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Foreword

Quite a few people consider geography to be nothing more than an academic subject that could
be divorced from the real world. On the contrary, geographic knowledge is intimately related to our
daily life, for instance, changes in weather, the layout of mountains and rivers, the never-ending
cycle of plant and animal lives, the form and operation of human settlements, and the transport
and communication linkages amongst them. Human beings must learn to survive in and benefit
from nature in the face of natural disasters, extracting resources, or developing the earth to leave a
mark in history. In doing so, it has become critically important to strike a sustainable balance in the
interactions between human and nature.

Understanding and mastering the relationship between human and nature constitute the key
themes of geographical inquiries. A Geography of Hong Kong, compiled by a group of scholars and
university professors in the 1980s, was one of the few books that provided detailed and comprehensive
information about the geographical environment of, and geographic theories related to, Hong Kong.
After 20-odd years, however, Hong Kong has experienced drastic changes in its social, economic and
living environment. Its population has grown from over five million to seven million, and the financial
and service sector has replaced manufacturing as the economic mainstay. Together with the rise in
environmental consciousness and promotion of resource conservation, both the natural and human
environments have undergone significant changes that depart from the past mode.

Many journal articles, books and monographs examining such transformations have been
published in the interim. However, they are mainly academic in nature and are scattered in a large
number of learned sources that are relatively less accessible to most people. It has become a common
wish of local scholars to write an update of the geography of Hong Kong, with a view to evaluating
the state-of-art on two fronts, namely the present patterns and processes in human-land interactions,
and their interprentation in the light of the latest geographical concepts.

At present, the New Senior Secondary (NSS) system assiduously promotes general education to
cultivate students’ capacity for independent thinking through extensive reading and study of topical
issues. A New Geography of Hong Kong could effectively fill this pedagogic need. It first introduces
the intricacies of our natural milieu, including weather, landform and ecological endowment. It then
takes readers to the diverse interplays between nature and humans by exploring how humans should
live with natural disasters and protect nature amid the changeable and often vulnerable environment,
enjoy leisure activities in the pleasant ambience of nature, and make good use of the earth’s resources
to create living spaces and economic opportunities, so that we can live in harmony with nature and
fellow humans. In the final section, the book presents the application of a modern geographical
research method, GIS, to enhance analysis and understanding of our own abode. With easy-to-
understand contents, a simple writing style and bilingual text, A New Geography of Hong Kong
not only provides learning materials for teachers and students, but also presents an interesting and
integrating body of knowledge about our own land for the general public. It is hoped that readers will
find that geographical knowledge is by no means boring. Rather, it could be enlivened to whet our
enthusiasm to learn, and facilitate our collective attempt to live and develop in the sustainable mode.

We would like to extend our sincere gratitude to the authors who devoted their valuable time,
scholarship and heart to this book, and to all those involved in its production. Without their kind
efforts and dedication, it would not have been possible to accomplish this task in a timely and
efficacious manner.
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Hong Kong is located on the south of the Tropic of
Cancer, within the tropical zone




Introduction

Hong Kongis located between
22°10" and 22°35' North in terms
of latitude, just south of the
Tropic of Cancer. It is, therefore,
formally within the tropical zone.
However, in terms of weather
and climate, it is far from being
“tropical” in the simple sense
of being warm and humid. On
the other hand, Hong Kong is
situated in the same latitude
belt as the Arabian and Sahara
Deserts, where the subtropical
ridge of high pressure brings
constantly subsiding air from the
dry atmosphere aloft. Hong Kong
could have been equally dry if not
for the existence of other factors.

Hong Kong's good luck lies in
its location on the south-eastern
corner of the Eurasian continent
and on its coastal position, with
the South China Sea and the
Pacific as its close neighbours.

The strong temperature contrast
between the interior of the vast continent and the adjacent ocean generates
the well-known monsoon system, which disrupts the action of the subtropical
ridge in our part of the world. In winter, cold dry air moves from the cold
continent to the sea, bringing to Hong Kong wintry conditions which are not
experienced in places of similar latitude, such as Hawaii. In summer, the airflow
reverses direction and Hong Kong comes under the influence of air with a
long sea track. The moisture it brings gives Hong Kong ample rainfall. This is
further supplemented by torrential rain brought by tropical cyclones, which
often dump most of the rain they carry near the coast as they make landfall

