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Abstract

Overthe last two decades, networked utility sectors are being subject to regulatory reforms
combining the commodification of services (through, esp., the limitation of cross subsidies), the
liberalisation of markets (i.e. the increased role of competitive mechanisms) and the privatization

of public bodies in charge of supplying those services.
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Academic and political debate on the effects of those regulatory reforms are highly polarized
between supporters of and opponents to reforms. Supporters of reforms emphasize cost
reductions, increased productivity and better adaptation of services to the diverse needs of
customers, while opponents stress increasedinequalities in access to yet essential services as well

as the devastating social effects of reforms within utility companies and their sub -contractors.

In this presentation, I will try and go beyond the economic determinism which, I argue, underpins
the arguments of both parties, by shifting the focus of the discussion onto the key factors that
explain the universalization (or non universalization) of access to essential networked utility

services, and on factors that sustain (or do not sustain) such universal access.



