
A Comprehensive Review of Marine Policy   

December 2000   1  

 

 
 
A Comprehensive 
Review of Marine Policy 
in Hong Kong 

 
 
 

by Elizabeth Willmott 
 
 

December 2000 
 
 
 
 

Civic Exchange 
16/F, Cheung Kong Center, 

2, Queen’s Road Central, Central 
Tel: 2893-0213  Fax: 2575-8430 

Cloh@civic-exchange.org lisah@civic-exchange.org 



A Comprehensive Review of Marine Policy   

December 2000   2  

 
Contents          Page 
 
 
 
  
Summary of Recommendations       2 
 
1. Introduction          5 
 
2. The Need for a Sustainable Marine Policy     5 
 
3. Water Pollution and Sewerage       7 
 
4. Floating Refuse and Litter       10 
 
5. Unsustainable Fisheries        11 
 
6. Capture Fisheries in Hong Kong       12 
 
7. Mariculture Issues         14 
 
8. Live Reef Fish Trade – Destructive Fishing Practices    15 
 
9. Live Reef Fish Trade – Contaminated Food Fish     18 
 
10. Artificial Reefs         20 
 
11. Marine Parks and Reserves       21 
 
12. Reclamation         23 
 
13. Education and Informed Decision-Making     24 
 
14. Regional Cooperation        25 
 
15. The Way Forward  - The Potential Success of an ICMP    26 
 
Acknowledgements         26 
 
Appendix A: Principles of an ICMP       27 
 
Appendix B:  Coordination Outline of ICMP Players     27 



A Comprehensive Review of Marine Policy   

December 2000   3  

Summary of Recommendations 
 
Sustainable Marine Policy 
• Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department (AFCD) should develop an Integrated 

Coastal Management Plan (ICMP) and organise an ICMP workshop in 2001.   
 
Water Pollution & Sewerage 
• The Government should expedite the programme to build and upgrade sewage treatment 

plants to ensure there is no further deterioration in water quality. 
   
• Sewage charges and Trade Effluent Surcharges should continue to increase steadily, in 

tandem with increasing operation and maintenance costs. The Government must provide a 
clear explanation of the long-term costs and benefits of increased sewage charges, 
highlighting the logic of the “polluter pays” principle to the public  

 
Floating Refuse & Litter 
• Hong Kong should launch a public education campaign to prevent littering. 
 
• The Government should consider a fixed penalty for littering.  
 
Capture Fisheries 
• AFCD should implement the high-priority recommendations of the fisheries consultancy 

study:  a fishing license program, which would allow for identification of vessels, better 
collection of industry statistics and promotion of cooperation between Hong Kong and the 
mainland industry; limits on entrance to that program; protection of nursery and spawning 
grounds; habitat enhancement; habitat restoration and restocking.   

 
• AFCD should use an ICMP to strengthen regional and interagency communication and 

cooperation for sustainable fisheries.  The Government should also support the FAO 
International Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing (ICCRF) in policy and practice.  

  
• AFCD should prohibit in-shore trawling, in depths up to 40 meters, and consider a ban on 

demersal trawling. 
 
• AFCD should regulate an increase in mesh size (from 0.5 cm to 3 cm) to decrease the catch 

of small fry.  Pending formal regulation, AFCD should urge fishermen to use larger mesh 
sizes on a voluntary basis.   

 
• AFCD should introduce quotas for the fisheries industry.  
 
Mariculture 
• The Government should limit fry fishing and support efforts to develop technology for 

artificial hatching of fry.  
 
• The Government should ban the use of fry for feed in mariculture and discourage the use of 

the term “trash fish.”    
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Live Reef Fish Trade – Destructive Fishing Practices 
• The Government should continue research of hatchery-based mariculture, toward the aim of 

culturing the popular wild-caught species (such as Humphead wrasse and grouper) that are 
under great pressure from the fishing industry. 

 
• Widespread, long-term education targeting seafood consumers, about the impact of their 

demand, will be necessary to curb the overfishing of desirable reef fish species. 
 
• The Government should determine the extent to which demand is outpacing supply, 

particularly for a few high-value, imperiled species such as grouper, high fin barramundi cod 
and Maori (humphead) wrasse.  A ban on the importation of large reef fishes should be 
considered.  

 
• Until sites of importation have successful cyanide detection techniques, the Government 

should place a ban on fish from areas known for cyanide fishing.   
 
• The Government must impose laws in Hong Kong that support laws in live reef fish source 

countries (i.e. ensuring that Hong Kong does not import species whose export from other 
countries is already prohibited).  An amendment to the Animals and Plants (Protection of 
Endangered Species) Ordinance, Cap. 187, might be necessary to ensure that Hong Kong 
honour requests from other nations under CITES Appendix III to monitor import of certain 
marine species. 

 
• The Government should review listings of endangered fish species under CITES Appendix 

III.   
 
Live Reef Fish – Contaminated Food Fish 
• The Government must implement a formal program of official marine biodiversity and reef 

monitoring, and should fund comprehensive species-habitat databases and ongoing 
monitoring projects, such as “Reef Check.” 

 
• The Government should strengthen the power of customs and marine police to inspect sea 

products shipments.  In the absence of consistent testing, the Government must also empower 
its officials to prevent sale  by individuals known or suspected of importing toxic fish.  In 
addition, locally licensed fishing and live fish transport vessels should not be exempt from 
declarations of live reef food fish imports.   

 
• The Government should classify live fish as “food” under health regulations, to enable 

greater monitoring power and require permission of the Food and Environmental Hygiene 
Department for importation of live fish. 

 
• The Government should include live fish in the definition of the term “marine fish,” under the 

Marine Fish (Marketing) Ordinance (Chapter 291).  This would allow live fish to be tested 
for presence of toxins and chemicals. 

 
• In the absence of consistent poison testing, the Government should increase reporting 

requirements for live fish traders regarding composition and origin of their cargo, to increase 
knowledge of fish originating from ciguatera and cyanide “hotspots.”   
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• The Government should encourage the development of more sensitive tests for cyanide and 
ciguatoxins.  Once testing is developed, the Government should also consider adopting a 
toxic fish-tracking scheme similar to that used in the pig industry, to ensure that fish 
delivered live to Hong Kong and those trans -shipped to China do not contain toxins.  

 
• In conjunction with a tracking scheme, the Government should consider introducing a 

consumer information-labeling scheme (similar to that of the “dolphin-friendly” tuna 
movement) that assures customers that products are “cyanide-free” or “ciguatera-safe.”  

 
Artificial Reefs 
• AFCD should continue to build consensus with the Hong Kong fishing community, regarding 

laws and management related to the Artificial Reef Programme.  The Government should 
establish a job-training program to provide fishermen with skills for alternative work. 

 
Marine Parks & Reserves 
• AFCD should expedite the marine park establishment process and increase the number of 

areas considered for marine park or reserve status.  
 
• The Government should amend the Marine Park Ordinance to include stringent shoreline 

protection.  
 
• The Government should continue a cap on the number of fishing permits given for 

commercial fishing activity in existing marine parks.   
 
• Proposed marine areas should be provided with temporary protective measures while still in 

the designation pipeline.  
 
• The Government should increase the number of wardens in marine parks and reserves, and 

increase the amount of surveillance in areas of concern. 
 
• The Government should provide AFCD with greater financial and human resources to 

achieve these aims of enforcement and preventive education in protected areas and marine 
parks. 

 
Reclamation 
• The Government should prohibit further reclamation of natural coastlines in Hong Kong, 

particularly Lantau Island. 
 
• The Government should provide funding for a scientific review of the science of seabeds and 

effects of reclamation.  
 

• The Government should make a formal assessment of the cumulative impact of reclamation 
and coastal development on marine habitats and resources across Hong Kong. 

 
Education 
• AFCD and one of Hong Kong’s tertiary institutes should supervise and fund the initial 

establishment of an interagency computerized communication network.  
 
• The steering committee of ICMP should establish an Environmental Management 

Information System for territory-wide shared data collection and analysis.
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Hong Kong has historically been defined by its relationship with the surrounding 
sea.  Hong Kong people rely as much as ever on the coast and marine waters, for 
nutrition, transportation, recreation and sewage disposal capacity.  But if serious 
degradation continues on its present path, Hong Kong and regional waters will soon be 
no longer suitable for any beneficial human use.   
 
