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TOPOGRAPHY

Most of Hong Kong‘s land is either liable to flood or too steep to build on. 

How can a city of 7 million inhabitants react to these physical limitations?

The Hong Kong Condition
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Source: Land Use Map, 2002

LAND LIABLE TO FLOOD

GRADIENT 1:3 AND STEEPER

Source: A Geography of Hong Kong, Oxford Press, 1986

Built-on Area Building-free Zone

PHYSICAL LIMITATIONS

Source: Land Use Map, 2002

Country Parks
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Source: Internet
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ARTIFICIAL SURFACE
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Actual Coastline

Arable Land
Source: Land Use Map, 2002DRAFT
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Shipways

Reclamation
Source: Land Use Map, 2002

Source: Planning Department, 1994 DRAFT
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Built-on Area

Reservoirs
Source: Land Use Map, 2002

Source: Land Use Map, 2002
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Forest

Total

Source: Land Use Map, 2002
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FOREST AND COUNTRY PARKS  

from 5000 B.C.:  slash and burn culture

1841: eroded badlands in Hong Kong 

1870-1940: beginning of British afforestation

1941-1945: hills stripped of trees under Japanese occupation

1945: Hong Kong treeless once more

1950: reforestation

1976: foundation of Country Parks

Planned Nature
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Forest 1954

Forest 2003

Forest 1841

Source: A Geography of Hong Kong, Oxford Press, 1986

Source: Official Land Use Map, 2002DRAFT
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Source: Living Nature; Agriculture,Fisheries and Conservation Department,

AFTER WORLD WAR II

2004
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COUNTRY PARKS

Source: Land Use Map, 2002

Building-free Zone
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Major Roads

Roads & Parks

Urban Area

Source:Survey & Mapping Office, Lands Department, 1994DRAFT
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CITY AND NATURE
Staying Separate?
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CITY AND NATURE
Interlocking
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KOWLOON HILLS
Taking a close look at a piece of green surface
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Hong Kong Area

Kowloon Hills

KOWLOON HILLS

BETWEEN HONG KONG AND NORTH EAST NEW TERRITORIES

FORMER MAIN GATHERING GROUND FOR FRESH WATER

NOWADAYS RECREATION AREA CLOSEST TO THE CITY

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong

DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



KOWLOON CITY

KOWLOON HILLS

BARRIER TO THE CITY

Picture: by Martin Sigmund

Source: Historical Atlas of Hong Kong
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COUNTRY PARKS

LION ROCK COUNTRY PARK

557 ha, founded 1977 

348 ha forestry plantations

KAM SHAN COUNTRY PARK 

337 ha, founded 1977 

catchment area of reservoirs

12.1 MILLION COUNTRY PARK VISITORS 2003/2004

1 MILLION TREES PLANTED IN COUNTRY PARKS 2003/2004

RAIN SHELTERS, BARBECUE SITES AND MORNING WALKER GARDENS

LONG-TAILED MACAQUES RELEASED IN 1920
SPECIAL PERMISSION REQUIRED FEEDING

Source: Web Site Agricultural, Fisheries and Conservation Department

Ecotourism
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LION ROCK COUNTRY PARK

557 ha, founded 1977 

348 ha forestry plantations
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SPECIAL FEEDING PERMISSION
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MACLEHOSE TRAIL

WILSON TRAIL

FAMILY WALK

FITNESS TRAIL

NATURE TRAIL

 JOGGING TRAIL

 JOGGING TRAIL

TREE WALK

TRAILS AND WALKS

THEMED TRAILS AND WALKS

INTERPRETATIVE SIGNS

ACTIVITIES: MORNING WALKING, HIKING, JOGGING, EDUCATION 

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong
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Shek Lei Pui Reservoir
xxx m.ü.M

NATURE TRAIL

FITNESS TRAIL

GUIDANCE

MACLEHOSE TRAIL

WILSON TRAIL
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EARLY TOURISM
Hiking Routes 1896

Source: Historical Atlas of Hong Kong
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KOWLOON RESERVOIRS

Fresh Water 
Reservoirs

Direct 
Gathering GroundSource: WSD Gathering Ground, Water Supplies Department

FROM 1900: KOWLOON‘S MAIN SOURCE OF FRESH WATER

TODAY: LITTLE PRACTICAL USE

KEPT FOR HISTORICAL REASONS

Source: WSD Gathering Ground, Water Supplies Department
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GENERATED NATURE

1901 CONSTRUCTION OF EARTH DAM

1922 REPLACED  BY ROCK DAM

ARTIFICIAL INTERVENTION
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KEPT FOR SCENIC QUALITIES
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CATCHWATER

