
With food sustainability steadily gaining momentum 
in Hong Kong, farm-to-table advocates in the culinary 
world are joining forces through creative initiatives 
and unexpected menus.

STORY JOANNA LAM

RETHINKING 
FOOD 
SUSTAINABILITY

Harissa-Roasted 
Cauliflower 
by Grassroots 
Pantry.
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T erms like “sustainable”, “organic” 
and “farm-to-table” are becoming 
ubiquitous in the hospitality industry 
and retail markets. From te eco-friendly 
packaging on supermarket shelves and 

catchphrases in healthy eating campaigns to detox 
menus in restaurants, these terms are often overused 
by marketers and are adopted in the wrong context. 

Consistent efforts in organic and sustainable food 
movements is evident in a lot of western countries. 
But in Hong Kong, the sustainable food movement 
was struggling to gain momentum until several years 
ago, owing to the fact  that 90 per cent of food is 
imported and agriculture space is extremely limited. 
Nevertheless, thanks to a growing number of chefs and 
restaurateurs who are making a tangible contribution 
to support the movement, we are beginning to see a 
glimpse of hope in the journey towards sustainability 
in this concrete jungle. 

One of the earliest practitioners of the farm-to-
table philosophy in Hong Kong was chef Peggy Chan, 
who started Grassroots Pantry in 2012, a restaurant 
that serves nutritious plant-based dishes with a 
creative twist. “Logistically, it’s a huge challenge 
when it comes to sourcing sustainable food,” points 
out Chan. “When we first opened five years ago, we 
used to buy vegetables directly from the farms. And 
in order to do that we had to rent a car to transport 
these ingredients. Most of the time, the cost of the car 
rental is actually higher than that of the vegetables. 
So we learnt overtime that we do need suppliers and 
middlemen to help  
us distribute.” 

“AT THE END OF THE 
DAY, YOU’RE NOT 
JUST TAKING CARE 
OF YOUR HEALTH BUT 
THE PLANET AND AS 
A COMMUNITY.” 

– Chef Peggy Chan, Grassroots Pantry

01 Chef Peggy 
Chan, founder 
of Grassroots 
Pantry.

02 Lotus Root 
Kofta, one of the 
new dishes in the 
Fall Menu.

03 The Mango 
Chia Seed 
Pudding pays 
homage to 
a beloved 
traditional 
Chinese dessert.

04 Grassroots 
Pantry was 
relocated to 
Hollywood Road 
in 2015.

Homegrown Foods, one of Chan's long-term 
partners, is a Hong Kong-based online grocery 
that offers local organic fruits and vegetables along 
with hormone- and antibiotic-free Wah Kee pork 
and homemade sausages to name a few. “We work 
very closely with them so we know first-hand what 
ingredients are available and what’s not on the 
market,” says Chan. “It’s very important for us to be 
on the radar as we develop the menu according to 
seasonal produces.” With 95 per cent of its dishes 
certified organic, their plant-based and nutrition-
dense menu changes every three to four months to 
ensure that premium seasonal ingredients are used.  

Chan also works closely with Eco Farm, an organic 
produce delivery company that supplies certified 
organic fruits and vegetables from the pristine 
mountains of Jiangxi province in China. Founded 
by Dr Andrew Lam, a former neurosurgeon from 
California, the farm adopts a scientific-based growing 
model of organic produce that harnesses smart 
technology and innovation. 

Chef Gray Kunz of the Café Gray Deluxe is also 
known for his longstanding commitment in using 
local and seasonal produce. He echoed Chan’s point 
on the challenges in sourcing locally and sustainably, 
“If I told you the menu was 100 per cent sustainable 
and organic, it wouldn’t be true because you can’t find 
that in Hong Kong – that is the biggest challenge,” 
says Kunz. “Trying to be sustainable in every aspect 
requires a lot of patience and work, especially in terms 
of working with the right suppliers and finding the 
ingredients that reach our standards.  But I’m glad to 
say we have the backbone of the menu there and we 
are working with some strong trade suppliers now.” 
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“I’VE ALWAYS BELIEVED 
THAT A DISH IS MORE 
REFLECTIVE OF THE 
QUALITY OF THE 
INGREDIENTS YOU PUT 
INTO IT, THE PRODUCTS ARE 
THE STAR, NOT ME.” 

