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The Jockey Club Civic Exchange “Reconnecting Open Space” Programme 

is a public engagement project that aims to evaluate and raise societal 

awareness on the quality of open space in the city. It is an initiative funded 

by The Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust and led by Civic 

Exchange, an independent public policy think-tank with a vision to shape a 

liveable and sustainable Hong Kong. This one-year project covers an 

eighteen-district wide public opinion survey, capacity building programmes 

for tertiary and secondary students, a public forum, and a research report. 
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While we often think that the purpose of public 
open space is recreation, this is not its only function.  
 
Public open spaces are places where public life takes place, where people from 
different backgrounds can interact with each other as equals. These interactions take 
many different forms, including casual contact, socialising, community activities, 
entertainment, political expression, and commercial exchanges. Many urbanists 
(people who study life in cities) see public open spaces as important for building 
communities and fostering a democratic society. 
 

What is Public Open Space? 
The concept of public open space can be vague and is viewed differently in different cultures. In the 

broadest sense, however, urban designers think of public open space as any space which is a) 

outdoors and b) can be accessed by anyone without paying a fee or meeting any requirements. 

Parks, squares, streets, street markets, footbridges, and country parks are some examples of public 

open space. 

 

For more information, please see Hong 
Kong Public Space Initiative’s article on 
The Concepts of Public Space. 

Tamar Park, Central 

http://www.hkpsi.org/eng/publicspace/concepts/
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What is the difference between 
“public open space” and 
“recreational open space”?   

While public open spaces can include spaces with many different 

functions (including streets), according to the Planning 

Department, recreational open spaces are managed only for 

recreation in Hong Kong. There should be a management body 

overseeing their recreational use. 

In addition, public open spaces have to be accessible to the public, 

but recreational open spaces do not necessarily have to be. The 

Planning Department requires that recreational open spaces serve 

“an identifiable residential or worker population”, which means 

podium gardens of large private residential developments that are 

accessible to residents only are also defined as “recreational open 

spaces”.   

 

 
 

The 2m2 Standard  
The Hong Kong Planning Standards and Guidelines (HKPSG) 

suggest that the Planning Department plans districts so that each 

person has 2m2 of recreational open space. Open spaces that can 

be counted towards this standard are called “countable open 

spaces”. 

 

According to the 
Planning Department, 
recreational open 
spaces are managed 
only for recreation in 
Hong Kong.  

It should be noted that the Hong 

Kong Government uses the 

concept of “recreational open 

space” rather than “public open 

space” in land use planning. 

Taikoo Park, Quarry Bay 

For more information about the 
government’s take on recreation, open 
space, and greening, please see Hong 
Kong Planning Standards and Guidelines. 

https://www.pland.gov.hk/pland_en/tech_doc/hkpsg/full/ch4/ch4_text.htm
https://www.pland.gov.hk/pland_en/tech_doc/hkpsg/full/ch4/ch4_text.htm
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What does the Planning Department mean by “public open space”? 

The Planning Department sometimes uses the term “public open 

space” by which they mean recreational open spaces that are 

accessible to everyone, such as parks, waterfront promenades, 

and public sports pitches. They do not include spaces like streets, 

pedestrianised zones, footbridges or unofficial open spaces like 

the Sai Wan Public Cargo Working Pier.  

Most public open spaces are managed by the Government, mainly 

the Leisure and Cultural Services Department and the Housing 

Authority, as well as some special governmental bodies such as 

the West Kowloon Cultural District Authority and the Energizing 

Kowloon East Office. 

The Government also includes Public Open Spaces in Private 

Developments (POSPDs), which are owned and managed by 

private landowners who are required to allow public access under 

the terms of their land leases. However, landowners are given 

broad discretion when managing POSPDs. They can impose 

conditions restricting people’s access and use if they deem certain 

activities to be nuisances or disturbances. For example, some 

POSPDs do not allow users to play badminton, have a picnic, or 

hold protests. In practice, some POSDPDs may even refuse entry 

from homeless people, the poor, or foreign domestic helpers, 

which is a breach of the public access requirement on their land 

leases or deeds of dedication. 

What is private open space? 

