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Why should we save our Victoria Harbour? Because we must sustain our environment.

Sustainable development:

As a result of the rapid growth of population and industrial advancement in our society, our living environment has been deteriorating dramatically. Our air and water are no cleaner than those in the past. Rivers are drying whereas sea level is rising, what’s more, the forest areas are shrinking and the biological diversity is diminishing. To safeguard our natural habitat for our coming generation, the concept “sustainable development” has been introduced.

According to an article “Letter to Hong Kong” written on 4 March 2001, by Raymond Ho Chung Tai, member of the Legislative Council, this term was first introduced in 1987 and was defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” In 1992 United Nations Conference for Environment and Development, also known as Rio Earth Summit, over one hundred countries pledged to make effort to promote sustainable development and Hong Kong is among one of them. 

According to Mr. Ho’s article once again, “sustainable development” in Hong Kong should balance social, economic, environmental and resource needs, both for present and future generations, simultaneously achieving a vibrant economy, social progress and a high quality environment, locally, nationally and internationally, through the efforts of the community and the Government. 

How does the implementation of such concept relate to the safeguarding of Victoria Harbour?

Economically

There is tremendous tourism potential in linking the historical, cultural, and natural attractions of Victoria Harbour. In fact, it has always been our attraction, the night view on the two sides along the harbour symbolizes the prosperity and energy of Hong Kong. The neon light on all the skyscrapers shows how dazzling Hong Kong is as the Oriental Pearl. Millions and millions of tourists are attracted by this beautiful harbour every year. 

If they log on the website, discoveryhongkong.com, they will find that cruise ships on the Harbour are the must-go. So imagine, if the tourists saw our beautiful Victoria Harbour look more like a nullah, would they be willing to come?

Socially

Victoria Harbour plays a central role in the history of Hong Kong. Fisherfolk were the territory's first inhabitants in Hong Kong and the city's proud maritime heritage is reflected in its magnificent Victoria Harbour.

In addition, the missionary role of the Harbour has not ended although the fishing industry has been declining since 1980s. It has continuously served as an important port for Hong Kong, vessels carrying imported and exported goods are going in and out constantly. If Hong Kong is to be the gateway of China, Victoria Harbour will be the gateway for all the rest of the world to have a closer look at our motherland.

Therefore, Victoria Harbour is an invaluable asset for our sons and grandsons.

Environmentally

Victoria Harbour is the natural habitat for numerous types of marine life. It’s natural for us to protect their home. Any pollutants will contaminate or kill them and cause serious damages to the ecology and the food-chain. Whether there will be any harmful effects on the human body is not yet fully discovered.

Victoria Harbour is the commercial, social, cultural and environmental heart of Hong Kong, therefore, we must not shirk our responsibility of safeguarding the Harbour and sustaining its development.

What have been done so far?

In the light of the deteriorating environment, the Government consulted an international panel of experts in 2000 for possible options to clean our Victoria Harbour.

Following the review from the panel incorporated with the community view, new options for sewage treatment were being studied, costed and tested. And The Harbour Area Treatment Scheme, HATS is the name of the cleaning up programme.

According to the information from the Environmental Protection Department, this programme has been run since 1989. It was at first a plan to collect all of the sewage around Victoria Harbour, transport it by tunnels to Stonecutters Island, treat it, and then dispose of it by a long deep-sea outfall off Lamma Island.

The Stonecutters plant began its operation in late 2001. However, the plant is only able to remove about 70% of the contaminants discharged into Victoria Harbour. 

The operation of the Stonecutters Island plant is only the completion of Stage I of HATS. The level of treatment it provides will only improve water quality in the eastern part of the Harbour, but it is inadequate to ensure good water quality near the discharge point off the Stonecutters Island. Moreover, the long term trend for dissolved oxygen levels in the Harbour remains unsatisfactory, while the bacteria levels have worsened significantly. Organic decomposition of dissolved pollutants depletes the water of oxygen and causes noxious gases and odours. This aesthetic degradation adversely affects life quality and image, creating direct and indirect economic consequences. Lastly, the remaining 30% of the untreated pollutants also needs to be treated.

To cope with all these concerns, the panel thus recommended a new approach that will provide a higher level of treatment on the Stonecutters Island and the discharge into Victoria Harbour will not harm the water quality. The recommendation is summed up in the four options below.

Schematic Diagrams of the Four Options Recommended by the International Review Panel (IRP) in November 2000
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Based on the above four options, the Government launched a two-year study on the feasibility of the options in late 2001. The Government will report the progress under the title “Harbour Water Watch” and all public opinions are welcome.

What shall our Government do?

Obviously, mere public consultation will not achieve a landslide success because the content involved is too technical for the public to understand. Concerted efforts from the Government, businesses, organizations and our community are definitely indispensable. 

How can we join the efforts? Let’s take the campaigns from Australia and Canada as analogies.

