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Abstract 
 

Urban water engineering is undergoing a profound transition. Conventional systems were designed largely to 
abstract water, treat it to potable quality, distribute it through centralized networks, collect wastewater and 
stormwater, and discharge treated effluent and runoff away from the city. That model delivered major public-
health gains, but rapid urbanization, aging infrastructure, land-use change, climate variability, groundwater 
depletion, pollution, flooding, drought, energy use, and social inequality increasingly expose its limitations. 
Sustainable urban water engineering responds by treating the city as an integrated water cycle in which 
drinking water, wastewater, stormwater, groundwater, surface water, green infrastructure, reclaimed water, 
energy, materials, digital information, institutions, and communities are managed as interdependent 
elements. This article develops a comprehensive framework for sustainable urban water engineering from 
technical, ecological, managerial, economic, and governance perspectives. It examines water-source 
security, drinking-water treatment, distribution efficiency, non-revenue water, wastewater treatment and 
resource recovery, water reuse, decentralized and hybrid systems, stormwater management, blue-green 
infrastructure, flood resilience, groundwater management, digital water, artificial intelligence, energy-water 
interactions, circularity, public health, equity, finance, regulation, and institutional coordination. Particular 
attention is given to rapidly growing tropical cities and to the Indonesian context. The central argument is that 
the future of urban water depends less on a single breakthrough technology than on systems integration: 
matching water quality to purpose, diversifying sources, reducing losses, recovering resources, working with 
natural processes, strengthening resilience, and creating institutions capable of adaptive management. 
Sustainable urban water engineering is therefore not only an engineering discipline but a long-term strategy 
for public health, urban resilience, economic productivity, ecological integrity, and social justice. 
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1. Introduction: Water as the Circulatory System of the City 
Water is one of the most fundamental infrastructures of urban civilization. Every city depends on a 

continuous sequence of water-related functions: securing raw water, protecting catchments, treating water 
to appropriate standards, conveying it through distribution networks, maintaining pressure and quality, 
providing sanitation, collecting wastewater, managing stormwater, controlling floods, protecting 
groundwater, and returning water to the environment in a condition that does not damage ecosystems or 
human health. These functions are usually invisible when they work well. Their importance becomes 
immediately visible when taps run dry, floods enter homes, sewage contaminates rivers, pumping stations 
fail, or disease spreads through unsafe water. 

For much of modern engineering history, urban water management developed through specialized 
subsystems. Drinking-water engineers concentrated on supply and treatment; wastewater engineers 
concentrated on sewerage and pollution control; drainage engineers concentrated on removing runoff; and 
urban planners often treated rivers, wetlands, and groundwater as constraints rather than as active 
components of infrastructure. This specialization delivered remarkable technical achievements, but it also 
fragmented the urban water cycle. 

Sustainable urban water engineering seeks to reconnect that cycle. It recognizes that rainfall falling on a 
roof can be a flood hazard, a groundwater-recharge opportunity, a landscape resource, or a substitute for 
potable water depending on how the city is designed. Wastewater can be a pollutant, but it can also be a 
source of reclaimed water, energy, phosphorus, nitrogen, and heat. A river can function simultaneously as 
an ecological corridor, flood-storage zone, public amenity, and receiving water. A distribution network is not 
simply a set of pipes; it is an energy-consuming, data-generating, health-critical system whose performance 
depends on asset management, pressure, maintenance, human skills, and governance. 

The sustainability challenge therefore changes the engineering question. Instead of asking only how to 
provide more water or build larger drains, engineers and city managers must ask how urban water services 
can be delivered with lower resource use, lower lifecycle cost, greater resilience, improved public health, 
reduced ecological damage, and fairer access. This broader perspective is consistent with the water-
sensitive-city concept, which emphasizes resilience, diverse water sources, ecosystem services, and 
community values (Wong & Brown, 2009). It also aligns with contemporary research showing that hybrid and 
decentralized systems can complement centralized infrastructure, improve reuse, and strengthen resilience 
under certain conditions. 

Sustainable urban water engineering should thus be understood as a socio-technical discipline. Pipes, 
treatment plants, pumps, sensors, wetlands, regulations, tariffs, institutions, finance, and household 
behavior are all part of the system. Engineering design remains indispensable, but durable sustainability 
depends on the alignment of technology with institutions and people. 

2. The Urban Water Cycle and the Need for Systems Integration 
The natural hydrologic cycle is driven by precipitation, evaporation, infiltration, surface runoff, 

groundwater flow, and exchanges among land, rivers, lakes, oceans, and the atmosphere. Urbanization 
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alters nearly every part of this cycle. Buildings, roads, parking areas, and other impervious surfaces reduce 
infiltration and increase rapid runoff. Drainage networks convey stormwater quickly to receiving waters. 
Groundwater extraction can lower water tables and cause land subsidence. Water imported from distant 
catchments modifies regional water balances. Wastewater systems collect large flows that would otherwise 
return locally to soil and groundwater. 

The urban water cycle is therefore an engineered hydrologic system superimposed on natural processes. 
Conventional practice often manages each flow separately. Potable water is imported and treated to high 
quality, even though only a fraction is used for drinking and cooking. Stormwater is rapidly drained away, 
although it could support urban landscapes or aquifer recharge. Wastewater is treated for discharge, 
although it may be suitable for reuse. This linear pattern resembles an extract-use-dispose economy. 

Integrated urban water management changes the objective from managing isolated flows to optimizing 
the whole cycle. Water quality is matched to end use. High-quality potable water is protected for purposes 
that genuinely require it, while reclaimed wastewater, rainwater, or stormwater may serve irrigation, 
industrial cooling, toilet flushing, street cleaning, or other non-potable functions where regulations and risk 
management permit. The water balance is analyzed across supply, demand, wastewater generation, rainfall, 
infiltration, reuse, and environmental flows. 

Systems integration also reveals trade-offs. A city may reduce potable-water demand through rainwater 
harvesting, but widespread harvesting can alter stormwater volumes entering drainage systems. Wastewater 
reuse reduces discharge and freshwater abstraction but may reduce river flows downstream if the effluent 
previously supported environmental or agricultural uses. Aggressive leakage reduction saves water and 
pumping energy, but utilities must manage the financial consequences when billing volumes change. Green 
infrastructure can reduce peak runoff and improve amenity, but requires land, maintenance, and appropriate 
soil conditions. 

The goal is therefore not to maximize every desirable intervention independently. It is to design a portfolio 
that performs well at system level. This is why integrated models and decision-support tools have become 
important in urban water planning. They allow engineers and policy makers to compare configurations, costs, 
water balances, environmental effects, and spatial constraints before committing to long-lived assets. 
Sustainable engineering requires optimization across the cycle rather than optimization of one subsystem at 
the expense of another. 

3. Water Source Security and Diversification 
The sustainability of an urban water system begins before water reaches the treatment plant. Source 

security depends on the quantity, quality, reliability, ecological condition, and governance of raw-water 
sources. Cities may rely on rivers, reservoirs, groundwater, springs, desalination, imported water, rainwater, 
stormwater, and reclaimed wastewater. Each source has distinct energy requirements, risks, ecological 
effects, and costs. 

Traditional supply planning often responded to growth by developing the next large source. That approach 
becomes increasingly difficult where catchments are degraded, groundwater is overdrawn, river flows are 
variable, or competition among agriculture, ecosystems, industry, and cities intensifies. Climate change 
adds uncertainty by altering rainfall patterns, drought frequency, evaporation, and extreme events. 
Sustainable source planning therefore emphasizes diversification, demand management, watershed 
protection, and flexible portfolios. 

