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InTroduCTIon

Hong Kong’s Urban Renewal Authority (URA) has been in operation for ten years. Set up in 2000, it replaced the Land Development Corporation (LDC), the government’s first dedicated 
urban renewal agency, which in turn was founded in 1988. Put together, formal government-led urban renewal schemes have been ongoing in Hong Kong for just over two decades, enough 
time to evaluate their effect on the urban landscape. 

Prior to the 1980s, Hong Kong had relied mostly on private efforts to regenerate urban areas. The government began to systematically intervene in urban renewal in the late 1980s with the 
formation of the LDC as a result of the apparent failure of the market to prevent urban dilapidation in older districts. Private redevelopment was also seen as too piecemeal and profit driven 
to address overcrowding, fire hazards, inadequate transport infrastructure, and lack of public amenities in older districts. However, by the mid-1990s, the LDC was judged to have been too 
weak and too slow in renewing the urban fabric. The private supply of residential flats through redevelopment continued to decline throughout the 1980s and 1990s.1 This was exacerbated by 
the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997-98, and spurred the government to create the Urban Renewal Authority, with broader powers and a somewhat more flexible financing model, in 2000.

At the time, there was also a growing recognition in government that the problems of building maintenance and heritage preservation had long been neglected, and so the new renewal agency 
was given a broader scope. In addition to redevelopment, it also became responsible for rehabilitation, revitalization, and preservation within its target areas, which it now calls the “4Rs 
strategy”. 

But what results have Hong Kong’s urban renewal policies produced in practice? What impact have they had on our built environment? Are they environmentally, socially, and economically 
sustainable? This report is a critical analysis of Hong Kong’s urban renewal policies since 2000. The URA is the main focus, but not the only one. Part I explores the origins of the Urban 
Renewal Authority and the administrative and financial logic driving its operations. Part II will analyze the URA’s role within Hong Kong’s broader political economy. To understand why an 
Urban Renewal Authority was deemed necessary at all, we need to look beyond the organization itself to the reasons why there is market failure in urban renewal in the first place. Part III will 
examine the effects of urban renewal on Hong Kong’s built environment. This report is based on three types of research. Parts I and II rely mainly on archival research and interviews. The 
archival research involved a review of the existing academic literature on planning and urban renewal, government documents and websites, and the Legislative Council record. The interviews 
were conducted with several experts in planning, surveying, urban design, transport, and finance in the Spring and Summer of 2009. I am grateful for their cooperation and the many insights 
they have provided me. Part III relies mainly on photographic documentation of completed URA projects. Unless otherwise indicated, all the photographs in this report are mine. Most of the 
maps in this report are traced from masterplans of the developments obtained from the Planning Department and the Urban Renewal Authority. I would like to acknowledge their helpfulness 
in allowing me to access these documents. 

First, however, we turn to Hong Kong’s background in urban design. 



What was not deeply considered 
when drafting the legislation was 

what the community wanted  
to achieve in urban renewal,  

and how best to go about it.
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Hong Kong 
Urban Design
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Urban design must be tailored to local situations. The factors that make one city successful 
may not work in another, and different cities face different problems. For example, due to 
its extremely compact high-rise urban form, Hong Kong faces problems such as the “street 
canyon effect” that other lower-rise cities do not. There is much that is unique about Hong 
Kong’s development history and built environment, setting it apart from Western cities and 
even other Asian cities. 

When applying urban design principles to Hong Kong, we must also refer to local priorities, 
values, and needs. What kind of a city do people want? As in North America and Europe, 
the answer is bound up in historical context. It is also a moving target as community values 
change and evolve. 

Modern-day Hong Kong can be said to have grown up in the half-century after World 
War II, when Hong Kong became a haven for people fleeing war, political turmoil, and 
famine in Mainland China. The pre-war population was 1.6 million, and by 1960 had 
reached 3 million, by 1997 it was 6.4 million. The population has since stabilized at around 
7 million thanks to rising prosperity on the Mainland and a low native birth rate.4 Between 
the end of the war and the 1970s, Hong Kong transformed from a trading post into a light 
manufacturing centre and the busiest shipping hub in the world; then when factories moved 
across the border in the 1980s, it again transformed into an advanced service economy and 
regional financial centre.  

With this break-neck pace of development, economic growth and the provision of adequate 
infrastructure had to come first, while social, cultural, and environmental concerns took a 
back seat. Regulations and government policies were aimed at accommodating rapid growth. 
For example, a memo by the Director of Public Works in 1951 in preparation for a revision 
of the Buildings Ordinance to allow development to a higher density stated plainly: “lower 
standards of accommodation may be necessary.”5 Building regulations were relaxed in 1956 
to allow a much higher density of building. Urban design regulations governing the design, 
materials, and facades of buildings are notably absent in Hong Kong; the only firm design 
controls apply to plot ratio, site coverage, and sometimes height. Legislation protecting 
historical buildings was introduced relatively late (1971), and is limited in scope compared 
to other jurisdictions. The rapidly changing skyline was accepted as a fact of life, and Hong 
Kong retains few of its colonial-style buildings and pre-war vernacular buildings. 

With the horizontal expansion of the city restricted by Hong Kong’s leasehold land tenure 
system (see Part II) and indigenous land rights, reclamation had long provided a politically 
and fiscally convenient source of land to accommodate development. Small-scale reclamation 

The LoCAL ConTexT:  
evoLvIng CommunITy vALues 

Box 1 
What is Urban Design? 
Urban design is a branch of urban planning that deals with the form, 
function and arrangement of buildings, streets, public open spaces, 
amenities, transportation, and services. It incorporates architecture, 
landscaping, planning and social issues to focus on “place-making” —the 
art of creating and maintaining vibrant and meaningful public spaces. 

Urban design was once indistinguishable from planning and 
architecture, as city designers focused mainly on the physical and 
aesthetic aspects of cities. In the 20th century, architecture and 
planning diverged as the former concentrated on designing individual 
buildings, while the latter moved towards broader issues of land use, 
infrastructure, and urban development. As a modern discipline, urban 
design arose in the 1950s to fill the neglected space in between. Critics 
like Jane Jacobs argued that Modernist architecture and planning had 
created sterile, inhumane, and crime-ridden public spaces. 

Urban designers think about the interplay of physical and social factors 
in public urban spaces. Physical factors include the structure and 
density of city blocks, their accessibility (how easy it is for people to 
get to and from places), their legibility (how easy it is to find one’s way), 
their aesthetics, and the mixture of architectural forms and land uses. 
Social factors include the character, history, and local significance of 
neighbourhoods, as well as the specific ways in which spaces are 
used by people. Urban designers seek to foster public spaces that 
are conducive to social interaction, civic activity, and community-
building. In recent decades, they have also become more concerned 
with environmental sustainability, and the relationship of the city to 
the natural environment. Issues such as air quality, water pollution, 
energy efficiency and carbon footprints have become important. 
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schemes both private and public began in the 19th century on the northern shore of Hong 
Kong Island, and later on the southern edge of the Kowloon Peninsula. After World War II, 
large-scale reclamation on both sides of Victoria Harbour, Sha Tin and Tuen Mun provided 
for the expansion of the economic centre and to accommodate New Towns intended to 
decentralize the population. Reclamation was portrayed by the authorities as a triumph of 
engineering and a proud symbol of Hong Kong’s economic progress and was widely accepted 
until public opinion began to turn against it in the 1990s. 

Social attitudes towards urban design began to change as income and education levels rose. 
As people were increasingly able to fulfil their basic needs, more holistic values emerged, with 
growing concern about environmental protection, social equity, and cultural heritage. 

A Hong Kong Transition Project opinion survey found that public concern over various 
environmental issues rose between 2001 and 2008. While the health of the economy 
remained the foremost priority for many, the percentage of respondents who said that air 
pollution had a “great deal” of impact on their personal health and well-being rose from 87% 
to 92%. For the degradation of green areas in Hong Kong, that figure increased from 78% to 
84%; for coastal reclamation there was an increase from 59% to 69%.6 Meanwhile, “littering 
and neighbourhood hygiene” and “overpopulation and crowding” dropped out of the top 
six issues that people thought should be major government priorities, perhaps reflecting the 
city’s accomplishments in those areas. 7 Younger generations which had grown up exclusively 
in Hong Kong became more appreciative of local culture, character, and history, particularly 
in the run-up to the Handover.8 

The Handover also changed the way people thought about their government. As Hong Kong 
was no longer a colony, people began to demand more say in how the city was run. Civil society 
groups of all types became more outspoken. A number of groups dedicated specifically to 
urban design problems have emerged, such as Designing Hong Kong, Save Our Shorelines, 
and the Harbour Business Forum. In additional to formal civil society groups, the spread of 
the internet enabled less formally organized citizens to mobilize more easily and cheaply. The 
alternative news site Inmedia.hk played a role in organizing opposition to the demolition of 
the Star Ferry and Queen’s Piers in 2006 and 2007.9 It also played a role in the concerns over 
the Express Rail development in 2009-2010. Many of these online campaigns were driven by 
young people, whose interest in exploring their roots has translated into increased concern 
about heritage preservation and district character. 

These broad social changes have led to more complex expectations for urban design, and 
have coloured the community’s debate on urban renewal. For example, in the 1980s the 

Box 2 
Sustainability in  
Urban Design 

In the last two decades, urban designers have also become increasingly 
concerned about sustainability. What is sustainability and how does it 
apply to urban design and renewal? 

The generally accepted definition of sustainable development comes 
from the United Nations’ 1987 Brundtland Report:

Sustainable development seeks to meet the needs and aspirations of the 
present without compromising the ability to meet those of the future.2

Additionally, the United Nations recognizes sustainable development 
as encompassing economic development, social development and 
environmental protection, as “interdependent and mutually reinforcing 
pillars”.3 Environmental sustainability is about using natural resources in 
a way that does not deplete them faster than they can be replenished. 
It takes into account the carrying capacity of the ecosystem in which 
an economic system exists. Social sustainability is about maintaining 
social capital, including people’s needs for health, education, cultural 
expression, and human relationships. Economic sustainability includes 
economic growth, but is also concerned with the equitable distribution 
of economic benefits, both between people today and between this 
generation and future ones. 

Therefore, sustainable urban design holistically takes into account the 
impact on a city’s environment, its social capital, and its economy. For 
example, an urban designer concerned about environmental sustainability 
might ask whether a particular design efficiently uses natural resources, 
and whether it promotes a healthy living environment. On social 
sustainability, one might ask whether a particular design strengthens 
people’s sense of belonging and community. One might also deal with 
questions of who has the right to use certain spaces, whether access is 
equitable, or whether a certain urban configuration promotes interaction 
between different social groups. On economic sustainability, an urban 
designer might be concerned with both whether a certain design is 
financially viable, but also how economic benefits are shared.
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of economic development, but the fact is that significant numbers of people who are not 
directly displaced by redevelopment have come to regard themselves as stakeholders in the 
process.

Pong Yuen-yee a town planner who worked at the LDC and the URA from 1989 to 2006, 
moved from planning into a community development role in the early 2000s in order to 
deal with this rise in the community’s awareness of their rights and of urban renewal’s impact 
on their living environment. Pong saw the Lee Tung Street (Wedding Card Street) project 
as a catalyst and turning point for urban renewal activism.14 For the first time, the displaced 
residents were concerned not just about their own well-being, but about whether the street 
would retain any heritage elements after redevelopment.15 

These developments do not mean that Hong Kong people no longer highly value economic 
growth, nor does it even mean that the public is unanimous on any of these issues. It does 
mean that the public’s aspirations have grown more complex and sophisticated. There is 
a growing recognition that economic prosperity and good quality urban design are not 
mutually exclusive pursuits, but go hand-in-hand. 

public attached little cultural or aesthetic value to pre-war shop houses (tong lau), and for 
good reason.10 Those buildings had offered very basic living conditions, and were associated 
with poverty. Their narrow frontages admitted little daylight, they lacked modern toilets, 
and had historically been badly overcrowded:

“A typical tong lou was three to five stories high and constructed on long narrow 
lots roughly 15 feet wide and 40 feet long. Most tenements were leased by floor but 
were further subdivided into smaller units or cubicles for subletting. Each cubicle was 
occupied by a family or several people. The minimum standard of 34.4 square feet per 
adult as recommended by the government in a 1935 ordinance was never met… An 
old three-storey tenement in Wan Chai slept ninety people, many of them in bunks 
piled up in six tiers. In 1960, a family of seven living in one of these old tenements 
shared one cubicle with bunk beds in seven tiers.”11

Far from being seen as cultural assets, old shop houses and tenement buildings were perceived 
as an embarrassment to a modern city. In 1985, when the LDC was first proposed in the 
Governor’s policy address, Legislative Councillor Jackie Chan commented: 

“I am most pleased to learn that Government has placed much concern on the 
redevelopment of old districts in the urban area… there are still many pre-war 
and post-war buildings in these districts which are very old and dilapidated. 
Should these buildings be still allowed to continue to exist in their present form, 
they would not only cause a bad image on the city’s outlook but also form a great 
contrast between the old and the new.”12

When the Land Development Corporation bill was introduced to the Legislative Council 
(LegCo) in 1987, the South China Morning Post opined:

“Gone will be the days when ‘nightsoil ladies’ have to climb several flights of stairs 
before dawn to collect sewage from the pre-war tenements which lack toilets. 
Replacing the eyesores will be handsome skyscrapers.”13

Nowadays, heritage activists campaign to rescue pre-war buildings from demolition, such 
as the Blue House in Wan Chai. Some even perceive nondescript post-war tenements as 
having social value for their associated street life and “collective memory”. Heritage is just 
one of the many issues which now animate discussions on urban renewal. Whereas debates 
were once related mainly to compensation and relocation, now a great variety of civil society 
actors campaign on issues ranging from air ventilation to social network preservation. Many 
Hong Kongers still perceive these activists as peculiar sentimentalists who stand in the way 
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hong Kong urbAn desIgn ConCerns

1

Density

Hong Kong is an extremely dense 
city, with only 20% of its landmass 
built up.16 The most densely-
populated district in 2008 was 
Kwun Tong, with 51,970 people 
per km2.17 As a result, Hong Kong 
has a predominantly high-rise 
environment, a walkable city 
centre, high patronage of public 
transport, heavy use of formal and 
informal public spaces, and a high 
degree of public safety. However, 
many urban design problems 
facing Hong Kong occur because 
extremely high densities conflict 
with people’s expectations for a 
better quality of life. 

2

Scale and 
massing of new 
development 

Hong Kong is one of the few cities 
in the world where the “street 
canyon effect” is a serious problem. 
This occurs when buildings are 
more than twice as tall as the width 
of roads, and there are few or no 
gaps between buildings at ground 
level. This restricts the circulation 
of air and traps vehicle pollutants 
at street level.18 A variant of the 
“street canyon effect” is the “wall 
effect”, which occurs when cliff-
like buildings or rows of closely-
spaced towers on the waterfront 
block air ventilation, sunlight, 
and sight lines, and exacerbate the 
urban heat island effect.

3

View corridors  
and sight lines

Hong Kong’s combination of hills 
and water give it some spectacular 
scenery, but views of hills, water 
bodies, and man-made landmarks 
can be easily obstructed by high-
rise buildings. Current planning 
standards and guidelines call for 
the incorporation of view corridors 
into urban layouts, and give some 
protection to views from specific 
locations on the waterfront. The 
ridgeline of hills on both sides 
of Victoria Harbour are seen as 
worthy of being kept free of visual 
obstruction. 

4

The waterfront

Victoria Harbour is a unique 
natural asset. Historically it was the 
city’s economic centre, and is now 
appreciated for its aesthetic beauty, 
its iconic views, and its tourism 
value. However, waterfront 
areas have not historically been 
planned for public enjoyment, 
but dedicated to industrial and 
infrastructural uses such as roads, 
cargo handling, wholesale markets, 
incinerators, abattoirs, etc. The 
more recent development of “wall 
buildings” on the coast has also 
cut people off from the water 
both physically and visually. There 
is a growing demand for greater 
sensitivity in developing waterfront 
areas. 

5

Urban green 
space

While about 40% of Hong Kong’s 
territory is protected as country 
parks giving citizens access to 
the wilderness,19 green space is in 
extremely short supply within the 
urban core. The built-up areas of 
Hong Kong Island and Kowloon 
provide only 0.05 hectare (ha) 
of parkland per 1,000 people, 
compared to about 0.7 ha per 
1,000 people in Manhattan and 
inner London,20 and 0.67 ha per 
1,000 people in the built-up parts 
of Singapore.21 In a 2006 survey 
by Hong Kong University’s Public 
Opinion Programme, 62% of 
respondents said that they thought 
Hong Kong lacked sufficient open 
space and green parkland.22 

Hong Kong’s geography, regulatory environment, and development history have given it a one-of-a-kind cityscape that poses particular design challenges. These include:
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6

Place-making

To urban designers, place-making 
is the art of creating places with a 
strong identity which are vibrant 
and well-loved. Unlike in the 
West, where place-making relies 
more heavily on architecture 
and monuments, notable places 
in Hong Kong are defined by 
the land uses and activities that 
take place in them.23 With the 
progression of urban renewal, 
urban designers, activists, 
politicians and citizens have 
become increasingly concerned 
about the loss of “character 
streets”,24 familiar neighbourhoods, 
and street markets. The social, 
cultural, and economic value of 
such places is being increasingly 
promoted.

7

Pedestrian 
environment

Related to place-making is 
the creation of a pleasant 
and interesting pedestrian 
environment. This is challenging 
in Hong Kong, which has narrow 
streets, high traffic congestion, 
and extremes of hot and wet 
weather. Government policies 
have concentrated in two areas: 
incentives for developers to set 
aside space for wider pavements, 
and the construction of pedestrian 
footbridges and underpasses 
to accommodate capacity and 
separate pedestrians from cars. The 
efficacy of these policies has been 
debated in recent years. 

8

Heritage 
preservation

Hong Kong’s limited heritage 
legislation and policies have long 
been a source of dissatisfaction 
to conservationists, and rapid 
growth has meant that the city 
now has relatively few historical 
buildings left. It became a major 
public debate in 2006-07, with 
the dramatic Star Ferry and 
Queen’s Pier protests. It has 
become a highly contentious issue, 
with wide disagreement on the 
relative priorities that should be 
put on heritage and economic 
development, and what physical 
and social structures, customs, and 
practices constitute our heritage. 

9

Environmental 
performance

In an era of scarce resources and 
climate change, urban designers 
have become more concerned 
with environmental performance: 
how to design cities with better 
air quality, less pollution, and 
more energy efficiency. In Hong 
Kong, about half of all energy use 
is from electricity consumption. 
Of that, about 80% of electricity 
consumption and a third of 
greenhouse gas emissions comes 
from buildings, largely from air-
conditioning use in the summer.25 
Its densely built environment 
produces an “urban heat island 
effect” that makes urban areas 
several degrees hotter than the 
surrounding countryside.26 Hong 
Kong’s low-lying coastal location 
makes it vulnerable to storms and 
flooding should climate change 
produce a rise in sea levels or 
an increase in dramatic weather 
events.27 The acute shortage of 
landfill space makes it important 
to reduce the need to dispose of 
construction waste. 

10

Traffic

One of the challenges of urban 
design is how to mediate potential 
conflicts between pedestrians 
and cars, and how to design 
urban environments which are 
pedestrian-friendly but which can 
still accommodate vehicular traffic 
in Hong Kong, this is especially 
challenging because of limited 
space. Plans to increase density in 
the urban core must be weighed 
in terms of their impact on traffic 
congestion.
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In 1998, the Planning Department recognized that urban 
design was a growing community issue, and commissioned 
a study “with a view to preparing a set of guidelines to 
promote public awareness on design considerations, and to 
provide a broad framework for urban design assessment.”28 
The study was completed and the Urban Design Guidelines 
issued in 2003, with the goal “to promote Hong Kong’s 
image as a world-class city and to enhance the quality of our 
built environment”. 

The Guidelines, which were incorporated into the Hong 
Kong Planning Standards and Guidelines, identified the 
major urban design issues and provided recommendations 
on each. These issues were massing and intensity in urban 
fringe areas and rural areas, development height profile, 
waterfront sites, public realm, streetscape, heritage, view 
corridors, stilted structures and ventilation.29 

However, the Urban Design Guidelines did not lead to 
the passing of any enforceable legislation. The Guidelines, 
like the rest of the Planning Standards, are administrative 
guidelines and not statutory law, which means that they 
are not mandatory. Hong Kong Planning Standards and 
Guidelines make clear that they are not meant to be rigidly 
enforced: “As planning standards and guidelines could 
affect the allocation of scarce land and financial resources, 
they should be applied with a degree of flexibility. Trade-
offs may be necessary so that the community at large could 
benefit most from the development.”30 The Urban Design 
Guidelines therefore rely on existing laws, regulations, and 
administrative mechanisms for implementation.31 

The existing framework includes fragmented development 
controls exercised via the Town Planning Ordinance, the 
Buildings Ordinance, the Antiquities and Monuments 
Ordinance, and through land lease terms. At least three 
government departments are responsible for implementing 
and administering these ordinances and practices. The 
difficulties and inefficiencies of the existing planning 
framework will be further explored in Part II, but here 
it is sufficient to say the Guidelines were written as a 
manual to guide future planning, but lack a comprehensive 
enforcement mechanism. 

Having looked at the political, social and environmental 
context in which Hong Kong’s urban design problems and 
aspirations have evolved, we now turn to the origins and 
operation of the URA. 



“A cosmetic attempt to patch up 
the physical manifestations 

 of market failure” 

legislator Christine Loh on the URA bill, 2000
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Part I:  
The URA —  
A Redevelopment 
Machine



15

The government believed the reason that the LDC’s work 
progressed too slowly was because the LDC lacked sufficient 
power and resources. The situation was exacerbated by the 
severe property slump following the Asian Economic Crisis 
of 1997. The slump not only affected the LDC, but private 
developers lost interest in renewal projects. It was decided 
that the LDC should be replaced with a more powerful 
URA. 

The urA’s begInnIngs

The URA’s predecessor was the LDC, which was set up in 
1988. The government wished to set up an independent 
body to tackle the problem of urban renewal because 
it did not wish to spend public money. The government 
had attempted to get directly involved in urban renewal in 
Sheung Wan and Sai Ying Pun in the late 1960s and 1970s, 
but those schemes were beset by serious financial problems 
due to the expense of land acquisition and an economic 
downturn in 1975.32 The government and LegCo lost their 
appetite for direct urban renewal. This eventually led to the 
decision that the LDC would be self-financing. The LDC 
was required by its ordinance to operate under “prudent 
commercial principles”, and was offered only a start-up 
loan of HK$100 million from the government. (In practice 
it only borrowed HK$31 million).33

The LDC was to buy properties from private owners at a 
fair market price, partner up with a private developer (for 
upfront capital), redevelop the site, share the profits, and 
then use its earnings to acquire more land and rehouse 
affected tenants. This meant that not only did its projects 
have to be commercially viable, they had to be extremely 
lucrative. The LDC tackled low-rise sites that offered a 
large plot-ratio gain, located in central urban areas which 
would generate high property values. It was also extremely 
sensitive to fluctuations in the property market, and had to 
wait to buy during market troughs and sell during peaks. 
During twelve years of operation, it managed to commence 
30 projects, but completed only 16, covering just 2.8 
hectares of land.34 It left another 25 projects announced 
but not completed.35 The government clearly saw this as 
inadequate. In 1998, its Urban Renewal Strategy study 
identified another 500 projects in need of redevelopment, 
of which 200 were accorded high priority.36
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1

Prudent commercial 
principles

The LDC Ordinance stated that the LDC 
had to run under prudent commercial 
principles. This meant that the LDC was 
unable to take on unprofitable projects. 
This language was therefore weakened in 
the URA Ordinance, which only required 
it to “exercise due care and diligence in the 
handling of its finances.” It was recognized 
that the URA would have to take on some 
unprofitable projects, although it was 
hoped that it would be able to subsidize 
them with more profitable projects. In the 
long-term, urban renewal was still meant 
to be largely self-financing. 

