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How time flies! The past 10 months were busy yet fruitful.
The Institute covered a basket of events to advance
architectural excellence, to promote the strength and
services of our members as well as to connect, to
communicate and to advocate for the common good of
the profession and the community.
Riding on the success of REVEAL 2 exhibition at
ArtisTree last year, we continue with a rolling thematic
exhibition by HKIA members as ‘PLAY to CHANGE’ at the
Oi! North Point, from February to November this year.
Furthermore the Venice Biennale 2016 Hong Kong
Response Exhibition, which showcased the creativity of
our young architects, was held at the same heritage venue
in May.
In June, over 300 professionals and students from
cities across the strait participated in the biennial HKIA
Cross Strait Architectural Design Award and Symposium,
to share the latest architectural development
in the region.
 	 In July, we welcome 140 new Members joining the
HKIA family at the New Members Certificate Presentation
Ceremony, the highest number ever through our
Professional Assessment in a single year.
 	 This year also sees a great advancement for HKIA in
the international arena.
 	 Upon invitation, I attended the first ever International
Presidents Roundtable at RIBA London in July. Apart
from enlightening exchanges on the latest global
development of the architectural profession and the best
practice, this direct dialogue among presidents of
major architectural professional institutions opened up
further opportunities for closer international collaboration
in Accreditation and Mutual Recognition.
 	 Together with the ARCASIA Conference in Jaipur,
India in May and the UIA Assembly in Seoul, Korea
in September, these three visits helped to strengthen
connections with the regional as well as international
professionals.

Encouraging progress has also been made on mainland
issues.
I was invited by the Chief Executive as one of the Hong
Kong official delegates for the International ‘Belt and Road
Initiatives’ Forum in Beijing in May. The close involvement
in this outward bound policy, and in parallel the ‘Big
Bay Area’ development strategies, was significant for
planning the way forward for our profession.
Subsequently in July the Council made a visit to the
related Ministries and State organizations in Beijing.
We were received by the Deputy Minister of MOHURD
and had comprehensive exchanges with senior officials,
for enhanced communication and mutual understanding.
 	 Locally, the Institute had also proactively responded
and met the leaders of various bureaux under the new
government administration, in order to reflect our
concerns and suggestions on relevant policy issues.
A Special General Meeting was convened in August to
pass four motions in order to update the Rules of the
Institute, Codes of Professional Conducts and Agreement
between Client and Architect, in response to the latest
professional practice.
 	 With the continual support from the Editorial Team,
led by Professor Wang Weijen and supported by Thomas
Chung and Thomas Tsang, our HKIA Journal is thriving.
This issue, themed as ‘COMMONS’ , features articles
on various commons, in and outside Hong Kong, and their
uses, from different point of views. Through these
exploratory endeavours, we look forward to extensive and
comprehensive discussions on the provision of
commons in society, thus spaces and buildings that could
be enjoyed by all in Hong Kong.
				
				
		
		

I hope you enjoy reading.		
With best wishes,
Marvin Chen 陳沐文

President The Hong Kong Institute of Architects
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Occupy
Commons
公共香港

The second issue of Occupy explores
Hong Kong’s most tangible forms of
Commons, its public space and public
buildings. ‘Commons’ is a term
that traces back to medieval England —
as part of an estate, land open to
the surrounding community for their
enjoyment. By extension, commons
denotes shared societal resources, or
a common ground that celebrates our
pride and accommodates the ordinary
while allowing negotiation and
reconciliation of different interests.
It is the public realm that enables
citizens to exchange ideas as well as
to connect with one another and build
meaningful civic relationships.
In Hong Kong, this discussion also
includes how we can conceive our
everyday life beyond the dominance of
the market and development-driven
logic. More i mportantly, the idea of an
“architecture of the Commons”
promises to embody our collective
action and aspirations to build a more
inclusive, equitable and shared city.

Occupy Commons began with a fruitful forum with
panellists representing private and public, professional
and academic fields who appreciated our existing
commons, lamented on what has been lost and considered
what future we can envision for the profession and
our city’s emerging commons. Experiences and views on
ingrained problems of institutional bureaucracy
and technocratic expediency that plague the planning and
production of our public spaces and buildings were aired,
and bold alternative remedies tabled. In-depth discussions
on topical issues and pertinent cases such as the planning
of Central’s ‘Site 3’ and the Yuen Long Footbridge in
the New Territories helped to structure the contents of
this issue.
Remaking Central and Bridging Locales are the two
major sections reviewing critical issues and projects of our
spatial commons. For Central, we revision its global
impact while recognizing its historical and socio-political
significance of both its colonial and postcolonial contexts.
For ‘local’ districts, we identify prominent cases
and typologies that support everyday life in different
urban settings. We show how infrastructure, urban space
and heritage have been deployed, appropriated and
contested in the inventive making and remaking of public
places at different scales – from streets, sky-bridges,
escalators and public piers, to civic and municipal
buildings and cultural projects.
Both sections also feature design projects as well as
interviews with leading practitioners, including Rocco
Yim, Raymond Fung and Stephen Tang who elaborate on
their substantial involvement in major public architecture
and urban projects of our city. In Reflections,
Chung Wah Nan shares with us his thoughts on Hong
Kong identity, design and tradition, while Chris Law
muses on action research and contemporary practice.
Other voices touch on public space provision, ownership
and design guidelines, spatial politics and public art.
Platform gathers i nitiatives and events campaigning for
better public space and liveability.
Ultimately, ‘Commons’ is as much about shared
material resources as it is the process of making,
participating, sharing and renewing. We hope that this
issue will open up a space within our discipline
to i nterrogate established paradigms, and to be at once
sensible and visionary, respectful of both context
and connectivity, balancing accessibility with efficiency
when it comes to creating meaningful architecture
and common spaces for the utility and enjoyment of Hong
Kong’s ‘commoners’.
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Building the
Commons

論壇 : 建構公共

Public space and public building
in Hong Kong 香港的公共空間及建築
Authoritative figures
from government,
politics and practice
convened to discuss
Hong Kong’s urban and
architectural commons,
voicing out on vital
issues, cases and contentions, and how to better
build for the city’s
common good. — 29th
April 2017, H KIA Premises —

Commons
refer to shared resources available to all, as well as
the idea of common ground for communication
and interaction. While the seas and harbour, islands
and country parks comprise the broader landscape
of Hong Kong’s commons, we shall focus on the
city’s most tangible forms — public spaces, amenities
and buildings. After recalling our memorable
urban commons, we shall interrogate the current
mechanisms and challenges of designing and
managing of public spaces and buildings. Through
topical cases and contentions, we shall debate
key issues — balancing public aspirations against
private interests, rethinking the role of design in
the public-private binary, and sustaining delivery of
good urban design and public architecture. We
shall explore alternative opportunities and collate proactive ideas that advocate for our city’s commonship.

Moderators
Weijen WANG (WW)
Professor,
Department of Architecture,
HKU

Forum Panelists
Marvin CHEN (MC)
President, HKIA

Thomas CHUNG (TC)
Associate Professor,
School of Architecture,
CUHK
Thomas TSANG
Associate Professor,
Department of Architecture,
HKU

L. K. CHAN (LC)
Founder, arQstudio Ltd
Wallace CHANG (WC)
Associate Professor,
Department of Architecture,
HKU

Stephen TANG (ST)
President, Hong Kong Institute
of Urban Design
Paul ZIMMERMAN (PZ)
CEO, Designing Hong Kong

Peter COOKSON SMITH (PCS)
Past President HKIP and HKIUD
Founder, URBIS

Publication Committee
Co-chairs
Ellen NGAN
Member of HKIA Publication
Committee

K. K. LING (KL)
Former Director of Planning,
Planning Department

KWAN Siu Lun
Member of HKIA Publication
Committee

Vincent NG (VN)
Immediate Past President, HKIA
Director, AGC Design Ltd.
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We would like to start the conversation by asking: what
is the significance of public spaces in Hong Kong,
and what are the critical issues that we are facing?
Unlike plazas and boulevards in European cities,
what is the uniqueness of Hong Kong’s public spaces
and what are their potentials for the making of a
better commons? WW
When we talk about the ‘commons’, it’s really the public realm, isn’t it?
And all the questions here are really about the city itself, and how we
focus on all these other different aspects in space, and public circulation.
Commons is a very nice term, actually. It goes back in England several
hundred years. There is a very beautiful poem that goes something like
this,
			
			
			
			

The law pursues both men and women,
Who steals the goose from off the common,
But lets the bigger villain loose,
Who steals the common from the goose.1

That sums up what we’re talking about. We need a public realm.
Is Hong Kong a great city? Well, only in part. It’s a great financial centre,
but it’s never been a great city in the architectural and planning
sense. It doesn’t have great boulevards or great squares, it doesn’t have
renaissance drama or the baroque architecture of Barcelona.
But it did have spaces, and it did have a much better kind of architectural
realm, like the waterfront. So? What are the mechanisms at work
that made them disappear? How can we get them back? Practitioners
talk about this all the time. We do, as urban designers. PCS

Well, I think Hong Kong is a great city. That’s the
reason why I’m still here. Part of the great experience
of Hong Kong is the fantastic urban realm that we
have. Not necessarily the quality of the public realm in
the urban area, because it can be congested, dirty,
tight and a lot of it poorly maintained. But the connectivity in our city is so fantastic, the ability to get around
the city is so much easier than in many other cities.
If we consider where the average Hong Konger spends
his or her time, and how much time is spent in which
areas, then shopping malls appear to be important.
The streets and pavements are important. Parks
are lower down in priority. Next we can start asking
how people experience those spaces, what are their
qualities, and how we can improve them.
If we look at the old photographs, you realize that we
have lost some aspects of the urban realm — the
markets have disappeared. Imagine walking on Des
Voeux Road in 1910 with only the trams, and now we’ve
got the buses and the cars in the way. I wasn’t here in
1910, but in my time I have lost my favourite dai-paidongs (outdoor food stalls) that used to be just around
the corner. PZ

1 This folk protest rhyme from 17th
century England reminds us that
what we now call "privatisation" of
common resources is in fact an old
story.

Going back to defining our ‘commons’, skybridges and
all these kinds of elements can really treated as our
three-dimensional common spaces. And when we do
so, the concept would be totally different, because
it becomes an integrated space. We think that Hong
Kong is great, but the locals may fail to see that,
because changes take place slowly; but for foreigners,
or the first-time visitor, they really appreciate it. MC
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Hong Kong was really never planned, it was laid out bit by bit. It was very
expedient, very piecemeal, with planning directions following the opening
up of the foreshore of Hong Kong Island, then the Kowloon peninsula,
successive stages of reclamation, and so on. That has always been very
constraining in the modern age. There were things that, if we have a
hundred-fifty-year-old memory, are very memorable. We had a
magnificent Central waterfront. We had building compositions around
places like Statue Square. We had cityscape features. But our
biggest problem has been that in the modern days, certainly the post-war
age, we’ve built by regulations, and of course much of this has to do
with densification. As soon as you start trying to intensify development,
you take away the scale, the comfort — both the actual and the visual
comfort … so even if we have these rather nice little roads and streets, the
issue is that we’ve suffered the loss of the defining elements. We’ve
lost the shophouses, the tong-laus. Since the LDC (Land Development
Cooperation), and its successor, the URA (Urban Renewal Authority),
we’ve privatized much of the public realm. So yes, we’re now in the
situation that we have lost many things that make our city memorable.
So what are we actually left with? PCS

We agree that we have never had great plazas and
boulevards, and we are now also losing our traditional
urban fabric. The question becomes, what are the new,
emerging commons, or new public spaces in our fast
changing urban process? Landscape and waterfront,
sky-bridges and escalators, are they the new
commons? How do we enable them to be more than
just circulation, and make them memorable,
and shared? WW

Well, take the Kwun Tong Waterfront, for example. Certain times during
the holiday, it’s crowded. Ask people who have used it — they find it
memorable. Great vistas, fantastic places to sit on the grass. Ask our kids
in ten years’ time, and they will remember looking out over the water
and playing there. There will be new memorable places. I regret having
lost my markets, my dai-pai-dongs, I think it’s a shame and I don’t
think food trucks are going to resolve it. But we should celebrate the new
memorable experiences as well as the ones we’ve lost. PZ

The new generation is building up memorable
 xperiences of sitting on grass now. But at the same
e
time, I notice that there is a cultural shift in the last
few decades. When I was young, if you mention you
want to sit on grass to Chinese people, they ask “what
are you talking about?” They don’t have that idea. They
want you to sit on the stools, in front of dai-pai-dongs.
Sitting on the grass is another kind of experience
that they now treasure, or remember. How are we going
to redefine or design according to this kind of change?
How do we create a memorable landscape under
contemporary conditions? WC

We mentioned the Central waterfront. There was the
Statue Square cluster, old Star Ferry, the Queen’s Pier
and City Hall before. Would future generations still
remember that ensemble? Or would people begin to
enjoy IFC and the new Star Ferry, that whole area with
the temporary Ferris wheel as an emerging
commons? TC
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Site 3, this is the area from the General Post Office to the new Star Ferry
that connects our elevated walkway network with the waterfront. It is
the planning brief that defines the details of the groundsrcaper. It defines
how people are going to enjoy the waterfront, the elevated pedestrian
network, and how Hong Kong’s largest public transport interchange with
ferry piers, bus stops, MTR stations, Airport Express, roads and underground car parks are all going to be connected with Site 3. Site 3 is
our Central commons in every possible way. However, the planning brief
is rudimentary. With a normal disposal of Site 3 to the highest bidder,
the public gains depend entirely on the planning brief. Unless that site is
bid out based on design competitions, we won’t have the opportunity
to get something like Rocco’s ‘Open Door’ government offices at Tamar.
It was good that we had a choice! But with Site 3, are we, the public, going
to have a choice? Are we going to have a public process whereby we
maximize the design opportunities? The first thing we should be fighting
for is a design-led disposal, and not a premium-led disposal. We can’t
assume that with a planning brief we’ve done enough already. Because
we have not! PZ
The harbour is Hong Kong. It’s the image of the city.
90% of the cities in the world have a waterfront,
and most of them are doing things with it, but all we’ve
got are promenades and we are having difficulties
getting connections between them and the urban
fabric. We have 73 km of harbourfront, but there’s
nothing iconic there, and nothing that serves as a real
note of visitation. What we now have at Site 3 is rather
out of context from the original plan, where buildings
define space and space offsets buildings. The whole
idea is that you plan and create a new waterfront with
interesting places, promenades and precincts that
form a continuous pedestrian environment. But we
don’t have any design control, it doesn’t exist in Hong
Kong. In the UK, the whole planning system, and the
public enquiry system is based on development control, which is not only about plot ratio and development
capacity, but about design fit. In fact there is really no
design control and a reluctance to even insert design
parameters inside the development conditions. PCS
Honestly, site 3 is a most complicated site. So far, the process is correct.
When I was in the District Planning Office for Hong Kong Island, we
reduced its development intensity by half. It was a very difficult battle.
We then planned it as a one complete site. We activated the control
framework for us to allow good design ideas to be realised. But I totally
share Paul’s concern about, ok, what next? KL
For Site 3, the planning brief provides the guidance, in terms of its
function, intensity, connectivity and broad design considerations. The site
would be sold for private development. Under such circumstances we
should think further how we can ensure an appropriate design for the site.
What I would put forward is a two-envelope system. The first envelope
is the design, which is not ranked. As long as the design has been passed
as acceptable, then we go to the second envelope and consider the
bidding. That is perhaps a pragmatic approach. What we want to avoid is
some design not appropriate to the site, such as having five separate
building blocks, all looking like different animals … KL
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Site 3’s entire elevated podium, under-ground connections and at
grade areas will be privately-owned public space, so the control over the
outcome and enjoyment of these public spaces will present great
challenges. Besides supporting retail and offices, their important f unction
is to connect public spaces, facilities and uses in the area. But will
there be places to sit? Will we have seating areas that are ‘public’, but
then you can’t eat there? Will there be an express travel lane to the ferry
piers b
 ypassing the shops? The developer who pays for it would want
people to walk through the shopping mall! They won’t want people flying
by on t ravellators! So, how are we going to achieve a better-balanced
public realm? We can only do that with a competition, and come up with a
design that the community has seen and agreed to, before the
government does the deal. Under the current regime, and the planned
disposal through a tender, how will we ensure the quality? PZ
I’m afraid your argument may be
going way too far. The key planning
function is to connect the old
Central to the new waterfront, but
to make this connection a pleasant
experience having some private
commercial element can be a
merit. We are not against private
commercial development as long
as it results in quality public spaces
that is not compromising or
sacrificing public enjoyment. KL
As professionals we are actually advocating public space to be managed
by the private sector. I think there could be more flexibility and creativity
in managing those spaces, but we are facing a problem — in general there
is an anti-developer mentality in Hong Kong. People think that these
private developers can never think of the public but only focuses on
private interests. I don’t see any crime in having some commercial
programmes at the edge of a public space. Sometimes you need food,
and shopping activities, and we cannot expect these shops to be run by
the LCSD (Leisure and Cultural Services Department). The private developer’s management could make a space more vibrant and diversified.
Can we, as a professional or non-professional body, advocate for public
spaces to be managed by private sector? VN
I always believe a city has to be inclusive, and that means having choice.
Some people like to enjoy shopping in air-conditioned spaces, but others
prefer to run outdoors. So long as they don’t exclude each other, they
can happen at the same time. It is not an either/or situation. As someone
who works for the private developer, I can tell you that developers don’t
dislike people. They love people, okay? The high-end also love people.
They want you to window-shop, at least. I believe it can be resolved
through planning. As long as there is a fair mechanism, and you don’t ask
 rivate developer to do everything for the general interest, and
the p
vice versa. If the site is not too tight, one can always find a way that works
for both sides. Maybe we need a different kind of organization. Right
 rganizations are totally private, or they are totally public. But there
now o
are some organizations for example, Very Hong Kong and the Hong
Kong Public Space Initiative, run by young people, who might be able to
work between the public and the private. LC
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Recently there is a tendency to have public space
managed by private companies because there is a lack
of trust in the LCSD, and their ‘I-cannot-do-anything’
approach. In that case it is better to have sites on
short-term tenancies. Like with the event management
company for the Central waterfront. When people
like them, we give them more time and we renew their
contracts. We can adjust the contracts along the
way in response to the public. The bigger challenge is
the other way round, public spaces in private developments. As a multi-layered city we need them. For
this we have two mechanisms, one is public passage,
the other is public recreation in private space. We
have many agreements with private owners providing
public passage, whether it is to the MTR or other
public f acilities. In some public passages, they now
have markets, and they make sure you can’t sit
anywhere because it’s for passage. And the design
capacity, the width, is just for passage only. But
people want to sit there, talk to friends, do other things,
not just walk through. How do you control this in bigger
commercial sites, like with Site 3? You won’t know
how it would work out when you draft the planning brief.
You only start learning once it’s been developed
and lived in. You want to be able to adjust, but with rigid
conditions written into the lease agreement, there
is little control and ability to amend the requirements
to respond to u
 nintended consequences. PZ
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In the end, the planning brief is a minimum
requirement. The masterplan submitted to the Town
Planning Board which is much more detailed which
would be deliberated both by the pubic as well as by
the Board before planning permission is granted. KL

In terms of development, Hong Kong has moved beyond basic
requirements to being quality-oriented from the urban design perspective. Development solely by means of engineering criteria is more
generally recognized as outdated. For development of a new district,
I think it should be led by trained design professionals equipped with
planning and design knowledge as well as implementation skills. It should
start with the procurement process from the very source — the client,
or the delivery agent which is now the Civil Engineering and Development
Department under the Development Bureau. The client should know
what the design quality should be suitable for a place, from concept to
implementation. An office integrated with multidisciplinary staff, l
ed by somebody who knows how to create a place, is really important.
In my view, design quality should lead the development, and the engineering or skill-based aspects should be supportive of that to make it work.
But unfortunately this relationship is currently reversed in most cases.
The engineering and quantitative aspects predominate and dictate
the methodologies from the start, and design professionals end up trying
to fix those nitty-gritties afterwards, losing the opportunity to make
things right at the start. ST
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Yes. In my own working experience,
one key problem is that many
issues do not have a standard
solution. It is always the case that
the functional and so-called
‘ technical requirements’, which can
easily be ‘quantified’, such as air
quality, noise, etc. overriding the
planning and design considerations.
How can you quantify the value of
urban design? KL
I have seen improvements in collaborations between the planner,
architect, designer and the engineer in recent years. I think this is due to
public advocacy. There are more collaborative and integrated urban
design studies, although we are still struggling with some of the
engineering criteria. There are still problems with the engineer’s mentality
regarding transportation issues, like the new footbridge proposal along
the Yuen Long Nullah, which in itself could be transformed into a very nice
environment. The pedestrian traffic could actually be handled by
widening the two sides of that nullah, without the need of an enormous
footbridge. In this case we can see the conflict between architects,
planners, urban designers and engineers. Instead, transportation p
 lanning and urban design need to be integrated and we should a
 dvocate
pedestrian-friendly planning. VN

The Yuen Long footbridge is a great example if we are talking about the
wrong departments taking charge. It started with a plan trying to cover
the nullah, then came the protesting green groups wanting it to be like the
Cheonggyecheon in Seoul. The DSD (Drainage Services Department)
wants more flooding capacity so they are happy, because now they can
put walls around the nullah. The Highways Department still have to
resolve the pedestrian circulation, so they come up with the footbridge.
We’ve come so far and no-one wants to budge anymore, or come up with
a better solution — which would be to cover the nullah, because it will
never be like the one in Seoul. There will be no rocks or plants inside,
nobody can walk inside, they are just going to put some tiles on the wall.
So now you look at the process and ask where did it go wrong? I don’t
know why this went out of control. Even when I now mention it to the green
groups or academics, they say, “Oh no! We cannot cover that nullah!”
So now we end up with an ugly footbridge and an ugly open nullah, and no
improvement at street level! PZ
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We didn’t have a good dialogue between the professionals and those citizens and government officials
who asked for it. Yuen Long residents asked for better
walkability and easier access from the station to their
homes. There were lots of different options, but not
everybody is aware of what the options are. The simplest way to connect point A to point B is a footbridge!
They don’t understand the value of what is in-between
— the space that they can improve and an enjoyable
walking experience. Wouldn’t it be much better
for people to walk down, walk through the side streets,
and enjoy their way home through an interesting path,
instead of just going from A to B? ST

At Kai Tak River, the local district
representatives really treasured
the experience that we were
advocating, rather than just
connecting two points. We need
the locals’ support. Because
after all, we do not live there, right?
They are the ones who have to
understand what makes their
common space more successful.
They have to form their own views,
and proposals would sound
much more convincing if they come
from their own mouths. WC
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I think it’s an ecology. Because if there isn’t a genuine and consistent
 emand from upstream above, there won’t be urban design firms around
d
to bid for jobs. And if there weren’t enough jobs, then there won’t be
enough urban design professionals to support them, and so on. So it’s a
trickle-down effect. Downstream you have the firms, the universities,
or the professors choosing how they want to develop their careers, etc.
It’s a whole ecology. Only with a clear mission of creating quality spaces
through urban design from above that others would follow. ST

In the case of New Towns, they have well-designed
commons, but for existing urban areas we don’t know
who is in charge of the ‘commons’. It’s treated as
leftover spaces. No one really looks at the overall plan
of the district, recognize it as the commons of the
community as a whole, and be willing to maintain,
defend and improve it. That responsibility is completely
siloed. Everybody does their own thing — the Highways
Department puts in roads and infrastructure, developers work on private development, which are controlled
through Buildings Department, the Lands Department,
and the Planning Department. It’s a complete mix-up,
and nobody is in charge. PZ

Actually what we really lack is a body which takes up the integrated
responsibility for a district. The EKEO is a model. It does not do everything
by itself, but it identifies areas with problems where improvements need
to be implemented. They coordinate the effort of various departments.
In my experience, government departments generally welcome this sort
of directive, because they consider this as a wiser use of their money and
personnel. KL
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From what I can observe, the Kwun Tong and Kowloon
Bay area is making the greatest progress in public
space improvements and interventions. Massively
challenging area in terms of land use complexities,
but because EKEO is there on the ground, with people
that walk in every day, it can be effective. They
have staff talking to the neighbourhood, they know the
dai-lohs who are controlling the streets. There is
an institution that has the capacity to help them on the
ground. We can even start looking at how to apply
what works to other locales. I’d like to have an
Energizing Central Office, or an Energizing Aberdeen
Harbour Office, on the same basis. At the District
Office, you cannot get anything done because you
deal with the most junior level in Planning or Transport.
But at the EKEO we work with the Development
Bureau — so much more you can do! Still a problem,
still difficult, but you get better outcomes. PZ
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Yes, from my experience, that works. Like the Kai Tak
Office and the EKEO, led by people with the appropriate training, the aim is to create a quality product
and not just engineering solutions. In EKEO, planners,
architects, landscape architects and engineers who
are dedicated to creating place are all called
“place-making managers” instead of the conventional
silo functions delivered by planners/ architects/
engineers. This approach is now well accepted by
both the society and the professionals. ST

Where we seriously went wrong is when we started
standardizing cheap, dreary public buildings, like
markets and schools and clinics and so on. In Europe,
Spain for example, there are markets with beautiful
mosaic works, wrought iron ... they are a joy to look at
from the outside and experience from the inside.
What a mess we have made with our market buildings,
these should be centres of the urban community,
and we have them in every single district.
Yet ArchSD has certainly made a resurgence in recent
years. I think Steven singlehandedly turned around
public attitudes towards the columbarium and
crematorium — these building types that the public
were almost fearful of. PCS
Public buildings are privately used
by certain kinds of organizations
which are not open to public.
But could we entertain the idea that
all the public buildings should
 ublic? If that is possible, then
be p
the city would be much more
accessible. WC
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Local police stations in Japan are
very open to the community.
In Taiwan, for example, the Yilan
County government civic centre is
completely open. Or Taipei City
Government buildings, anyone can
walk in, and there are cafes,
bookstores that you can have
coffee while waiting for building
permit. WW
It is always good to have these
f orward-looking ideas, but if we are
not even able to treat our outdoor
spaces well, how are we are able to
explore new ideas? MC

I think for every kind of business there is always a range
of private to public domains. Immigration offices
can be quite private, because of sensitive documents …
you lose one computer and you are in trouble.
But there are other programmes that can be much
more open. With the flexibility afforded by the latest
technology, I think it’s time to revisit what it means
by making private buildings more ‘public’. An example
is the university. As we all know, HKU is now basically
a public street, visitors and tourists can all come.
Access and security is controlled room by room.
The old idea of buildings having one entrance door
which you lock with a key, may be different already.
I just saw in the news that there is a booking system for
sports facilities in schools during weekends. This is
a great idea because otherwise no one is using the
schools during weekends. Even if the school holds its
own activities, they could become more open. PCS

Well … look at examples such as the
HSBC Headquarters and Tamar
government offices. Look at how
those public realms basically
runs through the footprint of these
buildings! Once you have defined
a district plan that indicates where
the commons is at ground level,
at elevated level, or below-ground
level, then you put a building in
there, those public areas remain
open, even if it is a police office,
so this can work. PZ

It’s actually a mentality, the
 entality of whoever is managing
m
that space. For the university,
their mentality is that ‘we have this
public space so I welcome the
public’. A lot of our public buildings
are managed by different
government departments, and
whether they have the same
mentality is the big question. VN

If you have the right client,
you can create dialogue. We spent
a year designing the Millenium
Plan for the University of Hong Kong,
but actually the whole idea of
the street, the buildings relating to
it, was agreed right from the very
first day. PC
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In a way, what is lacking here is a vision — a vision for the administration of
our city — beyond quantitative solutions. From the discussions today,
EKEO seems to be a good model, but even so, we need to make a lot of
effort to come to a consensus. For example, if Site 3 is so important,
why don’t we just turn it into a common space? But other stakeholders will
say, “We are losing a lot of revenue for the city! How are we going to
afford it?” That’s the other side of the argument. At the same time, we feel
we feel that connectivity is important, but the private sector is not going
to achieve it. Maybe the developer can dedicate a whole floor as public
passage, or a space for connectivity in order to enliven the waterfront. But
it can only be done if there is a consensus. MC

To use Site 3 as a starting point,
perhaps we need to develop
ah
 olistic 3D planning concept that
helps to define public and private,
which could then be integrated
into the planning process. To map
out all public spaces as a coherent
3D network, maybe expanding
the idea of a tourist map to understand how the city works in terms
of c
 ommon grounds. This is a
possibility going forward, given the
sheer density and complexity
of c
 onnections in Hong Kong. WC

How about creating a new zoning category? Anything
zoned as ‘open space’ in the Outline Zoning Plan gets
automatically handed over to LCSD to manage. “You
can’t do this, you can’t do that, you can’t have any
water features or there might be accidents…” LCSD is
forbidden by their ordinance to include private
commercial activities, like cafés in public open space,
so unlike other cities our urban waterfronts are
quite barren. Recently, the Development Bureau set up
a landscape management organization, which is a
good thing. If we had a ‘landscape commercial’ zoning
category, something like a festival market on
the waterfront could come into that category! It would
need careful parameters and conditions, but that
would be something that a private organization would
be able to build. We have got to make this jump
for the good of the city. PCS

We have architects and urban designers focusing on
the urban studies, engaging with the public, listening
to what they want, talking to district councillors.
We are not short of good ideas, and we have pretty
drawings almost all over the place. The problem is we
can never get them implemented! When we talk
about public space, there is a series of procedures
that we need to perform. A single party responsible for
the planning, detail urban design, architectural design,
and who also takes on construction, operation,
management, and promotion, then you can actually
improve or reflect on it afterwards — if something is
not working, you go back to the planning stage to see
what had happened there. VN
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That is a mindset issue. I always get frustrated with
those people who tell me that you cannot do
something because of ‘management problems’.
I always say that ‘management’ is supposed to help us
resolve problems, ‘management’ itself should not
become a problem! Looking ahead, we need to grasp
the opportunity of this current wave of new town
development, otherwise we will lose a quarter of a
century’s time. The conventional engineering
dominated approach just won’t satisfy our planning
and design objectives. Many of the engineers know
that as well. KL
On the issue of public buildings, ArchSD plays a critical role and has been
winning many HKIA awards every year. However, public buildings should
also be considered as the means for a city to build up architectural
culture. In most countries, public projects are seen as opportunities,
giving young and talented firms opportunities for advancement. Should
ArchSD also bear the responsibility in fostering such a culture for our
architecture community? WW

ArchSD actually takes up 10% of all their projects for
in-house design. For various reasons, they pick
projects to experiment or demonstrate something
unprecedented or beyond the norm — like the
Community Green Stations. The other 90% is
procured through the consultancy selection system.
There’s a point-by-point calculation on every fee you
are bidding. Generally, consultants tend to bid a low
fee to get the job. Some consultants may even bid with
a fee that anticipates a loss, because they want to
continue in the system to bid for future jobs. But the
finance officers have a duty to protect public money’s
interest in ensuring the best “value for money”.
So the selection process is more inclined towards
tangible factors like the company size, size of their
past projects, and their administrative compliances
which altogether outweigh the less tangible factors
such as design quality or design awards. ST

To promote architectural excellence,
we need something outside
the current system. I would advocate
that the public buildings be available
for whoever outside that old
framework, to enter into competition.
ArchSD may have concerns
regarding the procurement of the
buildings in time. But if we don’t
think out of the box, we will be stuck,
and young architects will continue
to be frustrated. To a certain extent,
our society and our government
need to have the courage to take
risks, because we are just playing
too safe. VN

I would go further. I would like Hong Kong to be a
l aboratory for innovative urban design. A centre which
can export its talents and expertise to the rest of
Asia and the world. The government should support
this and therefore be willing to making sure that there
is experimentation and design competitions.
The vision should be on that level. PZ
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			Editorial						

Since the early colonial times,
the Central District has evolved into
the city’s financial, administration,
and military centre. Post-1997, the
term “Central Value” was coined to
describe the city’s pursuit of “growth,
prosperity, efficiency, development
and globalization” as epitomizing an
extreme capitalistic society.1 In
2006 — 7, mass protests against the
demolition of the Star Ferry and
Queen’s Piers signified the historic
moment when Hong Kongers
awakened to the idea of ‘collective
memory’ and ‘civic identity’. In 2014,
in fighting for universal suffrage that
began with the ‘Civic Square’
incidents, hundreds of thousands of
citizens overtook Central’s main
artery. Citizens gathered in peaceful
defiance to create a transient ‘utopian’
commons in Harcourt Village.

This site-specific act was a powerful
expression of discontent against
the many perceived perils that the city
continues to face, and reflected
the city’s deep-seated collective desire
to salvage a common identity.
		 From an impervious colonial core
to a hyper-connected central business
district dominated by transnational
corporations, two decades on from the
handover, Remaking Central offers
readers a glimpse into key transformations of the district’s most formal architectural and urban public
spaces — from the evolution of Statue
Square, the changing of guards
from the old to the new government
headquarters, the defending
of the two demolished public piers,
to the latest making of new commons
on the reclaimed Central Waterfront. 
1 “Central Value” or “Central District Value” (中環價值) was coined by Long
Ying-tai, famed Taiwanese essayist and formerly first Cultural Minister of Taipei,
in her controversial Apple Daily article “Hong Kong: Where are you heading to?”
in 2004. This equated with a lingering colonial mindset that impeded the
flourishing of a cohesive civic society.

"The aerial photo reproduced with
permission of the Director of Lands.
© The Government of the Hong Kong
SAR. Licence No. 152/2017."

Central Aerial Photo (1979)

Drawing showing different coastal reclamation phases (1841-1997) drawn by Occupy, based on “Figure 1: Location of Key Sites”
in Urban Design Study for the New Central Harbourfront, Executive Summary by Planning Department, July 2011.
Credit: Planning Department
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Government
Headquarters

政府總部

Open Door, Green Carpet, Blue Sky,
People Connected    門常開 地常綠 天復藍 民永繫
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1

Admiralty, Hong Kong
The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
2011
2008 Design and Build Competition,
2012 Winner Skyrise Greenery Awards (Silver Award)
2013 ArchSD Annual Award,
2014 International UIA Award for Friendly Spaces Shortlist

Conceived as an iconic “Place” rather than an object,
Rocco Design Architect’s headquarters for Hong
Kong’s government embraces the public realm and
enhances the city’s connectivity. With its overt
“doors always open” gesture, the centrepiece of the
design is a green connector that brings the city to the
harbourfront. Embodying the spirit of sharing
between government and the public, the architecture
establishes, as Kenneth Frampton puts it,
an “Arendtian ‘space of public appearance’ at many
levels”. 1

2

1 Kenneth Frampton, “Beneath the
Radar: Rocco Yim and the New
Chinese Architecture”
in Reconnecting Cultures:
The Architecture of Rocco Yim.
London: Artifice, 2013, p.11.

Infilling the historical site of Tamar, a
colonial naval dockyard, Rocco Design
Architects’ HKSAR Government
Headquarters integrates three principal
facilities: the HKSAR Government
Offices, the Chief Executive’s Office
(CE Office) and the Legislative Council
Complex (LegCo). Two Government
Offices towers are connected at the top
to create the Open Door metaphor
that also reads as a gateway to Victoria
Harbour and a frame for the city rising
behind it. The Chief Secretary and
Financial Secretary offices are placed
at the top in an iconic gesture to unite
all the bureaux housed in the East and
West wings below. On the west flank
is a low rectangular block containing
the CE Office, while on the east is the
LegCo Complex that culminates in the
Plenary Hall rotunda towards the sea.
A two-hectare landscaped Civic
Park, or the Green Carpet, forms the
axis of the project linking the city with
the harbour. Creating unity for the
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3

whole development, this green spine
leads to a multitude of people-friendly
venues, including a sculpture Court,
the Legislative Council Garden, an
amphitheatre, a floating deck, the
Legislative Council Square and the
Tamar Corner, all for the enjoyment
of the public.
The overall site area at just over
42,000m2 is huge for this downtown
district. Open lawns — a rarity in Hong
Kong — are bracketed by generous
benches and terraces. Walking
through gives pedestrians as well as
building occupants an opportunity to
interact with nature at all scales, from
low plantings to trees, in a constructed
landscape that terraces down to the
water. The open green space will connect the future public park planned
for the waterfront; once completed,
the network will extend from Central
district and Wanchai.
Disposition of the blocks allows
the prevailing wind to penetrate the

inner city providing ventilation
through the “Open Door” passage.
Solar access is allowed from the
south, while the buildings’ stepped
heights allow airflow mixing and
recirculation, channeling wind
from higher elevations to enhance air
ventilation at pedestrian level.
Besides, innovative façade design
systems are adopted to achieve
sustainability for the development.
All these demonstrate a commitment
to sustainable design as part of
the concerted effort to bring back the
Blue Sky.
The essence of the design is on
connectivity, dialogue and commun
ication to get People Connected.
On a physical level, it starts with a
macro-view of the urban form
adopting a strategy that brings on a
seamless connection of urban
green nodes, from Hong Kong Park to
Admiralty Gardens to the future
harbour promenade, making the

place and the w
 aterfront accessible to
the public with ease and fluidity.
Citizens are brought to the centre
of the administration of their city. By
setting up a plan that embraces
pedestrians as well as civil employees
and heads of state, the architecture
sends a clear message of openness.
Above all, it is about the spirit of
sharing: how a prime site in the centre
of the city could be shared not only
by the three branches of government,
but also by the public in such a way
that all parties could function without
under interference from one another,
while at the same time sharing the
common attribute of the city, i.e. the
harbour and the waterfront. Now it
becomes a venue for public events in
the heart of the city.
The architecture does not seek to
play an overly symbolic role as a
public edifice, but rather functions
urbanistically on a daily basis as a
vibrant, integral part of the city’s life.
In weaving a major public place
through its heart and thereby
connecting the city with the harbourfront in a celebratory manner, it is
a Government Headquarters with few
precedents elsewhere.

