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1    Introduction

The Small House Policy (SHP) grants sons of indigenous villagers born 
through the male line a once-in-a-lifetime right to build a 700 square foot 
house on village land (references to 'small house' in this report will mean 
houses built under this policy). Though first enacted in 1972 to address 
the housing needs of indigenous villagers, it has ended up being viewed 
as a right guaranteed by the Basic Law.1 The claims to land grants ensuing 
from this policy pose a growing challenge to the government’s ability to 
make effective and timely land use and planning decisions for the New 
Territories, and thus for most of Hong Kong.

In addition, as earlier studies by Civic Exchange have documented, the 
SHP has also been criticised for being open to abuse and corruption, 
encouraging speculative development, damaging the natural environment, 
and discriminating against women and the non-indigenous population. The 
SHP has long been a politically thorny issue, and although the government 
has at various times since the mid-1990s attempted to review the policy, 
only minor adjustments have been made since the transfer of sovereignty. 
Civic Exchange first published a policy review of the SHP in 2003 in 
Rethinking the Small House Policy, which provided an overview of the 
problems associated with the policy and the implications of modifying or 
repealing it. This was followed by the publication of Small House Policy II: 
An Update in 2013, which also provided an analysis of major stakeholders’ 
positions. However, as important as this issue is, there is little hard data on 
the attitudes of either people directly impacted by the SHP, or the general 
population, toward the SHP and land use issues in the New Territories. This 
report therefore aims to fill that gap. 

This survey, the first of its kind, randomly surveyed about 600 small house 
interested persons (SHIPs) with a direct stake in the SHP through family 
or residence about their knowledge and attitudes towards the SHP and 
rural land development in the New Territories. A separate sample of about 
600 members of the general public was also interviewed to serve as a 
comparison group (see methodology section for details). This survey’s 
respondents therefore fall into five categories, shown in Table 1 on the 
next page. 
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Category Definition

SHIP A Male indigenous villagers with the right to file a claim, or those who 
have already filed or exercised that claim.

SHIP B People living with a family member who holds small house rights. 
Mainly female. 

SHIP C People with a family member living elsewhere or outside of Hong Kong 
who holds small house rights.

SHIP D Non-indigenous people living in village houses.

General 
Public

Non-indigenous Hong Kong residents who neither live in a village house 
nor are related to any rights-holding indigenous villagers. 

Throughout this report, the 4 SHIP groups will be referred to as SHIPs A-D. 
Please refer back to the table above for clarification. 

FOCUS	GROUP	BOX	1:	SMALL	HOUSES,	SMALL	GROUP	DISCUSSIONS

After the survey was conducted, 30 respondents were recruited 
to participate in a focus group on 7 March 2015. The participants 
were divided up into subgroups consisting of the general public 
(two subgroups), indigenous villagers (one subgroup), and non-
indigenous village house dwellers (one subgroup). The subgroups first 
discussed the issues on their own, then were brought together for a 
plenary session. Viewpoints from the focus group discussions will be 
highlighted in boxes like this one throughout this report.

Table 1: Respondent categories
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2   	The	Small	House	Population

2.1 How many Small House Interested Persons     
 are there? 

There is a lack of reliable data on the size of the indigenous population. 
In 2003, the Heung Yee Kuk claimed that there were 240,000 indigenous 
villagers eligible for small house grants,2  but this figure could not be 
independently verified. The only relevant official statistic available dates 
from the 2011 census and states that there were 146,872 households 
living in traditional and modern village houses3 at the time. Unfortunately, 
the official figures do not show how many village house dwellers are 
indigenous villagers, nor how many small house rights holders do not live in 
villages. This report therefore uses the random sample taken in this survey 
to estimate the size of the indigenous population and the non-indigenous 
village house dwelling population.4 Based on this survey, the SHIP groups 
together make up about 10 per cent of households in Hong Kong. Figure 
1 shows the breakdown of SHIP groups and extrapolates the approximate 
number of households in each category.

The survey also found that between 6.7 per cent and 7.1 per cent of Hong 
Kong’s population, both indigenous and non-indigenous, lived in modern 
and traditional village houses (see Figure 2), which translates to between 
163,512 and 173,148 households in Hong Kong.5 This is quite close to the 
official census figure. 

