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Key Facts
Cost: Approx. US$20 billion (airport core programme, widely reported estimate)

Date: Opened 6 July 1998

Category: Megaprojects

Executive Summary
Hong Kong International Airport's 6 July 1998 opening was a documented operational disaster: cargo collapse, baggage

failures, IT outages. Yet within a decade the same airport was routinely ranked the world's best and became the busiest

international air cargo hub. This investigation examines both halves - why the opening failed predictably, and how public,

honest post-failure governance converted a troubled launch into long-term success.

Executive Lessons
- A Fixed Political Deadline Eats Your Testing Window

  HKIA's opening date was immovable, so when construction ran late, trials and testing were compressed. Contingency

that cannot be defended from the schedule is not contingency - it is a rumour.

- Systems Fail Differently at Full Scale

  The cargo terminal had been trialled at partial load, but its IT and handling systems failed in ways only full-scale

operation reveals. Partial rehearsals prove components work; they do not prove the operation works.

- Integration Is Where Airports Live or Die on Day One

  Cargo, baggage, flight information and operational systems all met real load for the first time simultaneously. The

Integration Risk Ladder applies: the slowest, least-rehearsed layer fails first and drags the rest down.

- Public Self-Investigation Is a Recovery Asset

  Hong Kong's Legislative Council held an open select committee inquiry that named causes and responsibilities.

Institutions that can diagnose themselves in public recover fast; institutions that litigate or deny, do not.

- Opening Failure Is a Prognosis, Not a Verdict

  Within a decade of its chaotic opening, HKIA was routinely ranked among the world's best airports and became the

busiest international cargo hub. Long-term outcome is determined by the governance of the recovery, not the severity of

the launch.

- Leadership Change Can Be Part of the Fix

  The Airport Authority restructured its management after the opening. Honest post-failure governance sometimes

requires changing who governs, not just what is governed.

Timeline
- 1989: Hong Kong Government announces the plan to build a replacement airport at Chek Lap Kok as Kai Tak operates

beyond capacity.

- 1991: Construction of the Airport Core Programme begins - ten linked projects including the new airport, Airport

Railway, Tsing Ma Bridge and Tung Chung new town.

- 1997-02: First aircraft lands at the new Chek Lap Kok airport (a Government Flying Service plane on the South

Runway, 20 February 1997).

- 1998-01: Chief Executive-in-Council approves delaying the airport opening from the Airport Authority's April 1998 target

to 6 July 1998, awaiting the Airport Railway ground transport link.

- 1998-07-02: Ceremonial opening of the new airport at Chek Lap Kok by Chinese President Jiang Zemin.

- 1998-07-06: Overnight move from Kai Tak to Chek Lap Kok: Kai Tak's runway lights are switched off at about 1:17 am
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after its last departure, and HKIA opens at 6:30 am; the Flight Information Display System fails and HACTL's

SuperTerminal 1 cargo system breaks down, causing chaos.

- 1998-07: Air cargo services are halted and Kai Tak's cargo terminal is temporarily reactivated while the cargo-handling

software fault is fixed; perishable cargo is lost.

- 1998-07-10: Legislative Council House Committee proposes a Select Committee to inquire into the opening chaos; the

Government separately appoints a Commission of Inquiry.

- 1999-01: Commission of Inquiry publishes its report, concluding the opening-date decision was proper but that the

FIDS deficiency and HACTL cargo system breakdown were the two main culprits for the chaos.

- 1999-05: HKIA's second runway opens in May 1999, completing the two-runway configuration and ending the recovery

phase of basic capacity.

- 2001-04: HKIA is named World's Best Airport in the Skytrax survey for 2001, under three years after the chaotic

opening.

- 2005-04: HKIA wins the Skytrax World's Best Airport award for the fifth consecutive year (2001-2005).

- 2008-07: HKIA is named Skytrax World's Best Airport for the seventh time in eight years, cementing its recovery from

the 1998 opening debacle.

- 2010: HKIA surpasses Memphis to become the world's busiest air cargo airport - a full reversal from the 1998

cargo-system collapse.
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