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1秋季 AUTUMN 2010

In July and August, I had first-hand 
experience with the chaos and urgency 
of the plastic pellet clean-up operation, 
the subject of our lead story in this issue. 
Joining my staff and dozens of volunteers 
on Beaufort Island, I spent hours 
cleaning up thousands of pellets and a 
frightening amount of other garbage and 
debris which had washed up on the rocks 
and beaches of what was otherwise a 
relatively pristine environment.

Everyone at the clean up gained a new 
perspective on the sea and went home with 
something to think about. Personally, my 
thoughts kept returning to Hong Kong’s 
priceless marine environment, and how 
great and important is the task of not only 
cleaning up, but restoring our waters. 
Decades of neglect and lack of effective 
legislation means that the task ahead will 
be a titanic undertaking, and involve not 
only changing people’s actions but their 
attitudes toward our ocean. 

Although having assumed this role only 
a few months ago, I can categorically 
state that WWF is in a strong position to 
safeguard our marine environment in the 
coming years. I say this not only because 
of our past achievements in protecting the 
oceans or the strength of our brand, but 
because of the support for our work that 
exists across Hong Kong society - from our 
volunteers in the community to the CEOs 
of major companies.

Nurturing and growing this support base 
will be vital to our mission in the years 
ahead. To make lasting reversals to the 
damage done to our precious waters 
will require not only human power, but 
financial power as well. Here I would like 
to thank our donors and supporters for 
their continued contributions. 

I’m happy to say that from this issue 
onwards, separate English and Chinese 
versions of About Life will be published, 
which will reduce paper usage and provide 
more content. As usual, we will be offering 
an electronic version in both languages.

In this issue, in addition to the plastic 
pellet spill story, you’ll also find a copy 
of the first map of Hong Kong marine 
treasures. You’ll also learn about the 
growing importance of the Forest 
Stewardship Council, know more about 
our local biodiversity manager, and find 
out more about the green office solutions 
at our new home. Please enjoy.

Adam Koo , CEO
WWF-Hong Kong
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"In July and August, I had first-hand experience 
with the chaos and urgency of the plastic pellet 
cleanup operation. Joining my staff and dozens 
of volunteers cleaning up thousands of pellets 
and a frightening amount of other garbage and 
debris on the beaches."



Global
Conservation news

China PledGes 
Us$20 billion  
to afriCa
China pledged US$20 billion in credit 
to assist African development during 
the 2012 Forum on China-Africa 
Cooperation Ministerial Conference. 
It also pledged to protect forests 
and improve forest management in 
Africa. WWF asks for green lending 
principles to be applied, as well 
as strategic environmental and 
social assessments for sustainable 
development. African forests 
represent an estimated 17 percent of 
global forest cover and are essential 
to the world’s climate.

Please #killthetrade
WWF has launched a global campaign asking 
governments to protect threatened animal 
populations by increasing law enforcement, 
imposing strict deterrents and reducing the 
demands for endangered species products. You 
can join millions of other supporters and get 
the latest news, by becoming a fan of WWF on 
Facebook or tweet #killthetrade. 
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deCline in  
Polar bear dens
Researchers at the Norwegian Polar 
Institute have discovered that changes 
in sea ice levels have lead to a steep 
decline in polar bear dens in Svalbard, 
Norway. Three years ago, when winter 
sea ice formed in mid-October, there 
were 25 dens. This past year, the ice 
did not arrive until early December; 
researchers found only five dens. The 
lack of ice makes it difficult for the bears 
to travel long distances.
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Cathay PaCifiC  
bans shark CarGo
Cathay Pacific and Dragon Air have announced a ban 
on carrying unsustainable shark and shark products as 
cargo. WWF-Hong Kong is a member of Cathay Pacific’s 
Cargo Advisory Panel, which recommended the two 
airlines take this groundbreaking action. This decision is 
encouraging for WWF-Hong Kong’s Shark Fin Initiative, 
which began in 2007. 

threats to aUstralia’s 
Great barrier reef
WWF-Australia is asking the Australian and Queensland 
governments to intervene to save the Great Barrier Reef. 
A scientific paper released by the Australian Institute of 
Marine Science reports that there has been a 50 percent 
loss of coral cover since the 1980s due largely to Crown 
of Thorns starfish infestations. Chemical fertiliser 
pollution must be curtailed to protect the reef. Crown 
of Thorns starfish, which thrive in chemical fertiliser 
polluted waters, have been eating the corals.

