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Urban Design & Community Development
- CITY ART SQUARE
Barrie Ho Architecture Interiors Ltd
and
Sun Hung Kai Architects and Engineers Ltd

Riding on the special occasion of the Olympic
Equestrian Games being held in Shatin, City
Art Square is the beautification of a dumbbell
shaped public space into a public art park of
approximately 190,000sq.ft. located in the
middle of a cluster of public facilities, New
Town Plaza shopping mall complex, residential
developments and the adjacent Olympic
Village. The existing site has been the major
circulation in the regional fabrics since the
inception of the new town for nearly 30 years,
linking visitors and residents with the locales,

especially because many transport stations
are nearby. It has undergone minimal changes
ever since, and a facelift is therefore intended
for it to catch up with the pace of upgrading
in the area.

Improving the impression and the vista from
the Olympic Village was the take off point of
the beautification of the open space. Once a
pedestrian walkway with trees and resting
benches outside government services
buildings, it is aimed to be transformed into

a pioneering international public art park to
enliven the public space and nurture the
appreciation of arts and culture in Hong Kong.

The project started with redesigning most of
the soft and hard landscape, with new decking
and plantations to highlight the different zones
that were once discrete. The Eastern Strip
where the bus stops are, were repaved with
jumbo decking patterns resembling a rolled
out carpet in origami that leads to the central
axis of the park, in an attempt to create a
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sense of welcome and arrival. Linking to the
Wedding Garden marked by a raised lawn
platform, a horticultural portal and Engagement
sculpture, the central axis has on one side a
leisurely boardwalk offering unchallenged
views from the restaurants in the shopping
mall, and on the other the introduction of lush
shrubs and water features.

The whole scheme stretched beyond that. 19
pieces of international and local, site specific
and functional artworks were well designed
into the area on a permanent and public basis.
Various types of artwork include sculpture,
street furniture, environmental painting,
installation art, artwork paving, and so on
could be found in the site, distinguishing itself
from sculpture parks. Apart from local and
mainland (Xu Bing, Barrie Ho, James Law,
Mok Yat-san & Man Fung-yi, Sara Tse, Danny
Lee, Freeman Lau and Michael Yen), artists
also come from the UK (Zaha Hadid Architects,
WOKmedia), the US (Dennis Oppenheim,
Vivienne Tam), Italy (Mimmo Paladino),
Germany (Tom Thiel), Denmark (Mathias
Bengtsson), Sweden (Nina Jobs), The
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Philippines (Joaquin Palencia), etc. The
artwork mix of half and half embraces local
participation as well as introduces international
vision to Hong Kong. To be easily accessible
and be available for viewing and use 24/7,
safety and maintenance have been
challenging issues to solve, especially in a
strict time frame of meeting the Olympic
Games.

The idea of having functional artworks in this
site of major circulation is to bring public art
truly integrated into the neighbourhood and
have the park well merged into the fabrics of
the region. The project site, at the core of the
town with its much higher pedestrian flow,
also looks to become the gateway to the
budding art scene in Fotan.

The park was also designed with free of charge
family fun in mind, where children could gaze
and explore within the art pieces when before
art is mostly displayed in the confines of
museums at inconvenient locations.

Community Urbanism
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Since opening City Art Square has won many
design awards worldwide, in regions covering
USA, Taiwan, Greater China and Hong Kong.
The most prestigious one as in Dubai
Cityscape Architectural Awards 2008 (Built
Leisure Category), winning alongside with
Zaha Hadid Architects. Winners of the previous
year included Office for Metropolitan
Architecture, Foster and Partners, and the
winner of the same category was Will Alsop
Architects. Most recently City Art Square has
also won Arts Development Council's Art
Sponsorship Award 2008.

Architectural Design:
Barrie Ho Architecture Interiors Ltd
and
Sun Hung Kai Architects and Engineers Ltd

Chief Curator:
Barrie Ho



38 HKIA Journal

This project aims at revitalizing the community
for local residents and visitors as well as
improving urban landscape and recreational
facilities. The design displays the local
characters of Cheung Chau, Peng Chau and
Tin Hau in a contemporary way.

