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Northwest New Territories of Hong Kong is the secret hideaway of the city’s
unique wetlands. Come to greet fiddler crabs, mudskippers, mangroves and
a lot more - centuries-old villages, fish ponds, or freshwater fishes and

livelihood of fish-farmers.
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Follow our perfectly designed walks among these wetlands to savour the
country idyll and seasonal colours beyond the metropolitan skyline.
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This winter walk highlights

N EERERAFPRA

Fish harvesting by fish farmers

X ARHNARSBEER

Bird-watching at fish ponds
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XN BERERBTSNERRS
Fish trading at Yuen Long Freshwater Fish Market
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Suggested route
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Fairview Park
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Trappist Dairy

)

i€ Bi3Z i@ To the starting point

HAERPBI6H (THERHEAREE)

Green minibus No.36 (Yuen Long Fook Hong Street to Tai Sang Wai)

#X B %2 il From the end point

REE/RBMNAEE O
Fish ponds at Tai Sang Wai / Lut Chau

MRERPE363 CREATHHE)

Green minibus No.36 (Back to Yuen Long)

% 1% Walking time
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2-3 hours
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None

Fi$ M{T & Extended route
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THARAEMETS (LRHFKRESS

B TRt EE)
Yuen Long Freshwater Fish Market (South of MTR
Yuen Long Station near YOHO Town)
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Some of Hong Kong’s early settlers fished
and farmed at the fertile Deep Bay wetlands. For
ten or more generations their livelihood wove
sophisticated clan traditions, cultural heritage and
folklores. Aquaculture at Inner Deep Bay includes
freshwater fisheries (which began around 70 years
ago) and oyster farming (which began more than
a century ago). It is the region’s major supplier
of freshwater produces such as gei wai shrimps,
Grey Mullets, Big Heads and Grass Carps.
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Winter is the busiest time of the year for fishermen in Tai
Sang Wai, where you can easily spot fish harvesting or winter
birds flying over fish ponds. Tai Sang Wai and its more famous
counterpart - Nam Sang Wai - used to be the same expanse
of wetland, until a flood escape channel was built between
them to relieve frequent seasonal floods in northwest lowlands.
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Simple and unadorned, fish ponds spraw! over Tai Sang
Wai. The two-storey pond-side huts used to be homes of local
villagers, most of whom have been relocated to Tai Sang Wai
Village as real estate developers bought out the ponds. The
village has four tidy rows of squatter huts and a village office
in the backdrop of fish ponds stretching to the horizon. Some
villagers still work in those fish ponds.
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Lut Chau is an alluvial islet of San Pui River, connected to Tai Sang

Wai (to its east) by a wooden driveway. It joins the Mai Po Nature Reserve
to its north - though there is no entrance to Mai Po for any visitors from
here. The whole islet is considered wetland with 36 grid-like and mostly
active fish ponds.
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To keep water for fishes at different harvests, fish ponds
are usually bowl-shaped rather than just flat - 2m-deep in the
centre and 1m on the sides. This also creates puddles and
sludge at its shallower banks to feed winter birds like Little
Egrets well with non-economic creatures such as tiny fishes,
shrimps and snails. This is an exemplar of man harmonizing

with nature.
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Fish harvesting!
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Fish harvesting normally begins after November until February
or March. Fishermen have to work arduously against the chilly north
winds from 10pm, harvesting at one pond only at a time until all
ponds are harvested. The late working hours is to cope with the
operating hours of the local freshwater fish market.
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How is fish harvested? First, a floodlight is erected by the pond.
A mega-size fish net bordered by an iron chain is thrown into the
water. Fishermen then fold the net underwater to entrap the fish,
and pull the bulk ashore. Half submerged in water, the fishermen
quickly take fish out of the net and sort them: as observed, they only
take away larger fishes and release smaller ones back to the pond.
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You don’t usually see this bustling scene
on Lut Chau in daytime. Instead enjoy strolling
between fish ponds, bird-watching, or biking
on any fine day in the rustic scenery.
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Yuen Long Freshwater Fish Market
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Fish farmers of northwest New Territories usually send their fish harvest right to Yuen
Long Freshwater Fish Market, a ten-minute drive away from Tai Sang Wai. Fishes from
all ponds arrive since 12am. After some simple sorting, counting and weighing, buckets
of fishes are loaded on the trucks before 2am. Fishermen and buyers know each other
well; thus transactions are fast and not necessarily paid on the spot. Come visit if you are
interested in how local freshwater fishes are produced and traded!
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The market stops humming at 3am. In daytime, it runs mainly for trading of imported