reCord low for  
arCtiC sea 
iCe extent
The Arctic sea ice extent reached 
a low of 3.41 million square 
kilometres on 16 September. 
The loss of ice is almost twice 
the size of Alaska, and signals 
the need for people around the 
world to take climate change 
and global warming seriously. 
It is imperative that we embrace 
renewable energy in order to 
have a sustainable future. 
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international 
seafood sUmmit in 
honG konG
The city hosted the annual International 
Seafood Summit in September. Experts 
from WWF International, WWF-Canada, 
WWF-Hong Kong, Coral Triangle 
Initiative and Smart Fishing Initiative 
were in attendance to discuss the issue of 
sustainable seafood and how to foster a 
sustainable seafood market.
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The  
Snowball 
effecT

conServaTion
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A massive plastic pellet spill in Hong 
Kong has washed the global problem 
of plastic waste onto our shores. Will 
the spill and its aftermath lead to a 
necessary quantum leap in protection 
for our fragile marine environment? 

lastic in all forms has become 
omnipresent around the world. 
It is a major component in 
millions of consumer and 
industrial products, and also 
frequently used in disposable 
containers and packaging. Once 

plastic has been discarded, theoretically 
it can remain in the natural environment 
forever because it is not biodegradable and 
does not break down. UV rays from the 
sun allow plastic to “photodegrade”, but 
this just breaks down the bonds between 
plastic particles and creates smaller pieces 
of plastic. For decades, the issue of plastic 
waste on land has been a persistent and 
high profile problem around the globe. 
Increasingly, its appearance virtually 
everywhere across the oceans of the world 
has raised the alarm.

Hong Kong has a plastic pollution problem. 
It has one of the highest waste-production 
rates per person. Up until now, the solution 
has been to bury it in landfills and to 

P
©

  a
d

a
m

 m
in

u
 / W

W
F – H

o
n

g
 K

o
n

g



6WWF About Life

pellets and bags were seen on dozens 
of other beaches on the islands of Peng 
Chau, Lamma, Cheung Chau and Lantau. 
In response, one of the largest collective 
environmental actions in Hong Kong’s 
history began to take shape. (See timeline 
for key developments on the spill).

The urgency to start the clean-up operation 
was compounded by the fact that pellets can 
collect high concentrations of hydrophobic 
toxins and pollutants like PCBs, pesticides 
and herbicides on their surfaces. The longer 
their time in the water, the more toxins 
they can potentially adsorb. The pellets also 
resemble food such as fish eggs for many 
bird and marine species, which potentially 
raised the spectre of deaths at Hong Kong’s 
fish farms and of toxins getting into the food 

cosmetically clean up popular beaches 
when plastic debris washes ashore. 

On the night of 23 July 2012, when Severe 
Typhoon Vicente passed through south 
China, Hong Kong’s plastic problem 
suddenly became international headline 
news. Six containers loaded with 150 tonnes 
of polypropylene pellets (the raw material 
used in thousands of plastic products) fell 
off a vessel into rough seas east off the 
Ninepin Islands. 

As the containers smashed onto islands 
and ripped open, sacks filled with the 
polypropylene floated free and burst, 
releasing billions of pellets less than one 
centimetre in size, which washed up onto 
Hong Kong’s beaches. Piles resembling 
snowdrifts began forming on land. 

The massive scale of the spill became 
apparent two days post Vicente. Plastic 
“snow” was reported by volunteers from 
DB Green and Sea Shepherd on Discovery 
Bay’s North Beach, while full bags of 
pellets washed up on Shek O beach, some 
30 kilometres to the southeast. Soon after, 

The urgency To 
STarT The clean-
uP oPeraTion waS 
comPounded by The 
facT ThaT PelleTS 
can collecT high 
concenTraTionS 
of hydroPhobic 
ToxinS and 
PolluTanTS like 
PcbS, PeSTicideS 
and herbicideS on 
Their SurfaceS.

WWF’s voyage to remote islands plastic clean-up.
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Timeline

chain and harming threatened species 
across the territory, including the beloved 
Chinese white dolphin and Green turtle. 

