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Purpose 
 
 This paper gives an account of the past discussions by the Panel on Food 
Safety and Environmental Hygiene ("the Panel") on ban trawling in Hong Kong 
waters. 
 
 
Background 
 
2. The fisheries resources within Hong Kong waters have been beset with 
problems of marine pollution and capture fisheries, leading to a significant 
reduction in the quality and quantity of fish catch.  In view of this, a 
Committee on Sustainable Fisheries ("the Committee") was set up by the 
Administration in December 2006 to study the long term goals and directions as 
well as feasible options and implementation strategy for the sustainable 
development of fisheries industry, with regard to fisheries trends, ecological 
sustainability, economic viability and other relevant factors, such as financial 
implications and social impact.  The Committee, chaired by the Director of 
Agricultural, Fisheries and Conservation, comprised of Legislative Council 
("LegCo") Members, representatives from the fisheries industry, academics and 
experts from various fields and representatives from relevant Government 
departments. 
 
3. The Committee submitted its report in April 2009 for the Administration’s 
consideration.  Since trawling is a non-selective fishing method that has great 
impact on the marine ecosystem, the Committee recommended, inter alia, a ban 
on trawling activities in Hong Kong waters through amending the existing 
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legislation.  Recognizing that the livelihood of some trawler fishermen who 
operate mainly in Hong Kong waters would be adversely affected should the 
proposed trawl ban be implemented, the Committee suggested that the 
Administration could consider providing the affected fishermen with 
appropriate financial assistance, such as the introduction of a vessel buyout 
scheme.  In this respect, the Committee advised that fishermen held different 
views on banning trawling in Hong Kong waters, but they considered the 
options and measures as set out in the report acceptable, provided that the price 
of trawler buyout scheme was fair, and the livelihood issue of the affected 
fishermen would be properly addressed. 
 
4. The Administration consulted the Panel at the meeting on 11 May 2010, 
and relevant advisory bodies in mid-2010 on the findings and recommendations 
of the Committee, including the proposed trawl ban in Hong Kong waters.  
Briefing sessions for fishermen associations were also conducted by the 
Administration in mid-2010.  Having regard to the views of the Panel and 
stakeholders on the recommendations of the Committee, the Chief Executive 
announced in the 2010-2011 Policy Address on 13 October 2010 that the 
Administration planned to ban fish trawling in Hong Kong waters through 
introducing legislation into LegCo in the 2010-2011 legislative session.  To 
address the livelihood problems faced by the affected fishermen, the 
Administration would launch a voluntary trawler buyout scheme for eligible 
trawler fishermen.  The scheme includes: 
 

(i) payment of an ex-gratia allowance to owners of the affected 
trawlers; 

 
(ii) introducing a voluntary buyout scheme to purchase the trawlers 

from the affected owners; and 
 

(iii) payment of a one-off grant to help local deckhands employed by 
owners of trawlers joining the buyout scheme. 

 
5. The Administration would conduct further studies on other fisheries 
management measures, including capping the number of local fishing vessels, 
prohibiting non-local fishing vessels from operating in Hong Kong waters and 
designating fisheries protection areas in order to control the fishing effort of 
local capture fisheries and protect valuable marine resources.  The 
Administration assured the Panel that the fisheries trade and LegCo Members 
would be consulted on details of the measures in due course.  Subject to the 
legislative progress and funding approval from LegCo, the Administration 
planned to roll out the voluntary buyout scheme around late 2011 before the 
trawl ban takes effect in late 2012 at the earliest. 
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Deliberations of the Panel  
 
6. The Panel Chairman and a member expressed grave concerns about the 
livelihood of trawler fishermen who would be directly affected by the proposal 
to ban trawlers from operation in local waters.  The Chairman considered that 
the Administration should provide assistance to the affected fishermen by 
helping them to switch to other operations, such as recreational fisheries, or 
leave the industry through the introduction of a fishing vessel buyout scheme. 
 
7. In this regard, a member pointed out that with the aim of promoting the 
sustainable development of the local fisheries industry, focus should be made on 
assisting the affected fishermen to develop or switch to modernized and 
sustainable practices instead of launching a fishing vessel buyout scheme to lure 
them to leave the industry.  Another member shared the view that buying out 
vessels from fishermen was not the best way to promote sustainable 
development of the fisheries industry. 
 