Private open spaces are owned by individuals, groups, or companies 

for private use. They range from people’s back gardens to 

recreational clubs. Usage is restricted to certain people such as 

property owners or fee-paying members. The Planning 

Department’s open space standard allows a certain type of private 

open space to be counted towards the 2m2 standard: communal 

gardens within large, private residential developments. They are 

counted because they serve “an identifiable residential population”. 

In fact, the HKPSG requires large residential developments to 

include at least 1m2 of recreational open space per resident. 

Meanwhile, private open spaces like the Fanling Golf Club are not 

included. 

Are country parks counted as recreational 

open spaces?  

The Planning Department does not count rural green spaces such as 

country parks, green belts, and conservation areas as part of 

recreational open spaces under the 2m2 per person standard. The 

HKSPG open space standards are designed for urban areas, new 

towns, and rural townships. Country parks are treated as a separate 

category because they fulfill a nature conservation purpose in 

addition to recreation. Recreational activities that take place in 

country parks are also of lower intensity than those in urban open 

spaces. 
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Open Space Provision in Hong Kong 
 
Figures provided by the Planning Department show that there were about 1,932.9 hectares of countable open 
spaces in 2012. Countable open spaces refer to recreation grounds managed by the Leisure and Cultural Services 
Department and the Housing Authority, public open spaces in private developments, and private open spaces in 
large residential developments. 

There is on average 2.7-2.8m2 of open space per person in 

Hong Kong, but such space is unevenly distributed. In old 

urban areas, the level of open space provision can be much 

lower: in Mong Kok, it is only 0.6m2 per person. Compared to 

other advanced Asian cities, Hong Kong has a low level of 

open space per person.  

 

Selected Major 

Asian Cities 

Open Space Per Person (m2) 

(Latest Available Figures) 

Hong Kong 2.7-2.8 (2012) 

Tokyo 5.8 (2013) 

Seoul 6.1 (2010) 

Singapore 7.4 (2015) 

Shanghai 7.6 (2015) 

 
 

 

 

The figures below show existing countable open space by providers in Hong Kong.  

(Note: Figures may not add up due to rounding errors.)  

For detailed figures on open space in Hong Kong, see Civic 

Exchange’s 2017 report, “Unopened Space: Mapping 

Equitable Availability of Open Space in Hong Kong”. 

http://civic-exchange.org/cex_reports/20170224POSreport_FINAL.pdf
http://civic-exchange.org/cex_reports/20170224POSreport_FINAL.pdf
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The map above shows open space distribution in Hong Kong by 

Outline Zoning Plan Area. The green areas are above standard and 

the brown areas are below standard.  

 

To access the full map,  

please visit this link. 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwZxfjRWMunHak9NbjNXVXIxOFU/view?usp=sharing
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Why Does Public 
Open Space Matter? 

 
Public open space is often neglected because it doesn’t have 
any commercial value. However, it brings about a wide range 

of environmental, health, and social benefits.  
 

Environmental Benefits 
Open space, especially green open space, provides environmental 
benefits including:  

• Trapping air pollutants and cleaning the air 

• Improving ventilation and air circulation in densely built-up 
urban areas 

• Reducing the urban heat island effect 

• Absorbing storm-water run-off and reducing flooding 

• Acting as a noise buffer 

 
Health Benefits 
There is relatively little research on the health benefits of open space in 
Hong Kong, but overseas studies have found that: 

• Elderly people in Japan who live near walkable, green open 
space in Japan live longer than those who don’t. 

• In the Netherlands, people living in neighbourhoods with more 
green open space suffered from fewer illnesses after 
controlling for socioeconomic and demographic characteristics.  

• Studies from several countries including the Netherlands and 
the UK found that people who live in areas with more green 
open space are happier and have lower rates of depression and 
anxiety. 

 
Social Benefits 
Although it is hard to quantify the social benefits of public open space, 
it serves important social and community functions: 

• Facilitates social interaction. In a study from the Netherlands, 
people who lived near public open space felt less lonely and 
said they had more social support. Having a free and accessible 
place for social interaction is especially important for people 
who do not have a lot of disposable income. 

• Provides a space for community activities and events. 

• Provides civic space for political expression, election 
campaigning, and social movements. 

• Enables people to mix (directly or indirectly) with people from 
different social, economic, and cultural backgrounds. This may 
help people become more tolerant and understanding of each 
other.  