WWF-Hong Kong took swift  action. 
Our marine biologists brought their 
considerable expertise to the clean-up 
operation. Dr Andy Cornish, Director of 
Conservation, visited Tung O Wan on 
Lamma Island on 5 August to assess the 
extent of the spill and to help with the 
clean-up. 

A strong early response from green 
groups and volunteers across Hong 
Kong prompted WWF to concentrate 
resources on more remote parts of Hong 
Kong waters. Samantha Lee, WWF-Hong 
Kong’s Senior Conservation Officer, says, 
“When it became obvious that this was not 
an isolated spill and that these pellets were 
everywhere in southern waters, we had to 
take action.”

WWF’s first mission was to the remote 
Soko Islands, a habitat for both the Chinese 
white dolphin and Finless porpoise, and 
where one of the containers was salvaged. 

A large amount of debris was found on 
the beach: plastic pellets, plus a vast tide 
of other garbage, mostly used polystyrene 
boxes. In one cave the boxes were piled 
metres high (see photo on p.4). 

Led by Lee, WWF’s operation gathered 
focus and force, moving to southeast 
Hong Kong — specifically Waglan Island, 
Beaufort Island and the Po Toi Islands (see 
map). “We decided to adopt these islands 
because of their inaccessibility and their 
high ecological value,” she says. “Beaufort 
Island was at the centre of our efforts as 
a container smashed open there, releasing 
millions of pellets into a small cove.” WWF 
requested volunteers to assist in clean-up 
missions to these islands. 

Across Hong Kong, the volunteer 
response to the spill was enthusiastic 
and unprecedented; thousands of people 
joined in on the action. Dr Cornish 
comments that “this is the first time there 
has been such a major concerted effort by 
many organizations and volunteers, in co-
ordination with government to tackle an 
environmental problem in our waters.” 

July 24 Containers dislodged from Yong Xie Jie 1, pellets begin to spill.

July 25 First reports of “snow on the beaches”.

July 27 Sea Shepherd NGO issues urgent appeal.

laTe July Assessment of the scale of the spill begins, as does coordination 
among green groups, government and other stakeholders.

early aug “Plastic Disaster” Facebook page set up to allow for pooling 
of information on pellets, beaches, accessibility and clean-up 
expeditions. Thousands of volunteers flock to accessible beaches 
to inspect, sweep and remove as many pellets as possible.

aug 6 WWF exploratory expedition to Soko Islands groups. The team 
finds pellets and enormous amounts of polystyrene waste.

aug 7 WWF expedition with volunteers to Beaufort Island finds pieces 
of wrecked containers and pellets to a depth of 30 centimetre in 
some areas.

mid auguST To 
SePTember

Further WWF expeditions with volunteers to Beaufort Island 
and Po Toi Islands groups after the passage of Typhoon Kai-Tak. 
Millions of pellets removed.

early SePT 90 tonnes of pellets recovered, 60 tonnes still remain in the 
marine environment.
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Plastic was first manufactured 
in the mid-19th century, but it 
took well over a hundred years 
for humankind to understand the 
adverse effects of poorly disposed 
plastic on the marine environment.  
The discovery of the “Great Pacific 
Garbage Patch” in 1997 – a vast 
area of the Pacific Ocean containing 
a high concentration of floating and 
suspended plastic debris – shocked 
the world and quickly changed 
perceptions in environmental 
circles.

The large-scale release of plastic 
into the marine environment is 
unfortunately a common occurrence 
around the world. One water sample 
conducted in southern California in 

2005 determined that two billion 
plastic particles, 5 millimetres in 
size or greater, flowed into the 
ocean over a three day period from 
just two rivers near urban centres. 

While it is difficult to quantify 
the exact amount of plastic in the 
world’s oceans, the vast majority of 
this refuse “has come off the land at 
some point” according to Dr Andy 
Cornish. Although its true extent 
remains unknown, the effects 
of plastic on marine life are well 
documented. 

Plastic debris results in the deaths 
of approximately 100,000 marine 
mammals every year globally, 
mainly through suffocation or 
entanglement. Turtles mistake 

plastic bags for jellyfish and eat 
them, while seabirds ingest small, 
colourful plastic pieces, thinking 
they are fish eggs or berries. Heavier 
plastic debris sinks to the ocean 
floor, altering the composition of 
species in large areas of the benthic 
zone. 

