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Introduction

Hong Kong is so famous for her Harbour, we are proud of it, too – till we cannot see rubbish floating on the water. Not only the foreign vistors, but also we, the local people find it disgusting when crossing the Harbour through the ferries. How can we stand THIS being a citizen in a “Tourist-Paradise”?

Cleaning the Harbour becomes an urgent task, which 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 harbour is at the heart of the city. Its health and attractiveness help to shape the health and attractiveness of the city around it.


The Harbour view looking from the Kowloon side
What can we do? Or what can the government do? Here I am going to tell you things the government DID and suggested to DO.
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We would not like to see a black and dark harbour, wouldn’t we?

Harbour Area Treatment Scheme (HATS)

65% of Hong Kong’s population live around Victoria Harbour. While industrial uses are declining, more people are coming to work in the main urban area, major restaurants and entertainment areas are found here, and it is one of the world’s greatest centers of shipping activity. The natural capacity of the harbour waters to absorb the wastes put into them has long been exceeded.

To achieve the task of cleaning up our Harbour, Harbour Area Treatment Scheme (HATS), formerly known as Strategic Sewage Disposal Scheme (SSDS) has been launched.

It is the name of the project to clean up Victoria Harbour. It has a long, evolving history. In 1989 the Environmental Protection Department (EPD) unveiled a plan to collect all of the sewage around Victoria Harbour, transport it by tunnels to Stonecutters Island, treat it, then dispose of it by a long deep-sea outfall off Lamma Island. Given the technology at the time, this was the best option that Hong Kong could afford. But over the years, some aspects of the scheme came under attack, particularly the level of treatment. 

The Stonecutters plant is able to remove most but not all of the contaminants from the sewage. It began operating in late 2001, served by sewers and tunnels that have been built over the past decade. It is treating 70 per cent of the sewage going into the harbour, currently about 1.2 million tonnes per day - sewage that previously was dumped without any treatment. But the commissioning of the plant, which represents the completion of Stage 1 of the scheme, is only a starting point. The level of treatment it provides will improve water quality in the eastern part of the harbour, but it is inadequate to guarantee good water quality near the current discharge point, off Stonecutters Island. There is also the problem of the remaining 30 per cent of sewage that needs to be collected and treated. An intensive water quality monitoring programme for the harbour has started and the first reliable results should be available by the spring of 2002.

Apart from the level of treatment, concern has also been raised about the discharge of the treated effluent. The long outfall off Lamma was to be the main point of discharge under the 1989 plans. It was intended to transfer and disperse the effluent from Stonecutters to the oceanic waters south of Hong Kong, but green groups, academics and others have argued it would be undesirable to discharge effluent that is not free of contaminants into the South China Sea. Additionally, the improvement in technologies in recent years means some options are more viable now than they were in 1989. 

In recognition of these concerns, the Chief Executive, Mr. Tung Chee-hwa, announced in his 1999 policy address that an International Panel of experts would review the scheme. The panel reported back in late 2000, saying the level of treatment at Stonecutters and the use of a long outfall were not good enough to protect the environment in the long term. Nor did the plan take the benefits of recent technological developments into account. The panel therefore recommended a new compact treatment technology that is capable of providing a much higher level of treatment at the Stonecutters plant and would discharge into Victoria Harbour without harming water quality. Some people in the community wanted more than one plant around the harbour so the panel addressed their concerns by drawing up four options.

The government has accepted most of the panel's recommendations and is now studying them. The largest study, begun in late November 2001, is looking at the detailed feasibility of each option, including engineering and land requirements, cost, and impacts on water quality. The study will cost $37 million and last 24 months, after which the public will be presented with the results and asked for their views. Indeed, information from all studies being undertaken will be made public. A key principle in this exercise is that the process be open and transparent. Everybody will have access to the same information as the government and their views will be taken into account before a decision is made.

Another study is looking at the type of treatment to be used. The panel recommended using "biological aerated filter (BAF)" treatment, a type of compact technology which removes pollutants to a much higher level than the current system at Stonecutters can achieve. A trial of BAF treatment will be conducted in 2002 to ensure it can deal with Hong Kong's hot summers and the use of salt water in its flushing system.

The length of time it will take to build a sewage system is also a concern. It can take 10 years to build even a small public works project under traditional practices, much longer for a project the size of the HATS. A consultancy study is underway to investigate alternatives, such as appointing a single private sector operator to design, build and operate the system.

The need to act quickly is imperative. Hong Kong's population is growing and more people and businesses continue to move to the Victoria Harbour area. The plant at Stonecutters Island is improving the water quality around the harbour for now, but these improvements could be cancelled out by an increase in sewage loads. Even if the sewage loads remain the same and if we stop at this point, the water still cannot meet the Water Quality Objectives, which are the EPD's targets for clean, healthy water in the harbour.
The chart below shows toxic metal discharges into the harbour have been reduced from over 7,000 kilogrammes a day to less than 2,000.
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Source controls have helped to dramatically reduce toxic metals discharged to Victoria Harbour

Also, dissolved oxygen levels in typhoon shelters have improved.However, the long term trend for dissolved oxygen levels in the harbour remains unsatisfactory, while bacteria levels have worsened significantly.

Due to the works around the harbour, together with works on SMPs elsewhere in the territory, the amount of sewage which receives treatment has increased from 385 million cubic metres in 1989 to 858 million cubic metres in 2000.  In addition, polluted flows have been intercepted in many sensitive areas and the capacity of the sewerage system has been enhanced.  The volume of sewage which receives high levels of treatment has also increased from 83 million cubic metres receiving secondary treatment in 1989 to 280 million cubic metres receiving secondary or chemically enhanced primary treatment in 2000.  The volume of sewage receiving secondary or chemically enhanced primary treatment will further increase to about 600 million cubic metres when the first stage of the harbour area system is completed.
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Level of treatment for sewage generated in Hong Kong

A Clean-Harbour Project Competition (suggested approach)
Educating the youngster is always a long-run approach to build up their moral values so as not to pollute our Harbour. Schools and families bear a great responsibility in it. I suggest that a Clean-Harbour Project Competition be held with the support of several government departments, such as Food and Environmental Hygiene Department and Curriculum Development Institute and Community Youth Club of Education Department, etc.
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Youngsters play the role of supporting society in the future
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Teenagers simply don’t care, or don’t know they should care about the water?

The competition can promote the awareness, concern and interest of students in the theme of cleaning the harbour, promote civic education and to help students develop a sense of commitment in keeping Hong Kong clean, and finally develop collaboration and problem solving skills through project work.