Catchment protection is frequently one of the most cost-effective forms of water treatment. Forests, 
wetlands, riparian zones, erosion control, sanitation improvements, and agricultural best practices can 
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reduce sediment, nutrients, pathogens, and chemicals entering water sources. Source-water protection 
does not eliminate the need for treatment, but it lowers treatment burden and protects ecological services. 
It also illustrates that urban water security extends beyond municipal boundaries. 

Groundwater can provide a valuable strategic reserve because aquifers store water across seasons and 
can buffer short-term variability. Yet groundwater is easily overused because extraction is decentralized and 
often weakly measured. Excessive pumping can cause declining water tables, saltwater intrusion, land 
subsidence, and damage to ecosystems. Sustainable groundwater engineering therefore requires monitoring 
wells, abstraction permits, metering, recharge protection, and where appropriate managed aquifer recharge 
using stormwater or highly treated reclaimed water under strict quality controls. 

Desalination and advanced water reuse can provide drought-resistant supplies, particularly in water-
scarce regions, but they require careful energy and brine or concentrate management. Their strategic value 
should be judged in a diversified portfolio rather than solely by unit water cost. The most resilient system is 
often one with multiple sources that fail under different conditions rather than one highly efficient source that 
represents a single point of failure. 

Source diversification should also be connected to urban form. New districts can be designed with dual 
reticulation, rainwater systems, local reuse, or decentralized treatment more easily than existing dense 
neighborhoods. Planning decisions made before development therefore have disproportionate value. 
Sustainable engineering anticipates future source constraints rather than waiting for crisis to make 
alternatives urgent. 

4. Drinking-Water Treatment: Safety, Efficiency, and Adaptability 
The primary purpose of drinking-water treatment is the protection of public health. Sustainability cannot 

justify compromising microbiological or chemical safety. Instead, sustainable treatment seeks to achieve 
reliable safety with lower energy, chemical use, sludge generation, and lifecycle impacts while increasing 
adaptability to changing raw-water conditions. 

A conventional treatment train may include coagulation, flocculation, sedimentation, filtration, and 
disinfection. More advanced systems may use membranes, activated carbon, ozonation, ultraviolet 
treatment, ion exchange, or advanced oxidation depending on contaminants and regulatory requirements. 
The appropriate process depends on source-water quality, scale, operator capability, energy availability, 
residuals management, and cost. 

A risk-based approach is increasingly important. Rather than relying only on end-point testing, utilities 
can manage hazards from catchment to consumer through multiple barriers. Source protection reduces 
hazard entry; treatment processes remove or inactivate contaminants; distribution-system management 
prevents recontamination; and monitoring provides early warning. This whole-system perspective is 
essential because a technically excellent treatment plant cannot ensure safe water if pressure failures or 
pipe breaks allow contamination downstream. 

Energy efficiency is a major sustainability concern. Pumping, membrane processes, aeration in some 
treatment steps, and chemical production all contribute to energy use. Efficient pumps, variable-frequency 
drives, hydraulic optimization, gravity-fed processes where feasible, and renewable electricity can reduce 
emissions and operating costs. Treatment design should also minimize water losses from backwashing and 
residual handling while ensuring safe disposal or beneficial reuse of treatment residuals where regulations 
permit. 

Adaptability is becoming more important as source waters change. Wildfire, algal blooms, salinity 
intrusion, industrial chemicals, and extreme storms can introduce contaminants outside historical design 
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assumptions. Modular treatment, online monitoring, robust pretreatment, emergency interconnections, and 
operating protocols can improve response capacity. 

The future drinking-water plant is therefore not simply a larger version of the conventional plant. It is a 
risk-managed, resource-efficient, digitally monitored facility embedded within a diversified urban water 
system. Its performance should be evaluated through public-health outcomes, reliability, energy intensity, 
chemical use, residuals management, operator competence, and ability to adapt to changing hazards. 

5. Water Distribution Networks and the Challenge of Non-Revenue Water 
After treatment, water must reach consumers at adequate pressure and quality. Distribution networks 

are among the largest and most capital-intensive assets in a city, and their hidden underground character 
can lead to chronic underinvestment. Pipes age, joints deteriorate, valves fail, meters become inaccurate, 
illegal connections occur, and leakage increases. The result is non-revenue water: water that is produced but 
does not generate authorized billed consumption because of physical losses, commercial losses, or 
legitimate unbilled uses. 

High non-revenue water is both an engineering and a management problem. Physical leakage wastes 
treated water and the energy and chemicals embedded in its production. It can lower pressure, increase the 
frequency of pipe failures, and create pathways for contamination when pressure becomes negative. 
Commercial losses weaken utility finances and reduce the resources available for maintenance and 
expansion. 

Sustainable network management begins with measurement. Utilities need reliable production meters, 
customer meters, district-metered areas, pressure data, asset records, and water balances. Dividing a large 
network into hydraulically meaningful zones allows operators to compare expected and actual flows, identify 
nighttime leakage, and prioritize interventions. Acoustic leak detection, pressure sensors, satellite methods, 
and data analytics can accelerate detection, but technology is useful only when followed by repair. 

Pressure management is particularly important. Excessive pressure increases leakage rates and pipe 
stress, while insufficient pressure reduces service quality and increases contamination risk. Pressure-
reducing valves, variable-speed pumps, network reconfiguration, and real-time control can balance 
reliability and losses. Hydraulic models help evaluate operating scenarios and future demand. 

Asset management adds a lifecycle perspective. Replacement should be prioritized based on probability 
of failure and consequence of failure rather than simply pipe age. A small pipe serving a low-risk area may 
tolerate more frequent repair than a major transmission main crossing critical infrastructure. Risk-based 
renewal programs can use failure history, material, soil conditions, pressure, traffic, and service criticality. 

The broader lesson is that water conservation begins inside the utility. Asking households to save water 
while a poorly maintained network loses a large fraction of treated supply undermines both efficiency and 
public trust. Sustainable urban water engineering therefore treats leakage control, metering, pressure 
management, and asset renewal as foundational elements of water security. 

6. Demand Management and Water-Efficient Urban Development 
Supply expansion is only one way to achieve water security. Demand management can often defer costly 

new infrastructure, reduce wastewater volumes, lower energy use, and improve drought resilience. The 
objective is not to reduce essential water services but to eliminate waste and match consumption with social 
and ecological limits. 
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Household demand can be reduced through efficient toilets, faucets, showers, washing machines, leak 
detection, and behavioral feedback. Commercial buildings can use efficient fixtures, cooling-tower 
optimization, submetering, and process-water recycling. Industrial users can redesign processes, use 
closed-loop cooling, recover condensate, and adopt water-efficiency management systems. 

Pricing influences demand, but tariff design must balance efficiency, cost recovery, and affordability. 
Increasing-block tariffs can protect basic consumption while charging higher marginal prices for larger 
volumes, although household size and shared connections complicate equity. Smart meters can provide 
timely consumption feedback and detect leaks, but digitalization should not lead to punitive disconnection 
practices or exclude households lacking digital access. 

Urban design also shapes demand. Landscapes dominated by water-intensive vegetation can create 
large irrigation loads. Water-sensitive landscaping uses climate-appropriate species, soil improvement, 
mulching, efficient irrigation, and harvested rainwater. Building codes can require efficient fixtures and 
provide readiness for non-potable reuse in new developments. 

