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By Cora Lee, Head of Education, Hong Kong Maritime Museum
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The Hong Kong Maritime Museum
(HKMM) embarked on the Swire Marine
Discovery Centre Project in the late 2010s
with the primary aim to promote marine
conservation. As the newly appointed Head of
Education, this was the first project I engaged
in from the architectural design stage, begin-
ning in April 2021. Dr. Yvonne Jill Sadovy
de Mitcheson, a distinguished professor at
The University of Hong Kong for nearly three
decades, has been instrumental in shaping the
direction and content of this endeavour. I am
happy that the book co-written by Mr. Patrick
Siu-Wah Chan and Dr. Sadovy is the first ma-
rine science book published by the HKMM for

the Swire Marine Discovery Centre.
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The editorial process for the HKMM
Education Team was a deeply rewarding expe-
rience. I personally find this book not merely
a collection of fish and fishing tales, but rather
a duet between a proficient fisherman and a
distinguished scholar, each bringing forward
their profound practical expertise and scholarly
insights. The book’s rich content encompassing
the historical trajectory of Hong Kong’s fish-
eries, a fisherman’s personal experiences, and
intellectual knowledge into marine life epito-
mizes the HKMM'’s vision to integrate History
(H), Art (A), and Science (S). It stands as a tes-
tament to the Museum’s commitment to blend
the disciplines in ways to reflect the richness of
maritime culture as well as natural history.

It is fitting that such a seminal book is
published by the HKMM. The Museum works
as an excellent partner with scholars and
professionals, aspiring to inform and inspire
the public by disseminating knowledge, fos-
tering intellectual inquiry, and promoting an
appreciation for maritime heritage. The rich-
ness of maritime culture in this book, dated
as early as the Song Dynasty (960-1279 AD),
resonates with the Museum’s focused themes
on Chinese fishermen and fishing culture,
shipbuilding history and technology, marine
science, conservation and other related mari-

time fields.
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We extend our sincere gratitude to the
entire Working Committee of this publication,
especially the co-authors, Mr. Patrick Siu-Wah
Chan and Dr. Sadovy, for their extensive efforts
in bringing this project to fruition. It is our hope
that this book presents a duet that will not only
deepen understanding, but also inspire ongoing
dialogues among different disciplines, fostering
new perspectives and insights into the marine
conservation and sustainable management of
Hong Kong’s marine ecosystems for scholars,
scientists, policymakers, students, and the wider

public now and long into the future.
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by Mr Mark Kwok, Managing Director of The Oasis ONE International Limited (OOI)
and Aquaculture Technologies Asia Limited (ATA)
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I have always been fascinated by fish
ever since I was a kid. Swimming, diving
with a mask and snorkel and then finally
with SCUBA gear. The underwater world is
so different from everything that we know.
It is a silent world teaming with life of all
kinds, and it is as wild as the African plains
with predators and preys in constant motion.

Our surrounding sea is inhabited by a
multitude of fishes, big and small sharing
the same neighborhood since tens of thou-
sands of years ago. How did they get there?
Just swim by and find a comfortable place to
live? The reality is much more complicated
than that. The were there since day one by
evolutionary process. They are there be-
cause they are successful competitors, they
have found a place in the food chain where
they can sustain and reproduce themselves.

We do need to have this knowledge written
down to be a reference for the education of future
generations. There are always new discoveries
with fishes and much of it is unknown to us now.

This is a "must read" book for those that

enjoy our sea and the bounty that it provides.
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Daniel Pauly, Professor, University of British Columbia, Canada
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There are hundreds, perhaps thousands,
of books with titles such as The Fishes of
XXX, where XXX refers to a country, island,
or other specific location.

The descriptions in these books include
underwater photos complemented by some
text, usually with some biological features,
with an emphasis on species’ size, food, and
feeding habits, as well as occasional notes on
their reproduction. But really nothing else.

This book, Diminishing Returns:
Reflections of a Hong Kong Fisherman,
authored by Patrick Sin-Wah Chan - the
fisherman in question - and Yvonne Sadovy,
professor of fisheries and marine biology
at The University of Hong Kong, is not like
that. Thus, while it does include some of the
biological information that other fish books
provide, it also uses each species to tell a
story, with topics ranging from their con-
tribution to the food of the people of Hong
Kong, the history of their fishery, or their re-
sponse to the environmental challenges that
the frenetic development that created Hong

Kong have imposed on their populations.
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It is Mr. Chan’s stories, processed by his
co-author, which make this book enjoyable
and often enthralling: it is as if one is read-
ing a history of Hong Kong as seen by the
fish that inhabit (or have inhabited) its wa-
ters. I highly recommend this singular guide
to Hong Kong’s watery history, as shared by
Mr. Chan with Dr. Sadovy, both sharing the

stories with us.
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In 1973, author Patrick caught a Bighead
Carp at Plover Cove Reservoir while
teaching wilderness survival skills to the
Police Cadet School
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Preface

[ 5
by Patrick Siu-Wah Chan

I 1949 A ATk » I was born in Hong Kong in 1949 and started
5 R G IR PE BT BF ££ T35  fishing with my brother at the age of five along the
EIEESA > ANMAZ E  seain Connaught Road West. This ignited my interest
FEE T R A g BER o A in fishing, which grew over time. From fishing along
THIEEEEEEG > — B 4C/fF| the city's coastline to venturing into the outskirts,
ZRA ~ BEE ~ AN > As4rE islands, and open sea, I became an avid fisherman,
TSN TE /KR > IT#  engaging in both day and night fishing as well as div-
e £ AR o 1991 4F FR AF % ing to hunt for fish. In 1991, after retiring from the
PRk A% » fEEL#&A7 Il A2 ik police force, I co-founded a live seafood import com-
NI EE A T] > I pany with a few friends. This allowed me to travel
BIEANE B 26 B 15 fa ] to different countries, purchasing live fish for import
LB R EF R o« 554 I A and sale in Hong Kong. Through this experience,
Medr BRI & ANE faE N, 1had the opportunity to encounter various fish spe-
WAENE - cies and fishing methods.

H ¢ Preface
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Bottom trawling captures various marine organisms from the seabed indiscriminately, and

poor management can easily lead to overfishing
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For over 60 years, I have explored the waters of
Hong Kong and its surrounding areas, visiting renowned
reefs and fishing spots. In 2021, I stopped diving and
hunting fish due to my diving partner's health issues,
but my passion for fishing remains. Unfortunately,
with the development of local and neighbouring cit-
ies and the advancement of fishing techniques, many
fish species have become increasingly rare, and some
are even facing extinction. As I enter my seventies,
I find it meaningful to document my past experienc-
es and knowledge about fish, allowing the younger
generation of fish enthusiasts to reflect on the nos-
talgia of earlier times.

Some environmentalists criticize amateur fish-
ermen like us for contributing to the endangerment
of certain fish species. However, I disagree with this
notion. Most amateur fishermen have their own pro-
fessions and can only dedicate a limited amount of
time each week to fishing. Moreover, the excitement
of the activity often takes precedence over the quan-
tity of fish caught. Compared to large-scale fishing
operations that use trawling nets to catch thousands
of fish in one go, our impact is minimal. Nevertheless,
I believe the government should consider implement-
ing a fishing license system to regulate the number
and size of fish caught. This would raise awareness
among citizens, encouraging responsible fishing prac-
tices and positively contributing to the conservation
of marine resources.

The government's ban on trawling fishing

boats in 2012 was a positive step, but the effects
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of overfishing still deeply affect Hong Kong's
fish populations. It will likely take many years to
witness significant improvements. Unfortunately,
I have noticed an increase in the use of three-
layered gillnets by fishermen near the shore. This
fishing method indiscriminately catches fish of all
sizes and should be regulated. Additionally, there
have been instances of mainland fishing boats
illegally operating in Hong Kong waters, particu-
larly in areas such as Lung Kwu Chau, Sha Chau,
Ninepin Islands, and Mirs Bay. Unfortunately, the
relevant departments have not been able to effec-
tively regulate these illegal activities.

In the past, Hong Kong's waters, including
Victoria Harbour, were home to a large number of
juvenile fish, such as Jarbua Terapon, rabbitfish,
various Seabreams, and Sillagos. However, the
numbers of these species have significantly de-
creased, with the exception of rabbitfishes. Over the
past few decades, Hong Kong has undergone rapid
development, leading to land reclamation projects

that have destroyed many good breeding grounds.

Weight Unit

As per Hong Kong's Weights and Measures Ordinance,
Chapter 68, 1 picul equals 100 catties, which is about
60.5 kg. In the seafood industry, however, 1 picul is
commonly rounded down to 60 kg for convenience.

Therefore, 1,000 piculs would amount to 60 tonnes.
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The construction of Plover Cove Reservoir and
associated land reclamation in Sha Tin and Siu
Lek Yuen devastated Tolo Harbour; the High
Island Reservoir project damaged the inner
waters of Sai Kung; while the Tung Chung and
new airport developments inflicted lasting
impacts on Castle Peak Bay through coastal
reclamation. Where streams merge with the
sea, these areas historically served as critical
habitats and nursery for algae, shellfishes, crus-
taceans, marine worms and other wildlife. Such
ecosystems form the primary nourishment base
for juvenile fish. A glance at Hong Kong's map
today reveals how few of these ecologically
vital breeding grounds survive intact.

To restore fish populations, we cannot sole-
ly rely on controlling fishing activities. We need
to consider all factors and find ways to improve
them. Only then can we effectively implement
conservation policies. In the past decade, the
government has spent a lot of money on estab-
lishing artificial fishing reefs, which I consider
to be a white elephant project. These reefs only
serve as fish attractors and do not contribute
to an increase in fish population. The money
should be spent on more effective policies. A
crucial yet overlooked aspect of conservation
efforts is the issue of inadequate local fish
breeding grounds. This matter requires serious
research and consideration to address

the problem.
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1960 AR #E T
Aberdeen in the 1960s

In the 1960s, the waters around Sai Wan Ho were
crystal clear, and sharks were occasionally spotted in the
inner sea of Sai Kung. In the 1970s, the visibility in the
waters of Tap Mun was consistently over 40 feet throughout
the year, and the Leopard Coralgrouper could still be seen
at the main dam of the Plover Cove Reservoir. In Sha Tin's
inner sea, fishing on a small sampan could get 30-40
catties v (18-24 kg) of Seabreams and Sillagos in a day.
These past scenarios may never be replicated, but I hope that
the current situation will not continue to deteriorate. We
should provide assistance to our marine environments, allow-
ing various fish species the chance to breed and grow, and

enabling future generations to enjoy the pleasure of fishing.

= ‘g{ng |
Photo by

=

I8 o'f:'Hong Kong-LIDraries

wy

D
N
=
%)
X,
S
=
(8]
g
O
©
D
o)




i35 B A 38 BRLE A SO 2016 4R — [R]85 5 WR B 5 17 T
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Hugh Chiverton, RTHK, in 2016

Aotz

The Origin of This Book

F B d S0 B L R
1998 £ R o B 4 pE A ni
Il > B F A
JEANRERL > R SEE A TEDK
W AR R E AN
PR - T T4 &
{RREIRETEy AMP S = g Rl
L LR ) Ml 2
fa o P LS WAL > |
T FU) 2 30 5 B L A B P
TERER o T3 L 77 #0 2 W B
BERRG  fIR BN B
i 30 WE Y £ 5] 2K T RE A A
A e AEEROR R > H

U
by Patrick Siu-Wah Chan

I met Dr. Sadovy in 1998, during the Asian
financial crisis, which severely impacted Hong
Kong's economy and led to a decline in the
food and beverage industry. Consequently, the
sales of live fish were severely affected. In order
to survive, we, the live fish importers, had to
venture further to purchase live fish. We went
west to the Maldives and east to Kiribati and
Islands in the South Pacific. These places were
newly developed fishing grounds, and it was
only profitable to purchase over 30 tonnes of fish
at a time. Among such large quantities of fish, it
was not unusual to find a few with ciguatoxicity.

Whenever new live fish arrived in Hong Kong

19
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from these fishing grounds, a few people would
be poisoned by ciguatera after consuming
coral fish. Although no one died from this, the
relevant government departments, including
the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation
Department (AFCD) and the Department of
Health, paid special attention to this issue and
decided that all coral fish imports needed to
be declared diligently. If anyone was poisoned
after consumption, the entire shipment of fish
would be recalled and destroyed. Additionally,
due to the overfishing of the Humphead Wrasse
(Cheilinus undulatus), which is at risk of extinc-
tion, environmental groups from various countries
were concerned and irresponsibly blamed Hong
Kong's live fish importers as the culprits for the
imminent extinction of the species.

Under these circumstances, the live seafood
import industry was hit hard. To protect the
interests of the industry, I, along with my peers,
established a chamber of commerce called the
Hong Kong Chamber of Seafood Merchants
Limited. As I had a higher level of education,
I was elected as the chairman. In 1998, I was
invited to attend a seminar on the endangered
Humphead Wrasse, organised by an environ-
mental group and attended by officers from the
AFCD. At the seminar, a foreign representative
strongly accused Hong Kong fish traders of being
the cause of the extinction of the Humphead

Wrasse. He claimed that in the Maldives, Hong
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Kong fishing vessels arranged to receive the
Humphead Wrasse in international waters to
avoid official arrest. I immediately asked if he
had witnessed this himself, to which he replied
that he had heard it from a friend. I then asked
if he had ever been to the Maldives, and he
honestly admitted that he had not.