Eventually, floating plastic refuse 
migrates and comes ashore, as 
demonstrated by the tonnes of 
garbage from 2011’s Tohoku 
earthquake and tsunami now 
washing up on the shores of eastern 
North America. Plastic in some 
form can now be found on virtually 
every coastline on the planet.

The global  
PlaSTic Problem

Massive plastic debris offshore 
the serene Po Toi Island.
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Individuals from disparate age groups and 
occupations donated thousands of hours 
of time. This has proved that the  Hong 
Kong people are aware of the importance 
of a healthy marine environment and will 
take action when faced with a daunting 
challenge. Several trips to Beaufort and 
the Po Toi Islands were made, resulting 
in the removal of millions of pellets and 
other marine debris from the water and 
coastline.

The clean up will be a long, painstaking 
operation. Scores of pellets may yet wash 
ashore, while kilograms of plastic continue 
to be found and cleared by volunteers and 
government workers each day. At press 
time, about 92 tonnes of pellets, roughly 
60 percent of the spill, had been collected.

The incident may leave a positive 
legacy. The cumulative impact of years 
of reclamation, development and 
overfishing have severely damaged Hong 
Kong’s marine ecosystem. It will take 
commitment and effort to reverse this 
damage, but the pellet spill seems to have 
ignited the determination of Hong Kong 
people to safeguard our seas. 

Marine environmental issues remain high 
on WWF’s agenda. Looking forward, as 
Dr Cornish states, “we need to move from 
collecting the rubbish from our shores, to 
stopping it from getting there in the first 
place.” Initial plans include a discussion 
with the Hong Kong government about 
the possibility of setting up a task force on 
coastal refuse. 

For the long-term, these measures need 
to go much further, and be driven by a 
grand plan to value and protect our rich 
and varied coastal areas. Dr Cornish 
concludes: “We are now less than two 
months away from implementing the 
trawling ban, the biggest restorative 
initiative in Hong Kong. This is the 
perfect time to take advantage of this 
new interest in our seas and propel it 
into something far larger than the sum 
of its parts.” To achieve this, a team from 
WWF-Hong Kong has met with KS Wong, 
the Secretary of the Environment, and 
presented a basket of recommendations 
which includes enhancing the value of 
the local seas through a transformation to 
sustainable use of marine resources, and 
establishing an effective marine protected 
area network. 

The fragility of the Hong Kong marine 
environment is much more than a cosmetic 
problem. It is profoundly affecting 
everyone. Thousands of volunteers have 
directly experienced the sheer amount 
of rubbish on Hong Kong’s beaches. 
Thousands more have heard the stories. 
Will this lead to a snowball effect in terms 
of marine environmental awareness? The 
future of our oceans depends on it. 

Bages of pellets and trash 
were collected from our 
clean-up actions.

Before

60%  
abouT 92 

TonneS of 
PelleTS, 

roughly 60 
PercenT of The 

SPill, have been 
collecTed.

PPh-T03

After
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Hong Kong’s 
Marvellous 
Marine 
Treasures

With a bit of time, 
effort and luck, you 
can catch a glimpse of 
these creatures in their 
natural habitats!

ConservaTion
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The recent plastic pellet spill in Hong Kong 
has everyone talking about our priceless 
ocean and shoreline. WWF-Hong Kong has 
recently produced a Marine Biodiversity 
Map to guide those with an adventurous 
spirit and a love of conservation to witness 
the gems of our local marine world in 
person. Our city’s incredible oceanic 
treasures are highly visible and accessible. 
Some highlights include:

1 THe CHinese WHiTe DolpHin 
These social animals are playful and 
curious but face threats from habitat 
loss due to land reclamation, general 
disturbance, marine pollution and 
depleted food sources. Over the last ten 
years, Hong Kong’s dolphin population 

has halved. Still, they are often visible 
from boats in the western waters near Tai 
O, Tuen Mun and the airport platform.