1 An aerial view of the Royal Navy
Dockyard in 1968. The area takes its
name from the former Admiralty Dock.
Photo: CY. Yu. Credit: South China
Morning Post
2 HKSAR Government Headquarters
under construction. Credit:
Gammon-Hip Hing Joint Venture
3 Plan of HKSAR Government
Headquarters
4 Sketch of site section
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Connecting
Commons
Rocco Yim on Sharing,
Diversity and Dialogue

Interviewers
Weijen Wang
Thomas Chung
Lai Jing Chu
Eagle Wu

As one of Hong Kong’s undisputed
home-grown talents, Rocco Yim’s
international recognition came early
with his L’Opéra Bastille competition
win in 1983, four years after starting
his own practice. Already in
that premiated scheme, one can sense
an architectonic presence born of
a preoccupation with cultural memory
or traditions as well as specific urban
conditions, the balance of which Yim
continues to strive for in all his works.
Uncommon for local practitioners,
Yim also elaborates his thinking
via c ogent writings — from proclaiming
the pervading influence of the
city in architecture, to pondering on
Chineseness, or the quest for
‘meaningful presence’ — a quality that
Yim holds dear in architecture.
Yim has undoubtedly cemented
his reputation abroad with memorable
standalone projects like the Guangdong
and Yunnan museums and Berlin /
Shanghai Bamboo Pavilions. Yet it is
back in his home metropolis that Yim

has combined his “dynamic rationality”
(Kenneth Frampton) and “daring
virtuosity” (Peter Cook) with his astute
urban sensibility to produce his
compelling oeuvre to date — including
commercial and infrastructural
(Citibank Plaza, iSQUARE, IFC mall
and Hong Kong Station), institutional
(HKICC, Zhuhai College), as well as
major civic and cultural urban projects
(HKSAR Government Headquarters,
WKCD Concept Plans 2002 & 2012,
Palace Museum & masterplan).
Then as now, Yim enthuses
about Hong Kong’s 3D connectivity,
its spatial ambiguities and possibilities
resulting from the diffusion of the
public realm within the private.
Highlighting his original vision for a
‘sharing commons’ for the Government
Headquarters, Yim compares it
to its present-day realities, and speaks
candidly on problems and regrets,
insights and hopes for the Central
waterfront as well as public space
and urban development in Hong Kong.

嚴迅奇談連接共享
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Occupy
Could you tell us about the key
intentions behind the design of
Tamar Government Headquarters
and how it is related to the
concerns of public spaces or
different types of public use?
Tamar is almost the last piece of
vacant land along Hong Kong Island’s
waterfront that could be developed
into something urbanistically
significant, which is why even before
the competition started there had
been a lot of voices from the com
munity on how best this land could be
put to use. There were strong voices
from some quarters that it should just
be left as a public park because it’s a
rare piece of waterfront land. There
were others who thought that the
government — the LegCo, ExCo, and
all the other Bureaus — deserved a
new home. So for me, from the start,
this is a land for sharing. Public space —
or ‘Commons’ as you might call it — is
actually a place for sharing, between
different groups of people. Ultimately,
we wanted all the different components
within the complex to share the use,
access and enjoyment of the location
and greenery, and all of that could
also be shared with the public.
Also, because of the strategic loc
ation of the site, it became an opportunity to forge a major north-south link
from the city to the harbourfront —
something which has so far been
lacking from the east all the way to
the west across Hong Kong Island.
We have east-west linkages, that’s
fine, but there is no such celebratory
link from the city to the harbourfront
due to historical reasons — we have
had successive reclamation strategies
without any thought of providing a
major north-south link.
So, the concept of Tamar
Government Headquarters is really
born of such considerations — the
notion of sharing, the notion of northsouth connection, and the notion
of coexistence of government
and public on the same piece of land.
What kind of activities did you
envisage should take place there?

Did you anticipate it to become like
European squares or piazzas that
house the daily lives of citizens as
well as ceremonial events, festivals,
and political protests? You also
incorporated smaller-scale public
spaces, such as the controversial
entrance drop-off — Civic Square,
for which you’ve expressed your
regret that the government had
it fenced off from the public. What
was on your mind when you
designed these finer grain public
spaces?
First of all, if you recall, the government’s original brief is to provide a
park quite separate from the building.
The building would be confined on the
south side, and the north side would
all be one big park, with a rigid boundary between the two. Now that’s totally contrary to my belief of what public
urban space should be, which is that it
should be seamlessly integrated with
architecture, and that it should also
function both as a gathering space and
a connecting element of the green
node network distributed throughout
the city. This network is something we
have enjoyed historically across the
city — not one big space such as New
York’s Central Park, but as a series of
nodes, green nodes — Botanical
Garden, Chater Garden, Hong Kong
Park and the waterfront, which could
potentially all be connected. Such
connecting function of urban open
spaces is one major phenomenon that
we don’t necessarily find in New York
or London. What we did at Tamar,
therefore, is to break that given rigid
boundary and forge the north-south
connection which becomes in a way a
fairly linear park. We think of this
both as a park as well as a celebratory
avenue, a grand procession that you
could take from the city to the waterfront. And the scale is big enough that
the space could actually do both.
But we never expected it to become,
on a day-to-day basis, an event space,
because it is basically a promenade.
We therefore created more modest
scaled event spaces on both sides. How-
ever, in our minds the Civic Square
was actually not designed as an event

space. It was the key drop-off for civil
servants and visitors. The event spaces we designed include the amphitheatre, the sculpture garden, the LegCo
Garden, the fishpond and probably
the LegCo Plaza. Now my regrets — if
we are talking about regrets now —
is that people are concentrating too
much on the Civic Square as an event
space, but have actually neglected
the sculpture garden, the fishpond or
the amphitheatre. I envisaged that
there would be rotating exhibitions in
the sculpture garden, for instance,
that they would really keep fish in the
fish pond, so that people would have
a purpose to go there and enjoy themselves. But sometimes an architect’s
vision doesn’t tally with the
convenience of management or the
expedience of event organisation.
It is understandable why so many
events happened in the Civic
Square. When there is a political
issue, people want to be where they
could be seen and heard. If you imagine a petition to be held near the
fishpond, that would be unrealistic.
But that’s coming back to this question
— political expressions, p
 rotests or
rallies are only one type of activities
that have been envisaged for this open
space complex. There should be places
for relaxation, recreation, contemplation, places for the appreciation of art,
and for celebration! Now, we should
be paying attention to all of these,
in addition to protests and expressions
of public opinion.
Agree. This may be the problem of
the organizers. Why wouldn’t the
government or other cultural institutions host more events in front of
LegCo Plaza? Couldn’t they have
more exhibitions or outdoor display
in the Sculpture Garden to make it
more familiar to citizens?
My criticism is that the government,
or a particular government department who is responsible for maintaining this whole place, hasn’t really
tried their best to bring out its full
potential.
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The whole idea of bringing people
from Admiralty to the waterfront,
how successful do you think it is?
Again, there is regret in the connections that we hoped would bring
people from the city to the waterfront.
In our very first conception, towards
the southern end would be a multi-
directional linkage through a series
of bridges, not just one. There should
be bridges crossing over to Chater
Garden, and another one crossing
over to Far East Financial Centre, so
ideally we would have a network that
channels people from the east and
west as well as from the south towards
this major promenade — that would
improve connectivity and the permeability of the complex.
But even accepting that multi-
connections are too ambitions and
difficult, the regret is that, the Tamar
bridges are not discharging directly
onto Admiralty and the Queensway
Plaza footbridge system. It is I believe
purely because of administrative reasons — there has to be a co-ordination
between the two owners. So when
people get to the southern end today,
the escalators only connect to the
street level. Hopefully, that’s only a
temporary scenario.
Taking the notion of connectivity,
in the future, would it be possible to
have other accesses to the
building?
Definitely. The whole complex was
designed with a vision that the front
door is from the harbour side. Without
 arbourfront
the completion of the h
promenade, the harbour side
feels something like a dead end.
The illusion is that the front end is
from Harcourt Road.
The building successfully serves
as an iconic building when looking
from the harbour, and you have
a gateway building that you can see
through when driving on the major
boulevards. For this idea of the
gateway, it reminds me of the contemporary La Grande Arche de la Défense,
or the historical Arc de Triomphe.
Critics have mentioned various

r eferences. I would like to think that
the building takes the shape of a gate
for a purpose, which is to improve the
permeability of the city to the waterfront, both visually and in terms of
pedestrian flow. So it did not start out
as a symbol but as an urban necessity,
and that’s the major difference
between this building and la Défense.
La Défense’s gate is just visual —
in fact la Défense is the terminal
of the Paris axis, not an opening for
through circulation.
From memory, the Government
Headquarters first became known
during the textbook protests
against the implementation of the
national education curriculum in
2012. Parents were besieging
the site for many days. So before
Occupy Central, this place
has a
 lready become a place for
expressing ideas.
Yes, during that protest, people were
really sitting on the lawn. I also
remember that there was an occasion
one weekend, when there was a group
of protesters protesting in the park
in the park against gay rights near
the waterfront and then the opposite
camp were to their south near
Harcourt Road. At the same time,
some people were holding a graduation
ceremony in the café flanking
the park. And on the east side, another
group was demonstrating in the
Civic Square for a different cause. So
on that one weekend, there were
different groups with different aspirations expressing different objectives,
and I’m really happy that happened.
That is our diversity and freedom.

3 Aerial view of the footbridges over Harcourt
Road. Photo Credit: Nero Chan

And then there’s Occupy Central.
They occupied Harcourt Road but
not your plaza.
Well as I mentioned, that place isn’t
really meant to be primarily a place
for expression of dissatisfaction.
The protesters were at Civic Square
and the square in front of LegCo,
because they wanted to have direct
dialogue with whoever they wanted
to have dialogue with. The whole idea 
of Occupy Central if I recall, is
to cause disruption. If you sat at the
plaza all day, it wouldn’t cause
any disruption. Only when you occupy
Harcourt Road would that disruption
be felt. I think the reason why it
happened where it did was purely
a coincidence. It could have happened
anywhere! It could have happened
down the road. It happened here
because they started off in the Civic
Square, a place for petitions and
exchange.
Because of what happened,
Civic Square has now become a
very symbolic public space in Hong
Kong, do you have any comments
or views on other similarly
significant places in Hong Kong?
Victoria Park. Because Victoria Park is
one of our major green spaces in
the city and has traditionally been
a starting point for political marches.
But at the moment, it’s urbanistically
virtually isolated, cut off by roads
from all sides, especially on the waterfront side. You can’t get from Victoria
Park to the waterfront… except, well,
there’s a very tiny footbridge that
is not convenient to use. To me it has
always been a missed opportunity
that one of our most beautiful parks
can’t be in contact with the waterfront
so that it can join up with our future
waterfront promenade. Hopefully
it will be happening someday, then all
the other north-south links would
make sense!
Planning officials are well aware of
promoting good public space,
though they are often pressurized
by the sites’ assigned plot ratios.
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Many believe that the problem is in
the whole mechanism of urban
planning, and the expectations of
the value of the land — Hong Kong
being a place where land is
the generator of profit and government revenue …

lease conditions the requirement is
that there will be a public transport
interchange on the ground floor. And
after all TD’s technical requirements
have been worked out, the PTI took
up almost the entire ground floor, to
the extent that there is no space for
even for a tiny coffee shop along the
But these things should not be
waterfront! So that’s totally contrain conflict necessarily — if there is an dictory to what a good design for a
agreed expectation on the amount
waterfront is. And that is the problem
of GFA that the site needs to generate, of Hong Kong — the urban design and
it doesn’t preclude a good pedestrian transport requirements are always in
connection, it just requires skillful
conflict. Roads cut off green spaces
designers, right? But the important
and are too wide for connectivity,
thing is to lay down the objective,
flyovers that destroy visual amenities,
which is the need for a good connec- and there is no single controlling
tion. Secondly, is to somehow make
or arbitrating body to co-ordinate and
that a factor for considering whether establish priorities ... That’s why
to grant that site to the bidder.
Designing Hong Kong, if I recall, has
With these two, if it is well-spelled
always been advocating a mayor
out, people who are willing to bid
for Hong Kong to deal with all these
issues — someone who doesn’t have
for the site will know that they need
to come up with a good design,
to deal with politics but can deal with
because that counts. It’s very simple. real issues of the city.

In our experience, we have gone
through all three scenarios.
Lok Fu Shopping Centre happened easily because it’s commercially beneficial in terms of bringing people in from the neighbouring estates
and connecting people through the
shops; if the shops have business then
you have good rents.
Citibank Plaza, because we are
able to convince the client that by
building the required public bridges
and integrate them through private
land and through the lobbies and connecting everyone on a 24-hour basis,

In many of your projects you advocate connectivity. Is there one
project you consider the design of
the connectivity or common space
particularly successful? What are
the conclusions or strategies
that you have learnt from your past
project experiences?

they get extra plot ratio, so they are
willing to do it. Development bonus
from Buildings Department is the
critical incentive.
For IFC, connecting route provisions were built into the lease condition and the owner has to do it, no
bonus — they just have to do it because
the lease requires it. And it turns out
that it’s ok, it benefits both parties.
In our new project, the East
Kowloon Cultural Centre (EKCC), we
actually take the initiative to make
connectivity part of our design theme
— to bring people from Kowloon Bay
Station, through the EKCC to Ngau
Tau Kok and the rest of the residential
neighbourhood, through the lobbies
of the performing art centre and
through the plaza. Luckily — and I must
give them credit — LCSD endorsed the
idea even though it’s a potential
headache in management, and even if
they have to limit the opening hours
to make it manageable. I think in
the end it falls to the government to
look at different mechanisms
of e ncouraging connectivity if they
are really supportive of this notion.
But the problem these days is that
the government is becoming more

Hong Kong is a city that inevitably
needs a three-dimensional strategy
for urban space, so the role of the
urban designer becomes very
important. How do you think arch
itects and urban planners should
move forward in the future?
That’s a very difficult question!
Let’s be fair, I think there are
people in the Planning Department
who understand the essence of good
urban design. Connectivity, waterfront vitality, diversity... all that. The
goals they set out are fine, if you look
at their statements and manifestos.
However, land parcels in Hong Kong
are not entirely under the control
of the Planning Department, they are
subject to the requirements set
by out Transport Department (TD)
for instance. And very often,
the requirements are contradictory.
I can give you an example.
We just completed the Kerry
Hotel, right on the waterfront.
Everybody agrees that we need vitality
along the waterfront promenade,
and therefore there should be commercial activities, such as shops
and cafés. But then within the original

From our experience, there are three
ways to make connectivity happen.
One is by incentive. If the owner
feels that enhancing connectivity
through the use of their building
actually benefits the building itself,
they would do it voluntarily. Or, if
there is a government incentive such
as bonus plot ratio for GFA, owners
are willing to give up part of their
land for the purpose of connecting
different parts, then it will happen.
The second way is to build it as a
rigid requirement in the lease
condition. Everyone who successfully
bid for the land would have to ensure
connectivity from point A to point B
through the architecture.
And the third way is just to leave
the architect to try their best
to convince their client that this is a
good thing to do.
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and more reluctant to offer bonus
incentives because the public spaces
so dedicated sometimes come under
criticism for abuse, and greedy
owners do sometimes generate profits
through the use of that land.
Rather than retreating from such
incentive practice, however, I think
the correct attitude government
should adopt is to put up a robust
regulatory system to, monitor and
control instances where they grant
bonuses to ensure a win-win scenario.
So you would consider Hong Kong
successful in this respect. How
does this compare with other cities?
I think this is a very unique urban
feature of Hong Kong, I couldn’t find
this anywhere else. Certainly not in
Europe, not in America, where security
concern is so great, especially these
days, that everybody entering a building has to be screened and checked.
We don’t have that problem yet.
We can still have the advantage of
moving freely from private to public
space, and vice-versa.
In Central we almost have a threedimensional street system. Because
Hong Kong is relatively safe, you can
wander everywhere without being
challenged by security. And our urban
fabric is so compact that crossing
the street on bridges is still quite a good
experience. Unlike in Beijing, for
instance, where you have to walk miles
before you get anywhere and that is
not a good experience.
Some find that the state of development of West Kowloon Cultural
District today leaves more to
be desired. Can you tell us about
the major ideas for the public
spaces in the proposal you made
for West Kowloon in 2010?
We had two major ideas. One is of
course enhancing connectivity,
because WKCD is such a long piece of
land, and it’s also because at the
moment it is cut off from the rest of
the urban area. So it’s important that
through the provision of open spaces
in WKCD we forge this east-west

嚴迅奇

4 WKCD competition sketch, 2012

5 WKCD Palace Museum & masterplan, 2017

c onnection from one end to the other
— not just physical link, but an enjoyable experience, which requires diversity, appropriately scaled spaces, and
integration with architecture. And
there is also the need to make seamless connections as much as possible
from the West Kowloon Cultural
District to the development in the
north — so that the infrastructural network provided already in West Kow
loon — the retail complex, the MTR
station and the car parks — would then
feed into the West Kowloon Cultural
District.
But the other major role that public
spaces in WKCD is intended to take
on is to provide a venue for architecture to start a dialogue. That is
probably something that will be missing. The public space should be there
to encourage and stimulate dialogue
between architecture flanking it, 
otherwise the district will become an
expo site where you just have a series
of stand-alone pavilions. The squares,
the courtyards, the steps — they
provide a setting that architecture on
all sides can respond to. If they
all respond to the same element then
they start to have a relationship.
When we did the masterplan for the
Palace Museum, where we have in the
neighborhood the exhibition centre,
hotel, etc., that’s what we intended to
do. There will be public spaces within
that little district which could be
shared, and ‘spoken’ to, and hopefully
that will create meaningful dialogue
among all the parties.
But at the end of the day, of course,
the provision of these sorts of open
spaces is just a beginning. It then
requires the initiative of subsequent
architects working on the individual

buildings to appreciate their significance and to contribute to enhancing
that significance.
After almost four decades of
practice, you have designed many
public and cultural buildings. How
have your thoughts on mediating
architecture and the city changed?
I think we have been very conscious
of architecture being part of the urban
whole from the beginning. And after
all these years, I think it’s heartening
to realize that this notion is beginning
to be appreciated by many more
people. This journal issue bears witness to that.
How would you evaluate the evol
ution of Hong Kong’s urban planning
and architecture over these years?
To me, the regret has been that while
Hong Kong as a city has been, and still
is, inspiring in many ways, the
possibility of creating good architecture has actually been compromised.
So while more people today are
concerned about urban design, the
actual possibility of producing good
architecture, which to me is an intrinsic part of good urban design, hasn’t
been promoted to an equal extent.
Arguably it has regressed, because of
increasing red tape, rigid statutory
and commercial constraints, and so on.
So that is the regret, in a nutshell.
We are blessed with having an
inspiring city fabric the envy of many
of our neighboursw, but are stuck
at this point in time with meagre
opportunities for architecture. I only
hope that with our collective efforts,
things will change for the better.

Editorial

Whose Civic Square?
Reclaiming Commons at the Central
Government Complex
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誰的公民廣場?

Police guarding the fenced-off the 'Civic Square' in 2014. Photo Credit: Ming Pao

“The Umbrella Movement … occupied
and respatialized the arterial streets of
Hong Kong in late 2014. (C)ommunities
made up of hamlets of tent-dwelling
demonstrators evolved, in particular,
out of the Admiralty occupied area.
Through a sense of communitas
exercised among these communities,
occupied areas were infused with ‘pure
potentiality’ and transformed into lim
inoid spaces. As a result, the previously
undifferentiated space of roads took
on new meanings and was redefined to
facilitate the discursive needs of these
communities. Such transformation
of space also reveals the tonality of life
among the communities, and how they
relate to each other through the moral
idiom of care. While short-lived,
the communal re-spatialization of the
Umbrella Movement articulated images
of a utopian Hong Kong as well
as a critique of Hong Kong’s political
plight, often through irony and humor.” 1

1 Hui, Y-F. (2017) “The Umbrella
Movement: Ethnographic explorations of communal re-spatialization”
in International Journal of Cultural
Studies, Vol. 20(2), p.146

Designed as the main vehicular drop-off for officials and
civil servants, the Central Government Offices East Wing
entrance forecourt on Tim Mei Avenue is technically
zoned as ‘public space’. In August 2012, student activists
began demonstrating against moral and national education
around the roundabout flagpoles. The openly accessible
space was popularly dubbed the ‘Civic Square’ ever since.
A year later, it became the rally destination on the issue
of free-to-air television licensing. Closed off in July 2014,
the Square was re-opened to the public daily two months
later, but with a 3-metre high fence constructed around it.
Late in September that year, action by activists scaling
the fences to ‘retake the Square’ as a protest site ultimately
sparked the Occupy Central movement afterwards.
In August 2017, three student leaders involved in the
Civic Square clash were sentenced to prison, while
the government claims they are considering to r e-open the
Square. The architect’s design idea of “Door Always Open”
speaks of an ideal of openness and effective commun
ication between people and Government. Although not
designed as such, removing the tall fences of Civic Square
could be seen as a first step in reconciling the site’s official
designation as a ‘public space’.
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Site 3

1

Statue Square
Open Space Corridor

三號用地
2

1 Site 3 looking east
2 Photomontage of a
notional architectural
scheme prepared
under the Urban
Design Study for the
New Central
Harbourfront, Credit:
Planning Department
3 Location Plan, Site 3
at the New Central
Harbourfront,
Credit: Planning
Department
4 Section of Statue
Square Corridor,
Central and Wan Chai
Reclamation:
Development of Urban
Design Parameters,
URBIS (1993)
5 The Statue Square
Open Space Corridor
Spatial Structure
and View Corridor,
URBIS (1993)
6 Statue Square (1965),
Credit: Public Records
Office, Government
Records Service,
HKSARG
3  →

The allocation of Site 3 on the Harbour Waterfront goes
back to the Central and Wan Chai Reclamation Feasibility
Studyundertaken by URBIS and Maunsell Consultants
Asia in 1989. This was then further developed in the form
of urban design parameters in 1993 as an open space corr
idor at an elevated level to bridge the intermediary roads.
The purpose was to establish a continuous open space
extension from Statue Square defined by low-rise buildings
to the re-located harbourfront edge and the new ferry piers.
When the extent of the Central Reclamation was
later reduced, an urban design study was carried out which
effectively reduced the coherent articulation of building
massing and well-defined spatial corridors, with
a less than coherent continuity between existing Central
and the harbourfront. In effect the ‘Statue Square Corridor’
became — a low-rise element that forms a stepped spatial
link towards the harbour in a series of building blocks with
large floor plates. It is the largest of eight sitesin terms
of proposed commercial development for the New Central
Harbourfront. However while the development is low-rise

in concept it comprises around 1.5 million square feet
of built area. Arguably this becomes the most prominent
site in Central. Its height and massing will have a p
 rofound
impact on the articulation of the entire Central reclamation and its relationship to the harbourfront.
A Planning Brief has been prepared by the Planning
Departmentt for this development on a site of around 4.75
hectares, now zoned as a Comprehensive Development
Area. The purpose of this is to set out the broad planning
parameters and development requirements to facilitate
the preparation of a Master Layout Plan. The site is
identified as being composed of separate building blocks
on top of a continuous landscaped deck extending from
Statue Square across Lung Wo Road and Yiu Sing Street.
It is intended that the implementation programme
should be in two phases. A Master Layout Plan should
indicate all gross floor areas, land uses, G / IC and open
space uses, road details, development programme,
urban design concept, pedestrian network plan. The MLP
is to be supported by an Explanatory Statement.
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The Planning requirements set out by Planning
Department in mid-2016 i nclude the following:
• The proposed uses are mainly office and retail uses to a maximum of
150,000 sq m with G / IC facilities including either a new post office
or the integrated retention of the existing one. A minimum 21,200 sqm
of non-commercial GFA for public car parking spaces, transport
facilities should also be provided.
• A maximum building height in the Western portion of 50mPD and in
the Eastern portion 16mPD;
• The planning requirements call for a number of urban design considerations including: the adoption of an environmentally friendly building
design, and the relocation of the Star Ferry Clock Tower at its original
location; a continuous landscaped deck to connect all building blocks
and provide connections with existing and committed developments;
a minimum of 25,000 sq m of public open site, half of which is to be at
grade; the production of a Landscape Master Plan; Reprovisioned G/IC
facilities including Post Office facilities, parking spaces, loading/
unloading bays and public toilets; relocation of a taxi stand, two coach
bays and a public loading/unloading bay at ground level; and multi-
level pedestrian connections including underground connections to
the Central MTR Station.
• Other technical requirements relate to traffic and transport aspects,
visual impact assessment (rather than visual merits), air ventilation,
environmental, drainage and sewerage aspects.

Conclusions
1 The overall gfa is too high, and the consequent maximum building
heights are therefore also two high to create an adequate level of
spatial definition in relation to the harbourfront and its other associated
activities.
2 The number of car park spaces is excessive in terms of vehicle access,
ingress and egress, at a time when there are calls for a more liveable
and pedestrian oriented city.
3 Rather than simply specify ‘Commercial GFA’ there needs to be
an encouragement of interactive and creative industry uses, not an
encouragement of regular office space.
4 A problematic issue that impacts on both this and other important
development sites is that the system of site disposal is insufficiently
sensitive to urban design objectives. While the Town Planning
Ordinance sets out statutory requirements and procedures, it is in fact
the Buildings Ordinance through Buildings (Planning) Regulations
which enforces the land-use zoning plans, through their approval
process. The system is therefore not enforced through the planning
authority, leading to potential and actual discrepancies between overall planning intentions and their interpretation. The Brief is bereft of
any real urban design requirements and can therefore be quite easily
met in terms of the particulars, as set out by Plan D, by a glass box.
There is no indication in the Brief that covers its important context e.g.
the important if open-ended considerations of variety, permeability,
sense of activity / relationship (both functional and visual) between
internal and external areas, transparency, relationship between private
and public realms, edge treatment to ensure that colour, vibrancy
and sense of movement and activity is transmitted to the public realm,
particularly to ground level food and beverage outlets.
5 The Brief as it stands is insufficient to safeguard the public interest
and the standard of built environment we expect to see on the
harbourfront. The Brief needs to encourage creative thinking and
innovation. Its designation of the site as a CDA needs to be extended
as a Special Design Area along with the means to evaluate design
submissions by both the public and expert advisers.
6 The design aspects should take precedence over the cost submission
from interested bidders.

4

5

6  →
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Statue Square
Before 1997
Power Transformation of
Hong Kong‘s Central

1 This article was originally published
in City Magazine 441 “Statue Square
Before 1997: Power Transformation
and Urban Space of Hong Kong’s
Central ” by Wang Weijen,
p. 64 — 69, 441, 2013; and the
research data and information were
referenced from: Lo Ho Yan,
Anita & Liu Tat Man, Frankie:
The Transformation of the Statue
Square, Report for 1996 March
course: Design of Chinese Cities,
with course Instructor Wang Wei Jen,
Department of Architecture,
University of Hong Kong
2 The diagram on the Evolution of
Statue Square in Central’s Waterfront
was published in Domus 1003,
p.106 — 112, June 2016: “Feedback:
Wang Weijen’s Hong Kong, La Hong
Kong di Wang Weijen”

王維仁

九七前的皇后像廣場 :
中環空間的權力變遷

The Statue Square and Queen’s Road, once the Center of the
City of Victoria, the glory and spatial representation of
Her Majesty, were an integral part of Hong Kong’s urban spaces
during the British administration. With its rich colonial spatial
history, it could also be perceived as the ‘original sin’ to be left
behind by subsequent decolonization efforts before and after the
1997 handover. This a rticle traces important architectural and
waterfront changes in association with several major land reclam
ation surrounding Statue Square, since the establishment of Hong
Kong as an e ntrepôt and up until its 1997’s handover to China. 1
Through m
 apping the evolution of a series of waterfront changes
with its urban landscape, this article seeks to understand the
dynamics of politics and power behind the architecture and urban
spaces of Central in the colonial and postcolonial context. 2
Victoria City and its Waterfront: a
metropolis built by businessman

1 Victoria Waterfront Central District Looking West (1865)
Credit: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, HKSARG

With decades of colonial experience
in South and Southeast Asia, the
British were well aware of the importance of land and economic control
over Hong Kong as the basis for her
ruling. In 1842, the immediate year
after the establishment of Hong
Kong’s colony, the British military
engineers carried out their first land
survey and reclamation in the Victoria
Harbour. By filling out a flat ground
for barracks on the shore, the remaining adjacent lands was left for public
purposes, which became the very first
cricket ground of Hong Kong. The
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Murray barracks on the shore, the
sports field for the gentry, along with
St. John’s Cathedral completed in
1849 on the hill and the government
buildings nearby, laid out the earliest
foundation of urban structure for
the city. From old photographs taken
in 1845, one can see commercial
buildings built along the narrow land
strip of Victoria Harbour, and the
colonial-styled settlement expanding
from the mountain foot to the top of
the hills.3 By then there were already
around 700 buildings, and the
Victoria City was slowly coming into
formation. The road connecting
the naval base in Admiralty and the
Government Centre in Central
became the early Queen’s Road. In less
than a decade, Queen’s Road began
to evolve into a meandering artery that
connected Kennedy Town on the west
of the island all the way to Shau Kei
Wan’s fishing harbour on the east. 4
Several lots drawn from the new
rectangular reclamation land along
the north side of Queen’s Road in
1866 were probably the earliest
comprehensive real estate development in Central. The renowned Lot
No. 104 with a two-storey Europeanstyled building on the reclaimed land
east side of Pedder Street was first
developed by John Bowman and FB
Johnson, was later leased to Messer
Wardley Co., became the famous
Wardley House. Facing the Victoria
Harbour, its advantageous location
enticed the HSBC Bank to rent the
building as its headquarter from 1865
to 1882. Farther west along the Pedder
Street on the reclaimed land was Dent
& Co., which later became the Hong
Kong Hotel, the predecessor of the
now Gloucester Tower. Adjacent to
the Wardley House, the first City Hall
of Hong Kong was unveiled in 1869,
proposed by the British businessmen
of Hong Kong Club in 1861. The neoclassical style building built on a
government-provided land, financed
by Jardine Matheson, one of the most
prominent businesses in Shanghai
and Hong Kong, along with
the elegant fountain plaza donated
by John Dent, another active businessman on politics, form an integral part

of the City Hall built entirely by bus
inessmen, demonstrating the genesis
of a long tradition of ‘businessmen
ruled Hong Kong’.
In 1886, HSBC Bank built its first
headquarters in Hong Kong. In 1876,
Thomas Jackson, an entrepreneur
banker took over the leadership of
HSBC at a youthful age of 35. Under
his strategic planning, the bank
acquired the other half of the Wardley
House from Standard Chartered
Bank, thereby gaining control over the
prime location of Central and securing the superior address ‘No.1 Queen’s
Road’. The four-storey building
designed by Palmer & Turner Group
(P&T), one of the most active architectural practices both in Shanghai and
Hong Kong, has completely different
façade designs on her south and
north facing elevations. Facing Victoria
Harbour in the front and Queen’s
Road at the back respectively, the
design conveyed the building’s stature
as the symbolic centre of Hong Kong’s
metropolis, as well as its pragmatic
daily business. Subsequently in 1905,
with the Standard Chartered Bank,
another neoclassical building
designed by P&T in 1894, moved to its
current site of No.3 Queen’s Road,
the Queen’s Road Central had since
gradually become Hong Kong’s
financial avenue.

3 Trea Wilshire: Great cities of the
world: Old Hong Kong, Hong Kong,
FormAsia Book Limited, 1987
4 David Lung: “Hong Kong’s Urban
Development and Architecture” in
Chapter 6, Hong Kong History:
New Perspectives, Wang GW ed.,
p.220 — 22, 1997, Hong Kong Joint
Publishing 龍炳頤:香港的城市發展和
建築, 香港史新編, 王賡武主編, 香港三
聯書店

Statue Square and High Court:
first public space and public
architecture
With the 1880s rapid economic
growth, a surge in demand for land led
to further reclamation in Central from
1889 to 1905. This reclamation plan,
which created the seaside promenade
of Des Voeux, was led by Sir Paul
Chater and financed by several estate
owners around Victoria Harbour.
HSBC agreed to pay for the reclamation cost in front of the bank building
in exchange for two plots — No. 1841
Hong Kong Island and No. 298
Seashore with a 999-year land lease.
Chater was responsible for the cost of
reclamation on the west side of HSBC
in exchange for the land of Prince’s
Building and Queen’s Building.
In 1901, on behalf of the government,
Stewart Lockhart wrote a letter to Sir
John Jackson, the President of HSBC,
suggesting the possibility of securing
the vast open space near Queen’s
Square in Central. The letter stated
that His Majesty would like the Hong
Kong government to control the
construction of buildings in this area,
retaining the vista from the Queen’s
Statue to the sea, and urged HSBC to
accept the proposal. Sir Jackson conceded to it and declared that the land
in front of HSBC would ‘be kept open

2 View of Victoria Harbour with Statue Square and High Court (1910)
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and never build upon’. In 1902, Sir
Chater and Bell Irving donated the
Statue of King Edward VII, Prince of
Wales and Duke of Connaught. The
Royal Statue Square was born and became the green heart of Victoria City.
Even after the relocation of the Queen’s
Statue to Victoria Park in Causeway
Bay in 1957, Statue Square is still
known to be ‘Queen’s Statue Square.’
Along with further establishment
of the colony came the British judiciary
system. In the beginning of the 20th
century, Hong Kong was already
an international city with a population
of one million. Complex problems
in governance, security and legality
can no longer be resolved by the
simple ‘police station in front, the
court at the side, and the prison at
the back’ formula of the earlier days.

The construction of the High Court of
Hong Kong in 1903, in addition to the
Central Police Station and the
Victoria Prison, represented the end
of early colonial governance and ushered a move towards an advanced
civil system, thereby laying the foundation for Hong Kong to become
an international metropolis and a fair
trading platform in the Far East. 5
More than half a century after the
Opium War, after securing huge commercial interests in the Far East, the
British finally constructed their first
serious public building in the Pearl of
the Orient. For the very first time, the
colonial government invited an established architect from London, Webb
and Bell, to design a neoclassical
architecture, gracefully proportioned
with a two-storey high arcade, Greek

colonnades and Piedmont façade for
the High Court. After several revisions on the orientation of the building, it was finally settled that while
looking toward the waterfront, the
front elevation of the building should
face Statue Square. It took 12 years to
complete the building and during the
opening ceremony in 1912, the Hong
Kong Governor Lord Frederick
Lugard stated, ‘This is a monumental
building that would make us forever
proud.’ The Chief Justice, upon
receiving the key to the High Court,
announced during the opening
ceremony, ‘When Victoria has ceased
to be city, when the harbour has silted up, when even the Hong Kong
Club has crumbled away, this building will remain like a pyramid to commemorate the genius of the Far East.’ 6

3 Development of Statue Square
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Reclamation 1843
Parade Ground 1843
Murray Battery 1842
St. John’s Cathedral

1866
1
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Wardley House 1858
City Hall
Dent’s Fountain 1867
Cricket Ground
Ice House Street
Queen’s Road

1935
1
2
3
4
5
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The Cenotaph 1920
1935 Headquarters 1935
Hong Kong Club 1897
Supreme Court 1903–10
The Queen’s Building 1899
The Prince’s Building 1904

1965
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Star Ferry 1958
Car Park 1958
Reclamation in Progress 1963
City Hall 1962
Mandarin Hotel 1964
Prince’s Building 1965
Statue Square 1965
The Chartered Bank 1959
Hilton Hotel Hong Kong 1958

1997
1
2
3
4
5

The Chartered Bank 1990
HSBC Headquarters 1985
Hong Kong Club 1983
Cheung Kong Center 1995–1999
Jardine House 1973
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HSBC Bank in 1935: Hong Kong’s
early modern champion
The end of the World War II in 1918
and the construction of War monument in front of the High Court,
kicked off the commencement of
HSBC’s second headquarters in 1935.
Although the post-war recession and
the Wall Street Crash of 1929 did not
hamper the continuous growth of
HSBC, Grayburn, the chief manager
of HSBC at the time decided to be
prudent but looking forward.
Capitalizing on cheap local labour and
material costs, he would build a
world-class high rise building for the
corporation, elevating the bank’s reputation to an international level. In
order to maintain the superior location
of 1 Queen’s Road, while at the same
time generating a plot of land large
enough to accommodate a building of
epochal significance, after several
twists and turns, the bank and the
government finally reached an agreement in 1931 to a 75-year renewable
lease that merges half of City Hall’s
land with the land for the new bank.
This of course meant that the 60-yearold Hong Kong City Hall must go into
history, and that the space for public
and cultural lives of the European
gentry in Victoria must to give way to
the interests of the financial giant of
Hong Kong — the HSBC group — that
shall soon lead Hong Kong towards a
global financial capital.
Once again, P&T was hired by
HSBC for the project. The design brief
they received from HSBC writes,
‘Please design for us the most
excellent building in the world!’ The
architects accepted the challenge and
decided to introduce cutting edge
architectural technology of its time:
skyscraper from the Chicago School.
From the towering height and Art
Deco stone cladding of the building’s
exterior, to the fully air-conditioned
system and elevators of its interior,
and the pre-stressed steel reinforced
concrete structural system, the building’s design and technology pioneered
in Asia in every aspect. And thanks
to the highly efficient construction
management system, it took only two

years to complete the building. At the
opening ceremony, the Governor Sir
William Peel addressed, ‘In this dark
time of recession, this building brings
us tremendous confidence, proving
HSBC’s long standing stability and
mighty strength.’ 7
The new banking headquarters
is located on the central axis of Statue
Square, facing the Harbour and
Victoria Peak on its back. A high-rise
that exalts advanced modern technology, coupled with neatly composed,
symmetrical layout, and guarded
by a pair of majestic bronze lions
at the entrance, the new building fully
reflects HSBC’s stature as Hong
Kong’s champion for the next half a
century — the financial hegemony
of the bank substituted the public
culture embodied by the City Hall.

