Save Our Victoria Harbour, our most precious natural asset!

In the early days of Victoria Harbour, small boats could always be seen traveling across it. There were always men fishing along the shore, enjoying themselves under the sunlight, breathing the refreshing air, viewing the flashing sea and the stunning scene of the Harbour. However, these scenes are vanishing with the replacement of a sea full of rubbish, covered with a layer of oil and even with an evolvement of a choking, pungent smell. 

What are the causes of the problem?

Switching from a fishing harbour to an industrial and financial centre, with a drastic boom of population in the past few years, Hong Kong has become notorious for its economic and financial prosperity but simultaneously for its severe pollution problems, especially for the spoilage of Victoria Harbour where the pollution has reached an intolerable extent. It is mainly caused by the building of factories and housing estates alongside the shore which continue to discharge their wastes into the sea without any treatment in advance.

Every day, more than 2 million tonnes sewage and industrial wastewater is discharged into the Harbour, in which half of it receives no prior treatment at all! It’s indeed equivalent to dumping 8,419 dead pigs into the sea! Most of them mainly come from domestic homes, industrial sources and livestock farms. Subsequently, the marine environment is severely spoilt.

Though discharging sprinkling quantity of treated or raw sewage increases the amount of organic material in the water which consequently introduces a beneficial fertilizing effect, a concentration beyond the critical level causes microorganisms to further consume the oxygen present in the water. Marine lives are driven away or even killed because of insufficient oxygen. Tests were made on water samples from notorious pollution blacksopts in May 1992 by several universities and relative departments in Hong Kong. You may be amazed to hear that only 11% and 40% oxygen saturation were recorded in Kowloon Bay and Causeway Bay respectively, while levels approaching 100% should persist under normal conditions according to the Environmental Protection Department. As dissolved oxygen is essential to sustain marine life, I really wonder how they can survive under these abnormal and intolerable conditions. 

Apart from the discharged sewage, the industrial wastes also account for a large part of the pollution. Imagine 100,000 tonnes of industrial wastes, which is adequate to fill up 50 Olympic sized swimming pools, being drained into the sea every day. I doubt why we could stand this happening to our coastal waters in the passing years. These wastes usually contain highly toxic heavy metals such as cadmium, copper, chromium and contamination has already exceeds the standard level set by the EPD. The result of this indifference for the marine environment by industrialists does not only kill marine life but also lead to food poisoning when some contaminated marine life is later consumed by humans. New Hepatitis A cases which are caused by eating contaminated seafood in the first six months of 1992 were more than 70% above the total recorded cases for 1991. Three women were infected by cholera in 1998 too. The problem has never been stopped throughout the years.

What did the government do to ease the problem?

In recognition of the danger the Harbour is encountering, the government launched the first stage of the Harbour Area Treatment Scheme (HATS) in 2001 which tackles large part of the pollution problem in the Harbour. It does not only collect sewage generated around the Harbour but also treats it through several stages, ensuring it is harmless to the environment before discharging into the sea. The fact that 70 per cent of sewage around the Harbour receives treatment nowadays illustrates how successful the scheme is. Because of the success, further stages of the scheme are undergoing preliminary trials and studies and are expected to have completed by the end of 2003.

 Apart from the HATS, the Environmental Protection Department (EPD) also tries hard to improve the quality of water in the Harbour by controlling pollution at source and providing a sewage treatment system. Wastewater discharged every day is controlled by the EPD through the Water Pollution Control Ordinance. Under this ordinance, operators are required to ensure their discharges meet standards specified by the EPD. With regular inspections by the EPD, offenders caught will be prosecuted by subjecting to a penalty which effectively discourages operators from discharging wastes more than permitted. All sewage is discharged into sewers to a working tank system run by the Drainage Services Department for further treatment rather than disposing of directly into the coastal waters. By imposing the trade effluent surcharge, many factories are encouraged to move to the Mainland instead of staying in Hong Kong. The problems caused by industrial sewage are therefore lessened. All these means carried out by the government does not only arrest the worsening of the problem, but also help greatly the improvement of water quality in the Harbour.

What should the government do to ease the problem?

Despite the progress made, the government should keep on reducing pollution loads. They must reconsider the priorities of large infrastructural projects such as land filling of the Harbour and constructions of new buildings and factories along the shores, taking into account the wider long-term interests of local people including the state of the environment and the risks to public health. They should also consult for advices and co-operations from other regions, especially the Mainland China to help tackling the remaining pollution problems.

What should the government do to ease the problem?

How about us? Factories and domestic homes should follow the guidelines and instructions enforced by the government at any time. For example, if you often use excessive detergents for washing clothes and utilities at home, stop it now. Try not to flush the toilet unnecessarily, not only to ease the pollution problems, but also to save your bills. We should share part of the costs of maintaining the standard of marine water as everyone has a responsibility to protect our Harbour. So don’t bother to pay for the expensive bills now, as it is surely worth paying for the protection of our most precious natural asset.

Save our Victoria Harbour!

As long as the Victoria Harbour is a major feature of our identity, our heritage and our legacy, a fantastic, attractive spot for tourists, a source of economic benefits which it has been bringing for a long time and a pride of enormous citizens in Hong Kong. Protection of the Harbour from further deterioration should no longer be hesitated and delayed. 
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