in Catalonia were under private management. Sec-
ond, and more importantly, because the Public Futures
database does not include several cases of remunicipalisa-
tion that actually occurred according to our field research,
and includes some cases where remunicipalisation did not,
in fact, occur.’!

We review, refine and update existing information on
the remunicipalisation of urban water supply in Catalonia
(and Spain as a whole). First, we start with the database
available in Public Futures, and complement it with the
database built by the universities of Granada, Valéncia and
Barcelona (GVB universities, hereafter) used in Albalate et
al. (2024), adding new cases up to 2020. Third, for Catalo-
nia, we also have the list by the Associacié de Municipis i
Entitats per I’Aigua Publica (AMAP; Association for Munic-
ipalities and Entities for the Public Water) used by Aigua
és Vida (Water is Life).!? Fourth, since 2017 the annual in-
formation on the management status is published by the
Catalan Water Agency (ACA). Lastly, we searched with the
Asociacion Espariola de Operadores Puiblicos de Abastecimiento y
Saneamiento (AEOPAS, Spanish Association of Public Opera-
tors of Water and Sewerage) and grassroots associations to
learn about cases of remunicipalisation in other regions of
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Spain in recent years, not covered in the databases men-
tioned above.

We then conducted a survey of these municipalities
(79 in total), both in Catalonia and in Spain, asking
them about the jurisdiction of the provision (municipal
or intermunicipal/cooperative), the changes in the delivery
method, the date — in case there had been a remunicipal-
isation — and about the possible participatory institutions
created in relation to the remunicipalisation.* The ques-
tionnaire was sent by email and by postal mail in early
December 2024. A reminder email was sent in early Jan-
uary 2025 to non-respondents. Finally, in the last weeks of
January and February 2025, the remaining municipalities
answered through phone calls. All these procedures were
performed by members of our research team.

After this process, we had first-hand information from
78 municipalities: all Catalan municipalities involved,
and also from all other Spanish municipalities involved
but one (Mogan, which we later searched for in the
media). Figures 2 and 3 show the territorial diversity of
remunicipalisations. Figure 4 shows the number of mu-
nicipalities where urban water supply has been remunici-
palised since 2010'; these are 69 in all, 40 in Catalonia and
29 elsewhere in Spain. Recall that eight municipalities de-
nied having remunicipalised, four of them in Catalonia. Ta-
ble SM3 in the Supplementary Appendix presents the list
of municipalities where the urban water service was re-
municipalised, the year when remunicipalisation became
effective and the population affected by the management
change.

Almost 60% of the municipalities that have regained
control of the delivery of water supply in Spain after the
Great Recession have been in Catalonia. Such a concen-
tration of remunicipalisations cannot be explained solely
by the fact that there is more private involvement in Cat-
alonia. If we take as a basis the frequency of private deliv-
ery in Catalonia (44% of municipalities; ACCO, 2022) and in
the rest of Spain (29%; AEAS, 2022), remunicipalisation in
Catalonia should be 16% of municipalities, instead of 58%.
Similarly, although remunicipalising municipalities in Cat-
alonia have only half the population of those of the rest of
Spain, the percentage of the affected population in Catalo-
nia is almost four times higher.

It is striking that, according to our verified data, remu-
nicipalisation has affected more than 4% of municipali-
ties in Catalonia since 2010, and almost 10% of those un-
der private management; especially if we compare it with
the incidence rates of between 0.2% and 0.4% — in the
rest of Spain, the USA, France and Germany. Furthermore,
while the intensity of remunicipalisation has decreased
globally in recent years, in general and also in water ser-
vices (Albalate et al., 2024), its intensity has increased in
Catalonia lately, as shown by the data trend in Figure 4.

The remunicipalisation of water services is in full swing
in Catalonia. This can be seen more clearly if we com-

920z Arenuga4 €0 uo 1senb Aq 0610y 8/8y01es)/salld/S601 0L /10p/ajo1le-a0ueApe/sallo/wod dno-olWwapeoe//:sdny WwoJj papeojumoq



8 | Beland Buhler

Water remunicipalization in Spain

Not remunicipalized . Remunicipalized

Figure 2. Municipalities with remunicipalisation of urban water service in Spain (2010-2024).
Note: The municipality of Bellreguard is not visible because of its very small dimension.
Source: Authors, based on several databases (see text) and survey administered.

pare the data on remunicipalisations with the data on new
privatisations (transfer of services from public to private
management) in recent years, obtained from ACA reports
since 2017 and extended retrospectively to 2014 with the
GVB universities database. Figure 5 shows that in the last
decade, there have only been three new privatisations,*
while 36 municipalities have remunicipalised their water
services. Therefore, it is not just that remunicipalisation
has had an increasingly important role in Catalonia; it is
also the case that new privatisations are practically absent.

