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    Saltillo – Even as the Rio Nuevo proposal has brought water privatization to the attention of West Texans, citizens in the Mexican city of Saltillo are contending with their own water privatization issues. 
    Opponents of a privately operated water service in Saltillo say privatization there has led to a sharp rise in water rates, accompanied by new user fees and other charges. Saltillo is the capital of Coahuila state, which borders Texas.
    Privatization of water services in Saltillo began in 2001, when a subsidiary of the Spanish company Aguas de Barcelona, or Agbar, became the operating partner and purchased 49 percent of the shares of the local, publicly operated water company, forming a joint company called Aguas de Saltillo. The U.S. accounting firm Arthur Andersen – which handled accounting for Enron Corp. – oversaw the formation of the joint company.
    Responding to complaints from local residents about increased water costs, the Coahuila state congress in 2002 directed the state comptroller to conduct an audit of the company. The audit found that under the new, private management, Saltillo water users were significantly overcharged, according to the nonprofit public-interest group Public Citizen.
    Agbar has not been sanctioned or penalized for the violations, and the Saltillo Chamber of Commerce and local citizen groups continue to press for legal protection against the company’s alleged abuses.
    Officials at Mexico’s National Water Commission, as well as at the World Bank, which provides loans to many developing countries, are pressing for water privatization. They argue that local, publicly operated companies often fail to administer water systems efficiently and lack the capital to make needed improvements to infrastructure. 

