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Executive Summary 
Purpose of this paper 
Street is the most important public space in Hong Kong. In everyday life, street 
experience is inevitable. People may not use other public space such as parks and 
beaches for months, but they have to use the street when they go to work or study 
outdoors. However, as a result of being a semi-collective good, a good street 
environment is only spatially excludable. Since the market cannot readily make 
beneficiaries pay and thus lack the incentive to supply for the good, its undersupply 
is evident, as demonstrated in the cases in this paper.  
 
Hong Kong has been overemphasizing ‘exchange value’ (marketable value). But we 
need to appreciate the importance of ‘use value’ of space in order to create place 
that sustains us as human beings. Witnessing the vast undersupply of good street 
environments in Hong Kong, the author is motivated to look into features which 
enable good experiences, so that urban planners and policy makers can proceed 
from merely solving urban problems to designing for living streets. 
 
Basic structure of this paper 
Part 1 will look into the concept of semi-collective goods, which serves to explain the 
nature of Street Ecology. Part 2 will look into features that increase the attractiveness 
of a street to pedestrians. Part 3 will look into features that induce interaction among 
pedestrians and other street users. Part 4 will look into features that facilitate 
community bonding in the street environment. 
 
For Parts 2, 3 and 4, basic information regarding the captioned concept will first be 
discussed, followed by case studies predominantly in Hong Kong streets. At the end 
of these 3 parts, policy recommendations will be provided targeting on the 
semi-collective nature of a good street environment. 
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Part 1: Street Ecology: a 

semi-collective good  
In this section, an explicit definition and discussion of the term ‘semi-collective good’ 
will be given. How is it different from ‘collective good’, a more popular concept in 
economics? The concept of ‘Street Ecology’ will also be defined, followed by the 
explanation of its nature as a semi-collective good.  
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1.1 What semi-collective good is 

The concept of a ‘semi-collective good’ was first proposed by the economist Jacques 
H. Drèze in 1974. Since semi-collective goods share similar features with its 
counterpart, collective good, it is very helpful to first review two concepts in 
economics – private good and collective good – before going into the nature of 
semi-collective good. 
 

 Excludable Non-excludable 
Rival Private good Common good 

Non-rival Club good Collective good 
 
1.1.1 Private good and collective good 
The concept of private good is a relatively familiar one. Most of the goods transacted 
in the market are private goods, such as car, food, clothing and personal electronic 
devices. As shown in the table above, private goods demonstrate two properties – 
excludability and rivalry. Excludability means that it is possible to exclude some 
individuals from consuming the goods. Rivalry means that a person’s consumption of 
the good is to affect others’ consumption of that good. Take a loaf of bread 
transacted in the market as an example. Purchase of a loaf of bread grants a person 
the property right to legally exclude others from consumption of the bread unless 
with his or her permission. Once the bread is consumed, it cannot be consumed by 
others. Thus, the loaf of bread demonstrates the two properties of a private good. 
 
Another concept is that of collective good, which was first developed by the 
economist Paul A. Samuelson in 19541. In contrast with private good, collective good 
demonstrates non-excludability and non-rivalry. As Samuelson wrote in his paper, 
collective goods “all enjoy in common in the sense that each individual's 
consumption of such a good leads to no subtractions from any other individual's 
consumption of that good”. This defines its nature as non-rival. In addition, it is also 
impossible, or extremely difficult to exclude others from consuming that good. The 
existence value of a species, which is the utility people derive from simply knowing 
that a species exists, is one of many examples2. Neither does one person’s 
appreciation for the beauty of biodiversity decrease others’ potential enjoyment, nor 

                                                      
1 Samuelson, Paul A. (1954). "The Pure Theory of Public Expenditure". Review of Economics and 
Statistics 36 (4): 387–389.  
2 John Krutilla: Conservation Reconsidered. In: The American Economic Review, Volume 57, Issue 4, 
Sep. 1967, pp. 777-786 
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can one prevent others from appreciating the existence of a species. Thus, the 
existence value of a species demonstrates both properties of a collective good. 
 
It is notable that the term ‘collective good’ defined above should not be confused 
with goods produced by public authorities, though in some occasions economists use 
the term ‘public good’ interchangeably with that of ‘collective good’. One of the 
reasons behind such interchangeability is interesting – often private capital or 
initiative is lacking for producing collective goods so that state-owned corporations 
have to be established for taking up the production role. However, collective goods 
are not necessarily produced by public authorities, meaning that individuals, firms 
and collective actions can also be involved in the provision of collective goods3. For 
instance, while urban households consume sewage service individually, the sewage 
system behind delivering the service is provided collectively to a number of 
households by the government, which may commission private firms to construct the 
sewage system. Nevertheless, governments do have the responsibility to order 
collective goods since the market often fails to make beneficiaries pay for the goods 
and subsequently semi-collective goods are often undersupplied in free market. 
 
1.1.2 Semi-collective good 
With the above overview of collective good, it is time to ask how semi-collective 
good differs from the former. The prefix ‘semi’ implies that semi-collective good only 
partially demonstrates the two properties of collective good.  
 
First, a semi-collective good is not purely non-rival. Take for example the Hong Kong 
Police Force. Although the public security provided by patrolling is shared among 
pedestrians, whose enjoyment of the security does not impair one another’s, a 
serious crime breaking out at one point in Mongkok does temporarily divert the 
manpower of the Hong Kong Police Force from other areas in Mongkok, resulting in 
temporal vulnerability in these other areas against criminal activities. Another 
example is the Cross Habour Tunnel. When the traffic is not busy, a vehicle using the 
tunnel does not impair the tunnel’s capacity to provide convenience to other vehicles. 
However, during congested time, the convenience shared by other vehicles is 
lessened by congestion when additional traffic is added. Explicit in the two examples 
of semi-collective goods aforementioned is their nature of temporal rivalry. As the 
usage of the good exceeds its capacity to provide service at certain period of time, 
the quality of the good deteriorates. A mechanism for allocation is thus demanded 

                                                      
3 Goedhart, C. (1981), 'Scheefgroei, ombuigingen en profijtbeginsel,' in: P.J. Eijgelshoven/L.J. van 
Gemerden (eds.), Inkomensverdeling en openbare financien, Utrecht/Antwerpen. 
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by such goods especially during peak hours. 
 
Second, a semi-collective good is not purely non-excludable. Take Island Eastern 
Corridor as an example. The expressway connecting Taikoo and Causeway Bay at its 
two ends helps vehicles bypass the congestion in Quarry Bay, North Point, Fortress 
Hill and Tin Hau. While the expressway shortens the commuting time for all its users, 
the spillover of its benefit is geographically restricted. Vehicles pulling off from North 
Point to Central do not benefit as much as those from Taikoo unless they first travel 
to either end of the expressway. Another example is the Mass Transit Railway. While 
people living and working in vicinity to MTR stations certainly enjoy the convenience 
provided by the mass transport system, those commuting in Wong Chuk Hang, Ap Lei 
Chau and other areas not covered by MTR do not gain as much benefit due to extra 
travel distance. Explicit in the two examples of semi-collective goods aforementioned 
is their nature of spatial excludability. People living farther from these geographically 
restricted goods have to pay higher travel cost to enjoy the benefit. 
 
By and large, a semi-collective good is temporally rival and spatially excludable. 
Interestingly, within certain time and space, a semi-collective good demonstrates 
almost exactly the same properties of non-rivalry and non-excludability as collective 
good, thus leading to the same kind of problem facing collective good. Yet the ‘semi’ 
nature of the former, rather than redefining the problem, provides an opportunity to 
explore new solution to the problem of collective good. In the next section, the 
object of this paper – street ecology – will be discussed, which is considered to be an 
integral semi-collective good in Hong Kong. 

1.2 Defining Street Ecology and its nature 

Hong Kong has a highly compact built environment with short travel distances. In 
addition to public transportation, streets become an important aspect of life in Hong 
Kong. Despite its significance, policy formulated and implemented in recent years in 
Hong Kong have been far from promoting a pedestrian-friendly, culturally appealing, 
and socially interactive street environment. Some policy decisions have even 
destroyed valuable features of some street environment. The witness of such tragedy 
stemming from a tunnel-vision consideration in urban decision making has motivated 
the author to articulate and look into a widely experienced yet poorly recognized 
concept of ‘Street Ecology’. 
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1.2.1 Defining Street Ecology 
Street Ecology is defined as the vibrancy and modality of interaction among 
pedestrians and with the street environment. In other words, it is about how 
pedestrians relate themselves to the street environment, given certain physical and 
human factors in a street environment that is location-specific. In the concept, 
pedestrians are treated as the center of street planning in order to compensate for 
the long suppressed right of pedestrians in the street environment in Hong Kong. 
However, as suggested by the Department of Transport of the United Kingdom, 
pedestrians should be granted the first priority in road use (Figure 1). It is arguable 
that such concept was lacking in the early urban planning process as a lot of streets 
passed over from last century as being vehicle-oriented, that is, exhibiting features 
biased towards vehicular transportation. This unfortunately has led to poor roadside 
air quality, fragmented neighborhood connectivity and ongoing conflict between 
vehicles and pedestrians4. Given Hong Kong context as being highly compact, 
pedestrians should be granted a higher priority to use the street. A more 
pedestrian-oriented urban planning philosophy is demanded for Hong Kong streets. 
The concept of Street Ecology, therefore, is centered on pedestrian interaction 
among one another and with the street environment. 
 
Figure 1 Road user hierarchy of priority 

 
                                                      
4 Simon Ng et al. (2012). "Walkable City, Livable Street". Civic Exchange publications 
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1.2.2 Street Ecology as a semi-collective good 
By recalling the aforementioned street features that are deteriorated by 
vehicle-oriented urban policy, such as air quality and neighborhood connectivity, the 
clear connection between the concept of Street Ecology and the properties of 
semi-collective goods has been established.  
 
Take roadside air quality as an example. The negative externality of air pollution 
imposed by vehicular traffic upon street and road users varies with time. During rush 
hours, as the generation of air pollutants exceed the ventilation capacity of a street, 
heavy traffic or congestion of vehicles largely increase the susceptibility of street and 
road users to air pollution, although drivers are less affected5. Ambient air quality is 
thus temporally rival, with its quality deteriorated not until the ventilation threshold 
is surpassed. Meanwhile, urban planning in some streets which takes good care of 
street ventilation and traffic control effectively tackles the problem. The resultant 
clean air is geographically restricted to the well-planned regions. Ambient air quality 
in street is hence also spatially excludable. Nevertheless, people living within these 
regions cannot be excluded from enjoying the clean air. 
 
1.2.3 Street Ecology as a critical social capital 
The architectural and political context in Hong Kong has rendered Street Ecology a 
crucial social capital. Consider the fact that Hong Kong has a highly compact built 
environment and one of the most densely packed populations in the world. Driven by 
high land price, private space, i.e. housing, in Hong Kong is scarce and limited in size. 
Very few people that live there own a swimming pool or backyard commonly found 
in the suburban areas of North American cities like Los Angeles. Recreation often has 
to extend beyond our private space at home. Beyond the confines of shopping malls 
and other indoor spaces for recreation, street is the most relevant environment for 
leisure and outdoor quality of life – the argument is supported by a recent paper on 
formulating the Social Development Index (SDI) for Hong Kong, which includes per 
capita square meters of public open space as one of the indicators for SDI6 
 
However, few public spaces in Hong Kong provide quality pedestrian environment for 
recreation and interaction except for the undersupplied public facilities and several 
yet-to-demolish old neighborhoods, as against the diversity of hangout places in 

                                                      
5 Rank, J., Folke, J., & Homann Jespersen, P. (2001). Differences in cyclists and car drivers exposure to 
air pollution from traffic in the city of Copenhagen.Science of the Total Environment, 279(1), 131-136. 
6 Chua, H., Wong, A. W., & Shek, D. L. (2010). Social Development in Hong Kong: Development Issues 
Identified by Social Development Index (SDI). Social Indicators Research, 95(3), 535-551. 
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foreign countries. The undersupply of good street environment has arguably induced 
some people to seek recreation indoors, visibly predominantly in shopping malls. 
From the author’s perspective, such homogenization and thus boredom of leisure 
activities as well as loss of human touch have far from negligible impact on people’s 
quality of life, contributing to social psychological problems such as reliance on 
material goods for fulfillment, greed, lack of sense of belonging, distrust and 
self-centeredness. Street, a long neglected public space and a potential communal 
area, is one of the solutions fitting Hong Kong context of a highly compact built 
environment. Looking into the bigger picture in longue durée , the author would also 
want to make the case that ignorance of Street Ecology is unaffordable in the pursuit 
of sustainability. Faced with resource scarcity stemming from climate change and 
resource depletion, it is foreseeable that in near future, consumer goods are to rise 
substantially in scarcity. To assist the transformation from material satisfaction to a 
communal sense of fulfillment, and that from capitalism to tribalism, it is imperative 
to develop streets of strategic location into breeding grounds for community 
development and street-level quality of life. 
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Part 2: From non-walkable to 

walkable  
In everyday life, people are in touch with numerous semi-collective goods. 
Walkability is an important and common example closely related to their street-level 
quality of life. Although an increasing number of researches have acknowledged the 
social, health and environmental benefits of walking, urban planning decisions made 
in recent years are far from promoting walkability in streets. As defined in this paper, 
walkability is a crucial element of street ecology, supporting the development of 
social connectivity and community. In this part, elements promoting walkability in 
Hong Kong streets will be discussed. 
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2.1 Background information 

Streets are important to Hong Kong people thanks to their social, economic, 
environmental and health benefits7. The functionality of streets has caught the 
attention of researchers worldwide in recent years, breeding the concept of 
walkability. Though there is no universally agreed definition on the term walkability, 
Steve put forward his suggested definition in 2005 as “The extent to which the built 
environment is friendly to the presence of people living, shopping, visiting, enjoying 
or spending time in an area”8. In other words, street walkability is the 
pedestrian-friendliness of a street in its simplest sense. Echoing with this definition, a 
yardstick to assess the walkability of a street is to count the number of people 
walking, lingering and engaging in optional activities within a street, as suggested by 
Jan Gehl, a Danish architect9.  
 
The discussion of walkability above, though concise, lacks elaboration. To be concrete 
about what the critical features contribute to walkability, two comprehensive papers 
of Civic Exchange on this topic are referred to. In the first paper reviewing foreign 
practice in assessing walkability10, more than 50 measurement items adopted across 
9 assessment systems were explored. These items were categorized and extracted as 
Table 1 below. In the second paper reviewing walkability of certain featured area in 
Hong Kong11, a scorecard was also developed, extracted as Table 2 below. Readers 
who desire to explore more into the aspects should refer to the original papers. 
 
Table 1 Table 2 
1. Land use 
2. Sidewalk 
3. Vehicle-pedestrian interactions 
4. Directions 
5. Safety 
6. Comfort and appeal 
7. Subjective assessment 

1. Connectivity 
2. Obstacles 
3. Way-finding 
4. Physical features 
5. Conditions 

                                                      
7 This is stressed by Ms. Gigi Lau in a Civic Exchange conference in May 2013. The theme of the 
conference is “Walkable city, livable streets”, held by Civic Exchange on 7th May 2013. More than 20 
renowned speakers and panelists were invited to lead the conference. Ms. Gigi Lau, the director of the 
30S Group, talked about the importance of streets and public space. 
8 Stephen (February 2005). "Walkability Scoping Paper" . publication of Abley 
9 Gehl, J. and Gemzoe, L. (1996). Public spaces and public life. Copenhagen: Danish Architectural Press 
10 Penny Yanjun Liao. (2012). "Measuring Walkability in Hong Kong: A Literature Review of Foreign 
Practices". Civic Exchange publication 
11 Simon K. W. Ng et al. (2012). "Walkable City, Livable Street". Civic Exchange publication 

http://www.levelofservice.com/walkability-research.pdf
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Undoubtedly, the above tables do not provide detailed description of each category. 
Some unspecified elements include, but not limit to, greenery, ratio of building 
height to road width, connectivity among shopping malls, local street character, 
cultural heritage, traffic smell and noise, social dynamics, proximity to amenities,  
streetscape and etc., some of which are particularly important and will be addressed 
in the rest of this paper. Yet considering the aim of this section is to provide a general 
idea of what street walkability is, the two tables of summary above suffice. 
 
In its simplest sense, street walkability is the pedestrian-friendliness of a street. To 
strike a balance between over-simplifying walkability and burdening the readers with 
excessive parameters, the author proposes a question for examining walkability with 
a pedestrian mind – Is the street appealing for walking as a destination itself, or as a 
preferred route over others to a destination? This examination question is the center 
for the author’s street observation experience supporting his viewpoints in this 
paper.  

2.2 Hong Kong case studies  

2.2.1 Street widening 
Street width is one of the signals for pedestrian priority12. Supported by evidence in 
the later part of this section, it is highly visible that vehicles are prioritized over 
pedestrians in the use of space. Too much space devoted to vehicular traffic, and too 
little to pedestrians, has significant impact on walkability. Options for improving 
street walkability could not even be open for consideration if the street is too narrow. 
As Hong Kong Institute of Planners (HKIP) has pointed out13, “more space for 
pedestrians and street-side activities is seen as essential if HK is to measure up to its 
claim of being Asia’s World City”, and that the “additional space created by the 
removal of the vehicle lanes provides a tremendous opportunity for improving the 
design of the whole area”. Possible improvements include landscaping, provision of 
trees, more space for people to walk and street furniture such as shelters, seating. It 
should be apparent that street widening is fundamental to a lot of street walkability 
improvement schemes. Some of the evidence about how space for road and street in 
Hong Kong is not appropriately allocated is studied below. 

                                                      
12 This is pointed out by Mr. Julian Kwong12, a road safety consultant, in an EKEO public forum on 
transforming Kowloon East. 
13 “Improving Our Central City Area: The First Phase of the Des Voeux Road Pedestrian Precinct”, 
Hong Kong Institute of Planners 
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2.2.1.1 Excessive road width 
The first observation from the author concerns the excessive width of vehicular road. 
A picture taken near North Point MTR station shows that the lane is nearly 50% wider 
than needed (Figure 2). Cars are parked on the two sides of the road, leaving so 
much space in the middle that it is adequate for another train of vehicles to pass 
through. Pedestrians can only use the narrow street space between the row of 
parked cars and that of street shops. It may be argued that space for three lanes is 
needed for trucks to park on two sides in order to unload goods and supplies for the 
street shops on both sides of the road. However, two lanes can suffice because, even 
though trucks can be only parked on either side, goods can be carried to the destined 
shop within a reasonable distance when the road width logistic workers have to cross 
is already shortened by 50% (Figure 3). The cost of temporary inconvenience of 
unloading goods and supplies should easily be outweighed by the benefits of having 
more options for improving walkability as mentioned, as the former is negligible 
given logistic workers have a proper sense of road safety. To beef up road safety issue, 
policy makers can construct speed tables and limit driving speed at 30km/h for a 
particular street to relieve the dangerous conflict between drivers and pedestrians, 
making a street more walkable. The recommendation of lowering traffic speed, 
examining the width of road as well as that of having just one parking lane to serve 
shops on both sides of a road can be generalized to many other cases. 
 