Democratisation and cooperation in

practice

The current state of co-determination
Municipalities that remunicipalised the water service both
in Catalonia and the rest of Spain are relatively balanced
when it comes to the legal setup of their water service,
with a bit more than half of municipalities using a pub-
lic firm, and little less than half using in-house produc-
tion within the public administration. According to our sur-
vey, three water services in five municipalities in Catalonia
(three municipalities in the rest of Spain) formally laid the
basis to introduce co-governing institutions, but only two
municipalities in Catalonia and two in Spain ended up ac-
tually introducing these, while others were not yet intro-
duced due to various political and organisational obstacles.

Besides Terrassa, whose water observatory is discussed
extensively in the literature (e.g. Geagea et al., 2023, 2024;
Planas and Martinez, 2020) and which we will therefore
not present further here, the most notable case in Cat-
alonia is Arenys de Munt, a town of about 10,000 inhab-
itants (cf. Terrassa: 220,000) between Barcelona and the
Costa Brava. It remunicipalised its water in 2011. Depend-
ing on the number of political groups in the local par-
liament, up to five seats on the administrative council
of the water firm can be allocated to citizens (currently
four) (GUSAM, 2023a). In terms of the institutional inde-
pendence of these representatives, there are however some
limits, as the members of the participatory mechanism
are nominated by institutional actors, who evaluate can-
didates based on experience in the water domain and in
local associations, capacity to collaborate and motivation
and vision (GUSAM, 2023b). The selecting committee con-
sists of the municipal party groups and the manager and
president of the water firm (GUSAM SA, 2023b). While these
selected citizens have a lot of power, the selection seems to
offer room for institutional actors to exclude some citizens,
e.g. those with most opposing view to these institutional
actors.

In Vilassar de Dalt, a town of very similar size and in
close proximity to Arenys de Munt, water was remunic-
ipalised in 2023 and the municipality follows a similar
model of citizen participation through seats on the admin-
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Water remunicipalization in Catalonia

. Not remunicipalized . Remunicipalized

Figure 3. Municipalities with remunicipalisation of urban water service in Catalonia (2010-2024).
Source: Authors, based on several databases (see text) and survey administered.
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Remunicipalizations and New Privatizations in Catalonia

12

10

2 1 1

, Em ¥m

2014 2015

:

2018

b &

2016 2017

' REMUNICIPALIZATION

=
=

4
- 3
g '
0 0
o] [ |

2022 2023 2024

2

8
Eo 00 240
Ll

2019 2020 2021

.l.l.l.l.l.l...I.l.lll.l.l...l.l.lll.l.

B NEW PRIVATIZATION

Figure 5. Municipalities with remunicipalisation versus new privatisation of water services.
Source: Authors, based on several databases (see text) and survey administered.

istrative council of the water firm. However, while munici-
pal groups also contribute about half of the council, the re-
maining ones are allocated more explicitly: two represent
neighbourhood organisations, and three technical person-
nel from the municipality and outside. They are elected by
the city council. In addition, the municipality has various
participatory organs, which are not exclusively related to
water and have been in place for a long time.

The same setup can also be found outside of Catalo-
nia: In Ames (Galicia, around 30,000 inhabitants, remu-
nicipalised in 2024), the neighbourhood associations are
represented with one seat on the administrative council
of the firm, which they are able to select among them-
selves (Concello de Ames, 2024). In Alcazar de San Juan
(Castilla-la Mancha, around 30,000 inhabitants, remunici-
palised in 2021), there is also one administrative councillor
nominated by the neighbourhood association.

In general, it can be said that in their functions as ad-
ministrative councillors, those nominated to represent cit-
izens or neighbourhood associations do have all the corre-
sponding rights (counselling, proposing changes, supervise
the service, access all information). Nonetheless, where
they make up a substantial number on the administrative
council (in Vilassar de Dalt and Arenys de Munt) the de-
gree to which citizens handpicked by institutional actors
can assure their independence from these very same rep-
resentatives of the firm, the administration or local politi-
cians is an open question. And where they are elected di-
rectly by the groups they represent, these representatives
tend to have single seats, with much less power and a large
dependence on the distribution of power within the rest of
the council.

Are more municipalities currently intending to democra-
tise governing institutions in their water firms? Spanish as-
sociations are pushing them to do so (Asociacién Espafiola
de Operadores Publicos de Abastecimiento y Saneamiento,
2024). But apart from the prominent case of Terrassa and
the few examples where seats on the administrative coun-
cil are allocated to citizens, we did not find any opera-
tive, self-constituted institutions for participation specif-
ically in water. However, in the firm CATSA serving Girona,
Salt and Sarria de Ter (remunicipalised in 2022), the par-
ticipatory mechanism is under construction and laid out
in legal documents (Ajuntament de Girona, 2022b). The
stated goal is to include citizens in policy development
and strategic decisions, and to require approval of impor-
tant documents related to investment and financial doc-
umentation (Ajuntament de Girona, 2022b). According to
the statutes, one member of this council can also be nom-
inated according to a proposal by the participatory mech-
anism (Ajuntament de Girona, 2022a).

