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1. What is farming? 

The practices of growing crops can happen in a wide range of contexts: 
− subsistence/market oriented 
− government subsidy/protection/free market/speculation 
− manual/mechanical 
− soil/oil/chemical/ecological 
− staples/field crops/fodders/vegetables/fruits 
− monoculture/polyculture 
− corporate/family farm 
− part-time/full-time 
− peasant/farmer 
− owner-cultivators/farmer wage labour/slave 

What has been the practices and related social organizations in Hong Kong? 

2. Farming in Hong Kong: paddy cultivation and vegetable gardening 

 

2.1 Paddy cultivation:  
− 9,466 hectares of rice land in the total 13,644 hectares in 1954 
− 1-2 crops per years 
− the schedule of each crops corresponds closely with cyclical and ritual calendar 

such as “Ching Ming” and “Chung Yeung” (Aijmer 1980) 
− Paddy field was almost the exchange medium the ancestors and the alive 
− ample space with relatively less physical labour 
− basically self-subsistence with low pressure on cash, rent was paid in kind 
− a collective activity: reclamation, construction and maintenance of irrigation system, 

transplant and harvest, e.g. the brackish paddy field in San Tin (Watson 1965) 
− “Lineage” as the basic unit;  ancestral estates became the organization and 

material foci of the various branches of the lineage 

 



(source: Hong Kong Yearbooks and AFD Yearbooks) 

2.2 Vegetable gardening: businessman's enterprise disguised as a rustic farmstead 
− first reclaiming un-cultivated land in local villages, later taking up paddy fields 
− requiring less acreage for more monetary return than paddy cultivation (1.5 acres 

of rice field v.s. 0.3 acres of vegetable garden to support a 5-people family, Watson, 
1972)  

− production cycle independent of traditional festivals or rituals 
− requiring year-round of continuous attention and backbreaking labour (up to 8 

crops of greens, instead of 2 crops of rice per year) 
− production totally oriented to the (perhaps unpredictable) urban market  
− larger capital investment than paddy cultivation: pump/well, fertilizers, seeds 
− a means of livelihood taken up by immigrants, who are otherwise probably jobless 

and even susceptible for communist infiltration 
− allowing a generation of immigrants to establish a life and family on their own 
− ways of marketing: VMO (more in lecture 3), “black market” and adjacent market 

towns   

3. The “Vegetable revolution”: modernization of N.T. reconsidered 

− by the end of the 19th century, vegetable production in Kowloon was even greater 
than that in the N.T., e.g. Sai Yueng Choi Street, Tung Choi Street    

− in early 1930s, N.T. accounted for 13% (around 100,000) of the total population of 
774,501 (Airriess, 2005)   

Agricultural land utilisation 1946 – 2013 (in hectares)

Year Field Crop Total

1955 8,171 1178 913 1,408 1,098 13,255
1960 7,478 1175 1,793 1,464 857 13,686
1965 4,876 906 3,278 1,356 1,971 13,670
1970 4,913 690* 3,950 862 1,538 13,488
1975 1,113 n/a 4,974 375 3,585 12,250
1980 30 n/a 3,090 80 4,300 9,970
1985 10 n/a 2,720 50 4,150 9,550
1990 0 n/a 2,090 50 4,040 8,420
1995 0 n/a 1,350 50 4,200 7,830
2000 n/a n/a 800 40 4,250 6,960
2005 n/a n/a 520 30 4,160 6,030
2010 n/a n/a 450 20 4,096 5,926
2013 n/a n/a 435 28 3,794 4,523
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− by 1961, migrants accounted for 52% (1.64 millions) of Hong Kong's 3.13 millions 
population, where N.T. population increased to approx. 410,000 and 670,000 in 
1971. 88,000 were farmers or fishermen (Fan, 1974) 

− the dualism of rice v.s. vegetables: civility/lineage/piety v.s. greed/risk/rough/
individualistic  

− from subsistent rice farmers with relatively low cash pressure, to business 
entrepreneurs integrated fully with urban markets  

− “The indigenous villagers remained in their traditional rice world by giving up rice 
cultivation … (and) converted the traditional two rice crops into two “crops” of 
cash” (Aijmer 1980) 

− “immigrant market gardeners … are urbanites exploiting the countryside, and they 
constitute one example of many of an “overspill” of the city area into the rural 
landscape” (ibid)  

− alongside with other consumers goods, N.T. began to be infiltrated with official 
operation (cooperative societies), urban market networks and entrepreneurial spirits  

2. Present situation: dependence in the guise of abundance 

2.1 Vegetables self-sufficiency of Hong Kong 

 

Vegetable

Year Value ($'000) Vegetables
1950 36,817 n/a 1974 72.7%
1955 72,346 20,001 2490 91.0%
1960 102,841 43,481 3075 n/a
1965 149,030 71,929 3692 41.9%
1970 181,618 159,106 2942 47.3%
1975 170,490 251,257 4396 41.8%
1980 192,090 413,383 5039 39.9%
1985 151,000 356,360 5456 33.8%
1990 112,000 286,578 5704 30.1%
1995 88,000 309,475 6206 17.1%
2000 42,500 119,000 6675 6.6%
2005 24,600 78,340 6818 4.5%
2010 16,000 77,502 7024 2.5%
2013 16,300 100,055 7187 2.0%
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(source: Hong Kong Yearbooks and AFD Yearbooks) 

2.2 A glimpse of present Hong Kong food industry  

− the great decline of local food production coincided with late transition period, and 
kept failing to the level of almost non-existence with the HKSAR era.

− local production accounts for 1.9% of fresh vegetables, 59.5% of live poultry, 7.1% 
of pig and 0% of beef

− The supermarket’s share in terms of retail sales rose from 44 percent of total sales 
in 1995 to 57.3 percent in 2013

− in 2013, for the lower half of all households in Hong Kong food, 33.68% of their 
expenditure goes to food (c.f. 32.19% goes to housing) and plays a determining 
role for inflation rate

(Source: Annual Report on the Consumer Price Index 2013)

2.3 Matter of choice? a problem of food sovereignty (instead of mere food safety)
− world top food importer (food import equivalent to 4.4% of GDP)
− the 4th largest U.S. market of high value food and beverages
− China (16%) and U.S. (18%) account for 1/3 of Hong Kong agricultural and food 

import
− ranks 9th in the “Nomura Food Vulnerability Index” 2010  

(source: Coming Surge in Food Price, Nomura) 

3. Concluding remarks: 
− reconsideration of the temporal sequence of economic development of Hong Kong 
− instead of an esthetic and subjective preference, the choice of farming modes is 

deeply embedded in the extent of urbanization, regional market integration, status/
power relation in social relation, availability of source of capital and even current 
international relations

− in other words, the “decline” of agriculture, or the symbolic capital of agriculture, 
resembles closely a result of dynamics of the factors above, instead of a natural 
inevitability of “development”   
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