I explained to him that a few months prior, I
had been in the Maldives to purchase fish. When
the fishing vessel arrived, two armed police
officers supervised the fish collection process. The

Maldives is located in the Indian Ocean, where
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Famed for its sunshine and beaches, the Maldives sees its weather turn unpredictable and
unstable during the monsoon season, typically marked by strong winds and heavy rainfall

I8 5% Diminishing Returns: Reflections of a Hong Kong Fisherman

0
(¢5)
=
()]
x
©
=
o
2
o
ie
o
AN
m%gé
U




T H B+ H 2 g W=
RS Tk - FRIA -
[ T VR HUR B AR S R
LT A A B E R 52
Ry SEAUTL YN ESES e
b5 2 5 Ah i MR I R R
R A BRI o AT R
i HH 19 A P 7 000 7 B S
FI|— L BRI/ NE T S
RIS E AN RA LR 2
TEHE 2 ) EAERKE
IR 45 - £ L
PE IR A S TP
HEALEA > FIREBE
DL B o LRI
P —REEREE > B R
WA H ORI > R
ARG - FRE
JEE £ AT A HE B A A
AT b0 T S A Rk T W
AT > PR A
[0 R B AT R A
B AR A 2 R AR
e o

TR BER OO L AE
Ji§ b o M ARSI T < AR
IR 2 BT AR I
B G2 o S/ It A AR B 3R
MR - HULLAR > FRAF (S
AR o ZAEARTK— B

the waves reach 4-5 m high from May to October
due to the monsoon season. I asked him, "Do you
know how difficult and dangerous it is for two
vessels to transfer live fish between them under
such sea conditions? Furthermore, there are also
coastal patrol teams patrolling the relevant wa-
ters. Is it reasonable to accuse Hong Kong live fish
importers without understanding the local export
situation and solely relying on some unverified
rumours?" The representative was left speechless.
I also pointed out that Hong Kong live fish im-
porters are legitimate businessmen who only buy
fish according to local regulations. Importers and
exporters share an implicit understanding that
when exporters catch fish suitable for export, im-
porters bear the responsibility to sell them. What
fish can be caught is not our concern. Therefore,
to seriously address the issue of the Humphead
Wrasse facing extinction, I believe that the most
effective method is for each country's government
to enact laws prohibiting the catching of this
species locally.

At that time, Yvonne was also present. She
agreed with my reasoning and thought that I
had a clear understanding of the industry's op-
erations. After the meeting, she approached me
for a conversation. Since then, we have become
good friends. Over the years, I have been as-
sisting her in understanding the live fish export

situation in different countries. During our
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conversations, she learned that I had enjoyed
diving, spearfishing, and angling in various
waters around Hong Kong since I was young,
witnessing the changes in Hong Kong's envi-
ronment and the decline of various fish species.
She believed that my decades of experience
were invaluable and should be documented. She
suggested collaborating on a bilingual Chinese-
English book, where she would be responsible
for the academic content and translating my arti-
cles. I accepted her suggestion and, over the past
ten years, I have written dozens of articles about
Hong Kong's fish species. However, we each had
our own commitments in society and had not
followed up on the project. It was not until two
years ago that Yvonne informed me that after
several attempts, she had finally found the Hong
Kong Maritime Museum willing to sponsor our
project and help us fulfil our wish.

In conclusion, I would like to express my
heartfelt gratitude to the Hong Kong Maritime
Museum and Yvonne for their contributions and

efforts towards the completion of this book.
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by Dr. Yvonne Sadovy de Mitcheson

Seafood and the sea are core to the history
and culture of Hong Kong. Inhabited since
Palaeolithic times earliest records from the future
metropolis reveal its farming and particularly its
fishing roots; bronze hooks and stone net weights
were found on Lamma Island dating from 4,000
years ago. With the Hong Kong region being
hilly and relatively barren, agriculture was
always a challenge; people relied heavily on salt
production and on the pearl and fishery trades to
produce food and income. In the Song dynasty
(960-1279 AD), in particular, immigrants from
two ethnic groups of fisher people, the Hokklo
and Tanka, migrated into Hong Kong from
southern China. The major fishing group in terms
of numbers was the Tanka, but it was the Hokklo
people who established the dried seafood busi-
ness locally that is so well-known, introducing

shrimp paste and sauce and salted fish. Both
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groups recognized Tin Hau, the Chinese goddess
of the sea, to this day celebrated for protection
and good catches despite a heavily depleted
local fishery.

Over time, Hong Kong massively transformed
itself and today it is a major free port and
important international finance centre. As a
reflection of this history, once self-sufficient
in seafood today the city imports almost all of
the marine species it consumes. Citizens have
a relatively high seafood consumption rate and
this major trade hub now sources its seafood
from about 165 countries/territories, almost all
of those in the world with a coastline. However,
the majority of the trade by volume comes from

just a few countries, the top five accounting for
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approximately 76% of the total imports, and 90%
of re-exports.

Although information on Hong Kong's fishes
and fishing history is scattered and somewhat
sparse, it is possible to piece together their
fascinating story from reports, studies and data
to build a picture of major events and changes.
Personal accounts, such as interviews with fishers
and the stories, in this book, of Patrick Chan,
are very important and further our appreciation
and understanding of the richness of the region's
marine life, changes in the fisheries over time,
and importantly the many reasons for these, and
possible solutions.

Hong Kong's location at latitude 22°N places
it between tropical and sub-tropical climates.
Typical sea surface temperatures range from a
winter low of 16 °C to a summer high of 29 °C.
Oceanographic currents from the warmer south
and colder north pass Hong Kong at different
times of year, bringing the eggs and larvae of
a wide range of both temperate and tropical
species to coastal waters. These conditions, and
Hong Kong's many underwater habitats, from the
extensive estuary of the Pearl River to the west to
the coral and rocky reefs and many islands to the
east and south, as well as mangrove and seagrass
areas, support a very rich and diverse marine
fauna. At least 1,200 marine and estuarine fish
species have been recorded to date, with thou-

sands more invertebrates noted.
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In the first half of the 20th Century, vessels
were hand- or wind-powered and fishing was a
major part of Hong Kong's economy with over
77,000 fishers by the late 1930s. Although little
information was collected on the fishery at the
time, there was already a ban on explosives and
the use of poison in place by 1903. In the 1930s,
the University of Hong Kong published one of
the first books on the city's fisheries, a small
handbook called "Common Marine Food-Fishes of
Hong Kong". The book by G. A. C. Herklots and
S. Y. Lin was written in both English and Chinese
and described forty of the commonest food
fishes landed at Hong Kong's many fish-markets.

Accounts clearly reflected the richness and abun-
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In the 1960s, most fishing vessels in Hong Kong were not yet fully mechanised and
primarily relied on manual labour or wind power for propulsion
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dance of the fisheries at the time. For example,
in 1949, S. Y. Lin recorded "Sharks are found
everywhere; they are especially common off Tai
O, Cheung Chau Island, Lamma Island, Junk
Island and Tunglung Island all the year. Groupers
of 2 to 10 or more pounds in weight, snappers,
chicken-grunt, spotted grunt, seabreams, etc.,
are usually caught in the areas (Hong Kong
waters)..."

The environment of the Hong Kong fishing
industry in the early 1950s, following the second
World War and occupation by the Japanese,
was very difficult. Many vessels and gears had
been destroyed and the 60,000 fishermen in
Hong Kong at the time were under significant
threat from Japanese competition; by 1954, six
of the seven largest fishing companies were out
of business. Great South Fishing Industries Ltd
was the largest commercial fishing company in
Hong Kong at the time and was the lone survivor
thanks to the strong financial backing of the
Chan family; however, this empire collapsed
in 1964 when its chairman Chan Shu-woon
(BAEAE , 1921-2003) was forced to leave town,
allegedly due to political pressure.

In the 19505-1960s, following the slump in
the fishing industry after the Second World War,
the colonial government started redeveloping it.
Policies were introduced to improve the lives of
fishers through more efficient fishing methods,

such as nylon rather than China Grass (Boehmeria
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nivea) nets, introduction of refrigerators and the
mechanization (adding engines) of fishing boats.
Almost all vessels had been mechanized by the
1970s, replacing wind-powered junks with mech-
anised boats and introducing modern trawlers.
While this initially contributed to some recovery
of the fishing industry, the greatly increased fish-
ing effort that resulted was not managed and the
fishery was not adequately monitored or studied
to identify ways to fish sustainably.

Due to fishing activity increasing far beyond
the natural recovery capacity of marine resources,
fish populations were unable to recover through
reproduction (i.e., "overfishing"), leading to a
precipitous decline in catches and catch rates. By
the mid-1960s there were about 11,000 vessels,
mainly trawlers, seiners, gillnetters and liners
while landings from Hong Kong waters (i.e. not
including catches outside of Hong Kong) peaked
at around 40,000 tonnes a decade or so later.

By the 1970s, the number of local fishing
vessels had plunged by nearly 50% compared
to the mid-1960s. Catches of valuable species
continued to decline and, bit by bit, many people
left their traditional fishing lifestyles and the
industry collapsed in importance. This situation
was also partly a response to the growth of Hong
Kong's light industries which polluted nearshore
waters in some areas, negatively affecting fish
nursery grounds and providing more job oppor-

tunities for young people. Nonetheless, the city's
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Juvenile fish shown alongside a one-yuan coin for scale. Recent studies reveal that nearly
half of the catches from mainland trawlers consist of juvenile fish, reflecting the depletion

of fishery resources
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once dominant fishing sector had changed from
being its top primary production sector to virtual
insignificance in the economy.

Largely as a consequence of overfishing, but
also linked to habitat destruction, there have
been many changes in the city's fisheries and
marine ecosystem since 1950. While data are
incomplete, analyses from multiple sources paint

the clear and consistent picture that traditionally
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Juvenile Spadenose Shark

targeted fish species were already over-exploited
by the 1970s, following a rapid drop in catch
rates first evident in the 1960s. This drop paral-
leled an explosion in fishing activities brought
about by fishery development. Ecosystem struc-
ture shifted as heavy fishing with more efficient
gears depleted large predatory species, such as
the sharks and groupers that Lin had reported
in abundance in the 1940s. As an example, the
history of the shark fishery is particularly strik-
ing; in the 1960s there used to be more than 100
boats and specialized fishing nets dedicated just
to shark fishing taking at least 50 different shark
species. That fishery has long since collapsed and
the only common remaining local shark is the
little Spadenose Shark (Scoliodon laticaudus),

although juvenile Whitespotted Bamboosharks
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(Chiloscyllium plagiosum) are occasionally still
taken in the region.

As a result of losing larger, slower-growing
(and generally more vulnerable and valuable)
species from the fishery, smaller fishes and
benthic invertebrates came to dominate. But
instead of managing the fishery by reducing the
number of vessels or gears to levels that reduced
overfishing and allowed for recovery, and

despite declining catch values, the government
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Chinese Bahaba taken in 1993, Castle Peak Bay
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allowed fishing to continue unchecked. For
fishers the growing demand for small fishes for
use as fish-feed in aquaculture farms, expanding
considerably at the time, and high invertebrate
prices, enabled their vessels to continue making
a living. However, it also contributed to further
overfishing as ever smaller meshes took ever
smaller fishes. Although fisher incomes were
declining, government programmes to maintain
fishing such as fuel subsidies, propped up the
failing fishing sector and incentivized continued
fishing and ongoing depletion. Today, govern-
ment port surveys record that sardines and small
croakers are among the top landed species (by
weight); this contrasts dramatically from the time
when the most important species included large
groupers and croakers, lizardfish and seabreams.

By the late 1990s Hong Kong's fisheries were
very different from their condition in the peak
days of the 1950s and 1960s. Stock assessments
found that 12 out of 17 stocks were overexploit-
ed and that most traditional food fishes had
declined or even disappeared completely, such as
Large Yellow Croaker (Larimichthys crocea), Hong
Kong Grouper (Epinephelus akaara), Longtooth
Grouper (E. randalli) and many sharks. The
Chinese Bahaba (Bahaba taipingensis), famously
taken seasonally for its maw in the Pearl River
estuary, is probably one of the most threatened of
all commercial marine fishes, globally, today. The

amazing and strange looking Sawfish, typically
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taken as bycatch when snagged by nets in
estuarine areas, appears to have disappeared
entirely from Hong Kong, although their
"saws" may still be found in some of the city's
temples. Manta Rays are now rarely seen in
coastal waters. Some species once common
are considered to be threatened (following
assessments for the Hong Kong Biodiversity
Strategic Action Plan published in 2016)
because their numbers have become so low
or their adults too few to sustain their popu-
lations. Much of the catch in local waters was
increasingly comprised of small and immature
animals, mesh sizes dropped to as small as 0.5
cm, allowing little to escape, and many vessels
had to travel further and further from Hong
Kong to make a living. Nowadays, >90% of
the total marine fish landed in the city are
caught from outside of Hong Kong waters by
the local fishing fleet.

To address ongoing deterioration in the
fishing industry, the government of Hong
Kong started introducing measures to help
recovery, although more are needed to reduce
threats to those species that are particularly
vulnerable to overfishing. One major measure
was the introduction of a statutory trawl
ban in 2012; trawlers had previously been
one of the major fishing gears. This trawler
vessel ban, which helped to eliminate massive

volumes of tiny mesh netting, is yielding some
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positive outcomes with increases noted in
some invertebrates. However, since illegal
trawling continues in some areas, recovery
will be slow or may not be possible. In the
mid-1990s, several protected areas were
put in place, mainly to protect coral habitat,
although some fishing (except trawling) was
still permitted (except in Cape D'Aguilar
Marine Reserve and in core areas of several
reserves). Today there are 8 Marine Parks
and 1 Marine Reserve; fishing is banned in
4 Marine Parks while only holders of a valid
marine park fishing licence can fish in the
others. Key spawning and nursery areas are
still not protected, despite plans to do so in
"Fishery Protected Areas" proposed a decade
ago.

