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Enduring attempt is the source of success  Hu Shi

TR MFRESTH —KEWSREEREEFE
2004 Olympics men's 110-metre hurdles gold medalist Chinese athlete Liu Xiang
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It is with an enduring feeling of satisfaction that | complete my final chapter on
urban renewal after 12 years of work with the Urban Renewal Authority (URA)
and its predecessor, the Land Development Corporation (LDC). As | bid farewell
to my colleagues at the URA, | am convinced that | am leaving behind an
organisation that is well positioned in fulfiling the vision and mission entrusted by

the Government, the Legislature and the Hong Kong community.

The road to urban renewal has been, and will continue to be, a long and arduous
one. Although the work of the LDC did not end without impressive
achievements, it has taken us many painful moments to learn our ropes. We
have learned that whilst a booming property market and outside funding through
partnership with private developers are a potent force of help, we must possess
financial independence in order to ride out the cycles of the economy and the
property market and to maintain a sustainable urban renewal programme for the
long term. We have also learned from bitter lessons that a protracted process of
land assembly and site clearance, coupled with the lack of rehousing resources,

would definitely put any project in financial jeopardy.
All this has changed with the Government's new vision and determination. The

URA was established in May 2001 and its financial independence was assured

by the Government's undertaking to inject a capital of $10 billion over a five-year
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period and agreement to levy a nominal land premium in the URA's projects. An
annual supply of 2,000 public housing units was secured from the Hong Kong
Housing Authority and Hong Kong Housing Society to cater for the rehousing

need of the tenants displaced by redevelopment projects.

The most significant reform of all was the introduction of a trigger point in the
legislation whereby any application for land resumption by the URA to
Government must take place within 12 months of the Government's approval
date of the project. This has eliminated the risk of serious delay in land assembly
and clearance, and ensured that the overall urban renewal programme could be
planned and implemented on a practicable timeframe. Also, the mandate of the
URA has been extended to truly reflect its multi-faceted functions as an urban

regeneration agency.

The transition from LDC to URA has been a big challenge. We dealt remarkably
well with four pressing tasks. First, we made use of the pre-transition period to
obtain planning approval successfully for most of the 25 projects announced by
the LDC in early 1998 but for which the local residents have been kept waiting in
suspense since then. Second, we formulated a new corporate strategy
comprising four main strands, namely redevelopment, rehabilitation, preservation
and revitalisation (the 4Rs strategy) and promptly set to work on the first five-year
Corporate Plan for long-term implementation. Third, we strived hard and, with
some financial restructuring, achieved a smooth continuation of the 10 on-going
redevelopment joint venture projects inherited from the LDC amidst a weakening
property market. Fourth and more importantly, we responded to the great
anxiety of the community by making an early start with the commencement of
three 'early launch projects' in Wan Chai, Sham Shui Po and Tai Kok Tsui within

months of our transition.

The 'early launch projects' were a pilot test of the efficacy of our new acquisition
and land assembly procedure. We have set for ourselves a target schedule of 24
months to complete the acquisition, land resumption and site clearance. And we
made it. Thanks to the new procedure and with due credit to the hard work of
the Management and all staff, the average acquisition success rate for the
projects was 85.8 per cent and the remainder was completed by resumption
within the 24-month schedule by March 2004. The significance of this early

experimental success cannot be over-emphasised. It has enabled the URA to
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proceed with its five-year Corporate Plan with practical confidence. It also sent a
positive and clear message to owners and residents of the rest of the 25 'LDC-
announced projects' that the light at the end of the tunnel was in sight.
Furthermore, it provided a working model for the URA to eventually enter into a
strategic partnership with the Hong Kong Housing Society to speed up

implementation of the 25 projects.

| am gratified to see that the building rehabilitation programme has also got off to
a good start. By motivating and assisting residential owners to rehabilitate their
buildings, we have advanced into the preventive front in our war against urban
decay instead of waiting for buildings to go into dilapidation and demolition. If the
decay process could be contained, we stand a better chance of winning the war

in the long run.

During the past year, the URA has begun to move towards an 'action area'
approach that calls for focusing of efforts within a designated boundary. The
advantage of this approach over a piecemeal, scattered approach is obvious,
particularly in terms of strategic vision, overall planning and synergy between the
4Rs efforts. Furthermore, this approach will enable the URA to develop and
maintain, at the operational level, a long-term working relationship with the
respective local communities and facilitate a consistent planning and execution

process.

As the URA enters its fourth year of operation, the challenge is upon the
organisation to keep pace with the fast growing portfolio of 4Rs projects. For
redevelopment alone, the URA's gross development value of 11 projects
commenced in the past two years is estimated at $9.78 billion, excluding the 10
on-going projects inherited from the LDC and six projects undertaken in
association with the Housing Society. Moreover, new skills are required for new
tasks of rehabilitation, preservation and revitalisation. The implication is that the
URA's employees, mainly inherited from the LDC, must be retooled and retrained
to achieve a higher level of professionalism and cost-effectiveness. The URA's
organisational structure must also evolve to meet the needs of the action area
based approach that requires the formation of dedicated action area teams led
by action area managers and backed up by a multi-disciplined pool of

professional staff at the headquarters.
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My final chapter will not be complete without addressing the issue of rehousing
for the elderly who are a growing population in the old districts destined for
regeneration. In the spirit of the URA's people-oriented approach, our frontline
staff and social service teams have worked exceedingly hard to help them find
new homes and settle down in the neighbourhood. Minimum payments
amounting to many times of statutory compensation are given to poor tenants
living in cubicles and bed spaces. Compassionate rehousing is offered to those
in genuine hardship but not eligible for normal rehousing for various reasons. For
future development, it is for us to consider whether we could formulate a more
comprehensive policy with more rehousing options for the elderly including
owners of small means, such as the use of the URA's small sites to construct
rehousing blocks specially designed to meet their needs and refurbishment of old

buildings acquired at open market value for rehousing in the same district.

Urban renewal is a painstaking process of social change. The challenge ahead is
formidable but the reward is worth it. The reward will not be monetary profit for
the URA but rather the improvement of livelihood in the old districts and added
value to Hong Kong's economy through regeneration. The URA, with strong
support by the Government, has made a good start. | am happy to hand over
the reins to my successor, Mr. Edward Cheng. | am sure that the URA under his
leadership will go from strength to strength in meeting the aspirations of the
community at large. To my fellow Board and Committee Members who have all
given me their advice and support so generously in the past three years, | am
deeply indebted. | am grateful, in particular, for the valuable contribution of Mr
Michael Lai who has served on the Board for the past 10 years. To the
Management and all employees of the URA, | salute to their dedication and

ingenuity in overcoming the difficulties and achieving impressive results within

just three years. | wish them every success in the future.

Dr. Lau Wah-sum
Chairman

30 April 2004




