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Water quality improvement

cceptable water quality is essential
to the health of water sports
practitioners, but what is deemed
acceptable by public health
officials is often more rigorous

than what is acceptable to practitioners 
themselves, who rely on direct empirical 
experience, rather than public health 
theories.

Prior to the 2016 Rio Olympic Games, 
the news media highlighted the municipal 
authority’s failure to meet its 
water quality targets. However, 
at the rowing venue Hong Kong’s 
head rowing coach said, “Funnily 
enough, the water quality is 
not an issue. It is surprisingly 
clear, and there are no pieces of 
rubbish as we expected.” This 
elicited the online comment, “Of course 
water quality is not an issue, these guys 
are conditioned by training on the open 
sewer that is the Shing Mun River,” a 
breathtakingly ignorant comment.

It is true that in the early 1980s the 
Shing Mun River was heavily polluted, 
but it clearly had potential and, trusting 
that the government would clean it up, 
the Rowing Association started rowing 
there in May 1982. The main pollution 
sources were sludge from the Shing Mun 
water treatment works, sewage from old 
settlements, waste from chicken and pig 
farms, discharges from dyeing and plating 
factories illegally made to the nearest 
storm drain and floating rubbish from 
construction sites.

As expected, the government has 
significantly improved the water quality 
of Shing Mun River since the declaration 
of the Tolo Harbour and Channel Water 
Control Zone in 1987. The elimination 
of livestock waste from the river 

catchment, the full commissioning of the 
Tolo Harbour Effluent Export Scheme 
in 1998 (transporting the biologically 
treated effluent from the Tai Po and Sha 
Tin Sewage Treatment Works (STWs) to 
Victoria Harbour for discharge), stepped-up 
enforcement against illegal discharge of 
waste water and the ongoing provision of 
sewerage to un-sewered villages / areas, 
have all contributed to the improvement of 
Shing Mun River water. 

The overall Water Quality Objectives 
compliance rate has risen from 
78% in 1997 to 91% in 2015. 
As compared to 1997, the 
overall annual average levels of 
biochemical oxygen demand, total 
inorganic nitrogen, orthophosphate 
phosphorus, and the annual 
geometric mean of Escherichia coli 
in the main channel of the river in 

2015 have decreased by 28%, 24%, 65% 
and 85% respectively.  

Statistics are one thing, but the rowers, 
canoeists and dragon boat paddlers know 
from their own experience that the water is 
safe enough and the abundance of wildlife 
in the river shows that nature agrees.

Victoria Harbour is an area where the 
government intends a major increase in 
water sport activity and over the past two 
decades has been implementing 
the Harbour Area Treatment 
Scheme (HATS) to collect and 
properly treat sewage generated 
around the harbour. Before 
HATS, sewage was discharged 
into Victoria Harbour after only 
preliminary treatment. 

Sewage from Tsuen Wan, Kwai Tsing, 
Tseung Kwan O, Kowloon and north-
eastern Hong Kong Island has been 
collected for chemically enhanced primary 
treatment at the Stonecutters Island 

Sewage Treatment Works (SCISTW) since 
the commissioning of HATS Stage 1 in 
2001. With the commissioning of HATS 
Stage 2A in December 2015, all sewage 
within the Victoria Harbour catchment is 
now collected and centrally treated at the 
SCISTW before discharge. 

After the commissioning of HATS Stage 
1 in 2001, the average dissolved oxygen 
level in the harbour increased by 10%, and 
the level of un-ionised ammonia nitrogen 
decreased by 31%. The overall Escherichia 
coli level in the harbour was reduced 
by 50%. 

Since the commissioning of the 
Advance Disinfection Facilities at the 
SCISTW in March 2010, the Escherichia 
coli level in the western harbour decreased 
further by over 90%, and the improved 
water quality has led to the re-opening of 
seven closed beaches in Tsuen Wan (Lido 
Beach, Casam Beach, Hoi Mei Wan Beach 
and Approach Beach re-opened in 2011, 
Anglers’ Beach in 2013, Ting Kau Beach 
and Gemini Beaches in 2014). 

The gradual improvement of water 
quality has also seen the return of the 
Cross Harbour Race in 2011 to the eastern 
part of the harbour. After HATS 2A was 
commissioned in the end 2015, the overall 
water quality of the central harbour has 

improved further, 
and the levels of 
un-ionised ammonia 
nitrogen decreased 
by 15% and 
Escherichia coli 
by 75 %.

The foregoing 
indicates the improvement in Hong Kong’s 
water quality achieved by the government, 
but tackling the increasing problem of 
floating rubbish is another matter and one 
that needs urgent, multi-department action.
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