1.2 Growth in Hong Kong’s population has not been matched by investment in 
sewerage infrastructure.  The result is increased sewage pollution, contamination of 
seafood and recreational areas, and degradation of marine habitats. Coastal areas face 
intense demands for development, including reclamation for new container ports, 
shipping and most recently a proposed international theme park.  Cross-border issues of 
pollution and live reef fish trade abuse also put huge pressure on waters of Hong Kong 
and the region.   
 
1.3 Coastal areas provide home to 2 billion people in the world 1; clearly, the act of 
balancing ocean health and marine resource use is not a challenge unique to Hong Kong.  
Pollution, over-fishing, destructive fishing practices and coastal land use are pressing 
global problems, driven by and impacting both coastal and landlocked economies.  As 
one of the world’s top economies, Hong Kong must take responsibility to lead the 
international charge in solving these problems, with sustainable use of marine resources. 
 
1.4 Hong Kong’s marine policy challenges are cross-sector, demanding creative, 
multidisciplinary approaches.  Only a program that coordinates multiple, diverse coastal 
management efforts will bring Hong Kong’s marine policy up to speed with those of the 
Mainland and developed economies.  Such a program will require recognition that 
environmental and economic health interests are mutually supportive, not conflicting.  
 
 
2. The Need for a Sustainable Marine Policy 
 
2.1 Hong Kong needs a sustainable marine policy to:  provide an acceptable quality 
of life for Hong Kong residents, ensure that socio-economically important uses of Hong 
Kong’s marine environment continue successfully, and preserve Hong Kong’s rich 
marine biodiversity and heritage.  Others 2  have previously recommended that 
Government develop an Integrated Coastal Management Plan (ICMP), which would 
provide coordination toward these goals (see Appendix A). 3  4   Given the continued 

                                                 
1 Linden E (2000)  Condition Critical: An exclusive look at a U.N. assessment of Earth’s ecosystems shows 
they are strained to the limit.  Time Magazine, Special Edition, April-May 2000 
2  Citizens Party (1998) Save Our Seas: Policy on Marine Conservation , January 1998. 
www.citizensparty.org/environment/marine.html 
3 An ICMP accounts for multi-sectoral approaches to sustainable use of the sea.  
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deterioration of the marine environment and coastal areas over the last 3 years, it is clear 
that the Government’s current marine policy lacks coordination and commitment.  The 
need for an ICMP is clear.  Multiple, diverse problems plague Hong Kong’s waters, 
which the Government has not resolved and will not be able to resolve without 
coordinated effort. 
 
2.2 Marine policy approaches differ with diverse types of threats on the marine 
environment.5   In Hong Kong, the marine environment faces a variety of perils from 
different sources (such as sewage pollution, over-fishing, poison/explosive fishing, and 
sedimentation) and different actors.  Hong Kong’s problems demand a large-scale, formal 
regulatory program:  an ICMP is necessary to address these cross-sector problems that 
cannot be resolved independently. 
 
2.3 In 1997 the Government highlighted the need to incorporate the theme of marine 
protection into 1) a cross-departmental sustainable development strategy and 
development framework, 2) the official 2000 White Paper and 3) general Agenda 21 
aims.6   
 
2.4 The Government is still in the process of setting up a Sustainable Development 
Unit to implement a cross-departmental sustainable development strategy.  One of its 
tasks should be to look at developing a cross-departmental strategy for marine 
conservation. 
 
2.5 The White Paper has not yet been published, but a Working Group on 
Conservation and Use of the Natural Environment, which formed to provide input to the 
White Paper, published a report in 1999 7 .  The final recommendations, which the 
Administration has not pursued, include the following top priority issues: 
• Expedite the designation of marine parks 
• Control sewage discharges into the surrounding waters 
• Promote sustainable fisheries, by formulating an integrated strategy for marine 

resource management (i.e. implement an ICMP) and stepping up existing 
management measures (deployment of artificial reefs and control of destructive 
fishing activities in HK waters) 

• Espouse the vision of turning all HK waters into a marine park for protection of 
spawning and juvenile fish.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
4 Several members of a Working Group on Conservation and Use of the Natural Environment have also 
voiced support for an ICMP in Hong Kong.  Notes of Working Group meeting, June 1999. 
www.info.gov.hk/efb/board/index.html 
5 Cesar H (1997). Indonesian Coral Reefs – An Economic Analysis of a Precious But Threatened Resource.  
Proceedings of the Workshop on the Impact of Destructive Fishing Practices on the Marine Environment, 
APEC, December 1997. 
6 Leung B, Hong Kong Secretary for Planning, Environment and Lands.  Speech at Welcome Dinner, 
Proceedings of the APEC Workshop on the Impacts  of Destructive Fishing Practices on the Marine 
Environment, December 1997. 
7 www.info.gov.hk/efb/board/index.html 
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2.6 Toward the aim of greater marine protection, the Government should actively 
seek out and support financial and political cooperation with neighboring governments, 
large corporations, non-governmental organizations and academic institutions.  The Hong 
Kong community may also influence and improve marine protection through economic 
and social channels.  This is not only possible, but also profitable:  business investment in 
cleaner, more efficient technology, environmental restoration and environmental 
protection efforts is potentially lucrative.  A formal yet flexible ICMP could integrate 
these efforts, and could be tailored to existing approaches in each of the problem areas. 
 
Recommendations 
 
• Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department should form a steering 

committee to develop an ICMP and set a date for an ICMP workshop in 2001 (See 
Appendix A).  This workshop should bring together experts in related fields from 
across the region, similar to the APEC workshop on destructive fishing practices.  
The future ICMP steering committee should seek advice and support from the Marine 
Resources Conservation Working Group of APEC.   

 
 
3. Water Pollution and Sewerage 
 
3.1 Of Hong Kong’s 6.8 million people, each produces an average 300 litres of 
sewage every day. 8  But growth in population has not been matched by investment in 
sewerage infrastructure.  The lack of effective sewage treatment results in serious decline 
in marine water quality, contamination of seafood and loss of marine amenity. 
 
3.2 While 1999 monitoring data from EPD9  is incomplete, it generally shows that 
levels of sewage indicator bacteria (E.coli), Biological Oxygen Demand (BOD), and 
nutrients (such as nitrogen) are increasing or remaining high in many parts of Hong 
Kong’s marine waters.  Dissolved oxygen levels have also been dropping on a 
widespread basis10.  This indicates that Hong Kong marine waters are still under immense 
pressure from local wastewater discharges, coastal developments, livestock waste 
discharges, industrial discharges and effluent from the Pearl River.  
 
3.3 Victoria Harbor and the historically and ecologically important Deep Bay are the  
most severely polluted water bodies.  The poor Deep Bay water quality is due to great 
organic pollution from the Pearl River Delta, Shenzhen and within Hong Kong.   
 
3.4 To reduce pollution in Victoria Harbor, the Government proposed a multi-billion 
dollar scheme to collect and treat sewage from Hong Kong’s main urban areas of 
Kowloon and Hong Kong Island.  Stage 1 of this project, the Strategic Sewage Disposal 

                                                 
8 Drainage Services Department website, www.info.gov.hk/dsd. 
9 These results are preliminary, as the EPD has yet to verify data for 1999.  
10 Environmental Protection Department (1999), Marine Water Quality in Hong Kong in 1998. 
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Scheme (SSDS), is now underway. 11  However, the project has clearly failed to meet its 
initial pr ojected completion date of 1997 and has been plagued by contractual and 
engineering problems between Government and past contractors.  As a result, the current 
expected date of completion is 2001, a date still considered tentative.  In the meantime 
75% of the sewage pumped into Victoria Harbour remains untreated (as only 25% is 
being treated, at the one facility on Stonecutter’s Island, due to tunneling problems).  
 
3.5 The remaining stages II – IV of SSDS are also behind schedule. 12   The 
Environmental Impact Assessment for Stage II has already been completed, but due to 
public concerns over the scheme, the Government established an international review 
panel (IRP)13 to review both current and alternative proposals for the scheme.  The panel 
will make recommendations on the most sustainable future development of the main 
urban sewage system.  
 