2 Hoi Ha Wan
This sheltered bay in one of Hong Kong’s 
only marine parks is home to dozens of 
hard and soft coral species, and a wealth of 
shoreline habitats containing an abundance 
of marine flora and fauna. Hoi Ha is 
accessible by both land and sea. For a view 
of the scenery, check out the online virtual 
tour: apps.wwf.org.hk/eng/hhwvt. It’s also 
one of Hong Kong’s favourite snorkelling 
destinations!   
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3 HorsesHoe Crabs
There are only four species of horseshoe 
crabs in the world, three of which have been 
recorded in Hong Kong waters. These “living 
fossils” have remained almost unchanged 
for 400 million years. Juvenile horseshoe 
crabs spend their first ten years in intertidal 
habitats before migrating to deep water. 
They are disappearing from local habitats 
due to coastal development and marine 
pollution, but can still be seen in the wild 
occasionally.

WWF has worked hard to preserve these 
species and habitats for future generations. 
The more people understand the beauty 
and importance of our ocean treasures, the 
better chance they have to survive. 

4 THe WHiTe-bellieD 
       sea eagle
This is one of Hong Kong’s most rare 
resident birds of prey. The magnificent 
creature has a wingspan of up to 2.2 metres. 
Fish make up most of their diet, so they nest 
in remote areas along coasts and on islands, 
particularly in the eastern and southern 
parts of Hong Kong. The adults have 
distinctive white feathers, which make them 
easy to see from the ground. 

1 

2 

3

4

You can download the map at wwf.org.hk/
marinemap or obtain a hard copy (in this issue) 
or from our WWF Visitor Centre. Let’s to discover 
and learn more about the many precious creatures 
in Hong Kong’s marine and shore habitats!
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Green 
GreetinGs 
from our 
new office!
For years, the organization was 
spread across several locations 
in Hong Kong. Now, for the 
first time, all of WWF’s core 
administrative, conservation, 
education and fundraising staff 
are under the same roof. 

Putting our teams in close proximity 
through our “One Office” initiative will 
create organizational efficiencies, foster 
better, more efficient communications and 
generate synergies; allowing us to focus even 
more keenly on our conservation goals.

With every move comes a new start, 
and for WWF-Hong Kong, this was the 
perfect opportunity to ensure that our 
new premises exemplifies Green Office 
best practices. Our aim was to not only 
cut down on wastage, but inspire other 
residents of office buildings all over Hong 
Kong to ask themselves “how green is our 
office”?

Let us take you on a tour of the green 
features of our new home.

Old office, old partition

footprint



WWF-Hong Kong’s new home is the 
Manhattan Centre, in Kwai Chung district. 
This industrial area is not known for 
“being green”, but our presence here will 
hopefully encourage a change in mindset 
from our neighbours.

By bringing green office concepts into a 
non-green environment, WWF hopes to 
illustrate that no matter what business a 
company is in, keeping the environment in 
mind in day-to-day office procedures not 
only conserves resources, but results in 
real, measurable cost savings. 

  Smart metering 
divides lighting and air 
conditioning systems 
into different zones, 
helping our staff hatch 
an ambitious plan to save 
more energy. This will 
drastically improve our 
energy efficiency.

  We use LED lights because 
we aim to reduce electricity, 
and hence reduce energy 
consumption and lower our 
carbon footprint. We also aim to 
be becoming more cost-efficient. 
The arrangement of our office 
also allows maximum natural 
sunlight for illumination. 

New office, old partition

*WWF Kwai Hing office’s LED lighting system is 
sponsored by Optiled, thanks! We would also like 
to thank Hitachi East Asia Ltd for its contribution 
to our new office.
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Tree
Change
The Forest Stewardship Council has helped 
ignite a broad transformation in consumer 
attitudes towards paper and wood products 
across world and now also in Hong Kong and 
Asia-Pacific.

FooTprinT

At supermarkets, stationery shops and 
furniture stores around Hong Kong, you 
may have seen a logo in the shape of a 
tree and the letters “FSC” underneath 
it. FSC stands for Forest Stewardship 
Council, and products bearing this logo 
have met specific environmental and social 
standards which promote healthy forests. 

Over the past few years, FSC’s certification 
programmes have had a notable impact on 
forests and consumer habits around the 
globe and are now having a growing impact 
across the Asia-Pacific region. Alistair 
Monument, Regional Director of FSC Asia-
Pacific, has been with the organization since 
2001. Since 2006, he has been the Technical 
Director for the FSC in China and in January 
2011, he established the FSC Asia-Pacific 
Regional Office in Hong Kong.

