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Supporting Role

More and more properties I look at have substantial retaining walls of one type or another.  This may well be as a result of new developments pushing out the boundaries to areas previously not considered good for development.

I do have some concerns for the way many of these walls are constructed.  When practising in the U.K. I was often asked the question about retaining walls and their cost, the first response I would always give is that a retaining wall is not building it is civil engineering and whatever cost you think it might be then multiply by ten, because there is a lot you don’t see in a retaining wall. Sadly on this island I am not sure how much civil engineering is involved because it seems to be an extension of pool building, lots of steelwork and keep the water in!  One of the most important features of a retaining wall is the incorporation of weep holes within the structure, so that in times of rain the water contained behind the wall can drain away.  Hydraulic pressure, as it is known, is one of the biggest causes of failure in a retaining wall, where water builds up and eventually moves/cracks the wall.  Once the wall is cracked then its integrity is substantially reduced.  

As I was saying, here they seem to build retaining walls similar to the way in which they build walls for swimming pools – to retain the water, so a failure waiting to happen. The importance of weep holes must be known to some here because driving along the new road to Essentepe I notice that all the ‘engineered’ retaining walls have drainage/weep holes to relieve the build up of hydraulic pressure.

Another important factor in building a retaining wall is the foundation it is built upon. A retaining wall needs a wide foundation, commonly called a boot foundation, where the widest part of it is the inner face so that when the earth is backfilled behind the wall it acts as a dead load on the boot to provide rigidity to the wall. I do not often see that happening here, foundations are usually little more than a shallow strip with some structural steelwork incorporated, tied into steelwork for the wall.  Yes this gives some integrity as a single unit but what happens when the wall fails as a whole? Usually the whole wall will move, rotating on its footing.

So what is the answer?  Well try not to buy a property where retaining walls have been constructed, but if you have to then check out the specification for the retaining wall and seek advice if you are not sure.  Otherwise, if not built properly, your retaining wall could fail and be a constant source of problems, it might even be a danger in that it could collapse onto someone or something, or worse still, it could allow the retained ground to slip away.  I would always suggest checking with your insurance company to see if your retaining wall is covered.

So what can you look out for?  Firstly a good test as to the quality of construction is whether weep holes have been incorporated, from this you will know if the builder has an understanding of retaining wall construction.  Secondly, look for any signs of movement in the wall, a slight hairline crack in the mortar this year could be a major problem in the years to come and, as I have already said, civil engineering costs will usually be a lot more than you would expect.  

If you already have a retaining wall and you are unsure of its condition but cracks are evident, you will need to monitor it for movement.  The oldest and simplest way to monitor movement is to attach by way of mortar dabs or epoxy resin a piece of thin glass bridging the crack.  If the movement is ongoing then the glass will break and you will know that you have a problem to deal with.

I am concerned, judging by the way the majority of retaining walls here are constructed, that there will be lots of problems in the future.
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Retaining wall under construction


with narrow foundations
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Retaining wall being built relying


on substantial reinforcing





A retaining wall that has failed on a 


new housing development - the 


house is not even finished yet!	