In a very similar vein, the municipality of Bellreguard
in the Valencian C. (about 5000 inhabitants) formally laid
the legal groundwork for a water observatory in 2022, four
years after the service was remunicipalised in 2018. The
observatory as described in the regulation is planned to
include representatives of economic and civil society or-
ganisations, and two members are planned to be selected
by draw from the general population (Ajuntament de Bell-
reguard, 2022). Interestingly, if this observatory is to see the
light of the day, the regulation equips it with between 2%
and 5% of the budgeted revenue of the drinking water sur-
vey — quite a substantial amount of money (Ajuntament
de Bellreguard, 2022).
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New intermunicipal cooperations:
together against the monopoly?

Apart from Terrassa, municipalities have either been
rather modest or not yet successful in their attempts to
develop democratic co-governance. However, in our sur-
veys, we observed another, very interesting institutional
tendency: Municipalities and their water firms increasingly
cooperate across municipalities to provide domestic water.

Overall, we found that in Catalonia, 40% (16 out of 40) of
remunicipalised water services were provided jointly, com-
pared to 17% (five out of 29) in Spain. The largest in terms
of population covered is Cicle de ’Aigua del Ter (Ter wa-
ter cycle, CATSA), the firm mentioned above serving a lit-
tle over 140,000 inhabitants of Girona, Salt and Sarria de
Ter. The second one is the Consorci per a la Gestié d’Aigiies de
Catalunya (CONGIAC, Consortium for Water Management
in Catalonia), which consists of 15 municipalities and de-
livers the water service through its firm GIACSA to 12 of
its member municipalities, while it provides technical and
administrative support to the remaining ones. Note that
not all of these had to remunicipalise the service before
they joined CONGIAC. In 2022, GIACSA provided the water
supply service to about 45,000 inhabitants. The third, ON-
AIGUA, is a public firm initiated by the county council of
Osona, currently providing the service in 7 municipalities,
with the possibility for all municipalities in the county to
join eventually, if they wish to do so. But why are munici-
palities joining or setting up such cooperations?

First, intermunicipal cooperation in water may be quite
surprising, because economies of scale are not as obvi-
ous as for other services. However, the representatives of
the cooperative bodies and managers of cooperative firms
pointed out when we interviewed them?® that to take pub-
lic control of delivery, some minimal critical size needs
to be achieved in order to get enough revenues and im-
prove logistics. They also emphasised that municipalities
had been losing skills to manage contracts or the service
when most of the market was controlled by just one firm
through often opaque contracts.

Coming back to the conception of the state as a terrain
for class conflict, we can well understand a second set of
reasons for the existence of intermunicipal cooperations.
The legal framework is seen as highly disadvantageous to
public management by the representatives of cooperative
institutions: It is said to have allowed private firms to con-
vince municipalities to shy away from remunicipalising
the service, because they feared that they would struggle
with the administrative burden to justify remunicipalisa-
tion, and likely face litigation from the hegemonic firm, Ag-
bar (see Planas Martin et al., 2022). The cooperative bodies
see pooling resources, providing information and support-
ing municipalities in their remunicipalisation process as
an effective counter-strategy against this monopoly abuse.
Increasingly, they also need to provide legal support, as
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municipalities are faced with litigation for joining coopera-
tive bodies, most recently in municipalities planning to re-
municipalise in 2025 and later. The hegemonic water com-
pany, Agbar, is even legally challenging those municipali-
ties that join cooperations after already providing the ser-
vice publicly, but stand-alone. The fact that a transfer from
one form of public ownership to another could preoccupy
a private firm is a strong indication that the cooperating
institutions are seen as a threat on the concession market
— or in the words of Jessop (2014), that “reorganizing the
state [...] will change its strategic selectivities”, here to the
detriment of monopolists. These therefore felt the need to
prevent such a reorganisation through some form of state
power.

Discussion

We have documented a very high degree of monopolisation
in the Catalan water market. This is likely a reaction of the
main private companies, particularly Agbar, to laws passed
to increase competition in the market for contracts in the
late 2000s: Agbar bought its regional competitor Cassa in
Catalonia, which led to a jump further monopolising the
sector in Catalonia (see p. 7ff in Albalate et al, 2022). Our
research, which combines both quantitative and qualita-
tive evidence, indicates that the intensity and persistence
of water remunicipalisation in Catalonia can be attributed
to two primary factors: Firstly, there is an extremely high
proportion of private management within the urban water
sector. Secondly, the private segment of this sector exhibits
a very high degree of market concentration. This is char-
acterised by the near-monopolistic position of the leading
private company, Agbar, which creates significant potential
for monopolistic abuses. Consequently, the high frequency
of private management, coupled with strong monopolisa-
tion and corporate dominance, has driven the widespread
prevalence of water remunicipalisation in Catalonia.

