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Currently, Hong Kong is facing the problem of requiring to dispose of about 9,000 tonnes of municipal solid waste at landfills every day.  The government recognizes that an integrated approach should be adopted to deal with the waste problem. Although a lot has been and can be done on waste reduction and recycling, it is well aware that Hong Kong will still need to manage about four million tonnes of non-recyclable waste annually by 2007. In this regard, the Government is looking for various means to solve this problem. Options including extension of the existing landfills and effective bulk waste treatment technologies are being considered.  The Government has conducted an Expressions of Interest exercise to explore the availability of cost-effective and proven technologies to manage the non-recyclable waste. An Advisory Group with five sub-groups has been set up to advise the Government on the technology selection exercise. The government plans to consult the public by end 2004/early 2005 after the Advisory Group has concluded its findings.

Overseas experiences have shown that landfill space (a limiting resource) can be conserved by various thermal treatment technologies. In particular, the newer and advanced types of technologies claim to have resolved the environmental and health concerns relating to thermal waste treatment. To provide updates to engineers and waste management professionals on advances in thermal waste treatment technologies, the Environmental Division of HKIE and the Hong Kong Waste Management Association (HKWMA) jointly hosted the captioned symposium at the City University on 19 March 2004. The symposium aimed to provide a forum for discussing the technical and operational aspects, and advantages and disadvantages of various technologies, such as stoker, gasification and refuse derived fuel that may suit the local conditions. Over 200 professionals and students attended the event. Government officials, green group representatives and manufacturers and suppliers of thermal waste treatment technologies were invited to share their views.

The symposium was opened by Professor K.C. Lam, Chairman of Advisory Council on the Environment (ACE). Prof Lam highlighted that a 6-Is strategy should be adopted to tackle the waste problem. This strategy consists of: Immediate attention by stakeholders especially the government; Innovation on waste treatment technologies; Incentives for waste reduction; Instruments for waste management such as Producers’ Responsibility Schemes and landfill charge; Integrated approach with appropriate mix of solutions; Institutional set up built on collaborative efforts amongst all sectors of the community.

Dr Ellen Chan, Assistant Director of the Environmental Protection Department, then introduced the waste management strategy of the HKSAR Government.  To supplement landfill disposal, the government has been working hard to pursue waste reduction and recycling and a rigorous recycling strategy has been adopted.  This includes public education, provision of waste separation and recovery facilities, low-cost land lease for the recycling trade. Moreover, the government is going to implement a waste disposal charging scheme and looking for ways of extending existing landfills. Much effort is being placed on identifying integrated waste management options. All these show that the government is determined to put waste management on top of its environmental agenda. Dr Chan also shared with the audience some initial findings from the EOI exercise.

Mr Edwin Lau (Friends of the Earth) and Ms Lister Cheung (Conservancy Association) followed to emphases that there is no time to waste and it is now the golden opportunity to re-think what makes technology more powerful. Both speakers opined that more efforts should be devoted to promote responsible consumption with a view to minimizing waste generation at sources.  Producers’ responsibility is a ”must” to urge producers to manage, recycle and reduce waste.  The speakers asked for a sustainable solution to waste management. Thermal waste treatment could only be a part of the solution, and it should go hand in hand with other measures and policies including new legislation, if necessary. The government, producers and consumers must work together for environmental sustainability. 

Next, Mr. Murano of CUES shared with the audience from a consultant perspective the basic philosophy for an integrated waste management system. He discussed the merits and demerits of various waste management options being practiced in Japan which include sanitary landfilling, thermal waste treatment (incineration, refused derived fuel, gasification) and waste recycling and composting.  

Mr Francois Guyon of Onyx Aisa then gave an overview of different thermal waste treatment technologies from a facility operator’s perspective.  He pointed out that there are in total over 370 incinerators being operated in Europe. Stringent emission controls under European Regulation are driving the development of alternative technologies other than the traditional mass burn option.

In the afternoon, four suppliers of thermal treatment technologies were invited to introduce some details and merits of their respective processes. These included the stoker mass burn incinerator, the fluidized bed incinerator, the Thermoselect process, and a combined gasification/ash melting processes. The advantages of the stoker system are its wide range capacities and relatively higher and proven reliability. Fluidized bed incinerators are a viable alternative to the traditional stoker technology also with good track records. It is able to maintain more uniform and controlled temperature profile and cab adapt to a wide range of fuel flexibility. Thermoselect is a new and innovative process which claims to produce almost no dioxin and no fly ash with high recovery of waste energy. The novelty of the gasification process is its combined use of a low–temperature fluidized-bed furnace to facilitate high waste recycling rate and a high temperature ash melting system to destroy dioxin to enable low gas emissions. 

This symposium was timely in providing the engineering and waste management professions in Hong Kong first-hand information on advances in thermal waste treatment technologies. The organizers would like to thank the contributions of all the speakers and the efforts of the committee members of both the HKIE Environmental Division and HKWMA who all have made this event a success.
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