CLEAN UP THE VICTORIA HARBOUR
Introduction
For more than a hundred years, the Victoria Harbour has evolved from a primitive fishing port into a modern tourism center. It is also one of the world’s greatest centers of shipping activities.
The Victoria Harbour, found between Hong Kong Island and Kowloon peninsula, is the most famous harbour in Hong Kong. It has an area of 42.74 km2, where 50 big ships can stay at the same time. The water flowing through the Victoria Harbour carries the trade that has boosted enormous economic growth, but also carries different kinds of sewage and pollutants that has damaged our “Fragrance Harbour”.
Problems that the Harbour faces

The water quality of the Victoria Harbour is the second poorest in the territory with Inner Deep Bay on the top. Generally speaking, faecal bacteria are highest in the eastern part of the harbour, while the level of dissolved oxygen is the lowest in the central part of the harbour.
The reasons why the water quality of the Victoria Harbour is so poor is mainly due to two human activities, namely sewage discharge and reclamation. Sewage discharge is a great problem that can hardly be solved. Every day, about 1.5 million tonnes of sewage is dumped into the Victoria Harbour. The sewage may come from industrial, agricultural and residential zones. Electroplating industries and metal and textile industries discharge sewage with high levels of toxic heavy metals, like copper and silver. The agricultural farmlands in Hong Kong use a lot of fertilizers and pesticides. These additives are well soluble in water and are thus easily washed away into rivers and then to the harbour. These cause pollution to the harbour. However, the main cause is from residential area. The Hong Kong population has increased a lot since the last century. Nowadays, nearly 65 per cent of the Hong Kong population lives near the Victoria Harbour. The huge amount of residential sewage, faeces included, is discharged into the harbour with only a few treatments every day.
The natural capacity of the harbour water to absorb the waste put into it has long been exceeded. In other words, the beautiful harbour has been polluted. The various types of sewage have caused many bad effects on our marine lives. For example, owing to the high copper level, many marine organisms are killed as copper interferes the functions of their cell membranes. This results in a bad smell. Maybe, the “Fragrant Harbour” has already become a thing of the past.
On the other hand, the agricultural and residential sewage is rich in nutrients. This allows the rapid growth of bacteria and may cause algal blooms. The algae depletes all the dissolved oxygen, and put the marine organisms to death. The marine ecosystem is disrupted and the harbour is thus polluted. There may then come the biological indicators, E.coli, which will affect other water lives and worsen the water quality. At this stage, it is very difficult for us to restore back the whole ecosystem.
In addition to sewage discharge, there is another big activity harming the harbour－the reclamation project. Since Hong Kong is small and the population is large, the Hong Kong Government has long been under high pressure of reclamation for acquiring land for Hong Kong urban development. The Hong Kong Government chooses the Victoria Harbour as her target reclamation area.

By the end of 1970s, the natural coast line fringing Victoria Harbour has been almost completely reclaimed. Over the years, the Port and Airport Development Strategies (PADS) and the Metro plan Reclamation has resulted in a high decrease in the Victoria Harbour area. Actually, the problems resulted from the decrease in Victoria Harbour area is not so simple. It is not just about the number of big ships that can berth in the Harbour at the same time. More seriously, the volume of the water flowing through the Harbour is decreased approximately by 20 per cent. 
Measures taken by the Government so far

Obviously, the water quality of the harbour will not improve if we continue to dump untreated or inadequately treated sewage into the harbour. The Government thus has a three-pronged approach for dealing with the problem. They are controlling pollution at sources, providing sewers and controlling and treating sewage.

Under the Government, the Environmental Protection Department controls waste water discharge through the Water Pollution Control Ordinance (WPCO). According to the Ordinance, restaurant operators who discharge more than the maximum amount of pollutants allowed will be prosecuted. The Environmental Protection Department regularly inspects the operators and responds to complaints. The Department has also made up Sewerage Master Plan which is carried out by the Drainage Service Department to improve local area sewerage systems.

One very important strategy of the Environmental Protection Department is the Harbour Area Treatment Scheme (HATS). This scheme aims to improve the water quality of the harbour. HATS has altogether four stages. The first stage comprises a sewage treatment plant and a deep tunnel sewage collection system. The system collects sewage from Kowloon , Tseung Kwan O and parts of eastern Hong Kong Island. The remaining stages of HATS involve collection and treatment of sewage from the northern and western districts on Hong Kong Island, with arrangement for discharge of untreated effluent. At the end of 2001, stage 1 of HATS has been completed. Kowloon and parts of Hong Kong Island have already been linked to the Stonecutters Island sewage treatment work. The remaining stages are expected to be finished in 2003 with studies being conducted regularly to decide the best way.

Effectiveness of the measures taken by the Government
With the hard work of the Government and the Environmental Protection Department, the water quality of the harbour has shown improvements. First, after the commissioning of Stage 1 of HATS, the water quality in the eastern part of the Harbour has improved by 90 per cent in terms of bacteria content at the beginning of 2002. Now, nearly 70 per cent of sewage around the Victoria Harbour receives treatment.