2

Powers of resumption

While the LDC did have the ability 
to request mandatory resumption of 
property by the government, it first had 
to demonstrate that it had made a good 
faith effort to buy properties from owners 
at a fair market price. This meant it could 
spend years in negotiation with property 
owners, and usually had to acquire the 
vast majority of property interests (in 
the region of 90%) before applying for 
mandatory resumption. This was thought 
to be too onerous. For the URA a time 
limit was set for acquisition negotiations. 
The URA can begin by negotiating with 
owners to willingly sell their properties, 
but is required to apply for mandatory 
resumption within 12 months after the 
project plans are given final approval by 
the Chief Executive or the Secretary for 
Planning and Lands (now the Secretary for 
Development).

3

Rehousing

The LDC was not only required to 
compensate property owners, but was also 
required to ensure that no-one was rendered 
homeless as a result of redevelopment. This 
meant that it had to rehouse rental tenants 
using its own resources. It offered tenants 
subsidized rentals in its new developments, 
and sometimes had to buy properties on the 
open market to rehouse displaced people. 
The URA was given more government 
support to rehouse tenants. Displaced 
renters can now be rehoused in public 
rental housing, or in units provided by the 
non-profit Housing Society. The Housing 
Authority agreed to set aside 20% of its 
stock of rental housing annually for URA 
resettlement. 

4

Financing

It was felt that the LDC lacked sufficient 
financial support to accomplish its goals. 
Apart from a start-up loan, the LDC was 
given no subsidies or tax breaks. The URA 
would not only be tax-exempt, it would 
also be exempt from having to pay the land 
premium (normally paid by land owners 
when they apply to alter or upgrade the 
land uses specified in their land leases). 
Since the land premium can comprise up 
to 40% of a project’s costs, this was an 
enormous indirect subsidy. In addition to 
these indirect subsidies, the government 
also agreed to inject equity into the URA 
through the Capital Investment Fund. 
In 2002, the government agreed to give 
HK$10 billion directly to the URA over a 
period of five years. 

versIon 2:  
The urbAn renewAL 
AuThorITy

The URA was intended as a bigger, more powerful version of the LDC. The government identified the LDC’s perceived shortcomings, and designed the URA to avoid them.  
The main shortcomings were:
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Few of the legislators in the Subcommittee to Study the 
URA White Bill turned their attention to fundamental 
policy questions either. Many were concerned with technical 
details — the structure of the URA’s board, mechanisms for 
disclosure and public consultation, compensation terms for 
affected property owners — but few considered whether 
the right mechanism was being proposed to accomplish the 
right goals. 

The major exception was Christine Loh, who was at that 
time a legislator in the (now defunct) Citizens Party. She 
was one of two legislators to vote against the bill, the 
other being Leung Yiu-chung of the Neighbourhood and 
Worker’s Service Centre.39  Loh believed that the URA 
would not work. At the debate on the second reading of 
the URA Bill, Loh argued that the government did not in 
fact have a clear strategy for urban renewal. In her view the 
government was setting up the “hardware” of the Authority 
before developing the “software” (the strategy) to run it.40 

Describing the URA as “a cosmetic attempt to patch up the 
physical manifestations of market failure”, Loh went on to 
urge the government to first address the causes of market 
failure at their root before trying to intervene directly 
in urban renewal.41 (The causes of market failure will be 
explored more deeply in Part II). 

The URA Ordinance was drawn up according to these 
principles and brought before LegCo in 2000. However, 
what was not deeply considered when drafting the 
legislation was what the community wanted to achieve in 
urban renewal, and how best to go about it. Nor did policy-
makers consider the deeper questions of what role, if any, 
the government ought to play in urban renewal; whether 
paying above market-value compensation would distort 
the market; and how to remedy the underlying problems 
which made private developers reluctant to participate in 
urban renewal in the first place. While some participants 
in the public consultation suggested different approaches 
to urban renewal — some argued the government should 
avoid becoming involved in property development and 
limit itself to a facilitating role — these suggestions were 
dismissed.37 The URA was envisioned as a more robust 
version of the LDC. 

Meanwhile, the community’s attitudes towards urban 
planning, design, and renewal had been evolving. Policy-
makers increasingly recognized that building maintenance 
and heritage preservation had long been neglected. These 
ideas were incorporated into the Planning Department’s 
1999 study on Hong Kong’s Urban Renewal Strategy. 
In addition to “improving the built environment by 
replacing old, run-down and underutilized areas with new 
developments which are properly planned” and “achieving 
better utilization of land...to meet various development 
needs”, the study set the goal of “[promoting] rehabilitation 
and preservation of buildings, and improvement of places 
of local, architectural, cultural or historical interest.”38

Yet while it was decided that the URA would be given new 
responsibilities in these areas, they did not play a great 
part in shaping its structure or its mode of operation. The 
Planning Department study would be used as the basis of a 
formal Urban Renewal Strategy to guide the new Authority, 
yet this document was not finalized until a year after the 
legislation had been passed. 
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The legislation that defines the URA’s organizational 
mechanism was determined before its guiding principles, 
the Urban Renewal Strategy, was finalized. The Ordinance 
itself gives scant mention of the Strategy, simply stating that 
“The Secretary [of Planning and Lands] may prepare from 
time to time an urban renewal strategy for the purposes of 
this Part relating to the carrying out of urban renewal”.42 
It makes no reference to the Strategy’s content, leaving it 
entirely open-ended. 

While a legislative text is not the appropriate venue for 
a lengthy discussion of policy aims, one would expect 
to find in it a description of the legal and administrative 
mechanisms used to accomplish the policy goals. However, 
while the Ordinance lists a variety of purposes for the URA, 
the only mechanisms described within it are those utilized 
for redevelopment. 

The Ordinance describes the URA’s financial arrangements 
and powers, the procedures required to initiate, implement, 
and gain planning approval for redevelopment projects, 
procedures for public objection, and procedures for 
resuming land. No specific mechanisms are described to 
fulfil goals (d) and (e) — promoting building maintenance 
and preserving historical structures. 

It can also be noted that all of the purposes stated in 
the Ordinance relate to the improvement of physical 
infrastructure. There is no mention of social or environmental 
conditions, for example. Moreover, the clause about 
heritage preservation was not present in the original version 
of the bill, but was inserted at the suggestion of the LegCo 
subcommittee in charge of studying the bill.43 

This redevelopment-centred mechanism lies in sharp 
contrast to the Urban Renewal Strategy, which tries to 
spell out more holistic goals. The Strategy states that 
urban renewal is not a “slash and burn process”, and that 
a “comprehensive and holistic approach should be adopted 
to rejuvenate older urban areas by way of redevelopment, 
rehabilitation and heritage preservation.”44 It states that 
its urban renewal approach should be “people centred”, 
and that the purpose of urban renewal is to “improve the 
quality of life of residents in the urban area” and “reduce the 
number of inadequately housed people”.45 

The purposes of the URA stated in the Ordinance are:

(a) replace the LDC as the body corporate established 
by statute having the responsibility of improving the 
standard of housing and the built environment of 
Hong Kong by undertaking, encouraging, promoting 
and facilitating urban renewal;

(b) improve the standard of housing and the built 
environment of Hong Kong and the layout of built-up 
areas by replacing old and dilapidated areas with new 
development which is properly planned and, where 
appropriate, provided with adequate transport and 
other infrastructure and community facilities;

(c) achieve better utilization of land in the dilapidated 
areas of the built environment of Hong Kong and 
to make land available to meet various development 
needs;

(d) prevent the decay of the built environment of Hong 
Kong by promoting the maintenance and improvement 
of individual buildings as regards their structural 
stability, integrity of external finishes and fire safety as 
well as the improvement of the physical appearance 
and conditions of that built environment; 

(e) preserve buildings, sites and structures of historical, 
cultural or architectural interest; and 

(f ) engage in such other activities, and to perform 
such other duties, as the Chief Executive may, after 
consultation with the Authority, permit or assign to it 
by order published in the Gazette.

urA ordInAnCe vs.  
urbAn renewAL sTrATegy
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Paragraph 5 goes on to lay out a number of objectives 
specifically related to urban design, environmental 
improvement, and social sustainability. These objectives are 
quoted below: 

restructuring and replanning designated target areas1. 

designing more effective and environmentally-friendly 2. 
local transport and road networks

rationalising land uses3. 

redeveloping dilapidated buildings into new buildings 4. 
of modern standard and environmentally-friendly 
design

promoting sustainable development in the urban area5. 

promoting the rehabilitation of buildings in need of 6. 
repair

preserving buildings, sites, and structures of historical, 7. 
cultural or architectural interest

preserving as far as practicable local characteristics8. 

preserving the social networks of the local community9. 

providing purpose-built housing for groups with 10. 
special needs, such as the elderly and the disabled

providing more open space and community/welfare 11. 
facilities

enhancing the townscape with attractive landscape 12. 
and urban design

These objectives form the basis of the URA’s “4Rs” motto 
— Redevelopment, Rehabilitation, pReservation and 
Revitalization. Given the redevelopment-centred structure 
of the URA laid out by the Ordinance, it is questionable 
whether the Authority is equipped to carry out these goals. 

A look at the practical targets set out in the Strategy reveals 
that the holistic language is an afterthought tacked on 
to a heavy programme of redevelopment. The Strategy, 
released in 2001, aimed to redevelop 2,000 old buildings 
in about 200 sites over the following 20 years, improve the 
environmental quality of 67 hectares in old urban areas, 
rehouse 27,000 tenant households, provide 60,000 m2 
of open space, 90,000 m2 of floor space for government, 
institution or community (GIC) facilities, and build 
seven new schools. These 200 redevelopment sites were 
pre-selected by the government and were named in an 
undisclosed Annex to the Strategy. .

If these targets are to be met, it would necessitate an 
average of 10 redevelopment projects affecting an average 
of 100 buildings and 1,350 tenant households every year. 
The Strategy does not acknowledge the contradiction 
between this rapid pace of redevelopment and goals such as 
“preserving the social networks of the local community” or 
“preserving as far as practicable local characteristics”. 

Redevelopment is the engine of the URA. It is a machine 
designed to conduct 200 redevelopment projects identified 
by the government with the help of mandatory resumption 
and land premium waivers. 

Money made from redevelopment is meant to fund the other 
three Rs of rehabilitation, preservation, and revitalisation. 
However as we shall see in Part II, the both the financial 
resources and number of projects it has devoted to these 
activities are a small fraction of its overall portfolio. 
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The URA needs to earn profits because it is very expensive 
to acquire properties and relocate people. In 2002, it was 
projected that of the HK$38.3 billion the URA would 
spend between 2002 and 2007, HK$21.1 billion would 
be for acquisition and relocation, while HK$16.8 billion 
would go towards construction.46 Because the URA 
has extensive powers of mandatory resumption, owners 
residing in project areas have no choice but to move out. 
As a sweetener, the URA offers higher than market rate 
compensation. Domestic property owners are offered 
compensation equivalent to a same-sized average seven 
year-old flat in the same district. Since the properties being 
acquired are much older than seven years, this represents 
a significant increase over the market value. Owners of 
commercial premises are offered market rate plus 10%, or 
market value plus 35% if the premises are owner-occupied. 
47

In addition to compensating owners, the URA must 
also offer compensation or rehousing to domestic and 
commercial tenants.48

Finally, because the URA often needs to borrow to cover 
its acquisition costs, interest payments can reach high levels 
depending on prevailing interest rates. While the URA now 
has a time limit of 1 year on the acquisition process before 
it must apply for mandatory resumption, under the former 
LDC, acquisition negotiations could drag on for years. The 
longer the acquisition period, the more interest must be 
paid. During the implementation of the Langham Place 
project (which was begun under the LDC and completed 
by the URA), there was a period in the 1990s when interest 
costs ran to HK$1 million per day.

When the planning process is finished, and is given 
final approval by either the Secretary for Development 
(formerly the Secretary for Planning and Lands) or the 
Chief Executive for development projects and development 
schemes respectively, the URA can begin land resumption. 
Initially the URA will negotiate with owners to sell their 
properties voluntarily, but the URA Ordinance states that 
within one year after receiving final planning approval, it 
must apply to the government to mandatorily resume the 
remaining properties. 

The URA Ordinance lays out the procedures for carrying 
out projects. Every year, the URA is required to submit 
a five-year corporate plan to the Financial Secretary, 
containing a list of the projects it plans to implement in 
the next five years, when it expects to commence them, as 
well as its projected income and expenditure. At the same 
time, it must submit a business plan which contains the 
same information for URA activities taking place within 
the next year. The Financial Secretary then approves the 
plans. 

Neither the corporate plan nor the business plan is made 
public. The government justifies this secrecy by saying that 
allowing the public to know where future projects will be 
would fuel property speculation or encourage squatters to 
move into buildings that are about to be demolished in 
the hopes of securing compensation. With the exception 
of the 25 projects previously announced but not begun by 
the LDC, the general public does not find out about URA 
projects until they are officially gazetted and commenced. 

Upon commencement, a freezing survey takes place whereby 
the URA conducts a census of all those living within the 
project area for the purpose of calculating compensation. 
The gazetting also sets in motion the planning and public 
objections process. Legally, the URA may proceed by way 
of a “development project” or a “development scheme”. 
The distinction is that “development projects” are smaller 
and simpler, and do not require rezoning permission from 
the Town Planning Board (TPB). The planning process 
therefore remains internal to the URA (which has the 
authority to draw up statutory plans within the project 
boundaries), and so does the mechanism for lodging public 
objections. “Development schemes” are larger and more 
complex, and require TPB approval. The planning and 
public consultation process is then conducted by the TPB 
under the Town Planning Ordinance, and is the same for 
any other private development requiring TPB approval. 

The CyCLe of  
resumpTIon And profIThow The urA worKs 
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Is The urA  
jusT AnoTher deveLoper?

but also a direct capital injection of HK$10 billion52) it has 
failed to adequately fulfil public aspirations. 

The URA is ultimately a tool devised to paper over the 
physical results of inadequate enforcement of regulations 
and market failure caused by a high land price policy. In Part 
II, we will look at how the URA fits into its political and 
economic context, and how it may inadvertently be creating 
perverse incentives which exacerbate the very problems it 
was intended to solve. 

In a July 2009 presentation to the Royal Institute of 
Chartered Surveyors, Secretary for Development Carrie 
Lam acknowledged that the URA is often perceived as “just 
another developer”.51 Critics allege that its commercially-
driven model produces results no better than what any 
private developer would do. 

This is not an entirely fair assessment. As explained in 
Part III of this report, the URA has done more than 
private developers to adopt green building practices and 
conform to voluntary ventilation assessment guidelines. It 
additionally fields a team of social workers to conduct social 
impact assessments before projects and to assist families in 
relocation. It is also required by law to hold some form of 
public consultation, either through its own mechanisms, 
in the case of small development projects, or through the 
TPB’s mechanism in the case of large development schemes. 
While the URA’s consultation mechanisms fall far short of 
bottom-up planning, private development projects which 
do not contradict statutory Outline Zoning Plans do not 
require any form of public consultation. 

Nevertheless, its commercially-oriented acquire-sell-
build model has failed to produce a high quality urban 
environment. As we shall see in Part III, it builds bulky, 
homogenous developments with large amounts of inactive 
frontage. They overshadow neighbourhoods, frequently 
rely on car-oriented transport planning, and worsen 
air ventilation conditions. While it has created some 
successful public spaces and pedestrian precincts, most are 
unremarkable and a few are poorly designed and managed. 
URA projects severely disrupt the local economies which 
form the character of much of inner urban Hong Kong, 
and at best preserve heritage buildings in a piecemeal and 
superficial manner. This is far from the holistic process 
described in the Urban Renewal Strategy. Despite being a 
public body with special powers and subsidies granted to it 
by the government (mostly exemption from land premium, 

Having acquired the site, the URA can then proceed with 
redevelopment in one of three ways:

(a)  It can redevelop the site on its own
(b)  It can enter into a joint venture contract with a 

private developer.
(c)  It can sell the land to a private developer.

Joint ventures are the most commonly used model 
of redevelopment. Under this arrangement, the URA 
tenders out for a private joint venture partner to share 
the construction costs and profits. However, the URA 
still unilaterally shoulders the costs of acquisition and 
relocation. 

All of these factors combine to explain why the URA still 
faces strong commercial pressures even though it is exempt 
from taxes and land premium. They also explain why 
the URA’s activities lean heavily towards redevelopment. 
The profits earned from redevelopment do subsidize 
the other three “Rs” of rehabilitation, revitalization, 
and preservation, but in reality the vast majority of the 
funds go towards new redevelopment projects. The URA 
does not release figures on income and expenditures for 
individual projects, but some of its published documents 
indicate the heavy financial emphasis on redevelopment. 
In 2002, the Planning and Lands Bureau estimated that 
the URA’s total cost for 42 projects over the next five 
years would be HK$38.3 billion, of which only HK$0.4 
billion was earmarked for rehabilitation, revitalization, and 
preservation.49 Its 2007-08 annual report indicates that the 
URA made outlays of HK$2.3 billion in direct costs, of 
which just HK$47 million was for building rehabilitation 
grants and loans. (It was not mentioned how much was 
spent on preservation or revitalization).50 In its 2008/09 
progress report to LegCo, the URA also stated that a total 
of just HK$150 million had been spent on rehabilitation 
since it first began its rehabilitation programmes in 2004. 
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PART II: 
The Political 
Economy
of the URA
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The formation of the URA did not address these 
underlying institutional issues. By directly intervening in 
urban redevelopment, the government is addressing the 
physical symptoms of the problem rather than the causes. 
The following section will offer a brief outline of political 
economy and institutional context in which the URA 
exists. It is not intended to be a thorough treatment of 
Hong Kong’s land administration system, but to highlight 
the ways in which it affects the problems of urban renewal. 
It will then consider the effects that the URA has on the 
land system in turn. 

The setting up of the URA raises a broader question: why 
do we need a URA in the first place? Why is the private 
market unable to redevelop, rehabilitate, revitalise, or 
preserve old buildings on its own? In Hong Kong, there 
is a common assumption that buildings over 30 years old 
should be torn down, yet other cities around the world are 
able to make use of buildings for decades or even centuries. 
The answers lie in Hong Kong’s institutional context. 
Hong Kong’s peculiar system of land administration and 
urban planning has created an inefficient and distorted 
land market, where real estate development has become 
an extremely capital-intensive activity with high barriers to 
entry. Real estate development in Hong Kong is dominated 
by a very small number of large players, who are generally 
unwilling to invest in older parts of the city because they 
are less profitable than greenfield site development, while 
smaller players and individual owners find it prohibitively 
expensive to conduct renewal themselves. The situation is 
one of market failure. 

The same institutional features which lead to market failure 
also explain why Hong Kong has historically placed so 
little emphasis on urban design. As a small, hilly territory, 
land would have been a scarce resource in Hong Kong in 
any case. However, its institutional set-up has artificially 
restrained its supply to an even more extreme degree, 
making land extremely expensive and vastly intensifying 
development pressures. The need to extract the maximum 
development potential out of a small amount of land has 
come at the expense of good quality urban design. Hong 
Kong’s legislation and regulation of development, design, 
and historical preservation remain relatively rudimentary in 
large part due to these pressures. 
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The physical result of such a land tenure system has been 
one of the most compact cities in the world, with population 
densities reaching 51,000 people per km2. Urban sprawl is 
impossible when no land can be legally developed unless 
the government has sold it and the lease permits it, so that 
only about 21% of Hong Kong’s total land mass is built 
up.61 With the city prevented from growing horizontally, it 
has expanded vertically — 85% of residential buildings are 
high-rises over 30 storeys.62  

While this has created substantial efficiencies in transport 
and communication, it has also meant the majority of 
Hong Kong residents have endured housing that is more 
expensive and of lower quality than that found in countries 
of similar income levels. This has been a problem throughout 
history: in the 19th century, persistent overcrowding (often 
attributed inaccurately to Chinese cultural preferences) 
contributed to outbreaks of bubonic plague.63 After 
World War II, the inability of the land market to legally 
accommodate the massive influx of immigrants led to the 
growth of shanty towns where the risk of fire and civil 
unrest eventually pushed the government into an ambitious 
programme of public housing construction. Today, fully 
half the population relies on public rental or subsidized sale 
flats.64 

In old urban areas, these intense development pressures have 
resulted in significant planning problems, such as streets too 
narrow to accommodate modern traffic, a shortage of open 
space, and insufficient public amenities. Some of Hong 
Kong’s largest urban parks, such as King’s Park and Kowloon 
Park were not planned as parks but converted from disused 
military installations.65 Others, such as Victoria Park, 
were built on reclaimed land. In the post-war period, the 
burgeoning population prompted the government to relax 
development controls, and a new Buildings Ordinance in 
1956 allowed a much higher density of building. This put 
Hong Kong on its path to becoming a high-rise city, which 
grew up rapidly without making significant improvements 

This reliance on land revenues, which has been described as 
an addiction, has created incentives to keep property prices 
high by restricting the land supply. The government also 
uses the land supply as a macroeconomic lever,59 limiting 
land supply in order to prop up the market in times of 
economic downturn — most recently in 1998 and 2002. 
There have also been times when the government has tried 
to sell commercial and residential land, but set the price too 
high to attract any buyers.60 This constitutes an unofficial 
“high land price policy”. Indeed, it has become the public’s 
expectation that the government should try to fetch the 
highest price possible for land in order to fill the public 
coffers; failing to do so is viewed as squandering public 
resources.

Despite Hong Kong’s reputation as a free-wheeling capitalist 
society, when it comes to land the government has always 
been highly interventionist. In 1842, the British colonists 
declared all land (except for the site of St. John’s Cathedral) 
to be Crown land, to be disposed of as the government saw 
fit. Although in common parlance we speak of government 
“land sales” and “land owners”, what is being bought and 
sold is not the land itself, but a government lease giving the 
buyer the right to use a parcel of land for a given number of 
years. This system of land ownership is called “leasehold”, 
as opposed to “freehold” where individuals own land 
outright.

