
Of Tunnels and Reservoirs: The National Flood Relief Project 

 

In winter, news of flooding in major localities in Malta is quite common. In 

the summer these reports make way for thoughts and discussions about 

the scarcity of drinkable or usable water. Periods of abundance alternate 

with equally lengthy periods of dearth in a seemingly infinite loop. 

Meanwhile activists and officials tour schools spreading pamphlets and 

teaching children about the importance of not wasting water and 

conserving each single drop. Allowing surface runoff to be lost to the sea 

and then preaching about the need of saving every last droplet from being 

wasted not only seems but is contradictory. Inevitably, people start asking 

questions. 

Problems arise when huge volumes of rain water passes freely from 

wherever it wants, on its way to the sea as part of its Odyssey in the Water 

Cycle. Rain droplets give rise to surface run-off which, when strong 

enough,  picks up and transports anything that it comes across : from soil 

particles to larger stones and boulders and other street-litter, together with 

the occasional unlucky car. This load or debris eventually ends up being 

carried all the way to the sea or deposited in one of the natural valleys that 

carve through the landscape of the Maltese islands. Clogging up these 

natural water passages presents another problem for future winters. 

Finding these ways barred, the stubborn water torrents will obviously force 

themselves through other ways – maybe in through your front-door and out 

through your garden or perhaps, by pushing over rubble walls in the 

countryside and carrying away tonnes of valuable soil and its inhabitants 

(such as worms and insects) and maybe the next harvest with it. 

Thankfully, the government has been taking steps to ensure that debris is 



cleared and that these natural passages remain open to flood water. In the 

last four years alone, over 28,000 tonnes of debris were collected from 

Malta’s valleys together with 1,078 truckloads of soil which was then 

redistributed among farmers. These figures include the material deposited 

in the valleys only; no one knows just how many other tonnes of material 

and soil have been lost to the sea. Evidently, we have a problem which is 

costing us thousands of euros a year. 

 

Figure 1: Flooded areas after rainfall - taken from leaflet issued by the Ministry for Resources and Rural Affairs 

The government has, in September 2012, initiated an extensive project to 

address these problems. The national Flood Relief Project aims at 

channelling water more efficiently and reducing flooding in flood-prone 

areas while increasing the potential water storage. The whole project spans 

over 16km in length and passes beneath both rural and urban zones. The 

whole project is composed of 4 main sub-projects. 

The largest sub-project is an 11km tunnel starting at Naxxar and Attard. 

These two branches then merge on the outskirts of Birkirkara before 

passing below Birkirkara Valley and Msida and finally reaching the Ta’ 

Xbiex Retention and Discharge structure. This huge underground structure 

will drain rain water from the streets through 82 across-the road gratings. 

The water will then proceed through the tunnels to Ta’ Xbiex where most of 



it will be discharged back into the sea while the rest will be pumped into the 

Gzira Reservoir (still under construction) for recycling. 

The Birkirkara – Ta’ Xbiex Tunnel project is accompanied by the cited to 

Gzira Project where a covered soak-away reservoir is currently under 

construction. This reservoir, with a planned volume of 10,000 cubic metres, 

will collect water coming down from the Wied Ghollieq area together with 

the water received via the Ta’ Xbiex  Retention and Discharge station.  The 

water collected here will create a potential source to recharge the quifer by 

an estimated 650,000 cubic metres of water annually to be exploited as 

necessary. 

Another tunnel system is being excavated from Zabbar to Marsascala.  

Although it is smaller in scale -just 3.2 km accompanied by 28 gratings , it 

is as important due to the fact that 19 sedimentators have been placed 

throughout the course of the tunnels. These silt traps are specifically 

designed to be able to separate debris and traces of oil from the water. 

Moreover, once the rain water has made it through the whole tunnel and 

arrived at the Marsascala Retention and Discharge Structure, similar to the 

one at Ta Xbiex, all the water will be pumped to a retention basin at Wied il-

Ghajn for aquifer recharge and agricultural use. 

The last sub-project, which is different in nature than the three mentioned 

above, is itself subdivided in two. The first part of the project spans from 

Qormi to Marsa, while the other sub-project is situated in Wied Baqqiegha 

and Wied il-Hesri (Zebbug). In Qormi, a locality highly prone to flooding, 

two box culverts will have been planned to receive most of the stone water. 

Bridges along the Qormi canal will be reconstructed to allow better flowing 

of water and another, larger culvert system will be constructed near Aldo 



Moro Road. In Zebbug a 1.8 km long tunnel stretching from one side of the 

locality to the other is being constructed to drain water from the town and 

discharge it directly into Wied Qirda. 

All underground tunnels have been placed at between 8 and 52 metres 

below street level and 7 main shafts into the tunnel complexes have been 

planned to facilitate supervision and maintenance works. Rocks and debris 

removed from the tunnels are being deposited into the contractor’s own 

disused quarry and every care is being taken to ensure that no harm is 

done to the environment.  

This extensive project will hopefully contain the excessive flood-water and 

reduce the otherwise ensuing damage, as well as serving to create much-

needed reservoirs of second class water. The project should be finished by 

June 2013. 

  

Figure 2: Map showing location of main projects- taken from leaflet issued by the Ministry for Resources and Rural 
Affairs 


