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Abstract: With urban expansion, traditional drainage systems in densely populated cities face signifi-
cant challenges, leading to frequent flooding and pollution issues. Deep tunnel drainage systems
emerge as an innovative approach, offering underground storage for excess precipitation and al-
leviating urban inundation. This research investigates the deployment of a deep tunnel system in
Guangzhou’s densely populated urban core. By integrating with existing networks, this system
aims to curtail over-flow contamination and boost sewage-handling capacity. Successful implemen-
tation hinges on the thorough evaluation and synchronization with broader urban development
objectives. In Guangzhou, where traditional methods fall short, deep tunnels present a viable option.
This study explores techniques for identifying drainage deficiencies, devising enhancements, and
refining citywide strategies. Economic analysis indicates that deep tunnels are more cost-effective
than conventional drainage upgrades, offering long-term benefits for land conservation and drainage
efficiency. Following implementation, these systems markedly enhance sewage management, di-
minish overflow incidents, and improve pollution mitigation. Although initial investments are
substantial, the enduring advantages in land preservation and drainage efficiency are significant.
Thus, deep tunnel systems emerge as a practical flood control solution for high-density urban areas
like Guangzhou, fostering sustainable metropolitan growth.

Keywords: deep tunnel drainage systems; urban flooding; densely populated urban core; combined
sewer overflow (CSO)

1. Introduction

With urban expansion, original reservoirs, hills, lakes, and fish ponds are gradually
being encroached upon, and river cross-sections are narrowing. This significantly reduces
the city’s water storage, drainage, and natural purification capacities, making it highly sus-
ceptible to flooding during heavy rains that exceed its drainage capacity [1,2]. Furthermore,
the high population density rapidly increases urban pollution loads, exacerbating overflow
pollution in areas with combined sewer systems during the rainy season [3].

In the development of urban drainage systems, two focal issues have always been the
discharge of industrial and domestic wastewater, and the discharge of rainwater [4]. Almost
all old cities within the country and abroad use combined drainage systems. In practice,
combined drainage systems allow part of the combined sewage to overflow directly into
rivers during rainy weather, which seriously pollutes water bodies. To overcome this
drawback, separate drainage systems have emerged, and most newly built urban drainage
systems adopt separate systems. However, separate systems also have certain drawbacks:
they are relatively expensive, and urban surface water is not clean, especially the initial
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runoff formed during the early stages of rainfall, which, if directly discharged into water
bodies, can cause significant pollution.

Due to the limited areas suitable for implementing separate systems, many areas still
maintain combined systems. Scattered separate areas cannot form a system, creating a
mixed drainage system of separate and intercepted combined systems, unable to leverage
the advantages of separate systems. Currently, none of the eight major sewage systems in
Guangzhou’s central urban area can fully operate according to separate systems.

Analyzing the actual construction of separate systems in recent years reveals the main
problems in promoting separate system renovation:

(1) Partial coverage of separate systems leads to a chaotic overall drainage system: scat-
tered separate areas within a predominantly intercepted combined system face sig-
nificant difficulties in connecting with the old combined system, especially when
separate areas are between two combined areas. The effectiveness of separate systems
is very limited;

(2) It is difficult to achieve true separate drainage in separate areas: due to the lack of sep-
arate discharge systems among drainage users and their non-standard discharge meth-
ods, separate pipelines built along municipal roads cannot achieve true separation.
New rainwater pipelines often discharge into sewage pipelines due to environmental
pressure, turning new separate systems back into combined drainage systems;

(3) Investment in separate systems is large, making promotion difficult: separate areas
are often densely populated, involving house demolition, protection, road restoration,
pipeline relocation, and traffic relief issues, requiring significant construction costs.
The end of the pipeline network involves renovating drainage systems for users,
significantly impacting residents’ daily lives. Difficulty in fully understanding all
built drainage systems at the drainage terminals can lead to connection errors, causing
drainage congestion and flooding issues, further complicating project construction
and making promotion difficult;

(4) The initial rainwater pollution problem is not addressed: research shows that the
pollution concentration of initial rainwater is even higher than that of typical domestic
sewage. Separate systems, without considering initial rainwater collection, face pollu-
tion issues during the rainy season, especially in rain-prone areas like Guangzhou.

In recent years, the deep tunnel drainage system has gained widespread attention
due to its significant advantages [5]. The deep tunnel drainage system first appeared
in the urban network renovation and reservoir project in Chicago [6], USA. It not only
reduced pollution caused by sewage overflow into Lake Michigan but also lowered the
risk of urban flooding [7]. Cities with highly developed underground spaces, such as
Singapore [8], Tokyo [9], and Hong Kong [10] have also adopted deep tunnel drainage
systems to effectively address urban flooding problems. Recently, cities like Shanghai,
Guangzhou [11], Wuhan [12], Beijing, Shenzhen, Chengdu, and Chongqing have gradually
started the construction and research of deep tunnel drainage systems.

A deep drainage tunnel is a large drainage tunnel (typically 3 to 10 m in diameter)
buried in deep underground spaces (below −30 m). During heavy rain, it can temporarily
store rainwater underground [13], alleviating urban flooding, and then pump the water
out for treatment and discharge after the peak drainage period.

Globally, the construction of deep tunnel drainage systems has been attempted contin-
uously in recent years, achieving certain effects. However, whether a city is suitable for the
construction of, or needs, a deep tunnel drainage system requires thorough demonstration
during the planning stage for the following reasons: (1) The planning of a deep tunnel
drainage system must be consistent with the overall urban drainage plan. (2) It needs
to be co-ordinated with the urban underground space utilization plan. (3) It should be
effectively connected with the existing and planned urban subway systems. (4) It must
consider the comprehensive geological structure of the city. (5) It should be consistent
with the construction of shallow drainage systems. Therefore, the construction of deep
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tunnels should be considered comprehensively around urban development, which is also
significant for the city’s future development and overall planning.