Figure 2 Lane 50% wider than needed in North Point 
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Figure 3 Using one parking lane instead of two 

 
 
Some excessively wide roads are underused. In Sham Shui Po, the author observed a 
road for 5 minutes seeing barely one car moving into the road (Figure 4). When 
pedestrians are squeezed into the two narrow streets by the side, four lanes of space 
are left for the low vehicular traffic. The situation is similar, though not as serious, in 
Sheung Wan. Periodically, a large part of the Des Voeux Road is empty; in the 
meantime, the streets on the two sides are narrow, and even crowded during rush 
hours. Pedestrians, as shown in Figure 4, are induced to use the road space when the 
narrowness of the street is coupled with the vacancy on the road. In fact, regarding 
Des Voeux Road, Hong Kong Institute of Planners has commented that “the removal 
of vehicle other than trams will provide for a quieter and more pleasant environment. 
Where the buses share tram tracks, pedestrians will get a much wider space.”14  
 
Apart from the sharing of the tram tracks as suggested by HKIP, the inefficient use of 
road space indicated by periodic emptiness can be improved by reducing lanes for 
vehicular traffic as shown in Figure 5. There are many opportunities to narrow down 
traffic lanes on side streets and some residential streets. On major streets, however, 
‘peak hour traffic flow’ is often the decisive factor for the number of lanes. However, 
opportunities should be sought to reduce the amount of traffic, thereby allowing the 
footpath to be widened. The fact that HKIP can propose removal of vehicle other 
than trams shows that there are alternatives for drivers to using Des Voeux Road. In 
this case, reducing lanes for underused road space can effectively provide additional 
space for adjacent streets, improve local air quality and lower pedestrian incentive to 

                                                      
14 “Improving Our Central City Area: The First Phase of the Des Voeux Road Pedestrian Precinct”, 
Hong Kong Institute of Planners 



Page | 15  
 

jaywalk. All in all, the narrowing of roads of secondary vehicular traffic should be 
considered to improve pedestrian space on streets. However, as one can observe in 
many Hong Kong roads, space is allocated more for parking than for pedestrians, 
demonstrating the prioritization of the convenience of vehicles over comfort of 
pedestrians. 
 
Figure 4 Wide but underused roads in Sham Shui Po (left) and Sheung Wan (right) 

 
 
Figure 5 Reduce lanes to optimize road space 

 
 
In the previous case, it is suggested an underused road be narrowed to provide more 
street space. However, even if pedestrians have adequate street space, the number 
of vehicular traffic lanes on road should be limited if tall buildings are lined on the 
two sides. As observed by the author at Nathan Road, it is apparent the street is wide 
enough for pedestrians to move around freely, at least at the time when this picture 
is taken (Figure 6). However, the matter is not how much more space pedestrians 
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need, but how much air pollutants pedestrians want. Air quality is fundamental to 
improving street walkability. Given there are 6 lanes of heavy traffic in Nathan Road 
with two sides of the road lined with tall buildings, it is not inconceivable why the 
roadside air pollution level of Mongkok is one of the most serious among other 
places in Hong Kong. To look at the bigger picture, in March 2013, Environmental 
Protection Department (EPD) announced that the roadside monitoring station in 
Causeway Bay, Central and Mongkok recorded street-level air pollution index as high 
as 134, 133, and 127 respectively.15 Such level of air pollution index is officially 
regarded as ‘very high’16. 
 
Figure 6 Heavy traffic in Nathan Road 

 
 
Notice that apart from a multitude of vehicular traffic lanes, what is common among 
these places is the two-side lining of tall buildings, forming the ‘street canyon effect’. 
When vehicular congestion takes place in the multitude of vehicular traffic lanes in 
the middle, the vast amount of air pollutants generated are trapped, soaring the 
street-level air pollution index in these places. The importance of ‘street canyon 
effect’ is substantiated when one observes the Island Eastern Corridor – in spite of 
having 10 lanes together, the lack of ‘street canon effect’ allows adequate ventilation 

                                                      
15 Retrieved from news 
http://www.881903.com/Page/ZH-TW/newsdetail.aspx?ItemId=604429&csid=261_341 
16 As a reference for the severity of air pollution, 26-50 is “medium”, 51-100 “high”. During the period 
January 2013 to March 2013, only 0.57% of hourly API among all the general stations is recorded as 
“very high”. In Mongkok, Causeway Bay and Central where roadside stations are set up, 21.16% of the 
hourly API is regarded as “very high”, while 77.68% is regarded as “high”. This has shown the 
extraordinary severity of air pollution in these areas. Information can be retrieved from 
http://www.epd-asg.gov.hk/english/apisum/apisum_detail2013q1.html 

http://www.881903.com/Page/ZH-TW/newsdetail.aspx?ItemId=604429&csid=261_341
http://www.epd-asg.gov.hk/english/apisum/apisum_detail2013q1.html
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of air pollutants. Policy makers should thus consider the architectural context of a 
street when planning the number of lanes in an area. Moreover, the negative 
externality imposed by roadside air pollution has not been correctly priced. Due to 
lack of price incentive, drivers are unlikely compelled to act, whether in reducing car 
use or maintaining catalytic convertors that stop harmful gases from being released 
into the air, for the benefit of the commons. 
 
Figure 7 Multiple lanes in Island Eastern Corridor 

 
 
2.2.1.2 Deadweight loss of streets 
Having explored the potential of street widening by looking into cases of inefficient 
space allocation between street and road, it is time we examined the efficiency of 
space use on existing streets. The second observation made by the author concerns 
the excessive space consumed by railings. A picture taken in Tsim Sha Tsui has 
reflected the situation where the 7-brick wide space along the whole railing is 
excluded from pedestrians (red line in Figure 8). For a street in Choi Hung, the 
deadweight-loss area is so abundant that minibuses capitalize the space for 
unloading passengers, as shown in the same figure. Such space excluded by railing is 
considered as the ‘deadweight loss’ of a street because it can serve the interests of 
neither the street users nor the road users. While pedestrians may benefit from the 
set up of railings, such exclusion of space is excessive. Though it might be argued that 
such space provides buffering for vehicles to reduce their risk of scraping the railing, 
the case can be dismissed upon close examination of Figure 7. The blue lines on both 
photos indicate the reserved buffering space for vehicles, which are obviously 
excessive to prevent scraping as drivers are already supposed to keep their vehicles 
from the yellow line on road – if it happens that some drivers surpass the yellow line 
running into the railing, the buffering space can neither effectively reduce scraping 
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the railing. In case of such car accident, the setback of railing inward may even 
jeopardize pedestrians, since the collision with railing which speeds down the vehicle 
takes place later than otherwise – this can only demonstrate the priority to vehicles 
over pedestrians. On top of that, a photo in Taikoo Shing can substantiate the 
excessiveness of such space – only 1-brick width of space is reserved for buffering by 
the green blocks on the street (Figure 9), as against the conventional 4-brick width. 
Serving the neither the interest of drivers nor that of pedestrians, the precious space 
on streets suffers deadweight loss. 
 
Figure 8 DWL from railing in Tsim Sha Tsui (left) and Choi Hung (right) 

 
 
Figure 9 Road blocks in Taikoo Shing 
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For some streets, this deadweight loss is negligible; yet for the majority others, this is 
something to be reckoned with. As mentioned in Part 1, Hong Kong is a highly 
compact city with dense population and vehicle-oriented urban design. Crowding is a 
sign of low walking quality. This is bad for commerce, bad for safety, bad for those 
with special needs and bad for encouraging walking. Unnecessary crowdedness 
triggered by misplaced railing, however, can be commonly observed. In North Point, 
the author has taken a picture showing how misplacement of railing has wasted 20% 
of the street space (Figure 10). Pedestrians are squeezed into the narrow space 
between the railing and the opposite shop. Worse still, the shop on the left is a 
street-side snack stall, so customers occasionally gather outside the stall taking up 
additional street space. The situation could have been improved if the railing can be 
set a bit more outward, if not by reducing the lanes on road whose traffic, by 
observation, is far from busy. 
 
Figure 10 Unnecessary crowdedness in North Point 

 
 
Another consequence of misplaced railing, which mostly takes place in older districts, 
is ‘people’s pedestrianization’ – the term is coined by Prof. Ng Mee Kam17 to refer to 
a situation when pedestrians occupy part of the road space for their own use in 
response to poor space allocation or urban planning. Supplementing the concept, 

                                                      
17 Professor Ng is currently the Vice Chairman of the Department of Geography Resource 
Management in the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK). Her research interests include urban 
planning and governance, production of space and the politics of planning, urban regeneration and 
sustainable development. More information about her can be retrieved from 
http://www.grm.cuhk.edu.hk/eng/people/ppl/fac_NgMK.html  

http://www.grm.cuhk.edu.hk/eng/people/ppl/fac_NgMK.html
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Prof. Bill Barron18 added that it was a response that arose naturally out of the 
current situation, rather than something people think about. In other words, 
improper space planning leads to unconscious alteration of space use. Along with 
other older districts, Sham Shui Po has exemplified the serious rivalry between 
pedestrians and drivers. As shown, the sole proprietor extends her stall outward to 
fully utilize the excluded 5-brick wide space, so that the railing cuts through nearly 
one third of her stall (Figure 11). Not only is space for buffering no longer valid in this 
case, customers are also induced to walk on the road to examine the goods. From 
the author’s observation, a ‘consensus’ seems to have been formed between drivers 
and pedestrians – vehicles slow down and stay away from the road side, while 
people’s pedestrianization of some customers induces others to follow suit – where 
part of the road space is customarily allocated to pedestrians. Not to mention higher 
susceptibility to air pollution, the safety of pedestrians is endangered. It is arguable 
that if the railing is set closer to the curb, less ‘dead’ space can be taken advantage of 
to extend the stall beyond the railing, so that customers are less attracted to walk on 
the road. Alternatively, given vehicles have already adapted to one lane of traffic flow, 
road can be narrowed. Formal, visible space reallocation between street and road 
can clarify rights and priority of both space users, reducing risk of safety due to 
ambiguity as shown. Crowdedness on street, which is one of the reasons behind 
people’s pedestrianization, can be improved. Nevertheless, education, warning and 
negotiation with the stall keeper are still necessary. 
 
Figure 11 People’s pedestrianization in Sham Shui Po 

 
                                                      
18 Professor Bill Barron is an environmental economist, whose work has focused on environmental 
aspects of transport policy, urban planning, and energy use. He works with the public policy think tank 
Civic Exchange in both advisory (Board of Directors 2003-05) and research capacities. He has provided 
a lot of guidance to this research paper. 
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As a supplement, streets are commonly invaded by physical obstacles. The ‘effective 
width for walking is sometimes 50% of the sidewalk due to road obstacles’, alerting 
the severity of the situation. The first type is commercial obstacles, which is common 
in Mongkok pedestrian precinct, where there are more than 50 roll-up banners of 
advertisement occupying a fair length of the precinct (Figure 12). Without human 
interaction as will be discussed in Part 3, pedestrians rarely look into those roll-up 
banners. From the author’s observation, most people merely avoid the banners and 
pass by. It is arguable these commercial obstacles, while obstructing pedestrian flow 
and taking away massive street space, have little practical values; yet the low cost of 
roll-up banners coupled with lack of government prosecution do induce a large 
number of shop keepers to adopt this type of advertisement. Policy makers should 
consider relevant policies to discourage such commercial obstacles if the Mongkok 
pedestrian precinct is intended to nurture street vibrancy and pedestrian interaction. 
Apart from that, vehicular obstacles are prevalent. Signage for vehicular traffic is set 
excessively inward in a street in Taikoo, cutting through one-third of the street width 
(Figure 13). The picture on the right even shows a vehicular signage board has 
obstructed half of the street. Similar to the railing case discussed above, it is arguable 
such invasion is excessive. To optimize the efficient use of street space, policy makers 
should carefully examine the possibly of reducing these commercial and vehicular 
obstacles. 
 
Figure 12 Commercial obstacles in Mongkok 
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Figure 13 Vehicular obstacles in Taikoo 

 
 
2.2.2 Greenery 
In the previous section, the potential of releasing the deadweight loss on street has 
been explored. What street walkability improvement options are open upon the 
release of the several-brick wide space? Among others, street greenery is the one 
that will be stressed in this section due to its multi-functionality. Greenery does not 
only beef up the attractiveness of streetscape, but also play a role in relieving 
roadside air pollution. Cases of several types of street greenery will be discussed. 
 
Perhaps against conventional perception, greenery needs not take up a lot of space. 
An example found in Central shows that a greenery block can take up as little as 
3-brick width of space (Figure 14). If such blocks can be lined up as shown, the 
leisureliness of a street can be improved. On top of building up a new line of 
plantation, it can also be used to add to the richness of existing roadside greenery, as 
done in Tin Hau (Figure 15). Though flexible and movable, this type of blocks applies 
more suitably to the inner side of a street as its height is not sufficient to replace the 
role of railing in preventing dangerous road crossing across some streets. If 
financially permitted, the option of higher greenery blocks should be considered. A 
good example observed in North Point is a line of tall greenery blocks along the outer 
side of a street (Figure 16), serving multiple functions – firstly, from pedestrian 
perception, the railing is made invisible so that the streetscape appears less hostile to 
them. Given adequate street width, the vehicular obstacle as shown can be entirely 
merged within the greenery, further lessening the obstructiveness of the vehicular 
signage. Furthermore, exhaust fume from road traffic can be partly restrained from 
spreading to pedestrians by the impermeable block and filtered by the dense 
plantation, vis-à-vis the highly porous railing. 
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Figure 14 Three-brick wide greenery blocks in Central 

 
 
Figure 15 Adding to existing greenery in Tin Hau 

 
 
While relocating railings in most streets is financially infeasible, adaptation to railing 
could be a more economic option. Adaptation to existing railings can be conducted 
through hanging plantation onto them, as in Sheung Wan and many other places 
(Figure 17). Neither is introducing a whole line of greenery blocks necessary, as 
several such blocks can already make a difference to the streetscape. Interestingly, 
greenery is found beyond railing into the ‘dead’ street space in Jordan as well as that 
along Hang Hau Road (Figure 18). Apart from reinforcing the argument of excessive 
buffering space for vehicle, this observation also yields the insight that greenery 
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needs not always stay intimate with pedestrians – having dense plantation afar can 
also help beef up pedestrian experience and reduce perceived hostility of the street 
environment. To add on that, by placing greenery beyond the railing, both 
pedestrians and drivers can benefit from the improved streetscape. Policy makers 
should consider the option of effectively utilizing the ‘dead’ space beyond the railing 
to improve streetscape, which does not require relocation of existing railings.  
 
Figure 16 Tall greenery blocks replacing railing in North Point 

 
 
Figure 17 Greenery beside railing in Sheung Wan (left) and Shau Kei Wan (right) 
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Figure 18 Greenery beyond railing in Jordan (left) and Hang Hau Road (right) 

 
 
Finally, tree plantation can be considered if the street is adequately wide after 
freeing up the ‘dead’ space. While a typical ‘dead’ space is 4-brick wide, plantation of 
tree can take up as little as space of 8-brick width, as shown in a case in Tsim Sha Tsui 
(Figure 19). Given some existing streets are already spacious relative to their 
pedestrian flow, chances are many of these streets will be available to the option of 
tree plantation after railing relocation. The potential for developing tree-lined 
promenades to enrich leisureliness is important to improving walkability for 
pedestrians. As people tend to be appealed to walk in these leisurely tree-lined 
promenades, shops alongside can benefit from increasing traffic. Policy makers can 
consider private-public partnership, which is further discussed at the end of Part 2, in 
designing and financing the tree-lined streetscape. Stepping back to look at the 
bigger picture, what has been exemplified is that street widening is foundational to 
opening up more policy options for improvement in street walkability, one of which 
is greenery. More options will be discussed in Part 3. 
 
Figure 19 Tree-lined street in Tsim Sha Tsui 
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2.2.3 Local Character 
Up to this point, the importance of street widening as a foundation to improving 
walkability, as well as several types of greenery to be incorporated in streetscape 
have been discussed. Still, these elements hardly suffice by themselves to pass acid 
test of street walkability as defined in the beginning, that is, whether a street is 
appealing for walking as a destination itself, or as a preferred route over others to a 
destination. Evidence of such inadequacy can be found in a public space in Central 
(Figure 20). As shown, given its spaciousness, greenery and open scenery of the 
Victoria Harbor, this space is not only walkable, but also stayable and sittable. 
However, people do not frequent this place – within the author’s 30-minute 
observation, only one cyclist occasionally passed by; the situation is similar in Tin 
Shui Wai as shown in the same picture. It is neither easy for the author to figure out 
why people should frequent this place. Greenery and benches aside, there are few 
attractive features. The message conveyed in this picture is important – we have to 
give people a reason to be there. We should not limit our imagination of public space 
to safety, greenery and sittable spots. 
 
Figure 20 Underused public space in Central (left) and Tin Shui Wai (right) 

 
 
Arguably, as one examines those streets in the Yau Tsim Mong District, the most 
frequented streets in Hong Kong may not be the most comfortable ones. As HKIP has 
commented, “many of the existing street features reflect a former time when 
functionality was more important than appearance and the establishment of visual 
clarity and character.”19 The lack of local character is a common problem of many 
streets in Hong Kong, especially those in new towns. Mr. Chiu20, a resident who has 
                                                      
19 “Improving Our Central City Area: The First Phase of the Des Voeux Road Pedestrian Precinct”, Hong 
Kong Institute of Planners 
20 The author once initiated a walking tour with Mr. Chiu in Tin Shui Wai. However, the request was 
rejected as Mr. Chiu claimed that streets were mostly identical and there was not much streets worth 
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been living in Tin Shui Wai for 10 years, commented that the streets in Tin Shui Wai 
were boring. Part of the interview has been transcribed as below: 
 

“When I was living in Sheung Shui, I felt much more diversity in the street. 
On my way to school, I went through different places – tunnel, housing 
estate, park, fountain and street shops. But this feeling of diversity was 
soon replaced by that of monotony after I had moved to Tin Shui Wai. The 
functional compartmentalization here is too clear-cut. Residential areas 
comprise predominantly of large identical housing estates, whilst the 
interesting stuff and most recreational facilities can only be found in 
several large parks like Hong Kong Wetland Park and Tin Sau Road Park 
where people exercise. Still, the major part of Tin Shui Wai is about large 
housing estates and cycling tracks – and they look all the same. Lacking 
are the mixture with small shops and other types of architecture, which 
you can find in other older districts like Mongkok, and which make those 
places interesting.  
 
In addition, the Light Rail stations are so close to one another that very 
few people choose to walk in the streets along the railway21. Those 
streets are often deserted and devoid of vibrancy. To me, they are 
designed only for functional use – to connect different housing estates. 
Though there are a lot of trees alongside, streets are still boring. I do 
occasionally walk in the neighboring streets at night as it is fairly 
comfortable, but honestly there is not much attraction in most streets 
here.”22 

 
Mr. Chiu has made several important points. Firstly, although shade, comfort and 
street environment affects whether people want to use the space, these features 
along are inadequate. Secondly, if urban planning is too ‘rational’ in 
compartmentalizing geographical functions, a situation likened to monoculture can 
be resulted. Street diversity is lost and residents are geographically distanced from 
the ‘interesting stuff’. From the author’s perspective, mixture with other functional 

                                                                                                                                                        
walking in Tin Shui Wai. The author considers such homogeneity as an important phenomenon. 
21 Interestingly, in Sydney, the railway system is underused by tourists because the stations are too 
close to one another. Tourists would rather walk in the street than to use the railway. This may 
exemplify that Tin Shui Wai is really lacking the street character that attracts people to walk in street. 
Retrieved from news  
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-06-30/sydney-monorail-to-make-final-journey-before-demolition/
4789916 
22 The transcription is double-checked and endorsed by Chiu. 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-06-30/sydney-monorail-to-make-final-journey-before-demolition/4789916
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-06-30/sydney-monorail-to-make-final-journey-before-demolition/4789916
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units, or some ‘irrationality’, is helpful in creating interesting streets, vis-à-vis 
homogenous ones. In terms of attractiveness of a street, mere comfort and greenery 
can hardly be substituted for the experience of street diversity. In support of this 
argument, the underused public space in Central (Figure 19) exemplifies the need for 
features beyond pedestrian-friendliness to attract people to walk in a street. 
 