In fact, taking away shares of the private market by
remunicipalising the service has been the only effec-
tive counter-movement against the monopoly. Competitive
tenders after the expiration of concessions have not been
effective in reducing Agbar’'s market share and curb its
market power in private urban water distribution. Mainly,
this is due to the high rate of contract renewal typical
for the urban water sector, and the acquisition of smaller
local companies by Agbar. In contrast, remunicipalisa-
tion has reduced Agbar’s market share in the general ur-
ban water sector, thereby reducing its overall monopoly
power.

We would also argue that specific historical factors par-
tially fuelled both remunicipalisations, but also attempts
towards more autonomy in remunicipalised services: Cat-
alonia experienced earlier industrialisation (Martinez-
Galarraga 2012), has a tradition of revolt, distrust into
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elites and self-management (Ealham 2005) and, after the
“indignados”-wave faded, the movement for independence
locally sustained sentiment against top-down and cen-
tralised elite power, and spread it into the political centre.
This may explain why we find that support for remunic-
ipalisation is more transversal from the point of view of
party politics, in contrast to the rest of Spain, where pre-
dominantly parties to the left of centre remunicipalise wa-
ter.

While taking power over the water supply has been suc-
cessful, the spread of new institutions for citizens’ par-
ticipation in Catalonia has been more modest, but still
more pronounced than in the rest of Spain. However, we
find very strong activities of intermunicipal cooperations,
which facilitate remunicipalisation, particularly in small
municipalities. Political associations also have played an
important role. But particularly in small municipalities,
their impact seems to be more often through simply pro-
viding information and technical knowledge about the
possibility of remunicipalisation than through building
strong pressure on the streets. But several interview part-
ners mentioned that activism was very important espe-
cially at the early stages of the remunicipalisation wave,
when water was recognised as a fundamental right by the
United Nations, and in the remunicipalisation process in
Terrassa.

From a perspective which sees both private capital
and the state as sources for potentially exerting arbitrary
power over citizens, we argue that Catalonia seems to have
found a convincing answer to counter privatisation of pub-
lic services. Particularly the bodies for intermunicipal co-
operation seem to have changed the strategic calculation
within the state in favour of public service delivery, be-
cause they form a credible alternative to private monopo-
lies. But whether movements and parties manage to trans-
form the water supply service away from the state into
something more akin to actually participatory commons
by use of functioning new institutions, or whether remu-
nicipalisation and some very modest participation insti-
tutions just reflect “material concessions” to “demobilize
the masses” (Jessop, 2014) is a much more open question,
which future research must address.

Future research will also need to address the question
of whether between participatory institutions and inter-
municipal water institutions, there will be enough finan-
cial surplus and activist energy for a kind of self-expansive
dynamics, where emerging Public-Common-Partnerships
(PCP) can use revenues to invest in new PCP in other mu-
nicipalities or outside the water sector (Milburn and Rus-
sell, 2019). Further research may want to draw particularly
on Poulantzas’ theory of strategic selectivity of the state
to identify both the power centres through which move-
ments can push forward a more democratic water gover-
nance and those which ultimately prevent it.

Endnotes

1

Privatisation of local public services has been often im-
plemented by means of contracting out the service deliv-
ery. If the contract is awarded to a private company, an as-
set is being privatised: the rights to any financial surplus
resulting from this activity. And the rights to the residual
profits are a central element of what is meant by owner-
ship (Vickers and Yarrow, 1988, 1991). Hence, outsourcing
a public service to a private company constitutes a form
of privatisation (Vickers and Yarrow, 1991, 112).

Note that when contracting out local public services,
the government retains control over service provision,
which is a public responsibility, but transfers control
over the production/delivery of the service to the con-
tracting agent (see Bel and Elston, 2024, for the distinc-
tion between control over provision and control over
production/delivery).

Public Futures is the most comprehensive database on re-
municipalisation worldwide. It is managed by a research
unit led by Andrew Cumbers at the University of Glas-
gow, which inherited the early efforts of the Transnational
Institute (see Kishimoto and Petitjean, 2017; Kishimoto
et al., 2020). Public Futures has documented over 1730
cases worldwide as of early 2025, which included both re-
gional and municipal levels, and also remunicipalisation
and municipalisation.

These three articles are the introductory studies of recent
special issues published, respectively, in the Journal of Eco-
nomic Policy Reform (2021), International Review of Adminis-
trative Sciences (2021) and Local Government Studies (2024).

The case of Terrassa has had a particular impact on the
literature and policy practice because it involves a rela-
tively large city (in Catalonia) and was plagued with lit-
igation with the private firm that was previously deliv-
ering the service, Agbar. More importantly, the remunici-
palisation process in Terrassa emphasised the design and
development of mechanisms to facilitate citizen partici-
pation (Observatori de I'Aigua de Terrassa, https://www.
oat.cat). Therefore, it has been taken as a basis for cit-
izen participation in political practice and also in aca-
demic analysis (see, for example, Bagué Tova, 2017; Bagué,
2020; Planas and Martinez et al., 2020; Planas et al., 2022;
Geagea et al., 2023, 2024).

