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Executive Summary 

This report investigates the legal frameworks, case law, and ordinances across ten selected 
countries (Denmark, Sweden, Switzerland, Singapore, Finland, Norway, New Zealand, 
Germany, USA, and the Netherlands) that empower communities to practice "self-help" when 
local governments fail to provide essential utility services, such as water supply, wastewater 
management, and electricity. The research explores whether systems exist for community 
self-governance, what these systems allow communities to do, and the historical duration of 
these frameworks. 
 

Overall, the cooperative (or mutual) model is the predominant legal mechanism allowing 
communities to self-organize utility provision. In countries like Denmark, Finland, Germany, 
and Switzerland, water and energy cooperatives have existed for over a century and are deeply 
embedded in national legislation. In contrast, countries like Singapore and Sweden maintain 
strict centralized or municipal control over utilities, with very limited legal avenues for 
independent community self-help in the event of municipal failure. 
 

 

 

Country-by-Country Analysis 

1. Denmark 

System in Place: Yes, through Cooperative Law and the Water Supply Act 
(Vandforsyningsloven). What the System Allows: Denmark has a highly decentralized water 
supply structure. Over 40% of the Danish population is supplied by approximately 2,500 
consumer-owned water cooperatives (vandværker) [1]. The Water Supply Act legally 
recognizes these cooperatives as preferred water service providers outside large population 
centers. Communities can establish, own, and manage their water extraction, treatment, and 
distribution infrastructure. However, wastewater remains a strict municipal responsibility [1]. 
Energy communities and district heating cooperatives are also legally supported, often 
operating under non-profit rules. Duration: Over 100 years. The cooperative movement in 
Denmark gained massive traction in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
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2. Sweden 

System in Place: Limited. Governed by the Public Water Services Act (LAV - SFS 2006:412) 
and Joint Property Associations (Samfällighetsförening). What the System Allows: Swedish 
municipalities have a strict legal monopoly and obligation to provide water and sewage 
services within designated operational areas to protect human health and the environment [2]. 
If a municipality fails, the legal remedy is usually to appeal to the Swedish Water Supply and 
Sewerage Tribunal rather than initiating self-help. However, outside municipal operational 
areas, communities can form a Samfällighetsförening (joint property association) to manage 
private, shared water and sewage facilities. Recent laws also support local energy 
communities for electricity sharing, though they remain heavily regulated [3]. Duration: The 
Samfällighetsförening framework has roots in older agrarian joint ownership laws, but modern 
municipal water monopolies were solidified in the mid-20th century, with the current LAV 
enacted in 2006. 
 

3. Switzerland 

System in Place: Yes, through the Swiss Code of Obligations (Cooperative Law) and Cantonal 
Laws. What the System Allows: Switzerland's federal structure and principle of subsidiarity 
heavily favor community self-help. Water supply is legally the responsibility of municipalities, 
but cantonal laws allow this to be delegated to community cooperatives 
(Wasserversorgungsgenossenschaften) or corporations [4]. Citizens can form cooperatives to 
manage local springs, groundwater wells, and distribution networks. This cooperative model is 
also widely used for local electricity generation and distribution. The cooperative structure 
ensures democratic control (one member, one vote) and operates on a cost-recovery basis [5]. 
Duration: The cooperative legal form was enshrined in the Swiss Code of Obligations in 1881, 
but the tradition of communal resource management (the commons or Allmende) dates back 
to the Middle Ages (13th century) [5]. 
 

4. Singapore 

System in Place: No direct self-help system for utility provision; heavily centralized. What the 
System Allows: Singapore's utilities are strictly controlled by statutory boards (PUB for water, 
EMA for electricity). The Public Utilities Act 2001 grants PUB exclusive authority over the water 
supply system [6]. There is no legal framework allowing communities to establish independent 
water or electricity utilities if the government fails. Instead, community involvement is 
channeled through Town Councils (under the Town Councils Act 1988), which manage 
common property in public housing (HDB) estates. Town Councils are responsible for 
maintaining utility fixtures (e.g., water pumps, lift electricity) within the estates and can 
recover costs from residents, but they rely entirely on the national grid and water supply [7]. 
Duration: The centralized utility model has been in place since the establishment of the PUB 
in 1963. Town Councils were introduced in 1988. 
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5. Finland 

System in Place: Yes, through the Water Services Act (Vesihuoltolaki 119/2001) and 
Cooperative Act. What the System Allows: Finland has a strong tradition of water 
cooperatives (vesiosuuskunta). While municipalities are legally responsible for organizing 
water services, they frequently delegate the actual provision in rural and sparsely populated 
areas to consumer-owned cooperatives [8]. The Water Services Act requires properties to 
connect to the network, but allows communities to build and manage their own water and 
wastewater infrastructure where municipal networks do not reach. These cooperatives supply 
about 10-13% of the population and are fully recognized and supported by state and municipal 
authorities [8]. Duration: The first documented joint rural water scheme was constructed in 
1872, and the first official water cooperative was established in 1907 [9]. 
 

6. Norway 

System in Place: Yes, for small-scale/rural areas, via the Cooperative Societies Act 
(Samvirkelova) and Water Resources Act. What the System Allows: The Water and 
Wastewater Services Act (2012) mandates that municipal water infrastructure cannot be 
privatized [10]. However, in rural areas without municipal coverage, communities can form 
cooperatives (samvirkeforetak) to operate private water and wastewater systems. There are 
approximately 870 cooperative/cottage water systems serving nearly 10% of the population 
[10]. For electricity, while the grid is a natural monopoly, there is a growing movement for local 
energy communities (e.g., Utsira island) to manage local renewable generation and 
microgrids, supported by exemptions in energy regulations. Duration: Cooperative laws and 
practices have existed for over a century, formalized recently by the 2007 Cooperative 
Societies Act. 
 