To further reduce threats and support
recovery, more measures are needed. For
example, closed fishing seasons, or moratoria
(such as those in place in mainland China),
fishing quotas (such as a total allowable
catch), and minimum landing sizes or mesh
size restrictions would benefit recovery of
local marine populations. Subsidies of fishing
operations, such as reduced costs of fuel
enable fishing to continue even as stocks
decline further and should be removed.
Threatened marine species need more protec-
tion, just as the government acts to protect

certain threatened species on land. Regular
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comprehensive assessment of the status of
fishery resources is also lacking, precluding
an understanding of the local condition of
commercial species. While sporadic surveys
may be conducted, the information is often
not publicly available. In 2023, the industry
consisted of about 5,000 vessels, mostly
sampans and small numbers of non-trawler
vessels, and just over 10,000 local fishers;
a mere shadow of what the fishing industry
once was. Experimental approaches being
used to assist fishery recovery, such as
artificial reefs and restocking, do not reduce
fishing activity and have not demonstrably
helped the recovery that would justify their
considerable economic costs to taxpayers.
More measures are needed to help restore
Hong Kong's once rich, beautiful, diverse
and productive marine ecosystem.

Despite the lack of regular marine
fishery resource monitoring in Hong
Kong waters, an appreciation of the city's
fishery industry history, and of its changing
conditions, can be gained from a range of
anecdotal information and from historical
accounts of experienced fishermen and
workers. Such information is, nowadays,
extensively used to provide valuable
insights into past and present conditions
and is particularly important when there

are few official records. It can also be used
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to cross-check against other data sources.

Patrick Chan, a fisherman since child-
hood and an international fish trader and
aquaculturist in later life, has personally
witnessed many of these changes and has
concerns about the future of Hong Kong's
marine fisheries. This book shares ten of his
many fascinating tales of fish species that
are, or were once commonly, found in Hong
Kong's waters, serving as iconic symbols of
the city's fishing history. Different societies in
Hong Kong have, over time, developed a rich
understanding and appreciation of different
species, fishing techniques, recipes, and
preservation methods, using fish as windows
into how our culture views, trades, uses,
mythologizes, and understands the ocean.

Patrick's stories and experiences, woven
throughout these pages, reflect the profound
changes that have occurred in Hong Kong's
fishing industry. Over the past 70 years, his
encounters and observations provide us not
just a glimpse into the past but also shed light
on the challenges faced by these species and
our marine ecosystem today.

May these stories serve as a call to
cherish and protect our oceans and the many
beautiful and fascinating species that call
them home, ensuring that future generations
can appreciate the wonders that lie beneath

the waves.
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(Epinephelus akaara)
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Groupers are a group (family Epinephelidae)

of fish that live in tropical and subtropical waters.
Hong Kong, located in the subtropical region, expe-
riences a significant temperature difference between
winter and summer. When affected by cold fronts
for an extended period, the water temperature in
areas such as Sha Tau Kok and Tap Mun in Mirs Bay
can drop to below 13 °C, while in summer, it can
rise to around 28 °C. Due to the large temperature
difference in Hong Kong's waters, it is not suitable
for many of the more tropical groupers, such as the
Brown Marbled Grouper (Epinephelus fuscogutta-
tus) and Camouflage Grouper (E. polyphekadion).
However, there are still many species of groupers
that can be found locally, among which the most
famous is the Hong Kong Grouper (E. akaara, Hong
Kong Grouper), a unique English name that reflects
its past importance in Hong Kong.

The Hong Kong Grouper is a bright red-orange
coloured grouper that can only be found in the waters

off the east coast of Guangxi Province, Guangdong,
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Fujian and Zhejiang Provinces, and southern Japan.
The most productive areas are the waters around
Shanghai and Fujian. From my experience of breeding
Hong Kong Groupers, the optimal water temperature
for their growth is 23 °C, and the aforementioned
waters provide suitable conditions for their growth
and reproduction for an extended period each year.

In addition, Hong Kong Grouper has delicious
flesh and is considered a top-quality grouper.
In Chinese culture, the colour red represents
good luck and abundance, so the Hong Kong
Grouper is particularly popular at banquets.
However, in the 1940-50s, the fish served at
high-end banquets were mainly Okinawan
Yellow-Fin Seabream (Acanthopagrus chinshira)
and Blackspot Tuskfish (Choerodon schoenleinii)
because the supply of Hong Kong Groupers was
unstable and they were not yet a prominent fish
in banquets. Later in the 1960s, fishing boats
began to have larger horsepower and could
travel to Fujian and Shanghai to supply Hong
Kong with enough Hong Kong Groupers. It was
then that restaurants began to use Hong Kong
Groupers frequently in banquets.

In the past, fishing boats that went to Fujian and
Shanghai to catch Hong Kong Groupers were typically
around 40 to 60 feet long and equipped with purse
seine and diesel engines of many dozen horsepower.
They would travel north along the eastern coast of
Hong Kong to the fishing grounds. Most of the fishing

boats were operated by entire families. Upon reaching
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uncommon today.
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Hong Kong Grouper are occasionally found among rocky and coral reefs. They are

the fishing grounds, they would use small sampans
and handlines to catch fish until they had several
dozen piculs ;" of live fish to fill the hold or until
their food and fresh water supplies ran out. This
journey usually did not last longer than about three
weeks. After the fishing boats returned to major
fishing ports in Hong Kong, such as Shau Kei Wan or
Aberdeen, they would first place some of the fish in
large fish cages woven from bamboo and hang them
on both sides of the boat with ropes. This was to
prevent the fish from suffocating due to overcrowding

and lack of oxygen, and to ensure that they remained

BB,

Z/Photo; Yiu Wai Hong @114°E Hong.Keng Reef Fish Survey
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As a species that represents Hong
Kong, Hong Kong Grouper once
appeared on stamps in the 1980s

alive while waiting for buyers from the fish market
to come and collect them. However, during handling
and storage, many fish would escape back into the
sea due to damaged cages or accidents. Therefore, in
the late 1960s, I often rented fishing boats in Shau
Kei Wan to fish for fugitive Hong Kong Groupers.

In the 1960-70s, there was still a large number
of Hong Kong Groupers in Hong Kong waters,
with much larger numbers in the east. This may
be because the fish migrated south with the water
flow from Shanwei and Daya Bay, and they were
often encountered in areas such as Tap Mun,
Cheung Tsui and Bate Head, Basalt Island, and
Clear Water Bay during diving activities. Or it may
be that the habitat in Hong Kong was generally
good for the species. Between 1974 and 1976, my
fishing buddies and I rented a village house in Tan
Ka Wan and went fishing every weekend. At that
time, transportation was extremely inconvenient,
we could only take a ferry from Tai Po Kau Pier to
Ko Lau Wan at 3:30 pm on Saturdays and return

on the same scheduled ferry the next afternoon. By

Hong K o
i 14 ER

Epinephelus akaara
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the time we reached the Tan Ka Wan base, it was
already 5 pm, and we immediately walked for 20
minutes to fish in Nam She Wan. Fortunately, we
could always catch enough fish for dinner before
sunset, and Hong Kong Groupers were commonly
encountered, with their abundance so high that
we sometimes just used them to make fish soup.
Nowadays, encountering Hong Kong Groupers is
very rare, and from the perspective of present-day
fishermen, the luxury of catching and cooking with
them seems unbelievable.

Starting from the 70s, due to market demand
for Hong Kong Groupers, fishermen began to buy
wild fish fry (i.e. juvenile fish) from Fujian and
raise them in fish rafts. At that time, there were
no regulations governing fish rafts in Hong Kong,
so fishermen would choose areas with good water
currents to place their rafts. The distance between
the net cages was sufficient to allow the fish to
grow healthily with a high survival rate. There
was an aquaculture company operating in Hebe
Haven, Sai Kung, which built a large-scale fish raft
to raise groupers and other fish species, with Hong
Kong Groupers as the main product. During its
heyday, it produced over 1,000 piculs+:: of Hong
Kong Groupers annually. After 1980, the export of
Hong Kong Grouper fry from mainland China was
banned, leading to the end of Hong Kong Groupers
aquaculture. Fishermen then switched to farming
other species such as Orange-spotted Grouper (E.

coioides) and Areolate Grouper (E. areolatus).
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The sharp decline in the number of Hong
Kong Groupers is closely related to overfishing by
fishermen i+ who took too many adults and ju-
veniles too quickly each year before they could
replenish themselves. The success of Hong Kong
Grouper farming in Hong Kong prompted Fujian
fishermen to engage in their own breeding oper-
ations, leading to a high demand for wild fish fry.
This increased demand attracted yet more people
to catch fish fry, some even resorting to electric
fishing. As a result, Hong Kong Groupers had little

opportunity to reproduce, causing serious and pos-

Overfishing

The Hong Kong Grouper has seriously declined since the
1980s throughout much of its geographic range (East
Asia) due to heavy, uncontrolled, fishing on juveniles
and adults. Despite restocking programmes in Japan
and Hong Kong, wild populations have not recovered
and its situation in the wild remains serious: the species
is considered endangered. The species has a lifespan

of 19 years, yet juveniles are frequently targeted due to
their high desirability and the challenges associated with
breeding them in hatcheries.

An environmental DNA study from 2022-2023 detected
weak signals of Hong Kong Grouper in only 6 out of

88 water samples across Hong Kong, underscoring the
species' rarity and the lack of improvement in their wild

populations.
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sibly irreversible damage to their population. Since
2012, I have seen no more than ten individuals
during spearfishing. However, the good news is
that in the past two years (2022-2023), there have
been more reports of catching Hong Kong Grouper.
I even caught two on Lema Islands. It seems that
the number of Hong Kong Grouper may be showing

signs of recovery.
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Watercolour on paper, illustrated by Flying Fish Illustration

78 % f2 B35 I8 % Diminishing Returns: Reflections of a Hong Kong Fisherman



S F B

Leopard Coralgrouper

(Plectropomus leopardus)
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In the 1950s-60s, Hong Kong fishermen

named a local grouper species "Chat Sing Baan"
(Seven Stars Grouper -1 5 I# ) due to its shim-
mering blue-green spots. Over time, this grouper
came to be known as "Dung Sing Baan" (East
Star Grouper HEPE) or Leopard Coralgrouper
(Plectropomus leopardus) in English. Found
throughout Hong Kong waters, this grouper
thrives in clear water areas, with the highest
numbers occurring along the eastern coast from
Clear Water Bay to Tap Mun.

In Hong Kong, Leopard Coralgrouper nor-
mally don't take the hook with fishing lines but
are occasionally taken in fish traps or nets, thus
the supply from local waters is limited. During
the 1970s-80s, however, there were many more
Leopard Coralgrouper. In 1975, I observed a
large number of juvenile Leopard Coralgrouper
measuring 5 to 8 cm in length during a dive
near the Plover Cove Reservoir Dam. A few years

later, possibly due to deteriorating water quality
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Leopard Coralgrouper are cultivated in large numbers in mainland China and are a
commonly used fish species in religious mercy release activities

or maybe to too much fishing, the grouper
disappeared from Hong Kong, and sightings of
them during diving became increasingly rare,
occurring less than once a year.

Leopard Coralgrouper first appeared in
Hong Kong wet markets in the mid-1970s when
fishing boats began using high-power engines,
enabling them to fish around the Pratas Islands
(Dongsha Islands, lit. "East Sand Island"), lo-
cated over 160 nautical miles from Hong Kong.
Among their catches were many "Seven Stars
Grouper". Subsequently, fishing boats expanded

their operations to the more distant Paracel
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Islands (Xisha Islands, lit: "West Sand Islands"),
where they caught another grouper species with
a similar sparkling appearance. To avoid confu-
sion, the groupers caught at the Pratas Islands
were referred to as "Dung Sing Baan" (East Star
Grouper), while those caught at the Paracel
Islands were known as "Sai Sing Baan" (West
Star Grouper Y £ , P areolatus). It was later
found that they were different species.

Since the 1980s, the growth of cargo transporta-
tion by sea and air has allowed seafood restaurants
to offer an increasing variety of grouper dishes, par-
ticularly around the time of the Ching Ming Festival.
This is due to local fishermen taking advantage of
the calmer sea conditions in the South China Sea
before typhoon season, venturing further to the
Nansha Islands (Spratly Islands) to fish. However, it
is important to note that fish from this region tend to
have higher levels of ciguatoxinr: which may mean
they are unsafe to eat. The diverse catches include
species such as Blacksaddled Grouper (P laevis),
Spotted Coralgrouper (P maculatus), Slender Grouper
(Anyperodon leucogrammicus), White-edged Lyretail
(Variola albimarginata), and Highfin Coralgrouper (P
oligacanthus), among others. In my opinion, the most
delicious are the Blacksaddled Grouper and Highfin
Coralgrouper, followed by the White-edged Lyretail.
Unfortunately, due to their high mortality rates in
captivity, many restaurants are reluctant to stock
Highfin Coralgrouper and White-edged Lyretail.

The taste of Leopard Coralgrouper appears to
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be associated by factors such as colour and origin.
Generally, there are two main colour types . : red
(known as "Red East") and black or dark red ("Black
East"). I have observed that the fish changes body
colour in response to their mood and environment
during indoor breeding, alternating between red and
black shades. It remains uncertain whether the col-
our stabilizes as the fish matures. Of the two varieties,
I find the black one to be more flavourful, despite
its less attractive appearance. Furthermore, the
freshness and tenderness of Leopard Coralgrouper
can differ significantly based on their origins. From
my experience, fish from long-used fishing grounds
typically have a superior taste compared to those
from newly fished areas, though the underlying
reason is unknown. I consider Leopard Coralgrouper
from Hong Kong and the Pratas Islands to be
the most delicious, followed by those from the
Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia, and with Australia
offering the least appealing taste. In recent years,
several high-end Hong Kong restaurants have opted
to use Leopard Coralgrouper exclusively from the
Philippines for their better taste, which understand-
ably comes at a premium price.

