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Making waves to clean up our beaches
The Clinton Global Initiative, according to its website, was founded by former US president Bill Clinton to bring governments, private-sector and non-government organisations together to confront the world's most pressing problems.
One project carried out under the initiative in Hong Kong is called Beach Savers. Perhaps our beaches do not really qualify as a major global problem, but they are certainly a unique feature of our city and one of our most neglected resources. We could all benefit if they were better managed.
The man behind Beach Savers is architect and restaurateur Graeme Reading. His idea is to establish a unified beach authority to administer all our beaches. This would oversee things like the removal of refuse from all beaches; at the moment, different beaches come under different departments, which is why some are clean, and others not.
The new authority would improve the facilities at our popular beaches and sort out the ugly architecture and signage. It would also co-ordinate non-government and private-sector activities. These would include adopt a beach programmes to get companies and schools involved in keeping beaches in good condition, and making better use of beaches as venues for cultural events.
The basic ideas are all great, but I can see one major hurdle: the creation of a central authority. As people who suggest a single harbour authority have found, it is difficult to convince officials to move responsibilities from several existing departments and put them together somewhere else.
Although it sounds easy, such reorganisation presents difficulties. Does the new authority do all the dirty work itself, or does it simply co-ordinate? How do you distribute policymaking power, resources, responsibility for implementation and - most important - liability when the public complain?
The current arrangement certainly looks disorganised. The Leisure and Cultural Services Department cleans the gazetted beaches; the Country and Marine Parks Authority has responsibility for those in country parks; and the Food and Environmental Hygiene Department is in charge of cleaning some of the rest, but not all. The Marine Department scoops up floating refuse.
But it could be that this arrangement is more logical than it looks. If your department is in charge of collecting litter in the rest of a country park, you might as well look after the adjoining coastline. Cleaning the gazetted beaches, which are very popular, is an intensive job (and one that is done very well). To give the remote beaches the same treatment would be very expensive, considering that far fewer people visit them.
Who are those people? Many are (like me) lucky enough to be able to occasionally join friends on a junk and head out to a beautiful remote beach. The better off, in other words. By focusing limited resources on cleaning the more popular crowded places like Clearwater Bay and Repulse Bay, the government is getting its priorities right.
I am not saying that the more remote beaches should be full of rubbish. Some disgusting items get washed up on our shorelines, and it is important for the sake of wildlife as well as humans to do something about it. This is where I think the Beach Savers proposal has its greatest strengths.
The Clinton Global Initiative emphasises problems that the government alone cannot fix. Although, in theory, the Hong Kong government could mount the sort of operation required to keep every beach clean, we know it isn't going to happen. The government can certainly make a difference on the enforcement side (Beach Savers believes much of the mess comes from boats and ships). But it's up to others to play their part.
Already, community groups, schools and companies are doing a lot to clean up beaches. Beach Savers sees these voluntary efforts happening on a much bigger scale. It would make a huge difference - and there's no need for the government to get involved.