The existing shallow combined drainage systems generally have a low interception
ratio [14] and cannot meet the control needs of Combined Sewer Overflows (CSO) [15]. In
the densely populated old urban areas, building new, or expanding existing, combined
drainage systems would require sufficient shallow underground pipeline space, making
it extremely difficult to balance with the comprehensive urban road pipelines [16]. In
areas severely affected by urban flooding in Guangzhou’s central urban area, where dense
buildings and complex underground pipelines make large-scale renovation of existing
drainage systems infeasible, constructing deep tunnels, auxiliary storage, and inflow
facilities, along with supporting drainage pumping stations, is a feasible solution to urban
flooding. Developing deep underground space by constructing deep tunnel drainage
systems can serve as overflow channels for combined sewage, while building CSO sewage
treatment plants at the end can increase the interception ratio of the drainage system and
control CSO [4].

This paper, based on the current situation of urban flooding and overflow pollution
in Guangzhou’s urban area, combines the necessity demonstration of urban deep tunnel
planning, proposing the deep tunnel drainage system as a supplement to improve the
existing urban drainage engineering to alleviate flooding and reduce overflow pollution. It
discusses the planning objectives, principles, and overall planning methods of Guangzhou’s
deep tunnel drainage system, and analyzes the CSO reduction capacity after the deep
tunnel construction.

2. Methods
2.1. Deep Tunnel Planning Objectives

Based on the construction of shallow drainage systems, the planning of deep tunnel
drainage systems can comprehensively evaluate the functional goals and control strategies
of deep tunnels, guiding the construction of deep tunnel drainage systems in central
urban areas to ensure systematic and forward-looking construction projects. Further, deep
tunnel drainage system planning can co-ordinate with urban control detailed planning,
implement planning facility land scale and site selection, and incorporate urban planning
and land use planning, providing a basis for water administration management and
project construction approval. Therefore, the deep tunnel drainage system is an important
part of urban drainage engineering, and it should be combined with the overall urban
planning and control detailed planning, arranged from a global perspective. It should
follow these principles:

(1) Strictly implement national and local laws, regulations, standards, and specifications;
(2) The deep tunnel drainage system must be combined with local shallow renovation to

fully play its role in flood control, drainage, and overflow pollution control, supple-
menting and enhancing the existing shallow drainage system;

(3) Co-ordinate closely with urban underground space utilization planning, vertical plan-
ning, environmental protection planning, and disaster prevention planning, resolving
conflicts with subways and other underground facilities to achieve comprehensive
utilization of underground space;

(4) Comprehensive planning and reasonable layout benefit water environment protection
and water quality improvement. The planning should consider the principles of
“combining upstream and downstream, deep and shallow layers”;

(5) The planning of deep tunnel drainage systems should be co-ordinated with the long-
term relocation of major sewage treatment plants within the planning scope;

(6) Construction of deep tunnel drainage systems should leverage different conditions
through dispatching operations to relieve urban flooding, and control initial rain and
combined sewage overflow pollution;

(7) Under the premise of meeting the construction goals and functions, investment should
be saved, and operating costs minimized as much as possible.
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According to the needs of new urbanization, based on the existing shallow drainage
systems and river networks, constructing deep tunnel drainage systems can address the
“urban flooding” problem in Guangzhou’s urban area, raising the drainage standard of
urban drainage channels in the corresponding basin from the existing recurrence period
of 0.5 to 1 year to a 10-year standard. It also provides conditions for increasing the inter-
ception ratio of sewage collection systems in combined areas, and initial rain collection in
separate areas.

2.2. Planning Principles of Guangzhou Deep Tunnel Drainage System

Guangzhou is located in South China and is the capital of Guangdong Province. As
of the end of 2023, Guangzhou had a permanent resident population of 18.827 million
people [17]. Situated in the Pearl River Delta, Guangzhou has a pronounced marine
climate. The city is rich in rainwater resources, with an average annual precipitation of over
1800 mm and approximately 150 days of rainfall each year [18]. As a mega-city in China,
Guangzhou’s central urban area has a high construction density, dense housing, and a large
population density, making it difficult to renovate the existing shallow drainage system.
Therefore, in addition to following the basic principles mentioned above, the planning of
Guangzhou’s deep tunnel drainage system should also consider the following key points:

(1) The protection of receiving water bodies and public health in the drainage planning
of the catchment area during the rainy season is crucial;

(2) The actual water flow conditions during the rainy season, the collection system,
and the operating capacity of sewage treatment plants vary greatly with weather
conditions. It is necessary to continuously measure, model, monitor, and evaluate
under full weather conditions;

(3) Clarify local rainfall patterns, topography, groundwater conditions, initial soil mois-
ture status, and extreme changes in flood control facilities;

(4) Combine infrastructure operating conditions, and infiltration and inflow increment to
comprehensively predict future flow changes;

(5) The operation and maintenance of collection systems and treatment facilities should
include strict management of all pollution sources in the basin, effective control
of initial rain pollution, and measures to maximize the reduction of dry season
overflow pollution;

(6) Under the prerequisite of meeting engineering goals and functions, reduce investment
and operating costs as much as possible;

(7) Emphasis on sustainable development: maintain and continue the basic principles of
planning and design through information systems, avoid structural and functional
defects, minimize environmental impact, and ensure long-term effective operation.

2.3. Overall Planning Method for Guangzhou Deep Tunnel Drainage System

Based on the aforementioned issues, the deep tunnel drainage system in Guangzhou’s
central urban area ultimately chose the “online combined storage tunnel + flood pumping
station” type. This approach combines the characteristics of a combined storage tunnel with
a stormwater discharge tunnel, utilizing flexible scheduling to maximize its comprehensive
functionality. The overall planning can be summarized in the following four stages:

Stage One: Collect planning data from tributary areas and determine the assess-
ment tools;

Stage Two: Confirm the current development conditions;
Stage Three: Develop and determine the preferred working scheme for the tributary areas;
Stage Four: Integrate the tributary schemes into the overall city plan;
The overall planning process is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of general planning method flow in Guangzhou.