3.6 As for other areas, such as the North-West New Territories, sewage discharge 
levels are predicted to increase dramatically over the next 10 - 15 years (see Table 1).14 
SSDS targets urban areas alone.  The three sewage treatment plants serving the rapidly 
expanding population of North-West New Territories and Tung Chung New Town and 
discharging into the habitat of the Chinese White Dolphin are still only basic screening 
plants. The Government has still provided no response about comprehensive, advanced 
treatment for the rapidly expanding population of North West New Territories.15  
 
Table 1: Sewage flows from outfalls discharging into NWNT waters16  
 Current flow 

(m3/day) 
Design flow 
(m3/day) 

San Wai (Urmston Road) 60,000 246,000 (in year 2016) 
Pillar Point 165,000 241,000 (in year 2016) 
Siu Ho Wan 25,000 180,000 (in year 2011) 
 
3.7 Sewage charges were introduced in 1995 to help pay for the growing operational 
and maintenance costs of sewerage infrastructure works.  Since the introduction of 
charges, the system has drifted away from the “polluter pays” principle,17 on which the 
charges were originally based.  At present, the sewage charges have remained at roughly 

                                                 
11 Stage 1 consists of deep tunnels to transport the sewage from Kowloon and Hong Kong Island North to a 
sewage treatment works on Stonecutter’s Island.  Here the sewage should receive chemically enhanced 
primary treatment before being discharged through a short outfall off Stonecutter’s Island. 
12 Originally Stage II was due to be completed by 2003, but as of now the Stage I completion date has been 
postponed from 1997 to 2001.   
13  http://www.info.gov.hk/ssds.review. 
14 Rapid population increase at Tin Shui Wai, will result in the discharge of 280% more sewage at San Wai 
screening plant at Urmston Road via the North West New Territories Trunk Sewer. 
15 The Siu Ho Wan sewage treatment plant serving Tung Chung, Tai Ho and Penny’s will be upgraded to 
chemically enhanced primary treatment with disinfection but only in 2011.  In the interim water quality will 
inevitably deteriorate.   
16 Drainage Services Department, pers.comm., November 2000. 
17 In line with the “polluter pays” principle, sewerage users should assume costs proportional to the overall 
operational and maintenance costs of services. 
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the same level18  since their introduction, although many new sewerage infrastructure 
projects (including SSDS) have begun and expenses have risen.    
 
3.8 Current sewage charges19 are clearly unable to cover infrastructure costs.  In the 
1999-2000 financial year, revenue from sewage charges and Trade Effluent Surcharge 
(TES) was $600 million less than the total expenditure for that year ($1.3 billion).20  
Expenditure for 2000-2001 is estimated to be $1.5 billion, increasing to $2 billion by 
2004-2005. 21  In order for the Drainage Services Department to provide more advanced, 
efficient sewerage services, revenue must provide sufficient financial resources for these 
costs.   If the sewage charges and TES remain at the same level that they have since 1995, 
the total revenue will never again cover the sewerage costs.   
 
3.9 Subsidy is not the answer to sewerage cost problems.  The Government currently 
covers all of the capital costs of sewerage infrastructure, and the charges are so heavily 
subsidized that they do not reflect the overall cost of pollution accurately.  Without 
appropriate payments made by polluters, the principle of “polluter pays” will fail to have 
an effect on the public mindset and public practices of water use.  In turn, without a clear 
public understanding of the advantages of water conservation and how individuals may 
achieve reductions in water use, there will be no corresponding savings in treatment 
costs, on an individual or territory-wide level.   
 
3.10 Industrial discharges and effluent originating from outside Hong Kong waters are 
also serious problems.  The specific sources are difficult to pinpoint, but studies have 
shown that a huge amount of both organic and inorganic substances flow from the Pearl 
River into Hong Kong’s waters every day, particularly in the Western Water Control 
Zones22.   
 
Recommendations 
 
• The Government should expedite the programme to build and upgrade sewage 

treatment plants to ensure there is no further deterioration in water quality. 
  
• Sewage charges and Trade Effluent Surcharges should continue to increase steadily, 

in tandem with increasing operation and maintenance costs. The Government must 
provide a clear explanation of the long-term costs and benefits of increased sewage 
charges, highlighting the logic of the “polluter pays” principle to the public.  Public 

                                                 
18  Drainage Services Department data shows that the sewage charge revenue for 1999-2000 was an 
estimated $480 million, only slightly higher than the 1995-1996 figure of $430 million.  TES revenue 
remained at an average $250 million per year from 1995 to 1999, increasing in 1999-2000 to an estimated 
$435 million – even so, the combined sewage and TES revenue still does not cover costs. 
19 The charges have been controversial since their introduction.  First adopted in 1993, sewage charges 
were levied (based on water consumption) on all sewage producers (domestic, commercial and industrial).   
Sewage charges have not been increased since 1995, due to Legco concerns which led to bankruptcy and 
winding up of the Sewage Services Trading Fund in 1997.     
20 Drainage Services Department, pers. comm., 18/7/00.  
21 Drainage Services Department, pers. comm., 18/7/00.  
22 World Wide Fund for Nature Hong Kong, pers. comm., 2/8/00.  
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education and discussion of this issue will be a critical step in successful advocacy of 
further charge increases.  A formal ICMP would provide the vital support for the 
Government to clarify this potentially controversial measure. 

  
 
4. Floating Refuse and Litter 
 
4.1 Litter and small-scale pollution are a serious problem in Hong Kong marine 
waters.  Contractors hired by the AFCD cleaned up 315 metric tons of garbage in marine 
parks in the 1998-9 financial year alone.  In November 1998 divers removed 5 tons of 
abandoned fishing gear from one exercise at Yan Chau Tong alone.  Even in spite of 
cleaning efforts, shoreline and sub-tidal areas of Hong Kong coast are still significantly 
polluted by discarded garbage, such as plastics, food wrappers, drink cans and bags.   
 
4.2 The Marine Department collected a total of 10,490 tonnes of refuse from the sea 
and vessels in 1999, at an average of 29 tonnes per day.   However, in 1999 there were 
only 19 cases of prosecution against littering offences at gazetted beaches23, and 136 
prosecutions related to dumping of refuse into the sea.24  Clearly, few polluters are being 
caught.   Furthermore, although the maximum fine for marine littering is HK$10,000 and 
imprisonment for 6 months, actual fines levied may be significantly lower in individual 
cases.  Low actual fines for littering and pollution fail to be effective in preventing further 
violations.  
 
4.3 The specific origin of much garbage, especially that from outside of Hong Kong 
waters, is not always clear.  On Tung Ping Chau Island, for example, garbage wraps 
around sensitive coral and has aesthetically marred the shoreline25, but may be from a 
variety of sources:  mainland China, recreational users of the coastline (particularly on 
holidays), or passing vessels.  Cooperation between Hong Kong and mainland Chinese 
officials may help to remedy this problem, as would more thorough preventive public 
education within Hong Kong.  
 
Recommendations 
 
• Public education campaigns are the best long-term route to prevent future littering.  In 

the United States, local governments and organizations sponsor contests in 
elementary schools to design advertisements and slogans (e.g. “Carry In, Carry Out”) 
for clean beaches and parks.  Hong Kong should pursue a similar route. 

 
• The problem with simply raising fines for littering and small-scale pollution is that 

even a great increase may not be effective, as long as the amount actually levied 

                                                 
23 Leisure & Cultural Services Department, pers. comm., 25/5/00 
24  There were 131 prosecutions by Marine Department, and 5 by Food & Environmental Hygiene 
Department, pers. comm. 
25 Cornish, A. and D.  McCorry (1998) “Recommendation for a Marine Protected Area at Ping Chau.”  
Swire Institute of Marine Sciences. 
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against violators can be cut in the courtroom.  In this case, a fixed penalty for littering 
and small-scale pollution would be most effective.   

 
5. Unsustainable Fisheries 
 
5.1 Over-exploitation of fisheries resources and destructive fishing methods have 
caused a decline in capture fisheries production in recent years, both regionally and 
globally. 26   Trawling and other practices are mauling the sea floor and reefs on a 
widespread basis.  According to one study, “collapse of fisheries will have a direct, 
seriously negative impact on 1 billion people, mostly in Southeast Asia.” 27  Ignoring such 
a direct threat is shortsighted, especially when opportunities exist for Hong Kong to 
promote and invest in sustainable fisheries. 
 