Most commonly, leases grant occupancy rights for a period 
of 50 or 75 or 99 years, although there are variations. Many 
leases made between 1849 and 1898 were valid for 999 
years, making them effectively freehold land.53 Some leases 
are renewable while others are not. When a renewable lease 
expires, it can be renewed upon the assessment of a new 
annual rent. When a non-renewable lease expires, the land 
is supposed to revert to the government. However, if the 
government does not need the land for any public purpose, 
it usually grants a new lease to the same owner upon the 
payment of a premium that reflects the land’s market 
value.54 

As a result, land sales and premiums have always provided 
a significant, if highly unstable, proportion of the Hong 
Kong government’s total revenues. This was in fact the 
main rationale behind nationalizing land in the first place 
— to enable the government to keep taxes low to satisfy 
the merchants who used Hong Kong as a trading base. At 
present, maximum tax rates on salaries, profits, and property 
are between 15% and 17%,55 while capital gains, foreign 
earned income, and goods and services are not taxed at all.56 
Until recently, land premiums made up about a third of 
total government revenue, reaching 35% in 1981.57 (Land 
revenues fell dramatically in the early 2000s due to the 
property slump and freezes in government land sales.)58 

LAnd shorTAge And 
InTense deveLopmenT 
pressures

nATIonALIzed 
LAnd ownershIp

The InsTITuTIonAL ConTexT
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As a result of Hong Kong’s leasehold land tenure system, 
the city has developed an equally unusual method of town 
planning and development control. There are actually 
three separate mechanisms, governed by different sets of 
legislation and administered by different departments, 
which evolved gradually according to circumstance. Clashes 
between the three systems contribute to market failure in 
urban renewal. Before these issues are explored, we will 
describe these systems in a little more detail. 

Firstly, there are the land leases themselves, which are 
administered by the Lands Department. The primary 
purpose of a land lease is to govern the transfer of property 
rights from the government to a private buyer. However, in 
the days before statutory town planning mechanisms, land 
leases also served as a rudimentary means of development 
control. This function has persisted up to the present day. 

Early leases often contained basic provisions about the type 
of building to be erected (i.e. “dwelling house”, “tenements”), 
acceptable land uses (i.e. prohibiting “offensive trades”), 
building height (usually 35 feet), and architectural style 
(Chinese or Western). Most of these old development 
clauses are now considered obsolete and unenforceable, so 
that most pre-war plots now have essentially unrestricted 
leases.69 In the post-war era, lease conditions became 
more exacting as the government turned to leases to 
enforce planning improvements (explained further below). 
Nowadays, leases can contain specific provisions about land 
use, plot ratio, building type, building height, design and 
layout, vehicular and parking arrangements, and provision 
of community facilities. They can even include drawings 
showing specific design requirements. 70 

Leases have become the primary mechanism for development 
control enforcement. Land leases are not governed by 
statute, but are treated as private contracts between 
individual lessors and a landlord which happens to be the 
government. As such, it is governed by case law, which has 

Using the URA to provide planning improvements such 
as open space and GIC facilities is a more targeted version 
of the same strategy: many of the sites taken over by the 
URA and its predecessor the LDC were in fact zoned for 
open space or community facilities, but were not developed 
for many years due to lack of willingness to resume the 
land.68 Since the zoning meant that the owners could not 
redevelop their properties, they deteriorated to the point 
where they became targets for urban renewal (see page 37 
on planning blight). 

While these policies have often produced less than 
satisfactory results, they are often seen as the most practical 
solution achievable given Hong Kong’s pressing space 
constraints. Yet these space constraints are themselves the 
result of government land policies.

to the transport network or to public amenities in the 
inner city. Overbuilding soon led to another revision of the 
Buildings Ordinance in 1962, reducing overall permitted 
density and switching from density control based on cubic 
volume to a system based on plot ratio and site coverage.66 
The 1962 regulations remain more or less in place today. 

Additionally, many buildings erected rapidly in the 1950s 
and 1960s were of substandard construction. Low-quality 
concrete mixed with sand was frequently used. The lifespan 
of these buildings is approximately 30 to 50 years, and 
combined with poor maintenance (addressed below), many 
of them are now deteriorating to the point of becoming 
uninhabitable. 

While the government has benefited from the revenues 
brought in by high land prices, it has struggled with the 
flip-side of the equation — when land prices are so high, 
providing public amenities in the urban core is extremely 
expensive. Dedicating land to public purposes instead of 
selling it for development means forgoing large amounts 
of revenue, and resuming land to improve already built-up 
areas is very costly. 

Resumption costs stymied direct government efforts to 
conduct urban renewal in Sheung Wan in the 1960s. By 
setting up the LDC and later the URA to be self-financing, 
it was hoped that these agencies would be able to improve 
the planning of the urban core without the government 
incurring large costs.67 

Many current planning policies are attempts to provide 
needed amenities in underserved areas while limiting 
government expenditure, such as the counting of private 
open spaces on top of podiums towards the Planning 
Standards’ per capita open space requirements. So is the 
policy of requiring private developers (and the URA) 
to provide open space, transport infrastructure, and 
community facilities within comprehensive developments. 

A peCuLIAr sysTem of  
urbAn pLAnnIng
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for loss of development rights, but it also did not contain 
any provisions for enforcement. The plans drawn up by 
the TPB were only meant to administratively guide future 
development. 

The planning permissions system for non-conforming uses 
described above was only set up in the 1970s; and only in 
1991 was the TPB granted powers to inspect and fine non-
conforming uses in the New Territories. In urban areas, 
enforcement must still be carried out indirectly through the 
Buildings Ordinance and lease conditions.76 No action can 
be taken against non-conforming land uses if they do not 
also violate lease conditions or the Buildings Ordinance. 

Finally, there is an administrative and statutory urban planning 
(zoning) system under the Town Planning Ordinance. This 
is administered by an appointed statutory body, the TPB, 
and its executive arm, the Planning Department. This was a 
relatively late addition, superimposed on top of the existing 
lease system and Buildings Ordinance. The Town Planning 
Ordiannce, based on the British planning system,74 was 
passed in 1939 because the colony’s rapid growth called for 
more sophisticated methods of town planning. However, its 
implementation was delayed until after World War II.75 

The Town Planning Ordinance empowers the TPB, through 
the Planning Department, to draw up statutory town plans. 
These plans, called Outline Zoning Plans (or Development 
Permission Area Plans in areas) show what is intended to be 
planned in a district. The only other body allowed to draw 
up statutory plans is the URA, whose powers are limited 
to declared Development Scheme boundaries. Plots of 
land are zoned for specific uses — residential, commercial, 
industrial, open space, etc. If a land owner wants to use his 
land for a purpose other than what is stated in the OZP, or 
if the land is within a zoned Comprehensive Development 
Area, he must apply for TPB approval. Since 1973, the 
government has also asserted the right to impose statutory 
density and height controls in specific geographical areas, 
usually based on calculations of the capacity of the area’s 
infrastructure. These controls were heavily opposed by 
land owners because their restrictions applied differently 
to different plots of land, on top of the existing Buildings 
Regulations. 

Imposing a statutory planning system on top of the existing 
lease system was problematic, resulting in the watering 
down of the Town Planning Ordinance. Leaseholders 
justifiably saw the introduction of additional development 
controls in excess of those already stated in their leases as 
an attenuation of the development rights that they had 
fairly purchased. Hence, the Town Planning Ordinance 
of 1939 ruled out the possibility of compensating owners 

traditionally given the Lands Department great discretion 
in disposing of land, setting lease terms and deciding 
premiums.71 A serious breach of the contract entitles the 
government to “re-entry”, which is to re-possess the land 
without compensation. In practice, this is only done as a 
last resort, but the threat of re-entry compels compliance.72 
The obvious limitation of development control through 
lease conditions, however, is that lease conditions can only 
be altered when the lease expires, or when the owner applies 
for lease modification. New lease conditions through 
planning controls or building regulations can also only be 
imposed prior to approving building plans for a site. Given 
the multi-decade duration of leases, the planning needs of 
the city can change dramatically in between opportunities 
for modification. Some leases cannot be changed at all unless 
the land owner voluntarily applies for a modification — the 
government cannot impose new conditions on renewable 
leases, nor on old colonial 999-year leases.

Secondly, there is the Buildings Ordinance, which is 
administered by the Buildings Department. Its purpose 
is to ensure safety in building construction and design, 
and grew out of sanitation and safety legislation first 
enacted in the 1850s to address problems of sanitation 
and overcrowding.73 While these laws were initially heavily 
opposed, they became accepted over time because their 
standards applied uniformly to everyone. Most of the 
current Buildings Ordinance dates from 1962 and covers 
diverse issues from construction standards to emergency 
vehicle access to building maintenance. The Buildings 
(Planning) Regulations under the Ordinance also contain 
development controls based on plot ratio and site coverage 
to ensure that buildings receive adequate sunlight and 
ventilation. Any new buildings must comply with the 
Buildings Ordinance before the Buildings Department will 
issue them with building and occupation permits, and old 
buildings may be subject to inspections and, if necessary, 
mandatory repair orders. 
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significantly higher densities, owners of suburban properties 
rushed to apply for lease modification.81 (Many such leases 
had been bound by 35-foot height restrictions). The large 
gain in plot ratio outweighed the expense of the premiums. 
However, present day environmental concerns have made 
the further relaxation of plot ratios highly unlikely.

By the 1980s, opportunities for large plot ratio gains had 
become much scarcer. Small developers started to complain 
about the burden of lease conversion premium. At a LegCo 
discussion in 1986 on urban renewal (prior to the setting 
up of the LDC), Legislative Councillor Dr. Henrietta Ip, 
who was the director of a construction company, urged the 
Lands Tribunal to look into the issue of land premiums, 
arguing: 

“The question is how to put this theoretical calculation 
[of lease modification premium] into practice and 
yet arrive at a fair and balanced premium so as to 
excite the redevelopment of such potential sites. Very 
often, the experience is that the demand for excessive 
premium rarely justifies the landlord’s financial 
outlay to demolish existing buildings, compensate 
tenants and pay the premium as well as bear the risk 
of rising bank interest and uncertain market. Such 
sites are therefore abandoned by the large property 
development corporations.”82

The premium problem inhibits not only redevelopment, but 
even the adaptive re-use of old buildings. If a land owner 
wishes to change the permitted land use of a building (i.e. 
from residential to commercial), even without demolishing 
and rebuilding, he must still pay a lease modification 
premium or else pay a fee to obtain a temporary change-
of-use waiver valid for the lifetime of the building. The 
lease modification premium is typically assessed based on 
the expected value of the land after redevelopment to the 

Secondly, the lease conversion premium must be paid 
up front and in one payment. This means that smaller 
developers and individual property owners are often simply 
unable to come up with the money. The system is biased 
in favour of large developers, who possess large amounts of 
capital and the ability to accumulate large land banks so that 
they can time lease modification applications to coincide 
with market downturns.78 Yet while large developers are 
at an advantage, they often find urban renewal projects 
unattractive, requiring much both in the way of funds and 
patience. A business strategy that requires waiting until 
a market downturn to negotiate the premium, and then 
waiting until a market upturn to complete construction, 
makes urban renewal a very slow process. Buying greenfield 
sites is far more straightforward in comparison, even if 
competitive bidding makes the land itself more costly.79 

Thirdly, the way in which land premiums are calculated 
does not take into account the costs incurred by a developer 
in acquiring and clearing a site. Experts have argued that 
because the “after” value of the site is assessed on a “cleared 
site” basis, the premium does not take into account the 
costs of compensating all the owners and tenants, and 
demolishing the existing buildings.80 Experts have also 
pointed out that the “before” value is assessed based on the 
existing uses without taking into account any expectation 
of future change, which in practice inflates the market 
price. A property owner selling to a developer expects that 
the developer will make far more profit from the land in 
the future, so he will demand a higher price. The premium 
calculation excludes this “hope” element, so the developer 
effectively pays twice. 

In the past, Hong Kong managed nevertheless to redevelop 
large swathes of the city privately because of the large plot 
ratio gains allowed by changes in government policy. After 
the Buildings Ordinance was revised in 1956 to allow 

The Problem of Premiums

The crucial thing about Hong Kong’s fragmented urban 
planning system is that satisfying one set of requirements 
does not mean that one is in good standing with all three. 
Strictly speaking, statutory requirements take precedence 
over private contracts, so if statutory town plans or the 
Buildings Ordinance conflicts with lease conditions, 
the former should be followed. However, if a proposed 
new development complies with both the OZP and the 
Buildings Ordinance but violates the lease conditions, the 
land owner must still seek a lease modification. Doing so 
requires paying a premium if the new use is more valuable 
than the old. 

The rationale is this: the original price of a land lease sold 
in a government land auction reflects the value of the 
development rights contained in the lease. If a land owner 
subsequently wishes to exceed the lease’s terms, a premium 
is charged to reflect the full difference in land value before 
and after the change of use. Lease modification premiums 
add significantly to the cost of urban renewal and therefore 
inhibit it.

Firstly, the premiums cost millions or sometimes billions 
of dollars. The press reported that the lease premium paid 
by the former LDC (which was not yet exempt from 
premiums) and its private sector partner, Great Eagle Group, 
on the Langham Place development amounted to HK$300 
million in 1999. This sum, negotiated in the depths of the 
Asian Economic Crisis, was much lower than the HK$2.5 
billion that it would have cost in 1997 at the height of the 
property market.77 (The project’s total development costs 
were reported at HK$10 billion, of which HK$4.4 billion 
was spent buying the site.)

why don’T buILdIngs 
renew ThemseLves? 

ImpLICATIons for urbAn renewAL 
The unique land administration and urban planning systems described above have many important implications for Hong Kong’s economy and its property market in particular. In the 
following section, we will explore the effects the institutional context has on the problems of urban renewal in Hong Kong. 
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build” approach, so that instead of automatically assessing 
premiums based on the maximum development potential, 
a developer could pay less for building a smaller building or 
retaining an old one. Thirdly, he proposed that industrial 
lease modification premiums could be paid in installments 
over a five-year period. Fourthly, he proposed that owners 
who convert their buildings instead of redeveloping them 
could be exempt from change of land use waiver fees.92 
The latter three proposals — those having to do with land 
premiums — will only be applicable for three years, from 
2010 to 2013.93 In January 2010, the government set up 
a team to process conversion applications with the goal 
of putting the new policy into practice by April.94 These 
proposals do not apply to non-industrial buildings, and 
it remains to be seen whether these pilot measures will be 
renewed upon their expiration. 

Lease modification premium reform is both an economically 
and politically fraught issue, explaining the reluctance of 
successive administrations to implement fundamental and 
permanent reforms. With the government so dependent 
on land revenues, cancelling or lowering modification 
premiums (which accounted for 57% of land revenues 
in 2001-2002)95 would mean forgoing a large amount of 
income. While this would be partially offset by a growth 
in revenue from rates (property taxes),96 other taxes would 
still need to be raised elsewhere. This would be extremely 
politically difficult given the narrowness of Hong Kong’s 
existing tax base — in 2006, only 35% of the working 
population paid salaries tax while the top-earning 800 
out of 750,000 registered companies paid 60% of profits 
tax.97 Moreover, suddenly freeing up such a large number 
of old industrial buildings for redevelopment or conversion 
would cause property prices to plummet, triggering a 
recession. Although this would lead to a more competitive 
and diversified economy in the long run, it would still 
be very painful in the short run, especially for domestic 
property owners finding themselves in negative equity.98 
And because it would remove a major barrier to entry for 

the issue of lease modification premiums, and suggested 
its replacement with a more uniform and fairly-applied 
betterment (redevelopment) tax.88 The Special Committee 
also suggested gradually disentangling lease development 
conditions from the statutory planning system by stipulating 
that all lease development conditions apply to the original 
building only, so that after redevelopment buildings would 
be governed only by the statutory OZP and the Buildings 
Regulations. The Special Committee’s suggestions were 
never implemented.

In 2003, the Hong Kong Institute of Surveyors suggested 
a number of simpler reforms in order to stimulate urban 
renewal and economic investment in the wake of the SARS 
downturn, including special financial incentives or a basic 
25%-50% discount on all lease modification premiums.89 
These were not implemented at the time either. 

While Hong Kong’s government has been reluctant to 
overhaul the land premium system, it has at various times 
offered temporary concessions to modification premiums 
(as well as other land premiums and land taxes)90 in response 
to extreme economic circumstances. For example, during 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, the government reduced 
lease modification premiums by 50% to revive a depressed 
market caused by bank runs in 1965 followed by the riots 
of 1966 and 1967.91

In his 2009-2010 policy address, Chief Executive Donald 
Tsang offered temporary measures intended to encourage 
redevelopment or conversion of old industrial buildings. 
Some of these measures appear to provide incentives for 
more environmentally-friendly choices. 

Firstly, he proposed to lower the threshold for compulsory 
sale for redevelopment for industrial buildings located in 
re-zoned industrial areas (see section on multi-ownership 
for further explanation). Secondly, he suggested linking 
premiums to redevelopment density on a “pay for what you 

maximum allowable plot ratio — if the owner wishes only 
to refurbish a lower-rise building, this means he must still 
pay a premium for floorspace that he does not intend to 
build. 

Lease conversion premiums have been an especially severe 
problem for obsolete industrial buildings. The migration of 
industries to the Mainland since the 1980s left behind about 
1.4 million m2 of underutilized industrial space by the end 
of the year 2000.83 For comparison, Hong Kong’s entire 
stock of commercial office space was about 10.5 million m2 
(113 million square feet) at the end of 2009.84 Because of 
lease restrictions, this industrial space could not be legally 
converted to other uses without payment of a premium 
even though the Planning Department had rezoned many 
lots to “Other Specified Uses (Business)” under the OZP. 

In 2002, as part of the background research for the Hong 
Kong 2030 Planning and Vision Study, a pilot study was 
done on the hypothetical conversion of two industrial 
buildings to loft apartments in Ma Tau Kok and Yau 
Tong. It conservatively estimated the land premiums to be 
17% and 5% of the total development cost respectively, 
rendering land premiums the “make or break” factor 
determining whether the projects would be financially 
viable or not.85 This study was conducted during a market 
downturn, and in stronger market conditions, land 
premiums can be expected to be much higher. A private 
sector planner and surveyor interviewed for this project 
each informally estimated premiums at up to 40% to 50% 
of total development costs.86 One expert said that this is 
why there have been “virtually no cases of modification for 
a change of use from industrial to office while retaining the 
existing buildings”.87 

For many years, experts have been urging lease modification 
premium reform. In 1991-1992, a Special Committee 
on Compensation and Betterment was appointed to 
review Hong Kong’s town planning system. It addressed 
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floor area. It must then estimate the construction costs, 
professional fees, land premium and interest. From there, it 
works backwards to find the maximum amount it can offer 
the current owners, leaving enough for a profit margin. 
However, owners may demand more compensation — 
especially the last few remaining ones. Another barrier to 
redevelopment has been the problem of missing or defective 
titles which prevent buyers from completing a transaction.

In light of these obstacles, few investors have the long-
term vision to engage in projects that may not yield great 
returns until many years later.104 One major exception is the 
entertainment entrepreneur Allan Zeman, who spent two 
decades buying up properties in Lan Kwai Fong and growing 
it into Hong Kong’s most prominent bar and restaurant 
district — his business model involved the modification of 
existing buildings and the transformation of ground floor 
uses, enabling him to sidestep the problem of having to buy 
every unit.105 The typical developer, however, is primarily 
interested in acquiring a site, redeveloping it, and selling it 
on as quickly as possible. 

The government has made some progress in ameliorating 
the barriers posed by multi-ownership. The Land 
(Compulsory Sale for Redevelopment) Ordinance, passed 
in 1999, enabled purchasers who have acquired 90% of the 
shares in a lot to compel the sale of the rest through the 
Lands Tribunal. It has proved useful in instances where the 
last remaining owners were holding a developer to ransom, 
such as in Swire’s redevelopment of industrial buildings in 
Taikoo Shing.106 However, it has not been the panacea it 
was hoped to be. In May 2009, the Development Bureau 
reported that since the law’s passage only 19 applications 
had been carried out.107 

In January 2010, LegCo passed an amendment to the 
Ordinance lowering the threshold to 80% for buildings 
over 50 years old (or 30 years old for industrial buildings) 
with fewer than ten owners. The reforms walked a delicate 

The Problem of  
Multi-Ownership

One of the most commonly cited barriers to private 
redevelopment is the multi-ownership of buildings. Hong 
Kong’s land shortage, which forced the city to develop 
vertically, means that most buildings are held under multi-
ownership. The specific form of multi-ownership most 
common in Hong Kong is that of undivided shares, which 
means that each person who buys a flat in a building acquires 
a share in the apartment building and the exclusive right 
to use the flat. They also acquire a share in the building’s 
common areas and are thus obligated to contribute to their 
maintenance. 

This form of land ownership emerged in 1931 when the 
economic depression left many flats vacant. In order to 
address this problem, the government began to charge rates 
according to rented flats instead of the whole land lot. After 
World War II, multiple-ownership by tenants-in-common 
became the dominant form of land ownership as it became 
increasingly unaffordable for a single individual to own 
an entire lot. This was legally recognized in 1956. The 
government also enacted the Law of Property (Enforcement 
of Covenants) Ordinance to put into place building 
covenants to govern the maintenance and management of 
buildings among residents.103

This meant that any owner seeking to redevelop a plot must 
gain the agreement and cooperation of all the other owners. 
A developer seeking to buy a building for redevelopment 
must purchase each unit in the building individually. This 
made the process of land assembly in built-up areas a long 
and difficult process, unattractive to most developers who are 
primarily interested in quick returns. A developer wishing to 
buy out an old block must first attempt to predict the final 
sale price after redevelopment depending on the forecasted 
price per square foot multiplied by the gross developable 

smaller developers, it would probably be opposed by large 
developers currently benefiting from the status quo.99 

Making the URA premium-exempt was a way to sidestep 
the premium problem rather than to tackle it directly. 
Instead of freeing up the market, the URA would simply 
take on the task of urban renewal itself. Yet the URA was 
not granted a broad mandate to redevelop underutilized 
industrial buildings, but was targeted mainly at residential 
and commercial mixed-use areas where lease restrictions are 
less of an issue due to many leases in the old urban core 
being unrestricted. 

Although the Planning Department’s 1996 Urban Renewal 
Strategy Study (which preceded the 2001 URS) addressed 
the issue of industrial buildings,100 it took a limited 
approach whereby the URA would only directly redevelop 
industrial buildings when it was able to bundle them with 
adjacent residential ones, while facilitating private sector 
redevelopment elsewhere. As of June 2010, only one project 
in Sai Wan Ho (H14) involves the redevelopment of an 
industrial building.101 Reasons given for this comparatively 
hands-off approach were vague, but seemed to indicate a 
reluctance to displace the few remaining industries relying 
on inexpensive factory space.102 

Land premiums are possibly the most important factor 
contributing to market failure in urban renewal, but they 
are not the only factor. There are many other contributing 
reasons, only some of which the government has attempted 
to address. Many of them are related in some way to Hong 
Kong’s unusual land tenure system and its high land price 
policy.
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and politically controversial line between private property 
rights and the public interest in speeding up urban renewal, 
and were politically controversial as they were seen as aiding 
private developers.108

Multi-ownership in the form of condominiums or strata 
titled office buildings exists in many cities around the world, 
though admittedly not on the same scale as in Hong Kong. 
It is the combination with other factors that makes multi-
ownership a seemingly insurmountable problem here. Land 
premiums discourage owners from coming together to 
agree on redevelopment. A highly concentrated property 
market dominated by a few large developers (as a result 
of Hong Kong’s high land price policy) means that few 
investors are willing to deal with small property owners for 
smaller-scale projects with lower profit margins. Inadequate 
organizational mechanisms in building management make 
it harder to get individual property owners together to 
discuss any redevelopment or refurbishment proposals. 
While multi-ownership is here to stay, there are potential 
reforms in other areas that can ameliorate the problem. 