Above all, the new HSBC building
triggered the transformation of Statue
Square from Victoria City’s eclectic
styled colonial cityscape into an international modern metropolitan akin
to New York and Chicago. 8
Bank of China: nationalist strike
back in the revolutionary era
In 1941 the Pacific War finally spread
to Hong Kong. The Japanese military
invaded Central and seized the HSBC
bronze lions, the statues of the Queen
and Jackson. Once speculated to have
been melted into military supplies
by the Japanese, the sculptures were
miraculously recovered and restored
in their original position in front of
the HSBC headquarters after the war.
With the post-war economic boom

5 Jan Morris, A Classical Outputs
of British Imperialism, in Building
Hong Kong, p. 73 — 91 FormAsia
Books, 1995
6 Anthony Dyson “Commemorative
Booklet for the Opening of the Legislative Council Building”,
p. 30, Government Information
Services, 1985
7 Malcolm Purvis: Tall Stories,
p. 43 — 49, Palmer and Turner Ltd,
1985
8 Maurice Collis, History of the Hong
Kong and Shanghai Banking
Corporation, Faber & Faber, 1965

4 Victoria Waterfront, Central District Viewed from Mid-harbour (1954)
Credit: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, HKSARG

5 Hong Kong Cricket Club — Chater Road Ground / Bank of China (1967)
Credit: Old Hong Kong, Trea Wiltshire
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and the pouring in of immigrants
from the Mainland following the split
between the Communists and
the Nationalists, Hong Kong became
a place where the Chinese and
the British business and professionals
started to co-exist, looming with
undiscovered talents and synergy.
Though Hong Kong did not have total
democracy, the British allowed partial
freedom to exist and perhaps flourish,
bringing the Statue Square into a new
historical context of ideological
struggle.
In 1947, the remaining half of City
Hall’s land lot was purchased by the
Bank of China, under Kuomintang at
astronomical high price of HKD 3.7
million. P&T was again hired to design
the building and this 1950’s tower
still remains standing today. Although
sitting on a site much smaller
than the HSBC, this Art Deco building
adorned with Chinese motifs was
deliberately built 50 feet taller than
the British capital dominated HSBC.
The dragon carvings on the top of
the structure stood in sharp contrast
against the lion statue that guards
HSBC, suggested that it was an
obvious competition in architecture
and power. Both the Bank of China
Building in Hong Kong and its counterpart in Shanghai share the same
source of design inspiration — reflecting the struggle between the image
of a modern financial institution and
the recognition of national symbolism
after Kuomintang’s establishment
of the new nation state.
Paradoxically, the Bank of China
Building, a national bank located in a
colony funded by the Nationalist
government, was handed over from
Nationalist to the Communist
after 1949 by the British, had ironically
become a symbolic landmark as
ideological and national identity in
the 70’s for the Hong Kong Chinese.
During the Cold War era, Hong Kong
was on the one hand, playing a key
role in the British-American
anti-Communist Pacific island chain,
and on the other hand, a window
for the Communist China connecting
to the West. The colonialism of
the British Empire combined with

McCarthy’s anti-Communist crusade,
was culturally suffocating for
the Hong Kong’s young students and
intellectuals with growing political
and cultural identity crisis.
The outbreak of the Chinese
Cultural Revolution in 1966, together
with the student movements in
Europe and the US after 1968, sparked
off the Star Ferry Terminal riots: the
anti-colonialism and leftist student
movements in the ’70s. For a long
period of time, the Bank of China nest
to Statue Square was completely
covered with Mao Zedong’s portraits
and red revolution slogans. Students
wearing white shirts and khaki pants
confronting the anti-riot police,
brought microphones demonstrating
in front of the High Court with Greek
columns covered with posters. During
the holidays when there were no
demonstrations, the British gentlemen
continue to play cricket on the lawn
in front of Mao’s red slogans 
— this business-as-usual attitude
stood in amusing contrast against
the heated passion of the student’s
anti-colonial movements. 9 Today, the
top floor of the Bank of China, now
the prestigious ‘China Club’, with
an interior ambiance that fetishizes
the Shanghainese Cultural Revolution
style, present an ironic parallel
with the 70’s movement, become
a double-twist on the spatial history of
Hong Kong’s Central. 10

9 Trea Wilshire: Old Hong Kong,
Hong Kong, FormAsia Book Limited,
1997
10 Robert Elegant: Hong Kong,
p. 37 — 53, Time Life Books,
Amsterdam: 1977

City Hall and Land-reclamation in
1955: age of booming with changes
In 1955, the Central reclamation
pushed the coastal hinterland north
of Des Voeux Road further northward
to the new Star Ferry Pier terminal of
Connaught Road. Due to the subway
construction plan, the government
exchanged the Chater Garden’s land
northeast of Statue Square with
HSBC’s land next to the Square along
Connaught Road, as the future
exit of Central Subway Station. The
previously demolished City Hall
would be rebuilt on the east side of
the remaining reclaimed land,
while on the west side, a new site for
future development was provided.
This later became the Jardine
Matheson headquarters in the ’70s
and the Exchange Square in the ’80s.
Demolished in 1947, the Hong
Kong City Hall was rebuilt in 1962, 200
metres northward from its original site
after disappeared for almost 15 years.
The new Hong Kong City Hall was no
longer a two-storey colonial building
with symmetrical colonnade façades,
but a modernist architecture with
simple functional expression  — highrise office towers, exhibition halls, and
low-level performance hall surrounded by a garden square on the ground
level for public use. In the second half
of 20th century, an age of booming
and changes, the City Hall has finally
become a public space for all people
in Hong Kong, not just the colonizing
upper class.
The City Hall faced the Queen’s
Pier was encountered by commuters
headed for the Star Ferry Pier every
day. It was the first piece of land for
the Queen and the Princes set their
foot on when they arrived to inspect
the colony, in their elegant white hats
and gloves, as they disembark from
the Victoria Harbour. The Queen
would then meet the Governor in the
City Hall and listen to their briefing.
This spatial image, played on tele
vision over the years, had also become
a collective memory shared by Hong
Kong people in the post-war era.
This explains why the demolition of
the Queen’s Pier after the 1997 elicited
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such strong resentment among the
public. The symbolism of power in
representational space was manifested
to the fullest on television in 1997 —
after the handover ceremony was
completed, Jiang Zemin’s vehicle
drove into Hong Kong by land
through Shenzhen, celebrated the
return of Hong Kong in Wanchai’s
Convention Centre and Bauhinia
Square; while Prince Charles at the
same time, boarded the boat on
Central’s Queen’s Pier in front of
the City Hall nearby Statue Square,
departed through the Victoria
Harbour by sea.
In the early days of post-war
economic boom, Standard Chartered
Bank also renewed their headquarters.
No. 3 Queen’s Road was rebuilt as
a new 18-storey headquarters tower
on no. 4 Des Voeux Road in 1959.
With the new high-rise gesture and
a set of red copper doors as its grand
entrance, the building was compatible
with its neighbouring HSBC
Headquarters and Bank of China
Building. Meanwhile, on Statue
Square, following the completion of
City Hall and the multi-storey parking building, HSBC finally forfeited
the parking lot in front of the headquarters and replaced it with a garden
square of fountains and pavilions.
When the garden opened in 1966, the
governor David Trench declared that
this space to be belongs to the public,
fulfilling the promise made by Sir
Jackson when he funded the reclamation sixty year ago, that ‘the plot will
always remain an open space’. HSBC
also handed the management rights
of the square over to the Hong Kong
Urban Council permanently.
Soon after the opening, at the foot
of the mountain behind Statue
Square, the Hilton Hotel designed
with American International Style was
completed, closely followed by
the American Chamber of Commerce,
Bank of America, Citibank and AIA.
Come along with the developing
American post-war influence,
increasing numbers of international
financial institutions also moved into
Central one after another. The old
Prince’s Building acquired by Hong

Kong Land in 1927 was also rebuilt in
1964 in the modern style which
survives until today. It combines the
shopping gallery on the ground level
with a high-rise office tower, connecting via a pedestrian footbridge to
the Oriental Mandarin Hotel — which
had just been rebuilt from the old
Queen’s Hotel that was demolished
in 1962. On the other side of City
Hall beyond the Star Ferry Pier, the
Jardine House, built in 1973, became
the tallest building in Asia at
the time. This tower together with the
Hutchison Building completed
in 1974 began to generate a skyline of
skyscrapers, gradually replaced
the former glory of colonial seafront
buildings.
During the mid-70s, the eclectic
colonial buildings once surrounded
Statue Square gradually were
replaced by modern office towers.
Other than the High Court (later the
Legislative Council Building) now
retained as a landmark, the only other building left is the Hong Kong
Club, nicknamed the Victorian Cake.

The spatial rule of significant arch
itecture in Central has changed — a
building’s prestige is no longer
determined by its location relative to
Statue Square, but rather by its
height in the profile of urban skyline
facing the Harbour.
HSBC v.s. Bank of China: pre-’97
Competition for urban skyline
Uncertainties about the development
of Hong Kong brought about by
the 1979 Sino-British Negotiation was
soon dispersed by the business
opportunities that were offered by the
opening of the Chinese market. The
political promise of Deng Xiaoping —
‘horse races go on and night
clubs stay open’ — created an optimistic
vision, which led to a great leap
forward in the spatial development of
Central and its surrounding area
in the 1980s: the Citibank in 1983,
Exchange Square and Shun Tak
Centre in 1985, Lippo Centre in 1987,
Standard Chartered Bank in 1990,
to the Cheung Kong Centre on the old

6 City Hall and Central (1962) Credit: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, HKSARG
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Hilton Hotel site in 1998, and the latest wave, International Finance
Centre above the Airport Express raillink and new piers development on
the last reclaimed land. During the
planning of this huge development,
the most impressive narrative of spatial renewal already settled around
Statue Square — the competition between the re-construction of Hong
Kong Club in 1984, the new HSBC
headquarter building in 1985, and the
new Bank of China in 1990.
In 1980, given the building’s
dilapidating state and the high maintenance costs, the former Hong Kong
Club building was planned for demol
ition, which aroused nostalgic
sentiment amongst the people and
led to the advocacy of historic conservation amongst both club members
and the public alike. Condoned by the
government’s apathy and acquiescence, development ultimately championed over preservations. The new
Hong Kong Club Building was
designed by Australian architect Harry
Seidler in an animated form distinguishable by a façade featuring
horizontal twisting curves, ending the
colonial-style colonnade urban space
that had once dominated Central. 11
Meanwhile, HSBC Bank had
already begun planning a pre-hand
over reconstruction of its 1935 historic
headquarters as early as 1978. As the
president of HSBC announced, ‘the
construction of the new headquarter
represents our confidence in Hong
Kong’s future as an international
financial centre; we believe our new
headquarter building will not only
meet the requirements of future
needs, but also become a landmark
that makes Hong Kong excited and
proud.’
In 1987, the renowned British
architect Norman Foster announced
the completion of the new HSBC
headquarters. The architecture significance and political symbolism of the
building also triggered a new wave
of tower renewal among corporations
in Hong Kong over the competition
of the city’s skyline. Facing the historic
and symbolic Statue Square, the owners of HSBC constructed this building

王維仁

7 View of Central from Old Kai Tak Airport Runway before 1997
Credit: Old Hong Kong, Trea Wiltshire

as a monument for the British Empire
on their last colony at unprecedented
cost. The structure captured the
world’s attention with its exquisite
architectural details and avant-
garde form, rendering it a textbook
example and manifesto of high-tech
architecture.
In spite of HSBC’s high-tech
aesthetics and great precision in
advanced architectural technological
design, it is however, far less popular
among Hong Kong People to be a
recognized landmark comparing to
the Bank of China Building completed
three years later. Confronted by the
intense British competitor, the Bank
of China was left with little choice but
to hire the only internationally renowned Chinese architect at the time,
IM Pei, to design this iconic building
of symbolic significance. Picking up
on the competition between the two
rivalries four decades ago, Bank of
China’s objective remains consistent
and clear: to be rebuilt as a tower
taller than HSBC’s under a restrained
budget. IM Pei chose to employ his
signature triangular steel structure
and glass curtain wall as the architectural language. With the

315-metre-tall tower sprouting up
on a three-dimensional triangular steel
frame, expressive in its structural
simplicity and formal clarity, the new
Bank of China soon took over as the
protagonist of Hong Kong’s skyline
right before the 1997’s handover. 12
The Bank of China may not be as
progressive as Foster’s tower for the
advancement of architectural
discourse at the culture level, yet in
the hearts of the Hong Kong people,
its presence is much stronger than
the avant-guard aristocratic aesthetics
exemplified by the HSBC building.
During the period of Sino-British
disputes and negotiations, Feng-Shui
masters had metaphorically associated
the sharp corners of the Bank of China
tower with a sharp blade that aimed
at the Hong Kong’s last Governor,
Chris Patten’s office. On the eve of the
handover, from the Statue Square
behind the harbour’s carnival of glamorous fireworks-show, one can clearly
see the Bank of China tower emitting
its white cold light, indeed appearing
as though a sharp blade thrusted onto
Central, overlooking the Victoria City
with the HSBC Building much quietly
by the corner. 13
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Statue for the People

Hong Kong would stroll and gather as
their daily events. It is probably owing
to such sense of power of foreignness
that only whenever conflicts
escalate, it becomes again the center
of civic space for the resistance.
From Cultural Revolution to June 4th,
to the Star Ferry Pier preservation
protests and the demand for universal
suffrage in election — Statue Square
time and time again turns into a
battleground for ideological and social
struggle due to its historical signif
icance and its multi-faceted character,
irreplaceable by the Bauhinia Square.
Even though in the post-handover
time, the SAR government as part of
its decolonization project, completed
the new Government Headquarters
at Admiralty, the political symbolic
stature of the Central Statue Square
would still stand since the vitals
of Hong Kong are buried here — the
HSBC Bank which is in charge of
Hong Kong’s finance, the Exchange
Square where the stock market rises
and falls, Cheung Kong Centre which
controls the real estate empire,
and the Bank of China financed by the
national leaders in Beijing.

The 1989’s June 4th student’s movement in Beijing came before the
returning of Hong Kong to China,
evoked a sense of urgency among the
Hong Kong people fighting for their
democracy and also for China’s at
large. Over night, the Statue Square
transformed from a glorious symbol
of colony to a Square foe Democracy.
Footages showing thousands of people holding candle light gathering on
the Square were widely disseminated
through the global media. Similar to
the image of the young man
bare-handedly blocking the tank in
front of Tiananmen Square, this
image became deeply imprinted in
the collective democratic memories of
Hong Kong and Mainland China.
The people themselves became
‘statues’, over those of the Queen’s
and the Princes’. 14
After the June 4th Candlelight
Memorial, the Statue Square became
the frontline for political demonstration in Hong Kong. Even after the
government skillfully moved the
annual June 4th event to Victoria Park
a few years later, the Central’s Statue
Square remains the final destination
of the Hong Kong July 1st annual
Translation
democratic parade. In the first major
Steven Chou
July 1st protest held in 2003 expressed
strong opposition against Article 23
of the Basic Law, countless Hong
Kong citizens experienced the power
of urban spaces with their footsteps
for the first time in the Queen’s City,
by marching from Queen’s Road East
to Queen’s Road Central, from
Victoria Park to Statue Square of the
Victoria Harbour.
For over decades, located at the
heart of Asia’s international financial
centre, the Statue Square is still the
square of Central’s white-collar elites
believing in market efficiency and
instrumental rationality. On the weekends, what once a cricket field for the
British gentlemen is now the relaxing
gathering venue for millions of foreign
domestic workers. Unlike Temple
Street or Victoria Park, Statue Square
has never been a public space like typical European plazas where citizens of

11 The Hong Kong Club, Vision 6,
1983, Hong Kong
12 David Lung and Wang Weijen:
Architecture of Taiwan, Hong Kong
and Macau, in World Architecture,
1900-2000: A Critical Mosaic, Vol. 9:
East Asia, p. XXIX-XL, 26 — 213,
Frampton K and Zhang Q eds.
Springer Press, Austria, 2001
13 Wang Weijen: “The Competing
Skyline: Politics, Economy and the
Culture Identity of the Post 97’s
Hong Kong”, Stadt Bauwelt 175,
p.50 — 57, September 2007; and 王維
仁：競爭的香港天際線, 今天, 85期, 香
港牛津大學出版社, 2009
14 Birch Alan: Hong Kong:
The Colony that Never Was,
The Guide Book Company,
Hong Kong, 1991

周士甯

8 Development of Statue Square: Section
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Urban Strategy of the
Former Central
Government Offices
前政府總部都市策略

1 Introduction
The battle over the conservation of the former Central
Government Offices (CGO) was triggered by the
Government’s announcement of the plan “Conserving
Central” in 2009, which encompassed eight buildings,
complexes and areas, including the former CGO and
surrounding area (Government Hill). The plan could be
seen as a major step forward in the conservation of
modern architecture. Strangely, according to the plan, it
was recommended that the West Wing of the Central
Government Offices be demolished for a new commercial
office building and shopping mall on the same site. This
plan met with strong opposition from conservation
groups. However, the event ended positively with all three
buildings (East, Central and West Wings) being graded by
Antiquities Advisory Board in 2012 as Grade I historical
buildings, meaning that the whole Government Hill can
be reserved.
In view of the whole event, many of its aspects can be
reflected on. One of them is its origin: the consultancy
study “Historical and Architectural Appraisal of the
Central Government Offices” by Purcell Miller Tritton LLP
(PMT Report) in 2009. 1 The conclusion of this report has
two main points. First is the proposal for the assessment
of the historical and architectural value of the Central
Government Offices with a reference to the entire region
as a whole, which refers to a low-rise and continuous green
area centred around the Government Hill, including Hong
Kong Zoological and Botanical Gardens to the south,
and Hong Kong Park to the east. Second, the report suggests
that the West Wing, which has the lowest architectural
value out of the three buildings, can be considered
for demolition and reconstruction on the grounds that the
West Wing is purely a product of functionalism, while
the Central Wing possesses the highest aesthetic qualities,
and the East Wing shows a trace of the Beaux Arts clas
sical style. Compared to the very positive recommendation
for the Government Hill and a wider “Special Protected
Area”, the negative evaluation of the West Wing appears a
little awkward, and this is the source of the great controversy that later emerged. The contradiction between these

1

2

3
1 1845 map
(PMT Report, p.95)
2 Map of 1930s
(Cropped from Mapping
Hong Kong —
A Historical Atlas, p.166)
3 Plan of the proposed
redevelopment of
Government Hill in 1933
(PMT Report, p.78)
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2 A Brief Account of the Urban History
of the Government Hill before 1949
It seems that the urban evolution of the Central area
before 1933 features individual developments without an
overall urban concept. The reconstruction proposal of the
Central Government Offices in 1933, although unrealised,
demonstrates a typical Western classic urban design solution, which boasts the creation of a well-defined urban
plaza with a strong axis passing through a sequence of old
and new buildings. The 1949 April proposal, which
is the early version of the one realised later, followed the
same line of thinking but in a modern manner.

Council Chamber of the Legislative Council, on the lower
floor was the Public Works Department. The position of
the b
 uilding was to the south of the church, facing the fort
in the west. A large tree in front of the building has been
preserved to this day. By 1855, on the slope to the south of
the Government Offices, the construction of the new
Government House had been completed, replacing
the original one near the coastline. The 1887 map clearly
indicates the location of these important buildings. Also
marked on this map, are the City Hall, north of the Former
French Mission Building, its adjacent military exercise
ground, as well as the Zoological and Botanical Gardens,
south of the Government House. This basic layout of the
city generally continued until the construction of the new
Central Government Offices in mid-20th century. If one
is to describe the overall characteristic of the Government
Hill during this historical period, it can be said that it
lacked comprehensive planning and design. The several
important buildings were constructed and evolved in
accordance with their separate timetables, demonstrating
no clear relationship with each other. We could simply
put it this way that the Government Hill at the time had
only buildings, but no sign of the city.

2.1 Government Hill before 1933
Going by the earliest map of Hong Kong (1845), (Fig. 1)
the residential area at the time was located along the
north-western coastline of Hong Kong Island, Possesion
Point was the British landing site in 1841, Queen’s Road
extended along the coastline, while other streets extended
perpendicular to Queen’s Road, to the slopes in the South,
forming a regular geometric grid. The market, post office,
and banks were concentrated in the northern side of
Queen’s Road, near the coastline, while the residential
area was south of Queen’s Road. The north-eastern part of
Hong Kong Island was where the military fortress and
related facilities were situated. And on the piece of land
in-between, near the coastline, there were the Court and
the Government House; a fort (Murray’s Battery) was also
close by. On a high ground in the South, there were four
buildings marked as government buildings. Clearly, this
government building complex, located halfway between
the residential area and the military fortress, became the
administrative centre of the colony.
A map from the 1930s shows the basic structure of the
Central area before World War II. (Fig. 2) At the site,
the first construction to be completed was a mixed-use
residential and office building (1842–43), that is, today’s
Former French Mission Building, which belonged at the
time to a US trading company, Heard and Co. The second
building to be built was the church, that is to say, today’s
St John’s Cathedral (1847), Hong Kong’s colonial church
at the time. 1847 — 48, the four buildings originally
labelled as government buildings were replaced by a single
building, called the “Government Offices.” This is a
two-storey building, on the upper floor were the Colonial
Secretary Office of the colonial government and the

2.2 The 1933 Reconstruction Proposal
The first unrealised plan with an urban design concept
appeared in 1933. Although it was mentioned in the PMT
review report, its significance was largely overlooked. (Fig. 3)
In the early 1930s, the lack of office space for the Colonial
Secretariat, was becoming an increasingly serious problem,
with some departments being scattered throughout
the city. The Public Works Department started to devise
a new plan in 1931, completing it in 1933. This is a
great r econstruction plan — the Government House and
the existing Colonial Secretariat were to be dismantled,
two residential buildings were to occupy the site of the
original Government House, and to its north, a large new
government office complex was to be built. To the north of
the building was to be the new Lower Albert Road,
across which were four pieces of commercial land. South
of Queen’s Road, a new fork was to be created. At the
intersection of the two roads, was to be the new City Hall.
It is noteworthy that the proposed plan tried to combine
the new buildings and the old buildings into a whole. The
“U” shaped opening of the government office complex and
the two commercial buildings to the north, were to form
a rectangular plaza. With the new Lower Albert Road as
the boundary, the plaza was to be divided into two different
levels, connected by large steps. The main axis was to travel
from the main building in the middle of the government
office complex, across the plaza, and northward through
the fork of Queen’s Road, with St. John’s Cathedral on one
side, and another commercial building on the other side,
arriving eventually at the Former French Mission
Building. Thus, the several important buildings were to be
linked by a single axis. Due to funding problems and
the Second World War, the plan failed to be implemented.

two proposals is, given that the “Special Protected Area” is
the main conclusion of the study r eport, the West Wing,
being one of the three buildings of the CGO — the nucleus
of this area, does not seem to warrant demolition. One of
the shortfalls of the PMT report, from our point of view,
is the lack of a thorough study at the l evel of urban design
by overemphasizing the “green” nature of the area.
Therefore, our analysis below may offer a different way of
thinking about the Government Hill, and thus come to
a completely different conclusion.2
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2.3 The 1949 April Proposal
After World War II, the government office space shortage
problem was more severe than it was before the war,
the plan to rebuild the Government Hill was back on the
agenda. In April 1949, a specific plan was proposed by the
Chief Architect of the Public Works Department, Michael
Wright. (Fig. 4) According to this plan, the government
office complex is divided into two areas: one is the newly
reclaimed land where, along the seafront, a series of office
buildings were to be built, perpendicular to the coast,
with Queen’s Pier as the main axis. The other is at the
Government Hill, where three office buildings were to be
built, two of which ran from east to west, parallel to the
coastline and the geometric grid of neighbouring streets.
The ends of the two buildings were to be connected, while
the other building would follow the direction of Lower
Albert Road, being parallel to St. John’s Cathedral and the
geometric grid of Queen’s Road. The western end of that
building was to be connected to the middle building by
a corridor. The three buildings would form a continuous
L-shape. These three buildings were referred to as the
Central Government Offices. In this figure, the position of
the Government House was not indicated, showing that
the relationship between the Central Government Offices
and the Government House was not a centre of attention
for the architect. Rather, the focus was on the relationship
between the new Government Hill office buildings and the
office building complex near the Queen’s Pier in the north.

3 The CGO and the Government Hill:
An Urban Analysis
What we see now of the CGO complex and the Government
Hill area is mainly based on the 1949 November proposal.
Although there were many major and minor revisions over
the years since the completion of the building complex in
the 1950s, the original urban concept has remained intact.
The analysis will be conducted in two steps, first by
reading historic documents, then by observing and exper
iencing the actual urban context.
3.1 The 1949 November Proposal
The design of the CGO complex we see today first appeared
in a November 1949 drawing.(Fig. 5) 3 This new proposal
and the previous one were only a few months apart, but
the idea had completely changed. There are two buildings
visible on the drawing, the eastern T-shaped building
contains the East Wing and the Central Wing. The East
Wing is the office building, while the Central Wing is the
Colonial Secretariat and the Chamber. The shape of the
East Wing fits a rounded corner of the Garden Road and
Lower Albert Road while the Central Wing is perpendicular
to the East Wing. The western L-shaped building is the
West Wing. The short side at the western end conforms to
the direction of Ice House Street. The eastern end is
connected to the Central Wing by an open portico. Also,
marked with dashed lines on the d
 rawing, is the location
of the original building, showing that the Central Wing
was basically rebuilt on the same site as the original
Government Offices, whereas the location of the
West Wing originally consisted of several small building
blocks that belonged to the Public Works Department.
In comparison to the proposal in April, the orientation of
the building had changed significantly. In the September
proposal, the long axes of the East and West Wings
are both consistent with the long axis of St. John Cathedral,
instead of echoing the northern coastline. How the
new proposal evinces its relationship with the Government
House remains unclear, as it is not shown in the drawing.
But at the top part of the drawing, the north elevation
of the building is depicted, demonstrating that both the
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East and West Wings are low-rise, horizontal buildings.
The East Wing consists of four storeys, whereas the West
Wing has, due to the terrain, five floors. The top height
of the two buildings are consistent, with the Central Wing
being slightly higher by two floors. The Central and
West Wings are connected by a portico.
Although the position of Government House is not
specified on the map, at the time, the architect did
seriously take into consideration the relationship between
the two, with a focus on not letting the new buildings
obstruct the northward view from Government House.
The PMT report includes a photo collage by the architect,
(Fig. 6) displaying the view from the steps on the axis of
Government House. As shown in the drawing, in the foreground is the platform and greenery under the steps, in
the middle ground is the West Wing, almost spanning the
entire image. The relationship between the direction of
the West Wing and that of the Government House platform
is presented as essentially perpendicular to each other.
The altitude of the West Wing is apparently lower than the
8

4 Plan of the new CGO,
April 1949 (PMT Report,
p.81)
5 Plan of the new CGO,
November 1949 (PMT
Report, p. 81)
6 Site plan, 1955,
showing the relationship between CGO
complex and
Government House
(Architectural Service
Department Archive)
7 Photomontage study
showing the view from
Government House to
CGO complex in 1952
(PMT Report, p. 84)
8 Analytical diagram
of urban relationship of
CGO by Vito Bertin

height of the steps of Government House, so much
so one can see to the back of the West Wing, the Victoria
Harbour and the Kowloon Peninsula, and further off,
the distant mountains of New Territories. On the Hong
Kong Island side, only the HSBC building is prominent in
the city’s skyline, showing that at the time, the buildings
in the vicinity of the Central were not high.
The relationship between the new offices and
Government House is not only a visual problem. The
photo collage shows that the West Wing and the main axis
of Government House are perpendicular in relation.
This relationship is confirmed by a site plan from the year
1955. (Fig. 7) It is worth mentioning that Government
House was not drawn into any of the various design drawings found, whereas other surrounding buildings, such as
St. John’s Cathedral always appear in the drawings. Thus,
this 1955 site plan is especially significant. As seen from
the drawing, the East and West Wings are in fact parallel
to Government House, following an east-west direction.
The Central and West Wings of the Central Government
Offices form a shallow “U” shape, facing Government
House. And the main axis of Government House (from the
southern main entrance through the northern steps and
garden platform) extends northward to fall, more or less,
between the “U” shape, forming a symmetrical relationship.
3.2 The Characteristics of the CGO
from a Viewpoint of Urban Design
Here we use a map from the 1990s (Fig. 8) to further explain how these several buildings were carefully arranged
at the venue. First, the West and Central Wings together
define a very clear shallow U-shaped outer space (U-shape
marked in black), the opening of which faces the open
green lawn in the south. We found that if we drew an axis
at the main entrance of Government House, this axis
(marked as black line) passes northward through the build-
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ing, out of the northern exit, continuing down across the
garden and large steps, and encountering the West Wing,
lands roughly between the centre of the shallow U-shaped
space created by the Central and West Wings. A spatial
tension between the Government Offices and Government
House is resulted, and a clear spatial relationship emerges.
This spatial relationship does not end at the West Wing.
At a closer look, one finds that part of the ground floor of
the middle part of the West Wing is open, so that the axis
extends further to the northern city. Of the experience of
the spatial relationship between the Government Offices
and Government House, the most important clue is found
by peering northward from the steps on the main axis
of Government House, as demonstrated by the architect’s
photo collage. Down along the main axis is the garden platform, and then further to the north is a flight of descending large steps. Thus, the viewer can feel the strong spatial
tension. On the annual Government House Open Day,
we had also experienced this space on-site. As shown
in the photograph,the perpendicular relationship between
the West Wing and Government House is apparent.
Now the West Wing is backed by a wall of skyscrapers,
the open view in the past has completely disappeared.
It was a stark contrast to the architect’s photo collage. The
spatial relationship between Government House and the
Government Offices can also be experienced from several
other locations, such as on the roof of West Wing, facing
Government House to the south; many old photographs
reflect this relationship. In addition, we should also
be able to look back at the main axis of Government House
from the ground level of West Wing. Unfortunately,
due to the now dense foliage present, this conjecture cannot be confirmed. Of course, the office people working
in the Central and West Wings should also be able to sense
the spatial relationship between the two.
Let us then look at the relationship between the
Government Hill buildings and the city of Central in the
9

9 Narrow visual
channel behind HSBC
building towards
the Government Hill
Central Wing.
10 A bird's eye view
perspective drawing of
West Wing (Far East
Architect & Builder,
Vol. 12, 1956.1)

顧大慶

north. We can find another axis (marked as grey line),
stretching from the old Star Ferry Pier to HSBC. Norman
Foster’s HSBC headquarters building design has taken the
same approach as the West Wing design — les pilotis,
so that the urban space and the axis may pass through the
bottom of the building, extending to the Government Hill
(in fact, this axis was first formed by the old HSBC). On
the street west of the axis along Connaught Place, along
the edge of the previous Star Ferry, there is a narrow vision
channel (marked as grey dotted line), the southern tip of
which, is the Government Hill Central Wing behind HSBC
building (Fig. 9). There is another axis on Queen’s Road
Central (marked as blue line, Fig. 8). Queen’s Road is one
of the main streets on Hong Kong Island. The map shows
that the direction of the West Wing complies with that
of Queen’s Road, the street axis even almost overlaps with
the building, coinciding eventually with the West Wing
restaurant. Thus, one can see the building from both the
street and the overhanging restaurant. This axis is
not merely formal, but visually and spatially connects the
West Wing and the city. In other words, it had been carefully embedded into the fabric of the city. When one traces
the boundaries of the Government Hill area, one finds
that the three Government Hill buildings in fact establish a
barrier between Government House and the city, “protecting” Government House and its garden (U-shape boundary
line marked in grey). Without these three buildings,
Government House would be directly exposed to a jungle
of aggressive high-rise office buildings. The photo taken
on one of the Open Days clearly indicates this threat.
The above analysis demonstrates a point, that is,
meticulous calculations had been employed in handling
the relationship between the new Government Offices
and its surrounding urban context. Although there is no
textual information that proves this directly, we are able to
study and analyse the available drawings, as well as exper
ience on-site to fully understand the architect’s ingenuity.
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4 Further Discussions
Two conclusions can be drawn from the above analysis.
First, the plan of the Central Government Offices is
undoubtedly a unique case of urban context driven design
in Hong Kong modern architecture. There were several
major urban developments during that period, such as Sai
Wan Estate (designed in 1955), North Point Estate
(designed in 1956), and So Uk Estate (designed in 1958).
However, none of them showed such considerations
beyond site boundaries, due to the fact that they were all
far away from dense urban area at that time. From the
analysis, we know that before the Public Works Department
proposed the Government Hill redevelopment plan in
1933, there was little correlation between the construction
activities in the area. The reconstruction project was, for
the first time, an attempt to build an overall spatial order in
the region. Although there is no substantial information on
any specific individual building, based on the master plan,
the general planning appears to be that of typical classical
architecture, in which people are directed upward along
the central axis, toward the Government Offices located on
the top of the hill. The first master plan in April 1949
reflects the relevance of the new Government Offices to the
Central cityscape in the north and the Victoria Harbour
coast. And only in the second master plan in November of
the same year, was the relevance of Government House
demonstrated. Although the organization of axes was still
the evidence by which we determined the association
between the two, this axis was already a lot subtler than
that in the 1933 proposal. For example, ordinary people
usually passed by or entered through the side of the building complex, rather than following the axial direction. The
relevance of the axis was visual, rather than serving as the
main path for a pproaching or entering the complex. In the
centre of the complex’s outer space is the enclosed space
between the Central Wing and the eastern end of the West
Wing, which is also not located on the central axis. All of
these embody the characteristics of modern architecture.
In addition, the Government Offices building complex also
took care of its relations with Central in the north and west.
In short, if we depart from the discussion of the urban
context, we cannot very well understand the characteristics
of the overall planning of the Government Offices complex.
Secondly, from the perspective of the overall planning, the

position of the West Wing is crucial. (Fig. 10) The shallow
“U” enclosed space it creates with the Central Wing, echoes Government House, and protracts the axis extending
from it, defining the boundary between the entire
Government Hill building complex and the Central downtown area. This boundary is particularly important under
the current circumstances. The Central downtown area is
already suffused with high-rises; if not for the West Wing,
the Government Hill, the greenery and low-rise buildings
in the south would be directly facing the commercial
buildings in the north, without a barrier between the two.
Among the three buildings, the status of the West Wing
is also very important. This is unlike the East and Central
Wings, the importance of which is mainly reflected in
individual facades, with a clear distinction between primary
and secondary facades. For instance, the north elevation
of the East Wing and the east elevation of the Central
Wing are almost hidden behind the St John’s Cathedral.
From a single building design perspective, the West Wing
is exceptional in that its four sides interact significantly
with the surrounding city. Compared to the East and
Central Wings, the West Wing faces much more
complicated design situations. Its east block responds to
the Central Wing, the south façade of the central block to
the Government House, its north façade to the Queen’s
Road and the Harbour, and the west block to the Ice
House Street, not to mention the design of internal space
organisation, its structure and space relationship, and the
land and building relationship. Therefore, it can be said
that the three buildings of the Government Offices are
each unique, integral parts of a whole. If the three must be
sorted by their merits and flaws, the West Wing perhaps
is the best among the three, which is quite in contrary to
the conclusion of the PMT Report.
5 Endnote
Five years has passed since the Antiquities Advisory Board’s
decisive grading of the CGO complex in 2012. The West
Wing has survived eventually and the public attention has
shifted to other hot issues in the region such as
the development of open space along the Harbour.4
In this respect, the above analysis is relevant to the current
discussions. It might provide a new insight, suggesting
an approach to perceive the New Central Harbourfront
and the Special Protected Area as a whole. The Government
Hill could be seen as the core of the Central Area which
connects both.