2.2.3.1 Story 
There is a saying “people usually do not know what is valuable until they have lost it.” 
The previous interview of a new town has provided us with a comparative case to 
re-examine what is valuable in the older districts in Hong Kong. Among many others, 
what is lacking particularly in streets of new towns is historical heritage which shapes 
the character of a street. Yet the ‘perceived’ character of a street needs not depend 
solely on the appearance of historical heritage – from the author’s street observation 
experience, knowing the story behind Mongkok sharpened his attention and brought 
about a very different pedestrian experience; street features ignored in the past 
became interesting and enriching. In this section, the concept of story, which 
potentially provides a new, rich perspective for pedestrians, will be explored. It 
would be useful to first overview the concept of collective memory. 
 
As French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs pointed out in his book, a society can have 
a collective memory that exists outside of and lives beyond the individual; 
consequently, an individual's understanding of the past is strongly linked to this 
group consciousness23. Collective memory of a society can have many carriers, such 
as places, historic events, people, food, public transportation and even daily 
commodities; the carrier most relevant to the discussion of street character is places. 
To be specific, collective memory referred to abstract, intangible cultural tradition, 
such as customs, social activities, festivals and cultural landscape; all these were 
intimately related to tangible architectural preservation24. The increasing public 
concern for preservation of collective memory in Hong Kong stems from a number of 
controversies regarding the demolition or renewal of historical heritages, such as Lai 
Chi Kok Amusement Park in 199725, Edinburgh Place Ferry Pier in 200626, Queen’s 
Pier in 200727, Lower Ngau Tau Kok Estate in 200928 and Choi Yuen Village in 201129. 

                                                      
23 Maurice Halbwachs (1992), On Collective Memory, University of Chicago Press 
24 This is presented by The Hong Kong Institute of Architects in the “Shanghai & Hong Kong 
Conference on Urban Renewal & Heritage Conservation” in 2005. Retrieved from news 
http://paper.wenweipo.com/2007/02/22/SY0702220001.htm  
25 Retrieved from news http://paper.wenweipo.com/2004/04/21/SA0404210002.htm  
26 Retrieved from news http://news.takungpao.com.hk/hkol/topnews/2013-06/1673588.html  
27 Retrieved from The Conservancy Association 
http://www.conservancy.org.hk/preleases/20060920.htm  

http://paper.wenweipo.com/2007/02/22/SY0702220001.htm
http://paper.wenweipo.com/2004/04/21/SA0404210002.htm
http://news.takungpao.com.hk/hkol/topnews/2013-06/1673588.html
http://www.conservancy.org.hk/preleases/20060920.htm
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The concept has become so widely discussed that Mr. Ho Chi-ping, the former 
Secretary for Home Affairs, addressed in 2007 that collective memory had to be 
taken into account30 when deciding on the demolition of historic buildings31. It may 
be argued that some people strived to preserve the abovementioned historical 
heritages not because of their collective memory, but as a movement to protect the 
disappearing urban diversity and human touch against the recently conceptualized 
‘property hegemony’. While the role of human touch in street walkability will be 
explored in Part 3 and Part 4, nevertheless, it should be evident that collective 
memory, especially that within a community, is something to be reckoned with by 
policy makers in cultural preservation, urban planning and urban renewal. 
Interestingly, a large proportion of participants in the abovementioned social 
movement consist of the younger generation who might not even have experienced 
the older days, thus having a vague idea of collective memory. For instance, few 
people knew about Choi Yuen Village until government’s plan to demolish the village 
was announced. It is imperative to ask what constitutes the emotional connection of 
these young people with Choi Yuen Village. The author would want to make a 
distinction between the concepts of collective memory to that of story as below. 
 
 Collective memory Story 
Formation process Unconscious Conscious 
Ease of spreading Exclusive Transferrable 
  
People do not deliberately nurture a sense of collective memory of a certain place; it 
is often formed unconsciously through meaningful interaction with the physical 
environment. Since such experience of meaningful interaction is first-hand, therefore 
also personalized and unique, a strong sense of collective memory is generally 
exclusive to a group of people; without personal experience, connection with the 
place often remains at a cognitive level without the emotional arousal as strong as 
otherwise. On the other hand, historical story can be ‘told’ – through retaining 
unique architecture of an earlier time, or alternatively, through understanding from 
second-hand information sources such as documentaries, newspaper, periodicals and 
talking to local community. The connection is conscious and non-exclusive, the latter 
being the most important attribute of story vis-à-vis collective memory. Story is 

                                                                                                                                                        
28 Retrieved from RTHK http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UyX_dAQAazA  
29 Retrieved from news http://inews.mingpao.com/htm/Inews/20101119/gb51833c.htm 
30 Other factors to be considered by the government include historic meaning, architectural features, 
rarity, collective value and societal value 
31 Retrieved from news http://www.apdnews.com/news/26609.html  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UyX_dAQAazA
http://inews.mingpao.com/htm/Inews/20101119/gb51833c.htm
http://www.apdnews.com/news/26609.html
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important because it has the power of differentiating in a world of parity32. While 
some streets may look similar in appearance, the telling of story can differentiate one 
from the others, forming a perceived uniqueness of the local street character to the 
informed pedestrians. In addition, a good story can effectively arouse interest and 
emotional attachment from people. It is arguable that story can unleash the 
potential of subliming street walkability to pedestrian engagement as better 
understanding can deepen both cognitive and emotional connection of pedestrians 
with the street. 
 
As mentioned, story can be ‘told’ in two ways, the first being retaining of unique 
architecture of an earlier time. An internationally renowned case is the Kowloon 
Walled City in Hong Kong. During an informal discussion, Justine Yan, another Civic 
Exchange student intern studying architecture, exclaimed that many worldly 
architects were fascinated about the out-of-the-box urban design of the Kowloon 
Walled City; the place was so famous that its story was ‘told’ worldwide: recorded in 
documentary in Germany33, explored by Canadian photographer Gred Giard34 and 
adopted as the setting of a video game from a Santa Monica producer35. Kowloon 
Walled City is an example demonstrating how unique architectures attract people to 
inquire into the stories behind, which fascinate people despite the lack of collective 
memory. However, such cases remain increasingly rare in Hong Kong nowadays; 
more common are cases where unexplored stories are told facing the threat of 
demolition, as have happened in Queen’s Pier and Lower Ngau Tau Kok Estate in 
recent years.  
 
The first step policy makers should consider is the preservation of historical buildings. 
After the above discussion, it should be evident how these unique architectures 
provide a tangible medium for storytelling. Take Sai Ying Pun and Kennedy Town as 
examples, where historical heritages are found in the forms of street shrines, tong 
lou, alleys, churches, western architecture, herbal medicine store, and traditional 
shops – these architectures are important elements of the local character of Sai Ying 
Pun and Kennedy Town36. Faced with the tension between heritage preservation and 

                                                      
32 Satterfield, M. (2010). Unique Sales Stories: How to Get More Referrals, Differentiate Yourself from 
the Competition & Close More Sales Through the Power of Stories. Mark Satterfield. 
33 Hawke Productions limited produced the German documentary in 1989. Retrieved from 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=Lby9P3ms11w  
34 Retrieved from http://www.greggirard.com/work/kowloon-walled-city--13  
35 The name of the video game is “Call of Duty: Black Ops 2”, which is just one among others.  
Retrieved from http://www.callofduty.com/blackops  
36 Simon K.W. Ng (2004) Pamphlet: Sai Ying Pun and Kennedy Town – Hong Kong’s Living Cultural 
Districts, Civic Exchange 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=Lby9P3ms11w
http://www.greggirard.com/work/kowloon-walled-city--13
http://www.callofduty.com/blackops
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economic development in Hong Kong, Rita Lau Ng Wai-lan, the Permanent Secretary 
of the once existent Housing, Planning and Lands Bureau, made a remark in the 2005 
“Shanghai & Hong Kong Conference on Urban Renewal & Heritage Conservation”37: 
 

“Old building preservation is a crucial element in urban renewal. In the 
process of preservation, the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) does not 
merely aim at keeping those cultural-historic buildings as though they are 
antiques; more importantly, their practical uses should be considered so 
that these cultural-historic buildings can be revitalized after preservation. 
Let me give a local example. After the Western Market in Sheung Wan has 
been restored by URA, not only is the rare and characteristic Edwardian 
architectural style well-kept, but the market itself has also become a 
cultural feature and shopping center favored by citizens and tourists. As 
far as I am concerned, URA is going to preserve five characteristic pre-war 
housings in Wan Chai Johnston Road as well as renew some buildings in 
Wan Chai Mallory Street to provide development platform for 
practitioners in the Cultural and Creative Industry38.” 

 
An integral point put forward by Rita is the inadequacy of solely preserving historic 
buildings as though they are antiques. On one hand, unique architectures provide a 
tangible medium for storytelling. On the other hand, mere existence of historic 
buildings cannot guarantee perceived street character; nor is story necessarily 
dependent on unique historic architectures. The second step policy makers should 
consider is to spread the stories of these historical buildings. If stories remain untold, 
their values to pedestrian remain potential. For instance, there was a time when the 
author conducted street observation in Sham Shui Po without background research 
beforehand. As a result, the author almost missed a street shrine upon passing by it, 
despite its distinct appearance relative to the surrounding street environment (Figure 
21). It is possible that few people know the story behind the shrine until a demolition 
plan is announced by the government. Why could the stories not be told earlier so 
that pedestrians can appreciate the characteristic street environment around them? 
 
It should be highly conceivable that numerous interesting stories concealed within 
the unique architectures around us, especially in the older districts, remain untold. 

                                                      
37 Rita made the remark in the keynote speech of the conversion, the Chinese transcript of which can 
be retrieved from the HKSAR government website 
http://www.devb.gov.hk/tc/publications_and_press_releases/press/index_id_2219.html 
38 As will be discussed in Part 4, practitioners in the Cultural and Creativity Industry are facing 
difficulties. The direction of URA mentioned by Rita is instrumental to their operations. 

http://www.devb.gov.hk/tc/publications_and_press_releases/press/index_id_2219.html
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Referring again to personal experience, the author was unaware of the stories behind 
Queen’s Pier and Lower Ngau Tau Kok Estate until the public started discussing them 
faced with imminent demolition. It is imperative the story be told, spread and passed 
to the next generation to raise people’s awareness about the intangible 
cultural-historic value behind the tangible street character worthy of preservation. 
Such act can also largely enrich pedestrian experience of particular streets from their 
existing yet untapped historical heritages. 
 
Figure 21 Street shrine in Sham Shui Po 

 
 
Having explored the optimization of street walkability from existing historical 
heritages, it is time to return to the issue in new towns – what is particularly lacking 
in streets there is the historical heritage we discussed just now. However, it has been 
emphasized that storytelling does not necessarily depend on unique historic 
architectures. The absence of historic buildings can far from prove the absence of 
stories – as long as there are people, there are stories. The third step policy makers 
should consider is to explore and expose the untold stories, not necessarily focusing 
only on new towns like Tin Shui Wai but any streets. Apart from informal interaction, 
community gathering can also be organized to provide a platform for residents to 
share their own stories and encounters, which, as will be discussed in Part 4, can 
potentially strength their sense of community. If financially permitted, creative media 
can be leveraged to spread the stories. Representative examples include films “The 
Way We Are” in 200839 and “Night and Fog” in 200940, both of which were directed 
                                                      
39 “The Way We Are” won the Best Director, Best Screenplay, Best Actress and Best Supporting 
Actress in the 28th Hong Kong Film Awards, as well as the Best Film, Best Director, Best Actress in the 
15th Hong Kong Film Critics Society Awards. 
40 “Night and Fog” was premiered at the 2009 Hong Kong International Film Festival. 
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by Ann Hui to depict typical family lives in Tin Shui Wai. Alternatively, traditional 
media can be deployed. Since 2006, Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK) has produced 
a total of 22 series of TV program titled “Hong Kong Stories”, exploring and discussing 
a comprehensive collection of local historic-cultural stories41. Similar theme was 
written by Professor Lu Wei-luan and published in book in 200242. Even if pedestrians 
cannot experience the stories firsthand, knowing them can enrich their walking 
experience or, if they have yet to visit those streets, at least their awareness and 
interest; as in the case of Kowloon Walled City, while demolition rendered its 
collective memory exclusive to those who had witnessed its fascination, its stories 
are still being spread around and passed down by media without firsthand 
experience. In light of the value of exploring and exposing these untold stories, which 
can potentially foster unique street characters in new towns, policy makers should 
consider financially supporting or initiating activities of community engagement and 
media production as discussed. Nevertheless, it has to be noted that pedestrians are 
unlikely to be appealed to stories of personal trivia unless they can typify people’s 
way of life, as in “The Way We Are”, or fairly represent some features of the area.  
 
2.2.3.2 Street decoration 
Telling of street stories is one of the means to nurture pedestrian connection with 
the street. In the meantime, more tangible options are open to policy makers – firstly, 
renewal of dilapidated wall through organized graffito provides an opportunity. While 
marking or painting property without the property owner's consent is considered 
defacement and vandalism, thus a punishable crime in most countries, the role of 
graffito in creating street character cannot be downplayed. A tourist attraction spot 
in Macau offers a good example. Behind the St. Dominic’s Church in Macau, there is a 
recreational park whose surrounding walls are filled with graffito (Figure 22). Most of 
the graffito is folk creation instead of official creation so there are neither description 
plates nor security guards stopping you from photographing with the graffito – the 
street art comes naturally. Though not all of the artworks are professional, the 
character with which it has endowed the park has made the park a tourist attraction 
spot of Macau43. Given that graffiti artists are already performing their artworks 
among different streets individually, it may be worth exploring whether policy 
makers can tap from this existing street art force. Energizing Kowloon East Office 
                                                      
41 The program was first broadcast in Hong Kong Asia Television (HKATV) More updated information 
can be retrieved from its homepage http://rthk.hk/special/hkstories2011/index.htm 
42 Retrieved from Hong Kong Public Library 
https://webcat.hkpl.gov.hk/lib/item;jsectionid=AAD8B21CD7589DA00887F0D0111BCB02?id=chamo:1
586823&theme=WEB 
43 More photos of the park can be retrieved from 
http://www.utravel.com.hk/DetailSpot.php?id=ADMRZhEsA3c  

http://rthk.hk/special/hkstories2011/index.htm
https://webcat.hkpl.gov.hk/lib/item;jsessionid=AAD8B21CD7589DA00887F0D0111BCB02?id=chamo:1586823&theme=WEB
https://webcat.hkpl.gov.hk/lib/item;jsessionid=AAD8B21CD7589DA00887F0D0111BCB02?id=chamo:1586823&theme=WEB
http://www.utravel.com.hk/DetailSpot.php?id=ADMRZhEsA3c
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(EKEO) in Hong Kong has offered an example. In the flyover site beside its office, 
graffiti artists have been employed by EKEO to decorate the walls with graffito 
(Figure 23), in order to foster a sense of “street culture” in the site44.  
 
Figure 22 Graffiti in a park in Macau (internet photos) 

 
 
Figure 23 Organized graffito beside EKEO 

 
 
Such collaboration with graffito artists to elevate streetscape is even maturely 
developed in New Taipei City. As covered by China News, graffito artists have been 
active in Ximending45 since an early time. Continuously failing to stop people from 
drawing on street walls, the government officials of New Taipei City decided to turn 
part of Wuchang Street (also known as Cinema Zone) nearby Ximending into a free 
graffiti area46, while it remains illegal and punishable to draw without the area. It is 
                                                      
44 EKEO officials pointed out in a briefing section that the flyover site was intended to provide an 
informal venue for bands to perform musical activities and that a sense of “street culture” can attract 
music artists of the area to perform in the site. 
45 Ximending is a neighborhood and shopping district in the Wanhua District of Taipei, Taiwan. It was 
the first pedestrian zone in Taiwan. 
46 Photos of the free graffiti area can be retrieved from 
http://wind989.pixnet.net/blog/post/20242055-%E3%80%90%E5%9F%8E%E5%B8%82%E3%80%91%

http://wind989.pixnet.net/blog/post/20242055-%E3%80%90%E5%9F%8E%E5%B8%82%E3%80%91%E8%A5%BF%E9%96%80%E7%94%BA%E8%A1%97%E9%A0%AD%E5%A1%97%E9%B4%89graffiti%E5%8F%83(%E5%A1%97%E9%B4%89%E8%97%9D%E8%A1%93%E9%80%A0
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noteworthy that the New Taipei City government has demonstrated its change of 
attitude from suppression to adaptation, as a Street Graffito Art Competition was 
held in 201247. The case of collaboration between government and street graffiti 
artists in Taiwan is worth learning in diversifying and enriching street character in 
Hong Kong. Alternatively, decoration options exist apart from graffito. In Central, the 
dilapidated wall of an old market is renewed with fresh painting (Figure 23a) Apart 
from organized effort from the government, private stakeholders can also be 
engaged. In a school in Tin Shui Wai, the exterior of a school is decorated with 
colorful photos about school life, serving not only to promote the school 
environment but also enriching the street environment, as shown in the same 
picture. Such mode of collaboration can be generalized to other private stakeholders. 
 
Figure 23a Decorated street walls in Central (left) and Tin Shui Wai (right) 

 
 
Apart from street wall, existing street fixtures, which might sometimes be deemed 
obstructive to pedestrians, provide potential for streetscape improvement. An 
observation in Kwun Tong offers a concrete example. Artists were invited also by 
government officials to decorate the utility box with artwork, which is exactly what 
street artists are performing in many other places48. The railings at the back were 
also painted in blue, as different from the monotonous grey color ordinarily found 
(Figure 24) – this act of endowing fresher appearance to railings can be applied to 
many other streets. In Kowloon City, special design symbolizing the district is also 
applied to greenery spots along the street, making the street decoration in Kowloon 
City unique. 
 