Demand management is most effective when utilities understand end uses. Aggregate monthly 
consumption hides whether water is used for hygiene, cooling, irrigation, industrial production, or leakage. 
End-use studies, building typologies, and sectoral audits help identify where conservation delivers the 
greatest benefit without harming welfare. 

A mature sustainable strategy combines efficiency with sufficiency. Efficiency asks how to deliver a 
service with less water; sufficiency asks what level of water use is reasonable. Luxury landscape irrigation 
during drought, for example, raises different ethical questions from water used for hygiene in low-income 
settlements. Demand policy should therefore distinguish discretionary from essential uses and protect the 
human right to safe water and sanitation. 

7. Wastewater Collection and Sanitation as Public-Health Infrastructure 
Urban sanitation protects public health by safely separating human waste from contact with people, 

food, and water sources. Sewer networks and wastewater treatment plants are one important model, but 
they are not the only model. Dense urban areas may contain a mixture of centralized sewers, simplified 
sewers, septic systems, communal treatment, fecal-sludge management, and decentralized plants. 
Sustainable sanitation requires that the entire service chain function safely, including containment, 
emptying, transport, treatment, reuse, and disposal. 

Conventional sewerage provides strong public-health protection where networks are well built, 
maintained, and supplied with adequate water. Yet sewers are expensive to install, especially in dense 
informal settlements, low-lying areas, or rapidly expanding peri-urban zones. Infiltration and inflow can 
overload networks and treatment plants during storms. Combined sewers can discharge untreated mixtures 
of sewage and stormwater when capacity is exceeded. Aging pipes can leak, contaminating groundwater or 
allowing infiltration. 

Sustainable wastewater collection therefore emphasizes condition assessment, infiltration control, 
separate storm and sanitary systems where appropriate, simplified sewer design, pump efficiency, 
emergency storage, and preventive maintenance. The choice between centralized and decentralized 
sanitation should be based on density, topography, land availability, institutional capacity, lifecycle cost, 
public-health risk, and opportunities for resource recovery. 

In many developing cities, on-site sanitation will remain important for decades. The engineering focus 
should therefore move beyond building toilets to managing fecal sludge safely. Septic tanks must be correctly 



Prof Ir Rudy C Tarumingkeng, PhD | Sustainable Urban Water Engineering 
 
 
 

Page 7 

designed, regularly emptied, and connected to reliable transport and treatment. Unregulated dumping 
merely moves pollution from the household to drains, rivers, or open land. 

Sanitation is also an issue of dignity and inclusion. Women, children, older people, persons with 
disabilities, tenants, informal workers, and residents of unserved settlements experience sanitation failures 
differently. Engineering standards should include accessibility, privacy, safety, operation and maintenance, 
and affordability. A sewer connection that households cannot afford to use or a public toilet that is unsafe at 
night does not constitute sustainable service. 

8. Wastewater Treatment and the Shift toward Resource Recovery 
Historically, wastewater treatment was designed primarily to remove organic matter, suspended solids, 

pathogens, and nutrients before discharge. Sustainable urban water engineering retains these environmental 
and health objectives but expands the treatment plant's role. Wastewater is increasingly viewed as a 
resource stream containing reusable water, chemical energy, heat, nitrogen, phosphorus, and organic 
materials. 

Biological treatment remains central. Activated sludge, biofilm processes, membrane bioreactors, 
anaerobic treatment, constructed wetlands, and newer granular-sludge systems each have applications 
depending on climate, effluent requirements, scale, energy, land, and operator skill. Tropical climates can 
offer advantages for anaerobic biological processes because higher temperatures support microbial activity, 
though odor, methane management, and effluent polishing require attention. 

Aeration is often a major electricity consumer in conventional activated-sludge plants. Process control, 
efficient blowers, improved diffusers, dissolved-oxygen optimization, and alternative treatment 
configurations can substantially reduce energy use. Anaerobic digestion of sludge can generate biogas for 
heat and electricity. Co-digestion with food or organic waste may increase gas production when carefully 
managed. 

Nutrient recovery is another emerging opportunity. Phosphorus is a finite mineral resource and nitrogen 
fertilizer production is energy-intensive. Technologies such as struvite precipitation can recover phosphorus 
and nitrogen in useful forms. Biosolids can sometimes be used beneficially in agriculture or land restoration, 
but contamination by heavy metals, persistent chemicals, pathogens, and microplastics must be managed. 

Resource recovery changes plant economics. The facility becomes a water resource recovery facility 
rather than merely a disposal plant. Nevertheless, recovery should not be pursued blindly. Markets for 
recovered products, product quality, energy balances, regulatory acceptance, and lifecycle impacts 
determine whether recovery is genuinely sustainable. 

Recent research on decentralized systems further suggests that separating wastewater streams closer 
to their source can improve recovery of water, energy, and nutrients under certain conditions (Garrido-
Baserba et al., 2024). This reinforces a central principle: wastewater engineering should be evaluated through 
the combined objectives of pollution control, public health, resource productivity, energy efficiency, and 
resilience. 

9. Water Reuse and Fit-for-Purpose Water Quality 
Water reuse is one of the clearest expressions of a circular urban water economy. Instead of using water 

once and discharging it, cities can treat wastewater to a quality appropriate for a new use. Applications 
include landscape irrigation, industrial processes, cooling, toilet flushing, construction, groundwater 
recharge, environmental flows, and, with advanced treatment and rigorous risk management, potable reuse. 
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The key engineering principle is fit-for-purpose treatment. Producing drinking-water quality for every 
urban use can waste energy and money. Conversely, insufficient treatment can create unacceptable health 
or environmental risks. Treatment targets should therefore be derived from exposure pathways, end-use 
requirements, and regulatory standards. 

Non-potable reuse often requires separate distribution infrastructure, commonly called purple-pipe 
systems in some countries. The economics depend strongly on distance between treatment facilities and 
users, demand density, elevation, pipe cost, and existing street networks. Decision-support research has 
shown the value of geographic and network optimization for reclaimed-water systems because routing and 
infrastructure costs can determine feasibility. 

Potable reuse can be indirect, where advanced treated water enters an environmental buffer such as a 
reservoir or aquifer before re-treatment, or direct, where it enters the drinking-water supply system more 
directly under stringent controls. Advanced processes may include microfiltration, reverse osmosis, 
ultraviolet advanced oxidation, activated carbon, and robust monitoring. Public acceptance depends not 
only on technology but on trust in utilities and regulators. 

Reuse also affects the wider water balance. If treated effluent supports downstream ecosystems or 
users, diverting it for urban reuse can create new scarcity elsewhere. Salinity and nutrient concentrations 
can increase under repeated recycling. Industrial contaminants require source control. These considerations 
illustrate why reuse must be planned at catchment scale as well as city scale. 

Hybrid systems that combine centralized supply with distributed reclaimed-water systems can increase 
resilience to pump failures, leakage, and source contamination, as demonstrated in recent research on 
urban water networks (Liu et al., 2023). The strategic value of reuse is therefore not simply water 
conservation; it can diversify sources and reduce dependence on single centralized pathways. 

10. Decentralized and Hybrid Water Systems 
Centralized networks benefit from economies of scale, professional operation, and well-established 

institutions. Yet centralization can also create long conveyance distances, high pumping requirements, 
concentrated failure points, and difficulty adapting to rapidly changing urban development. Decentralized 
systems treat or reuse water closer to where it is generated, while hybrid systems combine centralized and 
distributed components. 

