
SWAN-NACWA Webinar Q&A Follow-Up:
“Smart Water in the New Decade”

On Monday, March 24th, the SWAN Forum’s Americas Alliance in partnership with the
National Association for Clean Water Agencies (NACWA) held a webinar on the
operational and financial impact of implementing smart, data-driven technologies at
water utilities in the new decade.

The event was moderated by Kishia L. Powell, COO of DC Water and Vice President on
the NACWA Board of Directors. The event featured presentations from three utility
leaders:

● Yvonne Carney, Director of Strategic Performance at WSSC Water,
● Tom Ginn, Technical Services Manager at Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority
● Bethany Bezak, Assistant Deputy Director of the Transportation & Stormwater

Department in the City of San Diego.

During the 75 minute panel, the speakers presented cases from their utility’s smart
water journey, followed by a Q&A session. We were not able to address all attendee
questions and have consolidated the remaining questions and their responses below.

-

Yvonne Carney, Director of Strategic Performance -
WSSC Water (Maryland)

WSSC Water is a public utility in Maryland that provides
water and wastewater services to 1.8 million residents of
Montgomery and Prince George’s counties. Yvonne is
responsible for facilitating the development of WSSC
Water’s Strategic Plan and champions the use of data and
risk analysis to drive decision-making across the utility.

https://swan-forum.com/americas-alliance/
https://www.nacwa.org/


Can WSSC share the specific data visualization/analysis training(s) that they’ve
found most successful with staff?

WSSC Water’s data visualization courses are taught by Ann Emery of Depict Data
Studio. She’s interwoven the science behind how our brains process data and
provides practical tips on how to make data stand out for decision-making. She asks
for “before” examples specific to WSSC Water, and then re-makes them during the
course. This helps the participants feel connected to the class when they see their
own data “story” becoming way more compelling.
We’ve also provided software-specific training on Microsoft Excel and Power BI (by
WSSC Water’s Microsoft training vendor OfficePro).

Did you use any modeling tools to process the data collected with regards to
water treatment and the modeling of expected results?

We use WaterGEMS for water modeling and InfoWorks for sewer modeling.

What software is being used to develop your dashboards?

WSSC Water’s most recent dashboards have been developed in Microsoft Power BI.
Keep in mind that about 80% of the work of analytics projects should be setting up the
“back-end” databases before it’s visualized in a tool like Power BI. When you do that,
you can leverage the data in multiple visualization tools – dashboards like Power BI,
GIS, and other modeling software.

Tom Ginn, Planning and Technical Services Manager -
Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority (Georgia)

Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority is a drinking water
wholesale utility outside of Atlanta, Georgia. Since 1995,
Tom has managed capital improvement projects,
coordinated the water treatment process, and planning
studies, and maintained the utility's water distribution
system computer model. Tom started the journey of asking
what “smart water” looks like for a well-run and financed,
drinking water only, no retail customer, wholesale water
authority serving drinking water to 800,000 persons with a
staff of only 110 employees.  In his current role, Tom is
responsible for the overall coordination of capital
improvement planning activities and for developing
procedures to improve the use of data and analytics in
infrastructure planning and operations. 

https://depictdatastudio.com/
https://depictdatastudio.com/


What are your plans for future installations (new pipes or pipe replacements);
will you be incorporating flow meters and other system measuring devices?

Our 25-year capital improvement plan does not include net growth (a testament to
water conservation efficiency!) – so no new pipes for a while.  We are however
replacing approximately 1/4 of our total pipelines in the next 25 years (1970s PCCP
pipes – the kind that break catastrophically). We have plans to install at least 4 flow
monitoring points at strategic locations on our main transmission loop by the end of
next year.  The data from those 4 flow monitoring points will be connected to our
SCADA system, allowing for near real-time monitoring. This will provide better
information in the case of leaks and troubleshooting (those closed valves on the loop),
as well as provide data for calibrating our hydraulic model.  We are also planning to
add 6 more pressure and transient monitoring sites at key locations (this will increase
our number to 18 sites total on 200 miles of pipe).