 

“One Japanese 
study showed that 
elderly people with 
access to walkable 
green space lived 

longer. Green 
open space has 

also been 
associated with 
lower rates of 

illness.” 

- Carine Lai 
Civic Exchange Lead Researcher 

(Public Open Space) 



 Open Space Handbook – A guide for journalists in Hong Kong 9 

The Project for Public Spaces, an international non-profit organization dedicated to 
promoting best practices in public space design, identify four major qualities that make 
great public spaces.   
 Access and Linkages 

A good quality public space is easily accessible by 
public transport and on foot. It should be well-
connected to its surroundings. Look at the interface 
between the open space and neighbouring buildings – 
is it surrounded by active land uses like shops, or by 
blank walls and busy roads? Is the space accessible to 
people with disabilities or those with special needs? 
Also consider whether the space’s management body 
allows everyone to access and use the space.  
 
Comfort and Image 
Open spaces that are perceived as comfortable and 
having a good image will attract more users. Pay 
attention to whether a space appears safe and clean. 
Is it well-lit at night? Can you see what is going on in 
the space from far away? Is there a good selection of 
places to sit, including in the sun or in the shade, by 
yourself or in groups? Do women and children 
perceive the space to be safe and comfortable to use? 
 
Uses and Activities 
A good quality open space should offer a diverse 
range of things for people to do. Activities give people 
a reason to use a space – if there is nothing to do, no 
one will go there. Activities should be diverse to 
appeal to people of different genders, ages and 
backgrounds, single users and groups, and different 
users at different times of the day. If you only see one 
type of visitor doing one type of activity in an open 
space, then there may be a problem. Different 
activities can be introduced into a space through 
programming (planned events), providing different 
facilities, or simply providing flexible spaces where 
people can do their own activities. Flexible 
management also promotes diverse activities.  
 
Sociability 
A public open space’s sociability is whether it is a good 
place for social interaction. A sociable place is one 
where people meet their friends, recognise each 
other, and feel comfortable interacting with strangers. 
It is a place that people enjoy using regularly and has a 
strong a sense of community. Designing an open space 
for sociability is not easy as designers cannot control 
or predict human behaviour. However, an open space 
that achieves the other three qualities is more likely to 
become a sociable place as well.     
 

What is Good 
Quality Open 
Space?  
The quality of open space matters as much as 

the quantity – if open space is available but is of 

poor quality, then people will not use it. What 

makes a “good quality” open space? This is not 

easy to answer as different people have 

different needs and preferences. Rather than 

focusing on the aesthetic qualities or the 

presence of various types of facilities, we should 

think about more general qualities that 

successful public spaces share. 

 

To access the diagram above and the 

four major qualities that great public 

spaces identified by The Project for 

Public Spaces, please see this link. 

 

https://www.pps.org/article/grplacefeat
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Open Space Issues of Public Interest 
 
Open space plays an important role in the quality of people’s public and social life, physical and mental 
wellbeing, community building in neighbourhoods, a city’s identity, and equity issues such as people’s 
right of access to spaces in their cities. Highlighted below is a collection of reportage examining open 
space issues through the angle of public interest worldwide. 

The High Line is a New York City park that was built 

on an abandoned elevated railway line. It spurred 

economic development in the neighbourhood and 

attracted millions of tourists, but local low-income 

residents feel left out. How can we make sure that 

open spaces serve the local communities? 

CityLab 

7 Feb 2017 

Seoul’s celebrated flagship project tore down an 

elevated highway and revitalised the historical 

Cheonggecheon Stream, but the project was also 

plagued by corruption, a lack of consultation, and 

environmental problems. Was the project worth it?   

Story of cities #50: the 

reclaimed stream 

bringing life into the 

heart of Seoul 

The Guardian 

25 May 2016 

How privately managed open spaces in Hong Kong are 

mismanaged and inaccessible 

How Hong Kong’s 

developers are abusing 

public space 

Hong Kong  
Free Press 
17 Sep 2017 

The Guardian created a map 50 privately owned public 

spaces throughout London and revealed the lack of 

transparency regarding rules for public behaviour 

imposed by management companies. 

