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Abstract 

The compact urban form of Hong Kong leaves scant rooms for greenery, with 
limited acreage designated as urban parks. Such precious greenspaces have not been 
fully utilized to fulfil amenity and ecological functions. Trees in ten major urban 
parks in the city core were comprehensively surveyed. Parks vary greatly in terms of 
sylvan endowment and planting design, with the majority beset by low stocking 
density, species with small final biomass, and conspicuous bias towards bland, 
common and exotic species. Seventeen specific recommendations have been 
proposed to improve the quantity and quality of the park tree population to meet 
modern and changing demands of the city. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Urban parks play pivotal roles in the amenity and landscape of cities (Müller-
Perband 1979), and the physical and mental health of citizens. The densely developed 
built-up areas of Hong Kong are tightly packed with high-rise buildings and roads, 
leaving scant open spaces for urban parks and other public greenspaces (Jim 1992a, 
2002). The few urban parks, with limited acreage, have to cater to the diverse needs of 
active and passive recreational pursuits. The grave shortage of private greenspaces in the 
compact city has engendered a heavy demand on the public ones. In many cities, recent 
increase in public open spaces is also lagging behind population growth (Banerjee 2001). 
The overtaxed venues, routinely receiving an inordinately high patronage, suffer from 
general degradation of their greenery and substrate, the vigour and robustness of which 
are difficult to sustain. As the premier amenity vegetation of the parks, trees have not 
been planned and maintained hitherto in ways that could nurture a high-calibre green 
ambience for people and wildlife. A scientific approach to the evaluation of the nature of 
amenity vegetation and their management will provide useful input to their planning, 
growth and enhancement (Zipperer and Zipperer 1992; Mazzotti and Morgenstern 1997). 
The quality, quantity, species choice, care, landscape design and distribution pattern of 
trees could be improved to transform the parks into truly nature-in-city enclaves, and to 
augment ecological and environmental functions in addition to the customary recreational 
one. A systematic survey of the park trees could furnish the baseline information to 
prepare a comprehensive overhaul plan.  
 
STUDY AREAS AND METHODS 

This study aims at evaluating the present status of park trees to discern the 
pertinent stock characteristics and their upkeep, and to make specific recommendations to 
upgrade the greenery to meet modern and changing needs of the city. Ten major urban 
parks in the main urban core, ranging from 1.4 to 19.45 ha in size and with a combined 
area of 104 ha, were chosen for detailed assessment of individual trees and their environs.  
All trees with a trunk diameter >10 cm were evaluated in detail in the field with the help 
of a record form for species identification, tree dimensions (height, crown spread and 
DBH), tree locations (plotted on 1:750 large-scale maps), site conditions, growth 
performance, and arboricultural defects and disorders. The MS-EXCEL and SPSSPC 
programs aided data analysis. 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Tree characteristics vary greatly among parks (Table 1). A total of 10,742 trees 
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were studied, with an average density of merely 103 trees/ha (range 45-304 trees/ha). 
Small parks tend to have a higher tree stocking rate and a more diversified species 
composition. Plantable spaces are liberally available to allow greenery enrichment and 
opportunities to modify park design. Overall, the arboreal diversity is surprising high, 
reaching 271 species from 65 botanical families. There is, however, domination by a 
small number of common species. Three dominant families have tree counts exceeding 
1000, namely Palmae, Caesalpiniaceae and Mimosaceae. Some 22 families have only one 
species each, and 7 families are each represented by a solitary specimen. Only two 
greenspaces stand out by floristic plurality to contribute most of the unusual species, one 
with 130 years of history and the other specially designed in 1978 as a business-district 
garden enclave. Other recently established parks rely heavily on a small cohort of popular 
and bland species, resulting in a monotonous treescape. The number of trees per species 
in individual parks, an indicator of species diversity, ranges from 2.9 (hallmark of 
uniqueness) to 28.2 (repetitive use). 

In particular, palms with 32 species and 23 % of the trees have taken up an 
excessive share. The ratios between non-flowering and flowering members are considered 
too high, at 74:26 by tree count and 70:30 by species count (Figure 1). Broadleaf 
evergreen trees constitute the indisputable dominant growth form, followed by broadleaf 
deciduous and palms, with conifers playing only a minor role. Exotics take up 73 % of the 
trees (Figure 2), a phenomenon which is also found in local street trees (Jim 1992b). Most 
trees are small – some are yet to reach their final dimensions but many are inherently of 
limited size. The parks accommodate about half of the city’s champion specimens by 
virtue of exceptional stature, health, structural integrity and species rarity (Jim 1994). 
Trees are beset by arboricultural problems that apparently have been left untreated or 
improperly treated, notably exposed roots, eroded soil, physical hindrance to tree growth, 
poorly-healed wounds and wood decay, and degraded biomass structure. Most trees are 
rated as good or fair in terms of an aggregate performance index calculated from survey 
results. 