Since the adoption of deep tunnel drainage is unprecedented in mainland China,
there are numerous technical challenges. Therefore, the first phase requires selecting an
experimental section for preliminary exploratory construction. Donghao Creek, as an
important river in Guangzhou’s old urban area, serves both sewage and flood discharge,
as well as landscape functions.

The Dong Hao Creek originates to the west of Chang Yao Ridge on the Baiyun Moun-
tain, with a total basin area of 13.11 km2. The upper reaches of Donghao Creek are the Lu
Lake, which controls a rainwater collection area of 2.52 km2. The multi-year annual average
precipitation is 1676 mm, with 81% of the annual total falling during the flood season (April
to September), with the months of May and June having the most concentrated rainfall.

According to the data provided in the “Guangzhou City Flood and Drought Risk
Atlas—Yuexiu District Donghao Creek Drainage Area”, published by the Guangzhou
Municipal Water Affairs Bureau, the storm parameters for the Donghao Creek area are as
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Donghao Creek area storm parameters table.

Duration
Design Storm Value (mm)

P = 100 Year P = 50 Year P = 20 Year P = 5 Year

1 h 138.6 124.8 106.5 76.8
6 h 252.0 225.0 188.0 131.0
24 h 340.2 303.8 253.8 176.9
72 h 448.6 400.5 334.6 233.2

Note: P is the recurrence periods of the storm.

The Donghao Creek basin, located in the Yuexiu District, is part of the old city area,
where the upstream drainage system is a complete combined sewer system, and the
downstream is a catch-basin type combined sewer system. At the mouth of Donghao Creek,
there is a tide gate and a pumping station. The tide gate has a clear width of 24 m and was
constructed in 2002. The pumping station includes rainwater lifting pumps and sewage
lifting pumps, with the rainwater lifting pumps being 8 pumps at 6.5 m3/s each, with a total
flow rate of 52 m3/s, and the sewage lifting pumping station is 6 pumps at 2.83 m3/s each,
with a total flow rate of 16.98 m3/s. During the south section renovation of Donghao Creek
in 2009, a supplementary water pumping station was also built with a water replenishment
flow rate of 1.5 m3/s. The current flood discharge standard is designed to withstand a
20-year return period of a 24-h storm without causing disaster.

Due to land acquisition and demolition issues during the river rehabilitation, the
actual flow section did not meet the original design section, and the current flood control
standard did not meet the original design standard of a 20-year flood return period. The
Donghao Creek basin has a high urban construction density and a high surface hardening
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rate. In recent years, frequent extreme rainstorms have caused severe flooding in the basin,
even resulting in rivers overflowing their banks, leading to significant economic losses
and severely disrupting residents’ everyday work and lives. Additionally, the extremely
high population density and urban construction density in the Donghao Creek basin
have rapidly increased urban pollution loads, and CSO pollution has become increasingly
serious during rainy days, degrading the river water quality and affecting its landscape
function. Consequently, Donghao Creek was selected as the initial experimental section for
the construction of Guangzhou’s deep tunnel drainage system.

2.4. Data Collection and Current Status Assessment

The primary purpose of this stage is to collect the necessary data for planning to estab-
lish, calibrate, and simulate hydrological and hydraulic models under current conditions
and various improvement scenarios. The collected data include population and water
usage information, rainfall and rainfall intensity, land use and imperviousness-related
factors, groundwater conditions, overflow data, the current state of the shallow drainage
system, existing sewage collection and treatment facilities, and characteristics of receiving
water bodies. At the end of the first stage, all necessary data and information are integrated
to construct the corresponding hydrological, hydraulic, and receiving water body models.

Based on the collected data, the gap between the current performance of the shallow
drainage system and the planning objectives was assessed. The hydrological and hydraulic
models constructed in the first stage were primarily used to simulate the system’s perfor-
mance under existing conditions, and identify and quantify the problems. This typically
involves quantifying and spatially locating issues related to dry season overflows, wet sea-
son overflows, street flooding, hydraulic limitations of the collection system, and tributary
areas’ development conditions.

Comprehensive assessment reveals that Guangzhou’s existing shallow drainage sys-
tem has the following deficiencies: (1) insufficient interception capacity of sewage pipes,
failing to meet the required interception multiples; (2) inadequate control over CSO pollu-
tion interception, frequency, and pollutant discharge; (3) the shallow system does not meet
the standards for rainwater management and flood control, and existing rivers do not meet
the required flood control standards.

2.5. Development of Drainage Facility Improvement Plans for Each Tributary Basin

The main objective of the improvement plans for drainage facilities in each tributary
basin is to enhance the capacity to handle a ten-year, two-hour-duration rainstorm, reduce
CSO, and alleviate street flooding, like the example of the Donghao Creek deep tunnel
system. The plan includes improvements to the shallow drainage system and the planning
of deep branch tunnels. Based on the deficiencies identified in the existing drainage
system during the second stage, the feasibility of achieving the above goals by improving
the shallow drainage system is first evaluated. Considerations include: (1) modifying
local pipelines to alleviate local flooding issues; (2) enhancing the interception capacity
of the main shallow sewage pipes and primary interception pipes to meet CSO pollution
interception standards; (3) modifying rivers to increase their flood discharge capacity. When
improving the shallow drainage system alone is insufficient to address the drainage issues,
deep branch tunnels are introduced to enhance the drainage system’s efficiency. Typically,
the planning of deep branch tunnels involves three main aspects: functional positioning,
scale justification, and scheme comparison.

It is important to note that the third stage is an iterative process, where different
improvement schemes are developed to evaluate the benefits of each scheme for achieving
the overall planning objectives. The drainage facility improvement plan is ultimately
determined based on the principle of maximizing benefits. The main methods and steps
are illustrated in Figure 2.
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2.6. The Calculation Method for the Intercepting Ratio of Combined Piping Network and CSO
Retention Rate

The intercepting ratio of combined piping network is a key parameter in the design of
such systems. The selection of the intercepting ratio (n) must consider the degree of surface
pollution of the runoff, as well as the water quality target control values that surface waters
should achieve.