Figure	1:		Estimated	number	of	households	with	small	house	interested	persons	in	Hong	Kong6

2,437,000 households
in Hong Kong

10.2-10.6% SHIP
89.4-89.6% General public

est. 2.17-2.18 million households

SHIP D

est. 2.0-2.7% 

est. 1% 

est. 1.9-3.0% 

est. 4.5-4.6% 

of households 

109,665 - 112,102

46,303 - 73,110

24,370 - 24,370

48,740 - 65,799

*At least 1 right holder at home

SHIP C

*SHIP B

*SHIP A
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Just over 60 per cent of rights holders and their family members live in 
village houses. However, for SHIP C (relatives of rights holders not living 
with them), only 12 per cent actually live in village houses. Their housing 
patterns are very similar to those of the general public. This shows that 
there are many rights holders, some living overseas, whose houses are not 
occupied by themselves or their relatives, but which have been sold or 
rented out. 

Figure 2:  SHIP groups by housing type

FOCUS	GROUP	BOX	2:	NO	MORE	ABSENTEE	APPLICANTS

Many general public participants expressed indignation that 
indigenous villagers who had emigrated overseas were still 
permitted to apply for a small house as long as they could prove 
their indigenous villager ancestry through the male line. Even some 
indigenous participants objected to small house applications being 
made by absentee descendants for profit. All groups generally 
agreed that residence in Hong Kong should be a condition for small 
house applicants. 

2.2	 Demand	for	small	house	construction

Respondents in SHIPs A to C were asked how many male family members 
they had who had filed a claim or were planning to file a claim to build 
a small house. From these answers was derived a conservative estimate 
of how many outstanding (pending or yet-to-be-filed) small house claims 
there may be – 85,600 to 91,700 outstanding claims (see Figure 3). These 

% %

General public

%

SHIP A SHIP B

SHIP C SHIP D

Small house (modern)

Private (owned)

Private (rental)

Home Ownership Scheme

Public rental

Other (include villa, temporary, 
employer provided housing)

% %
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houses would occupy 5.5-6 km2 of land in house footprints alone. After 
including access, clearance and parking space, approximately 11-12 km2 of 
land would be needed. 

Adding that to the approximately 33.4 km2 of existing occupied village land 
(see Figure 4), the roughly 45 km2 of land needed for village development 
would equal about 16 per cent of all of Hong Kong’s built-up urban land 
(275 km2). In addition to putting an enormous amount of pressure on 
land use planning and conservation, this would require a major sacrifice 
of land premiums on the part of the government, since small house land 
is granted, not leased. Fulfilling all currently outstanding claims would 
also likely require that village boundaries be expanded to accommodate 
demand since not all of the remaining vacant village land is usable.7

Figure	3:		Estimated	outstanding	small	house	claims	in	Hong	Kong	

2,437,000 households in Hong Kong

groups A, B and C as 
percentage of Hong Kong 

Q: How many in your family are 
males who plan to or have applied 
to build a small house?

270 claimants reported by 
287 SHIPs A, B and C households

5.6% lower est.
136,427 households

6% higher est.
146,220 households

128,346 to 137,558
claimants:

85,600 to 91,700 claimants

(of which approx. 10,000 have already 
registered claims according to 

Secretary of Development in 2011)8

to

136,427 x 146,220 x 270
287

270
287
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Figure	4:		Estimated	building	footprint	of	SHP	in	Hong	Kong

2.3 Desire for small houses 

The survey also found that 21 per cent of the general public said that 
they had a desire or intention to live in a small house. This is much larger 
than the proportion of the overall population that currently lives in a 
small house (around 7 per cent, see Section 2.1), or which supported the 
continuation of the SHP when initially asked (18.3 per cent, see Section 7). 
The main reasons given for wanting to live in a small house include a 
better environment, more space, lower cost, and better air quality. If the 
government wished to reduce the attractions of small houses, then clearly, 
improving the environment and air quality of flats in urban areas would 
be the best way to do this, as well as addressing the size and cost of urban 
flats.
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Figure	5:	What	things	do	you	consider	when	looking	for	a	small	house	flat?	
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3    Knowledge about the Small   
    House Policy

3.1 Awareness of the SHP

Respondents were asked three questions to gauge their level of knowledge 
about the SHP. Around 70 per cent of the general public and SHIPs C and 
D had heard of the SHP. Among the general public, those with higher 
education, incomes, and managerial occupations were aware of the SHP’s 
existence. However, a surprising finding was that in spite of being related 
to small house rights holders, SHIP C respondents under the age of 30 had 
even less awareness of the SHP than those of a similar age in the general 
public cohort. Additionally, in all occupational categories other than blue 
collar workers, retirees and homemakers and professionals, fewer SHIP C 
respondents had heard of the SHP than their counterparts in the general 
public. 

Figure	6:		Percentage	of	respondents	under	age	30	who	have	heard	of	SHP

Figure	7:		Percentage	of	respondents	who	have	heard	of	SHP	by	occupation
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3.2	 Knowledge	of	sale	restrictions

Among those who had heard of the SHP, the vast majority of respondents 
did not know that there are restrictions on the sale of small houses within 
the first three years, and that when sold, the seller has to pay the full 
market premium to the government. Only rights holders themselves could 
name either of the restrictions in any significant numbers. 

