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PREFACE

Dr Hee Sun (Sunny) Choi
U+U Journal Editor

THE EVOLVING NOTION OF URBAN LIVEABILITY; WHAT DO WE NEED TO DO TO CREATE A LIVEABLE CITY?

The idea of the ‘liveable city’ emerged in the 1950s, as cities grew and multiplied and the processes of modernisa-

tion and urbanisation began to influence urban character (Kaal, 2011). The significant effects of the surrounding en-

vironment on residents health and well-being began to be seen not simply as the consequence and sacrifice of city 

living, but as something that could, and should, be managed and controlled (Detwyler and Marcus, 1972 & Michel-

son, 1973).‘Liveability’ is defined by the person-environment relationship and in the context of a city is influenced 

by both the tangible, physical elements and intangible, socio-cultural factors.

The physical factors can be measured and evaluated as a set of numerical/performance-based criteria. For these, 

theorists (Namazi-Rad, Perez, Berryman and Lamy, 2012) have identified five fundamental aspects liveable cities: ro-

bust and complete neighbourhoods, accessibility and sustainabity of mobility, a diverse and resilient local economy, 

vibrant public spaces, and affordability.

The socio-cultural factors are more subjective, based on the perspective of each citizen, with a looser framework 

that emphasises the experiences of people who are living in the community. It has been defined as “how well the 

city works for us, as well as how comfortable and enjoyable our neighbourhood and city are” (Southworth , 2003), 

and “The idea of a liveable city is to bring the community together for healthy living, enhance their interaction 

among themselves and surrounding environment and sustainably promote their productivity and wellbeing” (Ma-

heshwari, Singh, & Thoradeniya, 2016). 

Each city has its own challenges and opportunities when seeking to strike the balance between economic vitality 

and quality of life and considering these tangible and intangible factors. In the case of the compact city of Hong 

Kong, a key physical factor is certainly density. As Peter Cookson Smith (2020) notes ‘a central issue is the already 

high development density.  Our population density over the entire territory averages 6,700 persons per sq km.  If 

only built areas which account for 24 percent of land  are taken into account, the density averages 27,330 persons 

per sq km and that in itself represents one of our essential problems when it comes to liveability’.  
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This density bring’s with it a host of challenges, including high pollution levels, as highlighted by Huang et al in our 

last issue (U+U Issue 3, 2019, pg 37), an increased usage of private cars and a higher risk of the spread of airborne 

virus as we continue to witness with Covid 19. Hong Kong’s geo-political position has also resulted in an increase in 

civil unrest in recent years, which can be discussed in many ways but if we focus on the issue of liveability there has 

certainly been an impact.

As we become by necessity more focused on the environment and the importance of sustainable solutions, this also 

influences what “liveability’ means. It requires that we focus on sustainable approaches to urban energy efficiency, 

urban mobility, urban climate control and urban smart technology. This should include cutting edge approaches to 

new and long-standing issues, such as the pioneering work the MIT Senseable Lab is doing to counter solar gain and 

the heat island effect in dense cities such as Hong Kong. Such findings can inform a more holistic approach towards 

urban development.

It will be intriguing to see how are cities evolve and react to these challenges over the next 10 years. As urban de-

signers we should be at the top table of key actors and decision makers in forging a path towards a better quality and 

more sustainable urban environment, with great streets and sustainable communities, where walking and cycling 

can be the preferred options for most trips, where public spaces are beautiful, well-designed, and well-maintained, 

and where housing is more plentiful and more affordable.

According to CNN in 2019, Vienna topped the Global Liveability Index of the 140 cities surveyed, followed by 

Melbourne, Sydney, Osaka and Calgary.  make up the top five on the annual Global Liveability Index of 140 cities 

around the world. Hong Kong is currently ranked 38, with Singapore close behind at 40, and Dubai at 70. As urban 

designers we can use both our professional knowledge and our imaginations in design strategies for Liveable Cities 

that can shift these indices by offering improvements in land use, open space, and environmental policy, running 

programs, and supporting grassroots initiatives to make our cities more walkable, healthier and safer. In this way 

urban residents can feel a greater sense of ownership, belonging and pride in a public life that they have participated 

in making more pleasant for all.

