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Cheap, fast and frills-free. Hong Kong’s
street restaurants have served up well-
loved favorites from beef brisket to toast

with condensed milk from roaring curbside
burners for decades. But the cheerful grassroots
stalls-known as dai pai dongs in Cantonese have
dwindled to fewer than 30 in the city of seven
million people, where they thrived after the
Second World War before red-tape hurdles set
in. Offering the rare chance to eat outdoors,
escaping the Asian financial hub’s air-condi-
tioned high-rises, the eateries are a nostalgic
throwback to Hong Kong’s past.

With no walls, cooks in the open, customers
on plastic stools, melamine plates and bunches
of chopsticks in tabletop jars, its a no-fuss for-
mula that still draws customers day and night. “I
feel more comfortable sitting here in a dai pai
dong. There is no restriction, I can talk about
childhood or I can smoke here,” said Lau Yat-
keung, 61, at a buzzing tarpaulin-covered stall in
the working-class suburb of Sham Shui Po.
“There is no reason to go to those fast food
chain restaurants. Young people there think you
are out of date,” he added over a table of beers.

‘Future not optimistic’ 
A few remaining strongholds still serve up

homely Cantonese favorites: steaming bowls of
noodle soups, strong milk tea, and french toast
sandwiched with peanut butter. It’s simple fare
that’s easy on the pocket: diners can fill up on a
plate of tripe or roast goose with rice for around
$5 (4.40 euros), noodles with luncheon meat
and egg for just over $3, or toast from only $1.
But their hey-day is long gone. Following a post-
war spike as mainland China arrivals drove up
the British colony’s population; concerns over
obstructions, nuisance and hygiene grew. The
former government stopped issuing new licens-
es decades ago and heavily restricted permit
transfers. Owners were also paid to voluntarily

give up their licenses. 
Today, just 24 dai pai dongs remain, a

decline that authorities attribute to “natural
attrition”. Facing calls for more to be done to
preserve the stalls, the government targeted
those in the skyscraper-encircled Central district
five years ago to improve hygiene. Services
were beefed up with the laying of gas and new
water pipes, electric cabling, waste water dis-
charge pits and the road was resurfaced.
Owners in turn revamped stalls that swell at
lunchtime as dishes roll out of pint-sized cook-
ing areas. 

Restrictions on license transfers, once to
spouses only, were also relaxed. But uncertainty
remains elsewhere. “The future of dai pai dong
is not optimistic” said Tsang Yau-lin in Sham
Shui Po, whose black-and-white family photo-
graphs show the long history of the business
first started by her father in the 1950s across the
harbor. “In the future two or three years, build-
ings around here will be destructed and dai pai
dong will hold up the interest of some groups.
So I think the dai pai dong will be relocated by
the government to avoid obstructing construc-
tion.”

Michelin to tarmac 
Home to thousands of restaurants from fan-

cy to bare-boned, Hong Kong has 64 Michelin
guide listings and some of the world’s best-
known chefs have opened shop. But at the tar-
mac stalls, folding tables and overhead fluores-
cent strips or bare bulbs are part of the ambi-
ence, where fresh razor clams may be sat in a
bucket on the floor before cooking as someone
lights up at the next table.  Cooked food centers
with off-street eateries have sprung up around
Hong Kong in multi-storied buildings that also
house fresh goods markets and hawker stalls.

But some argue the friendly outdoor dai pai
dongs and their roaring woks are a unique part

Hong Kong street stalls 
hang on under the skyscrapers

Customers eat lunch at a ‘dai pai dong’ street food stall. A glass of lemon tea, milk tea and a half eaten sandwich are
seen next to a selection of chopsticks and condiments on a
table at a ‘dai pai dong’ street food stall.

An employee of a ‘dai pai dong’ street food stall passes a bowl of rice to a customer during the
lunch hour in the Central district of Hong Kong.

Cooks (center and centre right) prepare food as customers eat during their lunch hour at a ‘dai
pai dong’ street food stall.

A cook serves food at a ‘dai pai dong’ street.


