Safeguarding Our Heritage: A Clean Victoria Harbour

The Victoria Harbour is an important landmark of international renown of Hong Kong. It is a precious natural asset. We can say it is the major component of our identity, our heritage and our legacy. It is at the heart of our city and its health and attractiveness helps to shape the health and glamour of the city around it. Every year, the Victoria Harbour brings us a lot of tourists, thanks to its impressive and magnificent night scenery. Moreover, it brings us a lot of trade as it is wide and deep, a natural harbour for container ships, and most importantly, due to its wonderful location at the center of trade routes. It has brought , and continues to bring, us inestimable economic benefits. The Harbour is really a pride to all of us as a Hong Kong citizen.


However, our Victoria Harbour is being polluted due to increasing sewage and  population growth, as more people mean more sewage. It is our responsibility, as Hong Kong citizens, to help restore our Harbour to a more natural, healthier condition.


In fact, the government has already been working hard to improve the water quality of the Victoria Harbour. Some significant improvements can be seen after the introduction of HATS, i.e. The Harbour Area Treatment Scheme. The water quality of the Harbour has improved by 90% in terms of Escherichia Coli (E.coli) - which is an indicator organism for measuring the quantity of bacteria in the sewage - and there is a 15% to 20% increase in dissolved oxygen. Toxic metal discharges into the Harbour  have been reduced from over 7000 kilograms a day to less than 2000. 70% of sewage around the Victoria Harbour receives chemical treatment in the Stonecutters Island. Furthermore, 600 tonnes of sludge per day from the HATS stage 1 catchment that used to pollute our waters are prevented from entering the Harbour and the collection and treatment system in Tolo Harbour has resulted in a drop in the occurrence of red tides from 43 in 1988 to 16 in 2000. There is no doubt that the water quality has improved so much but looking ahead, we should choose the most appropriate form of sewage treatment, as otherwise the Harbour’s water quality will once again decline.


What actually is HATS? It is a massive infrastructure that is composed of four stages. Of these, stage 1, which comprises a sewage treatment plant and a deep tunnel sewage collection scheme, has already been fully commissioned. The sewage treatment work at Stonecutters Island has been in operation since 1997, and the sewage from all of Kowloon, Tseung Kwan O and parts of the eastern Hong Kong Island is collected and is then delivered to the Stonecutter’s Island for chemical treatment. The IRP has already reviewed plans for the remaining stages of HATS which involve the collection and treatment of sewage from the northern and western districts on Hong Kong Island as well as the arrangements for discharge of treated effluent. Four options are provided and the CDM is evaluating the environmental and engineering aspects of these recommended options. One of the challenges the HATS is facing is to balance the benefits with the financial cost to the community as a significant financial investment is needed. However, it is really worthwhile to improve the water quality of the Victoria Harbour for its numerous uses as fishery resources, sensitive habitat, recreation, its scenic and commercial uses. Most importantly, it is our heritage and our identity.

From my point of view, there are some other ways to help improve the water quality of our Harbour. First of all, it is important to restrict further reclamation of our Harbour; reclamation not only pollutes our Harbour but also has a negative impact on the scenery of the Harbour. Furthermore, one of the characteristics of our Harbour is that it is very wide. Excessive reclamation would ruin this advantage of our Harbour for trade. We should bear in mind that the Victoria Harbour is a harbour but not a river; nor should it be. Secondly, besides preventing untreated sewage from running into the Harbour, the government should also try to remove the sludge from the bottom of the Harbour so that pollutants originally present can also be removed. Thirdly, the government should also clean the Harbour by removing the rubbish floating on the water surface.
It is not only the responsibility of the government to improve the water quality of the Victoria Harbour; we, as Hong Kong citizens, should also do something to help save our Harbour. The simplest but the most important thing is that we should not throw rubbish into the Harbour. Don’t see it as a minor thing. Imagine what would happen if everyone of us threw a piece of rubbish into the Harbour! Moreover, we should also reduce unnecessarily use of water. We should remember a large proportion of sewage comes from domestic sewage. It is much easier and more efficient to reduce the production of sewage than to treat them afterwards, isn’t it? As we all know, to prevent is much easier than to cure. What we should do is simply take a shower instead of a bath, and remember to close the tap after use, etc. It not only does good to the Victoria Harbour but also benefits us as we can save our money by paying less for the water charge. All these simple things can help save our Victoria Harbour and it is our responsibility as Hong Kong citizens, isn’t it?
To conclude, it is always important for us to realize that the Victoria Harbour is ours; it is our brand identity, our heritage and our legacy. The government has already been working hard to conserve the harbour. We as responsible citizens should play our part as well. With the co-operation of the public and the government, the water quality of the Victoria Harbour would soon be improved. It would become a more beautiful and pleasant place and of course a Harbour that we would be proud of. It would also continue to bring us tourists, trade and hence inestimable benefits. Our Victoria Harbour can have a bright future if we make our best endeavor to conserve it.