1 Central Government Offices:
Historic and Architectural Appraisal,
www.lcsd.gov.hk/CE/Museum/
Monument/form/research_CGO_e.
pdf
2 The early version of the analysis
appeared in the exhibition The
Greatest Form has no Shape: Three
Exemplary Works of Hong Kong
Modern Architecture by Vito Bertin,
Gu Daqing and Woo Pui-leng, which
was held in the Conservancy
Association Centre for Heritage in
05.11 — 17.12.2011. The full version of
analysis entitled “The Former Central

Government Offices — A Case
of Urban Context-Driven Design in
Hong Kong Modern Architecture”
by Gu Daqing, Vito Bertin and Woo
Pui-leng was published in Time+
Architecture, 2016/5, p. 120 — 127.
This article focuses on the analysis
of urban strategy only.
3 A similar site plan with north elevation also appeared in an article
“New Government Offices” in Far
East Architect & Builder, Vol. 10,
1953.11 — 12, p. 9 — 12. At that time, the
East Wing was completed.
The Builder has other three articles

reporting the progress of construction: about the design of the Central
Wing, New Government Offices —
Secretariat Block, Vol. 11, 1955. 7 — 8,
p. 45 — 46; about the design of the
West Wing, The Central Government
Offices, Vol. 12, 1956.1, p. 9 — 10; and
about the completion of the Central
Wing, The Colonial Secretariat, Vol.
12, 1956. 2, p. 25 — 28.
4 Urban Design Study on the New
Central Harbourfront: www.pland.gov.
hk/pland_en/p_study/comp_s/UDS/
eng_v1/home_eng.html
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Re-membering
Star Ferry and
Queen’s Pier

2

重組天星及皇后碼頭

Heritage as Civic Place-remaking

3

1

“Is it not cruel to let our city die
by degrees, stripped of all her proud
monuments, until there will
be nothing left of all her history and
beauty to inspire our children? If they
are not i nspired by the past of our city,
where will they find the strength
to fight for her future? … for short term
gain they ignore it and tear down
everything that matters. Maybe … this
is the time to take a stand, to reverse
the tide, so that we won't all end up in a
uniform world of steel and glass boxes.”
— Jacqueline Kennedy,
24 February 1975 — 1

Ten years ago, demolition of Central’s Star Ferry Pier and
the removal of Queen’s pier to make way for the CentralWanchai Bypass Phase III reclamation 2 provoked a major
furore that pitted multiple impassioned voices against
the government. Architects, planners and preservationists
joined local artists, community groups and outspoken
activists in staging highly publicized campaigns to save
the two popular piers. Starting with artistic performances,
petitions and peaceful sit-ins to physical occupation,
and ending with hunger strikes, police confrontations and
arrests, the protests captivated public attention for
months.
Though these defiant actions failed to prevent the
threatened piers’ dismantling, the government eventually
promised to re-incorporate part of the Star Ferry pier
building and the Queen’s Pier into the new waterfront.
The ‘Piers saga' has since been identified as a watershed
cohering broader narratives of the city’s development. 3
It represented a pivotal shift from opposition to the
government’s developmentalist planning mindset of
continuing with the colonial habit of reclamation-as-land-
production for the sake of harbour protection, to defending
heritage-in-place in the attempt to reconstruct cultural
identity in posthandover Hong Kong. 4
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Calls for conserving the piers in-situ extended to discussion
involving the surrounding Edinburgh Place, Central’s first
openly accessible civic place. This entire postwar moder
nist assemblage turned out to be the architectural anchor
for holding citizens’ ‘collective memory’ and safeguarding
the right to everyday life-space, as well as catalyst for
urban activism appealing for more democratic participation
in the city’s planning.
Silencing Star Ferry’s clock tower
In operation since 1898, the Star Ferry has long been
a popular commute across the Victoria Harbour. The 1957
pier, officially named Edinburgh Place Ferry Pier,
was a 3rd generation relocation after the 1950s coastline
reclamation. The modernist design was “clean, precise
and transparent”, with its structural column grid and
triple-bay layout functionally integrated with the two-way
passenger flow. 5 The symmetrical two-pier protrusion was
axially anchored by an oblong clock tower. In comparison,
the current 4th generation replacement is a mockEdwardian pastiche, a disneyfied, outsized replica of
the 2nd generation design (1912).
As a transportation node between Hong Kong Island and
Kowloon, Star Ferry played a significant role in ordinary
citizens’ daily lives. After demolition plans for the pier were
announced in 2006, public outcry hinged on nostalgia
for a half-century’s aggregate of people’s fond memories,
the clock tower as a comparable symbolic landmark
as London’s Big Ben, and the discovered heritage value in
the British-manufactured mechanical timepiece as
a local rarity. 6
From mid-August, local artists gathered to make art
and regular performances to remember the pier’s social
history. Petition signatures were collected. On 11 November,
the last day of ferry service, over 15,000 went to take their
final ferry rides and hold a candlelit vigil when the
clock chimed for last time at midnight. 7 As government
barricades came, activists began a month-long sit-in
that turned into hunger-strikes, demonstration marches,
clashes with police and chaotic final scenes.
While the clock tower’s inevitable dismantling
was completed by 17 December, the government’s heavyhanded approach triggered an improvised sequence of
site-based actions that united civil society groups in their
demands of in-situ preservation. Treated as a mere
transport facility and hindrance to progress, the demolished
modernist pier is now remembered not only as an “icon of
affection and memory” embodying local culture and ident
ity, but also as a “site of citizenship and resistance.” 8
Dismembering Queen’s Pier
The Queen’s Pier, affected by the same reclamation plan,
came under threat in 2007. First built in 1925 as the arrival
and departure point exclusive for British royalties
and dignitaries, its origin goes back to the wooden Queen's
Statue Wharf, the first 1900s ceremonial pier that was
out-of-bounds for the general public. As with Star Ferry,

4

5

the 2nd generation Queen’s Pier was built in 1954 to follow
the r eclaimed shoreline. U-shaped in plan, the new pier
sported an open concrete superstructure and 5 berths with
stairs. Continuing as an official landing for royalties
including Queen Elizabeth II in 1975 and the swearing in of
successive colonial governors, it also became a public
pier open to all.
Queen’s Pier was a much-loved public space welcoming
people of all ages and ethnicities for all manners of civic
use, for boat boardings, fishing, chatting or leisure
gatherings, etc. … It was also destination for cross-harbour
swimming races until 1978, and backdrop for countless
movies and TV drama series. Over the years, with its
symbolism and convenient location, it witnessed major
social movement and protests, including the 1966 hunger
strike against Star Ferry’s fare rise (which precipitated
the Kowloon Riots), as well as many other labour and social
rights protests. 9 As such, Queen’s Pier became a truly
public place of grassroots culture and social empowerment
at the heart of Central’s waterfront.
1 Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis’
handwritten plea to the New York
City mayor in 1975 that helped to
save Manhattan’s iconic Grand
Central Station. Quoted in HKIA
(2007) Public Statement on the Issue
of Queen’s Pier and Edinburgh Place,
January 2007, submitted to Legco.
2 Began in 1999, the first two phases
of the Central reclamation project
had been completed by 2006.
Besides a new harbourfront road
infrastructure, the project will
reprovision waterfront facilities and
include a massive shopping centre.
3 Ng, M.K. et al (2010) “Spatial

 ractice, conceived space and lived
p
space: Hong Kong's 'Piers saga'
through the Lefebvrian lens”,
Planning Perspectives, vol. 25: 4,
pp.411 — 431.
4 Ku, A. (2012) “Remaking places
and fashioning an opposition discourse: struggle over the Star Ferry
pier and the Queen's pier in Hong
Kong” in Environment and Planning
D: Society and Space, Vol. 30, pp.
5 — 22.
5 Gu, D. (2015) “The Retention of
Collective Memories, the Continuity
of a Design Tradition: Studies on the
Design Achievements of Hong Kong

Modern Architecture in the 1940s to
1970s” in Time + Architecture,
2015/2, p.122.
6 Lai, C (2006) “Curse of the Star
Ferry Pier”, South China Morning
Post, A12, 17 December 2006.
7 Ibid.
8 Ku, op. cit., p.12.
9 More well-known incidents include
the Chinese as Official Language
Campaign in 1970 (emergence of the
locally-born, post-war generation
and their identity politics) and the
Protect Diaoyu Island Movement in
1970 — 71 (Chinese patriotism against
Anglo-American imperialism).
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City Hall High Block
Memorial Garden
Edinburgh Square
Star Ferry Carpark

1 View of Old Star Ferry Clock Tower, Queen's Pier
and Edinburgh Place in foreground. New Star
Ferry Pier in construction.
2 The Dais (Ceremonial Podium) aligning Queen's
Pier with City Hall Low Block entrance. Photo
Credit: The University of Hong Kong Library
3 The annual cross harbour swim from Tsim Sha
Tsui, Hong Kong, 1976, Photo Credit: South China
Morning Post
4 Protesters stood atop the Queen’s Pier in Hong
Kong on 1st August 2008 as police began to evict
them. Photo: Samantha Sin/AFP
5 The Protect Diaoyutai movement in the 1970s at
Queen's Pier, Photo Credit: The 70's Biweekly
6 Overall planning of Edinburgh Place.
(From City of Victoria: Hong Kong Central Area
Redevelopment, 1961)
7 Queen's Pier long elevation, Cartographic
Survey 2006. Civil Engineering & Development
Department

6

7
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The public pier’s closure on 26 April prompted activists to
occupy the site in an act of civil disobedience to “reclaim
the people’s right to the site”. 10 With over three months’
of physical occupation, protests and lobbying, culminating
in last-ditch hunger strikes, final eviction occurred on 1st
August. In light of the intense resistance over Star Ferry’s
demolition, the government’s attitude softened. Aided
by its indispensable cultural and historical significance,
determined effort enabled Queen’s Pier to be granted
Grade I historical building status. 11 Dismembered
nonetheless in February 2008, it was agreed that all parts
of the pier would be kept for reassembly at the new
waterfront. 12
Removing Queen’s pier also severs the axial alignment
extending from the pier through the Dais to the City Hall
Low Block entrance that accentuated colonial ceremony. 13
Criticism centred on the disregard for Queen’s Pier as
an integral part of the larger composition of the Edinburgh
Place, the architectural ensemble built in the 1960s on
Central’s prime harbourfront reclaimed land that
constituted Hong Kong’s first integrated civic space for
community, celebration and culture.
Conserving Edinburgh Place and
City Hall as civic nexus
The Edinburgh Place complex, comprising the two Piers,
the Dais, the City Hall and Memorial Garden, Star Ferry
Carpark and Edinburgh Square itself, was designed
by British architects Ron Phillips and Alan Fitch in 1956.
As part of Hong Kong’s 1950s postwar reconstruction and
the colonial regime’s response to local discontent, the
distinctive modernist cluster was conceived right from the
start as an inclusive public place for citizens’ enjoyment,
with ample public areas “to promote freedom of
movement and a sense of unlimited space” 14 at the heart
of the city.
The City Hall (1962), with its modest monumentality
and crisp orthogonality, became Hong Kong’s first multipurpose civic and cultural hub for nurturing local talents.
The Low Block with concert hall, theatre and exhibition
is connected to the High Block containing a public library,
museum and marriage registry via a Colonnade
that encloses the Memorial Garden. With its progressive
architecture and civilizing programme, the City Hall
became the primary venue for fostering social and cultural
life of post-war Hong Kong.
Considering the entire Edinburgh place complex as a
people-oriented civic nexus, it has been regarded by many
as the “cradle” of Hong Kong’s modern citizenship and
local cultural identity 15 Many civil society and professional
groups have voiced out before and after the “Piers saga”.
Heritage Watch petitioned for declaring Edinburgh Place
as a monument, preserving it as a “historical landscape
of cultural significance”. Conservancy Association
believed in better designing the whole area as a “vibrant
historical corridor” that would preserve the piers in-situ,
retain collective memories and attract tourists.16

In a detailed Public Statement, the HKIA proposed
designating “Queen’s Pier, Edinburgh Place and
City Hall as an inseparable group” that should be legally
protected.17 Besides calling for protecting the Star Ferry
Clock Tower and Edinburgh Place’s spatial integrity
to preserve the complex’s significant historical meaning,
HKIA also advocated for more holistic heritage
valorization, a more comprehensive approach to protect
ensembles by applying urban design controls, and
connecting heritage conservation with respecting history
to inspire future generations.
Re-membering Heritage as Place-remaking
While the demolished Star Ferry’s clock tower looks
set to be recreated at its original location (to rehouse the
salvaged mechanical clock), the whereabouts to reinstate
Queen’s Pier appears to be still in contention. In 2016,
public favour for reassembly in place (as close as possible
to its original location) was further raised after official
admission of its technical feasibility. 18 Apart from being
substantially cheaper than the government-preferred
option to reposition Queen’s Pier out at the water-edge, 
in-situ reinstatement would best remind visitors of
Central’s former shoreline and restore Edinburgh Place’s
integrity.
The Central-Wanchai Bypass and ‘groundscraper’
shopping mall will undoubtedly be implemented, yet the
campaigns against the erasure of the history-laden
piers in 2006 — 7 forced the government to backtrack on
their heritage-hostile planning and their concede to
their partial reinstatement. Reassembling the piers will
never fully revive the past. Rather, after demolition
and dismembering, it is in the “re-membering” process,
the defending and commemorating of the utilitarian piers
as specific places that local heritage can be reclaimed
as urban commons for Hong Kong.
In the ongoing “re-membering” of the Star Ferry and
Queen’s Piers, architecture still provides the indispensable
link to history, culture and identity, the concrete bearers
of meaning in the remaking of place that is no less
than the cultivation of a civic consciousness, a spirit of
democratization that has influenced subsequent
cases of ‘Reclaiming the Urban Commons’ 19 in Hong Kong
such as Wanchai’s Blue House and Lee Tung Street
among others.

10 Hailing Queen’s Pier as a “new
symbol of a civic movement”, protesters were consciously summoning the
site’s tradition of local activism as
part of the heritage worth preserving.
See Ku, op. cit., p.13.
11 In May 2007, granted by the
Antiquities Advisory Board, although
it was short of monument status.
12 The dissembled pier is currently
stored in a government explosives
depot at Kau Shat Wan on Lantau
Island.

13 HKIA, op. cit., and Heritage Watch
(2009) Petition: Preserving Edinburgh
Place as a Monument, 9 November
2009.
14 Heron, L. (2007) “Save Queen’s
Pier, says architect of City Hall complex”, South China Morning Post, 13
May 2007.
15 Heritage Watch, op. cit., p.15.
16 The Conservancy Association
(2006) Petition: Preservation of Star
Pier and Queen’s Pier, 18 September
2006.

17 HKIA, op. cit.
18 Singh, H. (2016) “Queen’s Pier
hopes rise after ‘feasible’ claim by official”, South China Morning Post, 24
July 2016.
19 Chen, Y.C and Szeto, M. (2017)
“Reclaiming the Historical Origin of
Edinburgh Place as a Civic Space” in
City Unsilienced, Urban Resistance
and Public Space in the Age of
Shrinking Democracy. Hou, J. &
Sabine Knierbein, S. (eds), Routledge.
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Cultural Triangle
中環文化三角

1

2

3

1 Central Police
Compound,
now Tai Kwun
2 Central School,
now PMQ
3 Central Market

The Hong Kong government has demonstrated its
commitment to heritage conservation as a key aspect of
the city’s cultural policy, with new expenditure for
revitalization projects. As significant architectural heritage
in their own right forming a triangular cluster in Central,
the Former Central Police Station Compound, the
Hollywood Road Police Married Quarters and the Central
Market are three projects out of eight that are being
implemented under the “Conserving Central” initiative of
the 2009 Policy Address.
The Former Central Police Station Compound will be
rebranded as Tai Kwun, with its planned opening in
late 2018. A partnership between The Hong Kong Jockey
Club and the government, the Central Police Station
Revitalisation Project revitalises the heritage site comprising the former Central Police Station, Central Magistracy
and Victoria Prison. It aims to transform the declared
monuments into a locus where heritage, contemporary art
and leisure facilities for exhibition, performance and
arts organisations are creatively integrated for all to enjoy.
The Former Police Married Quarters on Hollywood
Road has been re-opened as PMQ since 2014. Built on
a sloping site and atop foundations of the original Central
School from 1889, the two quarters blocks of the 1951
modernist architecture have been converted into a creative
industries landmark with designer studios, start-up
establishments, retail space for arts and crafts, and rooms
for artists-in-residence. Further to efforts by local advoc
acies, remnants of the Central School granite foundations
are now preserved and accessible in their original position
in an underground interpretation area beneath the central
courtyard. Above, a new exhibition hall and lightweight
structural steel glass canopy bridge over the parallel linear
blocks to create a welcoming public space.
The Central Market represents the 160 year lineage of
Central’s wet market activity. After several relocations
and reconstructions, the current building dates from 1939.
The building’s unadorned streamlined façade accentuated
by slim horizontal lines and rounded corners identified well
with international architecture styles of the time.
Remaining an operational market until its final closure in
2003, it is now awaiting revitalization. The site’s latest
vision is ‘Central Oasis’, which aims to provide the public
with a leisurely and relaxing environment amidst the
CBD’s hustle and bustle. Despite ongoing discussions over
the construction cost and designs of the development,
the site is expected to work in synergy with the other two
nodes to reshape the cultural character of Central.

Feature									
AGC Design

Central Oasis
Former Central Market

創智建築師

城中綠洲 — 前中環街市
Location		
Client 		
Status		

61

Central, Hong Kong
Urban Renewal Authority
Concept

The Central Oasis is a project
in response to the public’s
aspiration for providing more
green and public spaces in
Central given the high density.
We believe the solution to the
Central Market is not a re-
creation of the past but a c reation
of heritage for the future. With
due conservation and adaptive
reuse of the character defining
elements, we propose numeral
diversified amenity and green
spaces for the public to enjoy at
affordable prices. With a brand
new identity, the Central Market
becomes an excellent exempl
ification of adaptive reuse where
the new and old could function
and be juxtaposed in harmony.
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Feature					

Tai Kwun

Former Central Police
Station Compound

大館 — 前中區警署建築群
Location		
Client 		
Completion Year

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

Central, Hong Kong
The Jockey Club CPS Limited
Under Construction

Block 14
Block 51 (Arbuthnot Wing)
Block 15
Block 50 (Old Bailey Wing)
Block 17
Laundry yard
Reception
Ticketing
Lift
Lounge
Bar area
Event space
Lobby

9

9 9
9
4

7

1

5

14

1
9

12
13

1

6
8
13

9 2

10
3 11
11

Herzog & de Meuron
The former Central Police Station and Victoria Prison is a
walled compound of heritage buildings at the commercial centre of Hong Kong Island. Established by the British after 1841
as the colony’s main police station, magistracy,
and prison, the site is one of Hong Kong’s most important
remaining historic monuments.
Following its decommission in 2005, the entire compound
was vacated, leaving a set of open grounds and a collection
of unique buildings. From an urban perspective, the
compound is a rare “courtyard” in the middle of one of the
densest cities in the world. What once stood on the hillside
as a prominent symbol of law and order with commanding
views to the harbour has now inversely become an urban
oasis of openness and calm within a forest of commercial and
residential high-rises.
The compound is defined and structured by two large
courtyards: the Parade Ground and the Prison Yard. Our goal
is to preserve the openness and distinct character of both
and to re-activate them for public use as a new type of urban
found space. These spaces will define the site physically
and programmatically as places of gathering, cultural exchange,
leisure, and respite.
The Parade Ground is surrounded on each side by several of
the site’s most historic buildings, resulting in a formal open
space with generous room for public recreation, events,
direct access to restaurant and retail attractions, as well as
smaller-scale cultural and educational spaces.
The Prison Yard will be subtly transformed from a rough
and forbidding area to a new open public space dedicated
to cultural programming. Adding a new arts and cultural
program is one of the key strategies to opening up and
activating the former Prison Yard. Two new volumes that float
tightly above the surrounding granite walls are conceived
as distinctive but carefully inserted elements within the fabric
of existing buildings. By cantilevering above the walls and
keeping a minimum distance to the adjacent structures, the
buildable floor area is maximized while staying within
the zoning envelope and at the same time creating protective
offsets from the surrounding historical buildings. As an
architectural expression, it also clearly distinguishes the new
buildings from the site’s historic buildings.
Gathered mainly at the Lower Courtyard, the former police
buildings sit proudly on either street level or on top of the
granite walls, making their authority and presence in the city
known. The prison buildings, on the other hand, are located
behind the walls, and have historically been separated
from public access and view for obvious reasons of safety and
security.
The new building volumes copy neither of the historical
conditions but instead create a new relationship to the site
context by hovering just above the wall. By raising the volumes,
new public and circulation spaces are created below, resulting
in generous protected places for gathering and activity, and
establishing a new East-West pedestrian connection from
Arbuthnot Road to Old Bailey Street. At the same time, the
buildings become new markers at the two ends of the compound,
bringing attention to a formerly closed-off part of the city.

Central Police Station					

0

5   10    20

		

2

3

1 Site Plan
2 Rendering
of Prison Yard
3 View along Old Bailey Street
Photo Credit: Eagle Wu
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Feature 					

PMQ

Hollywood Road
Former Police Married Quarters

In 2009, the Former Police Married Quarters on
Hollywood Road was included as one of the eight projects
under the ‘Conserving Central’ of Policy Address. The
site has historical significance as it was the home of the
Central School since 1889 which was the first Government
school to provide western education to the public.
It was severely damaged during World War II and was
demolished in 1948 to make way for building the
first Police Married Quarters for Asian married rank and
file officers in 1951. It comprises of two quarters blocks
and a 2-storey JPC Clubhouse. These three buildings were
accorded a Grade 3 status by the Antiquities Advisory
Board in 2010.
The brief was to conserve all the existing buildings,
provide quality public open space, and transform the site
into a creative industries landmark by providing studios,
designer-in-residences, workshops, shops, restaurants,
exhibition spaces, etc. The project showcases that
good practice of adaptive-reuse can preserve the valued
built form whilst contribute to urban regeneration
and environmental sustainability. ‘As much as necessary
and as little as possible’ was done to preserve the existing
buildings and their character defining elements.
Meanwhile, sustainable new uses were proposed to
revitalize the buildings. The project not only preserved the
tangible façade and s treetscape, but also the intangible
spatial qualities. For example, the open corridor used for
sharing dinner among families are now adapted for
exchanging ideas among designers and visitors to recreate
the intangible qualities of sharing and interactions.
Furthermore, the new additions including skylight over the
Underground Interpretation Area, glass wall at the
‘Qube’ and glass roof canopy are mostly transparent and
introverted so as to harmoniously co-exist with the
surroundings.
Moreover, transparency allows infusion of natural
light, air and most importantly the simultaneous
perception of different locations and that is vital
in creating mind-opening spaces that deprive from the
confinement of solid walls.

Architectural Services Department
Location		
Client 		
Completion Year
Award 		

建築署

Sheung Wan, Hong Kong
Development Bureau, HKSAR Government
2014
2017 UIA Outstanding Papers & Design Works

元創方 — 前荷李活道已婚警察宿舍

b

a

c

d

e

a
b
c
d
e

The Qube and green roof
Canopy with low-E glass
Rooftop restaurant
Underground interpretation area
New public open space and passenger lift
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1 View of Qube from open courtyard
2 Granite foundations of former Central
School displayed underground
3 Event in open courtyard
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1 Studio/Office
2 Restaurant
3 Kitchen
4 Display Area
5 Lavatory
6 Public Open Space
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Energizing Central
Office
起動中區辦公室

1

1 Walk Des Voeux Road
Central
2 Map of Central Public
Spaces

Energizing Central Office needed
To ensure the Central Business District (CBD 1) retains
its vibrancy, the diversity expected of Asia’s world city, and
a sense of place for the enjoyment by locals and visitors,
we need enhanced walkability at all levels, and good urban
design. This requires coordinated interventions in the
public realm, a rethink of traffic, transport and pedestrian
flows, and investments. Most importantly, this requires a
holistic approach and leadership from an Energizing
Central Office under the Development Bureau. This could
be modelled on the Energizing Kowloon East Office
(EKEO) and its success in improving walkability and public space in Kwun Tong and Kowloon Bay.

Transformative developments at the Central Harbourfront,
especially Site 3 which covers the area from the General
Post Office to the Star Ferry Piers, and new transport
infrastructure including the Central-Wanchai Bypass and
various new MTR rail lines, offer opportunities to address
some of the challenges.

EKEO has proven the ‘project office’ concept
for district enhancement in East Kowloon
In the 2011 Policy Address, the Government announced
development strategies for East Kowloon including the
new Kai Tak Development Area, Kwun Tong and Kowloon
Bay. The objective is to transform the area into a new
Challenges and opportunities
premier business district — CBD2 — to support economic
in the Central Business District
growth, promote social inclusion and contribute
CBD1, the premier business district of Hong Kong, is factoward the good health of the population of Hong Kong.
In 2012 the Government established EKEO under
ing challenges with traffic congestion, air and noise
pollution, inadequate pedestrian facilities and amenities,
the Development Bureau. Housed in temporary offices
and dilapidated urban environments. These problems
in Kwun Tong, the current operating budget is around
will be exacerbated with the redevelopment of many private HK$25m/p.a. The EKEO’s role is to steer, supervise,
oversee and monitor the development of Kowloon East,
and government sites, including Murray Car Park,
Star Ferry Car Park, City Hall Car Park, Hutchinson House, and to facilitate its transformation. The studies and works
Central Market, and the former Central Police Station.
projects it is and has been directly responsible for
At the same time, an increasing number of events take since i nception are worth over HK$300 million. EKEO also
place in Central, and not just at the Central Waterfront
provides advice and coordinates on projects handled
event space: “Old Town Central“ by the Tourism Board,
by other departments such as the Leisure and Cultural
Heritage Vogue Hollywood Road covering Tai Kwun
Services Department, Drainage Services Department,
and PMQ along Hollywood Road, Sheung Wan Promenade Highways Department, Civil Engineering and
by the District Council, Very DVRC, Formula E races,
Development Department and others in East Kowloon.
The EKEO and its work demonstrate how
and many more public events along Chater Road, the Post
holistic planning and local interventions can help address
Office and Star Ferry Carpark, and near the waterfront.

67
long-standing urban space and walkability issues in the
Kwun Tong District. Although there is still much work to
do in overcoming the negative impacts of the gentrification on the local creative scene, and the slow resolution of
traffic issues, EKEO can be used as a reference of how to
organise interventions in complex older districts.

2

2

More on the work needed in Central
In support of economic growth, social inclusion and the
good health of Hong Kong, priority should be given to
undertake a serious effort to revitalize and strengthen the
Central and Western District.
Whereas the area east of Pedder Street has been
enhanced with trees, wider pavements, and much improved
street furniture, the area west of Pedder Street is absolute
mayhem: Narrow sidewalks, crowding, uneven pavements
and poor street furniture. A critical factor determining
this difference is leadership. East of Pedder Street,
the urban environment is nurtured by teams of people at
HongkongLand with investments and by prodding
Government into action. The diversified ownership of
properties to the west of Pedder Street will require
Government itself to take greater leadership.
The Central Business District was singled out for
congestion problems, and identified as a target area in the
recent consultation on traffic management and electronic
road pricing. The closure of the Murray Road Multi-storey
Carpark Building and plans to redevelop Rumsey Street
Carpark creates further challenges with a shortfall of
parking spaces, and risks an increase in roadside parking,
waiting and circulation of (chauffeur driven) vehicles,
and further deterioration of traffic speed in Central.
Enhancing the pedestrian environment along Des
Voeux Road Central and adjacent areas would help upgrade
the wider urban environment of the Central and Western
District. This should be timed together with the imminent
renovation of the Central Market and opening of the
Central Wanchai Bypass. A community initiative, Walk
DVRC, has garnered much public support for the pedest
rian and tram environment. Des Voeux Road Central is
the main east-west corridor with office and commercial
developments in the district.

Further south, up the hill, in Central the opening of Tai
Kwun, the revitalized Central Police Station and
Victoria Prison complex, provides another reason
to rethink traffic and pedestrian movements in the area.
The capacity of the narrow roads and pavements are
already challenged. A rethink is urgently needed. Not only
to ensure the environment matches the inspiring
appearance and attractive new uses of Tai Kwun, but to
ensure traffic, transport and pedestrians can flow safely.
The upcoming development of Site 3, the large waterfront site between Jardine House and the Central Piers,
and the completion of new road and rail projects,
open a window of opportunities for re-organizing traffic
and pedestrian flows.
The operations
of the Energizing Central Office
The proposed duties of an Energizing Central Office would
be: To engage stakeholders and the public to enhance
and to promote the district; to understand the local ecology,
social networks and economy; to advocate, develop
and implement urban design and conceptual master plans
and strategies; to explore, when needed, options for
refinement of the Outline Zoning Plans; to provide
one-stop support to private sector and NGO proposals that
are conducive to transforming the district; and to
coordinate the Government’s efforts and resources for
area improvement works.
Such a project office will promote holistic, districtbased solutions below ground, at grade and at elevated
levels for implementation by the private sector, transport
operators and government departments. They would
consult local stakeholders through public engagement,
and generate proposals for redevelopment and revitalization priorities, and develop urban design and conceptual
master plans which seek to enhance connectivity, improve
pedestrian access networks, revitalize heritage, enhance
waterfronts, shape the district’s character and implement
attractive urban design concepts with greening, seating
and other amenities. Through these initiatives the
Energizing Central Office will be able to use responsible
urban design concepts to promote compatible land
use mix, foster efficient use of urban space and underscore
compact development as set out in the HK2030+ consultation document released in 2016.
As with EKEO, the Energizing Central Office will offer
a sustainable mechanism for ongoing communications,
community engagement, learning, adaptation of plans,
and implementation. The long-term, robust place-making
initiatives by the Energizing Central Office will strengthen
support for local stakeholders and community interests,
and create certainty and help guide private sector
investments. The process of working with the community,
professionals and government departments to develop
plans and implementation strategies will be a tremendous
resource for improving the administration and governance
of Hong Kong’s premier business district.
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Occupy Commons

Bridging Locales
地方連繫
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		 Editorial

Locality in Hong Kong is best enacted
in its streets. Without the European
tradition of public space in squares,
boulevards and composed urban
sequences, except perhaps for the
disappeared Victorian character of Des
Voeux Road in the 1900s or p
 re-war
Nathan Road as the city’s only grand
tree-lined avenue, Hong Kong’s
culture of street life has often been
framed by shop-house colonnades,
along ladder streets and terraces.
Ho Fan’s mesmerizing photographs
of the 1950s — 60s poignantly capture
this vanishing urban vernacular,
characterized by the overflow
of domestic life onto streets and
backalleys.
		 As yesterday’s tong-lau tenements
evolved into today’s podium-tower
typology, the multiple grounds created
are increasingly connected with
sky-bridges and escalators. These
elevated conduits, employed as
expedient means to separate
pedestrian flow and often linking up
malls and metro infrastructures, have
proliferated in many precincts. From
the accidental urbanism of the MidLevels Escalator to the planned Mong
Kok Footbridge mega-extensions, it is
time to recognize the significant
presence of these indispensable urban
armatures of convenience in our
cityscape. It is essential to rethink
the protocol of building these networks
in order to facilitate both urban
and social connections, so as to realise

their potential to foster a new type of
three-dimensional connective
commons.
		 Public buildings undoubtedly serve
as civic nodes at different locales,
particularly in Hong Kong’s context
where diverse communal functions are
often compacted into a singular
introverted building. An exemplary
case would be the municipal complexes
that evolved in the 1980s — 90s
in different districts throughout Hong
Kong, whose vertically stacked
programmes arguably gave rise to
a type of sectional commons. In recent
years, there are resurgent efforts from
both the government and the industry
to shape better public architecture
and urban landscapes for everyday life
with community and place-making
in mind. We invited key players who
almost single-handedly transformed
indifferent and introverted civic
and cultural architecture into engaging
communal hubs to recount their
experiences.
		Bridging Locales gathers urban
cases and architectural projects that
carry an emerging publicness, from
planned waterfront and unplanned
pier, grounds of leisure and halls of
commemoration, to temporary pavilions and community green s tations,
and revitalizing heritage for cultural
reuse. We hope that these endeavours
can further promote the continued invention, appropriation and renewal of
a ‘commons of locales’ in our city.
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1 Domestic maids occupying Mong Kok
footbridge on Sundays.
Photo Credit: Thomas Chung
2 Children’s Paradise,
Photographer: Fan Ho, courtesy of
Themes+Projects
3 Nathan Road looking north c.1935.
Courtesy Cheng Po Hung.

1

4

4 Proposed Mong Kok Footbridge in two stages.
Credit: Highways Department
First stage: Argyle Street from Hak Po Street to Tong Mei Road near Olympian
City, connecting Langham Place, Argyle Centre and the government's
redevelopment project at Sai Yee Street. Second stage:
from Tong Mi Road to Fuk Tsun Street in Tai Kok Tsui. The new footbridge will
have ten landings and four possible connections to major Mong Kok MTR
station exits. The first and second parts of the construction works will take
approximately five and three years respectively. First proposed in the
2008 — 09 Chief Executive policy address, it was only in 2016 that feasibility
consultancy was completed, and public consultation carried out in 2017.
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Footbridge
over Yuen
Long Nullah

元朗行人天橋

1

Before the development of New Towns in the 1970s, the
Shan Pui River (山貝河) ran its natural course, passing
through Yuen Long town to Nam Sang Wai and Mai Po wetlands, eventually emptying into Deep Bay to the north. Its
floodplain sustained intensive farming (rice growing and
fish farming) for centuries. In developing Yuen Long New
Town, the section of Shan Pui River passing through the
urbanized area was straightened and widened to become
the Yuen Long Nullah.1 Channelization, concreting the
river bed and embankments for flood control and improving
urban drainage, erased the natural riparian ecology. In
the 1980s, the creation of Yuen Long Industrial Estate once
caused serious water pollution, and the nullah became
notoriously known as “the big gutter” for its odour nuisance.
Since the completion of rail infrastructures and major
residential developments in 2000s, a rapidly growing population led to general demands to ease the pedestrian congestion problem and to provide a safe and pleasant walking
environment for Yuen Long Town Centre. In 2009 — 10, the
Highways Department (Highways) undertook a public
engagement exercise that included focus group meetings,
public forums and discussions with Yuen Long District
Council Traffic and Transport Committee (T&TC).2 One of
the major suggestions was to provide a strategic northsouth route directly linking Long Ping West Rail MTR station with the town centre. In 2011, Ove Arup and Partners
Hong Kong (Arup) was commissioned to explore the
feasibility for such a footbridge over the Yuen Long Nullah.

鍾宏亮

Meandering Bridge
In 2013, Highways presented the first proposal — a meandering, 540m-long elevated corridor (6m-wide and 8m
above ground) hovering over the Yuen Long Nullah
to divert pedestrian flow from Long Ping Station to Kau Yuk
Road, the traffic artery of Yuen Long Town Centre (with
possible future extension southward to Ma Tin Road).
The project scope included landscape and streetscape work
along the two sides of the nullah as well as other associated
engineering works. Although the scheme attempted
to integrate with planned riverbank beautification work by
the Drainage Services Department (DSD),3 there would
be street widening at intersections with roads running
east-west.
Objection
Despite “beautifying” the infrastructure, the bulky footbridge would have a significant visual impact on the townscape. Artistic renderings show how the footbridge would
only separate people from the nullah, which undermines
the aim to foster an engaged riverfront neighbourhood.
After a professional institute briefing session in May 2013,
The Hong Kong Institute of Architects (HKIA), The Hong
Kong Institute of Landscape Architects (HKILA),
The Hong Kong Institute of Planners (HKIP) and The Hong
Kong Institute of Urban Design (HKIUD) jointly expressed
“grave concerns and strong objection” for the scheme.
The main objections were: the walkway covering
of a large area over the nullah, the lack of relationship with
the vibrant and well-established streetscapes either
side due to the 8m elevation, and the extra space needed
by staircases, ramps and lifts which contradicts the original
intention to alleviate ground level congestion. The scheme
also ignores the continuous effort by green groups generally
to improve, rehabilitate and revitalize canalized rivers
and its neighbourhoods.4
2

An alternative
In an unprecedented move in March 2014, the four professional bodies jointly submitted an alternative scheme
to the Yuen Long District T&TC. Major changes include
keeping the nullah open, shortening the footbridge to stop
at On Ning Road, widening of pedestrian walkways on the
two sides of the river and adding a walkway segment at the
intersection with Castle Peak Road (Yuen Long section).
For Highways, alternative scheme’s integration with
the city fabric is deemed to be in conflict with efficient
pedestrian flow diversion ‘requirements’. They believe
that greening and beautification alone could already solve
the visual blockage and potential ventilation problems
posed by the massive structure. The T&TC disliked dividing the footbridge into two segments, with pedestrians
having to walk up and down several times, and this being
unfriendly to elderly and disabled users. Their major
concern was the potential delay in construction works.
The committee urged for early implementation of the
original scheme, and strongly encouraged the extension to
Ma Tong Road. Questions on the impact on environment
and the cityscape raised by professional bodies are not
even mentioned in their discussion.
Revisions
In May 2015, a straightened footbridge was presented.
The four professional bodies boycotted this round of consultation as the District Council would not accept other
alternatives. At a March 2016 meeting, bulky traditional
pier construction was to be adopted5. Some council
members even suggested covering the whole nullah. With
speed of completion being used as a rationale, the District
Council approved the project, and the sites’ EPD Report
was approved in October 2016 despite a detailed objection
by Green Power a month earlier.6 With the authorization
of works issued in January 2017 and EPD Permit approved
a month later, construction has since begun.
3

1 Yuen Long Nullah
Photo Credit:
Thomas Chung
2 Alternative Scheme by the
four professional bodies
3 Photomontage of the
proposed footbridge
by the Highways Department
4 Aerial Photomontage of
the proposed footbridge by
the Highways Department
5 Proposed Layout Plan of
Yuen Long Elevated
Pedestrian Corridor in 2014.
From Project Profile
Prepared in accordance with
Environmental Impact
Assessment Ordinance (Cap.
499) by Highways
Department, August 2014.

