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MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIRMAN

turns a new page for the global efforts in combating climate 
change, with many countries around the world declaring 
climate change an emergency. Meanwhile, a global youth 
movement has been ignited, demanding the attention of 
those in power to pay more attention to an issue that is 
deemed to be an absolute priority for the next generation. 
Civic Exchange embarked on a joint research project with 
the World Resources Institute, “Hong Kong 2050 is Now”. 
The project aims to produce thorough fact-based research 
alongside well-balanced recommendations, hopefully to 
galvanise interest in our society to collectively envision how 
Hong Kong could transition into a low-carbon economy. 
Through in-depth research and stakeholder engagement, we 
aim to develop a decarbonisation roadmap for Hong Kong, 
and support our city in contributing to China’s nationally 
determined commitments to the Paris Agreement.

Additionally, we launched projects that explored policy 
improvement areas in water management and sustainable 
transport. Building on our longstanding history in researching 
local water security, we completed a two-part research project 
on “Modernising Hong Kong’s Water Management Policy” in 
the past year, one on water conservation and consumption 
and the other on sustainable water infrastructure. The 
reports have come at an opportune time, as the Water 
Supplies Department of the HKSAR government has been 
increasing its attention to water conservation initiatives, 
and will be renegotiating the Dongjiang water purchase 
agreement with Guangdong authorities in 2020.

In sustainable transport, we participated in facilitation of 
views on the implementation of the electronic road pricing 
scheme and started a research project examining “Pathways 
to Transition to Zero Emission Land Transport in Hong Kong”.

The past year has been one of the most challenging times 
for Hong Kong since the handover in 1997 across social, 
political, as well as economic spectrums. This upsurge of 
civic movements reminds us of the founding values of Civic 
Exchange – that we should not shy away from deliberating 
what might seem to be unpopular or controversial issues, 
but they should be deliberated through an inclusive process 
backed by sound facts and research. Only then could we 
galvanise the society to come together to generate pragmatic 
and innovative ideas to address major issues facing Hong 
Kong. Civic Exchange continues to see opportunities in 
reflecting on how we can continue to help strengthen the 
city’s social and environmental resilience.

The coming year will be Civic Exchange’s 20th anniversary. 
Over the past two decades, we have been producing in-
depth, evidence-based research to shape public policy. 
We strive to continue producing high-quality public policy 
research that informs public policy makers in shaping Hong 
Kong into a better and more sustainable city.
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* This overview covers donation delivered and committed
   to Civic Exchange by funders during the year.

&

Funding
directed

towards  
research,

engagement 
capacity
 building

HK$7.25 million

$

$ $

$

Hong Kong
Foundations

Hong Kong
Businesses

Government
Bodies

Individuals

64%

16%
19%

*Total :

1%
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Hong Kong faces increasing pressures on its fresh water supply 
due to population and economic growth as well as competition 
for water resources in the Pearl River Delta region. It has 
become increasingly important for Hong Kong to scrutinise 

its water usage to conserve this scarce resource responsibly.  
Civic Exchange addresses Hong Kong’s inefficient water usage 
through the lens of water demand and supply in the two-part 
Modernising Hong Kong’s Water Management Policy.

Restructure Water Pricing

The government should reevaluate its tariff scheme to revive the 
user-pays principle, as the thresholds of each tier now are based on 
the average household size in public housing in 1995, which has now 
decreased by over 25%, revealing that the thresholds are now too 
relaxed. Billing cycle should also be shortened, so that users would 
receive their water bills more often, and be reminded of the impact 
of their water use. More Ambitious Targets

The government has an official target to reduce pipe leakage rate to 
less than 10% by 2030, but we would recommend the government 
to set a more ambitious benchmark of 8% leakage rate – which still 
means losing the amount of water that would meet the needs of close 
to half a million people. A more rigorous reduction target on water 
consumption should also be set. Invest in Technology

