LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL
PANEL ON ENVIRONMENTAL AFFAIRS
Framework Agreement on Hong Kong/Guangdong Co-operation:
Environmental Protection and Ecology Conservation1
1. Implementation of the NDRC Plan and the Pearl River Bay Area Concept.
The Framework Agreement is the first stage of implementation of the National Development
and Reform Commission (NDRC)’s consultation document The Outline of the Plan for the
Reform and Development of the Pearl River Delta 2008-20202 (The Outline), which was
released in December 2008.The Framework has a stated objective of improving regional
environmental quality and transforming the Pearl River Delta (PRD) region into a “Green and
Quality Living Area” (GQLA), with six stated areas of focus:
(i) taking concerted actions to prevent and tackle air pollution;
(ii) enhancing cleaner production in the region;
(iii) promoting wider use of electric vehicles;
(iv) co-operation in protecting marine water quality;
(v) promoting the development of circular economy; and
(vi) co-operation in ecology and marine resources conservation.
This paper will principally address measures to tackle cross-border air pollution, and touch
briefly on cross-border nature conservation initiatives, and, although not included in this paper,
the supply of fresh water to Hong Kong and the PRD. It is noted that neither climate change
nor the low carbon economy is directly addressed in The Framework. These will not be
addressed. For all aspects it will be essential to develop timelines, budgets and goals, and
identify responsible bodies to transform The Framework from a broad agreement into
measurable improvements in the environmental quality of the PRD region.
GQLA was first articulated as the core objective of the Pearl River Bay Area Concept (PRBAC)
- a new concept launched under The Outline –in September 20093. The PRBAC, which includes
Hong Kong, Macau, Shenzhen, Donguan, Guangzhou and Zhuhai, has population of over 37
million people, is modeled on the San Francisco “Bay Area” and the Puget Sound Agreement
(PSA)4, which aim to reduce the impact of pollution on areas with a high quality of life.
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Figure 1. Population of Coastal Counties in the Pearl River Delta (2008)

Source: Guangdong Statistical Yearbook 20095

2. Concerted actions to prevent and tackle air pollution
While both of these provide a worthy aspirational objective for the PRD, the latter specifically
provides a tried and tested model of cross-border collaboration for improving air quality without
compromising the competitive advantage of competing industries (ports and shipping lines) in
either jurisdiction. Hong Kong and Guangdong have already taken a pioneering role in
establishing China’s first Regional Air Quality Monitoring Network, and have been working to
implement the Regional Air Quality Management Plan, which is due to be renewed in 2011.
It is noted that emissions of pollutants from major sources are falling, and will likely fall further
in both Hong Kong and Guangdong as the installation of flue gas desulphurization and the
closure of smaller coal-fired power stations come into effect. Increasing use of nuclear power
and natural gas will further reduce emissions of sulphur dioxide, fine particles and nitrogen
oxides.
However, pollution concentrations in Hong Kong and the PRD remain far above the World
Health Organization’s Guidelines. Emissions from diesel vehicles, marine transport, and
factories in the PRD are the principal sources that must be addressed to reduce this risk and
truly justify branding the PRD as a GQLA.
Policy recommendations:
A key value in enhancing cleaner production and promoting wider use of electric vehicles is in
contributing to improving air and water quality. Specific measures to reduce emissions from
these sources could include:
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(a) Accelerating the retirement of aging diesel vehicles though a co-ordinated combination
of incentives (perhaps for early adoption of hybrid or fully electric buses) and
disincentives according to a specified timeframe.
(b) Making the Western Crossing and Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macau Bridges into low
emissions zones, with access restricted to vehicles with Euro IV engine performance or
better.
(c) Looking beyond Hong Kong factory ownership to identifying locations or industries
with high or especially harmful cumulative emissions. Data from the Regional Air
Quality Monitoring Network consistently shows higher concentrations of pollutants
from Foshan and monitoring stations downwind6. Research to determine the causes of
such blackspots could play a key role in reducing ambient concentrations throughout the
PRD.
Figure 2: Regional Air Quality Monitoring Network website

Source: Guangdong Environmental Protection Bureau Website7
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3. Unregulated marine emissions continue to rise and threaten public health
Marine emissions is one source of air pollution that, fuelled by rising traffic at the PRD’s
container ports, continues to rise. In 2008 these ports handled some 57 million containers –
more than 11% of global container throughput8.

Figure 3. World’s busiest ports (thousands of TEUs)

