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oon after Chinese New Year, Mr. And Mrs. Shui start looking for grey

mullet fry - small grey mullets (Mugil cephalus) born in the sea. Grey mullets
of the Mugilidae family adapt better to freshwater ponds, can be sold at a
good price, and are welcomed by local freshwater fishermen. The method of
catching wild small grey mullets from shallow coastal areas and rearing them
in freshwater or brackish water fish ponds in Yuen Long is a characteristic of
the local freshwater fish industry. It can be seen as part of the cultural heritage

of the South China region.
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The Shui couple is hardworking and frank, and optimistic. Mr. Shui is a
local and also the second generation of the Hong Kong freshwater fish industry.
He is one of those very few people who still search for their own fry nowadays
and his determination is well-known in the Hong Kong New Territories Fish
Culture Association. Mr. Shui, who owns five fish ponds in San Tin, followed
his father as a child to look for grey mullet fry in different places like Sai Kung,
Sha Tau Kok, Castle Peak Bay, Lantau Island, etc.
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According to Mr. Shui, the fry are
usually found in entries with fertile
water where the sea water meets river
water carrying “organic” drainage water
accumulates from human settlements
as well as local villages. This year, the
couple has been looking around in small
streams, nullahs and shallow coasts in
Siu Lek Yuen in Shatin, Kwun Tong,
Kai Tak, Fo Tan, Tai Wai, Sai Kung,
Tung Chung, Tai Po, Luk Keng in Fan
Ling, Lei Yue Mun and Shenzhen. The
size of fry varies in different areas. Those
found at the end of a nullah are generally
small while those near the sea are big.
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Last year, I started looking into
the local freshwater fish industry and
longed to learn about the “wild catching”
method used by local fishermen when
there were no imported grey mullet fry
in the old days. (Most of the fry are
now imported from Taiwan and the
Mainland; some were imported from
Japan a while ago.) My knowledge of
grey mullet species comes from observing
the couple. Whether they go to search for
fry depends on the weather; warm and
sunny days are best. A rainy or cloudy day
affects the water visibility and the search
has to be cancelled. Usually they go to

The rocketing population resulted in an increasing
demand on resources and revolutionary changes
in food production, and the development of
freshwater fish farming is in fact an important
part of the post-war socio-economic history of

Hong Kong.

The biggest ones are up to the size of a
small finger. Nowadays, some places are
reclaimed, some had been turned into
nullahs, some are diverted and some are
prohibited from entry because of private
property development. The couple said
that they would have given up this non-
guaranteed and extremely difficult job if
not for the need to cut costs; they could
not afford to import fry, which would
have been much easier.

many places in a day. Apart from relying
on memory and experience, Mr. Shui
also checks the tides on the Hong Kong
Observatory website before deciding on
destinations. Depths of water in Yuen
Long, Sai Kung and Tung Chung vary
on the same day. Shallow water or water
over one foot is not suitable for catching
fry. Mr. Shui said one must know how to
read the water flow, as small fish forage
for food in close shores or downstream
near the sea at high tide, which is the
best time to catch them.

SEETE Grey mullet fry
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Counting the collected fry

Starting from the last month
of the lunar calendar, mature grey
mullets lay eggs in water near the
shore for two to four months. The fry
that are caught by fishermen during
this period will be named according
to their time of birth, such as Little
Chill, Big Chill, Jiaochun and Fanhua.
These names may sound strange to
consumers, but for fishermen the
income of the coming year depends on
the birthday of the small fish. Those
which are born earlier are usually
stronger and have a higher survival
rate so that fishermen are often willing
to buy at a high price for these early-
born fry. Fishermen are also willing
to pay more in order to make sure
they have an adequate number of fry
to utilize fish ponds.

Mr. Shui is also aware of the
weather changes, especially the wind
direction and seasons. As Hong Kong
is located in a sub-tropical area, the
northeasterly monsoon brings cold
and dry weather in winter while the
southwesterly monsoon brings warm
and humid weather to the territory.
The calm atmosphere in between the
two periods is the time when fish in
the sea reproduce and are born, and,
as fishermen say, “No fish fry when the
west winds blow. We have to wait for
the north wind to come next year.”

In the last five decades, Hong
Kong has undergone tremendous city
development, economic change and
influx of population. Two large-scale
migrations occurred after 1945 and the
population rose from 600,000 in 1945
to 2,340,000 in 1955. The number
includes those who had left Hong
Kong during the Japanese invasion
and then returned, and those who left
the Mainland in 1949 for political
reasons. The rocketing population
resulted in an increasing demand on
resources and revolutionary changes in
food production, and the development
of freshwater fish farming is in fact an
important part of the post-war socio-
economic history of Hong Kong.

Before the 1940s, Hong Kong
had about 100 hectares of fish ponds
with a few sea water fish ponds. For
several decades after the 1940s, Deep
Bay was a major area for rearing
geiwai shrimps, grey mullets, Spotted
Snakehead (Channa maculate) and
other freshwater fish. In the late 1960s,
fish ponds replaced paddy fields in
Tai Seng Wai and Seng Wai. Indeed,
the 1960s and 1970s were a prime
period in Hong Kong’s freshwater
fishery industry, with various kinds
of fry being exported to Taiwan and
Southeast Asia. In the late 1970s,
exports started to decline but local
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This is the grey mullet fry!

demand for freshwater fish was on the
increase. The fish industry continued
to develop until the 1980s while the
area of fish ponds extended from 186
hectares in 1954 to 2,130 hectares in
1986. Today grey mullets comprise
40 to 50% of local freshwater fish
and it is a common dish on the
dining table. Nowadays, the price of
local grey mullets has dropped from
$35 per catty (the highest wholesale
price in the history) to $12 to $14
per catty in the wholesale market, of
which $1 is the cost of the fry and
about $10 is the cost of the feed.
Local freshwater fishermen do not
have promising incomes yet they work
hard every day to provide locally-
reared grey mullets to the people of
Hong Kong. Apart from offering the
market low-priced and safe fish, they
also help to preserve the extensive
coastal wetland for migratory birds
and contribute to the protection of

our natural environment. »‘é’
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Note: This is the first episode of “The Little Grey Mullet”. Two other
stories are “Meeting Wise Grey Mullet”, Mingpao 14/04/2006 and

“The Adventure of Grey Mullet”, Vol 36 Hong Kong Discovery.
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