In this issue, 7 professionals tackle this topic from a range of perspectives that are both theoretical and practice-

focused. I see these perspectives as a series of pieces in the jigsaw that makes up the city with self-esteem and self-

efficacy. 
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Liveability Indexes; What they mean and how Hong Kong measures up

By Peter Hasdell
B.Sc.Arch.(hons), AA Dipl.(MArch.), RIBA 
Associate Dean, Associate Professor, School of Design, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University
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At first glance the concept of Liveable Cities ap-
pears to be a self-referential truism containing 
an inherent paradox, namely that cities by defi-
nition must be liveable. The word and for that 
matter the idea or concept of ‘city’ is linked in 
Ancient Latin etymology to the concept of civi-
lization. Its Latin root civitas, and the civis who 
are its citizens are therefore inextricably con-
nected to the city. Similarly in ancient Greek 
polis refers to the city as evident in metropolis 
for instance, in which polity are its inhabitants 
and form the political organizational and soci-
etal structure of those citizens. Therefore im-
plying that all cities are liveable. Yet we well 
know that there are varying degrees of live-
ability; places, suburbs, neighborhoods within 
cities where we would choose to live given a 
choice; or cities themselves which are more at-
tractive, or provide better amenities, prospects, 
standards of living or a higher quality of life. In 
fact, as city inhabitants - as citizens - we often 
make subjective assessments on whether we 
would like to live in a particular city or place in 
a city, this might be due to better schools or lei-
sure, park or recreation facilities, or possibly the 
area is desirable due to being a higher socio-
economic level. Such factors influence not only 
individuals and citizens but also organisations 
and businesses, on development and invest-
ment opportunities as well as districts and cities 
on their policies. 

Liveability Indexes are one increasingly popu-
lar mechanism for evaluating such factors. Live-
ability Indexes have several origins, one of this 
stems from socio-economic indexes such as 
the Gini Coefficient, derived over 100 years 

ago which indexed income inequality, other 
origins have been traced to property specula-
tion in the US in the late 1800s. The number 
of liveability indexes has grown significantly in 
scale and scope since the 1970s, in recent years 
becoming an increasingly commercialized sec-
tor where the use of such indexes are often, 
through licensing and pricy subscriptions, af-
fordable for cities and businesses who use these 
as either competitive mechanisms or as indica-
tors of business opportunity. As such they of-
ten are used as proto-evaluation tools for either 
individual lifestyle consumers as seen in busi-
ness, economy and lifestyle magazines such as 
The Economist or Monocle, by businesses who 
might be evaluating markets in different cities 
as potentials for investment and city policy-
makers who want to understand the competi-
tiveness of their city or how their city compares 
with other cities. 

(source: Monocle, July/August, 2018)
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So what constitutes a liveability index? The 
methods used to construct liveability indexes 
vary widely but draw at their base from theo-
ries of liveability and on how well inhabitants 
are adapting to the aspects of that environment. 
One way this can be understood is: “A live-
ability index is a table that ranks a set of cities, 
regions, or nations according to a defined com-
bination of quantitative and qualitative proper-
ties. … . The properties are usually based on 
data from subjective surveys of, for example, 
“life satisfaction,” “well-being,” or “happiness,” 
as well as on data yielding more objective de-
terminants of “quality of life,” such as assess-
ments based on public statistics, “economic cli-
mate,” “political stability,” or “public services.” 
A liveability score or ranking given by such an 
index is an aggregate account of the situation in 
a city, region, or nation that is purported to ob-
tain there over a given period, usually 1 year.” 
(Scerri 2014). 

