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Revolutionising Mindset and Pooling Strength for
Greener Pastures in Urban Regeneration

BEMERERHENLELE £S5 FNARENEAMN (AR BRTAXE BRBRBHEEAFRESTEERNO IS
SO FEIERETRERNORE NEEHERAUBERRNTEREREINSAE  YBIAR U EHBEATERLRE-
Mr Victor So Hing-woh, former Chairman of the Urban Renewal Authority, published a commentary on Ming Pao prior to
his retirement from the position in late April 2019. Apart from summing up the experience during his six-year tenure, he
also shared his insight about the future challenges of urban renewal as well as his hope for new models of sustainable urban
regeneration and a new mindset to tackle the problem of urban decay.
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Mr Victor SO Hing-woh
Former Chairman of the URA

At the end of April this year, | have completed my sixth year as Chairman
of the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) — how time flies. The URA was
established in 2001 to take over the redevelopment projects of the former
Land Development Corporation (LDC). Taking up the chairmanship in
2013, | am grateful to be one of the four chairmen to have served this
important public organisation and am also proud and honoured to be a
part of this team driving urban renewal during the last six years, which
represents one-third of its 18 years of establishment. | would like to take
this opportunity to share some of my observations and feelings about
urban regeneration works in Hong Kong over the years.

Before the establishment of the URA, the public and private sectors
had pursued urban renewal through different modes of development.
Private developers had even participated in redevelopment projects
much earlier than the Government, but their benefits to the community
were less significant because they were generally small in scale due to
the scattered property titles among old building owners. To this end,
the Government in 1988 established the LDC. Operated on prudent
commercial principles without burdening the public purse, the then LDC
had instituted large-scale redevelopment schemes and launched several
major projects through collaborations with the private sector. These
projects included The Center, which is now the commercial landmark in
Central; the Argyle Street/Shanghai Street Project (Langham Place) in
Mongkok and the Tsuen Wan Town Centre Project (Vision City). Thanks
to those joint efforts, the cityscape of these old districts and the living
environment of the communities have been substantially improved.

However, in the absence of the Government’s capital injection, LDC
lacked the sufficient resources to decant the large number of residents
affected by the redevelopment. Adding to the challenge was the
prolonged process of acquisition of property titles and the cyclical
fluctuations of Hong Kong'’s property market. The Government had to
therefore contemplate solutions to this thorny issue. Finally in June 1996,
a policy statement entitled Urban Renewal in Hong Kong was published
by the Government to capture the predicament in urban redevelopment
at the time. As pointed out in the statement, the Government was of the
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The URA is conducting a two-
year district planning study
on Yau Ma Tei and Mong Kok,
which aims to explore ways
to enhance the efficiency
of existing land use and
redevelopment potential of
the districts.

view that without a new operation mechanism and enhanced funding from
the Government, LDC could only undertake the task of urban renewal at
a very slow pace, which would impede the resolution of the long-term
ageing issues of older urban areas. As a result, the Government proposed
to set up a new statutory body, namely the Urban Renewal Authority, to
operate under a new statutory structure and mission for implementing
urban regeneration backed by a $10 billion capital injection from the
Government.

With the financial support from the Government and assistance from the
Housing Authority and the Hong Kong Housing Society in re-housing
eligible, affected tenants, coupled with more streamlined land acquisition
procedures, the URA took over the urban renewal endeavours of 25 major
redevelopment projects from the LDC, including the largest-ever Kwun
Tong Town Centre project. On top of these, the URA also prioritised the
redevelopment potential of 200 projects based on factors such as the
condition of the buildings, the living environment of the communities and
the planning benefits arising from the redevelopment initiatives, thus
enabling more redevelopment projects to be carried out in an orderly
manner.

In response to the Government’s review of the Urban Renewal Strategy in
2011 and its outline of a ‘district-based approach’, the URA has gradually
worked towards adopting a district-based model since 2016 and devised
a comprehensive and holistic plan for the six pilot redevelopment projects
in To Kwa Wan that constituted a total area of 22,000 square metres.
Under this approach, these projects re-energised and enhanced the
liveability of the entire community, as more than 3,000 new apartments
would be provided, together with an improved transport network, more
ground space for recreational purpose and the relocation of street shops,
and enhanced walkways through beautification and greening initiatives.
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The URA has implemented a ‘Project Engagement’
Programme since 2016, in which a special team has
been set up to proactively reach out to residents
affected by the URA's redevelopment projects and
to strengthen the relationship with them.

REBETNENBEZNGF - 7 REM
FRR (TERERRK) H UERBREER
EFREEEN T BIELARES
TRNHEFEERERZER  EHEE
RV B £ o Al EE o

A BFELBRERE  STHEEHN
FRATHA  RERPBERERE - Bl
IEEETT - BFBERER T FRULHE

The URA also adheres to the ‘people first’ principle to facilitate the
smooth implementation of the redevelopment projects by fostering
communications with the affected residents. A special team has been
set up to proactively reach out to over 3,000 households in the district,
and to carefully explain the compensation policies and relocation
arrangements, as well as the latest progress of the projects so as to
alleviate their anxiety.

The district-based redevelopment projects in To Kwa Wan demonstrated
our commitment to strive for the urban renewal objectives as stipulated
in the Urban Renewal Strategy to restructure and re-plan the old districts,
and rationalise land use to meet various social needs.

