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Water is the lifeblood of mankind. Our community’s survival and prosperity
depend on it. In Hong Kong, the provision of water supply services falls
under the ambit of the Water Supplies Department of the Government. This
article briefly describes selected major aspects of water supplies in Hong
Kong. These include a general profile of the water supply system and its
service coverage, consumption of fresh water, and supply of raw water.

This article is an updated version of the article published in 2003.
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Statistics presented in this article are based on the data source from the Water Supplies
Department. Enquiries on this article may be directed to the Statistics Unit, Water
Supplies Department

(Tel.: 2829 5660; E-mail : thomson_kh_wu@wsd.gov.hk).
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BARKBE
An Overview of Water Supplies in Hong Kong

1. 5

11 KETITEEHRAER - #EARBK
ARy Z —HRGOKE R - HERH
(97%) HI/KEIFZEAETHIBOK © Mk MY
3% AIREHKE R EbK) 20 - AR
1% HYKEIRAIFERA ~ AT SE A -

1.2 FJFEGRZRAKE  FEMNKEXRTT
T T S LAt i e SR PR, © BB
H 1851 & K& A FAE T &G e KT LA
Ko —HEAREEREKNEEL - 5K &
AR 34 CHUTS 58 ARIRHL -

1.3 HEHYKE SR w1 2l [F 2
> BEARRR o T BB AR K it ak
fee BEAHRA - TR R TAE ~ BRORAI AT
FHMEIH o A SOl B /KBy — L £ 3
5 > ELFE K SRR R AR s - PR
B7KFEF FIFE KL PRI -

2. BUK&R&

21 FTBRAHMUKIRB A[EWZE 1851 &£ 5
IRFEUR & RENH A FAE T &R 4 CIKH - %
Fo > BTG OB TSR - ERY
FIZKEIFE R H 2z t800 - BIEATFRK - BURAER
P IR K 247 -

FHRGET AT 20154 4 F
BERRITRE BUFSETR

1. Introduction

1.1 Fresh water is a scarce natural resource.
While nearly three-quarters of the Earth is covered
with water, almost all (97%) the planet’s water is salt
water in seas and oceans, and the majority of the
remaining 3% is frozen in glaciers or polar ice.
Only a fraction of 1% is available for drinking,
irrigation and industrial use.

1.2 With limited water resources, Hong Kong faces
a bigger challenge than many other cities in the world
in the provision of sufficient water for its needs.
Ever since the first government-funded wells were
sunk in Central in 1851, the Hong Kong Government
has been taking up this challenge and has been
making remarkable success by today.

1.3 The development of water supplies in Hong
Kong can be studied from many different
perspectives and is indeed fascinating. It is not only
closely correlated to the economic and social
developments of the territory, but also related to other
technical aspects such as engineering, environmental
protection, and sustainable development.  This
article briefly describes selected major aspects of
water supplies in Hong Kong. These include a
general profile of the water supply system and its
service coverage, consumption of fresh water, and
supply of raw water.

2. Water supply system

2.1 The history of the public water supply services
in Hong Kong can be dated back to 1851 when
4 government-funded wells were sunk in Central.
Over the years, the Government has been making
continuous effort to improve and extend the water
supply system to meet the society’s ever-increasing
demand for water arising from the rapid social and
economic developments of Hong Kong.
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2.2 As at the end of March 2014, the major
waterworks installations of Hong Kong included
17 impounding reservoirs with a total storage
capacity of 586 million cubic metres (mcm), 21 water
treatment works, 193 pumping stations, 222 service
reservoirs and about 8 400 kilometres (km) of water
mains. In addition, about one-third of the total land
area of Hong Kong has been established as water
gathering grounds.

