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ABSTRACT

Digital Twins (DTs) are on the rise as innovative, powerful technologies to harness the power of digitalisation in the WRRF sector. The lack of
consensus and understanding when it comes to the definition, perceived benefits and technological needs of DTs is hampering their wide-
spread development and application. Transitioning from traditional WRRF modelling practice into DT applications raises a number of
important questions: When is a model’s predictive power acceptable for a DT? Which modelling frameworks are most suited for DT appli-
cations? Which data structures are needed to efficiently feed data to a DT? How do we keep the DT up to date and relevant? Who will be
the main users of DTs and how to get them involved? How do DTs push the water sector to evolve? This paper provides an overview of
the state-of-the-art, challenges, good practices, development needs and transformative capacity of DTs for WRRF applications.

Key words: data management, hybrid models, interoperability, model predictive control, online optimisation, proactive management

HIGHLIGHTS

A Digital Twin distinguishes itself from a simulation model by a continuous, automated data connection.

Current DT projects in WRRFs focus on operational support and control.

Combining mechanistic models and data-driven techniques into hybrid models can accelerate the adoption of DTs.
Data and information models are key for the implementation and upscaling of DTs.

WRRF staff should be included during the development stages of DTs.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Licence (CC BY 4.0), which permits copying, adaptation and
redistribution, provided the original work is properly cited (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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1. INTRODUCTION

The water industry is transforming and digitalisation is a key part of this transition (IWA & Xylem Inc 2019). However, digi-
talisation and its derivatives such as Digital Twins (DTs) seem to be buzzwords adopted from other industries and used
without sufficient consensus and in-depth understanding of the challenges and development needs ahead. Moreover,
many digitalisation initiatives seem to be skewed towards drinking water distribution applications (e.g. IWA’s digital water
program, the SWAN working group on Digital Twin applications etc.) with Water Resource Recovery Facility (WRRF) appli-
cations gaining less attention. This delayed uptake in the WRREF sector can be explained by the complex biological reactions
that are governing typical treatment systems leading to specific challenges with data collection and model development.
The transition from conventional process models to DTs should be motivated by the plant’s objective. As such, offline pro-
cess models used for design and decision-making and DTs used for automated live process monitoring, control, and/or
optimisation can be complementary. To achieve the transition to a DT, dramatic changes at both cultural and technical
levels need to be put into practice. For example, the predictive power of conventional mechanistic modelling practices for
WRRFs (e.g. ASM, ADM, and BSM) should be assessed and, if needed, existing model structures should be combined
with data-driven techniques. The way water and wastewater utilities collect and store data can be optimised to have more
relevant and consistent data. Finally, trust between the operational staff, leadership, and the DT will be needed. It is important
to note that by looking more holistically, a WRRF DT can be integrated in a higher level decision support system. This multi-
disciplinary approach with inter-connection between various subsystems from different technical domains brings a whole
new set of challenges and makes the need for some level of agreement on DT definitions and elements even more critical.
In order to realise the perceived benefits from the rapidly expanding concept of DTs, consensus is needed to provide
clear definitions of what DT is. Currently, consensus is missing in the WRRF modelling community concerning the state-
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of-the-art, challenges, good practices, development needs and transformative capacity of DTs for WRRF applications. To over-
come this barrier, a dedicated workshop was organised during the (virtual) 7th IWA/WEF Water Resource Recovery
Modelling Seminar 2021. This paper summarises the results of this workshop and presents: (1) a definition of DTs in the
WRREF sector based on key features that distinguish a DT from conventional simulation models, (2) guidelines on the tran-
sition of WRRF modelling efforts to successful application of DTs, (3) a comprehensive overview of technical and non-
technical challenges and development needs for DTs, and (4) an outlook for the future of DTs as a transformative digital
decision-making tool.

2. DIGITAL TWIN DEFINITION

The origin of using the DT terminology goes back to the early 2000s but it did not appear in official publications until the early
2010s where it was first introduced in the manufacturing industry (Glaessgen & Stargel 2012; Grieves 2014) as a new tool for
the management of a product’s lifecycle. Since then, the concept of DTs has spread throughout many different sectors includ-
ing the water industry.

Despite the growing popularity of DT terminology in the domain of wastewater treatment, the distinction between DTs and
conventional process modelling is not consistently defined, leading to the erroneous use of the term in many studies where
models are applied for process design and decision-making. This inconsistency may lead to misunderstanding, contribute to
the idea that DTs are merely hype and consequently may even slow down the adoption of DTs (Wright & Davidson 2020).
Hence, there is an increasing need to define what differentiates DTs from conventional simulation models so that a common
understanding on the topic can be maintained within our domain.

