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Are there pockets in a shroud?

2007

Going downhill from Nadur to Ramla Bay the view is breathtaking – terraced fields leading down to the fertile Ramla valley, laced with an intricate web of rubble walls. One can doubtlessly say that this view frozen in a snapshot could easily grace the front page of a magazine promoting the island of Gozo. However, everything changed on the 5th of June 2007 (World Environment Day!) when the Malta Environment and Planning Authority approved the construction of a cemetery in this pristine area. 
2012

A troupe of young environmentalists is going down the same path. A big eyesore comes into their field of vision. A whole area made of garigue and shallow soil has been ‘erased’ to be replaced by tombs. Yes, you are not misreading the word ‘tombs’, the area has been dug up to be replaced by 630 graves, enough to last God literally knows how many years, when the number of deaths and burials in the village do not exceed 30 per year...
Had it been just an eyesore one might grin and bear it, but if the development continues it will become part of the landscape. The building of this cemetery has much more long lasting and far reaching consequences. 
The area where the cemetery is being built lies on top of an underground freshwater stream that feeds very fertile soil below in an area called, ‘Għajn Qasab’. The name itself denotes a spring. This freshwater spring was always used by the locals as a source of potable water - however the farmers in the area are up in arms to protect this land for one main reason – it is the main source of irrigation for over 5,000 trees, mostly the citrus trees that supply such fruit for the Gozitan and Maltese markets. 
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Our expedition to Gozo was not just to take photos and roam the area, but we wanted to hear it from the horse’s mouth and with a dose of detective work we managed to trace the farmer who feels very strongly about this issue. Wearing an oversized hat made from dried leaves of the dwarf palm tree (known in Maltese as ‘ġummar’) Martinu Camilleri took us to visit the natural spring and reservoir and to explain why such a development should not be allowed.
At the moment the project is at a standstill as the developers have breached a series of regulations, most of them adding to the risk of leaching of contaminants from decomposing bodies – namely that the tombs were constructed using porous local stone and not cement blocks and that the canals in between are not lined with membrane. In some areas where cement is used, it is already cracking as it is not properly reinforced and not structurally sound. Martin who has spent all his working days amongst his citrus trees exclaimed: “As a result of the construction works, the rainwater run-off has carried with it a lot of sediment from the construction site and when the water reached the reservoir it was all milky white, I couldn’t believe my eyes! However, this strengthened my resolve to continue to fight tooth and nail to stop this development. Also, way back the water reaching the aquifer used to be released gradually to supply water throughout the dry summer months, however after the tombs were dug, the water flushes down at a faster rate carrying pollutants and drastically reducing the store of water that used to be released in the hotter months – when it is most needed. What used to be good fertile land way back to the knights has been destroyed in a couple of years to house our lifeless bodies!! How ironic!”
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Martinu may be a layman in the matter although now he has become very knowledgeable through seeking all kind of information to help drive his point home. However, the hydrologist Marco Cremona who also carried out a study on the stream remarked on a local newspaper (Times of Malta, February 26, 2012) that based on the evidence given by the farmers, the spring water had been affected by the cemetery’s excavation. Mr Cremona’s main concern was that it was the obligation of the developer to carry out a proper water analysis in the first place. They did not conduct an EIA (Environmental Impact Assessment) before the project was initiated. 
Seeing the farmer’s enthusiasm on the issue one could not help but be touched by his fervour and we are to continue spreading awareness across the four winds so that nature’s water supply would not cease to quench the thirst of the trees in Għajn Qasab; and the Maltese orange so sweet and unique will flourish.
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The project is at the moment dormant as the work stopped after a second enforcement order was issued. We are behind Martinu and all the other local farmers hopefully crossing out fingers that after quite a long coma, the project will eventually be dead and buried and an alternative site with less negative impacts on the environment will house the corpses who do not care a fig about the view!
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