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Hong Kong, Iong known asa food paradlse, never fatls to
satisfy diners’ palates with an exciting range of choices
from street snacks to haute cuisine prepared by star
chefs. Whilst people are enjoying their food, they may be
unaware that what is left on their plates might have some
influence on our environment. This month’s Industrialist

discusses the business opportunities and challenges of
- food waste recycling in Hong Kong.
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Food waste includes leftovers from meals, kitchen
scraps, peels, used tea leaves, coffee grounds and
food past its use by date. On a daily basis, 3,200
tons of food waste, representing 37 per cent of
Hong Kong's total solid waste is produced, with
900 tons from businesses. Most of this food waste
is sent to local landfills, with very little being
recycled.

Prof Jonathan Wong, Department of Biology
at Hong Kong Baptist University points out
that dumping food waste into landfills is not
sustainable. Being organic waste, it rots easily
and releases greenhouse gas (such as methane)
and waste water which can seriously
pollute the environment. Furthermore,
as the remaining space in Hong Kong
landfills will be exhausted by 2018, it is
a terrible misuse of these increasingly “
scarce resources to include food waste in
them.

“If food waste is recycled, it can be turned
into compost, animal feed and even
biogas, so by using landfills for food
waste we are being doubly wasteful””
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While people are enjoying various cuisines offered

importance of food waste recycling.
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. in Hong Kong, they are hardly aware of the

Having realised the importance of food waste
recycling, the Environmental Protection
Department developed a Pilot Composting Plant
at the Kowloon Bay Waste Recycling Centre in
2008 to acquire experience in collecting and
treating food waste. A Food Waste Recycling
Partnership Scheme with trades and institutions
was also established in 2009 to promote food
waste reduction and source separation for
subsequent collection and treatment. Currently,
the Government plans to build two recycling
centres in Siu Ho Wan and Shaling.

However, food waste recycling has not yet
officially commenced in
Hong Kong. According
to Prof Wong, "It
is already highly
developed in Taiwan,
South Korea, Japan
and Europe. In Hong
= Kong, only a few hotels
and restaurants have

recycling is almost./a
blank due to the lack
of relevant separation and collection systems.
People have no clue how to start even though
they are aware of its importance and want to do
it. In terms of the food waste recycling industry,
only a few local organisations are in operation/”

Right Way for Hong Kong Food Waste
Recycling

Food waste can be either converted to energy,
such as biogas after anaerobic treatment or
compost through other treatments. Prof Wong
suggests, “As there is no large scale agriculture
and livestock breeding in Hong Kong, the huge
amount of compost and animal feed created by
a newly developed recycling industry could not
be utilised. Probably, excess compost and animal
feed would still end up in landfills. Actually we
can convert food waste into biogas to generate
power, and use residues from biogas conversion
as fertilisers. Achieving two things at one stroke,
it would be a most suitable method for food
waste recyclingin Hong Kong/”
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Prof Wong says that
relevant technologies are
very advanced overseas,
and Hong Kong could just
bring them in and adopt
them according to our local
situations. “In the US and
Europe, waste mainly consists
of western food of course,
whereas Hong Kong's waste
is Chinese food. Therefore
adopting treatment &
technologies without any
modification might affect the
effectiveness of treatment
process and the gas

generation efficiency.’ Thus, it is essential for Hong

Kong to conduct a feasibility study on anaerobic
treatment technology. “We have actually carried
out related research and are able to offer data
support in the future!

He continues to suggest that facilities such as
special food waste collection equipment in
which residents could dispose of their food
waste, could be placed in each housing estate.
This waste would be treated preliminarily inside
the equipment before being sent to the recycling
centres on a daily basis. With special technologies,
food waste in the equipment would neither
cause any nuisance such as unpleasant smells
or mosquitoeé nor pollute the surroundings. “To
implement this, we need enough space for waste
equipment, and a hygiene management system
to make sure the collection equipment would
not affect the surroundings.’

"In addition to the planned ones in Siu Ho Wan
and Shaling, more food waste treatment facilities
are expected to be built. This will effectively
extend our landfill lifespan, and reduce

Food waste treatment
technologies are very
advanced overseas, and Hong
Kong could just bring them in
and adopt them according to
our local situations.
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environmental pollution and
carbon footprint at the same
time."

Business Opportunities
and Challenges of Food

Waste Recycling
“In this industry, the supply

jof materials for recycling
is guaranteed. Hong Kong
produces over 3,000 tons of
food waste every day, and even
if only 10 per cent is recycled,
that would be 300 tons not
dumped in landfills,” says Henry
Ngai, CEO of Hong Kong
Organic Waste Recycling Centre (HKOWRC).

Henry Ngai
{5 328

Mr Ngai established HKOWRC earlier this year,
recycling food waste from over 60 hotels, food
factories and school lunch catering companies.

The food waste is first sorted, shredded and
dehydrated in the clients’ kitchens to reduce
the volume by 40 per cent, and then biological
enzyme is added to destroy its unpleasant odour.
On delivery of the waste to its factory, HKOWRC
will sort it into two categories — low nutritional
value waste (such as rice and vegetables) and
high nutritional value one (such as meat). The
former is converted to biogas and fertilisers
through ozonolysis reaction, and the latter to
animal feed.

