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BACKGROUND 

Land and Climate

Hong Kong is located on China's southern coast and covers

an area about twice the size of Andorra and a quarter the size

of the U.S. state of Rhode Island. Formerly a British colony,

it has been the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region

(HKSAR) of China since 1997. Hong Kong includes the New

Territories (a portion of the mainland adjacent to Guangdong

Province), the Kowloon Peninsula, Hong Kong Island, Lantau

Island, and more than two hundred smaller islands. The

terrain is largely mountainous; lowlands are found in the New

Territories. Hong Kong Island and the tip of the Kowloon

Peninsula form Victoria Harbor, the deep natural harbor that

made the region an important center for global commerce.

     The climate is subtropical with seasonal monsoons. Hong

Kong experiences more seasonal change than most tropical

areas. From November to February, the weather is generally

dry and cool (50–65°F, or 10–18°C). Rainy, hot weather

prevails during the monsoon season (July–October), when

temperatures range from 80 to over 90°F (26–34°C).

Pollution is a growing problem, with emissions coming from

automobiles, power plants, nearby factories in China, and

ships in and around the harbor.

History

British Rule

The British East India Trading Company began using Hong

Kong's harbor for trade with China as early as 1699. The

Chinese ceded Hong Kong Island to Britain in 1842,

following the so-called First Opium War, in which the

Chinese unsuccessfully tried to halt British opium shipments

to China. Southern Kowloon was ceded to Britain after the

Second Opium War, or Arrow War, in 1860. Northern

Kowloon, the New Territories, and 235 islands were acquired

on a 99-year lease in 1898.

     Hong Kong's importance as a free port (where no tariffs

are levied on imports or exports) was not established until

after World War II, when it became a leading commercial

port and tourist center. It also became a point of refuge for

Chinese from the mainland fleeing political upheaval and

oppression. Between 1949 and 1950, 750,000 Chinese sought

refuge in Hong Kong. More followed in the 1950s and 1960s.

The new immigrants built a prosperous colony over the next

generation.

     Return to China

With the lease on the New Territories due to expire in 1997,

the British and Chinese governments began meeting in 1982

to determine Hong Kong's future. A 1984 agreement provided

for Hong Kong's return to Chinese sovereignty but left its

unique social, economic, legal, and other systems intact for 50

years. The Basic Law, drafted in 1990 and revised after 1995,

would be Hong Kong's constitution. As the transfer date

approached, China began exercising greater influence over

the colony. Concerns over its post-1997 intentions led more

than 350,000 people to emigrate between 1984 and 1995,

disrupting social patterns and increasing tensions.

     The transition process became especially tense in 1995,

when all 60 members of Hong Kong's Legislative Council

were directly elected by the people. In response to this

increase in democratic representation, China established a
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60-member Provisional Legislature to replace the elected

Council in July 1997. Through a 400-member selection

committee, China also designated shipping tycoon Tung Chee

Hwa to be Hong Kong's new leader.

     Despite concerns about the future of civil liberties in Hong

Kong, most people began to feel comfortable with China's

promise of “one country, two systems.” Many émigrés

returned and the economy grew in anticipation of access to

mainland China's markets. On 1 July 1997, Prince Charles of

Britain formally returned the colony to Chinese sovereignty.

Tung Chee Hwa took office immediately after the midnight

ceremony as chief executive of the Hong Kong Special

Administrative Region.

     Hong Kong–China Relations

The transfer to China initially changed Hong Kong very little

in terms of daily life. Some British traditions were replaced,

but life for the average person remained largely the same. The

economy suffered several setbacks in the late 1990s related to

the broader Asian economic crisis, and it took longer than

expected to recover. Because Hong Kong has rarely

experienced such economic difficulties, these issues have

been more important to many people than the loss of

democratic rights or increased control by the central

government.

     As China and Hong Kong strengthen their ties, however,

many feel resentment toward the increasing influence of

mainland China in Hong Kong's economics, politics, and

established culture. Elections in Hong Kong have been

characterized by debates regarding how close of a relationship

Hong Kong should maintain with China. While blatant talk of

independence is not tolerated, the degree of loyalty candidates

show toward China over Hong Kong is a key issue in Hong

Kong politics. Leung Chun-ying, chosen as chief executive in

March 2012, has close ties to mainland China. In 2014, many

residents agitated for more direct democracy and

self-government through unofficial referendums, rallies, and

long-term protests. However, China is unwilling to expand

Hong Kong's democratic freedoms.    

     Recent Events and Trends

• New chief executive: In July 2012, Leung Chun-ying

became the current chief executive of Hong Kong. His

predecessor, Donald Tsang, was the subject of much

controversy for his connections to business leaders.

