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WATER

Possible Consequences of Privatizing 
Franklin’s Water Division
 
Costs could rise. Corporate profits, dividends and 
income taxes can add 20 to 30 percent to operation and 
administration costs.2 Partly because of this, 
privately run water systems can be 
much more expensive than public 
ones. In fact, from 2007 to 2010, at 
least 18 local governments across 
the country have saved a consider-
able amount of money after end-
ing water privatization arrange-
ments. For these communities, 
including four that had contracted 
with United Water, public opera-
tion averaged 21 percent cheaper 
than private operation.3

Privately run water services can 
be costly, particularly when 
there is little competition for the 
contract,4 as was the case in 
Franklin. Only United Water 
and one other company bid 
on the township’s water 
system.5 Such limited com-
petition can hamper a local 
government’s ability to ne-
gotiate a good contract.6 

Franklin’s draft agreement, for example, provides many 
ways for the company to inflate costs, potentially increas-
ing the annual service fee by as much as 25 percent.7 On 
top of this, Franklin residents will have to pay back with 
interest the $5 million that United Water will loan to the 
township as part of the deal.8 

High bills in North Brunswick, N.J. In 1996, 
North Brunswick leased its water and sewer 

systems to United Water (formerly U.S. 
Water) for 20 years.9  In 2002, after many 
households saw their bills double or 
triple,10 the township exited the water 
portion of its contract and bought out 
the remaining 14-year term at a cost of 
$30 million.11 “It’s become a model for 
the way not to do such deals,” David 
Spaulding, the mayor at the time, told 
the Star-Ledger, adding, “The people 
saw themselves getting screwed.”12

The private operator retained 
control of the sewer system 
until 2006, when the township 
council unanimously voted to 
terminate the deal and run the 
system itself.13 Public opera-
tion saved North Brunswick 
$140,000 in 2007.14

Franklin should retain public control of its valuable water services. Its well-run 
public water division provides high-quality service to about 50,000 people 

across the township. Despite the division’s good performance, the township is 
planning to privatize it and transfer control of the system’s operation, mainte-
nance and management to United Water for 20 years.1 Privatization would jeop-
ardize the township’s water service and undermine the interests of its residents. 



In Focus: United Water Charged with 
Environmental Crimes in Gary, Ind.
In December 2010, United Water Services, which ran 
Gary’s wastewater treatment plant for 12 years, and its 
two highest-ranking employees in Gary were charged 
with conspiracy to defraud the federal government and 
felony violations of the Clean Water Act. A 26-count 
federal indictment accuses them of manipulating wa-
ter quality tests, tampering with a required monitoring 
method and lying to Gary’s contract compliance officer, 
among other criminal actions.15 

Although the company and its employees maintain their 
innocence,16 the charges underscore how a private op-
erator can prioritize profits over human and environmen-
tal health. The company allegedly sought to save money 
on chemical costs by lowering chlorine levels between 
water quality tests in a five-year-long scheme. Corporate 
policies may have incentivized this. According to the 
indictment, in the annual appraisal of its project manager 
there, United Water gave “substantially higher weight to 
improving the financial performance of United Water’s 
[Gary Sanitary District] operation than to compliance with 
environmental requirements.”17 

Fortunately, Gary residents do not have to suffer the 
company any more. Earlier in 2010, the Gary Sanitary 
District ended its contract with United Water for financial 
reasons. It expected to operate the system itself for half 
the cost, saving $8 million a year without any layoffs.18

Franklin officials should take note of these federal 
charges, which appear to violate the spirit of a provi-
sion in the draft agreement, which states: “The Operator 
represents and warrants to the Township … No indict-
ment or conviction has been returned against any official 
of the Operator with respect to any business transaction, 
whether or not related to the transactions contemplated 
by the terms of this Agreement.”19 

Service could worsen. A private management 
company could cut corners by downsizing the workforce, 
using shoddy materials or delaying maintenance.20 In some 
cases, private operating firms technically comply with their 
contract terms while shifting upkeep costs to the local gov-
ernment.21 Poor performance, in fact, is the primary reason 
that local governments end privatization arrangements and 
resume public operation of previously contracted ser-
vices.22 