5.2 Hong Kong’s fisheries industry has contributed to immense degradation in its 
own waters and in those of nearby countries, and continues to do so.  The present Hong 
Kong fishery is not sustainable – that is, the harvest rate is greater than the sum of the 
natural rate of increase by reproduction and the decrease caused by mortality.  
Sustainable yield calculations show that for larger, slower-growing and reproductively 
valuable species (i.e. that contribute the most offspring to the population) catches are two 
times the optimal management level.28   
 
5.3 Illegal fishing and over-fishing have severely depleted Hong Kong’s own fishery 
stocks.  According to a consultancy report commissioned by the AFCD, overall 
production of Hong Kong fisheries has decreased since 1989.  Twelve of 17 species 
assessed are “heavily overexploited”, and the other 5 species are “fully overexploited.”  
Some previously dominant commercial species, such as the yellow croaker and the 
meter-long grouper, have virtually disappeared from local catches.29   
 
5.4 The shift in age and species composition of Hong Kong’s fishery base, from 
large, slow-growth, valuable fish to young, small, less commercially valuable fish, is 
particularly alarming.  Reliance on trawling is depleting stocks of older, larger fish that 
have greater potential to reproduce.  This leaves the stocks significantly weakened and 
susceptible to even more serious degradation in the long-term.  For example, many of the 
fish now caught in Hong Kong are sold as so-called “trash fish” to the mariculture 
industry for feed, and inshore trawl-catch is largely comprised of juveniles.  In turn, fry 

                                                 
26  In the global context, fleets are 40% larger than seas can possibly sustain, and regular catches are 
decreasing for one-third of major commercial fish.  Linden E (2000) Condition Critical: An exclusive look 
at a U.N. assessment of Earth’s ecosystems shows they are strained to the limit. Time Magazine, Special 
Edition, April-May 2000. 
27  PAGE is a U.S. $4 million study undertaken by the World Bank, the United Nations Development 
Program, the United Nations Environment Program and the World Resources Institute.  The results will be 
published in a report entitled “People and Ecosystems: A Fraying Web of Life,” and will pave the way for 
the U.S. $20 million Millennium Ecosystem Assessment.   
28 Environmental Resources Management (1998) Fishing Resources and Fishing Operations in Hong Kong 
Waters. Report for Agriculture & Fisheries Department. 
29 Ibid. 
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(juvenile) production has also declined, from 68.3 million “tails” in 1990 to 6.4 million at 
present.    
 
6. Capture Fisheries in Hong Kong 
 
6.1 In March 1998, AFCD published a consultancy report, “Fisheries Resources and 
Fishing Operations in Hong Kong Waters”30 which highlighted a series of high-priority 
fisheries management strategies for the territory.   The Government needs to follow up on 
a number of important recommendations, listed below.   
 
6.2 Different types of fishing gear and fishing methods cause varying degrees of 
destruction.  Trawl fishing, which involves dragging fishing gear and keeping the bottom 
line and its heavy weights close to the seabed, destroys the marine geologic environment 
and destructively removes sponges, corals and other bottom organisms.  Due to small 
mesh size of nets used and the speed with which trawlers move, trawling is unselective 
and threatens depletion of juvenile stocks.  As such, many experts consider trawling to be 
a true “destructive fishing practice” (DFP), in the same league as blast fishing and 
cyanide fishing (see Section 9).31 32   
 
6.3 In Hong Kong, the large and efficient pair trawler vessels concentrate their fishing 
efforts on the areas of south Lantau and the northeast New Territories, likely having a 
great impact on the small area.33 
 
6.4 In contrast, the catching method of light-seining (purse-seining at night, when a 
light is used to attract fish) is less destructive on the marine geologic environment.  This 
method of attracting fish to a light source generally avoids the problem of catching 
reproductive individuals and young fish, and the ground ropes used in this procedure are 
light enough to effect little damage.  Light-seining has also been shown to allow fish 
stocks to recover quickly from fishing efforts.  As light-seining is more selective (not 
collecting reproducers and young fish indiscriminately) and less detrimental to the marine 
environment, it should be more favored as a fishing practice.34    
 
6.5 Due to depletion of local stocks, the  Hong Kong industry has moved on to other 
areas.  In 1989-1991, local small-scale fishermen reportedly relied 100% on Hong Kong 
waters; the present reliance on Hong Kong waters is only 70%. 35  In fact, less than 10% 
of Hong Kong’s total fisheries productivity actually comes from Hong Kong’s own 

                                                 
30 see footnote 28. 
31 Dai Tian-yuan (1997) Study on the Impacts of Fishing Practices on the Marine Environment and on Fish 
Stocks in the Taiwan Strait. Proceedings of the Workshop on the Impacts of Destructive Fishing Practices 
on the Marine Environment, APEC, December 1997. 
32  Kwok Kai-yin and Ni I-hsun Ni (1997) Ecological Impact of Various Fishing Methods: A Review. 
Proceedings of The Workshop on Impacts of Destructive  Fishing Practices on the Marine Environment, 
APEC, December 1997. 
33 see footnote 28 
34 see footnote 31 
35 see footnote 28 
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waters: over 90% of fish are caught outside of Hong Kong waters.36   This re-targeting of 
efforts by Hong Kong has become a serious problem for neighboring countries in the live 
reef fish trade (see Section 8). 
 
6.6 Without controls on behavior of fishing producers and consumers, regional 
marine degradation by the Hong Kong industry will continue.  The Government needs to 
check this otherwise unregulated behavior now, to protect valuable fisheries resources for 
the future.  Legislative changes may be necessary.  Changing the attitudes of Hong Kong 
fishermen and consumers, to be less voracious in fishing and eating, to face the reality of 
fisheries limitations, should also be a primary aim.   
 
6.7 In June and July of 1999, a mainland Chinese Government-imposed ‘fishing ban’ 
on trawling in the South China Sea provided temporary relief for fish stocks, allowing 
them to recover from over-fishing.  The results of the ban were dramatic37, as pelagic fish 
stocks of species such as Japanese jack mackerel and Narrow-barred Spanish mackerel 
increased significantly.  But such a temporary measure leaves the overexploitation 
problem far from a permanent solution, and the very need for a ban reflects a need for 
drastic changes in Hong Kong fisheries’ approach.   
 
6.8 For over 20 years Mainland China fisheries legislation has provided protection 
through an integrated management strategy of “coastal zonation” and “closed seasons.” 
The regular closed seasons (April through August) of the Mainland shrimp trawling 
industry allow for much more significant and long-lasting recovery.  Notably, Mainland 
authorities have also established a South China Sea inshore “no trawling zone,” including 
all inshore areas to a 40-meter depth, excepting river estuaries.  Another example, 
Australia has implemented scientifically mediated bans on trawling, then followed up 
with studies to show the exact recovery of habitat and resource base.38  This approach 
would be valuable and educational for Hong Kong, which has no such zones.  
 
6.9 Mainland enforcement of fisheries legislation has been most effective in setting 
the stage for fisheries recovery.  But Hong Kong should not rely on the Mainland to 
provide an enforcement regime for fisheries legislation.  In Hong Kong, new programs 
such as AFCD’s Artificial Reefs Programme (see Section 10) are promising initiatives for 
sustainable fisheries use, but a formal plan is needed to integrate more regional and cross-
departmental efforts.  
 
Recommendations 
 
• AFCD should implement the high-priority recommendations of the fisheries 

consultancy study:  a fishing license program, which would allow for identification of 
vessels, better collection of industry statistics and promotion of cooperation between 
Hong Kong and the mainland industry; limits on entrance to that program; protection 

                                                 
36 Agriculture, Fisheries & Conservation Department (1999), Annual Report.  
37 Wilson K (1999) South China Sea Fishing Ban 1999. Unpublished. 
38 Yvonne Sadovy, pers. comm.  
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of nursery and spawning grounds; habitat enhancement; habitat restoration and 
restocking.   

 
• AFCD should use an ICMP to strengthen regional and interagency communication 

and cooperation for sustainable fisheries.  The Government should also support the 
FAO International Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing (ICCRF) in policy and 
practice.  

  
• AFCD should prohibit in-shore trawling, in depths up to 40 meters, and consider a 

ban on demersal trawling, which could be accomplished through existing provisions 
of the Fisheries Protection Ordinance. 

 
• AFCD should regulate an increase in mesh size (from 0.5 cm to 3 cm) to decrease the 

catch of small fry.  Pending formal regulation, AFCD should urge fishermen to use 
larger mesh sizes on a voluntary basis39.   