Many definitions of DTs can be found in the literature across different domains (Curl et al. 2019; Karmous-Edwards et al.
2019; Fuller et al. 2020; Wright & Davidson 2020). General consensus can be found in the idea that what distinguishes a DT
from a conventional simulation model is its continuous connection with the physical twin (Jones et al. 2020). This connec-
tion should include the following features:

1. The idea of a twin inherently assumes that there exists a physical counterpart. Hence, a DT should be connected to a real
entity (e.g. equipment, process or product) even though its development process can start as soon as the real entity is in its
conceptualisation stage. This is especially relevant in discussions on the potential of DTs for design (greenfield facilities,
retrofitting existing reactors, extending existing plants with new treatment lines).

2. A DT should have an automated, live data connection to the real entity. This connection is preferably bi-directional such
that insight generated by the virtual twin is fed back to the real entity. Whereas the data connection from the real entity to
the DT should be automated, the virtual-to-real entity connection may be either automated (direct input from the DT into
SCADA) or manually performed using humans in the loop.

3. Twins should evolve together. Hence, the DT should include the means to dynamically update or adjust the models based
on relevant data to maintain an accurate description of the real entity as it evolves over time. A DT thus becomes a con-
tinuously updated knowledge repository that is automatically kept relevant and thus provides a much higher level of
usefulness as compared to a conventional simulation model executed independently.

In the context of wastewater treatment and resource recovery, the definition and application of DTs has been discussed in a
recent white paper by the IWA specialist group on modelling and integrated assessment (IWA 2021a) as well as during a dedi-
cated workshop at the WRRmod2021 conference. Although there is general agreement on the features listed above, there are
still unresolved questions particularly with respect to the aspect of real-time connectivity. A real-time data connection is an ill-
defined concept because the time frame is arbitrary. Are data from 1 hour or 1 day ago still considered real-time? Therefore,
the authors propose that the time horizon for model updates and simulation should be defined by the DT objectives (e.g.
instrument failure detection, real-time control) and the relevant system dynamics (aeration vs. sludge age). Hence, the auto-
mated data-feed and dynamic model updating are what defines a DT whereas the time horizon over which this is performed is
flexible.

An overview of the components of a DT and its connections to the real entity and relevant stakeholders is provided in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1 | Schematic representation of a Digital Twin and its interaction with the physical system, control systems and stakeholders.

3. DIGITAL TWIN APPLICATIONS IN WRRFS

In general, the application of DTs supports operations and management staff in making data both time-relevant and action-
able in a way that traditional data analysis and modelling cannot. Based on data from the physical asset or system, a DT
unlocks value principally by supporting improved decision-making, which creates the opportunity for positive feedback
into the physical twin (Bolton ef al. 2018).

As such, in WRRFs, DTs can support the transition towards proactive management, whereby different processes and assets
can be operated and maintained, to mitigate disturbances and other issues before they have undue adverse impacts on per-
formance (Karmous-Edwards et al. 2019). As a result, there is significant potential for economic savings (e.g. energy
optimisation) and more effective protection of the environment (e.g. better nutrient removal and recovery, reduction in
GHG emissions). With WRRFs contributing approximately 1-3% of total global energy consumption (Mamais et al. 2015)
and about 2-3% of total global GHG emissions (Maktabifard et al. 2019), significant gains can be foreseen from real-time
optimisation and advanced control supported by DTs. Moreover, DTs can accelerate the transition to a circular water econ-
omy by tailoring effluent quality towards water reuse purposes.

DT applications include (but are not limited to): (i) data-driven decision support for the selection of different operational
strategies and operator training (Johnson ef al. 2021); (ii) online (multi-objective) system optimisation (e.g. model-predictive
control) for energy or resource savings or compliance management (e.g. to minimise carbon footprint) (Stentoft et al. 2020,
2021); (iii) failure analysis (Jain et al. 2020); (iv) asset management and predictive maintenance (Bartos & Kerkez 2021); (v)
investment planning (Ruohomaki et al. 2018); and (vi) decision support for policy making (Poch et al. 2020). Although the
potential for application of DTs is far-reaching, only a limited number of successful implementations are documented in the
literature for WRREF systems and they mainly focus on operational decision support and online system optimisation through
advanced control. In the list above, for example, only Johnson ef al. (2021) and Stentoft et al. (2020, 2021) describe
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applications in the WRREF sector, whereas other examples are taken from related domains such as water network manage-
ment, smart cities, and the manufacturing industry. Some examples of application of DTs in the WRRF sector for
operational decision making and online optimisation are described in more detail below.