“We now have more supply chain certificates 
in Asia-Pacific than we have in North 
America,” Monument says. “This is nearly 
a quarter of all FSC certificates. Our impact 
is not just in North America and Europe, it’s 
also more and more in Asia and increasingly 
in Africa and Latin America. We’re having 
more of an impact on the supply chain, 
but also on forest management in these 
key places where there are high levels of 
deforestation, such as Indonesia, the Congo 
Basin and the Amazon.”

In 2001, only 1,000 supply chain 
companies were issued with FSC Chain 
of Custody (CoC) certificates in the world. 
Now, there are 24,000 certificates issued 
globally, with 5,747 in Asia-Pacific. Thus 
far in 2012, Asia-Pacific gained another 
600 CoC certificates. As of September 
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2012, the total certified forest area was 
more than 165 million hectares in 80 
countries, encompassing 1,140 forest 
management certificates. Asia-Pacific 
had 183 certificates, covering 4.8 percent 
of total FSC-certified areas, nearly eight 
million hectares of forest.

“Other milestones, apart from the number 
of companies and the number of forests, 
have to do with international recognition 
by governments and brands,” Monument 
says. “Companies like Unilever, IKEA and 
Kimberly Clark specify FSC when they 
use forest products. Having that support 
from big brands and big companies is 
very important for driving improvements 
in forest management.” 

It is clear that demand for FSC certification 
is high. “It’s been a really rapid growth 
and a complete change in the way that 
we work because of the awareness and 
our resulting impact around the world,” 
Monument continues. When, he first 
started, FSC was a small NGO with about 

fifteen staff based in Mexico. Today, not 
only there a head office in Germany, 
but with also four regional offices and 
national offices and representatives in 
around 60 countries. 

To address the needs of all stakeholders 
involved, FSC has developed a publicly-
accessible online database which allows 
people to find certificates and certified 
forest products (info.fsc.org). In 2012, 
FSC members also approved a new set of 
principles and criteria. Another project 
of note is the development of indicators 
through FSC National Standards 
Development Groups in China, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Vietnam, India, Australia, New 
Zealand and Papua New Guinea. 

The result of this relentless effort and 
hard work: there is now a wealth of 
products in the market that meet FSC 
standards. “Many products on the market 
are now FSC-certified,” Monument says. 
“For example in Hong Kong, you can see 
different brands of office paper and tissue 

The Forest Stewardship Council is a non-governmental, global, multi-
stakeholder membership organization that was founded in 1994. Its mission is 
to promote environmentally appropriate, socially beneficial, and economically 
viable management of the world’s forests. The organization achieves this 
through decision-making based on dialogue and consensus among its diverse 
membership, which includes the forest industry, companies, environmental 
groups, civil society, community and indigenous groups and unions. The FSC 
has three types of certification programs: Forest Management, Chain of Custody 
and Controlled Wood.

WhaT is The FsC?

Tropical rainforest near Berau,  
East Kalimantan, Indonesia.

WWF-hong Kong 
Was The FirsT 
organizaTion  
To advoCaTe FsC 
CerTiFiCaTion in  
The CiTy

saW Mill

FaCTory

prinT
BooK 
shop
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paper that are FSC-certified. You can also 
see quite a number of paper products, 
such as posters, envelopes and calendars 
that have the FSC product label on it. We 
also see more FSC wooden products in 
the market: FSC furniture is increasingly 
available and construction companies 
have started to choose FSC products, such 
as flooring and doors.”

In fact, WWF-Hong Kong was the first 
organization to advocate FSC certification 
in the city. WWF also partnered with one 
of the first two printers in the city to get 
the FSC C0C in 2005 and we cooperated 
with the Hong Kong Architectural Services 
Department (ASD) to facilitate the Hong 
Kong government to adopt a responsible 
wood procurement policy.

FSC certification makes it easier 
for consumers to make socially and 
environmentally sound choices. “FSC 
gives consumers an opportunity to make 
a simple choice about products they buy 
that can actually have a big impact on 
the way a forest is managed,” Monument 
continues, “Buying toilet paper in Hong 
Kong can make a difference in a forest in 

Indonesia or in Brazil. The FSC logo may 
influence which brand they buy because 
of the label on the product. This allows 
consumers and also other purchasers, 
such as governments or companies, who 
are procuring paper or timber products to 
make a choice that makes an impact.” 

