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‘Clean Production is Possible’

As Project Clean Air moves into Phase II, the
Chamber led a 40-member delegation to the
PRD to learn how one company is proving that
clean production is not just good for the
environment, but essential for the company’s
long-term growth strategy

Robots glide along rails vacuuming the floor,
machines, shelves and air around the
thousands of looms weaving miles of cotton
that will be turned into designer garments.

The facility is just one of the key investments
that Esquel Group has made to turn what is
generally considered a low-tech, polluting
industry into a state-of-the-art benchmark
for others to follow.
The looms are powered by a low emission
thermo-power plant that the company built at
a cost of US$29 million, and steam generated
by the power plant is used in its fabric mills as
a by-product of power generation.

John Cheh, Vice Chairman and Chief
Operating Officer of the Esquel Group, a
Hong Kong-based cotton garment
manufacturer, runs his finger along a shelf
beside a loom. “Spotless!” he shouted over
the din of the high-tech looms.

Mr Cheh told members during the
Chamber’s site visit to the factory on March 21
that the power plant was built to provide a
steady supply of electricity and steam to its
production facilities. “The power generated is
both cost effective and lower in emissions
than the local power grid,” he said.

Built at a cost of US$150 million, the 150,000
square meter weaving mill in Gaoming town,
Foshan, Guangdong, can produce up to 3.5
million yards of fabric every month.

The 40-member delegation, including
business and media representatives, visited
the company’s Guangdong operations to see
how it is reducing its impact on the
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Power plant emissions are continually monitored at the site.

Members visit the control room of Esquel's power station.

environment and to spread the message that
“Clean production is possible!”
“We want to understand how factories in the
PRD use clean technologies to manage and
control air emissions during production,”
mission leader Cheng Yiu-tong, Convenor of
the GPRDBC’s subgroup said. “Esquel’s
example shows that it is possible, even
profitable, to care for the environment at the
same time as we do business.”
The visit was part of the Project Clean Air
through which PRD enterprises are
encouraged to emulate the example of
factories employing successful clean
production facilities.
“We are now taking the project into its next
phase – to move from a sign-up campaign to
real action,” Chamber CEO Alex Fong said.
“We are already making use of the network of
Charter endorsers to build up a platform to
disseminate information on best practices and
clean-technology solutions, to encourage

companies to learn from each other and to
enable the community to understand more
about what businesses are doing. This visit is a
prime example of how we harness this business
network. In addition, we are initiating an audit
and certification scheme to give recognition to
Charter-compliant companies.”
Esquel may seem to be in an enviable position
of having the finance to invest almost US$200
million in high-tech production facilities,
power plants and even a waste-water treatment
works, but according to Mr Cheh, investing in
preserving the environment is not an option, it
is an “essential strategy” to ensure long-term
sustainable development.
Consumers want to buy products manufactured
in an environmentally friendly way. Some
brands like Tommy Hilfiger will only do
business with suppliers who minimise their
environmental footprint, he said.
“Our customers tell me they can sleep better at
night not having to worry about emissions and
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pollution, so of course they are happy to
give us their business,” he said. “So this is
not only good for the environment but also
good for business.”
Environment preservation is not limited to
the company’s manufacturing process.
Esquel’s philosophy involves the entire
production process, from the company’s
organic cotton farms in Xinjiang Province
to the treatment of waste water.
Mr Cheh said the decision to generate its
own power was a prudent business decision.
With its mills running at near full capacity,
any power shortage on the government grid
would spell disaster for production and
shipping deadlines, which would also force
customers to seek more reliable suppliers.
Moreover, power generated by its own plant
is cheaper than the public grid, so it really is
a long-term advantage.

Waste water produced in the
textile production process is
treated at the company's
treatment plant before being
discharged.

But how long would it take to recover the
US$29 million investment in the 30,000KW
power plant? Mr Cheh said it was difficult
to calculate the ROI in black and white, and
many factors, such as lost production and
customers resulting from blackouts on the
public grid, would have to be taken into
consideration.

Mr Cheng pointed out that while it would be
difficult for SMEs to invest in power plants
and wastewater treatment works, companies
could pool their resources with government
assistance to build central processing plants
based on a polluter-pays basis.
But that will only happen if local and
provincial governments get serious about
monitoring pollution and implement
legislation against non-compliance, he said.
Mr Cheh said some governments were
getting serious about protecting the
environment, but pointed out that as
regulations and standards differ from city to
city, it was difficult for businesses to comply.
Moreover, many SMEs have their sights fixed
on a quick profit and see investments in
environmentally friendly production as a
waste of money, which highlights the
importance of education.
The Chamber, in cooperation with the
sustainable development subgroup of the
Greater Pearl River Delta Business Council, will
co-organize more tours and awareness-raising
programmes for enterprises in the PRD to visit
environmentally friendly companies.
“Many local and international companies in
Hong Kong have a shared common goal to
foster economic growth and protect our
environment at the same time,” said Mr Fong.
“Esquel is a showcase of companies going
beyond signing the Clean Air Charter and
putting the commitments into practice.”
For more details on Project Clean Air, or to
find out about upcoming factory tours, visit
www.cleanair.hk
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The company has invested in the
latest high technology at its
production plant to reduce labour,
increase capacity and minimize its
impact on the environment.
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Members check a sample of woven
cloth straight off the loom.
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Cheng Yiu-tong (left), Convenor of
the GPRDBC's subgroup, and
Chamber CEO Alex Fong (right)
present John Cheh, Vice Chairman
and Chief Operating Officer, Esquel
Group, with a small memento to
thank him for showing members
around his operations.
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