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Aquatech managing director, Devesh Sharma, tells how economic slowdown isn’t necessarily reflected in water demand. And he explains 
how he is putting faith in technology so clients reap the benefits.

WAter ScArcity iS groWing. 
But it’s not all bad. every area of drought 
brings opportunities to alleviate the 
shortage and to build a business. And lack 
of water has sparked invention and created 
commercial openings for technologies that 
were once merely cool and interesting. 

nevertheless, while technology might be 
cutting edge, ground breaking or state-
of-the-art, the customer wants certainty; 
economical and operational certainty. 

“Water scarcity is the driver. the 
big issue is in reducing the total cost of 
ownership while maintaining reliability – 
through technical innovation – then we 
have success. But it has to be judged on a 
performance basis,” says managing director 
of industrial water purification technology 
firm, Aquatech, Devesh Sharma.

He emphasizes the need for companies 
that offer advanced solutions to industries’ 
water supply challenges to win the 
deal by guaranteeing the outcome, not 
the technology: “Aquatech has to take 
accountability for performance for the 
client to consider a new technology or a 
new business model,” he says.

Hotspots 
this focus on providing a performance-
based offering to the customer, he says, 
applies irrespective of the solution on offer 
or the market segment in play. And the 
chief reason is because customers are more 
interested in leading the field in operational 
efficiency and risk reduction and less 
interested in pioneering the use of a new 
technique.

“We can talk about the technology and 
market hotspots but let’s talk about the 
business model hotspot which is to deliver 
industrial solutions on a performance basis 
rather than to advocate the technology,” 
says Sharma. He adds: “if you’re going 
to reduce the cost of desalination it’s 
going to be through new technology. But 
customers are very sluggish in adopting 
new technology.”

Cool stuff and hotspots



customers are still reluctant to engage 
on a performance basis because they feel 
a need to have a full understanding of the 
technology being used before they feel 
secure in engaging with it says Sharma. 
He cites research from market analyst, 
Bluetech, which indicates that the time 
taken to commercialize a new technology in 
the water industry is some 12-14 years: “not 
from inception but from the initial piloting 
to repeatable and sustainable revenue 
generation,” Sharma emphasizes.

“We have to reduce that number,” he 
says. “if we are going to make technological 
strides that lead to higher performance 
and lower cost of ownership, it has to 
become easier and faster to commercialize 
technology in this industry.”

He believes customers should appraise 
companies on their track record in 
delivering reliable and cost effective 
solutions without overly concerning 
themselves with the technologies they 
use to achieve those results. “As a reputed 
company in the industry such as Aquatech, 
when we come to you as a client, we are 
going to be looking to offer a long-term 
relationship and we’re going to offer you 

a competitive cost of water by using an 
innovative technology. 

“Most importantly, we are taking 
accountability for the performance of 
that technology at a defined availability 
and cost, for several years. you don’t have 
to evaluate the technology, just evaluate 
our ability to perform; leave the details 
to us. this type of approach will help 
the industry make strides in developing 
innovative and valuable solutions.

“the only way we’re going to bring down 
the lifecycle cost of desalination is if we 
allow experts [like Aquatech] to provide 
performance-based contracts. And what’s 
in it for the clients? Because we’re using 
new technologies and we are willing to take 
the risk of their performance – the clients 
are getting a reliable water supply at an 
equal or lower lifecycle cost of treatment 
than they could accomplish themselves…all 
with a lot less risk.”

Sharma recalls a wave of offerings 
some 20 years ago called treated water 
outsourcing which he said was an early take 
on performance-based deals. “But really the 
drive for the client during that period was 
to take the water facility off of their balance 
sheet.”

While avoiding upfront capital cost 
could be a secondary advantage for 
the client, Sharma insists that the real 
advantage has to be a lower “total cost 
of ownership” of water facilities through 
the use of innovative technology and 
operational knowhow. 

“And when i say total cost of ownership 
i mean capital cost and normal operating 
costs such as labour, chemicals, and 
consumables. But what is more impactful 
in this equation is risk of operation. We 
see it all the time. clients putting together 
their spreadsheets of capital and operating 
costs and making assumptions of operating 
performance that are rarely met. 

“What if the membranes foul 
prematurely? What is the cost of that 
replacement? Moreover, what is the cost 

Sharma: “If you’re going to reduce the cost 
of desalination it’s going to be through new 
technology.”
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of that downtime to the client and how 
is it affecting their business? Outsourcing 
of water operations with performance-
based contracts can reduce this risk, which 
ultimately translates to lower total cost of 
operation. To sum it up, we have specialized 
knowledge that allows us to maintain 
sustainable performance of the plant.”

Nevertheless, the need among industrial 
users to know that the technology has 
a sound track record often overrides 
their recognition of the expertise of the 
technology supplier, says Sharma.

