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Debate on third runway must be open and rational
According to the International Air Transport Association, Hong Kong International Airport handled 51 million passengers and over 4 million tonnes of cargo in 2010. Those numbers could rise to 62.2 million passengers and 5.3 million tonnes of cargo in 2014. Within a few years of that, the airport could start to hit its capacity limits.
Currently the two runways are operating at around 90 per cent of capacity. Work is under way to expand passenger facilities and parking spaces for aircraft. Technical upgrades will also enable each runway to handle more take-offs and landings per hour. At some stage, however, we will need to think seriously about a third runway.
Given the long lead time for such expansion, the industry is lobbying urgently now. Public consultation on the master plan for the airport’s development up to 2030, covering various long-term options for expansion, began yesterday.
The transport industry believes that if Hong Kong does not act soon, the airport will be full by 2020, maybe even earlier. This raises the prospect of strangling growth in a key part of the economy and an important ingredient in our success as an international business centre. The industry is worried about a delay to taking action.
This is understandable. During the past few years, Hong Kong has seen a growing gap between the government’s approach to infrastructure planning and the expectations of civil society. Public opinion today takes much more interest in conservation, the environment, and planning and expenditure priorities. Think of the trouble over Queen’s Pier, the express rail link and the court case over the bridge to Zhuhai and Macau.
The third runway could face several problems. On the environmental front, the project could have an adverse impact on noise and pollution levels, and the habitat of pink dolphins. Financially, it will be a big-ticket item; estimates for the cost start at HK$80 billion and, inevitably, go higher.
Would a third runway justify the environmental and financial costs? To the aviation and travel industry, the answer seems obvious: going without a third runway means eventually capping the number of flights, passengers and tonnes of cargo the airport handles. That means allowing other airports with potential capacity to develop, thus reducing Hong Kong’s hub role.
However, not everyone is impressed with this argument. Some are sceptical about the value to Hong Kong as a whole of an airport hub serving a lot of traffic just switching planes here. Bigger aircraft, like the Airbus A380, can carry more passengers on existing runways. Changes in air traffic arrangements with the mainland could also increase the number of flights (and cut fuel costs).
There are political aspects as well. Some politicians and critics may accuse the government of colluding with business if the public is asked to pay for a portion of the new runway. Why not ask the industry which will profit from it to help pay, for example by auctioning flight slots off to airlines? Others may ask whether we should do more to integrate Hong Kong with Shenzhen, Guangzhou and the other Pearl River Delta airports.
My own feeling at this stage is that a third runway will be necessary, but I would be the first to admit that this subject is complex and technical.
From dolphin lovers to construction companies, many parties will have an interest in exaggerating their case. It will involve emotional political issues like relations between government and business, and between Hong Kong and the mainland.
What is certain is that the government cannot afford to come up with another infrastructure controversy with suspicions that everything has already been decided behind closed doors. We need open, honest debate based on objective and rigorous inquiry, and a thorough cost-benefit analysis. Whichever way it goes, some people will be unhappy; it is essential that this time they feel the process was fundamentally fair.