2.3 From an engineering perspective, the water
supply system of Hong Kong has developed into a
world class example of engineering skill in both
design and construction. The Plover Cove and High
Island Reservoirs, which were built in the sea in 1968
and 1978 respectively, are typical examples. Being
the two largest reservoirs in Hong Kong, they account
for 87% of the total storage capacity. Apart from
supplying water, the reservoirs and the water
gathering grounds in the vicinity have become
popular natural scenic spots.

2.4 Today, the water supply system provides
nearly all (99.9%) the people in Hong Kong with a
continuous supply of quality water. Only a very
small number of people who live in remote areas are
not yet serviced by the public water supply system.
The Water Supplies Department (WSD) will continue
to extend the water supply network in a cost-effective
way to provide these residents with potable water.

2.5 To save precious fresh water, a unique separate
system has been developed in Hong Kong since the
1950s for supplying seawater for flushing. Over the
years, the service coverage of the system has
extended continuously. At present, about 80% of
the population in Hong Kong use seawater for
flushing. In 2014, an average of 743 000 cubic
metres per day of seawater was supplied for flushing,
conserving an equivalent amount of potable water.
Hong Kong has won international recognition for its
leading role and success in making use of seawater
for flushing to save fresh water resources.

3. Fresh water consumption

3.1 The fresh water consumption in Hong Kong
for 2013 was 933 mcm, being 1.6 times the total
storage capacity of all the impounding reservoirs.
Compared with 2012, it decreased slightly by 0.3%.
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3.2 Over the past years, by proactively adjusting
and managing our supplies of water to precisely meet
demand and through extensively promoted
conservation measures, there has been a surge in
community-wide awareness and commitment to the
need to conserve precious water supplies. Between
2003 and 2013, the fresh water consumption dropped
by 4.2%. Despite the growth in population and
economy, the annual water demand has been
maintained at around 950 mcm in recent years.

3.3 In Hong Kong, fresh water is mainly for
domestic, service trade and industrial uses. Of the
various groups of users, the domestic sector
constitutes the largest customer sector. As at the
end of March 2014, there were about 2.57 million
domestic accounts. This represented 90% of the
total number of customer accounts in March 2014.
As for the volume of consumption, the domestic
sector accounted for 54% of the total fresh water
consumption in 2013. Between 2003 and 2013, the
fresh water consumption of the domestic sector
dropped slightly by 1.4%. (Chart 1)

3.4 As regards the service trade sector and the
industrial sector, there were altogether about
238 000 customers as at the end of March 2014.
While there were much less customers in these two
sectors than in the domestic sector, the fresh water
consumption of the two sectors as a whole accounted
for 31% of the total consumption in 2013.

3.5 Between 2003 and 2013, the fresh water
consumption of the industrial sector fell considerably
by 24.7%. In comparison, the fresh water
consumption of the service trade sector remained
stable over the period. (Chart 1)
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Chart1l  Fresh water consumption by major customer sector, 2003 to 2013
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purified before distribution to users. The quality of
treated water in Hong Kong has been among the best
in the world. It complies fully with the World
Health Organization Guidelines for Drinking-water
Quality (2011) and is suitable for direct consumption.
To ensure that the water quality is up to international
standards, WSD has been closely monitoring the
water quality throughout the entire supply system and
treatment processes. Readers may visit the WSD’s
website (www.wsd.gov.hk) to obtain up-to-date data
on quality of treated water and Dongjiang water.

3.7 Nevertheless, in order to ensure that consumers
can enjoy good quality of water at the taps, building
owners have to maintain their plumbing systems
properly as well. To encourage the building owners
to do this, WSD launched the Quality Water
Recognition Scheme for Buildings in 2008 (known as
Fresh Water Plumbing Quality Maintenance
Recognition Scheme prior to 2008). Certificates
will be issued to those buildings which comply with
the requirements of the Scheme.
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4.  Supply of raw water

4.1  Rainwater is our only local source of raw water
(i.e. water not yet treated). Hong Kong lacks natural
water resources. It does not possess natural lakes,
sizable rivers or substantial underground water.
Before the 1980s, the construction of large reservoirs
and setting up of water gathering grounds to store
rainwater was the major approach adopted to meet
our demand for water.