Source: Maritime Trade 2009, UNCTAD 20099

There are no effective controls on emissions from ocean-going vessels (OGVs), which directly
affect some 37 million people in the PRD’s coastal counties alone. OGVs burn marine bunker
fuel that typically has a sulphur content10 of 3.7%. In contrast, road vehicles in Hong Kong are
required to burn Euro V fuel11 (0.001% sulphur) and Guangdong will soon set a Euro IV
equivalent (0.005%) standard12.
Overseas, concerns about the public health impacts of marine emissions have led to the
establishment of a Emissions Control Areas (ECA) covering the Baltic Sea and the North Sea
(including the English Channel)13, which limits the sulphur content of marine fuel to 1%, while
under European Union regulations, ships at berth must burn fuel with no more than 0.1%
sulphur content14(0.1% fuel).
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A new ECA, which comes into force in 2012, will also cover most of the North American
coastline out to 200 nautical miles15. The ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles, as well as
those covered by the Puget Sound agreement, earlier applied emission control measures on
vessels in national waters16.
As a result, many of the ships calling at PRD ports are fully equipped to burn less polluting
fuels, but do not do so, because no regulation or legislation requires it.
Availability of fuel is another key issue. At present, 0.1% fuel is not available in the PRD and
must be sourced elsewhere. This will limit the feasibility of fuel switching for ships that do not
call at ports where 0.1% fuel is available. However, as emissions controls expand in scope, a
greater volume of cleaner fuel will be required, creating a new business opportunity for local
refiners and suppliers.
Stakeholder support
However, the Hong Kong Ship Owners Association (HKSOA) announced in November 2009
that it had no objection to mandatory emissions controls covering Hong Kong and PRD waters.
Informal discussions with a range of stakeholders have also revealed that, in addition to being
technically feasible, the costs of fuel switching are rather low, and would not impose an onerous
burden on either the shipping lines or their customers. However HKSOA members have a
strong preference for mandatory measures to swiftly reinforce any voluntary initiatives.
Policy recommendations
Introduction of control measures in three stages are proposed. These are consistent with clause 1
paragraph 1 of chapter 6 of the Framework Agreement: “Guangdong and Hong Kong will
progressively adopt . . . fuel and emission standards for . . . vessels that are higher than other
places in the Mainland.”
(a) Mandatory switching to fuel with 0.1% sulphur content for OGVs at berth in PRD ports
would bring immediate reductions in exposures and associated health risks to communities
living close to the ports.
(b) Establish a pilot low emissions zone (LEZ) requiring all OGVs entering PRD waters to
switch to fuel of 1% or 0.1% sulphur content (consistent with requirements in other
jurisdictions)17.
(c) Building on the experience of the pilot PRD LEZ, establish an ECA covering the entire
coast of China, and potentially collaborate with neighbouring countries to establish ECAs
for the Yellow Sea and South China Sea.
(d) Encourage and assist local refiners and suppliers to be ready to meet the newly emerging
demand for cleaner fuels.
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4. Water supply to Hong Kong and the Pearl River Basin
One of the key environmental issues not mentioned in the Framework Agreement is the supply
and quality of fresh water in the Pearl River Delta. While the Pearl River Basin’s supply per
capita is much higher than in much of northern China, Guangdong is still classified as “water
stressed” according to standards set by the United Nations Environment Programme18.
Although Hong Kong’s water supply from the Dongjiang appears secure in the short term, the
security of supply is threatened by increasing demand from other PRD cities, contamination
from industrial, domestic and agricultural waste, and increasing unpredictability of rainfall
brought about by climatic changes19.
It should also be noted that water in both the PRD20 and Hong Kong21 is priced below the cost
of operational supply, and far below the capital costs of building water and sewage
infrastructure.
Policy Recommendations
Pricing water to reflect the capital and operational costs offers two benefits. First a higher price
is likely to encourage consumers to reduce wastage, thereby reducing total consumption.
Second, it would provide a framework for more accurately assessing the respective benefits of
desalination and reverse osmosis filtration, both of which are widely used overseas, and
particularly in Singapore. Both of these measures would reduce the amount of water that Hong
Kong needs to draw from the Dongjiang, thereby reducing supply pressure on other cities in the
PRD.
Such an approach would make Hong Kong a much more welcome participant in discussions on
water allocation with all the PRD cities and the Guangdong Government. While water supply
may not appear to be a pressing issue, it is clear that addressing it now, before a crisis emerges,
will allow for the development of a measured strategic response.

5. Co-operation in Ecology and Marine Resource Conservation
The proposal to preserve the cross-border ecological corridor in the northeast NT via the
designation of Robin’s Nest as a new country park to serve as the Hong Kong portion is
welcomed. However, in creating an ecological corridor, it is essential to know which species
will use this corridor, and what their habitat requirements are. It should be noted that, based on
the habitat characteristics of the area, this corridor must serve three distinct habitat types –
subtropical forest, streams, and upland grassland.
While the case for subtropical forest and streams is well understood in the context of providing
linkage for a wide range of mammals, amphibians, reptiles and invertebrates, the importance of
protecting grassland habitats has only recently emerged.
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In China, Rufous-rumped Grassbird Graminicola benghalensis, a species dependent on
grassland, is known only from Hong Kong, Wutong Shan in Shenzhen, and one other site in
Guangxi. Two recent discoveries: that a small breeding population inhabits Robin’ Nest, and
that the race occurring in China is in fact a full species - Chinese Grassbird Graminicola
sinicus22 - with a highly restricted range, have simultaneously raised the conservation
significance of both this species and the proposed corridor connecting Robin’s Nest to Wutong
Shan. Given that this species is largely resident, in order to protect the genetic diversity of the
Hong Kong population, it is important that there is sufficient suitable habitat in the area to
facilitate short-distance movements.
Policy Recommendations
It is recommended that the Hong Kong and Guangdong Governments co-operate closely to:
(a) Assess the status and detailed habitat requirements of all species, including Chinese
Grassbird, for which the corridor is intended.
(b) Draw up a management plan that includes provisions for the retention and enhancement of
upland grassland habitat in the wildlife corridor.

Mike Kilburn
Civic Exchange
4 August 2010
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