• Suffrage proposal halted: In June 2015, Hong Kong’s

legislature voted down a proposal to allow direct elections for

the next chief executive. Democracy activists say the proposal

did not go far enough because the candidates would still be

chosen by China’s Communist Party, not the people

themselves.

• Local elections: In September 2016, millions of Hong

Kongers voted in the first major election since the

pro-democracy protests in 2014. Thirty pro-democracy

candidates, several of whom are under the age of 35, were

elected to the 70-seat Legislative Council. The 23-year old

student activist and Demosisto party leader Nathan Law

became the youngest lawmaker elected in Hong Kong's

history. The Chinese government, which opposes the idea of

Hong Kong's political independence, warned the new council

against perpetuating separatist ideas.

THE PEOPLE 

Population

About 93 percent of Hong Kong's residents are ethnic

Chinese, mostly Cantonese with roots in Guangdong

Province. About 2 percent are Filipino, and another 2 percent

are Indonesian. Much of Hong Kong's population was born

elsewhere, most commonly in mainland China. The small

number of non-Chinese who were residents of Hong Kong

before 1997 either emigrated or have British citizenship. A

number of expatriate workers and business professionals

continue to reside in Hong Kong.

     The mainland Chinese who came to the region after World

War II settled on the peninsula or Hong Kong Island,

transforming the two areas into a highly urbanized

metropolis. Roughly 18 percent of the population lives on

Hong Kong Island, 30 percent on Kowloon, and 52 percent in

the New Territories.

Language

Hong Kong's official languages are Chinese and English.

Although dialects from all provinces of China can be heard in

Hong Kong, the Yue dialect (Cantonese) from Guangdong

Province dominates and is officially recognized. More people

are learning the Beijing dialect, Putonghua (Mandarin). While

the spoken dialects can be very different, the written script

uses traditional Chinese characters and has been standardized

for centuries. Nevertheless, the mainland uses a somewhat

simplified script that people in Hong Kong are also beginning

to recognize. English is the language of business. Street signs,

telephone directories, and government documents are written

in both English and Chinese.

Religion

The Chinese have a heritage of diversity with respect to moral

philosophy and formal religion. Hong Kong's Basic Law

protects religious freedom. Strong elements of Taoism and

Confucianism, both of which originated in China, and

Buddhism, with roots in India, form part of the religious life

of many Hong Kong residents. Folk religious practices and

ancestor veneration are also widespread. Many homes contain

brightly decorated boxes with pictures of deceased relatives,

smoldering incense sticks, or symbolic offerings of fruit,

which are all part of the custom of honoring ancestors.

Marriages and funerals are special ceremonial events. The

faithful observe special occasions with visits to shrines and

temples or perform informal rites on the sidewalks near their

homes. Nearly all major Christian denominations are

represented in Hong Kong, and about 10 percent of the

population is Christian.

General Attitudes

Hong Kong is referred to as the Pearl of the Orient. The name

not only describes its scenic beauty, impressive modern

structures, and magnificent natural harbor, but also the

energetic, hardworking people who have built Hong Kong

into a major trade center. Most Hong Kongers would describe
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themselves as emotionally tough, unafraid of difficulty, and

able to tackle any problem if they work together. 

     The Confucian ethic of proper social and family

relationships forms the foundation of Chinese society. The

Chinese are very conscious of their social position in relation

to the people with whom they interact. An individual's actions

reflect on the entire family. Likewise, a child's achievements

honor the entire family. “Saving face” (avoiding

embarrassment, shame, or dishonor) is very important. In

social interaction, the Chinese are careful to allow others to

escape from potential embarrassment with dignity; causing

someone to “lose face” is improper.

     Feelings about Hong Kong's current status are mixed.

Most Chinese accept Hong Kong's new identity and are

optimistic about their economic future. However, many worry

that China's leaders will restrict civil liberties or that the open

society will gradually become more conservative. Many Hong

Kong citizens resent the increasing numbers of Chinese

traveling or moving to Hong Kong, who they feel disrespect

elements of Hong Kong’s unique culture. In general, however,

people weary of political issues express more immediate

concerns: housing, social security, and jobs. Widespread job

losses and wage reductions have created tension and distrust

among some segments of Hong Kong's population.

Personal Appearance

People in Hong Kong wear all styles of clothing, from

traditional to modern, from European to Asian. Modesty is

important in public, as is cleanliness. Business people wear

suits. Hong Kong residents are particularly fashion conscious.

Even when wearing casual clothing, people tend to carefully

follow current trends.