3.1. Digital twins for operational advice

A DT was developed for the Singapore PUB Changi Water Reclamation Plant (WRP) (Johnson et al. 2021). This DT includes
the whole plant process, hydraulics, and controls and automatically accepts over 1200 data streams from both SCADA and
Laboratory Information Management systems. It is implemented on a dedicated server system located at the Changi WRP
accepting data from a replicated historian system. It has been implemented as a hybrid model that uses both mechanistic
and data-driven models, and includes some level of automatic calibration through the use of both the SCADA and laboratory
data connections. The Changi WRP DT includes current status evaluations of measured versus DT results, automated scen-
ario analysis (i.e. what happens if secondary settling tanks or bioreactors are out of service?), and a 5-day hourly prediction (a
wastewater ‘weather’ forecast) of the plant performance. Operations staff are free to use the information provided by the DT
to help them transition to a more proactive operational mode. It has been implemented in the advisory-only mode at this
point to provide operations staff time to both improve accuracy and develop the needed trust prior to proving its control auth-
ority. The DT can also be used for operator training as it allows the operators to ‘operate’ the facility virtually in a safe
environment under conditions that are rarely observed. These conditions include equipment failures, extreme high or low
flows, emergency shutdowns and system restarts.

3.2. Digital twins for model predictive control

Model predictive control (MPC) allows for online optimisation of WRRFs. Stentoft et al. (2020) presented an MPC for inte-
grated control of a pumping station in the catchment of Kolding WRRF (Denmark). The aim of the controller was to minimise
energy usage while respecting discharge limits. The DT consisted of a catchment model (including both the sewer line and dry
weather inlet flow forecast) as well as an effluent quality model, both being empirical models calibrated on an hourly basis.
The effluent quality model uses measurements of ammonia and nitrate concentrations at 2 minute intervals to approximate
the effluent TN. First, the data are resampled to hourly values and then, model parameters are estimated using maximum like-
lihood estimation and a Kalman filter. The catchment model was, however, calibrated offline and predicts the flow rate based
on the time of the day under dry weather conditions. The DT is implemented as an extra module of the control system. The
example falls within the scope of a DT, as the models are dynamically updated with data from the physical twin, while the DT
can also communicate with the physical counterpart to improve its performance. The MPC optimises the flow rate of the
pumping station every hour with a prediction horizon of 24 hours. The controller was successfully validated during two oper-
ational periods over a total of 7 days. Currently, the developer is working on an extension of the MPC to optimise WRRFs
based on competing operational objectives, such as cost, effluent quality, and carbon footprint (Stentoft et al. 2021). To
that end, new data-driven models need to be developed and validated, as it is important that the DT adapts to the new optim-
isation needs.

3.3. Digital twins for design

The potential application of DTs for design of WRRFs is a topic of much discussion as automated data coupling is often lack-
ing when an entity is in its design phase. However, in the manufacturing industry several applications of DTs for product
design can be found (Wright & Davidson 2020): so-called prototyping DTs are fed with data from existing objects or products
and used to update the design of new versions, which may or may not reach the commercial phase, but generate new data to
update the DT. Within the WRREF sector, the main interest is currently on DTs for operational purposes, as current practice
for model-based design does not include any automated data coupling (Pedersen et al. 2021). This, however, does not mean
that a model developed in a WRRF’s design phase cannot transition into an operational DT as the reactor or facility goes into
operation. A recent case study that investigates this transition between design and operation is the work performed by Alex
et al. (2020), which illustrates how a detailed process model of a plant including its control system and actuators is used for
virtual commissioning of the automation system. This process model developed during the planning and design phase of the
automation concept can continue its lifecycle as an operational DT once the automation system is connected to the real
entity. A similar example is the use of CFD models for design and DT development. Whereas CFD models are not yet directly
used in DT applications for WRRFs, a detailed CFD model developed in the design phase can serve as an important infor-
mation source for the development of an operational DT through the derivation of compartmental models (Le Moullec
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et al. 2011). Finally, DTs of existing systems can be powerful tools for evaluating potential process design changes because, by
definition, the DT represents an accurate and relevant description of the real entity’s current state.

4. MODELLING TOOLS AND PREDICTIVE POWER

A DT has a mathematical model at its core. In principle, a DT can use any type of model that is a sufficiently accurate rep-
resentation of its physical counterpart (mechanistic or first principles models; fully data-driven models; or a combination of
both, so-called hybrid models). In practice, the choice of model structure will be influenced by a number of factors that are
specifically related to the application and specific objectives of the DT as this will determine the timescale over which a DT
needs to be evaluated and updated. Given the dominant dynamics of most governing processes in WRRFs, this will likely be
in the range of minutes, hours or days for operational purposes. However, for applications such as predictive maintenance or
investment planning, the timescale can be much larger (Wright & Davidson 2020).

In an ideal world where computational power is not an issue and all processes in WRRFs are perfectly understood, DTs
would make use of so-called mechanistic or first principles models. Mechanistic models describe the system in a fixed, struc-
tured way derived from underlying physical, chemical, and biological mechanisms, often represented by balance equations of
some quantities which change in time and space. The parameters of a mechanistic model have a physical meaning in the
system. In general, mechanistic models have a relatively high computational power requirement making them less suitable
for high-frequency DT applications where model updates are needed in real-time (for example for MPC applications)
(Pantelides & Renfro 2013; Pedersen et al. 2021). For DT applications with a longer actionable time-horizon such as mainten-
ance or investment planning, mechanistic models are highly relevant provided that their predictive power is sufficiently high.