Leopard Coralgrouper, much like the Hong
Kong Grouper, has become one of the most
sought-after fish for seafood banquets due to its
vibrant colours and taste. In Chinese culture,
symbolism is highly valued during celebrations,
and the colour red represents luck, fortune, and

auspiciousness. As a result, banquet hosts are
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Ciguatoxin

Ciguatoxin is a neurotoxin that occurs in the flesh
and viscera of wild fish from specific reef areas. It

is produced by tiny marine algae (dinoflagellate
Gambierdiscus toxicus) which accumulate up the

food chain when consumed by herbivores which are
subsequently eaten by carnivores. If people eat a toxic
fish they can get "ciguatera" which can be fatal. Eating
fish from toxic areas and too many larger individuals
of carnivorous reef fishes, such as Moray Eels,
groupers and snappers, should be avoided. Ciguatera
occasionally occurs in Hong Kong from imported
seafood; there are no controls in place to stop the

import of ciguatoxic fish.

Colour Forms

Leopard Coralgrouper, like many reef fishes, display
many colour forms. These depend on pigments which
are influenced by genetic, physiological, nutritional,
and environmental factors. Coralgrouper taken from
deeper waters are often more red while those grown
in captivity tend to be brownish; interestingly, brown-
coloured fish may have better immunity under
captive conditions than red ones. There is geographic
variation in colour forms, while individual animals
can change the intensity of their colour according to
their condition or mood. Brighter colours, such as red,
probably depend on diet-derived carotenoid pigments,

as from shrimps.
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pleased to include such fish in their menus. In
the 1970s—early 1980s, before live fish imports
became available in Hong Kong, farmed Hong
Kong Grouper was the primary fish served at
banquets.

Aside from symbolism, a consistent supply is
also crucial from a business perspective. Banquet
hosts prefer not to use different fish varieties at
the same event. The types of fish offered by res-
taurants are not necessarily the tastiest; instead,
they prioritize a fish species with stable supply and
low mortality rate. In the early 2000s, Leopard
Coralgrouper in Hong Kong was primarily sourced
from Australia. However, the Australian government
later implemented export quotas to ensure not too
many Leopard Coralgrouper were exported and
thereby safeguard their reproduction so this limited
the number of this fish available from Australia.
Consequently; in recent years, Leopard Coralgrouper
has mainly been imported from Southeast Asian
countries, such as the Philippines and Indonesia.

Leopard Coralgrouper, known for its lovely
white flesh, tender texture, and delightful
flavoury, is considered as a mid-to-high-priced del-
icacy in the seafood industry. Over twenty years
ago, a live 1.5 kg red Leopard Coralgrouper ("Red
East”) would fetch nearly a thousand Hong Kong
dollars at a seafood restaurant, with prices soar-
ing to between HKD 1,000-2,000 during major
holidays. This pricing reflected the flourishing

economy of the time. However, following the
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T HEM P HREEH f1 4 seafood prices took a nosedive, and the
KRB E L > %K 8 7A costofaleopard Coralgrouper dropped to
R o I BT > PABCSQ a mere HKD 300-400.

R B 525 o KU riE &M In recent years, successful hatchery
WERAME T B EH 165 B¢ breeding of Leopard Coralgrouper in
— o B Ean it > ¥ /A 7 5 /2 mainland China has ensured a steady

B A A E e 1E KK ﬁj #H {2 market supply. Fish farmers prioritize
& A 2 A ) E A Hilgs  the safe growth of their fish and opt for

//\

Fo HEMESE A ,Jm_, A cost-effective feed, which has, unfortu-
Eat e EEEAL W (ALhAE nately, resulted in a deterioration of the
#% > Lutjanus argentimaculatus) & fish's taste. Consequently, the price of
& 7. fi (Trachinotus blochii) fY farmed Leopard Coralgrouper has dropped
B> B EEASN K EER to around HKD 165 per catty, yet this
FEEE > TEs e — ¥ % price remains profitable. In the future, I
o Al TR — K8 &%EF  believe more fish farmers from mainland
astiiy s E}’jﬁ;\thiﬁiﬂjﬁ > Kt #¥ China will enter the competitive market

AR R e A AT o for this desired species. If this trend con-

tinues, the Leopard Coralgrouper would
follow the path of the Mangrove Red
Snapper (Lutjanus argentimaculatus) and
Snubnose Pompano (Trachinotus blochii),
transitioning from an upscale delicacy to
a common, less tasty fish consumed by
average households, leading to a further
decline in price. However, wild-caught

Leopard Coralgrouper will likely maintain

its market value as consumers generally

s 1984 A7 74 5 40 IE R 2 1 SRR B

Leopard Coralgrouper captured in
Bate Head, Sai Kung in 1984 than farmed fish.

agree that wild caught fish taste better
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Blackspot Tuskfish

(Choerodon schoenleinii)
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In Hong Kong's waters, while there are no
extensive coral reefs, there are multiple small
coral colonies interspersed among the rocky reefs,
mainly in eastern waters. This is because the
cold water temperatures in winter, down to 16 °C
sometimes, are not suitable for reef-building corals,
and the western waters affected by freshwater
from the Pearl River do not provide a favourable
environment for coral growth. Nevertheless,
Hong Kong waters are still teeming with a diverse
range of coral and rocky reef fish. They grow,
reproduce and spend their entire lives here. From
the 1960s-1970s, the most common large coral
reef fishes were the Blackspot Tuskfish (Choerodon
schoenleinii) 5 and Knobsnout Parrotfish (Scarus
ovifrons).

The Blackspot Tuskfish, Knobsnout Parrotfish,
and other parrotfishes and wrasses inhabit coral
reefs. They are bright-coloured, as if wearing
clothes of different colours, so fishermen call them

4< " (clothes). Their most famous relative is the
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Blackspot Tuskfish caught in Clear
Water Bay in the 1970s
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Humphead Wrasse (Cheilinus undulatus). As it
mainly lives in warmer waters, this wrasse is rare in
Hong Kong and cannot be found in coastal waters.
Some smaller members of parrotfishes and wrass-
es, measuring only about a few inches long in adult
phase, include Cutribbon Wrassse (Stethojulis teri-
na), Blackeye Thicklip (Hemigymnus melapterus),
Moon Wrasse (Thalassoma lunare) and Bubblefin
Wrasse (Halichoeres nigrescens) commonly found
in coastal rocky reefs. Larger members include the
Orange-dotted Tuskfish (Choerodon anchorago),
Blue-barred Parrotfish (Scarus ghobban), and
Azurio Tuskfish (C. azurio).

The Blackspot Tuskfish has a greenish body,
white flesh, and a delicious taste. Its head is larger
than that of a regular fish, and the skull is soft and
rich in collagen. Hence, there was a saying in the
catering industry decades ago: "Blackspot Tuskfish
head tastes just like grouper belly" praising the de-
liciousness of the Blackspot Tuskfish head. In terms
of cooking methods, restaurants usually steam the
Blackspot Tuskfish weighing 2-3 catties (1.2-1.8
kg). If it weighs more than 7-8 catties (4.2-4.8
kg), the flesh is used for stir-fry, and the head
is steamed with minced garlic and douchi. The
remaining flesh together with the meat of smaller
Blackspot Tuskfish is used to make soup. These are
all old recipes from decades ago. Nowadays, young
chefs may not have even seen a Blackspot Tuskfish.
In addition, Blackspot Tuskfish can also be used to

make delicious sashimi. Its texture and flavour far

55



BH - faREEE - Ham
e — ek i B
wo SASENTRE
T ERTR R H A T
KE B TR o R
A AR ER - Bk
JTTH > W SRR = TR
HARE# > B/ TR
Al A I ARDER >
B _Ear G TR ACHY
6P o R B /N A
A —[F AR K A
5% o EATE AT TRV AR

BN AR K+ 2 R

surpass other fish commonly served as sashimi, for
example Greater Amberjack (Seriola dumerili) and
Red Seabream (Pagrus major).

As there were plenty of Blackspot Tuskfish
available in the market during the 1940s-1950s,
Blackspot Tuskfish was commonly used in high-end
banquets at that time. In the 1960s, I often saw
Blackspot Tuskfish while snorkeling around rocky
reefs. Once, on a trip to Shek O with my brother, I
snorkeled by the rocky reef and he was fishing from
a double seater rubber dinghy. While swimming
near the reef, I saw a Blackspot Tuskfish longer

than the dinghy; it must have weighed more than

Photo: Cherry Ho @114°E Hong Kong Reef Fist]_Survey
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Blackspot Tuskfish is now very rare in Hong Kong waters
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50 catties. By the 1970s, the number of Blackspot
Tuskfish had noticeably decreased, but nearby
areas like Dangan Island remained unexploited.
The water there was still very clear and other local
fishes such as the Knobsnout Parrotfish, Large
Yellow Croaker (Larimichthys crocea), Hong Kong
Grouper (Epinephelus akaara), and Spottedtail
Morwong (Goniistius zonatus) were still abundant.
Although the fishing techniques at that time were
comparatively very simple, fishermen had folk wis-
dom and were knowledgeable of the feeding habits
of different fish species. For example, fishermen
know that Blackspot Tuskfish like to eat sea ur-
chins. When hunting the fish, fishermen first place
a "water lens", a tool crafted by attaching glass to
the bottom of a water bucket, on the water surface
to search the rocky reefs where the fish is often
found. After locating the Blackspot Tuskfish, they
attached a sea urchin, with all spines removed, to a
fishing line and used it to bait the fish. This fishing
method can be regarded as a distinctive technique.
Locating the fish before baiting is more proactive
and effective than the common fishing methods
that wait for the fish to bite.

Since the 2000s, I have barely seen the
Blackspot Tuskfish — just once or twice a year while
diving. Now in my seventies, I still love diving and
spearfishing, but I haven't seen this fish for several
years. Today, the Blackspot Tuskfish we see in local
markets are mostly imported from Southeast Asia.

They have smaller body sizes and rarely weigh

57



58

\?‘1

62

‘.

-

.

e
. .,‘ ‘

N, e

FUFY 25 e A S M W b R o 0 A B8 7 I T A o 9 2K R 1 2

G2 Al R A b A £

This Blue-barred Parrotfish, like many wrasses and parrotfish, produces a mucus cocoon
for protection against predators and parasites while sleeping
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more than 3 catties (1.8 kg). These fish have slightly
different characteristics compared to those from
Hong Kong. For example, the head of the Hong
Kong Blackspot Tuskfish tends to be larger, while
the four tusks of the Eastern Malaysian Blackspot
Tuskfish are more protruded. When transporting
live Blackspot Tuskfish, merchants ask workers to
cut off the tusks, otherwise the fish would fight
with each other causing the holding tanks to be
filled with blood. Of course, merchants are more
concerned that the damaged fish body cannot fetch

a good price than about the wellbeing of the fish.
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Hong Kori:g Reef Fish Survey

%7 Photo: 5tan,Shea @ @
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Among Patrick's catches near the Dangan Islands
in the late 1980s, the bottom one is a Blackspot
Tuskfish weighing more than 10 kg

About Blackspot Tuskfish

The Blackspot Tuskfish occurs around sandy substrates
and macroalgae and eats crustaceans and molluscs.
They can reach 100 cm long and almost 16 kg. It

is a protogynous hermaphrodite, which means that
adults can change sex from female to male. It is
important to local commercial fisheries and popular
with spearfishers. It is easily overfished, has declined
in many places, and is near-threatened globally.

Its Cantonese name, Tsing Yi ( 74X ), was given

to a Hong Kong island Tsing Yi due to its previous

abundance in the area.
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Mangrove Red Snapper
(Lutjanus argentimaculatus)
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The Mangrove Red Snapper (Lutjanus argenti-
maculatus) belongs to the family Lutjanidae, which
consists of over 100 different snapper species globally,
mainly distributed in tropical and subtropical marine
environments. The Mangrove Red Snapper has a
strong adaptability to salinity and can live not only in
the sea but also in freshwater. In many countries, they
are caught in rivers near the coast. In Hong Kong, I
have caught juvenile Mangrove Red Snapper measur-
ing just a few inches long in streams and raised them
in freshwater aquariums at home. I found their green
and black striped bodies very beautiful. However,
Mangrove Red Snapper are natural predators, and
once they were accustomed to the aquarium, they
started attacking the other fish. This left me no choice
but to release them back into the wild.

Mangrove Red Snapper are aggressive and have
four sharp teeth which they use to prey on fish, shrimp,
crab, and squid. They are very strong and can pull
fishing lines taut during feeding frenzies. If not han-

dled carefully; the fishing line can cut into an angler's
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fingers like a knife, causing deep wounds. Mangrove
Red Snapper can live in groups or independently.
When I went diving, I saw schools of several hundred
Mangrove Red Snapper around Wanshan Archipelago
and the surrounding area, but these fish schools move
with the current and perhaps are aggregating for
mating. »« Solitary Mangrove Red Snapper are highly
territorial and can dominate a particular area for an
extended period. In the early 1980s, I once left a scar
on the back of a Mangrove Red Snapper with a fishing
spear at Dangan Island. A few years later, I unexpect-
edly encountered the same fish again when I revisited
the area.

Mangrove Red Snapper can grow to about
40 catties (24 kg). I have come across quite a few
of around 20 catties (12 kg) although this is not
common.r I caught two Mangrove Red Snapper
with a fishing spear in the 1980s. Wild Mangrove
Red Snapper have tender, flavourful meat with rich

oil near the dorsal fin, making them a high-priced

Spawning Aggregation

Fishes reproduce in many different ways. Many
croakers, snappers and groupers, for example, do this
by briefly forming large groups of mature males and
females in "spawning aggregations". These form at
specific times and places each year, just for mating.
Such gatherings, once discovered, however, are easy to

relocate and easily overfished if not managed carefully.