Figure	8:		Knowledge	of	sale	restrictions	on	small	houses	

3.3 Knowledge of SHP origins

Among the general public, the knowledge that the SHP had been 
introduced as a temporary measure was more prevalent among those of 
higher income and educational attainment, and those in professional and 
associate professional occupations. However, older respondents (who 
were alive during the 1970s) were not any more aware of this history than 
younger respondents. 
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Figure	9:	Knowledge	that	SHP	was	originally	a	short-term	measure	by	income	(general	public)

Figure	10:		Knowledge	that	SHP	was	originally	a	short-term	measure	by	occupation	(general	public)
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Figure	11:		Knowledge	that	SHP	was	originally	a	short-term	measure	by	education	(general	public)
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Respondents were invited to consider how important it was for the community 
to deal with a number of issues related to the SHP. They were then asked to 
name their top issue of concern (Figure 12). 

While a majority of all groups agreed that it was important or very important 
to deal with the lack of comprehensive planning for the New Territories and 
the fact that there was a finite amount of land to fulfil an unlimited number of 
claims, SHIP groups A and B differed sharply from the general public on most 
issues. 

Much smaller proportions of SHIP groups A and B placed importance on the 
problem of villagers profiting from small house rights, environmental damage, 
discrimination against women, discrimination against non-indigenous Hong 
Kong residents, unequal enforcement against unauthorised building works, and 
lack of government review of the policy. They also placed substantially more 
importance on the Basic Law’s guarantee of small house rights. 

There is no clear consensus on which issue should take priority. However, 
there is strong agreement that the government should review the policy either 
immediately or before 2017. Only three per cent of the general public and six 
per cent of all SHIP respondents believe that there is no need to review the 
policy. 

4    Attitudes	towards	the	Small	House		 	
    Policy

FOCUS	GROUP	BOX	4:		VILLAGE	DWELLERS’	CONCERNS

In addition to the issues mentioned by the questionnaire, focus group 
participants living in village houses also named the following issues of 
major concern: erosion of the village living environment due to poor 
planning, inefficient use of land, inadequate sewerage infrastructure, fire 
safety problems and right of way disputes. They also expressed worries 
about small house applications by overseas indigenous descendants and 
triad influence in villages.



17

Figure 12:  Importance of SHP issues by SHIP category
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Figure	13:		Number	one	small	house	issue	for	community	to	address,	by	SHIP	category

Figure 14:  When should the government review the SHP?

* Percentage for the “overall population” was constructed from the SHIP and general public figures. Since the SHIP population 
is estimated to be 10% of Hong Kong’s households, the “general public” figures were multiplied by 0.9 and the “All SHIPs” figure 
were multiplied by 0.1, then the two products were added.  
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Respondents were then asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with 
eight policy options for reforming the SHP.

1. Restrict small house transactions by imposing a permanent moratorium 
on the resale of small houses to “outsiders”, (i.e. non-indigenous 
people). 

2. Allow high-rise buildings to accommodate more villagers on the same 
land. 

3. Give public housing to villagers instead of land for houses. 

4. Stop receiving applications, with compensation to eligible villagers who 
have not yet received grants. 

5. Set an expiration date for the policy after which no further registration 
will be accepted. 

6. Repeal the authority of village representatives and chairmen of rural 
committees to certify the status of indigenous villagers, and have the 
government keep the register. 

7. Abolish the policy immediately without compensation or extension. 

8. Make no change to the policy.

As the figures 15 to 22 show, there were strong disagreements between 
the general public and the SHIP groups on all of the policy options. In many 
cases, there were significant disagreements between SHIP groups A and 
B (small house rights holders and their household members), and SHIP D 
(non-indigenous village house dwellers). 

Unsurprisingly, SHIP groups A and B expressed less support for measures 
with a bigger negative impact on small house rights. Over 70 per cent of the 
general public agreed with giving villagers public housing instead of land, 
setting an expiration date for the SHP, and transferring the authority to 
certify indigenous status from village leaders to the government. However, 
only between one quarter and one half of SHIPs A and B respondents 
agreed with these measures.

60 per cent of the general public agreed that the government should stop 
accepting applications and compensate eligible villagers, but only 27 per 
cent of SHIP A and 42 per cent of SHIP B agreed. 

5 Attitudes	towards	Possible	
Changes in the Small House Policy
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One measure that received strong support from the general public (70 per 
cent) and majority support from SHIPs A and B (56 per cent in both cases) 
was to impose a moratorium on resale to outsiders. However, this option 
was met by opposition from 60 per cent SHIP D respondents, which is 
perhaps unsurprising considering that they have an interest in retaining the 
ability to rent or buy small houses. 

