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Mr H B Phillipson, Acting Secretary for Works (Acting S for W):

Chairman, the water resources issue is one of the key issues relating to this
problem, and as Mr CHU has rightly pointed out, it is very critical that we always have
secure water supply. Now, the situation has changed in the last ten years in that the raw
water availability is in a much better situation than it was earlier. But this is only one part
of the supply situation. The other is the capacity of our treatment works to provide
adequate amount of treated water. When we have completed two new treatment works,
one at Tai Po which will be in 2001, and one at Ngau Tam Mei later in 2000, that will
provide we think, we hope, sufficient treated water for this possible move into much more
water-cooled air-conditioning.

But there is a local problem as well with water distribution that, if there is a
significant increase in the use of water-cooled air-conditioning in a particular district that is
much more commercially orientated, there is a possibility that the existing district system is
not able to cope with this and that we will have to upgrade it as soon as possible. If you
rush too quickly into it, then there is a danger that you lose pressure and vital safety things
such as fire hydrant pressure as well as service to the customers will be affected.
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So, the water supply situation is much better than it was. From a policy bureau
point of view and from a department’s point of view, we are very keen to assist the
Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands in this important initiative. But there are
some constraints that have to be overcome.
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Acting S for W:

Can | add to Mr LEUNG’s comments about the efficiency saving, to answer
Mr LAU’s question? | think it is important to register that the big savings in electricity
and energy saving are the district cooling systems. These are the ones where you have a
piped supply of cooling water which might serve up to, it could be 300 LegCo Chamber-
sized buildings or twenty very large commercial buildings. That is where the real savings
come in, as the Director of Audit has picked up, where we are talking about maybe 32
percent saving in electricity, 26 percent in cost. But if you are talking about individual
buildings converting, then the saving is much less. The electricity saving might only be ten
percent. It is very worthwhile, but the saving in cost may be only two percent. So the
big gain is if the maximum use can be made of district cooling systems. | just wanted to
clarify that point.
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Acting S for W:

Yes, thank you, Chairman. Several points. The Water Supplies Department’s
position has always been one that the security of the water supply to the public is the No. 1
priority, and that is totally correct. That has been the position through the years. When
Mr LI says they were opposed to the use of water for air-conditioning, they were not
opposed to the idea of it. It is a reality, the practical reality of the water resource situation.

As far as the water over-spilling the reservoirs, | look forward to answering
Members’ questions next week on this subject. But it is quite a complicated hydrological
issue. | would like the chance to explain perhaps at that panel next week.

But the key issue is that the situation has improved and that the raw water
available should be sufficient to meet the needs of the transition to water-cooled air-
conditioning. But the treated water capacity has not been sufficient, but it will be very
shortly, in the next two years, and the district capacity of the system may need to be
upgraded. So, certainly, the Director of Water Supplies was not in a position to say “there
is adequate water supply to meet all these needs. Let us lift the ban.” That would have
been irresponsible considering the main object of his department.

That was the main question. | may have failed to answer one of the other parts.
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Acting S for W:

With regard to the surplus water, | would remind Members that the water supply
situation has to be guarded against the extreme drought conditions, and warm weather
conditions are not that predictable. If we had a one in 50 year drought, the yield we would
get from the rainfall plus the water from Guangdong would not be sufficient to meet our
needs. It is the reserve in the reservoir that tides us over. It is like the hump in the camel’s
back that keeps us going in possible drought years. So, the fact that we have had seven
exceptionally wet years is one factor why there has been overspill from the reservoir.  So,
we do have to ensure against the very dry years as well as accepting the fact that in the very
wet years, there will be some overspill.

As far as the 12,000 illegal cooling towers, the estimated consumption of water
from those is very small indeed. It is about 7 million cubic metres a year. If we are
talking about conversion of all the air-conditioning to water-cooled air-conditioning, then
we are talking about 100 million cubic metres a year. So, that amount of water is very
small. If I could repeat that the Water Supplies Department is now in a much better
position to help as much as possible to expedite this conversion, subject to the next
feasibility study, territory-wide study, to help the policy of converting.
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Acting S for W:

| suppose the impression is given that universal restriction is not there, but I
happen to know for a fact that New York City does not allow water for air-conditioning for
water conservancy considerations. So, every water authority has to make a very careful
judgment as to how much it can expand its services without prejudicing the water supply.