5

Reflections
The Yuen Long Footbridge illustrates the conundrum of
facing urban design in Hong Kong: there is the perennial
conflict between providing pedestrian access against
transport requirements; the limited openness of public
consultations; district-level politics; the unintegrated
remits of government departments; the narrowly-defined
engineering ‘problem-solving’ approach (efficiency,
technical performance and maintenance issues) against
community-oriented holistic urban design.
While it may be over-extravagant to renaturalise Yuen
Long Nullah into something like Cheonggyecheon in
Seoul (as suggested by a recent academic survey7), it would
be disappointing if the project become a compromise
failing to achieve any of the three aims — to relieve congestion, improve streetscape and enliven nullah ecology.
It remains to be seen whether the recent Planning Depart
ment call for revitalizing nullahs to “promote greening,
biodiversity, beautification and water friendliness”8 would
eventually help to integrate Yuen Long’s footbridge-
nullah urban waterscape in the search for better liveability.
1 Wong, P.S. (2015) “Turning Yuen
Long Nullah into Seoul’s
Cheonggyecheon?” Apple Daily, 09
September 2015 http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/realtime/supplement/20150909/54181628
(Accessed 19 July 2017)
2 This follows the 2008 and 2009
Policy Addresses that set out the
‘Pedestrian Environment
Improvement Scheme’ initiatives for
alleviating congested pedestrian environments in urban areas.

4

3 In 2007, the DSD started the
Rehabilitation of Yuen Long Nullah
with a 20-month long feasibility study.
A further study in 2010 investigated
improving appearance and mitigating
odour nuisance. With the Innovative
Thinking of Blue-Green Infrastructure
(2016), DSD pledges to apply the
“urban stream” concept by integrating more ecological and water
features into future river works
in Hong Kong.
4 The rehabilitation and reintroduction of ecology at the previously heavily polluted Kai Tak Nullah is mentioned as a successful reference for
future riverbank enhancement
projects.

5 Highways presented a revised
scheme that incorporated further
comments and findings from site geological surveys (late 2015).
6 Green Power (2016) Comment on
EIA Report for Elevated Pedestrian
Corridor in Yuen Long Town
Connecting with Long Ping Station.
http://www.greenpower.org.hk/html5/
download/concern/20160903_e.pdf
7 A survey carried out by Hong Kong
Baptist University in April 2017 found
over 56% respondents hoped to see
the Yuen Long nullah revitalized as a
green riverfront landscape. See
https://www.cie.hkbu.edu.hk/main/tc/
college_news/college_news/1131
(Accessed on 6 August 2017)
8 Planning Department (2016) Green
and Blue Space Conceptual
Framework, HK2030+, p.28.
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From Yellow Banners
to Red Lanterns
消失的黃幡

A Lesson in Place-Making

1 Public Consutlation
at Lee Tung Street
2 Elevation of Old Lee
Tung Street
3 Red Lanterns at
The Avenue, current
situation of Lee Tung
Street
4 The yellow protest
banners of Lee Tung
Street
5 Plan of Dumbbell
Proposal
6 Plan of URA Proposal

1

2

 ere I am sitting in this outdoor café under the afternoon
H
sun, sipping my $50+ iced cappuccino while coining
the title of this article. The 17th selfie party in the last hour,
this time a couple in their late 30s, just passed by to
my right. An old lady is dozing off on the “park bench” like
seat, one of a dozen benches installed along what was
once Lee Tung Street, also known as Wedding Card Street
(喜帖街), famous for the cluster of wedding card design
and printing shops. The old lady is apparently undisturbed
by hundreds of passers-by, including the occasional
security guard.
From where I am sitting, a massive overhead arch running parallel Amoy Street dominates my view on my left.

3

Amoy Street has been modified from a cul-de-sac into
a one-way through vehicular street connecting Johnston
Road and Queen’s Road East to enhance the road network, but at an underrated social cost: the flight of steps
at Queen’s Road East marking the original coastline of
the Hong Kong Island were completely removed.
Looking straight, two rows of 3-storey colourful building
facades decorated with potted flowers have replaced
the humble grey looking 4 — 6 storeys tenements on Lee
Tung Street built in the 1950s.
To my right, I can almost hear the hustle-bustle
spilling over from the street market stalls on Spring
Garden Lane, permeating through a new decorated alley.
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Crouching on another bench, a little boy has his ice cream
dripping on the designed paving, which although humble,
is different from the Highways Department’s typical
street paving, defining this corridor as a privately managed
pedestrian precinct.
Upon the opening of this pedestrian precinct two
years ago, Lee Tung Street was forever erased from the
street map. The developer and the Urban Renewal
Authority (URA) have rebranded this pedestrian street
Lee Tung Avenue.
I remember how Lee Tung Street was painfully transformed into Lee Tung Avenue. But I still did some
research on Lee Tung Avenue the way you find everything
these days: through Google. Images of the iconic hanging
red lanterns above the pedestrian precinct are replacing
the yellow protest banners spanning across Lee Tung
Street in the street battle against the URA’s H15 redevelopment scheme, which lasted for about three years (2005 —
2007). Lee Tung Avenue is now hailed as a new landmark
in Wan Chai. As far as I can tell, the people hanging
around here this afternoon are indeed genuinely happy,
like those in a movie scene.
Back in 2007, when presenting its H15 redevelopment
scheme for Lee Tung Street, the URA told the Town
Planning Board (TPB) and the media that it would retain
the “design merits” of the residents’ self-initiated
Dumbbell Proposal (啞鈴方案), which had just been turned
down by the Town Planning Appeal Board for its nonexistence chance of being implemented by the residents as
the land ownership was reverted to the Government
through compulsory land resumption.
Having actively participated in the Dumbbell Proposal,
I will always be sentimentally attached to Lee Tung
Street’s old streetscape and ambience not found in this
pedestrian precinct any more.
Comparing the block plans of the Dumbbell Proposal
and URA’s H15 redevelopment scheme, they look similar
enough. Both plans have tall towers at both ends with
low-rise tenement buildings in between providing shops
and restaurant space fronting the pedestrian precinct and
public green open space on rooftops. However,
has the spirit of the Dumbbell Proposal been successfully
delivered by the URA?
Today, not a single shop along the pedestrian street is
associated with the wedding theme as promised by the
Government or the URA when they tried to get the redevelopment plan approved by the TPB. In reality, the thirty

something brand name shops and restaurants along Lee
Tung Avenue are marketed to high-end customers while
most passers-by merely window shop. It is not surprising
that no previous wedding card shops are able to regain
their presence on Lee Tung Avenue given the skyrocketing
rents, which is not as big a problem for international
brands to showcase their products here.
On the old Lee Tung Street, shops were smaller in size
and they sold a variety of goods and services being a
part of the social network supporting the local community.

5

6

Apart from the 20 odd wedding card design and printing
shops, the remaining 50 shops included affordable
eating places, metal ware shops, hair salons, laundry shops,
a stationery shop, a pet store and a medical clinic.
There is no doubt that the new pedestrian precinct
is a lot more spacious, tidy and better managed than the
organic growth of Lee Tung Street over the decades.
However, it lacks the unique vibrancy and diversity found
in an organic community.
As for the people, can the affected residents afford to
live in a HK$25,000+ per square foot flat? Not a single
resident participating in the Dumbbell Proposal I know of
lives in the new flats above the pedestrian street.
It is true that the URA has created a popular pedestrian
precinct and a new landmark in the middle of the
urban Wan Chai, in addition to those upmarket flats for the
young and wealthy. If judging in isolation from the history
of the place, this would be a model redevelopment scheme
for the URA. If this scheme were built on a greenfield
site designed for wealthy people, it would have been a plan
to be admired and proud of.
In reality, the scar hidden under the red lanterns will
always be there.
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Mid-Levels
Electric Ladder

廖維武

半山自動扶手電梯

A Retroactive Metabolist Public Machine
for Mobile Urbanism

The HK Mid – Levels Escalator
(電梯 ‘Electric Ladder’) is the world’s longest outdoor
escalator at over 800m long, climbing vertically 135m and
carrying 85,000 persons a day (2010) up and down HK’s
steep city terrain, behaving as an artificial landscape
touching and raised off the ground in 20 s ections.
As pure architecture it lacks design merits, but as a
sustainable generator of urban vitality and radical
urbanism, the Escalator has unique values. It thrives on
HK’s ‘culture of congestion’ and has generated a
new ‘Escalator culture’ along it. New offices, bars, clubs,
restaurants, gyms, galleries, spas, boutiques,
supermarkets and service apartments have sprung up
around it. Real estate values adjacent command
a premium, driving building densities up along it.
The Escalator blurs travel, work, play, leisure, commerce,
culture and home … integrating the speed, mobility and
diversity of HK’s downtown urbanity.

1

2
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Operational since 1984, the mid-levels
escalator is built by the HK Highways
department at cost of $240million
from typical engineering construction
drawings, sections varying in width
of between 3.5m and 1.2m with 20 ‘hop
on-off points’ where it touches the
ground. As a piece of ‘moving street’
there are almost no setbacks from
buildings, and in several places even
blends directly inside building
entrances. Guardian Property
Management Company manages it 24
hrs a day, including CCTV security
surveillance. In the morning from
6 — 10 am, it goes downhill, then
turning direction u
 phill from 10:30 am
to midnight. It traverses 15 streets,
is e nclosed by more than 55 buildings,
and whole walking journey takes
about 20 mins to go from Central
up to Conduit Road, compared to a
longer vehicular ride with traffic,
making it a champion for sustainable
public urban transport and promoting
HK as walkable city for healthy living.

3

4

Escalator — Machine
A diagonal ‘climbing machine’ blurring
elevator and travellator technology 1
into a moving mechanical hybrid of
street pavement, staircase, weather
shelter, bridges, hangout and spectacular joy ride. The massive number
of passengers daily means it serves
the city as a major free mass transit
machine serving the public moving
between work, play and living
communities.
Escalator — Mobility
As a new type of public transport system for urban mobility, the escalator
promotes walkability for the masses,
an urban exercise conveyor belt of
sorts. Health and walkability make
this a ‘linear mobile city’ where speed
and mobility intersect wellness and
spectacle. This mobile connectivity of
flat and sloping land makes HK
a more livable city, whilst separating
moving cars and people in the same
area.
Escalator — Urbanism
The escalator’s totality as artifact of
urban infrastructure woven into
the city is an intervention that uses
megastructure 2 to give new freedoms
to all users through a singular type.
This unassuming design not only
creates a landmark for the city, but
also acts as a ‘Social Condensor’
(in the Russian Constructivist sense)
of a public spatial idea to break down
social hierarchies with overlapping
programs to bring people together.
The intersection here of urbanism
with engineering, high density,
temporal programs, and diverse communities, manages to supersede
conventional planning or design, and
regenerates the city over time as an
urban catalyst.

1 Long section from Conduit Road
to Des Voeux Road Central
2 Plan with context
3 Escalator alongside with staircase
4 Cross-section along Shelley Street

Escalator — Experience
Constant movement of people
through space, makes the escalator a
cinematic experience for travelers
and residents who can see each other
up close (from film studies’,
a “ shallow space” where one sees a
sequence of events, scenes and urban
interiorities) where scenography of
the city is choreographed by its p
 eople
and changing events daily. The
architectural long and cross sections
of the e scalator 3 includes people and
urban scenes along its path in detail,
showing its mobile landscape and
voyeuristic qualities of ‘urban flaneurs’
(captured famously on film in
Wong Kar Wai’s “Chungking Express”
moving heads bedroom scene).
Escalator — Manifesto
At 2006 Venice Architecture Biennale,
architect Chris Lee called this author’s
“The Escalator” installation a
Retroactive Metabolist Manifesto,
citing Koolhaas (Delirious New York)
and the 1960s Metabolist urbanism
movement championed by Japanese
and European architects as a new
beginning for our cities built with
megastructure, cellular growth
and continuous movement. HK MidLevels Escalator has inadvertently
become an ‘accidental tourist attraction’ 4 through its sheer scale,
spectacle and cultural effect on the
city. Built as a utilitarian piece of civil
engineering to decongest HK,
but instead fostering a culture of
congestion so essential to HK’s urban
vitality, making this mobile landscape
of life more of a manifesto than
most HK architecture could hope to
achieve.
1 Jesse Reno invented escalator prototype in 1895 at
Coney Island further developed by Otis at 1900 Paris Expo
2 Yona Friedman’s 1958 essay “Mobile Architecture”
3 first drawn by this author in 2005
4 rated Top 10 by CNN
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Stair
Culture
and the
Commons
樓梯文化與共享空間

1

We need a fresh angle,
nothing added, nothing taken away,
always at the edge of things and between places.1
			

		1 Images of Hong Kong,
					
Osing and Leung 2012, p. 89

Often overlooked and undervalued despite their interstitial ubiquity, outdoor stairs are an essential part of Hong
Kong’s urban commons. In a city where the average flat
is 45m2 and where official requirements for open space per
person are only 2m2 — approximately the size of a single
bed, stairs allow circulation and occupation for necessary,
optional, and social activities — key defining features of
public spaces. Not only just a means of traversing a steep
landscape to get from A to B, stairs are a shared spatial
resource of multifunctional and distributed sites of social
gathering, ecological infrastructure, political battles,
phenomenological explorations, historical relevance,
identity-building, and cultural production.
This “stair culture” 2 has been the subject of a research,
community engagement, and curatorial project under
taken since 2011 by Melissa Cate Christ/transverse studio
in collaboration with various artists, designers, students,
curators, and cultural and educational institutions. Stair
Culture functions as a platform to investigate the role
of stairs in defining the character of the urban landscape.
(stairculture.com) A related pilot project is the Hong Kong
Stair Archive (HKSA), whose aim is to research, document,
theorize, and analyze the history and present state of
Hong Kong stairs. Although explicitly arguing for cultural
heritage preservation in the face of urban development
and careless construction and maintenance practices,
the HKSA is also recording existing uses and activities
on stairs, as well as generating new types of activities,
as a way to claim their rightful status as public open spaces
within a sustainable future Hong Kong.

Stair Culture’s most recent exhibition Always at the edge of
things and between places (永遠在邊緣永遠在過渡) was held
from 13 May to 03 June 2017 at the transdisciplinary arts
space Connecting Space Hong Kong. The exhibition title,
borrowed from the poem Images of Hong Kong by Leung
Ping Kwan, situates the art and design work within a
reflection about the past, present, and future of Hong Kong
and its vernacular, cultural landscape, asking, “What
is the role of stairs in creating and preserving a walkable,
livable city with a vibrant cultural life?”
The installations reflected a range of responses including: a documentary approach to stairs, their cultural
and historical significance, and their role as public spaces;
stairs as gallery spaces, generative locations or stages for
site specific work; and stairs as places for interactivity
through mapping, games, and performances. In addition
to the time-based, socio-cultural works presented in the
gallery, the exhibition also included a series of outreach
events and activities, including stair walks and games,
workshops, parties, and panel discussions. The events included artists, architects and urban planners, politicians,
game designers, archivists, academics, students, families,
as well as the general p
 ublic, expanding the discursive
commons of the stairs into many disciplines, laying bare
the importance of these humble infrastructures and their
ability to connect disparate interests, memories, and desires for the future city.
2 Cate Christ, Melissa (2012) “I’ll Take the Stairs.”
Alliance For a Beautiful Hong Kong: Protect Beautiful Hong Kong. 10 Nov.
Accessed 31 January 2017.
http://www.abhk.org/ill-take- the-stairs%E2%80%A8/.
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3

Always at the edge of things and
between places was supported
by the Hong Kong Arts Development
Council, Connecting Spaces Hong
Kong-Zurich, and by grants from the
Hong Kong Polytechnic University
and the Research Grants Council of
the HKSAR, China [Project No.
(PolyU274002/14H)] for the project
Hong Kong Stair Archive:
Documenting the Walkable City. For
more information and for a full list of
artists, contributors, supporters,
and exhibition events, please see
http://stairculture.com/archive/.

1 Pedestrians & Vendors On Pottinger Street,
A Stepped Street, Central District, Hong Kong
Island (1946), Photo Source: Hedda Morrison.
2 Mei Lun Street; Axonometric, plan and section
Scale NTS.
3 Plan and Section of Mee Lun Street
4 Stair Quest, Mela Kocher and Stefan Schmidlin.
5 Works from the exhibition always at the edge of
things and between places. Left: Questioning
Archival Value, Scott Dietrich, Johnny Gin,
Johanna Keim, Ethan Lo and Anakin Yeung;
Image Credit: Hong Kong Stair Archive/Melissa
Cate Christ
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MTR West
Island Line
HKU Station

Location		
Client 		
Completion Year
Award		

The University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong
MTR Corporation Ltd
2014
2014 HKIA Award Shortlist

港鐵西港島線香港大學站

The escalator connecting to the University Street.
Photo Credit: Thomas Tsang

Aedas-design MTR West Island Line HKU Station is an
extension of the existing Island Line that provides a much
needed mass transport link to HKU students and the
Western District of Hong Kong Island. The MTR Station
at HKU is a deep cavern station at -15.430 mPD, with 6
entrances disposed at various height levels of the district.
High speed and capacity lifts make the large vertical travel
distance possible, that becomes the hall mark of the
new development of West Island Line and is un-common
in major mass transit lines in the world. The architects
unfolded their creativity to integrate the Station with the
surrounding environment and deliver a unique and
dynamic experience.
The architecture of the Station is denoted by the introduction of truncated elliptical openings on concourse
level. These openings provide seamless and natural paths
for passengers to traverse the concourse while giving
a visually stimulating journey in the caverns. The use of
materials is limited to a tried and tested palette of
reconstituted stones, metal panels and glazed sections
to enhance visual continuity. Glazed panels with the
district’s historical images are introduced, allowing an
introspective passenger experience.
Entrance design is driven by the functional r equirements of the mass transportation system, with careful
planning to allow greater forecourts. Extensive use
of earth tone and terracotta materials is sympathetic to
the redevelopment of the HKU campus, with a high degree
of craftsmanship-like approach to project a strong edge
visually while protecting the edges in a functional way.

Feature				
				

Andrew Lee King Fun & Associates-Architects /
Moore Ruble Yudell Architects & Planners 李景勳、雷煥庭建築師

CUHK Yasumoto
International Academic
Park
中文大學康本國際學術園

1

1, 2 The Grand Staircase over the hilly campus.

Location		
				
Client 		
Completion Year
Awards		
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The Chinese University of Hong Kong,
New Territories, Hong Kong
The Chinese University of Hong Kong
2012
2015 HKIA CADA Silver Prize, Social Innovation
2013 Urban Regeneration in MIPIM Asia Award
Gold Award , 2012 HKIA Special Architectural
Award, Sustainable Design

The development comprises of two towers (10 and
6-storey) on a 4 storey podium, and house lecture theatres,
classrooms and library facilitating for 4000 students.
The architecture with its proximity to the railway station set itself as a landmark at the entrance of the campus.
In view of the large level difference across the site,
a central, sculptural pedestrian circulation comprising of
stairs and escalators is provided to link up the new
low-level Cultural Square and the Midlevel Chung Chi
Campus Plaza. The students are linked to the main
campus thru this Grand Staircase over the hilly campus.
The Grand Staircase commences with an iconic oval
structure at Cultural Square. The route is then flanked
by the podium at two sides and Tower 1 above, making
a welcome gesture. Pocket spaces and greeneries are lined
along the Grand Staircase creating visual links and
activating both indoor and outdoor spaces.
Building masses are carefully manipulated to create
view corridors for the hostel nearby and minimize the
visual impact. Building forms are crafted to resonance the
flow of the Grand Staircase. Breakout areas are allocated
inside and outside the building complex, creating a variety
of breathing spaces in-between the formal teaching areas.

Architectural Plan — Elevation & Section
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Star Street
Revitalisation

Location		
Client 		
Completion Year
Awards		

This community based revitalisation project set out to
build on the existing low-rise urban environment of
Old Wanchai, seeking to improve the pedestrian environment in this historic neighbourhood.
The St. Francis Street, Star Street, Sun Street and Moon
Street area was developed in the 1900s. The i nclusive
nature of the neighbourhood that allows both the trendy
and the local to co-exist, the absence of heavy v ehicular
traffic, the relaxed atmosphere of an urban village, the
historic connection with the Roman Catholic missionary
in the 19th Century, the presence of creative industry such
as metal craft workshops, designer studios, art galleries
are all valuable assets.The uniquely local spaces provide a
place for rest and contemplation in an oasis at the heart
of a bustling city.
Following Government initiatives and an open tender
process, the project began in 2009 as a ‘Public Private
Partnership’ (PPP) with Swire Properties funding the init
iative and the Oval Partnership engaged as designer for
the street improvement works. During the concept stage,
public consultation included a pop up exhibition on Sun
Street, visitors were invited to share their views in order to
help shape the design development of the project.

Wan Chai, Hong Kong
Swire Properties
2012
HKIUD Grand Award 2014

活化星街

The revitalisation process aimed to enhance the shared
streetscape and adjacent open spaces whilst conserving
the historic nature of the area and rebuilding a sense of
identity.
Constructed in phases in order to minimize inconvenience to the public, site works were completed in August
2012 notably retaining the existing mature trees and
historic granite walls and steps, the completed design
also including historic signage recapping the history of the
area. The project illustrates the shared values that
exist between residential, commercial and environmental
interests and the potential for organic growth of the
existing urban fabric of Hong Kong.
The architect has organized a series of community-led
cultural events at the project location to try and test
the design of the project. The transformation of the side
streets and alleyways together with Dominion Garden
transformed the area to become a venue for communityinitiated events showcasing local innovation and talent
in the form of a street fair. Sun street and Moon Street
became the venues for community workshops, a farmer’s
market, live music and a street fashion show. The events
revitalised the long-forgotten street life in the area.

Mapping of staircases and escalators on Hong
Kong Island. Credit: Melissa Cate Christ

Editorial
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Instagram
Pier
西環碼頭

Images from #InstagramPier Project,
Prepared by Pierfrancesco Celada. (Instagram: @insta_pier)

Instagram Pier, officially the Western
District Public Cargo Working Area, is one
of the most popular public spaces in Hong
Kong, famous for its scenic photograph
of Sai Wan—sunsets, “mirror in the sky”
waterfront views as well as raw industrial
objects from the shipping industry. As
Hong Kong’s shipping industry declines,
the amount of open space of this pier
increases and becomes more accessible
to the public. Although it is technically not
a public space and it is illegal for nonworkers to enter the working area, it
received the highest number of votes in
the 2013 Outstanding Public Space
Elections and continues to be visited by
hundreds of citizens every day. There are
plans to turn the popular pier into a waterfront park, and in the Chief Executive’s
2017 policy address, it will be converted
into a community garden. People are
willing to take risks to enjoy the unplanned
freedom of the pier. Will the spontaneous
character of the Instagram Pier be
preserved in the future? Will the unplanned
pier’s myriad users or Hong Kong citizens
have a say? Can the planned replace the
unplanned?
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Architectural Services Department

Sai Kung
Visual Corridor
Location		
Client 		
Completion Year
Awards		
				
				

建築署

西貢視覺走廊

Sai Kung, New Territories, Hong Kong
Tourism Commission, HKSAR
2003
2003 HKIA Award President Prize
2013 Hong Kong Public Space Awards Honorary Mention
2014 HKIUD Urban Design Awards - Merit Award

1

2

3

During the economic downturn in 2003, it was the
initiative of the Government to promote local economy
and revitalize of Hong Kong waterfronts. Sai Kung
Waterfront was chosen as a pilot project. The project was
divided into 4 phases, the waterfront park, the
promenade, the pier and local open spaces forming a
visual corridor linking up the old Tin hau Temple
(Goddess Temple) with the waterfront. Despite working
under tight budget and time constraint, community
was invited to participate during design and construction
stage to help the community to cultivate a sense of
ownership of the space.
Based on the common consensus, a portion of
the covered walkway was converted to waterfront alfresco
dining place. Other structures which were undesirably
located or underutilized were removed to make way
for better sea view and connectivity. The linkage between
Tin Hau temple and the waterfront is connected by a
visual corridor. It was formed by a series of open spaces
along the axis on which a row of bronze bells and the
synchronized bell rings are fixed to emphasize the linkage.
The feature pool with boats and jetty were used
as reminiscence of Sai Kung fishing village. The boats
resemble the origami made of newspaper on which
the news of glorious history of Sai Kung people defending
the country during WWII is printed.
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1 Man Yee Playground
2 Sai Kung Waterfront
Park Pavilion
3 Concept Collage
of Sai Kung Visual
Corridor with Tin Hau
Temple at the back
4 Community Event
in waterfront park,
feature pool at the back.

4
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Public Architecture
Stephen Tang on
Government-led Projects

鄧文彬談政府主導的公共建築

Interviewers
Thomas Chung
Lai Jing Chu
Eagle Wu

Personal journey
A lot of people, architects especially,
may not like to work in the public sector, because they are wary of the bureaucracy, the constraints, etc. … My
joining the government was likewise
unintended. In 1983, when Margaret
Thatcher visited China, everybody
knew that the political climate
brought the property market down. I
was working in a promising office at
that time, with lots of projects going
on, but suddenly everything died

Former Deputy Director at the Architectural Services
Department (ArchSD) and current President of the
Hong Kong Institute of Urban Design (HKIUD),
Stephen Tang has served in the public sector for over
thirty years, and has been instrumental in transforming the culture of ArchSD as well as realising an
important range of innovative, award-winning public
architecture in Hong Kong. Besides sharing his
career journey, Tang recounts insider challenges,
opportunities and changes that ArchSD had faced.
He walks us through project types which have
had a significant bearing on Hong Kong’s public space
design — placemaking with waterfront promenades,
breaking taboos with crematorium and columbarium,
and demonstrating sustainable design with temp
orary structures. Tang’s passion for people-oriented
design is palpable throughout his narration, as is
his conviction to overcome bureaucracy
and to challenge the status quo for the urban and
architectural betterment of our city.
down. I didn’t have anything to do in
the office for several months, so I
tried to look for other jobs, and the
government was recruiting architects
for the Architectural Office of the
then Public Works Department.
When I joined in 1984, my goal was
to finish a two or three years contract
before I return to the private sector. 
At first, my presumption of the
bureaucracy and inefficiencies were
confirmed — lots of forms to fill in,
even for stationary, etc. … I began

working in the Minor Works Group,
dealing with small projects like toilets,
parks and small markets. There were
both sides to it — because works can
be completed quickly, so that you can
see what you have done, but I was
seen as a “poor boy dealing with trivial
buildings” by my former supervisor
in the private sector. What I enjoyed
most was that I could complete several
projects within the first year. I even won
awards for both projects I did in the
Department’s Annual Design Award.
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After a while, I began to see the merits
of working in the government. I was
exposed to different kinds of projects
— specialist buildings, parks, large
open spaces. It was a very big contrast
to what I did in the private sector,
which was 99% residential or offices,
unlike the community projects that
challenged your preconceptions.
In government, I could really design to
fit the specific purposes for each and
every project, instead of repeating
typical residential towers.
During my first year in government, I was given an opportunity to
study urban planning at HKU. At that
time, there were insufficient urban
planners in the government, so some
quota were given to the young ones
to study urban planning. I raised my
hand. It was a very good opportunity
for me to expand my perspective
beyond purely architecture. I could
look at more social aspects, at the
value of public architecture and public
space. Since then I got involved with
larger scale architecture.
When the Land Development
Corporation (LDC) came recruiting
urban planners, it got me wondering.
But eventually I decided to stay
and continue with public architecture.
With that self-reflection, my determ
ination to stay became a little bit firmer than before. I was more into public
architecture — its value and meaning,
and how people look at architecture
from different perspectives.
Sai Kung Waterfront
In 2003 when our team visited Sai
Kung Waterfront’s open space, it was
surrounded by high walls, big planters,
some big sculptures that didn’t really
work — we found drug needles on the
ground. There was a small g arden that
became a haven for drug addicts. So
we broke down those walls and made
the space transparent. We made it
psychologically safe, i.e. a d
 efensible
space for ordinary people to enjoy the
park. We also created more shelter by
introducing trellis, planting, and large
seating. Instead of dictating how
people sit, we placed large benches that
you can lie down or even sleep on.
Flexibility and casual atmosphere are

1

other key issues of urban design
considered here.
Spatial linkages to history
In dealing with the crowded
waterfront, what I myself and my
colleagues like Raymond Fung and
KC King were concerned with was the
creation of negative space, or the
removal of unnecessary structures to
make useful space. A successful
public space does not work in isolation; a synergy can be created if it
works with surrounding spaces. We
tried to create a bigger space by
working together with different public
facilities around like small parks,
toilets, temples and their front yards,
and even markets, and linking up
existing spaces.
From the Tin Hau Temple with car
park in front, basketball court, sitting
out area, a public square and small
park, all together it’s about ten times
our original space. We relocated the
carpark to the fish market, and then
we connected the Tin Hau Temple —
which gives blessing to fishermen
before they go out to sea — back to the
waterfront by using a consistent
architectural language through
connecting modified open spaces.
We replicated the traditional gong
inside different temples in Sai Kung,

and placed the replicas along a line
towards the waterfront. During major
festivals, the temple gong is sounded
and all the others can echo. It is as if
the Tin Hau Temple is linked back to
the sea, and visitors would also be
visually and psychologically connected
to this history by this series of linked
spaces. We created openness by clearing away blockages in order to create
a visual path that is also an abstract
spatial sequence towards the sea.
We offered design service to our
colleagues in the Maintenance
Branch, who have regular funds for
upgrading nearby facilities. We also
observed that different pavements
used different tiles, so we suggested
to the Highways Department to unify
the tile design around the area.
With their budget, we helped them
modify design of surrounding spaces
and pavements, for a consistent
language and ambience.
Uses of Public sculptures
During SARS, people were very
depressed and without hope, so we
tried to give some hope to the people
using the park. There is a chess board
pattern marked on the ground
showing a game scenario “踏雪尋
梅” — seemingly a dead-end case (絕棋),
but actually there is one move you
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can make to turn things around. This
was meant to convey encouragement
for a possible breakthrough.
Then there is the ‘paper boat’ made
of fiberglass that imitates origami.
The paper boat as a cheap toy is
something reminiscent of the past.
The ‘newspaper’ used to fold this
paper boat has dated news of Sai Kung
villagers fighting against Japanese
invaders printed on it, thus creating
further meaning by telling the story
of the place.
Place-making in urban design is
not just about the facilities. It is about
how a place is subtly sensed and
felt by the people. A successful public
space makes you feel like you are
connected to the space, comfortable,
safe, and you’d like to go back there
again and again. And the more you go
back there, the more you discover.

2

Tsim Sha Tsui Promenade—
‘The Pearl and the Dragon’
For the Tsim Sha Tsui waterfront
open idea competition, the winning
idea selected by the Tourism
Commissioner was called ‘the Pearl
and the Dragon’ (龍吐珠). My team
found it inappropriate to implement
this motif literally, so we held a public
engagement workshop that involved
all the key stakeholders, such as the
tourism industry, the hotels, developers, District Council, etc. to help us
translate the idea into a scheme.
Punctuation
We tried to convince those stakeholders by proposing the “Pearl as centre of
focus or destination being the Star
Ferry, with the dragon’s body as the
waterfront promenade a passage with
nodal points bearing different

f unctions.” For example, one can be a
cultural node, another as connection
to the hinterland, etc. Those nodes,
occurring every 100 to 200 metres are
for people to gather or to take a rest
after walking. Just like a comma in a
sentence; you have meanings between
commas, and every meaning has its
own character.
In terms of urban design, it is very
important to give people choice.
We divided the whole passage into
sections, and gave it punctuation, like
turning an unused space into a dining
space. There are always different
routes to choose from, you don’t have
to feel forced to go in one direction or
take the same way back. We also took
away unnecessary buildings. For
example, we tore down the abandoned
pump house which was once used to
cool down the air-conditioning water
from Queen Elizabeth Hospital. In
return, we created a cafeteria building
for public enjoyment.
Blossom and Illumination
And for the whole promenade,
we planted one single tree species, the
Bauhinia Variegata. Every spring when
they blossom, it creates an impact on
the atmosphere. We encourage more
“thematic planting” in Hong Kong to
create visual impact for public spaces,
just like the famous cherry blossom in
Japan. We also modified the position
of the lamp posts to improve the harbour view at night. You may not realise
it today, but originally we had lamp
posts right on the water edge, and all
the posts together created a light wall
effect that affected your view across
the harbour. We set the new ones back
so the light source is now behind you
as you look across. Considering the
small spending, this made a big
difference, and the view of the island
skyline is much brighter at night,
with your eye pupil not shrinked by
light pollution in front of you.
Stanley Waterfront
At Stanley Waterfront, there is a
spectrum of consumer activities
along the bay. At one end there is the
relocated New Blake Pier, originally
in Central. My colleagues Raymond

3
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Fung and Thomas Wan recovered
the roof canopy to its original use.
Next door is the Murray House with
high-end fine dining, again an
entire colonial building relocated
from Admiralty. Then there are the
middle-priced bars and restaurants.
On the far end, replacing the
old enclosed market, there is now an
open kiosk with stalls under sailshaped tensile canopies and an
ad hoc eating out area facing the sea.
Like the TST promenade, the bay is
divided into characteristic zones,
bringing vibrancy through variety.
We also raised the water edge
ground level with a board walk with
seats that allows you to see the water
when you are next to it. Further back,
a higher deck is raised 600mm so
that the sea view is not blocked by
people walking or sitting in front.
All three waterfronts have common
strategies: improving views through
level difference and lighting position,
different functional zones and
appropriate vegetation that give
people reasons to stay, walk further
and embrace nature. We take
away unnecessary structures and let
the people, the planting, and the
nature dominate the space. “Less is
more”, with less structures we
have more open spaces, that is what
we a dvocate for public open spaces.
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Diamond Hill Crematorium —
Breaking Taboos
The Diamond Hill Crematorium was
a finalist for the first China
Architecture Media Award, and was
selected for different awards. It
was a significant prototype adopting a
people-oriented garden approach,
and a turning point for future crem
atoria to follow. Before, crematoria
in Hong Kong, including the one that
my father was cremated in, looked
like a factory or logistics building.
Things come here, go there, burnt,
ash returned, and that’s it. But
architecture like this is not only for
the dead, it should care more for
the feelings of the living.
I was determined to make some
change. When I knew about the
opportunity for this project, I asked if
we could take it in-house instead
of inviting consultants. My supervisor
was surprised because this kind
ofbuilding is something of a taboo.
When I formed my team, some
members did not feel comfortable
and quitted. I worked with those who
wanted to continue, and we enjoyed
the process because we really wanted
to bring some change.
Journey for the living
Architecturally, we separated the
served spaces from the servant
spaces. Coffins are brought in from
the service area at the perimeter, so
the funeral halls and their associated
spaces are at the core where the
people are not disturbed by vehicular
traffic. Entering into a central rotunda,
visitors can see the circular sky,
vegetation with the four halls above.
The Chinese saying “天圓地方”
literally means “round heavens square
earth” — the sky symbolises perfection
and infinity, a blessing for the dead.
A rock being displayed in the centre of
the rotunda was dug out from the
buried ground during site formation
and is now brought into light and life
again. A circular staircase also brings
people up to the halls, and they leave
via another stair in a spiral motion,
in and out, death and life, the
meaning of the cycle of life persists.
On deck level, you pass by the lily

5

6
1 Aerial Photo of Sai Kung Visual
Corridor
2 Tsim Sha Tsui Promenade
3 Masterplan of Stanley Waterfront
4 Stanley Promenade showing
raised deck

5 Elevation of Diamond Hill
Columbarium
6 Section of Diamond Hill
Crematorium,
7 Circular Courtyard,
Diamond Hill Crematorium

pond whichever hall you go to. As you
wait to enter the hall, the water is
still like a mirror, but at the edge the
water flows down and is recirculated,
so it’s another meaning of the recirculation of life. Inside, the halls are kept
very plain, with skylight over the
coffin and slit windows that look out
onto vegetation. You leave via a back
door, which leads you to the back
garden and the exit. We planted
something sweet at the exit — just like
a comforting condolence drink (解穢酒)
to soothe the transition back to life,
to return to where you came from.

staircase, burn incense, and the fumes
make you break into tears — not because of your feelings, but because of
your physical reaction to it! So, I had
the determination to challenge trad
ition and bring some positive change.
Why do we allow people to burn
so many things? Can we introduce
incense-free zone? Assuming that the
burning still presents a challenge,
what are the solutions? There are two
parts to this. Firstly, how do we
improve the ventilation? I believe in
passive design, so the orientation of
the building, the design of the profile,

Diamond Hill Columbarium —
Challenging tradition
After this, I had the opportunity to
work on the columbarium next door.
Again, my personal experience
motivated my involvement in the project. Every year, my family and I visit
the columbarium twice, and each time
we almost get suffocated there. People
all cram into the same space, same

