
778 Business law Review lwly 1989 

The Government's continuing difficulty 
in winning public confidence for its 
massive water privadsatiow progr 
was brought into sharp focus by the 
results of an opinion poll published in 
the Observer on June 2.  The poll 
revealed &at 79 per cent of the 
population believed that water should 
not be privatised, and that 84 per Cent of 
us have no intention of buying any 
shares in the privaeised water utilities. 
Perhaps even more embarrasskgly, a 
parallel poll of professional fund 
managers found h a t  59 per cent of those 
interviewed believe that water should 
not be privatised before European 
standards Rave been met; 91 per cent of 
respondents had mot, at the time they 
were interviewed, set aside specific 
funds for investment in warer. 

The 150 clause Water Bill," published 
last November, quickly ran into stiff 
p a t i m e n t a w  opposition - some of it 
from backbench Conservatives. A 
guillotine had to be iwapsed in the 
C o m o n s ,  and the rare device of the 
three h e  whip was used in h e  Lords. 

Justifying the measure, ministers laid 
great stress upon environmental 
arguments (the creation of a large 
regulatory quango, the Nadonal Rvers 
Authority is a centrepiece of the 
legislation) - yet the most vociferous 
opposition has come from environmental 
pressure groups. The European 
Commission's insistence upon rapid 
movement towards improved standards 
of purity has investment implications 
that cast doubt upon the economic 
viability ofprivadsation. on May 15, the 
Government was defeated in the Lords 
on Oppositit~n mendmenrs that would 
ser a deadline in September of 1993 for 
compliance with European drinking 
water standards. It is of course the 
consumer who will have to pay the costs 
of the European clean-up p r o g r a m e ,  
estimated at at least SZbn. 

And, if the Obsmet- poll is anywhere 
near to  he truth (and of course opinion 
will change, one way or another, once 
the immediate reality of privatisation is 
upon us), then it appears h a t  the 
consumer (and would-be share buyer) is 
deeply unhappy about h e  prospect of 
big bills to cover the necessary 

kvesment, and sceptical of the likely 
profitability of the industry. The Euro- 
elections gave us a glimpse of the 
powerful message of Green politics; 
debates on the Water Bill, inside and 
outside Parliament, have hghlighted the 
p o r  quality of the product that comes 
out of our taps - but have so far not 
done much to reassure an anxious 
public, or indeed the European 
Commission, h a t  standards will 
drmatica%ly improve in the near future. 
Critics of the Bill have noted that many 
d e t d s  of the way in which the 
privatised industry will be run have yet 
to be worked out; there is widespread 
scepticism about the adequacy of the 
regulatory regime in which this most 
monopolistic of industries will operate. 

The whole exercise, prompted more 
by dogma than by common sense, was 
misconceived, and mishandled, from the 
outset. Ie would be nice to think h a t  the 
Government might, for once, bow to 
public opinion and at least tacitly 
acknowledge a serious mistake. 

"Now the Water Act 1989, Royal Assent 
having been granted in July, 1989. 

Computer Network to 
Link Lawyers Around the 
World 

Lawyers from around the world will be 
linked together by computer for the first 
dme under a new system being 
researched by the largest international 
forum of lawyers in the world. 

The International Bar Association 
(IBA) is planning to introduce an 
international electronics network so that 
lawyers can contact each other and 
exchange information and research 
facilities. 

The network will be used for 
electronic sonferences and seminars and 
on large international legal projects and 
casework. The system is planned eo be 
operational as from 1990. 

At the same time the association has 
approved a sponsorship programme to 
introduce technology to developing 
souneries so that lawyers in these 
countries can take advantage of the new 
network. The association is Booking for 

participation in, and sponsorship of, the 
project by a major computer company. 

As a first step the HBA is esablishing a 
computer database for its 12,000 
members which include most of the 
world's top legal experts in 132 
countries. It will record basic personal 
and professional details about IBA 
members, their expertise and the size 
and location of their firms or 
organisations. This information will be 
instantly available for those members 
with a telephone linked to a computer 
modern. 

The proposed service - to be called 
IBAInet - will offer electronic 
communications facilities as well as IBA 
data including membership details, 
publisarions and details of seminars and 
conferences and other currenr 
information which the IBA wishes to 
make available ao its members. 

Once the system is established, the 
IBA will add additional data resources 
such as comercial  information and 
legal research facilities. The project will 
be based at the Association's 
international headquarters in London 

and members will be charged for its use. 
The IBMner will be capable of 

operaring ar 300, 1200 and 2400 baud to 
suit the widest range of computer 
hardware. It will be available 24 hours a 
day to accommodate all time zones and 
will be designed for first-the users as 
well as lawyers who are sophisticated in 
computers. 

Subsystems on the IBNner may 
become appropriate for large 
international law firms for international 
projects. There will be an online 
directory of IBAInet users with names 
and addresses and fields of legal 
subjects. The new network will operate 
on a world scale on similar lines to the 
way the American Bar Association's 
network operates primarily through 
20,000 electronic mail boxes in the US. 
The BBNner would begin initially in 10 
countries with the most advanced 
computer systems and it is hoped that it  
will spread quickly through rhe other 
120 member countries. 

The IBA is the largest international 
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