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Water scarcity means prices will be set to rise, write Ben Cubby and Erik Jensen. 
The year is 2050, and Sydney is dry. Climate change has ravaged the city and battles are fought around one of the only functioning water filtration plants.
This is the premise of laser skirmish - a paintball-style shooting game - being played inside a building next to a bowling alley in Moore Park.
Back in the real world, concerns about the ''creeping privatisation'' of Australia's water supply network are again being voiced, as the national water report card shows consumption is again on the rise.
[image: image1]Household water bills are spiralling upwards as states struggle to expand desalination and recycling. Further rises are predicted.
Of the 59 main water utilities in urban Australia, 53 increased residential water bills in the 2008-09 financial year, according to the National Water Commission's performance audit.
In Sydney, average household bills went up from $678 to $739 in the 12 months to June last year, and households used 9 per cent more water, the highest year-on-year increase of any capital city. Melbourne had a 4 per cent drop in water use, reflecting changes in water restrictions in both cities.
In NSW, water consumption has only dropped 3 per cent since 2005, compared with 20 per cent in Queensland and the ACT, 18 per cent in Victoria and 15 per cent in South Australia. However, Sydney households do consume 12 per cent less water than they did in 2003.
The changes in water use increasingly reflect the rainfall projections produced by climate change modelling, with people in Melbourne and Adelaide - fed by the ailing Murray River - adapting by using less.
''I don't see Australia ever going back to the days of kids playing under the sprinklers or using hoses as recreational devices,'' said Tom Mollenkopf, the chief executive of the Australian Water Association.
''I think we all understand now just what a fine line we are on with our water resources.''
The association welcomed the national water figures, released yesterday, because it showed growing investment in more diverse sources of supply, such as desalination plants and recycling.
But a new report produced for the Australian Council of Trade Unions said investment in water infrastructure is being dominated by two French water companies - Veolia and Suez - and the public should be wary of a growing push towards privatisation.
''This report points to numerous examples in Australia and overseas where water privatisation has been bad for workers and … the community,'' a spokeswoman for the Australian Services Union, Sally McManus, said.
The union pointed to a case being heard by the Supreme Court in South Australia, where a Veolia subsidiary won the right to operate Adelaide's urban water system in 1995 and has been accused of overcharging taxpayers tens of millions of dollars.
The union said it believed a process of gradual privatisation was under way, and said a privatisation of Sydney Water was possible after the next NSW election. The NSW government and opposition both said they have no plans to privatise.
The report comes as the World Bank and the OECD, representing major developed countries, warned that the price of water must go up as supply dwindles and populations multiply.
Higher global water prices were on the agenda of a World Bank meeting in New York last Friday, and last week the OECD issued three reports saying that global prices should rise to recognise water's increasing value.
''Putting a price on water will make us aware of the scarcity and make us take better care of it,'' said Angel Gurria, the secretary-general of the OECD.
Back at the laser skirmish arena in Moore Park, headlines in a mock newspaper read: ''Global warming to blame for global drought'', and ''Corporation takes control, citizens unite''. Jason Kent, the assistant manager at Strike Laser Skirmish, said the game was aimed at young men. But since opening in November it has catered mainly to children's parties.
''People do get a laugh out of it,'' he said of the briefing video that explains the fictitious water war. One player, Ellie Swiatkiwsky, said: ''I'm aware of water scarcity … But I've never got out a gun and fought for water or the loss of water.''