The benchmark rainfall intensity refers to the rainfall intensity that corresponds to
the detention of rainwater at the intercepting ratio n = 1. Overflow occurs when the flow
exceeds the current dry weather sewage flow by a multiple of 1.

The annual characteristic rainfall was used to calculate the overflow volume of each
discharge outlet of the tributaries and the reduction rate of stormwater overflow pollution.
One of the planning goals is to reduce pollutant emissions by 70%. Chemical Oxygen
Demand (COD) was selected as the water quality parameter to assess the effectiveness of
deep tunnel systems in reducing pollution discharged into rivers.

To calculate the pollution status of the drainage system and assess the reduction effi-
ciency of stormwater overflow pollution after the implementation of the project, Guangzhou
Municipal Engineering Design and Research Institute Co., Ltd. carried out the monitoring
of CSO water quality concentration during rainy days for some rivers and streams in the
central urban area.
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The COD reduction rate was calculated as the COD mass, reduced by detention,
divided by the total COD mass in the basin during the rainfall period.

COD Reduction rate =
Detention − reduced COD mass

Total COD mass in the basin during the rain f all period

The relevant parameters for the HEC-RAS model, as seen in Tables S1 and S2, are
utilized for simulating the drainage standards of the watershed.

3. Results
3.1. Development of Overall Urban Tunnel System and Facilities Planning

After completing the information assessment, it is clear that main purpose of construct-
ing the deep tunnel system is to control flood disasters and reduce CSO. Upon completing
the first three stages, the primary goal of the fourth stage is to develop the optimal overall
city-wide plan to control flood disasters and reduce CSO. The main tasks of this stage
include: (1) determining the scheme for connecting main tunnels to each branch tunnel;
(2) developing the main tunnel planning scheme; (3) planning sewage collection and treat-
ment facilities (such as sewage treatment plants); (4) co-ordinating the overall deep tunnel
drainage system and sewage treatment plants.

The overall planning should be based on the previously selected improvement plans
for tributary basins and aligned with the main tunnel scheme. The planned main tunnels
should be capable of transporting sewage from tributary basin storage facilities to down-
stream treatment facilities. The configuration of each main tunnel should be integrated with
the selected tributary basin schemes, comprehensively assessing their operational efficiency
and cost. If the expected improvement objectives are not met, adjustments to the main
tunnel configuration and the selected tributary basin improvement schemes are necessary.
When modifying schemes, the goal is to achieve the highest economic efficiency and meet
the city-wide planning objectives, with flexibility in achieving tributary basin improvement
targets. Additionally, the requirements for draining storage facilities, the transportation
capacity of the collection system, and available downstream treatment capacity should be
reconsidered to further refine the overall plan. The main methods and steps for the fourth
stage are illustrated in Figure 3.
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The above example demonstrates the considerations and development process of the
Guangzhou deep tunnel drainage system planning scheme, providing a reference and
guidance for corresponding planning in other cities in China. However, specific problems
should be analyzed to develop comprehensive planning schemes that align with urban
development directions.

Taking Donghao Creek as an example, the Yuexiu District where the Donghao Creek
basin is located is part of the old city area. The upstream section of the drainage system
operates on a complete combined sewer system, while the downstream section operates
on a catch-basin-type combined sewer system. In the upstream section of the covered
channel, rainwater and wastewater from the basin are discharged into Donghao Creek’s
covered channel through the combined sewer pipes. Then, on Dongfeng Road, it is diverted
into the downstream sewage pipe through a pollution control gate. In the downstream
section of the open channel, sewage is collected through the sewage pipes on both sides
and then discharged into the main sewage channel box on the north side of the Pearl
River. According to the data from the “Guangzhou City Flood (Tide) Defense and Drainage
Planning—Hydrological Analysis and Water Surface Profile Calculation Special Report”,
the hydrological data of Donghao Creek are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Donghao Creek Hydrological Data.

Cross-Section Name
Catchment Area

(km2)
River Length (m) Slope Gradient

(‰)

Urban Hydrological Method
Flow Rate (m3/s)

5% 10%

Donghao Creek-Luhu basin 9.42 6.81 2.84 106 91
Donghao Creek-Yudaihao and

Xinhepu basin 11.10 6.81 2.84 119 105

The Guangzhou Deep Tunnel Drainage System—Donghao Creek Pilot Project is the
first deep tunnel drainage project designed and constructed in China, which started in
2012. The total investment of the project is RMB 770 million, with the main tunnel having a
diameter of 6 m, laid more than 30 m underground along the Donghao Creek from north
to south, with a total length of 1.7 km; the coverage area is about 17.68 km2, with a total
population of about 1.2 million, and the current dry weather sewage volume is about
350,000 m3/d. It includes four inflow shafts, with an upgrade pumping station at the end.

After the completion of the project, through the effective co-ordination of the deep
tunnel with the shallow drainage system and the existing river channels, as shown in the
schematic diagram of the connection between the deep tunnel and the shallow network
in Figure 4, it can comprehensively improve the detention multiple of the Donghao Creek
basin sewage collection system, reduce the pollution of combined sewage and initial
rainwater overflow during the rainy season, and improve the water quality environment
and drainage standards of the Donghao Creek basin in the central area of Guangzhou.
At the same time, it can achieve the regulation or diversion of rainwater under different
rainfall conditions, comprehensively improving the drainage, flood prevention, and flood
discharge system standards of the Donghao Creek basin water system.