Hong Kong should invest in infrastructure that accurately identifies 
leakages and has the capacity to shut off water flow remotely. The 
government should also install smart water meters to automatically 
collect water consumption data of individual customers as timely 
water usage data may encourage the consumer to decrease water 
consumption. Fiscal Measures as Carrots and Sticks

The government could mandate certain restrictions on water use and 
create incentives to use water conservation as a commercial selling 
point. The government could also provide expertise and allocate 
funds to support projects focusing on improving water resilience and 
efficient water use. Water Saving Devices

Thresholds of WELS tiers could be strengthened, as the strictest 
WELS tier used by WSD to indicate water savings matches only 
the weakest tier in other cities. Furthermore, the government can 
promote wider use of water saving devices and support in the supply 
and application of these devices; for examples, all residents should be 
encouraged to apply flow controllers to their faucets.

Education Programmes and School Initiatives

Education programmes could boost the potential success of flow 
controller usage in terms of their adoption and customer satisfaction. 
School education kits could be used to enhance the learning 
experience and bridge the gap between classrooms and practical 
water saving. 

Robust and Transparent Data on Water Use

Residents should receive composite information on water usage and 
be able to compare their water use with their neighbours, building, 
estate or even district. Anonymity should be preserved but these may 
provide useful benchmarks for their use.

Low Water Prices

Pricing rate structures are frequently used as 
conservation tools. Our research identified 
that one of the factors behind Hong Kong’s 
overconsumption of water is the low water 
prices that do not accurately reflect the true 
cost of water and a lenient tariff structure that 
is unable to realise the user-pays principle.

Pipe Leakages

Hong Kong lost large quantities of 
freshwater due to pipe leakages with 
leakage rate at 15.2% in 2018. As an 
illustration of the magnitude of this 
unnecessary water wastage, the amount of 
water lost each year could meet the water 
demand of 2 million people in Hong Kong 
and save approximately HK$530 million.

Lack of Data and Ambitions

The lack of systematic data granularity leads 
to an inability to monitor, address and pre-
empt water losses. The Water Efficiency 
Labelling Scheme (WELS) introduced 
in 2009 is only a voluntary scheme and 
conservation thresholds for efficiency are 
far lower than in other cities.

RESEARCH

MODERNISING HONG KONG’S 
WATER MANAGEMENT POLICY PART I & II

PART I 
CONSERVATION AND CONSUMPTION: TOWARDS A WATER-SMART HONG KONG

Factors Contributing to Hong Kong’s Overconsumption of Water

Key Policy Recommendations

In March 2019, we conducted an online public opinion survey to sample public attitudes 
on Hong Kong’s urban water usage to shed light on potential policy recommendations. 
A total of 420 respondents fully or partially completed the online survey.  Survey results were 
announced through a six-post series of social media campaign to raise public awareness on 

water issues. 

This first part focuses on the 
consumption, investigating methods 
that can effectively minimise wastage, 
lower local demand and inspire 
more mindful attitudes and practices 
amongst Hong Kong citizens.  
Hong Kong’s local daily per capita 
water consumption doubled the world 

average, standing at 220 litres per 
person per day. The report identifies 
four main factors that contributed 
to Hong Kong’s high levels of water 
consumption, further suggesting seven 
recommendations for improvement 
spanning policy, technology and 
education.

- Launched in June 2019 
- Funded by WYNG Foundation
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In this second report of the two-part 
research study, we find that even 
though WSD updated its Total Water 
Management Strategy in 2019 and 
added desalinated water and recycled 

water to the supply portfolio, these 
plans are not aggressive nor ambitious 
enough to lower Hong Kong’s reliance 
on natural flows or to increase long term 
resilience in the face of climate change. 

- Launched in December 2019 
- Funded by WYNG Foundation

Local Yield

Rainwater, which accounts for 30% of total fresh water each year, 
is stored in 17 reservoirs across Hong Kong. Some reservoirs might 
easily overflow due to uneven regional distribution of rainfall and 
lack of efficient raw water transfer tunnels. About 50% of total 
annual rainfall lands in catchment areas but only 10% of that is 
collected. However, the expansion of reservoir capacity is expensive 
and raises concerns about potential environmental impacts since 
many reservoirs are situated in country parks. 