Yet in the face of the aggravating problem of ageing buildings, the road
to urban renewal not only remains a rough and bumpy ride but would also
become more difficult. The number of buildings currently aged 50 years
or more is increasing at a staggering rate of an average of 600 annually,
and is expected to reach 30,000 by 2046. With the URA redeveloping
fewer than 100 buildings each year, even if we take into account the
additional private redevelopment projects, it is clear that the combined
efforts of the public and private sectors in redeveloping old districts are
far from adequate.

In addition, old buildings yet to be redeveloped at present are at
least eight to ten storeys high on average, meaning a lower residual
development potential as compared to that of older buildings in previous
redevelopment sites. For instance, the whole district of Mongkok and Yau
Ma Tei, with a high density of old buildings, has only 10% residual plot
ratio, sporadically distributed in different sites, available for development.
Given such a lack of potential or incentives for development, alongside the
existing urban planning and legal framework constraining development
density, if we still do not come up with an innovative mechanism to bring
together scattered plot ratios for integrated developments, the outlook
for commencing financially viable projects with planning benefits would
become increasingly gloomy, and may even reach a dead-end one day,
regardless of whether the initiatives are public or private.

In view of this, we must continue to inject new thinking into the current
urban renewal efforts and explore new opportunities with more forward-
looking strategies. When implementing our future redevelopment
plans, we should set sights on fully utilising the plot ratios of the entire
district in whatever legally permissible ways in order to accommodate
different needs for housing, community and economic development.
The formulation of our future development plans which aim to bring
the greatest benefits would involve the relaxation of height limits, the
development of underground space, the transfer and integration of
plot ratios of different buildings, as well as the realignment of transport
network so as to minimise road area, thereby injecting vibrancy into the
redevelopment sector and encouraging participation.
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We also need to reform the development model
of our existing projects in order to fuel the
momentum for urban regeneration.

Not only do we require a new mindset on the planning level, we also need
to reform the development model of our existing projects in order to
fuel the momentum for urban regeneration. The URA has been offering
a Home Purchase Allowance to affected owner-occupiers of domestic
properties, which resulted in a higher-than-market acquisition offer
consisting of the market value of a property plus an ex-gratia allowance
in accordance with the ‘seven-year rule’. As the property market has risen
over the past 10 years, the acquisition cost of old properties has been
significantly pushed up. Fortunately, the growth of revenues from URA
projects has managed to offset the pressure of rising costs. Yet given the
cyclical nature of real estate market and under the unchanging principle
stipulating the ‘market value plus ex-gratia allowance’ acquisition offers,
once property prices plunge, the URA will assume the risk of ‘buy high, sell
low’ for its projects leading to a reduction in both revenue and hence the
resources available for future redevelopment projects investment. In this
regard, the URA must therefore be financially prudent and save for rainy
days, in addition to considering the feasibility of alternative development
models for urban renewal projects, so that urban regeneration can be
sustained even in a volatile property market.

As we wrestle with the challenges in the uphill battle against urban decay,
we have also managed to create a buffer zone to alleviate pressure from
the continuous ageing of buildings by exceling in building rehabilitation,
an urban regeneration strategy that has prompted all of us not to rely on
building ages as the single factor to govern the demolition need. Over
the years the Government and the URA have implemented a number of
initiatives such as Operation Building Bright 1.0 Scheme (OBB 1.0) and
OBB 2.0, Fire Safety Improvement Works Subsidy Scheme and the recently
launched Lift Modernisation Subsidy Scheme (LIMSS) to encourage
property owners to carry out building maintenance works with the
provision of financial assistance and professional support. Nevertheless,
these schemes offer only one-off support, not to mention that property
owners often fall short of knowledge, skills and the awareness to conduct
regular rehabilitation that can help maintain the building conditions
and extend the service life of their buildings. In this light, we have to
adopt a new mindset for building rehabilitation and foster the healthy
development of the service industry. The Government can also, through
its policies or subsidy schemes, promote the use of innovative technology
in the industry so that more accurate analysis of building conditions can
be ensured after inspections and condition surveys, thereby assisting
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The URA held briefing sessions to introduce the Operation Building Bright 2.0 and
the Fire Safety Improvement Works Subsidy Scheme to property owners.

the owners to clearly understand the conditions of their properties and
conduct proper maintenance works accordingly.

While shouldering the social responsibility to take forward the mission of
urban regeneration, the URA must remain far-sighted when formulating
its planning and development strategies. Yet at the same time, it should
also take into account the interests and needs of different community
stakeholders. | hope the URA can keep pace with the times and embrace
future challenges with a new mindset that can conceive sustainable
models for urban regeneration. As the problem of urban decay grows
and cannot be tackled by the URA alone, the Authority must play an
active role of facilitator’ to promote and drive new market mechanisms
of urban renewal, and pool efforts from the public and private sectors
as well as property owners. Only then can the driving force be strong
enough to lead us to the next new chapter for urban regeneration and
achieve the goal of sustainable development.
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The Authority must play an active role of ‘facilitator’
to promote and drive new market mechanisms of

urban renewal, and pool efforts from the public and

private sectors as well as property owners. Only then

can the driving force be strong enough to lead us to
the next new chapter for urban regeneration.