In Australia, there is a Clean Up Australia Day, which is one of the biggest Community non-profitable events in the country attracting over half a million volunteers each year. 

On the first Sunday of every March, Australians from all walks of life can be found removing rubbish from beaches, parks, roadsides, rivers and bushland.

From the Cocos Islands to Darwin, Launceston to Katoomba, hundreds of thousands of interested and community-minded people collect unsightly and polluting rubbish from the fragile environments.

Today, Clean Up Australia Day is firmly entrenched in the Australian environmental calendar. As an apolitical, non-profit community effort, Clean Up Australia Day is an event in which everyone can participate.

This great idea has successfully grown every year to make this community event the largest annual environmental campaign in Australia. 

In Hong Kong, although there are also similar Clean-Hong Kong campaigns, focuses have never been put especially on Victoria Harbour. Moreover, such events have never been entrenched in the Hong Kong Calendar and that will undermine the local and international awareness in cleaning our harbour.

In Canada, not so long ago swimming in Hamilton Harbour, Ontario, was unthinkable. Now, people are swimming in the harbour because environmentalists, steel mill executives and other citizens from different walks of life decided to work on a shared problem. They are using goodwill, personal experience, science and technical know-how to save their beautiful harbour. They include the Bay Area Restoration Council (BARC), one of the key forces behind the ongoing clean-up of Hamilton Harbour.

When Environment Canada and Ontario's Ministry of the Environment launched the initiative to develop RAP (Hamilton Harbour Remedial Action Plan) for Great Lakes trouble spots, they invited different interest groups to sit with federal, provincial and municipal representatives to draft the action plan. The thinking behind this multi-party planning process was that it would bring information to the table, based on local experiences and concerns, that scientists and policy-makers otherwise might not hear about.

It was also hoped that by looking at the issues from different perspectives it would be easier for people to recognize their own roles in creating the harbour's problems and, therefore, to see how they could participate in an improvement plan.

One of the group's first steps was to begin work on improving public access to the harbourfront. This was not necessarily a startup priority for government authorities but discussion among BARC members convinced them that raising public interest in the area would build concern for and commitment to the harbour's well-being in the long term.

Over the years, BARC has organized events and published information that reminds residents of the past glory of the harbour region. It has distributed colourful and imaginative brochures such as the Bay Area Access Map, encouraging residents to make use of what the harbour currently has to offer and raising excitement and expectations about the future as the clean-up continues.

In Hong Kong, although there are groups and organizations which are committed to the local environmental issues, their efforts are not centralized and organized. Therefore, in facing opinions from all walks of life, just as the Government mentions in its article, “Environment Hong Kong 2002”, the public do not always agree on the Government’s plan for dealing with the environmental issues. Therefore, I believe that the Government should lead the community to join their effort as a unit so that the measures can be effectively drawn and implemented. Most importantly, the partnerships that have evolved are the true benefits. These partnerships will no doubt remain strong when the community confronts the next generation of problems. Only the establishment of such partnerships is the right approach to sustain our environment.

Apart from Government effort, what can you and me as an individual citizen help?

According to “88 tips to Save the Earth” from the EPD, we should:

· Replace or repair loose seals on our toilet and taps promptly. Ten drips per minute wastes about 3,000 litres of water a year. 

· Remember to turn off all taps when we leave home. 

· Use a container for washing, brushing our teeth or shaving.[image: image2.png]


 It can save more fuel and water than rinsing in running water. We can save up to five litres of water each time. 

· Don't wash clothes or vegetables under running taps. 

· Do not use an excessive quantity of detergent when washing clothes or household utilities as more water is needed for rinsing them off. 

· Water our plants [image: image3.png]


only when necessary. 

· Change fish tank water only when necessary. Use a better filtering system to maintain water quality. 

· Do not flush unnecessarily. Eleven litres of water are used every time we flush the toilet. A large family may waste up to 100 litres every day. 

· Adjust the flushing water of our cistern to a minimum required level. 

· Use waste water instead of drinking water to flush the toilet if there is no supply of sea water for flushing. 

The above tips not only enable us to save water bills but also contribute to saving our Victoria Harbour as less waste water will be discharged.
Conclusion

Hong Kong people have been working very hard to strive for the name of Oriental Manhattan, on the other hand, we have been continuously exploiting our natural environment. This wrong-doing is completely inconsistent with the genuine meaning of sustainable development, it hinders our society from continuing functioning into the indefinite future. And don’t forget that the population of Hong Kong is expanding and thus threatening our environment. Therefore, we should do our utmost to save our Victoria Harbour and let our future generations share its beauty.

Reference:

www.epd.gov.hk
www.raymondhochungtai.org.hk
www.chamber.org.hk
www.cleanup.com.au
info.gov.hk/cleanharbour/governments_initial_response.htm

www.on.ec.gc.ca/community/success-stories/
http://www.thehilltimes.ca/2002/july/22/
PAGE  
7