For the Cheung Chau Revitalization Project,
Chinese traditional windows motifs are applied
for the design of floor-paving, pavilions and
entrance portals; sculptures along Tung Wan
Road employ the concept of yachts in Chinese
style near to the pier to reflect Cheung Chau
as a fishermen village and with windsurfing
sails towards the beach to reflect the modern
facet of the Cheung Chau new generation as
well as to recognize the achievement of Ms.
Lee Lai Shan, who is the first Gold Medal
Winner from Hong Kong for the Olympics
Games.

Three City Revitalization Projects at
Cheung Chau, Peng Chau and Tin Hau
for the Hong Kong Housing Society
AD+RG Architecture Design and Research Group Ltd.

Community Urbanism

Central Plaza, Cheung Chau

Section, Cheung Chau
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For the Peng Chau Revitalization Project, the
ambience of open space in front of Peng Chau
Ferry Pier is uplifted by introduction of entrance
signage, flag posts and feature repaving.
Entrance signage, serves as the focus of the
open space, is composed of metal panel with
pattern of Chinese traditional windows motifs,
greenery and digital clock. Benches and chess
tables with shelters will be provided along the
promenade as gathering nodes for residents
to rest and enjoy alongside with the beautiful
seaview. This will further enhance the spatial
communication there.

For the Tin Hau Revitalization Project, the
design is derived from the theme "Art and
Food". The theme is transformed as design
motives for the new elements in the project,
including sculptures, railing and flag posts.
The existing seating areas and bus stops will
be also revitalized by greenery and feature
sculptures. Tsing Fung Street flyover will be
beautified by graphic and art painting to
provide a unique identity of the new "Food
Street" at Tin Hau.

This project is a community-driven project as
it involves extensive participation from

participants of all levels. The design of Cheung
Chau and Peng Chau involved the
participation from the District Council (Island),
the Rural Committees and the residents while
that of Tin Hau involved the participation of
Eastern District Council, shopkeepers,
stakeholders and the residents. They provided
opinions regarding the project designs. Also,
the Home Affairs Department and other
Government Departments like the Leisure
and Cultural Services Department have been
involved to give opinions on issues regarding
the maintenance of the project.

Central Plaza II, Cheung Chau Entrance Plaza, Cheung Chau
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Master Layout Plan, Peng Chau

Entrance Signage, Peng Chau

Bench and Chess Table, Peng Chau



Supported by the Hong Kong Housing Society,
the project targets for revitalizing of the district,
the community could greatly benefit and a
new paradigm could be established. It would
not only benefit the local community but also
promote the district image to tourists.

Project Information - Cheung Chau
Client : Hong Kong Housing Society
Site Location : Cheung Chau
Site Area : 2700 sq.m.
Contract sum : HK$16M
Completion date : Third Season 2009
Facilities : Chinese Style Open
Plaza, Directional Signs, Sculptures, Flag
Posts, Benches with Shelters and Entrance
Portal

Project Information - Peng Chau
Client : Hong Kong Housing Society
Site Location : Peng Chau
Site Area : 4500 sq.m.
Contract sum : HK$15M
Completion date : Third Season 2009
Facilities : Entrance Signage, Covered
Walkway, Directional Signs, Flag Posts,
Benches with Shelters and Chess Tables with
Shelters

Project Information - Tin Hau
Client : Hong Kong Housing Society
Site Location : Tin Hau
Site Area : 36000 sq.m.
Contract sum : HK$13M
Completion date : End 2010
Facilities : Seating Areas, Sculptures,
Graphic Display Panel, Flag Posts, Feature
Trellis and Feature Railings

Architect
AD+RG Architecture Design and Research
Group Ltd.
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Master Layout Plan, Tin Hau

Tin Hau MTR Exit

Tsing Fung Street, Tin Hau
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"I went to my aunt's home on the night of
Chinese New Year. At around 9pm, my cousin
received an SMS that proclaimed, "CCTV is
on fire!" He read the SMS to everyone, but
my aunt thought it was a joke. After several
minutes, my aunt received a similar SMS from
someone living in Hujialou. We immediately
called back, and the other end of the line told
us it was real. 1