8. In response to the concerns and views of the Panel, the Administration 
stressed that the proposals of the Committee were being studied and evaluated 
in terms of their feasibility and implications for stakeholders and requisite 
resources.  It was the Administration’s intention to consult the Panel before 
taking forward any of the proposals which had funding implication and/or 
impact on stakeholders. 
 
9. Following the Chief Executive’s announcement in the 2010-2011 Policy 
Address on 13 October 2010, the Administration briefed the Panel at the 
meeting on 15 October 2010 on the policy initiatives relating to food safety and 
environmental hygiene, including the implementation of the Committee’s 
proposal to ban trawling activities in local waters. 
 
10. Regarding the Administration’s suggestion to assist the fishermen 
affected by the proposed trawl ban to switch to recreational fishing, a member 
had reservations about its feasibility given the various restrictions imposed by 
the Marine Department on recreational fishing, and asked whether consideration 
could be given to assisting the affected fishermen to operate further afield in 
Nansha Islands.  The Administration advised that there would be continuous 
discussion with the fishery trade to explore the arrangement to take forward the 
proposal, including assistance to the affected fishermen to prepare for ceasing 
their trawling activities in local waters and, if they so wished, switch to 
operations outside Hong Kong waters or sustainable fisheries operation 
including aquaculture and recreational fishing. 
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Views and concerns raised at Council meetings 
 
11. During the motion debate on the 2010-2011 Policy Address on 28 
October 2010, Hon WONG Yung-kan pointed out that the damages to the local 
marine ecosystem were caused by destructive marine operations, such as sand 
dredging, mud disposal and reclamation to the seabed.  Rather than requesting 
fishermen to cease their operation by imposing a ban on trawling activities in 
local waters and buying out vessels from fishermen, Hon WONG Yung-kan 
urged the Administration to improve the water quality of Hong Kong and strive 
to preserve the local fisheries industry and extract of the speech by Hon WONG 
Yung-kan is in Appendix 1.  Having regard to the adverse impact on marine 
capture brought by trawling activities, Hon Fred LI was in full support of the 
ban on this kind of fishing practice.  Whilst urging the Administration to step 
up the implementation of the proposed trawl ban, Hon Fred LI expressed 
concern about the livelihood of fishermen who would be affected by this 
measure.  Hon Fred LI also considered that fisheries conservation areas and 
moratorium zones should be set up in Hong Kong, and proposed the 
introduction of a registration system for local fishing vessels in order to combat 
illegal fishing by Mainland fishing vessels and extract of the speech by Hon 
Fred LI is in Appendix 2.  The Administration’s response to the aforesaid 
concerns and views of Members regarding the ban on trawling is in 
Appendix 3. 
 
12. An oral question regarding the proposal of banning trawling in Hong 
Kong waters was also raised by Dr Hon Margaret NG at the Council meeting on 
15 December 2010.  Details of the question and the Administration’s reply are 
in Appendix 4. 
 
 
Relevant papers 
 
14. Members are invited to access LegCo website (http://www.legco.gov.hk) 
for details of the relevant papers and minutes of the meetings of the Panel.  
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deeply regret their decisions to surrender their licences.  Faced with no income 
and no work, and the fact that the amount of compensation granted by the 
Government is diminishing as a result of meeting daily expenses, they are very 
worried.  The Policy Address this year has finally targeted fishermen for 
negotiation.  The Government has requested trawlers be banned in Hong Kong 
waters.  Moreover, some so-called incentives will be used to coax fishermen into 
selling their vessels.  Obviously, the Government is attempting to use its old 
trick to oppress the industry. 
 
 The remarks made by the Government have always been high sounding.  
According to the reference materials provided by the Government to the 
Legislative Council, and I quote, "A ban on trawling activities will bring the 
harmful depletion to an immediate halt and thus enable the marine ecosystems to 
be gradually rehabilitated to an ecologically sustainable level."  The real culprit 
responsible for the shrinking marine resources today should be the Government 
which provided funds years ago to fishermen to replace their vessels to become 
trawling fishermen.  This is why the Government has to make atonement for its 
sins today by proposing to buy out inshore fishing vessels.  However, in the 
entire document, there are merely dozens of words discussing this issue.  
Despite discussions over the past two to three decades, the Government has never 
admitted the wanton damage done by marine operations, such as sand dredging, 
mud disposal, reclamation, and so on, to the seabed.  I must point out the 
damage done to the seabed by the sand dredging and mud disposal operations 
carried out by the Government years ago.  For instance, the marine ecology of 
Kwo Chau Kwan To has yet to recover.  The seabed of many fishing grounds, 
where capture fishery was carried out in the past, remains completely dead. 
 
