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A year later, Kirk stands by water system 'no sale'
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A year ago this month, United Water, the national utility company now running Gloucester's troubled water system, approached Mayor Carolyn Kirk about buying the city system — pipes, plants, water, watershed and all.

The answer came quickly.

Gloucester's water, Kirk told the Times, "is not for sale." 

But now that failures in the drinking water system have led to two weeks of boiling tap water, some have asked whether the city would have been better off if it had sold the system and left United Water on the hook for the penalties and mandatory improvements certain to come.

Aside from the sale price, one of the incentives to privatizing municipal water systems is that the for-profit company will re-invest in infrastructure in ways typically cash-strapped cities can't afford.

In the case of Gloucester, the sale price was pegged at between $30 million and $40 million in back-of-the-envelope estimates.

And the lure of potential system improvements came from the resources of United Water and its parent, French multinational Suez S.A., which owns the company finishing construction of a liquefied natural gas terminal 10 miles off the Gloucester shore.

"They're not just a company — they're a vast company," Director of Public Works Michael Hale said of Suez at the time.

Those resources could potentially go a long way for a city estimated by consultants to need between $46 million and $58 million in infrastructure spending to solve its long-term drinking water needs.

But even in the face of the current boil-water order and an outdoor water ban that was finally lifted last week, Kirk said that, if she had to do it over again, or if United Water came calling tomorrow, she would tell them the same thing.

"My administration does not want to sell control of the water system," Kirk said yesterday. "I see it as an asset. The city is not looking to surrender water assets."

The coliform bacteria crisis of 2009 "doesn't change anything," she added.

Despite their size and resources, it was not guaranteed that United Water or Suez would have pumped money into the Gloucester system if it had purchased it. The preliminary discussions did not include any promises of infrastructure investments, Kirk said. 

City Council President Bruce Tobey, who has spent much of his professional life in the utility world — and whose employer, Home Service USA, has a partnership with utilities including United Water — said last week that, in his experience, there aren't huge operational and investment differences between publicly owned and privately owned water systems.

"It is a public works culture," Tobey said. "It is a completely different dynamic that ends up with the same result."

Although private water systems are being run to bring profits to the company and its shareholders, the rates charged aren't necessarily higher, because they are controlled by the state Department of Public Utilities. 

Right now, there are 18 privately-owned water companies serving a total of around 22 communities in Massachusetts, according to the Department of Public Utilities.

And then there are the questions about United Water itself.

While it doesn't own the Gloucester system now, it runs it, and operator error has been mentioned as one potential cause of the failures at the Babson water treatment plant, the jumping-off point for further problems. 

United Water took over the contract to operate Gloucester's water system, as well as the sewer system, when it bought out the previous contractor, Earth Tech Inc., from Tyco International in 2007. 

The city first contracted operations of its drinking water system to a private company in the early 1990s after having public works employees handling it before that.

Earth Tech took over management of the system in 2004 after the city terminated its contract with Portland, Maine-based Woodard & Curran. That relationship crumbled amid claims of understaffing on the part of Woodard & Curran, and a failure to reimburse money for infrastructure improvements against the city. 

Since 2000, Woodard & Curran have operated the water treatment system in Manchester, which has been the primary outside source of drinking water supplementing the ailing Gloucester system during the coliform outbreak.

United Water's contract with Gloucester expired June 30 and the company began operating under a series of emergency month-to-month contracts while the city chooses a new permanent operator through the public procurement process.

The city has received bids from four contractors, including United Water, City Solicitor Suzanne Egan said last week. 

A selection committee of officials and residents has been appointed to recommend a winner, but Egan said she did not know if there was a deadline or target date.

Patrick Anderson can be reached at panderson@gloucestertimes.com.
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