"At this moment, there was a strange situation,
for those who were still staying to watch the
accident suddenly found out there were no
cellular communication signals. Others even
found their SMS systems were not working."2

"This accident cost more than 10 billion yuan.
Who is going to pay the bill? Who is
accountable for these fireworks? It is obvious
that some CCTV officials behaved illegally,
without listening to the advice of policymakers,
to bring on this fire and pollution."3

"Playing with fireworks is really an ugly custom
in China. ...Why can't we abandon this ugly
custom? Is there no other way to celebrate?"4

The 'true story' of the massive fire at CCTV's
Television Cultural Center, on February 9th,
2009, is gradually being reconstructed as a
narrative of causes and culpability. Perhaps
more potent than the reality, the collective
interpretation of the TVCC fire's symbolism-
as retribution for the CCTV's unchecked
expenditure of taxpayer funds, or as an event-
monument for the water consumption and
architecture excesses of the capital as a whole
5-suggests not only a collective will to re-
imagine the urban landscape of Beijing, but
also a collective way: technology enabled the
real-time reinterpretation of the space of the
event, through grassroots information sharing,
and the internet allowed the process of
interpretation to persist.

In a matter of hours, the construction of a
flash community was as simple as appending
'#cctvfire' to a Twitter text message. The irony
that this participatory information network was
instantiated in a physical space-below the
tower-that intersected with the symbolic space

Technological Community
in the Superblock Machine
Tat Lam and J. Cressica Brazier

of the primary 'information network' of the
state apparatus did not go unnoticed, due to
the apparently localized attempt to control
cellular communications, in addition to subway
and vehicular traffic. In the developing story
of CCTV's representation of the event through
its own broadcasts (in addition to the absence
of reporting) and press releases, the state
network revealed its internal negotiations and
the external influence of popular criticism,
most notably in the rapid admission of
responsibility for the fire.

In the aftermath of this 'accident', there
emerged a widespread virtual discussion on
the internet about the incident and associated
social problems in China. Rumors of inside
conspiracies abounded, and criticism of the
financial cost of the destruction and 'ugly
custom' of fireworks was publicly aired and
'harmonized' by government censors. This
article will not discuss individual and conflicting
rumors, but rather will explore how this
technological community suggests an
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alternative way to comprehend and act within
the urban transformation of China. The idea
of the 'technosocial assemblage', which posits
that technological tools must be analyzed as
an ensemble with 'pre-existing and emergent'
social propensities,6 is enriched and
challenged in the Chinese context by the
strong state ideology and spatial structures
of large-scale development. The TVCC event
reveals that the relationship of individual
participants to central party ideology, its
broadcasting institutions, and its top-down
superblock organization can no longer be
perceived as one of resistance and static
protest, but instead is a dynamic system
containing productive conflicts, feedback, and
learning.

A HARMONIZED SOCIETY
'It was fortunate for these residents that their
relocation coincided with the Olympics
preparation. The government was very rushed;
it must quickly empty this piece of land, and
if not, the Olympic cars and visitors might
drive by and see it. So the land must be
cleared for a park. Therefore, many demolition
negotiation conditions have been developed,
some quite advantageous... Some of the
residents were prisoners: if you had been
released from prison, an extra 100 thousand
yuan will be added. Street office staff will
receive an extra 80 thousand yuan. The most
important thing is that the government is afraid
of residents creating disturbances. They will
pay you money, if you can just show your
certificates....That shows how rushed they
were. The government's desire was to promote
an 'harmonious Olympics', so it was afraid of

disturbances. But at that time, one road in the
demolition site was lined with stores. They
didn't care about the money, so in the end,
they were moved forcibly."

