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Globally, ageing and underdeveloped water infrastructure, changing climate and 

precipitation patterns, and rising demographic pressure have created a pressing need of 

implementing technologies that conserve, re-use, and diversify water management strategies and 

consider linkages between water, energy, and other resources. Water managers are proposing 

public-private partnerships (PPPs), or collaborations between public and private actors to co-

provide or co-manage goods and services, as a way to provide these capital-heavy system 

upgrades. However, while PPPs have risen in popularity since the late 1990s – and have even 

been enshrined in the Sustainable Development Goals - the impacts and the best practices of 

PPPs are not well understood. Prior research suggests that the private partner’s goal of 

maximizing revenue can reduce the quality of service provision and can marginalize low-income 

populations. Yet, when implemented successfully, PPPs can allow partners to tackle complex 

problems in innovative and cost-efficient ways. My research, therefore, examines the process of 

incorporating sustainability objectives into capital-heavy water sector PPP projects and the 

economic, political, environmental, and social impacts of these partnership arrangements. This 

exploratory qualitative study utilizes interviews, observations, shadowing of water managers, 

and secondary data analysis to compare four southern California PPPs: 1) the Irvine Ranch 

Water District Energy Storage Project, 2) the Santa Margarita Water District Gobernadora 

Multipurpose Basin project, 3) the Mission Viejo Lake Advanced Purified Water Treatment 

Facility, and 4) the infrastructure rehabilitation and upgrade in Rialto. This is the first study to 

evaluate PPP projects across the three dimensions of sustainability, paying careful attention to 

distributional impacts and feedbacks between environmental and human systems. The findings 

can ultimately clarify the role of the private sector in promoting water sustainability, and can 

assist public managers and water districts in providing much-needed water system upgrades in a 

way that ensures that projects are economically efficient, environmentally sound, and do not 

disproportionately impact low-income populations.