61



62

7 VY B S A il ) A BRAFE AL

Adult Mangrove Red Snapper are photographed at Hoi Ha, Sai Kung
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food fish. In the 1970s, the price of Mangrove Red
Snapper was on a par with the Hong Kong Grouper,
and their supply was limited. They were often
reserved for gourmets appreciative of the species in
restaurants. In the early 1980s, Taiwan successfully
carried out artificial hatching leading to an abun-
dant supply of Mangrove Red Snapper fry. Due to
their strong adaptability to different conditions and
low mortality rate, they quickly became a favourite
in the fish farming industry. However, as the supply
of farmed fish increased, the quality of the meat be-
came affected by poor quality feed (e.g. rotten fish
meal) and environmental factors (e.g. pollutants),
causing the price to drop from premium seafood
levels to around HKD 3040 per catty within a few

years. This situation made Mangrove Red Snapper a

#&22 Photo: Anne Tong @ 114°E Hong Kong Reef Fish Survey
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Patrick shows a Mangrove pape
Red Snapper captured
near the Lema Islands in
Aberdeen, Hong Kong in
the 1990s

W =M B TEH e84 2] common choice for household consumption. Today,
=ZWE+gt— 0 il —#K Mangrove Red Snapper remains the main species
FIENE A o 2P > for cage culture in Malaysia and Hainan Island.

ALAMV B A VY ER K Y FE Other snapper species in the same family as
AR E R R o Mangrove Red Snapper can also be found in Hong

TEHE R 2 ) H M40 Kong waters. These include the John's Snapper (L.

fith 2 W = A5 oF 8L (L. johnii) ~ johniD), Star Snapper (L. stellatus), Russell's Snapper
A IE @ stellatus) ~ K B . (L. russellii), and Spotstripe Snapper (L. ophuysenii).
russellii) 2 55 J& (L. ophuysenii) While their colours and patterns vary, their overall

2 BB B4 & 4 appearance is quite similar.

L8 AIEATKREHE] - Young John's Snappers have distinct black pat-

ESNI ZFEE B gk 2 terns between their scales and a black spot near the
WA ZERLr > i JERA tail However as the fish grows to around 2 catties
— b, HEEKF|4 2 i (1.2kg), the black patterns and spots disappear. The

AL

AT AT HHPEREERErIE 4L o meat quality and taste of John's Snappers are excel-
FEERE B E IE I IF > Bl lent, rivalling that of Mangrove Red Snapper. They
AL M He s A5 48 2 1 S K2 o can also grow up to 20-30 catties (12-18 kg), but
Mt 7T LL4: £ 2] — = f7 » it has become rare to see such large fish in recent
HFETIRAD R o KHJZF  years. Local fishermen call larger John's Snappers

BE > AR R AR > fE3r  "sea carp", while in Singapore and Malaysia, they
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64 Y8 & £ 8558 5% Diminishing Returns: Reflections of a Hong Kong Fisherman

=2 Photo: Allen To @114°E Hong Kong Reef Fish Survey
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are known as "Goh Li", which is believed to be the
Hokkien pronunciation for sea carp*. Goh Li is a fa-
mous fish in the Nanyang region, and the renowned
Nyonya dish, curry fish head, is made using Go Li
fish heads, which have softer bones and more meat
compared to other fish.

The Star Snapper is the most valuable and
best-tasting fish in the same family. They can grow
to >10 catties (>6 kg). In the 1970s, the old boat-
men I often worked with told me that they called
the larger Star Snappers "yellow snappers", but
these big fish have disappeared from Hong Kong
waters for many years. Nowadays, catching a wild
Star Snapper weighing over one catty (0.6 kg) is a
rare and prized catch. There are also farmed Star
Snappers, which usually weigh less than one catty
and have an acceptable taste, but they cannot com-
pete with the taste of wild-caught ones.

Russell's Snappers are commonly found in Hong
Kong waters living in groups among rocky reefs and
can be caught year-round. There are two different
morphological forms of Russell's Snappers. One type
has a golden-yellow body with a slight greenish tint
and rarely grows larger than 10 taels (600 g); their
taste is average, maybe they are subspecies. The
other type has a golden-yellow body with a reddish
belly and tastes similar to John's Snappers, which is

quite good. This type of Russell Snapper can grow up

*HmtE AERPRPY R T A A DAL TR (AR mfsarE

FERR A Kerisi o

*Note: In Malaysia and Singapore, many people also call the fish the Threadfin Bream (family Nemipteridae) Goh

Li, or Kerisi in Malay.
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The author's catches during

one summer night in 1990 in
Hong Kong waters. The catches
showcased a diverse array of
fish. In addition to the Mangrove
Red Snapper on the far left,
there were Spottedtail Morwong,
Spotted Grunt, groupers, and
many others

7 Bil AL

to 34 catties (1.8-2.4 kg) and live in the open sea
for extended periods. When the southwest monsoon
begins each year, they swim to the outer island reefs.
However, they are rarely seen around Hong Kong's
nearshore reefs.

Spotstripe Snappers are generally smaller,
weighing less than one catty (0.6 kg). They have a
golden-yellow body with a black horizontal stripe and

a black spot near the tail. Their taste is average. They

are often found sold on ice tables at wet markets.

About Mangrove Red Snapper

AT fith 2 F 108 2% e FP i B K Y —7Ff > The Mangrove Red Snapper is among the largest

ERm AR 150 BK > Ty
37 4 o 4 SR AE 4l fa AR T R KL

species in the snapper family with a maximum

known length of 150 cm and longevity of about 37

PRI B & Y B 2 W B ik o years. Juveniles and young adults occur in mangrove

AL EREE > EOTEIBEARE

estuaries and adults usually move to coral reefs as they
mature. This snapper is slow-growing and needs at

least 13 years to reach sexual maturity.
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Large Yellow Croaker
(Larimichthys crocea)
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The Large Yellow Croaker (Larimichthys crocea)

was once one of the most economically important
fish species in China, with annual reported catches
second only to the Hairtail (Trichiurus spp.). It is
found in the South China Sea, East China Sea, and
the southern part of the Yellow Sea, with the Pearl
River Delta being one of the areas with historically
high Large Yellow Croaker abundance, although
today numbers are much smaller than in the past.
Fishermen can catch Large Yellow Croaker by purse
seine, trawling, longlining, and hand lines. Large
Yellow Croaker are known to move in large groups,
and when trawling or purse seine fishing boats
encounter a school of them, it is common to catch
several dozen piculs (~2 tonnes) in one go. As a
result, the catches were once abundant and the fish
were available at affordable prices, making Large
Yellow Croaker one of the main fish consumed by
the general public in Hong Kong before the 1970s.
Large Yellow Croaker typically inhabit

areas where the seabed is deeper than 50 m,
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where they share their environment with other
deepwater fish species like Golden Threadfin
Bream (Nemipterus virgatus) and Horsehead
(Branchiostegus spp.). When caught from deep
water and brought to shallow water, these fishes, in-
cluding Large Yellow Croaker, experience significant
pressure change which is usually deadly. It is there-
fore challenging to keep them alive after capture.
In Hong Kong, deepwater zones are located over
30 nautical miles offshore, accessible only by large
fishing vessels. The catch is often frozen on board

and then transported to local wholesale fish markets

ST L 01E B 1 PRS- MY 5 PO AR A © Wkt
Currently, most of the Large Yellow Croaker available in seafood markets come from fish
farms in mainland China. Due to their susceptibility to dying during transportation, they

are generally sold chilled
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when the storage is full. Although they spend most
of their time in deeper waters, during the spawning
season between the ninth and the first to second
months of the lunar calendar (from around October
to February in the Gregorian calendar), Large Yellow
Croaker migrate in large groups to shallow waters
about 20-30 m deep to spawn. In these areas, small
fishing boats can catch them using hand lines or
long lines. Before "fishfinder" (an instrument used
to locate fish underwater by sonar) was available,
fishermen relied on generations of experience to
anticipate the fish occurrence along the usual migra-
tory routes during the spawning season.

Large Yellow Croaker, also known as "Yellow
Gu Fish" in Chinese, are recognized by the unique
"gugu" sound e . This sound becomes more pro-
nounced when they gather in groups. In the past,
fishermen would detect the presence of fish schools
by putting their ears on the bottom of the wooden

boat to listen for these sounds. However, with the

Croaker Choir: When Fish Get Chatty

Large Yellow Croaker and other croakers, like many
marine organisms from whales to shrimp to lobsters,
utilize acoustic signals for various purposes. Sound
production of croakers is facilitated by specialized "sonic"
muscles. The contraction of these muscles causes the
wall of the swim bladder to vibrate, producing distinctive
sounds. For croakers, these sounds are often associated

with activities such as disturbance or reproduction.
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introduction of modern fishfinders, this technique
has been mostly abandoned. Additionally, advance-
ments in fishing technology led to a reduction in
Large Yellow Croaker populations and average
body length. Since the 1980s, Large Yellow Croaker
catch has drastically decreased, and encounters
with Large Yellow Croaker fish schools have beome
increasingly rare in the past few decades, not only
in Hong Kong but throughout its range. As a result,
the majority of Large Yellow Croaker available in
markets today are sourced from aquaculture.

To amateur anglers, the expert fishing practices
described are very difficult to apply. In the past,
when Large Yellow Croaker were spotted near the
coast, my boatman friends would notify me to go
fishing. When fishing for Large Yellow Croaker, live
shrimp is commonly used as bait, but the fishing
line is not always dropped to the bottom of the
sea. Large Yellow Croaker follow water currents
to feed and sometimes swim up to 7-8 m above
the seabed. Therefore, anglers need to try fishing
at different depths for a better chance of catching
this species. Before the development of Chek Lap
Kok Airport, Large Yellow Croaker gathered in
the southwest of Lo Chau every October of the
lunar calendar, and many of them weighed 3-4
catties. However, since the start of the airport's
development and the related reclamation work
nearby, Large Yellow Croaker have not been found
in that area again. I have not caught Large Yellow

Croaker for many years, but surprisingly I caught
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more than ten of them at the Lema Islands in April
2014. The small ones weighed only half a catty
while the large ones were over a catty. I wonder if
this indicates the return of Large Yellow Croaker
for spawning ., , or success following the ban of
bottom-trawling in Hong Kong since late 2012?

In the past decade, the economic boom of
mainland China has "led to the rise of the nouveau
riche". However, the availability of wild Large
Yellow Croaker, which used to be commonly caught
and consumed, has become increasingly scarce.
Prior to the anti-corruption movement in 2013,
seafood merchants in Shanghai would issue notices
to fishermen along the coast, offering RMB 8,000
per catty (~USD 2,608 per kg) to purchase wild
Large Yellow Croaker weighing 3 catties or more,
provided they are properly chilled. Wild-caught
fish, once a popular choice among the public, now
commands a price of nearly HKD 10,000 per catty,
making it one of the most expensive fish in the
world. In the eyes of the people in Guangdong,
however, Large Yellow Croaker are considered
ordinary food fish and not regarded as special. The
flesh of Large Yellow Croaker is tender with a mild
flavour. Therefore, people in Guangdong usually
add bean sauce, garlic, dried tangerine peel, or
douchi when steaming Large Yellow Croaker to
enhance the taste. On the other hand, in Shanghai,
the main cooking styles for Large Yellow Croaker
include sweet and sour, braised, and boiled in

soup. Clearly, when it comes to culinary culture,
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Around 2010, a Chinese Bahaba
weighing nearly 10 kg and
valued at RMB 500,000 was
transported back to Hong Kong
by private jet

people from Guangdong and Shanghai have their
differences and own preferences.

The Large Yellow Croaker has a hugely famous
relative called the Chinese Bahaba (Bahaba taipin-
gensis). This fish can grow up to 2 m long and weigh
over 160 catties. Its fame comes from the fish's
swim bladder, which is dried to become fish maw. It
is believed that this fish maw has incredible medic-
inal value, with claims of effectiveness in recovery
from serious illnesses, women's health issues, and
postpartum weakness. In the past, fishermen used
to keep one or two fish maws for emergency use.
However, the Chinese Bahaba is now almost extinct,
making a catty of old Chinese Bahaba fish maw
worth over HKD 1,000,000. This scarcity is evident
in a story where a friend of mine discovered his late
father had left behind one large and two small fish
maws of Chinese Bahaba. The large one weighed
1.5 catties, while each small one weighed about 12

taels (~453.6 g). When he inquired about them at a

dried seafood shop in Sai Wan, he was offered over

HKD 800,000. Interestingly, the taste of Chinese
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Bahaba flesh is not particularly noteworthy. This
is exemplified by a Hong Kong tycoon who once
believed it to be an exquisite delicacy. Around 2010,
he purchased a Chinese Bahaba that weighed over
10 catties in Shanghai for RMB 500,000. However,
when he sent the fish back to Hong Kong by private
jet and cooked it, he found the fish extremely
disappointing.

Another famous relative of Large Yellow Croaker
is the Blackspotted Croaker (Protonibea diacanthus),
which resembles the Chinese Bahaba in body shape
but has a dark colouration. While its fish maw is
also valuable, its medicinal properties are believed
to be not as potent as the Chinese Bahaba. Despite

being priced at only one-fifth of the fish maw from

NSRRI A

In 1977, the author caught a giant Blackspotted Croaker off the coast of

Ha Mei, Lamma Island
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Chinese Bahaba, it is still remarkably expensive. In
1977, 1 caught one weighing over 75 catties in Ha
Mei, Lamma Island but the fish maw was given to
the boatman.

Over time, the Chinese Bahaba and Blackspotted
Croaker populations have significantly decreased
due to overexploitation driven by the high demand
of fish maws. Although catches of Large Yellow
Croaker in Hong Kong are still reported occasionally,
it is believed that most of these fish had escaped
from the fish farms in mainland China, then settled
and reproduced in Hong Kong waters. To ensure the
revival of these threatened fish species, it is crucial
for everyone to learn from past experiences and

practice responsible fishing."