The only reform which received more support from SHIPs A and B 
respondents than from the general public was to allow high-rise buildings to 
be built on village land in order to accommodate villagers more efficiently. 
This policy would leave small house rights intact and even increase the value 
of village land. The idea receives weaker, but still majority support from the 
general public, with 61 per cent expressing agreement. However, among age 
groups below 50, opposition to this idea is around 37-38 per cent, compared 
to 23-24 per cent for respondents over 60.

The option most favoured by SHIPs A and B were to leave the SHP 
unchanged, which received over 70 per cent support. However, this option is 
unpopular in all other groups, with only 34 per cent of SHIP C, 24 per cent of 
SHIP D, and 21 per cent of the general public agreeing or strongly agreeing. 

The only thing that majorities of all groups agreed on was that the SHP 
should not be abolished immediately without compensation, although in the 
case of the general public, it was by a bare majority of 52 per cent.

Figures 15 to 22:  Agreement or disagreement with suggested reforms to SHP
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FOCUS	GROUP	BOX	6:	BUILD	TALLER

Several participants from all subgroups 
were supportive of allowing taller 
buildings on village land. Some 
suggested allowing each family to add 
additional storeys to their own house, 
while others suggested accommodating 
villagers in large-scale housing blocks 
on village land. 

Figure	16:		Allow	high	rise	buildings	on	village	land
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FOCUS GROUP BOX 7: SMALL 
HOUSES	TO	PUBLIC	HOUSING

General public participants expressed 
some support for giving villagers 
expedited public housing instead of 
land as long as they met the income 
and asset requirements. Some argued 
that public housing blocks for villagers 
should be built on village land, given 
Hong Kong’s land shortage. 

Several indigenous villager 
participants argued that it was 
unfair that villagers are currently not 
allowed to apply for Home Ownership 
Scheme housing without giving up 
their small house rights, yet waiting 
for a small house land grant might 
take up to 20 years. They also felt that 
the government should offer public 
housing to villagers in urgent need of 
housing.

Figure 17:  Give public housing to villagers instead of land

*Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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FOCUS	GROUP	BOX	8:	
COMPENSATION	CHALLENGES

Focus group participants were divided 
on this idea. One indigenous villager 
participant argued that buying back 
small house rights from villagers 
would be an easy solution for the 
government, saying the current going 
rate for small house rights varied from 
HK$50,000 to HK$3.5 million. 

However, some general public 
participants opposed compensation 
on the grounds that there is no clear 
way to assess the value of land that 
has not yet been granted. Some even 
feared that indigenous villagers might 
seek a judicial review to preserve their 
small house rights, prompting another 
Basic Law interpretation by the 
National People’s Congress Standing 
Committee. They preferred to set an 
expiry date so that villagers would 
have a chance to apply before the cut-
off date. Others also opposed the idea 
because the government would not 
only have to compensate all currently 
eligible villagers, but all sons born into 
the male line until 2047. 

Figure	18:		Stop	accepting	application	and	compensate	eligible	villagers

Figure	19:		Set	expiration	date	for	SHP
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Figure	20:		Transfer	responsibility	for	certifying	
indigenous villager status to government
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*Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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FOCUS	GROUP	BOX	9:	WHEN	SHOULD	
IT	END?

The two general public subgroups 
agreed that the SHP should be given 
an expiration date. The indigenous 
villager subgroup was divided, with 
some arguing that the SHP should 
be ended as it was unfair to non-
indigenous Hong Kongers, while others 
said that it should continue until the 
expiration of the Basic Law in 2047. The 
non-indigenous village house dwellers 
group generally agreed that the SHP 
should be retained to preserve Hong 
Kong’s rural traditional culture, but 
stricter conditions should be applied to 
the construction and resale of houses 
in order to curb speculative profit-
making.

FOCUS	GROUP	BOX	10:	DO	NOT	GO	
OUT	WITH	A	BANG

In spite of their unanimous opposition 
to the SHP in principle, the participants 
of one general public subgroup feared 
that abolishing it immediately without 
compensation might provoke a socially 
destabilising conflict between villagers 
and the government.

Figure 21:  Abolish SHP immediately without extension or 
compensation

Figure	22:	No	change
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6	 Priorities	for	New	Territories	
Development

6.1	 Differing	priorities	between	SHIP	groups

When asked how much they supported or opposed developing the rural 
New Territories to fulfil the housing needs of Hong Kong people, 78 per 
cent of the general public and 67 per cent of all SHIP groups said they 
“supported” or “strongly supported” the idea. However, this does not 
mean that housing was the first priority for the majority of respondents. 
Figure 23 below shows the general public and the 4 SHIP groups prioritised 
various land uses for the New Territories. While a plurality of respondents 
put housing first, only among SHIP A respondents was housing prioritised 
by a clear majority. A significant minority placed the highest priority on 
conserving country parks. 