The ACA classification distinguishes between “direct” and
“indirect” management. In some cases, municipalities
with private companies managing the service but fund-
ing it from municipal fees (rather than prices billed by
the companies) are labelled as “Direct”. For the purposes
of our research, they are using private management, and
therefore we have corrected the classification, with the
help of data from AMAP’s database. While some “mis-
classifications” may have escaped our verification, we are
confident that our estimates of private participation in
the service, and later of concentration indices in the pri-
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vate market, are extremely robust as regards the num-
ber of municipalities and entirely accurate as regards the
population affected.

We have classified as private delivery cases with mixed
private-public companies with majority private owner-
ship (e.g. Aiglies de Barcelona, in the metropolitan area
of this city, with a majority of shares from Agbar and
Criteria); we have classified as public delivery cases with
mixed public-private companies with majority of govern-
ment ownership (e.g. Comaigua, with a majority partici-
pation of the Baix Camp county council; EMATSA, with
a majority of share of the city of Tarragona; and some
mixed public-private companies deliver the service in
only one municipality).

The management of public-private joint ventures in the
water sector is often controlled by the private partner,
even if the city holds the majority of the shares. If we clas-
sified as private those public-private joint ventures with
a majority of government shares, private management in
Catalonia would have been even higher: 47% of munic-
ipalities and 84% of the population in 2017; and 45% of
municipalities and 78% of the population in 2024.

Table SM1 in the Supplementary Appendix shows de-
tailed data for private operators in both years.

Here, we focus on municipalities, since the competition is
for contracts. Table SM2 in the Supplementary Appendix
provides concentration rates by population.

Among the municipalities surveyed, eight denied having
remunicipalised water services. A typical case of confu-
sion that we found after conducting the field research
was that, in some cases, municipalities moving from an
in-house municipal delivery to an intermunicipal pub-
lic company were incorrectly reported as remunicipalis-
ing (e.g. Rascafria). In other cases, change from private
to public affected very small areas within a municipality,
while the majority of it was already public (e.g. Dalmart,
in Olérdola); or the main urban core remained private
— and, finally, those smaller areas returned to private
management (e.g. Guadalcacin, Estella and Torrecera, in
Jerez). Furthermore, the Public Futures database includes
the operation affecting upstream water supply in the
Mancomunidad de los Molinos (Badajoz) in 2019 as a re-
municipalisation, but the urban water service in the mu-
nicipalities continued to be managed by private compa-
nies (especially Aqualia and Acciona).

Available at https://www.aiguaesvida.org/mapa-aigua-
a-catalunya/#territori_gestio (downloaded 13 February
2025).

A Supplementary Appendix shows the text (in English) of
the questionnaire sent to the municipalities.

Before 2010, there was only two cases of remunicipal-
isation of drinking water: Medina Sidonia (Andalusia)
in 2003 and Baga (Catalonia) in 2007. It is worth not-
ing that the Public Futures database also includes the
case of Aguas del Huesna, a consortium dominated by
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the provincial government of Seville, which took over a
public-private joint venture, Aguas del Huesna, in 2007,
completing a long process that had begun in 1993. This
was more a matter of regionalization than remunicipali-
sation.

15 These municipalities are L'’Armentera (2014), Els Fregi-
nals (2015) and Sanatja (2024).

16 In addition to our questionnaires to the municipalities
that remunicipalised the service, we had written inter-
views (followed by oral interviews) with representatives
of GIACSA, CATSA, Onaigua, AMAP and Aigua és Vida.
These are all the entities we requested interviews with,
except for Aiglies de Vilafranca, which declined to partic-
ipate. Written interviews are included in the Supplemen-
tary Material. Subsequent online interviews were con-
ducted by members of the research team via Zoom with
managers or representatives of the relevant entities. The
online interviews expanded on the questions presented
in the written interviews.

Supplementary material

Supplementary material is available at Cambridge Journal of
Regions, Economy and Society online.

Acknowledgements

Daniel Carrillo, Marc Lluis and Silvia Yanguas provided ex-
cellent research assistance. We are grateful to all munici-
palities that contributed their responses to our survey and
to our subsequent questions. We are especially indebted to
Fina Jo and Albert Sala (GIACSA), Albert Testart (CATSA),
Andreu Masferrer (Onaigua) and Dante Maschio (Aigua és
Vida), as well as to Lluis Basteiro (AMAP), who provided
crucial knowledge to establish the status of some munici-
palities. The comments from several attendees at the 2025
workshop on Local Government, Management Reform & Envi-
ronmental Public Services (Universitat de Barcelona & Uni-
versité de Lorraine) were useful. Our research enjoyed fi-
nancial support from the Spanish Ministry of Science and
Innovation (PID2022-1388660B-100).