Running from its problems in Durham County, N.C. In 
2008 United Water decided to terminate its contract for 
the operation of Durham County’s wastewater treatment 
plant, instead of addressing the county’s concerns about 
its poor performance. The county had documented several 
problems, including inadequate preventive maintenance, 
and wanted the company to develop a plan to correct 

them. Expecting similar difficulties with other private firms, 
the county board of commissioners unanimously voted to 
bring the plant in-house. Public operation exceeded expec-
tations; it improved services and cut costs by 35 percent.23

Jobs could be lost. Privatization typically results in 
the loss of one in three water system jobs. Based on this 
average, about five of Franklin’s water workers could lose 
their jobs.24 In fact, according to the township’s draft agree-
ment, United Water has to provide jobs to current water 
staff for only the first year, after which the township and the 
company agree there will be fewer employees.25 Although 
downsizing saves money for the company, it can slow 
response times to customer service requests, delay repairs 
and otherwise worsen service.26 

Millions lost in Camden, N.J. After taking over Camden’s 
water and sewer systems in 1999, United Water (formerly 
U.S. Water) cut the workforce by 43 percent, eliminat-
ing 30 jobs within 10 years.27 Perhaps because of drastic 
downsizing, United Water’s performance in Camden 
has suffered. In December 2009, the New Jersey State 
Comptroller’s Office issued a scathing audit of the 20-year 
management contract. It found that inadequate contract 
supervision and the company’s poor performance cost the 
city millions of dollars and potentially jeopardized the 
health and safety of its residents.28

The public loses control. Franklin will be stuck 
with United Water and unable to freely exit the contract. 
According to the draft agreement, the township can termi-
nate the deal for convenience only at the end of the tenth 
year — no sooner and no later — and to do so, it would 
have to pay the company at least $2.9 million. The town-
ship cannot exit the deal without cause at any other time.29



To make matters worse, the draft agreement also restricts 
public oversight of the water system by forbidding random 
inspections. It requires the township to provide United 
Water with two weeks notice before an independent 
consultant can inspect the system.30 This could provide 
the company with ample time to clean up or disguise 
any problems. As a result, Franklin could get stuck with 
inadequate service because it is unable to document the 
company’s poor performance to prove cause for contract 
termination.

Suez’s Poor Record
Suez Environnement Company, the world’s second larg-
est private water and wastewater service company, owns 
United Water. In recent years, Suez has suffered a number 
of setbacks, the most telling of which occurred in its home 
city of Paris, France. In 2009, Paris reclaimed public con-
trol of its water system, deciding not to keep its contracts 
with Suez and another company. The city expected pub-
lic operation to enhance efficiency,31 and surely enough, 
after a year of public operation, the water department was 
already making plans to cut water prices, likely by 5 to 10 
percent.32

Suez hasn’t been any more successful in the United States. 
Over the last five years, United Water has lost a number of 
deals after local governments decided to bring their water 
or sewer systems under public control, usually to save 
money. This includes contracts in Fairfield-Suisun, Calif.; 
Pekin, Ill.; Gary, Ind.; North Adams, Mass.; North Bruns-
wick, N.J.; Kline, Pa.; and Laredo, Texas.33

The Public Works 
Franklin should act in the interest of its residents and keep 
its water system in public hands. If a private manager takes 
over the division, consumers could end up paying higher 
rates for worse service. Unlike water companies, which 
must answer to their private owners or stockholders, public 
operators are first and foremost accountable to the people 
they serve. With responsible public management and lo-
cal control, the township can best ensure that its residents 
have safe, clean and affordable water service.

Take Action
Act now to stop the private takeover of one of your most precious resources, your water. Tell the mayor and your 
councilmembers not to privatize Franklin’s municipal water system.

Tell Your Elected Officials: “No Water Privatization”
Mayor Brian D. Levine (732) 873-2500 ext. 396

Council At-Large Kimberly Francois (732) 873-2500 ext. 395

Council At-Large Daniel Glicklich (732) 873-2500 ext. 329

Council At-Large Rajiv Prasad (732) 873-2500 ext. 319

Council Ward 1 Theodore Chase (732) 873-2500 ext. 318

Council Ward 2 Rozalyn Sherman (732) 873-2500 ext. 316

Council Ward 3 Phillip Kramer (732) 675-7912

Council Ward 4 Carl R.A. Wright (732) 873-2500 ext. 397

Council Ward 5 James Vassanella (732) 873-2500 ext. 328

To get more involved in the fight against Franklin’s water privatization, contact Jim Walsh, Eastern Region Direc-
tor for Food & Water Watch, at (732) 979-6883. 
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