CUSTOMS AND COURTESIES 

Greetings

Both English and Chinese greetings are common in Hong

Kong. Ethnic Chinese shake hands with non-Chinese. Neih

hau ma (How are you?) and Sik joh faan mei a (Have you

eaten?) are typical Chinese greetings. In Cantonese, Hong

Kongers usually greet each other by saying Nei dim aa (How

are you doing?). The informal Wai (Hi) is used with friends.

Wai, said with a rising tone, is used when people answer their

phones.

     Upon greeting, people politely inquire about each other's

health, business affairs, or school activities. The Chinese

address each other by full name, or title and family name. The

title usually comes after the family name. For example, Mrs.

Lee would be called Lei Tai, and Mr. Lee would be called Lei

Sang. Friends use given names, while relatives and close

friends may use nicknames. When not accompanied by a title,

a Chinese family name traditionally comes first, followed by

a given name.

     Many Hong Kong Chinese adopt Western given names.

These names often are added before the family name and are

used in business or when communicating with Westerners.

For example, Frankie Leung Wai Ki can be addressed as 

Frankie by friends, Mr. Leung or Frankie Leung in business

circles, and Leung Wai Ki or Leung Xian Sheng among

Chinese associates or for formal and legal purposes. Younger

people often experiment with different Western names,

changing them at will.    

Gestures

Traditional Chinese sit with hands in their laps and feet on the

floor, but modern Hong Kong residents are more relaxed.

Although traditional Chinese will not cross their legs, one

may do so without offending. Winking at someone is impolite

and can have bad connotations. To point, one usually uses an

open hand. Chinese beckon with the palm down and all

fingers waving. Touching another person's head is impolite.

On special occasions, people may kneel and bow to show

respect to an important person. For example, a bride and

groom will bow to their parents when they get married.

Visiting

People in Hong Kong enjoy socializing with friends and

relatives as often as their schedules allow. They commonly

entertain in restaurants, as homes are small and many working

people are unable to prepare the culinary delicacies they

would like to serve. Close friends and relatives do visit in the

home but seldom without prior arrangement. With the

widespread use of cellular phones, calling ahead is the norm.

Weekends are generally spent with the immediate family.

People try to get together with their parents perhaps once a

month.

     Guests are offered hot tea or a cold soda or juice. Hosts

might also provide snacks. Visitors are treated with special

consideration: food may be prepared to their liking and

conversation geared to their interests. Invited guests often

take a gift, usually something consumable (wine, fruit,

candy). As with most items, people offer and receive gifts

with both hands. In some families, a final round of tea signals

the end of a visit. Informal visits among friends and family

are less structured and do not typically include gifts or special

refreshments.

     As in other Asian societies, people in Hong Kong often

remove their shoes when entering a home. Slippers are

typically provided for guests. Visitors sit when invited to do

so. People make an effort to greet and show respect to older

people. As a traditional expression of generosity, one does not

take the best portion of food first but rather serves it to others.

One pours tea for others first and then for oneself. People

decline the best pieces of food or refreshments, even as a

guest, encouraging the hosts to eat these themselves.

Eating

Families in Hong Kong eat together whenever possible, but

work schedules make it difficult for some. Because of Hong

Kong's fast-paced lifestyle, a quick visit to a fast-food

restaurant at least once a day is increasingly typical,

especially for young people. Breakfast is usually light and

eaten quickly. Young people might have bread, sandwiches,

or hot oatmeal, usually with coffee, tea, or milk. Older people

often have a more traditional breakfast of dim sum (a variety

of small dishes, usually including dumplings) and tea. Taking

an afternoon tea break is common among the older
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generation. In addition to tea, people also have a snack, such

as egg tarts, cake, toast, waffles, omelets, chicken wings or

legs, sausages, fish balls (similar to meatballs but made of

fish), or french fries.

     Most families maintain a Chinese diet at home and usually

eat with chopsticks. Dishes of food typically are placed in the

center of the table. Diners help themselves by taking portions

with chopsticks from the central plates and placing them in

their individual bowls of rice. It is proper to hold the rice

bowl close to one's mouth when eating. The host or parent

refills bowls with more rice until politely refused. A round or

square table is preferred, as this keeps people close to the

food and each other. Older people may consider it impolite to

make noise or talk too much during a meal. However, for the

younger generations, eating together is one of the main forms

of socializing, and talking and joking are part of many meals.

     People enjoy international cuisine when dining out.

Because of the cosmopolitan nature of Hong Kong,

restaurants offer many types of food. Eating habits follow the

custom most associated with the type of food being eaten.

The bill often includes a service charge, but tipping in

addition to this is common.    