Decentralization is not inherently more sustainable. Small treatment systems can fail when operation 
and maintenance are weak. Unit costs can be high, monitoring may be difficult, and fragmented ownership 
can create accountability gaps. The case for decentralization is strongest where local reuse avoids expensive 
conveyance, where centralized networks are difficult to extend, where modular expansion provides flexibility, 
or where resilience benefits justify redundancy. 

Hybrid configurations can exploit the strengths of both approaches. A centralized potable-water system 
can provide high-quality drinking water while district-scale systems treat greywater or wastewater for non-
potable uses. Centralized wastewater treatment can coexist with satellite reclamation plants. Large trunk 
sewers can serve dense areas while decentralized sanitation serves peri-urban settlements during staged 
development. 

Digital monitoring and modular treatment technologies are making distributed systems easier to operate. 
Remote sensors can monitor turbidity, disinfectant residual, flow, pressure, tank levels, and equipment 
condition. Automated alarms can trigger maintenance. Yet remote monitoring does not remove the need for 
trained operators, spare parts, laboratory verification, and clear responsibility. 
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Recent literature argues that decentralized water and wastewater systems can improve resource 
recovery and resilience when integrated with technologies such as rainwater harvesting, renewable energy, 
and local reuse. The important engineering question is therefore not centralized versus decentralized as an 
ideological choice. It is how to select the appropriate scale for each function and how to connect scales 
safely within one governance framework. 

11. Stormwater: From Rapid Drainage to Water-Sensitive Design 
Traditional urban drainage sought to remove stormwater from streets as quickly as possible through 

gutters, pipes, channels, and rivers. This approach reduces local ponding but can transfer flood risk 
downstream, accelerate channel erosion, reduce groundwater recharge, and convey pollutants directly into 
receiving waters. As cities become more impervious, drainage systems designed for historical rainfall can be 
overwhelmed. 

Water-sensitive urban design changes the objective. Stormwater is managed near where rain falls using 
detention, retention, infiltration, filtration, harvesting, and evapotranspiration. Common measures include 
rain gardens, bioswales, permeable pavements, green roofs, detention basins, wetlands, infiltration 
trenches, tree pits, and rainwater tanks. These systems mimic parts of the pre-development hydrologic cycle. 

The engineering benefit is distributed storage and slower runoff. Peak flows can be reduced, pollutant 
loads can be filtered, and water can infiltrate where soil and groundwater conditions allow. Blue-green 
infrastructure can also reduce urban heat, improve biodiversity, enhance public space, and increase 
neighborhood amenity. These co-benefits distinguish nature-based solutions from single-purpose grey 
drainage infrastructure. 

However, green infrastructure is not maintenance-free. Sediment accumulates, vegetation needs care, 
inlets clog, and infiltration capacity declines if systems are poorly designed. Sites with contaminated soil or 
shallow groundwater may require lined systems. Mosquito risk must be considered in tropical climates. 
Performance depends on rainfall intensity, antecedent moisture, soil, vegetation, and maintenance. 

Sustainable drainage therefore uses hybrid design. Major tunnels, channels, pumps, and culverts may 
remain necessary for extreme storms, while distributed blue-green infrastructure manages frequent events 
and reduces system load. Streets, parks, schoolyards, and open spaces can be designed as temporary flood-
storage areas under controlled conditions. The city becomes a landscape that safely accommodates water 
rather than an impermeable surface that attempts to expel it instantly. 

12. Urban Flood Engineering and Climate Resilience 
Flood risk results from the interaction of hazard, exposure, and vulnerability. Engineering has traditionally 

concentrated on hazard reduction through levees, channels, reservoirs, pumps, and drainage systems. 
Sustainable urban flood management expands the approach to include land-use control, early warning, 
building adaptation, ecosystem restoration, emergency planning, social vulnerability, and recovery capacity. 

Climate change complicates design because historical rainfall statistics may no longer represent future 
conditions. Sea-level rise can reduce gravity drainage and increase backwater effects in coastal cities. More 
intense rainfall can exceed pipe and channel capacity. Land subsidence can amplify relative sea-level rise 
and drainage problems. Urban growth can place more people and assets in floodplains. 

Resilient design therefore needs safety margins and adaptive pathways. Instead of assuming one design 
rainfall for the next fifty years, planners can identify trigger points at which additional pumps, barriers, 
storage, or relocation become necessary. Critical infrastructure such as hospitals, water-treatment plants, 
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substations, emergency shelters, and pumping stations should receive higher protection standards because 
their failure has cascading effects. 

Flood-resilient urban design accepts that complete protection is impossible. Buildings can elevate 
critical equipment, use flood-resistant materials, install backflow prevention, and create safe access routes. 
Public spaces can be designed to flood temporarily without catastrophic damage. Warning systems can use 
radar, gauges, hydraulic models, and mobile communication. 

Equity is central. Low-income communities are often located on flood-prone land and have fewer 
resources for insurance, repairs, or relocation. Engineering decisions that protect high-value districts while 
diverting water toward vulnerable neighborhoods are ethically unacceptable. Flood-risk analysis should 
therefore examine distributional consequences, not only total economic damage. 

A resilient city combines structural protection, space for water, preparedness, redundancy, and rapid 
recovery. This is a different philosophy from attempting to eliminate every flood through ever-larger drainage 
infrastructure. 

13. Blue-Green Infrastructure and Nature-Based Solutions 
Blue-green infrastructure refers to networks of water bodies, vegetation, soils, parks, wetlands, 

waterways, and engineered landscape features that deliver hydrological and ecological functions. It brings 
urban water engineering closer to landscape architecture, ecology, and public-space design. 

Wetlands can store stormwater and remove sediments and nutrients. Riparian buffers can stabilize 
banks and filter runoff. Urban forests intercept rainfall and promote evapotranspiration. Permeable surfaces 
reduce runoff volume. Restored floodplains provide storage during extreme events. Green roofs retain rainfall 
and moderate building temperatures. These functions can reduce the load on conventional drainage 
infrastructure. 

The most important advantage is multifunctionality. A concrete detention tank primarily stores water. A 
well-designed park can store water, cool the neighborhood, provide recreation, support biodiversity, improve 
mental well-being, and raise urban amenity. These benefits create broader business cases for investment, 
although they are harder to value than pipe capacity. 

Nature-based solutions should not be romanticized. They operate within physical limits. A wetland 
cannot replace all flood defenses in a dense coastal megacity. Trees can damage utilities if species and root 
zones are poorly selected. Infiltration is unsuitable in some contaminated or unstable soils. Green systems 
require long-term maintenance budgets. 

Engineering practice must therefore quantify performance. Hydraulic models, soil testing, monitoring, 
vegetation specifications, maintenance plans, and lifecycle analysis are necessary. Design standards should 
specify allowable ponding time, overflow paths, pollutant removal, infiltration rates, and public-safety 
requirements. 

The strategic opportunity is to make water visible and useful in urban form. Instead of burying every flow 
underground, sustainable cities can create public landscapes that reveal and celebrate water while 
protecting residents. This supports the transition toward water-sensitive cities described in the literature on 
integrated urban water management. 
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14. Groundwater, Land Subsidence, and Urban Aquifer Management 
Groundwater is often the hidden component of urban water systems. It can supply households, 

industries, commercial buildings, and public utilities, sometimes outside formal monitoring systems. 
Because individual wells can be drilled incrementally, total abstraction may exceed recharge before 
authorities recognize the problem. 

Over-abstraction lowers groundwater levels and can compact aquifer sediments, causing land 
subsidence. Subsidence damages buildings, roads, sewers, drainage gradients, and flood defenses. In 
coastal cities it increases relative sea-level rise and saltwater intrusion risk. These feedbacks make 
groundwater management an urban infrastructure priority, not merely a hydrogeological issue. 

