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Around the world, banks and pension funds are replacing 
governments in local utility provision. Political economists consider 
this shift as a process of financialization, whereby logics of financial 
markets, such as return on investment, increasingly dominate societal 
logics, such as affordability. Yet, little is known about the role of local 
governments in utility financialization. The Flemish region offers an 
insightful case study in that regard: for the past 100 years, 
intermunicipal companies – companies owned by multiple 
municipalities – have been key instruments for investment in energy 
and water distribution. Are these public utility companies becoming 
financialized, and what is the role of municipal owners in this process? 
 
To answer this question, this dissertation brings into dialogue insights 
from political economy, financial geography and state theory. In four 
empirical chapters, I examine the changing relations between 
municipalities, intermunicipal companies, higher-level governments 
and financial markets. By drawing on 40 interviews, (inter)municipal 
financial data and government documents, I analyse these relations 
from for the periods 1920 to 2000 and 2000 to 2016, and through two 
case studies in the energy and water sector. 
 
As in other countries budgetary pressure and market-oriented reforms 
are changing the financial relations between Flemish municipalities 
and public utility companies. Yet, although financial market logics are 
become more prominent, these logics do not completely overhaul the 
management and municipal ownership of utilities. Shaped by 
historical political compromises, municipal policies are re-purposing 
intermunicipal companies to pursue a range of governing logics, 
including the provision of essential services, the search for local 
economic growth and the optimization of shareholder value. The 
dissertation shows how financial logics can develop within the state 
and that local governments play an active role in ‘bricolaging’ 
governing solutions in a changing political economic context. As a 
policy recommendation, I call for more attention to the financial 
dependencies and contradictions between municipalities, higher-level 
governments and state-related entities, and the provision of structural 
funding for energy and water provision as essential services to society. 
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