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PUB: Please tell us about yourself and your company / organisation.

Saskia: I have been working at Waternet for 12 years, and I am an Asset Manager for wastewater and 
drinking water assets in and around Amsterdam. In the 18 years before Waternet, I gained my knowledge 
and experience as a consulting engineer in urban wastewater. The wastewater system, constructed in the 
past, and well-functioning in the present, fascinates me. After all, the wastewater system was constructed 
from a different perspective and it expanded with new insights. How can we use and expand those existing 
assets optimally in our present environment, with the current challenges such as climate change, the 
circular economy and the growing wishes for good water quality? I enjoy figuring out which adjustments 
are best suited for our assets, in such a way that they still fulfill an excellent role in the total water system 
in the future.
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And there are plenty of complex issues! As 
the water company for Amsterdam and the 
surrounding area, Waternet manages many 
assets. It is the only water company in the 
Netherlands that is dedicated to the entire 
water cycle. We handle safe, clean and 
sufficient water. This includes water for nature 
areas and human consumption. Waternet 
produces tap water, ensures that wastewater 
and rainwater flow into the sewer system, 
treats wastewater, reclaims usable materials 

and releases the treated water back into nature. The 11 Wastewater Treatment Plants (WWTPs) purify  
2 million inhabitant equivalents; Amsterdam has approximately 4,200 km of sewerage. We manage 3,400 
km of drinking water mains in and around Amsterdam. Waternet also ensures that surface water is kept at 
the right levels, and as our area lies below sea water level, we must ensure that its 1.3 million inhabitants are 
protected by our 1,000 km of dykes. In addition, we keep the canals clean. During Singapore International 
Water Week (SIWW2021) Online, I will be presenting a poster on asset management in relation to our 
drinking water assets.
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Waternet’s mission is: ‘Together we can get the most out of our water.’ We can achieve more in cooperation 
with our customers and partners and are working towards solutions that are beneficial for both people 
and society. At a national level, I share knowledge with other small and large municipalities, regional 
water authorities and national branch organisations, both at system, network and object levels. On an 
international level, I cooperate and share knowledge about our challenges with companies like Waternet, 
currently with Singapore (PUB) and Paris (SIAAP/City of Paris). For Singapore, we started 3 years ago 
with a special collaboration called ‘ReCirc’. The industry, knowledge institutes and government work 
together on Circular Economy. During SIWW2021 Online, there will be a special event on this topic (July 1,  
4.00 pm – 5.30 pm).

PUB: The COVID-19 pandemic has caused unprecedented disruption to economies and societies. How 
has this affected Waternet’s operations and how is Waternet coping with the disruptions?

Saskia: Of course, thinking, speaking about and dealing with COVID-19 is the order of the day. During 
the lockdown, all employees continued to perform their core tasks. In March 2020, the uncertainty and 
unfamiliarity with COVID-19 and the new situation caused great confusion. With immediate notice, we 
had to work at home. Waternet had to deal with a start-up period, but in a remarkably short time, video 
conferences and webinars became a daily habit. Many creative solutions were devised to stay connected. 
Coming to the office became an exception, with strict safety measures and protocols in accordance with 
national policy. And it still is...

Different was the situation for the colleagues who had to work on site. For example, for failure follow-up 
and inspections. The situation gave rise to questions about safety in relation to wastewater and drinking 
water. In the months that followed, it became known based on existing knowledge and research that there 
were no indications that SARS-CoV-2 can persist in drinking water. For wastewater, studies have found 
fragments of genetic material but not infectious virus in wastewater. Our measures for safety and health 
turned out to need no adjustment.

Very soon, in the Netherlands, wastewater treatment and drinking water supply was included in the list 
of vital processes. There was concern and indignation in the water sector about the lack of wastewater 
collection and transport on the list of vital processes. It remains a matter of explaining that sewerage is 
self-evident, but it does not work by itself. Only the professions on the list were given specific privileges. 
This meant complicated logistics for relevant colleagues, for example, having their children at home. The 
government solved this problem in April 2020.

Working from home, made default by the elected board members, made decision making complicated, 
because of the legislation. An urgent act (7 April 2020) ‘Digital decision making’ was needed to enable 
temporary digital decision making under certain conditions. It is important that meetings are remotely 
accessible to the public and made public by means of a live stream. Participation must simply remain 
possible.
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Regarding the operations of assets, we had to respond to local changes in drinking water consumption 
and wastewater quantities. New responsibilities showed up, like the COVID-19 sewage surveillance at 
our largest WWTP, with new questions, partners and risks. We started monitoring once a week with a 
few WWTP’s in February 2020, extending it to daily monitoring with all WWTP’s. This was funded by the 
Ministry of Health in cooperation with the water authorities for sampling, and the National Institute for 
Health and Environment for interpretation & publication.

PUB: Waternet is one of the leading proponents of a circular economy. Can you describe some of the 
technologies or initiatives that Waternet has deployed to realise circularity in your operations?