At the other end of the spectrum, data-driven or so-called black box models describe the system purely based on infor-
mation extracted out of the process data. The difference between pure black-box models (for example neural networks)
and empirical relations derived from data (such as Monod kinetics or settling velocity functions) lies in their unstructured
nature - the number and nature of the parameters are flexible and not fixed in advance by knowledge (von Stosch ef al.
2014). These models do not incorporate any information on the underlying process dynamics and are therefore only reliable
within the region of input parameter space from which the data used to construct the model was taken. Extrapolation of data-
driven models beyond the operating space for which they were developed is a dangerous approach. Therefore, compared to
mechanistic models, data-driven models need larger datasets to accurately predict a range of operational conditions. More-
over, their lack of interpretability is another issue for their use in DT applications. However, data-driven models are much less
computationally expensive, making them very interesting for real-time DT applications such as data-driven soft sensor devel-
opment for real-time monitoring (Haimi ef al. 2013) and model predictive control for online optimisation (Stentoft ef al.
2018). Historically, WRRF modellers are accustomed to developing and using mechanistic models whereas data-driven
models are not yet widely used for these systems. This is related to the lack of expertise in data-driven techniques within
the WRRF modelling community and the absence of sufficient trust in black-box modelling performance. It is also linked
to the inherent nature of WRRF processes which are non-stationary and have significant temporal dependency which requires
frequent retraining of the data-driven model. A comprehensive overview of barriers to the application of Big Data analytics in
the domain of WRRFs as well as further examples of applications of data-driven models for real-time monitoring, fault detec-
tion, and control in WRRFs can be found in Newhart et al. (2019).

Two possible solutions exist to overcome the disadvantages of both mechanistic and data-driven models. A first very prom-
ising approach is the combination of both modelling paradigms into hybrid models (Lee et al. 2005; Quaghebeur et al. 2022).
This creates a modelling paradigm that includes the best of both worlds: a mechanistic backbone incorporating relevant pro-
cess knowledge and thus providing interpretability and extrapolation capabilities, as well as a data-driven part that augments
the overall model’s predictive power by including information on lesser-known subprocesses at reduced computational cost.
An overview of different hybrid model configurations and applications for advanced control and online optimisation can be
found in von Stosch et al. (2014).

A second solution to overcome the high computational demand of mechanistic models is the development of surrogate
models. Surrogate models are simplified approximations of a more complex model of the system that statistically relate
the input and output of the system. They are considerably useful when the underlying relationship between input and
output of the system is unknown or in the present context computationally expensive to evaluate. Here, a highly accurate
mechanistic model is used to generate a set of (simulated) data within the relevant operating space which can subsequently
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be used to train a data-driven model (Chinesta et al. 2020). Depending on the definition, the creation of surrogate models can
also be seen as hybrid modelling practice.

Regardless of the selected model to be used in a DT of a WRREF, a challenging aspect to include in a DT is the means to
dynamically update or adjust the models based on relevant data to maintain an accurate description of the real entity as it
evolves over time. Therefore, the models need to be validated frequently and if necessary recalibrated or retrained. While this
can be done in a manual way, automatic validation/(re)calibration of the models is one of the key aspects of DT. This is a
crucial step in developing a DT so that it can deal with the known uncertainties in WRRF modelling without the need to
interrupt the operation of the DT. There are some important aspects to consider for the implementation of such a vali-
dation/(re)calibration procedure. For example, choosing the frequency for the validation/(re)calibration could be
dependent on the source and frequency of the available data (e.g. laboratory data versus online sensor data), and the
nature of the process and parameters to be calibrated (e.g. settling vs biological processes). Typical parameter estimation
methods for model (re)calibration are optimisation methods such as recursive weighted least square methods and Bayesian
estimation using a Markov chain Monte Carlo approach. However, these techniques can be time-consuming and computa-
tionally expensive. A data-driven approach, like artificial neural networks, could be an appropriate choice for model (re)
calibration in real-time (Samad & Mathur 1992; de Almeida Martins ef al. 2021). However, the performance of these
models is highly dependent on the quality of the training datasets, and they may need to be retrained from time to time
should completely new scenarios appear in the data patterns. Existing model calibration protocols that are recognised as
part of the Good Modelling Practices (GMP) do not account for the new challenge of automatic online calibration (Rieger
et al. 2012). This does not necessarily mean that the traditional protocols are obsolete, but rather emphasises the need for
changes or adaptations based on the specific requirements of a DT compared to traditional modelling practices.