HKOWRC also produces environmentally-friendly
deodorant from food waste, as well as plant gift
boxes from coffee grounds collected from hotels,
which are sold at cafés.

According to Mr Ngai, there are only three food
waste recycling companies in Hong Kong, and
their treatment methods are quite different. Thus
there is not much competition in this industry
so far. However, the company is faced with other
challenges.

“Our costs consist of transportation fees and
factory operation fees. Every day, our trucks
travel across Hong Kong Island, Kowloon and



New Territories to collect food waste, so the costs
of fuel and tunnels tolls are quite high. At the
moment, the recycling fees paid by clients only
cover transportation costs, while the factory
operation is maintained by profits from our end
products. So far, our company has not yet made
any profit.”

Businesses’ tight budgets also hold up the
development of food waste recycling. Mr Ngai
says, “We charge our clients a monthly recycling
fee of HK$8,000 which is not very much, but
many Chinese restaurants do not have a budget
for waste disposal. Also as the economy is
lacklustre, many do not want to spend any extra
money.”

He continues, “Even if restaurant owners are
willing to, the staff may not want to get involved.
Hotels usually have many employees with specific
work duties, so it is comparatively easier for them
to collect food waste during food preparation,
and half of the local hotels have already started
food waste recycling. Chinese restaurants,
however, do not have as many employees, and it
is more difficult for workers to change their work
procedures to actively collect the food waste.
This requires us to find out a method to apply in
their work, and let them become involved in food
waste recycling without doing extra work. This is
indeed a great challenge for us”

Mr Ngai also feels his company is not “properly
justified” due to the lack of a clear official
registration scheme for food waste recycling. “At
first, we assumed that we could start recycling
food waste after we applied for a Business
Registration. Then the Food and Environmental
Hygiene Department required us to apply
for an Offensive Trade Licence. As there is no
specific registration and regulation system
for food waste recycling, we are completely
bewildered when looking for references and
complying with regulations. Thus | hope the
Government sets up a relevant system with
guidelines, by which companies, large or small,
permanent or temporary can apply for related
licenses. This scheme can help the industry grow
appropriately”

Urgent Call for Governmental Support
FHKI Deputy Chairman Ir Daniel Cheng points

out, “All the problems of food waste recycling
here can be ascribed to the Government's
lack of a road map and a schedule regarding
environmental protection.”

He says, “What the SAR Government needs to do
at the moment is to initiate an environmental
protection plan which is similar to the National
12" Five-year Plan. It should list the goals for the
next five years, and the Government needs to
assess and adjust them accordingly every five
years. Only by doing this can the environmental
protection industry in Hong Kong make progress.”

| On a daily basis, 900 out of 3,200 tons of food waste is produced
| from businesses.
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Food waste from businesses has seen a continual
increase in the past few years, rising from 400
tons in 2002 to 840 tons in 2010. According
to Mr Cheng, the commercial sector industry,
especially the food sector should take up their
responsibilities and pay relevant fees. “The
Government and the industrial and commercial
sector should jointly map out a plan and
implement it at the earliest moment.”

In addition, he also’adds that the planned
recycling centres in Siu Ho Wan and Shaling are
only able to treat a total of 400 - 500 tons of food
waste every day, so the rest has to go to private
companies. Thus, the Government needs to
foster the food waste recycling industry.
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One of the ways to do so is financial support. He
says, “To encourage more companies to enter the
food waste recycling industry, the Government
should advise them of the opportunities and
achievable profits, especially amid today’s harsh
environment. Therefore, | hope the Government
will help the industry grow by providing
subsidies to those companies.”

Mr Ngai adds, "After the registration system is
implemented, officially-registered food waste
recycling companies can issue certificates, with
which the clients can apply for tax refunds such
as pollutant discharge fees from the Government.
Such incentives can greatly encourage businesses
to recycle their food waste without costing them
extra money.’

It has been suggested that transfer centres be
built around the town, according to Mr Cheng.
“In Hong Kong, transportation is expensive.
Transferring food waste collected around the
city to recycling centres will not only add an
extra expense to the recycling industry, but will
generate many carbon footprints as well. Thus it

un Ak

is advised that the Government allocate money
and land to build transfer centres in different
areas around Hong Kong to collect food waste
in each locality. Inside these centres, some
biochemical and filtration technologies can be
adopted to keep them and the neighbourhood
clean so that residents there will not experience
any negative effect”

He continues, “There are various kinds of food
waste treatments, and | am sure companies
themselves can find the most suitable ways
by introducing advanced technologies from
overseas with the support from local research
institutes. However, the land for transfer centres
and their operation should be provided by the
Government.”

“Environmental protection policies are supposed
to be long-term and continuous. | call on the new
Administration to seriously consider industrial
and business policies, especially those for
environmental protection. It also needs to initiate
a food waste recycling scheme for Hong Kong's
sustainable development!” (2]
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The commercial sector should take up their responsibilities for
food waste recycling and pay relevant fees.
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