Left: Multi-ownership with inadequate management mechanisms makes it difficult for 
owners to coordinate building maintenance. Here, a business owner has painted the 
external walls of only his or her unit. Box 3 

Case Study
Town planner Ian Brownlee, who agreed to be interviewed for this 
project, recounted his personal experience in rehabilitating an old 
building. Brownlee lives in Happy Valley in an 11-storey block of flats 
built in 1951. This building was very much a typical older building 
under poor management — it was poorly maintained, and there were 
problems with the electrical wiring, the plumbing, and the lift. There 
was water seepage, illegal structures, and common areas were never 
cleaned. Brownlee participated in forming an owners’ corporation and in 
rehabilitating the building. His story illustrates how physical decay often 
comes about as a result of human problems, including corruption. 

The only form of building management was a mutual aid committee, to 
which all residents paid a management fee. In reality, this committee 
was non-operational and its decisions and funds were monopolized by 
the chairman, who was not even a registered owner in the building. 
Many of the owners, especially elderly residents, were intimidated by 
the chairman and reluctant to confront him. 

Eventually, some of the younger and better-educated residents led an 
effort to set up a formal owners’ corporation and seize control of the 
management funds from the mutual aid committee. This required the 
help of the Home Affairs Department’s District Land Officer who provided 
technical assistance including offering to provide an accountant. The 
mutual aid committee chairman was forced to relinquish control and 
turn over the accounts to the owners’ corporation, upon which it was 
discovered that he had accumulated HK$300,000 in management fees 
over the years all the while refusing to carry out repairs. 

The owners’ corporation then hired an architect to oversee the building’s 
refurbishment and a contractor to carry out the works. A competitive 
interview process kept costs down. The drainage and wiring were 
modernized, the lift replaced, the exterior was renovated. The original 
1950s floor tiles and plasterwork were retained in the common areas 
as long-time residents had grown quite attached to these features. The 
works cost HK$3-4 million in total, which amounted to a little more than 
HK$100,000 per household. When they were completed, home values 
increased threefold. 

Brownlee considers the refurbishment to have been a great investment, 
both financially and in terms of building community.114
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While in the 1970s the government encouraged the 
formation of mutual-aid committees and kaifong 
associations in high-rise multi-owner buildings,111 these 
bodies did not have any basis in the law, so there was no 
obligation to participate nor were their memberships 
clearly defined.112 The Buildings Management Ordinance 
was passed in 1993 enabling homeowners to set up legally 
recognized homeowners’ corporations, and required certain 
mandatory provisions to be included in all existing and 
future DMCs so that they could no longer be a barrier 
to setting up owners’ corporations. The legislation was 
strengthened in 1998 and again in 2000, most notably 
empowering the Home Affairs Department to order the 
owners’ corporations of poorly-managed buildings to 
appoint a professional building manager from a list of 
approved agents. 

The Home Affairs Department and the non-profit Housing 
Society also provide legal advice, logistical support, and 
professional expertise such as accounting and building 
inspection.113 This assistance is very valuable to flat owners 
who lack the knowledge to organize an owners’ corporation 
on their own and has helped many property owners to 
refurbish their buildings independently of the URA.

However, it is still not mandatory to form an owners’ 
corporation. While the Home Affairs Department may 
compel a dysfunctional management committee of an 
existing owners’ corporation to appoint a professional 
building manager, it cannot force residents to form an 
owners’ corporation if none exists. 

Inadequate management of 
buildings

When buildings are held under multi-ownership, building 
management, repair, and renovation are by necessity 
collective enterprises involving dozens if not hundreds of 
homeowners. This can easily lead to a classic “free rider” 
situation where each individual wishes to benefit from 
resources held in common (in this case, the building) 
while minimizing their own contribution towards its 
upkeep. If even a minority of owners refuse to contribute 
towards repairs, this will disrupt the other owners’ efforts 
and the building’s condition will deteriorate. Buildings are 
especially susceptible to poor management if their residents 
consist primarily of tenants and not owner-occupiers, or if 
the owners are uninformed, elderly, or poor. 

Structures must be put in place in order to ensure 
participation, enforce compliance, and organize the 
maintenance. However in 2009, out of some 39,000 
private buildings in Hong Kong, only about 16,200 had 
owners’ corporations, and about 10,600 had no form of 
management whatsoever.109 

In theory, most private buildings are governed by deeds of 
mutual covenant (DMCs). This is an enforceable contract 
drawn up between the developer, the building manager, and 
property buyers delineating the rights and responsibilities of 
all parties with regard to the management and maintenance, 
and are binding on not just the first buyer but on all 
subsequent owners. In practice, many older buildings did 
not have DMCs at all, while many existing DMCs are 
ineffective. Developers drafted them to minimize their 
own responsibilities while simultaneously retaining formal 
control and preventing residents from forming their own 
owners’ corporations.110 

The previous section outlines the main reasons why 
private developers find urban redevelopment financially 
unattractive. That still leaves unexplained the reasons why so 
many 40-year old buildings in Hong Kong have deteriorated 
to the point where redevelopment is necessary. There is a 
common assumption in Hong Kong that buildings over 30 
years old are ripe for redevelopment, yet other cities around 
the world manage to retain buildings for many decades, or 
even centuries. Why is Hong Kong seemingly unable to 
keep its older buildings in good condition? 

While it is often written that many buildings constructed in 
the 1950s and 1960s were of poor quality and consequently 
have short lifespans, many of the problems are not physical 
but human in origin. Given proper maintenance, the 
lifespan of Hong Kong’s older tenement blocks can be 
extended to 80 years. Instead, the problems lie in lack of 
organization structures, inadequate enforcement of policies, 
and perverse economic incentives.

why CAn’T hong Kong 
mAInTAIn ITs  
oLd buILdIngs?
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being considered, the government would select 2,000 30+ 
year-old buildings per year and require them to be inspected 
and repaired, after which the buildings would have to be re-
inspected every 10 years.121 The legislation has been held 
up by opposition from district councils and low-income 
owners, and was finally tabled in LegCo in February 2010. 

However, even after the legislation is passed, enforcement 
is likely to remain a problem. The key problem is that 
penalties for non-compliance are too low. Many owners 
prefer to pay the fines rather than comply with mandatory 
repair orders. And because Hong Kong has no policy of 
taking away occupation permits for unsafe buildings, non-
compliant owners are not motivated by the ultimate threat 
of losing their property. 

Weak building maintenance 
regulations

While the Buildings Department has the authority to 
inspect buildings and to issue mandatory orders to conduct 
repairs, unblock fire escapes, and remove illegal structures 
etc., a long-standing problem was one of inadequate 
enforcement. The Control and Enforcement Division of 
the Buildings Department lacked the staff and resources to 
inspect buildings systematically or proactively, and relied 
mainly on complaints from the general public.115 There is 
also a problem of insufficient enforcement of mandatory 
repair orders after they have been issued. 

In recent years, there have been various piecemeal initiatives 
to improve building safety. Since 1999, the Buildings 
Department has launched several clearance blitzes of 
unauthorized building works, at times employing teams 
of private consultants to help carry out inspections.116 
Buildings Department statistics show a substantial rise in 
both the number of inspections and instances of compliance 
since 2000, although thousands of repair orders are still 
ignored.117 

There have also been a collection of piecemeal programmes, 
including a Voluntary Building Safety Inspection Scheme, 
low-interest loans for building repairs,118 and a Coordinated 
Maintenance of Buildings Scheme under which government 
departments and district councils have jointly nominated 
about 150 buildings for mandatory repairs annually since 
the year 2000.119 However, voluntary schemes have had a 
low take-up since owners were simply unwilling or unable 
to spend money on repairs despite the offer of loans.120 

The government has been gradually moving towards 
the idea that owners should be required to pay for their 
own building inspections, and has been trying to draft 
legislation to that effect since 2005. Under the proposals 
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perverse InCenTIves

politically popular solution, at the cost of introducing 
additional distortions into the marketplace. 

The distorting effects of rent controls and protected 
tenancies have been widely studied by economists, and 
it is not the intention of this section to discuss them 
comprehensively. However, some of these distortions do 
have important consequences for urban renewal, both in 
terms of redevelopment and upkeep of buildings. 

By making it less profitable to be a landlord, rent controls 
reduce the willingness of developers to build more rental 
accommodation, thereby depressing the supply of housing 
and achieving the opposite of what they are intended to 
do. If new buildings are subject to rent controls as well, 
redevelopment is likely to be delayed.128 When landlords 
cannot charge the full market value for their properties, 
they will usually try to save money by cutting down on 
maintenance. Properties are therefore more likely to 
become run down. This worsens living conditions and 
causes properties to deteriorate further. 

Security of tenure can also act as an impediment to 
redevelopment to some extent since it imposes a transaction 
cost on the decision to sell, redevelop or to otherwise upgrade 
properties. One unfortunate effect of security of tenure was 
that it encouraged landlords to repossess their properties by 
illegally harassing their tenants. Some property owners even 
preferred to leave flats empty instead of renting them out, 
forgoing rental income in order to more easily resell the flat 
for profit later. 

While rent controls and security of tenure have now been 
phased out, they have left a legacy of run-down tenement 
buildings on the urban landscape. 

The legacy of rent control and 
protected tenancies 

Until fairly recently, Hong Kong had policies of rent 
control and security of tenure which applied to most 
private domestic rental properties and some commercial 
properties. Rent control legislation, which limited 
the rate at which rents could be increased, was first 
implemented in 1921.122 In the post-war period, the 
government’s attempts to repeal rent control were defeated 
by strong public opposition,123 and rent controls were 
not only retained for pre-war residential properties but 
also extended to post-war properties constructed before 
1981.124 Rent controls were finally phased out in 1998.125 

Rent controls were supplemented by security of tenure, 
which restricted the ability of landlords to remove tenants 
even after their leases had expired. By 1973, tenants 
basically had unlimited security of tenure as long as they 
were willing to pay the prevailing market rent on the flat. 
Landlords could not force them to leave unless they applied 
to the Lands Tribunal for permission to repossess the flat for 
non-payment of rent, self-occupation, or redevelopment.126 
Tenants were also legally entitled to compensation if 
required to leave. Security of tenure was abolished in 2004, 
after which new rental leases were no longer protected. 
Existing protected tenancies were gradually phased out 
under a transitional arrangement. 

Rent controls and protected tenancies were a response 
to extreme housing shortages, especially in the post-war 
period when a damaged housing stock was met by a flood 
of immigrants. In the era before widespread public housing, 
tenants feared drastic rent increases and exploitation 
by landlords.127 While the root causes for Hong Kong’s 
housing shortages lay in its artificially limited land supply, 
rent controls and protected tenancies offered a simple and 

While the lack of organizational structures and the patchy 
enforcement of regulations have contributed to the problem 
of decaying buildings, the problems would have been less 
severe had property owners had an economic incentive to 
maintain their properties. Unfortunately, for many owners, 
the incentives run in the opposite direction. The reasons for 
this are varied, some having to do with government policies 
and practices, and others having to do with uncompetitive 
and distorted markets. 
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than on old ones, because this ensures that developers 
will be able to sell their units and pay back their loans.132 
Smaller banks are unable to fill the gap in financing old 
properties because they lack large enough deposit bases to 
offer mortgages competitively, as neither developers nor 
the government place deposits with them.133 As developers 
sell their properties through agents, agents also have an 
incentive to promote primary sales over secondary sales.

Economic historians have written about the symbiotic 
relationship that evolved between major developers and 
big banks in Hong Kong. In 1979 HSBC offered Cheung 
Kong Holdings chairman Li Ka-shing a special untendered 
bargain offer to purchase Hutchinson Whampoa, which 
cemented Li’s economic rise and gained the bank an 
extremely loyal and very large client.134 The concentrated 
Hong Kong property industry generates such large profits 
that although HSBC is now a global bank, Hong Kong, a 
single city of 7 million people, contributed 23.5% and 30% 
to its global profits in 2006 and 2007 respectively — more 
than the rest of the Asia Pacific put together.135

Some bankers argue that government regulations and 
policies have exacerbated the situation, particularly those 
implemented in the aftermath of the Asian Financial Crisis 
of 1997 in order to prop up the property sector. Conservative 
lending rules date back to the early 1990s, when the Hong 
Kong Mortgage Authority (HKMA), fearing speculative 
instability, established a non-statutory guideline requiring 
banks to offer no more than a 70% loan on the value of 
a residential property. It also required a minimum 10% 
deposit.136 These rules were initially tightened during the 
1997 Financial Crisis as the government and banks worried 
about mortgage defaults.

With the further collapse of property prices, the government 
decided to create the HKMC to support the mortgage 
market. In 1998, the HKMC began offering an additional 
15% in mortgage insurance, and halved the deposit 

(HKMC) has agreed to offer mortgage insurance equivalent 
to 15% of the property value, bringing the total mortgage 
up to 85%. This places rehabilitated buildings roughly on 
par with a 10-year-old building on the secondary market 
but still does not approach the terms a borrower can obtain 
for a new property. The programme is limited in scope 
— only buildings rehabilitated by the URA are eligible. 
Private owners who rehabilitate buildings on their own are 
excluded. 

Why are banks unwilling to finance older properties? Only 
part of the answer has to do with the buildings themselves. 
With an assumption that buildings were made to last 
only 50 years, banks are reluctant to accept a property as 
collateral if they are not sure if it will still be standing when 
the mortgage payment period ends. If the buyer defaults and 
the property is foreclosed upon, banks are concerned about 
whether the building will be in a good enough condition 
to be worth the remaining value of the mortgage.129 Since 
banks cannot accurately gauge a property’s condition or 
level of maintenance, they rely on a simple and conservative 
age-based formula to minimize uncertainty. Other countries 
such as the UK overcome this problem by requiring older 
buildings to be surveyed and certified structurally sound 
before a mortgage is approved.130 No such scheme currently 
exists in Hong Kong.

The larger issue is the structure of the banking industry. 
Hong Kong’s banking industry is heavily reliant on the 
property sector. Between 2003 and 2008, loans for property 
development and construction (including residential, 
commercial and industrial property) made up 24% of loans 
made to all economic sectors. When one includes the value 
of private residential mortgages in this figure, property can 
be said to represent between 51% of the value of all loans 
made in Hong Kong. 131 Banks rely on making large loans 
to developers, followed by supporting buyers of the newly 
constructed developments. This means that they have more 
incentive to offer favourable loan terms on new properties 

Lack of Financing

One significant problem is the lack of mortgage financing 
available to owners of older properties. Hong Kong’s banks 
lend very conservatively in the mortgage market and are 
generally reluctant to offer mortgages on properties over 
10-20 years of age. They require both a higher down 
payment and impose a shorter repayment period. The 
standard formula used by banks stipulates that the mortgage 
repayment period + the age of the building should not 
exceed 40 years. Therefore, someone buying 30-year-old 
property would only have 10 years in which to repay the 
mortgage. Additionally, while someone who purchases 
a new property can obtain a mortgage on up to 95% of 
the property’s value (partly subsidized by the Hong Kong 
Mortgage Corporation’s Mortgage Insurance Scheme), a 
person trying to buy an older property is likely to be offered 
a much smaller loan. Ian Brownlee, who attempted to 
obtain a mortgage after his 1951 block of flats was privately 
rehabilitated discovered that banks were only willing to 
offer a 50% mortgage. 

The effect is that this makes it difficult for owners of 
older properties to obtain the financing needed for repair 
through remortgaging. It also makes older properties less 
attractive to individual buyers since they require such a 
large down payment, thereby reducing the flat’s resale 
value. This further discourages owners from spending on 
maintenance. These problems are recognized by the URA, 
which has introduced a preferential mortgage scheme for 
buildings rehabilitated under its own programmes. 17 
banks have agreed to participate and offer rehabilitated 
properties a standard 70% mortgage on the property value, 
interest rates comparable to a 10-year-old building, and a 
repayment term of 55 years minus the age of the building. 
Additionally, the Hong Kong Mortgage Corporation 
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Planning Blight

Planning blight is a term that describes what happens when 
planning restrictions are imposed on a piece of land so that 
the owner is no longer allowed to redevelop the land or 
derive a “reasonably beneficial use” from it. The owner then 
finds him or herself unable to sell the land except at a very 
low price.144 

This usually happens when the government zones a piece 
of land for some future public purpose, but takes no 
immediate steps to resume it. The buildings on it then 
start to deteriorate because the owners no longer have any 
incentive to take good care of them. Blighted buildings 
often become magnets for subdivided cubicle flats since 
landlords who can no longer expect to reap any benefit 
from improving their property instead resort to cramming 
in as many tenants as possible. Poor tenants are willing 
to tolerate such quarters in the hopes of being one day 
resettled in public housing. This accelerates the buildings’ 
physical decay. 

Several of the projects taken on by the LDC and URA were 
originally on land zoned for open space or GIC facilities. For 
example, the site of the LDC’s Grand Millenium Plaza and 
the Cosco Tower were formerly zoned for open space and 
GIC facilities, where the government originally intended 
to build a market and some open space.145 However, in 
the absence of any programme to acquire the land, the 
buildings were left to decay for years. Finally the site was 
targeted by the LDC for comprehensive redevelopment, 
and a 3,300 m2 public square, a home help centre, and a 
marriage advisory council office were incorporated into the 
commercial development.146 

Similar problems can occur when an area under multi-
ownership is zoned as a Comprehensive Development Area 
(CDA). CDAs were a zoning designation introduced in 

In the long term, banks may have to change their mortgage 
policies out of necessity. The construction of new residential 
units has seen an overall downward trend since the late 
1980s, with an especially steep decline from 31,050 new 
residential units in 2002 to a low point of 8,700 new units 
in 2008. The average level of residential completions from 
2000-2009 was 2/3 of what it was from 1980-1989.141 This 
means that Hong Kong’s building stock is ageing faster 
than buildings are being replaced. If this trend continues, 
banks may no longer be able to neglect the market in older 
properties, as buildings constructed before 1979 now make 
up 35% of the total housing stock.142 This may especially 
be the case since the cohort of 30+-year-old buildings 
increasingly includes not just scattered individual buildings 
but large private residential estates such as Mei Foo Sun 
Chuen. In recent years a few banks have modified their 
lending terms for older properties to be somewhat more 
generous, although still not as generous as those for new 
properties. For example, in 2007 the Bank of East Asia 
increased its standard loan repayment period from 50 years 
minus the building’s age to 70 years minus the building’s age. 
(Its promotional literature refers specifically to Mei Foo Sun 
Chuen and Chi Fu Fa Yuen).143 If construction continues at 
a slow pace, other banks will likely follow suit.

requirement.137 This policy also fulfilled the HKMA’s goal 
of promoting mortgage securitization (which banks were 
traditionally reluctant to engage in) thus enabling them 
to indirectly regulate the banking industry’s exposure to 
mortgages. Out of administrative convenience, these policies 
applied to sales of new flats, but not old ones. Eliminating 
the minimum down payment allowed developers to make 
an end run around the 70% mortgage guideline. Eager to 
dispose of their excess stock, they accepted smaller down 
payments and offered customers supplementary loans. 
With a 70% bank loan, 15% from the HKMC, and an 
additional 10% loan from the developer, purchasers of new 
flats could make as little as a 5% down payment.138 Sellers 
of second-hand flats could not compete on those terms, 
buyers migrated to the primary market, and between 1997 
and 2001 secondary property market sales fell by 65% 
compared to 30% for primary market sales.139 This skewed 
the ratio of primary to secondary market sales from roughly 
20:80 to about 50:50 until 2004.140 

Left: Graham Street
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when or where the URA will intervene, nor is it necessarily 
reasonable to assume that the most dilapidated buildings 
will be targeted first. The URA’s list of 200 projects were 
selected on the basis of opaque criteria, nor did the public 
have any input. This overall uncertainty could depress 
incentives to invest and rehabilitate buildings in general. 

Placing more control over redevelopment into owners’ 
hands would eliminate the problem of uncertainty. If the 
URA’s role was limited to organising owners who were 
interested in redevelopment, they would avoid the threat 
of having their investments in maintenance go to waste. 
For example, the URA could work together with the Home 
Affairs Department to organize owners’ committees in 
dilapidated neighbourhoods so that the owners can vote 
on whether to pursue redevelopment or repairs. Following 
their decision, the URA could partner owners up with 
developers, or provide expertise and funding to carry out 
repairs. 

the 1970s to indicate that that the government wished to 
see comprehensive, rather than piecemeal redevelopment 
in a relatively large area of several blocks. It was thought 
that comprehensive development would resolve planning 
problems such as inadequate community facilities and open 
space, inadequate infrastructure, inefficient street layouts, 
and incompatible land uses.147 All development within a 
CDA must be approved by the TPB, and in most cases the 
TPB will reject proposals for the small-scale redevelopment 
of just one or two plots if they interfere with the overall 
plan. 

If the owners within a CDA wish to comprehensively 
redevelop, they need to come to an agreement with all 
the other owners. If a developer wants to build something 
within a CDA, he has to buy up most of the properties in it 
(although he is allowed to do this in phases). 

While some CDAs, such as Taikoo Place, have been 
successful, others have resulted in something akin to 
planning blight as the owners were unable to come to an 
agreement, nor were developers able to acquire the site. 
This was the case in the URA’s Hanoi Road project, which 
had been zoned as a CDA since the 1970s. The owners were 
unable to reach an agreement, the buildings deteriorated, 
and the project was eventually taken on by the LDC in the 
early 1990s.148 (This was one of the few LDC/URA projects 
where the owners shared in the profits of redevelopment 
instead of simply accepting compensation.149) The Merton 
and Tsuen Wan Vision City were CDAs that were originally 
supposed to have been redeveloped by the Housing Society, 
but for various reasons that never happened. They continued 
to decay for years before they were taken on by the LDC 
and URA. In recognition of the problem of blight, the TPB 
began in 1998 to re-evaluate CDAs and rezoned some to 
other uses, reducing their number from 157 to 114 between 
1998 and 2002.150 

If not for planning blight, there may not have been a need 
for the LDC or the URA to take over certain sites at all. 
Yet the LDC inadvertently worsened the problem in many 
cases. In 1998, the LDC announced a number of projects 
but never got around to implementing most of them. 25 
projects were inherited by the URA in 2000, and it took the 
URA nine more years to officially commence them all.151 
In the meantime, project sites already in poor condition 
deteriorated even further. The owners saw no sense in 
investing in repairs if their properties were going to be 
demolished anyway. 

A cursory visual inspection of buildings slated to be 
demolished in Graham Street, Peel Street, and Staunton 
Street found that many of them are in a very dilapidated 
condition, with bare crumbling concrete and broken 
windows. Yet similar buildings a short distance away were 
in noticeably better condition, and some even appeared to 
have been fully refurbished by private owners. 

Blight should become less of a problem for future URA 
projects, since projects are no longer announced years 
ahead of commencement. Under current policy (see Part 
I), unless the URA decides to begin public consultations 
in advance, the public will only find out about a project 
when it is formally commenced and gazetted, after which 
an objections process or town planning approval process 
of a definite length will begin. Then after receiving final 
approval from the Secretary of Development or the TPB, 
the URA has a one-year time limit in which to purchase all 
the properties. 