– Chef Gray Kunz, Café Gray Deluxe

locally grown organic produce with other chefs, I want to 
make this more approachable for everyone. 

Kunz, on the other hand, has been supporting 
sustainable fishermen since five years ago and has 
been serving dishes that are in line with the WWF 
recommended Ocean-Friendly Menu since 2012.  

His latest green initiative is the launch of The 
Revitalising Menu, featuring dishes catered to those 
who are lactose intolerant, diabetic, gluten-free, vegan-
vegetarian ,or are eating under religious and medical 
restrictions. “The weekly-changing menu will be a 
permanent fixture at Café Gray Deluxe, as a result of 
the positive customer feedback and because we have 
been able to source the right products from suppliers.” 
Kunz will stay steadfast in his approach, which is rooted 
in chefs handling food with the best intentions and the 
health of their guests at heart, without sacrificing flavour. 

Living in a densely populated city where there are 

The other challenge Kunz and Chan are both 
encountering is the education of fellow chefs on the 
concept and implementation of sustainable dining. “It 
was a challenge in the beginning for our own kitchen 
because the chefs had to be on board – for example, 
they had no idea what GMO meant – but now they 
understand the importance of why we use non-GMO 
products,” points out Kunz.   

“Chefs have an important role to play in educating 
consumers about high quality produce, the story behind 
its producers and why this often results in higher costs,” 
says Kunz. With chefs serving as important influencers 
in the industry, there have been regular collaborations 
between like-minded chefs to host events to inspire 
others to participate in the movement. “We launched 
the Collective’s Table series a year ago, and we have been 
joining hands with culinary heavyweights such as Chef 
Richard Ekkebus to cook a multi-course meal by using 
only vegetarian elements,” says Chan. 

Through this ongoing initiative, Chan hopes to shed 
light on the creative possibilities of vegetarian dishes 
and to encourage fellow chefs not to be fixated on the 
usual protocols. “We want to make an impact within the 
industry and to assure more chefs and businesses that 
food sustainability is  a tangible change,” says Chan. With 
a forward-thinking and strategic approach, Chan strives 
to communicate the benefits of locally produced food by 
building a community within and beyond the culinary 
world one step at a time. “From practicing the zero-waste 
system in the restaurant and incorporating more plant-
based elements in the menu, to sharing the sources of 

currently only around 150 organic farms alongside 
farmers markets and other small-scale initiatives, it’s 
safe to assume we can never hope to be fully self-
sufficient. However, Kunz and Chan believe the success 
of sustainable food movement is ultimately rooted in 
education. 

“A large part of the food sustainability movement 
revolves around education and creating demand – where 
there is enough demand – the supply will come,”  points 
out Kunz. "Things have changed for a lot of people in Hong 
Kong. They have slowly come to understand the true value 
of food. Instead of  merely feasting on dishes derived from 
the most expensive imported ingredients, they gradually 
began to question what we are putting into our mouths 
and who we are buying things from. Education is making a 
difference. Slowly but steadily, it drives people to conduct 
research and practice the concept, eventually turning it 
into a lifestyle," says Chan.  

05 Chef Gray 
Kunz of the Café 
Gray Deluxe.
 
06 Organic 
bitter chocolate, 
coconut and 
seasonal 
berries.

07 Whole 
roasted 
cauliflower with 
spiced dukkah.

08 Chilled bean 
curd, fresh 
garden peas 
with minted 
cucumber 
consomme, 
flaxseeds.C
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