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S PANBIEBHBHEBLEEEEENY ? Q:How important is outdoor environmental
learning to students?
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of children. Many studies in other  believe the situation may be more serious
countries have indicated that young  than in other countries.

people of today commonly suffer from
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Dr. Ma believes contact with nature is essential for
children's personal growth.
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Watchmg birds in woodland, finding fish in a stream, running
wild on grass ... these are activities we expect of environmental
education. However, in Hong Kong, environmental education
essentially means textbook chapters, talks and exhibitions,
without the chance for students to go into nature. Dr. Xoni Ma is
determined to change the status quo. Together with a few friends
with similar ideas, Dr. Ma founded Outdoor Wildlife Learning
Hong Kong, with the mission of taking people to the outdoors
and learning about ecology in nature first-hand.
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Q:

Do you have the luck to grow up with
nature?

- When | was small, | did not have much
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chance to experience the outdoors with
my family, as they were too occupied.
My interest in nature began after my
Hong Kong Certificate of Education
Examination in Secondary Five. During
the long holiday, | took a mountaineering
course and challenged Sharp Peak—
one of the top three sharp peaks in
Hong Kong. The trip was certainly
memorable—a friend was defeated

Many environmental groups also
organise outdoor learning activities.
What are the differences with your
group's activities?

Our activities focus on plants,
amphibians and reptiles. These are
rather unpopular and few groups

Ants can be the theme of outdoor learning. Outdoor Wildlife Learning Hong Kong has
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" organised ant-related activities and received an enthusiastic response.
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by the long hike, and wrong timing made

us stay in the wild at night. However, this

was also the first time | opened my eyes Ay
to fireflies. There was also an East Asian
Porcupine (Hystrix brachyura), which

seemed to lead our way by walking with

us for some time. It was such a touching |

experience! | never knew the Hong Kong

countryside was so amazing! | cannot e
overemphasise how important it is to get in £

touch with nature first-hand!

organise activities around them. On the |

other hand, these species are exactly our
specialty.
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Chinese White Dolphin is one of the popular targets of

Q:Do you think eco-tours, which have
become popular in recent years, can
contribute to environmental education?

A:ln recent years, many so called "eco-
tours" have been organised — featuring
fireflies, corals and Chinese White
Dolphins (Sousa chinensis). These
tours charge a low fee and attract many
people. Yet they are totally different
from genuine eco-tourism, which values
giving back to the local environment and

“eco-tours” in Hong Kong.

people. These one- or half-day trips do not
benefit the environment; on the contrary,
too many visitors add pressure to the local
environment. The tour guides too often
lack ecological literacy and pass on wrong
concepts to participants. These "eco-tours"
do not help environmental education, but
bring harmful impacts.
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Hong Kong falling behind in environmental education
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Dr. Ma finds current environmental
education, which is mostly carried out in
talks, rather one-directional and inadequate.

Q:What's your view of environmental
education in Hong Kong?

A: Environmental education has been
carried out in Hong Kong for many
years, and most people have an initial
idea of environmental protection, but
usually stay at that level of awareness
and do not have any drive to put into
action. One reason is that most of the
environmental education activities
are one-directional, i.e. passing on
knowledge through talks and education
kits, without the magic push to change
daily habits.

Q:How does environmental education
in Hong Kong compare with other
developed regions?

A: Environmental education is a worldwide
trend. Apart from Northern Europe,
Britain and the United States, Japan
and Korea in this part of the world
have also implemented environmental
education for a long time. In Hong Kong,
Education for Sustainable Development
was announced in the Policy Address
in 1999. Yet it has not been included in

| think the core of the issue is that
environmental education is only a subsidiary
of environmental protection efforts in Hong
Kong. Environmental educators have not
received related professional training. There
is no accreditation system and research on
the topic is lacking. Therefore, the present
environmental education is not tailored to
the specific needs of Hong Kong.

the curriculum. Teachers of primary and
secondary schools are lack of training and
guidelines on the subject. In Taiwan, for
example, the same idea was introduced
20 years ago, as in Hong Kong. Today,
education for sustainable development has

been well developed in Taiwan. There is
even the “Environmental Education Act” to
regulate teaching quality.
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Q: What's your hope for environmental
education in Hong Kong?

A: In Hong Kong, many groups are
organising a variety of environmental
education activities. If the groups can
increase communication and exchange
their experiences, the overall quality
can be raised. In addition, most

environmental education work now targets
students, but the results are less than
optimal. | think that if we can work from "the
top to bottom" — that is, targeting the system
and teachers, we may see some new

progress.\%
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Biography of Dr Xoni Ma
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Dr. Xoni Ma graduated from the University of Hong Kong
with a PhD in outdoor environmental education. He is
founder and currently director of Outdoor Wildlife Learning
Hong Kong, a part-time lecturer at the Science Unit of the
Core Curriculum and General Education Office, Lingnan
University, and has been a coordinator and tutor of various
courses in secondary schools and universities. Dr. Ma was
awarded the HKU 2015 Faculty Knowledge Exchange
Award, Roadshow Eco Star Award 2016-Roadshow Eco Star
(Professional category), and North American Association
for Environmental Education EE 30 Under 30 for his
contributions to environmental education.



