Steering Modernization while Serving the Community

You like them. You hate them. It is just the antique building that you live in. It is the neighborhood you grew up in. It is the street that you pass through every day. It is just the place where you have strong ties with. On the other hand, they are old, out-dated, dilapidated, and even unsafe to live in. Like it or not, the fact is that a substantial number of us reside in the inner decaying city with a property ready for a change, or an area for a makeover. The Urban Renewal Authority (URA)’s revitalization plans in Hong Kong are hereby to transform these properties into structures that add vitality to the city while appearing to have always been a part of it. The benefits of urban renewal include reviving the urban functions, improving residential environment, increasing public amenities and stimulating the prosperity of the targeted region.

Success of this policy can be defined in terms of both preserving the quality of housing and enhancing the value of the properties. There are buildings in the inner city which are forty years old or above. They are standing in danger with shabby walls, leaking pipes, inadequate fire safety systems and precarious wire connections, which threaten the residents of the building and even passers-by. These inner decaying areas are often overcrowded, and more prone to hazards like fire. Through ‘revamp’ and revitalization of these areas, residents will be able to live in the new old place, with repainted walls to reconstructed staircases to advanced fire service installations. Revitalization aims to revive and strengthen the economic and environmental fabric of old districts. The URA will also be working with the owners, the Government and other partners to prevent the decay of built environments by promoting and facilitating the proper repair and maintenance of buildings. It is understandable that it is always hard for us to forgo our past, places where we started, and just so, revitalization allows people to stay in places where their collective memories or personal reminiscences are stored. They would only be invited to leave the district temporarily with a reasonable amount of compensation for short term resettlement. Shops are welcome to operate during constructions; the authority will provide them with boarding and stable electricity. The most significant direction of modern development is to switch focus to revitalization, so as to be accountable and responsive to the needs of the community. The newly improved district would be as self-contained as possible with adequate public amenities, recreation spots, open areas, green belts and job opportunities.

Demolitions of buildings however, is unavoidable, especially when they are obsolete, of single identity and do not possess any architectural uniqueness. Land is at a premium in Hong Kong, and with a soaring population it is impossible to retain everything for old time’s sake. Demolition of these old, lifeless buildings in return for some new ones should therefore be a fair deal. While some parts of Hong Kong have been disparagingly called ‘concrete jungle’, urban renewal of old urban districts could prove that there are still modern structures of merit. Characteristic redeveloped regions with distinguishing features are going to show an impressive degree of distinction and aesthetic sensitivity.

Moreover, our society has to improve, not only to meet social needs, but also to measure up to international standards. Improvement in infrastructure, like transportation, is a must. Narrow and overcrowded roads, tunnels, highways are becoming incapable of accommodating large vehicles, and congestions at bottlenecks often result during rush hours. Enhancement of transport network would be a perfect finishing touch to the progressive development of Hong Kong.

By the cooperation of the URA and the Government, it is strictly confirmed that the whole urban renewal project will promote the advanced reuse of old urban districts, increase the value of properties, revive long lost characteristics, strengthen the economy and equip Hong Kong with higher competitiveness.

Your support and opinions will be the lynchpin of the success of urban renewal. Please feel free to voice what you think under the social impact assessment, or at the URA district office.

And in the end, revitalization is what it is all about. The opportunity to revitalize an area progressively is the central pillar of modernization. Today, we have a better chance and more comprehensive ways than ever to modernize and beautify the place we belong to. Why not treasure them?
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