freshwater fish from China.
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Fishermen chill Grey Mullets with ice to keep the fish fresh.
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How to breed “local fish™
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There are two types of fishes cultured in Hong Kong: aquarium fish and food fish
(include both marine and freshwater fishes). Local marine fish is mostly reared in off-shore
rafts at Tai Po, Sai Kung and outlying islands, while freshwater fish is raised in ponds
around Deep Bay.
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Freshwater fish rearing begins with acquiring fish fry. Take mullet fry as example:
fish farmers mainly import mullet fry from Taiwan or mainland China, since the fry is much
more robust than the local ones.
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After placing the fry into freshwater ponds, fishermen’s daily duties include
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foddering and managing water quality. Harvesting begins when the fry reaches
certain size and weight. The whole process lasts for 10 to 14 days. Fishermen
transfer pond water to the adjacent pond while harvesting limited quantity of fish
at a time, which are then sent to the fish market for auction by both wholesalers
and retailers. They harvest fish batch by batch to avoid excess supply of fresh fish

to secure stable market price of the fish and hence stable income for themselves.
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Harvesting ends with draining the ponds. Fishermen will then plow, sun-dry and
“mound the pond”. Plowing and sun-drying naturally sterilize the pond and clear up fish
excreta and spoiled fodder at the bottom. Sometimes lime and camellia seed are used
to scrub the pond. Mounding is to raise the levee of the pond back to its original height
of 2 metres by pushing sludge to the banks. Then a new round of rearing soon begins.
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Wetland migratory birds
@& =5 Henry Lui Purple Heron

> (Ardea purpurea)

N Blad\;—cr{)wncd N ight Heron
( (Nycticorax nycticorax)

Chinese Pond Heron
(Ardeola bacchus)

2l

White-breasted Waterhen
(Amaurornis phoenicurus)

Zijing

Black-winged Stilt
(Himantopus himantopus)
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Catching wild fry with Uncle Tai
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Before fish fry were commonly imported, local fishermen used to catch fry in the wild.
Now only a handful of fish farmers still keep doing so, like Kwok Muk-tai (Uncle Tai), the second
generation of Hong Kong freshwater fish aquaculture.
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Kwok and his wife begin the search after Chinese New Year - mullet fry that is born in
the sea and has just entered postlarva stage. It’s no easy job and they have to rely on insights
from decades of practicing towards seasons, weather, time, wind direction, current, water
quality and even life and feeding habits of the fish.
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Mullet fry often gathers at outlets of fertile river - those brackish zones with “organic”
effluent - to search for food. In general, mullet fry found near upstream is smaller while those
near sea is larger. The hefty ones are about the size of a human’s little finger.
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They only set out on warm, sunny
days so that the shimmering reflections of
the fry in rivers can be easily seen. Once
they locate the fry, they spread the net and
put it a few inches under water surface.
Each of them holds one end of the net and

slowly cruise along the channel. Uncle Tai
churned the water surface a bit with a bamboo in his left hand tied with a white plastic bag
at the end. The frightened fry gathers and is thrust into the net. The couple then pulls up the
net simultaneously. They pick mullet fry out of the net and put them into the small bucket.
After that, they lift, reverse and beat the net so as to release other fry or fallen leaves back to
the river. After a few hours (or a full day) they fill up the oxygenated bucket on the truck with
luckily a few thousands of fry, or unluckily only a few hundred and losing bet on fuel costs.
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The couple search for mullet fry in various places in Hong Kong including Kwun Tong,
Kai Tak, Lei Yue Mun, Siu Lek Yuen, Fo Tan, Sai Kung, Tung Chung, Tai Po, Luk Keng and
Shem Tseng. But now many of these streams, rivers and shallows have been reclaimed or
converted into nullahs, or even fenced off for private developments. %’
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