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Executive Summary

Hong Kong's dense human population and
tropical climate create highly favourable
conditions for the proliferation of rats,
particularly cosmopolitan species such as the
brown rat (Rattus norvegicus) and black rat
(Rattus rattus). Although eradication of rats is
possible on small uninhabited islands, all
experts agree that eradication is simply not
feasible for most parts of the world.
Eradication of rodent pests in the highly
urbanised environment of Hong Kong is simply
not possible, and efforts aimed at total
eradication would come at a very high price,
both financially and to the environment, and
would most likely fail. So Hong Kong is left with
trying to manage rodent populations and keep
them below an agreed threshold, below which
the negative socio-economic impacts are
considered to be minimal and for which the
cost of implementation is acceptable. This is
the challenge faced by Hong Kong and, indeed,
the world, where finding cost-beneficial
strategies and technology to sustainably
manage rodent pests is a never-ending quest.

Hong Kong has not been complacent in trying
to manage its rodent pest problems. The Food
and Environmental Hygiene Department has
well-established procedures for monitoring
rodent activity and for reducing rodent pest
numbers. Systems exist for the public to notify
authorities about rodent pests, and there are
good follow up procedures to try to tackle such
problems. Refuse collection systems are well-

established and work very well, with overall
sanitation issues to be considered very good.
There is certainly room for improvement in
Hong Kong’s procedures, policies and training,
but there are no quick fixes or new innovations
that will lead to dramatic changes in Hong
Kong’s rodent management activities. In
comparison to other similar cities, Hong Kong
should be considered one of the very best in
terms of its rodent management activities, and
this is reflected in evidence, presented below.

Estimating the exact number of rodents in
Hong Kong would not be easy, with such
knowledge coming at considerable cost. Such
data do not exist for any city in the world, and
any mention of how many rodents there are in
a given city is entirely anecdotal. However,
there is evidence that existing rodent numbers
should be considered very low in Hong Kong
when comparing Hong Kong to other cities
around the world. Cities with very high rodent
numbers, such as New York City, will observe
changes in rodent behaviour. Rodents are
normally nocturnal and neophobic (fear of new
objects). When rodent density becomes high,
rodents will change their behaviour and start
seeking food during the day and will be less
affected by the presence of humans or other
animals. New Yorkers regularly see rodents
around during the day, which are not easily
scared away, suggesting very high rodent
density. As most sightings of rats in Hong Kong
are around dusk and dawn, this tells us that
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rodent numbers have not reached the
extraordinarily high numbers that would lead
to intra-specific food competition avoidance.
Furthermore, the expected disease burden
from rodent-related disease is surprisingly low
in Hong Kong. Recent cases of rat hepatitis E in
Hong Kong are certainly of concern and may
point to a larger undiagnosed problem in Hong
Kong and elsewhere. However, the burden of
other more common rodent borne diseases,
such as leptospirosis, is extremely low in Hong
Kong. Human leptospirosis cases are generally
high and severe throughout the wet tropics,
whilst in Hong Kong it is largely a problem in
domestic dogs, with human cases extremely
rare. Other rodent borne diseases that should
be expected in Hong Kong, such as Rickettsia,
are also generally low in the number of human
cases. Food contamination through rodent
urine or faeces does not appear to be severe;
however, the causes of severe gastroenteritis
are not routinely diagnosed, but where many
other causative agents/practices are more
likely to explain food poisoning cases. Rodent
damage to infrastructure is noted, particularly
to electrical cables, and although more could
be done to try to quantify infrastructure
damage caused hy rodents, the scale of such
damage seems to be minimal.

In conclusion, evidence suggests rodent pests
are low in Hong Kong with minimal impacts on
people’s livelihoods, health and wellbeing,

particularly when compared to other cities in
tropical and temperate zones. This is in no
doubt because Hong Kong has some very good
procedures and practices in tackling the causes
(good sanitation and hygiene to prevent
rodent access to food), good proofing (closed
sewer system), good management strategies
(rodent  surveillance, trapping/poisoning
campaigns) and good public awareness and
practices (community sanitation programmes,
communication campaigns, low tolerance to
seeing rodents). The Food and Environmental
Hygiene Department should be applauded for
the high quality work they carry out to keep the
citizens of Hong Kong safe from large-scale
rodent disease outbreaks and other negative
livelihood impacts. Increased vigilance is highly
recommended in terms of maintaining
sanitation standards with special attention to
continued communication engagement with
the public to increase individual responsibility
within a shared community problem. It should
be accepted that continued public sightings of
rats are very likely to continue for some time.
It is not yet clear whether substantial increases
in investment can lead to substantial
reductions in complaints. In order to do this,
there needs to be improvements in data
capture and analysis, particularly in
surveillance and monitoring, that could
empower authorities to increase their
evidential support on the work they do.

This report is based on the expert opinion of Professor Steven Belmain,
Professor of Ecology at the Natural Resources Institute, University of
Greenwich, United Kingdom. On invitation from the Pest Control Advisory
Section, Prof Belmain visited Hong Kong during 4 — 8 November 2019.

Field visits to different parts of the city, particularly to known hot spots
of rodent activity, and discussions with different stakeholders took place.
The information gathered during this visit forms the basis of this report,
where a detailed itinerary of the visit can be obtained from the Pest
Control Advisory Section.
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