Alternatively, state estimators such as extended Kalman filters and other data assimilation methods can be included in the
DT to match the model predictions to the most recent observations. In this way the model can continuously account for
measurement inaccuracies and slowly changing process dynamics (Pantelides & Renfro 2013; Afshari et al. 2017). However,
the number of states to be corrected by state estimation methods cannot exceed the number of measurements. Hence, a subset
of uncertain/varying states should be selected on which online model correction through state estimators can be applied
(Patwardhan et al. 2007).

In summary, state estimators allow for continuous model correction to account for small inaccuracies and slowly changing
dynamics whereas major changes in the operating or influent space (for example a shift in microbial dynamics) require reca-
libration of the DT model.

5. DATA MANAGEMENT IN WRRFS

As stated in Section 2, the distinction between a DT and a conventional simulation model is primarily determined by its auto-
mated and continued connection to the real entity. This connection is achieved by (bi-directional) data transfer. Indeed, if a
DT is to consistently represent the structure, state, and/or behavior of its physical counterpart, then it needs to be provided
with operational data in various forms. Different categories of data usage can be identified for a DT, e.g. to calibrate and train
mechanistic and data-driven models, to supply models with input data for simulation, to evaluate the state of the dynamic
subsystems, to feed soft sensors, and/or to provide the necessary inputs for automated closed-loop control strategies. Ideally,
both the objectives of the DT as well as the means towards its objectives, i.e. the models and control strategies, will determine
which data are required. In practice, however, there exist technological and monetary constraints that limit data collection
and management at WRRFs, which means data access will ultimately dictate how the DT can optimally exploit the available
data. Even with limited data, a DT can add value by providing context and making the data actionable.

Fortunately, the amount and reliability of data that is being collected by WRRFs is on the rise (Olsson et al. 2014). New,
more reliable sensor technologies (e.g. liquid phase N,O (Fenu ef al. 2020)) combined with faster computations are making
the storage of frequent and high-resolution water quantity and quality data more affordable. For a DT focused on the oper-
ation and maintenance stage of the WRREF lifecycle, this steady increase of real-time process signals offers opportunities to
determine and deliver a proactive course of action for WRRFs (GWRC 2021).

While WRREF operators and engineers are focused on the dynamic signals that relate to plant performance, at the same
time, other organisational activities that support WRRFs (e.g. equipment and infrastructure maintenance, finance, resource
planning, compliance, research, and development, etc.) are also generating significant amounts of digitised data. Although
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the water sector is lagging behind other sectors in adopting these digital technologies (TWI12050 2019), the information gath-
ered from digital workflows provides the context for interpretation of WRRF measurements and states. For example, dynamic
time series data stored in a process historian can be routinely annotated with the rich but static and unstructured contextual
data often found in operational logbooks, and computerised maintenance management systems. In this way, a necessary base
for fault detection is made available. In contrast to process measurements, those metadata that relate to process equipment,
infrastructure, location, maintenance history, quality, purpose, range etc., typically do not need to be updated at high fre-
quency (IWA 2021b). However, they still need to be curated actively if reliable conclusions are to be extracted from a DT.
This means that high levels of workflow organisation and automation are needed to ensure that new information generated
by one party becomes rapidly available to all WRRF stakeholders. Data curation also requires that external contractors’ non-
editable contextual document handover (e.g. PDF files of P&IDs, screenshots of CAD models, protected automation logic,
etc.) be replaced with data handover (e.g. P&IDs, CAD models and automation programs in file formats native to the
design software) that seamlessly integrate into a DT (Brendelberger et al. 2019; Wiedau ef al. 2019).

To understand the challenges related to data and their usage in the context of a DT for the water and wastewater industries,
abstract representations of data flows can be useful. Therrien ef al. (2020) describe the concept of a data pipeline that illus-
trates how raw data are transformed into intelligent action. A crucial weak spot in this flow is the need for qualitative data
upon which operators and engineers can make reliable decisions, and mathematical models can be fine-tuned. The struggle
for high quality data is particularly applicable to WRRFs, as these data are naturally dependent on various water quality sen-
sors that are notorious for low veracity when exposed to the harsh wastewater medium combined with inadequate
maintenance (Therrien et al. 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted this problem. As on-site staff were reduced
and selective maintenance programs were introduced, the quality of online sensor data collected in about one-third of treat-
ment plants around the world decreased considerably (Rahman ef al. 2021).