 
• AFCD should introduce quotas for the fisheries industry.  
 
 
7. Mariculture Issues 
 
7.1 Mariculture technology has a great potential to alleviate pressure on fisheries 
resources and can contribute to a solution for protein production in the future.  Presently, 
aquaculture provides about 19% of total global production, and is considered valuable in 
relieving pressure on declining fisheries resources.  Mariculture technology may also be 
able to address the issue of live reef fish overexploitation, as advances in this field may 
allow the culture of reef fish species in decline from overexploitation, such as grouper 
and snapper. 40  Given appropriate taste and texture, these cultured fish could be sold in 
the marketplace in place of wild-caught fish.   
 
7.2 However, dependence of mariculture on young fish stocks caught in the wild for 
“grow-out” in cages and ponds is unsustainable.  Without a more widespread commercial 
use of hatchery-produced fry, Hong Kong mariculture industry will continue to capture 
juveniles from the wild or proceed with uncontrolled fry importation, and jeopardize 
numbers of fry in the wild.   The mariculture industry can also have negative ecological 
impacts, such as pollution and spreading of fish diseases from introduced species.   
 
7.3 Much of the feed used for mariculture is so-called “trash-fish”, consisting of (a) 
juveniles that have not yet matured to their full reproductive potential, or (b) species of 
smaller fish that are not valued as human food.  The role of so-called “trash fish” in the 

                                                 
39 World Wide Fund for Nature Hong Kong strongly supports a regulated increase in mesh size.  Pers. 
comm., 2/8/00.  
40 Lau, P.P.F. and Li, W.H. (2000). Identification Guide to Fishes in the Live Seafood Trade in the Asia 
Pacific Region.  World Wide Fund for Nature Hong Kong and Agiculture, Fisheries and Conservation 
Department, Hong  Kong, March 2000.  
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wild, in fish nursery and spawning areas, is underestimated.  These neglected species are 
vital as food in the wild for other, commercially viable, wild fish and for cetaceans such 
as the Chinese White Dolphin and the Finless Porpoise.  
 
7.4 The Government has been active in trying to reduce the reliance on trawling for 
“trash fish,” and to move towards a balanced moist feed diet.  The development of 
ecologically sound, efficient and less expensive feed is in progress at AFCD, and the 
formulation of a feed for rabbit fish (a cultured fish) has been successful.  This switch 
may reduce pollution at mariculture sites and increase growth.  This measure is costly, 
hwoever, and some say that it will be difficult to change mariculture fishermen’s long-
term habits of using “trash-fish” for feed.   
 
Recommendations 
 
• The Government should control fry fishing and support efforts to develop technology 

for artificial hatching of fry.  The Government should also look to the mode ls of 
Vietnam, Malaysia and Mainland China, which have either banned fry export 
entirely, or limited export to certain larger sizes.  
 

• The Government should ban the use of fry for feed in mariculture and discourage the 
use of the term “trash fish.”    

 
• The Government should continue research of hatchery-based mariculture, toward the 

aim of culturing the popular wild -caught species (such as Humphead wrasse and 
grouper) that are under great pressure from the fishing industry.  

 
 
8. Live Reef Fish Trade – Destructive Fishing Practices 
 
8.1 Hong Kong is the world’s centre of the trade in live reef fish.  It is the top global 
importer, consumer and re-exporter, comprising 60% of the entire trade of 50,000 metric 
tons per year. 41 42  But Hong Kong demand and willingness to pay high prices for such 
fish is fueling a severe environmental crisis in other Asian waters: importers estimate that 
at this catch rate the commercially harvestable grouper and wrasse populations of 
Indonesia and other farther areas will disappear entirely in ten years.43  
 
8.2 Over-exploitation of reef fish is a huge problem in Southeast Asia.  Reef fishes 
are particularly susceptible to over-exploitation, given natural biological characteristics 
such as small habitat range, slow growth and sexual maturity process, spawning 
aggregations and sex-change (that affects the timing of their reproductive peaks).  When 

                                                 
41  Sadovy, Y. (2000) The Live Reef Food Fish Trade In Hong Kong: Problems and Prospects. 
Unpublished. 
42 A WWF and TRAFFIC East Asia survey in 1997 identified that Hong Kong imported an estimated 
32,000 tonnes of live reef fish for food; 3,200-6,400 tonnes of this were re -exported to Mainland China.  
WWF Hong Kong, Noel Chan, pers. comm. 
43 The Nature Conservancy, pers. comm.  
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larger fish are caught, the juveniles remaining may not be capable of restocking the 
population, and sex ratios of the fish may be imbalanced, thus affecting the overall 
reproductive success of the population.  Also, local fishermen may specifically target the 
spawning aggregations, therefore decreasing both actual and potential population size.  
 
8.3 High consumption rates may also motivate fishermen to use cyanide, dynamite 
and other destructive techniques to acquire fish from previously pristine and remote reefs.  
Regional trade in live marine fish is a valid use of marine resources, but the current catch 
rate and destructive approaches puts these regional fisheries on a path to complete 
collapse. 44  Such destruction seriously threatens the domestic resource (food and money) 
base of countries such as Indonesia, further jeopardizing their economic development and 
political stability.   
 
8.4 Blast fishing (also known as “dynamite fishing”) is reportedly prevalent in 
Indonesia,45 and has a long history in Hong Kong, especially in the northeast waters of 
the New Territories.46  This practice consists of the use of bomb detonation in shallow 
reef areas to kill specified schools of fish, a serious side effect of which is also to “side-
kill” larvae, juvenile fish and corals.  One incident of such blast fishing instantly kills 
more coral than cyanide fishing and leaves longer-lasting destruction.   
 
8.5 Cyanide fishing (“poison fishing”) is a practice in which fishermen squirt sodium 
cyanide on coral heads to stun and capture live food and aquarium fish. 47  As well as 
obliterating target species populations and smaller fishes, the cyanide kills hard coral 
heads in the process, and may cause extensive long-term environmental damage.  Most 
damage is usually done by sparing but frequent cyanide use.48   
 
8.6 Cyanide use is particularly prevalent in Indonesia and the Philippines, the two 
main supply countries for Hong Kong live reef fish. 49  Fishermen in Indonesia use this 
destructive “gear” most often for three main fisheries, including the live reef food fish 
species grouper and Napoleon wrasse, two of Hong Kong’s favorite delicacies.50   
                                                 
44 Already, depletion of local fish stocks has diverted expansion of trade to farther areas in the Pacific and 
Indian Oceans. The problem is increasingly grave in Indonesia, which supplies over 50% of the total share 
of the Asian food market and ranks as its single largest provider of these food fish.  Not only does this 
potential collapse from cyanide and blast fishing directly concern Indonesia, but it also indirectly involves 
more remote Pacific Islands and reef areas as distant as Papua New Guinea, which are next in line for 
destruction when fishermen move on from Indonesia.  Cesar H (1997) Indonesian Coral Reefs – An 
Economic Analysis of a Precious But Threatened Resource.  Proceedings of the Workshop on the Impact of 
Destructive Fishing Practices on the Marine Environment, APEC, December 1997. 
45 Ibid.  
46 Cornish A. and McKellar D. (1997) Fishing with Explosives and Poisons in Hong Kong: History and 
Legislation. Proceedings of the Workshop on the Impact of Destructive Fishing Practices on the Marine 
Environment, APEC, December 1997. 
47 Ibid 
48 APEC (1997) Workshop on the Impacts of Destructive Fishing Practices on the Marine Environment. 
49  Sadovy, Y. (2000) The Live Reef Food Fish Trade In Hong Kong: Problems and Prospects. 
Unpublished. 
50 Cesar H (1997) Indonesian Coral Reefs – An Economic Analysis of a Precious But Threatened Resource.  
Proceedings of the Workshop on the Impact of Destructive Fishing Practices on the Marine Environment, 
APEC, December 1997. 



A Comprehensive Review of Marine Policy   

December 2000   18  

 
8.7 Stopping the initial stages of destructive fishing is a challenge: fish bombs are 
easily homemade and inexpensive51, and cyanide is readily available for use.   
 
