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Hong Kong, as a world-class city, must have a pleasant and safe living environment. To achieve this, we must preserve the natural and cultural heritage of Hong Kong, the Victoria Harbour.

Cleaning up the Victoria Harbour is important for the protection of public health, for the marine environment, and to help to realize the vision of sustaining Hong Kong as one of the world’s great cities. The Victoria Harbour is at the heart of Hong Kong. Its cleanliness and attractiveness help to shape the health and attractiveness of Hong Kong.

However, the environmental condition of the Victoria Harbour has been deteriorating due to rapid population growth, economic development and the community's lack of environmental awareness. Characterized by low dissolved oxygen and high E. coli levels, the water quality of the Victoria Harbour is quite poor. These, together with the emissions of vessels, contaminate marine organisms and discourage tourism. 

The high nitrogen level may also cause red tides, which mean large amounts of fish are killed. All these problems may severely destroy the Victoria Harbour.

There are four ways to help clean the Victoria Harbour:

1. Privatization of government sectors in doing some projects

2. Education

3. Legislation and

4. Seeking advice from different organizations and doing more researches.

All these ways will be discussed in detail in the following.

Problems of the poor water quality of the Victoria Habour:

1. A low level of oxygen, high level of toxic metals and a high level of Escherichia coli may contaminate or kill marine lives
Graph showing amount of dissolved oxygen Victoria Harbour:
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This graph shows that there is an increasing level of dissolved oxygen level in the harbour. However, this level is not high enough when compared with the International standard.

Graph showing E.coli levels at VM1 of the Victoria Harbour from 1988 to 2001:
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Source: Marine Water Quality Report in Hong Kong 2000

This graph shows that there is an increasing trend of E.coli level at VM1 of the Victoria Harbour. Actually, this is the case in other parts of the Victoria Harbour.

The high level of E.coli may contaminate or kill marine organisms such as Indo- Pacific hump-backed dolphin (Chinese white dolphin), finless porpoise, Horseshoe crabs and corals. 
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 The finless porpoise 
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The Chinese White Dolphin

The poor water quality caused by pollution can result in the lower reproduction and survival rates of them.

For the marine organisms, sewage could be a potential source of pathogenic bacteria, fungi and viruses. They are vulnerable to a number of pathogens, which can be transmitted through human sewage waste. Degradation of the local marine environment, on which they ultimately depend, is a threat to the long-term survival of the animals. Local coral communities are important spawning grounds and nursery grounds for many commercially significant fishery resources, such as fish, shrimps, crabs, and shellfish. Corals not only accumulate limestone and create beach but also protect the coastline and stabilize the substrata from wave action and storms. They are extremely important to water and soil protection of the coast.
Horseshoe crabs are of important medical value. They are often used in eye research, for example. 

Loss of these valuable species due to the poor water quality of the Victoria Harbour can affect us much in the long run.
2. Excessive amounts toxic metals and the risk of red tides

Table showing results of the Seasonal Kendall Test for trends of nitrate nitrogen and total inorganic nitrogen in water quality parameters measured in Victoria Harbour Water Control Zone, 1986-2000
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Source: Marine Water Quality Report in Hong Kong 2000

This table shows that there is an increasing trend of nitrate nitrogen and total inorganic nitrogen in the Victoria Harbour.

The over-enrichment of a water body with nutrients such as nitrogen and phosphorus can result in eutrophication, which means excessive growth of algae, depletion of oxygen and finally degradation of the ecosystem. So, the Victoria Harbour has a high risk of red tides in the future. 

Red tides are blooms of microscopic algae, which produce characteristic pink or reddish-brown colorations in seawater. Red tides reduce sunlight penetration and, at night or when the algae die, deplete dissolved oxygen in the water. Some species of algae may also release toxic substances. Red tides can cause massive fish kills in marine fish culture zones through removal of dissolved oxygen or direct poisoning.
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 Photo showing fish died due to
red tides.

The Victoria Harbour contains a high level of toxic metals especially copper and silver.

Graph showing amounts of silver in marine sediments in Hong Kong
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Source: Marine Water Quality Report in Hong Kong 2000

This graph shows the amounts of silver in different parts of Hong Kong waters. It 

Shows that there is a high level of silver in the Victoria Habour.

These toxic heavy metals accumulate in sediments and poison marine life. They can pass along the food chain and poison us when we consume the poisoned seafood.
3. Pollution by vessels

Hong Kong is one of the busiest ports in the world. Every day, there are a large number of vessels entering or leaving Hong Kong.
Table Showing number of vessel arrivals in these years
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Source: Summary Statistics on Port Traffic in Hong Kong (September 2002)

This table shows that there is a large number of vessels arriving Hong Kong every day.

The emissions of these vessels cause serious water pollution.

Also, as the Victoria Harbour is becoming smaller and smaller due to reclamation, there is a risk of vessel collision. If this really happens, there may be leakage of oil from the vessels, which may poison marine organisms and cause serious water pollution.
4. Poor water level of the Victoria Habour may discourage tourism

Pollutants and bacteria in the Victoria Habour can give off bad smells and rubbish flowing on the waters gives bad scenery. Many tourists coming to Hong Kong often travel in the sea at night to admire the beauty of the Victoria Harbour. 