Catchwater & 
Tunnels

Indirect 
Gathering Ground

Fresh Water 
Reservoirs

Source: WSD Gathering Ground, Water Supplies DepartmentSource: WSD Gathering Ground, Water Supplies DepartmentDRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



CATCHWATER

LABELLED AS FITNESS TRAIL
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GATHERING FROM THE TOP
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GATHERING FROM THE TOP
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Catchwater and Trails

MULTI-PURPOSE USE 

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong
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JOGGING TRAIL

USED FOR CATCHWATER MAINTENANCE

JOGGING TRAIL DRAFT
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SUPERPOSITION OF MATERIALS
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SUPERPOSITION OF MATERIALS
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SOURCES OF FRESH WATER

1860-1863

Pokfulam Reservoir
(2 mg  $170,000)

1901-1931

Kowloon Reservoirs 
(688 mg  $1.55 million)

1883 - 1919

Tai Tam Reservoirs
(388 mg  $1.25 million)

1951-1959

Tai Lam Chung Reservoir 
(4,500 mg  $100 million)

1932-1937

Shing Mun Reservoirs
(3,000 mg  $13.6 million)

1961 - 1973

Plover Cove Reservoir
(51,800 mg  $407 million) 

1969-1978

High Island Reservoir 
(60,200 mg  $1,350 million)

1956-1963 

Shek Pik Reservoir
(5,515 mg  $250 million)

Source: A History of HK Fresh Water, Water Supplies Department

TOTAL HONG KONG AREA

80%  SUPPLY FROM GUANGDONG, MAINLAND CHINA

20%  RAINFALL FROM NATURAL CATCHMENT WITHIN THE HK AREA

TODAY SMALLER RESERVOIRS VIRTUALLY USELESS

Fresh Water Reservoirs
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Direct Gathering 
Ground

Indirect Gathering 
Ground

Source: WSD Gathering Ground, Water Supplies Department

SHING MUN RESERVOIR 

OUTSIDE COUNTRY PARKS

Picture: by Martin Sigmund

1969-1978

High Island Reservoir 
(60,200 mg  $1,350 million)
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SURFACE MAINTAINED
by Water Department
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POWER LINE SYSTEM

CONTROLLED BY PRIVATE COMPANIES

SUPERIMPOSED ON PROTECTED COUNTRY PARKS

PYLONS PLACED ALONG PATHS FOR EASY MAINTENANCE 

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong
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FITNESS TRAIL

PYLON

CATCHWATER
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LINEAR NETWORK

DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



TAI PO ROAD

Slope Maintenance Responsibility

Attached Slopes

ONLY FORMER CONNECTION BETWEEN HONG KONG AND NEW TERRITORIES

all others:

HIGHWAY DEPARTMENT
Road with very high traffic

PRIVATE OWNER

Heavily used playground
(Height: 6.3m, Angle: 34°)

LANDS DEPARTMENT

Lightly used playground
(Height: 5m, Angle: 45°)PRIVATE OWNER

Dangerous goods storage
(Height: 16.5m, Angle: 75°)

WATER SUPPLY DEPARTMENT

Service Reservoir
(Height: 5m, Angle: 30°)

LANDS DEPARTMENT

Residential
(Height: 10m, Angle: 70°)

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong
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SLOPE MAINTENANCE
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HOUSING

Private Owner

FRESH WATER RESERVOIR

Water Supply Department

POWER LINES

Electricity Supply Department

WATER TREATMENT

Water Supply Department

MULTI-FUNCTIONAL SURFACE

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong
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SHA TIN WATER TREATMENT

POWER LINE

PRIVATE HOUSING
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CUTTINGS
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ROADS

Source:Survey & Mapping Office, Lands Department, 1994

Penetrating Country Parks
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CITY AND NATURE
Interlocking

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong

DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



...PROTECTING THE HOUSING ESTATE BELOW

A SLOPE UP IN THE FOREST...
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A SLOPE UP IN THE FOREST...
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BUILT NATURE

A Body of Constructed Nature...

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong
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...penetrated by the City‘s Infrastructure

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong
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KOWLOON

HYPERDETERMINATION

Source: Map Office, Hong Kong
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SHA TIN
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HONG KONG‘S NATURE
Every square centimetre of Hong Kong‘s surface is under control.....
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Every square centimetre of Hong Kong‘s surface is under control.....
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All photographs by Sascha Mathis and Nele Dechmann, if not stated otherwise
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CONTACTS IN HONG KONG

Civil Engineering Department

Cheung Li-chun, Bruce
eca_2wkd@ced.gov.hk

The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Bertin, Vito
vito@cuhk.edu.hk

Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department

Cheung Kwok-wai
kw_cheung@afcd.gov.hk

Water Supplies Department

Ir Lee Tai On
to_lee@wsd.gov.hk
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