Revealed: the insidious 

creep of pseudo-public 

space in London 

The Guardian 

24 Jul 2017 

Publication 
& Date 

Description Title 

Open Space Revitalisation 

 

Privately Managed Public Open Spaces 

 

Photo Credit: Friends of the High Line 

 

Photo Credit: Park Ji-Hwan/ AFP/ Getty Images 

 

Photo Credit: Hong Kong Public Space Initiative 

 

Photo Credit: The Guardian 

 

The High Line’s next 

balancing act 

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/may/25/story-cities-reclaimed-stream-heart-seoul-cheonggyecheon
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/may/25/story-cities-reclaimed-stream-heart-seoul-cheonggyecheon
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/may/25/story-cities-reclaimed-stream-heart-seoul-cheonggyecheon
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/may/25/story-cities-reclaimed-stream-heart-seoul-cheonggyecheon
https://www.hongkongfp.com/2017/09/17/hong-kongs-developers-abusing-public-space/
https://www.hongkongfp.com/2017/09/17/hong-kongs-developers-abusing-public-space/
https://www.hongkongfp.com/2017/09/17/hong-kongs-developers-abusing-public-space/
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/jul/24/revealed-pseudo-public-space-pops-london-investigation-map
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/jul/24/revealed-pseudo-public-space-pops-london-investigation-map
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/jul/24/revealed-pseudo-public-space-pops-london-investigation-map
https://www.citylab.com/solutions/2017/02/the-high-lines-next-balancing-act-fair-and-affordable-development/515391/
https://www.citylab.com/solutions/2017/02/the-high-lines-next-balancing-act-fair-and-affordable-development/515391/
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CityLab 
16 Sep 2013 

Women in low-income immigrant neighbourhoods in 

Paris often do not feel safe or welcome in public spaces. 

CityMetric 
6 Nov 2014 

 

An introduction to Setagaya Play Park in Tokyo, which 

encourages risky play, including swinging from ropes 

and playing with fire 

Japanese adventure 

playground (Video) 

Arirang Culture 
8 Mar 2016 

Feature story on how Hong Kong’s playgrounds are 

becoming increasingly monotonous and boring 

How Hong Kong’s stress 

on safety has made 

children’s playgrounds a 

bore 

South China 

Morning Post 

12 Jun 2015 

A discussion of best practices for creating age-friendly 

parks. The article talks about design features that 

elderly people need to feel safe and comfortable, 

including some things you may have never thought of. 

What do seniors need in 

parks? 

The Dirt 

(the American 
Society of 
Landscape 
Architects) 

Photo Credit: Exploringlife 

 

Photo Credit: Arirang Culture 

 

Photo Credit: Nico97492 on Flickr 

Inclusive Open Spaces 

 

How can urban designers design women-friendly cities? 

A story about Vienna introducing gender-

mainstreaming in urban planning and design by 

studying how women use urban spaces 

How to design a city for 

women 

In France’s cities, public 

space risks becoming a 

women-free zone 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qxlntHvXWfo&t=54s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qxlntHvXWfo&t=54s
http://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/families/article/1820239/how-hong-kongs-stress-safety-has-made-childrens-playgrounds-bore
http://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/families/article/1820239/how-hong-kongs-stress-safety-has-made-childrens-playgrounds-bore
http://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/families/article/1820239/how-hong-kongs-stress-safety-has-made-childrens-playgrounds-bore
http://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/families/article/1820239/how-hong-kongs-stress-safety-has-made-childrens-playgrounds-bore
https://dirt.asla.org/2015/05/06/what-do-seniors-need-in-parks/
https://dirt.asla.org/2015/05/06/what-do-seniors-need-in-parks/
https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2013/09/how-design-city-women/6739/
https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2013/09/how-design-city-women/6739/
https://www.citymetric.com/politics/frances-cities-public-space-risks-becoming-women-free-zone-453
https://www.citymetric.com/politics/frances-cities-public-space-risks-becoming-women-free-zone-453
https://www.citymetric.com/politics/frances-cities-public-space-risks-becoming-women-free-zone-453
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Source 1: Town Planning Board 
The Statutory Planning Portal is an online tool that 
displays Outline Zoning Plans (OZPs) drafted by the 
Town Planning Board. The purpose of OZPs is to guide 
and control the development of Hong Kong by zoning 
land for different intended uses, such as residential (R), 
commercial (C), industrial (I), and open space (O). When 
the land is developed or redeveloped, developers must 
conform to the zoning – a factory cannot be built on 
“residential” zoned land. 

