Safeguarding our Heritage: A Clean Victoria Harbour
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Hong Kong has a coastline of 547km for its land area of 1075km2. A high proportion of the land is hilly and only 10%is urban, with 90% of Hong Kong’s 7 million population and much of its industrial activities located within 2km from the coastline , in particular Kowloon and the northern part of Hong Kong Island bordering the Victoria Harbour. Over 90% of the urban area is served by public sewerage (separate system). In the past, wastewaters collected from the urban sewerage system were discharged, with or without screening, through outfalls to the Victoria Harbour where the wasterwaters could be diluted due to fast moving currents. For areas away from the Victoria Harbour (e.g. The New Territories), biological treatment plants were built to treat the wastewaters and the final effluents would be discharged to rivers or bays whose assimilation capacity was low. In early 1995, there were 22 screening plants located along the coastline of the urban area and 6 biological treatments plants 5 of which were located in the New Territories and 1 in the southern Hong Kong Island.

Present Situation

Due to the rapid growth of population and industry in the past decade, today, a total of about 2 millions m3 per day of wastewaters is treated by those screening plants and biological treatment plants. There is about 1.5millions m3 per day of excess sewage is discharged to stormwater drains and, when finally reaching the Victoria Harbour, results in serious pollution. Moreover, sewage treatment was never designed to cope with such a population growth and even some of the new towns were planned without such facilities.

Industrials waste also enters the water via these same outfalls, illegal connections have even been made into the storm drains. The combined liquid waste from both raw sewage and industrials effluent is estimated to be two million tones per day. Enough heavy metals are discharged to build a double decker bus on a daily basis! There is hope! A new chemical waste treatment plant, which started operating on Tsing Yi Island in June 1993, should dramatically reduce this type of waste entering the sea.

Dredging for reclamation is now posing much more of a threat to Hong Kong waters than ever before. The new airport project requires marine sand for reclamation of land, from the sea. This sand is either buried beneath, or mixed with, fine mud and as the dredgers remove sand, the mud is washed back into the sea causing large sediment plumes to cloud the water and follow the tides, choking fish and something coral reefs and other marine animals. To make matters more serious, the hole, left on the sea bed, once the sand has been removed, is then back-filled with mud or waste materials from another site. All these factors add up to increased degradation in marine water quality and lower ability to sustain life. Changers in the coastline, as a result of reclamation, also affect water movement and may worsen pollution effects.

Other causes of marine pollution include dumping of waste, for example from the building industry, usually placed in designed marine spoil grounds. Short dumping, that is dumping on the way to designed ground in order to save fuel costs, was a serious problem but may now be more controlled due to new regulations to be enforced by the Environmental Protection Department. Floating rubbish, including plastics, polystyrene and unwanted household items, choke up typhoon shelters and beaches. Fish farms are another major source of this type of pollution. Raw sewage, litter and remnants if fish food are some of the causes of deteriorating water quality in the vicinity of fish rafts.
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The senseless discarding of everyday refuse adds to the pollution that blights Hong Kong waters. Hong Kong has large and highly visible amounts of marine rubbish: floating in typhoon shelters and anchorages; drifting in Victoria Harbour and inshore channels; and washed up on rocky coasts and coves. Besides causing danger to vessels, especially high speed ferries, the rubbish is extremely unsightly and it gives the impression of Hong Kong as a "third world" place. Marine rubbish must do severe damage to tourist impressions of Hong Kong. The existing government "clean up" vessels do not work effectively. It is essential to develop effective clean up vessels for Hong Kong so that our channels and coasts can be kept as they should be, superb and beautiful natural waterways. These two pictures graphically illustrate the disgraceful state of our coastline and harbour
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The quality of water in the Harbour has been deteriorating. The Strategy used in the past can no more cope with the present situation. Hong Kong now requires a new Sewage Strategy which is capable of solving the immediate problem and is sustainable in the next three or four decades.
Demand for a Clean Harbour

As Hong Kong is famous for its picturesque image characterized by high-rise development set against a mountain backdrop around Victoria Harbour, therefore we demand for a Clean Harbour as it is a symbol of Hong Kong. Although we have some treatment plants which will mention in the essay later, we still need to contribute a good concept to keep the harbour clean. Floating refuse contributes to marine pollution and in Hong Kong, this can mean anything from a polystyrene lunch box to a refrigerator! The sea cannot be treated as a bottomless pit for our rubbish. We can keep waste to a minimum and remember the three “Rs”: we can reduce the amount of waste we produce, re-use where ever possible and recycle whatever you can. Join beach clean-ups and encourage your friends and families to help.

Technical Treatment for a Clean Harbour

Biological Treatment

According to the new Sewage Strategy, the biological treatment plants will continue to be used. All the six biological plants will treat about 0.45 millions m3 per day of wastewaters. The Yuen Long and Shek Wu Hui Treatment Plants will continue to discharge their effluents through rivers to the Deep Bay. The Sai King Treatment Plant will continue to discharge its effluent directly to the Port shelter, and the effluent of the Stanley Treatment will continue to be discharged to the sea south of the Hong Kong Island. The effluents of the Shatin and Tai Po Treatment Plants; however, will no longer be discharged to the Tolo Harbour. This Harbour experienced a very serious deterioration in water quality due to its enclosed nature and there is an Effluent Export Scheme Being implemented in which secondarily treated effluents from these two plants originally discharged to the Tolo Harbour will be led to the Victoria Harbour through the Kai Tak Nullah.

Sewerage masters plans

Excess sewerage resulting in pollution of the stormwater drains and rural streams has to be dealt with. A programme is being implemented to renew the main sewers in the urban areas which were found to be too small. New sewers are to be provided to those unsewered areas in the more rural parts of the territory. The whole Hong Kong has been divided into 16 sewage catchment areas, and 16 Sewerage Masters Plans are being designed or constructed so that almost all of the population and industries in Hong Kong will be connected to an adequately sized public sewerage system in less than 1o years from now. The total costs of implementing these sewerage systems were estimated to be over HK$7 billions at 1992 prices.

Strategic Sewage Disposal Scheme

The SSDS is a plan to collect seweage from the urban areas of Kowloon and Hong Kong Island through a system of deep tunnels. The sewage originally treated by the screening plants and dischared to the Victoria Harbour will be rerouted to this deep tunnel system, the deepest of which will be 150m underground. All the tunnels will be at least 30m beneath the bed rock level so that there will be no disturbance to the sophisticated developments above the ground. The tunnels vary in size from 900mm diameter at the upstream section to 2m at the treatment plant, and will be driven by tunnel boring machines. The tunnel system will lead all sewage to a chemically enhanced primary treatment plant at to the Western Harbour initially. The next stage will be convey the age from Stonecutters Ismand to the deep ocean waters south of Lamma Island. The total costs of the SSDS were estimated to be over HK$12 billions at 1993 prices.
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