Recycled Water  Harvested Rainwater

An ideal 900 m2 would be necessary for a rainwater harvesting 
system to be financially viable, with an ideal catchment area of about 
2,000 m2 for a typical Hong Kong residential building. This amount 
of space would make harvesting generally financially unattractive 
and potentially impractical for a typical private building. 

Recycled Water  Treated Grey Water

Even though grey water recycling provides a stable water supply 
within the system, the government has the least control over 
the installation of these systems due to their small scale and 
decentralised nature of installation and use. The economics and 
feasibility of grey water recycling are also site-specific, and it will 
be difficult for existing buildings to justify retrofitting without 
incentives. 

Recycled Water  Reclaimed Water

Reclaimed water is not yet considered to be viable for potable 
use in Hong Kong but can complement freshwater supply, such 
as desalinated water and Dongjiang water, for a range of non-
potable uses, alleviating stress on water supply for potable use. Its 
implementation might face challenges such as public acceptance 
and the development of necessary infrastructure and institutional 
knowledge. 

Seawater Flushing

Whether seawater flushing is economical largely depends on 
population density and distance from the coast. As more buildings 
adopt green building standards, with special regard to dual flush 
toilets, overall demand for flushing water will decrease, further 
increasing the unit cost of seawater flushing, which calls into 
question the long term practicality of this resource. 

Desalinated Water

WSD plans to use desalinated water to meet 5% of total freshwater 
demand beginning in 2023. Although water desalination is drought 
resilient, reducing the reliance on water supply on the natural water 
cycle, it is, however, energy intensive and potentially environmentally 
damaging. Our access to Dongjiang water is currently cheaper than 
desalination as well. 

Dongjiang Water

Dongjiang water makes up 70-80% of Hong Kong’s freshwater 
supply, which we import by adopting a lump sum deal. We only used 
up the full contracted amount of water in 2011, but WSD has to pay 
for the full amount every year irrespective of actual water usage. 
As water demand in Hong Kong continues to grow and without 
significant alternative sources of supply, Hong Kong will inevitably 
rely increasingly on Dongjiang water.

RESEARCH

PART II 
SUSTAINABLE WATER INFRASTRUCTURE: TOWARDS A DIVERSIFIED WATER SUPPLY
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Key Policy Recommendations

Set an ambitious vision for the deployment of reclaimed 
water in non-potable uses

Rather than a mere 2.5% deployment of recycled water proposed 
by Water Supplies Department, a more ambitious 20% target could 
instead be aimed for, to cover the needs for freshwater flushing and 
the non-potable demands of the construction and industrial sectors. 

Develop a closer partnership between WSD and DSD

Although constructing water transfer tunnels between reservoirs 
or additional facilities for harvesting rainwater, when assessed 
individually, are cost-inefficient methods for increasing Hong 
Kong’s freshwater supply, the benefits associated with reduced 
flooding greatly improve the economic viability of these projects. 
Therefore, closer collaboration between the Water Supplies 
Department and Drainage Services Department can provide a 
more holistic assessment of the economic benefits of these capital 
investment projects. 

1

3

Reconsider the necessary conditions for deploying 
desalination as a backup option of freshwater supply

The production of fresh water through desalination may increase 
associated electricity demand, and therefore lead to increased 
greenhouse gas emissions that would exacerbate climate change 
effects in the future. Scientists have also become increasingly 
concerned about the potential adverse impacts on marine biodiversity 
linked to desalination operations.

Increase granularity and transparency of data to improve 
water supply planning

Increasing the deployment of smart meters will allow the Water 
Supplies Department to keep track of water usage better, while 
a shorter cycle of water bills allows the public to encourage 
conservation better.

