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Environmental watchdog needs to rebuild trust
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Edwin Lau calls for more transparency in the review process of the Advisory Council on the Environment,
to help the public better understand its decisions and rebuild people's trust in its role as a gatekeeper
When I attended my first meeting as a member of the Advisory Council on the Environment, I asked how
the body could be more transparent so the public could better understand how it scrutinises
environmental impact assessment reports.
This year, as I come to the end of my tenure in accordance with the government's six-year rule, I am still
trying to find answers.
The council has two main roles: to advise the government on major environmental policies, and a
statutory function to examine the environmental impact assessment reports of projects put forward by
private groups or the government.
This second role is of paramount importance: the council acts as a gatekeeper, examining whether a
particular proposal would have an unacceptable impact on the environment or people's health, and
whether such effects could be avoided or lessened.
Given that these projects can affect many individuals and the ecology of an area, there have been
growing public calls for greater transparency in the process of scrutinising the reports. I believe more
transparency is essential to help the public better understand the review process and also enhance the
council's credibility.
The council is bound by the Environmental Impact Assessment Ordinance, and thus can review only the
possible impact of a proposed project. It has no scope to question whether the project is actually needed,
or recommend alternatives, even if members believe the project may end up being a "white elephant".
When, in 2007, I proposed opening up the meetings, there was much disagreement. Part of the meetings
are now, in fact, open to the public, but only for the presentation by the proponents and during their
responses to questions from council members.
Discussions over whether to pass or reject an environmental assessment report are still held behind
closed doors. Some believe this has been a big leap forward in terms of transparency; in my view, more
needs to be done, as the public are still unable to understand how the conclusions are reached. This is
especially important given that nearly all controversial projects have passed this "examination".
Take just two of the reports - the artificial beach at Lung Mei and the Sha Lo Tung columbarium - as an
example. Both generated much controversy. That's not surprising given the reports' poor quality, with
ecological information inadequately reflecting the actual situation. These two cases also show up the
deficiency of the system whereby members can only review what is in the reports and make reference to
the opinions of government representatives attending the council meetings. Too often, it seems that these
"professional" views favour the proponent rather than the environment, which the council is charged with
safeguarding.

For example, in the Lung Mei environmental impact report, the developer claimed that even though there
were many species at the site of the proposed beach, they were also found in other places around Hong
Kong. Therefore, the site had a low ecological value and it was acceptable to develop the beach. Officials
shamelessly accepted that recommendation, and sadly, the species living around Lung Mei had no say!
Then there was the impact assessment for the proposal to build an offshore waste incinerator on Shek
Kwu Chau. I questioned the visual impact and compatibility of having such a project located next to the
pristine nature on the island. Yet the official claimed the incinerator had been designed to blend in with
the surrounding environment. So the government chose this pristine site over an industrial site next to a
landfill.
There are numerous other ridiculous examples I could share from the closed part of the meetings. Often,
it seemed officials were trying to humiliate members by pushing their "professional" opinions. It almost
seemed as if they had a secret agenda to ensure that projects got the green light.
Council members, who are voluntary and part-time, have to find time in their busy schedules to read the
environmental impact assessment reports, which can be as thick as telephone directories and contain lots
of technical details. Not every member has the professional knowledge to digest all this, nor are they able
to dig out the devils hidden in the "details".
The government should provide funding for the council to hire independent bodies such as universities to
review controversial or complex reports. This would assist the council members, enhance the quality of
the assessment and lend credibility to the group as a whole.
At the end of this year, around a quarter of the members will retire. This is an opportunity for the
government to rebalance the council by appointing more experts in important and under-represented
areas such as ecology, air pollution and public health.
Lastly, the government needs to work to minimise apparent conflicts of interest, such as when the project
proponent and gatekeeper are two government departments or even the same party (as in the case of the
incinerator, in which the Environmental Protection Department director approved the impact-assessment
report by his own department).
Above all, concrete efforts are needed to regain trust so that people can see the environment and those
affected by any decision are really being protected.
Edwin Lau Che-feng is director, general affairs, of Friends of the Earth (HK), and has been a
member of the Advisory Council on the Environment since 2007
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HAS SHE DONE HER JOB IN PROTECTING THE ENVIRONMENT ?
READ THE REPORT !
watch this space [
] for the updated details of the number of Environmental
Impact Assessment reports she has rejected during her term as Director of
Environmental Protection.
and
watch this space [
] for the updated details of the number of Environmental
Impact Assessment reports she has approved during her term as Permanent Secretary
for the Environment.

CLEAR THE AIR MESSAGE FOR ANISSA WONG

TO DO YOUR DAMN JOB !
YOU HAVE A DUTY OF CARE TO THE ENVIRONMENT
AND TO THE PEOPLE OF HONG KONG

BE ACCOUNTABLE

OR QUIT !