Sustainable management begins with a groundwater budget: recharge, abstraction, lateral inflows and 
outflows, and interactions with rivers and coastal systems. Monitoring networks should track groundwater 
levels and quality. Satellite-based land-deformation measurements can complement field surveys. Large 
users should be metered and licensed where institutional conditions allow. 

Demand reduction and expansion of reliable piped supply can reduce private pumping, but only if public 
water is affordable and dependable. Managed aquifer recharge can replenish groundwater using stormwater, 
river water, or treated reclaimed water when geology and water quality are suitable. Recharge systems 
require pretreatment, clogging control, monitoring, and safeguards against contaminant migration. 

Urban planning should protect recharge areas from excessive paving and contamination. Industrial 
chemicals, leaking sewers, landfills, fuel stations, and saline intrusion can render aquifers unusable for 
decades. Prevention is generally cheaper than aquifer remediation. 

For Indonesian urban regions affected by groundwater extraction and subsidence, the issue illustrates 
the need for integration: surface-water supply, wastewater services, groundwater licensing, building permits, 
drainage, and coastal protection cannot be managed independently. The aquifer is part of the city's 
infrastructure even though it lies below administrative visibility. 

15. Digital Water, Sensors, Artificial Intelligence, and Digital Twins 
Digitalization is transforming urban water engineering. Sensors can measure flow, pressure, water 

quality, pump vibration, reservoir levels, rainfall, sewer depth, and groundwater conditions. Supervisory 
control and data acquisition systems already operate many plants and pumping stations. Cloud platforms, 
edge computing, advanced analytics, and artificial intelligence expand what utilities can do with these data. 

In water-distribution systems, analytics can identify anomalous flows that indicate leakage or bursts. 
Pressure data can support dynamic control. Machine-learning models can forecast demand. In wastewater 
systems, sensors can optimize aeration, predict equipment failure, and warn of toxic influent. In drainage 
networks, rainfall radar and level sensors can support real-time control of gates, pumps, and storage. Flood 
models can be updated with live observations. 

Digital twins extend these capabilities by linking a digital model to the evolving state of physical 
infrastructure. A water-network twin can combine asset data, hydraulic simulation, sensors, maintenance 
history, and customer demand. Operators can test valve closures or pump strategies before acting. A city-
scale twin can potentially connect drainage, land use, flood risk, and blue-green infrastructure. 

Artificial intelligence should be used as decision support rather than unquestioned authority. Water 
systems are safety-critical. Training data can be incomplete, sensors can fail, and models can perform poorly 
outside historical conditions. Engineers need explainable outputs, validation, fail-safe modes, and human 
oversight. 
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Cybersecurity is equally important. Connected pumps, valves, treatment controls, and customer meters 
create attack surfaces. Security requires network segmentation, authentication, encryption, patching, 
backups, incident response, and staff training. Privacy also matters because high-frequency household 
water data can reveal occupancy patterns. 

Digital water is therefore not synonymous with installing more sensors. The goal is better decisions: faster 
leak repair, safer treatment, lower energy, improved maintenance, stronger flood warnings, and more 
transparent service. Technology that creates data without organizational capacity to act on them becomes 
digital clutter rather than smart infrastructure. 

16. The Water-Energy Nexus 
Urban water services consume energy, and energy systems consume water. This relationship is known 

as the water-energy nexus. Water must be abstracted, pumped, treated, distributed, heated in buildings, 
collected, pumped again, treated as wastewater, and sometimes treated for reuse. The energy intensity 
varies greatly with topography, source type, treatment technology, and network efficiency. 

Pumping optimization is one of the most direct opportunities. High-efficiency pumps, variable-speed 
drives, optimized scheduling, reduced leakage, and improved pressure management can lower electricity 
use. Gravity should be used where feasible. Treatment plants can align flexible processes with renewable 
electricity availability when operational constraints permit. 

Wastewater also contains energy. Organic matter can be converted to biogas through anaerobic 
digestion. Effluent and sewers contain low-grade thermal energy that can be recovered with heat pumps. 
Some advanced plants can approach energy neutrality under favorable conditions through efficiency and 
energy recovery, although performance depends on process configuration and influent characteristics. 

Water conservation in buildings also saves energy because less hot water needs to be heated. This is an 
important example of cross-sector benefits: efficient showers reduce both water and energy demand. 
Conversely, highly energy-intensive water supplies such as desalination or advanced potable reuse can 
increase electricity demand, making renewable power integration important. 

The nexus should influence planning. A city choosing among new reservoirs, groundwater pumping, 
desalination, transfer schemes, or reuse should compare not only capital and water yield but energy intensity 
and associated carbon emissions. Likewise, power-sector planning should consider the water requirements 
of generation technologies. 

Sustainable urban water engineering aims to reduce the total energy footprint of the water cycle while 
recovering useful energy where possible. This turns water utilities into active participants in urban 
decarbonization. 

17. Circular Economy: Recovering Water, Nutrients, Materials, and Heat 
A circular water economy seeks to maintain the value of water and embedded resources for as long as 

practical. The conventional urban water cycle often destroys value: potable water is used for low-quality 
purposes, organic energy in wastewater is oxidized using electricity, nutrients are removed and discarded, 
and treated effluent is discharged despite local water scarcity. 

Circular engineering first reduces unnecessary inputs. Leakage control and water efficiency reduce the 
volume requiring treatment. Second, it cascades water through multiple uses according to quality. Third, it 
recovers materials and energy from residual streams. Fourth, it designs infrastructure for maintainability, 
adaptability, and reuse of components. 
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Wastewater nutrients are particularly important. Nitrogen and phosphorus support agriculture but can 
cause eutrophication when discharged to water bodies. Recovery technologies can transform a pollution-
control burden into fertilizer products. Organic carbon can produce biogas or other products. Cellulose and 
other materials may be recovered in specialized systems. Heat recovery from wastewater can supply nearby 
buildings. 

Circularity also applies to construction. Water utilities use large quantities of concrete, steel, plastics, 
aggregates, and chemicals. Lifecycle procurement can favor low-carbon materials, recycled content, long-
life components, and designs that are easier to repair. Excavated materials from pipe projects can 
sometimes be reused locally. 

Source separation can increase recovery efficiency because diluted combined wastewater is harder to 
process selectively. Research on decentralized systems has explored separation of greywater and 
blackwater to recover water, energy, and nutrients closer to their sources. Such systems are promising but 
require plumbing changes, user acceptance, maintenance, and regulatory frameworks. 

The circular economy should not become a justification for unsafe reuse. Health and environmental 
protection remain non-negotiable. Circularity is sustainable only when recovered products meet quality 
standards and risks are controlled across the full lifecycle. 

18. Public Health, Water Quality, and Emerging Contaminants 
Urban water engineering is fundamentally a public-health profession. Pathogens remain the most 

immediate water-related hazard in many settings. Bacteria, viruses, protozoa, and helminths can spread 
through contaminated water, failing sanitation, sewer overflows, poor household storage, and intermittent 
supply. Reliable disinfection and pressure are therefore essential. 

Chemical risks are also important. Arsenic, fluoride, nitrate, heavy metals, industrial chemicals, 
pesticides, and salinity may originate from natural geology or human activities. Lead and other metals can 
enter water from plumbing materials and corrosion. Utilities need source control, appropriate treatment, 
corrosion management, monitoring, and transparent communication. 