References

ACA (2024) Estudi del preu de 'aigua a Catalunya Informe anual
2024. Barcelona: Agencia Catalana de I'Aigua.

ACCO (2022) Analisi de competencia en el subministrament d’aigua
a U'ambit urba. Barcelona: Autoritat Catalana de la Com-
peténcia ES 24/2020.

AEAS (2022) XVII Estudio Nacional de Suministro de Agua Potable
y Saneamiento en Esparia 2022. Madrid: Asociacién Espafola
de Abastecimiento de Agua y Saneamiento (AEAS) y Aso-
ciacién Espanola de Empresas Gestoras de los Servicios de
Agua (AGA).

920z Arenuga4 €0 uo 1senb Aq 0610y 8/8y01es)/salld/S601 0L /10p/ajo1le-a0ueApe/sallo/wod dno-olWwapeoe//:sdny WwoJj papeojumoq


https://www.aiguaesvida.org/mapa-aigua-a-catalunya/#territori_gestio
https://academic.oup.com/cjres/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/cjres/rsaf048#supplementary-data

14 | Bel and Bithler

Agbar (2024) Memoria Agbar 2023. El valor del impacto positivo.
Available online at: https://www.agbar.es/wp-content/
uploads/2024/11/MEMORIA-AGBAR-2023.pdf [accessed
10 February 2025].

Ajuntament de Bellreguard (2022) Reglament de I"Observatori
de "’Aigua de Bellreguard. Bellreguard: Ajuntament de Bell-
reguard.

Ajuntament de Girona (2022a) Estatuts de la Societat de Cap-
ital Integrament Public Cicle de I'Aigua del Ter, SA (CATSA).
Girona: Ajuntament de Girona.

Ajuntament de Girona (2022b) Reglament del Servei Munici-
pal d’Abastament i Distribucié d’Aigua Potable del Sistema de
Girona. Girona: Ajuntament de Girona.

Albalate, D, and Bel, G. (2021) Politicians, bureaucrats and
the public—private choice in public service delivery: any-
body there pushing for remunicipalization?, Journal of Eco-
nomic Policy Reform, 24: 361-379. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17487870.2019.1685385

Albalate, D., Bel, G. Gonzalez-Gémez, F, Hernandez-
Gutiérrez, J. C., Picazo-Tadeo, A. (2024) Changing prices
after the reform of local public services: privatisation
versus remunicipalisation, Journal of Regulatory Eco-
nomics, 65: 1-26. https://doi.org/10.1007/511149-024-
09472-7

Albalate, D, Bel, G., Gonzalez-Gémez, F., Picazo-Tadeo, A.
(2022) Legislative reforms and market dynamics in the
provision of urban water service by private contract op-
erators in Spain, Utilities Policy, 74: 101302. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.jup.2021.101302

Albalate, D, Bel, G., Gradus, R., Reeves, E. (2021) Re-
municipalization of local public services: incidence,
causes and prospects, International Review of Admin-
istrative Sciences, 87: 419-424. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00208523211006455

Albalate, D, Bel, G, Reeves, E. (2024) Extent and dynam-
ics of the remunicipalisation of public services, Local
Government Studies, 50: 663-676. https://doi.org/10.1080/
03003930.2024.2331561

Alvarez-Verdugo, M., and Bel, G. (2026) Reviving public con-
trol: are we headed to a new progressive era?. In A. Alexan-
der, L. Bennett, E. McKenzie, M. Pagano (eds) Unwinding Pri-
vatisation: Cities and the Restoration of Public Power, pp. 139-
155. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press

Asociacién Espaniola de Operadores Publicos de Abastec-
imiento y Saneamiento (2024) Manual para el Disefio e Im-
plementacién de Observatorios Ciudadanos del Agua. Madrid:
AEOPAS.

Bagué, E. (2020) La Remunicipalizacién del Agua en el marco
de la re-definicién de la democracia, Clivatge. https://doi.
org/10.1344/CLIVATGE2020.8.4

Bagué Tova, E. (2017) La remunicipalizacién del servicio de
abastecimiento urbano de agua: instituciones y comun,
Revista De Antropologia Social, 26: 427-448. https://doi.org/
10.5209/RAS0.57613

Baran, P. A, and Sweezy, P. M. (1996) Monopoly Capital. New
York, NY: NYU Press.

Bel, G. (2006) Economia y Politica de la PrivatizacioN Local. Madrid:
Marcial Pons.

Bel, G, and Elston, T. (2024) Disentangling the separate and
combined effects of privatization and cooperation on lo-
cal government service delivery, Public Administration, 102:
1624-1646. https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12992

Bianchi, I. (2023) The commonification of the public under
new municipalism: commons-state institutions in Naples
and Barcelona, Urban Studies, 60: 2116-2132. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00420980221101460

Bili¢, P, Prug, T, Zitko, M. (2021) The Political Economy of Digital
Monopolies: Contradictions and Alternatives to Data Commod-
ification. Bristol: Bristol University Press.