Figure	23:		When	considering	New	Territories	land	use,	which	of	these	should	be	the	top	priority	for	
the government?
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6.2	 Differing	priorities	among	the	general	public

Among the general public, there were also significant differences in views. 

• Respondents under 30 stood out sharply from other age groups, with 
51 per cent of them putting country park conservation first. As many as 
14 per cent of under 30s also wanted to retain the New Territories for 
agricultural use. These figures may reflect the beginnings of a “back to the 
land” movement among the younger generation. 

• Putting conservation instead of housing first also increases with 
educational attainment. Since income is also correlated with education, 
the theory of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs leading to different priorities, 
such as quality of life becoming more important as material needs are 
met, appears to apply to this issue.  

• Among different occupational groups, associate professionals and 
students placed the highest priority on conservation. Blue collar workers, 
homemakers and retirees placed the lowest priority on conservation.

Figure	24:	Top	priority	for	New	Territories	land	use	by	demographic	categories	(general	public)
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6.3	Comprehensive	planning

While there are significant disagreements on planning priorities, large 
majorities do agree that the government should have a comprehensive 
plan. 81 per cent of the general public, and 76 per cent of the SHIP 
respondents said that the government “definitely should” produce a 
comprehensive plan for rural New Territories development.

FOCUS	GROUP	BOX	11:	POLARISED	PLANNING	PRIORITIES

Most focus group participants prioritised housing for New Territories 
development and felt that it would be acceptable to rezone green 
belt land and less ecologically valuable portions of the country parks 
for housing. Nevertheless, they said this should be done in addition 
to, and not instead of reforming the SHP. Some indigenous villagers 
voiced complaints about “radical environmental groups” placing 
wildlife habitats before people. However, a minority of participants 
insisted that country parks should be preserved and argued that 
development should follow the railway lines instead of being 
scattered all over the New Territories.  

Figure	25:		Should	the	government	produce	a	comprehensive	plan	for	rural	NT	development?
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7 Support for Reforming the Small 
House Policy

7.1 Unconsidered and considered support for     
 changing the SHP

Respondents were asked twice in different ways whether or not they 
supported or opposed making changes to the SHP. Close to the beginning of 
the survey, respondents were asked how much they supported or opposed 
leaving the SHP unchanged. Replies to this question should be seen as an 
initial first impression response. At the end of the survey, after answering 
many questions about their views on various SHP and New Territories 
problems, they were asked how much they were for or against changing 
the SHP. These replies should be seen as a considered response.

7.2	 Differences	between	SHIP	groups

Initially, about 16 per cent of the general public and 39 per cent of SHIP 
respondents said that they supported leaving the SHP unchanged. SHIP A 
and SHIP B were the most strongly in favour of retaining the SHP (79 per 
cent and 55 per cent, respectively), while the general public expressed 
the weakest support (16 per cent). This works out to 18.3 per cent for the 
population as a whole.10  

From Figure 27, it can be seen that after considering the issues involved, 
support for leaving the SHP unchanged dropped in all SHIP categories. Only 
7 per cent of the general public still said that they opposed changing the 
SHP. Among SHIP A (direct rights holders), resistance to changing the SHP 
was still strong, but fell from 79 per cent to 52 per cent after considering 
the issues involved. Opposition from SHIP B fell from 55 percent to 39 per 
cent. 

It is important to keep in perspective that despite the strong opposition of 
small house rights holders to reforming the SHP, they make up a very tiny 
proportion of the overall population. SHIP A and SHIP B make up only 11 
per cent and 12 per cent, respectively, of the total SHIP population, who in 
turn, make up about 10 per cent of Hong Kong’s population. Small house 
rights holders and their household members therefore only make up 2.3 
per cent of the population. The size of the pie charts in Figures 26 and 27 
put into perspective the size of the respective SHIP groups.
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Figure	26:	How	much	do	you	support	or	oppose	continuing	the	SHP	as	it	is	implemented	now	
unchanged?	(Unconsidered	support)	
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Figure	27:	Are	you	for	or	against	changing	the	SHP?	(Considered	support)
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7.3	 Differences	among	the	general	public

Figures 28 to 31 illustrate shifts in support for or opposition to changing the 
SHP among different demographic categories in the general public:

• Age: Opposition to reforms was the highest in those aged 50-59 both 
before and after consideration. However, the responses of 18-29-year-
olds were swayed substantially in the direction of reform after 
considering the issues.  