2

4

Dongjiang Water Survey

Civic Exchange conducted an online public opinion survey in partnership with the Transport 
Planning and Research Institute, Ministry of Transport, China in March 2019. The survey 
gathered Hong Kong stakeholders’ views on the potential impacts of the Dongjiang 
expansion project near a water intake point in Dongguan and reflected their concern on the 

potential risk to the quality of Hong Kong’s freshwater supply.

* Guaranteed by purchase agreement

** As Hong Kong will continue to phase down coal for electricity generation and use 
more natural gas and increase non-fossil fuel sources, the climate-related shortcomings 
of energy-intensive water resources will gradually decrease. Advances in energy storage 
systems will also make the use of renewable energy more practicable over time.



Pathways to Zero Emission
Land Transport in Hong Kong
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Hong Kong 2050 is Now: 
Phase 2

2050

Managing Vibrant Streets:
Street Performance
Policy in Hong Kong

Engaging the Public

to Conserve Water

12 13Annual Report 2018-2019SHAPING SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT



14 15Annual Report 2018-2019SHAPING SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT

In 2019, Civic Exchange, World Resources Institute, ADM Capital Foundation and 
RS Group teamed up to facilitate the creation of a non-government, independent 
initiative called Hong Kong 2050 is Now that seeks to galvanise action on Hong 
Kong’s transition towards carbon neutrality. 

The initiative aims to align diverse Hong Kong climate action, from policy to 
education to media and community engagement, all underpinned by sound 
evidence-based research. Our work in this first year of a multi-year project began 
with data collection, analysis and scenario modelling. 

Policy change must be achieved with community support; hence in parallel, we 
are working to develop a broad platform to educate and inform Hong Kong about 
climate change, as it relates directly to our lives. 

This web-based platform includes direct outreach to varied 
communities, social media outreach, visualisations about how 
we would live in a decarbonised Hong Kong and what that would 
mean in terms of a better quality of life. 

This platform will also cover Scope 3 emissions given that in 
Hong Kong, as an island importer, we are over-consumers of 
everything, from travel to food, water and clothing. Indeed, public 
education is a critical component of how we intend to build Hong 
Kong 2050 is Now, which would lead to a broader understanding 
of the issues and form the basis for action. 

In the first year of Hong Kong 2050 is Now, the highlights of our 
achievements include:

Using an Energy Policy Simulator (EPS), we conducted a modelling 
exercise to analyse the emissions scenarios for Hong Kong to 
reach net-zero emissions by 2050. The model is now available 
online. We will publish a technical note in 2020 that explains the 
methodological details of it.

Based on the below  model, policy reviews and a series of stakeholder consultations, we are currently 
preparing a 2050 roadmap report to inform the government and other stakeholders on the possible 
options for Hong Kong to achieve zero emission by 2050. This  includes policy recommendations, 
technology roadmaps and economic analyses for an economy-wide zero emission transition. 

Using the above model and a homegrown policy concept model (PCM) to create decarbonisation 
scenarios, we provided our feedback memo to Council for Sustainable Development (SDC)’s Hong Kong 
Long Term Decarbonisation Strategy. We also convened eight workshops with local stakeholders to 
mobilise broad support to infuse greater ambition into the SDC process with consistent messages based 
on the above study.

Complementing all of the above actions, we created an online platform www.hk2050isnow.org and 
organised seven workshops to secure buy-in from the broader community with a focus on specific topics. 
Eventually, we will mobilise these area experts to drive the societal change needed to transition to a zero 
emission Hong Kong by 2050.

IN THE PIPELINE
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Civic Exchange reiterated our stance in adopting recycled 
water in the local water supply, the implementation of better 
transport policies to improve accessibility, and the role Hong 

Kong can play in China’s national contribution under the 
Paris Agreement, all of which echo with the findings of our 
past and ongoing research.

2019

2018 2020

December 2018
In response to the public consultation of the Development 
Bureau and Water Supplies Department, we submitted 
“Supply of Recycled Water in Hong Kong” to urge the 
government in developing a holistic water strategy with 
long-term vision and aspirational goals, by adopting 
recycled water for wider use.