 Deputy President, I would like to point out here that some fishermen put 
this question to me the other day.  They said that the water as deep as 1 m in 
Tolo Harbour and some parts of Hong Kong waters has become dead and smelly, 
and the death of the marine ecology was largely attributed to the fact that the 
sludge produced by the reclamation operations had resulted in an outward 
expansion of the anaerobic layer.  In this connection, I joined some fishermen to 
go trawling in Tolo Harbour a couple of weeks ago.  Soon after the trawling 
operation started, I found myself shivering all over, as it turned out that what we 
got was not fish.  There were no fish, shrimps or crabs; what we got was only 
some dead weeds and red worms.  The coastal waters were inhabited entirely by 
those worms.  How far did it go?  When I asked the fishermen the stretches of 
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sea where fish was not found, they replied that it stretched as far as to Qingzhou.  
I am talking about Qingzhou in the Mainland, not Green Island in Hong Kong.  
The anaerobic layer has already reached there.  What can the fisheries industry 
do in the future?  Because of this, I have proposed to Chairman CHAN Hak-kan 
to request the Government to conduct a study to examine these: What has 
happened to the ocean?  Why are the fishermen suffering so terribly?  This 
situation cannot be caused by trawlers.  The Government has often expressed its 
wish to do something for fishermen.  What has it actually done?  I hope the 
Government can conduct a study, a marine study, seriously.  Now the 
Government is going to ban trawlers.  Who should be held responsible when no 
more fish is found in the future?  Will it be the Government, the ocean or 
Heaven?  The Government should do something; it should not just stand there 
and do nothing.  I think that it is not right to simply watch and believe what the 
Government said is right. 
 
 Two weeks ago, a representative from a wildlife fund approached me and I 
told him about this.  He said they were not aware of it.  I said, "Buddy, you are 
responsible for marine ecology, and you have always wanted us to cease 
operation.  How come you have no idea of what has happened to the ocean."  I 
was so angry that I could not help criticize him, "I think you are doing this not to 
solve problems for Hong Kong.  Actually, you want the Government to drive us 
out of operation expeditiously."  This is unfair.  I wonder if Secretary Edward 
YAU and the Government will consider doing something in the light of this 
situation.   
 
 Deputy President, we have persistently proposed that the Government must 
improve the water quality in Hong Kong, rather than requesting fishermen to fold 
their operation.  I believe I have previously pointed out in this Council that a 
variety of studies on aquaculture can be conducted here in Hong Kong.  During 
a visit with Mr Fred LI to Shandong this year, we were presented with a clear 
picture of the development of fishery in Shandong.  Not only were fish, kombu, 
sea cucumber, abalone, and the like, found there, but sea urchin could also be 
found.  People there tried everything and studied everything.  Hong Kong is 
surrounded by the sea.  Why does it choose not to do anything?  I think the 
Government should really conduct a serious review and do something. 
 
 Recently, some oyster farmers in Lau Fau Shan approached me and invited 
me to visit them for snapper fishing, saying that a lot of snappers could be found 
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there.  I have once explained that if a place has fish rafts, oyster breeding rafts 
and even shellfish, the water quality there will be changed and become cleaner.  
Moreover, the recovery of the marine ecology will be speeded up.  However, 
these people have no idea of all this even though they always carry on their lips 
the pet phrase that we have to conserve the ocean and promote environmental 
protection, so how can they protect the environment? 
 
 Deputy President, I do not want fishermen to be held responsible for 
"damaging the ocean" forever because this is unfair.  Deputy President, we often 
say that a bad experience is never forgotten.  After the surrender of licences by 
pig farmers and chicken farmers, fishermen are very cautious and worried about 
the Government's proposal to buy their fishing vessels, because accepting the 
money means that they will have no means to make a living.  Although it is 
pointed out in paragraph 122 that leisure fishing will be developed, the 
Government indicates that there is no plan or framework for the development of 
leisure fishing.  Neither has the Government given any thought to how to go 
about it. 
 
