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China Europe Water Platform arranged the event Digitalization of Water - Water 
Supply and Waste Water Treatment at Aquatech China on 4 June 2019. Aquatech 
China is one of the largest water tech exhibitions in the world, organizer by RAI 
Amsterdam. 

Background 

As digitalization as not been fully realized within the water industry, the event 
Digitalization of Water - Water Supply and Wastewater Treatment was organized to 
bring about different perspectives to the topic from both China and Europe. Event 
was organized as part of Aquatech China, since it's part of CEWP strategy to bring 
our events to where the target group are, instead of organizing stand-alone events. 
Aquatech China was chosen after considering several options. Main benefits 
included a European co-organizer (RAI Amsterdam), good support from the 
organizers, target group availability, location (Shanghai) and timing (spring-summer 
2019).  

The event included keynotes, case examples and open networking. 

Objetives 

Core objectives of the event were: 
 

1) continue the dialogue on what digitalization will mean for the development of the 
water sector in both Europe and China (to be continued at successive CEWP events), 

2) foster new contacts between water tech companies and public utilities in China, 
3) expand the influence and impact of CEWP within the water sector in China and 
4) create opportunities for European companies to access the Chinese water market. 

 

The event and discussion were facilitated by Kai Kaatra from the Finnish Ministry of 
Forestry and Agriculture. Keynote speakers and their respective topics were the 
following (including a short wrap-up): 

 

 Outlook of the Chinese Smart Water Sector - Jiang Yunzhong, China Institute of 
Water Resources and Hydropower Research / National Water Resources Monitoring 
Project Office, Ministry of Water Resources 
Mr Jiang shortly introduced the past and future development of China's water and 
smart water grid: 1st stage to 1977, 2nd stage to 2001 and currently the 3rd stage 
"water 3.0.". The current period emphasized the term 'ecological' and in 2013 
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China's central government formulated new policies and proposed 'ecological 
civilization'1.  
Needs for China's water system: no comprehensive water network in China; no 
capabilities to monitor the whole grid; waste water treatment system not mature 
enough; shortage of ecological programs; overuse of water resources; water 
pollution;  lack of natural water cycling possibilities; river embankments need to 
be built ecologically. Special needs related to floods and water level: sky and land 
monitoring capabilities, 3D-monitoring, early warning capabilities. Data mining 
will allow for optimal allocation of water resources, automatic monitoring. 
 

 Prospect of Digitalization in the International Water Industry - Christopher Gasson, 
Global Water Intelligence 
Digital water solutions market, as divided by GWI, consists of Control Systems and 
SCADA (Supervisory Control And Data Acquisition), Data management systems and 
data collection. Collectively worth 29,2 billion USD in the world at the moment. 
Several countries are vying to build the first national smart water grid. Hottest 
technologies at the moment as polled by GWI: AI, bioplastics from 
wastewater/sludge/biogas and data management. For utilities the main benefit 
are asset management, customer service and energy savings. 
 

 Water Digitalization in Europe - Cláudio de Jesus, Águas de Portugal 
work with development banks 
1) one of our companies lost 25 % of their water (non-revenue water), using data-
analysis + active leak control + repairs now 9 % non-revenue water 
2) smart efficiency project beeb - customers can get water consumption alerts, 
compare with averages. 
3) ENKI - assets and data is spread over multiple platforms. Few years ago difficult 
to obtain key performance indicators, now real time information, automatic 
reporting. 
4) Asset inventory system - data collection tool, reducing time consuming 
procedures, manages discharge permits, integrated information about byproducts. 

 
Slightly shorter introductions from several smart water companies were the 
following: 

 

 Case Studies of Smart Water with Chinese Characteristics - Bruno Lhopiteau, Siveco 
China 
China has become a leading player in IT-technology - technology part of smart 
water China has become a leading player. In asset management China is getting 
bigger, is playing a leading role in standards (both tech and O&M). 
Building smart water management systems from nothing - built using smart 
technologies as the driver. One problem that in many countries companies had used 
it-systems for decades, difficult to improve - advantage in China is that projects 
can be started on a blank page. Systems can be started from site construction stage. 