The Donghao Creek Deep Drainage Tunnel supplements and enhances the shallow
drainage system and river channel system of Donghao Creek, with its primary functions being:

(1) Reducing Overflow Pollution: During the rainy season, the tunnel serves as a storage
conduit for combined sewage and initial rainwater from the Donghao Creek basin.
Post-rainfall, sewage is lifted by the terminal sewage pump station to the shallow
drainage system and then sent to the sewage treatment plant. This significantly
increases the interception multiple of the entire basin’s interception system, greatly
reducing the number of times sluice gates are opened for various tributaries (or culvert
boxes) in the Donghao Creek basin. It aims to cut over 70% of the combined overflow
pollution (measured by COD) during the rainy season.
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(2) Assisting Flood Control and Mitigating Shallow Water Flooding: Under heavy rainfall
conditions, the tunnel acts as a flood drainage channel, performing flood discharge
functions. After being lifted by the terminal flood pumping station, the floodwater is
discharged into the Pearl River, thereby lowering the water level at the culvert box
outlet. This works in conjunction with the shallow system renovation to elevate the
shallow drainage standard to a P = 5-year return period (95.55 mm), enhancing the
drainage standard of the combined main channels in the basin to a P = 10-year return
period (109.71 mm), and ensuring the open section of the Donghao Creek meets a
50-year flood control standard.
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3.2. Economic Comparison Analysis

The construction of a tunnel drainage system primarily offers the following advantages:

(1) Land Space Advantage: It conserves land resources by utilizing underground space,
which is crucial in urban areas where surface area is limited;

(2) Increased Detention Ratio: It enhances the existing drainage network’s ability to
handle stormwater and sewage loads by increasing the detention ratio, which is the
capacity to store and release water during heavy rainfall;

(3) Operational Flexibility of Wastewater Treatment Plants: The system allows for more
flexible operation of wastewater treatment plants, accommodating fluctuations in
inflow and improving the overall efficiency of the drainage system;

(4) Provides conditions for the treatment of initial rainwater and control of the pollution
caused by the first flush of rain.

Taking the Donghao Creek deep tunnel pilot section as an example, an estimation of
the investment for the deep tunnel scheme is compared with the original shallow drainage
renovation scheme (conventional scheme) and the rainwater and wastewater diversion
renovation scheme, considering aspects such as the volume of work, land expropriation,
and pipeline relocation. The results are shown in Table 3.
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Table 3. Comparison between deep tunnel scheme and original shallow drainage renovation scheme
(conventional scheme).

Plan Conventional Scheme
(Shallow Drainage Renovation)

Separate Rain and Sewage
Scheme Deep Tunnel Scheme

Scheme
Description

Donghao Creek Whole Basin
Waterlogging Transformation:
Shallow Network Expansion, etc.

Separate rain and sewage in the
entire Donghao basin

Donghao Creek whole
watershed waterlogging control
and initial rainwater collection

Project Cost
(billion yuan) 0.47 0.98 0.59

Total
Investment
(billion yuan)

1.02 (including 0.37 for land
acquisition and pipeline
relocation)

2.87 (including 1.82 for land
acquisition and pipeline
relocation)

0.77 (including 0.1 for land
acquisition and pipeline
relocation)

Implementation Effect
1⃝ Flood renovation: Dihao

Creek to 1-year standard.

1⃝ Separate rain and sewage
(drainage system reaches
2–5 year standard).

1⃝ Flood renovation: reaches
5-year standard.

2⃝ Initial rain interception:
adds about 60,000 m3

storage capacity.

As shown in Table 3, the engineering cost of the deep tunnel scheme is between the
conventional scheme (shallow drainage renovation) and the stormwater and sewage diver-
sion scheme, that is, the initial investment is relatively large. However, it greatly reduces
the cost of demolition, relatively reduces the difficulty of implementation, and the deep
tunnel scheme is more conducive to the regulation and treatment of the initial rainwater.

Accordingly, the deep tunnel drainage system also has many limitations, mainly
reflected in:

(1) The initial investment is relatively large;
(2) The operating cost is high. Due to its location in deep underground spaces, the power

consumption of the pumping stations during operation is relatively large;
(3) The cost of cleaning and maintenance is relatively high. After each use, cleaning and

maintenance are required.

For the above reasons, the tunnel drainage system should serve as a supplement to the
shallow drainage system. While making full use of the shallow drainage system, the deep
drainage system should be flexibly operated and combined with intelligent scheduling to
maximize the role of the deep tunnel system.

Therefore, considering relocation costs, implementation difficulty, and effectiveness,
the deep tunnel scheme has clear advantages over the conventional and separate rain and
sewage schemes.

3.3. Analysis of the Effects after Deep Tunnel Implementation

The Donghao Creek deep tunnel project officially entered the trial operation phase in
January 2022. According to the operation records of the Guangzhou Municipal Drainage
Company, since the trial operation of the Donghao Creek deep tunnel pilot section started in
2022, as of 25 May there has been a cumulative rainfall of 78 days, with a total of 68 rainfall
events, a total rainfall duration of 769 h, and a total rainfall volume of 809.46 mm. The
maximum daily rainfall was 89.90 mm (12 May), and the maximum hourly rainfall was
46 mm/h (23 April). At the end of the Donghao Creek pilot section project of the deep
tunnel drainage system, a pump station with flood discharge pumps was set up, with
a total of 8 flood discharge pumps installed. The maximum flow rate of a single pump
is Q = 21,600 m3/h; the head H is 12.6 to 20 m; the power N is 1100 kW. The maximum
flow rate Q = 21,600 m3 is reached when the head H = 13.6 m. In the event of extreme
rainstorms, when the shallow drainage system’s flood discharge capacity is insufficient,
the deep tunnel serves as a flood discharge channel. The inflow gates of the deep tunnel



Water 2024, 16, 2429 12 of 18

and the flood discharge pump group are activated to pump and discharge the floodwater
into the Pearl River.

The initial operation period can be divided into two phases: the flood season and the
non-flood season, with the specific timing based on the annual flood season notification
issued by the Municipal Three Defenses Office. The main operation and management
content is as follows:

(1) Flood Season—Operation Phase

During this phase, the deep tunnel system is normally put into operation. Combined
with the surrounding shallow network and the runoff generated by rainfall in the basin,
the operation of the deep tunnel system is carried out according to the preset conditions
of the scheduling plan to fully exert the multifunctionality of the deep tunnel system
and accumulate experience for the subsequent formal operation of the system. In case of
emergencies, such as maintenance and emergency repairs during this phase, the system
will be shut down after reporting to the Guangzhou Municipal Water Affairs Bureau.