Indexes gather and arrange data based on cho-
sen criteria and the weighting these have been 
given in a particular index. Indexes cover a 
wide range of varying criteria from inequality to 
sustainability to lifestyle, ease of doing business 
and city competitiveness, each aimed at a differ-
ent sector and target audience. Or for example, 
using criteria including political climate, social, 
economic, environmental, stability, inhabitant 
safety and the level of provision of available ed-
ucation, transport, and other public services. As 
Scerri points out the normative reference point 
for many indexes is often assumed to be above-
average income earners in the global North 
with an assumption of human mobility, protec-

tion of basic human norms and rights, property 
rights, rule of law and an open public sphere. 
A further variable is the range of cities selected, 
which are normally aimed towards the antici-
pated users of that index. These factors allude to 
the inherent bias in all liveability indexes.

In fact, liveability indices have become a part 
of the inexorable rise of globalization and at-
tendant notions of world city, mobility and 
the global economy, the 2019 pandemic not-
withstanding. In parallel, competitive city par-
adigms have risen to the forefront as a sector 
of many city’s governance models, that assess 
their performance in relation to similar cities; 
or use liveability indexes as development para-
digms to attract high-worth sectors as inward 
investment. Hong Kong and Singapore are  cas-
es in point as both constitute similar types of 
city-states which aim to attract global finance 
and highly skilled workforces from the interna-
tional marketplace. If we extend this to a wider 
view of city planning and policy we can find 
that the concepts of creative city and creative 
economy development paradigms utilize simi-
lar liveability indexing concepts to rationalize, 
for instance, the coincidence of the creative 
districts with high levels of particular types of 
lifestyle amenities in key areas which attract the 
creative class. Such cities and regions have for 
instance attempted to duplicate the successes of 
San Francisco’s Bay Area, London’s Shoreditch 
or New York’s Soho areas.  

The ‘Creative City’ being a key tool for policy 
driven tertiary sector city development, devel-
oped by Florida, Landry and others, the creative 
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city ideas have more recently generated glob-
al city benchmarking concepts using the ‘cre-
ative index’ and ‘creative milieu’ ideas (Florida 
2005), (Landry and Bianchini 1995). These con-
cepts have been adopted by policy makers and 
planners and cities to address a variety of urban 
issues ranging from revitalizing dilapidated ur-
ban areas, increasing local employment, pro-
viding retraining opportunities, whilst fostering 
new service, creative industry and technology 
sectors and enhancing the branding, competi-
tiveness of the city in the global economy, as 
promoted by UNESCO’s (2004) Creative Cit-
ies Network. Critics note that the creative cities 
concept often masquerades as gentrification of 
run-down urban areas with no benefit to local 
residents (Markusen and Shrock 2006), creating 
a mono-cultural development (Mercer 2004).

Extending this line of thought further we can 
observe Hong Kong’s transition from a produc-
tion-based city to a tertiary knowledge sector 
city impacts the city’s economic, spatial, social 
and cultural development. As well as the val-
ues it establishes, the ways it plans for its future, 
and ultimately its regional and international 
competitiveness. The recent creative cluster de-
velopments such as the West Kowloon Cultural 
District, Tai Kwun and to some extent the East 
Kowloon Business District developments serve 
as attractions in this sector. In Hong Kong, the 
idea of the creative city, creative clusters and 
knowledge or tertiary sector-based economy, 
society and city was established following the 
1997 handover. The Planning Department, 
(2002) “Working Paper No. 20 Arts and Cultur-
al Development” first outlines the realignment 

of government agencies to reflect increasing 
importance of culture, linked to the subsequent 
establishment of the Culture and Heritage Com-
mission in 2000 to oversee and promote cul-
tural development.

The “Hong Kong 2030: Planning Vision and 
Strategy” positions a longer-term vision for HK 
in context of the changing economy and the 
need for promotion of the cultural and creative 
industries sector. This policy change fostered a 
range of studies, research, strategic positioning 
reports and case studies, aimed at developing 
HK’s competitiveness in these fields. Hui (2003) 
provides a sector analysis of HK’s creative in-
dustries. Subsequent studies are primarily poli-
cy based for different government agencies, for 
example the Hong Kong Ideas Centre (2009) 
study. A related series of studies on HK’s cre-
ative index as found in the Hong Kong Policy 
Research Institute report (2005) which culmi-
nated in the establishment of the ‘HK Creativity 
index’ in 2012.