May 2019
Ahead of a full council meeting of the Central and Western 
District Council covering the Electronic Road Pricing Pilot 
Scheme in Hong Kong, Civic Exchange submitted our 
“Position Paper on the Electronic Road Pricing Pilot 
Scheme”, hoping to see progress in the 30 year-long 
discussions of ERP finally. 

SUBMISSIONS

August 2019
Civic Exchange submitted our “Response to the Study on 
Enhancing Walkability in Hong Kong” to express our views 
for the public engagement of the Transport Department’s 
study on enhancing walkability in Hong Kong.

September 2019
Civic Exchange’s “Response to Long-term Decarbonisation 
Strategy Public Engagement” kicked off our climate 
action project, Hong Kong 2050 is Now, by outlining 
policy recommendations on mobilising towards a net-
zero emissions goal, particularly in the aspects of energy, 
mobility and lifestyle, in response to the Council for 
Sustainable Development’s public engagement on Long-
term Decarbonisation Strategy.



Co-hosted by Civic Exchange, Institute for the Environment of 
HKUST, HKUST Business School and the Business Environment 
Council, 143 participants from the government, academia and 
business sector attended the forum to learn about the Hong Kong 
government’s actions following COP24 as well as what business 
leaders can do.

As the Hong Kong 2050 is Now team pioneered the project, a 
series of research engagement was held this year with some 35 
experts across academia, private and public sectors, to have a basic 
understanding of possible alternatives for Hong Kong to head 
towards a net zero emissions pathway in key sectors before delving 
into the research.

― Electricity generation from all energy sources (Jan 2019)

― The use of distributed gas (Jan 2019)

― Improving Hong Kong’s carbon emissions in building energy  
    efficiency (Mar 2019)

― Improving Hong Kong’s carbon emissions in mobility (Mar 2019)

― Improving Hong Kong’s carbon emissions in waste (Mar 2019)

― Improving Hong Kong’s carbon emissions associated with  
     lifestyle (Mar 2019)

― Carbon pricing in Hong Kong (Mar 2019)

21 January 2019 

Post-COP24 Hong Kong Forum:  
Implications for Hong Kong’s Long-Term Decarbonization Strategy

Hong Kong 2050 is Now roundtable 
meeting on carbon pricing in Hong Kong 
held in March 2019.

Civic Exchange exchanged views with over 30 stakeholders on the 
initial findings of the Hong Kong 2050 is Now decarbonisation 
research and explored potential collaboration for the Hong Kong 
2050 is Now platform.

19 July 2019  

Workshop to Collaborate on  
Hong Kong Climate Emergency 

ClimateClimate
Change

Civic Exchange shared research findings with 17 participants from 
the government, academia and public sector at a breakfast seminar 
on mangrove’s role in climate action.

Civic Exchange shared research findings with 17 participants from 
the government, academia and public sector at a breakfast seminar 
on mangrove’s role in climate action.

27 May 2019  

Breakfast seminar on “Mangrove’s 
role in climate change mitigation and 
adaptation” 

27 May 2019  

Breakfast seminar on “Mangrove’s 
role in climate change mitigation and 
adaptation” 
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When conducting in-depth policy research, Civic Exchange 
firmly believes in engaging stakeholders in dialogue. As such, 
Civic Exchange held 20 civil society engagements in the past 
year across our wide range of research focuses to inform 
policy change in Hong Kong and share research findings with 
relevant parties.

CIVIL SOCIETY ENGAGEMENTS



10 experts from the government, academia and business sector 
jointly discussed how we might promote movement of people 
and goods, what tools should be put in place to achieve this and 
make Hong Kong a more liveable city, as well as what important 
attributes we should take note of in the design of a successful  
ERP system.

At one of four policy workshops organised by the Policy Innovation 
and Co-ordination Office (PICO) of the HKSAR government, 
Civic Exchange shared research findings on the usage of open 
space by citizens and suggested policy recommendations to 
improve the planning and quality of open space with government 
representatives. These representatives were from the Development 
Bureau, Home Affairs Bureau, Planning Department, Leisure and 
Cultural Services Department, Buildings Department and PICO.