Yet while this lack of transparency may limit blight at 
specific redevelopment sites, on a broader scale it blankets 
entire districts with uncertainty. The URA operates in nine 
target areas: Kwun Tong, Ma Tau Kok, Sai Ying Pun, Sham 
Shui Po, Tai Kok Tsui, Tsuen Wan, Wan Chai, Yau Ma 
Tei, and Yau Tong. Residents living in there cannot predict 

Left: Graham Street
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Based on these advantages, we would expect that: 

Owners of aged properties will prefer to sell to the a. 
URA over ordinary home buyers (who are fairly 
scarce), and in some cases will prefer to sell to the URA 
over a private developer. 

Private developers will find that they have to at least b. 
match the URA’s standard offer in order to induce 
owners to sell. 

With the offer of higher prices, more owners will c. 
wish to sell their properties either to the URA or to a 
developer who makes an equivalent offer; but since this 
raises costs, private developers will want to purchase 
fewer properties. 

In orthodox economic theory, whenever there are more d. 
people who wish to sell than people who wish to buy, 
a queue of sellers forms. Owners will wait for years 
for the URA to buy them out, perhaps even forgoing 
opportunities to sell at a lower price or to put their 
properties to more productive uses.

A corollary is that owners waiting to be bought out by the e. 
URA are unlikely to invest in renovating or rehabilitating 
their properties, since owner improvements are not 
rewarded by a higher compensation level. Due to the 
uncertainty of where and when the URA will conduct 
its next projects, owners may see little option but to 
wait for resumption. The possibility of mandatory 
redevelopment makes aged buildings in targeted 
districts into unattractive investments and probably 
depresses their regular market price. Owners might 
even believe that leaving their buildings to deteriorate 
will increase the likelihood of intervention, resulting 
in generous compensation. 

The URA’s advantages over private companies, mentioned 
in Part I, are summarized below: 

The URA does not have to pay land premium, giving a. 
it and its private sector partners a large advantage over 
non-participating developers.

It can use the power of mandatory resumption, and is b. 
even required to invoke it within a certain time limit 
by its ordinance. Private developers cannot request 
compulsory purchase until they have acquired 90% of 
all the shares in a piece of land. 

The URA pays above-market rates in compensation c. 
to displaced homeowners as a matter of policy. This 
means the URA offers more than what a regular 
residential buyer would be willing to pay, and in 
many though not all cases, more than what a private 
developer would pay. (Owners can sometimes extract 
significantly more than the market price out of a 
private developer, especially if they are one of the last 
owners to sell.) 

The URA’s compensation 
policy

A little-explored area of inquiry is the effect the URA’s 
operations may have on the market for redevelopment 
and rehabilitation. It is beyond the scope of this section 
to empirically prove the URA’s impact on the property 
market. Rather, the goal is to outline what one might expect 
to happen according to conventional economic theory in 
order to open up areas of inquiry for future researchers. 

When the URA bill was initially being drafted in 2000, 
some experts and professional bodies put forward the view 
that the government should refrain from engaging directly 
in property development; they argued that the primary 
role of the URA should be to facilitate private sector 
urban renewal and that direct involvement should be a 
last resort.152 The concern was that the URA should not 
compete unnecessarily with private companies, and that as 
a government agency with special powers and subsidies, it 
would have an unfair advantage. The government did not 
agree with them and sought specifically to strengthen the 
body in order to intervene directly in the market. 
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As for building maintenance, the Hong Kong Housing 
Society has noted that one obstacle to persuading people to 
form owners’ management corporations is that the owners 
prefer to wait for redevelopment instead.154 Lau Ping-
Cheung, who was a non-executive director of the URA 
and represented the architecture, surveying and planning 
sectors in LegCo also shared this view. In a 2003 debate on 
mandatory building inspections, he said: 

“Not only were large amounts of public funds required 
to subsidize a small number of owners who refuse 
to shoulder their own responsibility of repairs and 
maintenance, this is also being unfair because a 
wrong signal will be sent and owners are indirectly 
encouraged, by dint of the handsome compensations 
offered by the URA in acquisition, not to carry out 
repairs and maintenance and let their buildings fall 
into disrepair in order to wait for acquisition of their 
buildings by the URA. Therefore, it is necessary for 
the Government to review the present acquisition and 
compensation system as soon as possible.”155

However, there is some anecdotal evidence to support 
them. Firstly, there are a few concrete examples of the URA 
displacing private sector projects and entering into bidding 
wars with the private sector. The Staunton Street project is 
one such example, where Henderson Land went to court 
to exclude its land from mandatory resumption. There was 
another similar example in Sham Shui Po, where a private 
developer, Golden Light Services, had been planning 
to redevelop a section of Hai Tan Street in joint venture 
with the owners since the 1990s, but whose project was 
cancelled because the site was folded into a larger URA 
redevelopment plan.153 Additionally, the Sneaker Street 
project was an example where a private developer working 
with disgruntled shop owners entered into a bidding war 
against the URA, driving up costs. 

From the point of view of private developers, we may 
additionally expect that:

Private redevelopment will become more unattractive a. 
due to the increased costs of having to compete with 
the URA, which enjoys indirect subsidies and tax 
breaks. 

Conversely, waiting for the URA to absorb the costs b. 
of resumption, and then participating in joint venture 
projects with the URA would be more attractive. 

Essentially, we would expect that the URA will displace 
a certain amount of private sector redevelopment and 
rehabilitation, and secondly that the URA might actually 
foster perverse incentives against building maintenance. 
These conclusions are by necessity based on heavily 
simplified economic assumptions, and in real life there may 
be many confounding factors. Thorough statistical research 
will have to be conducted in order to ascertain whether, and 
to what extent, these two hypotheses hold true. 
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Part III: 
The Impact of 
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on the
Built Environment
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Part I discussed the origins of the URA and Part II examined the broader political-economic 
context of Hong Kong’s urban renewal policies. Part III aims to document and critically 
discuss the impact of urban renewal on Hong Kong’s urban landscape. Urban renewal has 
dramatically changed many of Hong Kong’s neighbourhoods. Policies aimed narrowly 
at addressing physical dilapidation and rationalizing land use have had repercussions for 
neighbourhood morphology, street-level vibrancy, public open spaces, the environment, 
and local economies. If we want to improve our urban renewal policies, it is necessary to 
understand their impact on all of these areas. This chapter will show that redevelopment’s 
effects on Hong Kong’s neighbourhoods are not a result of the URA alone, but arise from the 
interaction between the URA’s commercially-driven redevelopment model and Hong Kong’s 
standard planning and building regulations. The URA enables these “one size fits all” rules to 
be inappropriately applied to fine-grained old neighbourhoods on a scale rarely achieved by 
private developers acting alone. If we wish, through urban renewal reforms, to improve the 
built environment as opposed to merely speed up redevelopment, we will need to review our 
building, planning, and heritage preservation regulations and policies as well. 

Methodology

As it was not feasible to conduct a comprehensive review of all URA projects, ten redevelopment 
projects and one preservation project were selected for study. Between May and December 
of 2009, site visits were conducted. These projects were chosen for variety in terms of size, 
type, and location. Photographs were taken showing size and massing, relationship with the 
surrounding neighbourhood, ground floor frontages, public open spaces, and GIC facilities. 
Additionally, Master Plans for seven of the redevelopment projects were obtained from the 
Planning Department. These were scanned and where necessary superimposed on published 
street maps to produce the maps shown in this report.

Please see table 1 overleaf for details of the 10 redevelopment projects visited.

The morphoLogy of  
urA redeveLopmenT projeCTs

The Average URA Redevelopment Project 

Based on an analysis of all 43 announced redevelopment sites as of January 2010:

The URA picks sites with a substantial plot ratio gain potential. The typical URA - 
project replaces 6-8 storey 1950s/60s tenement buildings with 40+-storey towers 
on podium blocks. On average, there is a nearly threefold increase in GFA. The 
average site has a pre-redevelopment GFA of 14,454m2, while the average post-
redevelopment GFA is 41,342m2.156 (See Appendix 1) 

Sites vary greatly in size. The smallest is Baker Court in Ma Tau Kok, demolished - 
2 buildings and covers 227m2. The largest is Kwun Tong Town Centre, which will 
demolish 24 buildings and cover 53,500m2. 

 The median number of buildings demolished is 14. - 

Most URA projects require setting aside public open space, building GIC facilities, - 
such as kindergartens, centres for the aged or disabled, offices for charities or 
government departments, community halls, cooked food markets and public 
toilets. 

The larger developments also include transportation facilities like minibus - 
terminuses, parking garages, and taxi lay-bys to reduce the need for vehicles to 
stop on the street. 

Most URA projects are mixed use developments with retail in the podium and - 
residential towers on top. Sale of flats provides immediate return on investment, 
while retail/office space provides long-term rental income. 

The buILT envIronmenT
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Source: URA, project masterplans courtesy of URA and Planning Department 

Project District Site Area 
(m2)

GFA 
(m2) Height / No. of floors Building Uses Public Facilities 

(m2)

Langham Place Mong Kok 11,976 167,419 255.1m / 59 floors Office, hotel, retail POS: 1,100 
GIC: 6,548 

Beacon Lodge Sham Shui Po 1,394 12,537 151.45m / 42 floors Residential, retail POS: 250

Vista Sham Shui Po 1,384 12,453 171m / 46 floors Residential, retail POS: 250

The Merton Kennedy Town 6,075 62,904 182m /  59 floors Residential POS: 2,300

The Zenith Wan Chai 6,782 62,310 147.6 — 157.9m / 45-49 floors Residential, retail GIC: 6,300

J-Residence Wan Chai 1,970 20,567 48 floors Residential, retail Unofficial POS 
on rooftop

Vision City Tsuen Wan 20,300 130,199 185.7m / 52 floors Residential, retail POS: 3,700  
GIC: 3,080

The Dynasty Tsuen Wan 7,230 43,854 198m / 67 floors Residential, retail None

Hanoi Rd. Project K11 Tsim Sha Tsui 8,299 102,626 282m / 69 floors Hotel, retail, serviced 
apartments POS: 1,219 

Waterloo Road Yau Ma Tei 3,869 32,012 132m / 41 floors Residential POS: 1,650

Western Market 
(preservation project) Sheung Wan N/A N/A 3 Retail -

http://www.ura.org.hk
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why do urA deveLopmenTs LooK so bIg?sCALe

URA developments often visually dominate their surroundings, especially projects built on 
large sites. 

Although the podiums are not much taller than surrounding buildings, the absence of 
human-scaled details on their facades make them look out of scale and difficult to relate to. 

At small building sites, the increase in density results in “pencil towers”, such as the Vista in 
Sham Shui Po. 

Large sites feature multiple towers, which depending on their configuration, may create a 
“wall effect”. 

It may appear that the URA is allowed to build to higher densities than private developers, 
but in fact this is not the case. URA developments are not allowed to exceed maximum 
Buildings (Planning) Regulations plot ratio and site coverage, and if the URA wants to 
exceed statutory plot ratio or height requirements it must apply for TPB permission in the 
same manner as private developers. 157 

URA developments appear so large because of:

Context. They are located in old neighbourhoods where the existing buildings and 1. 
blocks are much smaller and finer in comparison. 

It has powers of compulsory resumption, so the URA is able to assemble larger sites 2. 
than private developers in old neighbourhoods, and is often allowed to build over 
streets, creating superblocks. This effectively gives it extra plot ratio. (See box.)

The Buildings (Planning) Regulations allow commercial podiums to cover the entire 3. 
site up to a height of 15 metres (about 4-5 storeys). Where sites are big, podiums can 
appear very bulky. 

The towers on top of podiums often use up less site coverage than is permitted, and are 4. 
therefore allowed to be taller. Developers have financial incentives to build tall narrow 
towers because this leaves more podium-top space for private recreational facilities, and 
higher floors command higher prices. Therefore, bulky podiums are combined with 
very tall towers. If the towers are arranged in a wall formation, the development looks 
enormous even though the towers’ site coverage is actually small. 

URA buildings are usually required to provide open space, GIC facilities, and pedestrian 5. 
setbacks. These come with standard GFA incentives. Open space and GIC facilities are 
deductable from site coverage and GFA calculations, while pedestrian setbacks under 
the Buildings Ordinance are compensated with bonus plot ratio.

Big buildings are required to have more parking facilities, which are also GFA deductible. 6. 
This can add considerable bulk to podiums. 

Left: The K11 shopping mall, hotel, and serviced apartment development (centre) on Hanoi Road is now Tsim Sha Tsui’s tallest building.  
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Left to right: 8 Waterloo Road residential podium in Yau Ma Tei; Vision City in Tsuen Wan has five 42 to 44-storey residential towers, closely spaced in a crescent formation. Its site area is 
20,300m2; ; Beacon Lodge development in Sham Shui Po with a site area of 1,394m2
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Plot ratio is the ratio of a building GFA to the area of the site that it is built on. If 
a building site is 1,000m2, and the plot ratio is 6, then it would have a gross floor 
area of 6,000m2. 

Box 4 
Calculating Plot Ratio

Plot Ratio = Gross Floor Area ÷ Site Area

therefore:

Plot Ration × Site Area = Gross Floor Area

Plot ratio and building height

Plot ratio, which is a measure of density, should not be confused with building height. The same plot ratio can produce buildings of vastly different heights, 
depending on their site coverage. If the plot ratio is 6, and a building covers 100% of the site, it would be 6 storeys high. If the building covered just 50% of the site, 
leaving the other 50% as open space, then the building would be 12 storeys high. If site coverage is only 25%, the building would be 24 storeys high. 
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One large site yields a higher GFA than several smaller ones

One advantage the URA has over private developers is the ability to build over streets. This enlarges a site and yields extra GFA. For example, the K11 project has 
a site area of 8,299m2, of which 1,200m2 was provided by incorporating the former Cornwall Avenue into the project site. This increased the permitted GFA by 17% 
from 85,188m2 to 99,588m2, excluding bonus floor area obtained in exchange for pedestrian setbacks.158 
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Standard building regulations and the need to maximize internal GFA force 
a certain amount of standardization in design. Most of the URA’s completed 
projects look very similar to one another. The few exceptions are commercial 
flagship projects, such as K11 in Tsim Sha Tsui and Langham Place in Mong Kok 
(this page). However, while these two buildings were designed to be distinctive, 
they were not designed to relate visually to their surroundings, instead appearing 
as if they were designed to sit alone in space. Langham Place’s monumental 
granite walls turn a blank face to the neighbourhood. 

Two other exceptions are J-Residence and Phase 3 of the Zenith, both in Wan 
Chai, which have architectural diversity because they preserve parts of older 
buildings. 

sTAndArdIzed ArChITeCTure
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Left to right: 8 Waterloo Road, Yau Ma Tei; Beacon Lodge, Sham Shui Po; The Dynasty, Tsuen Wan; J-Residence, Wan Chai; Hanoi Road Project K11, Tsim Sha Tsui; The Merton, Kennedy Town; 
Vision City, Tsuen Wan; The Vista, Sham Shui Po; The Zenith, Wan Chai. 
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superbLoCKs

As stated above, large site URA developments often involve bulky podiums and building 
over streets. This combines several smaller blocks into one large one. 

Urban designers have noted that very large blocks are rarely able to sustain outdoor street-
level vibrancy. A neighbourhood consisting of large blocks will offer fewer routes from A 
to B than a neighbourhood consisting of small blocks (assuming one cannot pass through 
the middle of blocks). There are fewer opportunities to turn corners, thereby reducing the 
likelihood that users of different streets will cross paths.160 The diagram on the right shows 
the possible routes from a bus station (A), to two different office buildings, B and C. In the 
small block scenario, there is one possible route to B and three possible routes to C. In the 
large block scenario, there is only one route to B and C each. If a shop owner wants to set 
up in a place where he can capture foot traffic to both buildings, then there are many more 
desirable locations in the small block scenario than in the large. There is also more total 
street frontage, as small blocks have a lower permeter-to-area ratio. A second problem is 
that even when large blocks are permeable, such as in the case of shopping malls, there are 
usually few entrances and exits, and pedestrian traffic is drawn in to the internal network 
of air-conditioned corridors.161 This does not necessarily reduce overall vibrancy, but it does 
mean that the vibrancy takes place indoors in a privately-owned space, isolated from the 
surrounding neighbourhood. One rarely finds many people or shops on the outside of a large 
shopping mall — instead, their perimeters are used for servicing functions, such as refuse 
collection, fire exits, electrical and pump rooms, car park entrances, and vehicle drop-off 
points. 

Left: Langham Place, blank facade on Portland Street 
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Below: While The Zenith does not offer any retail space on Cross Street, the older buildings on the opposite side of the street do.   
Opposite: The Cross Street market in Wanchai is squeezed up against The Zenith’s podium.



55



56

Figure-ground diagram of Langham Place before and after redevelopment. Hong Lok Street, the site of the old bird market, was eliminated. The original 
1991 LDC proposal for Langham Place intended to build over Shanghai Street as well, but this was rejected by the TPB for having excessive plot ratio 
(15.7), being “neighbourhood unfriendly”, and for violating the Buildings Ordinance.159



57

Figure-ground diagram of Tsuen Wan Vision City and The Dynasty before and after redevelopment. Vision City combined four blocks together, eliminating 
three cross streets. The Dynasty was built on a new (greenfield) site on reclaimed land . 
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This page: Footbridge network over Tai Ho road. 
Opposite: The pedestrian pavement on Tai Ho Road. 



59

Box 5: Tsuen Wan, Vision City/Citylink
The deadening effect of superblocks can be seen around Vision City/Citylink, a superblock created out of a 
neighbourhood previously known as the Seven Streets. 

There is now a shopping mall podium surrounded on three sides by busy arterial roads, Sha Tsui Road, Tai Ho 
Road, and Yeung Uk Road. There are very few ground level crossings across these roads. The URA was required 
to build a network of footbridges across them. This has lifted pedestrians off the ground level, bringing them 
directly to the Upper Ground level of the shopping mall. 

This means that only one side of the development is suitable for active frontage — Wo Tik Street, a narrower street 
which faces onto the local wetmarket/shopping district.

The other three sides are taken up by a minibus terminus, servicing areas, a car park entrance, the residential 
entrance, and are alienating for pedestrians. Oddly, the GIC facilities (a hostel for the handicapped and a day 
centre for the aged) are also located on a relatively inaccessible corner. 
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sIngLe deveLoper, homogenous deveLopmenT

Each of the redevelopments is conducted by a single developer or partnership. At each site 
of the sites visted, between 8 and 58 buildings were demolished, the plots amalgamated, and 
then rebuilt as one large comprehensive development. Wherever more than one building is 
erected, they are essentially identical both in appearance and function. The main exception 
to this rule is the J-Residence development in Wan Chai, where variation came about as the 
result of preservation. In no cases have large lots been broken up into smaller parcels. 

The practice of amalgamating sites has resulted in some quite irregularly shaped plots — 
and irregularly shaped podiums, such as Site A of the Zenith in Wan Chai. 
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Left: Wo Tik Street - the only active external frontage at Vision City development.

Project Location
Number of 
buildings 
affected

Number of buildings erected

Langham Place Mong Kok 58 2 (shopping mall/office tower, and 
hotel)

Beacon Lodge Sham Shui Po 8 1 (single residential tower on top of 
shopping podium)

Vista Sham Shui Po 8 1 (residential tower on top of 
shopping podium)

The Merton Kennedy Town 15
3 residential towers on top of 
2 separate car park/clubhouse 
podiums

The Zenith Wan Chai 31 3 towers on top of 2 podiums

J-Residence Wan Chai 21 3 (2 are preserved shophouses)

Vision City Tsuen Wan 22 5 residential towers on top of 1 
large shopping mall

The Dynasty Tsuen Wan 0 
(Greenfield site) 2 towers on top of 1 shopping mall

Hanoi Rd.  
Project K11 Tsim Sha Tsui 20

2 buildings (actually part of same 
development, separated by 
pedestrian passage)

8 Waterloo Road Yau Ma Tei 19 2 towers on 1 podium

The Zenith, Site A, Wanchai
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There are three rationales behind the amalgamation of plots:

Administrative convenience. It is1.  easier to tender out a project to a single developer, and 
to manage that developer during the planning and construction process.162 

Hong Kong’s planners operate on the modernist principle that large, comprehensive 2. 
developments are more efficient than various smaller ones. Parking and servicing, 
transport interchanges, separation of pedestrian and vehicle traffic, community facilities 
and open space can be provided more easily and with less duplication, enabling higher 
densities to be accommodated.163  

Maximizing GFA. Under Hong Kong’s Buildings (Planning) Regulations, sites are 3. 
divided into classes A, B, and C depending on whether they abut the street on one, two 
(i.e. occupying a corner), or three sides (i.e. occupying at least two corners) respectively. 
Due to daylight requirements, corner sites are allowed a higher plot ratio than sites in 
the middle of a street, and sites that occupy two corners are allowed an even higher plot 
ratio.164 Therefore, if the goal is to obtain the highest plot ratio possible, you should 
combine plots so that the resulting site faces the street on as many sides as possible.165 

However, large scale redevelopments which place large sites under a single ownership and 
management have some urban design disadvantages:

They reduce the richness and variety of land uses, even if mixed uses are formally retained. 
This is because while buildings of different ages and ownerships can offer businesses and 
residents a variety of rents and tenure options, a large shopping centre or housing development 
imposes homogeneity.166 

A district’s character can be an economic asset. Except for the very largest or high-end 
shopping malls, few people visit standardized shopping centres outside of their own districts 
— there is usually another one just like it closer by. On the other hand, districts which 
offer a unique mix of shopping, eating, and entertainment options such as Wan Chai and 
Mong Kok draw visitors from across the city and a significant number of tourists, in spite of 
drawbacks such as air pollution and traffic congestion. 

Large developments also reduce the adaptability of the urban fabric. They freeze in place of 
the economic and social priorities at the time they were built, yet a city’s economic and social 
circumstances are constantly shifting. In the future, when a large development becomes 
economically obsolete, it will be difficult to convert it to new uses. In contrast, smaller 
buildings can adapt incrementally to economic change.167

Left: In Mong Kok’s Sai Yeung Choi Street, these old buildings have been colonized and largely rehabilitated by toy shops and restaurants. Old buildings with lower rents are attractive spaces for 
small businesses catering to niche interests.
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pubLIC open spACes And pedesTrIAn pAssAge

seTbACKs And  
pAssAges for pedesTrIAns

What effects have the URA’s projects had on the public realm? This is not a simple question 
of whether new buildings visually fit in with the older ones, but whether the public spaces 
created are congenial, inclusive, and accessible spaces for people to use. Do they facilitate 
social interaction or create exclusion? These questions are relevant because one of the tasks 
the URA has been given is to create better public spaces, and has been indirectly subsidized 
to do so. Are these subsidies worth it? 

In many of the projects visited, the URA/developer was required to provide pedestrian 
passage areas, or voluntarily made use of provisions in the Buildings Ordinance to obtain 
bonus plot ratio in return for providing pedestrian passage. They include widened 
sidewalks, covered pedestrian concourses, or footbridges over roads. 

The planning process involves securing the approval of the Transport Department and 
the TPB. The pedestrian areas are then written into the lease by the Lands Department. 
Responsibility for their upkeep and maintenance typically remains with the building’s 
owner, and the Lands Department includes them on its list of privately managed public 
open spaces. (In a few cases, they are also included in the Building Department’s list 
as they have been dedicated to public use in a deed of dedication under the Buildings 
Ordinance). 

