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Policy
Recommendations

Summary of Recommendations

The HKSAR Government can become a leader in GHG 
emissions measurements by investing in a variety of 
ways to measure emissions, as well as by adopting a 
collaborative attitude towards working with 
universities and other knowledgeable institutions. 
This can be done through direct government funding 
or public granting organizations, such as the 
Research Grants Council and the Environment & 
Conservation Fund. 

As countries, regions, cities, industrial sectors, 
businesses and other types of organizations begin in 
earnest to develop methodologies to measure, 
monitor, report, verify and use relevant data for 
assessment and policy-making, the accumulated 
knowledge will give the Hong Kong authorities as well 
as local bodies the ability not only to formulate 
effective measures to reduce GHG emissions but also 
to participate actively in national and international 
dialogue on the subject. It will also lead to building 
human resource capacity in job creation.

Background to Recommendations

To reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions across emissions 
sources, every jurisdiction needs to learn how to accurately 
measure a variety of inputs and outputs, including the amount 
of carbon absorbed by “sinks” such as forests. Countries, cities 
and industrial sectors are calculating their emissions to 
understand their emission profiles and creating inventories. 
Measuring these emissions is a relatively new practice for the 
world.  There are different methodologies for measuring GHG, 
but it is difficult to decide on a consistent approach. 

For example, the IPCC guidelines for measuring emissions are 
used by countries for the purposes of the UNFCCC climate 
change negotiations. It focuses on emissions that occur within 
a given jurisdiction. Thus, a country would measure and report 
emissions produced within its own national territory (producer 
approach) but the emissions related to its imports are 
excluded. Exports are consumed by others but the emissions 
are reported by the producing country. 

Take China, for example. China imports substantial quantities 
of raw materials and energy products from around the world. It 
is also a substantial exporting country of large quantities of 
manufactured goods. China’s emissions report is based on the 
emissions produced within its jurisdiction. Thus, it does not 
have to consider the emissions of its imports but must include 
the emissions arising from all its exports even though those 
products are consumed elsewhere. In other words, consumer 
countries of Chinese-made products do not have to account for 
the emissions related to those imports from China.

There are other approaches to measuring emissions too. For 
example, it is possible to take the related imports emissions  
into account; or take an “out-of-boundary approach” (which 
includes all transport in and out of a jurisdiction), or even a 
lifecycle carbon footprint approach. Measurements can also 
focus on the spatial area where emissions are arising, or take a 
time approach, such as focusing on current emissions as a 
snapshot or even future emissions that will arise based on 
certain decisions (such as changing the energy mix over time).

It is also possible to break down jurisdictions into other units – 
the most obvious being the emissions belonging to a specific 
sector of activities, such as energy production or food 
production, as well as emissions arising from cities and 
regions. There are good reasons to study emissions arising 
from cities since they hold intense concentration of human 
activities. Moreover, some cities have larger populations than 
countries. Looking at metropolitan regions provides additional 
perspectives because transport emissions from commuting 
may be taken into account.

Breaking down emissions can provide useful information on 
upstream emissions, such as a city buying and transmitting 
electricity from outside the city for use within the city. It is 
also possible to calculate “embodied” emissions in all sorts 
of things like refining oil products, maintaining vehicles, as 
well as in construction materials. The added emissions by 
tourists to a city or country can also be calculated. For some 
places, including Hong Kong, tourism contributes 
significantly to the economy and thus there is good reason to 
understand its emissions profile.

These various approaches are all being used around the 
world. The measurements can be calculated in  various ways, 
such as total emissions, on a per capita basis or carbon 
intensity basis. The reason for looking at various approaches 
is to have a fuller picture so as to understand the complex 
picture of emissions. Only by doing so may we keep track of 
how emission profiles change over time, as well as see which 
emissions reduction strategies work better than others, in 
addition to making useful comparisons. 

The challenge of GHG measurement is widely acknowledged. 
The UN has recently released a single global GHG standard for 
cities calculated on a per capita basis that takes an 
out-of-boundary approach. The World Bank, the UN 
Environment Program (UNEP) and UN-HABITAT launched the 
Draft International Standard for Determining Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions for Cities in March 2010. The guidelines built upon 
IPCC methods and other existing emissions analysis protocols. 
The UN sees the new standards as a first step for cities to 
better understand their emissions allowing them to better 
target emissions reduction policies.

Hong Kong is a special case. It is a part of the People’s Republic 
of China operating as a special administrative region. It is a 
medium sized city in population terms but is a financial centre 
with world-hitting impact. It produces its own emissions data 
following IPCC rules but as some emissions are reported by 
China, the HKSAR Government data has certain gaps. On this 
basis, it boasts a relatively low emissions profile of 6.7 tons of 
carbon dioxide equivalent per capita. However, when other 
approaches are used, Hong Kong’s emissions are less 
favourable when compared to other cities. 

Civic Exchange recommends that the HKSAR Government use 
various methods to assess its GHG emissions in order to have a 
deeper understanding of its activities and the resultant 
emissions. A good way to gain expertise is to invest in 
emissions measurement and analysis. This can be done 
through direct funding, as well as through public grants 
organizations, such as the Research Grants Council and the 
Environment & Conservation Fund. Sustained support will 
encourage universities and other knowledgeable organizations 
to take on research. With the government adopting a 
collaborative attitude towards them, these bodies can increase 
their capacity in what is a growing area of expertise in the 
world. The collective expertise will enable Hong Kong to 
engage nationally and internationally as demand rises, and be 
an engine to create new local jobs.