Another small point | would like to make is that the district cooling, which is
obviously the preferred system, is a very complex issue that requires lots of advice on the
contractual options, who should run it, how it should be regulated, how the charges should
be controlled, etc, what sort of guarantees there will be to the developer putting in the
system, the land issues. Very complicated, have to be carefully thought out, and certainly
not within the scope of the first consultancy.

£33
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Miss Emily LAU:

Chairman, | would like to ask Mr Phillipson what sort of weight do they put to
these advisory committees, like the Energy Efficiency and Conservation Sub-Committee,
which gave the recommendation in 1997. They obviously have studied the issue quite
closely, including the concerns raised by Mr Gordon SIU just then? But they still think
that you should go ahead and they think it is really a waste of time to spend $50 million of
taxpayers’ money over a period of six years. What weight do you put to these?
Obviously, | fully take Mr SIU’s point of view. There are things that we should balance,
we should consider, but the professional bodies have considered it. Your own advisory
committees give you such recommendations. So, is it still the way that if you bureaucrats
want to do something, you just brush aside their concerns? What role do they serve in the
whole policy-making process?

Acting S for W:

If | can reassure Miss LAU that the advisory committees’ views are treated with
great respect and their ideas are taken on board as quickly and as practically as possible.
But with respect to that committee, at the time they made that view, the water supply
situation was not such that it could be relaxed instantly. And also the districts that they
were concerned about where district cooling might be applied, that opportunity has not been
lost. It has not been lost. So the cautious approach on the water supplies issue, I think, has
been totally prudent and correct, and it does not mean that the advisory committee’s views
were ignored. That is why from the Works Bureau’s point of view, and departments’, we
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are supporting the Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands as much as we can,
bearing in mind our other responsibilities.
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Acting S for W:

Mr Chairman, can | clarify what sort of demand, for what?
T
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Acting S for W:

Mr Chairman, the estimation has been made of the likely demand for water for
air-conditioning.  Subject to the various limitations we have discussed earlier, there should
not be a problem over the next fifteen years, which is the time period that is being
considered for the gradual conversion to water-cooled air-conditioning. This should not
be a major problem in terms of raw water supply. But obviously there will have to be a lot

of work done to upgrade systems locally. But yes, there has been an assessment of the
likely needs for water.
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£33
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Acting S for W:

Mr Chairman, there is no need to amend the regulations because the regulations
require people to submit to the Director of Water Supplies application for use of water for
air-conditioning. That would still be a requirement, but the difference would be that,

hopefully the agreement, permission, would be much more readily granted. So, there
should not be a need to amend the legislation.
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Acting S for W:
| think, Chairman, if | could comment that the situation clearly needs
rationalising, and | think in the context of lifting the restriction generally, it may well be

that in a year or two that we can lift the restriction in a wider sense.  So, | think the present
approach to these cooling towers from a water supply point of view is satisfactory.
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| would point out that these cooling towers, it is not always easy to identify which
building or premises they are related to. Also, the experience of the Water Supplies
Department is that these are not unauthorised connections to the mains as is in the English
translation here. They are internal connections within the premises, so it is very hard to
detect. They are actually paying for the water they use. They are not getting the water
illegally. So, it is not so easy to identify where these are.

| think the health issue is something that perhaps the Director of Electrical and
Mechanical Services might or the Director of Health might wish to comment on, but |
understand that is not a major issue at the moment. But obviously, if there is a big
expansion in water-cooled towers, then this is an issue that would have to be dealt with.
But perhaps the Director of Health might wish to ......

Chairman:

Yes, | would like to refer the question. But | think there are two levels. First
of all how to rationalise what is there. Obviously, it is not satisfactory leaving them
running wild and it is going to very difficult to enforce the legislation. It is really more
proper at this early stage that you rationalise the process and then, of course, it is a long-
term consideration and we have got to wait a little bit.

Acting S for W:
Certainly, the Water Supplies Department will continue to enforce the regulations

and do what they can, but it does need to be looked at in the way ahead, how we are going
to deal with this in terms of relaxing and health issue.
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