Consumers in Asia-Pacific are increasingly 
aware of the FSC label, with a WWF 
survey in Hong Kong in 2011 showing 
that consumer recognition had doubled 
to 29 percent. Such market awareness is 
growing in other key markets like Japan, 
China, India and Australia.

When buying forest products, Monument 
notes that, “Consumers should carefully 
select a product that can support the 
responsible management of the world’s 
forests, which means not only the 
environmental aspects, but also the social 
values such as maintaining the rights 
of indigenous peoples.” We can all do 
our part to live more sustainably and to 
contribute to better forest management 
practices around the world. 

The mission for the FSC is to promote environmentally appropriate, socially 
beneficial, and economically viable management of the world’s forests, which 
means not only the harvest of timber and non-timber products, but maintaining 
the forests’ biodiversity, productivity, and ecological processes, and also ensuring 
that both locals and society at large can enjoy long-term benefits by ensuring the 
sustainability of forest resources. Forests will have to adopt economically viable 
management models, which ensure profits will not be generated at the expense of 
forest resources, the ecosystem or affected communities.  

By achieving this, the act of harvesting the world’s forests can meet the social, 
ecological, and economic rights and needs of the present generation without 
compromising those of future generations. 

hoW FsC Can MaKe  
a real iMpaCT

Elegance Printing earned FSC 
certification in 2005 and is one of 
the earliest printing companies 
that acquired FSC certification. 
Since than, Elegance saw orders 
using FSC paper grow from five 
percent to more than 50 percent 
of all orders in the past seven 
years. So Wing Keung, Elegance’s 
Managing Director says, “Almost 
all big corporations request to use 
FSC when printing collaterals. FSC 
popularity has grown so much over 
the past 10 years, that almost all 
paper suppliers in Hong Kong now 
import more certified FSC papers 
instead of the non-certified ones.”
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The Frog 
Prince
Dr Michael Lau, WWF-Hong Kong’s Senior Head of 
Local Biodiversity and Regional Wetlands Programme.

What are some of your favourite 
memories about working with WWF?

When I first started worked for WWF, 
it was a very small organization. Mai Po 
was still in the early development phase. 
During my time as reserve manager, 
WWF-Hong Kong built the Peter Scott 
Field Study Centre and started running 
wetland training course for reserve staff 
from across the region. Several more 
gei wai shrimp ponds were acquired 
and we managed to provide a variety of 
conditions for different types of wildlife.

Dr Michael Lau has roots that go very deep with WWF. His 
career with WWF-Hong Kong began at the Mai Po Nature 
Reserve in 1987; he left in 1991 to pursue phD research at the 
University of Hong Kong on the subject of amphibian habitat 
use and the conservation of the endemic Romer’s Tree Frog, 
which earned him the amusing nickname: “The Frog Prince”. 
Upon completing his phD he went to work for other green and 
conservation groups. He became a member of several IUCN 
Species Survival Commission specialist groups and helped with 
the Red List assessment. Last year he rejoined WWF. In the 
following interview, he discusses his work in the field for the 
About Life readers. 
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One night, I was taking a taxi going back to 
Mai Po when I spotted an otter with a fish 
in its mouth crossing the road less than 10 
metres in front of the taxi. This was the 
first confirmed sighting of an otter in Hong 
Kong for many, many years. At one point, 
it was previously believed to be locally 
extinct.

I also remember going out to the tidal 
mudflats on a British Air Force helicopter 
to clean up the illegal stake nets. Many 
of them were set up by fishermen on the 
mudflats to collect fish and shrimp, and 
these long lines of nets prevented the 
shorebirds from feeding on the mudflats at 
low tide. We jumped out of the helicopter 
and slid on our bellies through the fluid 
mud to clean up the nets. It was a bit like a 
military operation!

What is the role of the Local 
Biodiversity Programme in WWF-
Hong Kong’s conservation work?