Also, the source control has greatly reduced the toxic metal discharged into the Harbour from over 7000 kg a day to less than 2000. The dissolved oxygen level is thus increased significantly in marine water in Hong Kong. On average, the dissolved oxygen level has increased by about 0.6 mg/L.

There are three more observable improvements. They are the increase in the level of chlorophyll-a by 1.9 μg/L, the significant decrease in the level of suspended solids and total volatile solids, and a slight decrease in the level of E.coli by about 8 per cent when compared to that in 1999.

Suggestions for the Government on marine pollution
Though the Environmental Protection Department has done very well in all aspects, there is always room for improvement.

Since the inspection on restaurant owners by the Department is carried out regularly, the operators may follow what the license stated only when the checks come. So a better way is to have spot checks. Spot-checking can increase the efficiency and the offenders can be prosecuted immediately.
Personally, I think the best solution to marine pollution is to reduce sewage production. The Government can set up a Reward and Award Scheme in the industrial sector. She can award industries that are environmental friendly. Also, the Government can give the industries a 5 per cent discounts in tax as a reward if they continue to show outstanding performance (in Green aspect) for 5 years or above. 
Since the Victoria Harbour is such a busy port, many ships call at it every day. Oil spillage is unavoidable. In my opinion, the Government can have Anti-marine pollution exercises more frequently, like three times a year. Perhaps the cost of the frequent exercises is high, it is worth doing so. This kind of exercise can test the responses of various Government departments, including the Police Force. Moreover, this can alert them and prepare them to react fast. Thus when there are oil spills, remedial measures can be taken immediately and efficiently. Similar exercises can also be done on typical algal blooms.

There are some non-profit making green organizations in Hong Kong. They aim to protect the environment and marine lives, too. Nevertheless, they cannot do a lot as they lack capital. These organizations usually do not have many sponsors and so their environmental projects are restricted to small-scale. We all know that the Government and the Environmental Protection Department have tried their very best in protecting marine lives and they have got good results. But in my point of view, the Government and the Environmental Protection Department have been doing much more than they can afford. Not only have they carried out treatment projects, but they have also taken up the role to educate the public. Maybe the Government can subsidize the green groups in order to let them share a greater portion of the work of the Government. I think the green groups can help the Government in the educational area. This can lower the workload of the Environmental Protection Department in long term. Having better concentration on important issues, the Environmental Protection Department will definitely get an even better result in the near future.
How can we help to safeguard the Victoria Harbour?

Being a citizen of the HKSAR, we all have the responsibilities to improve the degraded water quality of the Victoria Harbour. We can help in many ways, from changing our daily habits to introducing educational programs.

Every day, we produce a lot of sewage by washing dishes and clothes, taking baths and flushing the toilets. If every one of us consumes 1 liter of water less, then the whole population will produce 7 million liters of sewage less a day. Next time, when we use water, we should remind ourselves not to use more than adequate. One common habit is bath-taking. People prefer taking baths than taking showers, but actually, the two make no difference. However, bath-taking wastes much more water. So, we should try to take shorter showers instead.

Another problem is the common use of non-biodegradable detergents. These detergents usually contain phosphate, which can lead to serious marine pollution. We must stop buying such detergents. Also, we should switch to use biodegradable detergents which are phosphate free. By using phosphate-free detergents, we can prevent algal bloom as well as marine pollution

In addition to changing our habits, funding research projects and introducing Green Programs in schools are other possible ways. Scientists always have many ideas. If capital is available, they can carry out investigation to find out the permanent solutions to the harbour pollution problem. However, due to the economic downturn, the Government is not able to fund the research. Since the harbour belongs to all of us, maybe, this time, the rich can help by setting up a fund for research on clean harbour.

Schools are good to start with. Schools can take the role to educate students, help them to develop awareness of environmental pollution. Since it is difficult to get everybody involved at the beginning, the school can thus establish a Green Club and start a Green Ambassador Schemes. The schemes welcome active students to participate and allow them to hold extra-curricular activities, like recycling competition and clean air campaigns. Through the activities, more and more students are involved. For the marine pollution aspect, teachers can give talks to their student or even hold a field trip to the harbour and water treatment plants. With field lessons, students will become more concerned about pollution in the harbour.'

The Green Club is just like a seed, with the water given by the ambassadors, it grows. We can help the tree to grow healthy by telling others to care for the harbour. We, ourselves, must not throw rubbish into the harbour. Besides, we should take an active role in expressing our opinions before the policy is made. Just the HATS, though it is only a marine project, it is directly related to our lives. We should try to learn more about it, think about the possibilities and the barriers. If we have any ideas or suggestions, we can simply visit the HATS website at http://info.gov.hk/cleanharbour/. So, whenever we want to have a say, we must not hesitate; or we should not criticize the policy afterwards.         

Conclusion

The Victoria Harbour is not just yours or mine; it belongs to all Hong Kong people. So, no matter who you are, you should take up the responsibility to safeguard the Victoria Harbour. I hope everyone can move a step forward, contributing a little bit to our society.

I really look forward to seeing Hong Kong as a world-class city with a beautiful, clean Victoria Harbour. 
The END