In 2005, Party Chairman Hu Jintao proposed
a new guiding socio-economic ideology for
the state: 'constructing harmonious society'.
The government claims that the concept
addresses the 'mounting contradiction
between the increasing desire for material
culture of Chinese people and the primitive
social production.' But the policy redirection
is more of a reaction to the 'inharmonious
factors' caused by Deng Xiaoping's 'opening
and reform' ideology, which led to uneven
economic development and inequity of the
public's vital interests, in terms of social welfare
and land resource allocation.7

The above story contextualizes one of the
ways in which the ideology of 'harmonious
society' influences actual community space.
It is told by a factory worker, who relates how
part of his work-unit community, the southern
dormitory of the Beijing 1st Paper Mill, was
demolished preceding the Olympics.8 The
idea of 'harmonious society' operates on three
layers with different levels of abstraction in
this case. Ideologically, he states the housing
demolition is a result of the propaganda of
'harmonious Olympics', revealing the
effectiveness of 'harmony' as an ideational
medium to transmit political orientation from
the central government to local authorities.
Methodologically, the worker talks about the
mechanism employed by the Beijing municipal
government to achieve the 'harmonious

Olympics', to avoid social disturbances. The
desire for avoidance is due to the potential
exposure of the site to foreigners, next to the
airport highway. Practically, the worker
suggested two actual practices of the
government to avoid disharmony:  high
compensation rates with extra bonuses for
relocated residents with criminal records and
political power.

In the country with the world's largest
population of 'netizens'-nearly 300 million
internet users in 2008, which is a 56% increase
over 20079- the central party has perceived
the internet as a platform for enforcing
'harmonious society'.  But recent virtual events
indicate that perception may be shifting
towards enabling the development of
'harmony' via the safety valve of internet
expression. In January 2009, the productive
tension within the intersection of official
ideology, technology, and linguistic flexibility
gave rise to an internet meme that directly
challenged the central ideology; this is the
case of the 'grass mud horse', a Chinese
homonym for an epithet, that combated the
'river crabs', another homonym for 'harmony'.
The meme was allowed to propagate for two
months before being 'harmonized' by censors,
further fueling the linguistic creativity of this
mode of interaction within the 'netizen'
community. One scholar discusses this
dynamic within the ideology, which is evident
in the negotiations between 'netizens' and
regulators. Referring to the methodology of
constructing harmonious society, he
suggested that the society is plural and
complex, as borne out through its production,
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development and dissolution. When old social
conflicts have been dissolved, new social
conflicts will arise.10

A DYNAMIC SOCIETY
"Xianglu Corporation has decided to invest
in and construct a (benzene) project. If this
extremely poisoned chemical is produced
here, it is like putting an atomic bomb in the
city. Xiamen people will have lives full of
leukemia and saki-shaped babies. We need
our life, we need our health! International
organization recommended that this type of
project should be developed 100km from the
city. Our Xiamen is just 16km away from it.
For our ancestors, if you see this message,
please disseminate to all other friends."

On 29th May 2008, this SMS was quickly
disseminated within the city of Xiamen, to
over 10 thousand citizens. It started the
famous 'PX hurricane', as it was christened
by internet and SMS users. The following
message was circulated on another Chinese
virtual community, QQ, on the 30th May 2008:

"For our children, let's take action, and join
the Wanren (10 thousand people) YX. The
time is 1st of June, starting from 10am. From
where you live, you walk to the municipal
government, with a yellow silk strip in your
hand. If you do not have time, please
disseminate this message as much as
possible. For survival, please take action!"

In 2000, the first SMS was transmitted in
China. By 2001, there were 190 billion SMS
being sent, rising to 900 billion in 2002.11 New
professions, such as SMS essayist, have
even emerged within the rapid development
of this telecommunications technology.12 The
popularity of the medium has been catalyzed
by its cultural assemblage, possibly linked to
the desire for indirect forms of communication
and conflict avoidance.13 In the case of the
'PX hurricane', this passive receiving tool
(effective due to the no-fee receipt structure
of SMS in China) enabled citizens to opt-in
to an active response: a self-organized
demonstration was held on June 1st, 2008,
and eventually the local government needed
to reconsider the possibility of constructing
a chemical plant so close to the city's
residential zones. The editor of a local
magazine commented on the incident: 'If we
can use new media, such as SMS, to include
public opinions into the institutional platform,
it is obvious that it can expand the channel
of political participation, so that the political

execution of the government will be more
appropriate to public interests. Based on this
foundation, the fast and benign interaction
between the public and the public administrator
is the best way to establish a harmonious
society.'14