7
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				Interview				Stephen Tang
the natural site forces are most
important. We employed HKU to
carry out a site investigation on
wind direction, intensity, sunlight,
etc. to inform orientation and design.
Apart from this, the building’s
section profile has flat slabs, inverted
beams and chamfered planters
and open railings to maximize cross
ventilation.
The modern hill
Secondly, how do we improve people’s
circulation so that they are not that
crammed? For access to the different
levels, we created wide steps, like the
Kyoto Station design that was inspired
by the image of the Japanese village
meandering up a hill. The wide staircase receives people, just like the
Chinese tradition of crowds visiting
ancestors up a hill (拜山). We are creating a modern hill here. People
are distributed to the different levels,
so the higher the level, the less width
is required. The ground floor is
well ventilated, where visitors can wait
under the tree, before they gather
together with their family and climb
up the grand staircase. Along the
“hill”, white-flowered Bauhinia trees
are planted which will blossom during
the Ching Ming Festival.
Kai Tak Redevelopment
When Carrie Lam was the Secretary of
Development, I was given the mission
to be ‘Head’ of the Kai Tak Office
to improve Kai Tak’s urban design that
was once criticized as an engineering
solution dominated by vehicular
roads. For two years, I worked under
the Civil Engineering Development
Department (CEDD), which comprises
of mostly civil engineers. In terms
of culture and training, architects and
engineers are different animals, but
we have the common goal to deliver
something that we are proud of, that
serves the public.
I began by challenging the original
design assumptions. It was a struggle
because those who had finalised the
plans were confident that the
empirical data justified the solution.
But those calculations and modelling
inevitably depended on certain as-

sumptions — how people arrive and
leave. Eventually, we managed
to r eplace perimeter vehicular roads
with only one central route, leaving
the waterfront vehicle-free for the
enjoyment by
people. That was a very encouraging
achievement at that time.
I also challenged the necessity of
having metal roadside barriers for
every vehicular road in Hong Kong.
When I brought this to the chairman
of the steering committee who was the
former Director of Highways, he said,
“No way! I’ve never come across any
major road without barriers!” I asked
if there were any guideline or governing principle so we can understand
the spirit and see how to propose
a better replacement. Our Highways
colleagues researched but could not
find any official standards. Even the
UK removed that requirement around
that time.
In the end, the chairman agreed
that as “Kai Tak is a very special area,
maybe we could try this area without
barrier”. To ensure that this act will
not compromise safety, I suggested
putting a section of planting as safety
barrier to stop people accidentally
stepping onto the vehicular road. That
is what you can see in Kai Tak now.
Hopefully for new development areas
like Hung Shui Kiu, Yuen Long South,
Tung Chung, we could have less barriers along roads and public spaces, creating a more enjoyable environment.
‘Quick solution’ for EKEO
Before returning to ArchSD in2012, I
was asked by the then Secretary of
Development to find a quick solution
to house the Energising Kowloon East
Office (EKEO) in Kwun Tong. At that
time, suspected government-private
8

sector collusion was a hot topic, so
renting a big developer’s premises was
out of the question. But erecting a
new building also takes time.
An image stuck in my mind since
I visited Berlin some 10 years ago. I visited a temporary exhibition space that
had a window on the upper floor overlooking Berlin’s developing new area,
and had hoped to make use of this
method somehow when an opportun
ity arises. In Kwun Tong, I took
advantage of the unoccupied space
underneath the flyover and reused
containers that could be prefabricated
off site. The deck space served well
as a viewing platform towards the developing Kai Tak, similar to the effect
that I experienced in the Berlin visit.
Standing on the upper deck, you can
see the Kai Tak development, the
cruise terminal, etc.. The whole design
took three months, and after another
three months of construction, Carrie
Lam was there cutting the ribbon.
We employed Arup to orient the
building and use CFD modelling to
visualise the ventilation effect of
prevailing wind. Light shelves reflect
light into the courtyard as well as
the offices, so there is no need to turn
on any light most of the time. A lot
of newspapers reported on the use of
containers under the flyover, but
what they didn’t realise was how this
flyover is rather unique in that all the
pollutants and noise were dispersed
on the two sides, and the space beneath is not environmentally affected.
In the end, it is also an environmentally sustainable solution, because
one day when the building is no longer
needed, this whole office can be
unbolted and rebuilt somewhere else.
Community Green Stations
The Secretary for the Environment
Wong Kam-sing asked me to provide
quick solutions for the Community
Green Stations he was planning —
something architecturally attractive,
but achievable on a low budget, to
change people’s perception that these
stations are not refuse collection
points. He wanted a couple of these
stations built as soon as possible as a
demonstration; the aim was to event
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ually have one in each of the 18
districts. So, my team started with the
first two — Shatin and Hong Kong East.
Reusing the EKEO typology,
we worked on aesthetically pleasing
architecture to show to nearby
residents, so they don’t feel like it’s
another refuse collection station (垃圾
站) — smelly, pest-infested, etc. …
Fortunately, the two that were built
were well-received by the public,
also winning various awards locally
and internationally.
Some people think temporary
buildings are bound to be nasty and
unsightly. But we want to capitalise on
the success of the EKEO and the
Community Green Stations, exploring
the best potential in architecture,
in terms of environmental friendliness
and reusable materials/components,
as well as creating value by reducing
time, manpower and cost.
ArchSD Inner workings
When I first joined ArchSD, almost
100% of the projects were designed
in-house. But now, with more projects
that are bigger and more complex,
only 10% or less is done in-house, the
rest are dished out to consultants
and we become project managers for
those projects.
For the 10% that we keep designing in-house, they might be new
prototypes or demonstration projects
(like the two Community Green
Stations), or ones that are politically
sensitive or involve high security.
We also try to use them to establish
design standards and test new
approaches and methodologies, for
example in reducing manpower
input in construction, the 3-S of
Standardisation, Singular module,
and Simplicity, or the introduction of

the ‘healthy staircase’ to encourage
more walking as well as reducing lift
usage.
The Central Library controversy
This relates to building a culture
within the department. I was struck
by the Central Library controversy
back in 1997 when I was the chief
project manager responsible. I was in
the middle of it when the whole
city was saying that the chosen design
was not satisfactory and blaming
ArchSD. We tried to bring in alter
native designs, but the Urban Council
eventually ruled them out, perhaps
partly because some would like
to d
 efend the system. When you face
criticism and you backtrack, you
are seen to a dmit that it was a mistake
choosing the original design. I think
it may be due to that kind of pressure
that the old design was upheld,
even though Rocco Yim’s alternative
design got a lot of support from Urban
Councilors.This incident triggered 
a lot of discussion in the society
regarding ArchSD’s role and ability.
At that time, a lot of ArchSD colleagues thought that we were not that
bad. It became the motivation for
us to position and equip ourselves for
better architecture.
Knowledge Management
Within these two years, more than
half of ArchSD’s senior management
is retiring, meaning that a lot
of gained experience will leave the
department with these retirees.
In 2012, I was tasked with setting up a
knowledge management system to
pass on knowledge gained from a lifetime, so that lessons can be learnt
and repeated mistakes can be plucked
out. It was very time and cost

c onsuming, and not many departments actually undertook this
exercise, except for the police (which
won a lot of prizes for this)— because
their mistakes, if r epeated, could cost
lives.We started with design guides.
They don’t teach you how to make
masterpieces, but they contain
proven data and set out basic criteria
and parameters in a tight format
so you can avoid past mistakes. The
design guides are available for all our
listed consultants, and ArchSD’s
design vetting will be based on them
to achieve a basic level of benchmarking. We also want to make sure this
becomes a living document that can
be updated easily with new experience
and knowledge. Anyone can post
questions on our intranet and senior
professionals on the specific topic
are tasked to answer or discuss. All
new findings through such discussions
will be harvested through updated
design guides. Though it was our first
time entering a knowledge management award, we won the top award in
Hong Kong’s “Most Admired
Knowledge Enterprise”, and were
winners in the Global Award.
Personal Branding
In architecture as in life, the easy
way out is to compromise. But you may
have regrets when you look back
at your career when too little has been
achieved. My choice is to challenge
the lay-back mentality. My way is to
build up a ‘brand’ that includes building up your portfolio of works, good
relationships with colleagues and
fellow professionals, as well as trust.
If you are a good brand and people
trust you, they will be willing to
cooperate, and eventually there will
be less friction among coworkers.
So, that is how I find it easier to achieve
something the longer I work in the
government.

8 EKEO Temporary Office
9 Hong Kong East Community Green Station
Figures 1 — 9 Credit:
Architectural Services Department
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Architectural Services Department

建築署

Kwun Tong Promenade
觀塘海濱花園

Location		
Client 		
				
Completion Year
Award		

Kwun Tong, Kowloon, Hong Kong
Leisure and Cultural Services Department
HKSAR Government
2010, 2015
2011 HKIA Award President’s Prize

1
1 Night view of the
promenade
2 Viewing pavilions
3 Site plan of stage 1
and stage 2

2

With the opening of Kwun Tong
Promenade Stage 1 in 2010, the Stage
2 project is a sequel to the Stage 1
project with the extension of
waterfront promenade to 950m long
at the former Kwun Tong Public
Cargo Working Area. The total area of
Stage 2 project is about 3.4 hectares
under the Kwun Tong Bypass.
The project work comprises of a
waterfront boardwalk with sittingout areas and pavilions and shelters
with benches, a multi-purpose
open area with fitness stations, an
exercise corner with fitness
equipment s uitable for elderly people
and landscaped area with a
multipurpose lawn and trees. Also,
it features models of cargo containers
and cranes to evoke the historical
context of the area, mist feature
with animated lighting and music
effects, kiosk for selling snacks
and light refreshments and a sensory
garden, supported with ancillary
facilities such as toilets, administration
building and store rooms.

For many years, the waterfront site
was a public cargo working area
in handling plies of recycled papers
and inaccessible to the public.
Through active architectural intervention, it is now turned into one
of the most popular scenic places in
Hong Kong, attracting all walks of
people. The concept of “A Promenade
for ALL” is emphasized. The activities
are strategically diversified so that
people can find their own “PLACE”
in the promenade.
To echo with the grid of the existing
roads, iconic features, with industrial
overtones, are placed in the promenade
to end the vista. They also signify
the entrances of the promenade to
attract the public.
Victoria Harbour is the host of
the design. The theme “to bring Nature
into our City” is to create a setting
where one can freely enjoy the sun,
the green, the fresh air, the water
of Victoria Harbour and the Hong
Kong Island cityscape but remain
close to the city.
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Wang Weijen Architecture

Tsun Yip Street
Playground

王維仁建築設計

駿業街公園展覽亭
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Exhibition Pavilion

Exhibition Pavilions of Tsun Yip Street Park is an impor
tant urban node for public spaces illustrating the
industrial history of East Kowloon during Hong Kong’s
post-war development, bring together the activities
of local residents and working communities with
the cultural heritage of city. Working with existing urban
fabrics and landscapes, the project not only link
four pavilions with the pedestrian flow of the park, it also
intends to kick-off the shaping of new types of small
scaled urban spaces for the regeneration of East Kowloon
Industrial District.
By converting four industrial containers into
exhibition pavilions, the project demonstrates the design
of adaptive reuse for public spaces in Hong Kong.
In response to the sequence of four exhibition programs:
introduction / retrospection / envisioning /prospecting,
four spatial experiences of passing through/ meandering
around / looking up/ gazing into are introduced to
illustrate the spirit of creation in the Since its completion
in 2015, it has becoming one of the most popular
urban nodes for the community demonstrating vitality
and diversity of Hong Kong’s public spaces.

Location		
Client 		
				
Completion Year
Awards		
				
				

Kwun Tong, Kowloon, Hong Kong
Leisure and Cultural Services Department,
HKSAR Government
2014
2015 Good Design Award
2014 HKIA Award Urban Design
Jury’s Special Mention

2

1
1 Aerial view of park
2 Enclosure of
containers opened
3 Overview
of pavilions

3
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Community
and Place
Raymond Fung
on Public Place

As an architect, my
concern is not to build
more iconic architecture,
but how “over-built” our
country/city has become,
causing visual pollution
that can hardly be
sustained in the long run.
Let's all build less for the
betterment of our earth.
Occupy
You have worked for the
government for so many years, and
you are one of the most respected
architects around, having handled
and designed many fine public
buildings and memorable public
spaces. What is your approach and
how are you able to make a
difference?
Hong Kong is already overcrowded
with buildings, so when it comes
to public projects, I often prefer to
engage with public spaces. Of course
the majority of my projects were
assigned by my supervisors in
the Architectural Services Department
(Arch SD), but occasionally I would
also raise my hand to work on
some particular projects. Working in
government, there is more liberty;
you can afford to take a broader
perspective than in the private sector
where you cannot do one square
inch less.

Interviewers
Weijen Wang
Eagle Wu
Thomas Chung

馮永基談社區與地方

One of my beliefs is to “build less”.
Building less doesn’t mean not
doing anything, it means you don’t
produce huge buildings just to
fulfill requirements. For open space
projects, in most cases, the client
department has a planning committee
who comes up with a whole list of
criteria or requirements that you have
to fulfil. To them, open space is about
the provision of facilities — so many
soccer fields, jogging trails, children
play areas, seats, fountains, etc..
They gather information from various
sources but seldom digest the
references, while trying to please so
many stakeholders.
So how can we do something
different? We try to do our own
‘research’. By research I don’t
mean paper work, but going to the
site, talking to the people there,
understanding them. Not just once
or twice and then make decisions,
but spending many hours there and
really get to know the place well.
Then we would be confident that we
have the better understanding, and be
able to convince the client what is best
for that place.
Of course, we have to be very
persistent, and very sincere. We would
spend hours and hours persuading the
Departments before they start giving
us a bit of ‘freedom’ to make changes.
That ‘freedom’ is very crucial, because
it contains the force that can turn the
project into something different from
others. Otherwise, the District Boards
would always ask for the same thing,
or they would want to have something
‘unique’ that they know — for example

for waterfronts, they would always ask
for a ‘Fisherman’s Wharf’. What we
try to do is not to repeat such clichés,
but come up with something that
really matters to the community and
place.
Can you tell us how this works in
practice? Is the Sai Kung Waterfront
project a good example that
captures the spirit of the place?
Sai Kung was a special case. It was
during SARS when both morale and
economy were bad. The then Financial
Secretary Mr. Antony Leung wanted
to boost the economy of local districts,
and chose Sai Kung as a pioneer
project. The project was eventually
assigned to the Tourism Commission,
and their initial idea was to place
some kiosks along the waterfront and
create a flea market to attract visitors.
Our team, including K.C. King and
Ida Sze, was called upon to work on
the project, and the first thing we
did was to visit Sai Kung many times,
to see and to listen to the site.
The kiosk and flea market idea
was intended to bring business there,
but it did not address the architectural
or larger urban context. We strongly
felt we could do a lot more, such
as making substantial changes to an
unloved existing garden and
reordering its relationship to the
waterfront. More importantly,
we needed to let people appreciate
why we were making these changes.
We encountered a lot of resistance.
Both the District Board and the LCSD
expressed strong concern that our
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scheme went far beyond installing
a few kiosks. Maybe to them, we were
blowing this way out of proportion,
and the departments all kicked up a
big fuss.
At this point, we invited the local
residents to have their say, and we
developed the idea for ‘origami’ boat
sculptures that represented folded old
newspapers that reported World War
II stories of bravery by local villagers.
With this design, we brought back lost
memories, and the elderly generation felt
respected. They identified with the
project and took ownership, helping to
successfully push through the project.
Fortunately, the project received an
HKIA award, and that helped us to
carry on with the subsequent phases.
You mean the Sai Kung Visual
Corridor, that sequence of spaces
from the Tin Hau temple to the pier
and the waterfront? What already
existed, and what changes were
made?
The Tin Hau temple, the three
squares, the open spaces they were
already there, but they happened to
be there also because of a 'Feng Shui
axis' from temple to waterfront.
They never had a coherent disposition
as maintenance projects were done
in a piecemeal manner. What we tried
to reinforce was the idea of a visual
corridor with a strong axis, restoring
the temple’s significance, and
reinstating its forecourt as a place for
gathering. Raised structures around
the basketball court were removed
to facilitate the erection of the
temporary bamboo theatre for ritual
performances (神功戲) in front of the
temple. We also proposed relocating
the carpark that used to blocked the
temple. This caused a lot of concern
to the Transport Department, but
luckily we were invited by the Planning
Department to remodel that area,
and eventually the idea was accepted.
The carpark relocation was finally
realised only years after I left ArchSD.

1

2

1 Big canopy,
Man Yee Playground
2 Sai Kung Waterfront Park
3 Cows drinking water
at the pond without railing,
Sai Kung Waterfront Park

Here we moved aside the children play
area and placed a very big canopy with
seating right in the middle. We wanted
to give the elderlies a welcome place
to rest. This time we had complaints
from the high-end restaurants who
thought this would affect their
business. We persuaded them that to
really be a part of Sai Kung, the place
needs to be inclusive. In fact, it
turns out to be the only place where,
tourists, expats, restaurant-goers,
locals, old and young, domestic
helpers can all mix and not be
segregated. The restaurants with al
fresco dining and the market nearby
help of course. Now, the Visual
Corridor project is even regarded
as a kind of design model for placemaking in local districts.
What other notable public space
projects would you like to share
with us?

The West Kowloon Temporary Park
is worth talking about because it is a
How about the Man Yee Playground, very simple design with minimum
effort, but maximum usage. What we
one of the squares which arguably
imagined was just an open space with
has the best social mix?

minimum architecture. We did
not impose boundaries, but wanted
people to generate activities
themselves. We salvaged and reused
garden furniture from Shek Kip Mei
Park before they went to the landfill.
Instead of a busy park like Victoria
Park that is packed with facilities, we
wanted to offer Hong Kong something
different, a quiet park to appreciate
the harbour. Built as a temporary
design, the park has lasted for 12 years
so far. It is going to be replaced soon
though, with the newly designed
permanent version endorsed by the
West Kowloon Cultural District Board.

3
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		 Editorial

Sectional
Commons

剖析市政大樓

Government Municipal Services Buildings
Hong Kong’s Municipal Services
Building (MSB) is a type of multipleuse civic architecture that houses
a wide range of civic and recreational
facilities within one s ingle building.
The vertical stacking of incongruent
programmes range from wet market,
cooked food stalls, multi-purpose
sports hall, library, to to government
offices as well as related community
amenities. The relentless
programmatic sandwiching has often
been attributed to an efficiencychasing technocratic mindset.
Yet the MSBs of different districts
vary from 3 to 14 storeys high, and
their programme mix are configured
by specific needs as well as the urban
situation of each district.
Before 1st January 2000, these civic
buildings were built and managed
by the Urban Council and Regional
Council which comprised of decision-

making citizen members elected from
each district. Now, MSBs fall under
the centralised remit mainly of
the Leisure and Cultural Services
Department (LCSD) and the Food and
Environmental Hygiene Department
(FEHD). The naming of ‘Complex’
and ‘Leisure and Cultural Building’
has emerged together with the
reduction of food market provision.
In recent years, the latter function
has been replaced by privatized
supermarkets and s hopping malls
within housing estates. Sharp price
hikes have increasingly put pressure
on many grassroots communities,
who have responded with calls for
the government to build more MSBs.
The need to better appreciate of MSBs
goes hand in hand with exploring
the design potential in new iterations
of this distinctive type of sectional
architectural commons of our city.
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1 To Kwa Wan Market and Government Offices (1984)
2 Ngau Chi Wan Municipal Services Building (1987)
3 Quarry Bay Municipal Services Building (1988)
4 Shek Tong Tsui Municipal Services (1992)
5 Yeung Uk Road Municipal Services Building (1990)
6 Hung Hom Municipal Services Building (1996)
7 Wong Nai Chung Municipal Services Building (1996)
8 Siu Sai Wan Complex (2011)
9 Tseung Kwan O Complex (2012)
10 Kowloon City Municipal Services Building (1988)

11 Kowloon City Municipal Services Building (1988)
12 Lei Yue Mun Municipal Services Building (2000)
13 Tung Chung Municipal Services Building (2010)
14 Ping Shan Tin Shui Wai Leisure and Cultural
Building (2013)
15 Smithfield Municipal Services Building (1996)
16 Lam Tin Complex (2013)
17 Kowloon City Municipal Services Building (1988)
18 Kowloon City Municipal Services Building (1988)
19 Fanling South Government Complex (2015)
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Feature					

Siu Sai Wan
Complex

Ronald Lu and Partners

呂元祥建築師

小西灣綜合大樓
Location			
Client 				
					
Completion Year 		
Award			

Siu Sai Wan, Hong Kong
Leisure and Cultural Services
Department, HKSAR Government
2010
2011 HKIA Merit Award

The Siu Sai Wan Complex provides
leisure and recreational facilities for
residents in the Eastern District
of Hong Kong Island. It comprises a
1000-seat multi-purpose arena,
two indoor swimming pools, a library,
a table tennis centre, a children’s play
room, two combinable activities
rooms and a 450-seat community hall.
The open and polymorphic
architectural form encourages public
interaction and minimizes energy
consumption. It aims to bring people
interaction on streets into the building. The journey begins via the grand
steps on street level at the front
entrance or at the upper level via the
existing footbridge that links with
the shopping mall and bus terminus
across Siu Sai Wan Road.
A “Vertical Street”, an atrium
of the Complex is created in the centre
where balconies, platforms, bridges,
stairs and escalators strategically
spiral up and provide access to the
different functions at various levels on
the two sides of the complex.
The “Vertical Street” allows people
to “join” the various activities/events
around the building as they travel,
with pockets spaces of varying qual
ities that are flexible to accommodate
different possibilities and to encourage
the happening of spontaneous
events which enrich the liveliness of
this building streetscape.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Community Hall
Small Library
Children’s Playroom
Indoor Swimming Pool
Multi-Purpose Activities Room
Multi-Purpose Activities Arena
Table Tennis Room
Atrium
Public Accessible Green Roof
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Feature 							

Architectural Services Department

Tseung Kwan O
Complex
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建築署

將軍澳綜合大樓
Location		
Client 		
				
Completion Year
Awards		
				
				

Tseung Kwan O, New Territories, Hong Kong
Leisure and Cultural Services Department,
HKSAR Government
2011
2012 HKIA Merit Award
2012 Green Building Merit Award,
New Buildings Category

The Tseung Kwan O Complex is a 10-storey civic centre
within the Hang Hau area, which consists of a community
sports complex and a government office building. To the
southwest of the site, the existing Pui Shing Garden forms
the complex’s forecourt. A main entrance is opened up
onto an existing piazza, an essential gathering place giving
a sense of arrival when entering into the complex.
The major public functions on the lower floors include a
Community Hall, an Indoor Recreation Centre (IRC),
consisting of a 1,200-seat Sports Arena and the Sai Kung
District Council. These are expressed playfully with a
projected timber box and several open terraces, facing the
park adjacent. The Public Enquiry Services Centre (PESC)
is separated from the main building, to stand alone as
ap
 avilion, at the edge of the boundary, where the Complex
meets with the garden. The PESC is therefore conceived
as a “connection point” between the public and the
government, maintaining a dialogue between the two.
Various Sai Kung District’s government offices,
including Food Environment & Health Department
(FEHD), Home Affairs Department (HAD) and Leisure &
Cultural Services Department (LCSD) do not have public
access. Visual linkage is created between the public
and private entities where one can view through a glazed
wall into the atrium of the Sports Complex. The atrium
is the main circulation spine of the Sports Complex and it
is glazed on both ends, responding to the Pui Shing
Garden and the Po Ning Road beyond. It also gives a clear
directional indication to the public, so that the space
“speaks” for itself directing the way to the Sports facilities.
Integrated green terraces and green roof are provided
to create a tranquil environment for the office occupants.
Communal staircases link up every two floors within
the government offices, not only to reduce the lift traffic,
but creating an interesting double height space between
floors. Roofed with skylight, some of these internal
staircases have become the most popular communication
space for the staff.

1 LCSD Office
2 FEHD Office
3 FEHD Office
4 Sai Kung District Office
5 Sai Kung District Office
6 Landscaped Roof
7 Conference Room
8 Arena
9 Multi-Purpose
10 Table Tennis
11 Fitness Room
12 Fitness Room
13 Link Bridge
14 Lobby
15 Public Enquiry Service Centre
1
2
3
4

6

5
8

7
9

10

11

12
14

13

15
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Feature 					

Youth
Square

A Journey of Exploration
of Youth Programmes
This is the winning design of the
International Open Competition for
the “Centre for Youth Development”
jointly held by the Hong Kong
Government and the Hong Kong
Institute of Architects in 2000. The
brief called for a 660-seat auditorium,
250-seat black box theatre, exhibition
space, multi-purpose rooms
and a 150 double-room youth hostel.
Our design scheme abandons
the norm of rigid and repetitive plan,
and advocates the open and interconnected floor plates for young people
to explore and venture. The design
also bravely reverts the traditional
central corridor to the external
perimeter and enlarges it to 5m wide.
The impromptu activities here make
changes to the inner facades,
which is malleable to time that makes
the a tmosphere special.
The scheme also takes into
consideration of the site context by
bridging the pedestrian footbridge
to our exhibition platform which then
gently blends with the garden
plane and then folds down to become
a triangular plaza taking people to
the auditorium entrance hall. Walking
upwards to the upper floors through
the different planes, staircases,
step ramps unfolds the variety of
programmes until one finally
reach the sky court within the hostel
at roof level.
To build a multi-purpose youth
facilities building in a small plot
of urban land and with the constraint
of a train viaduct, it was a big
challenge for us to overcome. When
the project was completed in 2008,
it was renamed to Youth Square
and managed by the Home Affairs
Department.

Meta4 Design Forum / P&T Architects and Engineers
Location		
Completion Year
Award		
				
				

Chai Wan, Hong Kong
2008
2000 Centre for Youth Development
International Competition 1st Prize
2008 ArchSD Merit Award

103

		 Editorial 				

Cultural
Reuse

Hong Kong’s first unintended artist village was formed
in the Former Government Supplies Department building
in North Point. Between 1998 — 2000, while the waterfront
site was awaiting auction, the vacant buildings were r ented
out as studios and venues to local artists as short-term
tenants at a very low cost. Over 33 artists and
art groups moved in, forming the sizeable Oil Street Artist
Village, giving birth to Hong Kong's first organically
evolved art community. In 2000, despite protests,
the artists were evicted and r elocated to the Cattle Depot
Artist Village in To Kwa Wan. The North Point site
was left vacant for more than 10 years before redevelopment
into high-rise hotel and offices.
The Cattle Depot Artist Village was converted from
the former Ma Tau Kok Animal Quarantine Depot, the only
surviving pre-war cattle slaughterhouse in Hong Kong.
Constructed in 1908, it operated as an abattoir and
quarantine base until mid-1999. Renovated in 2001 to host
the artists relocated from Oil Street, the venue currently
hosts 12 tenants, including individual artists and artistic
organisations. The Depot compound was confirmed as
a Grade II historic building in 2009.
In 2013, in response to earlier protests, the government
initiated Oil Street Art Space (Oi!) to promote community
art and nurture young artists. It occupies the Former
Royal Yacht Club (1908 Grade II historic “Arts and Crafts”
building) adjacent the demolished Government
Supplies Department. Unlike the previous artist village
which o
 ffered space for production as well as exhibition,
Oi! focuses on providing an engaging platform for
exhibitions, forums and an interface for art-community
co-creations.
More cultural hubs reviving industrial heritage in the
city emerged after the case of Oil Street. There is the more
formal establishment of the Jockey Club Creative Arts
Centre ( JCCAC) in the former Shek Kip Mei Factory
Estate. Organic artist communities are also growing in
Fotan, Kowloon Bay and San Po Kong, ‘illegally’ c olonizing
vacant factory spaces that resulted from the decline
of l ocal manufacturing industries. Yet the continued
misalignment of government policy with current evolved
uses can clearly be seen in the series of incidents evicting
Hidden Agenda, a live house venue in a Kwun Tong factory
building. It remains both an issue and an opportunity
for the government to review strategies on the cultural
reuse of available spaces in the city.

文化再生
1

2

3

1 Former Government Supplies Department
building, North Point (demolished)
© 2017 Courtesy Almond Chu Studio
2 Oil Street Art Space
3 Cattle Depot Artist Space
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Feature 					

Tai Po
Green Hub
綠匯學苑

Built in 1899, the Old Tai Po Police Station (OTPPS) was
the first permanent police station and the first permanent
building of the British colonial government in the
New Territories of Hong Kong after the New Territories
was leased to the British from Qing Dynasty under
the Convention for the Extension of Hong Kong Territory
(1898). OTPPS is one of the oldest and best preserved
reminders of British rule in Hong Kong. It is a Grade 1
listed historic building. OTPPS was transformed
in a “Green Hub for Sustainable Living” under Batch II of
the Revitalising Historic Buildings Through Partnership
Scheme. It is now a centre for developing, teaching
and promoting small, affordable and meaningful strategies
for low-carbon living.

Meta4 Design Forum Limited / Thomas Chow Architects
Location			
Client 				
Completion Year 		
Award			
					
					

Tai Po, New Territories, Hong Kong
Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden
2015
2016 Honourable Mention,
UNESCO Asia-Pacific Awards on
Cultural Heritage Conservation

The primary emphasis of the design has been on
revitalizing historic and architectural heritage
and promoting a wider appreciation of ecological and
cultural heritage in Hong Kong. New programmes
are designed to be fitted into the existing building layout.
Original building structure and architectural elements
are purposely restored. Natural lighting and ventilation are
utilized with minimal artificial lighting and air
conditioning installed. The adjacent habitat of Tai Po
Market Egretry, Old and Valuable Trees and most
trees within the site are protected and retained.
The landscape is restored and enhanced. New gardens of
various plant species enrich the wildlife’s habitats.

Feature 				

Meta4 Design Forum Ltd / P&T Architects and Engineer

Jockey Club
Creative Arts Centre

巴馬丹拿
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賽馬會創意藝術中心

Location		
Client 		
				
				
				
Completion Year
Award		

The former Shek Kip Mei Factory (1977)
is a living record of the past and shares
many distinct characters of the now
extinct Mark I public housing. From
now on, it takes on a further identity
and will bear witness to the formation
of a new art community.
The original blueprint and the
socio-architectural significance are
respected. The central court, balcony
corridors, factory units and historical
relics are all adaptively reused. New
facilities are introduced and versatile
spaces are carved out from existing

Shek Kip Mei, Kowloon, Hong Kong
Jockey Club Creative Arts Centre, Home Affairs Bureau,
HKSAR Government, Hong Kong Baptist University,
The Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust, Hong Kong Arts
Development Council, Hong Kong Arts Centre
2008
2008 HKIA Medal of the Year Award

structures as places for coalition and to
catalyze the formation of a creative
community platform.
JCCAC reconstructs and redefines
the strong social bonding of old
days between factory and district. It is a
canvas on which our collective memories are continually recorded, just as
what the balcony corridors have done in
the past. JCCAC is not a simple arch
itectural alteration done in one stroke,
but the beginning of an on-going
transformation process of the cultural
environment of Hong Kong at large.
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			Interview							

Architecture
in an Age of Scepticism
Chung Wah Nan
on Design, Identity
and Inheritance

1

Interviewers
Thomas Chung
Lai Jing Chu

鍾華楠談設計、身份與繼承

An erudite doyen of Hong Kong architecture, Chung
Wah Nan is known for his diverse talents, humanistic
spirit and longstanding advocacy for local arch
itectural culture. Born and brought up in Hong Kong,
with a short interlude in the mainland during WWII,
Chung went on to graduate from the Bartlett School
of Architecture in 1959. He worked briefly in London
before returning to his roots to start his own practice,
later setting up shop with Alan Fitch for a productive
decade and a half until the latter’s retirement in 1985.
Chung designed the city’s first ever Peak Tower
(design concept in 1968, completion in 1971, open to
public in 1972), icon of a generation, Lok Fu Complex
(1985) and Lockhart Road Municipal Services
Building (1987) for locals, as well as memorable
pavilion designs in public parks. Navigating between
his great appreciation of Western modernity and
affection for traditional Chinese culture, Chung has
published widely in English and Chinese, including
The Art of Chinese Gardens (1982), The Inheritance of
Pavilion 亭的繼承 (1989) and Contemporary
Architecture in Hong Kong (1989), one of the earliest
attempts at cohering a narrative of Hong Kong’s
modern architectural development.
Inaugurating the institute’s journal when
president in 1995, Chung illuminated the early issues
with his satirical sketches. He continues with
his tongue-in-cheek humour below as he recounts his
life’s practice and shares his observations on
putative shifts in the city’s architectural culture and
profession.
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Occupy
Could you share with us a little
bit about your architectural
background, when and how you
started your practice?

at the RIBA Headquarters at Portland
Place, Monica Pidgeon, then editor
of Architectural Review, said to me that
she would be grateful if I could
give her best regards to her overseas
correspondent Alan Fitch who
Chung Wah Nan
was working in the A.O., Public Works
I chose to study architecture in
Department in Hong Kong. Months
England simply because it was
later, I returned and visited Alan Fitch
the cheapest compared with Australia, and our relations got closer and closer
Canada and U.S.A. By the time I
as we talked about architecture. Alan
started my first year in 1954 I was 23
was recruited from England to design
due to the war and my ‘low intel
the City Hall in Hong Kong. He told
ligence’. Graduating as the oldest stu- me that he would like to team up with
dent in the class, I then worked for 3
me one day. We both believed that
different firms in London for 3.5 years. our office should only handle projects
I returned to Hong Kong in 1962
that we could personally supervise
and started my office in 1964, the same or control, say, with a maximum of 15
year my Swiss wife gave birth to a little persons each. The office, therefore,
baby boy. Between 1964 — 67 was a bad should not grow over 35 or 36 persons,
time, with the bank-run in 1966 and the including secretaries, drivers, and a
messenger.
Cultural Revolution spilling into
Then we talked about profit and
Hong Kong in 1967. It not only ended
all architectural practice but
loss. I proposed that he should have
also became life-threatening for all
60% and I 40% because he was quite
foreigners. I bought air tickets for my
well known and I was anonymous;
he had four children and I had only
little family of three to fly to
Switzerland. Two days before the
one. He said “No.” Then I proposed
flight, Horace Kadoorie wanted
70% and 30%. He said “No. Either
to see me about a job which turned out 50/50 or nothing”. He said that most
partnerships in Hong Kong failed
to be the Peak Tower.
It was a dramatic meeting with the because they started on an unfair
basis. The partnership lasted until
Kadoorie brothers (elder brother
Alan’s retirement. 1970 — 1985 were the
Lawrence). When Horace explained
happiest 15 years in my professional
his intention, I said I had three
conditions for taking on this job: first, career, as I did not have to worry about
no negotiation on fees which they
the business side of the practice.
accepted; second, no time limit for
Due to our belief, we had to say ‘no’
submissions which they too agreed;
to some very powerful people (and,
and lastly, I don’t want to see the
thus, offended them) because we just
Lease Conditions.
could not deliver within the time
The Kadoories had difficulty
they required. We did not want to grow
understanding this as they said, “If
into a large firm.
you don’t read the Lease Conditions
how can you design?” To which I
What drives you to research, write,
replied, “if I read the conditions, my
and survey architecture?
design would be a glorified 4-storey
warehouse.” They eventually accepted. ‘In search for identity’ was, and still is,
I named these tough conditions
the main drive. I had this urge as
because I had nothing to lose.
a Chinese student in the UK among
The worst would be I fly to Switzerland other foreign students to find out
to milk cows for my Father-in-law
not only in architecture, but also in
painting, sculpture, music, and,
who operated a farm in Sevelen.
Coming back to your question
especially, in literature, how the
— my practice, at one point, joined
Chinese are different from all others.
Contemporary Architecture in
partnership with Alan Fitch. Back
in London, when I attended a tea party Hong Kong and other publications are

2

efforts to identify how locality and
tradition influence design.
Contemporary Architecture in Hong Kong
Vol. 2 failed to materialize as I failed
to find a donor. For the first volume I
relied on two very enthusiastic
and supportive staff and friends, who
helped me after office hours without
pay. The book had lots of typograph
ical mistakes as the publisher didn’t
give me a typed copy for proofreading
but relied on my handwritten script
and a Russian editor. Denys Lasdun
wrote back to me, “What do you mean
by Age of Sculpticism?” While I
actually wrote ‘Architecture in an Age
of Scepticism’, which was the title
of Lasdun’s book!
The only reason the publisher gave
was that they were in a rush to exhibit
the book in the International Book
Fair in Munich. The cover of book,
designed by me, won a prize anyway.
In your book’s introduction, you
mentioned that Hong Kong
has modern architecture but never
really a ‘modern movement’.
Could you elaborate on that?
I actually meant ‘Modernist
Movement’ with a capital M. Hong
Kong’s modern buildings since the
1930s depended on whoever British
expatriates the government could
recruit. Some of their designs
had some Modernist influence from
Europe. But there was not even a
minor Modern Movement, such as in
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Britain like the Tecton Group cofounded by Berthold Lubetkin (1930s);
or the Pentagram partnership
(1950s —1970s) headed by Theo Crosby.
The expatriate architects did not
form any group with any manifesto of
architectural design.
For any movement to be formed,
I expect some theoretical declaration
and experiments, and declaration
again with repeated experiments …
then eventually a movement is born.
It’s similar in painting, calligraphy and
music.
There is still no ‘Architectural
Movement’ in Hong Kong, with
or without capital Ms! There are many
reasons for this. The most essential
reason is that we did not have an
Industrial Revolution in Hong Kong or
China. Ever since the 1980s when
the economy picked up and Lord
Foster built his HSBC, Hong Kong has
become an exhibition platform for
international architects.
The property development nouveau riche employed internationally
famous architects for their projects,

4

not purely because of their appreciation of architecture but mainly because they believe their products can
sell better and enhance their company’s image. This adoration, I think,
started with the government through
the International Architectural
Competitions. Local firms had to pair
up with a foreign firm as one of the
conditions for participation in the
1980s government-run competitions.
I don’t understand this inferiority
complex. If local architects do not get
the opportunity to do large or important work we will never have the experience to grow, to mature. I hope this
inferiority complex will leave the
government and developers one day.
What was it like to work with the
Housing Authority and ArchSD between the 1960s and 1980s? How
do design considerations for the
common spaces of the different social sectors differ back then?
In the 1960s and 70s the relationship
between government officials and private professionals was more personal.
Directors of government departments
and also some of the private sectors
took personal pride, as well as risk,
in trusting the ability of private
architects who, in turn, accomplished
and delivered the goods. It was under
such conditions and atmosphere that

I worked on the projects of ArchSD
and HA. I remember David McDonald
rang me up and asked, “Are you interested in designing the Government
Pavilion?” I answered, “Yes.” Then he
remarked, “Can I entrust you with
the project?” I answered, “Definitely!
Leave it to me.” That was the verbal
contract and I would have fought with
my life to defend what I promised.
For the Lok Fu Project I would have
defended my same verbal promise
I gave to Donald Liao that I would do a
good job.
I enjoyed doing the Junction Road
Park which was only a reprovision
item. The reprovision of a relatively
small open space in Lok Fu Project
(Phase III Site) by Junction Road Park
is, by my memory is ten times the
original space. It was a very generous
reprovision, not only to Lok Fu
residents but also beneficial to
Kowloon City residents — an extraord
inary open space for common people!
Basically, the high officials in
government were willing to personally
commit for the good of the general
public, out of a sense of moral duty
as officials. Nowadays, the press media
and the Legco Members are so
hyper-sensitive to looking for scandals,
and turning scandals into politics,
and vice versa, that no one, officials or
otherwise, would dare to do anything
good to the common people.
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The Former Peak Tower was surely
the highest placed public architecture along the Hong Kong island
skyline. It was part of the collective
memory of a whole generation.
How did the design process begin,
and how did you come up with the
iconic form?
I visited the site many times from various angles, and took my time to take
pictures since there was no time limit.
I realized that the silhouette
of my design would be extremely
important in that prominent location.
Secondly, whatever I do it must
not be too dominating because I must
respect the skyline which had been
there before. Thirdly, visitors to the
new building must be able to see clearly both sides of the park — the Victoria
Harbour and the Pacific Ocean.
Finally, the building form must be
culturally familiar to the locals —
borrowing from the ancient Chinese
city gate and watch tower forms and
the idea of “solid below afloat on top”
（下堅上浮）, developing from these
the design with a rounded top volume
supported on twin columns floating
above a base block that was nicknamed by the press lu-feng (爐峰) meaning top of incense burner.
What do you think of Sir Terry
Farrell’s subsequent design?
When I was invited to join a limited
architectural competition for the new
Peak Terminal, I was fully aware that
the invitation was out of politeness.
Terry Farrell was not a Sir yet at hat
time. Like Norman Foster before him,
and Denys Lasdun before that … all bestowed with the honour of ‘Sir’ or ‘Lord’
in view of their professional success.
My assessment of Farrell’s design
was technically modern and of its
time; quite eye-catching and
dominates the landscape. But the
design was not complimentary to the
skyline. One local Chinese press at
the time was quite sarcastic in calling
it a big ‘wok’ (大鑊) to replace the
incense burner which is a symbol for
the younger generation to respect and
commemorate their elders.