Fisheries & Conservation

This croaker once supported one of the biggest fisheries
in China, peaking at hundreds of thousands of tonnes
annually in the 1960s-1970s, then crashing to very
low catches by the late 1980s. Too much fishing,

S o ) gy 33 DA Rz S fa Al ME R 4R %2 0 destruction of spawning aggregations and excessive
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juvenile catches drove the once-common species down
to its critically endangered status today. Almost all Large
Yellow Croaker on sale are now from full-cycle based
mariculture (i.e. using hatchery-reared seedstock), not
from the wild. Despite years of restocking efforts with
millions of juveniles, the species has not yet recovered.

The species occurs almost exclusively in Chinese waters.
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(Lates calcarifer)
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The Barramundi (Lates calcarifer), also known

as the Asian Seabass or Giant Sea Perch, is a fish
species commonly found in the waters near the
Pearl River Estuary. It is similar to the Japanese
Sea Perch or Seabass (Lateolabrax japonicus).
Originating from the Australian Aboriginal lan-
guage, the English name "Barramundi" means
"large-scaled river fish". It can thrive in both fresh-
water and saltwater environments, showcasing
remarkable adaptability, and feeds on insects,
small fishes, molluscs and crustaceans. The flesh
of Barramundi is white with a smooth texture
and a subtle hint of peanut aroma, particularly in
wild-caught fish, giving it a unique flavour profile.
However, due to its mild taste, it is often steamed
with garlic, douchi, or dried tangerine peel to en-
hance the flavour of the fish. When cooked skilfully,
Barramundi can bring a delightful taste. It is also a
popular fish species in recreational fishing because
it fights strongly against the line. While I am not

sure the meaning of its name in Hong Kong, known
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become very rare
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as "Blind Seabass" the fish is called "Golden-Eyed

Seabass" in Taiwan due to its shimmering golden

eyes, which resemble those of a cat.

Based on past experiences, groups of
Barramundi are typically found in the waters off
the western coast of Hong Kong during the Mid-
Autumn Festival period (around September). In the
1960s, it was commonly seen particularly in the
winter months around full or new moon when the
fish aggregated near the mouth of the Pearl River
to spawn. The Sha Tau Kok area in the eastern part
of Hong Kong was also a hotspot for Barramundi,
where the fish often congregated at the bottom of
the cages suspended by floating rafts. However,
since the development of the Yantian International
Container Terminals—perhaps this affected water

currents, causing poor water quality—Barramundi
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can no longer be found in the region. Overfishing
may have also contributed to the population
decline of Barramundi. In the 1960s-1970s, it was
common to catch Barramundi weighing 20 to 30
catties (~9-13 kg), but in recent years, even ju-
veniles weighing just a few catties (a few pounds)
have become rare catches. v

Barramundi can grow to substantial sizes and
the species is known to reach up to 2 m long,
but individuals over 1.5 m long (60 kg) are not
common. In the early 1970s, I caught a 34 catties
Barramundi using a pole spear in the Sargassum
seaweed bed at Tai Tam. In the early 1980s, I came
across a live 40 catties Barramundi at the bottom
of a barge storing explosives in the Nam Fung Wan
area of the High Island Reservoir. Despite venturing
into the depths of the boat, I did not attempt to
catch the fish due to safety concerns related to its
large size. Wild Barramundi have long vanished
from Hong Kong's waters but recent reports of spo-
radic catches near the airport runway and within
Victoria Harbour give hope for their possible return.

The Barramundi has a wide distribution across
Southeast Asia, found throughout southern Japan
to northern Australia. It also occurs in the Indian
Ocean to the Persian Gulf. A fishmonger friend
from Sandakan, Malaysia, shared that during his
childhood, they often saw massive Barramundi
weighing hundreds of catties near the local docks.
These fish would gather in groups at night, prob-

ably drawn by the lights near the docks. However,
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their immense size and community superstitions
(locals view the large fish as a deity) deterred
anyone from catching these large fish. There is also
a fish resembling Barramundi that inhabits rivers
and lakes in Africa. I recently saw this Barramundi
relative, a 70 kg Nile Perch (Lates niloticus) caught
in the Nile River on a TV programme. In the 1990s,
some businessmen imported frozen fish maws of
the Nile Perch from West Africa, each measuring
8 to 9 inches long. These were later identified as
freshwater Barramundi maws, known for their
richness in collagen and pleasant texture. This type
of maw is not traditionally used in Hong Kong but
now fetches a very good price.

Barramundi is one of the earliest marine fish
species to be successfully bred in an artificial
environment, first in the 1980s. Since then, the
technology for its cultivation (hatchery-production)
has become highly advanced. Its ability to thrive in
both saltwater and freshwater, combined with its
fast growth rate, has led to its widespread farming
in Southeast Asia, particularly in Taiwan, Thailand,
and Malaysia. In the 1970s-1980s, fish farms in
Hong Kong also raised Barramundi by importing
fish fry and growing them to market size in cages,
but the industry declined due to falling fish prices.
In the Western world, there is a preference for fish
fillets rather than the whole fish, which is preferred
in Asia, and Barramundi perfectly meets this
demand. It is extensively farmed in Australia and

enjoys immense popularity locally. Additionally, it
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is exported to Europe and America. The distinct
texture of Barramundi flesh, which remains smooth
even when cooked, has made it a popular choice
for airline meals for many years, resulting in high
demand and significant consumption.

The Barramundi has two sharp and distinctive
bone plates on each side of its head (operculum
and preoperculum), which resemble four fish gills.
This may be the same "four-gilled bass" mentioned
in Su Shi's famous writing "Ode to the Red CIiff".
Many years ago, while fishing at the pier in Tai
Tam Bay, I caught a Barramundi weighing over 3
catties. When I removed the hook from its head,
its gill plate cut deeply into my thumb, leaving
a lasting scar. When fishing for Barramundi, it's
important to lift the fish head as much as possible
to avoid its bone plates cutting through the fishing
line. In the 1960s-1970s, I often fished in the
fishponds of Tin Shui Wai and Mong Tseng Wai in
Hong Kong, using live shrimp suspended below the
float to attract fish. By observing the float's move-
ments, I could tell whether it was a Barramundi or
a Seabass (Lateolabrax japonicus) nibbling on the
bait. Seabass tend to pull the float down in one
swift motion, while Barramundi tends to tug and
release the bait a few times before slowly pulling
the float under the water.

Barramundi has a close but smaller relative,
the Waigieu Seaperch (Psammoperca waigiensis),
which grows to a maximum of around 2 catties.

It has a shorter body than the Barramundi, and
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Asia.

a pair of sparkly gold eyes. Its flesh is more
delicate and has a superior taste compared to
Barramundi, making it a premium seafood item.
Currently, the Waigieu Seaperch available in

local markets is mainly imported from Southeast

I used to catch them while spearfishing in

Hong Kong waters, but they seem to have disap-

peared from the area in recent years.

When Sex Change Meets Overfishing

The Barramundi is particularly vulnerable to
overfishing due to its fascinating sex-changing
habit. It is protandrous, meaning juveniles first
mature as males and, after reproducing, transition
into females later in life. This strategy results in
larger individuals being female. Since fisheries
often target the largest fish, this disproportionately
removes females, reducing the number of eggs
available to sustain the population. Even with
many smaller males present, insufficient females
can lead to population declines.

This problem is not unique to Barramundi. Many
fish species exhibit sex-changing strategies.

For instance, protandry (male-to-female sex
change) is also seen in some Seabreams, while
protogyny (female-to-male sex change) occurs

in species like coraltrout and many groupers.
Fisheries that selectively target the largest fish risk
creating sex imbalances which can significantly
lower reproductive rates and impact population

sustainability.
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Moray Eels, or Muraenidae, are a large family
of eels with about 200 species that are found world-
wide. Eels primarily live in shallow marine waters,
sheltering within dead coral and rubble patches
and among live coral reefs. While most eels do not
exceed 1.5 m long, there is a Pacific species known
to grow to 3.5 m. Moray Eels are not picky eaters
and are carnivorous predators, consuming fish,
shrimps, crabs, and octopuses; some species even
hunt co-operatively with groupers. This diet means
that small fish containing ciguatoxin are often
consumed. Toxin accumulates in their flesh and
organs, making them poisonous to eat, and caus-
ing ciguatera r- in humans. Some countries have
enacted laws to protect the health of their residents
by prohibiting the capture of Moray Eels. For exam-
ple, Sabah, Malaysia, and the Maldives have banned
the capture and consumption of Moray Eels.

Hong Kong's waters have many Moray Eels
which come in a range of sizes. However, they are

not a popular target for fishermen because the
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In Hong Kong, Moray Eel often stick their heads out around the reef. Pictured here is the
Laced Moray (Gymnothorax favagineus), a species occasionally found in local waters
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fishing method for Moray Eels is rather specialized
and their market prices are not high. Fishermen
primarily use a specially designed trap cage to
catch Moray Eels. The cage is about 18 inches
long and generally cylindrical, resembling a large
thermos. In the past, cages were made from bam-
boo, but they have now been replaced by plastic
cages. Moray Eels have poor eyesight, and the local
Hakka people call them "blind chickens" but their
sense of smell is extremely acute. Fishermen take
advantage of this by placing heavily scented bait in

the cage, luring the fish into the trap. Since Moray

7 $E= Photo: Gomen See @114°E Hong Kong Reef Fish Survey
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Eels are generally nocturnal, cages are set at dusk
and collected the following morning. Among the
many local species, there is a species of Moray Eel
weighing less than a catty that has a fluorescent
green body. Fishermen call them "tobacco tar
fish". Consuming them can cause a numbing sen-
sation which is believed to be due to ciguatoxin.
Fishermen do not eat this type of Moray Eel, but I
have seen them sold in the market, so I hope every-
one will be cautious and avoid this type of eel.
Another method of catching Moray Eels is
called "washing Moray Eels". This method requires
a lot of preparation and has to be done in accord-
ance with the right timing and conditions. It is an
amateur hunting method, and the process is as
follows. First, choose a day with a particularly low
tide (such as daytime in summer) and find a rocky
reef which is inhabited by Moray Eels. Buy some
small, strong-smelling fish from the market, such as
sardine, and place them in a plastic bucket with a
large amount of salt to prepare the bait three days
before catching the Moray Eels. By the second day,
the fish will have released a lot of water and emit
a pungent smell (do not try this at home, or the
entire house will be filled with the smell). Then,
prepare 8-10 pieces of 60 Ib fishing lines, each
measuring about 2 m long and tied with a 1/0 or
2/0 hook and a long cloth bag (I used to use the
legs of old jeans as a substitute). On the third day,
buy some squid from the market, cut them into

strips, and hook them as bait. When everything
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is ready, bring an extra tall plastic bucket and
arrive at the rocky reef during the low tide in the
afternoon. Put the bait in the cloth bag, tie it tightly,
and squeeze it forcefully in the water to let the
fishy-smelling juice slowly spread among the rock
reefs. Moray Eels have a keen sense of smell, and
usually, after squeezing the fish juice for more than
10 minutes, any nearby Moray Eels will be attracted
by the smell and swim close to the bait bag. When
you see them approaching, put the squid near their
mouths, wait for them to swallow it, then reel them
in by the fishing line and drop them into the plastic
bucket. At the same location, you can often attract
multiple Moray Eels. Fishing always requires a bit
of luck, and if someone has caught Moray Eels at
the same location recently, the chances of success
are generally lower. There is a traditional taboo as-
sociated with this method of "washing Moray Eels":
it is said that you cannot catch more than seven
Moray Eels in the same location because the eighth
Moray Eel will have hair and is the incarnation of
an evil spirit. I have never caught more than five, so
I have not had any trouble with evil spirits.

Looking back at the 1960s when I was diving
and fishing at Pratas Island, I often saw huge Moray
Eels around the coral reefs, with the largest ones
having bodies as thick as scuba diving tanks. They
would be sticking part of their bodies out of the cor-
al reefs without fear of being attacked by other fish.
Moray Eels have mouths full of sharp, long, and
backward-curved teeth that help them to hold on
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Records show there are at least 17 species of Moray Eels in Hong Kong. The one in the
photo is called Reeve's Moray (Gymnothorax reevesii)
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to their prey and can cause terrible wounds if they
bite. Because of this, I have always been cautious
around them and dared not spear them. Finally,
one time, I could no longer hold back and found a
smaller one; I aimed for the spot between its eyes
and fired a shot. It took the hit and immediately re-
treated into its hole. Even with the spear stuck in its
skull, it was still incredibly strong, coiling its body
around the steel arrow and biting it with a crunch-
ing sound. I was too afraid to pull the fish out of the
hole and could only pull the connecting rope tightly
to prevent the fish from escaping deeper into its
hiding place. After a frantic struggle, the Moray Eel

finally died, but I was still afraid that it would come
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back to life and bite me, so I had to stab it with a
diving knife before feeling safe enough to continue
my activities in the water.

Moray Eels are delicious. Smaller ones can be
steamed with minced garlic and douchi or braised
with bitter melon or winter melon. For larger ones,
you can peel off the skin and braise it with roast
pork and bean curd sheets. The fish meat can also
be stir-fried or braised, and is really tasty. In recent
years, the Moray Eels in Pratas Island have been
overfished, and there are not many of these safe-
to-eat fish left. Nowadays, most of the large Moray
Eels found in the market are caught in the waters
of the Spratly Islands, which are hotspots for cigua-
toxin. People should be cautious when choosing to
consume these fish. In general, coral fishes from
Hong Kong waters have lower levels of ciguatoxin
than many other places and we can eat them in
moderation. However, to avoid ciguatera fish
poisoning, the Centre for Food Safety advises the
public to reduce consumption of coral fish weighing

more than 2 kg.
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Seabreams are among the most common fishes

inhabiting the coastal waters of Hong Kong. In
the past, before areas like Tolo Harbour, Sai Kung,
Lantau Island, the southern part of Hong Kong
Island, and Castle Peak Bay were heavily devel-
oped, these regions were untouched by pollution.
Freshwater from rivers and tributaries flowed into
estuarine mudflats, supporting the lives of a large
variety of organisms such as clams, oysters, fish,
shrimps, and crabs. Seabreams are typical fishes
of such estuarine habitats, maturing in these areas
before venturing into the open sea. Every winter,
as waters cool, large numbers of seabream migrate
into Hong Kong; anglers refer to this as the "sea-
bream season".

