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Dexter Whitfield’s book is a resource that can help a myriad of groups, organisations and even states if they so wish, to understand the impact, dynamics and inequalities of the privatisation of public infrastructure, especially through the use of Public Private Partnerships (PPPs). The book is a sobering analysis of the past three decades of global privatisation of public assets and infrastructure and yet at the same time an impassioned argument in defence of public services remaining in public ownership.

The public infrastructure that he describes provide our basic human needs and includes everything from the roads that we drive on, the schools for our children, and our public buildings, power stations, waste disposal services/facilities, energy and communications systems. In recent years corporations and global capitalism have begun to see such infrastructure as a ‘global wealth machine’ capable of producing billions in profits for the foreseeable future. No longer content with stocking the supermarket shelves or manufacturing desire on the high street, the facilities and services that make up the public infrastructure have themselves become a very real commodity for capital.

There are very real examples of this in Ireland that Whitfield highlights, one of which is the M50 toll bridge over the Strawberry Beds in Dublin which was eventually bought back by the state at a cost of some 600 million euros from the private operator, National Toll Roads. Another was the development and ultimate collapse of five Dublin City Council Public Private Partnership projects including those on the flat complexes of St. Michael’s Estate, O’Devaney Garden’s and Dominick Street.

The scope of this book, however, and perhaps its real strength, is the researching and description of this process on a global scale.

Ideas play an important role in convincing people that an action or a policy is justifiable or not and in gaining support for particular strategies or courses of action. The ideas which provide the propaganda for the sale of public infrastructure have been driven by a neo-liberal economic worldview. Within such an ideology the market is seen as the most efficient user and distributor of resources. In other words it is argued that the ‘market’ is better skilled and adapted to making the most of a society’s resources, including those in the public domain.

The late Milton Friedman was one of the foremost proponents of neo-liberal economics and actively encouraged the erosion of the state and the public sphere in order to let the market rule. These ideas were applied with sustained energy and vigour by Reagan in the USA and Margaret Thatcher in the UK. The fruits of this labour are that a country like the UK has the largest PPP programme of any developed society and it now exports the model almost as a franchise to other countries. (It is perhaps not surprising that the US and the UK were recently defined in the book ‘The Spirit Level‘ as being the two countries with the highest levels of inequality amongst ‘developed market democracies’.)

Those who promote the PPP philosophy argue that there is no other option. They argue that PPPs are faster, cheaper, more innovative and more efficient. What Whitfield does in his own painstaking way is to expose this as a sham. He provides case after case which shows that PPPs are not cheaper and the public always pays, whether it be future generations who have to bear the cost of concealed debts which are placed ‘off balance sheet’, or in the present through rafts of new tolls and stealth charges.

The process used to evaluate PPPs by comparing them with public sector projects (the Public Sector Comparator) is little more than tokenistic and is deeply flawed.

There is a view, Whitfield argues, that companies and corporations are merely interested in owning the assets, buildings and facilities and will be happy at that. This is naïve, he tells us, for increasingly they want not just to own the facilities but also to run core services in health, education and local government. This gradual infiltration is literally the privatisation of the ‘whole service’, as it takes in every aspect of public infrastructure from the buildings to the staff that run the service. But Whitfield shows time and again that when the private sector runs core services it is not the quality of the service that they are interested in, but the return on their investment. Corporations use sophisticated marketing and communications campaigns to convince the public that this in their best interest, and through such strategies the outsourcing of large chunks of public infrastructure becomes ‘normalised’.

And yet, paradoxically, one of the key ways the private sector ‘promotes efficiencies and reduces costs’ is to significantly reduce staff, which ultimately reduces the quality of the service.

One of the most disturbing things that Whitfield highlights is the process of how public infrastructure becomes a commodity just like any other, to be bought and sold or invested in on stock exchanges around the world. The result of this is the greater and greater distance between those who own the assets and the facility or service that is being sold on. Ultimately this reaches the stage where those who own the assets are only interested in ‘sweating’ or ‘stripping down’ the assets to realise every cent of financial value. It brings new meaning to the phrase ‘knowing the price of everything but the value of nothing’. Services are seen primarily in terms of their exchange value and not on the basis of social need and human use value. The private sector has been very good at developing all sorts of mechanisms for wresting control of a service or a facility from local or central government.

