
I
n Mexico, like in the rest of Latin America, the trend is to consider drinking water a private,
not public, good. Experts in fresh water mention several ways to privatize it using three
basic arguments offered by governments, businessmen and international financial agencies

like the World Bank. First, they say that there is a generalized water scarcity in the world, differ-
ing, of course, from country to country, region to region and continent to continent. For example,
Canada has much more drinkable water than Mexico. Secondly, they say that the costs of main-
tenance, improvement, reparation and distribution of water pipelines can only be met with na -
tional and international private capital given the restrictions of government budgets and public
finances. Third, they argue that water is wasted because consumers do not pay the real price of
extraction and operating costs of the “blue gold” and because a culture of water conservation is
almost non-existent.1

25

Water and Mexico’s 
National Security

José Luis Piñeyro*

* Professor and researcher at the Sociology Depart ment of the Autonomous Metropolitan Uni ver sity, Azca pot -
zalco campus. Jlpineyro@aol.com

M
ar

co
 P

ol
o 

G
uz

m
án

/C
ua

rto
sc

ur
o

Trucks bring water to Mexico City areas where scarcity is cronic.



The following are different ways of
privatizing the “blue gold”.2 One is
grant ing public or private concessions
for temporary usage (renewable periods
of 10 or 30 years) to multinational com -
panies like water bottlers, real estate
companies or agri business. Another is
granting consortia exclusive rights to the
industrial use of residual water so that
only they can recycle it, thus appro-
priating it. Another is to build dams
and pipe lines and change the course of
rivers to supply areas with high in dus -
trial, agro-industrial and urban consump -
 tion. Another way is to privatize land
and bio-regions according to the needs
of companies that consume great vol-
umes of water, separating the owner-
ship of the land from that of the wells.3

Lastly, privatization occurs when a pu -
blic good like water is bottled and sold;
in Mexico, the market for bottled water
is worth 32 billion pesos and Coca-Cola,
Pepsicola and Nes tlé, in addition to
selling soft drinks, sell bottled water.4

Usually when we talk about stra te -
gic natural resources, we think of oil,
natural gas or minerals like iron, copper
and aluminum. They are considered
essential for civilian and military in -
dustry, commerce and services, expe -
riments and inventions in air, land or
maritime transportation or cybernetic
communications and auto mation. They
are fuels that contri bute to moving the
machines and instruments of the mil-

itary and civilian industrial complex and
services or they are minerals needed to
make alloys for scientific and techno-
logical experiments.

However, the productivist, technical
view of modern society has been sup-
plemented by another that puts more
emphasis on the finite space of the globe
and the time limit on humanity’s dev-
astation of the ecology based on an eco -
nomic model that feeds on the human,
animal and vegetable environment. That
is, the new view postulates the need to
adopt an ecologically self-sustaining dev -
elopment model that is socially and
politically inclusive. Respect and con-
servation of our natural surroundings
and the satisfaction of basic social needs
must be the guide and not simply eco -
nomic growth that ultra-concentrates
wealth and income and destroys the env -
ironment, according to one specialist.5

The air we breathe every day, the
water we drink and the food we eat are
vital: without them, no form of human
or animal life is possible. They are ne -

cessary for any national security strat-
egy. In fact, some military strategists
and civilian analysts say that future wars
will not be only over the control of fuel
and minerals, but also for the control of
drinking water and therefore of re gions
with abundant water.6 In Mexico’s gov -
ernmental and private spheres people
are almost totally unaware of the gravi-
ty of the growing scarcity of water, the
constant deforestation that affects rain -
fall, the quality of the air we breathe
and the food dependency on the United
States evidenced in the escalating im -
ports of basic grains like corn, beans and
rice.7 Water, air and sufficient quality
foodstuffs should be considered some
of the priorities in a Mexican national
security strategy. They undoubtedly have
an impact on the quality and quantity of
sustained reproduction of human and
natural resources in our nation-state.

In contrast to the aforementioned
unawareness, President Fox’s Natio n -
al Development Plan for 2001-2006
points to threats to national security:
poverty and inequality, the population’s
vulnerability to natural disasters, envi-
ronmental destruction, crime, organized
crime, illicit drug trafficking and cor-
ruption. The plan underlines how in -
dispensable it is to establish an agenda
of risks to foresee threats that endanger
the population’s welfare, state institu-
tions and “the sustainability of devel-
opment or our territory’s safety.” It is
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One way of privatizing the “blue gold” is granting public 
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and therefore of re gions with abundant water.



even more precise when it mentions,
“The growing environmental deteriora-
tion, particularly deforestation, whose
effects on the country’s water system
and biosphere impact negatively on so -
ciety, the economy and security.”8

Nevertheless, as in other areas (the
creation of 1.2 million jobs a year, shoring
up public security, achieving 7-percent-
a-year economic growth, reducing ex -
treme poverty, etc.), the Fox adminis-
tration’s national development plan,
like others before it, has been more
rhetoric than reality, with demagogy pre -
vailing over tangible results. Re garding
solving the grave, complex problem of
water, Fox officials just continue to say
that it will only be solved by privatizing
the entire water distribution system,
selling it off to national and internation-
al capital.9 Businessmen’s mentality
considers no alternative to turning a pu -
blic good into a private one, whose con -
sumption will depend on each person’s
or each family’s purchasing power. They
should “pay until it hurts,” as Alberto
Cárdenas Jiménez, former minister of
the environment and natural resources,
recently said. It will not hurt him at
all. He is a millionaire.

Obvious alternatives would ame-
liorate Mexico’s deteriorating national
security: increasing public investment
in hydraulic infrastructure to reverse
the effects of the last 20 years’ lack of
investment;10 on-going campaigns to

prevent the waste of water; establish-
ing a national network of strict and hon-
est water inspectors; building a system
of small and medium-sized dams in
every city suited for it; giving soft loans
for building family cisterns to catch rain -
water and for installing purification sys -
tems;11 channeling funding into scientif-
ic and technological experimentation for
desalinizing water and improving waste
water treatment, among other initiatives.

All this would foster what the Na tio -
nal Development Plan has not achiev ed:
it would create massive numbers of jobs,
diminish public insecurity, con tribute to
economic growth, improve the conser-
vation and use of water, reduce techno lo g -
ical dependence, limit poverty through
jobs and strengthen public health by
reducing illnesses attributable to the
lack of pure drinking water and pre-
venting epidemics among hu mans and
animals. But, to do all this and to over-
come other threats to national securi-
ty, what is required is the vocation to be
a statesman and not just a leader for a

six-year term, as has happened with this
administration and the three previous
ones, all of whom have been devotees of
de-nationalizing change. Streng th ening
national sovereignty starts by recov  er -
ing the three basic substances: air, water
and food. 

We hope that the National Dev elop -
ment Plan of the next federal admi -
nistration taking office in 2006 will
make its programmatic statements jibe
with the reality of society, in the gener-
al tenor of the phrase “facts, not words”
(a phrase that belongs in U.S. govern-
ment discourse) and that the upcom-
ing admi nistration will have an orien-
tation and content that is more public
than private, that defends national pu -
blic interests over and above private na -
tional interests.
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