• Education: Respondents with a lower secondary education expressed 
the highest levels of strong support for continuing the SHP and 
opposition to changing it. Above the lower secondary level, support 
for reforming the SHP rose with education. Those with post-graduate 
education came out especially strongly in favour of reforming the SHP 
after considering the issues. 

• Occupation: Managers expressed the strongest support for reforming 
the SHP, while blue collar workers expressed the strongest opposition. 
Students appeared to be substantially swayed in the direction of reform 
after being asked to consider the issues. 

• Support for changing the SHP tended to rise with family income, both 
before and after considering the issues. The correlation seems to have 
become even more pronounced after consideration, with an especially 
high proportion of respondents with family incomes of HK$70,000 a 
month or more saying that they were very strongly for changing the 
policy.

Figure	28:	Support	and	opposition	to	changing	the	SHP	by	age	(general	public)
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Figure	29:		Support	and	opposition	to	changing	the	SHP	by	education	(general	public)

Figure	30:		Support	and	opposition	to	changing	the	SHP	by	occupation	(general	public)

Figure	31:		Support	and	opposition	to	changing	the	SHP	by	income	(general	public)
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7.4	 Participation	in	public	consultations	on	New		
 Territories issues

Support for the status quo among Hong Kong’s overall population is very low. 
Apart from direct rights holders and their household members, large majorities 
are in favour of changing the SHP. Large majorities agree that the government 
should review the policy immediately or before 2017.
 
However, Hong Kong’s governing structure and processes may contribute to 
the status quo remaining in place. Figure 32 shows how only 3 per cent of the 
general public have participated in public consultations concerning the new 
Territories in the past year, but 9 per cent of SHIP A and 8 per cent of SHIP 
B have done so. SHIP participants actually outnumber the general public in 
consultations, and some of them have participated in multiple consultations. 
This allows a small and vocal minority to dominate the views heard by the 
government. 

Figure	32:		Percentage	who	participated	in	any	public	consultations	related	to	the	New	Territories	in	
the past year

* Circles proportional to the size of the group in the population
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Figure	33:		Number	of	persons	reporting	the	number	of	times	they	participated	in	public	
consultations
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8.1	 Key	findings

• The whole SHIP population, including non-indigenous village house 
dwellers, make up about 10 per cent of households in Hong Kong. Rights 
holders and their extended family members make up about 5.6-6 per cent 
of households. Less than 3 per cent of households have a rights holder 
living in them. Many small house rights holders who live outside of Hong 
Kong do not have family members living in their small house. 

• Conservatively estimated, there may be 85,600 to 91,700 outstanding 
small house claims, 10,000 of which have already been filed. This will 
require another 11-12 km2 of land to fulfill.  

• About a fifth of the general public expressed a desire to live in a small 
house, which is considerably larger than the proportion currently living in 
such housing. The four main reasons for wanting to live in a small house 
include a better living environment, more living space, cheaper rental or 
purchasing cost, and better air quality.  

• About three quarters of respondents were aware of the SHP’s existence, 
but awareness varied by age and respondents under the age of 30 were 
the least aware. However, under 30s belonging to SHIP groups C and D 
(non-household family members of rights holders and non-indigenous 
village house dwellers) were even less aware of the SHP than members of 
the general public of the same age.  

• Lack of comprehensive planning, lack of action to review the policy, and 
different enforcement approaches to illegal works between small houses 
and buildings in the urban areas were considered very or somewhat 
important by strong majorities (over 80 per cent) of respondents. Two 
related issues, villagers profiting from their land grants by selling to 
outsiders and that the SHP is discriminatory and unfair to non-indigenous 
persons came very close together, concerning strong majorities of around 
70 per cent. 

• Rights holders and their household members differ sharply from other 
SHIP respondents and the general public over the changes they want to 
see to the SHP. Most wish to retain the status quo and express strong 
opposition to policies supported by the general public, including setting 
an expiry date for the policy, no longer accepting applications and 
compensating eligible villagers, giving villagers public housing instead 
of land, and transferring the responsibility for keeping the register of 
qualified indigenous villagers from village leaders to the government. 
However a majority of all groups oppose abolishing the policy 
immediately without extension or compensation.  

• While a plurality, 47 per cent, of the general public want to use the 
New Territories for housing, there is not a majority consensus. There 
are significant generational and socio-economic gaps in how people see 
development priorities for the New Territories, with younger and more 
educated respondents more likely to place conservation first.  