4.2 The collected rainwater is grossly inadequate
to cope with Hong Kong’s fresh water demand.
Besides, the rainfall is erratic and uneven, and hence
the yield varies significantly from year to year. In
2013, the total rainfall was 2 847 millimetres and the
reservoir yield was 336 mcm, which represented only
36% of the total fresh water consumed in the territory
for the year. (Chart 2)

4.3 The Dongjiang River in Guangdong Province
is now the major source of raw water for Hong Kong.
In 2013, the Dongjiang River supplied Hong Kong
with a total of about 612 mcm of raw water,
amounting to 66% of the total fresh water
consumption for the year. (Chart 2)

4.4 Hong Kong has been importing raw water from
its neighbouring Guangdong Province since 1960.
During the early years, the quantity of raw water
imported only accounted for about 20% of Hong
Kong’s annual consumption and could not cope with
the demand. Hence, Hong Kong had to impose
water restriction occasionally.

4.5 In order to resolve the water supply problem,
agreements with the Guangdong Authority were
therefore subsequently made to expand the supply
system capacity so as to increase the supply guantity
to Hong Kong. As from 1965, raw water has been
supplied from the Dongjiang River, some 83 km
north of Shenzhen, with increasing annual supply
guantities. With these agreements in place, Hong
Kong had not imposed any water restriction after
May 1982. In mid-1980s, water supplied from the
Dongjiang River constituted about half of the total
consumption of water in Hong Kong.
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4.6  Furthermore, an agreement was made in 1989
whereby Hong Kong was allowed to import up to a
maximum of 1100 mcm of raw water from the
Dongjiang River annually in the long term. With
this supply arrangement, the water resources problem
of Hong Kong was basically resolved.

4.7  This year (2015) marks the 50th anniversary of
the supply of Dongjiang water to Hong Kong. With
the growth in population and economic development
over the years, the fresh water consumption in Hong
Kong is over 900 mcm annually. The Dongjiang
water supply has now accounted for almost 70% of
the total consumption of water in the territory.
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Chart 2 Fresh water consumption, supply of raw water from Guangdong Province and yield

in local reservoirs, 1983 to 2013
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5. Sustainable development

5.1 The Total Water Management Strategy (the
Strategy) promulgated by WSD in 2008 has mapped
out the strategy for a balanced supply and demand of
water to ensure water security and support sustainable
development in Hong Kong. The Strategy puts an
emphasis on containing the growth of water demand
through promoting water conservation.

5.2 The Strategy focuses on two major areas,
namely water demand management and supply
management. On water demand management, one
of the initiatives is to enhance public education on
water conservation. Other initiatives include
promoting the use of water-saving devices, enhancing
water leakage control and extending the use of
seawater for toilet flushing. As regards supply side
management, one of the initiatives is to develop the
option of seawater desalination. Other initiatives
include strengthening the protection of water
resources and actively considering water reclamation.

5.3 As the Strategy has been implemented for
several years, WSD commissioned a consultancy
study to conduct a review in October 2014. The
scope of this review comprises evaluating the
effectiveness of the Strategy under implementation,
forecasting the long-term water demand and supply
up to 2040, seeking for new water resources
initiatives and adjustments to the existing measures,
and then formulating the new Strategy.

5.4 In conclusion, we should be mindful of the
need to save water, and to strike a balance between
economic development and protection of the natural
environment so that we can have an ever-progressing
future.

6. Further references

6.1 For more information, reference can be made
to the following publications:

1. Water for a Barren Rock - 150 Years of Water
Supply in Hong Kong, Ho Pui Yin, The
Commercial Press (H.K.) Ltd., 2001; and

2.  Water Supplies Department Annual Report
2013 — 2014, published by the Water Supplies
Department.
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