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Economising water consumption

The SAR Government yesterday submitted to the Legislative Council
(Legco) the new agreement signed with the Guangdong Provincial
Government on supply of Dongjiang water. In the next three years, the annual
supply of Dongjiang water to Hong Kong will be 1.1 billion cubic metres,
with a price rise of 18%.

Because of this, next year Hong Kong will have to increase its budget for
buying Dongjiang water to $2.959 billion from the original $2.494 billion.
And the budget will be $3.046 billion for 2010, and $3.344 billion for 2011.

Nowadays, Hong Kong citizens in general are unnerved by any talk about
"price rise". In particular, the current economic environment is so tough that
an 18% rise of water charges will further increase the burden on people's lives
and operation costs for small and medium—sized enterprises and restaurants
such as water tariffs and sewage charges. Fortunately, Financial Secretary John
Tsang Chun—wah already announced in the middle of this year to freeze water
tariffs and sewage charges until 2010. Therefore, for the time being, Dongjiang
water price hikes will not affect people's lives and the economy.

Nevertheless, from a long—run perspective, there are hidden problems with
Hong Kong's fresh water supply and citizens' water—consumption habits. The
problems must be addressed and improvement be made.

In the first place, it is not altogether inexcusable for Guangdong authorities
to raise the water price this time. The truth of the matter is that in its
accumulated revaluation, renminbi (RMB) or the yuan has gained some 14%
against the Hong Kong dollar. In addition, inflation in both places has risen 3%
on average annually. So the 18% increase in Dongjiang water price is just (for
Guangdong) to recover cost or to reduce "subsidy".

An even more important fact is that, with the stable, uninterrupted supply of
low—price Dongjiang water, waste of fresh water in fact now runs rampant in
Hong Kong. And waste of fresh water runs rampant in citizens' water
consumption, government's procurement of water and water supply facilities.

With regard to citizens' water consumption, a survey released early this
month by an internationally—renowned water supply engineering consultant
firm shows that per capita use of water in Hong Kong is 219 litres, including
128 litres of fresh water and 92 litres of seawater for toilet flushing, which is
more than in other cities such as Sydney, Singapore and Madrid. The major
reason is because in Hong Kong water charges are just US $0.53 per cubic
metre, much cheaper than in these cities. With such low charges, there is little
incentive for citizens to save water.

The consultant firm also points out that the water supply poses a serious
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threat to developed cities in the world, and water management becomes an
acute problem. Thus Hong Kong must reduce its reliance on Dongjiang water
and change its habits of wasting fresh water.

Another way of wasting water is due to the aging underground water supply
facilities. According to the Water Supplies Department, 23% of water pipes
including the big—calibre Dongjiang water supply pipes already begin to age,
resulting in serious leakage. Of the one billion cubic metres of fresh water
Hong Kong consumed last year, some 20% or 200 million cubic metres leaked
away from cracks of the pipes. The amount is enough for one year's
consumption of 1.5 million people. And in this way, some $700 million of
public money "leaked away".

With regard to supplies, the supply of Dongjiang water to Hong Kong in
recent years has been more than the actual need. Each year, over 100 million
cubic metres of Dongjiang water, worth $300 million, have been "poured"
into the sea. This is not only a waste of public funds but also a reckless waste
of valuable water resources. "He who drinks water must not forget where it
comes from." It is thus unfair for some people to accuse Guangdong for the
waste. Dongjiang water is not exclusively reserved for Hong Kong. Cities like
Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Dongguan, Huizhou, Heyuan, Shaoguan and Meizhou
all need it. Therefore there is a problem of "water distribution". Guangdong
authorities must make planning in advance so as to ensure supplies and
long—term development. On this, the SAR Government has the responsibility
to make more detailed and accurate estimates of the amount of water Hong
Kong actually needs, so as to strike a more reasonable and more flexible water

purchase agreement with Guangdong.

23 October 2008

Idiom:

With/in regard to sth/sb — Concerning something/somebody.
Examples:

1) The company's policy in regard to overtime is made clear in your
employment contract.

2) I am writing to you with regard to your letter date 1 October.

3) What shall we do in regard to planning the dinner ?

4) With regard to Tom, I think he is working too hard.

5) The government issued a statement with regard to the incident.
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economic environment has deteriorated
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exchange and equity markets," said
Henk Potts, an equity strategist at
Barclays Wealth.
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