“That’s the big problem in our industry 
that I’m very passionate about trying to 
overcome.

“I can say [to conservative customers] 
that by utilizing this technology, I can 
reduce your lifecycle cost of water by 25%. 
Don’t evaluate it, let me give you 25% 
more water and let me worry about the 
result. Those conversations have to start 
happening.”

Emerging forces
Sharma sees a force that may assist him 
in this quest to overcome conservatism 
towards new technology among customers 
in the growth of water scarcity. He sees 
increasing water scarcity stepping up 
customers’ desire to find a way to reduce 
water-risk.

“I think we’re seeing this in emerging 
markets,” says Sharma. “For example, we’re 
seeing forward osmosis in China now. So 
why are we seeing that? It’s cost driven. 
They were convinced that a lower cost was 
going to come from [that technology]. 

The real proof will be in the outcome. Did 
it work? Was it reliable? Did it meet the 
expected cost target? If yes, then we will see 
more of this technology; if no, then it could 
set back its commercialization by years.”

“And other technologies are coming into 
play. I think that end users are going to 
realize that there’s a value proposition here 
and they need to become more creative in 
their ability to accept it.”

Days before we spoke, Aquatech had 
unveiled two major contract successes: one 
in the municipal market and another with 
an industrial client. Which sector is most 
attractive at the moment? And which areas 
of the market are hotspots? 

“Both are important. Industry is where 
we as a company are more focused. 
Although the projects are smaller than 
municipal, there are more of them. And 
the increasingly difficult-to-treat waters 
we encounter in industry lead the way to 
opportunities to create customized and 
differentiated solutions,” says Sharma. 

Industrial scale
As for the markets that are most alluring, 

Sharma indicates it’s not always the obvious 
targets that offer the greatest opportunities. 
“The hotspots are where we can gain 
more differentiation through technical 
advancement and we can build revenue.” 
He says the greatest opportunities for 
differentiation are in industrial projects.

He points to the oil and gas sector as an 
example where the headlines are not good – 
the focus is on sliding oil prices – but where 
water supply is nevertheless growing as an 

issue: “Markets are down – oil and gas is 
down and capex is slowed. But each barrel 
of oil is producing three times that volume 
of water.”

The abundance of industrial 
opportunities, he says, is offset in part by 
the greater need to tailor solutions to the 
specific industry’s needs. “The challenge 
is that they [industrial solutions] have to 
be customized and you need resources to 
address that.”

He says industrial consumers have been 
surprised by the rate of growth in their 
need for treated water and are responding 
in a counterproductive way: “The industrial 
market saved desal and it’s not cooling off. 
But there has been a volume shock so they 
are now holding back which makes things 
worse. After all, water scarcity is water 
scarcity.”

The municipal market, he says, provides 
some balance: “A balance between the larger 
projects and the smaller projects is in my 
mind an essential part of our business.”

Are there geographical regions where 
Aquatech sees the appetite for risk as 
stronger – or the incentive to act on water 
costs as more powerful?

“I think China is still robust,” says 
Sharma. “We’ve had one of our best years 
in China in 2015 even though it [the 
economy] is slowing down. In China, water 
scarcity issues are still prevalent in spite 
of the fact that people are saying China’s 
cooling.”

He says the intense economic growth 
in India coupled with mounting scarcity 
of water is creating a strong market for 

India dawning: Aquatech ZLD at a petrochemical plant in Tamil Nadu – “India’s fundamentally going to be a very interesting market,” says Sharma.
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water treatment technologies in the sub 
continent.

“I am very upbeat about India because 
their current account deficit is going to 
reduce because the oil price to the country 
just reduced 40% versus 18 months ago. 
And it’s a country that has to develop yet 
it has significant water scarcity issues. It 
imports all of its oil so a reduction in oil 
price means it has more money than it had 
before.

“It’s not happening as fast as I would 
have wanted it to, but India’s fundamentally 
going to be a very interesting market in 
desalination and water reuse – all of these.”

At the time of writing the Indian 
government has recently given the OK for 
a third desalination plant in the industrial 
city of Chennai with a fourth one on the 
cards. Reservoirs serving the city are at 
10% capacity and the local supplier can 
only meet half the city’s demand. Sharma 
suggests that the acute and growing need 
in Indian industry for new sources of water 
may offset any reluctance towards solutions 
based on new technologies.

“They shouldn’t be as conservative as 
they traditionally have been. But I can’t 
stress enough: nobody’s going to go for 
the sake of furthering technology, they’re 
only going to do it if the economic and risk 
balance is right,” says Sharma.

Latin America has drawn attention 
in recent years and indeed the newly 
appointed IDA president, Emilio 
Gabbrielli has expressed his conviction that 
it is poised to be a leading region in the 
global desalination and reuse market. How 
does Aquatech view central and southern 
America?