LIFESTYLE 

Family

Structure

Chinese family members are bound by a strong tradition of

loyalty, obedience, and respect. Unlike residents of mainland

China, Hong Kong's residents are not restricted in the number

of children they can have. However, most families are small,

with one to two children. Traditionally, households were

made up of multiple generations of an extended family.

Today, most households consist of a single nuclear family.

     While more emphasis is now placed on the nuclear family,

people make an effort to remain close to their parents, and

some households still include extended families. Three

generations sometimes live under one roof, and even distant

relatives (e.g., an elderly aunt with nowhere else to go, a

niece or nephew, etc.) may live together for convenience.

Younger people are expected to be obedient to older relatives

as a sign of respect. Today's young people generally feel

closer to their immediate family (parents and siblings) than

they do to extended family (grandparents, aunts and uncles,

and cousins). People also feel more of an obligation to their

immediate family than to their extended family.

     Parents and Children

Parents generally expect to support their children until they

complete their higher education. Children are expected to

focus on their studies and may only be asked to do some

chores around the house. Many families hire maids to do

housework. Adult children usually live with their parents until

they get married. They often, at least partially, financially

support their aging parents. They may hire people to help

their parents in the home, pay for an assisted-living center, or

bring their parents to live with them.

     Gender Roles

A source of stress for many families in Hong Kong is the

sharp difference between traditional values and more modern

practices. Traditionally, gender roles were clearly defined

within the home. Men were breadwinners, and women were

housekeepers and mothers. This division is becoming less

clear today, with more women receiving an education and

working outside the home.

     Though women have formal legal equality, discrimination

still exists. Despite the recent changes in family structure,

women, whether they work outside the home or not, are still

primarily responsible for the home. Working-class families

depend on relatives, neighbors, or public agencies for child

care. Professional or white-collar families often have live-in

domestic help to do chores and watch children. More than

270,000 Filipinas (women from the Philippines) and other

foreign nationals work as domestic helpers in Hong Kong.

Housing

Hong Kong is one of the most densely populated places in the

world. Although it has a large amount of open space, not all

of it can be used for housing development. Much of Hong

Kong's land is owned by the Hong Kong government, which

decides each year how much to release and for what purpose.

     An ordinary Chinese family of four lives in a small

apartment. The size is typically between 350 and 700 square

feet (33–65 square meters). Most apartments are part of large

buildings, which can have as many as 60 floors. The average

citizen of Hong Kong lives in a government-funded

apartment. Wealthier citizens can afford to buy apartments

through the private sector. For most people, such apartments

are prohibitively expensive.

     In areas such as the Peak (on Hong Kong Island) and Clear

Water Bay (in Kowloon), luxury homes with beautiful views

cost millions of dollars. In traditional villages, three-storey

houses may be passed down from generation to generation.

These homes generally contain a mix of traditional furniture

and modern conveniences and technology.

Dating and Marriage

Dating and Courtship

Most Hong Kongers begin dating in secondary school, when

young people generally socialize in groups. Relationships

often form within these groups. Dating couples enjoy movies,

picnics, beach outings, sports, dining out, karaoke, and

cruising shopping malls. It is unacceptable to date more than

one person at a time. Young people generally date a variety of

different people before settling down. An increasing number

of people choose to date or live together for an extended

period of time before or instead of marrying.

     Marriage in Society

Hong Kongers today generally marry later than in past

generations. The average age to marry is about 29 for women

and 31 for men. To marry, couples seek parental approval and

invite both sets of parents to meet and negotiate issues such as

how many tables the groom's family is to provide for the

bride's family at the wedding dinner, what gifts the groom

will give the bride's parents to thank them for raising her, and

so on. Couples often wait to marry until they have job

security or the means to live in married quarters (their own

apartment). 
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     While in the past Hong Kong had a very low divorce rate,

today divorce is increasingly common. Traditionally, a strong

stigma was associated with divorce, but this stigma is waning.

     Weddings

Weddings are all-day events in Hong Kong. In the morning,

the groom goes to the bride's home to pick her up and bring

her to his parents' home. Bridesmaids may require the groom

and his groomsmen to play games or complete a series of

tasks before permitting entry into the bride's home. The

couple kneels before the groom's parents to receive a blessing

on their marriage.

     Many marriages take place at the government marriage

registry office. Christian couples usually opt for a church

ceremony. Some couples choose to be married in another

venue, such as an outdoor area or a hotel. Couples try to

reserve the "best" dates according to the Chinese almanac,

Tung Shing. Couples favor even-numbered Chinese months,

such as February, April, and October. Some superstitious

people do not get married in June or July because those

months are considered unlucky.

     Many brides wear white Western-style wedding dresses,

but some may dress in a red and gold kwa qun (traditional

two-piece formal wear). Grooms wear tuxedos.