The relation between DTs and data quality can be compared to the causality dilemma of the chicken or the egg. While the
quality of DT predictions is inherently influenced by the quality of the data input, the DT will also improve the quality of col-
lected data by providing the means for automatic and live data checks and contextualization. Thorough data analysis and
reconciliation to detect, isolate, identify and correct measurement faults (Olsson & Newell 1999) should therefore be
included early in the conception of the DT. Given the short-term operational objectives, data reconciliation methods
should be sufficiently automated to allow for quick decisions and rapid action (De Mulder ef al. 2018). While mechanistic
models such as mass balances can assist in data reconciliation (Spindler & Vanrolleghem 2012; Le et al. 2018), the bulk
of this process will likely be performed by generically applicable data-driven methods (Corominas et al. 2018; Newhart
et al. 2019). Using data-driven approaches means that periodic re-training will be needed to compensate for the time-varying
nature of most environmental time series. This is preferably achieved using automatically adapting fault detection techniques
(Haimi et al. 2013). This will lead to a need for sufficient training data so that domain experts are not overloaded with routine
data labelling tasks required for supervisory model training. Instead, clever methods should be devised that exploit uncer-
tainty in the detection to iteratively improve future model prediction performance while limiting the need for human
input (Russo et al. 2020).

Collecting data without a proper management strategy can result in underutilised data sets that lack the necessary structure
for users and/or automated tools to efficiently interact with the data (IWA 2021b). An important piece of any DT’s application
is therefore consistent with the vision put forward by the Findable Accessible Interoperable Reusable (FAIR) guiding prin-
ciples for scientific data management and stewardship (Wilkinson et al. 2016). That is, data should be FAIR within the
boundaries and permissions needed for the DT to operate. A key aspect of the FAIR principles is the adoption of open inter-
faces and protocols for authorised data access, such that vendor lock-in for both software and hardware is abolished. This
philosophy for open data has recently also been adopted by some WRRF simulation software providers, which nowadays pro-
vide built-in support for open communication protocols used in industrial automation (e.g. OPC UA), connectivity to
commercial cloud computing infrastructure (e.g. MS Azure), as well as application programming interfaces (API) for
open-source scripting languages (e.g. Python) to name a few. The latter is especially important in the context of hybrid mod-
elling. APIs that allow for easy coupling of data-driven modelling techniques and tools to existing simulators could facilitate
the transition of the WRRF modelling community from the purely mechanistic paradigm to applications with hybrid models.

A secondary benefit that stems from FAIR data is the opportunity for data monetisation. Clean data streams can be offered
via a controlled marketplace, which developers can utilise to develop new applications and business models (FIWARE 2021).
Subscription-based decentralised networks, based on blockchain technology, are already available for secure data sharing
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while guaranteeing fair profits to its owners (cf. Streamr, http://streamr.network). The opportunity for new revenue streams
for WRREF utilities in a data economy may also provide additional incentive for the adoption of FAIR data principles. More-
over, opening data to the research community or the general public can help in advancing data-driven research breakthroughs
by introducing solutions from entirely different fields, while also creating public awareness (Bonabeau 2009; Quay et al.
2021).

Underlying all the mathematical modelling and data management lies the IT software architecture and hardware infrastruc-
ture needed to support the DT. Here, choices will have to be made based on maintenance needs, user interaction, and
cybersecurity of the DT. This includes choosing between on-premises software or cloud solutions, open-source or closed-
source software, and off-the-shelf or custom software applications. With respect to data management, the DT will probably
need to query various operational databases of a WRRF. This can include process historians, laboratory information systems
(LIMS), and computerised maintenance management systems (CMMS), but also databases that are related to business activi-
ties higher up in the organisational structure like those used for finance and human resources. It is also not beyond the realm
of possibility that the DT may need to access data sources external to the organisation like those providing multi-day weather
forecasts, energy prices or smart city data brokers. At the same time, new types of data will have to be stored and version
controlled by the DT. These include simulation results, calibration/training data sets, model performance metrics, historic
parameter values, input data for the modelling of future scenarios, user interaction, and clickstream data, etc. It should
thus be clear that sophisticated data architectures and computational workflows, composed of structured and unstructured
data import, storage, and processing, will be needed to serve the DT. According to Fuller ef al. (2020), the cost of installing
and running such infrastructure is likely to be the biggest challenge for any DT project. Moreover, with the advent of
increased internet connectivity and the introduction of IoT tools, questions need to be addressed around data sharing, cyber-
security, and ethics (GWRC 2021).

The successful adoption of open data models, FAIR data principles and powerful data architectures is of course influenced
by the culture of the organisation but also of the regulatory frameworks surrounding water management. Whereas data stan-
dardisation, openness and interoperability are high on the development agenda in Europe and North America, the same
cannot be said for many other regions world-wide. In such countries or regions, the first step towards DT applications
should naturally be a paradigm shift from data acquisition based solely on regulatory compliance to being driven by the
need for holistic and sustainable multi-criteria water management practices.