Saskia: Circular Economy is very important for Waternet because the urgency is high for our owners (the 
regional water authority ‘Amstel, Gooi en Vecht’ and the municipality of Amsterdam). The focus is on all 
topics mentioned in the Doughnut Economy model of Kate Raworth. In our implementation plan, we work 
on three levels, or Horizons as we call them.

Horizon 1 topics have the focus on our own processes. This is where we have the most influence. For 
example, the purchase of activated carbon has led to a much more sustainable production process in the 
supplying sector.

We dismantled a WWTP in a circular way. The contractor with the best circular plan won the tender. And 
3D BIM with material passport was used in the new construction of the WWTP.

If we also see the production of energy as circular, 
in 2020, the regional water authority has provided 
for approximately 50% of its own energy needs. 
The new green gas installation at our largest 
WWTP will increase this percentage.

Horizon 2 topics have the focus on the water 
cycle and innovation. We mapped our incoming 
and outgoing flows on values and environmental 
impact. The reuse of water is also part of this. 

We want to tackle the brackish water problems in our lower-lying agricultural area 
by upgrading this to drinking water with reverse osmoses. Upgrading sludge via 
struvite into fertilizer is another example.
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Within Horizon 3 we connect our core activities with stakeholders in the society. Here we have the least 
influence, however with co-creation we can create great impact. Within the textile chain, Waternet’s 
role is highly valued. Partners learn about the problems that textiles cause in surface water and look for 
environmentally friendly additives to improve the properties of textiles. Pectin, for example, can be used 
to prevent microfibers from loosening. Efforts are also being made to reduce micropollutants in water to 
zero by installing filters at laundries. These results cannot be achieved if we focus on end-of-pipe.

Another example is about the collection and processing of used diapers. Together with collectors and 
other partners, diapers are collected, processed and upgraded. The result: drug residues are broken 
down, plastic is reused in the automotive industry, biogas production, biochar, use as fertilizer. The 
topic will be shared with you during SIWWOnline 2021, in a presentation by my colleague Andre Struker 
(June 23, 4.00pm – 5.30pm SGT) in the session WC4.1 Water Circular Economy in Cities of the Future I.

PUB: Waternet founded “World Waternet” in 2007 to share experience of water and wastewater treatment 
with global organisations. Can you tell us more about “World Waternet” and its activities?

Saskia: World Waternet is a non-profit organisation, 
dedicated to improving sustainable access to clean, sufficient 
and safe water for all. World Waternet supports public water 
organisations through peer-to-peer knowledge exchange 
in water cycle management. We do this through long-term 
Water Operators’ Partnerships with water organisations in 
more than 15 countries in Africa, Asia and South America to 
strengthen capacity, improve performance and enable them 
to provide a better service to more people.

In addition, we exchange knowledge with leading water organisations in our Knowledge Partnerships. 
Within these knowledge partnerships we aim to intensify exchange and collaboration on topics related to 
our six  research and innovation topics; climate adaptation, energy transition, water quality & technology, 
circular economy, soil subsidence, and data & sensing. We are partnered with water organisations in 
Singapore, Paris, New York, Copenhagen and Berlin. This allows us to tackle the same challenges together. 
To find out more, head to  https://www.wereldwaternet.nl/en/
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PUB: The Singapore Water Academy has a broad alumni network, which presents opportunities to co-
create solutions that address the world’s water challenges. How can the SgWA alumni collaborate with 
Waternet in this regard?

Saskia: I really enjoyed the course I followed in Singapore. It made me understand the created solutions 
from a different point of view. It also made me realize once again that decision making for infrastructural 
works requires a long period of preparation, clear ambitions, prioritization and predicting the future as 
well as possible. I see it as a great opportunity to organize courses together with the SgWA. World 
Waternet can use the Waternet Academy and its experience. An exchange can provide enrichment from a 
different perspective, scale and political and cultural background. I also note that different organisations 
have different focal points in their work. From that point of view, we can complement each other. This can 
make more people attracted to taking a course. They will be able to relate their local situation with the 
Dutch or Singaporean situation. In addition, we can check if other worldwide cities are interested and see 
added value.

As an example, during the Amsterdam International Water Week (AIWW 2018) we talked about large 
tunnels for wastewater transport and storage. London, Singapore and Paris created them with different 
main goals. Nowadays, knowledge sharing exists about maintenance and monitoring of large tunnels. 
Highlighting the challenges from those three cities, despite their different goals, makes it clear that 
such special assets have similar issues. Water weeks like in Singapore and Amsterdam are events where 
people meet and get inspired. That’s why I’m giving a presentation at the SIWWOnline 2021 about the 
importance of clean surface water in relation to swimming, the Amsterdam City Swim as an example  
(June 28, 4:00 pm - 5:30 pm SGT).

And finally, the situation with COVID-19 has given online knowledge sharing a major boost. Organizing 
courses together online will be easier than before. Of course, a training with a visit to local assets has 
a greater impact, the theory is connected with practice, Also, we can discuss and interact with people 
from other countries. We should continue doing this! In addition, we can come up with another creative 
approach. For example I visited an online tour along the wastewater system in Chicago! Really a great 
idea. I think that a combination of online theory, discussion panels and a virtual tour along the assets will 
broaden the world of the students.