Mok in a 2012 article proposed a Hong Kong 
design index based on the growth of the de-
sign sector and design-related industry. Newer 
government agencies such as Create HK have 
elevated the creative city concept as a direct 
branding and marketing strategy. Indeed policy 
applications of liveability can be found through-
out the government agencies as for instance in 
the Liveable City report by the Commission on 
Strategic Development (2016) cites several live-
ability indexes including EIU Liveability Survey, 
GLCI Survey and CASS Liveability Survey and 
maps Hong Kong criteria to these as a planning 
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and development paradigm.

It is not hard to critique the indexical approach-
es which attempt to value or assess financial or 
opportunity values to city development policies 
in Hong Kong. As Mar (2002) outlines, planning 
in Hong Kong has been ‘haphazard.’ He cites 
Cuthbert (1996) who articulates Hong Kong’s 
urban condition borrowing from Reyner Ban-
ham’s (1971) seminal work on Los Angeles as 
the beach, the freeways, the flatlands, and the 
foothills; four post-urban situations disaggre-
gated and connected mainly by mobility. For 
Cuthbert these four eroding ecologies in Hong 
Kong are the Merchant City, the Industrial City, 
the Financial City, and the Capital city; dis-
unified entities that have led to crises such as 
the current monopolization by large property 
developers, rampant speculation and property 
price capitalization; in part a consequence of 
government-regulated mechanisms of land con-
trol. As many authors have commented, these 
and consequent planning approaches have led 
to increasing inequality, as seen by large rises 
in the Gini coefficient and are recognized by 
some as contributing factors to social unrest in 
recent years.

Cuthbert (1997, 1998) postulates a critique that 
market-driven imperatives run counter to a cit-
izen-centered approach. This corporate model, 
not dissimilar to the models of city governance 
that Hong Kong has utilized in both pre-1997 
and after, places emphasis on a mercantile 
model of ‘capital’ and value, one that has clear-
ly impacted planning paradigms. Cuthbert de-
scribes how planning remains ‘derivative rather 

than creative,’ supporting an argument that the 
‘social’ finds its alignment in Hong Kong, not 
in social norms or socio-spatial models, but 
through incorporation into economic frame-
works of value and speculative development, 
leading to an under-investment in civic engage-
ment and in public amenity provision. This 
planning paradigm has often been contrasted to 
Singapore’s more unified and comprehensive 
planning approach.

Returning to the primary focus of this article, 
the liveability index, it is instructive to outline 
some of these indexes in respect to Hong Kong. 
There are a wide range of liveability indexes 
available such as the Monocle magazine’s Most 
Liveable Cities ranking and the Mercer Quality 
of Life Index have become popular sources for 
citing Hong Kong’s ranking and attractiveness. 
It should be noted that much of the baseline 
surveys, research and data for these are com-
pleted well in advance of the actual publication 
and therefore lag behind rapid changes.

One important index is The Economist Intel-
ligence Unit (EIU), Global Liveability Ranking 
aimed at defining quality of life for 140 cities 
according to 5 primary weighted factors: Sta-
bility (25%), healthcare (20%), culture and the 
environment (25%), education (10%) and infra-
structure (20%) and is clearly targeted at The 
Economist readers and the business commu-
nity. In 2015 the EUI Global Liveability Rank-
ing index ranked Hong Kong as 46th out of 140 
cities, representing a drop of 15 places on its 
previous annual ranking. According to a South 
China Morning Post article (2015), survey editor
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Jon Copestake was quoted as saying: “Hong 
Kong’s liveability has been hit by the disruptive 
protests that took place last year.” Further com-
menting that “Hong Kong is still to some ex-
tent a gateway to mainland China, but Chinese 
cities are rising quite rapidly. So its traditional 
function as a gateway is reducing. The city is 
not as strong as it used to be,” he said.