6. DIGITAL TWINS BEYOND THE FENCE OF WRRFS

DTs may be developed for a range of purposes and operate at different scales. A DT could be as simple as a component or
model-based controller for a specific task. However, a DT can also be scaled up, to be plant-wide, then to the integrated urban
watershed, to city-wide, and beyond. The scale on which a DT is developed and deployed is determined by the objectives.
WRRF DTs could benefit from integrating data sources from outside their fence such as weather forecasts (Heinonen
et al. 2013), energy tariffing (Aymerich et al. 2015), data on the ecological status of receiving waters (Muschalla 2008)
etc., for decision support. Such novel sources of information provide new opportunities to optimise and manage WRRFs
from a holistic perspective rather than a domain-specific one. DTs of WRRFs can not only improve treatment plant perform-
ance but can also be used to serve societal benefits. For example, the successful implementation of reuse strategies for
wastewater effluent will depend on the specific composition of waste streams but also on the needs and opportunities in
the surrounding urban/industrial/natural landscape, e.g. reuse of wastewater effluent for irrigation in agriculture (Neto
et al. 2021), use in industry, aquifer replenishing for indirect potable reuse (Bullard ef al. 2019) etc. Looking even further out-
side of the scope of the water sector, DTs can be used to predict the impact of a new or retrofitted wastewater treatment plant
on energy systems, e.g. potential power demand for pumping and aeration, supply from onsite renewable power generation,
waste heat recovery potential from treated wastewater etc.

A high-level DT would allow interdependencies across sectors to be understood in a way that organisation level or sector-
based DTs could not satisfy. However, for the water sector, we are not yet there: bringing modelling tools together over differ-
ent scales to address high-level technological or societal challenges is still rarely achieved and few DTs at present are
connected or share data across organisations, sectors or geographies. Lack of interoperability is a key constraint. Achieving
a high level DT requires effective communication between different subsystems to allow automatic reasoning and optimis-
ation in support of decision making. Hence, it is not a matter of developing a single all-encompassing model of a region

Downloaded from http://iwaponline.com/wst/article-pdf/85/10/2840/1055786/wst085102840.pdf

bv auest


http://streamr.network
http://streamr.network

Water Science & Technology Vol 85 No 10, 2849

but rather a matter of building the foundation for an ecosystem of interconnected DTs where interoperability and transpar-
ency are key through common and automated data and context information models (Bolton ef al. 2018).

Exchange of data from potentially different domains, each characterised by a specific jargon, leads to the need for standar-
dised data structuring and communication conventions. Several initiatives are emerging aimed to develop semantic
information models or ontologies consisting of controlled vocabularies, relationships, constraints, and rules to provide organ-
ised, stable, and shareable data for specific domain contexts which will significantly increase the accessibility and
transferability of data. Examples can be found in the domains of geospatial sciences (OGC 2021), public health environ-
mental surveillance (PHES-ODM 2021), chemical process industry (DEXPI 2021), production systems engineering
(AutomationML 2021), building information management (ISO 2018). Within the specific context of smart cities, the
Open and Agile Smart Cities initiative (https://oascities.org/) has defined minimal interoperability mechanisms (MIMS)
including common data models (DTDL 2021; FIWARE 2021) to ensure cross-sectorial communication of data and
models. The goal of each of these initiatives is to capture and map complex relationships that exist in the physical world
and translate them into the digital data world using a set of concepts and categories defined by the domain ontology.

Some first examples of high-level DTs based on common data and information models can be found in literature of other
domains: the application of a decision support system for real-time air quality control in the city of Singapore by coupling
weather predictions with combustion processes and city topology models (Farazi ef al. 2020) or even the construction of a
national DT for energy management in the UK (Akroyd et al. 2021).

7. THE HUMAN FACTOR IN A DIGITAL WORLD

Effective use of a DT will require a significant cultural change across an organisation. WRRFs that are mostly run from a reac-
tive stance will shift to proactive understanding based on a stream of (near) real-time information. This demands that the
entire workforce understands the value of the data they generate or maintain with respect to other activities that exist
along an organisation’s data pipeline.

In most ongoing DT projects in the WRREF sector, the primary user of the DT will typically be an operations staff member
who is accustomed to having to make day-to-day decisions, based on sometimes incomplete and/or delayed information (e.g.
laboratory tests). A DT opens a whole new spectrum of potentially relevant information. Hence, it is important that the DT is
designed taking into account the needs of frontline staff, i.e. to present the right information in the right format for operational
decision-making. If it can make their life easier in some significant way, without adding more work, WRRF operators are
likely to adopt this technology enthusiastically. However, it is important to understand that frontline staff have varying
degrees of digital literacy, i.e. familiarity and comfort with digital tools and workflows. Moreover, users of any DT will
need to gain trust in the suggestions provided by the DT, especially in the case when these suggestions are directly used to
control the plant’s operation.

It is up to each organisation’s leaders to facilitate this novel synergy between human and DT. Involving frontline staff in the
development of the DT content and design and giving staff an ownership stake in the success of the technology is critical. This
includes education and training, such that it is very clear what the DT can and cannot do. It is not uncommon for a layman to
think that a DT can do everything (Fuller et al. 2020), but when something does not match these expectations, the entire DT is
branded a failure, a situation that is hard for an organisation to recover from. Therefore, it is also advised that any new DT
goes through a proving stage to give all staff confidence in its suggestions and/or actions.