8	 Conclusion
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• At first, 16 per cent of the general public and 39 per cent of the SHIP 
groups said that they supported continuing the SHIP unchanged. 
However, after considering the issues, many shifted towards supporting 
change or to a neutral view. At the end of the survey, 65 per cent of the 
general public and 63 per cent of the SHIPs said they were for changing 
the policy. Only three per cent of the general public and six per cent of all 
SHIP respondents believe that there is no need to review the policy. 

• Proportionally, three times as many small house rights holders and 
their household members participated in public consultations on New 
Territories issues than members of the general public. Out of the 45 
public consultation participants interviewed in this survey, 25 of them 
belonged to a SHIP group, despite SHIPs making up only 10 per cent of 
Hong Kong’s population. This gives the government a distorted picture of 
the public’s views.  

8.2	 Recommendations

• The government should restart a review of the SHP immediately. 

• While there are strong disagreements between small house rights 
holders and the rest of the public on the future direction of the SHP, the 
government should realise that there is a high level of public support for 
reforms. Political will is needed in order to capitalise on this support to 
put pressure on entrenched rural interests.  

• While disagreements were many, during the focus group, indigenous 
and non-indigenous participants still found areas they could agree on. 
The government should develop a stakeholder dialogue in order to 
identify, absent commercial interests, areas of common ground between 
indigenous villagers and the general public.  

• The government should strongly consider imposing a moratorium on the 
resale of small houses. This measure receives support from roughly half 
of rights holders and their household members, as well as over 70 per 
cent of the general public.  

• Requiring residency in Hong Kong for a continuous period in order to 
apply to build a small house may substantially reduce the demand for 
small houses. This suggestion received strong support in the focus group, 
and was even favoured by indigenous participants as it would shorten the 
waiting list.  

• The Planning Department should halt its practice of periodically 
expanding village zones in response to rising demand for small houses. 
The right to apply for a small house does not equate to a right to an 
unlimited supply of land. 

• Improving environmental conditions and air quality in urban areas, as well 
as addressing the size and affordability of housing in general will help to 
reduce demand among the general public for living in small houses. 

• The government should create a comprehensive development plan for 
the New Territories in consultation with the public in order to work out 
compromises for future land use priorities and establish a strategic vision 
for the New Territories.
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The survey questionnaire (see full report) was administered by the CASR telephone survey lab of 
Hong Kong Baptist University between October 2014 and January 2015.11 Interviews were carried out 
with over 1,200 households with residential landline telephones. 

In order to obtain target samples of 600 members of the general public and 600 SHIP respondents, 
two rounds of calling were necessary. The first used random digit dialling to compile a sample of 
the overall population. After around 600 general public (non-SHIP) respondents were successfully 
interviewed, a second round of quota calling began. A screening question was used to identify only 
those who had the right or have family members with the right to build small houses, or who live in 
small houses. A final tally of the number of respondents interviewed in each category is shown in 
Table 2. 

Potential respondents were considered eligible to do the survey if they were Hong Kong permanent 
residents and a member of the household reached. The estimated range of error at the 95 per cent 
confidence interval for each group of 600 cases is about +/- 3.5 to 4 points. 

One objective of this survey was to estimate the size of the SHIP population in Hong Kong based 
on the proportion of SHIP respondents identified during the random calling round. As there may 
have been some differences in the willingness of different SHIP groups to be interviewed, (e.g. 
rights holders and close family members may have been less willing to answer questions than non-
indigenous village house dwellers), both the contacted count and the completed count were used to 
estimate a population range, shown in Table 3. 

Appendix: Methodology

Table	2:	Screening	question	and	proportions	of	SHIP	sample	in	quota	calling	round

Screening question: We are seeking to compare the views of New Territories Indigenous Persons who 
now have or have had a right to build a small house and those who do not have such rights. Are you, 
or anyone in your family a person who has now or has exercised in the past the right to build a small 
house in the New Territories? 

1. Yes, I am that person
2. Yes, there is a person in my family living with me
3. Yes, there is a person in my family not living with me or living outside Hong Kong
4. No, and I do not live in a village house
5. No, but I do live in a village house

Count % of SHIP sample
1. SHIP A 65 11
2. SHIP B 72 12
3. SHIP C 150 25
4. General public12 627 N/A
5. SHIP D 319 53
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Table	3:		Contacted	and	completed	counts	of	random	calling	round	for	the	purpose	of	estimating	the	
size	of	SHIP	populations

Group Contacted 
Count (1)

% Completed 
Count (2)

% Range	of	estimated	number	of	
households in Hong Kong (3)

SHIP A 12 2.2 18 2.7 53,614 - 65,799
SHIP B 6 1.1 7 1 26,807 - 24,370
SHIP C 18 3.3 13 1.9 804,214 - 46,303
SHIP D 28 5.1 30 4.5 124,287 - 109,65
General Public 541 89.4 604 89.8 2,178,678       - 2,188,426

Total 605 100 672 100

Total diallings: 
20,064

Total valid 
contacts: 
6,603

Total 
households 
contacted: 
9,122

Total households 
contacted: 
6,811

Contact rate: 
605/6603 = 
9.2%

Completion 
rate: 
672/9,122 = 
7.3%

(1)  The Contacted Count was calculated at the point when 605 eligible respondents in all categories had 
been successfully identified.

