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Historical Management Practices of the Mai Po Gei Wai 

 

Introduction 

 

Gei Wai is a technique to rear shrimp at the inter-tidal area. The English word “gei 

wai” resembles the pronunciation of the Chinese words, in which, “gei” means the 

earth bunds around the pond and “wai” is the action to round an area up. Thus, “gei 

wai” means rounding up an area (the pond) using earth bunds. 

 

The technique was brought to Hong Kong around 1940-45, when immigrants from 

China settled around Deep Bay area after the World War II. Besides Mai Po, gei wai 

was also constructed at Tai Sang Wai, Nam Sang Wai and Fung Lok Wai etc., that was 

the main livelihood for the gei wai operators back in those days. 

 

The gei wai at Mai Po are of great cultural significance as they are the only remaining 

examples in Hong Kong. They are also one of the few traditionally (extensively) 

managed shrimp ponds that remain in Asia, and are increasingly being seen as an 

example of the ‘wise use’ of wetlands as gei wai operators utilize natural resources 

sustainably as livelihood without exhausting them, and at the same time benefiting the 

wildlife without posing impact on the natural environment. 

 

Figure 1: Aerial photo of the gei wai in the early days 
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Structure and management practices of gei wai 

 

The Mai Po gei wai is approximately 10 hectares in size (length x width: 1km x 

0.1km), positioned perpendicularly to the coastline. Gei wai operators strategically 

constructed their ponds at estuarine area where inter-tidal marshes and mangroves 

occur. After the location of the gei wai was decided, the operators removed some of 

the mangroves and dredged a 2m depth perimeter channel around the rectangular 

pond; the mud dredged out was used to build the perimeter bund. Among the retained 

mangroves in the pond, several small cross channels of approximate 0.5m depth were 

dredged. At the seaward side of the gei wai, a sluice gate connecting the inter-tidal 

outlet was built to allow water flushing in and out of the gei wai according to the tide.  

 

Figure 2: Structure of a gei wai 

 

 

The open and close of the sluice gate is controlled by placing wooden sluice boards at 

the gate. During high tide in the bay, brackish water can enter the gei wai through the 

sluice gate via the inter-tidal outlet, vice versa, during low tide; water in the gei wai 

can be drained out. 

 

Figure 3: Opening the sluice gate by controlling the sluice boards 
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From September to November (Autumn), and from March to May (Spring) in the 

Lunar calendar, the inter-tidal mangrove alongside the outlet is a natural nursery for 

shrimp and fish from the sea. During high tide at these times, the gei wai operators 

will fully open the sluice gate to allow brackish water flushing into the gei wai, 

bringing in the shrimp and fish larvae. The mangrove retains in the gei wai will act as 

the primary producer of the gei wai food web. Fallen leaves of the mangrove will 

decompose by bacteria and becomes organic debris that shrimp and fish can be fed on. 

The shrimp will grow into reasonable size for harvest after 3-4 months. Harvesting 

normally will be carried out at night during low tide. A net will be placed at the 

entrance of the sluice gate to collect the shrimp which are flushed out by the water 

current. Shrimp can be harvested for over a hundred times a year; each time will be 

about 30kg. The gei wai operators will only harvest the amount which they intend to 

sell in the market each time, and the smaller shrimps are returned into the gei wai to 

allow further growth. 

 

Figure 4: Net for harvesting the shrimp 

 

 

At the end of the harvesting season, gei wai operators will fully drain down the pond 

so that the bacteria in the bottom soil can be killed by the ultraviolet in sunlight. The 

drain-down process creates areas of shallow water with exposed mud on the gei wai 

floor which in turn provides feeding and roosting habitat for hundreds of fish-eating 

birds, particularly herons, egrets and the endangered Black-faced Spoonbill. 
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Figure 5: Waterbirds feeding in a draining gei wai 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Gei Wai has high ecological and cultural value. The gei wai operators are wisely 

utilized the tide differences and occurrences of natural resources around the inter-tidal 

area for their livelihood. During the management of the gei wai, no additives (feed or 

chemical medicine) are added into the gei wai which keep the impact to the natural 

environment to the minimum. Besides, at the end of the harvesting season, waterbirds 

are benefited to feed on the remaining shrimp and fish. Such a clever way merging the 

traditional wisdom, livelihood and natural environment is a highly valuable heritage 

which should be retained and appreciated continuously. 