8.8 Prosecuting blast and poison fishing actors is also difficult, as governments 
usually require that enforcers catch fisherman “in the act.”  In recent years, the Hong 
Kong Police Force has been working actively to improve prevention, investigation and 
detection tactics52.  Also, development of cyanide and dynamite detection testing is in 
progress at tertiary institutions in Hong Kong, and may eventually be able to increase 
enforcers’ chances of catching violators and complicit parties.  Complete enforcement 
success will depend on the integration of these different techniques into a broader 
legislative scheme, such as an ICMP. 
 
8.9 Monitoring fish at points of importation and exportation would be a valuable tool 
for the prevention of destructive fishing practices, but Hong Kong’s present recording 
system is not comprehensive or even adequate for that purpose.  Information on imports 
entering Hong Kong by air carriers and by non-Hong Kong-registered vessels is collected 
in trade declarations at the point of importation, but consists mainly of shipment weight 
and value.  AFCD has sought more specific data on prices and species compos ition in a 
voluntary market survey, but informally canvassed only about 50% of the primary Hong 
Kong fish traders and covered only 50% of the total volume of live marine fish imports.53   
 
8.10 The Government has incomplete knowledge of the species entering Hong Kong 
from outside waters via air carriers and foreign vessels, and holds little power to enforce 
principles of sustainable fishing.  Lack of monitoring power here allows the destructive 
aspects of the live reef trade to continue, and also undermines the Government’s ability to 
protect the Hong Kong public from eating dangerous, toxic fish (see Section 9).   
 
8.10 In December 1997, Hong Kong Government announced general intentions to 
implement a general reef protection and management strategy that would complement the 
five-year AFCD artificial reef program. 54  Based on a recent study of fisheries resources 
and fishing operations in local waters, authorities noted plans to develop a greater, 
sustainable use strategy for fisheries.   
 
8.11 In March 2000, WWF and AFCD jointly published a reef fish identification guide 
for live seafood markets55, which will provide support for monitoring measures that 
tackle the problem of unsustainable reef fishing.  
 
 
 
                                                 
51 Leung, W.S. (1997) Fish Bombing in Hong Kong, China. Proceedings of the Workshop on the Impact of 
Destructive Fishing Practices on the Marine Environment, APEC, December 1997. 
52 Ibid. 
53  Sadovy, Y. (2000) The Live Reef Food Fish Trade In Hong Kong: Problems and Prospects. 
Unpublished. 
54 See footnote 51. 
55 See footnote 40. 
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Recommendations 

 
• Widespread, long-term education targeting seafood consumers, about the impact of 

their demand, will be necessary to curb the overfishing of desirable reef fish 
species.56 

 
• Until sites of importation have successful cyanide detection techniques, the 

Government should place a ban on fish from areas known for cyanide fishing.   
 
• The Government must impose laws in Hong Kong that support laws in live reef fish 

source countries (i.e. ensuring that Hong Kong does not import species whose export 
from other countries is already prohibited).  An amendment to the Animals and Plants 
(Protection of Endangered Species) Ordinance, Cap. 187, might be necessary to 
ensure that Hong Kong honour requests from other nations under CITES Appendix 
III to monitor import of certain marine species (i.e. Humphead wrasse). 

 
• The Government should determine the extent to which demand is outpacing supply, 

particularly for a few high-value, imperiled species such as grouper, high fin 
barramundi cod and Maori (humphead) wrasse.  A ban on the importation of large 
reef fishes should be considered. 

 
• The Government should also coordinate efforts with non-governmental organizations 

such as WWF and IUCN to protect these at-risk species.  Specifically, the 
Government should review listings of endangered fish species under CITES 
Appendix III (the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Flora and Fauna).  

 
• The Government must implement a formal program of official marine biodiversity 

and reef monitoring, and should fund comprehensive species-habitat databases and 
ongoing monitoring projects (e.g. “Reef Check”57).   

 
 
9. Live Reef Fish Trade - Contaminated Food Fish 
 
9.1 Given Hong Kong’s high consumption of live reef fish, governmental lack of 
control over the trade means an even greater risk of ciguatera food poisoning outbreaks.  
Caused by ciguatoxins contained in food fish from certain hotspots in the western Pacific, 
the condition of ciguatera poses a serious health threat to Hong Kong consumers. 
   

                                                 
56 Chan N (2000)  An Integrated Attitude Survey on Live Reef Food Fish Consumption in Hong Kong .  
World Wide Fund for Nature Hong Kong. 
57  According to the website www.reefcheck.org, “Reef Check is the largest international coral reef 
monitoring program involving recreational divers and marine scientists. In 1997, Reef Check teams 
completed the first global survey of coral reefs.”   
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9.2 Ciguatera’s physical consequences are very dangerous, if not fatal, and the  
widespread occurrence of poisonings and contaminations in recent years is alarming.  
Rising from 7 incidents of ciguatera poisoning reported during the period between 1988 
and 1990, the estimated number of cases was over 400 in 1998 alone. 58  As a result of this 
outbreak, a serious decline in prices of all fish, including freshwater and cultured species, 
also occurred59.  The problem continues, as 6.7% of seawater fish and shellfish were 
reported as contaminated with ciguatoxins in 1999. 60   Ciguatera is clearly a threat to 
Hong Kong public’s health and to the fishery industry’s economic viability.  
 
9.3 At present, however, live fish entering Hong Kong by sea remain unchecked by 
any official Government monitoring scheme, and detailed information on imported 
species is incomplete.  Information on the origins of imported fish is also inadequate, 
hindering any prevention or recourse on the part of the Hong Kong Government in cases 
of contamination.  Shipments of live fish are currently exempt from trade and customs 
declarations, as the existing classification system accounts only for refrigerated (dead) 
fishes, not live fishes.  According to this system, live fish are not considered “food”.  
Steps have been taken to create a separate customs category for live reef fish, but any 
new system must distinguish between food and aquarium (ornamental) use as well.  The 
current monitoring is still insufficient. 
 
9.4 Live fish are neither classified as “food” under the Public Health and Municipal 
Services Ordinance, nor categorized as “marine fish” under the Marine Fish (Marketing) 
Ordinance.61  As a result, live reef fish are not tested for the presence of cyanide or 
naturally occurring toxins.  This loophole clearly results in a basic governmental inability 
to protect the Hong Kong public from improperly caught and/or contaminated fish.  Meat 
and poultry importation requires health certification from exporting countries, and 
vegetable importers are required to provide identification tags and pesticide declaration 
forms.62  Live fish must be included in this health check as well. 
 
Recommendations 
 
• The Government should strengthen the power of customs and marine police to inspect 

sea products shipments.  In the absence of consistent testing, the Government must 
also empower its officials to prevent sale by individuals known or suspected of 
importing toxic fish.  In addition, locally licensed fishing and live fish transport 
vessels should not be exempt from declarations of live reef food fish imports.   

 
• The Government should classify live fish as “food” under health regulations, to 

enable greater monitoring power.  Inclusion of live fish (along with already regulated 
high-risk food such as milk, milk products frozen confections) would require that 

                                                 
58 See footnote 53. 
59 See footnote 53. 
60 Director of Food and Environmental Hygiene Department, pers. comm. 
61 Chan N (2000)  An Integrated Attitude Survey on Live Reef Food Fish Consumption in Hong Kong .  
World Wide Fund for Nature Hong Kong and pers. comm.. 2/8/2000.   
62 Food and Environmental Hygiene Department. www.info.gov.hk/fehd/indexe.html 
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members live fish industry gain permission of the Food and Environmental Hygiene 
Department before importing.  This check, as for meat and poultry, could ensure that 
live fish import is restricted to sources recognized by the Department, and could 
provide a channel for the Department to require official health certification of live 
fish from the exporting countries.   

 
• The Government should include live fish in the definition of the term “marine fish,” 

under the Marine Fish (Marketing) Ordinance (Chapter 291).  This would allow live 
fish to be tested for presence of toxins and chemicals. 

 
• In the absence of consistent poison testing, the Government should increase reporting 

requirements for live fish traders regarding composition and origin of their cargo, to 
increase knowledge of fish originating from ciguatera and cyanide “hotspots.”   