SUPERBLOCK URBANISM AND SUPER-
COMMUNITY
"Beijing today is...a sprawling conurbation of
office towers and superblock housing estates
scored with impossibly wide motorways. What
was once an exquisite canvas has become
a city of monsters, each dancing to a song
only it can hear. Immense object-buildings
like those at the CCTV complex may well be
architecture, even award-winning architecture;
but they are egocentric and self-absorbed,
and they do not a city make.  Good urbanism
is more than the sum of buildings; it is about
how those buildings relate to one another,
how they define and engage the street."15

Within China, superblock urban planning
strategy can be traced to work-unit urbanism
in the Mao era, in which land was parcelized
for state-owned work units to establish their
own communit ies. This large-scale
parcelization and planning strategy has been
continued in the post-reform era, with the
critical difference that the operators of the
superblocks are no longer work-units, but
private developers. The roles played by the
government and developers are very clear:
the planning bureau, representing the
government, is responsible for the main
infrastructure, such as power, highways and
water system and sometimes the architectural
style of the superblock; the developer is
responsible for the internal infrastructure,
roads and social facilities. Contemporary
Chinese superblock planning strategy can be
understood as (1) engendered by the central
government based on socialist spatial
organization, (2) enabling multiple private
cities within the urban socio-political
framework, and thus (3) privileging the
developers as the operators of the socio-
spatial organization within the superblock.

The mechanism of such a strategy is highly
institutional and linear: it is instantiated by the
central government, then transmitted to local
governments, to planning bureaus, then to
developers and architects. The spatial concept
of xiaoqu has come to define this post-reform
residential zone, usually gated and under a
single management. As one of the most
localized organizations in the hierarchy
descending from the central government, the
governance concept of shequ, or community,
is overlaid on and often becomes synonymous
with the space of the xiaoqu. The idea of
'community' in urban China has thus been
subsumed into the governance framework of
mass housing. The general public, in this
structural-functional strategy, is not involved
in the decision-making processes of
governance, and can only react to the
urbanism as a product of the top-down
operation of the machine. Thus, when citizens
react to the space and scale of development,

they are also critiquing its modes of
governance and management.

BOTTOM-UP GOVERNANCE OF THE
SUPERBLOCK SPACE
"I hope other residents of our living zone
(xiaoqu), who also noticed this odor, will please
stand up. The more people there are, the
greater the power!"
"I thought someone is burning charcoal."
"Perhaps it is from the electrical plant."
"I heard it is from the garbage treatment plant
at the 5th ring road."
"There is waste water drainage, but it is hidden
by walls, so we cannot see it from outside."
"The odor is due to the construction on the
chemically polluted site by the Xijing Garden."
"Please release the telephone number of the
environmental protection bureau online, so
everyone can report it."
"Is there any media friend who can help us?"

The above commentary was documented on
one of the largest virtual xiaoqu bulletin boards,
that of the Guanyin Huiyuan community.16 It
was initiated by one of the residents who
noticed a chemical odor at night, but the local
environmental protection bureau ignored his
complaint by categorizing it as an isolated
case.17 The posting elicited 19 responses
from the virtual community, which can be
categorized into three types. First, the majority
of responses contained a general recognition
of the smell. Second, some of them suggested
these reasons for such a smell, and third,
some residents discussed how to ameliorate
the situation, including asking more residents
to file complaints and disseminating the news
through media.

