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What to expect

Water Engineer interviews combine technical depth with delivery judgement. Employers are checking
whether you can size and model a network correctly, whether you understand the regulatory framework
you are designing inside, and whether you can hold your ground with contractors and clients without
becoming inflexible.

» Technical design and modelling: Questions that test how you size pipework, check pressure and
flow, calibrate a model, or choose between design options. Expect to talk through your reasoning
rather than recite a formula.

» Compliance and regulatory: Questions on drinking water standards, environmental discharge
conditions, sewerage codes and safety obligations, and how you build those into a design rather than
bolt them on at the end.

» Behavioural: Stories about design errors, difficult stakeholders, competing deadlines and times you
had to defend a technical decision.

e Scenario and judgement: A live situation, usually a contractor variation, a site non conformity or a
late client change, and how you would respond under pressure.

* Project delivery and process: How you take a concept through options assessment, detailed
design, tender, construction support and handover, including the documentation you produce along
the way.

* Client and stakeholder: Working with councils, water utilities, developers and communities, and
how you translate technical constraints into language they can act on.

A typical process starts with a short phone or video screen with a recruiter or hiring manager covering
your background, qualifications and right to work. The main interview is usually a panel of two or three
people, often a technical lead, a project manager and sometimes a delivery or operations
representative. It runs for about an hour and mixes behavioural questions with a technical discussion,
sometimes built around a drawing or a simple network problem. Larger utilities and consultancies may
add a second technical interview or a short modelling or design exercise, and a final conversation with
the hiring manager about team fit, registration support and career direction.

1. Walk me through how you would size a trunk water main, from the demand
figures you are given to a final diameter.

Why they ask

This is the core technical skill of the role. The interviewer wants to see a logical method and hear where
your judgement enters, not just a list of software outputs.

How to structure your answer
A step by step walk through. Set out your inputs, your design scenarios, how you check the model, how
you choose between options, and how you document the assumptions for review.

Example answer

“I start by pinning down the demand. | take the projected population or land use for the catchment,
convert it to average day and peak day flows, and add allowances for firefighting, industrial users and
any future staging the client has flagged. Then | set up the network in WaterGEMS or EPANET with
the surveyed levels and the proposed alignment and check velocities, pressures and headloss under
peak, average and minimum demand. If pressures fall below the utility's service standard, | look at
upsizing only the critical sections, or adding a pump or shifting a reservoir connection, rather than
boosting the whole main. Once a diameter works across all the scenarios, | sanity check it against



cost and constructability, because the cheapest pipe in the model is not always the cheapest to lay. |
record the demand assumptions and the scenario results so the reviewer can follow the logic, and |
hand the sizing and alignment to the drafting team with the design criteria noted.”

2. Tell me about a time you found a problem in a design after it had already
been issued or gone to tender.

Why they ask

Errors happen. The interviewer is testing honesty, how quickly you act, and whether you manage the
issue and the people around it or try to bury it.

How to structure your answer

STAR. Situation, what the design was and where it had reached. Task, what you were responsible for
spotting. Action, how you verified the problem, who you told and in what order. Result, what changed
and what you put in place to catch similar issues.

Example answer

“We were close to issuing tender documents for a sewer rising main when | compared the surveyed
invert levels against the levels in the hydraulic model and found they did not match. It was my
package, so | re ran the model with the correct levels first to see whether the pump duty and pipe
class still held. One section needed a higher pressure class and the pump curve shifted slightly, so |
flagged it to the design lead the same day with the comparison in writing rather than raising it
informally. We held the tender by a week, reissued the affected drawings and added a checked notes
column to the drawing register so level sources were recorded against each sheet. The project went
to market with the corrected scope, contractors priced it as issued, and we did not have to manage a
variation on the pressure class once construction started.”

3. A contractor on site tells you they want to substitute a different pipe
material to the one specified. How do you handle it?

Why they ask

Material substitutions are common and the answer shows whether you can assess a proposal properly
while keeping the project moving and the client protected.

