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Good morning Ladies and Gentlemen. Last year we launched the Clean Air Charter. Some say this initiative has done a pretty good job of raising environmental awareness amongst businesses. Attracting a pretty good response of some 500 signatories. Resulting in a pretty good sign up rate of almost 10 new signatures a week.  

However, when you consider this is a joint effort involving a coalition of international chambers in Hong Kong. When you consider that Hong Kong has more than 300,000 registered businesses. When you consider that there are more than 70,000 Hong Kong-owned factories in the Pearl River Delta. When you consider that the business sector as a whole has been one of the more vocal commentators about Hong Kong’s poor air quality. When you consider these and other facts, you realise rather quickly that if we hope to make a real difference, then this ‘pretty good’ response rate to the Clean Air Charter is, in fact, pretty bad. 

The big question is why? Why are not more businesses signing up?  

Certainly this lack of interest cannot be because companies and the people who run them are unaware that we have a problem. In fact, I don’t know about you, but I see reminders almost everywhere I go.  

Just last week, for example, I was up at the Shatin racetrack, on duty as a Steward. At one point in between the races, I took a moment to glance over at Penfold Park. The area in the centre of the track where preparations are underway to host the equestrian events for the 2008 Olympic Games. Events that will – once again – firmly put Hong Kong on the world stage.   

As I was looking at the work completed to date, it was clear there is still much to be done given the first proper trials are scheduled for later in 2007. What was less clear, however, was the view. Although the area was physically not that far away, the visibility was poor. So poor that the floodlights were on. On at 2 in the afternoon.  

Now I suppose I could attempt to rationalise having the lights on in the middle of the day as a good thing. Good in that it helps people like me better visualise what the venue will look like in 2008. After all, some of the equestrian events will take place at night.  

The reality is, however, that if we start needing floodlights to cut through the haze in the middle of the day, then Hong Kong is going to be back on the world stage again. But for the wrong reason. 

I also find it hard to believe that businesses are not signing up for the Clean Air Charter because air

pollution is some sort of new, unknown subject to us all. In fact, there probably have been more column inches, more media reports, more debates, and yes, more speeches devoted to this than any other topic in Hong Kong in recent memory.  

There has also been a considerable amount of analysis related to the subject. Now, don’t groan, but I am going to expose you to some statistics. Very out of character for me, I know, but you will understand why shortly.  

According to one report on the state of Hong Kong’s air: “Some 1.5 to 2 million people are exposed to unacceptable levels of sulphur dioxide and nitrogen dioxide and about   3 million people are exposed to high particulate levels. Many people are exposed to unacceptable levels of all three pollutants. These pollutants, particularly when combined, can seriously affect health, especially of those who are less robust, such as the elderly, the very young and those already suffering from illness.” 

Now those of you who are up on the latest statistics might be questioning my source right about now. Or perhaps even the accuracy of my figures. I cannot comment on the latter but I can tell you the former. The source of this data is a Government white paper entitled ‘Pollution in Hong Kong – A Time to Act’.  

If this report or its figures do not sound familiar, I am not surprised. You see the paper ‘Pollution in Hong Kong – A Time to Act’ was actually published way back in 1989.  

Now, I am not trying to imply that nothing has been done for the last 17 years because that would simply not be true. Some action has been taken. What I am trying to reinforce, however, is that air pollution is hardly a new issue. And more importantly, it would be simply unacceptable – not to mention unhealthy – for us or for our children to be looking back in another 17 years and still be  JUST talking about the appalling state of our environment.  

So if air pollution isn’t a new problem. And if it is something we are reminded of regularly, what other reasons do companies have for not being interested in helping make a difference? 

Another possibility is they see air pollution as something that is more than Hong Kong’s problem. And they are right. Certainly the boundary separating us from the Mainland does add a complicated political dimension. One that I am inclined to leave to the Hong Kong SAR government to continue to address. That said, whatever the governments do, or do not do, the fact remains that business has for a long time been both regional and cross border. Business, therefore, can play a major part – and it must. 

I suppose some businesses out there think that there is little they can do. They see the issue as being simply too big for them to make any meaningful contribution. On this point, however, they are wrong. The reality is there are many things that we in the businesses could do. Businesses of all sizes and from all sectors. 