(2) Non-Flood Season—Maintenance Phase

During this phase, the deep tunnel system is generally not put into operation. After
the flood season each year, it enters the cleaning and maintenance period. During this
period, all vertical shaft inflow corridors are closed, and personnel and machinery enter
each vertical shaft and tunnel to carry out routine maintenance work, such as equipment
maintenance and tunnel cleaning, to ensure that all equipment, facilities, and tunnels are
functioning properly, in preparation for the next flood season’s operation.

The deep tunnel facilities were activated a total of 11 times, with eight instances
serving the function of regulating and storing rainwater and sewage, and three instances
providing auxiliary flood discharge capabilities. The inflow gates were opened a total
of 62 times, the emptying pumps were operated 98 times with a cumulative duration
of 774.33 h, and the flood discharge pumps were operated 26 times with a cumulative
duration of 1096 min. A total of 313,200 t of initial rainwater was regulated and stored,
reducing 43.85 t of COD pollutants and 0.62 t of ammonia nitrogen. The sedimentation
gate in MaYuGang was opened a total of eight times (25 times in 2021).

The Donghao Creek deep tunnel includes four inflow shafts. From January to the end
of May 2022, the Dongfeng Road shaft opened its gate 28 times, and the Baizi Chong water
intake well opened its gate 32 times. The Zhongshan Third Road shaft did not open its
gate, and the Yudai Canal shaft opened its gate twice. From the above data, it is evident
that the Dongfeng Road shaft and the Baizi Chong water intake well are the main inflow
points of the Donghao Creek deep tunnel. The gates in front of the Zhongshan Third Road
shaft and the Yudai Canal shaft did not reach the water level required to open the gates. A
preliminary judgment is that this is because some local areas have undergone rainwater and
sewage diversion reconstruction. During the rainy season, a large amount of rainwater was
discharged through the stormwater pipes, resulting in a reduction of water volume in the
shallow pipelines connected to these two shafts, which did not reach the gate opening level.

3.3.1. CSO Reduction Efficiency Analysis

In terms of overflow pollution, the water quality and flow data from the operation
of the deep tunnel system are used as the basis for statistics. In 2022, the Donghao Creek
deep tunnel cumulatively reduced the overflow of sewage (including initial rainwater)
by approximately 2.48 million t, a total reduction of 361.88 t of COD pollution in the
overflow, and 15.40 t of ammonia nitrogen pollution in the overflow. According to the
actual measured overflow data from the pollution control gates and flap gates within the
basin, the actual overflow volume controlled by the Donghao Creek deep tunnel drainage
basin in 2022 was about 688,900 t, with 148.04 t of COD pollution in the overflow and 5.32 t
of ammonia nitrogen pollution. Therefore, the total amount of overflow COD was 509.92 t,
and the total amount of overflow ammonia nitrogen was 20.72 t. The control of pollutants
by the deep tunnel system is shown in Figure 5.
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Based on the above statistical results, the following calculations were made: the
Donghao Creek deep tunnel system reduced the total amount of COD in the rainy season
overflow of the basin by 62.60% in 2022, and reduced the total amount of ammonia nitrogen
in the overflow by 72.85%.

The total annual rainfall in the Donghao Creek basin was approximately 1956 mm in
2022 and about 1758 mm in 2019. Since the rainfall amounts of these two years are relatively
close, operational monitoring data from 2019 and 2022 were selected for a comparative
analysis of the CSO interception before and after the operation of the deep tunnel system
throughout a complete flood season, as shown in Figure 6.
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The deep tunnel can provide about 60,000 m3 of storage capacity. The annual overflow
of combined sewage during rainy days in the Donghao region is 2.662 million m3, with a
COD overflow total of 57.2 t. As shown in Figure 6, the interception rate of CSO sewage
increases from the current 68.3% to 89%, the runoff interception rate increases from the
current 48.1% to 82%, and the reduction rate of COD overflow pollution on rainy days
increases from the current 58.6% to 86%.

This comparison illustrates the significant improvement in pollution reduction effi-
ciency achieved through the implementation of the deep tunnel system. The deep tunnel
enhances the storage capacity, reduces the frequency and volume of overflows, and ef-
fectively intercepts and treats pollutants, leading to a cleaner and more efficient urban
drainage system.

3.3.2. Drainage Standard Analysis of the Basin

(1) Combined Sewer Boxes and River Creeks

Currently, the comprehensive drainage standards for combined sewer boxes and
canals (ensuring no overflow from sewer boxes and no overtopping from canals) meet a
3-year recurrence period (municipal, approximately 80 mm rainfall). After the completion
of the deep tunnel, utilizing four vertical shafts and tunnels to serve as auxiliary drainage
channels for Donghao Creek, the water level at the least favorable times in the southern
section of Donghao Creek and various main combined sewer boxes is shown in Figure 7.
The comprehensive drainage standards for deep tunnels and canals are raised to a 10-year
frequency (canal water levels lower than 0.6 m below ground level, canals not overflowing).
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Figure 7. The hydraulic gradient profile of the southern section of Donghao Creek under the worst-
case scenario after the implementation of the deep tunnel (with a 10-year return period and 120-min
rainfall intensity).

Simultaneous calculations were conducted for the hydraulic drainage capacity of the
waterway according to hydraulic standards, with the water surface profile simulated using
HEC-RAS 4.0 hydraulic simulation software [19]. The watershed area is 12.47 km2, with a
basin length of 6.5 km. Considering the tidal gate and the existing drainage pump station
with a capacity of 52 m3/s, the initial water level at the tidal gate is set at 6.2 m as the control
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level, while also accounting for the diversion effects of the deep tunnel at four vertical
shaft locations. Hydrological calculation parameters are shown in Figure 8. Verification
post-implementation of the deep tunnel confirms that the southern section of Donghao
Creek can achieve drainage standards equivalent to a 50-year return period, according to
hydraulic standards.
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Figure 8. The water surface profile of Donghao Creek under a 50-year return period after diversion
through the deep tunnel (according to hydraulic standards).