     After the ceremony, a traditional wedding celebration

includes a large banquet for family and friends. Popular foods

include roasted pig, shark's fin soup, bird's nest soup

(traditional Chinese soup made from edible bird nests), and

steamed fish. Guests often arrive at the hotel or restaurant a

few hours early to play mahjong (a cross between dominoes

and cards, played with tiles). The bride wears a traditional 

cheongsam (red-and-gold Chinese wedding dress) but

changes her outfit two or three times in the course of the

evening. Guests gift the bride and groom money placed in red

envelopes, with amounts ranging from HK$1,000 to $2,000

(US$130 to $260).    

Life Cycle

Birth

About a month before a baby is expected to be born, the

parents make a stew of pork knuckles, ginger, and sweetened

vinegar. Once the stew is cooked, it is preserved until the

baby is born. It is then distributed among the baby's relatives

as a way to share the joy of the birth. The pork knuckles are

to be eaten within 12 days of the baby's birth.

     New mothers are often encouraged to eat meals with

ginger in them to help them recover from childbirth. Working

women are entitled to 10 weeks of paid maternity leave.

According to a traditional Chinese custom, new mothers are

told to stay at home for a month after giving birth. During this

time, called the "sitting month," the mother recuperates and

takes care of her baby. New mothers are usually assisted by

their mothers-in-law, mothers, or hired caregivers.

     One month after a birth, a party, known as a mun yuet, is

held in the newborn's honor. Parents invite guests to

a restaurant for a meal, and guests bring gifts of money in red

envelopes, baby clothes or toys, or jewelry. Nowadays,

parents tend to prefer to hold a 100-day celebration banquet

instead.

     Babies are typically given both Western and Chinese

names. Chinese names are often associated with certain

meanings. Some names indicate the parents' aspirations for

their child, with meanings such as wisdom, beauty, health,

power, or wealth. Other names are chosen based on the child's

position in the family. Names may also be associated with

astrology, based on the time or season in which the child was

born or on the animal sign associated with the child's birth

year.    

     Milestones

Children legally become adults at age 18. There are few

traditions associated with the transition to adulthood besides

gaining the right to vote in elections.

     Death

Funeral rituals vary according to religious and family

traditions. The date of the funeral is carefully chosen so as not

to conflict with the deceased's date and time of birth. In a

typical traditional memorial service, held before burial or

cremation, the family receives guests, who pay homage to the

deceased. Family members dress in white and wear pointed

hats, while other funeral attendees dress in black. Throughout

the service, family members are expected to make no attempt

to hide their mourning, as a sign of respect for the deceased.

Mourners come to an altar where a picture of the deceased

has been placed, take three sticks of incense, and bow three

times in honor of the deceased's spirit. Paper money is burned

in the belief that by burning it, the money becomes available

for the deceased to use in the afterlife. Western-style and

Christian funerals are increasing in popularity.

     Today, most people in Hong Kong choose cremation.

Ashes are usually placed in an urn, which is stored at a

columbarium located in either a Taoist or Buddhist temple.

Some families choose to scatter the ashes in the ocean

instead. If the deceased is to be buried, after the funeral, the

coffin is taken to the cemetery, where the burial ceremony

takes place. Family and friends follow in their own cars.

     Traditionally, after a death, male family members would

wear a piece of black cloth on their shirts for a hundred days,

while women would wear a fake flower in their hair. The

color of the flower showed the wearer's relationship to the

deceased. Daughters and daughters-in-law would wear white

flowers, while granddaughters would wear blue or green

flowers. Today, people usually only wear these things during

the funeral.     

Diet

Nearly all of Hong Kong's food is imported. Rice is the main

staple. People also eat a variety of different noodles such as

instant ramen, udon (a thick wheat-based noodle), and rice

and egg noodles. Chinese noodles are boiled or fried. Fried

rice often incorporates fish, pork, chicken, and vegetables.

Common seasonings are ginger, garlic, scallions, spring

onions, soy sauce, and oyster sauce. Congee is a porridge-like

rice dish that is often eaten for breakfast or when someone is

sick. Many people enjoy going out to hot pot restaurants or

cooking a hot pot meal at home. This is a social meal where

people cook different meats, noodles, and vegetables in a

communal pot of broth.

     Hong Kongers eat a variety of Chinese produce, such as

Chinese lettuce, hairy gourd (similar to a cucumber), winter
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melon, and choi sum (leafy vegetable). Other common

vegetables are romaine lettuce, broccoli, cabbage, tomatoes,

potatoes, and peas. Oranges, watermelons, and tropical fruits

such as bananas, litchis, and mangoes are popular. People

usually try to eat a balanced main meal, which would include

vegetables, meat, and fish.

