SAFEGUARDING OUR HERITAGE –

A CLEAN VICTORIA HARBOUR
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Introduction

Environmental protection has been a big concern in recent years. The Victoria Harbour is one of the most important natural resources, and has been playing its role in different aspects of Hong Kong for more than 160 years. But we must admit that nobody has been paying much attention to safeguarding our precious harbour. Worse still, people are polluting it seriously. 


If this goes on, I’m sure the Victoria Harbour will lose its function within decades, or even sooner. We must act before it is too late. But how?

Source of pollution

First of all, what are the problems created by citizens? Is littering the only source of pollution by people? Of course not. Yes, maybe it is easy to notice that there is much rubbish of a great variety hovering around the harbour side, like soft drink cans, waste paper, and even furniture. But this only accounts for a tiny portion of the pollution made to the harbour. 


Apart from citizens on land, fishermen and other people living on boats and ships also dump rubbish into the sea, without processing the waste first. The majority of these people live at various typhoon shelters like the ones in Causeway Bay, Kwun Tong and Sam Ka Tseun. No wonder that the level of pollution in these areas is found to be higher, according to statistics by the Environmental Protection Department. 

Moreover, the suspended solids measured in different monitoring stations around the harbour were found to be higher than that of last year. And the wastes problem was especially serious in industrial areas like Kwun Tong, Kwai Chung and To Kwa Wan. These three districts account for more than one third of the total suspended solids.
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The government has made several improvements to combat marine pollution, like the recent signing of an agreement for a two-year intensive study of Hong Kong's marine pollution. In 2001, the E.Coli level (an indicator organism for measuring the quantity of bacteria in the sewage) in the Victoria Harbour Control Zone has dropped by 40%. The ammonia nitrogen level also decreased.
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However, the dissolved oxygen decreased in the harbour, and worst of all, 50% of the monitoring stations around the Victoria Harbour failed to comply with bottom dissolved oxygen objective in 2001, according to the report on Marine Water Quality in Hong Kong in 2001 published by the Environmental Protection Department.
Up to now, the general pollution level of the Victoria Harbour zone has been satisfactory, as shown in the report mentioned above. However, this does not mean that we can relax and overlook the contamination problem of the Victoria Harbour.


Next, let us take a look at the other sources of pollution. A main concern is the sewerage problem caused by different industries, like clothing factories, restaurants and others. They discharge waste into the harbour non-stop, causing great pollution to the Victoria Harbour. Although the Hong Kong SAR Government started to charge sewage services stating from April 1, 1995, sewerage problem remains a big challenge to the government. 


Apart from all the problems above, has anyone noticed that reclamation has also critically reduced the size of the Victoria Harbour? To keep up with the rapid urban development of Hong Kong in the past decades, a large proportion of the Victoria Harbour was reclaimed. Areas like Hung Hom, Tsim Sha Tsui East, Northern Wanchai are all developed on reclaimed land. Imagine if this goes on, what would the Victoria Harbour turn into in the years to come? I suggest that the government should get a balance between reclamation and urban development.

How can we tackle the problem?

Up to now, I have touched on so many problems leading to pollution of the Victoria Harbour. Now it is time to find ways to tackle the problems and preserve the harbour.


As citizens, how can we help? Let’s start from our daily lives. If we are able to produce less rubbish, it is definitely good news to the serious lack of landfills in Hong Kong. The wasteloads of the city are increasing readily with development, and the government must take steps to prevent this problem from worsening. 

I suggest the government departments concerned should hold more promotion campaigns for the public and let them understand the problem. Recycling campaigns are already undergoing, but results may not be so obvious. I believe this is due to the lack of funding by the government. The SAR Government should provide more fund to environmental groups so as to show determination to the general public. Various departments can act as role models to companies in Hong Kong. They can teach companies the keys to good waste management and to learn how to sort different types of waste and help recycle reusable items.


In addition, the government can also set up more monitoring groups to track the progress of the rate of pollution reduction, like conducting surveys on both tourists and citizens on how they think of the cleanliness of the Victoria Harbour and see if the government has been doing a good job or not. It can be used as suggestions to persuade more people to take part in saving our harbour. For instance, the government has set up the Harbour Area Treatment Scheme to keep a close watch to the Victoria Harbour’s pollution problem.
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Moreover, we should urge the Legislative Council to modify laws relating to pollution problems to keep all the regulations up-to-date, for example, the penalties for littering in the harbour should be increased to frighten offenders. This can be done after consulting the public. The sewage service charges for industries creating the most polluted waste should also be raised. The Sewage Study Master Plan by the Environmental Protection Department is already underway. The government should also force the factories to filter the waste properly and seriously before it is to be ejected into the sea. Although this may cause great opposition from the industries, we can see no other better ways to solve these problems.


In recent years, the pollution concern has generally shifted from marine pollution to air pollution, like the polluted flames from incinerators or traffic, just because air pollution affects our daily lives in a more direct way. Please bear in mind that this doesn’t mean that marine pollution is solved, the fact is that it remains a big challenge for both the government and the environmental groups.


Hong Kong relies heavily on its economic prosperity. What makes it so successful is the good reputation that Hong Kong earns from many different aspects. All of you know that the Victoria Harbour is the heart of tourism for Hong Kong. If it is polluted, tourists will undoubtedly be discouraged from visiting Hong Kong. This is a serious threat to the tourism in Hong Kong. 

Let me raise one more question. Do you think investors are eager to invest in a heavily polluted city? No! Our neighbouring countries, like Singapore, have already done a great job to minimize pollution. We should learn that if we cannot catch up with their progress, Hong Kong can lose its economic edge.

Conclusion
Remember, safeguarding the Victoria Harbour is a shared responsibility. We should unite and try our very best to minimize pollution, not only that faced by the Victoria Harbour, but all other pollution problems as well. The Victoria Harbour is the heart of this lively city. Nobody wants to see it filled with waste or chemical solutions that change the colour of the water. I really hope the general public cam wake up and act for a brighter future.
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