 
• The Government should encourage the development of more sensitive tests for 

cyanide and ciguatoxins.  Once testing is developed, the Government should also 
consider adopting a toxic fish-tracking scheme similar to that used in the pig 
industry,63 to ensure that fish delivered live to Hong Kong and those trans -shipped to 
China do not contain toxins.  As an example, the International Marinelife Association 
(IMA) has founded cyanide detection laboratories in the Philippines to classify fish as 
cyanide-free before exportation.64 

 
• In conjunction with a tracking scheme, the Government should consider introducing a 

consumer information-labeling scheme (similar to that of the “dolphin-friendly” tuna 
movement) that assures customers that products are “cyanide-free” or “ciguatera-
safe.”  According to one attitude survey, Hong Kong local industry stakeholders 
would support such a scheme for live reef food fish65.   

 
 
10. Artificial Reefs 
  
10.1 The AFCD Artificial Reefs Programme aims to alleviate pressure on fisheries 
resources, using old boats and other materials to provide habitat for fish and to prevent 
bottom trawling.  According to SCUBA surveys and species monitoring, the program has 
been successful in providing a habitat to ma ny species of fish and macrobenthic 
organisms. 66     As with any science-based policy, however, continued appropriate 
management and public understanding of the artificial reef technology will be vital.  
 
10.2  Management of Hong Kong’s artificial reefs must include controls on fishing.  
AFCD has pushed to classify certain areas as “no-take zones” and Marine Special Areas 

                                                 
63 In that case, AFCD negotiated directly with importers to stop the use of a certain substance fed to pigs, 
developed a rapid testing program for the substance and a tattoo system to track and certify the origin and 
safety of pigs.  AFCD (1999), Annual Report.  
64 Frazer McGilvray, pers. comm.  
65 Noel Chan, pers. comm.  
66 AFCD website, www.afcd.gov.hk/web/ and Keith Wilson, pers. comm. 
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(also known as Fisheries Protected Areas) in a management plan for Hong Kong.67  The 
AFCD Artificial Reefs Division has also planned strategic placement of these reefs to 
protect the maximum amount of marine area possible, and restrict use of certain 
destructive gear.68   
 
10.3 Questions have been raised about the effectiveness of such an approach to 
fisheries resource management, especially with regard to the enforcement of no-take 
regulations and the likelihood of illegal fishing.  While reef closures, particularly related 
to artificial reefs, have been considered an effective way of increasing reef fish habitats 
and replenishing reef fish stocks, studies also show that illegal fishing and some natural 
phenomena may dilute benefits of such a system. 69   Hong Kong’s prosecution of 
unauthorized fishing must be improved to make the artificial reefs program fully 
effective, and the fishing community must have strong consensus to abide by no-take 
regulations.  
 
10.4 To formulate a community-supported law, the AFCD Artificial Reefs Division 
has worked with groups of fishermen to mediate and to make a plan for sustainable use of 
Hong Kong fisheries resources.70  
 
Recommendations 
 
• AFCD should continue to build consensus with the Hong Kong fishing community to 

support the AR Programme.  The Government should also establish a job-training 
program to provide fishermen with skills for alternative work.   

 
 
11. Marine Parks & Reserves 
 
11.1 Marine Parks and Reserves are the marine equivalent of Country Parks; Marine 
Parks are set aside for recreation and conservation, whereas Marine Reserves are reserved 
for scientific and educational study.  Control is more stringent in the latter.  There are 
currently three Marine Parks at Hoi Ha Wan, Sha Chau & Lung Kwu Chau and Yan 
Chau Tong, and one Marine Reserve at Cape D’Aguilar.  At present, marine areas under 
protection comprise less than 1% of the total Hong Kong marine area,71 as compared to 
the country park coverage of about 38%.72  The current aim of several departments and 
non-governmental organizations is for marine protection to reach a level of 10%.  The 
Marine Parks Committee of AFCD is trying to establish 4 more marine parks, at Tung 

                                                 
67 AFCD website www.afcd.gov.hk/web/  and Keith Wilson, pers. comm. 
68 Keith Wilson, pers. comm.  
69 Robertson, J (1997)  Reef Closures – Do They Really Protect Reef Communities? Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park Authority, Australia. 
70 Keith Wilson, pers. comm..  
71 WWF, pers. comm. 
72 Agriculture, Fisheries & Conservation Department (1999), Annual Report 1998/9.  
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Ping Chau, Port Shelter, southwest Lamma and south Lantau.  Consultation for 
designation of Tung Ping Chau as a marine park is currently in process.73 74 
 
11.2 The process of incorporation for a marine protected area is slow, and even some 
areas in the preliminary consideration as candidates for protected status remain open to 
threat by destructive activity.  Recreational divers in Port Shelter, for example, have 
reported severe anchor damage to reefs in that area, due to anchoring of fishing boats that 
would not be allowed once the protection becomes official.  In cases such as these, until 
the final follow-through initiative is taken for specific regulation, habitat degradation will 
continue.  

 
11.3 Similarly, in some areas, residents have registered complaints with non-
governmental organizations such as World Wide Fund for Nature Hong Kong (WWFHK) 
that night-time noise from fishing is obvious.75  In some areas, marine wardens are only 
on enforcement duty during the weekends, not at nighttime, and do not appear to patrol 
daily.  Without the necessary enforcement and management in practice, protecting even 
10% of designated marine areas will be of little positive effect.  
 
11.4 At present, the Marine Parks Ordinance does not effectively protect the foreshore 
of marine parks from development.  Beach and shorelines are important ecologically and 
aesthetically to the overall value of marine parks.  At Hoi Ha Wan, however, developers 
have legally laid concrete on the beach, as a result of this loophole.   
 
Recommendations 
 
• AFCD should expedite the marine park establishment process and increase the 

number of areas considered for marine park status. 
 
• The Government should amend the Marine Park Ordinance to include stringent 

shoreline protection. 
 
• The Government should continue a cap on the number of fishing permits given for 

commercial fishing activity in existing marine parks.   
 
• In addition to being designated as SSSIs, marine areas in the pipeline for marine park 

status need other temporary protective measures. Mitigation of anchor damage at Port 
Shelter, for example, could include the careful placement of permanent moorings for 
visiting vessels.    

 
• The Government should increase the number of wardens in marine parks and 

reserves, and increase the amount of surveillance in areas of concern. Financial 

                                                 
73 Environment & Food Bureau (2000).  Designation of Tung Ping Chau Marine Park.  LC Paper No. 
CB(2) 1863/99-00(04), May 2000. 
74  At publication time, Tung Ping Chau is listed as a proposed marine park.  AFCD website, www. 
parks.afcd.gov.hk.   
75 Carmen Lee, pers. comm., 4/00.   
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support for greater manpower will be vital.  Random checks are not enough, 
especially with a new expanded management plan for artificial reefs regulation and 
future potential fishing and recreation regulation in marine parks. 

 
• The Government should provide AFCD with greater financial and human resources to 

achieve these aims of enforcement and preventive education in protected areas and 
marine parks. 

 
 
12. Reclamation  
 
12.1 In 1999, 75 hectares of land were reclaimed, two-thirds of which was on 
previously unreclaimed, natural shoreline.76  The reclamation for the airport core projects 
alone involved the loss of over 18 km of natural coastline.  According to the Planning and 
Lands Bureau (PLB), “Since World War II, [Hong Kong has] gained from sea 3,600 
hectares of land, almost the combined size of Kowloon and New Kowloon.  We need to 
keep up the momentum.”77  The PLB has also noted that the Airport Core Programme was 
“just the beginning” of reclamation for Hong Kong.78   From 2000 on, PLB’s estimated 
figure for new reclaimed land is 885 hectares.79  
 
12.2 Reclamation, dredging and dumping cause burial of benthic organisms and 
habitat.  Sedimentation “smothers” organisms, blocks sunlight from deep water, and 
severs vital links in the local marine food chain80 (e.g. preventing movement of plankton; 
obliterating fry stocks, which would otherwise be food for larger fish and marine 
mammals).    
 
12.2 To determine the impact of this coastal development on fish stocks, a fisheries 
consultancy study81 spotlighted several areas, especially North Lantau.  Many of these 
dumping areas have been determined as important fish nursery and spawning grounds, 
and dumping has had a clearly adverse impact on fisheries productivity.  In the past, 
members of the Hong Kong fishing industry have banded together to form a harbour 
vessel blockade in protest of such dumping on their va luable fishing grounds, an event 
significant enough to attract the attention of local media.82 
 
12.3 The fisheries consultancy report recommended that reclamation impacts to 
fisheries nursery and spawning grounds be addressed on an individual EIA basis.   At 
present, however, resources and scientific understanding of Hong Kong seabed patterns 
are not sufficient for assessors to draw more than speculative conclusions about specific 
environmental impact.  