 The Panel on Food Safety and Environmental Hygiene of the Legislative 
Council has recently paid a visit to Hokkaido, Japan, where leisure fishing is 
developed and opportunities are provided for people to experience the life of 
fishermen by direct engagement through observation of fishermen in fishing and 
what they do to keep the industry alive.  To this end, fishermen bringing people 
to go fishing or admiring fish in the sea are requested not to do anything to 
convert their vessels so as to allow people to see everything in their original 
flavour.  When we asked them the reasons for doing so, they replied that they 
did so to allow people to experience real fishing operations and the life of 
fishermen, rather than displaying things which have been redecorated or 
converted.  I hope Secretary Dr York CHOW can discuss with the Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Conservation Department and the Marine Department how we can 
develop such business opportunities.  The Secretary can change the substance a 
little bit or do exactly the same thing.    
 
 As a member of the fisheries industry in Hong Kong, I can see that the 
Government has frequently expressed its wish to buy out the fishing vessels of 
fishermen.  I think that …… in order to keep more young fishermen and farmers 
in the industry, remedial measures were recently launched in Japan because the 
country is faced with a situation like ours.  While we are prohibited from 
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(c) given that, while one of the proposals in the Report is the 
Government to assist the affected fishermen in switching to the 
aquaculture industry, the Report has also indicated that the annual 
production of both marine fish culture and pond fish culture in Hong 
Kong has been dropping persistently and shrinking significantly for 
more than a decade, whether the Government has assessed if the 
affected fishermen can earn a living if they switch to the aquaculture 
industry; of the land and resources that the Government will reserve 
for assisting the affected fishermen in switching to the aquaculture 
industry? 

 
 
SECRETARY FOR FOOD AND HEALTH (in Chinese): President, 
 

(a) In this year's Policy Address, the Chief Executive proposed to ban 
trawling in Hong Kong waters to protect our precious marine 
resources and ecology.  We intend to introduce a special training 
programme for the trawler fishermen who have to give up their 
operations as a result of the ban, with a view to equipping them with 
the skills and knowledge for switching to selective fishing methods 
to continue with their operations, or to other sustainable fisheries 
operations, including mariculture and recreational fishing.  
Fishermen who have such needs may also apply to the Fisheries 
Development Loan Fund for low interest loans to put their plans of 
switching to other fisheries operations into action. 

 
Besides, we plan to seek funding approval from the Legislative 
Council for introducing a one-off buy-out scheme for eligible trawler 
fishermen, with a view to adequately addressing the impact of the 
measure on their livelihood.  The scheme will include: (1) offering 
ex gratia allowance payments to trawler vessel owners affected by 
the afore-mentioned measure; (2) proposing to the affected trawler 
vessel owners to buy out their trawler vessels on a voluntary basis; 
and (3) providing one-off grants to assist the local deckhands 
employed by the trawler vessel owners who take part in the buy-out 
scheme. 
 
We believe the above proposed measures will assist the affected 
fishermen to switch to other sustainable fisheries or related 

Appendix 4
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operations.  As to the local deckhands employed by the trawler 
vessel owners who take part in the buy-out scheme, they will be 
given one-off grants to help them meet their short-term needs during 
the period when they are looking for another job.  They can also 
join the training programmes provided by the Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Conservation Department (AFCD) or the Employees Retraining 
Board, in order to switch to other fisheries-related or 
non-fisheries-related trades. 
 

(b) While non-selective means of fisheries operations have resulted in a 
decline in fisheries resources, there is evidence that some 
over-exploited local species still survive in sufficient numbers for 
successful restoration.  However, if we do not take decisive action 
now to prevent the continued depletion of our fisheries resources and 
the destruction of the marine ecosystems, the damage to our marine 
ecosystems will become irreversible.  In addition, the trade may 
also continue to exploit the remaining meagre fisheries resources 
until their complete depletion, thus seriously damaging the marine 
ecosystems and the capture fisheries sector. 

 
In view of the above factors, we consider that the ban on trawling in 
Hong Kong waters should be implemented as early as possible to 
halt the harmful depletion of marine resources, thereby enabling the 
marine ecosystems to be gradually rehabilitated to an ecologically 
sustainable level.  The restoration of fisheries resources in Hong 
Kong waters will in turn improve the cost efficiency and the 
operating environment of the fisheries industry, thus enhancing the 
vibrancy of the trade and livelihood of the practitioners. 

 
(c) The Committee on Sustainable Fisheries considers that given the 

growing concern of Hong Kong people over food quality and safety, 
there is an increasing demand for quality fisheries products.  If the 
trade can strengthen the management of the local aquaculture 
industry, improve the culture techniques, as well as raise the quality 
of fisheries products and the level of food safety, the competitiveness 
of local fisheries products will be enhanced, providing room for 
further development for the industry. 
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