There are several species of seabreams, with
their white flesh being a popular choice in the cu-
linary dishes of both Eastern and Western cultures.
Among Hong Kong residents, the taste of different
seabreams are considered to have varying degrees

of quality. The most renowned is the Yellowfin
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In Hong Kong, Yellowfin Seabream is often found in estuaries and near mangroves
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Seabream (Acanthopagrus latus). Similar to the
Okinawan Yellow-Fin Seabream (A. chinshira) and
Goldlined Seabream (Rhabdosargus sarba), the
Yellowfin Seabream features yellow ventral and
anal fins, but its head is relatively sharper, requir-
ing extra effort to identify. These fish can get quite
large, reaching 3-4 catties (approximately 1.8-
2.4 kg). Larger individuals mainly reside in the
open sea, while those caught near the shore sel-
dom exceed 2 catties (1.2 kg).

Seabreams are tastiest at roughly 8-10 taels
(300-375 g), with those caught in the western part

of Hong Kong being more flavoursome than those

491556 5% Diminishing Returns: Reflections of a Hong Kong Fisherman
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from the eastern part, especially those caught from
Lau Fau Shan. This region is known for its numer-
ous oyster farms, resulting in an abundance of
oyster larvae which serve as a rich food source for
a variety of marine life contributing to the robust
growth of the fish in the area. However, I would ad-
vise against consuming large Yellowfin Seabream,
as their continuous struggle against strong currents
in the open sea, coupled with the scarcity of
food, are likely reasons why their flesh becomes
coarse and less savoury, making them unsuitable
for steaming.

Fishermen categorise the Yellowfin Seabream
into several morphological types. Every year, after
the Double Ninth Festival (9th day of the 9th
lunar month), a group of Yellowfin Seabream with
sharper mouths and larger eyes can be found in
the western waters of Hong Kong, near Tai O, Lung
Kwu Chau, and Sha Chau. Fishermen call them "big-
eye'", and they are considered to be tastier. Another
variety is called "Rooster Seabream", which has an
even sharper mouth and is considered the finest.
However, this variety has become rare in recent
years.

The Okinawan Yellow-Fin Seabream is another
common fish species in Hong Kong, and can grow
up to 7-8 catties (4.2-4.8 kg). When the northeast
monsoon starts each year around December, they
swim to deepwater rocky areas around Hong Kong's
outlying islands, then move to suitable locations

inshore to spawn. Despite rough waves in the
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open sea during this period, it is the best season
for catching Okinawan Yellow-Fin Seabream. Fish
caught during this time are usually mature and
robust, putting up a strong fight. Many anglers who
find it difficult to withstand the rough waves still
insist on going out to sea to battle the Okinawan
Yellow-Fin Seabream.

Okinawan Yellow-Fin Seabream migrate to
Hong Kong waters along the same route each year.
For example, in the southern part of Hong Kong
after the fish are spotted around Waglan Island,
they appear around Sung Kong and Po Toi Island
the next day. After another two or three days, they
swim to Lamma Island. When the fish first arrive,
they are often caught by fishermen using long-line
fishing techniques. At this time, the fish will not
eat the bait on handlines. After about a week to
ten days, when the fish have adapted to their new
environment, they will start eating the bait on han-
dlines, making it more challenging to catch them
using long-lines. Knowledge of this fish behaviour
comes from accumulated experience passed down
through generations of fishermen, and the reasons
behind it remain unknown.

Okinawan Yellow-Fin Seabream weighing
around 2 catties (1.2 kg) have a smoother texture
to their flesh than groupers, and richer flavour.
Fish can be kept alive in a fish tank for some time.
Before 1960s, some high-end banquets regularly
used Okinawan Yellow-Fin Seabream as the main

course. However, due to unstable supplies, it was
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gradually replaced by the Hong Kong Grouper.
Larger Okinawan Yellow-Fin Seabream can be
steamed, chopped and steamed with garlic and
dried tangerine peel, or braised with chopped pre-
served turnip.

The Blackhead Seabream (A. schlegelii), also
known as "Sharp Mouth seabream" in Cantonese,
can reach up to 3 catties (1.8 kg) and is the most
widely distributed seabream species in Hong
Kong waters. They share similar habitats with the
Yellowfin Seabream, and prefer living in areas with
boulders and sandy-muddy seabed, where they
can be found throughout the year. In the past, Tolo
Harbour had the highest production of Blackhead
Seabream, likely due to the numerous rivers flow-
ing into the harbour, creating a vast and excellent
breeding ground. Back then, excellent fishing spots
could be found in Sha Tin, from Hung Mui Kuk to
Tai Shui Hang, Tai Wai to Ho Tung Lau (now Sha
Tin Racecourse), Sam Mun Tsai to Tai Mei Tuk, and
from the estuary at Lam Tsuen River, Yuen Chau
Tsai extending to Sham Chung, Yung Shue O, and
Lai Chi Chong.

In late 1960s—early 70s, there were sampans
for rent in Sha Tin and Ho Tung Lau, costing HKD
20-30 per day. On holidays, I would often rent a

boat with my fishing friends and spend the day
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A pair of Okinawan Yellow-Fin
Seabream caught by Patrick

in Sham Wan, Lamma Island,
Hong Kong, in the 1990s

fishing at sea. Between us, we could catch 20-30
catties (12-18 kg) of fish in a day, with the major-
ity being Blackhead Seabream. When the Plover

Cove Reservoir was built, the main dam became an
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There was a time when Hong Kong was a major nursery area for Red Seabream, their fish
fry could be found all over Victoria Harbour and in other nearby bays
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excellent fishing spot. Back then, if the current was
suitable, each person on the boat would cast three
fishing lines into the sea. Before the fish hooks
even reached the seabed, the Blackhead Seabream
would bite due to their eagerness to eat. Within a
short 3040 minutes, all one had to do was contin-
uously cast lines, catch fish, unhook fish, and bait
hooks to catch several dozen catties of Blackhead
Seabream. My fishing friends even referred to this
place as the "Smoking Cessation Clinic" because
there were so many fish biting that there was no
time even to smoke.

The Red Seabream (Pagrus major), also known

as the Japanese Seabream, is similar to its close
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relatives in that it breeds in shallow waters near
the shore. When the fish grow to about 3—4 taels
(approximately 112-150 g), they swim out to
the open sea. Because red becomes less visible in
deep water, so the red body of the fish serves as
camouflage in the water at depths greater than 30
m. This may also explain why some deep-water
dwelling fish species, such as the Golden Threadfin
Bream, Bigeye, and Tomato Hind (Cephalopholis
sonnerati), are all bright red.

Adult Red Seabream prefer clearer waters, and
as a result, eastern areas of Hong Kong like Tap
Mun, Bate Head, Cheung Tsui and Basalt Island
have a higher number of Red Seabream compared
to Waglan Island and Beaufort Island. As you move
further west towards Lamma Island and the waters
around the Soko Islands, the presence of the fish
decreases. Around the winter solstice, Hong Kong's
western waters attract anglers for fishing Seabass,
while eastern waters are popular for catching
Red Seabream, creating an interesting contrast.
However, this can now only be reminisced upon.

There was a time when Hong Kong was a
major nursery area for Red Seabream. Early every
summer, fish fry of a few inches long could be
found all over Victoria Harbour and in other near-
by bays. The Japanese enjoy using Red Seabream
for sashimi and in the 1970s Japanese fish farming
groups would send boats to Hong Kong to purchase
fish fry at high prices. This business opportunity

prompted fishermen and aquaculturists to catch
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large numbers of Red Seabream fish fry, using
nets and fish cages in every corner of Hong Kong
waters. Over a few years, this practice severely dis-
rupted the life cycle of the Red Seabream, causing
a drastic decline in fish production. The Japanese
purchasing frenzy continued until the 1980s when
the successful artificial hatching of fish fry brought
it to an end. However, the production of wild Red
Seabream in Hong Kong has never recovered.

In the past, when I went fishing in the eastern
waters of Hong Kong, a catch of several dozen catties
(18-36 kg) of Red Seabream was not uncommon.
But today, finding a Red Seabream weighing more
than 5 catties (3 kg) in the local area is quite rare.

Red Seabream can grow to over 20 catties
(12 kg), making it a large Seabream species. As the
fish matures, a raised lump of flesh grows on top of
its head, significantly altering its appearance. Using
Red Seabream as sashimi is a delicacy, but it is not
suitable for Chinese-style cooking due to its coarse
texture and lack of flavour. Small fish weighing a
few taels (around 37-150 g) can be pan-fried, but
larger frozen fish are low-priced in the market and
are not popular.

Other red-bodied Seabream species include the
Threadfin Porgy (Evynnis cardinalis) and Yellowback
Seabream (Dentex hypselosomus). The former also
breeds in shallow waters and swims out to the open
sea before it reaches 3 taels (around 112 g). The
latter lives in deep waters of 40-50 metres or more

and can only be caught by deep-sea fishing vessels.
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Yellowback Seabream has a decent market in Taiwan
and South Korea, so Hong Kong fishing boats often sell
their catch in these two locations.

The Goldlined Seabream has a round head, yellow
pelvic fins, and several silver horizontal lines on its
body, which often leads to confusion with the Yellowfin
Seabream. Its breeding habits are similar to other
Seabreams, and during their juvenile stage they often
live in shallow sandy-muddy waters alongside the Red
Seabream and the Yellowfin Seabream. They have a
habit of feeding on small snails attached to seaside
rocks in groups, although it is unclear how they man-
age to digest the hard shells of the snails.

Due to the habit of eating small shells, fish farmers
in Hong Kong like to mix a small number of Goldlined
Seabream with other fish species in the same floating
cage. The Seabream helps keep the cage clean by eat-
ing organisms attached to it, allowing fresh oxygenated
seawater to flow into the cage without obstruction.
However, Goldlined Seabream grow slowly in captivity,
taking two years to reach half a catty (around 300 g).
Coupled with their low market price, there has been a

decline in their cultivation in recent years.
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Snubnose Pompano
(Trachinotus blochii)
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There was once an old folk saying: "First
Coeng, second Mong, third Ma Gaau Long."
Mong fish are like catfish, a marine fish that
has become rare in recent years. Ma Gau Long
refers to the Wahoo (Acanthocybium solandri).
What the saying reflects, however, is the high
regard for Coeng (pomfret) in people's hearts.
According to old fishermen, Coeng includes
species like Silver Pomfret (Pampus argenteus),
Chinese Silver Pomfret (Pampus chinensis), Longfin
Batfish (Platax teira), Spotted Sicklefish (Drepane
punctata), and Snubnose Pompano (Trachinotus
blochii) vo- . These fish are not commonly found
in Hong Kong waters and are not easily caught
using bait.

The Snubnose Pompano can be considered one
of the more famous species among various types of
Pomfrets and can grow to nearly 30 catties (18 kg).
Although it is not very common, it can be caught
using bait like shrimp. Wild-caught Snubnose

Pompano are rarely sold live and their prices are
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The author caught a giant
Snubnose Pompano (left) in
Clear Water Bay in the late 1980s

Pomfret family

Hong Kong markets sell various "Pomfret" fish, but they
are not closely related in terms of their taxonomy. For
instance, Snubnose Pompano and Small Spotted Dart
(Trachinotus baillonii) are related to the jack family (i.e.
Carangidae), which makes them more closely related
to the Greater Amberjack (Seriola dumerili) and the
Blackbanded Trevally (Seriolina nigrofasciata, known as
Aiburi in Japanese). Others, like Chinese Silver Pomfret

> and Grey Pomfret, are more closely related to well-known

fish such as tuna and mackerel (family Scombridae).
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quite high. In the early 1980s, they could sell for
HKD 200 per catty which is equivalent to about
USD 111 per 600 g today. Like other pomfrets,
Snubnose Pompano have only one spine and no
small bones, while the bones are soft in their dorsal
fins and pectoral fins. Their meat is snow-white,
neither too soft nor too hard, with a delicious
taste, making it a premium fish. The fish head
also has soft bones and plenty of meat, and can be
steamed with dried tangerine peel, minced garlic,
and douchi, creating a memorable dish. Smaller
Snubnose Pompano, weighing less than 2 catties
(1.2 kg), can be steamed whole, while larger ones
can be stir-fried or pan-fried with soy sauce. The
remaining fins, bones, and belly can be grilled with
salt, making an excellent dish.

Wild Snubnose Pompano has always been
scarce and expensive, its availability and price
changed in the late 1980s. At that time, artificial
hatching technology for this species became possi-
ble. A Nordic fishing company bought the patent
and began farming the fish in large net cages in the
waters of Fujian province, similar to the method
used in Nordic salmon farming. The company
sought investment in Hong Kong and Southeast
Asia. Unfortunately, due to poor management the
company went bankrupt after two years. Later,
Taiwan successfully produced a large number of
fish fry using artificial hatching technology. As
the fish grew quickly and fetched high prices,

many fish farmers began to cultivate Snubnose
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Pompano. By the 1990s market supply skyrocketed
causing fish prices to drop, transforming Snubnose
Pompano from a luxury seafood to an everyday
fish for ordinary families. Nowadays, almost all
Snubnose Pompano found in markets are farmed,
weighing around 10-12 taels (378-454 g), and
suitable for small family meals. In terms of taste,
farmed Snubnose Pompano cannot compare to
wild ones due to the inferior fish feed used by
some fish farmers, which directly affects the quality
of the fish meat.