Emerging contaminants such as per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances, pharmaceuticals, personal-care 
products, endocrine-active compounds, microplastics, and antimicrobial-resistance genes create new 
challenges. Scientific understanding and regulation are evolving. Engineers should use precaution 
proportionate to risk rather than assume that every detectable compound presents equal danger. 

Wastewater-based epidemiology has demonstrated another public-health role for sewer systems: 
monitoring chemical biomarkers or pathogens at community scale. The COVID-19 pandemic expanded 
interest in wastewater surveillance, showing how urban water infrastructure can support public-health 
intelligence beyond conventional sanitation. 

Climate change increases some health risks by raising temperatures, changing pathogen survival, 
intensifying floods, and concentrating pollutants during drought. Intermittent water supply is particularly 
problematic because negative pressure can draw contaminated groundwater into leaking pipes. 

Public communication is part of engineering risk management. Water-quality incidents can destroy trust 
rapidly. Utilities should communicate uncertainty, explain protective actions, publish monitoring results, and 
maintain independent regulatory oversight. Sustainable systems require not only technically safe water but 
credible institutions that residents trust. 
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19. Water Equity, Informal Settlements, and the Human Right to Water 
Urban averages can hide severe inequality. A city may report high water coverage while low-income 

settlements receive intermittent supply, rely on costly vendors, share unsafe sanitation, or experience 
frequent flooding. Sustainable water engineering therefore requires distributional analysis. 

The human right to water and sanitation implies availability, safety, acceptability, physical accessibility, 
and affordability. Engineering projects should be evaluated against these dimensions. A technically 
advanced network that excludes households without formal land tenure may reinforce inequality. A tariff that 
fully recovers costs but forces poor families to reduce hygiene can undermine public health. 

Informal settlements present practical challenges: narrow lanes, uncertain tenure, dense construction, 
weak drainage, and limited space for conventional infrastructure. Solutions may include simplified sewers, 
communal treatment, small-diameter distribution, shared storage, decentralized systems, and negotiated 
service arrangements. The objective should be progressive improvement toward safe, reliable services rather 
than using planning informality as a reason for exclusion. 

Flood risk is also unequal. Poor households often occupy low-lying land and have less ability to elevate 
buildings, purchase insurance, or relocate. Drainage upgrades can increase property values and cause 
displacement if housing policy is not coordinated. Water-sensitive redevelopment must therefore include 
social safeguards. 

Participation improves both legitimacy and engineering information. Residents often know where 
flooding first occurs, which drains block, when pressure drops, and how informal connections function. 
Community knowledge should complement technical surveys rather than replace them. 

Equity should be measured through service continuity, water quality, sanitation safety, household 
expenditure, flood exposure, and grievance resolution across neighborhoods. Sustainable urban water 
engineering is successful only when improvements reach vulnerable populations rather than concentrating 
benefits in already well-served districts. 

20. Governance and Institutional Coordination 
Urban water systems cross administrative boundaries and organizational silos. Catchment agencies 

manage rivers; utilities manage drinking water; municipalities manage drainage; sanitation departments 
manage wastewater; environmental agencies regulate discharge; planning authorities control land use; 
health agencies monitor disease; and disaster-management agencies respond to floods. Fragmentation can 
undermine even technically sound projects. 

Integrated governance requires clear allocation of responsibilities and mechanisms for coordination. 
Shared data platforms, joint planning committees, basin-city agreements, and common performance 
indicators can help. Institutional integration does not necessarily mean merging every agency. What matters 
is that interdependencies are recognized and decisions are aligned. 

Regulation should protect health and the environment while enabling innovation. Reuse regulations must 
define water-quality requirements and monitoring. Decentralized systems need licensing and operator 
standards. Groundwater abstraction needs enforceable rules. Stormwater regulations can require 
developments to limit runoff. Building codes can support rainwater and greywater systems. 

Utilities need financial and managerial autonomy sufficient to maintain assets, but monopoly service 
also requires accountability. Performance benchmarking, transparent tariffs, independent regulation, 
customer grievance mechanisms, and public reporting can strengthen trust. 
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Good governance also means planning across time. Election cycles are short compared with the lives of 
reservoirs, sewers, treatment plants, and flood defenses. Long-term infrastructure plans should therefore be 
linked to legally durable standards, professional institutions, and financing frameworks. 

The transition toward sustainable water systems often challenges existing organizations because it 
changes roles. A drainage department may need to manage landscapes, not only pipes. A wastewater utility 
may become a reclaimed-water and resource-recovery enterprise. Successful transition requires leadership, 
new skills, cross-disciplinary teams, and organizational learning. 

21. Financing, Tariffs, and Lifecycle Asset Management 
Urban water infrastructure is capital intensive and long lived. Sustainable finance must cover not only 

new construction but operation, maintenance, rehabilitation, monitoring, and eventual replacement. 
Chronic underpricing can produce deteriorating assets and service failure, while abrupt tariff increases can 
create affordability problems. 

Lifecycle costing helps avoid the common bias toward low initial cost. A pump with a lower purchase 
price may consume far more electricity over twenty years. A pipe material may be inexpensive but fail 
frequently in local soil conditions. Green infrastructure may have lower construction cost but require 
permanent landscape maintenance. Procurement should therefore evaluate total cost and performance. 

Tariffs should ideally recover efficient service costs while protecting vulnerable households. Cross-
subsidies, lifeline blocks, targeted social assistance, or connection subsidies can support affordability. 
Connection cost is often a larger barrier than monthly bills for poor households. 

Capital financing can come from utility revenues, municipal budgets, national grants, development 
banks, commercial loans, bonds, public-private partnerships, and climate finance. Projects with resilience 
or environmental benefits may justify blended finance because some benefits are public rather than directly 
billable to customers. 

Asset management converts finance into a disciplined renewal strategy. Utilities should maintain asset 
registers, condition data, failure history, criticality scores, and long-term replacement plans. Deferred 
maintenance creates an infrastructure debt that eventually appears as bursts, service interruptions, 
pollution, and emergency spending. 

Financial sustainability and environmental sustainability are therefore connected. A utility without stable 
revenue cannot maintain low leakage, safe treatment, skilled staff, or digital systems. At the same time, cost 
recovery without equity can exclude poor households. Sustainable finance balances efficiency, solvency, 
affordability, and long-term stewardship. 

22. Urban Water Modeling and Decision Support 
Models are essential because urban water decisions interact across space, time, infrastructure, climate, 

and behavior. Hydraulic models simulate distribution pressure and flow. Sewer models represent runoff, 
pipe capacity, surcharge, and flooding. Water-quality models simulate contaminant transport. Groundwater 
models estimate aquifer response. Integrated urban water models connect supply, demand, wastewater, 
stormwater, and reuse. 

The value of a model depends on the decision it supports. A highly detailed model is not automatically 
better if data are poor or users cannot interpret results. Calibration, validation, uncertainty analysis, and 
transparent assumptions are essential. 
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Spatial resolution matters. Flood risk can vary from one street to the next. Reuse economics depend on 
the distance between treatment plants and users. Leakage depends on local pressure zones. Groundwater 
impacts depend on geology and extraction patterns. Geographic information systems therefore play a major 
role in urban water engineering. 

Time resolution is equally important. Monthly water balances may be adequate for long-term supply 
planning but cannot represent short-duration floods or pump control. Climate scenarios may extend 
decades, while real-time control operates in minutes. Sustainable planning often requires models at several 
temporal scales. 