A photo of nightview of the Victoria Harbour
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If the water quality of the Victoria Harbour continues to be so bad, it may discourage tourists from coming into Hong Kong, as the Victoria Harbour is the heart of it. Hong Kong is undergoing economic recession, if revenue from tourism drops, the economic condition of Hong Kong would become worse. So, we must tackle the problem of the poor water quality of the Victoria Harbour.

Implementations to tackle the problems of the poor water quality of the Victoria Harbour

1. Privatization of government sectors in doing some projects

Pollution control is an expensive business, none more so than water pollution control. The effort to clean up Victoria Harbour - Hong Kong's symbolic heart is the government's most costly environment programme. For instance, stage 1 of the huge project, Harbour Area Treatment Scheme (HATS), alone cost a total of $8.2 billion and the total costs for the remaining works will reach an estimated $18 billion.

To save costs, the government can make more use of private sector expertise in risk and project management and financing as the time for research is too long and it is too costly. The government should have the right to examine the outcome of work by private companies and monitor their progress.

If the government can work together with the private sectors, it can save costs to do more research or use the money to beautify the Victoria Harbour in a more attractive way. In this way, we are able to make the fullest possible contribution towards reducing the pollution problems in Victoria harbour and beautifying it.
2. Legislation

Water quality improves only when we stop dumping untreated or inadequately treated sewage into the sea. One way to prevent people doing so is by legislation. At present, The Environmental Protection Department controls waste water discharges through the Water Pollution Control Ordinance. Operators are required to ensure their discharges meet the standards specified by the EPD. Offenders face financial penalties, which range from $300 to $100,000 and jail terms. The government should increase the penalties hence discouraging people from dumping untreated or inadequately treated sewage into the sea.

On the other hand, the government should encourage operators to dispose their wastes properly by giving subsidies to them or reducing their sewage charge if they install sewage treatment machines to treat their wastes themselves. 

Moreover, the government should increase the sewage charge paid by domestic households. For domestic households, the sewage charge is only at a prescribed rate of $1.20 per cubic metre of water consumed, with exemption for the first 12 cubic metres, in a four-month billing period. The sewage charge paid by them is not enough to meet the increasing recurrent costs of sewage treatment. So, the best way to tackle this problem is to increase the sewage charge. This matches the ‘Polluter Pays’ Principle, which means that those who cause pollution should pay for the cost of treatment or cleaning up. This encourages waste producers to reduce pollution at source in order to reduce their costs. 

Furthermore, the government should impose stricter control on the kind of vessels travelling in the Victoria Harbour. Vessels which are too old or with excessive emissions should not be allowed to come to Hong Kong or they should be fined. This can reduce pollution by the vessels traveling in the Victoria Harbour. Also, the government should set up some guidelines for the Environmental Protection Department or Marine Department informing what should be done if there is collision of vessels. This can reduce the damage to sea lives if such accidents occur. 
3. Education

Most Hong Kong residents are not aware of the environmental problems threatening the Victoria Harbour, the government should do something to educate the public on the importance of their commitment to cleaning the Victoria Harbour. Public education will improve the community’s understanding of the issue and solicit their support for the conservation programme. The Education Department should produce more publicity materials (e.g. Video CD or CD-ROM) to teach students about the current situation of the Victoria Harbour and the need for  cleaning it. The Education department can co-operate with the Environmental Protection Department to produce more  education materials, such as teaching kits and education packs. More information should also be made available on the website of EPD, so that any person interested may access the information easily through the Internet.
Apart from arousing their awareness of the issue, the government should also educate the public to save water. It should make some guidelines on saving water in everyday lives, for example, turning off all taps when leaving home, avoiding an excessive quantity of detergent when washing clothes or household utilities as more water is needed for rinsing it off, re-using shower or bath water to wash the floors or water plants.

By educating the citizens that all of them are responsible for the cleaning of the Victoria Harbour, the government can make all join force to save the environment and look forward to a happier, healthier and cleaner future.

4. Seeking advice from different organizations and doing more research
The government should seek more advice from different sectors, particularly academic institutions, green groups and professional bodies, on a set of proposed water quality criteria. These bodies can provide expert advice to the Government and keep the public regularly informed about the work of the government, so that we can build a better understanding of the concept of cleaning the Victoria Harbour. Issues such as the location of sewage treatment facilities, the effects of sewage pollution on marine waters, new technologies now available and the levels of treatment being considered are important matters for the community, so the government should keep the public informed of these all the time. In order to optimize the use of available resources and improve effectiveness of conservation efforts, the government should co-operate with other green groups or organizations.

Also, the government and these organizations should join force to 

carry out more researches or surveys to maintain up-to-date information, increase our knowledge of the environmental condition of the Victoria Harbour and provide the scientific basis and input for improving, refining, and updating the conservation plan. These researches may include the water quality of the Victoria Harbour when compared with the waters of other countries which is more interesting to the public.

The Victoria Harbour is Hong Kong's precious natural heritage. The Government and the community share a common wish to protect and treasure our harbour, our natural gift. A clean harbour is more than a pleasure to look at. It provides favourable conditions for sports and recreation and is beneficial to our health. Remember, a green environment is not only for our own future generations, but also our neighbours. So, every one of us should strive to make the Victoria Harbour clean.
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