7. New Zealand 

System in Place: Yes but currently undergoing massive regulatory transition (Water Services 
Act 2021 / Local Water Done Well). What the System Allows: Historically, rural communities 
in New Zealand established "Rural Water Schemes" (often mixed-use for drinking and stock 
water) funded and run by committees of local users [11]. The recent Water Services Act 2021 
requires all drinking water suppliers (including community-run schemes) to register and meet 
strict safety standards overseen by the regulator, Taumata Arowai [12]. While this imposes 
heavy compliance burdens, the law explicitly recognizes "mixed-use rural water schemes" and 
provides "Acceptable Solutions" to help community suppliers comply without needing 
expensive municipal-grade infrastructure [12]. Communities retain the right to self-govern 
these schemes, though they must meet national health standards. Duration: Many rural water 
schemes were developed with central government funding in the 1970s. The regulatory 
framework was completely overhauled between 2021 and 2025. 
 

8. Germany 

System in Place: Yes, through the Cooperative Act (Genossenschaftsgesetz) and Federal 
Water Act (WHG). What the System Allows: Germany has a profound history of municipal 
self-government (Selbstverwaltung). While municipalities are responsible for public services 
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(Daseinsvorsorge), citizens can form cooperatives (Genossenschaften) to manage water and 
electricity. There are thousands of water and land associations (Wasser- und Bodenverbände) 
managing local water resources [13]. Furthermore, Germany is a global leader in community 
energy; the Renewable Energy Sources Act (EEG) sparked the creation of over 1,000 citizen 
energy cooperatives (Bürgerenergiegenossenschaften) that generate and distribute renewable 
electricity [14]. A famous case is Schönau, where citizens formed a cooperative (EWS) to take 
over the local electricity grid from a corporate monopoly after the Chernobyl disaster [15]. 
Duration: The German Cooperative Act was enacted in 1889. Water associations have existed 
since the Middle Ages. 
 

9. United States 

System in Place: Yes, through State Laws, the Rural Electrification Act, and the Safe Drinking 
Water Act. What the System Allows: The U.S. has a massive network of community-owned 
utilities. Under state laws, citizens can petition to form Special Utility Districts, Water Supply 
Corporations, or Mutual Water Companies when municipal services are unavailable or failing 
[16]. These are self-governing, tax-exempt entities owned by the landowners or ratepayers. In 
the electricity sector, Rural Electric Cooperatives provide power to over 42 million people, 
operating as consumer-owned non-profits [17]. While these communities have the right to 
self-help, they are strictly bound by federal environmental and health laws, such as the Safe 
Drinking Water Act (SDWA), which has led to challenges for underfunded community systems 
(e.g., the Flint water crisis, where citizens had to rely on federal courts rather than direct 
infrastructure takeover to force government action) [18]. Duration: Mutual water companies 
date back to the 19th century in the West. Rural Electric Cooperatives were established by the 
Rural Electrification Act of 1936. 
 

10. Netherlands 

System in Place: Yes, through the Water Authorities (Waterschappen) and the new Energy Act 
(Energiewet 2024). What the System Allows: The Netherlands has a unique system of regional 
water authorities (Waterschappen) which are functionally independent, democratically 
elected government bodies separate from municipalities, dedicated entirely to water 
management and wastewater treatment [19]. They possess their own taxation powers. While 
not a "citizen cooperative" in the private sense, it is the ultimate form of institutionalized 
community self-help against flooding and water failure. Recently, for electricity, the new 
Energy Act (adopted Dec 2024, effective 2026) formally legalizes "Energy Communities," 
allowing citizens to collectively generate, store, share, and sell renewable energy peer-to-peer, 
bypassing traditional utility monopolies [20]. Duration: The Waterschappen are the oldest 
form of democratic government in the Netherlands, dating back to the 13th century [19]. The 
Energy Communities legal framework is brand new (2024-2026). 
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Summary of Self-Help Systems and Their Support 

Country System in 
Place 

Primary Legal 
Framework What the System Allows Duration 

Denmark Yes 
Water Supply Act, 
Co-op Law 

Consumer-owned cooperatives extract, 
treat, and distribute water in rural 
areas. 

100+ years 

Sweden Limited 
Public Water 
Services Act 

Joint property associations for private 
shared water/sewage outside municipal 
zones. 

~20 years 
(current law) 

Switzerland Yes 
Code of Obligations 
(1881) 

Cantons delegate water/energy to 
citizen cooperatives; full democratic 
local control. 

140+ years 

Singapore No 
Public Utilities Act 
2001 

No utility self-help. Town Councils 
manage estate fixtures, but rely on state 
grid/water. 

N/A 

Finland Yes 
Water Services Act 
(2001) 

Consumer-owned water cooperatives 
build and manage infrastructure in rural 
areas. 

110+ years 

Norway Yes 
Water & Wastewater 
Act 

Cooperatives operate private 
water/wastewater systems where 
municipalities do not reach. 

100+ years 

New 
Zealand Yes 

Water Services Act 
2021 

Rural user committees run mixed-use 
water schemes, subject to new strict 
health regulations. 

50+ years 

Germany Yes 
Cooperative Act 
(1889) 

Citizen cooperatives own/operate water 
associations and local renewable 
energy grids. 

130+ years 

USA Yes State Laws, SDWA, 
REA (1936) 

Citizens form Special Utility Districts or 
Electric Co-ops to provide local 
services. 

90 - 150+ 
years 

Netherlands Yes 
Waterschappen, 
Energy Act 

Independent elected water boards 
manage water; new laws allow peer-to-
peer energy sharing. 

800+ years 
(Water) 
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