Scenario analysis is preferable to relying on one forecast. Cities can test drought, population growth, 
different leakage rates, reuse adoption, extreme rainfall, groundwater restrictions, or infrastructure failure. 
Robust solutions perform acceptably across multiple futures. 

Models should include social and financial dimensions where possible. A technically optimal reuse 
network may be unaffordable. A flood scheme may reduce total damages while increasing risk in 
disadvantaged areas. Multi-criteria decision analysis can make these trade-offs explicit. Models are 
therefore tools for structured reasoning, not machines that eliminate judgment. 

23. The Indonesian Urban Water Context 
Indonesia's urban water challenges are shaped by rapid urbanization, tropical rainfall, geographic 

diversity, uneven infrastructure coverage, groundwater use, flood exposure, and strong differences among 
metropolitan, secondary, coastal, and island cities. A sustainable strategy must therefore be locally 
differentiated rather than imported wholesale from temperate cities. 

In many urban areas, reliable piped-water expansion is a central priority because households and 
businesses otherwise depend on groundwater, vendors, or private systems. Improving utility performance, 
reducing non-revenue water, protecting sources, and expanding safe distribution can simultaneously 
improve equity and reduce pressure on aquifers. 

Groundwater management is especially important in cities where extraction contributes to land 
subsidence. Expanding piped supply must be coordinated with enforceable controls on deep wells; 
otherwise consumers may continue pumping because groundwater remains cheaper or more reliable. 
Surface-water quality also matters because polluted rivers raise treatment costs and constrain sources. 

Tropical rainfall creates both abundance and risk. Intense storms can overwhelm drainage, while 
seasonal variability can still produce water shortages. Urban development that replaces permeable land with 
roofs and pavement increases runoff. Water-sensitive design, retention, infiltration where safe, river 
restoration, and protection of floodplains can complement conventional drainage and pumps. 

Sanitation requires equal attention. Expanding sewerage is important in dense areas, but on-site systems 
and fecal-sludge management will continue to play major roles. Sustainable policy should ensure safe 
service chains rather than treat centralized sewerage as the only acceptable endpoint. 

Water reuse can support industry, landscaping, commercial districts, and new developments, 
particularly where water stress or groundwater restrictions justify alternative supplies. District-scale systems 
may be attractive in planned developments because separate pipes can be installed during construction 
rather than retrofitted later. 

Digital technology offers opportunities for leak detection, metering, pump optimization, and flood 
warning, but institutional capability should develop alongside technology. Sensors without maintenance 
budgets or data-management skills will not create reliable services. 
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Indonesia's most important opportunity is integration. Spatial planning, water supply, sanitation, 
groundwater, drainage, river management, solid waste, housing, and disaster resilience must be 
coordinated. Universities, utilities, local governments, national agencies, private developers, and 
communities can jointly build a distinctly Indonesian model of the water-sensitive city—adapted to tropical 
climate, local institutions, affordability, and social priorities. 

24. Strategic Management Framework for Sustainable Urban Water Engineering 
A practical urban water transition can be organized through seven management steps. The first is to 

define outcomes. Cities should specify goals for safe water, service continuity, sanitation, flood risk, river 
health, groundwater, reuse, energy use, affordability, and climate resilience. Technology should follow 
outcomes rather than become the objective itself. 

The second step is to establish a baseline. This includes water balances, source reliability, treatment 
capacity, non-revenue water, asset condition, sanitation coverage, wastewater quality, drainage 
performance, groundwater levels, flood exposure, energy use, tariffs, and social inequality. Data gaps should 
be documented rather than hidden. 

The third step is to map risks and opportunities spatially. Engineers can identify leakage hot spots, flood-
prone areas, recharge zones, reuse customers, aging pipes, potential blue-green corridors, informal 
settlements, and critical facilities. 

The fourth step is to develop scenarios. A city should test population growth, climate change, drought, 
extreme rainfall, groundwater restrictions, alternative supply portfolios, reuse, and different investment 
levels. This reveals which strategies are robust. 

The fifth step is to select a balanced portfolio. The portfolio may include leakage reduction, efficiency, 
source diversification, treatment upgrades, sewer expansion, fecal-sludge management, reuse, blue-green 
infrastructure, flood protection, digital monitoring, and groundwater regulation. Sequencing is essential 
because some actions enable others. 

The sixth step is implementation with finance, procurement, workforce development, and community 
engagement. Demonstration projects should be designed for learning and replication. Performance 
contracts should specify measurable outcomes. 

The seventh step is adaptive review. Water systems operate under uncertainty. Climate, land use, 
technology, and public expectations change. Annual monitoring and periodic strategic reviews allow policies 
to adapt while preserving long-term direction. 

This framework emphasizes that sustainable urban water engineering is a continuous institutional 
capability. Cities do not become water-sensitive through one master plan; they become water-sensitive by 
repeatedly making better integrated decisions. 

25. Performance Indicators for Sustainable Urban Water Systems 
Performance measurement should balance public health, engineering reliability, environment, finance, 

resilience, and equity. No single indicator captures sustainability. 

Water-supply indicators include continuity of service, pressure compliance, drinking-water quality, non-
revenue water, leakage per connection, energy use per cubic meter, source diversity, and customer 
complaints. Wastewater indicators include safe sanitation coverage, treatment compliance, sewer 



Prof Ir Rudy C Tarumingkeng, PhD | Sustainable Urban Water Engineering 
 
 
 

Page 18 

overflows, energy intensity, methane emissions, and resource recovery. Reuse indicators include volume 
reused, substitution of potable demand, quality compliance, and customer reliability. 

Stormwater indicators can measure runoff reduction, flood frequency, pollutant removal, blue-green 
infrastructure area, and restoration of waterways. Groundwater indicators include abstraction, water-level 
trends, quality, recharge, and subsidence rates. 

Resilience indicators should examine performance under disturbance: hours of critical service 
maintained during power failure, time to repair major pipes, spare treatment capacity, emergency storage, 
backup power, and flood recovery time. 

Affordability can be assessed through household water expenditure as a share of income, connection 
costs, disconnection rates, and reliance on expensive vendors. Equity requires disaggregation by 
neighborhood, income, settlement type, and service level. 

Environmental indicators include river ecological condition, nutrient discharge, greenhouse-gas 
emissions, chemical consumption, and lifecycle impacts of infrastructure. Financial indicators include 
operating cost recovery, debt service, asset-renewal rates, and maintenance backlogs. 

A public dashboard can improve accountability, but indicators must be interpreted. A temporary increase 
in reported leakage may reflect improved metering rather than deterioration. More wastewater treated may 
initially increase energy use while producing major public-health benefits. Sustainable management 
therefore combines indicators with causal analysis and transparent explanation. 

26. Case Narrative: A Water-Sensitive Tropical Urban District 
Imagine a rapidly developing tropical district called Tirta Jaya. Under a conventional plan, the district 

would receive potable water through one large trunk main, send all wastewater through sewers to a distant 
treatment plant, and drain rainfall through concrete channels. Buildings would pump groundwater when 
municipal pressure was low. Roads and parking areas would be almost completely impervious. During 
intense storms, downstream neighborhoods would flood. 

An integrated engineering plan produces a different system. The district first reduces demand through 
efficient fixtures, smart leak detection, and water-sensitive landscaping. Potable water is reserved for high-
quality uses. A district-scale reclaimed-water network supplies toilet flushing, irrigation, and cooling towers 
from treated wastewater. Large roofs harvest rainwater for non-potable purposes and provide detention 
storage. 