How to structure your answer
Judgement under pressure. Acknowledge the request and the schedule pressure, explain what you
need before deciding, describe how you assess it, then how you communicate the outcome and record
it.
Example answer
“I would not approve anything on the spot. | would ask the contractor to put the proposal in writing
with the product certification, pressure and stiffness ratings, jointing method and any installation
differences. Then | would check it against the reason the original material was specified, which might
be ground conditions, surge pressures, corrosive soils or the utility's standard. If the substitution is
technically equivalent | would run the numbers again to confirm it performs under the same design
scenarios, then take it to the design lead and the client for approval, since a change to the
specification is usually a client decision, not a site one. If it is not equivalent | would explain why in
plain terms and note the reasons so it does not come back at the next hold point. Either way the
outcome gets recorded as a formal query response so there is a clear trail.”

4. How do you make sure a design meets the drinking water, environmental
and safety requirements that apply to it?

Why they ask

Water work is heavily regulated. The interviewer wants to know you treat compliance as part of the
design process, not a checklist you hand to someone else at the end.



How to structure your answer
A framework answer. Identify the relevant instruments, build them into the design criteria, verify against
them at review points, and describe how you keep evidence.

Example answer

“I map the requirements at the start of the project rather than at the end. For a potable water scheme
that means the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines, the utility's own standards and the state
regulator's requirements around disinfection and cross connection control. For a discharge or a
treatment upgrade | would look at the EPA licence conditions and any local council requirements. On
the design side | build those into the design criteria so the modeller and the drafter are working to the
right pressures, clearances, cover depths and separation distances from the relevant codes. Safety
comes in through the WHS obligations and through design that allows safe access, isolation and
maintenance, which | check with the operations team. At each review | confirm the design still
satisfies those criteria and | keep the correspondence, approvals and calculations together in the
project record, because that is what gets asked for at handover.”

5. How do you check that a hydraulic model is reliable enough to base a
design on?

Why they ask

Anyone can produce a coloured network diagram. This question separates people who understand what
a model is doing from people who trust the output blindly.

How to structure your answer
A verification walk through, ordered from inputs to calibration to sensitivity, finishing with how you
document confidence and limitations.

Example answer

“I work back from the inputs. First | check the network geometry and levels against the survey and as
constructed drawings, because most bad models come from bad data rather than bad software. Then
| enter the demands and confirm they reconcile with the utility's billing or telemetry data and the
planning assumptions for future growth. Where there is field data, | calibrate against measured
pressures and flows at a few points across the system, adjusting roughness and minor losses within
realistic bounds rather than forcing a match. I run the model across the full range of scenarios, peak,
average and minimum demand, and a fire flow case where it applies, and | check whether small
changes in demand or roughness change the design outcome. If they do, | say so and recommend a
more conservative size. Finally | record the assumptions, the calibration results and the limitations in
a short modelling report so the next person knows what the model can and cannot be used for.”

6. Tell me about a time you had to explain a technical constraint to a client or
council that did not want to hear it.

Why they ask

Water engineers spend as much time managing expectations as calculating flows. The interviewer is
looking for someone who can hold a position without damaging the relationship.

How to structure your answer
STAR, with the emphasis on how you framed the message and what the other party did as a result.
Finish with what you learned about communicating constraints.

Example answer

“A council wanted a stormwater outlet relocated to suit a landscaping plan for a new park, and the
proposed position would have discharged onto a steep batter above a public walkway. | met the
landscape architect and the council officer on site rather than sending an email. | walked them
through the flow rates for the design storm, showed them where the water would end up and what
scour would look like after a few seasons, and then offered two alternatives that kept most of their
landscaping intent. One of them worked with a short section of rock protection and a realigned path,



which they accepted. The design was approved at that meeting and did not come back through the
approval process. What | took from it is that showing someone the physical consequence on site

lands far better than a technical note, and that coming with options rather than a refusal keeps the
relationship intact.”