     Packaged foods are growing in popularity, especially as

snack foods. Most meals are accompanied by drinks, either

hot or cold. Coffee, black tea, green tea, fruit tea, lemon tea,

flavored milk drinks, soy milk, red-bean fleecy (a cold, milky

drink with red-bean paste at the bottom of the glass), soft

drinks, and fresh fruit juice are all popular. Yuan-yang (coffee

with milk tea) is a popular beverage in Hong Kong.

     Most meals don't end with dessert, but when people want

something sweet, they may choose Chinese desserts such as

red-bean soup, dau fu fa (soybean custard), sweet sago soup

(made from palm starch), purple glutinous rice soup, mango

pudding, or glutinous rice pudding with red beans. Sweet

waffles, ice cream, and cakes are also popular.    

Recreation

Sports

Badminton, table tennis, squash, swimming, jogging, fishing,

and skating are popular. Basketball and soccer are played

mainly by men and boys. Tennis, cycling, golf, horseback

riding, and boating are popular with the wealthy. Fitness

centers cater to people who work out during the lunch hour or

after work. Yoga is especially popular among women. Public

areas are set aside as running tracks, basketball courts, soccer

fields, and table tennis courts.

     Leisure

Hong Kong residents enjoy beach outings, picnics, barbecues

at the park, movies, television, and theater. Many people like

to go to studios or workshops to learn new skills, such as

leather product crafting, latte art, wine and cheese tasting,

baking, and painting.

     A variety of hiking trails are found in the Sai Kung area

and on Lamma Island. Shopping is also popular. Older men

enjoy watching and sometimes betting on horse races, usually

held on Wednesdays, Saturdays, and Sundays. Horse racing,

though very popular over the last 20 to 30 years, is losing

ground among the younger generations. Young Hong

Kongers enjoy hanging out with friends at cafés, many of

which provide board games to customers. For evening

entertainment, many sing karaoke.

     People also spend time on the computer, playing games or

using social networking sites. Listening to music is also

popular, whether at work, on public transportation, or at

home. Teenagers enjoy playing computer games and reading

comic books and novels. Mahjong (a cross between dominoes

and cards, played with tiles) is popular for all age groups,

especially during holidays or other special occasions such as

weddings.    

     Vacations

On public holidays, many families get together for a family

day. They may have tea together at a restaurant, go shopping,

have a picnic, or spend time together at home. Many families

vacation in mainland China, visiting relatives or going to

Shenzhen and Guangzhou to shop. In the summer, some

people enjoy yachting. The wealthy often vacation abroad.

The Arts

Hong Kong arts blend Chinese and Western influences.

Traditional Cantonese opera remains popular, as

does Canto-pop (Western-style pop music with Cantonese

lyrics), K-pop (Korean), and J-pop (Japanese). Orchestras

perform pieces ranging from classical to folk music, as well

as newly commissioned works. Many painters specialize in

the traditional Chinese arts of ink painting and seal carving

(engraving official or personal ink stamps from small blocks

of horn, jade, or wood). Chinese calligraphy is also a popular

art form. Architecture includes walled villages, ancestral

halls, forts, and skyscrapers. Hong Kong is a regional center

for performance and visual arts as well as art collection, due

in large part to government patronage and the Hong Kong

Arts Festival. Hong Kong also boasts internationally

recognized film and fashion industries.

Holidays

Public holidays include New Year's Day (1 Jan.), Chinese

New Year (the first three days of the lunar year), Easter, the

Ching Ming Festival (also known as Tomb Sweeping Day),

Easter (Good Friday through Easter Monday), Labor Day (1

May), Buddha's Birthday, the Tuen Ng Festival (Dragon Boat

Festival), Hong Kong Special Administrative Region

Establishment Day (1 July), the Mid-Autumn Festival,

National Day (1 Oct.), the Chung Yeung Festival, Christmas

(25 Dec.), and Boxing Day (26 Dec.). Though not public

holidays, Valentine's Day (14 Feb.), Mother's Day (the second

Sunday in May), Father's Day (the third Sunday in June), and

Halloween (31 Oct.) are also celebrated in Hong Kong.

Holidays are based on both the lunar and Western calendars.

     Chinese New Year

The most important lunar holiday in Hong Kong is Chinese

New Year. The holiday is technically three days long, but

people often take a weeklong break from work. For some, it

may be the only vacation they take during the entire year.

Most people visit family on this holiday. A variety of steamed

cakes are prepared to eat and serve to guests. People also

snack on Chinese candy boxes, filled with nuts, candied

fruits, and chocolate coins. People prepare for the start of a

new year by purchasing new clothes and getting a haircut.