(2) Shallow Drainage System

Based on maintenance information from the Guangzhou Drainage Center, calculations
were conducted to assess the 5-year return period, 120-min rainfall inundation risk of the
shallow drainage system in the Donghao Creek after the implementation of the deep tunnel.
As shown in Table 4, before and after the implementation of the deep tunnel there was
a significant decrease in water levels at various critical outfalls, leading to a substantial
reduction in the inundation area compared to the current situation.

Table 4. Comparing water levels at key outfall locations before and after implementation of the deep
tunnel (5-year return period, 120-min rainfall).

No Outfall Locations Water Level before (m) Water Level after (m)

1 Mayugang Channel Box 7.958 7.322
2 Zhongshan 3rd 7.451 6.794
3 Haoxian Road 7.845 7.194
4 Yudaihao 6.891 6.299
5 Junction of Xinhepu and Donghao Creek 6.55 5.862
6 Dongchuan Road Channel Box 6.571 5.910
7 Baizichong Channel Box 6.588 5.925

Upon completion of the shallow drainage network improvement project in the Dong-
hao Creek, aimed at mitigating 5-year return period inundation points, the relevant depart-
ments are working towards achieving this enhanced standard.

Additionally, with the construction of the deep tunnel experimental section in Donghao
Creek, the expected goals of reducing overflow pollution, controlling CSO, assisting in
river channel drainage, alleviating shallow inundation, and improving flood control and
drainage standards have all been met.
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3.3.3. Urban Waterlogging Risk Control Effect

Based on the on-site records of water accumulation within the controlled area for
urban waterlogging, in 2019 there were a total of 13 occurrences of waterlogging, including
four instances of moderate waterlogging and nine instances of mild waterlogging. The
total duration of waterlogging was 35 min, with an average duration of 41.15 min per event
and an average water depth of 26 cm.

After the Donghao Creek deep tunnel system was put into operation, in 2022, there
were a total of 12 occurrences of waterlogging, including three instances of moderate
waterlogging and nine instances of mild waterlogging. The total waterlogging time was
369 min, with an average duration of 30.75 min per event and an average water depth
of 35 cm. The waterlogging conditions before and after the activation of the deep tunnel
system are shown in Figure 9.
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Compared to 2019, after the activation of the deep tunnel system in 2022, the total
waterlogging duration in the Donghao Creek basin decreased by 31.03%, and the average
duration of water accumulation decreased by 25.27%.

4. Conclusions

This study highlights the significant advantages and feasibility of implementing deep
tunnel drainage systems in densely populated urban areas, using the case of Guangzhou.
The deep tunnel system effectively addresses the limitations of traditional drainage in-
frastructure by providing substantial underground storage for excess rainwater, thereby
reducing the frequency and severity of urban flooding and mitigating combined sewer
overflow (CSO) pollution.

The construction of tunnel drainage systems offers significant benefits for urban water
management. Firstly, it protects land resources by utilizing underground space, which
is particularly advantageous in densely populated urban areas. Secondly, it enhances
the interception capacity of the existing drainage network, thereby improving overall
system efficiency. Additionally, it allows for the more flexible scheduling and operation
of sewage treatment facilities, adapting to varying demands. Lastly, it provides effective
conditions for the treatment and control of initial rainwater pollution, contributing to better
environmental management.

However, these costs are offset by the optimization of scheduling between the shallow
pipe network and the deep tunnel system, as well as the long-term benefits and efficiency
improvements brought about by better flood control and pollution management.
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The successful implementation of the deep tunnel drainage system in Guangzhou
sets a precedent for other cities facing similar urban flooding challenges. By integrating
deep tunnels with existing infrastructure and urban planning goals, cities can achieve
more resilient and sustainable urban development. Future research and planning should
continue to refine these systems, addressing any emerging challenges and optimizing their
performance to meet the evolving needs of urban environments.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/w16172429/s1, Table S1: The parameters of hydrological calculation;
Table S2: HEC Model parameter adjustment range table.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, J.S. and G.W.; methodology, J.S. and G.W.; validation, W.L.;
investigation, W.L.; resources, X.W.; data curation, J.S. and J.H.; writing—original draft preparation,
J.S.; writing—review and editing, J.H.; supervision, X.W.; project administration, G.W.; funding
acquisition, J.S. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by Guangzhou Municipal Engineering Design and Research
Institute Co., Ltd. Science and Technology Development Project (Grant No. KY-2023-004).

Data Availability Statement: Data is contained within the article or Supplementary Material.

Conflicts of Interest: Authors Jingyi Sun, Guanghua Wang and Wentao Li were employed by the
company Guangzhou Municipal Engineering Desigh & Research Institute Co., Ltd., and Xuewei Wu
was employed by the company Guangzhou Water Investment Group Co., Ltd. The remaining author
declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships
that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

References
1. Liang, Z.S.; Sun, J.; Chau, H.K.M.; Echo, I.; Leong, M.; Wu, D.; Jiang, F. Experimental and Modelling Evaluations of Sulfide

Formation in a Mega-Sized Deep Tunnel Sewer System and Implications for Sewer Management. Environ. Int. 2019, 131, 105011.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

2. USGCRP. Climate Science Special Report; U.S. Global Change Research Program: Washington, DC, USA, 2017.
3. Cherqui, F.; Belmeziti, A.; Granger, D.; Sourdril, A.; Le Gauffre, P. Assessing Urban Potential Flooding Risk and Identifying

Effective Risk-Reduction Measures. Sci. Total Environ. 2015, 514, 418–425. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
4. Park, S.; Kim, J.; Kang, J. Exploring Optimal Deep Tunnel Sewer Systems to Enhance Urban Pluvial Flood Resilience in the

Gangnam Region, South Korea. J. Environ. Manag. 2024, 357, 120762. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
5. Owusu, P.A.; Odai, S.N.; Annor, F.O.; Adjei, K.A. Reservoir Storage for Managing Floods in Urban Areas: A Case Study of