“It’s an area that we’ve not traditionally 
been in, but it’s exciting and we’re studying 
it more. It’s a market we’re expecting to get 
into in the coming years.”

Sharma agrees that the mining sector in 
Latin America is a significant proposition. 
He says that despite the decline in copper 
and other metal production rates the water 
consumption per tonne increases as mines 
are depleted. “So it may be that the water 
intensity of the units is going to increase. 
And that does create an opportunity.”

Boundaries
Moving away from geographical boundaries 
to technological ones: while the balance 
of Aquatech’s recent projects a has been in 
membrane-based technologies, it retains 
a capacity for thermal projects. How does 
the company feel about the assertions from 
some quarters that thermal is dead? 

“It’s tough to say. I think when you look 

at it, reverse osmosis (RO) has taken over 
from the thermal desalination technologies. 
We have been working very hard to prove 
the efficacy and the efficiency of Multiple 
Effect Distillation (MED) over Multiple 
Stage Flash (MSF) technology.

“So it is a challenge. But I still see a role 
for MED. The whole concept of mating 
solar power generation with desalination to 
bring down the cost of operation lends itself 
well to MED. Based partly on evidence and 
partly on desire, I think there is a market 
for MED with renewables as the heat 
source rather than fossil.”

He says the prospects for thermal 
desalination without renewable heat 
are “challenging.” The momentum of 
thermal desalination projects, he believes, 
has been maintained by a prevalent view 
that distillation was more reliable than 
membranes. “I think [thermal desalination] 
was running on a perception of reliability. 
But it seems that RO has overcome that 
hurdle. So being frank I don’t see thermal 
continuing [without being allied with 
renewable energy]. You know why – there’s 
no economic reason; it’s the economics of a 
perceived reliability [over RO].

Cleaning up
Regulation is arguably the chief driver 
behind the adoption of renewable energy 
in desalination. In a recent report, 
market analyst, Research and Markets, 
cited responses to tighter environmental 
regulation – including the River Gangees 
clean up – as a lead influence in firing up 
the wastewater reuse market. Aquatech has 
seen signs of this.

“The two biggest focuses of the Chinese 
government have been environment and 
cracking down on corruption. This has 
been great for our business because in a 
way the two have, in the past, gone hand 
in hand. That’s because corruption can 
lead to someone looking the other way 
and environmental regulation not being 
enforced. So China is an example of a 
market where environmental regulation has 
helped.” Isn’t environmental legislation a 
global market maker?

“It’s really driven by economics and 
water scarcity. Environmental regulation 
is there, but it can’t be the backbone or 
the driver for our business. And I’ll tell 
you why: one of the biggest emerging 
opportunities is that the pollution control 
boards and the environmental agencies look 
not just at best available technology but at 
the best economical available technology. 
They have to balance between protecting 
the environment and not putting undue 
pressure on industry.” 

Sharma says Aquatech continues to work 
to improve the economics of zero liquid 
discharge (ZLD), because it could make the 
technology less of a financial burden when 
deployed to stay within regulatory limits. 
Otherwise regulators might be forced 
to rein in their requirements if the only 
alternative were to put people out of jobs. 
That undermines the technology’s market – 
something Sharma says he has encountered.

Enforcement
“A lot of countries have all the environmental 
law but enforcement is a challenge. We 
supplied an industry in Asia where they had 
a lot of pressure from the local pollution 
control board. They couldn’t invest the capital 
so we were trying to work with them on an 
outsourcing basis with a 20-year contract: 
we build the plant and we take a tariff.

“If you look at the tariff we were going 
to take from them – on a very reasonable 
return – the water bill would’ve been an 
appreciable proportion of their yearly profit. 
What are they to do? Are the pollution 
control board going to make them close 
down and put 2,000 people out of work or 
are they going to find a way to work it out?  
They’re going to find a way to work it out.

“These are the sorts of challenges that are 
out there.”

Cost and conservatism remain obstacles 
but the company maintains its presence at 
the product and project levels. Days before 
and during the 2015 IDA World Congress 
last September, it unveiled: a contract win 
for a seawater desalination plant in the 
Oman combining MED and its patented 
fractional electrodeionization technology; 
completion of a seawater RO plant in the 
United Arab Emirates; and two RO-based 
technologies, one geared to recycling 
and reusing industrial wastewater for 
combination with ZLD, and one offering 
significant energy savings with respect to 
seawater desalination.

Technologies that were not so long 
ago “a hobby – cool stuff ” – are now 
the foundations for serious revenue says 
Sharma.  

Thermal renewed: MED by Aquatech at Sohar, 
Oman – prospects for thermal desalination without 
renewable heat are “challenging.” 