                                                                                                                                                        
E8%A5%BF%E9%96%80%E7%94%BA%E8%A1%97%E9%A0%AD%E5%A1%97%E9%B4%89graffiti%E5%
8F%83(%E5%A1%97%E9%B4%89%E8%97%9D%E8%A1%93%E9%80%A0  
47 Retrieved from http://big5.chinanews.com:89/tw/2012/10-19/4259837.shtml  
48 Evol, a Berlin street artists, is renowned for her decoration of road blocks and street fixtures. Some 
of her work can be retrieved from http://m.gamme.com.tw/432452  

http://wind989.pixnet.net/blog/post/20242055-%E3%80%90%E5%9F%8E%E5%B8%82%E3%80%91%E8%A5%BF%E9%96%80%E7%94%BA%E8%A1%97%E9%A0%AD%E5%A1%97%E9%B4%89graffiti%E5%8F%83(%E5%A1%97%E9%B4%89%E8%97%9D%E8%A1%93%E9%80%A0
http://wind989.pixnet.net/blog/post/20242055-%E3%80%90%E5%9F%8E%E5%B8%82%E3%80%91%E8%A5%BF%E9%96%80%E7%94%BA%E8%A1%97%E9%A0%AD%E5%A1%97%E9%B4%89graffiti%E5%8F%83(%E5%A1%97%E9%B4%89%E8%97%9D%E8%A1%93%E9%80%A0
http://big5.chinanews.com:89/tw/2012/10-19/4259837.shtml
http://m.gamme.com.tw/432452
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Figure 24 Artistic street items in Kwun Tong (left) and Kowloon City (right) 

 
 
The third option for enriching street character concerns the preservation, or 
appropriate promotion, of street stalls and traditional shops. Our senses are very 
important49. Responding to the needs for fulfilling the senses of pedestrians, street 
stalls and traditional shops effectively provide strong visual, auditory and olfactory 
stimuli. Street stalls in Sham Shui Po provide an example to us (Figure 25). As 
pedestrians can have something interesting or informative to look at, as in the case 
of street graffito, the dazzling array of products displayed in street stalls can serve to 
arouse pedestrians’ interest and attention, providing them with a reason to be 
cognitively ‘present’ and connect with the street. The case of the potential of street 
stalls in street decoration can be made by examining the Yau Ma Tei Jade Hawker 
Bazaar (Figure 25), where colorful products are displayed along the two sides of the 
alley. In addition, the existence of stall keepers further add to the human touch of a 
street, as will be further discussed in Part 3.  
 
In addition, traditional shops especially those selling food and snacks play a role in 
making a street appealing, which is conceivable when one considers the sensory 
stimuli an open food shop brings to the street50. However, it is the uniqueness of 
traditional food shops, as against food chain stores, that enrich the character of a 
street. This can be illustrated by the interview with Mrs. Chan, who has been living in 
Tin Shui Wai for more than 10 years. Mrs. Chan commented that after the main 
shopping malls had been monopolized by property developers, chain stores 
mushroomed in place of small stores. Compared with the latter, from Mrs. Chan’s 
perspective, chain stores are monotonous and limited in choices, lacking the 
characteristic of small stores. She raised an example that one could find special taste 
in a small restaurant, but only homogenous taste in chain restaurants. It is thus 

                                                      
49 David Sim, the director of Gehl Architect presented this idea in a public forum on walkability. 
50 Prof. Ng Mee Kam directly pointed out that “food made places more popular” 
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arguable that street stall is an alternative kind of decorating fixture adding vibrancy 
and diversity to the street. 
 
Figure 25 Street stalls in Sham Shui Po (left) and Yau Ma Tai (right) 

 
 
Having discussed street decoration options on discrete items, it is time to examine 
something of larger scale – compatible architectural theme. Consistency in 
architectural style for buildings within one area can form a strong impression of a 
unified and identifiable streetscape to pedestrians. One representative example is 
Taikoo Shing, where consistency in streets and buildings together produce an 
impressive and easily identifiable streetscape (Figure 26). Another example is the 
building ensemble by the Shanghai Bund, as will be discussed shortly. 
 
Figure 26 Unified streetscape in Taikoo Shing 

 
 
In Hong Kong, however, unified streetscape is usually limited to well-preserved older 
districts, or without housing estates. Buildings of very different architectural style are 
often found neighboring one another, which stems predominantly from the tension 
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between cultural-historic preservation and new property development, diluting and 
diffusing the local character. The situation is most apparent in Sheung Wan, where 
Western-styled buildings are mixed with contemporary-looking buildings. While it 
might be argued that such mixture is a distinctive local character, the author deems 
this claim as invalid – such mixture is more a compromise to property development 
than an intended character. What is characteristic is not the mixture itself, but the 
remaining Western-styled historic buildings which happens to sharply contrast with 
the indiscreetly incompatible building style of new properties. Without Urban 
Renewal Authority’s effort to preserve most of the featured historic buildings such as 
the Western Market, it is highly likely that those buildings would have been replaced 
by new properties, given similar trend is found in Hong Kong in places unregulated 
and unprotected by the government, as in the case of Lower Ngau Tau Kok Estate. 
From the author’s perspective, it is not likely property developers in Sheung Wan 
have intentionally designed and built for a style of mixture. The case that private 
developers do not have a strong awareness of matching their new buildings with the 
existing neighboring architectural style is thus made.  
 
Nevertheless, property developers need not stand against URA in making local 
character. Rita Lau Ng Wai-lan, the Permanent Secretary of the once existent Housing, 
Planning and Lands Bureau, made another remark in the 2005 “Shanghai & Hong 
Kong Conference on Urban Renewal & Heritage Conservation”51: 
 

“Old district renewal and old building preservation is the challenge that 
must be faced by every rapidly developing modern city. The old district 
renewal experience in Shanghai Municipality is worth our learning. The 
historic building ensemble beside the Shanghai Bund is reputed to be a 
living architectural museum, preserving the historic imprinting of the 
prosperity of Old Shanghai apart from becoming a vital tourist attraction 
spot in Shanghai Municipality. The widely praised Shanghai Xintiandi is 
even a more successful example. Blending the characteristic 
Shukumen-styled lanes with contemporary building complex, Xintiandi 
has established an economically efficient entertainment area with both 
well-preserved traditional scene and modern facilities. This is a fruitful 
achievement through the concerted effort between the Shanghai 
Municipality and private developers.” 

                                                      
51 Rita made the remark in the keynote speech of the conversion, the Chinese transcript of which can 
be retrieved from the HKSAR government website 
http://www.devb.gov.hk/tc/publications_and_press_releases/press/index_id_2219.html 

http://www.devb.gov.hk/tc/publications_and_press_releases/press/index_id_2219.html


Page | 39  
 

 
The remark has offered an important insight – in making local street character, room 
of collaboration exists between government and private developers. On the one 
hand, as mentioned in the remark above, property developers can adapt to existing 
architectural style. By incorporating commercial activities within existing buildings in 
areas where there is a consistent architectural theme, both the private cost of 
demolition and the social cost of destroying unity of architectural style can be 
avoided. Cultural-historic value of existing old buildings can also be leveraged on to 
promote tourism, resulting in a win-win situation where additional traffic is attracted 
to the area which improves the bottom line of property developers. On the other 
hand, government can adapt to existing architectural style in building new public 
facilities. A renowned example is Taipei Public Library built in Beitou District where 
hot spring hotels ensemble. Thanks to historical reason, a lot of hot spring hotels in 
the district were built in Japanese style so that wood was adopted predominantly as 
raw material for the exterior. Adapting to this architectural style, the exterior of 
Taipei Public Library also adopts wood as the major material, merging naturally 
within the existing hot spring hotel ensemble (Figure 27). As a consequence, wood 
has become a commonality among the streetscapes of Beitou District, endowing the 
streets with a unified and easily identifiable character.  
 
Figure 27 Typical hot spring hotel (left) and Taipei Public Library (right) 

 
 
Up to this point, there seems to be a contradiction: on one hand, the author has 
urged for urban diversity in making street character; on the other hand, consistency 
in architectural theme has been suggested. Referring back to the case of public 
housing estates in Tin Shui Wai, should policy makers still seek more variety or 
instead maintain the existing architectural homogeneity? First, diversity in 
functionalities should be distinguished from diversity in architecture. The problem 
about Tin Shui Wai mentioned by Mr. Chiu concerns the monotony of activities 
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around his living place. Yet putting this specific distinction aside to face the specified 
dilemma between architectural consistency and diversity, the key is the balance of 
scale. Older districts and traditional shops are now increasingly valued by some Hong 
Kong people because they are rare. However, dating back to the 1950s, when such 
old streetscape was prevalent in Hong Kong, people do not have as strong an 
emotional attachment to traditional shops. On the contrary, when a new shopping 
mall was opened, people of the old days were excited by the new style of 
architecture and recreation. From the author’s perspective, what has not changed 
hitherto is people’s preference for variety. Having the whole district looking the same 
should not be something looked forward to. Nevertheless, if every building along 
every street has distinctly different style of architecture, it is also difficult for 
pedestrians to have a representative idea of the character of a street. Diversity 
should not go too far as to dilute the local character. The same applies to story – like 
the old saying “unity is strength”, having collective story of an area can sharpen the 
perceived local character more than having a set of discrete unrelated stories. A 
balance of scale of architectural consistency and stories should be stricken to nurture 
perceivable street character.  

2.3 Policy recommendation 

Several possibilities for infrastructural changes to improve street walkability have 
been discussed and summarized as below:  
 
Street widening 
 Narrow the width of secondary roads 
 Reduce the 'dead' street space consumed by railings 
 Regulate commercial and vehicular obstacles 
Greenery 
 Replace railings with tall greenery blocks 
 Locate greenery beyond or beside railings 
Local Character 
 Retain unique historical architecture parts 
 Explore and 'tell' local stories via mass media 
 Work with artists to decorate street walls and street fixtures 
 Support and promote traditional shops 
 
This section is going to explore additional ‘soft’ policy options for improving street 
walkability.  
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Echoing with the definition of street walkability as “the attractiveness of a street for 
walking as a destination itself, or as a preferred route over others to a destination” at 
the beginning of this part, subjective perception of pedestrians for a particular street 
cannot be weighed less than generalized objective criteria developed perhaps by 
researchers and engineers. Meanwhile, pedestrians have been passive in the 
decision making process since they lack a reliable way to express their opinions. The 
policy recommendation of this section will look into means to raise awareness of 
stakeholders, enhance their expression of opinions or even engage them in planning. 
 
2.3.1 Walkability Apps 
Information communication technology (ICT) is an increasingly powerful tool for 
government to interact with HK citizens. For instance, blogs are adopted by the 
current Chief Executive52, Financial Secretary53 and Legislative Council President54 
of HKSAR Government for expression of their public opinions and building of public 
relationships, showing the official recognition of the importance of the tool. Apart 
from conventional means of public consultation, potential of adopting ICT for public 
opinion collection for government policy formulation should also be explored. As 
statistics conducted by Flurry Analytics in Figure 28 have shown, Hong Kong has the 
second highest penetration rate of Smartphone among adult population compared 
with other countries. 
 
Figure 28 Statistics about Smartphone penetration  

 
                                                      
52 Retrieved from http://www.ceo.gov.hk/eng/blog/ 
53 Retrieved from http://www.fso.gov.hk/eng/blog/ 
54 Retrieved from http://tsangyoksing.blogspot.hk/ 

http://www.ceo.gov.hk/eng/blog/
http://www.fso.gov.hk/eng/blog/
http://tsangyoksing.blogspot.hk/
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Such high rate of penetration has urged the author to propose the development of a 
Walkability Apps for convenient, extensive, interactive and inexpensive way of 
collecting public opinions about street walkability. The preliminary interface of the 
proposed Walkability Apps is shown in Figure 29. 
 
Several important features of the Walkability Apps are as below: 
 

1. Users can click onto the “Rate” button to express their opinions. The location 
of the street they are walking in will be identified by Global Positioning 
System (GPS). They can rate the street in terms of different aspects, such as 
leisure, culture, walkability and interaction. Textual comments can be input to 
provide more accurate, specific information about the street. Photos can be 
attached for other users’ reference. 
 

2. The “Check In” function of Facebook is incorporated. Currently, Facebook 
users can use GPS to locate themselves and share with their friends where 
and with whom they have visited with comments and photos. Given the high 
similarity in the form of data input, the Walkability Apps can provide users 
with the Facebook Share function. This can raise awareness for quality streets, 
provide first-hand information about streets and engage users in the 
interaction. 
 

3. If users only want to look for good streets to walk, they can click on the 
“Search” button to look for rated streets in a particular area. Alternatively, 
they can click on the “Nearby” button so that rating of streets near their 
current location, which is identified by GPS, will be shown.  
 

4. Space is reserved in the interface for advertisement for traditional shops and 
local characters of featured streets. Users can be informed of and appealed to 
the attraction spot of certain streets, creating business opportunities for 
traditional shops and raising awareness to preserve local street characters. 
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Figure 29 Preliminary interact of the proposed Walkability Apps 

 
 
All in all, the proposed Walkability Apps provides a convenient, extensive, 
inexpensive channel for collecting extensive data on how the public perceive certain 
streets. Since the Walkability Apps can inform people of which streets are good for 
hanging out, the public is also motivated to use the Apps. The public can receive 
information and express opinions about the streets around them, achieving two-way 
communication and raising awareness about street walkability. Policy makers can set 
up rating criteria of their interest and further process the data collected to formulate 
Walkability Index for streets in Hong Kong.  
 
2.3.2 Rate voting 
The history of paying rates in Hong Kong dated back to 1845. Rates were collected 
from citizens for maintaining the operation of police force and other public facilities, 
including water supply, street lightings and cleaning. The Rating and Valuation 
Department (RVD) was established to assess the rateable value of all real estate 
properties in Hong Kong (with few exceptions) and to collect payable rates from 
respective property owners. The most widely adopted method of calculating rateable 
value of a property is to estimate its annual rent collectable under market valuation. 
This figure is multiplied with an assigned percentage to reach the value of payable 
rate. In 2012, rates constituted 5% of the HKSAR Government annual revenue, 
amounting to 9.7 billion HKD. 
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Having introduced the Hong Kong rate system in brief, the author would like to put 
forward a proposal for collecting public opinions leveraging on this system. An 
important media is Form R1A or Form e-R1A. These forms are to be filled in by rate 
payers to provide rental information of their properties and collected before 1st of 
October to calculate the corresponding rateable value of the properties. An 
additional column can be incorporated in the form inquiring the willingness of the 
payers to allocate part of their payment in support of various street infrastructural 
improvement schemes proposed by the HKSAR government. Important features of 
the column are as below: 
 
1. Pedestrian improvement schemes of the HKSAR Government what are still within 

public consultation stage can be list in the column with key description of their 
rationales and impacts. Payers can receive information regarding only the 
schemes being planned in their regions.  
 

2. Each payer is allocated the voting right of utilizing a certain amount of the rates 
they have paid. They are assured that such amount is the same among all payers, 
say, $1,000, so that the weight of their opinion is not affected by disparity in 
income and property rateable value. Payers can freely allocate that $1,000 for the 
schemes list in the column to show their demand and support. 

 
3. Since the assigned amount of voting rates is a sunk cost to payers, there is no 

incentive to understate their willingness to support is weakened. Payers will only 
surrender their voting rights, but not save their own money, if they choose to 
understate. 

 
4. Payers are provided with an option to abstain the unallocated rates and a space 

for expressing concerns. The abstaining option encourages them to be more 
engaged in the decision making process. Not only is their incentive to overstate 
just to fill up the vacancy weakened, but a way for expression is also established. 
Tendency of indiscreet allocation can also be lowered 

 
The additional column proposed above appears to be applicable to other 
government mechanism to connect with its citizens. It may even appear capable of 
being an independent consultation tool. The author desires to link up the column 
with the rateable value assessment form (R1A) rather than others due to the 
following leverage points: 
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1. Rate value assessment is location-specific. This is compatible with the nature of 
pedestrian infrastructure schemes which is also location-specific. Since people 
living in proximity to the streets are most susceptible to infrastructural changes, 
their opinions are exceptionally relevant. The proposed linkage can allow 
information collected to be readily organized to reflect the opinions and degree 
of support for various schemes of a specific region.  
 

2. In 2012, more than 2,400,000 units of property were assessed by the Rating and 
Valuation Department, implying a vast number of people filling in and submitting 
the R1A form. If we include the column in the R1A form, even though we may not 
reach 100% response rate, the information base of public opinion can be 
adequately large.  

 
3. Payers pay their rates through different means. In 2011, of all payers, 56% of 

them chose electronic payment (including automatic transfer), 40% paid in 
person, and the remaining 4% by mail. Since over half of the payers chose the 
electronic payment method, it could be estimated payers choosing electronic R1A 
form is not the minority. As the rate voting information collected electronically 
can be digitized upon collection, the required information processing cost can be 
substantially lowered. 

 
4. Since 2007, the government has been refunding part of the rate collected every 

year to lessen citizen’s financial burden or to share the prosperity of economic 
development of the year. If only payers who have filled in the additional column 
can be granted the full amount of refund in future, the incentive for supplying 
information can be lifted. 
 

Although serving the purpose of an opinion survey, rate voting possesses 
differentiating features worth noting. 
 
1. Strategic bias is improved. If voters think they do not need to pay for their 

opinion, chances are they will say yes to everything to gain the max benefit. But 
if acknowledgement is made that voters can indicate their allocation 
preference of ‘the $1,000 from their rates’, meaning the money they have just 
paid, they will be more conscious in making decision for financially supporting 
their desired options. 

 



Page | 46  
 

2. Free-riding bias is improved. If voters think they have to pay extra for the options 
they are to choose, chances are they will say no to everything hoping that others 
in more dire need will pay for the collective benefits. But if they know they 
cannot get back the money regardless of their choice, not giving up voting right is 
a more rational action. 

 
3. Policy priority is clarified. With opinion survey, voters can only say ‘strongly 

support for A’ and ‘moderately support for B’. But with rate voting, we can get 
figures like ‘$150,000 for A’ and ‘$9,000 for B’. The priority of policy making and 
accuracy of public attitude can be quantitatively sharper than the qualitative 
survey of the former. 

 

All in all, rate voting can show clearer priority, and make voters ‘not squander nor 
surrender’ their votes. In the past, rates were paid for maintaining regional collective 
goods (police force and other public facilities, including water supply, 
street lighting and cleaning). This is the author motive to link up rate voting and 
street walkability as a semi-collective good. It has to be acknowledged, however, that 
the information collected cannot be directly adopted as willingness to pay (WTP) for 
the proposed street infrastructural scheme. The ceiling of allocable rates, the limited 
thoroughness of payers’ understanding of the scheme, along with other confounding 
factors, hindered rating voting to be an accurate estimation of WTP. However, it can 
be utilized as inexpensive, convenient and rough instruments to indicate the attitude 
and support of pedestrians as an important reference for policy making.  
 
2.3.3 Private-public negotiation 
Having identified streets for walkability improvement through public consultation, 
including data analysis from the Walkability Apps, the next step is to concretize the 
improvement scheme and to provide financing. Partnership with private property 
owners plays an important role here. Engaging with the market offers the 
opportunities for the government to identify unperceived vantage points from the 
private perspectives. If the market can be effectively leveraged upon in pedestrian 
infrastructural development, an economically efficient solution may even be reached. 
Given a discreet balance of interests among pedestrians, corporations, vehicle drivers 
and property owners, not only can negative externality be minimized, it is highly 
likely that the spilling over of positive externality can also be attained. Examples of 
such private initiatives include public bridges provided by International Finance 
Center and those proposed by property developers in Kowloon Bay (Figure 30). 
These private initiatives are possible because private benefits of these pedestrian 
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schemes, such as increased traffic to shopping malls, outweigh respective private 
costs. 
 
Figure 30 IFC public bridges and proposed bridges in Kowloon Bay (pink) 

  

 
Less common are examples where private benefits to property developers are not 
significant or tangible. Sun Hong Kai Properties (SHKP) has constructed a tunnel in 
one of its building in Kowloon Bay which allows direct vehicular access from Kwun 
Tong Road to How Ming Street (Figure 31). This scheme has been initiated and 
financed by SHKP. Open public space and artistic statue are also provided by 
Landmark East in the private area connecting with streets (Figure 32), improving the 
streetscape for pedestrians.  
 
