
May I have a glass of storm water?  

According to the most recent annual World Water Development Report 

issued by the United Nations, “the world could suffer a 40 per cent shortfall 

in water in just 15 years unless countries dramatically change their use of 

the resource.” 

There is no doubt that Malta is a densely populated island in a semi-arid 

region, with no lakes or rivers. In a country that relies mostly on the 

treatment of seawater (60%) together with water extracted from 

underground aquifers (40%) for the production of drinking water, could 

innovation be lacking? All three Reverse Osmosis plants in Ċirkewwa, 

Pembroke and Għar Lapsi consume 5% of the power station, meaning 

that water arrives to the consumer at a high electrical cost. In spite of this, 

the Maltese population seems to be reluctant towards taking the next step 

forward in order to address the current situation of unsustainable water 

usage and consumption. A report issued by the National Statistics Office 

(NSO) on World Water Day 2015, states that “from 2005 to 2013 water 

use has increased by 34.2 per cent”. So, what action is being taken on a 

local level, in order to fuel this much-needed change? 

The National Flood Relief Project, 

which is being financed 85% from 

the European Union Cohesion fund 

and 15% from local Malta 

Government Funds, was initiated 

in September 2012 with two 

objectives: rainwater management 

for flood relief and water conservation. It aims to reduce storm water from 

accumulating on the streets, which consequently causes severe flooding.                                 

Entrance to the National Flood Relief Project 

tunnels at Ta’ Xbiex. Photo by author.  



During a recent visit to the 

underground tunnels that are 

being dug out as part of this 

project, I was able to observe how 

and to where the storm water is 

being deviated. The main 

branched network of underground 

tunnels stretches for 11km from 

Attard and Naxxar to Ta’ Xbiex and collects 

storm water from the streets. The rain water 

is then gathered at a 

discharge outlet in Ta’ 

Xbiex, where it is cleaned 

from sediments and oils 

and will eventually be 

deposited into the sea. 

Some of the rainwater 

collected in the tunnels 

will be pumped to a reservoir built at the end of Wied Għollieqa in Gżira. 

This 10,000 cubic meter reservoir has no base, such that all storm water 

collected within it will soak-away and naturally infiltrate the ground, 

subsequently replenishing the aquifer in the region. When the project is 

completed by the end of summer 2015, the overflow of rain from this 

reservoir will be pumped into the aforementioned tunnels. 

  

 

Silting basin in front of soak-away reservoir 

at Gżira. Photo: Ministry for Transport and 

Infrastructure. 

 

Inside of a tunnel at Ta’ Xbiex. 
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However, it appears that initial plans to use storm water as a resource 

have been dropped. When I probed for reasons, I was told that building 

an adequate storage space to collect such huge volumes of storm water 

and purifying it for secondary use, has resulted to be too big a challenge. 

When I contacted the Water Services Corporation (WSC), which is 

responsible for all the local water supply, they seemed to be reluctant to 

consider mixing purified storm water with their current supply of first class 

water. The WSC is also responsible for the day-to-day running of the 

Reverse Osmosis plants, as well as the operation of the three recently 

built Sewage Treatment Plants. Yet when it comes down to using 

harvested storm water for first or second-class use, the possibility of this 

expedient project limits itself to the recharging of the aquifer at Wied 

Għollieqa.  

According to a Sustainable Energy and Water Conservation Unit 

representative, “the SEWCU is currently considering a comprehensive 

plan in collaboration with the Ministry for Transport and Infrastructure and 

Ministry for Gozo for expanding the collection/harvesting of rainwater, 

through various measures such as optimised valley management and the 

rehabilitation of existing water storage facilities.” Despite the fact that 

there are no current plans to use storm water for the production of potable 

water, it appears that it would be feasible to manage the storm water for 

other beneficial uses such as applications in agriculture and for hydration 

in landscaping. “The agriculture sector is the main user of all the water 

resources in Malta”, NSO report. 

 

 



Although this objective is a promising opportunity to salvage the harvested 

storm water, the fact that the Maltese population relies solely on the 

Reverse Osmosis plants and our diminishing aquifer water for drinking-

water production, seems inevitable. The latter problem will increase as the 

water that is being extracted from aquifers is facing further reduction as a 

result of illegal over-extraction and reduction of natural replenishment due 

to over-development. However, the question remains as to whether the 

Maltese consumer will ever be able to have domestic access to harvested 

storm water. According to engineer Marco Cremona, “if it results that the 

cost of treatment of storm water to turn it into potable water is less costly 

than operating Reverse Osmosis plants, then it is an initiative which 

should definitely be considered.” 

Intrigued by this seemingly waste of such water, I also contacted the 

Environmental Landscapes Consortium (ELC), which is responsible for 

the maintenance of road landscaping and public gardens. The ELC has 

its own reservoirs. However, it seems that when these reservoirs run out, 

they resort to purchasing water from other suppliers.  According to an ELC 

representative, they are not prepared to use storm water for the watering 

of public gardens and central strips, “unless certain conditions (such as 

means of conveyance) are adhered to.”  Therefore, the potential use of 

storm water for road gardens and landscaping seems to boil down to the 

logistics of this storm water supply. 

What remains highly questionable is whether this storm water can be 

salvaged; and if so, at what cost? Although the Maltese population will 

never be solely dependent on harvested rainwater for drinking (due to 

obvious seasonality issues), the viability of treatment of storm water for 

potable production should strongly be considered since it may lead to a 

significant change in the sustainable use of this vital resource.  
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