One of our major roles is to play the 
watchdog: to ensure that developments in 
Hong Kong do not cause major negative 
impacts on our natural environment. Hong 
Kong is a very small place and development 
pressures can be really high. We have a small 
team of dedicated experts who scrutinize 
environmental impact assessment reports 
and project profiles and make professional 
comments about any issues or concerns we 
have. There are also planning applications—

say there is a development and the developer 
wants to change the zoning, they will need 
to make a formal application to the Town 
Planning Board. Our team also studies these 
planning applications to ensure that sites of 
conservation importance are not destroyed. 

Our work also has a very strong marine 
component; we have a project to conserve 
the Chinese white dolphin and another 
project aimed at restoring the marine 
ecosystem in Hong Kong called Save Our 
Seas (SOS).

How has the Mai Po Nature Reserve 
changed over the past few decades?

The gei wei had a lot of open water back in 
1987. But now, parts of these gei wais are 
occupied by reeds, mangroves and even 
grasses and climbing plants. It’s more like 
a terrestrial habitat in some of the ponds.

A lot of people think that Mai Po is a well-
protected nature reserve and it will be fine 
if left alone. But wetlands are dynamic 
systems and will eventually become 
terrestrial habitats if left alone. This is 
natural succession. But because Mai Po 
is so important to migratory waterbirds, 
we need to perform active management 
to maintain it as a diverse, productive 
wetland system, rather than let it slowly 
turn into dry land. That’s why WWF 
invests so much effort and manpower into 
managing Mai Po.

one oF our major 
roles is To Play 

The “waTchdog”, 
To ensure ThaT 
develoPmenTs 

in hong Kong do 
noT cause major 
negaTive imPacTs 

on our naTural 
environmenT.

Young Michael was doing  
bird ringing for a critically 
endangered Spoonbill 
sandpiper – its current 
population is down to 
about 500 in the world. 
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Why is it important for WWF-
Hong Kong to partner with 
wetland reserves such as Heifeng 
and Zhangjiangkou in China to 
help them develop management 
plans, education programmes and 
community work?

Just managing Mai Po is not enough to 
conserve all the migratory birds which 
travel along the East Asian-Australasian 
Flyway. These birds travel long distances 
and they need to stop at several coastal 
wetlands to rest, and more importantly to 
feed, so they have the strength to carry on 
their arduous journey. 

Mai Po is just one of these stopover points. 
So, to conserve these waterbirds, we need 
to make sure all the key wetlands along 
their migration route are protected and 
well-managed. If other stopover points 
are destroyed, or their breeding grounds 
have problems, the birds will not make 
it to Mai Po. That’s why in our Regional 
Wetlands Programme we try to build 

up the capacity of wetland reserve staff 
along the flyway, particularly in mainland 
China where development pressure in 
coastal areas is also extremely high.

What conservation goal do you hope 
to achieve with your work in WWF?  

In May, 2011, the Convention on 
Biological Diversity was extended to 
Hong Kong. According to the principles of 
the convention, we have an obligation to 
conserve Hong Kong’s biodiversity. WWF 
has a strong track record of influencing 
policy, and I hope I can play a part in 
this process. I very much want to work 
towards ensuring that Hong Kong has a 
comprehensive and well-managed system 
of terrestrial and marine protected areas, 
covering all elements of our irreplaceable 
biodiversity. 

Find out more on wwf.org.hk

A joyous gift for festive season! 

Romer’s Tree Frog
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An overwhelming 150 tonnes of 
polypropylene pellets spilled into the 
ocean in the aftermath Typhoon Vicente 
this summer. The pellets subsequently 
washed up onto Hong Kong’s beaches. 
Swift action by the WWF and other 
organizations ensured almost 60% of the 
pellets have been recovered to date.
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An approximate 100,000 marine species fall 
victim to plastic debris each year worldwide. 
Seabirds may consume the debris mistaking 
it for fish eggs or berries. Larger fragments of 
debris descend to the ocean floor threatening the 
delicate composition of species living there.

100,000

150+

This year the discovery of 
the “Great Pacific Garbage 
Patch” rang the first sound 
alarm of the global plastic 
plight. The area contains a 
staggering concentration 
of suspended and floating 
plastic debris.

Theoretically, once plastic is being 
discared in the natural environment, 
it remains in the natural environment 
forever because it is not biodegradable 
and does not break down. UV rays from 
the sun allow plastic to “photodegrade”, 
but this just breaks down the bonds 
between plastic particles and creates 
smaller pieces of plastic. 
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