 
Source 2: Lands Department 
GeoInfo Map is a detailed general map of Hong Kong 
created by the Lands Department’s Survey and 
Mapping Office. It contains a comprehensive database 
of street addresses, building and place names, and 
public facilities in Hong Kong, as well as aerial 
photographs and some ground level location photos. 
GeoInfo Map also provides tools to measure distances 
and areas. 
 
Since the 1980s, the Hong Kong Government has 
encouraged and often required developers to provide 
open space for public use in private developments. This 
has created two types of public open space in private 
developments. The Lands Department provides data on 
public open spaces in private developments that are 
established under land leases. 

Source 3: Buildings Department 
The Buildings Department provides data for another type 
of public open spaces in private developments. The 
department calls these spaces areas for public use under 
deed of dedication. 
 

Source 4: Hong Kong Public Space 
Initiative 
The Hong Kong Public Space Initiative (HKPSI) is a non-
profit organisation that aims to educate and engage the 
community about public spaces in order to raise 
awareness of their value. The initiative has created a 
Hong Kong Public Space Directory to map the locations 
of all open spaces in Hong Kong. The database is 
currently in Beta version. 
 

Source 5: Lawnmap Hong Kong 
Lawnmap is a volunteer group that promotes the 
freedom to sit, lie, play, and relax on the grass. It 
organises lawn-based activities and events and uses 
crowd-sourced information to create a map of publicly 
accessible lawns in Hong Kong. Each lawn on the map is 
accompanied by a user-submitted description.  
 

Open Space Data Sources   
in Hong Kong 
There are various sources of open space data in Hong Kong; 

some of them are from government departments, while 

others are curated by non-governmental organisations. This 

section will give you an overview of key data sources that 

are relevant to open space. 

For details about different types of open space and how to use 

these open space data portals, please refer to specific links in 

the appendices on the next page.  

 

Open Space Data 
Sources in Hong Kong  
There are various sources of open space data in Hong Kong, 

some of them are from government departments, others are 

curated by NGOs. This section will give you an overview of key 

data sources that are relevant to open space.  

 

https://www2.ozp.tpb.gov.hk/gos/
http://www.map.gov.hk/
https://www.landsd.gov.hk/en/legco/pos.htm
http://www.bd.gov.hk/english/dedicated_areas.html
http://www.bd.gov.hk/english/dedicated_areas.html
http://database.hkpsi.org/#sthash.K9WKMJyf.dpbs
http://www.lawnmaphk.org/v2/
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List of Appendices 
Using Open Space Data Sources 

 
 

Appendix 1 
Outline Zoning Plans 
 
Appendix 2 
GeoInfo Map 
 
Appendix 3 
Public Open Spaces in Private Development 
 
Appendix 4 
Census 
 
Appendix 5 
Non-profit Data Sources 

 

http://civic-exchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Appendix1_OZP_Open-Space-Handbook.pdf
http://civic-exchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Appendix2_GeoInfoMap_Open-Space-Handbook.pdf
http://civic-exchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Appendix3_POSPD_Open-Space-Handbook.pdf
http://civic-exchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Appendix4_Census_Open-Space-Handbook.pdf
http://civic-exchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Appendix5_NonProfitDataSources_Open-Space-Handbook.pdf


 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

If you would like to learn more about the 
“Jockey Club Civic Exchange Reconnecting 
Open Space Programme” or organise an 
education seminar on open space with Civic 
Exchange, please contact our project 
manager Vicky Kung at vkung@civic-
exchange.org or 3105 3700. 

To learn more about the distribution of 

open space in Hong Kong, please read Civic 

Exchange’s 2017 report, “Unopened Space: 

Mapping Equitable Availability of Open 

Space in Hong Kong”. 

 

http://civic-exchange.org/cex_reports/20170224POSreport_FINAL.pdf
http://civic-exchange.org/cex_reports/20170224POSreport_FINAL.pdf
http://civic-exchange.org/cex_reports/20170224POSreport_FINAL.pdf