Do you have any advice for a young engineer passionate about a career in
digital water?

I mentioned our summer engineering interns.  We try to have a part-time or summer
intern every year, but with an engineering department staff of 10 persons, we have
very few full-time job openings. I would definitely hire about 1/3 of the interns we’ve
had through the years given the opportunity – but we generally try to select the interns
based on their interest in drinking water

Bethany Bezak, Assistant Deputy Director for
Transportation and Stormwater Department -
City of San Diego (California)

Bethany is responsible for leading the City’s Engineering,
Planning, and Operations, and Maintenance teams for clean
waterways and flood-safe communities. Bethany serves as
the City lead for a comprehensive update to the City’s
Watershed Asset Management Program to integrate asset
management, risk assessment, and cost of service for
long-term program financial planning.

What software is being used to develop your dashboards?

We are currently assessing several options for our long-term dashboard development:
1. Custom development via our on-call consultants and City staff; 2. Off-the-shelf
products (such as 2ND Nature or other products).



Out of the $274MM needed for stormwater management, what part is required
for energy?

Given San Diego has a separate sewer system, our stormwater system is primarily
gravity-operated; however, we own and manage 15 pump stations and associated
infrastructure which do require power to operate. The exact value associated with
energy costs is not available at this time.

How was the digital journey effort received by the employees?  Are you
realizing improved communications across different departments within your
utility?

Employees have best embraced the transition to digital data management when they
have been integrated into the development and rollout and when they understand the
value to their everyday work. Digital work orders and service notifications allow the
entire City team to work together on related maintenance and repairs, which saves
time and financial resources.

-

On the impact of COVID on utility operations, How do you think the pandemic
will help accelerate digital adoption in your organization?

Yvonne Carney: Due to the pandemic, over half of WSSC Water’s workforce went
from working at our main headquarters to working from home or on a hybrid work
schedule. This sudden pivot in business practice required rapid adaptation to new
technologies like Microsoft Teams and Docusign. Staff quickly came up with creative
solutions to keep services going, like virtual plumbing inspections and virtual safety
trainings for staff. The pandemic certainly accelerated WSSC Water’s use of
technology and illustrated opportunities for us to do more, such as automating and
digitizing more paper-based processes. WSSC Water was recognized with a 2020
Special District Award by AT&T and Government Technology Magazine for leveraging
technology to support operational continuity. More information can be found here.

Tom GInn: First, I want to say that I have been amazed at how easily we transitioned
to remote work. The office staff who could work from have been. Plant and field staff
have of course been working in person, but with 1/5 of the workforce held in “reserve”
on rotating time periods – those staff stayed at home, but they answered emails and
phone calls as if they were at work. I have spoken to staff by phone and not realized
until the end of the conversation that they were being held in reserve when they said
“Sorry, I’m not at the plant today, but I understand what you need and I will call
______ and have them coordinate with you.”  We could not have done this 5 years
ago. Kudos to our IT staff who have been laying the IT foundations to support this for

https://media.erepublic.com/document/GT20_BRIEF_ATT_WSSC_V.pdf?promo_code=microsite


some time now.  Some work has of course been slowed down – but all mission-critical
and time-sensitive projects and initiatives have been completed without significant
delays.  I think that the pandemic is going to accelerate the desire for digital adoption
in most organizations, but that desire to move forward is going to be potentially offset
by concerns about cybersecurity. All it will take is one publicized cybersecurity breach
that affects the finished product and actually affects the public and the issue of
cybersecurity will move from internal policy debates to legislated regulations.

Bethany Bezak: The pandemic has reinforced the importance of having real-time
data that is available to all levels of the organization wherever they are. I think data
consistency, accuracy, and timeliness will continue to be emphasized moving forward.

-

Thank you to NACWA for their collaboration on this meaningful event, and to the event
speakers and attendees for their engagement. If you are interested in viewing the
webinar recording or would like to learn more about the SWAN Forum, please contact
Shirley Ben-Dak, SWAN VP of Strategy & Innovation here.

mailto:Shirley@swan-forum.com