(2)   The completed count was calculated later, at the point when 604 general public respondents had 
completed random interviews, as well as 68 SHIP respondents who had completed interviews during 
the random calling for both groups, for a total of 672 interviews. The SHIP calling then excluded 
the public, but continued with random calls that screened out further interviews with members 
of the public without a direct interest in the Small House Policy. The SHIP sample is thus randomly 
proportioned among the 4 SHIP groups, but only the 68 SHIP respondents contacted during the time 
all calls were random can be used to estimate proportions of SHIP groups against the general public 
sample.

(3) Extrapolated based on 2,437,000 households in Hong Kong according to 2011 Census. The figure 
on the left is extrapolated from the contacted count; the figure on the right is extrapolated from the 
completed count. 
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development constraints. Additionally, a Civic Exchange 
report in 2013 calculated that there are 4.1 km2 of 
vacant private village land, an unknown proportion of 
which is suitable for small house development. Fulfilling 
all currently outstanding claims would at minimum 
fill up the remaining village zones, but the number of 
claims will continue to grow as more indigenous sons 
are born. See Information Services Department, Press 
Releases: LCQ18: “Village Type Development” sites, 
October 17 2012, Hong Kong: HKSAR Government, 
http://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201210/17/
P201210170321.htm (accessed 7 May 2015). Also 
see Lao, M., Small House Policy II: An Update, April 
2013, Civic Exchange, http://civic-exchange.org/en/
publications/4292654 (accessed 7 May 2015).  

8. Information Services Department, Press Releases: 
LCQ1: New Territories small houses, 11 January 2012, 
Hong Kong: HK SAR Government, http://www.info.
gov.hk/gia/general/201201/11/P201201110359.htm 
(accessed 24 April 2015). 

9. Ibid. 

10. For an explanation of how the overall population figure 
was calculated, see the note under Figure 14.  

11. There was some delay in the survey due to the student 
strike and Occupy Central. The survey lab at HKBU is 
obligated to use students as callers due to the terms of 
provision by the university. 

12. General Public sample shown includes some of the 
SHIP cases which were gathered by quota calling, that 
is, once the General Public sample was completed, 
persons responding yes to responses 1, 2, 3, or 5 above 
were sought, up to the target of 600 cases.

Endnotes

1. Article 40 of the Basic Law states “The lawful traditional 
rights and interests of the indigenous inhabitants of the 
“New Territories” shall be protected by the Hong Kong 
Special Administrative Region.” 

2. Legislative Council (2006), “Meeting of the Panel 
on Planning, Lands and Works: Background Brief on 
Processing of Small House Applications and Review of 
Small House Policy”, http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr05-06/
english/panels/plw/papers/plw0228cb1-986-1e.pdf 
(accessed 20 April 2015). 

3. The Census and Statistics Department has two 
categories of “village house”: “villas/bungalows/ 
modern village houses”, and “simple stone structures/
traditional village houses”. It defines a “villa/bungalow/
modern village house” as an individual house of one 
or multiple storeys built with full indoor plumbing and 
flush toilet facilities. Therefore, not all modern village 
houses were necessarily built under the SHP. A “simple 
stone structure/traditional village house” is defined 
as a usually one-storey house built of stone or other 
permanent materials.   

4. The second phase of the survey, which targeted 600 
SHIP respondents through quota sampling, found a 
somewhat different distribution of subgroups, shown in 
Table 2 in the Appendix. This sample is likely to be more 
accurate about the distribution of households within 
the four SHIP subgroups, but says nothing about the 
size of the SHIP groups relative to the general public. 
The proportions of the SHIP subgroups shown in tables 
throughout this report have not been adjusted to the 
proportions shown in Figure 1, in order to reflect the 
methodology accurately and transparently.  

5. Calculated by proportion of the SHIP sample reporting 
living in small houses, applied to numbers of SHIPs 
persons in the contacted and completed samples at the 
approximately 600 case points of the survey. 

6. See methodology section for a detailed explanation 
of the method used to estimate the upper and lower 
bounds of the number of SHIP households in Hong 
Kong.  

7. In 2012, Development Secretary Paul Chan Mo-po 
reported to the Legislative Council that there were 9.3 
km2 of government land within village zones reserved 
for small house development, excluding land with 
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