Figure 31 An alley through an SHKP building 
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Figure 32 Open space and statue provided by Landmark East 

  
 
These private infrastructures exemplify a blind spot in improving street walkability – 
the potential of utilizing private space. It is not necessary government passively limit 
itself to public space in developing walkability solutions. While pedestrian 
improvements may not always directly create revenue for private suppliers, 
government can proactively incentivize private property owners through negotiation 
and even, if necessary, financial compensation. If government is convinced that the 
walkability of a particular street is in dire need for improvement, mandatory policy 
can be considered. For instance, in the Conceptual Master Plan 3.0 for Kowloon East 
urban transformation, it is required that developers have to set back their buildings 
to provide more space for pedestrians (Figure 33). Setback of private buildings is 
possible because the Gross Floor Area (GFA) allowed for private developers for a 
specific area has not changed55. As long as they can build higher to compensate for 
the space area loss from setback, having more pedestrian space on the street by 
setting back buildings creates a win-win situation. As shown in the same picture, the 
setback of building in Taikoo has actually doubled the width of the street, showing 
the vast potential of such option. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
55 This concept is explained by Winnie Ho, the Deputy Head of EKEO. 
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Figure 33 Setting back buildings in Kwun Tong (left) and Taikoo (right) 

 
 
2.3.4 Assurance contract 
However, the potential of private-public partnership is not fully explored, especially 
when the number of private beneficiaries of the scheme is more than one. A 
fundamental obstacle in engaging the market for the provision of semi-collective 
goods is the free-riding problem. Improving street walkability can benefit many 
parties, including business around the area. Even though all parties can benefit from 
the improvement scheme, a situation similar to the prisoner’s dilemma is resulted as 
in Figure 34. If both A and B agree to financially support the scheme, cost can be 
shared resulting in a win-win situation (3, 3). Yet strategically, all private parties 
seeking minimize their own cost tend to free-ride the financing of the scheme. On 
the one hand, if A knows B is going to pay for the scheme anyway, A can enjoy pure 
benefits by free-riding (5, 0). On the other hand, given the benefit of the scheme 
cannot be fully captured by B, thus spills over to A, B may resist the idea of being 
free-ridden (0, 5) and refuse to be the first to initiate support. Distrust, strategic bias 
and lack of open negotiation leads to understated willingness to pay from both A and 
B for the mutually beneficial scheme (1, 1). 
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Figure 34 Prisoner’s dilemma 

 

 
Economists led by Mark Bagnoli proposed the theory of assurance contract to solve 
the problem56. Assurance contract is a mechanism developed in game theory for 
relieving free-rider problem of private entities in voluntarily providing semi-collective 
goods. To illustrate the concept, let’s refer to the abovementioned example. Assume 
the pedestrian improvement scheme exclusively benefiting both A and B costs 
$500,000 in total, with A and B sharing the benefits equally. Under the binding 
mechanism enforced by the HKSAR Government, both parties are invited to pledge 
to contribute to the scheme. Suppose A chooses to pledge to contribute $250,000, 
an amount agreed upon negotiation) to the scheme, there are two possible 
outcomes – if B also chooses to contribute its share of $250,000 to the scheme so 
that the monetary threshold $500,000 is reached, HKSAR will take action to provide 
for pedestrian infrastructure; alternatively, if B refuses to contribute to the scheme, 
the $250,000 pledged by A will be entirely refunded to A. By the binding mechanism 
of assurance contract, both parties can be assured that their initiative to contribute 
will not be free-ridden by another party. As far as the share of cost can be 
successfully negotiated, assurance contract can be a useful tool to finance 
semi-collective goods like street walkability through engaging private stakeholders. 
Having invested money into the scheme, both parties have the incentive to maximize 
their own benefits – their technical expertise input on how to improve the scheme 
can raise the scheme’s economic efficiency, thus reaping the synergistic benefit of 
private-public partnership. 

                                                      
56Mark Bagnoli and Barton L. Lipman (1989) “Provision of Public Goods: Fully Implementing the Core 
through Private Contributions”, Review of Economic Studies. Retrieved at 
http://econ.ucsb.edu/~tedb/PubFin/bagnolipman.pdf 

http://econ.ucsb.edu/~tedb/PubFin/bagnolipman.pdf
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Part 3: From walkable to 

connective 
Human interaction is indispensable to our well-being. While such interaction can take 
place in indoor environment, the potential of outdoor environment such as street for 
serving as a social platform should not be neglected. Even if a street has been 
improved significantly in terms of walkability, pedestrians and other street users still 
may not connect well with one another. Without adequate interaction and dynamics 
in street, street vibrancy is to be limited. In this part, elements promoting 
connectivity in Hong Kong streets will be explored. 
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3.1 Background information 

In a comprehensive paper of Civic Exchange exploring street walkability in Hong Kong, 
the term ‘connectivity’ predominantly refers to that between places57, for instances, 
connectivity between one shopping mall and another and that between a public 
space with the closest Mass Transit Railway (MTR) station. The ease and comfort of 
walking from one place to another is concerned. However, the term ‘connectivity’ 
used in this paper should be distinguished from this conventional definition. The 
term here refers predominantly to connectivity among people in a street, in other 
words, the interaction among pedestrians in a street. Public space is the social 
platform that connects people; apart from accessibility, image and comfort, a good 
public space should have sociability. However, many newly made streets in Hong 
Kong like those in new towns appear ‘sterile’ – an issue in Hong Kong urban planning 
is we do not “make people visible in the planning process”58 enough.  
 
Though the government has endeavored to collaborate with private developers in 
providing good space for the public, there is still a missing link – although the 
government has required developers to provide a certain percentage of space for 
greenery and for the public, developers tend only to fulfill this requirement rather 
than thinking about the function of the space and adding in human factors in their 
planning process. The government should actively convey what they want according 
to the bigger context of the space. Pure hardware for comfort and beauty is not 
adequate; urban planners need to consider the software of what functions the space 
can provide for people. 
 
Critics may argue that interaction among pedestrians is something initiated and 
contained by the pedestrians themselves – it is such a natural and spontaneous 
process that attempting to manage people’s interaction is but nonsensical. This is 
true that people decide upon whether they want to interact or not. Hardly is it 
conceivable to make one talk when one prefers quietude, or to keep one silent when 
the impulse for conversation comes. However, having consented that to interact or 
not is preferably an unconscious decision (so that it comes spontaneously and 
naturally), this part of the paper examines not how to make pedestrians interact; 
rather this part concerns what street features induce pedestrian interaction. The final 
decision still remains to the pedestrians themselves. 
 

                                                      
57 Simon K. W. Ng et al. (2012). "Walkable City, Livable Street". Civic Exchange publication 
58 The importance of this is stressed by David Sim, the director of Gehl Architect, in a public forum 
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Before going into these features, it has to be acknowledged first that street 
walkability discussed in Part 2 is foundational to street connectivity. When 
pedestrians even do not enjoy staying in a street, how much can we expect of their 
pedestrian experience, not to mention the motive to stay behind to interact? Take 
air quality as an example. According to a recent survey by Clean Air Network, 73% of 
interviewees in Sham Shui Po perceive59 their health to be adversely affected by air 
pollution, which coheres with the author’s street observation experience in the 
district. Under such condition, either people are discouraged from interacting in 
street; or, if they have already ‘accepted’ and accommodated to the serious air 
pollution, prolonged interaction is to have adverse impact to their health – either 
case should be undesirable. It is noteworthy that, from the author’s observation, one 
of the explanations behind the survey result should be attributed to the ambiguity in 
space allocation of between pedestrians and drivers, so that pedestrians walk close 
to the exhaust pipes of vehicles (Figure 35). Nevertheless, realizing that people who 
stay longer in streets to interact are more susceptible to air pollution, policy makers 
should seek to improve the air quality of the streets first – more generally, to make 
the street more appealing for walking in itself first, before proceeding to street 
connectivity. Otherwise, as generalized from the above example, either potential for 
pedestrian interaction is suppressed by poor street walkability so that people only 
interact if necessary, or, people are to interact at the cost of health and comfort. Such 
condition can be exemplified by an observation by Nathan Road, where the street is 
too crowded and polluted to encourage interaction (Figure 36). If a street is too 
crowded, there are few opportunities to stop and interact. It should be evident that 
good air quality and street width provide the context for people to interact. 
 
Up to this point, why street walkability is foundational to street connectivity has 
been discussed. However, a street does not only have to be walkable, but also 
stayable and sittable. By setting up stationary spots for human dynamics and slowing 
down pedestrian flow, meaningful interaction in the street can take place. As will be 
discussed shortly, street furniture, street-level shops, street-side activities and some 
public facilities play the important role of fostering street connectivity. Still it has to 
be noted that the following discussion of possible measures to improve street 
connectivity has presumed good walkability status of a street, especially street width, 
so that these stationary spots for interaction do not significantly obstruct pedestrian 
flow or counterweigh existing street walkability. 

                                                      
59 The word “perceive” here is crucial because people unaware of the poor condition may make 
uninformed decision to interact spontaneously. Alternatively, even if the street is very walkable, 
people may not interact if they perceive the environment to be unsuitable. 
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Figure 35 Pedestrians walking close to car exhaust pipes in Sham Shui Po 

 
 
Figure 36 Interaction-hostile condition by Nathan Road 
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3.2 Hong Kong case studies 

3.2.1 Interaction facilities 
Interaction can certainly take place when pedestrians are moving, but mostly 
spontaneously. Where pedestrians flow so promptly that they pay little attention to 
their surrounding, interaction has a weak association with the street environment. To 
induce interaction in streets, slowing pedestrian flow is a major task. The first option 
to explore is sittable spots. 
 
3.2.1.1 Sittable spots 
The importance of sittable spots is forwarded by Lai Yan Chi, the President of FM 
Theater Power, in a public forum where she described her experience in the 
Mongkok Pedestrian Precinct – “From my 10 years of experience of performing there, 
the Mongkok Pedestrian Precinct is for consumption because there are no sittable 
spots. People can only keep walking or going into the shopping malls.” With sittable 
spots, however, we can provide a place for stable interaction to take place.  
 
This can be commonly observed in numerous public spaces, such as the open area 
beside the pier in Cheung Chau and Quarry Bay Park (Figure 35). Since these places 
constitute part of their respective promenades where people walk leisurely, sittable 
spots can serve as a facility for people to take a break from walking. When people 
walk together in groups, their taking rest on these spots can even be followed by 
interaction. However, it may be questionable to compare the viability of placing 
sittable spots in spared out public space with that in the street. An observation in 
Taikoo Shing backs up the latter. Not only is sittable spots provided along the street, 
the environment is also enriched by greenery so that it is appealing for pedestrians 
to sit and stay (Figure 36). Still apart from greenery, air quality is also an important 
factor. From the author’s observation, the fact that air quality in Taikoo Shing is 
comparable to that in a typical park makes the idea of sitting down attractive.  
 
Though placing sittable spots in street is not a brand new idea, it has to be 
acknowledged space is an obvious limitation for most streets. Taikoo Shing is barely 
representative of the street width of a typical street in Hong Kong. For most streets 
one can observe in Hong Kong, placing a sittable spot of size such shown in Figure 36 
will be seriously obstructive to pedestrians. What can be further explored is the 
setting up of informal sittable spots. In Sham Shui Po, the author has observed that it 
does not have to be a formal sitting spot to perform the same desired function – with 
merely a shade and a sittable wall, pedestrians use the wall as a sitting spot (Figure 
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37). Policy makers can consider this option to a limited yet numerous amount of 
street where a public building with idle exterior wall is located. 
 
Figure 35 Sittable spots in public space in Cheung Chau (left) and Quarry Bay (right) 

 
 
Figure 36 Sittable spots in streets in Taikoo Shing 

 
 
Figure 37 Space-saving sittable spots in Sham Shui Po
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While mere provision of sittable spots has been discussed, its attractiveness can be 
further enhanced by good streetscape. In Cheung Chau, sittable spots along the 
promenade are located where pedestrians can face the sea view beside the aesthetic 
greenery. It is a pleasurable experience to sit at these spots where existing scenery is 
leverage. This, certainly, does not limit to formal sitting spots. The sittable railing set 
along the promenade in Quarry Bay Park is equally attractive. The author has 
observed a lot of pedestrians taking advantage of the sittable railing to enjoy their 
conversation by the beautiful sea view in one walk along the promenade (Figure 39). 
 
Figure 38 Sittable spots facing sea view in Cheung Chau 

 
 
Figure 39 Informal sittable spots facing sea view in Quarry Bay Park 
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3.2.1.2 Recreation 
While sittable spots can be widely adopted as an addition to the typically narrow 
street environment due to its small size, provided that some streets are wide enough, 
more recreational elements can be added into the street. This section explores 
mostly options viable for pedestrianized zones where space is adequate. 
 
There exist places where purely improving walkability can already provide a good 
recreational environment to pedestrians. The promenades along the Victoria Harbor, 
including that in Quarry Bay Park discussed above, are some examples. The beautiful 
scenery attracts people to walk leisurely and chat in these places (Figure 40).  
 
Figure 40 Leisure walking along promenade in Quarry Bay Park 

 
 
Complementing the author’s opinion, Paul Zimmerman reckons that it is inadequate 
to only provide a walkable environment – “We need things to do in the waterfront. 
Without activities, we either stand still there or walk to another point.” An example is 
South Bank in the United Kingdom where there were a skating ground, community 
gardens, fruit stalls and old book sharing activities by the waterfront. While some 
options suggested in the example of South Bank may only be viable to public spaces 
other than streets in Hong Kong, Zimmerman has made an important point about the 
need for ‘things to do’. With engaging activities, pedestrian interaction can 
potentially go beyond merely chatting on sittable spots. The question is whether, and 
to what extent, urban planners can make the experience of staying in a 
pedestrianized zone more fun and engaging? Creative examples in some foreign 
countries can be referred to. A photo taken in Denmark by Gehl Architects has shown 
a large chessboard by a street where pedestrians are engaged in the chess game60 

                                                      
60 This was presented by David Sim, the director of Gehl Architect, in a public forum. The presentation 
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(Figure 41). However, recreational elements need not be limited to pedestrianized 
zones. Wherever a park is to be built adjacent to a street, changes in design can allow 
recreational facilities in a park to be shared with pedestrians. For example, the 
sitting-out area by Yee Tai Street in Chai Wan is a rich source of recreational elements 
to the street (Figure 42). By making the boundary of greenery less apparent, 
interaction facilities within the area such as pebble walking trails can be more 
exposed to the street. By removing the boundary of greenery, the common space 
between the street and the park can also be spared for installation of recreational 
facilities like the chessboard in Figure 41, which can be shared among pedestrians 
and park users. 
 
Figure 41 Large chessboard in a street in Denmark (Gehl Architect’s photo) 

  
 
Figure 42 Park adjacent to a street in Chai Wan  

 

                                                                                                                                                        
slides can be retrieved from 
http://www.pland.gov.hk/pland_en/misc/cbd2/files/public_forum_gehl%20architects.pdf 

http://www.pland.gov.hk/pland_en/misc/cbd2/files/public_forum_gehl%20architects.pdf
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Although these recreational elements have the potential of enriching pedestrian 
interaction, there may be worried that the recreational elements are to be destroyed 
during the interaction process, especially for the large chessboard in street. However, 
it is important policy makers develop trust with pedestrians. Edward Leung61, the 
Technical Director of Aedas, has reassured such trust. He pointed out that URA 
actually had confidence that people will not destroy the historic fabrics so that, 
rather than send the historic fabrics directly to the museum, they decided to place 
them in the public space in Mallory Street. From the author’s perspective, if policy 
makers do not trust pedestrians, a lot of street improvement schemes which 
attempted to add in aesthetic and recreational elements like graffito and chessboard 
would be deterred. 
 
3.2.2 Human Pieces 
The interaction facilities discussed above offers opportunities for pedestrians to stop 
and interact in streets. However, a main limitation of this measure is the level of 
pedestrian interaction induced – interaction facilities offer opportunities for 
pedestrians to interact with their inner group of friends or family, while they do little 
to induce interaction among people not already known to one another. If pedestrians 
are walking alone in a street, interaction facilities have limited effect on facilitating 
connectivity. In other words, the existing inner group dynamics, rather than features 
in a street, are still the determinant of street connectivity.  
 
In this section, the possibility to inducing connectivity among pedestrians not known 
to one another through inputting human pieces in a street is to be explored. This 
section is different from others preceding it in its emphasis on non-static street 
features. Apart from static design, we need more dynamics such as places for 
recreational activities, eating and commercial activities for people. Public space 
should have pluralistic functions. While static design can facilitate a good street 
environment, it is the people who use it that bring about street vibrancy. From the 
author’s perspective, having stationary spots of human is more effective than just 
having stationary spots for human. The concept of human pieces is thus conceived in 
this section. It has to be noted that, however, these human pieces cannot be ‘added 
in’ by policy makers to the street – they come naturally without coercion. While 
negative consequence of such coercion will be discussed in Part 4, what policy 

                                                      
61 Edward is responsible for the revitalization project of Mallory Street in Wan Chai. He used the 
placing of historic fabrics in a public space as an example to support the need for trust in the panel 
discussion section of a public forum. 
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makers can at most do is to facilitate the existing human pieces. 
 
3.2.2.1 Living discourse 
The first type of human piece is people discoursing in the street. Advertisement 
activities involving real person, as opposed to roll-up banner or static advertisement 
light box, is perhaps the most widely seen form. In the Mongkok Pedestrian Precinct, 
salespersons disguised in different costumes proactively reach out to pedestrians to 
provide information and discount; others hold a stand-up banner to show interested 
pedestrians the direction of their shops (Figure 43). As seen in the photo, this kind of 
advertisement often involves only one or two salesperson, causing minimal 
obstruction to pedestrian flow. From the author’s observation, their intentional 
attention-catching costumes even have a decorating effect to the street.  
 
Figure 43 Single salespersons in colorful costumes in Mongkok 

  
 
Certainly, commercial discourse in streets can be of larger scale. In Haiphong Road in 
Tsim Sha Tsui, a beverage company held an organized campaign to promote their 
products (Figure 44). Pedestrians were invited to connect with the company using 
their facebook account, after which they could queue up for a free beverage. 
Salespeople proactively reached out to passing-by pedestrians to offer free drinks. 
They even took photos with pedestrians and chatted with them. This created a 
win-win situation where pedestrians can be engaged in interaction in streets when 
the beverage companies can build up connections with these potential customers. In 
the same photo, an organized campaign of an electronic device company is also 
shown. Salesperson promoted and introduced the features of a new product to 
pedestrians who were allowed to try out the product instantly. Driven by commercial 
interests, these salespeople play an active role in interacting with pedestrians to 
convey products information as well as build good images of their companies. 
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Figure 44 Organized commercial discourse in Tsim Sha Tsui (left) and Mongkok (right) 

 
 
Apart from that, political discourse is also found in many streets, though less 
common than commercial ones. This type of discourse takes place when political 
parties and organizations take advantage of pedestrian flow in streets to promote 
their messages and opinions. Since the message to be conveyed is relatively 
complicated compared to that of a commodity, textual medium is often deployed. As 
observed in the Mongkok Pedestrian Precinct, propagators gave out publications to 
pedestrians. Political messages were also displayed on the standing banner at the 
back. From the author’s observation, many political discourses in streets in Hong 
Kong are relatively less interactive, though exceptions exist when propagators talk 
loudly with a speaker or peddle souvenirs such as T-shirts with political message on it 
in order to collect funding from pedestrians.  
 