Many people like to wear the color red throughout the

holiday. Homes are decorated with flowers, red paper cutouts,

and phrases related to wealth, longevity, and happiness. In the

morning, parents give children gifts of money in red packets.

Married couples and elderly people give packets of money to

unmarried people. The festivities include parades and

fireworks.

     Chinese Festivals

Two traditional festivals honor the dead: Ching Ming, in the

spring, and Chung Yeung, in the fall. During these two

festivals, people sweep their ancestors' graves and also go on

hikes.The summer Dragon Boat Festival (Tuen Ng) is

celebrated with colorful dragon boat races and rice

dumplings.           The Mid-Autumn Festival is a harvest

holiday that celebrates abundance of food and family. On this

day, the moon is believed to be at its roundest and brightest.
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People gather on the streets, under the moon, to eat sweet

mooncakes made from ground lotus and sesame seed paste.

People also carry candles and lanterns for light. Families

often gather for a nice dinner. Mooncakes are exchanged as

gifts between friends, family, and business associates.    

     Christmas

Christmas is widely celebrated in Hong Kong. People send

Christmas cards and exchange gifts. Typical Western

Christmas decorations are hung in homes and businesses.

People also visit the Tsim Sha Tsui East area to see the

elaborate decorations for which the area is known. Christmas

parties are often organized among school friends and work

colleagues.

SOCIETY 

Government

Structure

Hong Kong, formally the Hong Kong Special Administrative

Region (HKSAR), is a self-governing region of the People's

Republic of China. The government of Hong Kong is based

on the Basic Law, which came into effect in 1997. The Basic

Law specifies citizens' rights, delineates the division of power

in the government between China and Hong Kong, and

provides for the development of democracy. China is

officially only responsible for defense and foreign affairs, but

the government in Beijing actually has considerable influence

over Hong Kong's internal matters as well.

     China's president is head of state. Hong Kong's head of

government is the chief executive, who is selected by a

1200-member Election Committee and advised by the

Executive Council. The chief executive serves a five-year

term. Hong Kong's legislature is the 70-seat Legislative

Council. Thirty-five members are directly elected, and 35

members are chosen by business and professional groups,

called functional constituencies. These functional

constituencies also comprise part of the Election Committee,

which chooses the chief executive. Members of the

Legislative Council serve four-year terms.

     Political Landscape

Several parties are active in Hong Kong, and many hold seats

in the Legislative Council. Generally, these parties fall into

two coalitions. The pro-Beijing coalition is the larger of the

two, and it supports closer ties with China and increased

Chinese influence in Hong Kong. The second coalition is

pro-democracy, which favors greater independence from

China and strongly advocates universal suffrage for all of

Hong Kong's elections. The pro-Beijing coalition's position in

power is secured because functional constituencies tend to

support Beijing. As a result, the Election Committee generally

falls in the pro-Beijing camp as well.

     The issues of implementing direct elections and Hong

Kong's relationship with Beijing are the most significant

political issues in Hong Kong, though recently issues related

to an increasingly high cost of living and eligibility for

citizenship have become important as well.

     Government and the People

Corruption is generally low in Hong Kong and is combatted

by the Independent Commission Against Corruption. The

local government is able to provide a wide variety of goods

and services to most of the population. Several freedoms,

such as free speech, free press, freedom of assembly, and

freedom of religion, are guaranteed in the Basic Law.

     While these freedoms are generally respected, because of

the government's pro-Beijing leanings, individuals and groups

critical of China's government and Communist Party often

have their freedoms of assembly and speech restricted. The

police are reportedly heavy-handed when dealing with those

who oppose the government. The press practices some

self-censorship. Many criticize the government for failing to

make greater efforts to enact universal suffrage in elections

and to respect the rule of law and political freedoms. The

voting age for direct elections is 18.      

Economy

The economy in Hong Kong differs from that of mainland

China in that it operates under a free-market capitalist system.

However, economic ties between Hong Kong and China are

strong, due to tourism, trade, and financial integration. Hong

Kong built its success on shipping, commerce, and

manufacturing. Hong Kong means “fragrant harbor” in

Cantonese, and the harbor is key to business. International

trade is an important part of the economy. Though shipping

remains important, an increasing number of manufacturers are

moving operations into mainland China, especially Shenzhen,

to take advantage of cheaper labor. Therefore, more of Hong

Kong's economy now relies on the service sector, especially

tourism and financial services. Each year, millions of tourists

visit Hong Kong. In recent years, the number of tourists has

been more than four times the permanent population. The area

contains few natural resources, so it must import most food

and raw materials.