I have been fishing for many years and rarely
had the chance to catch Snubnose Pompano.
However, in the early 1970s, I went fishing with an

experienced old fisherman in Shau Kei Wan, rent-
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The Snubnose Pompano found live in local restaurants tends to be small in size
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ing a small boat. He knew that every year around
the Mid-Autumn Festival, large Snubnose Pompano
would swim from the Hoi Sham Temple in
Kowloon City to the waters around Cha Kwo Ling.
After several days of trying, we finally caught a 14
catties (8.4 kg) Snubnose Pompano. The fish was
incredibly strong, and I used a thin fishing line. We
chased the fish from the end of the runway at Kai
Tak Airport to Cha Kwo Ling with the fisherman
rowing, and it took us forty minutes to pull the fish
to the surface. The struggle with the fish remains
vivid in my memory even after all these years.

For me, a long-time fishing enthusiast, the
number of Snubnose Pompano in local waters
has always been scarce, and, after the first one I
ever caught I had not caught another one in many
years. However, this changed in the early 2000s
when religious groups started buying various fish
species for mercy release to accumulate bless-
ings»in , resulting in an increase in the number of
Snubnose Pompano in Hong Kong waters. Near
release sites there were occasional catches. About
ten years ago, some anglers began using Antarctic
Krill as bait to lure Chicken-grunt (Parapristipoma
trilineatum) at offshore rocky reefs around the
Ching Ming Festival. During these few weeks the
bait also attracted Snubnose Pompano. With good
luck one might catch several in a day, but the big
fish that take the bait often break the fishing line,
making them very difficult to retain. I have been

spearfishing for many years and have only caught
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two Snubnose Pompano with a spear, both encoun-
tered while free-diving in shallow waters. One was
at Yuen Kok, Lamma Island, weighing about 4-5
catties (2.4-3 kg) and was part of a school of more
than ten fish. The other one, weighing around 18
catties (10.8 kg), was encountered at Bluff Head in
Stanley. At that time, the water visibility was low,
and I dived to about 10 m to look for fish. When a
Snubnose Pompano suddenly appeared in front of
me, I pulled the trigger of my speargun out of re-
flex, not knowing if I could subdue the big fish. The
fish was incredibly strong, and it pulled me down
as I ascended to the surface. It took me about 50

seconds to inch it towards the surface and subdue

Mercy Release

Mercy release is a Buddhist practice, common in East
Asia, whereby people release animals from captivity

or imminent slaughter to save their lives and thereby
generate positive karma. It is often performed during
special occasions (e.g. Buddha's birthday). Commonly
released are fishes, birds, turtles and insects. Mercy
release should be conducted responsibly; considering the
well-being of the animals involved. Releasing animals
into unsuitable habitats can harm both animals and the
ecosystem. In Hong Kong, freshwater turtles released into
the marine environment is not uncommon. Releasing
Sabah Grouper hybrids is also common and can cause
ecological problems from invasive species, increased

predation, disease transmission, and genetic pollution.
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it. I almost died catching that fish.

In 2015, the coastal areas of Guangdong,
Guangxi and Hainan provinces were hit by
typhoons, causing severe damage to the local
aquaculture industry. It is believed that hundreds
of thousands of Snubnose Pompano escaped from
their cages into the surrounding waters. Beginning
in September of that year, anglers caught a large
number of this species in the waters around the
Wanshan Archipelago. The quantity was unprec-
edented in my lifetime and I believe it was partly
made up of the escaped fish. Although this was
a major disaster for the aquaculture industry,
I hope it can increase the population of Snubnose
Pompano in Hong Kong waters and allow them to
continue to thrive here.

Among the many pomfret species I believe
that the Chinese Silver Pomfret has the best meat
quality and taste, followed by the Silver Pomfret.
Although the Snubnose Pompano and Longfin
Batfish are not as tasty as the previous two they
are still very delicious. In Hong Kong, there are
more Longfin Batfish than Snubnose Pompano. In
the past, I occasionally caught them while diving,
and in the 1970s, I caught a big Longfin Batfish
weighing over 20 catties (12 kg) in the Pratas
Islands. However, I never had the chance to catch
Longfin Batfish in Hong Kong. It was not until the
1990s when I caught a few in Indonesia did I find
out that they would take bait like shrimp.
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(Siganus spp.)
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Rabbitfishes (Siganus canaliculatus and S.
fuscescens) are among the most common fish spe-
cies in coastal Hong Kong waters. Their relative
Orange-spotted Spinefoot (S. guttatus) also occurs
offshore. The rabbitfish family consists of about
30 species globally. They are active during the day
and sleep in reef crevices at night. Like most ma-
rine fishes in local waters, their spawning season
is around the winter solstice (Spring). During this
time, males and females gather together and the
females lay their eggs, more than a million for the
largest females, on the substrate in shallow water
areas. The eggs hatch after one or two weeks and
the fish gather in the seaweed (Sargassum) which
serve as their nursery grounds. The timing of
spawning is not by chance, as the survival rate of
fish larvae depends on the presence of Sargassum
which occurs seasonally in Hong Kong. Generally,
various types of seaweed grow rapidly in coastal

areas after December, covering several metres
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Rabbitfishes like to gather at the mouths of
drainage channels along the seashore, competing
for various types of food that flow out with the wa-
ter. In the early days, before Hong Kong had sewage
treatment facilities, various organic materials such
as food waste and faeces were carried by the drain-
age channels on both sides of Victoria Harbour.
Rabbitfish act like scavengers, clearing up organic
waste, so without them, the water quality in the

harbour might have been unbearable. On the other
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hand, conspicuous gatherings of fish often attract
groups of people to gather at the mouths of these
drainage channels to catch rabbitfishes. Anglers em-
ploy various fishing methods like hand lines, rods,
eight-anchor hooks, and traps (many people use
bread as bait). They are aware that the spines of
rabbitfish fins are not only poisonous but also ex-
tremely sharp. If an angler accidentally gets pricked
by a fin-spine while removing the hook, they
may experience intense pain and numbness .y ;
such discomfort typically subsides within 20 to 30
minutes. As far as I know, there have not been any
reported incidents of individuals needing hospital
treatment due to this issue.

In the 1970s-1980s, I often went fishing for
rabbitfishes at a fish raft in Pak Sha Wan, Sai Kung.

At that time, it was the largest marine fish raft in

Venomous Spines

Many fish have structures and / or toxins in their

B DL BS A fE R B = A 2 i 5 2 o bodies to protect themselves from predators.
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Tetrodotoxin, also called pufferfish poison, is
potentially very serious and is mainly associated
with eating pufferfish in the Indo-Pacific region.
Some fish produce toxins in skin glands or deliver
Al a venomous bite. For example, rabbitfishes have
spines with venom glands at the base of certain
fins, and fishermen must be careful when handling
them because the venom can be very painful and,

in severe cases, fatal.
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Hong Kong, with over 1,000 floating cages. The
main fish species raised were Hong Kong Grouper
and seabreams, and later, Greater Amberjack for
export to Japan, with an annual production of
more than 1,000 tonnes. The fish feed, back then,
was made from a mixture of fish caught by trawl-
ers, too small or in too poor condition for sale.
Workers would first chop the fish into pieces before
throwing them into the cages. During feeding,
many small fish pieces would float out of the cages,
attracting large numbers of rabbitfishes towards
the nets. These rabbitfish varied in size, with the
largest ones reaching over 20 cm in length and
weighing up to 500 g.

An interesting phenomenon at the fish raft

was that some small rabbitfishes would swim
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Trawling's lack of selectivity leads to bycatch of many non-target species, often of very
small sizes, as seen here: ponyfish, rabbitfish, and a discarded drink can with octopus
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Rabbitfish usually appear in schools and is one of the most common fish in Hong Kong waters
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through the net holes of the cages to feed and
eventually grow too big to swim out, so they
would grow up with the other fish in the cages.
The fish raft also made additional income by
selling these self-introduced fishes every year. The
water quality was good, and there was plenty of
high-quality food, so the fish were plump and
delicious. In my opinion, rabbitfish weighing
around 100 g are the tastiest. To cook them, first
remove the fish head and fins, then blanch the
fish in the soup with garlic and preserved turnip.
Friends who have come to my house to try this
dish always rave about the taste.

Rabbitfishes are called "smelly belly fish" in

Taiwan, because they give off a strong, unpleasant
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Orange-spotted Spinefoot

fishy smell shortly after dying. Generally, if
not properly refrigerated quickly after being
caught this fish spoils, so they are usually sold
live at markets. Some rabbitfishes have no
scales, and the Cantonese tend to believe that
scaleless fish are toxic and not beneficial for
health. Moreover, rabbitfishes feed at sewer
outlets, so some of my elders never ate rabbit-
fishes when I was young. However, during the
Lunar New Year, Chinese people in Singapore
and Malaysia have a tradition of gifting large
egg-laden rabbitfishes to friends and family,
as a symbol of good fortune. During this time,
the demand for egg-laden rabbitfishes soars,
causing the price to increase by several times.
Orange-spotted Spinefoot is sometimes sold
in markets, originating from the eastern South
China Sea and the coral reefs of the Pratas and
Paracel Islands. In terms of appearance, they

don't differ much from the coastal rabbitfishes,

except they have thicker skin and more colour-

Photo: Kamy Yeung @114°E Hong Kong Reef Fish Survey
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ful patterns. Although their skin is too thick and
tough to swallow, their flesh is delicious. It is
recommended to steam them with dried tange-
rine peel, removing the fish skin before eating.
Malaysian and Indonesian natives enjoy eating
this fish by grilling it over charcoal, removing
the charred skin before eating and serving the
fish with satay sauce.

Rabbitfishes are highly adaptable fish.
Over the past four decades, various fish species
in Hong Kong's coastal waters have signifi-
cantly decreased, but rabbitfishes continue to
thrive against the odds. The resilience »:1v and
adaptability of Rabbitfishes in the face of envi-
ronmental changes serve as a fascinating subject

for further research and exploration.

Why are rabbitfishes resilient?

One reason for the persistence of rabbitfishes is that
their rapid life cycle (i.e. they mature and reproduce
quickly) enables them to replace themselves quite
rapidly. This means that they tend to be less susceptible
to overfishing than longer lived, slower maturing species
like groupers and snappers because their populations

recover more quickly.
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Hong Kong Maritime Museum

Oceans and fisheries are intricately linked to the
daily experiences of Hong Kong people. Fishermen
spend their lives on the sea and are witnesses to
the changes in marine resources. They provide us
with fresh seafood that is such an important part
of our daily diet in the culinary culture. In addition
to scientific research, local knowledge from fishing
practitioners, fishermen and ~-women, can help iden-
tify and maybe explore changes in marine resources
and in the human-ocean relationship. In Hong Kong,
the culture of fishermen is deeply rooted in the city’s
history, with fishing techniques and various other
characteristics recognized as traditional crafts, and
the Tanka (boat people) Dialect representing an
important part of Hong Kong's intangible cultural
heritage. Blending artistic and scientific knowledge,
the fishermen songs of the last century capture the
experiences of fishing and convey the changes in
catches based on location and season. The dishes we
enjoy routinely, such as boat congee, boat noodles,
and typhoon shelter crab, are all connected to fishing

and the lives of fishermen.
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During my research on marine ecology and sea
turtles, I developed a new perspective on fishing
practitioners and fishermen when I encountered
dedicated individuals who were committed to
protecting sea turtles and the marine environment.
Their years of observation equip them with extensive
knowledge of the ocean and marine resources, yet
they often lack platforms to express and document
their insights. This can frequently be a missing puzzle
piece in scientific research and conservation where
assessing potential interactions between fisheries,
habitats, and species is crucial.

This book highlights the importance of cross-sec-
tor inclusivity and mutual understanding. I would
like to thank all the colleagues involved in its creation
for their hard work and creativity. By sharing a strong
passion for the ocean, this book uniquely combines
the diary of fishing practitioner, Patrick Chan, record-
ing changes in fish resources that he has witnessed
over a lifetime with the academic knowledge of a
renowned marine scientist, Dr. Yvonne Sadovy de
Mitcheson. Each chapter features a different fish spe-
cies as a story protagonist, documenting the changes
and declines of Hong Kong's fisheries due to human
activities and demands.

The Swire Marine Discovery Centre at the Hong
Kong Maritime Museum strives to provide a platform
that promotes communication among various sectors
for marine science education, including the govern-
ment, NGOs, research institutes and the public, as

well as the fishing community. Through our marine
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science education activities, we aim to foster public
understanding of, and appreciation for, a sustainable
and responsible approach towards the marine envi-
ronment and its biodiversity, which are also part of
Hong Kong’s maritime heritage. Successful and sus-
tainable conservation cases often require the support
and participation of local communities. For example,
the Papah naumoku kea Marine National Monument
holds profound significance in native Hawaiian cul-
ture and is managed through a collaboration between
Hawaiians and the government. The fishing prohibi-
tion within this marine protected area has enhanced
fish stocks outside its boundary. I hope that all stake-
holders and the public can gather their perseverance
and wisdom together, conserving marine resources
while respecting the human-ocean relationship. Let
the stories in this book and the lessons learned from
them contribute to sustaining our oceans, and inspire
our appreciation of the legacies from our shared mar-

itime heritage.
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We do need to have this knowledge written down to be

a reference for the education of future generations.
There are always new discoveries with fishes and
much of it is unknown to us now.

This is a "must read" book for those that enjoy
our sea and the bounty that it provides.
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It is Mr. Chan’s stories, processed by his co-author, which
make this book enjoyable and often enthralling: it is as if one
is reading a history of Hong Kong as seen by the fish that
inhabit (or have inhabited) its waters.

Daniel Pauly
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Professor, University of British Columbia, Canada s
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