Figure 45 Political discourse in Mongkok 
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3.2.2.2 Street performance 
The second type of human piece is street performers. Having participated in street 
performance for over 10 years, Ms. Lai Yan Chi, the President of FM Theater Power, 
explained her rationale in a public forum that “we should bring some fun to the 
pedestrian precinct such as performance and activities so that people can hang out 
there instead of going to another deliberately separated out public space.” From her 
perspective, street performance can make street an entertaining destination in which 
pedestrians can seek recreation. From the author’s observation in Mongkok, such 
recreation can range widely from singing, dancing, on-the-spot artist expression and 
magic performance. Street performance allows art to be decentralized and 
generalized. As Ms. Lai added, “street is the most important public space. I intend to 
make the MK pedestrian precinct the ‘West Kowloon Cultural Street’ vis-à-vis the 
West Kowloon Cultural District.”  
 
Nevertheless, street performance is controversial due to its conflict with government 
administration as well as other street users. Firstly, the rivalry in pedestrian space use 
is intensified. Although some performance takes up relatively little street space both 
physically and acoustically (Figure 46), others can consume an excessive amount of 
space through equipment setting, performance space demanded and the stationary 
crowd of people they attract (Figure 47). Secondly, the degree of management 
required is dubitable. On the one hand, street performers prefer autonomy and 
freedom; on the other hand, the government has demonstrated a preference for 
rigorous management from the news to be discussed shortly. Indeed, an audience 
pointed out in the 1st Hong Kong Public Space Symposium62, “We need management 
in competitive space like the MK pedestrian precinct. If there are too many street 
performances taking place at the same time, pedestrian flow will be seriously 
obstructed.”  
 
Such conflict can be exemplified by recent news. In December 2012, a music band 
named SMS in the Mongkok Pedestrian Precinct was charged of noise pollution. 
When his partner, Mr. Lui, questioned the criterion for law enforcement, a police 
officer claimed that “there is no need for a decibel meter; as far as I feel the singing is 
beyond the allowed decibel level, I can charge you of noise pollution.”63 Mr. Lui 
criticized that the police officer did not uphold an objective criterion for law 
enforcement. He substantiated his claim that prosecution was selective by measuring 
the decibel level of a neighboring band which exceeded that of SMS; yet that 

                                                      
62 The symposium was held by Hong Kong Public Space Initiative in July 2013. 
63 Retrieved from news http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/news/art/20130607/18288255 

http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/news/art/20130607/18288255
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neighboring band was not prosecuted. Mr. Lui worried that subjective and selective 
prosecution would threaten the street music culture not just in Mongkok, but also 
other places in Hong Kong. In the end the court removed the charge of noise 
pollution to SMS in July 201364. From this news, the rivalry between performers and 
pedestrians and the objectivity of enforcement standards can be outlined as typical 
problems involving street performances. 
 
Figure 46 Small-scale street performances in Mongkok 

 
 
Figure 47 Space consuming street performance in Mongkok 

 
 
3.2.2.3 Peddling 

                                                      
64 Retrieved from news http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/news/art/20130710/18329247 

http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/news/art/20130710/18329247


Page | 65  
 

The third human piece is peddling. As observed by Yuna, a photographer providing 
free photography service in the Mongkok Pedestrian Precinct, “peddling allows 
Mongkok to have more features so that, instead of having homogenized streets 
everywhere, Hong Kong can have more streets with character. “65 From the author’s 
observation, peddling does bring about different degree of interaction for 
pedestrians. Product peddling is less interactive, where the peddlers display their 
products and talk to pedestrians only upon inquiry and interest (Figure 48). 
Interestingly, due to their micro-scale, the products to be sold usually involve a 
relatively high level of specialty and handcrafts, contributing to the streetscape. On 
the other hand, service peddling is more interactive. In a fortune telling stall, a 
pedestrian asked a series of questions about her fate (Figure 49) .The stall keeper 
carefully examined her palm of and discussed with her what its implication. In the 
same picture, the photographer asked the pedestrians to pose differently for 
photographs. The dynamic between pedestrians and peddlers is richer for service 
peddling. 
 
Figure 48 Product peddling in Mongkok 

 
 
Figure 49 Service peddling in Mongkok 

 

                                                      
65 Retrieved from news http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/news/art/20130704/18322255 

http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/news/art/20130704/18322255
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However, the government has demonstrated a restrictive attitude towards street 
peddling, due to the management conflict similar to that with street performers. 
Among all peddlers, street artists who offer their handcraft art products for selling 
have become a target for prosecution. According to news in July 2013, the 
government began charging street artists of illegal peddling, of which first offenders 
are liable on conviction to a maximum fine of HK$5,000 and imprisonment for one 
month66. Warning letters were issued to street artists by Food and Environmental 
Hygiene department which asserted street artists were illegally occupying public 
space for ‘peddling/ providing handcraft arts/ or other service activities’. The letters 
warned that prosecution would start shortly. A painter protested that he was an 
artist, not a peddler. Others cast doubt on whether the government could distinguish 
between peddlers and art stalls. The news has outlined the management conflict 
between the government who aims to keep street peddling activities under control 
and management on the one hand, and street artists who perceive themselves as 
being differentiated from purely money-seeking peddlers on the other hand. 
 
Nevertheless, the restrictive attitude of the government is not limited to unlicensed 
street artists. Allowance for licensed street artists to peddle in public space is also 
shrinking. According to The Standard, “Ten workers started their protest at noon [on 
21 July 2013] after they were told by the Leisure and Cultural Services Department 
that their leases to sell artworks in a bazaar outside the Hong Kong Cultural Centre 
will not be renewed when they expire on Sunday … According to the department, 
different tenancy terms will be given to the sellers. The bazaar will then be leased to 
local nongovernment organizations, including Po Leung Kuk, the Hong Kong 
Federation of Youth Groups and the Boys' and Girls' Clubs Association of Hong 
Kong”67. It is worth investigating how the upcoming establishment of the West 
Kowloon Cultural District which serves to centralize and make predictable the 
operation of individual artists connects with increasing suppression of existing 
decentralized operation of street artists. 
 
3.3.3 Exposed shop 
While enhancing street connectivity, the human pieces discussed above are not only 
temporary, but also controversial. Fortunately there is another kind of human 
elements in street that is relatively permanent – exposed shop. As mentioned at the 

                                                      
66 Retrieved from news http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/news/art/20130704/18322255 
67 The news was titled “Art sellers bristling with fury” issued on 22 July 2013. It can be retrieved from 
http://www.thestandard.com.hk/news_detail.asp?pp_cat=30&art_id=135728&sid=39987179&con_ty
pe=1 

http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/news/art/20130704/18322255
http://www.thestandard.com.hk/news_detail.asp?pp_cat=30&art_id=135728&sid=39987179&con_type=1
http://www.thestandard.com.hk/news_detail.asp?pp_cat=30&art_id=135728&sid=39987179&con_type=1
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beginning of Part 3, stationary spots for human dynamics are important to street 
connectivity. Being a type of street fixture in itself, shops provide a potential for 
connecting people in a more permanent manner. To illustrate the concept of an 
‘exposed shop’, the opposite concept of ‘unexposed shop’ should first be examined. 
An unexposed shop is one whose design makes shopkeeper invisible and physically 
segregated from pedestrians (Figure 50). Not to mention seeing the shopkeeper, 
pedestrians have little room to interact with shopkeeper directly in street. Numerous 
new shops in Hong Kong have adopted an unexposed design, especially for chain 
stores.  
 
Figure 50 Unexposed shops in Kowloon City 

 
 
On the contrary, an exposed shop is one whose design allows pedestrians to see and 
interact directly with shopkeeper from the street. Interaction in street between 
shopkeepers and pedestrians is made possible due to shortened physical distance. In 
North Point, pedestrians had bargained for the price of vegetable in street with the 
shopkeeper of an exposed vegetable shop before agreeing to buy (Figure 51). Apart 
from commercial exchange, promotional interaction can take place. In Sham Shui Po, 
as shown in the same picture, the shopkeeper introduced the features of a new 
product openly with an on-the-spot demonstration which drew the attention of 
pedestrians, followed by several transactions. Since these shopkeepers have a fixed, 
legitimized space as against the temporary, ad hoc place occupied by ‘human piece’, 
their interaction with pedestrians are relatively sustainable.  
 
While the supply of shops is inelastic, policy makers can improve street connectivity 
by considering the addition of street stalls. In Sheung Wan, a train of licensed stalls 
can be found along the whole street where both products and shopkeepers are 
exposed directly to pedestrians (Figure 52). Similar to the case of peddlers, from the 
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author’s observation, service stalls often connect with pedestrians better than 
product stalls. In Yau Ma Tei, as shown in the same picture, a train of fortune telling 
stalls can be found in a street. At night, these fortune tellers kept inviting pedestrians 
to their stalls for trying out their services. From the author’s perspective, because 
quality of service is more ambiguous to pedestrians than that of products, service 
providers have to compensate by paying extra effort in differentiating themselves 
from competitors and assuring customers of their service quality. This has resulted in 
their increased effort in connecting with pedestrians. On top of that, while street stall 
is a form of stationary street spot widely adaptable to different product and service 
providers, having a train of street stalls providing similar service exhibits its own 
advantage. In the case of Yau Ma Tei, the street has gained its distinct character of 
fortune telling because of the cluster of fortune telling street stalls. Provided that 
space is adequate, policy makers can consider this option for making street identity. 
Again, incentive to connect with pedestrians is lifted due to the need to differentiate 
among competitors providing similar values. 
 
Figure 51 Exposed shops in North Point (left) and Sham Shui Po (right) 

 
 
Figure 52 Street stalls in Sheung Wan (left) and Yau Ma Tei (right) 
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The concept of an exposed shop is conventional rather than ground-breaking. By 
examining photos of the old days in Hong Kong (Figure 53) or the few remaining 
exposed shops in the older districts, it is evident that exposed shop was once a 
dominant form of shops. With few barriers between the street and the shop, 
shopkeepers have high information transparency of what is happening in the street, 
apart from the ease of interacting with pedestrians. All people in the street can be 
easily engaged, unlike nowadays when shopkeepers of unexposed shops pay most 
attention to the operation within their shops.  
 
Figure 53 Exposed shops in Hong Kong in the 1950s (Internet photo)

 
 
However, most new shops nowadays have an unexposed design. From the author’s 
perspective, this design is to fit with the need for air-conditioning which is highly 
difficult with an exposed design. The increasing reliance on air-conditioning along 
with its being an expected benefit from customers have incentivized most 
shopkeepers to have an unexposed design for their shops lest potential customers 
will be dissatisfied with the lacking of effective air-conditioning. While it is financially 
unappealing to renovate the basic design of a shop, appropriate extension of shop 
operation into the street can serve as a compensatory option provided that street 
space is adequate. One of the examples can be found in Sheung Wan, where tables 
are placed outside a restaurant (Figure 54). Customers can choose to sit outside to 
enjoy the outdoor environment if they prefer, while the shopkeeper can save space 
within the restaurant, resulting in a win-win situation; in case customers prefer the 
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indoor air-conditioned environment, the shop can as well have the flexibility to 
respond to that need, unlike a fully exposed shop. Since pedestrian flow is not busy 
in the street, the extension of tables outside the shop does not significantly obstruct 
pedestrians – though the problem of rivalry lessens the attractiveness of such option 
in some busy streets. Meanwhile, such extension can serve a similar function as 
interaction facilities discussed earlier.  
 
Figure 54 Extended shop in Sheung Wan 

 
 
Exposed shops can exist in special form. In Central, a temporary shop was set up in 
the walking space on a bridge to sell local organic vegetables to pedestrians (Figure 
55). Like a ‘shop in a street’ (as different from shops by a street), pedestrians are able 
to have close contact with the shopkeepers just as they walk past the ad hoc shop. 
Another form of integration is “street in a shop”. In Sham Shui Po, a restaurant has 
been set up in the midst of a street with the kitchen on the left and dining tables on 
the right (Figure 56). As pedestrians walk past the street, they have also walked 
through the restaurant. The exceptionally close contact with shopkeepers provides 
the potential for high level of interaction with pedestrians. While the existing layout 
of that restaurant may not be officially recognized by the government as legitimate, 
policy makers can learn from this case a special alternative of shop integration into a 
street. Such layout may be legitimized through careful planning. 
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Figure 55 Shop in a street in Central 

 
 
Figure 56 Street in a shop in Sham Shui Po 
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3.3 Policy recommendation 

Several possibilities for introducing new street fixtures to improve street connectivity 
have been discussed and summarized as below:  
 
Interaction facilities 
 Introduce sittable spots 
 Integrate streets with adjacent parks by blurring the boundary and make 

recreational fixtures accessible to pedestrians 
Exposed shops 
 Designate areas for street stalls 
 Accommodate diverse forms of street shops 
 
This section is going to explore additional ‘soft’ policy options for improving street 
connectivity. 
 
3.3.1 Street Painting 
From the above case studies, it should be apparent human pieces are often in 
conflict with other street users. There might be perspective that these human pieces 
are lowering the walkability of a street through physical obstruction and intangible 
impacts such as noise pollution. Government effort to regulate street performers and 
peddlers is resisted and proven ineffective. However, the conflict is not necessarily so 
serious that policy makers should consider more stringent enforcement against street 
performers and peddlers as demonstrated by the news discussed above. In fact, from 
the author’s perspective, this should not be the case. A public space should be open 
for people to exercise its functions freely. Public space should be designed for people, 
used by people, and enjoyed by all people. It is important to explore options which 
help different street users negotiate street space use. 
 
Street painting offers some insights on relieving the problem. Painting has been 
widely used to indicate space function in different countries, one of the examples 
being the colored cycling paths in Copenhagen (Figure 57). As shown on the right 
hand side of the picture, part of the cycling paths is planned and allocated from 
existing road space, where both drivers and cyclists are at high risk of colliding. By 
painting the cycling paths explicitly in blue, ambiguity in space allocation is lessened. 
Cyclists are able to have an idea of the safety margin within which they can cycle; 
drivers are also able to have the awareness to avoid driving close to this specially 
allocated road space, reducing the risk of car accidents. 
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Figure 57 Road painting to indicate cycling paths (Gehl Architect’s photo) 

 
 
A lesson can be learnt from how the serious rivalry of cycling and driving has been 
relieved, which can be applied to the existing rivalry between human pieces and 
pedestrians in terms of physical street obstruction. While it is difficult to fixate 
certain spots where street performers and peddlers can stay and carry out their 
activities, street painting offers a higher flexibility. By assessing the typical pedestrian 
flow of a street, policy makers can identify potential areas where range of area where 
the obstruction of human pieces to pedestrians can be minimized. Street performers 
and peddlers can move around free within the allocated space, but not beyond the 
allocated boundary. As the allocated space becomes crowded by human pieces, 
incentive for the additional human piece to join in will be lowered. The cost of 
crowdedness can be internalized by human pieces, leaving pedestrians unaffected. 
Street painting also provides pedestrians with identifiable signals of their own rights 
of space use so that complaints can be launched based on less subjective judgment. 
In case complaints are received, the police can objectively issue warning based on 
whether they are exceeding the designated area. A balance between management 
and autonomy can be stricken.  
 
In addition, street painting can be potentially adopted for solidifying the sense of 
community of a neighborhood, the lack of which is to be discussed in Part 4. This 
idea is supported by Edward De Bono68, who described in his book Simplicity the 
problem of community in big cities – “In big cities there is a constant effort to build 
‘smaller communities’. In the small communities of a village, people look after each 

                                                      
68 Edward de Bono is a Maltese physician, author, inventor and consultant. He originated the term 
lateral thinking, wrote the book Six Thinking Hats and is a proponent of the deliberate teaching of 
thinking as a subject in schools. 
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other. In a big city the organization unit is much too large. There is a real need for 
smaller units. But it is far from easy to get them because there is no natural basis for 
the smaller unit and artificial attempts are ignored by most people. Perhaps 
pavements (sidewalks) should be painted different colors in different areas to give 
some sense of difference.”  
 
3.3.2 Equipment provision 
While street painting is a possible option targeting serious rivalry between human 
pieces and pedestrians, there exist cases where more human pieces are desired. In 
some streets, vibrancy is lacking. For instance, the site beside Energizing Kowloon 
East Office (EKEO) designed for pedestrians to perform art or other leisure activities 
is barely utilized by the designated group. To improve the situation, EKEO set up 
furniture and equipment in the site which can be borrowed for use upon application 
(Figure 58). By providing equipment for borrowing, not only is the cost of ownership 
of equipment required for street performance lowered so that more people can 
afford to participate in this kind of activities, but a signal is also sent to the public 
regarding the government’s approval and invitation for people to use the space for 
particular functions. Such signals play an important role in clarifying the ambiguity of 
designated use of street space. 
 
Figure 58 Equipment provision in EKEO 
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Part 4: From connective to 

community 
Community is an integral source of our happiness. Comparing narratives in the past 
with observation in the present, the sense of community of most people has 
declined, leading to different social psychological problems. Community which is 
hardly quantifiable has become an often neglected factor in the recent urban 
planning process. Meanwhile, there are street features and policy orientation 
important to nurturing community bonding. In this part, elements promoting 
community bonding in Hong Kong streets will be explored. 
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4.1 Background information 

A widely adopted quantitative assessment method on sense of community has been 
developed by the Association for Study and Development of Community69. The 
author has summarized each of the 4 components of the index into a core question 
to answer (Figure 59). 
 
Figure 59 Summary of Sense of Community Index 
Component Core question 
Membership Do the people know one another? 
Influence Can the people participate in improving local problems? 
Fulfillment of needs Are the social needs of the people fulfilled? 
Emotional connect Do the people identify with the place? 
 
While policy measures to build better community can be generated from the above 
components, policy makers should understand why community is important. During 
an interview, Prof. Bill Barron discussed the importance of community bonding and 
its change in Hong Kong for the past decade  
 

We all need to feel we are part of something. In the old days people 
interacted much more than they do nowadays. We knew our neighbors 
and did not feel unhappy even though we were relatively poor; but as our 
lives have become more materially abundant, unfortunately, most of us 
are now surrounded by strangers who do not know our names. We seem 
to have forgotten that community is a vital component in our quality of 
life. It is community, not the market, which gives us fulfillment. I have 
heard Hong Kong people say, “In the past, we were poor together; now 
we are rich alone.” 

 
Apart from the social psychological condition of a place, community is also important 
for fostering semi-collective goods. People are incentivized to contribute to the 
betterment of their community due to the sense of fulfillment. The graph displayed 
below illustrates an economic analysis of how increased fulfillment can improve the 
Pareto-efficiency of semi-collective goods (Figure 60). The willingness to pay of 
consumers (e.g. in this case pedestrians, residents) for semi-collective goods such as 

                                                      
69 David M. Chavis (2008), Sense of Community Index, Association for Study and Development of 
Community. Retrieved from 
http://cyfernetsearch.org/sites/default/files/PsychometricsFiles/Chavis-sense_of_community.pdf  

http://cyfernetsearch.org/sites/default/files/PsychometricsFiles/Chavis-sense_of_community.pdf
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good street environment and community interaction vibrancy is depicted as the 
demand curve D. Willingness to accept by private suppliers (pedestrians, human 
pieces, shopkeepers) to provide semi-collective goods is depicted as supply curve S. 
The supply curve implies that it takes time and effort to nurture community 
relationship, to maintain good street condition and to foster street vibrancy. Notice 
that government and urban planners are not counted as suppliers in the analysis 
because the semi-collective goods aforementioned cannot be effectively supplied by 
these public parties; they have to be supplied by people using the street. Before 
community bonding, given semi-collective goods are supplied at equilibrium, 
producers and consumers together gain a surplus of [a + b + g].  
 