Bovaird, T. (2007) Beyond engagement and participation: user
and community coproduction of public services, Public Ad-
ministration Review, 67: 846-860. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.
1540-6210.2007.00773.x

Brocas, I, Chan, K. Perrigne, I. (2006) Regulation un-
der asymmetric information in water utilities, Ameri-
can Economic Review, 96: 62-66. https://doi.org/10.1257/
000282806777212369

Bruschi, F. (2018) Dual power, the strategy of communism and
the withering away of the state: the debate between Al-
thusser and Poulantzas, Actuel Marx, 63: 171-187.

Campos-Alba, C. M., De, L. a H,, Molina, E. J., Pérez-Lépez, G.,
Zafra-Gémez, J. L. (2021) Drivers of contracting back in lo-
cal governments: analysing efficiency, opportunistic polit-
ical cycles, political corruption and financial factors, Jour-
nal of Economic Policy Reform, 24: 347-360. https://doi.org/
10.1080/17487870.2019.1689359

Clifton, J,, Comin, F, Diaz Fuentes, D. (2003) Privatisation in the
European Union. Public Enterprises and Integration. Dordrecht:
Springer.

Clifton, J, Warner, M. Gradus, R, Bel, G. (2021) Re-
municipalization of public services: trend or hype?, Journal
of Economic Policy Reform, 24: 293-304

Concello de Ames (2024) Constittiese o Consello de Admin-
istracion da Empresa Publica da Auga de Ames. Available
online at: https://www.concellodeames.gal/es/noticias/
constituese-o-consello-de-administracion-da-empresa-
publica-da-auga-de-ames [accessed 20 February 2025].

Cumbers, A, and Paul, F. (2022) Remunicipalisation, mutating
neoliberalism, and the conjuncture, Antipode, 54: 197-217.

Desmaris, C., and Van de Velde, D. (2024) Why and how of-
ten do authorities remunicipalise urban public transport?
The case of France, Local Government Studies, 50: 763-785.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2024.2324773

Ealham, C. (2005) La lucha por Barcelona. Madrid: Alianza Edi-
torial.

Garcia-Arias, J., March, H., Alonso, N, Satorras, M. (2022) Pub-
lic water without (public) financial mediation? Remunici-
palizing water in Valladolid, Spain, Water International, 47:
733-750. https://doi.org/10.1080/02508060.2022.2057071

Geagea, D, Kaika, M., Dell’Angelo, J. (2023) Recommoning wa-
ter: crossing thresholds under citizen-driven remunicipal-
isation, Urban Studies, 60: 3294-3311.

920z Arenuga4 €0 uo 1senb Aq 0610y 8/8y01es)/salld/S601 0L /10p/ajo1le-a0ueApe/sallo/wod dno-olWwapeoe//:sdny WwoJj papeojumoq


https://www.agbar.es/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/MEMORIA-AGBAR-2023.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/17487870.2019.1685385
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11149-024-09472-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jup.2021.101302
https://doi.org/10.1177/00208523211006455
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2024.2331561
https://doi.org/10.1344/CLIVATGE2020.8.4
https://doi.org/10.5209/RASO.57613
https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12992
https://doi.org/10.1177/00420980221101460
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00773.x
https://doi.org/10.1257/000282806777212369
https://doi.org/10.1080/17487870.2019.1689359
https://www.concellodeames.gal/es/noticias/constituese-o-consello-de-administracion-da-empresa-publica-da-auga-de-ames
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2024.2324773
https://doi.org/10.1080/02508060.2022.2057071

Geagea, D, Kaika, M., Dell’Angelo, J. (2024) From austericide
to recommoning: counter-imaginaries for democratizing
water governance, Ecology and Society, 29: art8. https://doi.
0rg/10.5751/ES-15267-290408

Gradus, R., and Budding, T. (2020) Political and institu-
tional explanations for increasing re-municipalization,
Urban Affairs Review, 56: 538-564. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1078087418787907

GUSAM (2023a) Organs de Govern. Arenys de Munt:
GUSAM. Available online athttps://www.gusam.cat/
ca/transparencia/organs-de-govern [accessed 20 Febru-
ary 2025].

GUSAM (2023b) Renovacié del Consell d’Administracié de
’Empresa Municipal. Arenys de Munt: GUSAM .

Hall, D, Lobina, E., Terhorst, P. (2013) Re-municipalisation in
the early twenty-first century: water in France and energy
in Germany, International Review of Applied Economics, 27:
193-214. https://doi.org/10.1080/02692171.2012.754844

Jessop, B. (2014) The strategic selectivity of the state: reflec-
tions on a theme of Poulantzas, Journal of the Hellenic Dias-
pora, 25: 1-37.