In 2016 Hong Kong rose three places, moving 
ahead of its traditional rival Singapore, which 
according to the EIU report, was largely due to 
declines in liveability scores in other cities. Chi-
na Daily (2016) reported that “Hong Kong used 
to rank much higher on the same annually up-
dated liveability chart but suffered the steepest 
drop ever last year,” noting that “Socio-political 
stability is one of the most important criteria in 
rankings of this nature, for obvious reasons.’’ 
During 2017 and 2018 Hong Kong and Singa-
pore continued to swap places with Hong Kong 
returning to the leading the ranking between 
the two in 2018, with a global ranking of 38 
out of 140 cities. An analyst at the time was 
quoted as saying “increased political censor-
ship in Hong Kong, adding to Beijing’s hardline 
stance against independence advocacy, could 
lead to less freedom of speech, which would 
cause companies to leave for greener pastures. 
He said Hong Kong’s future was entwined with 
China’s, and its function would be increasingly 
aimed at the provision of services to the main-
land…. The [regional role] of Hong Kong will 
become smaller, and Singapore is [becoming 
the choice of Asia-Pacific headquarters for mul-
tinational companies] because of its quality of 
life.” (South China Morning Post, 2018.)

In 2019 Hong Kong continued to rank 38th in 
the EIU ranking, scoring 95 in stability, 83.1 
in culture and environment, 100 in education, 
87.5 in health care, and 96.4 infrastructure, fall-
ing behind Melbourne, Sydney, Osaka, Tokyo, 
Adelaide, Auckland, Perth, Brisbane, and Wel-
lington. Reporters from The Standard newspa-
per noted that “the 2019 ranking for Hong Kong 
does not encompass the recent unrest. ... This 
situation has obviously changed dramatically 
for the worse, and it is highly likely that the next 
iteration of the index will see Hong Kong’s po-
sition slide as a result of the rolling civil unrest 
that has hit the city since June.” The 2020 EUI 
Global Liveability Ranking index has been post-
poned due to the corona virus pandemic as of 
the publication date of this article. 

Another example can be drawn from Monocle 
magazine’s Most Liveable Cities ranking, pub-
lished annually on its chosen top 25 cities. 
This content is absorbed by the predominantly 
Millennial and Generation Z readers who are 
interested in issues of globalized lifestyle, but 
needs to be understood in terms of the influen-
tial circle that extends beyond the immediate 
readership. The index survey criteria include 
factors such as international connectivity, busi-
ness conditions, climate, quality of the built 
environment, environment and nature, urban 
condition, public transport availability, safety 
and crime, tolerance and health care. Educa-
tion for instance is not a criterion that figures 
highly in this. In Monocle issue 75 published in 
July-August 2014 described Hong Kong’s ease 
of doing business and expansive transport infra-
structure as admirable but commented that “the 
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city could do more to tackle longstanding is-
sues such as housing and quality of education”;  
noting as well that in order to ease growing ten-
sions between Hong Konger’s and the increase 
of Mainland Chinese tourism that “Hong Kong 
is considering amending race / anti-discrimi-
nation legislation to include the protection of 
mainland Chinese visitors.”

In contrast issue 85 published in July-August 
2015 the report highlighted the development 
of new cultural events and venues such as the 
West Kowloon Cultural District and Art Basel, 
stating that in Hong Kong “pictures of police in 
riot gear firing tear gas at unarmed protestors 
holding only umbrellas for protection will be 
hard to forget; for many this has tarnished the 
image of the city. But the non-violent and re-
spectful manner in which members of the Um-
brella Movement held their ground also gained 
the respect of many citizens around the world.” 
Further stating their opinion that the city need-
ed to improve housing to lower living costs, and 
introduce a congestion charge to reduce pol-
lution, and that the “Government should listen 
to their young politicized citizens, not chastise 
them.” Three years later Monocle’s issue 115 
published in July-August 2018 noted the traffic 
congestion once again and advocated car-free 
zones but notably commented that “The tetchy 
political scene in Hong Kong has calmed down 
during chief executive Carrie Lam’s first year in 
office.” 