Figure 60 Economic analysis of Pareto-improving by community bonding 

 
 
Consider the effect of community bonding. As private suppliers gain fulfillment and 
satisfaction from contributing to the semi-collective goods of a community due to a 
stronger sense of community, such fulfillment is potentially a substitute for monetary 
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returns. Compensated by fulfillment, private suppliers are willing to accept lower 
monetary returns for the same quantity of semi-collective goods they provide. 
Supply curve thus shifts from S to S’, the area between which illustrates a theoretical 
quantity of potential fulfillment gained in monetarily comparable units. A new 
equilibrium is established where q2 amount of semi-collective goods is supplied at a 
price of p2. Consumers now gain a surplus of [a + b + c + d]. On the other hand, 
private suppliers now gain a net monetary surplus of [g – c – d – h] and fulfillment of 
[c + d + e + f + h], resulting in a net produce surplus of [e + f + g]. Since total surplus 
increases from [a + b + g] to [a + b + c + d + e + f + g], Pareto-improving of 
semi-collective goods in a community can be achieved by community bonding. 
 
The importance of community bonding should have been made apparent. To further 
make the connection between the street environment and community bonding, the 
Hong Kong Public Space Initiative has put forward in a brochure that public space has 
the potential to bond communities, fulfill recreational needs and encourage social 
interactions, thus facilitating sustainable development.70 Public space is not just for 
relaxation or a patch of green space. It is for cultivating the local economy, for 
people’s interaction, for people to participate as a community and for the local 
character. It should be apparent that the street, being the most widely used public 
space, plays a crucial role in community bonding. 
 
In Part 3, features that induce pedestrians to interact with one another have been 
discussed. The next question to be asked is – do they know one another? As Prof. Bill 
Barron has pointed out in an interview, a basic indicator of whether a place is a 
community for a person is whether people there know the person. From the author’s 
perspective, relationship building is dependent on frequency of quality interaction. 
Pedestrians may interact in the street, but it is through repeated quality interaction 
that they can come to know one another. While Part 3 has explored street features 
that induce pedestrian interaction in street, Part 4 will focus on measures that induce 
repeated quality interaction. 
 
It is worth noting that community is not necessarily formed in the street 
environment; neither does the maintenance of community relationship have to take 
place outdoors. When one sees people greeting one another in the streets, one sees 
the tip of the underlying iceberg – an extensive network of social connections behind. 
Such community can hardly be built solely by particular features on the street. To 
build a community visible at street level, urban planners have to invest in places 

                                                      
70 The brochure was distributed in the 1st Hong Kong Public Space Symposium on 27th July 2013. 
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other than just streets, as will be discussed shortly in the upcoming section. 
Nonetheless, street serves as an environment where community relationships can be 
reinforced periodically. In fact, the street environment plays an increasingly crucial 
role in maintaining community bonding, as inspired by an interview with Mrs. Chan 
who has been living in Tin Shui Wai for more than 10 years. During the interview, Mrs. 
Chan discussed the condition of community bonding there: 
 

“The community bonding in Tin Shui Wai is weak. When I first moved here, I 
wanted to know the people and be accepted into their community. There 
was a Tai Chi master in Tin Shui Wai Park who voluntarily taught Tai Chi to 
interested people for free. We gathered for practice twice a week and soon 
I made some friends.  

 
However, the situation is different in the residential area. After all these 
years, still I have known little about my neighbors. My neighbors prefer 
silence or looking at their smartphones when we are riding at a same lift; 
occasionally they give very short response to my greeting. I think the 
problem is keyed to the design of the new town. Since there are few offices 
in Tin Shui Wai, most working population here has to commute a long way 
to other districts for working. Little time spent physically in Tin Shui Wai 
results in little sense of belonging. I think I am going to move back to my 
home village after retirement because I know more people there who can 
attend to my needs.” 

 
The observation and experience of Mrs. Chan has outlined the inadequacy of relying 
on residential area for community building. As will be discussed shortly, neither is 
shopping mall an effective place for building community. Arguably, policy makers 
should start exploring the outdoor environment such as the street as well as other 
communal space for nurturing community bonding. For the street to exercise such a 
function, street connectivity is foundational since there have to be at least room and 
spots for interaction among pedestrians. The upcoming section is going to look into 
Hong Kong cases on community, which is categorized into two main types – 
neighborhood-based community and hobby-based community – though the two 
sometimes overlap. Conflicts more than critical features for building community will 
be explored. 
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4.2 Hong Kong case studies 

4.2.1 Neighborhood-based community 
Repeated quality interaction is the basis for formation of community. Naturally, apart 
from the case where people intentionally show up in a particular place for interaction, 
which will be discussed in the next section, short geographical distance facilitates 
interaction frequency. This main factor behind the ease of forming community near 
residential area is strengthened by the urban design of some older districts in Hong 
Kong where easily accessible communal area can be found right beside residential 
area (Figure 61). In Cheung Chau, small shops with interaction facilities as tables and 
chairs are found at street level right beneath the residential area so that neighbors 
have a frequently visited place to gather and greet one another; In North Point, an 
open market can also be found at street level beneath the tong lou where residents 
can buy food. Since residents always pass by these streets as they return home or as 
a routine to refill daily supplies, interaction can be easily repeated among neighbors 
and shopkeepers. Therefore neighborhood provides an important basis for forming 
community relationship that is visible at street level. 
 
Figure 61 Easily accessible communal areas right beside residential area in Cheung 
Chau (left) and North Point (right) 

 
 
4.2.1.1 Traditional shop 
There are several reasons to preserve traditional shops – their contribution to role 
identity and quality interaction. Their role in community bonding becomes obvious 
when traditional shops are located near a neighborhood. Kowloon City along with 
other older districts in Hong Kong provides good examples to support their 
non-market value in bonding community.  
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The first benefit is their contribution to community role identity. Alice Wong, a 
resident who has lived in Kowloon City for more than a decade, describes the 
situation of role identity there: 
 

“The traditional shops in Kowloon City have established their own identity 
and role within the community throughout long years of establishment. 
For instance, people in my neighborhood know the name of the electrical 
appliance repairer in the street below my flat. Whenever we need to 
repair our electrical appliances, we know who to find. The same applies to 
other daily needs – we simply know who to find in our community.” 

 
From the author’s perspective, such role establishment can be attributed to 
specialization of traditional shops and its interaction quality. As the author talked to a 
wine shopkeeper in Kowloon City, the shopkeeper did not only wait aside for my 
purchase decision; rather, he proactively asked about my needs and provided 
detailed information for each brand of products he had stocked (Figure 62). It is 
persuasive to the author that the shopkeeper has deep, specialized knowledge about 
the product he is selling and is willing to share it with customers. Such perception is 
hardly attainable in supermarkets where the products to be sold are too diverse, or 
in chain stores where interaction between customers and shopkeepers is quite 
limited. It is thus relatively easy for shopkeepers of traditional shops to establish their 
trustworthiness on a specialized product and role identity within the community. 
 
Figure 62 Specialized shops in Kowloon City 
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The second benefit is their contribution to quality interaction, which can be 
facilitated partly by the feature of “exposed shop” discussed in Part 3. As observed in 
Kowloon City, traditional shops are mostly exposed and shallow in design. 
Shopkeepers often stand visibly in the street instead of hiding deep inside their shops. 
Since neighbors can greet shopkeepers as they walk past a street (Figure 63), 
relationship can be periodically strengthened and maintained. Shopkeepers also 
grasp the opportunity to promote their products.  
 
Figure 63 Exposed and shallow shops in Kowloon City 

 
 
Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the quality of repeated interaction with the same 
customers is different from the quantity of customers with whom the shopkeepers 
interact. Having too many customers does not necessarily foster community bonding; 
indeed, this may even hinder the bonding. British anthropologist Robin Dunbar 
asserted that there was a cognitive limit to the number of people with whom one 
can maintain stable social relationships and "this limit is a direct function of relative 
neocortex size, and that this in turn limits group size ... the limit imposed by 
neocortical processing capacity is simply on the number of individuals with whom a 
stable inter-personal relationship can be maintained." Without more restrictive rules, 
laws, and enforced norms to maintain a stable, cohesive group, humans can only 
comfortably maintain around 150 stable relationships71. 
 
The need for nurturing small scale interaction is supported by the small scale of 
traditional shops. Ms. Wong explained the reasons behind this: 
 

“The traffic in most traditional shops in Kowloon City is low, permitting 
the shopkeepers to have more in-depth interaction with customers. Since 
these shopkeepers are meeting relatively few people on a daily basis, it is 

                                                      
71 Purves, D. (2008). Principles of cognitive neuroscience. Sinauer Associates Inc. 
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easier for them to recognize the customers. In addition, since a lot of 
traditional shops here are family businesses, the turnover rate of 
employees is low. We often see the same people working in the same 
shops. Being part of the neighborhood, they do not just come to work; I 
can see that they also value the relationship with neighbors. Due to 
these factors, staff in traditional shops here tends to interact closely and 
build stable relationship with the neighbors.”  

 
Being able and willing to know the customers is important in community bonding. To 
compensate for the low traffic, shopkeepers are further incentivized to build 
customer loyalty by quality interaction. In Kowloon City and other older districts, it is 
evident that traditional shopkeepers make themselves visible to pedestrians by 
standing outside their shops (Figure 62, 63 and 64). The way traditional shopkeepers 
interact with customers is also very different from that of chain store employees, as 
described by Mrs. Chan who has been living in Tin Shui Wai for more than 10 years: 
 

“You cannot know people by patronizing chain stores. Interaction 
between you and the shopkeeper takes place only in the form of buying 
tickets or paying for commodities. The relationship is transactional and 
lacking communication. The situation is very different in small stores. 
When I go to Yuen Long to buy fruit, I bargain with the shopkeepers for 
lower price. They talk to me about which fruit is seasonal. We recognize 
each other and chat even now.” 

 
Figure 64 Proactive shopkeepers in Kowloon City (left) and Yau Ma Tei (right) 

 
 
The words of Mrs. Chan echo with the author’s experience of patronizing a small 
scale chain store in Tseung Kwan O. As a short experiment, the author said thank you 
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and tried to make eye contact with the cashier upon paying. The cashier, in no time, 
bowed her head to avoid the eye contact. It was a strong impression to the author 
that employees in chain stores did not perceive interaction with customers in the 
same way as those traditional shopkeepers described by Ms. Wong and Mrs. Chan; 
rather, maybe due to the grab-and-go business model, employees in chain stores 
were not ready to build personal relationship with customers; neither do hourly 
employees have financial incentive to build customer relationships. 
 
4.2.1.2 Twilight Market  
Apart from traditional shops, other forms of traditional commercial activities should 
not be ignored. Street peddling is one of such examples. As long as peddlers locate 
themselves near a neighborhood, they have the financial incentive to build 
relationships with customers in hope of repeated purchase just as traditional 
shopkeepers do this, despite the fact that renting or owning a shop may not be fitting 
to their business model. However, the government has been suppressing peddling 
activities in recent years, which has been partly discussed in Part 3. The lesson of the 
Twilight Market in Tin Shui Wai is brought up here. 
 
Peddling activities have been vibrant in a street by the open canal in Tin Shui Wai. 
Seeing the vibrancy, Carrie Lam, the Chief Secretary for Administration of Hong Kong, 
announced the plan of establishing the Tin Sau Market to accommodate the peddlers 
with a view to enhancing commercial activities in Tin Shui Wai. However, Prof. Ng 
Mee Kam commented that the design for Tin Sau Market was too standardized, 
affecting the sustainability of the market72. From the author’s observation, its design 
and location is also problematic. Firstly, instead of building stairs and slopes to 
encourage people to walk in, the market is surrounded by fences except for a small 
entrance (Figure 65). Secondly, the market is located beside Tin Sau Park where 
neighbors do not necessarily walk past on a daily basis. This goes against the 
suggestion of SEE Network that markets should be located by streets which 
pedestrians must walk past73. Due to isolation, few businesses are attracted to the 
market. Small number of competitors has lessened choices for consumers, further 
affecting the attractiveness of the market. As expected, even after 4 months of 
operation, pedestrian flow in Tin Sau Market was still very disappointing, as reported 
by one of the peddlers there74. 

                                                      
72 Retrieved from news video http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e9Kbx-pNUvE 
73 This advice is included in the 1st issue of Market Post published by SEE Network 
74 Retrieved from news 
http://hk.news.yahoo.com/%E5%A4%A9%E7%A7%80%E5%A2%9F%E4%BA%BA%E6%B5%81%E7%A8
%80%E7%94%9F%E6%84%8F%E6%85%98%E6%B7%A1-083615269.html 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e9Kbx-pNUvE
http://hk.news.yahoo.com/%E5%A4%A9%E7%A7%80%E5%A2%9F%E4%BA%BA%E6%B5%81%E7%A8%80%E7%94%9F%E6%84%8F%E6%85%98%E6%B7%A1-083615269.html
http://hk.news.yahoo.com/%E5%A4%A9%E7%A7%80%E5%A2%9F%E4%BA%BA%E6%B5%81%E7%A8%80%E7%94%9F%E6%84%8F%E6%85%98%E6%B7%A1-083615269.html
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Figure 65 Fenced and isloated market in Tin Shui Wai 

 
 
On the other hand, the original Twilight Market was still vibrant. The government in 
the end began mopping up the peddlers in the Twilight Market75. From the author’s 
perspective, such coercive yet futile effort in place-making represents the tendency 
of the government to over-rationally plan and bureaucratize public space76. This 
issue echoes with the suppression of human pieces discussed in Part 3, and will be 
further elaborated with cases in the upcoming section. Not only is the result of 
making Tin Sau Market disappointing, but the existing street vibrancy and 
community interaction capacity of the Twilight Market is also seriously affected. 
 
In addition, government’s effort in relocating the existing Twilight Market is also a 
social problem, which is illustrated by news coverage about the Tai Po Twilight 
Market in October 201277. The 20+ farmers who have been peddling the fruits and 
vegetables they have grown are all over the age of 40; 47% of them are over the age 
of 60, according to the result of Tai Po Twilight Market Service Survey78. One of the 
interviewees, Mrs. Wong, reported that she could often sell out all fruits and 
vegetables within half an hour before relocation; after relocation to Po Heung Street, 
however, pedestrian flow has declined substantially. Only 25% of the peddlers earn 
weekly revenue of over HK$400; half of them earn less than HK$200 a week. Mrs. 

                                                      
75 Retrieved from news video http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LRKcMBi1QJ8 
76 Peddlers who operated in Tin Sau Market were even demanded to report their monthly revenue. 
Retrieved from news video http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EdSpTA1s7zU 
77 Retrieved from news 
http://www.sharpdaily.hk/supplement/100006/20121030/147742/%E9%96%80%E5%B8%B8%E9%96
%8B-%E9%98%BF%E5%A9%86%E4%BC%81%E6%88%90%E6%9C%9D%E5%8F%AA%E8%B3%BA-dollar
-1-%E6%AD%BB%E4%BD%8D%E5%A4%A9%E5%85%89%E5%A2%9F%E8%99%90%E8%80%81/17 
78 The survey result was released on 29 October 2012. It can be retrieved from 
http://www.elchk.org.hk/service/filedata/tbl_news_release_related/doc/78_1.pdf 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LRKcMBi1QJ8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EdSpTA1s7zU
http://www.sharpdaily.hk/supplement/100006/20121030/147742/%E9%96%80%E5%B8%B8%E9%96%8B-%E9%98%BF%E5%A9%86%E4%BC%81%E6%88%90%E6%9C%9D%E5%8F%AA%E8%B3%BA-dollar-1-%E6%AD%BB%E4%BD%8D%E5%A4%A9%E5%85%89%E5%A2%9F%E8%99%90%E8%80%81/17
http://www.sharpdaily.hk/supplement/100006/20121030/147742/%E9%96%80%E5%B8%B8%E9%96%8B-%E9%98%BF%E5%A9%86%E4%BC%81%E6%88%90%E6%9C%9D%E5%8F%AA%E8%B3%BA-dollar-1-%E6%AD%BB%E4%BD%8D%E5%A4%A9%E5%85%89%E5%A2%9F%E8%99%90%E8%80%81/17
http://www.sharpdaily.hk/supplement/100006/20121030/147742/%E9%96%80%E5%B8%B8%E9%96%8B-%E9%98%BF%E5%A9%86%E4%BC%81%E6%88%90%E6%9C%9D%E5%8F%AA%E8%B3%BA-dollar-1-%E6%AD%BB%E4%BD%8D%E5%A4%A9%E5%85%89%E5%A2%9F%E8%99%90%E8%80%81/17
http://www.elchk.org.hk/service/filedata/tbl_news_release_related/doc/78_1.pdf
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Law, another peddler, reported that she often sat for the whole morning with no 
customers buying her products and was coerced to peddle outside the designated 
area due to financial difficulty. As a result, she had all of her products confiscated and 
was fined HK$600 in the end. This news has illustrated how the low-income peddlers 
are deprived of the chance for self-subsistence by government’s decision to relocate 
existing Twilight Markets. Policy makers should try to seek alternative to manage 
different street users such as the measure of “street painting” forwarded in Part 3. 
 
4.2.2 Hobby-based community 
Though short geographical distance can facilitate the bonding of community through 
easing repeated interaction, community formation is far from limited to that around 
a neighborhood. Hobby is another medium that provides a purpose for people to 
gather and know one another. Unlike neighborhood-based community, a 
hobby-based community is less permanent and takes place more in public spaces 
other than the street. Nevertheless, as suggested previously that we have to invest in 
places other than just streets in order to build a community visible at street level, 
hobby can serve as an alternative to commercial activities for bonding people. Once 
a relationship is built, follow-up interaction either in street or other communal areas 
comes naturally.  
 
Outdoor hobby groups are diverse in nature – examples include hobby groups for 
fishing (Figure 66), dog rearing (Figure 67) and Tai Chi (Figure 68). These groups are 
often gathered in the evening or at night when people are off duty so that the 
working population can also participate in the hobby groups. As the author has 
observed repeatedly along a promenade in Hong Kong, these groups always meet at 
the same place and time unless the weather is unfavorable. This allows participants 
of the hobby group to meet people who know them at regular places and time, 
which is an important foundation for bonding community. 
 
Figure 66 Fishing group in Sau Kei Wan 
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Figure 67 Dog rearing group in Sai Wan Ho 

 
 
Figure 68 Tai Chi group in Taikoo 

 
 
4.2.2.1 Music community in Kwun Tong 
Hobby-based community does not only take place outdoors. A friend of the author 
named Mr. Kwok, who is part of an independent music band, has been renting a 
room in one of the industrial buildings in Kwun Tong for several years. His band does 
not only meet frequently in the rented room for practice, but also visit other music 
practitioners in the district for exchange. Mr. Kwok described that this is something 
common in the music community in Kwun Tong. However, the community has faced 
inadvertent suppression from the government in recent years due to an urban 
transformation plan targeting Kowloon East. The conflict is brought up here to reflect 
the plight of some indoor hobby-based community. 
 
In the “Briefing and Walking Tour in Kwun Tong”79, the government has stated that 

                                                      
79 This is a public engagement activity co-organized by Energizing Kowloon East Office and Civic 
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one of the four main objectives of the Conceptual Master Plan 3.0 of Kowloon East 
urban transformation is “Creativity, Arts & Culture”. Demonstrating this vision, in its 
place-making event “Fly the Flyover”, Energizing Kowloon East Office (EKEO) has 
released80 the 3,300-square-metre area underneath the Kwun Tong Bypass beside 
its office as an informal arts and culture venue. Facilities including a stage, a 
backstage area, and toilets are provided, seeming to be an ideal street space for 
artists (Figure 69). However, the first official concert “Fly the Flyover – Teenage Band 
Marathon” held by EKEO on 20th January 2013 was boycotted by the 20+ bands it had 
invited81. These bands in turn held their own concert near the flyover site in the 
meantime as a protest (Figure 70). Investigation into this issue has revealed how 
indiscreet policy formulation has led to suppression of the local music community 
whose aversion to EKEO’s planning is highly visible. 
 