Over 80% of Chinese websites have their
own BBS, with 30 billion accounts and 16
billion visitors. The daily posting rate is over
10 million.19 Due to the prevalence of BBS
usage, which may be linked to both ineffective
channels for complaint resolution as well as
the desire for indirect participation, there are
nearly 40,000 xiaoqu registered on the main
bulletin board (www.wsxq.com) alone. The
organization of the virtual xiaoqu is based on
the physical xiaoqu, so it provides a public
platform for residents from the same
community to discuss and share information,
as well as organize activities and functions.
Management representatives are often both
lurkers and active participants on these boards.
The virtual BBS community is an emergent
mode of restructuring the living zone (xiaoqu)
and community (shequ) into a productive
assemblage, and it is becoming an agent for
self-organisation and activation of the
complexity of the contemporary Chinese
community.

E M E R G I N G  A G E N C Y  I N  T H E
SUPERBLOCK MACHINE
Adam Greenfield recently enumerated these
shifts in the ways in which the urban network
is perceived and engaged through
technological 'soft infrastructure': from browse
to search; from ownership to use; from expiring
to persistent and from constant to variable;
from deferred to real-time; from wayfinding
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to wayshowing; from object to service; and
from vehicle to mobility. Most significant in
China's superblock context may be the
transformation from consumer to constituent
and from community to social network.19 As
the possibilities of a networked culture are
becoming pervasive, we need to become
perceptive to the deviations in the reproduction
of space that these networks enable. China's
urbanizing citizens are no longer Humans 1.0;
in fact, they could act at the forefront of the
phenomenon in which "human communities
are already well on the way to becoming self-
[aware] 'social networks.'"20 This 'social
network' may then develop into a feedback
system that will become more attuned to its
constituent parts, to both streamline and
expand interactions, and to provide real-time
responses to service availability and allocation.

Superblock space is becoming negotiable
and knowable through communication and
display technology, and this will in turn
reconfigure its spatial structures and
participants. Accessibility by cellphone number
(whether scrawled on the walls or distributed
on flyers) combined advantageously with a
culture of couriers, and an economy based
on cheap labor, to form a 'technosocial
assemblage' that was less probable in the
urban ecologies of the West: invisible kitchens
in the basements of high-rises distribute
affordable meals to both offices and
residences above, and goods can be instantly
summoned from any distributor in the city.
With home office-sized, do-it-yourself digital
marquees rapidly populating the windows of
towers, superblocks are also becoming Times
Squares of entrepreneurs and individual
propagandists, and these networks could
become a soft infrastructure for more efficient
delivery and management systems for goods
and waste. In addition to the virtual forum of
the residential BBS, neighborhood internet
caf?s produce a social platform for the
development of younger community members.
The superblock 'dinosaurs' that have
cemented the spatial structure of much of
China's cities may yet evolve, if these
technosocial assemblages continue their
incremental intermixing with the xiaoqu space
and shequ community organization.

Eventually, both localized socio-spatial
negotiations and the design of the larger urban
context may depend on this technological,
self-organised, and dynamic mechanism to
transform the city.

At the macro scale, some micro-reactions will
be harmonized by market or political means,
such as the demolition case. However, the
exceptions to rapid top-down response open
up a space for the feedback network between
constituents as diverse as netizens and the
state apparatus. The story of the PX incident
provides one antithesis to the institutionalized
model of urban development: the collective
reaction interacted with the decision-making
process and transformed the consequence.
The virtual xiaoqu case also suggests an
alternative mode of governance and
organization, from a centralized governing
system operated by the management or
development firm, to a self-organizing system
operated by the collective voices of residents.
The similarity of both cases lies the
involvement of technological communities,
which expend the capacity of general public
to interact with the structuring process of the
society. Technological communities can then
be considered capable of providing a mode
of agency for constituents within the
superblock machine.

The TVCC fire is also one of the 'accidents'
that are destabilizing the top-down, massive
scale of urban operations in China. As
architects, we need to question how we
engage in the design of 'communities', both
within and as an alternative strategy to
superblock urbanism, which might
instrumentalize the developing 'technosocial
assemblages' while bringing to bear the
profession's interconnectivity with the issues
of human ethics and social equity. How can
we, as a constituent with multiple roles and
the capacity of reflection, engage in the
construction of the ideological 'harmonious
urbanism', in concert with keeping the idea
of 'community design' as open, inclusive, and
flexible as possible for a more socially
sustainable urbanism?
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