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The importance of Public Services 

The very concept of a modern state mandates on it, an inalienable responsibility of securing the lives 

of all its residents by nurturing them according to their needs and aspirations. The demands of a new 

born are different from the aged or of an orphan, a student, a person who is ill or an adolescent girl. 

Further, there are communities who have been historically deprived due to social and economic 

reasons and people with special needs. Through successive phases of socio-political progression these 

unique but differential needs of people have gained the status of rights, making it the foremost 

responsibility of the state to enforce these through the allocation of adequate budgets, the creation of 

required institutions and democratising them to be highly responsive by evolving according to the 

needs of individuals and communities.  

 

In many countries across the world, this contract between the state and the people is epitomised 

through public services. Cuba, despite tremendous odds, stands out as a shining example of providing 

quality public services to its population. In parts of Europe, there are examples of public health 

systems (including hospitals that offer free treatment and medicines), universal pensions, realisation 

of housing rights, care for the aged, common schools that offer free education and unemployment 

benefits. But unfortunately these public service mechanisms that work to continually enable human 

potential are under severe attack. While in some countries in the South such as Venezuela and Bolivia 

there is an ongoing political process to reclaim public services, unfortunately, in most countries such 

as India, forces that promote privatisation are tearing down any concept of public services even before 

it can capture the imagination of people.  

 

Despite the current global multiple crises of finance, food, climate and energy, and the resultant de-

legitimisation of neo-liberal economic policy, the stranglehold of institutions and policies that back 

privatisation and the commercialisation of essential services remain strong. Concomitantly the 

momentum towards reclaiming public services remains weak, dispersed or at best localised. Despite 

increasing evidence of the failures of privatisation, the refrain continues to be that there are no 

alternatives.  

 

Increasing health gaps in India 

With only 1.1% of GDP spending in public health (WHO recommended minimum is 5%) and private 

health care accounting for 80% of outpatient and 60% of inpatient care, India has one of the most 

privatised health systems in the world. Despite the crisis in public health, the Government of India’s 



attempts at Universal Health Coverage (UHC) continue to privilege greater participation of an already 

dominant private sector, especially private insurance.   

 

Whither electricity for all? 

10 years after the 2003 Electricity Act, despite huge capacity additions, millions across rural India 

continue to have no access to electricity. Electricity authorities have compromised planning and the 

growing privatisation of power sector entities has resulted in an essential service being left to the 

vagaries of the market. The trend is towards contract work, with an estimated loss of some six lakh 

regular jobs in the sector in the past decade. The challenge today to ensure ‘electricity for all’ 

encompasses questions around sustainable renewable energy options, production patterns and nature 

of energy systems and peoples participation in the industrial development process as well as choice of 

fuels.   

 

Water privatisation - A threat to sovereignty  

After nearly two decades of a strong push, water privatisation across the South is unravelling at a 

feverish pace. Besides the negative impact of privatising water in various realms, the undemocratic 

manner in which it is being pushed in India is a direct threat to India’s sovereignty. Though instances 

of privatisation of public water services have failed, the current governance dispensation is advocating 

more of the same. Research shows that the poor are denied access; there is little improvement in 

quality, private operators have not met stated objectives, there has been a massive retrenchment of 

public sector workers, no accountability of private companies either to the local government or the 

people it is supposed to serve.  

 

With the National Water Policy of 2012 shifting the course of water privatisation from direct 

privatisation which mandated investment from private companies to the ubiquitous Public-Private 

Partnership (PPP) model, all the financial, social and political liabilities have been shifted to the 

public while the private sector will make windfall profits without any risks whatsoever. The Indian 

water privatisation experience has proved to be socially unjust, ecologically unsustainable and 

economically imprudent.     

 

Building the momentum for Alternatives from the South  

Social movements, trade unions and activists across the Global South have not only led movements 

against privatisation in health, energy and water, amongst other essential services, but also developed 

a powerful movement to reclaim public services. In many instances there has been re-municipalisation 

from failed attempts at privatisation. The evidence, of a diverse array of alternatives – in terms of non 

commercialised public alternatives for primary health, water/sanitation and electricity, continues to 

mount.  

 

The current challenge for practitioners, analysts and activists of the global south is to interrogate why 

universal public services which are deemed fit in so called ‘developed’ countries are not made 

possible in our own societies. And also how political and financial institutions from the ‘developed’ 

North work together with a compromised local ruling class engaging in double standards and 

promoting privatisation of the same public services that they revere in their own countries. The 

strength expressed by countries especially in Latin America in challenging this hegemony and to build 



their own public service institutions is an experience most important in the current struggle of people 

in the Global South.   

 

The Bangalore conference on Re-claiming and Re-imagining public services follows from and builds 

on the existing work of several movements, trade unions and researcher-activists, including the 

Janarogya Andolana, Peoples’ Campaign for Right to Water and the Municipal Services Project.  

 

We hope to bring together researchers, activists, trade unionists and policy makers working to 

promote public services, with an emphasis on health, water and electricity.  The conference aims to 

improve dialogue and expand networks on public services, with a focus on Asia, Africa and Latin 

America. We expect this two day meeting to go beyond a mere critique of privatization to offering 

practical and theoretical understandings of pro-public services (past, present and future). The idea is 

to conceptualise, evaluate and take forward – through new partnerships in research, campaigns and 

advocacy - what is fast becoming an important and widespread movement for better public services in 

the Global South.  

 


