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SWAN Cape Town 2026 Workshop – Roundtable Recap: 

“Navigating the Smart Water Journey” 
 

Topic: SWAN Layer 5: Data Fusion and Analysis (Digital Twins) 
Facilitators: James Combrink (Sand Technologies) & Morgan Padayachee 

(Rand Water) 
 

 "A digital twin is not necessarily visualising anything, it may be just a box connecting a 
mathematical model to live data." 

 
“If you have 30 experts in a room and you ask for the definition of a digital twin, you will get 

30 different answers." 
I. Summary: 
 
We discussed the challenges and requirements for implementing a digital twin. A digital 
twin is a virtual replica of a real-world system, designed to provide situational awareness 
and evolve toward predictive and, ultimately, prescriptive capabilities. However, much of 
the foundational digital journey must first be reliably in place to unlock its full value. 
 
Within the group, “data readiness” was assessed as relatively low. While digital twins are 
seen as an exciting opportunity, several prerequisite steps are required before they can be 
effectively realised. 
 
II. Top Challenges: 
 

• Trade-off between delivering a quick MVP and requiring extensive data foundations 
before value can be realised; this can be addressed by defining a clear value case 
upfront.  
 

• Data quality remains critical (“garbage in, garbage out”). 
  

• Strong data governance and end-to-end processes are required, starting at the 
asset level.  
 

• Top-down buy-in is essential; the solution cannot operate effectively in isolation.  
 

• Data lag and latency must be managed to ensure timely and actionable insights. 
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III. Practical Solutions, Tools, Approaches, & Best Practices: 
 

• Solutions require end-to-end engagement across the organisation.  
 

• Ensure buy-in and a clearly defined value case. Strong top-down leadership is 
critical.  
 

• Establish clear, measurable KPIs that link data inputs to actionable decisions; this 
also helps prioritise data quality improvements.  
  

• A consulting agency demonstrated data quantification by linking each data source 
to specific business outcomes. This approach measured the investment return of 
improving sensors and replacing faulty meters, enabling prioritised investments and 
a positive ROI. 
 

IV. Main Industry Takeaways 
 

• Without top-down leadership and organisational buy-in, a digital twin risks being 
just a “pretty picture” that sits on a shelf. It must be implemented as a fully 
integrated process, supported by change management.  
 

• The right problem awareness and value case must be in place. There is a delicate 
balance between achieving business value within an MVP without overinvesting, 
while ensuring accurate and reliable data is available. In some cases, a full digital 
twin may not be required, sometimes a live-data-connected Excel sheet is 
sufficient.  
 

• Most utilities are not yet fully data- or digital-ready. Implementing a digital twin 
without addressing foundational steps can create an incremental system that fails 
to deliver business value from the outset.  
 

• There is a risk of losing expert knowledge if it is not properly captured. As we develop 
digital twins, we should also consider “knowledge twins” and leverage AI to 
document internal processes, reducing key-person dependency and preserving 
critical institutional knowledge. 