Site visits found very mixed results. Some of the pedestrian passages are well-used and 
effective, while others are underutilized due to inactive frontages, land use changes, or 
misalignment with pedestrians’ desire lines. One case of serious mismanagement was 
discovered. The less successful cases highlight some of the inherent tensions between 
public and private interests in the use of these spaces. Below, we will highlight some of 
the more remarkable cases of success or failure in order to identify the most important 
contributing factors.

Left: Advertisements outside the Citywalk/Vision City development in Tsuen Wan. Large shopping malls attract mainly large chain brands due to the relative uniformity of their rents and tenure options. 
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Clockwise from left: empty flower beds and a water feature inside the “garden”; the entrance to 
Site B’s pedestrian concourse on Catchick Street; the Davis Street exit is blocked off by heavy 
metal railings.  
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The Merton in Kennedy Town provides the worst example of an unsuccessful pedestrian 
scheme. The Merton is a three-tower residential development split between two sites on 
either side of Catchick Street on the Kennedy New Town Praya waterfront. It is one of the 
URA’s first projects, having been inherited from the LDC. Its construction was completed 
in 2005. 

In return for bonus plot ratio of 2 for site A, and 1.8 for Site B, representing a total of 
11,605m2, two covered pedestrian concourses and an elevated footbridge (not yet built) were 
provided for pedestrian passage. In addition to the pedestrian passages, two separate areas 
have been set aside for public open space, which are managed by the Leisure and Cultural 
Services Department (LCSD). (The recreational areas will be discussed in the following 
section). The map of the ground floor plan on the right shows the pedestrian concourses. All 
are located under the building podium, where they are intended to relieve pedestrian foot 
traffic on the pavement by allowing people to travel directly from one end of the building to 
the other. Both sites’ passages are ineffective, and one has been seriously mismanaged. 

At Site B, the pedestrian concourse has been rendered unusable due to metal railings (marked 
in red on the map) blocking off access and converting the through-passage into a dead end. A 
sign at the entrance describes it as a “landscaped garden”, open to the public between 6 a.m. 
and 10:30p.m. However, it is unused because it is not very accessible, unattractive, poorly lit, 
and feels unsafe. It appears that the building management installed the railings to discourage 
use in order to minimize maintenance needs. The TPB did not foresee this outcome when 
it approved the Master Layout Plan, and Site B was granted an additional 4,117 m2 of floor 
area under the Buildings Ordinance in return for it. 

The pedestrian concourse on Site A is physically accessible, but is rarely used for a number of 
other reasons. Firstly, it provides a path from the Davis Street open space to Cadogan Street 
on the opposite side, where the old abbatoir used to be (it is now a construction site for the 
MTRC). This does not follow existing pedestrian desire lines and is a detour for anyone 
travelling along Catchick Street. 

Pedestrian circulation around the Merton is low in any case because the purely residential 
land use does not attract people. The pavement may have been crowded in the past because 
shops used to be there, but now they are gone. 

Additionally, the concourse looks more like a private entrance for the building than a public 
area. Only the building’s residents were seen using it to access their residential lobbies. 
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This page: The pedestrian concourse at Site A is mostly used to access the residential 
lobbies of The Merton. 
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8 Waterloo Road

The 8 Waterloo Road development features a somewhat more successful pedestrian setback. 

It leads around a building, not through one. There are no physical obstacles, it provides a 
shortcut through the block that pedestrians find useful, and allows access to the public open 
space. 

Left: The widened pavement along Shanghai Street is fairly well-used.  
Below: The pedestrian path continues behind some old existing buildings alongside the 
public open space created by the redevelopment. Children using the area for play one 
evening in September 2009.
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Clockwise from left: 2m-wide setback around Langham Place; map illustrating setback; 
Portland Street side, where the shopping mall main entrance and cinema are located, sees 
a fair amount of pedestrian activity despite the absence of accessible shop fronts; Shanghai 
Street sees very little activity because it runs between the mall and the hotel with inactive 
frontages on both sides, people mainly use this street to catch buses and taxis; small 
sculpture and seating area on Argyle Street gets plenty of use despite its noisy and polluted 
location, it is located on the short end of the block with other shops on adjacent blocks nearby; 
Argyle street one block West from the Langham Hotel, the pavement is crammed with people 
doing their grocery shopping. 
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There are often pavement widening setbacks around major commercial developments such 
as Langham Place because it is assumed that a large commercial building will generate a lot 
of pedestrian traffic.

There is a 2m-wide setback virtually all the way around Langham Place (see opposite), 
including a corner setback with a small sculpture/seating area on Argyle Street. These yielded 
a bonus GFA of not more than 5,565m2. There are also two pedestrian footbridges between 
the shopping mall and the community centre in Langham Hotel, yielding a bonus GFA of 
not more than 840m2. 

The widened pavement is set under the podium’s overhang, providing shade and potentially 
creating an attractive colonnaded shopping arcade. However, the shopping mall is internally-
oriented and few of the shops have street entrances, which discourages pedestrian use. Planners 
cannot control the orientation of shops, which is determined by the mall’s management, but 
most shopping malls can be expected to be internally-oriented since their strategy is to retain 
customers inside for as long as possible.

Langham Place
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Pedestrian setbacks and passageways should not be provided based simply on assumptions 
about building density. Pedestrian flows also depend heavily on street-side land uses, which in 
turn determine desire lines. Paying insufficient attention to these factors is likely to produce 
underutilized or unnecessary pedestrian spaces. 

observATIons

Top: Real estate agents resting at the URA-managed public open space at Beacon Lodge in 
Sham Shui Po. At 250 m2, this is one of the smallest open spaces created by the URA. 

Bottom: This 3,700 m2 courtyard in Tsuen Wan’s Vision City development is the largest open 
space created by the URA so far.



While site visits found no examples of severe mismanagement, the quality of open spaces 
varied in terms of accessibility and design. The sorts of problems found are typical of public 
and privately-managed open spaces in Hong Kong and are not specific to the URA. Overleaf 
are observations about some of the more notable sites.

QuALITyQuAnTITy

reCreATIonAL pubLIC open spACes

One of the URA’s goals is to provide badly needed open space in congested older urban 
areas. The Urban Renewal Strategy sets the goal of providing 60,000m2 of open space within 
the first 20 years. After 8 years, the URA has built 11,675m2 of public open space. When 
projects under planning or construction are included, the number rises to 30,729m2. 

However, this is actually quite a small percentage (15%) of the 202,157m2 that the URA has 
redeveloped/is planning to redevelop in total. The individual open spaces created are small 
to medium sized sitting-out areas. 

The smallest two open spaces are 250m•	 2 each, located in Sham Shui Po.

The median URA-created open space is 1,150m•	 2. 

 The largest created by the URA so far is the 3,700m•	 2 courtyard in the centre of Tsuen 
Wan’s Vision City project. The URA is planning to create 8,700m2 of open space as part 
of the enormous 53,500m2 Kwun Tong Town Centre project. 

As the URA’s method of creating open space depends on setting aside a portion of its 
redevelopment sites, this means that the amount of open space created is determined by the 
size of the site and its profitability. The largest open space created through redevelopment 
was not by the URA, but by the former LDC which set aside 6,000m2 of the 8,818m2 site 
for its flagship project, The Centre, in Central. The 73-storey commercial skyscraper was 
built on a narrow base so as to leave more open space available at ground level.168 However, 
as prime commercial sites became less available, the URA was no longer able to set aside such 
a large percentage for open space. 

Most URA spaces fall under the Planning Department’s definition of “local open space” — 
small sitting-out areas intended for neighbourhood use, as opposed to “district open space” 
or “regional open space” which serve larger catchment areas. 
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The K11 public open space resembles part of the shopping mall. It is covered by a canopy, lined by shops and restaurants and has a large screen television display. A sign on the wall indicates 
that it is a designated public open space with 24 hour access.
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This long strip leading from Mody to Canarvon Road used to be Cornwall Street, which was 
incorporated into K11 and converted into a covered pedestrian lane. While it is formally 
classified as a recreational public open space, in actual fact it functions as pedestrian passage. 
As such, it was deductible from GFA calculations, but did not yield bonus GFA under the 
Buildings Ordinance. (However since it used to be a public street, the developer effectively 
gained some bonus floor area.)

While heavily commercialized, the space does function very well as a pedestrian circulation 
area. It was perhaps the most well-used public space at any of the sites visited. However, its 
commercialized character may lead to disputes about who is allowed to use the space for 
what purposes, similar to the controversy over promotional exhibitions in Times Square in 
2008. It is also questionable whether street performers or political demonstrators would be 
allowed to use this space without permission from the management.  

Hanoi Road K11 Open Space

This page: The space is decorated with large colourful ornaments and statues; during the 
site visit in December 2009, one area was roped off for a performance/promotional platform 

with sound and lighting equipment, indicating that the mall does in fact use this area as a 
commercial space.

 Size: 1,200 m2

 Management: Private

 Access hours: 24 hours

 Location: Ground level, accessible from Mody Road and Carnavon Road
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The open space is a courtyard in the centre of the Citywalk 1 shopping mall, and functions as 
both a retail and a neighbourhood space accessible from Wo Tik Street (right). It is quite well-
used. The URA also pioneered the installation of vertical greening panels in this project.169 
(opposite bottom left) 

However, some design and accessibility problems were discovered. Part of the open space is 
not at ground level, but at Upper Ground and First Floor levels as shown on the map on 
the right. 

These areas are accessible by escalator, but do not function well as public open space. 

Vision City, Tsuen Wan

Opposite from top: Ground level shops have been configured so that they face into the 
courtyard and onto Wo Tik Street, producing active frontage on both sides; courtyard has a 
terraced structure, with retail space underneath each terrace, putting some of the open space 
at podium level enables the developer to give up less floor area for public open space; The 
ground floor is attractively landscaped, accessible, and popular. 

This page: The upper ground floor is essentially an outdoor corridor, and is practically 
deserted. 

 Location:  Ground Level, Upper Ground Level and First Floor.  
Accessible from Wo Tik Street. 

 Size: 3,700 m2

 Hours:  6:30a.m. to 11p.m.

 Management:  Private
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Clockwise from left: The ground floor is beautifully landscaped, but there is almost no seating 
here, it functions as an entrance way to the podium; a significant amount of the open space is 
taken up by a wheelchair ramp providing access to the upper level, here, teenagers use the 
ramp for a photo opportunity; the sitting-out and children’s play area on top of the hotel  
drop-off.
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 Location:  Ground and podium level on Shanghai Street/Shantung Street. 
Accessible from Shanghai Street on ground level and from Mong 
Kok Community Centre at podium level. 

 Size:  1,100 m2

 Access hours:  6:00 a.m. to 11p.m.

 Management:  LCSD 

This was one of the most awkwardly designed open spaces due to a large portion of it being 
located at podium level on top of the hotel drop-off. 

According to former URA planner Pong Yuen-yee, the open space was originally to be 
located in front of the shopping mall on Argyle Street (see map on page 56). The then-LDC 
had even succeeded in convincing the developer to give up this piece of prime real estate. 
However, the Urban Services Department under the former Urban Council vetoed this idea 
because they wanted a quiet playground to serve the area’s residents, not a busy public square 
in a noisy commercial location.170 

The space was moved southwards to Shantung Street, but had to be split between podium 
level and the ground floor because the requirement for a minibus terminus left insufficient 
room for both the open space and a drop-off point for the hotel at ground level. Since the 
site is also narrow and surrounded by roads, planners also felt it was safer to separate the 
children’s play area from traffic.

Its accessibility problems are mitigated by the fact that part of the garden is visible at ground 
level, and the podium is accessible from the cooked food market on the first floor (part of 
the GIC facilities). These two factors enable the space to attract some users. Meanwhile, the 
heavy use of the small sculpture and seating area in front of the shopping mall at Argyle 
Streets suggests that had a public square been provided there, it would have been highly 
successful. 

Langham Place
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The Merton’s open space was divided between two sites (see map on page 67). Site A offers 
passive sitting-out space, while Site B offers a children’s play area and a foot massage path 
for the elderly. 

The Merton 

Opposite from top left: The entire building is oriented away from the waterfront; Site A fails 
to take advantage of its seafront location, the concrete barrier/shade on the North side of 
the open space presumbably shields people from the traffic on Kennedy New Town Praya 
and from the wind, but blocks the view of the sea; people gathering on the other side of the 
concrete barrier, where they can enjoy the sunset. 

This page: The landscaping and design is fairly typical of small LCSD open spaces. Former 
URA planner Pong Yuen-yee says that the landscape architect intended to create a marine-
themed garden, but the LCSD wanted a simple, easily-maintained space. 

 Total size (sites A and B together):  2,300 m2

 Access hours:  24 hours

 Management:  LCSD
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J-Residence

This rooftop garden area on top of the preserved Woo Cheong Pawn Shop House cluster 
is an unofficial public open space. It is not marked on the Master Layout Plans or on the 
land lease, and does not appear on the Lands Department’s list of privately-managed public 
spaces. It was made accessible to the public through an agreement between the URA and 
the government.171

The ambiguous status of this space has led to some conflicts since it has opened — restaurant 
staff have complained about littering, while members of the public have sometimes found 
themselves barred from entrance when the restaurant uses it for private functions. In an 
effort to mediate these conflicts, the URA has hired a security guard to ensure access to the 
roof, give brochures to visitors, and monitor public behavior. 

 Location:  3rd floor rooftop. Accessible from elevator on Tai Wong Road 
East.

 Access hours:  11a.m.- 11p.m

 Management:  Private 
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generAL observATIons
Landscaping

Generally speaking, the landscaping of privately-managed 
semi-commercialized public open spaces was of a higher 
quality than that used in spaces intended mainly for 
residential users. This is because the amenity value provided 
by open spaces in a commercial setting brings financial 
benefits to the shopping centre operator by attracting and 
keeping shoppers. This makes them more willing to pay 
for good quality landscaping including high-maintenance 
features such as wooden paving and water fountains. Spaces 
intended for residential users do not bring commensurate 
commercial benefits. These were usually turned over to the 
LCSD or in a few cases to the URA itself to manage. As 
a result, they were more likely to use standardized designs 
and materials geared more towards ease of maintenance 
than to providing a pleasant environment. 

Accessibility

The provision of public open space within private 
developments resulted in some accessibility problems. The 
Hong Kong Planning Standards and Guidelines on open 
space encourage the provision of public (and private) open 
spaces by the private sector, which are often provided at 
podium level or in places requiring one to pass through 
private property in order to reach them. This necessarily 
introduces time access restrictions due to security issues. 
Open spaces in such locations at the sites visited did 
not permit 24-hour access, whether they were managed 
privately or by the government. 

Providing open spaces at podium level also results in 
practical accessibility problems. Even if those areas are 
physically accessible by stairs, escalators, or elevators, the 
people do not necessarily know about them, may not be 
able to find them, and have little occasion to use them 
in the course of their daily routines. The Langham Place 
podium garden manages to capture some users from the 
cooked food market and community centre, but the Pawn 
and the upper levels of the Vision City open space were 
practically empty. 

The Dilemmas of  
Semi-Public Spaces

The Hong Kong Planning Standards and Guidelines on 
recreation, open space and greening have encouraged the 
private provision of open spaces, both public and private, 
since the mid-1990s. At the time, this was thought to be 
a good way of providing more open spaces without great 
government expense due to Hong Kong’s severe space 
shortages and high land costs. This model was embraced by 
the URA, but was also encouraged in many purely private 
sector developments. 

However, semi-public spaces can be problematic because 
the public’s interest in having maximum freedom to use 
the space conflicts with the private manager’s interest in 
controlling the space and minimizing maintenance costs. 
Some spaces are able to mediate these conflicts better than 
others. 

For a semi-public space to function successfully, these 
factors need to be present:

The semi-public space is visible and con1. veniently 
accessible from other public spaces (i.e. the street). 
The general public should not have to pass through 
much private property in order to reach it. Otherwise, 
only those who have a reason to be in the private 
space will have occasion to use the public space. Only 
shoppers will use a shopping mall’s podium garden; 
other passers-by will not traverse a shopping mall just 
to reach it. 

Heavy use by the general public aligns with private 2. 
interests. A shopping centre courtyard fits the 
description, because shopping centres profit from 
attracting many people. The rooftop garden of a 
restaurant does not, nor does a pedestrian concourse 
located in the middle of a residential development. In 
particular, a semi-public space should not be located in 
a place where the public will compromise the security 
or privacy of the building’s private users. 

There must be a clear and equitable agreement 3. 
delineating rights and responsibilities of both the 

management and the public in the space. It must 
describe the public’s rights of access, and the extent 
to which the management is allowed to benefit 
commercially from the space (if at all). The agreement 
must then be enforced. 

Public spaces that do not fulfil the first condition are 
likely to be underutilized, while those that do not fulfil 
the second are prone to mismanagement as the managers 
have an incentive to keep the public out. Spaces that fail 
the third condition are likely to have conflicts over who is 
allowed to do what in them. For example, the management 
may attempt to inappropriately rent the space out for 
commercial purposes when the developer has already been 
granted GFA concessions to provide the space for public 
benefit. 

Recent controversies over semi-public space have resulted 
from one or more of these problems. These events have 
persuaded the TPB to rethink its position on privately-
provisioned public open space, particularly in residential 
developments. In 2008, the TPB announced that the 
Development Bureau should no longer ask it to accept 
public open spaces in private developments as ‘planning 
gain’,172 especially not in residential developments. It said 
that it would “from now on carefully consider the location, 
design and implementation prospects of public facilities 
proposed under any future planning applications before 
deciding whether such provision would be accepted as a 
planning gain.”173
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envIronmenTAL ImpACT 

The URA has taken steps towards greener construction, 
which involves improving energy efficiency, conserving 
water, utilizing environmentally-friendly building materials, 
planting more greenery, reducing construction waste, and 
encouraging domestic recycling. 

Two of its building projects, Mount Davis 33 in Kennedy 
Town and Vision City in Tsuen Wan, have achieved 
platinum-level certification under HK BEAM (Hong 
Kong Building Environment Assessment Method), an 
environmental certification programme managed by the 
Business Environment Council. 

green buILdIngs
Improving urban environmental conditions was one of 
the aims of the URA. The Urban Renewal Strategy states 
among its goals:

5b) designing more effective and environmentally-
friendly local transport and road networks

5d) redeveloping dilapidated buildings into new 
buildings of modern standard and environmentally-
friendly design

5e) promoting sustainable development in the urban 
area; 

The URS also states that “Urban renewal is not a ‘slash 
and burn’ process. A comprehensive and holistic approach 
should be adopted to rejuvenate older urban areas by way of 
redevelopment, rehabilitation and heritage preservation”. 
Similar statements can also be found on its website and in 
its annual reports. However, the URA did not have a formal 
environmental policy until May 2009, when it announced 
the adoption of a six-point plan for green buildings. 

However, these environmental goals were too narrowly 
conceived and conflict with the URA’s financial imperative 
to maximize site densities. The following section is not 
intended as a technical evaluation of the environmental 
impact of each URA project, but rather a general discussion 
of the URA’s environmental policies and principles, and 
a photographic examination of the results that it has 
produced. 

The URA formalized its environmental construction policy 
in 2009, when it issued a list of six environmental measures 
for future projects to adopt, starting with the Lee Tung 
Street redevelopment. The six features are:

Energy efficiency: sun-shading provisions, energy 1. 
efficiency of electrical, lighting, lift and escalator  
installations, water-cooled chiller system, heat recovery 
system etc.

Water conservation: dual flushing/low volume cistern, 2. 
condensate collection system and rain-water collection 
system for irrigation or flushing etc.

Environmentally-friendly building materials: materials 3. 
non-damaging to ozone, recycled plastic bottles and 
rubber tyres for children’s playground flooring, recycled 
plastic and wood wastes for flooring of landscaped 
areas etc.

Greening: landscaped open space, roof garden, vertical 4. 
greening, street planting etc.

Facilities for collection of recyclable waste: e.g. 5. 
domestic waste.

Reduction of construction waste and environmental 6. 
nuisance: waste management plan, introduction of 
noise mitigation measures etc.
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Additionally, the URA’s environmental policy measures 
appear relevant to new builds only; there is no mention 
of incorporating environmental retrofitting into its 
rehabilitation or preservation programmes, which remain 
focused on basic repairs. Retrofitting carries potential 
environmental benefits in terms of minimizing construction 
waste and conserving resources by extending the lifecycle 
of existing structures. However, the URA’s environment 
policy is aimed at improving the green performance of 
new buildings after the decision has already been made 
to demolish and rebuild; there appears to be no prior 
environmental cost-benefit analysis of redevelopment 
versus retrofit. A project will therefore be considered 
environmentally-friendly if it performs better than a 
similarly sized new private sector development. Whether it 
is an improvement over what existed beforehand does not 
necessarily enter into the equation. 

The URA also announced that it had hired a consultant 
to look into green technologies such as high thermal 
performance structural fabric, renewable energy lighting 
systems, solar hot water systems, power-saving lighting, 
energy-saving air-conditioning devices, and grey water 
recycling for toilet flushing, cleansing and irrigation. URA 
officials estimate such measures will only add 2% to 3% to 
construction costs.174

While these measures are a major step forward, they 
conceive of green building in a narrow sense. They focus 
on individual buildings in isolation rather than as part of 
whole neighbourhoods. While they may reduce the carbon 
footprints and water consumption of individual buildings, 
they place little emphasis on a building’s impact on 
microclimates, ventilation, daylight, and traffic networks, 
which are some of the most important environmental issues 
for the community today.175 The next step for the URA 
should be to consider sustainability on a neighbourhood 
scale, especially in target areas undergoing widespread 
redevelopment, such as Sham Shui Po and Wan Chai. 
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Left: Dilapidated buildings and piles of rubbish, most likely from nearby scrap dealing businesses, next to 8 Waterloo Road (right)

One of the LDC/URA’s goals was to tackle the problem 
of substandard environmental hygiene in old urban areas. 
Outdated plumbing, crumbling concrete, overcrowding, 
substandard fire exits and illegal rooftop structures posed 
hazards to residents’ health and safety. 

Redevelopment was supposed to physically eliminate these 
problems by replacing dilapidated buildings with clean, 
safe, modern structures. The question is whether such a 
disruptive solution is the most sustainable or cost-effective 
course of action. The most obvious limitation is that 
redeveloping one block does not directly affect the block 
next door. The URA hopes that the insertion of a modern 
development into an old neighbourhood will place upward 
pressure on surrounding property prices, promoting 
gentrification and inducing property owners or investors to 
upgrade nearby buildings, and driving out undesirable land 
uses. For example, a handful of trendy cafés and bars have 
cropped up across the street from The Merton in Kennedy 
Town, which was completed in 2007/08. However, 
this is not guaranteed to happen. For example, on-street 
environmental hygiene problems, heavily dilapidated 
buildings, and undesirable land uses such as scrap dealers 
and coffin sellers can still be seen adjacent to the new 8 
Waterloo residential development in Yau Ma Tei, which 
was completed at around the same time. 

envIronmenTAL hygIene 
And sAfeTy

Environmental hygiene and safety problems are the physical 
manifestation of human mismanagement. Poverty, neglect, 
ignorance, lack of organization, inadequate enforcement 
of regulations, and perverse economic incentives lead to 
unsafe and unsanitary buildings. Redevelopment merely 
tackles the physical problem without addressing the human 
or institutional problems underneath. 
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Box 6 
The Counterproductive Pursuit 
of Efficiency
One major example of seeking efficiency at the expense of vibrancy was at The Zenith, where 
the URA’s redevelopment brought more traffic to the surrounding narrow streets. In the 1990s, 
before construction began, the Transport Department and the LDC intended to relocate the 
entire outdoor market on Tai Yuen Street and Cross Street to the new indoor wet market to 
be provided in the podium of The Zenith. This would open those streets up to traffic in order 
to accommodate the increased number of vehicles brought by the redevelopment. Replacing 
two popular pedestrianized streets with vehicular corridors would have been the antithesis of 
environmentally-friendly transportation. 