30 April 2019 

Roundtable meeting on Electronic Road 
Pricing in Hong Kong

8 Civic Exchange Walkability Experts and academics were engaged 
to discuss how the government should foster a pedestrian-
friendly environment for people to commute, connect and enjoy in 
Central, such as by implementing ERP to complement walkability 
enhancement.

20 May 2019 

Roundtable meeting on Electronic Road 
Pricing and Walkability in Hong Kong

29 July 2019 

PICO Policy Workshop on Open Space

Mobility 
Urban&

Representatives from the Water Supplies Department, Drainage Services Department, the 
Hong Kong Green Building Council and academic experts, provided in-depth feedback on the 
supply of recycled water to inform policy change.

Civic Exchange launched the first part of the two-part research project, “Modernising 
Hong Kong’s Water Management Policy”, and shared research findings with reporters.

Civic Exchanged shared findings of “Modernising Hong Kong’s 
Water Management Policy Part I: Conservation and Consumption: 
Towards a Water-Smart Hong Kong” at a luncheon co-hosted by 
the American Chamber of Commerce in Hong Kong Environment & 
Sustainability  Committee, The British Chamber of Commerce  and 
Business Environment Council.

Civic Exchange launched the second part of the two-part research project, “Modernising Hong 
Kong’s Water Management Policy”, and shared research findings with reporters.

14 November 2018 

Roundtable meeting on the supply of recycled water

6 June 2019 

Launch of “Modernising Hong Kong’s Water 
Management Policy Part I: Conservation and 
Consumption: Towards a Water-Smart Hong Kong”

10 September 2019 

“Towards a Water-Smart Hong Kong” 
Luncheon

17 December 2019 

Launch of “Modernising Hong Kong’s Water  
Management Policy Part II: Sustainable Water Infrastructure:  
Towards a Diversified Water Supply”

Water 
Security
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Civic Exchange supported the organising committee on a pro 
bono basis in the design and delivery of the Ways Forward Forum, 
particularly in the planning and management of the rundown, 
speaker coordination and recruitment, briefing and management 
of over 30 facilitators and 20 helpers. The forum invited 
peacebuilding experts from Hong Kong and overseas to share with 
the audience their experiences, aiming to provide an international 
perspective on peace and reconciliation to help Hong Kong break 
the deadlock initiated by the extradition-bill controversy. Over 500 
participated across the social spectrum. 

Key stakeholders, including major property owners in Central, the 
government and academic representatives were engaged to explore 
district-based collaboration and inspire systemic change in waste 
management.

16 November 2019 

Ways Forward Forum:  
Let’s Talk & Listen Public Forum

31 October 2018 

Roundtable meeting on waste management

Wellbeing 
Social&

Waste
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ABOUT CIVIC EXCHANGE

Identify the Issues

Identify the issues 
and policy gaps

Conduct Research

Conduct evidence- based 
and multidisciplinary research

Engage Stakeholders

Engage key stakeholders such as 
the government, the private sector, 
academia and the public to improve 
understanding of key issues and 
devise actionable solutions

Reframe Debates

Use our research findings to shed light 
on issues and reframe policy debates

Drive Change

Work with stakeholders to drive 
policy change and change public 
mindsets / behaviours

LIVEABLE CITY
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ENVIRONMENTAL ECONOMIC GOVERNANCE SOCIAL

How we operate

Our research covers four areas that 
make up a liveable city: environmental, 
economic, social, and governance. Civic 
Exchange has been ranked among the 
top 50 environmental think tanks in 
the world by the Lauder Institute at the 
University of Pennsylvania since 2011.

Civic Exchange is an independent Hong Kong public policy think tank established 
in 2000. We use in-depth research and inclusive dialogue to inform policy design 
and engage stakeholders in addressing environmental and development challenges 
in Hong Kong. 
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