I have no complaint because the client
who invited Farrell did not have
the knowledge of this culture himself
either. It is a moral issue and not an
architectural one. They were also alien
to the sensibility of the ancient skyline.
I deliberately expressed the contour
line when the ‘city wall’ met the ground
by means of a suspended wall. The city
wall ultimately looked as if it is grown
out of the mountain.
Could you share with us your design
ideas and processes for the Lok Fu
Complex as a local commons?
At Lok Fu, we wanted to prove that a
project could be made socially
cheerful and architecturally exciting at
low budget. The project was extremely
challenging to me as it spread into
seven years, but we enjoyed the work.
We spent a lot of energy and effort
in designing and providing public open
areas with landscaping and Chinese
traditional features. We wanted the
dwellers to have a sense of belonging.
The feeling is different for a visitor
visiting the Peak Tower — a feeling that
‘I have been here（到此一遊）and I have
seen Hong Kong!’ In Lok Fu, what we
lack in glamourous finishes we gained
in space organization. You cannot find
such generous open spaces in private
developments.
The fun started around the MTR
station with a series of up and down
continuous pockets of space, all tied
up together by a stepped waterfall.
The original proposal had a clock tow-

er which would have been a district
symbol. There would have been a
vertical circulation from the top of the
clock tower right down to the bottom
public open space outside the project
boundary, where Wang Tau Hom
South Road meets Wang Tau Hom
East Road and Fu Mei Street East.
The dynamic horizontal movement is
created by a 2-storey commercial
building, spreading across Wang Tau
Hom South Road to Phase II and III
Areas with open courtyards.
My own vision was for this ‘movement’ of buildings and open courtyards to be repeated and continue
northward until it meets Lung Cheung
Road, like the classical Chinese
Temple (for example, the Confucius
Temple in Shandong, with continuous
buildings and open courts). Over the
next 20 years other architects
would contribute, in different design
and style, but with one common
denominator — open courts, one after
another, to link up and form one
urban project.

5
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Having lived through major
historical events and witnessed
the change of society and culture
over the decades, what are your
views on the quality of Hong Kong
public spaces — such as the
harbourfront promenades, and how
they have evolved?
During the Japanese invasion (1941 —
1945), I lived mainly in a farming
village in Xinhui, and for a
short period in occupied Canton
(Guangzhou). I fully understood in my
early teens that when you lose your
country you lose your independence;
and your life was completely in the
hands of your enemy. In the colonial
days, nobody could own any land
along the coast, for fear of pirates
(since the 19th Century); and later on
for fear of mainland refugees
swimming to Hong Kong landing on
the nearest coast.
The 21st Century problem of
Central’s harbourfront is mainly one
of commercial benefit dispute; while
the Tamar site is a political issue.
Central’s business district is
restrained as much as possible by
interested parties in order to retain the
value of property in Central. This issue
is very complicated and requires
many stakeholders coming together to
resolve different interests.
How might we create better public
environments by revisiting some
of the Chinese traditional ways
of constructing space, such as the
Chinese garden or pavilions, etc.?
When I was studying and working in
the UK I felt the need for identity most
strongly. Most of the time you asked
yourself, and other times your friends
asked you: how, and in what way,
are you different from Europeans?
I then started learning Chinese and
European classics (history, philosophy
and literature) urgently and eagerly,
not to find out the superiority
or inferiority but the difference. In
architecture, I think European
technology was, and still is, superior,
but in architectural culture we are not
inferior, we are just different. We must

7

bear in mind that public a reas are
not traditional in Chinese architectural
culture. Public places in China only
started in the early 20th century.
Unless someone can show me I cannot
find any public space in the
history of Chinese architecture that is
comparable to the Greek agora,
Roman forum, or English medieval
small town square, Italian piazza,
or the grand vista of Versailles!
For all these European public
spaces, the Commons were conceived
together with the buildings
and formed part of the project, not the
‘leftover’ of the project. The
piazza and the surrounding buildings
complement each other. For future
development of Commons in Hong
Kong, I hope this complementary
relationship will one day become
reality.
In closing, how can an architect
practicing in Hong Kong best
contribute to the common good
of the city?
Many of us talk freely about our
contribution to architecture,
forgetting that we need someone to
commission us before we can design
and build anything. We are not
like painters, sculptors, poets or
music composers who can create and
contribute without a client. In a

s ociety where architects are respected,
like in the UK, your contribution as
an architect is not only acknowledged
but honoured. In Hong Kong we
would be lucky if we get paid in full
without getting verbally abused;
or a letter of litigation!
However, an architect can teach,
be a critic of buildings, society or
government. After graduation,
normally, an architect has to make a
living by working to becoming a
designer, office manager, or project
manager. More so in the West,
perhaps, one can become an
architectural writer, critic, publisher,
depending on his or her ability,
inclination, and opportunity.
By my personal experience, so far,
I find working on projects with all my
heart and soul, designing buildings for
bread and butter, teaching and writing
for contribution to the common good
of the city quite rewarding.
1 “My friend Nan telling us one of his jokes.”
Portrait Sketch by François Roy, 2010
2 Lu-feng in the ancient skyline.
Photo Credit: M+ Collection
3 Design Collage.
Photo Credit: M+ Collection
4 Comics of the development of lu-feng
5 Chung Wah Nan with Alan Fitch
6 View of the Victoria Harbour towards Kowloon,
1972. Photo Credit: Public Records Office,
Government Records Service, HKSARG
7 Model of Lok Fu Complex
8 Section of the First Peak Tower.
→  8
Courtesy: Hong Kong Heritage Project
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Architectural Practice
of the Post-Occupy Era
後佔領時代的建築實踐

A new generation of
architects, including
Assemble in the UK that
won the Turner Prize
(2015), Alejandro Aravena
in Chile who won the
Pritzker Prize (2016), and
Studio Mumbai in India,
is thriving. The rise to
prominence of this new
generation of architects
coincides with the world
financial crisis at 2008
and the subsequent
worldwide Occupy
Movements.

They are practicing with rigour,
underwritten by a sense of purpose.
They are revolting against the older
architects of the 1980s generation,
by doing what some of those would
say is not Architecture, and yet
they are redefining the paradigm of
architectural practice.

A Showroom for Granby Workshop, Assemble, 2015. © Ben Quinton at Lo And Behold Productions

Life used to be simpler for architects.
In the post-second world war era,
many architects working in Western
countries designed public projects
under state ownership. Since the
projects were funded and operated by
the welfare state, architects would
intimate that they were also building
public goods and furthering public
interests. Parliamentary democracies
and the post war social settlement
allowed the conflation to appear
credible.
The demolition of the post war
social consensus, spearheaded by
Thatcher and Reagan in the 1980s,
put paid to that conceit. Tens of
thousands of architects were out of a
job with the collapse of the state
sponsored welfare building programs
in the Anglo Saxon economies.
Smart architects of that era saw it
coming. So Peter Eisenman would say
that his Jewish Holocaust Memorial
has “no meaning” beyond the
experience of pure form. Architects
could be amoral, ready to work with
any regime, or corporation, in the
service of creating Architecture. What
Thatcher, Reagan and the neo-liberal

boys could not foresee, was that their
version of the world was short lived.
It was bankrupted by the 2008
world fi
 nancial crisis. Donald Trump
and Brexit finished off the rest.
Contemporary practice, including
that of the “starchitects” who cut
their teeth in the 1980s, and complicit
in the building the neo-liberal worldview, were found intellectually,
and economically wanting. The gravy
train had stopped.
In the post-crash era, many arch
itects have been looking for fresh
directions, and new ways of practice
that would make the architectural
profession relevant to the contemporary post-Occupy world. They are
disrupting many of the established
mindsets of the 1980s generation and
advancing into new territories of
practice. These advancements are
particularly visible in three aspects:
the engage-ment in public space, the
construct of social forms, and the
focus on architectural practice. Taken
together, these developments have the
potential of repositioning architectual
practice as the pre-eminent socio-cultural practice of the post-Occupy world.
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Engaging Public Space
Firstly, architects are now engaged in
the construct of public space in the
philosophical sense of the word. This
is illustrated by the Granby Street
project that won the Turner Prize 2015
for Assemble, and in their own words:

“Granby Street was once a lively
high street at the centre of
Liverpool’s most racially and
ethnically diverse community.
The demolition of all but four of
Granby’s streets of Victorian
terraces during decades of ‘regeneration’ initiatives saw a once
thriving community scattered,
and left the remaining “Granby
Four Streets” sparsely populated
and filled with tinned up houses.
The resourceful, creative
actions of a group of residents
were fundamental to finally
bringing these streets out of
dereliction and back into use. In
2011 they entered into an innovative form of community land
ownership, the Granby Four
Streets Community Land Trust
(CLT) with the intention of bringing empty homes back into use
as affordable housing. Assemble
worked with the Granby Four
Streets CLT and Steinbeck
Studios to present a sustainable
and incremental vision for the
area that builds on the hard work
already done by local residents
and translates it to the refurbishment of housing, public space
and the provision of new work
and enterprise opportunities.
The approach is characterized by celebrating the value of
the area’s architectural and
cultural heritage, supporting
public involvement and partnership working, offering local
training and employment opportunities and nurturing the
resourcefulness and DIY spirit
that defines the four streets.”
For many architects, space is the
physical void that has dimensions,
and that one can design and manipulate. For philosophers and political

theorists, space means something
completely different. Space is a property of the mind, part of the apparatus
through which we perceive the world.
For Hannah Arendt the political theorist, “the aim of politics is to provide a
public space in which citizens can act
excellently and reveal themselves as
individuals in their action”. By actively
engaging in the provision of public
space, architects such as Assemble
are once again making architectural
practice an important part of the
governance process, returning architectural practice to its original pos
ition in society, as an integral part of
the functioning of the body politics.

world. It disrupts and reconstructs
the conventional power relationship
between governments, property
developers, and the impoverish immigrant population.

Practicing Architectural Know-how
Thirdly, architects should focus
on the practice of architectural knowhow, rather than agonizing over
whether something is, or is not
Architecture. Some people would say
these practices are not really doing
Architecture, just social work. But
that is missing the point. They perform important architectural practice.
The new generation is overthrowing
the 1980s’ generation’s assertion that
the main objective of architects
Constructing Social Forms
should be in producing Architecture.
Secondly, architectural practice
This is timely. The current process
should go beyond the construct of
that defines Architecture is opaque
tangible and physical forms, and enand arbitrary, and the logic is quescompasses the construct of nonphysical forms, including social forms tionable when seriously examined by
professional philosophers. As conand politico-economic forms. The
fessed by Reyner Banham, in possibly
importance of the work by Assemble
and Aravena lies in the re-construction his greatest, and deathbed essay :
“A Black Box — The Secret profession
of social forms. They redefine the
social form of the relationships
of Architecture”, the process that
between the establishments and the
defines Architecture is analogous to a
impoverish residents. The work by
black box, a cultural practice of
Studio Mumbai is significant because
a smallsegment of the western elites.
they are re-constructing the social
Banham pointed out the dilemma of
form of the employer/ workers
the contemporary architectural profesrelationship in India.
sion, of which there would be no
The idea of social architecture
way to win. “It could permit itself to be
is not new. It has always been part of
opened up to the understandings
European Modernism since the
of the profane and the vulgar, at the
risk of destroying itself in the process.
beginning. In the post-second world
Or it could close ranks and continue
war era, architects in Europe constructed the welfare states. This era of as a conspiracy of secrecy, but perpetually open to the suspicion, among
Social Architecture ended in the
the general public, that there may
1980s. For the past thirty years, in
be nothing at all inside the black box,
polite architectural circles, social
form and political form had nothing
except a mystery for its own sake.”
to do with Architecture. Architects
By focusing on architectural pracsuch as Aravena show that architectice, and embracing the process of
tural practice does not have to limit to the application of architectural know
the provision of physical shape forms. how to the betterment of human
They return architectural practice to
happiness, architects have an avenue
its original rightful position as an
to get out of this lose /lose dilemma
important component of the construct that had bedeviled the profession for
of social forms. The Open Source
the past thirty years, and at last again
housing project by Aravena’s practice allow the architectural profession
Elemental influences governments
to regain a significant, powerful and
globally in the treatment and attitude central role in the building of a brighter
to mass migration in the developing
future for mankind.
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Conflating
Practices
羅建中談結合實踐

Chris Law on Action Research and
Mediated Practice

Interviewers
Thomas Chung
Lai Jing Chu

A leading practitioner, Chris Law is
one of the few Hong Kong architects
whose reach extends to an international
audience, Hong Kong’s institutional
establishment, as well as the local
community. Graduated from Bartlett
School of Architecture in the UK, he is
founding director of international
design practice Oval Partnership, with
offices in London, Liverpool, Beijing,
Shanghai, and Hong Kong. Significant
commercial projects include Sanlitun
Taikoo Li in Beijing and Star Street
Revitalization in Hong Kong. As chief
curator of the 13th Venice Biennale
Hong Kong Exhibition under David
Chipperfield’s Common Ground (2012),
his acclaimed exhibition Ghostwriting
the Future 1 e xplored Hong Kong’s
public space discourse within the global
context.
Over the years, Law has champ
ioned the pursuit of spatial justice
as an architect, while also taking on

many public roles in the committees of
WKCDA, EKEO, and the Energy
Advisory Committee amongst others.
He spearheaded the Lee Tung Street
(Wedding Card Street) 2 counterproposal,
and has been involved closely with
different district advocacies to raise
awareness of the importance of quality
public space. In recent years, Law
initiated Very Hong Kong Foundation,
an independent cultural engagement
platform which supports events that
reclaim Hong Kong’s public grounds,
and Urban Diaries, a journalistic
research initiative which collects narratives of the city’s local communities.
In this interview, Law critically
reflects on architectural and urban
practices, and elaborates on ‘action
research’, ‘middleware’ and constructing
new social forms as ways forward for
architects to negotiate the increasingly
complex and mediated world of
contemporary practice.
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Occupy
How do you understand the term
“Commons” in the context of Hong
Kong?
Chris Law
The ‘Commons’, originally an abstract
concept that found a clear manifestation in England in the ‘Village
Commons’, is more than about the
communal, or the shared good. The
village commons encapsulate shared
values, beliefs, duties, codes of
behaviour and the way of life that is,
to a certain extent, instinctive.
In Hong Kong, we can see a great
manifestation of the ‘Commons’
in the country parks of the city. It is
one of the reasons why any attack
on our country parks, irrespective of
its rationale, is perceived by many as
causing grievous harm to Hong Kong.

Public music performance on Starstreet Precinct.

How does your take on ‘Commons’
influence your practice ethos? Can
you explain through a particular
project?
The Star Street Revitalization Project
was an attempt by the public sector,
the private sector and the local community to build a consensus on how
to improve the urban quarters of Star
Street. The project started with a popup exhibition and meeting space on
Sun Street. We solicited the view of
the community through exhibitions,
public meetings, and interviews, we
learnt from our public engagement
that the local people wanted to improve the accessibility and the amenity,
without sacrificing the historic
character of the 150 years old district.
We implemented a series of public
space improvement. We engaged
a historian ( Jason Wordie) to help us
identify the history of the district and

to tell the stories through design and
signage. We retained the original
character and atmosphere of the area.
2012 Venice Biennale
HK Pavilion
In 2012, you represented Hong
Kong in curating the Hong Kong
Pavilion in David Chipperfield’s
Common Ground, Venice Biennale.
The exhibition, titled Inter/Intra
cities: Ghostwriting the future,
surrounded the issues in SouthEast Kowloon. What were you trying
to convey to the world through this
exhibition, or how did this exhib
ition add to the global discourse?
I was trying to tell the complex stories
of what was happening to the place
and the people in East Kowloon, in
the light of one of the most ambitious
urban regeneration efforts in the
world. One can see the future of Hong
Kong people in the development of
Kowloon East — it is where the concept
of ‘Commons’ becomes useful.
East Kowloon could be the golden
opportunity for the next generation of
Hong-Kongers to develop to their
full potential — if it went in the right
direction.

Why do you think these initiatives
are necessary?
Action research feed through into daily
practice. It is a way to develop what
we do, and how we do it as architects.
How have these initiatives developed over the years, and have they
been able to influence the public
understanding of Commons?
The public in many ways are leading
us. When we started doing heritage
and sustainability advocacies and research in the late 1990s in Hong Kong,
no one thought it would become
mainstream as it is today. Urban
spatial politics will become, if it
is not already, mainstream within the
next five years in the world, including
Hong Kong.
At what point do these ‘soft’
 ngagements meet the ‘hard’
e
(or formal) production of buildings?

The key issue is not the software or the
hardware. In my experience, the
missing key is often the middleware.
The middleware is what make the
different pieces of software work with
each other and work with the hardPublic engagement
ware. In an i-phone or an Android
and initiatives
phone the middleware enables the
Would you call your initiatives such more than one million mobile applic
as Very Hong Kong and Urban Diary ations (software) to work with each
a form of activism? How do we
other and to work with the hardware.
classify these types of initiatives?
In the physical environment,
architects have an irreplaceable role
Very Hong Kong and Urban Diary are
in the construct of the middleware
action research projects in architecthat enable and empower people
tural practice. Architectural practice
to work with each other to make use of
has always been complicit, and
the urban fabrics and the buildings.
sometimes instrumental in facilitatArchitects should play major roles in
ing the construct of social forms,
whether architects admitted it or not.
Very Hong Kong is a research on the
construct of public space in Hong
Kong, while Urban Diary is a research
on the role of autonomous agencies in
the construct of urban narratives.
1 The Oval Partnership, “Hong
Kong Exhibition 13th Venice
Biennale”, [online pamphlet], 19
July, 2013, www.issuu.com/oval-uk/
docs/130719_book9x7_venice, (accessed 6 July, 2017)

2 Winnie Chau, “Our town”, HK
Magazine, 10 Oct, 2008, [Online
Archive], www.web.archive.org/
web/20081014034638/
www.hk-magazine.com/feature/
our-town, (accessed 6 July, 2017)

Interior view of the Hong Kong pavilion of the 13th
Venice Biennale.
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urban decision making, brief (programme) formulation, user and stakeholder contract formulation, formulation of user guidelines and codes
of conduct, continuous monitoring of
stakeholder feedback and performance, incremental improvement of
urban fabrics and buildings, mobile
applications and other platforms
to help people, including the elderly,
to make better use of, or have a better
quality of life, in the cities or
buildings. As in the middleware in an
i-phone, the formulation of middleware for cities and buildings r equires a
huge amount of innovation, creativity,
design flair, and architectural spatial
know how. Architects are in the best
position to lead this effort.
Currently there is a dire shortage
of middleware in c ities and we
need to catch up so that cities and
buildings can function better and to
improve.
What was the most memorable
Urban Diary interview/ Very Hong
Kong event for you?
The Very DVRC3 in September 2016,
we closed down the vehicular traffic
of Des Voeux Road for a Sunday. I
hope it helped to extend the common
imagination as to the potential of Des
Voeux Road.
Hong Kong urban development
and public spaces
How useful is the distinction between formal/informal architectural intervention to the daily practice
of architects?
The idea of formal and informal, in
my experience, is clear as a concept,
yet not very useful in practice, when
one has to deal with the facilitation of
the future of informality. Both
the f ormal and informal can be better
understood through the devices
of thought of 1) ‘tangible forms’, that
architects usually deal with and
acknowledge, and 2) ‘intangible
forms’ social, economic and political
ideals, networks and controls, that
architects actually also deal with, and
certainly in complicit albeit often

claiming unknowingly and in denial.
In my experience now architectural
practice in the contemporary world
inevitably encompasses the construct
of both tangible forms and intangible
forms, the sooner the architectural
profession acknowledges and embraces it, the better the chance it will have
in making a serious impact and playing a central role in the building of a
better future for the community.
The myriad of harbourfront developments are bringing about a
radical evolution in the urban landscape in the most prominent areas
of Hong Kong, engendering different types of public spaces that
Hong Kongers had never had in the
past. How would these gigantic
urban constructions transform
social relationships in the city?
Grand infrastructural projects will
have major impacts on the city,
raising numerous issues, such as who
gets to use the best site by the harbour, how culture would be produced
and consumed, and who has the power
to control these resources. We see
on the news every day attempts to
balance these conflicting demands. It
is not easy. The dominant framework
in handling these mega-projects is
one of managerial and administrative
— that is, to claim that these projects
are technical and apolitical.
The power relationship is hidden. And
partly because of this approach,
the grand projects in Hong Kong never
get the public support and participation that similar projects enjoy in
other countries. Looking forward, on
a more p
 ositive note, in the age of
Instagram, Youtube, Pinterest, Gigeconomy, civic hackers, and
independent software developers, the
building of social forms will certainly
not be determined by the power
structural process inherent in urban
forms. The power relationship will be
much more complex, and hopefully,
more interesting. The process will
enable new social forms to emerge.
Today, the Hong Kong public often
complain about the ‘over-budget-

羅建中			

ing’ of public buildings and
i nfrastructure. Do architects have
the responsibility to keep public
building construction costs low, or
should they fight for higher quality
architectural products?
We need to have a framework to give
the government and the public
sound and impartial advice on how to
use money wisely on Architecture
and Design. Money well spent on
Architecture is good long-term investment, for the development of culture,
creative industries, city identity and
the building of business confidence.
Money badly spent, whether on
a low cost or high cost building, is a
waste. We should create a position
of the Commissioner of Architecture
and Design, filled by an internationally
respected architectural critic or
architect,togivetheHongKongGovernment and public impartial advice
on architectural matters for the city
and to engage the stakeholders
in the city to give feedback on such
matters, before giving the final
recommendations.
3 Walk DVRC, “Very DRC”,
www.dvrc.hk/very-dvrc/, 2016,
(accessed 6 July, 2017).

Fashion show held on Star Street Precinct
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POSPD:

「私人發展公眾休憩空間」:
The idea of ‘commons’ is not common
in Hong Kong.
Given that the British Colonial Government had governed
the city for more than a century, people still tend to reserve
a limited understanding of how public rights can be exercised locally. The tendency is more towards an ambiguity
of spatial occupancy within the overall public realm. The
demarcation of territories is blurred such that an elasticity
of boundary line allows flexibility of uses without any formal agreements between spatial users and venue managers.
This concept of ‘sharing’ at different time slots is understood as mutual social contract; whether the exercise
of this idea is workable all depends on the cultural acceptance of ‘non-ownership’ instead of ‘public-ownership’. This
said, it means that spaces within the city of Hong Kong are
composed of three basic types in terms of ownership,
namely, privately owned, publicly owned, and non-owned.
Normally in a citizenship-conscious society, by nature
spaces are subdivided bilaterally, i.e. privately owned and
publicly owned whereby the accessibility to these spaces is
defined accordingly. However, when the city is getting
more sophisticated, new types of spaces are emerging to
allow or accommodate uses to enhance social functioning,
like connectivity, multiple-usage, etc. Along this line,
POPS in New York, POSPD in Hong Kong and other sim
ilar spaces where the identity of public and private ownership may be overlapped to meet new needs of the society.
POSPD is also associated with planning gain that developers proposed to be included in the lease conditions.
Times Square Incident
The issue of public spaces in private development in Hong
Kong was brought to general awareness upon an incident
where a street artist, Mr. Funny, performing in March 2008,
was challenged to use the ‘public space’ by the management of Times Square, Causeway Bay. The incident was
soon attracting debates on ‘privatizing public space’, thus
questioning the appropriateness of public spaces in
privately owned developments. To resolve the conflict of
argument and clarification of the issue on privately operated public space, it was followed by a commissioned
research on the Public Open Space in Private Development
(POSPD). The study was intended to clarify the role and
its implication on the future development of POSPD.
As the study was carried under the commission of
Development Bureau, the team involved both academia
and practitioners in urban spaces that composed of Rocco
Design Architects Ltd., School of Architecture, CUHK,
and LandElite Surveyors Ltd.

鄭炳鴻
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Alternative Commons
in Hong Kong

香港的另類共享空間

Times Square, an example of POSPD in Hong Kong. 			
Photo Credit: Thomas Chung

Three Principles of POSPD
The challenge of studying this ambiguous type of public
spaces was to understand its drawbacks and potentials in
making our city more integrated and connected for the
public good. Throughout the investigation process, a comprehensive survey of some existing POSPD was conducted
to evaluate the limitations and conditions of these spaces.
As some of these spaces were functioning as major
thoroughfares where limited commercial and appropriate
cultural activities were taking place while others were
‘abused’ as private territories, the team led by the author
tried to draw critical differentiations on how and where
future POSPD might work properly. In assessing the current
POSPD in Hong Kong, the team drew a few principles that
help us to understand the nature and purpose of POSPD.
These principles include: Connectivity, Appropriateness
and Quality.
By nature, POSPD in Hong Kong are functioning as
public open spaces in where the rights of the public should
be exercised without much difference. However, due to
the formation of these spaces are not ‘natural’ that means
certain conditions should be agreed as ‘house rules’
between the spatial provider, i.e. ‘private developer’ and
the spatial user, i.e. ‘public’ as represented by the
government. These conditions as defined are within two
major aspects, namely ‘Design’ and ‘Management’.
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PROMENADE — Tsing Yi Promenade

PUBLIC GREEN — Cheung Kong Centre Public Space
from Public Open Space in Private Developments Design and Management
Guidelines Fig. 23, p. 18, Development Bureau HKSARG, January 2011.

Three Perspectives on POSPD
To maintain a fair and balanced view of how POSPD
contribute to the general public, the usage and understanding of POSPD should, therefore, be enhanced.
First, the existence of POSPD should be pronounced
and noticeable for general public enjoyment. That means
how to enable the general public to access and enjoy these
open spaces without extra hurdles or unnecessary difficulties, e.g. via hidden lifts to podium level. This condition
qualifies POSPD to be designed as essential spatial
components at design stage to attract people for proper
leisure enjoyment instead of afterthoughts to gain further
gross floor areas.
Second, POSPD should bear qualities of public open
spaces but with associated mutual benefits from privately
operated facilities. Given the adjacency of POSPD with
other private developments, like commercial shopping
or catering precincts, these open spaces situate in a better
position to attract pedestrian flows. The consideration,
however, is whether these spaces are being infringed
by commercial benefits or functioning for cultural-related
activities. The fine-liner of this siamese connection
between commercial and cultural merits may
cause debates among private and public stakeholders.
Thus, the third point, that POSPD should be designed
with management underlay to prioritize the public use
is of utmost importance in making these spaces publicly
vital yet without being privatized. This all depends on
the positioning nature of individual POSPD where some
may be used simply as neighborhood parks, and some
may be taken as cultural thoroughfares while others may
be conceived as designated communal plazas. The critical
differentiation of POSPD from other public open spaces
is the possible negotiation between private developers and
the government to define and uphold the qualities with
both thematic edge and maintenance ease.

From Gated Community to Common Ground
Should POSPD be further developed and become an
integral component of urban open space system, the city
of Hong Kong must be opened to connect instead of
segregated by gated communities. Originated from the
planning gain to allow more open spaces even within
private developments, gross floor area incentive is allowed
to encourage public enjoyment of POSPD. However,
if POSPD are not connected with other public open spaces
into a coherent urban spatial network, the quantitative
intake of POSPD may not alleviate the congested built
environment of Hong Kong.
Thus, with an overall picture of urban open spatial
network, be it formed by design in new towns or by default
in old urban quarters, the optimization of public access
ibility for open space enjoyment may be made possible
only via interlacing public open spaces with POSPD.
Instead of separating these two types of open spaces, the
integration with thorough design considerations of its
basic nature as illustrated in conceptual diagrams above,
these spaces can be orchestrated with events, amenities
and greenery to portrait coherent urban scenery.
In the diagrams*, POSPD should be formed according
to two basic spatial/ amenities arrangements, namely
‘Space for Circulation’ and ‘Space for Staying’. These two
types can be further understood according to four 
conditions as ‘passing through’, ‘meandering’, ‘wandering’,
and ‘with attractions’. By articulating these spatial
concepts as basic components within relevant urban
situations, it is possible to employ POSPD as spatial
connectors to connect hidden and latent public open
spaces into meaningful urban narratives. The narrated
urban itineraries via connected public open spaces
and POSPD should e nable enjoyable urban experiences
on common grounds among gaps of compact urban
developments in the city of Hong Kong.
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Future Challenges of POSPD
There were prior design guidelines in the past. Hong Kong
have been referencing POSPD guidelines from New York
and tried to apply them to its local situations. However,
the complexity of Hong Kong urban scenes that includes
the hilly terrains and polluted outdoor conditions is calling
for a set of guidelines that takes into the consideration
a has more “3D” scenario than that of New York, which is
a city built on a leveled terrain been restricting the
applicability of the POSPD. On the one hand, the sloping
topography of the city is providing diverse conditions
of public open spaces, and on the other, it is challenging
the connectivity of POSPD. Although POSPD on sloping
surfaces at multiple elevations may be interpreted
as ‘common grounds’ for the public that people can access
from multiple levels, it is difficult for the government
to define its public contribution in terms of visibility,
accessibility and safety. With the engagement of private
management, any overlapping urban surfaces may induce
the issue of site coverage and potential occupation
for private functions, these physical ambiguities may not
be desirable for the government to grant the right of 
public access.
According to the guidelines of POSPD, it is always
desirable to have public open space at grade or on the
principal pedestrian level. Connection and continuation at
different levels, both spatial and visual, could enhance
visibility and hence popularity. Multi-level spaces should
be well designed and integrated with possible mechanical
access, but the success of these multi-level POSPD
depends on how well they are connected with natural
pedestrian flows.
Given the hot and humid summer of Hong Kong, the
other major consideration is to allow ‘covered’ POSPD.
For the conventional understanding of ‘open spaces’, this
limited interpretation of openness is restricting further
development of POSPD that the city could only be more
pedestrian-friendly with an allowance of covered/ indoor
spaces for the public. Although some shopping malls have
already been conceived as ‘public’ in Hong Kong,
the qualities of POSPD should be further enhanced with a
possibility of inviting outdoor activities into covered
spaces. Only by doing so, fluency of public accessibility and
exercise of public rights would be fully recognized as alter
native ‘commons’ in the contemporary city of Hong Kong.

CRITERIA

PUBLIC GREEN

PLAZA

W
L

Area > 500 sqm

W
L

Area > 500 sqm

Space for Circulation

Space for Staying

Passing through

Wandering

Meandering

With attractions
Space / Amenities
Arrangement

*
Slope/Gradient

Open outdoor space
				

linkage

*

Summary of Design Guidelines for Different Spatial
Types of POSPD from Public Open Space in Private
Developments Design and Management Guidelines Fig.
41, p. 23, Development Bureau HKSARG, January 2011.

COURTYARD

POCKET SPACE

PROMENADE
15 — 20 m

L
Area
> 200 sqm

W
W

max.
15 m

Over 30 % and min. 13.5 m

Terraces with
visual connection

Area
> 100
sqm

Over 15 % and min. 6 m

W
L

Spatial recess
every 50 m
of length

L
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Is Private Open
Space in the
Public Interest?

「私人發展公共空間」能否讓公眾得益?
As Hong Kong increasingly becomes a
cityscape of shopping malls and
air-conditioned footbridges, outdoor
recreational open spaces have also
been subject to the forces of privatization. For 30-plus years, government
policies have pushed the private
sector to supply open space in order
to reduce the government’s burden.
As a result, a small but significant
proportion (11%) of Hong Kong’s open
space is privately managed.
About 1/5 of this consists of public
open spaces in private developments,
such as the podium garden at IFC,
a luxury shopping mall and office
complex in the Central financial
district. The rest is purely private
space, such as podium gardens in
large residential developments that
are for the use of residents only.
This space is still counted towards the
Hong Kong Planning Standard and
Guidelines’ (HKPSG) requirement of
2m2 per person as the government
does not require open space to
be accessible to the public, but only
“an identifiable residential and worker
population”. Therefore, the public
does not have the legal right to use
about 9% of Hong Kong’s countable
open space. In districts with many
large residential developments, the
figure is higher. In Sai Kung District
(which includes Tseung Kwan O), 20%
of all open space is purely private.
In Tsuen Wan district, it’s 24%.
The way private open space
is executed in Hong Kong leads to
soulless neighbourhoods full of
i solated podium-tower developments.

In already dense urban areas, new
developments with private open space
may increase its quantity on paper,
but brings little benefit to the community. Neighbouring, long-time re
sidents do not get to use it, or even
look at it since it is usually at podium
level and invisible from the street.
This mode of development
exacerbates inequalities. In a recent
report for Civic Exchange, I estimated
that the residents of large private
developments get, on average, 1.5m2
of local open space (LOS) per person.
(The HKPSG defines LOS as small
open spaces located within short
walking distance of people’s homes).
People living in public rental or Home
Ownership Scheme estates get
more — 2.1m2 per person — since the
non-profit-making Housing Authority
can afford to be a little more generous
with space allocation. People who live
in other private housing, (e.g. stand
alone buildings, tong lau) can only
use nearby public open spaces. These
residents average just 1.3m2 of LOS
per person. In reality, it is even less,
since public open space is shared with
passers-by, workers and tourists. On
Hong Kong Island, the disparity
is greater. Residents of large private
estates and public housing each
get 1.7m2 of LOS, but residents of other
private housing only get 0.8m2.
To be fair, the government has
promised to enhance Hong Kong’s
open space network and is planning
to increase the open space standard
to 2.5m2 per person as part of its
Vision 2030+ Planning Vision and

Strategy study. Despite the common
perception that there is not enough
land, there is the potential to do so.
There are currently about 1,100 ha of
land that is zoned for open space but
which have not yet been developed
into usable parks and gardens. If fully
utilised, these unused open space
zones could boost the per capita open
space provision as high as 3.9 m2.
While about 70% of this land in
the New Territories, there are signif
icant patches located in some of Hong
Kong’s most densely developed areas
like Hung Hom and Shau Kei Wan. As
part of its next steps, the government
needs to review its stock of unused
open space and prioritise them for
implementation.
Beyond increasing the overall
supply of open space, there also needs
to be a rethink of our urban planning
delivery mechanisms. While the
Planning Department has begun to
develop a deeper appreciation of the
roles open space plays in enhancing
liveability and building communities,
the way it is executed is still very
much an exercise in mechanistic boxticking.
Open space is not like hospital
beds or school places which can be
allocated to populations using simple
mathematical ratios. It matters
whether it is inclusive or exclusive,
and whether it is designed to promote
cohesion or isolation. Creating
neighbourhoods with true character
and vitality will involve a lot more
than r equiring developers to build
podium gardens.

*
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LCSD
Housing Authority

Countable, Local and District
Open Space by Provider (Percentage)*

Public Open Space in
Private Developments

2%

Public Open Space

9%

54 %
35 %

Local Open Space
by Provider*
14 %
2%
27 %

57 %

District Open Space
by Provider **
3%

**
1%

LCSD
Public Open Space in
Private Developments
Private Open Space

Aside from POSPDs, a significant proportion of
open space which the Planning Department
counts towards its 2m2 per person requirement is
simply not intended for the general public’s use,
such as this residential p
 odium garden in
Olympian City 2. Only the tops of the trees can be
seen from street level, Olympian City

96 %

Policy Recommendations*
The Hong Kong Government should:
• Simplify and consolidate the way open
space is counted. Make information about
open space public and accessible.
• Use a standard of 3 — 3.5 m2 of open space
per person. That change would benefit
those in old urban areas, plus an additional
1.3 million living mainly in New Towns like
Ma On Shan, Tsing Yi and Shatin.
• Develop recreational spaces on land that
has been zoned for open space, but has
been left idle. This includes land under
highway overpasses, fenced-in urban lots,
or larger spaces in the New Territories
being used for open container storage, junk
yards, or simply left empty.
• Plan for high-quality landmark parks in the
Central-Wanchai Reclamation, West
Kowloon and Kai Tak, and ensure that they
are easily accessible to pedestrians from
neighbourhoods further inland. Practically
speaking, these are the last three remaining
areas where this could happen downtown.