Objections by district councillors and stall holders from 2005 onwards persuaded the 
government to scale down, and then abandon the relocation plans altogether. District 
councillors and community activists wanted to maintain the character of the existing market, 
which is over 70 years old, while hawkers feared the loss of business and much higher rents 
once relocated indoors. The URA and Development Bureau are now planning to beautify the 
outdoor market and provide electrical outlets for stalls as part of a district heritage scheme. 

Sources: LegCo Panel on Home Affairs — Subcommittee on Heritage Preservation; Town 
Planning Board178 
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Additionally, because URA redevelopments substantially 
increase density, they may bring more traffic to the 
neighbourhood. The relationship between density and 
traffic congestion is not straightforward — it depends 
on many local factors like the shape of the site, whether 
the front entrance is near a key junction, the layout and 
capacity of the surrounding streets, and whether the site is 
well-served by public transportation. Nonetheless there is a 
risk that the additional pressure on arterial routes may wipe 
out efficiencies gained from reducing circulating traffic 
congestion around the site boundaries. 

While major URA developments are required to submit 
traffic impact assessments to the TPB, these assessments 
are not necessarily reliable because it is in the interest of 
the applicant to use assumptions and figures that portray 
the project in a favourable light.177 While the TPB and 
Transport Department may reject the assessment if the 
figures seem too unrealistic, this is not a substitute for an 
unbiased assessment. 

From an urban design point of view, these traffic 
improvements often result in pedestrian-unfriendly 
environments. Reducing entrances, eliminating cross 
streets, and prioritizing vehicular movement reduces 
pedestrian permeability, reduces active frontages, and 
removes vibrancy. Multi-storey car parks and large bus 
terminuses can also be eyesores.

There are alternative ways of dealing with traffic in districts 
with narrow streets and small blocks, which are friendlier 
to pedestrians and the environment. They include traffic 
calming, traffic restraint, and pedestrianization. Instead of 
trying to increase the flow of traffic, the goal is to prioritize 
pedestrians. Pavement widening, carriageway narrowing, 
reducing parking facilities, tree planting, kerbless crossings 
and vehicle restrictions aim to physically and psychologically 
slow cars down and discourage vehicle use.

One of the goals of the URA laid out in the Urban Renewal 
Strategy is “designing more effective and environmentally-
friendly local transport and road networks”. In practice, this 
means that large sites are re-planned to increase efficiency 
and reduce circulating traffic around the site boundaries. 

Traffic engineers have traditionally favoured comprehensive 
developments because they can more efficiently 
accommodate traffic using the following measures, while 
using up less floor area:

Reducing the number of entrances and exits on street. 1. 
Fewer entrances leading to internal service lanes, 
drop-off points, taxi ranks, bus stops, and loading bays 
reduce the need to stop on-street.

Eliminating cross streets. In addition to providing extra 2. 
developable GFA, cross streets are removed because 
frequent intersections disrupt the flow of traffic.

Providing off-street parking so that cars do not have to 3. 
park at the kerb, narrowing roads and reducing traffic 
flow.

Widening roads. Where possible, building setbacks are 4. 
provided in order to widen existing roads. 

Yet the benefits are not clear-cut. Reducing circulating 
traffic may encourage rat-running, i.e. speeding through 
minor roads to avoid more congested arterial roads. Newly 
decongested roads may also attract more traffic and fill 
up again. The provision of off-street parking can also be 
counter-productive, because it encourages car ownership 
and driving.176 

TrAffIC

This sort of traffic management is relatively new to Hong 
Kong, having been first trialled by the Transport Department 
in the early 2000s in selected districts. The URA has only 
very recently started to incorporate some of these ideas 
into its projects in a piecemeal way. It has reduced parking 
facilities at the Graham Street/Peel Street project, and has 
incorporated limited pedestrian schemes into traditional 
CDAs such as the Hanoi Road K11 project. Lee Tung 
Street will be pedestrianized after redevelopment, but only 
if the adjacent Amoy Street is opened up to through traffic. 
The URA announced its biggest traffic calming scheme so 
far in late 2009: a revitalization project for Mong Kok’s 
specialized shopping streets179 as part of the Planning 
Department’s “Area Improvement Plan for Shopping Areas 
in Mongkok”.180
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venTILATIon

The effect of large buildings on air ventilation has become a major environmental issue 
in Hong Kong. Good ventilation is needed to alleviate roadside air pollution, and new 
developments have been criticized for exacerbating the street canyon effect or blocking 
coastal breezes. 

In 2006, the Planning Department announced guidelines for conducting air ventilation 
assessments for new developments. However, they are mandatory only for government 
building projects, but not the private sector. The URA agreed to adopt ventilation assessments 
for future projects, but projects planned prior to 2006 were not assessed.182  

All of the projects photographed in this report were completed or under construction before 
ventilation assessments were implemented. Those that are on large or long sites have the 
bulkiest podiums, and some have tightly spaced towers. 

While the URA has made more efforts in recent years to address ventilation concerns, the 
extent of the improvements that can be made is restricted by financial concerns. For example, 
during the planning of the Kwun Tong Town Centre project in 2009, it was decided that 
the project must have a minimum GFA of 401,250m2 in order to be financially viable.184 It 
will feature an office tower of at least 220-280m, a very large podium and a pedestrian deck 
which will have adverse effects at street level. The URA had the flexibility to arrange the 
components to marginally reduce the ventilation impact, but was not willing to significantly 
reduce development intensity.185

Source: Carmona et al. p.187181

Box 7 
Basics of Ventilation

Tall buildings do not necessarily create poor ventilation. Width 1. 
matters more than height. Wide buildings oriented perpendicularly 
to prevailing winds block ventilation the most. 

The street canyon effect occurs when there is an unbroken row 2. 
of bulky buildings of similar heights on either side of a street. This 
impedes circulation and traps pollutants at street level. 

Varied building heights and gaps between buildings facilitate air 3. 
flow and help disperse pollutants. 

Opposite, clockwise from top right: Wan Chai Road, between Sites A and B of The Zenith. There 
are long, unbroken podiums on either side of the road; looking up between the towers of The 
Zenith; The Dynasty is located along the Tsuen Wan waterfront, near the Nina Tower. Its two 
broad, tightly spaced towers have been accused of creating a “wall effect”.183
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Graham Street market is due to be redeveloped. While the URA plans to recreate an “old shopping street” and has agreed to allow some stallholders to return, it is uncertain whether the market 
will be viable after redevelopment. 
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In Hong Kong, it is said that land uses and patterns of street activity define places more 
than the architecture.186 Character streets full of small businesses selling specialized goods 
and services are a distinctive feature of Hong Kong’s urban ecology. Yet a surprising number 
of them have been targeted by the LDC and URA for redevelopment. These include Wing 
On Street in Central (“Cloth Alley”); Hong Lok Street (“Bird Street”), part of Shanghai 
Street (“Bridal Gown Street”) and Fa Yuen Street (“Sneaker Street”) in Mong Kok; and Lee 
Tung Street (“Wedding Card Street”) in Wan Chai. The Graham Street market in Central 
will be severely disrupted. This can be explained because the URA needs to select sites with 
a large redevelopment potential, meaning that it usually targets areas of thriving but low-
rent commerce rather than economically depressed areas with little commercial activity 
(i.e. obsolete industrial areas). It is exactly the former sort of site that is home to Hong 
Kong’s character streets because they offer a combination of relatively low rents and high 
accessibility. 

While there have been efforts to relocate or recreate some of these shopping experiences, 
these attempts are usually less vibrant than what existed originally. Cloth merchants who 
were relocated to Western Market (a refurbished historical wet market) reported a significant 
decline in business.187

While shop owners and commercial tenants are compensated by the URA,188 they often face 
difficulties re-establishing their businesses elsewhere. Firstly, there are practical and financial 
difficulties in finding suitable shop spaces at comparable rents because re-development 
decreases the supply of affordable shop spaces. Secondly, redevelopment disrupts their 
business model. Character streets depend on the agglomeration of similar businesses in one 
location, which enables them to collectively attract a wider customer base. Dispersing them 
destroys this effect. 

While there have been cases where the URA won praise for displacing socially undesirable 
local economies (i.e. the red light district on Portland Street), the disappearance of character 
streets is widely perceived as a net loss for the city. A purely economic viewpoint would hold 
that failing to maximize the development potential of any given site is inefficient, but this 
fails to take into account the social and cultural benefits that are produced by these streets. 

The Loss of ChArACTer sTreeTs 

soCIAL ImpACT
Socially sustainable development fulfils people’s social and cultural needs in addition to their economic and environmental ones. The concept of social sustainability is applied to urban design 
through the goal of creating urban environments that enhance a society’s social capital, which is defined as the value brought to society by social networks. Such environments meet people’s 
cultural aspirations, foster a sense of community, and provide inclusive and accessible places which encourage, rather than repel social interaction. 

The following section will look at the social aspects of urban design produced by the URA. It is not an analysis of the URA’s public consultation processes, its compensation and rehousing 
policies, or its social impact mitigation policies. While these are important and worthy topics, the focus and methodology of this project is limited to the built environment. 

Despite their poor physical condition, Hong Kong’s older buildings perform functions that 
contribute towards the city’s sustainability. They provide a stock of housing for low-income 
earners in urban areas close to jobs and services. Relocating low-income tenants to public 
housing estates in the New Territories reinforces the city’s spatial inequalities and imposes 
long commutes on people who are less able to afford them. 

Older buildings also provide flexible and affordable incubation space for small businesses, 
which if successful, might invest in repairing the buildings themselves. Street markets offer 
very low barriers to entry for tiny businesses, enabling people who might otherwise rely on 
social assistance to make a living. 

Some urban theorists argue that a mixture of buildings of different ages is necessary to foster 
vibrant and diverse local economies.189 Vibrancy reinforces a city’s cultural capital, which 
might turn into an economic asset by enhancing a city’s international image and attracting 
visitors. In recent years, LegCo has passed motions calling for the preservation of local colour 
and character: in 2005, it asked for a review of the government’s policy towards dai pai dong 
license holders,190 and in 2007 it called on the government to promote street markets and 
bazaars to “to enhance the attractiveness of tourism in Hong Kong, as well as to further 
revitalize on-street economy”.191 
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The dismantling of ‘Sneaker Street’. The block on the East side of Fa Yuen Street (right) has been bought out by the URA as of December 2009. The block on the West side (left) continues to do 
business as usual. 
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An important matter in the social sustainability of urban environments is whether they 
are inclusive or exclusive. Socially sustainable environments can be used by everyone and 
encourage interaction between people of different social backgrounds. They do not keep 
people out with physical barriers, social controls, or pricing. It is argued that inclusive 
environments are necessary for the social and political health of societies; spatial fragmentation 
exacerbates the effects of social inequality. While it is too simplistic to say that good urban 
design results in social integration, urban design should at least facilitate social interaction 
rather than separation.    

While the URA has successfully created new public open spaces and community facilities 
that are open to all, in other ways it has created environments that divide people. This is not 
necessarily the fault of the URA; in most cases it is simply following established planning 
regulations and guidelines and doing the same things that the private sector does. 

InCLusIon or exCLusIvITy?

Left: Western Market has become primarily a tourist attraction with few customers on 
weekdays. This photograph was taken on a Monday afternoon in June 2009.
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It is an often overlooked fact that in addition to the public open space that the URA creates, it 
also provides a significant amount of private open space in podium gardens, swimming pools, 
and gyms for exclusive use by the residents. Hong Kong’s building codes make the provision 
of private recreational facilities non-GFA accountable as part of a raft of environmental 
incentives implemented in 2001, and are taken advantage of by private developers and 
the URA alike. A problem arises because the government counts private podium gardens 
towards its per capita requirement for open space under the Hong Kong Planning Standards 
and Guidelines.192 The rationale was that if the private sector could be encouraged to provide 
open space, this would ease the government’s burden of doing so. Unfortunately, the policy 
ignores the problem of social equity.

While it is reasonable to assume that a large private development should provide open space 
for its own residents, the URA serves a broader public purpose, one of which is to provide 
badly-needed open space in intensely built-up and often lower-income districts. If the private 
open space it creates is also counted towards the government’s planning requirements, it 
means that the original residents of a district have not gained as much accessible open space 
as government figures say they have. 

It is difficult to quantify exactly how much of the open space provided by the URA is private 
as opposed to public as not all of the Master Layout Plans specify the precise amount of 
private open space. However it is possible to provide some examples: The Merton created 
2,300m2 of public open space and 1,500m2 of private open space and recreational facilities. 
A few URA developments only provide private open space, such as The Zenith, which 
included GIC facilities and at least 3,866m2 of podium-level private open space, but no 
public open space. 

prIvATe open spACes

Right: Planted podium at 8 Waterloo Road. Podium gardens do not even provide the public 
benefit of offering visual relief at ground level. 
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This spread from left: This anonymous doorway is the entrance to the nursery on the third 
floor of The Zenith;  the major exception is the Wan Chai Market, also at The Zenith, which 
was given a prominent entrance because the new market was intended to replace the old 
streamline modern Wan Chai Market as well as the Tai Yuen Street/Cross Street bazaar, both 
focal points of the neighbourhood; the entrance to the community facilities inside the Langham 
Hotel podium is an escalator under a footbridge on low foot traffic Shanghai Street.
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Several of the URA projects photographed included GIC facilities such as offices for charities, 
community halls, and centres for the elderly, disabled, or young children. The government 
requires the URA and the developer to build the community facilities and in exchange, 
they may be disregarded in GFA calculations. The facilities are usually located inside the 
podiums of the developments, one interesting consequence being that community facilities 
are hidden from casual observers since they lack distinctive architectural markers indicating 
their presence. 

Since GIC facilities provide no commercial benefit, they are often located in peripheral 
parts of the development with less foot traffic and separate entrances from the commercial 
facilities. For example, the hostel for the disabled and the elderly day centre at Vision City 
was not accessible from inside the shopping centre but instead located on Yeung Uk Road, a 
busy road with mainly inactive frontages. 

CommunITy fACILITIes  
segregATed by desIgn



100

genTrIfICATIon

Gentrification is a market-driven process whereby a neighbourhood becomes popular and 
attracts wealthier residents who upgrade the buildings, drive up property prices, and displace 
the original inhabitants. The debate over gentrification is contentious; some argue that 
gentrification should be avoided because it reduces social capital by displacing people, while 
others argue that gentrification is the natural process by which cities regenerate themselves. 

The URA has sporadically entered the gentrification debate in an inconsistent, self-justifying 
manner. On the one hand, it praised the gentrification of Mong Kok West catalyzed by 
its Langham Place development. It described upward pressure on surrounding property 
prices as a positive process of economic revitalization.193 On the other hand, it portrayed the 
same naturally occurring process in Central as a threat to Graham Street Market, thereby 
positioning its comprehensive redevelopment of the area as a solution to protect the market 
from displacement.194 

On the whole, its policy has consistently been one of replacing lower-value land uses with 
higher-value ones, which has drawn criticism from social workers, community activists, and 
heritage activists. Large-scale government backed gentrification is more disruptive than the 
market-driven kind because it occurs all at once rather than gradually, and in large blocks 
rather than in small pieces. It raises questions of equity if the original residents of a district 
cannot afford the new flats or shops. 

Gradual gentrification is actually quite rare in Hong Kong due to the high land price policy 
discussed in Part II, and is limited to prime locations such as SoHo (South of Hollywood 
Road) in Central, Causeway Bay, and parts of Mong Kok. 

Top: A naturally gentrified street in SoHo (Staunton Street), small everyday shops like the one 
on the right are being gradually displaced by trendy new boutiques and restaurants.  
Bottom: hoarding of the URA/Nan Fung H17 project in Wan Chai, advertising the development 
as stylish and exclusive
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Bottom: The J-Residence development was a successful example of physical preservation 
and adaptive reuse of old shop-houses, but became controversial because it replaced the 
historic Woo Cheong Pawn Shop with trendy restaurants and an art gallery.   
Right: The pawn shop has moved across the street into another older building. 
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Comprehensive redevelopment displaces small businesses on a much bigger scale.  
This spread: Mid-range chain stores at Vision City (Tsuen Wan) on the right side of Wo Tik street contrast with local grocery stores on the left. 
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Luxury shopping at the K11 mall in Tsim Sha Tsui.
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The oTher Three “rs”

The URA’s other three R’s — rehabilitation, preservation, and revitalization — are 
subsidized out of redevelopment profits. They are therefore a much smaller part of the URA’s 
overall budget, and less of a priority. They were added on to the URA bill after the overall 
structure of the URA had already been decided, and the bill actually makes no reference 
to the mechanisms to be used to achieve them. Here we will take a brief look at the URA’s 
programmes in these areas. 
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A building rehabilitated by the URA. Source: Urban Renewal Authority.195
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rehAbILITATIon 

Rehabilitation is an important aspect of urban renewal. It can extend the lifetime of 
existing buildings, reduce the need for redevelopment, reduce the amount of construction 
waste going into landfills, raise property values, preserve the character of neighbourhoods, 
and enable residents to stay in their buildings if they wish.

It has not been a high priority for the URA. Its rehabilitation programmes began in 2003, 
and by 2009, it reported that it had rehabilitated some 490 buildings at a cost of HK$240 
million in total.196 This is a tiny fraction of the URA’s total expenditure. While the URA does 
not release financial information for individual projects, its annual reports give some basis 
for comparison with the overall scale of its operations. In 2007-08, its revenues amounted 
to HK$5.3 billion, with direct costs of HK$2.3 billion dollars, which together with other 
operating expenses, left a surplus of about HK$2.1 billion. Its administrative expenses for 
2007-2008 alone were HK$238 million, a figure comparable to the total amount spent on 
rehabilitation since 2004.197 

Additionally, its rehabilitation programmes are limited in scope, focusing only on basic 
building maintenance. The URA has yet to consider environmental retrofitting, such as 
energy efficiency, water conservation, solar microgeneration, or green roofs. 

The URA’s rehabilitation programmes come in the form of small loans and grants. Their 
value is generally capped at HK$100,000 to HK$150,000, and most loans are significantly 
smaller. There are five programmes overall, including a building materials incentive scheme, 
an interest-free loan scheme for building repairs, small hardship grants of up to HK$10,000 
for households in financial difficulty, subsidies for third party liability insurance, and a 
preferential mortgage scheme run in cooperation with 17 banks. (The mortgage scheme 
was discussed in Part II.) The URA also offers technical and legal advice to participating 
households. 

The reach of the URA’s programmes is limited by their eligibility requirements. The 
schemes only operate inside its nine target areas and are open only to buildings with owners’ 
corporations, which excludes the majority of private buildings in Hong Kong (see Part 
II).198 The Buildings Department and the non-profit Housing Society also have their own 
programmes, which are less constrained by eligibility requirements.199 In February 2009, 
the Financial Secretary also announced a special one-off building rehabilitation programme 
called “Operation Building Bright” aimed at repairing 1,000 dilapidated buildings at the cost 
of HK$1 billion (HK$150 million of which will come from the URA) over two years. This 
programme will be administered by the URA within its target areas and by the Buildings 
Department elsewhere.200 
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preservATIon

The challenge for the URA has been to find a way to carry out historical preservation within 
the constraints of a commercial business strategy. The URA Ordinance did not create any 
specific mechanisms for conducting preservation, and the URA is offered little support by 
Hong Kong’s existing policies and legislation. 

Hong Kong only gives legal protection to declared monuments (currently 84); its system of 
listing other historical structures by the Antiquities and Monuments Office is non-statutory 
and confers no legal protection. There are essentially no formalized systems of compensation 
or subsidies for the preservation of listed buildings (except for declared monuments), which 
gives private owners no financial incentive to preserve them.201 If the government wishes to 
preserve a building, it usually buys it. There are obvious disadvantages to this strategy because 
the government becomes responsible for maintaining and finding uses for it. Since February 
2008, the government has tried to recruit non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to take 
on government-owned historical buildings.202 Finally, Hong Kong’s preservation legislation 
focuses only on individual buildings, and not on neighbourhoods or districts. Only very 
recently has the Development Bureau begun to consider district-wide preservation at an 
administrative level for old parts of Wan Chai.203 

It is within this context that the URA has been charged with preserving structures of historical 
and cultural interest. This means that it has had to find ways to make historical preservation 
commercially viable, or to subsidize it with profits from redevelopment. One strategy it has 
pursued is to bundle preservation with redevelopment projects, so that a few buildings are 
selected for preservation within a wider scheme of redevelopment. The URA has also taken 
on a few pure preservation projects, subsidized out of its surpluses. 

In both cases, the usual policy is for the URA to resume the properties from their existing 
owners. They are then restored and rented out to commercial tenants. A full list of the URA’s 
completed and proposed heritage projects can be found in Appendix 2.

According to town planner Ian Brownlee, the vast majority of building rehabilitations are done 
by the private sector without any assistance from the URA, such as this gentrified building in 
SoHo. 



JOHNSTON ROAD 

QUEEN’S ROAD EAST

LE
E 

TU
N

G
 S

TR
EE

T

A
M

O
Y 

ST
RE

ET

SW
AT

O
W

 S
TR

EE
T

SP
RI

N
G

 G
A

RD
EN

 L
A

N
E CROSS STREET

TA
I W

O
 STREET

TA
I YU

EN
 STREET

M
C

G
REG

O
R STREET

ST
O

N
E 

N
U

LL
A

H
 

K
EN

N
ED

Y
 STREET

SH
IP

 S
TR

EE
T

TA
I W

O
N

G
 S

TR
EE

T

LA
N

E

Southorn 
Playground

Lee Tung 
Street Project

McGregor 
Street 

Project

The Zenith

Wan Chai Market

Blue House/
King Sing House

186-190 
Queen’s Road East

J-Residence

The Pawn

18 Ship Street

Key

Redevelopment

Bundled preservation

Stand-alone preservation

Partial preservation

Public open space

N

Heritage Bundling 

The main preservation strategy used by the URA has been to bundle small scale preservation 
projects with larger redevelopment projects. This has been used mainly in Wan Chai, but 
also in Yau Ma Tei, Sheung Wan, and Nga Tsin Wai Village. Profits from the redevelopment 
are used to subsidize the preservation, and new commercial or community uses are found for 
the preserved buildings. While this approach succeeds in preserving individual buildings or 
small clusters of buildings, the scale of the adjacent redevelopment is such that the area no 
longer retains its original character. Hong Kong has yet to devise preservation policies that 
operate on a neighbourhood-wide scale. 