                                            
1 For more on the term, see https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/what-does-xi-jinpings-new-phrase-
ecological-civilization-mean/ 
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Before the main priority in China was construction of new plants and building the 
infrastructure. Maintanence and using IT for maintenance was not a priority - this 
has totally changed. 
 

 Digitalization of Water examples from Finland - Topi Helle, Finnish Water Forum; 
Herbert Chan, Uros; Tomi Lukkarinen, Helsinki Region Environmental Services 
Authority 
Introduction to Finnish Water Forum companies and Uros (see presentations for 
details). Tomi Lukkarinen: non-revenue water 20 % for HSY -> digitalization 
project. Expensive to replace pipes, so need to find the most leaking pipes. Fixing 
the right places to make the biggest impact. Obtained outside funding - smaller 
risk for the utility (HSY) to try new technologies. IoT sensors, cameras, condition 
monitoring of pumps (w/ machine learning) -> replacing pumps just before they 
fail. Hackathon with university students. New systems - rain radar and other 
information integrated. 
 

 Panel discussion (comments not attributed to any singe participant): 
China is a difficult market for foreign companies (in water), because the game 
changes all the time. Huge stimulus in 2009-10, but after that it's become harder 
and harder for foreign companies to make headway - in the three last years also 
harder and harder for private Chinese companies.  
Local companies no longer need foreign investment. For foreign companies the 
market has become narrower and more competitive. Lot of companies come and go 
in the supplier market.  
2004-05 a crazy moment, everybody wanted to get into China, all kinds of SME's 
thinking they would get rick quickly. Lot of companies failed. It's possible to 
succeed as it's a very large market, but complex and competitive. Small companies 
must have huge capacity to adaptation to succeed and find a niche market. Not 
possible to compete in a massive way.  
Circular economy of water - energy efficiency, byproduct management -> huge 
market. Sludge can be used in industrial scale i.e. as bricks -> niche markets are 
there, you need to be creative and very efficient. 
Trend of investment is less foreign & private money, more SOE-money, more 
central gov money through large cities. Cost of capital is the driving determinant 
of what happens in Chinese water market at the moment.  

 

Other notes 

The event space could hold about 100 people and this was roughly realized. The 
event had about 70-80 participants at all times, with a small turnaround bringing 
the total to about 100 participants in all. There was no sign-up to the event due to 
the nature of Aquatech China, it was considered better to hold an open event. Need 
to give feedback was emphasized and about 30 % turned in the written feedback 
form. This was an excellent number considering earlier difficulties in getting 
feedback. Most of the 30 people giving feedback also joined the mailing list and the 
event Wechat group gathered 50 participant. This group should be used for future 
events and it could be a model on how to operate in China for CEWP. Questions 
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were answered and the group also makes it easier to reach Chinese participants in 
their own language. Other notes:  

 About 60 % of the participants were from China and 80 % based in China. 

 Event had simultaneous interpretation in both Chinese and English. 

  Overall feedback was excellent (4,39 on a scale of 1-5) 

 "Did you benefit from the event" was answered "yes" by all who answered 
the feedback form 

 B2B meetings were arranged during the event (cooperation between 
CEWP, Aquatech, EEN) 

 Event was planned for two hours, but a large part of the attendees 
stayed for three hours in casual discussions, until the next event started. 

 Event was marketed through CEWP channels and partners. Materials 
were made in both Chinese and English, also Chinese language was made 
available after the event for those who requested more info. Several 
different versions of posters, flyers and programs were made in both 
English and Chinese. 
 
 

Conclusions 
 
Event was a success and speakers were of high quality. Most of the ideas discussed 
dealt with the current situation of the Chinese water market, namely the difficulties 
foreign (and Chinese private companies) are facing. The market is currently driven 
by Chinese SOE's and government priorities -> companies that have niche solutions 
and can easily adapt to these realities are the ones who can succeed. Circular 
economy is a special case - turning sludge and other byproducts into a new business 
could create opportunities. 
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For additional info, please contact olli.hakala (a) ely-keskus.fi 
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