The Urban Forest of Hong Kong: A Pictorial
Story and photos by Jeff Shimonski, Consulting Arborist & Municipal Specialist, Jeff@TropicalArboriculture.com

Hong Kong is intensely urbanized
with over seven million inhabitants and more
buildings taller than 500 feet (150 meters)
than any other city in the world. Even so, it is
trying to promote a green environment, and
the extraordinary effort put into preserving the
urban forest is evidence of that. I noticed many
trees with spider-like webs of straps attempting
to support and stabilize long branches; many
of these branches were over busy pedestrian
thoroughfares. Large trees being supported by
massive steel structures is further testimony to
the effort made to save trees from failing.

Hong Kong Park amid the skyscrapers

The vibrant city of Hong Kong

is located on the southern coast of China on
the South China Sea. Officially known as Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of the
People’s Republic of China, this 426-square-mile (1,104-square-km) region is largely mountainous terrain with very little flat land. Less than 25% of this landmass is developed; about
40% of the land is reserved as country parks and nature reserves. Hong Kong’s territory
consists of Hong Kong Island, the Kowloon Peninsula, and the New Territories. The Kowloon
Peninsula is to the south of Hong Kong Island and the New Territories; the latter make up
about 86% of Hong Kong’s territory and consist of extensive sections of reclaimed land.
View from the Hong Kong Golf Course: mainland China is just beyond the low hills in the distance.

View from Kowloon Park
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During my walks I encountered many species of tropical trees. Even though the climate
is considered to be subtropical, I saw many
mature tropical species including breadfruit
(Artocarpus altilis) and scarlet flame bean
(Brownea coccinea) in bloom, the latter with its
striking red flowers. With all of the buildings
and changes in grade throughout Hong Kong,
there must be many warmer microclimates that
enable these tropical trees to thrive. I was surprised not to see more species of palms and
cycads, as I believe they could become attractive landscape features in some of the more
restricted growing areas.

The Chinese Garden in Kowloon Park

Steep slopes in Hong Kong are sometimes stabilized with Shotcrete, with planting pits for trees.

Since Hong Kong

has so little flat land
to build upon, developers often erect buildings
and roads against the steep hillsides; these
are vulnerable to slope stability issues. The hot
humid subtropical climate and heavy rains can
trigger deadly landslides that can topple buildings and cause extensive property damage and
loss of life. Some of the efforts to prevent the
collapse of slopes are directed at keeping soil
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and weathered rock dry. The extensive use of
Shotcrete on these slopes is seen everywhere
one goes in Hong Kong. These concrete-covered slopes have drainage channels and weep
holes in them to allow groundwater to escape.
A large effort is made to landscape these
slopes, and in many areas holes have been
created in the concrete to plant trees—with
varying results.
City Trees

An invasive exotic in many places in the world, paperbark
(Melaleuca quinquenervia) is a distinct part of the urban forest
in Hong Kong.
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The epiphytic potential of Ficus microcarpa is apparent on manmade walls and structures in Hong Kong.
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One of the more common

tree species in Hong Kong’s urban forest is the Chinese
banyan (Ficus microcarpa). This tree is planted
extensively along roads and in heavily trafficked
pedestrian areas. Along with efforts to stabilize
these trees with cables and support structures,
many Chinese banyan trees can be seen with
their aerial roots being guided to bamboo poles
filled with soil. This is apparently in hopes of stabilizing large branches, many of which show signs
of decay. These trees are also commonly found
growing on concrete walls, their aerial roots snaking through cracks and breaks in the structures
and eventually completely covering them.

The Kowloon Park Ficus
This Ficus microcarpa has been supported in an

A commonly seen feature

throughout
Hong Kong is the traditional Chinese grave.
It can be seen high up in the hills, often with
spectacular views. The most obvious graves are
built like an armchair, which symbolizes authority and power. Many of these graves have been
maintained by families for centuries. In the Hong
Kong Golf Course I was shown a grave that dated
from the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) that was
still in good condition.
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In Kowloon, an attempt to stabilize Ficus microcarpa by growing
aerial roots

In the case of this particular tree in Kowloon Park, it
is completely surrounded by a massive steel struc-

The photographs that accompany this article
were taken during my last two trips to Hong
Kong and were taken on both Hong Kong Island
and the Kowloon Peninsula. During my subsequent trips I hope to hike some of the more
remote areas of Hong Kong.

One of numerous Chinese burial sites in the hills of Hong Kong

extraordinary way to prolong its life. The removal ture that extends into the tree’s canopy. Many of
of large trees is very controversial in some areas the branches are also supported by a web of straps
of Hong Kong, so trees that may be over mature

and cables. I was unable to inspect the tree from

or in very poor condition are sometimes main- a better vantage point, as the public is completely
tained at great expense.

restricted from the area underneath the canopy.

An elaborate attempt to maintain a Ficus microcarpa with steel
supports and straps
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City Trees
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One of the beautiful fairways lined with a manmade urban forest
at the Hong Kong Golf Club
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