     In the 1980s, economic restructuring resulted in an

increased unemployment rate and adversely affected

short-term economic growth. To diversify the economy, the

government has sought to promote new technology

development. Hong Kong enjoys one of the world's highest

per capita incomes. Although income distribution is unequal,

most people enjoy a comfortable standard of living. After

years of steady growth, the economy fell into recession during

the 2008 global economic crisis. In 2009, the economy

climbed out of recession and began growing again. The

currency is the Hong Kong dollar (HKD).

Transportation and Communications

A subway system, the Mass Transit Rail (MTR), offers rapid

transit to major locations on Hong Kong Island and Kowloon.

Trains connect Kowloon and the New Territories, and a ferry

connects the islands and the mainland. Hong Kong has an

extensive bus and minibus system. Taxis are red for Hong

Kong and Kowloon, green for the New Territories, and blue

for Lantau Island. Many people own private cars, and traffic

can be heavy. Traffic moves on the left. Hong Kong

International Airport is located on Lantau Island.

     Hong Kong has modern communications systems and

excellent domestic and international service. Multiple radio

and broadcast television stations combine with a number of
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satellite and cable channels to provide Hong Kong with

comprehensive media services. Internet radio stations are

growing in popularity and broadcast shows that cover a wide

range of topics, including politics, entertainment, sports, and

more. High-speed internet connections are widespread, and

most people own personal computers. Cafés, restaurants, and

shopping malls usually offer free wireless internet service.

The Basic Law permits a free press, but many media firms

practice limited self-censorship to avoid potential problems

with authorities, including those in Beijing. Nearly everyone

owns a cellular phone, often the latest model (which may not

have been released yet elsewhere in the world). Cellular

phone service covers nearly the entire territory, including

inside subway tunnels and on ferries.

Education

Structure

Education is considered the stepping-stone to success, and

parents try to provide their children with the best schooling. A

variety of government (public), private, and international

schools are available in Hong Kong. Schooling is compulsory

for nine years. Primary school begins at age six and lasts six

years. At around age 12, students begin secondary school,

which also lasts six years: three years of junior secondary

school and three years of senior secondary school. Students

graduate from secondary school at about age 18. Nearly all

pupils complete the primary level; most proceed from primary

to secondary school.

     Access

Though public education is free for 12 years, students must

provide their own uniforms, textbooks, notebooks, and

lunches. Poorer families sometimes struggle with these

expenses. Wealthier families usually send their children to

private schools. Entrance into quality secondary schools is a

competitive process and is based on a student's grades,

conduct, involvement in extracurricular activities, and

interview at the prospective school.

     School Life

While in the past Hong Kong's education system was based

on memorization and an authoritative style of teaching, today

schools focus on interactive teaching and critical thinking. A

growing number of teachers use technology in the classroom.

At all levels of education, great emphasis is placed on testing.

Some of the core subjects in a typical curriculum include

Chinese, English, math, science, history, and cultural

education. Teachers are addressed by title, and interactions

with students are generally formal. During the 10-month

school year, primary school students attend weekdays for

seven hours; secondary school students attend for eight hours.

     Higher Education

There are not enough places at Hong Kong's universities for

all of the students who wish to attend. Admission is based on

scores from the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education

Examination (HKDSE), which is taken the last year of

secondary school, and performance in secondary school.

Those students who are not admitted to a university may

choose to pursue a lower degree before reapplying or instead

of attending a university, or they may choose to enter the

labor force. Hong Kong's several universities offer a variety

of traditional degrees. In addition, vocational-training

colleges prepare people for careers in applied sciences,

business, construction, tourism, and other fields.

Health

All citizens have access to comprehensive public care,

regardless of their ability to pay for services. Private care is

widely available, and most employed people have private

insurance. Hong Kong residents enjoy one of the world's

highest life expectancy rates and lowest infant mortality rates.

Success is credited to health education and the universal

availability of preventive care. Traditional Chinese medicine

is becoming more prominent than in the past.

AT A GLANCE 

Contact Information

Embassy of China, 3505 International Place NW,

Washington, DC 20008; phone (202) 495-2266; web site

www.china-embassy.org/eng. Hong Kong Tourist Board,

phone (212) 421-3382; web site www.discoverhongkong.com

.

Country and Development Data

Capital Hong Kong

Population 7,167,403

Area (sq. mi.) 428

Area (sq. km.) 1,108

Human Development Index 12 of 188 countries

Gender Inequality Index 12 of 188 countries

GDP (PPP) per capita $56,700

Adult Literacy 94%

Infant Mortality 3 per 1,000 births

Life Expectancy 81 (male); 87 (female)

Currency Hong Kong dollar
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