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Dragon boating started right here

ong Kong is not a sporting
powerhouse but it can take the
credit for dragon boat racing now
being a global sport. Those
involved some 40 years ago, did 

not foresee that the centuries-old Chinese 
festival would become an international 
sport with millions of participants and 
aspirations to be in the Olympic Games. 
How this happened is not generally known, 
or that another water sport — rowing 
— played a major part in developing dragon 
boat racing.

The story began in 1976 when John 
Pain, executive director of the Hong Kong 
Tourist Association (HKTA), invited a crew 
from Nagasaki to compete against nine 
Hong Kong fishermen crews during the 
dragon boat races 
at Shau Kei Wan. 
The objective was to 
promote Hong Kong 
as a tourist destination 
during the summer low 
season. Dragon boat 
festivals are held in 
many Asian countries 
so there was no lack of interest.

By 1978 the event had moved to East 
Tsim Sha Tsui with moored ferries and 
lighters creating a sheltered area of water. 

A fishermen’s association conducted the 
races but, unfortunately, while they were 
being televised across Asia, emotions got 
out of hand and a local crew started a fight 
with a Japanese crew.

Now comes the interesting part; in 
May that year seven rowing enthusiasts 
had formed the Hong Kong 
Amateur Rowing Association 
(HKARA) to promote rowing, 
itself a sport with a very long 
history. Seeing an opportunity, 
the HKARA offered to help and 
from 1979, for almost 20 years, 
the races were conducted by 
the rowing association, with HKTA looking 
after the land facilities and the promotion of 
the festival overseas.

The rowers took the view that the 
races should 
be organized 
as a serious 
competition and 
not just as a fun 
event. Race rules 
were written, 
officials were 
trained, a way 

of ensuring that boats started level was 
devised, photofinish equipment was used 
and, when the finish line was set, the 
course distance was found to 
be 640 metres.

Invitations were sent to rowing 
associations in the HKTA’s target market 
countries in the hope that it might be 
possible to organize a rowing regatta in 
addition to the dragon boat races and in 
the next few years crews did come from 
rowing associations. Soon, however, 
entries were coming mainly from canoe 

clubs and newly formed dragon 
boat clubs.

The Hong Kong races become the 
world’s biggest dragon boat regatta 
and a model for events elsewhere, 
some even adopting the 640 metre 
race distance and the Hong Kong 

boat design became the world standard.

Through the 1980s, national dragon 
boat associations were being formed 
and by 1990 an international governing 
body was needed. The HKARA drafted 
a constitution and after the 1991 races 
12 national associations met in the Hong 
Kong Hotel and founded the International 
Dragon Boat Federation (IDBF), which now 
comprises some 80 national federations 
and organizes world championships and 
other events. 

The 8th Club Crew World Champion-
ships was held in Hong Kong in 2012 with 
over 5,000 competitors from 21 countries 
and regions. We can take pride that it all 
started here in Hong Kong.
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