Kishimoto, S., and Petitjean, O. (2017) Reclaiming Public Services:
How Cities and Citizens Are Turning Back Privatisation. Ams-
terdam: Transnational Institute.

Kishimoto, S., Steinfort, L. Petitjean, O. (2020) The
Future Is Public: Towards Democratic Ownership of Public
Services. Amsterdam: Transnational Institute.

Lindholst, A. C. (2021) Addressing public-value failure: remu-
nicipalization as acts of public entrepreneurship, Journal
of Economic Policy Reform, 24: 380-397. https://doi.org/10.
1080/17487870.2019.1671192

Lu,J, and Hung, W.-J. (2023) What brings contracting back in-
house? A synthesis of international evidence, International
Review of Administrative Sciences, 89: 595-610. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/00208523211046330

McDonald, D. A. (2018) Remunicipalization: the future of wa-
ter services?, Geoforum, 91: 47-56. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.geoforum.2018.02.027

McDonald, D. A. (2024) Landscapes of remunicipalization: a
critical literature review, Urban Affairs Review, 60: 1898-
1930.

Martinez-Galarraga, J. (2012) The determinants of industrial
location in Spain, 1856-1929, Explorations in Economic His-
tory, 49: 255-275.

Privatisation and remunicipalisation of urban water | 15

Mayol, A, and Saussier, S. (2024) Remunicipalization of water
services in France and inter-municipal cooperation: who'’s
at the helm?, Local Government Studies, 50: 786-805. https:
//doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2023.2250266

Milburn, K., and Russell, B. T. (2019) Public-Common Part-
nerships: Building New Circuits of Collective Ownership.
Open Democracy. Available online at: https://www.
opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/building-new-left-
economics-public-commons-partnerships-and-new-
circuits-ownership/ [accessed 25 February 2025].

Paul, F. C. (2024) The contested politics of de-privatisation and
the shifting terrain of the local state: the case of the Ilm-
Kreis, Thuringia, Germany, Local Government Studies, 50:
696-717. https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2023.2298292

Planas, M., and Martinez, J. (2020) A new water culture: Cat-
alonia’s public co-governance model in the making. In
S. Kishimoto, L. Steinfort, O. Petitjean (eds) The Future is
Public, pp. 153-164. Amsterdam: Transnational Institute.

Planas Martin, M., Maschio Gastelaars, D, Pérez Gémez, Q.
(2022) Remunicipalisation in catalonia: strategies and
responses, Development, 65: 228-236. https://doi.org/10.
1057/s41301-022-00355-y

Russell, B, Milburn, K., Heron, K. (2023) Strategies for a new
municipalism: public-common partnerships against the
new enclosures, Urban Studies, 60: 2133-2157. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/00420980221094700

Shaikh, A. (2016) Capitalism: Competition, Conflict, Crises. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press.

Stiglitz, J. (2002) There Is No Invisible Hand. The Guardian, 20
December 2002.

USDJFTC (2023) Merger Guidelines. US Department of Justice
and the Federal Trade Commission, issued 18 Decem-
ber 2023. Available online at: https://www.justice.gov/d9/
2023-12/2023%20Merger%20Guidelines.pdf[accessed 16
February 2025].

Vickers, J., and Yarrow, G. (1988) Privatization: An Economic Anal-
ysis. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Vickers, J., and Yarrow, G. (1991) Economic perspectives on
privatization, Journal of Economic Perspectives, 5: 111-132.
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.5.2.111

Warner, M., and Aldag, A. M. (2021) Re-municipalization in
the US: a pragmatic response to contracting, Journal of Eco-
nomic Policy Reform, 24: 319-332. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17487870.2019.1646133

920z Arenuga4 €0 uo 1senb Aq 0610y 8/8y01es)/salld/S601 0L /10p/ajo1le-a0ueApe/sallo/wod dno-olWwapeoe//:sdny WwoJj papeojumoq


https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-15267-290408
https://doi.org/10.1177/1078087418787907
https://www.gusam.cat/ca/transparencia/organs-de-govern
https://doi.org/10.1080/02692171.2012.754844
https://doi.org/10.1080/17487870.2019.1671192
https://doi.org/10.1177/00208523211046330
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.02.027
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2023.2250266
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/building-new-left-economics-public-commons-partnerships-and-new-circuits-ownership/
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2023.2298292
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41301-022-00355-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/00420980221094700
https://www.justice.gov/d9/2023-12/2023%20Merger%20Guidelines.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.5.2.111
https://doi.org/10.1080/17487870.2019.1646133

	Introduction
	Theoretical background on monopoly, democratisation and the commons
	Towards the commons? Democratisation, decommodification and cooperation in public urban water
	Private management of urban water services in Catalonia: a large market under very intense monopolisation
	Remunicipalisation of urban water in Catalonia
	Democratisation and cooperation in practice
	New intermunicipal cooperations: together against the monopoly?
	Discussion
	Supplementary material
	Acknowledgements
	References