I suppose the easiest thing we could do is absolutely nothing. That’s right you heard me correctly. We could do nothing – as inaction is a form of action. We could continue to sit around and talk 

about the problem. Talk about how many Hong Kong-owned factories in the PRD are not the only ones to blame. We could sit and wait for governments to act. To bring in new regulations punishing polluters. In fact, the Mainland government is already taking some steps in this direction.  

We could sit and do nothing and let governments be forced into adopting – for lack of a better cliché – the stick approach. In the worst case, the industries causing the most pollution might be shutdown. In the best case, governments might use a lighter stick and go with a more fiscal-based approach. Imposing heavy financial penalties on polluters for example. 

Just as an aside. There are some who advocate that the Hong Kong Government, for its part, should engage in – again for lack of a better cliché – some ‘positive intervention’. Perhaps offering subsidies to Hong Kong-invested factories as a way of helping them become clean or at least cleaner. 

Personally, I am sympathetic to the considerable expense that cleaning up costs might impose on some Hong Kong-owned factories. They have, after all, contributed much to the growth of Hong Kong as well as to the Mainland over the past three decades. However, they have also benefited much from this growth. Consequently, I am not convinced that using taxpayer money is necessarily the best or the right way to help them clean up their act. 

Moving on. Another thing we in the business community could do – and this is a suggestion that has been made before – we could establish an audit and certification procedure for factories in the PRD, owned by or with whom Hong Kong companies do business. The certification does not have to be legal. At least not yet anyway.  

I know that businesses rarely welcome new regulations. But if new rules are likely to come anyway, there is something to be said about being one step ahead. About demonstrating that we are capable of self-regulation. Of perhaps reducing the severity of the incoming regulations. I also believe that responsible companies will not object to an independent assessment. After all, they would expect to be certified as environmentally responsible. And certification would give every one of us a greater degree of confidence that at least we are not the ones causing our own pollution problems. 

We could even take such a self-regulation initiative one step further and establish guidelines for listed companies to conduct environmental reporting. And to adopt green procurement practices. Given there are best practices already in existence around the world that can be adapted for our own use, it seems rather obvious that Government and the business sector could cooperate on such an initiative. 

Something else we could do is work to make Hong Kong the hub for technological solutions to the environment. In other words, use the market to solve the problem.  

Rising aspirations for a better environment is not something that is unique to Hong Kong. Many people in the Pearl River Delta and in China in general have similar concerns. As China’s rapid economic growth continues, there is going to be without a doubt an increasing demand for pollution solutions. As a services centre for China, it is one more service we could potentially provide. 

Many other cities in the world have suffered the same environmental problems that we are now facing. As a result, there is an abundance of experience from elsewhere that we could draw upon. Our international chambers could and should be at the forefront. 

Another thing businesses in Hong Kong could do – and this goes back to my original topic of the Clean Air Charter – is to give some institutional structure to this issue.  

Instead of just a piece of paper, or a statement of good intentions, the Clean Air Charter can become the basis for a network of environmentally caring businesses. Imagine a more local version of the Global Compact or the Equator Principles. And with the same ramifications for companies that sign up to the Charter but fail to live up to their commitments. 

Please do not think I am advocating the creation of another bureaucracy. I would never ever do such a thing! Rather what I am suggesting is developing a Clean Air Charter network to disseminate information further. To ensure the community understands what businesses are doing. But most importantly, to enable companies to learn from each other.  

In short, building a Clean Air Charter network that puts emphasis on substance, not just numbers. Of course, it is great that the Hong Kong Government has joined the network.  What would be even better, however, is if each and every company here was also signed up. Not just so they can walk around feeling some sort of moral satisfaction at having put their name down on paper. But rather so this conference becomes a catalyst for you and for your organisation. 

Conclusion 

As my allotted time is almost up, let me close with a couple of points of disclosure. 

I realise that the aforementioned ideas on what businesses can do to help reduce air pollution are – no pun intended – far from exhaustive. They are however a place to start. And they do require cooperation amongst companies, and between businesses and government. The Hong Kong General Chamber of Commerce, for one, is ready to take up this challenge. 

I also believe that the success of this movement hinges not on government-led incentives, but on an overall attitude change within the business sector. An attitude change that will translate into more companies seeing environmental problems as a potential business opportunities. Business opportunities that do not require any government subsidies. 

And finally, I acknowledge that the title of my remarks – ‘The Air That We Breathe’ – is not particularly original. But it is decidedly more optimistic than many of the other alternatives I could think of. ‘The Air That We Can Taste’ for example.  
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