In a recent news coverage82 , one of the local artists Wong83 conservatively 
estimated there were at least 1000 bands within the area (Kwun Tong, Nga Tau Kok, 
Kowloon Bay), given that there were 300+ industrial buildings in Kowloon East, and 
solely considering the industrial building in which he had been renting his music 
workspace, there were already 10 other band tenants. Industrial buildings in 
Kowloon East are strongly appealing to local artists due to its spaciousness, low rent 
and high connectivity with the public transport system. The music community was 
developed organically without any government planning as early as in 2002, within a 
complex ‘ecological system’ of music instrument trading, repairing, studio, street art, 
performance live house, rehearsal venue, disc design and production complementing 
its development. Practitioners in these components of the music community 
recognize and know one another. Since 2008, together with some other bands 
outside the district, local bands have begun holding music concerts periodically in 
the flyover site beneath Kwun Tong Bypass. The site is cleaned up by the performers 
themselves after the concert. The vibrancy and completeness of such a hobby-based 
community was likened by Wong as ‘the Hong Kong version of Bristol’84. 

                                                                                                                                                        
Exchange on 12th July 2013, following up the previous conference “Walkable City, Living Street” held in 
May by Civic Exchange. 
80 In the brochure distributed before the walking tour, it is claimed that the flyover sites are 
“released”. However, this act is regarded a meager compensation for the suppression from the 
government urban transformation scheme about which the music community has vigorously 
complained. Details will be discussed shortly. 
81 Retrieved from news http://news.hkheadline.com/dailynews/content_hk/2013/01/21/223668.asp 
82 Retrieved from news http://news.sina.com.hk/news/20121118/-23-2826069/1.html 
83 Wong is an independent local artist who participated in a EKEO workshop about making the Kwun 
Tong Promenade an informal venue for art and culture. 
84 Bristol is a city in England famous for its music and film industries. The city was a finalist for the 
2008 European Capital of Culture award. 

http://news.hkheadline.com/dailynews/content_hk/2013/01/21/223668.asp
http://news.sina.com.hk/news/20121118/-23-2826069/1.html


Page | 89  
 

 
However, this community is facing more and more financial pressure predominantly 
from government policy. Price and rent of industrial buildings skyrocketed as the 
government introduced the policy to revitalize industrial buildings in 200985. 
Raymond Lee, the Head of EKEO, explained the rationale behind the policy – “To 
capitalize on the fast-growing opportunities of the Mainland and sustain Hong Kong's 
position and longer term development, a steady and adequate supply of quality 
office space is pivotal.”86 Nonetheless, such supply is very limited in Hong Kong. 
 
Figure 69 Flyover site beside EKEO 

 
 
Figure 70 Boycott concert on 20th January 2012 (news photo) 

 
 

                                                      
85 Retrieved from news http://the-sun.on.cc/cnt/news/20121230/00408_006.html 
86 This is stated in the webpage of EKEO. Retrieved from 
http://www.ekeo.gov.hk/en/about_ekeo/background.html 

http://the-sun.on.cc/cnt/news/20121230/00408_006.html
http://www.ekeo.gov.hk/en/about_ekeo/background.html
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As a consequence, according to news, “investors swarmed to buy industrial buildings 
in all districts, leading to a sharp increase in their selling prices and rentals. Joanne 
Lee, Manager of Research and Consultancy of Colliers International87, reported that 
38 revitalization projects involving a whole industrial buildings had been approved by 
May 2013, 21 of which were located in Kwun Tong and Kowloon Bay88. The local 
creative-industry practitioners that had been renting industrial building units as 
studios bore the brunt. While some of them had to face the pressure of rising rentals, 
others were even forced to move out. The original intention of revitalizing industrial 
buildings was to provide inexpensive space for creative-industry practitioners, but 
things turn out contrary to the Government's wishes.”89 From the author’s 
observation, this situation is to be worsened by EKEO’s Conceptual Master Plan 3.0, 
which aims to transform Kowloon East from an industrial area to a Central Business 
District (CBD). According to EKEO officials during the “Briefing and Walking Tour in 
Kwun Tong”, properties owners can apply to the government for converting their 
industrial buildings into commercial ones for office use since 2001. The officials 
added that commercial floor area in Kowloon East had increased by 1,000,000 square 
feet since 2001, and was expected to increase by another 4,000,000 square feet in 
the upcoming 20 years so that office supply would soar by almost 300%. The trend of 
commercialization and rising rent is visibly demonstrated by the prevalent 
advertisements of office supply in Kwun Tong (Figure 71).  
 
Figure 71 Prevalent advertisements on office supply in Kwun Tong 

 
 

                                                      
87 Colliers International is a global commercial real estate company. 
88 Retrieved from news http://paper.wenweipo.com/2013/06/21/ME1306210012.htm 
89 Retrieved from news http://the-sun.on.cc/cnt/news/20121230/00408_006.html 

http://paper.wenweipo.com/2013/06/21/ME1306210012.htm
http://the-sun.on.cc/cnt/news/20121230/00408_006.html
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Another interviewee in the news coverage, Andrew, complained that he had been 
paying the rent of his live music house Strategic Sound out of his own pocket and his 
partners’ since the income of the live house can far from cover the soaring rental 
expense. Hidden Agenda, another renowned music live house at which 500+ local 
and overseas independent bands have performed, have moved thrice to different 
industrial buildings to avoid the soaring rent since its establishment in 2008. Wong 
commented that to commercialize Kowloon East into another Central, numerous 
cultural creative activities, along with the local neighborhood and DaiPaiDong, were 
marginalized. Considering the unintended suppression of the music community in 
Kowloon East, the adversity of the local artists towards government intervention is 
understandable. During the “Briefing and Walking Tour in Kwun Tong”, EKEO officials 
claimed that they were still seeking ways to relieve the impact of urban 
transformation on the cultural and creative industry. Coupled with the low economic 
profitability of most independent practitioners in the cultural and creative industry, 
high rent of commercial buildings and the undersupply of public art facilities have 
expelled the vibrant local music community to the background of our city. As 
different news coverage in recent years has shown, such phenomenon is not unique 
to the music community in Kowloon East; districts where industrial buildings are 
revitalized are also affected. From the author’s perspective, with the commercial 
sectors who can afford the high rent at the forefront and the cultural and creative 
industry concealed in invisible parts of our city, no doubt superficial observation of 
Hong Kong gives an impression of a ‘Cultural Desert’ to some. 
 
From the author’s perspective, the crux of the issue lies in the disconnection 
between space planners and space users, leading to communication problems.  
 
1. In a brochure distributed by EKEO, it is claimed that “this area has lost some of its 

past vibrancy with many under-utilized industrial buildings following the 
relocation of our Airport to Chek Lap Kok and manufacturing base to the 
Mainland.” Obviously this goes against the observation from Wong regarding the 
existing vibrancy of the music community within the area.  
 

2. The band that organized the protesting concert against the one “Fly the Flyover – 
Teenage Band Marathon” held by EKEO on 20th January 2013 asserted that “they 
need not find EKEO to set up the equipments, need not apply and need not wait 
for the government’s approval.”90 However, EKEO officials clarified in the 
“Briefing and Walking Tour in Kwun Tong” that “bands can feel free to use the 

                                                      
90 Retrieved from news http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1015360 

http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1015360
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space with not much restriction; they only need to apply to EKEO if they wish to 
use our facilities, such as lighting and backstage.” 

 
3. It is visible from Figure 69 that EKEO has tried to design the venue to be 

interactive. This effort is however not recognized by bands. Andrew asserted that 
“the government venue design has made it difficult for audiences to interact with 
the performing artists. We do not want fixed facilities and equipment, but those 
that can be moved around freely.”  

 
The lack of communication between the government and the local music community 
has led to undesirable outcomes in planning, policy and space users’ reaction. The 
street space originally provided for artists, ends up being boycotted by bands (Figure 
72). Indiscreet policy to revitalize industrial buildings has also seriously the disrupted 
the local music community. As Ma Fung-kwok, a member of the Legislative Council, 
pointed out, the revitalization policy failed because of “the lack of comprehensive 
consideration in policy formulation, high application barrier and low flexibility. Given 
the government has intended to promote the cultural and creative industry through 
revitalizing industrial buildings and is faced with shortage of venues for sports and art, 
there is no reason the government should not handle application for conversion of 
industrial buildings for recreational uses in a flexible manner”91 From the author’s 
perspective, if hobby-based community is considered to be important, policy makers 
should learn from this case study that government intervention to systemize and 
manage an existing hobby-based community without adequate communication and 
negotiation can lead to outcome opposite to what is expected. 
 
Figure 72 Protest from local music community (news photo) 

 

                                                      
91 Retrieved from news 
http://www.hket.com/eti/article/1c23680f-3026-4745-ab6d-5e6cf80e7303-558130 

http://www.hket.com/eti/article/1c23680f-3026-4745-ab6d-5e6cf80e7303-558130
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4.3 Policy recommendation 

Several possibilities for refreshing the policymaking perspectives to improve street 
community have been discussed and summarized as below:  
 
 Acknowledge the non-market value of community as much as the market value 

of economic competition in policymaking 
 Support and promote traditional shops 
 Tolerate small amount of space conflict for community development  
 Provide leisurely open space for hobby groups 
 Value local wisdom and work with space users in urban planning 
 
This section is going to explore additional ‘soft’ policy options for improving street 
community. 
 
4.3.1 Management vs. Autonomy 
Revolving around Part 3 and Part 4 is the issue of arguably excessive management 
from government, exemplified by the cases of street performers, peddlers, Twilight 
Market and Kwun Tong music community. These cases are far from limited in Hong 
Kong. In South Bank, various interaction facilities including fruit stalls, gardens and a 
skating ground had been provided to pedestrians92 However, the skating ground 
actually did not exist in the official map of South Bank – it was a space made by 
space users rather than space planners. The self-made skating ground serves as a 
counterexample to what Sampson Wong called the ‘design perspective’ of Hong Kong 
planners, namely the strong belief in cultivating publicness through built 
environment modification or construction. He stressed that deliberate planning often 
impaired rather than fostered the publicness of a space93. Government should 
therefore adopt a positive non-intervention policy to public space.  
 
A large part of this paper has been spent discussing the negative impact of 
government management on human pieces. Nevertheless, government management 
is desirable under certain conditions. After Ms. Lai Yan Chi, the President of FM 
Theater Power, shared her experience in the 1st Hong Kong Public Space Symposium 

                                                      
92 In the 1st Hong Kong Public Space Symposium, Paul Zimmerman and Prof. Ng Mee Kam introduced 
to the audience this foreign case. 
93 In Sampson’s presentation, he described that natural publicness comes from marginal space that is 
regarded by conventional definition of public space as “rough, wild, disordered and risky”, as against 
the conventionally pursued “sterile, idyllic, ordered and safe” public space. 
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of performing drama in the Mongkok Pedestrian Precinct, one of the audience put 
forward the case that, without proper management, there could possibly be no limit 
to number of drama performing teams in the area, if there were 10 drama 
performances taking place at the same in the crowded Mongkok Pedestrian Precinct, 
pedestrian flow can be seriously obstructed. The need for government management 
in case of serious rivalry among different street users was put forward. 
 
It should be apparent from the above arguments that a balance between 
management and autonomy, rather than the entirety of either, has to be sought. 
From the author’s perspective, management should only be imposed if the situation 
demands; some measures were established to solve problems that existed in the 
older days which persist even though such problems no longer exist. Policy makers 
should regularly review whether particular management measures are constructive 
given a change in context. Dialogue regarding the scope of management should 
therefore be initiated in government. This is supported by Ms. Winnie Ho, the 
Deputy Head of EKEO, when she explained that “the most discussed topic in EKEO is 
about management. While we need to install CCTV and intervene in case of facility 
destruction or fighting, we have briefed our staff and security guards not to intervene 
normal activities. We have communicated with our staff that we do not mind people 
moving the public furniture so that they will not fear losing their jobs for not 
intervening.” Without this kind of communication, frontier staff of the government 
may exercise an inflexible amount of management lest they will be blamed for not 
carrying out their duties. This may be a novel concept to the government. However, 
as Prof. Ng Mee Kam pointed out, “the government always does things by the book 
to minimize mistakes, but we need courage them to do something new”. From the 
author’s perspective, public space does not exist to minimize risk or complaints; it is 
a source of local character and vibrancy, as well as a breeding ground for community. 
The risk of introducing more communication within the government and among 
different stakeholders rather than imposing strict management is thus worth taking. 
 
Management should be minimal – “interaction among people need not and should 
not be managed. It is something natural. Management is for the economic man”94. 
As Nobel laureate Elinor Ostrom pointed out, people can come up with solutions to 
collective goods problems through negotiation. The same applies to public space use.” 
In the author’s opinion, the difference in perspectives between government and 
human pieces as well as the inadequacy of communication between the two is 
analogous to the following scene which the author witnessed in street: “there was a 

                                                      
94 This is pointed out by Prof. Ng Mee Kam in the 1st Hong Kong Public Space Symposium 
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kid who handed his completed drawing to his domestic helper, who subsequently 
folded the drawing and put it into her bag. The kid cried out that the drawing was 
ruined.” This is analogous to the situation of human pieces in the street. The 
domestic helper symbolizing the government folded the drawing to make it easier to 
handle, treating the drawing as something to cope with as in the government 
management of human pieces. The kid symbolizing the human pieces, on the other 
hand, sees this as suppression of what he is trying to do. What is lacking is 
communication between space planners and space users, as pointed out in the Kwun 
Tong music community case above. In the end, policy makers need to trust that the 
public can negotiate among themselves on space use. 
 
4.3.2 Community engagement 
To address the lack of communication between space users and space planners, 
policy makers should consider opportunities to engage with community. Community 
engagement is important to urban planning because great design can only be 
delivered by people with a deep social and cultural understanding of the 
communities they are designing for. This echoes with the perspective of Raymond 
Lee, the Head of EKEO, when he defined place-making as “an integration strategy for 
planning, design, implementation, management and community engagement to 
create quality public space.” Listening to what the community really wants is 
foundational to achieve people-oriented urban design.  
 
There are various ways to engage with community. For instance, public forums may 
be held as a platform for people to share their vision, local wisdom and knowledge 
regarding the place they are familiar with. Alternatively, since schools play a role of 
promoting economic activities and vibrancy of their surrounding areas, workshops 
can be organized at schools to educate students how to use the public space as well 
as to tap into their creativity on how to improve the community. By establishing a 
partnership with local people in the planning process, policy makers can stimulate 
local people’s sense of ownership of their neighborhood, raise local awareness on 
how to better utilize and protect their public space and nurture their sense of 
belonging to the community, echoing with the research on sense of community index 
discussed at the beginning of Part 4. 
 
To facilitate the process of community engagement, policy makers should also seek 
options to strengthen community bonding. There are various organizations which 
serve to bond community by organizing activities. For example, ‘Youth Spots’ under 
the Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups (HKFYG) regularly organize recreational 
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and activities for teenagers and young adults (Figure 73). The kaifong association is 
another type of traditional community organization serving similar functions. 
According to Michelle Fok, a former resident in Tai Hang, the Tai Hang kaifong 
association organizes exercise classes every morning exclusive to residents living in 
Tai Hang; the traditional ‘Fire Dragon Dance’ parade is also organized by the kaifong 
association in which only residents living in Tai Hang can participate and help out. 
Apart from these non-governmental organizations, District Councils may play an 
active role. For example, from the author’s own experience, a one-day trip is 
periodically organized by the District Council for residents of certain public housing 
estates. Capitalizing on the greenery spots in street provided by the District Council, 
the work of watering and horticulture can be decentralized to volunteers from the 
community to allow visible community participation (Figure 74). All these structured 
activities are instrumental to allowing people within the same community to know 
one another and develop a sense of community. 
 
Figure 73 Community organization in To Gwa Wan 

 
 
Figure 74Decentralization of greenery spots in Chai Wan 
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Conclusion 
Key points in each part 
The main ideas explored in every part are summarized below. Further explanation, 
examples and justifications can be retrieved by referring to the original text. 
 
Part 1:  A semi-collective good is both spatially excludable and temporally rival, 

which is compatible to the nature of a good street environment. The 
concept of Street Ecology is defined as “the vibrancy and modality of 
interaction among pedestrians and with the street environment” to 
accentuate the focus of people in the discussion of a good street 
environment. Given the physical context of Hong Kong, Street Ecology is a 
critical social capital. 

 
Part 2:  Street walkability is the user-friendliness and attractiveness of a street for 

pedestrians. Street widening is foundational to most options for improving 
the street environment. In a lot of places, excessive amount of space is 
allocated to drivers, leading to narrow streets. Street railings, commercial 
obstacles and vehicular obstacles further decrease the effective walking 
space of a street. While greenery can improve streetscape, street character 
is equally important. Stories about a street can be told through media to 
deepen pedestrian connection with the street. Walls, fixtures and greenery 
plots in the street offer options for decoration. Street stalls can enrich the 
diversity and vibrancy of a street. Compatible architectural style of 
buildings can also nurture local character of a place in larger scale. 

 
Part 3:  Street connectivity is the potential of a street for inducing interaction 

among pedestrians and other street users. Stationary spots for interaction 
dynamics are foundational to street connectivity. While sittable spots and 
recreational facilities are the physical examples, human pieces play an 
important role. Commercial discourse, political discourse, street 
performance and street peddling substantially beef up the vibrancy and 
interaction capacity of a street, though intensifying rivalry among different 
street users at the same time. Exposed shops, street stalls and extended 
shops are relatively permanent options of enriching the human elements in 
a street. 
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Part 4:  Street can be a breeding ground of community. Strong community bonding 
is foundational to a good street environment, since the latter is exclusively 
supplied by people using the street. Community can be easily formed in the 
streets nearby a neighborhood since people can repeat interaction 
frequently. Traditional shops are important since they are often exposed 
and run by family businesses. Traditional shopkeepers perceive customer 
relationship differently compared with chain storekeepers. Street peddling 
near a neighborhood is equally important, though suppressed by the 
government in recent years. Apart from neighborhoods, community can be 
formed based on hobbies, though again affected by the government due to 
indiscreet space planning. 

 
Looking forward 
Street is the most important public space in Hong Kong. It is important for policy 
makers to raise awareness of the public regarding the functions of streets to bond 
communities, fulfill recreational needs and encourage social interactions, thus 
facilitating sustainable development. Different stakeholders should be engaged in the 
planning process through Walkability Apps, rate voting, private-public negotiation 
and assurance contracts. Street painting can be considered as an option to lessen 
rivalry among different street users without compromising too much street vibrancy 
and human interaction, in case of excessive vibrancy. Equipment can be provided to 
signal to the public government’s approval and invitation for people to use the space 
for particular functions, in case of inadequate vibrancy. Most importantly, 
communication must be effectively established between space planners and space 
users. Intangible, non-market values should be weighed as equally important as 
economic efficiency and minimization of complaints. To nurture a vibrant community, 
conflicts and errors have to be tolerated. To nurture a livable city, policy makers have 
to strike a balance between management and autonomy. 
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