Ireland’s Reply to

Questionnaire from the Special Rapporteur on the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation
Measures in response to financial and economic crisis

1 Legislative or policy measures.
Establishment of Irish Water public utility.

The Programme for Government and the Memorandum of Understanding with the EU, the IMF and the ECB provides for the introduction of domestic water charges and the establishment of a new State-owned water utility. The Government considers that charging for water based on usage is the fairest way to charge for water and it has decided that water meters should be installed in households connected to public water supplies. 

Following an independent assessment, the Government also decided that Irish Water, a new State-owned water company to be established as an independent subsidiary within the Bord Gáis Éireann Group (Irish Gas), will be responsible for the metering programme. The Water Services Bill 2013 to establish Irish Water on an interim basis is currently being debated in the Houses of the Oireachtas (Parliament).
It is anticipated that transferring responsibility for water services to a single state owned water utility from the current system of 34 local water services authorities, will improve the quality of water and sanitation services.
2 – Budgetary,Monetary and Fiscal Measures
The Water Services Investment Programme 2010-2012 has been extended into 2013. The Programme details approximately 130 contracts and water conservation projects in progress with a value of about €1 billion; approximately 340 contracts to be progressed to construction over the period 2010 – 2012 with a value of €1.8 billion and approximately 190 schemes and water conservation projects on which planning work will continue.
3 – Social Expenditure
While there have  been reductions in social expenditure in Ireland,  public water services continue to be supplied free of charge to consumers throughout 2013, as has been the case historically. Domestic water charging, including the provision of a free allowance, will be introduced in 2014. This is consistent with the Memorandum of Understanding between the ECB/IMF/EU and the Government of Ireland. Prior to that, domestic water-charging affordability issues will be addressed by this Department and the Department of Social Protection, in consultation with the Regulator, Irish Water and other stakeholders, in the context of developing a water-pricing framework. The agreed approach to affordability issues will then be reflected in the charging structure established by the Regulator. Work on this issue is being undertaken at present by the ESRI. Responsibility for the economic regulation of the water sector is being assigned to the Commission for Energy Regulation (CER). The primary role of the Regulator will be to protect the interests of customers and to ensure a consistent and appropriate level of service is provided to customers; the Regulator will be given appropriate powers in this regard.
4 – Management of Utilities
A transition has commenced to transfer responsibility for water services from the 34 local water service authorities to a single public utility. For some years, it is intended that services will continue to be supplied by local authority staff under service level agreements. Private contractors will be contracted to install in  approximately one million domestic water meters. There is no intention to have  private sector involvement in the Irish Water utility, and it will remain a commercial semi-state company. 
5 – Debt relief/ Bailout Agreement

The Programme of Financial Support for Ireland with the EU/IMF/ECB contains a commitment to prepare proposals for implementation of the recommendations of an independent assessment regarding the transfer of responsibility for water services provision to a water utility, and a commitment that water charges would be introduced. 

Ensuring Human Rights Compliance .
6 – Human Rights Impact

Responsibility for economic regulation of the water sector has been assigned to the Commission for Energy Regulation. The Regulator will be responsible for setting tariffs and will represent the interests of consumers. Affordability issues will be addressed by the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government and the Department of Social Protection, in consultation with the Regulator, Irish Water and other stakeholders, in the context of developing a water pricing framework. The agreed approach to affordability issues will then be reflected in the charging structure established by the Regulator. Work on this issue is being undertaken at present by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI). 
7 - Disadvantaged and Marginalised Groups.
Irish Water will be required to have a range of options in place to assist householders who have difficulties in paying their bills.  For example, a wide range of flexible payment options are available for the other utility services and it is expected that these will be replicated for water services.  
The remit of the Regulator will include consideration of the needs of disadvantaged and marginalised groups such as those with disabilities who require a higher than average water use and those for whom affordability is an issue. The Regulator will carry out a public consultation process during 2013 prior to the commencement of domestic water charging in 2014. 
8 – Reasons for Measures Taken.
The Government considers that charging based on usage is the fairest way to charge for water and it has decided that a programme should be commenced to install water meters in households connected to public water supplies. International evidence has shown that where meters have been installed, significant reductions have been achieved in the level of consumption and this is also borne out by the water savings achieved with metering in the group water sector. 
9 – Ensuring resources for protection of Human Rights
The Government has decided to assign responsibility for the economic regulation of the water sector to the Commission for Energy Regulation (CER). The primary role of the regulator will be to protect the interests of customers and to ensure a consistent and appropriate level of service is provided to customers; the regulator will be given appropriate powers in this regard.  
10 - Public Participation.
On 16 January 2012, the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government commenced a public consultation on the proposed water sector reforms, seeking views from the public on the establishment of Irish Water and the introduction of water charges. Almost 300 submissions were received before the close of business on 24 February 2012. Some 80 submissions were from organisations, 34 from companies, 33 from local and regional authorities and the balance from individuals. These submissions were taken into consideration in developing this implementation strategy.  All submissions are available on the Department’s website at the following link. 
http://www.environ.ie/en/Environment/Water/WaterSectorReform/Submissions/
Sustainability
11 – Measures and Mechanisms to ensure Sustainability of Access to Water Services.
The Regulator for water will oversee the affordability and accessibility to water for citizens. The Environmental Protection Agency will oversee the quality of drinking water and the impacts of wastewater discharges. Furthermore the Water Services Act 2013 establishing Irish Water retains for the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government the power to give a direction to the Board of Irish Water in relation to the performance by the board or the subsidiary of its function under the Act.  

12 – Sustainability of Water Services Investment.
The funding of water services through metering and charging customers according to levels of consumption will place the economics of water services in Ireland on a more sustainable footing, replacing over a transition period the current direct provision of funding from the exchequer. Irish Water will have, in addition, a capacity to borrow funds for infrastructure improvements. This will ensure a continuing improvement in the quality of water services and greater compliance with EU standards.