The results cry out for better use of the diversity of humid-tropical trees suitable 
for urban situations (Jim 1990a, 1990b), including more equitable use of species, adoption 
of a wider range of species, especially those of native provenance and with attractive 
blooms and outstanding forms. A reformed species selection strategy (Jim 1999), an 
integrated tree enhancement plan, and substantial improvement in arboricultural skill, 
could gradually upgrade the treescape and the attractiveness of the parks (Herzele and 
Wiedemann 2003). Some specific management recommendations could be distilled from 
the research: 
1. There are rooms to further raise the species diversity of the parks, especially for those 

presently with a somewhat limited species repertoire, with a view to make full use of 
the natural botanical diversity of the geographical region and to enhance the floristic 
interest of the green spaces. 

2. The use of the popular species, where appropriate, could be reduced to allow the less 
common but highly worthwhile species to enrich the parks’ sylvan landscape.  

3. Each park could focus on a certain flagship collection of species with clearly- defined 
themes to accord identity and signature to individual venues.  

4. Within a given park, different parcels could be earmarked to different collections of 
related species, by virtue of taxonomy, ornamental and amenity features, and other 
suitable traits, to give identity and sense of place.  

5. Wider use of native species is recommended where the site conditions are suitable; 
other things being similar, preference could be given to the adoption of natives.  

6. Where possible, more flowering trees and species with conspicuous seasonal changes 
could be planted to add colours and varieties to the park tree population. 

7. A diversification with reference to growth form could be adopted, with a view to 
reducing the dominance of the broadleaf evergreen and palm groups. 

8. The planting of landmark trees at landmark locations could be actively pursued; 
landmark niches could be proactively “created” when new parks are planned and when 
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old parks are refurbished.  
9. A more regular tree inspection program using a systematic methodology could help to 

identify arboricultural maladies in good time.  
10. A well-trained and equipped tree team could provide timely and appropriate treatment 

to tree disorders. 
11. Consideration could be given to the conversion of some hard-paved areas into green 

areas to be generously planted with vegetation. 
12. Outside the non-green areas, there are opportunities to increase the tree density to 

augment the visual, landscape and environment of the amenity vegetation.  
13. In selected localities, consideration could be given to the close planting of trees to 

achieve the most desirable woodland ambience to usher maximum benefits for both 
park users and wildlife. 

14. The use of native woodland species for the woodland plantation is particularly 
recommended for their potential to bring notable ecological enhancement of the park 
habitat.  

15. The transfer of the “zoological” portion of the cramped Zoological and Botanical 
Gardens to an alternative site would release land that could allow a sharp focus on and 
an expansion of the “botanical” mandate of the facility, with a view to transforming it 
into a biodiversity treasure trove situated in the heart of the city. 

16. An active programme of plant exchange and plant introduction, with countries in the 
region and beyond, could be instituted to further enhance the diversity of the 
cultivated tree population.  

17. A city-wide park planting plan will permit coordination and integration of tree 
management and to provide opportunity for planned specialization and gradual 
establishment of individual park identities mentioned above. 

 
CONCLUSION 

Management in urban parks hitherto in many cities tended to occur in isolation in 
the sense of detachment from what has happened in other parks both locally and in other 
cities (DTLR 2001). The need to provide high quality services within the constraints 
cannot be more strongly emphasized (Winning 1986). There is also a gap between 
research and implementation, and between science and policy. This study hopefully could 
trigger a move to bring the different concerned parties together and make use of the 
objective data acquired from research to mould the management approach and strategy. A 
synoptic understanding of the vegetation resource base, a pivotal basis of an urban park’s 
attraction and user satisfaction, is a necessary fundamental step towards better 
management. That park trees play a key role in this venture cannot be more emphatically 
stressed. 
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Tables 
 
 
Table 1.  Pertinent statistics of trees and species in ten major urban parks of Hong Kong 

and Kowloon. 
 

Urban park 
Park 
area 
(ha) 

Tree 
count 
(no.) 

Species 
count 
(no.) 

Family 
count 
(no.) 

Tree 
density 
(no./ha)

Area 
per 
tree 
(m2) 

Trees 
per 

species 

Trees 
per 

family
Hong Kong 
Island         
Chater Garden 1.40 222 78 43 159 63 2.8 5.2 
Hong Kong Park 7.75 773 97 37 100 100 8.0 20.9 
Lei Yue Mun 
Park 19.45 880 96 42 45 221 9.2 21.0 
Victoria Park 17.00 2484 88 35 146 68 28.2 71.0 
ZBG 5.70 644 164 53 113 89 3.9 12.2 

Kowloon:         
Centenary 
Garden 2.90 882 68 33 304 33 13.0 26.7 
Kowloon Park 13.47 1459 92 43 108 92 15.9 33.9 
Kowloon Tsai 
Park 14.97 1243 45 19 83 120 27.6 65.4 
Lai Chi Kok Park 3.50 673 64 27 192 52 10.5 24.9 
Morse Park 17.86 1482 90 37 83 121 16.5 40.1 

Total or Average 104.00 10742 271 65 103 97 39.6 165.3 
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Figures 
 
Fig. 1. The frequency of flowering and non-flowering species (left) and flowering and non-flowering trees (right) by geographical origin 

in ten major urban parks. 
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Fig. 2.  The frequency of growth form of total species (left) and trees (right) by geographical origin in ten major urban parks. 
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