In one of the most illuminating examples in the book, Whitfield describes the sale of the entire public parking system in Chicago to a private consortium. The City of Chicago owned some 9,000 parking spaces and over 36,000 parking meters which, in its wisdom, it decided to sell to a private operator for a fixed sum, (900 million dollars below what it would have made had it continued to operate the parking system itself). The operator now holds the lease on the parking spaces and meters for the next ninety nine years and almost immediately set about raising the cost of parking in the city. The parking rates in downtown Chicago will more than double from US $3.00 to US $6.50 by 2013. The toll charges on the Chicago Skyway toll road, also sold by Chicago City Council doubled from US $4.00 to US $8.00 on 1st of April 2008. Not content with selling the road network and the entire city parking system Chicago City Council also sold Chicago Midway Airport to Citigroup in 2009.

This process of ‘asset monetisation’, cedes control of large sections of the public infrastructure over to private consortia with citizens bearing substantial costs for generations to come and being left very much at the mercy of private contractors. Any public asset can potentially be monetised, whether it be a school, a hospital, a road or an airport, the possibilities are endless.

Companies such as Goldman Sachs, JP Morgan and Citigroup actively promote asset monetisation in presentations to local government and public sector bodies all across the US and Chicago is the proof positive as to how persuasive they have been. There are many in Europe and in Ireland who are lobbying vigorously, and successfully, to get governments to do the same here. Those pursuing the PPP model and asset monetisation are dogged and determined for the rewards are great if they can prise the public infrastructure away from the state.

Even with the recent catastrophic financial crisis this process if still gathering momentum. The growing portfolios of transnational corporations in public infrastructure are the best indicator of how deep this process goes. Whitfield details the global interests of one of these corporations (Macquarie Bank Australia) on pages 126/127 in the book. It is simply staggering to see how much infrastructure one corporation owns and controls across the globe, in that it has controlling stakes in everything from airports to roads, to power stations and communications infrastructure across all five continents.

Whitfield argues that communities, civil society and trade unions must oppose this process locally, nationally and internationally. They need to do this by forging strategic alliances which use the empirical examples and research that people like himself have provided as a key tool in such a struggle. The mythology that has grown up around PPPs needs to be shown for what it is. The idea that the public somehow gets a better deal form these ‘partnerships’ is deceitful and simply untrue.

He argues that there are other ways of meeting the needs around public infrastructure. Governments and city councils do not have to sell the family silver in order to raise funds. With some forward planning and government support, public infrastructure can be provided in a way which is not exploitative and which does not leave the citizens of a society at the mercy of private monopolies. One of the great mantras of capitalism, that there must be competition and choice, somehow gets lost in the PPP process, for more often than not companies have a stranglehold on individual resources with citizens often having no viable alternative.

This book is probably the most comprehensive survey of global PPP infrastructure ever written. It is an empirical tome of information that will stand as a core reference for years to come when anyone seeks out the extent and scale of PPPs throughout the world. As someone who has written about the actual experience of participating in a PPP project in St. Michael’s Estate that was abandoned after the developer declared ‘there is not enough profit in it’, Whitfield’s book is the other side of the coin.

It shows the author’s engagement with his subject over a thirty year period and how the painstaking accretion of knowledge eventually offers some profound insights into a process that most ordinary people have absolutely no idea how things came to be this way. One of the undoubted challenges though will be the marrying of the subjective experiences of the privatising of public infrastructure with the global overview presented in this book. There is undoubtedly a need to connect the subjective with the structural in order to make compelling and effective arguments that actually succeed.

I attended a recent protest in Dublin at the opening of the new Criminal Justice Courts building next to the Phoenix Park in Dublin, developed as part of a Public Private Partnership between the Irish Government and Babcock Brown. On the day people highlighted the paradox of having a spanking new modern day panopticon for imprisoning mainly working class young men and women, while a few hundred yards away the Dublin City Council flat complex of O’Devaney Gardens stands in what can only be described as shocking conditions. As one of the placards on the day read ‘Its all about priorities’. The real irony is that the Irish government will pay hundreds of millions for the new criminal courts of justice for the next twenty five years (off balance sheet of course) to Babcock Brown without much ado, while the residents of flat complexes like O’Devaney Garden’s, St. Michael’s Estate and Moyross and Southill in Limerick are abandoned by the state. Whitfield’s book deserves a wide readership for it tells a staggering story that is still relatively little known. I hope he gets it.

John Bissett is a Community Worker with the Canal Communities Local Drugs Task Force in Dublin. He has been a member of the St. Michael’s Estate Regeneration Team and recently published a book about the experience of the collapsed PPP project entitled Regeneration: Public Good or Private Profit. Published by TASC at New Island. Copies of the book are available through the St. Michael’s Estate website.
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