                                                 
76 Secretariat Press Office (Works), pers. comm.  
77 Planning and Lands Bureau website, www.plb.gov.hk/landquest/demand.htm 
78 www.plb.gov.hk/landquest/demand.htm 
79 Secretariat Press Office (Works), pers. comm.  
80 See footnote 50. 
81 See footnote 28. 
82 Keith Wilson, AFCD, pers. comm.  
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12.4 In the case of the Disney theme park, the Environmental Impact Assessment 
predicted that the cumulative impacts of dredging/reclamation of the Penny’s Bay and 
other concurrent projects would result in an exceedance of the Water Quality Objectives 
(WQO) for suspended sediment concentrations at Ma Wan Fish Culture Zone.83  But it 
further states: “it was determined that the predicted increase in suspended sediment 
concentrations at the Ma Wan Fish Culture Zone would not adversely affect the fish 
stocks.  It is therefore concluded that the predicted exceedance of the WQO at the Ma 
Wan Fish Culture Zone is not an adverse impact and that there will thus be no residual 
impacts.”  Monitoring by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department in 
November 2000 measured levels of suspended solids of 72 mg per litre, above the legal 
limit of 50 mg per litre, and mariculture fishers at Ma Wan now claim that dredging work 
was responsible for the loss of fishstocks there.  The Government, however, has rebutted 
these claims and the project proceeds.  
 
12.5 Although reclamation, dredging and dumping have an effect on marine habitats 
and resources, the exact effect remains unquantified by science in Hong Kong.  Little is 
understood about the patterns of seabed erosion and accretion in Hong Kong waters, and 
dumping impacts are therefore difficult to pinpoint. 84   Until greater study of such 
oceanographic effects is completed, any assessment of environmental impact from 
development will be far from adequate.  However,  the fact that we do not now know the 
extent of ecological damage from reclamation does not mean that no damage has 
occurred.  On the contrary, it is likely that damage to local habitats is much greater than 
current estimates. 
 
Recommendations 

 
• The Government should prohibit further reclamation of natural coastlines in Hong 

Kong, particularly Lantau Island.85   
 
• The Government should provide funding for a scientific review of the science of 

seabeds and effects of reclamation.  
 

• The Government should make a formal assessment of the cumulative impact of 
reclamation and coastal development on marine habitats and resources across Hong 
Kong.   

 
 
 
 

                                                 
83  Scott Wilson (Hong Kong) Lt d & ERM Hong Kong (2000). Environmental Impact Assessment for 
Construction of an International Theme Park (ITP) in Penny’s Bay of North Lantau together with its 
Essential Associated Infrastructure.  Report for Civil Engineering Department, HKSAR Government. 
84 See footnote 28. 
85 Green Lantau Association, The Conservancy Association, Friends of the Earth, Green Power, HK Marine 
Conservation Society and World Wide Fund for Nature HK (1998).  A Conservation Strategy for Lantau. 
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13.  Education and Informed Decision-Making 
 
13.1 Successful marine conservation is based on a strong, positive relationship 
between people and valuable marine resources.  Today’s students, the future policy-
makers, should be aware of the great importance of Hong Kong’s coastal and marine 
resources.  Being educated about the marine environment should engender responsibility 
to protect marine resources.  
 
13.2 Public support for Government programs is vital for success.  Communication and 
understanding among educational institutions and government agencies are equally 
important to the goal of successful marine conservation and management.  A good model 
for communication is the “Bioplan” electronic mailing list for biodiversity planners (an 
element of the support program for Northeast and East Central Asia National Biodiversity 
Strategies and Action Plans 86 ), directing communication and idea exchange between 
policy-makers and technical experts involved in planning. 
 
Recommendations 
 
• AFCD and one of Hong Kong’s tertiary institutes should supervise and fund the 

initial establishment of an interagency computerized communication network.  
 
• The steering committee of ICMP should establish an Environmental Management 

Information System (see Appendix B) for territory-wide shared data collection and 
analysis.87  

 
 
14. Regional Cooperation 
 
14.1 Environmental problems do not adhere to geographical borders; nor should 
governing environmental policies.  Hong Kong must liaise much more closely with 
neighbors in solving issues of water pollution, trade and marine conservation.  
 
14.2 At present, the Hong Kong-Guangdong Environmental Protection Liaison Group 
(HKG ELPG) exchanges broad views on issues of common environmental concern.  For 
example, the group has developed a Regional Control Study for Deep Bay, and has plans 
to begin a similar project for Mirs Bay.  Hong Kong representatives to HKG EPLG 
should press for improving this coordination.  Such collaboration and consultation is also 
necessary for many other marine policy proposals, and should be encouraged with more 
Asian governmental authorities, such as Indonesia on the topic of live reef fish trade.  
 
 
 

                                                 
86  NBSAP Newsletter, sponsored by United Nations Development Programme, United Nations 
Environment Programme and Global Environmental Facility.  
87 Gregor Hodgson, pers. comm., 6/00.  
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15. The Way Forward – The Potential Success of an ICMP 
 
15.1 Hong Kong is in urgent need of a formal plan of coordinated coastal management. 
The primary problems that Hong Kong faces with the marine environment in the 21st 
century are a serious decline in water quality, over-exploitation of fisheries resources and 
widespread destruction of marine habitat due to development.  Underlying these 
problems are questions of management, enforcement and community involvement.  
Because these problems transcend geographic boundaries, individual governmental 
departments, financial sectors and academic disciplines, their final policy solution must 
be dynamic and integrative.   
 
15.3 Different departments of the Hong Kong Government have made advances 
toward cleaner marine waters, sustainable fisheries and coastal habitat protection.  These 
efforts are only diluted, however, as long as they remain officially uncoordinated.  A 
generalized regional development strategy is not sufficient.  To ensure an effective, 
sustained effort on the part of the entire Hong Kong Government and population, the 
Government must implement a formal, integrated coastal management plan.  For Hong 
Kong to take the first steps toward environmental leadership in this regard would mean a 
lasting positive impact and a prominent position in the international environmental and 
economic scene.   
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Appendix A: Principles of an ICMP88 
 
I. Framework and Coordination  

- Establish a steering committee (Appendix B)   
- Review present environmental policy status: strength of marine water quality 

standards, protection of marine habitats, ability to meet past goals, compliance and 
fair implementation of legislation  

- Set future policy goals 
- Draft an “action plan” to fulfill the policy goals and tasks  
 

II.  Legislation 
 Two elements: 

- Hong Kong’s formal commitment to explicit goals and policy for interagency, 
interdisciplinary cooperation on issues of domestic water pollution and habitat 
degradation 

- Regional commitment (potentially backed by APEC) to cooperative stewardship of 
the sea, with Hong Kong, mainland China, Indonesia and other governments as 
signatories 

 
Appendix B:  Coordination Outline of ICMP Players 
 
I.  Steering Committee Composition 

- “Governmental Representatives” from Agriculture, Fisheries & Conservation 
Department, Environmental Protection Department, Planning Department, Marine 
Department, Food & Environmental Hygiene Department. 

- “Supporting Agency” Representatives from non-governmental groups and 
stakeholders 

- “Research, Information Support and Standards” Representatives from tertiary 
institutions  (assessors of scientific feasibility of ICMP elements) 

 
Of these, several representatives may be “Communications” Representatives, to:  
- establish an interagency communications (e-mail) network  
- liaise with international groups to organize periodic forums 
- research similar efforts on the global scale and present comparative study results to 

steering committee 
 
N.B.:  Some examples of ICMP outlines suggest multiple “action teams,” such as “Supporting 
Agency Team” and “Communications Team,” instead of individual representatives.  We suggest 
a single ICMP committee for Hong Kong, with a structure that is less bureaucratic and more 
suitable for Hong Kong’s relatively small government.    

 
II. Steering Committee Primary Responsibilities  

- Draft and enact ICMP legislation  
- Establish an Environmental Management Information System (EMIS) for data 

collection and analysis across departments, for ultimate monitoring and management 
of ICMP legislation 

 

                                                 
88 Our ICMP proposal is based loosely on communication with Gregor Hodgson, Reef Check, and research 
into the United States’ Clean Water Action Plan.   