A map of redevelopment and bundled heritage projects in Wan Chai. Far more area has been redeveloped than preserved. 
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Opposite: J-Residence, Johnston Road, Wan Chai. This was the URA’s first major heritage 
project. Shop-house clusters dating from the 1880s to 1930 were preserved at 60-66 
Johnston Road (left), and 18 Ship Street (right).204 They are positioned directly adjacent to 
a new 46-storey residential tower. The podium’s detailed frontage helps integrate it with the 
old buildings at street level, but the overall effect is still somewhat jarring. The URA made 
considerable effort to find culturally relevant tenants for the preserved buildings, including a 
bar, a fusion cuisine restaurant, and a restaurant/gallery.205

This page: 8 Waterloo Road. The two-storey water pumping station at 8 Waterloo Road was 
originally slated for demolition but saved after a last-minute appeal by preservationists. The 
new development was built around it. Although the TPB required visual mitigation in the 
podium near the red brick building, the brick building is still overwhelmed and overshadowed 
by the new development. It also remained unused for five years after construction was 
completed in 2004.
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Wan Chai Market. Built in 1937, the Wan Chai Market is one of the few remaining “Streamline Moderne” buildings in Hong Kong.206 In 1990, it was rated as a Grade III historical building by the 
Antiquities and Monuments Office, but was deemed not worth preserving when The Zenith redevelopment project was first approved in 1995. By the time public opinion swung in favour of retaining 
it, the URA had already signed contractual agreements with the joint venture developer. In 2008, a compromise was negotiated whereby only the façade would be retained, and a 46-storey 
residential tower built on top. By June 2009, the rear of the market had been demolished to make way for the new podium. 
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Stand-alone preservation projects
So far, the URA has completed just one stand-alone preservation project — Western Market, 
an Edwardian market building in Sheung Wan. The LDC acquired it and converted it into 
a tourist attraction in 1991, and it was further refurbished by the URA in 2003. The URA 
then tendered out its management to a private company in return for a share of the profits,207 
an arrangement which guarantees the URA a minimum financial return. 

The URA attempted to apply the same method to four new preservation projects, all of them 
involving tenement buildings and shop-houses. However, acquiring a disused government 
building has very different political and social implications from acquiring privately-owned 
buildings with existing users. Civil society groups reacted negatively to the idea of preserving 
buildings at the expense of people working and living in them. 

The original plan for the Blue House involved relocating the residents and converting it 
into museums and a café, but after community groups and district councillors objected, 
the URA revised its plans to allow residents to rent back their old flats under a partnership 
arrangement with the Housing Association.208 The announcement of preservation projects 
on Prince Edward Road West and Argyle Street attracted similar complaints because the 
plans would involve displacing some of the existing businesses, such as hardware and home 
appliance shops, arts and crafts schools, dance studios, and film production houses. Of the 
HK$1.33 billion the URA has allocated for the two projects, just HK$100 million will be 
spent on the actual restoration. The rest will be used for acquisition and compensation.209 

It is ironic that the URA’s attempts to meet community aspirations for more heritage 
preservation were met with such controversy. The underlying problem is that Hong Kong 
lacks the legislative and policy mechanisms to implement other approaches to preservation 
such as down-zoning, enforceable listing, subsidies, or development rights transfers. The 
URA was set up as a land assembly machine, whose main policy tool was resumption. It is 
not the right tool for delicate preservation projects where the goal is to preserve communities 
as well as buildings.

Left: The Blue House on Stone Nullah Lane in Wan Chai. The current building cluster dates from the 1920s, but the site has variously been used as a Chinese hospital, a temple to the God of 
Medicine “Wah To”, a martial arts school, and an osteopathy clinic (still existing). 
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Revitalization is the least clearly defined aspect of the URA’s 4Rs strategy. The URA’s website 
states that “revitalization is the deployment of appropriate means of renewal to revive and 
strengthen the economic and environmental fabric of different districts”, which is a broad 
enough description that it could conceivably cover all four Rs. However, in practice, its 
revitalization projects have had far narrower goals. 

The URA’s list of revitalization projects (only five to date) include three street beautification 
projects and two heritage preservation projects (the Blue House, and the Mallory Street 
project) which are also on its list of preservation projects. 

Since heritage preservation has already been discussed above, this section will focus mainly 
on the beautification projects. These projects take place within the URA’s nine target areas 
and are modest in scope, which mostly involves improving the physical appearance of places 
by installing new street furniture, repaving, repainting, and planting. 

The biggest revitalization project so far conducted was the beautification of the area 
surrounding Western Market in conjunction with the market’s own refurbishment. It 
involved the improvement of street furniture, tree planting, renovating a footbridge, and 
converting a nearby traffic island into a small public piazza named “Sheung Wan Fong”. 
Other, smaller-scale beautification projects have been implemented in Tai Kok Tsui and in 
Sheung Wan, including repaving, pavement widening, and the installation of street furniture 
such as better lighting, greenery and railings. While these small scale projects improve 
the quality of the public realm in targeted areas, they do not have a major effect on local 
economies or environmental quality as they cannot make changes to land uses, permeability 
and accessibility.

revITALIzATIon

Left: Sheung Wan Fong, located a block south of Western Market, was created by realigning part of a road around a traffic island. It has become a gathering place for the neighbourhood’s elderly residents.
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It is increasingly clear that the URA’s current model is unsustainable in the long run. What 
will the URA do in the future, when all the commercially lucrative low-rise blocks have 
already been redeveloped? What kinds of densities will be necessary to make commercially 
viable the redevelopment of enormous housing estates like Mei Foo Sun Chuen in thirty 
years’ time? The URA is currently in the middle of a two-year Urban Renewal Strategy 
Review, a public engagement exercise intended to scope out its future role and direction. The 
consultation drew out people who were dissatisfied with the URA for a bewildering array of 
contradictory reasons.210 Low-income residents wanted redevelopment to be sped up; middle-
class owners of refurbished buildings and environmentalists wanted more rehabilitation and 
preservation. Residents in dilapidated properties wished to move away; small business owners 
wished to stay. Community activists felt that existing public participation mechanisms were 
inadequate, others feared that more consultation would cause further delays. Many owners 
felt that they were being insufficiently compensated and resented compulsory resumption; 
experts argued that the URA’s compensation policies were too generous. 

Simply trying to triangulate these differing opinions misses the bigger picture. The politics 
of urban renewal are shaped by the underlying institutional context, which puts property 
owners in a situation where their best option is to wait for government redevelopment, while 
simultaneously producing insensitive developments that provoke opposition and slow down 
the proceedings. It leaves no-one satisfied. 

So what is to be done? 

The first task is to ask ourselves, as a society, whether we should consider urban renewal a 
public good like education, health care, and clean water.211 If so, then we must be prepared 
to subsidize it. Under the current system the URA is asked to provide all manner of public 
benefits while being required to measure its success in purely economic terms. The social 
and environmental effects must be included in the cost-benefit equation. To accomplish 
this, the URA Ordinance must be amended so that it is no longer required to be broadly 
self-financing. This would enable it to pursue more sensitive design considerations such as 
breaking up projects into smaller plots, creating more open space, and developing to a lower 
density. Since the government derives so much of its income from maintaining high land 
premiums, subsidizing urban renewal would recycle the funds back into the community.212 

Conversely, if we decide that urban renewal should mainly be the responsibility of the 
private sector, then we need to free up the market. In fact, freeing up the market would still 
be wise even if the public sector were to subsidize urban renewal. There are limits to the 
resources that the government can commit, and it is unrealistic to expect one government 
agency to redevelop all of Hong Kong’s old districts faster than they can age. Unlike in other 
cities, where urban dilapidation is usually a localized consequence of disruptive economic 
restructuring, in Hong Kong it is a self-perpetuating phenomenon caused by entrenched 
market distortions.

Policy-makers must be aware that urban dilapidation is one of the side effects of Hong 
Kong’s heavy dependence on land revenues, and be prepared to tackle land premium 
reform. By increasing the supply of land in play, land premium reform might produce the 
additional benefit of reducing the impetus to maximize GFA to such an extreme degree. 
Land premiums could even be used to incentivize greener development by offering discounts 
for lower-density buildings or adaptive reuse. 

Freeing up the market also means encouraging banks to provide more financing for older 
properties. While this will be difficult, there are various measures that could be taken to 
nudge lenders in the right direction. The URA could expand its preferential loan scheme 
to cover all refurbished buildings, not just those it has rehabilitated. The Hong Kong 
Mortgage Corporation, which already supports the mortgage market, could also be used to 
supplement mortgages on privately rehabilitated properties. A certification scheme (floated 
by some officials in the aftermath of February 2010’s building collapse in To Kwa Wan) can 
be introduced to provide proof that buildings are structurally sound, allowing lenders to 
assess risk accurately.213
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Urban renewal is a complex, multi-faceted problem. As the URA moves towards concluding 
its strategy review, we must be mindful that amending the Urban Renewal Strategy document 
or the URA Ordinance in isolation will not solve all current problems. It must be dealt with 
holistically. While this report does not seek to provide specific policy prescriptions, it is 
hoped that it will guide the public, legislators, and policy-makers to ask the right questions.

Another aspect of freeing up the market is to reduce the high transaction costs posed by 
multi-ownership. While the introduction of an 80% threshold for compulsory sale has 
relieved developers of being held to ransom, a higher priority must be accorded to setting 
up governance structures to ensure buildings do not deteriorate merely due to lack of 
organization. Owners’ corporations are important because they can legally facilitate decisions 
ranging from basic repairs to negotiating with developers. 

If the market were freed up, the URA could limit its direct interventions to the most 
problematic cases, and focus mainly on helping property owners redevelop on their own or 
in partnership with developers.214 One example from the UK is community development 
trusts, which are organizations set up by local property owners (often in collaboration 
with local government) in order to regenerate neighbourhoods. Profits from commercially-
oriented parts of the redevelopment are used to subsidize low-cost housing and shop spaces 
for the original residents on the same site.215 The URA should be supporting alternative 
redevelopment plans devised by local residents and business owners instead of trying to 
outbid them. 

Beyond the role of the URA, more must be done to extend the life and ensure the safety 
of existing buildings, and to ensure that new buildings meet society’s environmental and 
social expectations. Buildings maintenance regulations must be stepped up, with significant 
penalties for non-compliance, and subsidies for those who cannot afford repairs. As for new 
buildings, many controversial features of URA redevelopment projects are merely the result 
of it following standard regulations and practices. If the private sector is to undertake more 
urban renewal in the future, and the community is serious about creating more people-
friendly, historically sensitive and green urban environments, then policy-makers need to 
begin the process of reviewing our town planning and building regulations as well as our 
urban design and heritage preservation policies.
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Mount Davis 33 Ka Wai Man Road, Sai Ying 
Pun. 728 n/a 0 0 7,280 89 0 0 0 0 Construction 

completed 2006
Greenfield linked site for 
New Town Praya project

The Dynasty
Yeung Uk Road Project 
(Tsuen Wan Town Centre 
Linked Site?)

7,230 n/a 0 0 43,854 256 17,373 0 0 0 Construction 
completed 2009

Greenfield linked site 
for Tsuen Wan Town 
Centre project

Waterloo Road/Yunnan 
Lane Project 8 Waterloo Rd, Yaumatei 3,869 6,619 19 444 35,007 576 0 1,650 0 0 Construction 

completed 2004 5.29

Queen Street Queen’s St, Sheung Wan 7,694 25,792 50 648 66,217 1,148 400 1,200 5,254 0
Construction 
complete 2003, flats 
sold

2.57

The Merton Kennedy Town New Praya 
Project 6,075 24,808 15 1,683 62,904 11,82 0 2,300 0 0 Development 

completed 2005 2.54

Langham Place Argyle/Shanghai St, Mong 
Kok 11,976 40,810 58 2,603 167,419 160,870 1,100 6,548 0 Construction 

completed 2004 4.10

The Zenith Tai Yuen St, Wan Chai 6,782 12,555 31 975 62,310 904 3,411 6,330 0 Construction 
completed 2006 4.96

Vision City Tsuen Wan Town Centre 20,300 56,851 22 7,119 130,199 1,466 23,221 3,700 3,080 0 Construction 
completed 2007 2.29

Hanoi Road Project 
(K11)

Tsim Sha Tsui. Hotel/
Commercial 8,299 27,309 20 220 102,626 345 31,209 1219 0 25,764 Occupation permit 

issued Jan 09

Profit-sharing 
arrangement with 
original owners

3.76

J-Residence Johnston Road, Wan Chai 1,970 7,640 21 333 20,567 381 2,699 0 0 0 Construction finished 
2007

Preserves 4 historical 
shop-houses adjacent 2.69

Florient Rise Cherry Street, Tai Kok Tsui 4,510 14,416 33 1,020 4,323 522 4,916 0 1,849 0 Construction finished 
2008 0.30

Vista Fuk Wing St, Sham Shui Po 1,384 5,129 8 246 12,453 173 2,075 255 0 0 Construction finished 
Nov 2008 2.43

Beacon Lodge Po On Road/Shun Ning Rd, 
Sham Shui Po 1,394 4,898 8 327 12,537 166 2,083 250 0 0 Construction finished 

2008 2.56

Mod595 Reclamation St, Mong Kok 535 2,411 4 122 4,921 85 802 0 0 0 Construction finished 
2007 2.04

First Street/ 
Second Street Project Sai Ying Pun 3,536 15,690 30 777 38,030 496 1,717 700 2,199 0 Sales of flats in 

progress 2.42

Appendix 1
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Queen’s Road East 
Project Wan Chai 378 1,806 5 25 3,985 96 445 0 0 0 Completed 2010 2.21

Po On Rd/ 
Wai Wai Rd Sham Shui Po 2,200 9,923 19

300 
house- 

holds
24,124 330 3,654 0 2,200 0 Information 

unavailable
Joint URA/housing 
society project 2.43

I-Home Bedford Rd/Larch St. Tai 
Kok Tsui 1,229 6,313 7 290 10,370 187 1,154 0 0 0 Superstructure 

works in progress 1.64

Baker Court Ma Tau Kok/Hung Hom 227 834 2 9 2,164 24 246 0 0 0 Demolition in 
progress 2.59

Lee Tung Street Wan Chai 8,220 36,534 52 1,611 79,697 1,313 9,637 3,000 2,112 0 Demolition complete

3 Historical tenement 
houses along Queen’s 
Road East to be 
preserved

2.18

Staunton Street/ 
Wing Lee St Sheung Wan 3,563 5,265 24 288 11,771 133 3,375 920 0 0 Under acquisition

Development scaled 
back in early 2010 due 
to impetus to preserve 
Wing Lee St., Featured 
in the film “Echoes of 
the Rainbow”,

2.24

Shau Kei Wan Rd Shau Kei Wan 1,890 9,834 17 400 19,500 300 1,700 0 0 0 Under construction Joint URA/housing 
society project. 1.98

Castle Peak Rd/ 
Hing Wah St Sham Shui Po 1,380 8,286 11 344 12,420 180 2,070 0 0 0 Demolition in 

progress
Joint URA/housing 
society project 1.50

Castle Peak Rd/Cheung 
Wah St Sham Shui Po 1,000 5,935 10 158 9,000 149 1,500 0 0 0 Demolition in 

progress
Joint URA/housing 
society project. 1.52

Un Chau St/Hing Wah 
St/Castle Peak Rd Sham Shui Po 2,600 14,193 22 496 23,482 356 3,900 0 0 0 Demolition in 

progress
Joint URA/housing 
society 1.65

Hing Wah Street/Un 
Chau St/Fuk Wing St Sham Shui Po 2,200 10,114 22 362 19,800 333 1,100 0 2,200 0 Demolition in 

progress
Joint URA/housing 
society project 1.96

Larch St/ 
Fir Street Tai Kok Tsui 2,195 10,332 12 594 19,753 368 3,292 0 Completed 2009 1.91

Pine/Anchor St Tai Kok Tsui 2,328 11,802 12 520 20,952 304 3,492 450 0 Under construction 1.78

Lai Chi Kok Rd/Kweilin 
St Sham Shui Po 3,345 13,197 17 540 30,106 384 4,023 580 0 Demolition in 

progress 2.28

Sai Wan Ho St Sai Wan Ho 710 3,796 2 21 5,970 88 630 0 0 0 Under acquisition 1.57
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Yu Lok Lane/ 
Centre Street Central/Western 2,516 4,140 14 270 17,320 270 245 1,100 0 0 Clearance in 

progress 4.18

Fuk Tsuen/ 
Pine St Tai Kok Tsui 536 4,071 3 272 4,824 71 804 0 0 0 Clearance in 

progress 1.18

Hai Tan St/ 
Kweilin St Tai Kok Tsui 7,440 25,344 37 1,223 66,960 784 9,930 1,500 2,200 0 Under acquisition 2.64

Macpherson Stadium Tai Kok Tsui 2,399 2,788 1 0 24,768 254 2,443 5,620 0 Demolition complete 8.88

Kwun Tong Town Centre Kwun Tong 53,500 105,123 24 4,763 401,250 2,000 209,640 8,700 16,300 15,700 Under acquisition Megaproject 3.82

Nga Tsin Wai Village Tsuen Wan Town Centre 4,637 2,051 46 154 37,097 580 2,319 1400 0 0 Demolition in 
progress Historical village. 18.09

Peel/Graham St Central/Western 5,320 20,219 38 823 68,620 293 46,260 1,000 0 0 Under acquisition Graham St Market 3.39

Chi Kiang St Ma Tau Kok/Hung Hom 928 3,772 5 270 8,352 116 1,392 0 0 0 Under acquisition 2.21

Sai Yee Street Mong Kok 2,462 14,434 14 498 22,185 196 8,241 0 0 0 Under acquisition “Sneaker Street” 1.54

Pak Tai Street Ma Tau Kok/Hung Hom 776 3,348 5 253 6,984 92 1,164 0 0 0 Under acquisition 2.09

Anchor Street/ 
Fuk Tsun St 726 5,226 6 257 6,534 0 6,534 0 0 0 Commenced 1.25

San Shan Rd/ 
Pau Chung St Ma Tau Kok/Hung Hom 1,170 5,464 7 349 10,530 144 1,755 0 0 0 Commenced 1.93

Shun Ning Rd Sham Shui Po 826 3,556 5 182 6,977 110 775 0 0 0 Commenced 1.96

Ma Tau Wai Rd/ 
Chun Tin St Ma Tau Kok/Hung Hom 3,377 info 

unavailable
33 bldg 

lots

est. 540 
house- 

holds
22,640 420 1,900 500 1,000 Commenced

Emergency project due 
to building collapse in 
Feb 2010

-

Totals (Excluding 
Linked Sites And Ma 
Tau Wai Rd Project)

195,025 592,628 758 31,489 1,695,008 16,899 565,123 31,024 55,892 41,464 2.86

Average (excluding 
linked sites and Ma Tau 
Wai Rd project)

14,454 41,342 2.94

Sources: www.ura.org.hk; URA, “URA project highlights”, June 2009,<http://www.ursreview.gov.hk/eng/doc/20090623_panel_paper_1_appendix.pdf>
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Appendix 2

urA herITAge projeCTs 

Bundled projects

8 Waterloo Road, Yau Ma Tei. A century-old two-storey red brick 1. 
building which served as Kowloon’s first water pumping station has been 
preserved alongside a modern residential tower. (Completed)

Wan Chai Market, Wan Chai. Phase 3 of The Zenith redevelopment 2. 
project on Queen’s Road East will preserve the facade of the 72 year-old 
Streamline Moderne style building while a 39-storey residential tower is 
built on top. (Work in progress)

Lee Tung Street/Queen’s Road, Wan Chai. Three pre-war shop houses 3. 
will be preserved as part of the redevelopment project. (Demolition in 
progress)

Peel Street/Graham Street, Central. Three pre-war shop houses and 4. 
the Wing Woo Grocery will be preserved as part of the redevelopment 
project. (Under acquisition)

Staunton Street, Central. Three tenement buildings and the Bridges 5. 
Street Market will be preserved as part of a scaled-down redevelopment 
project. (Under acquisition)

Nga Tsin Wai Village, Wong Tai Sin. The central axis of the 146. th 
Century village, including 8 stone houses, the Tin Hau Temple, the 
village gatehouse, and an embedded stone tablet will be preserved for 
a heritage park, located between two new residential towers.1 (Under 
acquisition)

Yu Lok Lane, Central and Western. As part of an overall redevelopment 7. 
project, two pre-war buildings at 11-12 Yu Lok Lane will be preserved, 
and building relics at 1-2, and 9-10 Yu Lok Lane will be retained and 
incorporated into public open space.

1 http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr07-08/english/panels/plw/papers/dev0624cb1-
1951-4-e.pdf

Standalone projects

Project Project 
status Buildings Plan

Mallory 
Street/

Burrows 
Street, 

Wan Chai

Site 
clearance 
completed in 
2008, TPB 
approval 
obtained, 
Feb 2009

10 mid-1920s tenements 

Grade II historical buildings 

6 tenement houses on Mallory Street 
will be renovated and converted into 
partitioned units for creative industries. 
The remaining four houses on Burrows 
Street, which are in poor condition, 
will be demolished except for their 
facades, and converted into open 
space. 

Blue House 
cluster,

Wan Chai

Resumption 
in progress

9 tenement blocks, mid-1920s 
to 1950s. 

Blue House at 72-74 Stone 
Nullah Lane is a Grade I 
historical building;

Tenements at 2-8 Hing Wan 
Street are Grade II historical 
buildings.

Building at 8 King Sing St was 
probably built in the 1950s. 

Joint project with HK Housing Society. 
Upon completion, site will be turned 
over to government for non-profit, 
educational, recreational, and social 
enterprise uses. Residents who wish 
to stay will be allowed to move back in 
after renovation, while those who want 
to leave will be compensated. 

Prince 
Edward 
Road, Mong 
Kok

Gazetted. 
TPB public 
consultation 
in progress

Cluster of 10 shop-houses, 
1930s. Not graded. 

Commercial, educational, cultural, 
and recreational uses suggested. 
Final uses to be decided by public 
consultation.

Shanghai 
Street/

Argyle Street, 
Mong Kok

Gazetted. 
TPB public 
consultation 
in progress

Cluster of 14 shophouses, 10 
built in the 1920s (Grade 1 
historical buildings),

 4 built in the 1960s. 

Commercial, traditional foods and 
daily necessities uses suggested. 
Final uses to be decided by public 
consultation.

http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr07-08/english/panels/plw/papers/dev0624cb1-1951-4-e.pdf
http://www.legco.gov.hk/yr07-08/english/panels/plw/papers/dev0624cb1-1951-4-e.pdf


126

1  HKSAR Planning Department (1999), Urban Renewal Strategy Study: Executive Summary, http://www.pland.gov.
hk/p_study/comp_s/urss/urss_e.htm, downloaded 14 May 2009.

2  Brundtland, G. (ed.)(1987), Our Common Future: The World Commission on Environment and Development, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

3  United Nations General Assembly (2005), 2005 World Summit Outcome, http://www.who.int/hiv/universalaccess2010/
worldsummit.pdf, downloaded 12 July 2010.

4  HKSAR Census and Statistics Department, Table: Population by Sex, http://www.censtatd.gov.hk/hong_kong_statistics/
statistical_tables/index.jsp?htmlTableID=139&excelID=&chartID=&tableID=001, downloaded 3 June 2009. 
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