Dzorwulu Basin in Accra. Hydrol. Process. 2013, 27, 1615–1625. [CrossRef]
6. Luo, H.; Oberg, N.; Landry, B.J.; García, M.H. Assessing the System Performance of an Evolving and Integrated Urban Drainage

System to Control Combined Sewer Overflows Using a Multiple-Layer Based Coupled Modeling Approach. J. Hydrol. 2021,
603, 127130. [CrossRef]

7. Nanía, L.S.; León, A.S.; García, M.H. Hydrologic-Hydraulic Model for Simulating Dual Drainage and Flooding in Urban Areas:
Application to a Catchment in the Metropolitan Area of Chicago. J. Hydrol. Eng. 2015, 20, 04014071. [CrossRef]

8. Jack, C.D.; Debroy, P.; Lyall, R.J.W.; Jinrong, Y. Investigation, Design and Mapping of Shaft O1 on Phase 2 of the Deep Tunnel
Sewage System Project in Singapore. IOP Conf. Ser. Earth Environ. Sci. 2021, 833, 12076. [CrossRef]

9. Yu, Y.; Kojima, K.; An, K.; Furumai, H. Cluster Analysis for Characterization of Rainfalls and CSO Behaviours in an Urban
Drainage Area of Tokyo. Water Sci. Technol. 2013, 68, 544–551. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

10. Wallace, M.I.; Ng, K.C. Development and Application of Underground Space Use in Hong Kong. Tunn. Undergr. Space Technol.
2016, 55, 257–279. [CrossRef]

11. Wu, H.; Huang, G.; Meng, Q.; Zhang, M.; Li, L. Deep Tunnel for Regulating Combined Sewer Overflow Pollution and Flood
Disaster: A Case Study in Guangzhou City, China. Water 2016, 8, 329. [CrossRef]

12. Hu, K.; Wang, J.; Wu, H. Safety Evaluation of Super Deep Shaft Construction of Donghu Deep Tunnel in Wuhan. IOP Conf. Ser.
Earth Environ. Sci. 2021, 820, 12009. [CrossRef]

13. Stovin, V.R.; Moore, S.L.; Wall, M.; Ashley, R.M. The Potential to Retrofit Sustainable Drainage Systems to Address Combined
Sewer Overflow Discharges in the Thames Tideway Catchment. Water Environ. J. 2013, 27, 216–228. [CrossRef]

14. Botturi, A.; Ozbayram, E.G.; Tondera, K.; Gilbert, N.I.; Rouault, P.; Caradot, N.; Gutierrez, O.; Daneshgar, S.; Frison, N.; Akyol,
Ç.; et al. Combined Sewer Overflows: A Critical Review on Best Practice and Innovative Solutions to Mitigate Impacts on
Environment and Human Health. Crit. Rev. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2021, 51, 1585–1618. [CrossRef]

15. Yazdanfar, Z.; Sharma, A. Urban Drainage System Planning and Design--Challenges with Climate Change and Urbanization: A
Review. Water Sci. Technol. 2015, 72, 165–179. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/w16172429/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/w16172429/s1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2019.105011
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31374444
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2015.02.027
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25682359
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2024.120762
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/38574708
https://doi.org/10.1002/hyp.9286
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2021.127130
https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)HE.1943-5584.0001080
https://doi.org/10.1088/1755-1315/833/1/012076
https://doi.org/10.2166/wst.2013.253
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23925181
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tust.2015.11.024
https://doi.org/10.3390/w8080329
https://doi.org/10.1088/1755-1315/820/1/012009
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-6593.2012.00353.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10643389.2020.1757957
https://doi.org/10.2166/wst.2015.207
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26177398


Water 2024, 16, 2429 18 of 18

16. Huang, H.; Zhang, L.; Liu, L.; Wang, X.; Wang, X.; Pan, C.; Wang, D. Assessing the Mitigation Effect of Deep Tunnels on Urban
Flooding: A Case Study in Guangzhou, China. Urban Water J. 2019, 16, 312–321. [CrossRef]

17. Guangzhou City National Economic and Social Development Statistical Bulletin for the Year 2023 by Guangzhou Statistics Bureau
[EB/OL]. Available online: https://tjj.gz.gov.cn/stats_newtjyw/tjsj/tjgb/qstjgb/content/mpost_9567759.html (accessed on
13 July 2024).

18. Physical Geography—The People’s Government of Guangzhou Municipality [EB/OL]. Available online: https://www.gz.gov.
cn/zlgz/gzgk/zrdl/ (accessed on 25 August 2024).

19. Manzoor, S.; Ahanger, M. Probabilistic Flood Risk Assessment Using Coupled Hydrologic and 2D-Hydraulic Model in the Jhelum
River, Northwest Himalayas. Int. J. Hydrol. Sci. Technol. 2024, 17, 46–74. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1080/1573062X.2019.1669186
https://tjj.gz.gov.cn/stats_newtjyw/tjsj/tjgb/qstjgb/content/mpost_9567759.html
https://www.gz.gov.cn/zlgz/gzgk/zrdl/
https://www.gz.gov.cn/zlgz/gzgk/zrdl/
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJHST.2024.135133

	Introduction 
	Methods 
	Deep Tunnel Planning Objectives 
	Planning Principles of Guangzhou Deep Tunnel Drainage System 
	Overall Planning Method for Guangzhou Deep Tunnel Drainage System 
	Data Collection and Current Status Assessment 
	Development of Drainage Facility Improvement Plans for Each Tributary Basin 
	The Calculation Method for the Intercepting Ratio of Combined Piping Network and CSO Retention Rate 

	Results 
	Development of Overall Urban Tunnel System and Facilities Planning 
	Economic Comparison Analysis 
	Analysis of the Effects after Deep Tunnel Implementation 
	CSO Reduction Efficiency Analysis 
	Drainage Standard Analysis of the Basin 
	Urban Waterlogging Risk Control Effect 


	Conclusions 
	References