Eerikdinen et al. (2020) interviewed employees of WRRFs and other related stakeholders about their expectations of new
data tools. It was found that they were expecting a next generation of tools in the near future - tools that combine the com-
petencies of both automation/software providers and wastewater process experts with a thorough understanding of process
behaviour. It is clear that a DT makes use of relatively novel technologies stemming from a wide range of technical infor-
mation and engineering domains. Having in-house access to all this expertise is highly unlikely for most water and
wastewater utilities. New hiring policies and lifelong learning initiatives can help utilities overcome some of the knowledge
and skill gaps but implementation of the DT will most likely be performed to some degree in partnership with consultancy
firms and academic partners. Moreover, some of the data interpretation within the DT may also be outsourced. Subscription
platforms for the external, certified, evaluation of specific measurements already exist to date (e.g. vibration and acoustic
signal analysis for condition monitoring of critical assets) (cf. Zensor, https://www.zensor.be/). By using IoT devices, data
are sent directly to cloud applications of service providers for specialised analysis and subsequent presentation to non-experts.
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Eventually, the DT could tap into this external knowledge base to provide even more relevant and accurate predictions. While
depending on external parties may provide answers, it also comes at additional costs. A workaround that is regarded as a key
enabler for DTs are so-called low-code and no-code application development platforms (Michael & Wortmann 2021). By pro-
viding modular preconfigured building blocks with standardised communication interfaces in a user friendly, often graphical
environment, the complex computational workflows at the basis of the DT can become manageable by the non-experts them-
selves which reinforces their degree of ownership of and trust in the DT technology.

Lastly, it is important to recognise the potential of young water professionals in the digital transformation of the water sector,
including the introduction of DTs. With estimates on water workforce retirement in the next 10 years ranging from 30 to 50%
in the USA, a new wave of millennials is expected to reinforce the sector (Dickerson & Butler 2018). Raised in an online world,
these digital natives have (un)consciously created a distinctive way to look for information and solve challenges faced on the
modern work floor and beyond (IWA 2021b). Of course, the continued beneficial use of a DT depends on accurate documen-
tation, a maintenance program and succession plans should a company’s champions leave. However, the fact that the DT itself
ideally acts as a high fidelity knowledge repository composed of models and data on the WRRF past, present, and future can
contribute significantly in the transfer of knowledge from experts to inexperienced newcomers. Hence the DT could also
help mitigate knowledge loss as a result of the ageing workforce (Kadiyala & Macintosh 2018).

8. CONCLUSIONS

In many ways, the advent of DTs has the potential to entirely change the way utilities operate and design their facilities. The
existence of a live, automated data connection between the DT and the real entity ensures that data is actionable and knowl-
edge is up to date. As such, utilities can transition from reactive to proactive and holistic management. However,
accomplishing such aspirational goals requires a combination of technological advances and a clear buy-in (through clear
social and financial benefits) from relevant stakeholders involved.

Despite growing interest, successful full-scale applications in the WRRF sector are still rare. The current focus of DT devel-
opment in the WRRF sector lies mostly with online operational support and real-time advanced control. The potential of
other applications that are well documented in other sectors, such as asset management, retrofitting, etc. should however
not be overlooked.

The predictive power of the model used in a DT as well as its ability to adapt and respond to new scenarios and disturb-
ances is one of the key aspects required to build trust among operational staff and utility managers. This concerns not only the
application of DTs but is also important for keeping them alive and relevant in the long-term. Hence, developing a model that
is highly predictive with a robust validation/(re)calibration protocol on top is critical. Hybrid models can be important tools
in boosting predictive power by balancing mechanistic models with data-driven techniques. Their application and develop-
ment for WRRF processes can encourage and amplify the successful implementation of DTs. Moreover, the data
connection of the DT to its physical counterpart is crucial to ensure a continuous feed of high-quality data to the modelling
core of the DT. A proper data architecture and data management strategy as well as automated data analysis and reconcilia-
tion are essential for any DT project. DT projects should hereby follow the philosophy put forward by the Findable Accessible
Interoperable Reusable (FAIR) guiding principles for data management.

The development of DTs opens up an enormous potential for optimisation outside the fence of a WRRF. Open data models
and standards allow connection of WRRF DTs to other smart city data sources. Thus, to foster and stimulate truly holistic
decision making in the water sector, any DT should be considered as part of a modular inter-connected structure using
common and automated data and context information models supporting minimum interoperability mechanisms (MIMS)
that allow automated reasoning over their combined structure.

Finally, the expectations of the DT end users should match the capabilities and limitations of the models. No technology is
useful unless people want to use it and trust it. This means different things to different stakeholders. The organisational struc-
ture around the DT should account for these differences. This emphasises the importance of including WRREF staff during the
development of the DT.
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