Courtyard of Vision City, Tsuen Wan. Public Open Space in Private
Development which is accessible from ground level.

			
				
				
				
				

*From Civic exchange press release 24 February 2017.
www.civic-exchange.org/materials/publicationman
agement/files/20170224PR_POSReport_en_
press%20release%281%29.pdf
(Accessed on 22 July 2017)
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Our 60-second
Friendship Begins Now
Dematerialising Commons
As a city founded upon the colonial
“Crown Land” rules, Hong Kong is
technically and literally a city without
Common grounds. Yet ephemeral
fissures that allow idiosyncrasies
and accidental encounters can
occasionally be found in the city’s
complicated topography, complemented by its laissez-faire colonial
governance. Here, the focus is on
the notion of uncommon Commons,
defined as surprising spaces where
public interest can be expressed.
Public engagement and political
agonism is often seen to be at odds
with the late-capitalist economy.
The negation of the public domain is
found at the frontiers of political
struggles. Take the Occupy
movement in New York and London,
for example, protestors were evicted
by force because the spaces
for their public activism are in fact
privately owned. The seemingly
innocent and symbiotic relationship
between commercial premises and
public squares break down in light
of genuinely public political debates.
The struggle between private interest and public good continue to play
out in everyday spatial reality in
acronyms such as POPs and TODs.
Real estate developments are
not only the sites of where struggles
between the public and the private
interest unfold, but they have also
become increasingly active players
in the shaping of the public realm.
When private real estate and public
spaces are no longer distinguishable, and public protests eradicated
in the name of private interests,
where shall political discussion and
demonstration take place?

從現在開始, 我們就是六十秒的朋友

Our 60-second Friendship
Begins Now
A recent case of design activism that
manifested the tension between real
estate interest and public discourse
is found ‘along’ the most valuable real
estate development in Hong Kong.
‘Along’, because the site of contention
was the façade of the International
Commerce Centre (ICC), the tallest
skyscraper in Hong Kong and
the eighth in the world. On 18th May
2016, two young Hong Kong based
artists, Sampson Wong and Jason
Lam, installed a nine-minute long
animated LED light show along the
118-storey building’s facade. Titled
“Our 60-second Friendship Begins
Now”, the animation paid homage to
the collective memory shared
by Hong Kong citizens, referencing a
well-known quote from Wong
Kar-wai’s film “Days of Being Wild”.
The animation is embedded with a
multi-layered political message. “Days
of Being Wild” is the first film of a
trilogy in which Wong Kar-wai narrated the story of Hong Kong through
three love stories set in the past,
present, and future. In the film, the
main character York’s difficult
relationship with his adopted mother,
and his obsession with his biological
mother evokes paradoxical sentiments
looming over Hong Kong before
its handover to China in 1997. In the
other two films, the unease about
Hong Kong’s past and future is
similarly underscored. The last film
“2046” alludes to the 49th anniversary
of Hong Kong’s handover. It will
be the last year of the city’s supposed
fifty-year unchanged autonomy
as stipulated in the 1984 Sino-British

Joint Declaration. The light instal
lation, through Wong Kar-wai’s film,
reverberates with the fear of
post-handover Chinese control that
was commonly found among Hong
Kong citizens since the 1980s. Despite
its conspicuous political connotation,
Wong and Lam’s installation
was readily accepted as part of the 5th
Hong Kong Public Media Arts
Exhibition, sponsored by the Hong
Kong Arts Development Council
(HKADC). The uncomfortable
Chineseness, the pessimism towards
the future, and nostalgia for the
British colonial regime are seen as
such an intrinsic part of Hong Kong’s
cultural history and identity that
they are seldom seen as politically
sensitive.
Countdown suspended
After the second day of the installation, by midnight of 20th May, the
HKADC issued a public letter
announcing that the installation was
to be cancelled. The apparent reason
was that Wong and Lam had changed
the name and the statement of
the i nstallation without notifying the
curator or the HKADC. The
announcement came as a result for
the commotion elicited by the last
part of the animation, which shows a
digital clock to the second counting
down to 1st July 2047 — until then
China is supposed to fulfil its pledge
of “One Country, Two Systems.”
The footage of the countdown was
renamed “Count-Down Machine”
in an online video that drew attention
from local and international media
including the New York Times. Only
then, the politicising message in the
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installation became apparent to the
HKADC.In their public response,
Wong and Lam argued that the “Our
60-second Friendship Begins Now”
and the “Count-Down Machine” are
two separate, albeit related projects.
HKADC’s denouncement and cancellation of the installation, they asserted,
merely reflected the government’s
increasingly stringent oppression on
the freedom of speech, thus legitimising the political critique contained
in the installation. The irony was that
the countdown clock was not
only a self-fulfilling prophecy but an
accelerating device. It is hard to
discern when the project was merely
an evocation of Wong Kar-wai’s
nostalgic aesthetic, and when it
became a design activism that faced
up to the challenges of Hong Kong’s
increasingly harsh political climate.
The ‘Real’ Estate
The provocative nature of the installation is accentuated by the prominence
of its site — the ICC’s 468-metre tall
curtain wall façade. Wong and Lam’s
installation is more than a gambit — it
is a reminder of the murky delineation
between private real estate and public
space due to Hong Kong’s colonial
land policy. Since the creation of the
colony in 1841, all the land except one
church plot belongs to the Crown—
the colonial government. Hong Kong
law recognises all land leases in Hong
Kong as private contracts between the
government and the leaser— and it
assumes that the Hong Kong government is a private entity who acts
on behalf of its own interests. The ICC
tower, therefore, is simultaneously a
prime commercial development
and one of the government’s most
valuable assets. The government’s
“private” interest was brought to bear
during the financial crisis of 2007
when it and its various agencies took
over prestige private real estates as
their office space to stabilise the market by controlling the occupancy rate.
The Janus-faced impact of the
government’s intervention in private
real estate includes that private
buildings are enlisted in ventures of
nominal public uses. Skyscrapers

Countdown Machine’s website screenshot (http://addoilteam.hk/countdown/)

on the two sides of the Victoria
Harbour, some of them seats
of government agencies, have been
participating in a daily laser-show
entitled “A Symphony of Lights.” The
skyscraper facades are either used as
projection screens, or fitted with LED
lights to create a visual spectacle that
targets the millions of tourists arriving
from north of the border. The show
is free, and everyone in Hong Kong is
welcomed to be awed by it. For
fourteen minutes every evening, the
harbour, the building facades,
the light — the immaterial commons
of Hong Kong — are visible and
available to all.
Even this comes with a price. The
unequal economic growth and profits
brought by tourism only worsen Hong
Kong’s income inequality. Economic
injustices make apparent the
ingrained social and political tension,
which lead us back to the design
activism produced by Wong and Lam.
Not unlike the Occupy Central and
Umbrella Movement activists, they
attested the residual spaces from Hong
Kong’s land policy and laissez-faire
economy: entrance of HSBC, footbridges designed for land speculation,
and facades of Grade-A office towers.
Such places were designed and
constructed to subvert the public

realm to maximise profit, yet at times
their subversiveness is reclaimed
for civic dissilience. The structures that
epitomise Hong Kong’s relentless
pursuit of profit are transformed into
ready conduits for activism. These
“de-regulated” spaces of the neoliberal
economy, where conventional rules
of civic organisations have already been
disrupted, can be unleashed as
ephemeral Commons, momentarily
illuminating public interests.
Hong Kong has long been seen as
an extreme example whereby the
dominance of capitalist development
devours the possibility of public space.
When the government serves as a
stakeholder with private interests, the
question at stake thus becomes
to whom the question of the public
should be posted? When all land
has become resources and commodity,
where can one locate the commons?
Though short lived, the temporary
‘lighting up’ of public engagement
nonetheless points towards undiscovered possibilities for dematerialising
Commons in Hong Kong, as long
as an oppositional energy persists.
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Event

City Smarts:
Density 2.0

Lead Curator
Dates		
Venue		

城市執生

2017 Bi-City Biennale of Urbanism \
Architecture Hong Kong

The 2017 Bi-City Biennale of
Urbanism \ Architecture Hong Kong
(UABBHK2017), organised by The
Hong Kong Institute of Architects
Biennale Foundation (HKIABF) in
association with The Hong Kong
Institute of Architects (HKIA), Hong
Kong Institute of Planners (HKIP)
and Hong Kong Designers
Association (HKDA), will open from
12 December 2017 until 11 February
2018 at various urban locations and
cultural hubs with MTR as the
connecting spine.
Curated by a highly committed
team led by Dr. Chan Lai Kiu, this
year’s Biennale is titled “City Smarts:
Density 2.0”. With the aim to
re-think and re-invent the issue of
extreme density of Hong Kong,
the exhibition delves into the wisdom
of the city’s smart citizens, professionals and practitioners in the fields

of design, city planning and architecture. Collectively named as “City
Smarts,” the Biennale will showcase
their flexible, improvisational
creativity to explore new perspectives
and insights, and to help Hong Kong
to become a more appreciative,
positive and inclusive society.
Beside the core exhibitions, there
will be diversified programmes and
community events held prior to and
during the exhibition period — including performances, film
screenings, and guided tours in
collaboration with schools, NGOs
and community groups. All of
the proposed programmes and events
aim at reaching out to the general
public, and especially to the youth, to
benefit and educate students and
young professionals of Hong Kong on
architecture, urban planning, film,
art, design and related fields.

Dr. CHAN Lai Kiu
08.12.2017 – 11.02.2018
Various, Hong Kong

Cities,
Grow in
Difference

2017 Bi-City Biennale of Urbanism\
Architecture Shenzhen
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Curators		
Dates		
Venue		

Hou Hanrou, Liu Xiaodu and Meng Yan
15.12.2017 — 15.03.2018
Various, Shenzhen

城市共生

The Seventh Bi-City Biennale of Urbanism\Architecture
(Shenzhen) (shorted as UABB 2017) will open on Dec 15,
2017 at its main venue Nantou Old Town. Themed on
“Cities, Grow in Difference”, UABB 2017 will be jointly
curated by Hou Hanrou, the curator and critic, Liu Xiaodu
and Meng Yan, both the founding partner of URBANUS
and architect.
As the only worldwide biennale with the fixed theme of
urban \ architecture and commitment to the city and
urbanization, UABB pays attention to the urban issues
closely related to each person in China. According to the
curatorial team, different from other biennales in the
world, “UABB is not only an exhibition, but also the site
witnessing the most drastic urbanization during the
twentieth and the twenty-first century. From Shenzhen to
the Pearl River Delta, cities in themselves are the biggest
exhibition venues”.
Exhibiting in urban village,
the most important breakthrough of this UABB
UABB 2017 will open at Nantou Old Town with the support
and complement of the affiliated venues set up in
the urban villages in Luohu, Yantian and Guangming.
Tailored for the urban village, the exhibition’s theme
and contents also involve alternative urbanization
experience and avant-garde experiment against global
context. This UABB will highlight the site-specificity
of the exhibition content and, in view of the distinctive
spaces in urban villages, start from topics familiar
in everyday life to conduct in-depth exploration and
reflection on the urban villages.
“Cities, Grow in Difference”,
the call for a diversified and dynamic urban system
Themed on “Cities, Grow in Difference”, UABB 2017 is a
platform for finding new theories, new experiments
and new practices. It is a communication platform focusing
on “discovering” instead of showcasing what has
been a ccomplished. It is a constantly growing exhibition.
Art section firstly introduced
to intervene urban life from a new perspective
Based on the previous field of Urbanism \ Architecture,
this is the first time we officially set foot in “art”
exhibition, which includes three sections,
i.e. Global / South, Urban / Village, Art: Making Cities.
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Event

Imminent
Commons

首屆首爾城市建築雙年展

The First Seoul Biennale

The “Imminent Commons” Biennale
of Seoul 2017, is an exciting opportunity to reevaluate the significance
and, even more elementally, the very
on-going possibility of architecture
vis à vis the contemporary city. The
Biennale features The Cities
Exhibition, which will be installed in
the main hall of the Dongdaemun
Design Plaza, and offers the fascinating prospect of 50 different thematic
exhibits coming from cities all over
the world. OBRA is contributing to
the Biennale the exhibit design of The
Cities Exhibition.
In practical terms, the architectural
design of the exhibit focuses mainly
on the successful resolution of very
specific formal issues related to the
complexity of an exhibition designed
“by committee” by curators working
independently from each other in
the four corners of the world. It is this
characteristic of the project that
suggests the possibility of regarding it
as a modest experiment of analogy
with the city: the organization
of vacant group form available to be
occupied by unpredictable content
and organized non-hierarchically to
invite free movement. These design
premises required also a subtle
but rigorous structure to prevent the
project from contributing to a descent
into a potentially chaotic experience
that the collage-like assembly of
disparate content might bring about.
As a modest analogy of urban
space, the design of this ephemeral
structure aspires to a normative
repetitiveness that risks certain
dissolution of form and a numbing
of the senses of the perception of

s patial sequences. The project will
define a certain rhythm of experience
related to the time needed to negotiate arrays of overlapping trajectories
which will be made subliminally
legible through an insistence on
certain thresholds sequences, some
axial and some diagonal. The depth of
the resulting layered space is
sometimes revealed in the enfilades of
doors that cut deep into the structure
here and there as a perspectival
projection of potential trajectories
open to the visitors. Relying on
the u
 tmost geometric simplicity and
the architectural resources that,
as described above, can be easily
missed or dismissed, the architectural
design will recede perceptually to give
primacy of place to the exhibited
content, while at the same time trying
to sustain it with a measure of discrete
order.
The structure, conceived as a
repetitive grouping of small galleries,
mostly 3 meters wide by 6 meters
long, aims to create the atmosphere of Exhibition Designer: Hyung Ming Pai
repetitive neutrality necessary to contain all the unpredictable collision of
richness the curatorial project proposes. The result is an undifferentiated
labyrinth, one in which no proposed
sequence of experience is particularly
privileged and in which each visitor
can trace his or her own personal
trajectory. The only exceptions, three
larger spaces for public assembly, are
created not by adding anything to the
project but by negatively subtracting
walls and creating larger gaps.
	— Obra
New York, September 2017

Cities Exhibition Layout 1

N

0

3m

OBRA Architects

Drawing: Pablo Castro

Cities Exhibition
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非常 (德)
Very ‘DVRC’
Des Voeux Road, Central

Clara Cheung, DVRC Friends,
Curator of the ‘Very DVRC’ Sunday Event

www.walkdvrc.hk

HKPSI, Railing Experiment
William Sin, Director, HKPSI

拓展公共空間

HKPSI
CAW

www.hkpsi.org
www.facebook.com/cityabsurditieswork/

Walk DVRC (行德) inaugurates itself as a community-led
i nitiative with several co-organising NGOs in 2015, which
aspires to transform Des Voeux Road Central (DVRC) into a
pedestrian zone and tram precinct. Studies of the impact
on traffic and environment are being carried out in
attempts to convince the government and the public that
the proposal is feasible. A participatory approach was taken
to nurture the local communities, business owners, traffic
companies and many other stakeholders to collectively
envision and steward walkability and sociability of DVRC.
The ‘Very DVRC’ Event was a collaboration with Clean
Air Network, Hong Kong Public Space Initiative, and Very
Hong Kong, that tested this idea within a section of DVRC
for one day on 25th September, 2016. Proposals from local
residents and organisations, including workshops, wine
brewery, dog-running, makeshift football match, and
performances were coalesced, curated, and designed into a
carnival-like event. The success and positive feedback from
the public have fostered the push for a people-oriented
improvement of the street.
We hope to facilitate creative uses, paying concern to
the environmental, cultural, and social identities that
define DVRC and support its ongoing evolution. It is when
we claim our fundamental enjoyment and sense of belonging to the street, that DVRC truly becomes the ‘place’ of us.

Founded in 2011, the Hong Kong Public Space Initiative
(HKPSI) is an NGO striving to bring the awareness of public spaces to all walks of life through research, education
and community programmes. HKPSI regularly organizes
place-making projects such as Tsuen Wan Promenade
Placemaking Project Contest and “Design Our Dream Park”
Yau Ma Tei Community Project that experiment with innovative ideas to create better public spaces in Hong Kong.
Railings are found almost everywhere along the city’s
streets. While the safety of street users is always a top
priority, sociability is often forgotten and the potential of
streets as public spaces is undermined. Instead of being
merely a cold, metallic structure segregating pedestrians
and moving cars, could street railings also facilitate social
interaction and nurture public life along the streets?
HKPSI, with the support of City Absurdity Workshop
(CAW), has conducted a series of on-street experiment
in 2017. Sets of installations with different functions such
as seating, leaning, games etc. are designed to enhance
the sociability of the traditional railing design.
The experiment explores the possibilities of railings in
Hong Kong to go beyond being a safety provision to being
urban furniture enabling a more attractive and vibrant
public space along streets.
Public space can bond communities and encourage
interactions, thus facilitating sustainable development
and contributing to a more desirable living environment.
With these carefully planned projects, HKPSI aims
to enhance people’s understanding of public space, and to
encourage the effective usage of this very valuable asset.

Magic Carpets,
Tables & Lanes

妙想氈開

Hendrik Tieben, Director, CUHK M.Sc.
in Urban Design Program
Placemaking in Hong Kong

The community outreach and placemaking project “Magic Carpet”
was publically launched at the MidAutumn Festival in 2013 with an outdoor screening event of video films
on Centre Street in Sai Ying Pun. The
project was initiated by Hendrik
Tieben of the School of Architecture
in collaboration with Anthony Fung
of the School of Journalism and
Communication at the Chinese
University of Hong Kong (CUHK).
The project began in context of a
study, which investigated the impact
of the MTR West Island Line on community spaces and quality of life in the
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Western District. Magic Carpet was developed to trace
such changes, while reconnecting old and new residents
with local narratives and public places to socialize. Local
secondary school students were involved as community
ambassadors and Urban Studies and Urban Design
students from CUHK as placemakers.
The project was subsequently brought to Tin Shui Wai
(2014) and To Kwa Wan (2016), and was presented at
exhibitions in Bologna, Bordeaux, Rome, Shanghai, and
Venice. The project follows three steps: 1. Magic
Carpet — capturing local narratives in video interviews and
organizing screening events in temporary transformed
public spaces; 2. Magic Tables — designing street furnitures
for social gathering and interaction; and 3. Magic
Lanes — realizing a community driven public space project
as pilot project for a more comprehensive social and
environmental district regeneration.
This latest project “Magic Lanes” is developed with
Caritas Hong Kong and the Conservancy Association of
Heritage (CACHe) and funded by the Urban Renewal Fund.
It involves redesigning Sheung Fung Lane and a “Magic
Lanes - Community Store” which is scheduled to open
in October 2017. An online oral history archive and a Magic
Carpet Step-by-step Guide are available at magiccarpet.hk.

www.storefrontnews.org
www.designtrust.hk/programmes/design-dialogues/

Storefront International
Series: Hong Kong

New York-based Storefront for Art and
Architecture collaborated with Hong
Kong-based Design Trust, an initiative
of the Hong Kong Ambassadors of
Design, to bring the first ever Storefront International Series to Asia and
Hong Kong from 7th — 9th July 2017.
Storefront International Series:
Hong Kong (Storefront IS Hong Kong)
was a three-day event with 6 thematic
series that took place in contested
sites across Hong Kong. Events
addressed the nature of urban public
life, and highlighted current challenges
and opportunities. Local and global
agents from various fields convened to

bring to the forefront a larger conversation about the
cultural and physical landscapes of the region. Storefront
IS Hong Kong went beyond social, disciplinary and
ideological boundaries to produce spaces of provocative
thought, collective reflection and action.
In the Reading Images Series, participants discussed the
theme of “Transborder Territories” during a Hong KongShekou ferry ride, associating narratives of migration,
identity and geopolitical borders with shifting landscapes
and infrastructures en route. In the Paella/Wok Series,
participants discussed the notion of sharing, and what it
means in Hong Kong through a space of intimacy and
quotidian action, in this case cooking and eating. In the
Definition Series, teams from the Design Trust Futures
Studio programme presented their definitions of ”smallness” and the impact of micro parks on the city’s development. In the Manifesto Series, teams presented a
seven-minute manifesto, which took a position on scale in
Hong Kong in relation to architecture and public spaces.
The Walking Series, led by local experts, rendered tangible
and legible particular layers of the local fabric and public
life, from typography and signage to sights, sounds and
smells. Finally, the Cabaret Series analyzed, dissected and
expressed the idea of “excess” in Hong Kong through
interactive games about the absurdity of urban planning,
New Complexity music and performance art.
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CPD Project 							

Ho Chi Wing

何智榮

Development of Marine
Communities
to Alleviate Shortage
of Land in Hong Kong
with Reference to Lantau

緩和香港土地問題 :
深思建設沿海活化社區

Objectives (HKIA proposal 1A)
The Study of Marine Community in
the Coastal Areas of Hong Kong is
to examine alternative urban pattern
to alleviate the shortage of land
for housing and urban development.
It will explore visionary forms aside
from the conventional urban renewals, rezoning, large reclamation and
will focus on developing suitable locations to form marine communities.
Context and Locations (1B)
Of the total 107 sq km of land, about
24 percent has been developed
because of its topography, 40 percent
are country parks while 30 percent
are green belts and brown field sites.
However, Hong Kong process long
stretches of coast lines, scenic islands
and inner bays, some of which could
form marine communities as in
overseas cities like Holland and indigenously in Tai O and Aberdeen. Some
of these are occupied by various
forms of marine life and vegetations
and their preservation are essential
The government attempts to identify
suitable land including new towns,
urban renewals, abandon sites and
rezoning of green belts which has run
into strong objections but not looking
at marine communities with:
Minimum reclamation; Less relocations and acquisitions; Conservation
of environment; Efficient land uses
with ‘water central open space’, Use
of ferries to reduce vehicular traffic
and lower density; Studying the
topography of Hong Kong together
with site visits and subject to
feasibility studies, it is not difficult to
identify habitable locations (Plan 1):

		a) The HZMB and Tung Chung
NT Extension: The hub of the North
Lantau Corridor has the potential to
develop into a water oriented marine
community’ with clear vision.
b) The East Lantau Metropolis
at Kau Yi Chau: The artificial islands
are to be low-carbon with “ the
existing under-utilized typhoon
shelter of Hei Ling Chau to be suitably
reclaimed to develop a ‘near-water’
leisure living zone with local facilities;
optimizing the use of abandoned land
in Mui Wo to promote urban and rural
integration” (Public Engagement 2016)
		c) Kau Sai Chau and Sai Kung
Area: Although it is a village recreational area, it should not preclude a
low density green marine community
with minimum reclamation to
include hillside housing, floating
structures and ferries traffic.
		d) Other potential areas:
include the shelter at inner Tai Tam
Bay; Lamma Island, north Tsing Yi..
Low density communities like
Discovery Bay can be compatible.

A Planning Study of Marine
Community for North Lantau
		a) Extension of east-west development at the foothills of Hong Kong
from Shau Kei Wan, CWB, Central
to Kennedy and Kau Yi Chau and north
Lantau. The extended axis will form the
prime commercial residential and trans-
port corridor and energizer (Plan 3B);
		b) A linear form to link up
Kauyichau, Pengchau and
Heilingchau to provide the land mass
for the metropolis of half a million
people with minimum reclamation
and waterfront recreation on about
500 ha or 56% of total:
		c) A mini-mega structure over
an arterial with air-right facilities
linking Hong Kong with the Lantau
MRT line double up above.
A continuous pedestrian spine with
facilities and open decks will run
above and between stations. A system
of cores and linkages will provide
structural support and integrated circulations with the ‘plug-in’ housing
to from a ‘mini-mega structure’ (Plan 6.1).
		d) Canals for water transport,
house boat living and ‘central water
park’ with north Lantau and Mui Wo as
hinder land and the activities of Hong
Kong to be reached within half-hour.
The Research is supported and funded by
HKIA CPD Research Fund.
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Dennis Cheung

張凱琨

Timber Scooper 2.0

Advanced Timber Re-surfacing Technique

Wood waste in Hong Kong
According to the Secretary of Environment, 300 — 400
tonnes of wood waste is disposed in Hong Kong every day.
Under normal situation, timber is disintegrated in soil
in a year time. However, in landfills, timber only disintegrates 10% after 5 years. One could imagine the adverse
impact these waste bring to the environment we inhabit.
How can architects or designers contribute in reducing
the amount of wood waste in Hong Kong?
Recycling in Hong Kong
However, due to the lack of wood recycling facilities, the
operation cost for disposing at recycling facility is much
higher than disposing at refuse transfer centers in the
city. The reason is that there are very limited number of
dedicated facilities that take in abandoned timber. As
there is no policy directing timber to recycling facilities,
the timber gathered at refuse transfer centers will be
delivered to landfill sites.
Research Summary
This design & fabrication research seeks to provide a way
out to the wood recycling practice in Hong Kong. It
promotes a more sustainable design methodology to be
practiced by architects when using wood as material.
Such design methodology runs parallel with a fabrication
technique developed for the optimization of wood re-
surfacing. Architects can be well informed of the production, or re-production in this case, on construction
materials and begins to take control over the fabrication
process.
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再建木

Opportunity for Saving Valuable Teak
Around 600 tonnes of wood waste is produced in Hong
Kong every day. Recycling wood has not been an attractive
industry in the city due to its low or negative return
as a business. Abandoned teak wood flooring is seen quite
often in Hong Kong nowadays when the renovations or
demolitions of buildings in the 70s take place. Teak wood
is both elegant and durable. Reclaiming teak offers the
best incentives for recycling. It is a close grained
hardwood with natural oil and rubber and thus naturally
resistant from sun, rain, fungi, parasites and termites.
Timber Scooper
Reclaiming valuable timber may make a good business,
but combining technology in the reclamation process will
foster a great business. By re-surfacing with a digitally
controlled operation that creates a subtle 3 dimensional
pattern, the value of the wood is elevated. Such process
can be done digitally with a computer numerically
controlled router (CNC router).
An algorithm was written for the use of architects and
designers to visualize and use the technique of scooping
on any substrates. Here an image sampler is deployed for
the abstraction of images into linear strokes. The depth of
the strokes response to the darkness of the image.
This creates a darker and stronger shadow. The overall
impression is depicted by a variety of stroke shadows.
The overlapping of the strokes can be randomly generated
with a random seed. The width and bit can also be
customized. To use the algorithm definition, knowledge
on Grasshopper and Rhinoceros modelling software
is essential. It is now open for designers’ use and we are
positive that more recycling of construction waste
can be achieved in the coming future.

The Research is supported and funded by HKIA
CPD Research Fund.
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Uncompromising
Dreamer
劉柏堅 : 絕不妥協的夢想家

Joshua Lau

1 / 2 Urban Mat Project at Cornwall
Street Park by Joshua Lau, which was
awarded the RFP Outstanding Public
Space Awards 2013.
1

Joshua Lau (1981 — 2017) will be remembered as a talented
and award-winning architectural and urban designer, a fierce
fighter and an uncompromising dreamer who was determined
to use his t alents to pursue his passion in order to make
a difference in this world.
		 Beyond his design works, curated biennales, installations and
public art projects, Joshua’s efforts to re-shape public space
in Hong Kong included active involvement in a well-publicised
local case to expose malpractice in building construction,
exercising his own right as a resident, design expert and citizen
to strive for a fairer and more just outcome for the sake of
the common good — the real so
 cial meaning of ‘public space’.
Close friends, teacher, working partners and collaborators pay
tribute as we bid Joshua a fond farewell.
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Farewell Joshua *
The first time I came across Joshua Lau’s name and design
was in 2005 when he and his team mates won an award
for the ‘Central Police Station Compound Ideas Design
Competition’ organized by the Central and Western
District Council and the HKIA.
In 2006, Joshua, together with Alvin Yip and Billy Tam,
were chosen jointly by the HKIA 50th Anniversary and the
HK Arts Development Council to curate the first exhibition
on Hong Kong architecture and design at the prestigious
international Venice Biennale. With abundant creativity,
energy and hard work, the three young chief curators
presented the HK Pavilion “Vice Versa” as well as the Hong
Kong Response exhibition in the Bank of China lobby
afterwards, turning a new page for Hong Kong’s architecture
and urban design.
Joshua graduated from the Bartlett School of
Architecture, UCL, and was a member of the Royal
Institute of British Architects, the Hong Kong Institute of
Urban Design, and the Australian Institute of Planners.
In 2013, Joshua, as executive curator (culture), teamed up
with his teacher, the internationally renowned Professor
Colin Fournier, as chief curator, Tat Lam and Travis Bunt
of Urbanus, and Allen Poon of Tetra to curate "Beyond the
Urban Edge: The ideal city?" for the Hong Kong-Shenzhen
City Bi-City Biennale of Urbanism\Architecture (UABBHK), activating the EKEO exhibition venues, Kwun Tong
waterfront, and the ferry piers at Kwun Tong and
North Point with forward-looking and critical multi-media
exhibitions and cultural activities.
* Excerpt from speech for memorial mass, Church of the Annunciation,
Tsuen Wan, 26 August 2017

In memory of Josh Lau
Josh was one of the most talented
students at the Bartlett School of architecture, University College London,
where I was his professor from 1998 to
2000. The mutual respect and deep
friendship that developed between us
at the time brought us together, many
years later, as partners of “Tetra”, the
Hong Kong based architectural firm he
founded with three other architects.
Starting with our joint curatorship
of the UABB Hong Kong-Shenzhen BiCity Biennale in 2013, under the aegis
of the HKIA, the four years during
which Josh and I worked together
were some of the most productive,
wonderfully rewarding and creatively
playful years in my whole professional
life, thanks to his extraordinary
enthusiasm, intelligence and talent.
Josh, who always showed a positiv and
sunny disposition, had the unique

Besides using his design talent in practice, Joshua has also
taught design in a number of tertiary institutions. This
January, I invited Joshua to share his practical experience at
the CUHK School of Architecture students, and students
all felt he was full of “heart and passion”.
Joshua is optimistic, positive, full of ideals, determination and principles, an unyielding "fighter". In recent years,
he volunteered his professional expertise to oppose the
widespread bid-rigging practice in building maintenance
contracts, a great example of professionals engaging the
local community. Many media reports testify to Joshua’s
efforts, and the community misses him tremendously.
He once said, “In my eyes this world is really imperfect
or not beautiful. Like many architects and artists, I use
my own ways and means to leave some beautiful things in
this world for others, or to prevent unattractive things from
happening. I never thought architects can save the world,
but we can persist with that 2% of actual contribution.”
Joshua’s legacy lies not only in his creative designs,
empathy for and promotion of culture, but also in the
boundless friendship, compassion and encouragement.
29th May was the last time to see Joshua. That evening,
with evident tiredness, he still came to Oil Street Art
Space, where the Biennale Steering Committee gathered
past and present curators to recap our efforts and
experiences, from his team 10 years ago to the closing
evening of this year’s Venice Biennale Response Exhibition.
Thank you Joshua.
				
				
				

ability to combine innovative vision
with a healthy sense of pragmatism.
He was a radical thinker, wholeheartedly committed to experimentation,
but what made him such an exceptional architect is that, over and above
his innovative design skills, he was
a kind and generous man with a firm
belief that our profession should
make positive changes in terms of
s ocial commitment.
This inner conviction meant that,
in a fiercely competitive professional
and commercial environment,
he always knew how to take an ethical
stand and had no fear in pursuing a
strong social agenda, for which he was
much loved and respected.
One had an irresistible feeling,
next to Josh, that all battles could be
won, not matter how difficult, and it is
therefore all the more heart-breaking

Bernard Lim 林雲峰 		
PPHKIUD CPPCC
Principal, AD+RG
and disconcerting that, despite his
profound spiritual faith and total
lack of fear, he sadly lost his final and
unfair struggle against cancer.
I know that, in the years to come,
I will always feel Josh by my side, still
looking over my shoulder, a warm,
friendly and precociously wise young
man, a real friend, with a wonderful
smile to brighten up the day. I am
committed to pursuing, in both our
names, the unfinished projects
we started together, particularly his
altruistic dream of developing
holistic design approaches conducive
to human well-being.
Colin Fournier,
Emeritus Professor of Architecture
and Urbanism, Bartlett School
of Architecture, University College
London
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Forever Remembered,
Forever Missed
Some people come into our lives and
leave distinct traces in our hearts.
Our good friend Joshua Lau bestowed
on us his creative seats, and our
public space would never be the same
again. I first got to know Joshua
in 2011 when we co-operated on the
pioneering park furniture project
“Park Déco — Cornwall Street Park”,
where his “Urbanmat” seats were
probably his first attempt at making
public f urniture for an open public
space.
I still remember the first working
meeting when I was introduced to
a young man full of confidence and
passion in his profession as an
architect and very eager to look for
new dimensions for public space
of Hong Kong. He had always had
something he wanted to say for
this city, the place where he was born
and where he lived his whole life.
Now in 2017, we were working together
on another groundbreaking project,
“City Dress-up: Seats.Together”,
for which he had been invited to act as
one of the guest curators. He had
not only shared his experience
with the project’s young artists here,
but also helped them create their
own public furniture, so that together
they could reflect his thoughts
about his beloved Hong Kong and his
aspirations for the city. As Joshua
wrote in his curatorial statement:
“Ideally, we all enjoy living in
prosperity and wellness towards full
happiness … all contributing towards
Urban Wellness. Urban Wellness here
translates beyond physical health,
transcending into five distinct
common concepts of love, consciousness, faith, aesthetics and care.”
Lesley Lau 劉鳳霞
Head of Art Promotion Office

A number of questions that Joshua
and I regularly discussed in the
past ten years:
Should this or that be built in
wood structure?
Why can’t we curate a public
park?
How do we work closely with the
Shenzhen (young architects)
community?
The ways to corrupt in a tender
exercise?
Who could be the patron of a good
architecture school in Hong Kong?
What is the right proportion
of foreign architect, non-architect,
and illegal architect members in
the ARB?
Besides the CE and CS, should
there be a Chief Curator heading
the Hong Kong government?
The honest translation of HKIA
in Chinese?
We knew each other in 2006, some six
months before our debut of Hong
Kong pavilion in Venice. Since then
we have provoked each other from
time to time, often in local café 茶餐廳
— about what Hong Kong should be,
as well as what Hong Kong architects
could be.
Our city lost an architect with a
will of his own. A man not only willing
to build well but to build good.

Towards a Brave New World
Since curating the 2006 Venice
Biennale together, Joshua had shown
his ability to coordinate and connect
between team members and different
parties. He strongly believed that
architecture should be for people and
the community. For Joshua, the major
emerging role of the architects should
be to ‘connect people’, using our
professional knowledge to link up
professionals, stakeholders and the
public for the creation of a
harmonious new world.
We had worked together on
various public space design projects
such as the Cornwall Street Park
and the recent Seats Together
programme, which proved to be the
perfect stage for Joshua’s passion
to shine. At Cornwall Street Park, his
free-form seats Urbanmat was
as outstanding and brave as Joshua
himself, but if you look closely,
you would discover that the details
were well thought out and implemented — the slope profile was tested
and modified carefully with 1:1 foam
mockups to fit human ergonomics;
the curvature was planned precisely
to ensure that water would drain
away effectively. The Urbanmat
turned out to be the most popular set
of artistic furniture in the park,
and it is the perfect representation of
Joshua’s heart: always courageous
yet meticulous.
Billy Tam 譚漢華
Director, Thomas Chow Architects
Ltd

In memory of Joshua Lau.
Alvin Yip 葉長安
Vice Dean of City Design and
Innovation, China Central
Academy of Fine Arts
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Happiness Within
A big part of my memory of Joshua is to do with work.
Not work that anyone engages daily, but work that we
would do when we were given a very short time left to live.
In hindsight, it was sadly not a hypothetical situation
for Joshua. Nonetheless, the cause and course of his work
have exerted a powerful influence on me.
Since 2013, Joshua and I have worked together on
UABB — Coexistence, Yoho — Happiness Within, Qianhai
Public Arts Festival — Wellness City, and APO Seats
Together — Happiness Here, all these projects aimed to
fuel positive emotions of the users. The cause of Joshua’s
work was very clear — his thought of others’ well being
preceded his own even when he was not well.
He relentlessly showed such enthusiasm and energy
that masked the condition of his health at times. I was
almost certain that he was invincible when I learned of his
active involvements in anti-bid rigging. Joshua’s
professionalism alongside his selfless commitment to
serve the community had sculpted the course of his work.
He cherished his time and jumped right into missions
he found meaningful. While there were hefty challenges
and unfavorable odds, he faced them with great sense of
humor and lightheartedness, making the experience
of working with him uniquely memorable and enjoyable.
Joshua was indeed a breath of fresh air. The world is most
definitely a better place b
 ecause of Joshua Lau. I am
truly very lucky to have worked with him and to have been
his friend. Such a brave, tenacious, kind and generous
soul he was, his humanity will live on in the hearts of those
whom he touched upon. My deepest condolences to his
loved ones. We will all miss Joshua immensely.
Hikoko Ito 伊藤彥子
Registered Architect
Director, Artwow Group Co Ltd
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