The weather and climate of Hong Kong are thus, in essence, controlled
by the monsoons and moderated by maritime influences. Its hilly terrain adds
further complications in terms of spatial variations within Hong Kong itself.
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Figure 1: Weather charts,
17-22 April 1991,
showing a typical
cycle of weather
situations in spring.
The dashed line
in (e) marks the
narrow ridge of high
pressure near the
coast of southeastern
China. Lam et al.,
1994




Weather patterns

Winter

The beginning of the calendar year typically sees Hong Kong coming
under the influence of the northeast winter monsoon, bringing cold air
spreading out from the continental anticyclone located in Siberia and northern
China. The northeast monsoon over the continent, however, is not a static
phenomenon. Its strength rises and falls in cycles, each lasting for a few days,
reflecting pulsations in the Siberian anticyclone. The maximum southern
extent of cold air from the continent typically occurs around late January
and early February. It is, thus, the coldest time of the year in most parts of
China, including Hong Kong. Chinese New Year always occurs around this
time, in spite of the fact that the date is determined by the lunar calendar. It
is, in essence, a celebration of the beginning of warming, marking the arrival
of spring. The timing of Chinese New vyear is a reflection of the traditional
wisdom about the climatology of maximum coldness in the region.

Spring
Spring is the transition season in Hong Kong. The pulses of cool air
coming from the Chinese mainland are not as strong and persistent as in
winter. Cool air is occasionally displaced by warmer air coming in from the
South China Sea or elsewhere
TR g in the Pacific Ocean. Figure 1(a)

illustrates a situation in which
maritime air has invaded the
whole of southern China. In
reading these maps, bear in
mind that over the sea, winds

tend to blow parallel to the

isobars, with low pressure on
the left-hand side. On land,
winds blow at an angle to the

isobars, from the high pressure
side to the low pressure side.
The angle can be as much as

90 degrees in places where
the continental anticyclone

spreads southward rapidly over
China’s mainland.
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In spring, cool air can still arrive in Hong Kong in pulses, following the
periodic rises in pressure in Siberia and northern China. In such situations,
as the pressure over northern China rises and spreads to the south, the
pressure pulse pushes cold air southwards. On weather charts, the push
of cold air appears as a zone of tightly packed isobars, sometimes with a
cold front marking its southern flank (Figure 1(b-c)). If the push is strong
enough to cause the cold air to climb over the Nanling mountain range in
northern Guangdong, then cold air can arrive in Hong Kong, bringing about
a "northerly surge” (Figure 1(d)). Because the first batch of air reaching Hong
Kong in a northerly surge has often been warmed up by the sun for several
days on the China’s mainland before being caught up by the pressure pulse,
significant temperature falls in Hong Kong often occur, with a delay of a day
or so.

Clouds typically form along the belt where cool, dry, continental air
meets warm moist, maritime air. Thus, it often turns cloudy and rainy with
the arrival of cold air. There might even be thunder if warm, moist air has
been in place for a long time. However, the weather can also clear up fairly
quickly, depending on upper-air circulation patterns.

The next stage in the evolution of the pressure pattern is the eastward
extension of the high pressure area into the Pacific (Figure 1(e)) and the
gradual veering of local winds into easterlies. Note a special feature in the
isobaric chart — the narrow ridge of high pressure along the Fujian coast
opposite Taiwan Island. This represents cold air finding its way round the
Wuyi Mountains at the eastern end of Nanling and surging down the Taiwan
Strait. While superficially an innocuous feature, it is often associated with
gales in the Taiwan Strait and a belt of strong easterly winds over the offshore
waters of eastern Guangdong. Such strong winds can extend sufficiently far
enough to the west to reach Hong Kong, giving rise to an “easterly surge”.

As the push subsides, the easterly winds in Hong Kong begin to moderate.
However, air pressure remains relatively high over the East China Sea and this
maintains an enhanced easterly air flow over the Luzon Strait. The larger
number of isobars between northern Taiwan and southern Luzon in Figure
1(f) compared with that in Figure 1(b) is an indication of higher wind speed
in the former case.

Towards the end of the cycle, the easterly winds veer further into south-
easterly winds, and southern China comes under the influence of warm, moist
maritime air again. Towards the end of spring, the south-easterly winds are
sometimes further displaced by south-westerlies coming in from the South
China Sea.
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Figure 2: Weather charts, 7-10 May 1987, showing the development of
an easterly surge without being preceded by a northerly surge.
The dashed line in (b) and (c) marks the narrow ridge of high
pressure near the coast of southeastern China. Lam et al., 1994
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