Wastewater is treated in a modular plant designed for expansion. Anaerobic treatment recovers energy 
from concentrated organic streams, and the plant includes nutrient-removal and reuse processes 
appropriate to local standards. Online monitoring verifies reclaimed-water quality. 

Streets are redesigned with bioswales, tree pits, permeable parking areas, and controlled overflow 
routes. A riverside park functions as recreation space most of the year and flood storage during major storms. 
Critical buildings are elevated above design flood levels. Stormwater ponds are designed to drain quickly 
enough to reduce mosquito risk. 

Groundwater pumping is restricted as piped supply becomes reliable. Monitoring wells track water 
levels. Selected green spaces support infiltration where soil and groundwater quality permit. The utility 
divides the distribution network into district-metered areas and actively manages pressure. 

A digital platform integrates rainfall sensors, sewer levels, pumping stations, treatment data, and 
customer meters. Forecasts help operators prepare storage before major storms. Yet the platform is backed 
by trained operators and manual emergency procedures. 
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Low-income housing receives connection subsidies and efficient fixtures so that sustainability measures 
do not become a premium service. Local vocational schools train plumbers, treatment operators, sensor 
technicians, and landscape-maintenance teams. 

The case illustrates a central principle: sustainability emerges from the interaction of many modest 
interventions. No single rain garden, membrane, sensor, or reuse plant creates a water-sensitive city. The 
value lies in designing the urban water cycle as one coordinated system. 

27. Research and Education Agenda 
Sustainable urban water engineering creates an interdisciplinary research agenda. Climate science is 

needed to update rainfall and drought assumptions. Hydrology and hydraulics are needed to model flows. 
Environmental engineering is needed for treatment and reuse. Ecology is needed for river and wetland 
restoration. Data science is needed for monitoring and prediction. Economics and finance are needed for 
investment. Management research is needed to understand institutions and organizational change. 

Tropical cities deserve particular attention. High rainfall intensity, warm wastewater temperatures, rapid 
biological activity, vector concerns, informal development, and year-round vegetation create conditions 
different from those in many temperate research settings. Local design standards should be evidence-based 
rather than copied uncritically. 

Universities can use campuses as living laboratories. A campus can measure water balance, install 
submetering, harvest rainwater, retrofit fixtures, monitor leaks, test constructed wetlands, reuse treated 
wastewater for landscaping, and integrate data into teaching. Students can evaluate technical performance, 
lifecycle cost, public acceptance, and environmental effects. 

Management education should also engage with water. Urban water systems involve strategic 
investment, public-private coordination, tariff design, risk, innovation, ethics, stakeholder conflict, and 
organizational transformation. Future managers need enough systems literacy to understand the 
consequences of infrastructure decisions even if they are not engineers. 

Research should increasingly integrate engineering with equity. Who benefits from flood projects? Who 
pays for reuse networks? Which neighborhoods receive reliable pressure? How does digital metering affect 
poor households? These questions turn sustainability from a purely technical concept into public value. 

Finally, research institutions should strengthen open data and reproducible modeling. Urban water 
decisions are too important to depend on opaque assumptions. Transparent models, documented 
uncertainty, and long-term monitoring can improve both science and governance. 

28. Conclusion 
Sustainable urban water engineering represents a transition from linear infrastructure toward integrated 

urban water cycles. The conventional achievements of safe drinking water, sanitation, drainage, and 
pollution control remain essential, but the demands of the twenty-first century require more. Cities must 
manage scarcity and excess simultaneously; protect public health while recovering resources; maintain 
aging networks while adopting digital tools; expand access while controlling costs; and adapt to climate 
change without transferring risk to vulnerable communities. 

The most important engineering principle is integration. Water sources, treatment, distribution, 
sanitation, stormwater, groundwater, rivers, ecosystems, energy, land use, and digital systems should be 
planned as connected components. Fit-for-purpose water quality allows potable water to be protected while 
reclaimed water and rainwater serve appropriate uses. Leakage control reduces the need for new supply. 
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Wastewater treatment can become resource recovery. Blue-green infrastructure can manage runoff while 
improving urban ecology and public space. Distributed systems can complement central networks where 
they add flexibility and resilience. 

Technology alone is insufficient. Sustainable performance depends on governance, finance, regulation, 
maintenance, skilled operators, transparent data, public trust, and social inclusion. Artificial intelligence and 
digital twins can improve decisions, but they cannot substitute for responsible institutions. Nature-based 
solutions can provide multiple benefits, but they must be engineered and maintained. Reuse can improve 
water security, but only with rigorous health protection. 

For Indonesia and other rapidly urbanizing countries, the opportunity is especially significant. Much 
infrastructure is still being built, which means that future patterns are not fully locked in. Integrated planning 
can reduce groundwater depletion, improve sanitation, manage floods, protect rivers, expand reliable water 
supply, and create more resilient neighborhoods. 

Ultimately, sustainable urban water engineering is about enabling cities to live within the dynamics of 
water rather than continually fighting them. A sustainable city secures safe water, treats wastewater as a 
resource, creates room for rainfall, protects aquifers and ecosystems, withstands disruption, and distributes 
services fairly. Water engineering thus becomes not merely a technical service but a foundation for healthy, 
resilient, productive, and humane urban development. 

 

Glossary 
Blue-green infrastructure: A connected system of water bodies, vegetation, soils, parks, and engineered 
landscape features that provides hydrological, ecological, and social functions. 

Combined sewer overflow: A discharge of mixed stormwater and sewage that occurs when a combined 
sewer exceeds its capacity. 

Decentralized water system: A water or wastewater system located close to users or sources and serving 
a smaller area than a conventional citywide centralized system. 

Digital twin: A dynamic digital representation of physical infrastructure linked to data for monitoring, 
simulation, and decision support. 

District-metered area: A hydraulically defined part of a distribution network where inflows and 
consumption can be measured to support leakage management. 

Fecal-sludge management: The full service chain for containment, emptying, transport, treatment, reuse, 
and safe disposal of sludge from on-site sanitation. 

Fit-for-purpose water: Water treated to a quality appropriate to its intended use rather than automatically 
to potable standard. 

Green infrastructure: Vegetated or soil-based systems that manage water and deliver ecosystem services 
in urban areas. 

Groundwater recharge: The process by which water enters and replenishes an aquifer. 

Hybrid water system: A configuration combining centralized and decentralized water, wastewater, or 
reuse infrastructure. 
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Integrated urban water management: Coordinated management of water supply, wastewater, 
stormwater, groundwater, ecosystems, and related urban systems. 

Managed aquifer recharge: Intentional recharge of an aquifer using suitably treated surface water, 
stormwater, or reclaimed water. 

Non-revenue water: Water supplied to the distribution system that does not generate authorized billed 
revenue because of physical losses, commercial losses, or legitimate unbilled use. 

Potable reuse: Use of highly treated reclaimed water as part of a drinking-water supply. 

Reclaimed water: Wastewater treated to a quality suitable for a subsequent beneficial use. 

Resilience: The capacity of a system to anticipate, absorb, adapt to, and recover from disruption. 

Source separation: Collection of different wastewater streams separately to facilitate targeted treatment 
and resource recovery. 

Stormwater: Rainfall runoff from roofs, streets, and other urban surfaces. 

Water-sensitive city: A city that integrates water management with urban design, ecosystem health, 
resilience, diverse water sources, and community values. 

Water-energy nexus: The reciprocal relationship in which water services require energy and energy 
systems require water. 

Water resource recovery facility: A wastewater treatment facility designed to recover water, energy, 
nutrients, or other resources in addition to controlling pollution. 
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