Mercer, a US-based human resource consult-
ing firm and asset-management company, 
publishes annually the highly-acclaimed and 

comprehensive Mercer’s Cost of Living Survey 
for over 200 cities worldwide. As their core 
business is corporate human resourcing, the 
over 39 criteria chosen are targeted at poten-
tial users and include current costs for a typi-
cal corporate level relocation in the weighted 
and comparative cost of services, household 
goods, global currency fluctuations, education 
costs, entertainment costs, political-economic 
stability, business travel costs and comparative 
accommodation costs, sociopolitical environ-
ment (crime, safety, and stability), economics 
(banking regulations and services), sociocul-
tural environment (media, censorship, personal 
freedom), health (private and public services, 
air quality, sanitation, and waste disposal), edu-
cation (private and public), utilities (transporta-
tion, traffic, and services),recreational facilities 
(restaurants, theaters, sports, and lei-sure), mar-
ket (availability of goods),housing, and natural 
environment  (climate,  natural  calamities,  and  
weather extremes). 

Since 2015 the index has listed Hong Kong as 
the world’s first or second most expensive city 
from those cities surveyed. In 2015 Hong Kong 
was ranked second, but by 2016 had moved 
to first place, ahead of Singapore (4) Tokyo (5) 
Shanghai (7) and Beijing (10). Connie Leung, 
Mercer’s Hong Kong Information Solutions 
Business Leader said, ‘Even though Hong Kong 
is the world’s most expensive city in which to 
live, expats are still willing to come here. One 
of the key reasons is that, due to global market 
changes and the market potential in Asia, more 
and more international assignees from the U.S. 
or Europe recognize there are excellent oppor-
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tunities for career development and exposure. 
Moreover, the pay level in Hong Kong is rela-
tively high compared to most of the cities in the 
world, off-setting the impact of it being the most 
expensive city.”

In 2017 it dropped to number 2 but by 2018 
and for 2019 it had returned to the most expen-
sive city. The report notes that “Hong Kong (1) 
remains the most expensive city for expatriates 
both in Asia and globally as a result of the hous-
ing market and currency being pegged to the 
US dollar, driving up the cost of living locally.” 
In the 2020 report published June 9th 2020 
“Hong Kong retains top spot for the third con-
secutive year, while Singapore is in fifth, down 
two places from last year.” The report notes the 
global impact of Covid and the affects this will 
have on mobility in general. 

Clearly the impacts of recent events such as Co-
vid and the social unrest in Hong Kong will be 
revealed in subsequent liveability indexes for 
2021 and beyond, and will also be impacted 
by changes wrought through consumption pat-
tern changes for example. Additionally, it is 
important to note that there is considerable cri-
tique of the concept of liveability indexes. For 
example, Feargus O’Sullivan a journalist with 
Bloomberg notes in an opinion piece in 2019 
that rankings evaluate cities “in terms of a small 
band of citizens for whom almost all of such 
metrics are relevant. They assess, broadly, how 
much potential a city possesses when seen from 
a privileged point of view: that of a straight, af-
fluent, mobile, and probably white couple who 
works in something akin to upper management 

and has children. Remove even one of those 
characteristics from the equation and the results 
often seem way off the mark. … City rankings 
are thus a window onto the projected tastes of a 
highly specific elite.” 

The taking of often narrow band or subjective 
criteria and presenting these as definitive city 
metrics of liveability can be problematic, espe-
cially when the expanded utilization extends 
to legitimizing policy making, competitive city 
promotion and investment. Often done, in the 
words of Scerri (2014), “as a means for promot-
ing a particular place with the aim of attract-
ing international capital and capital-intensive 
“creative” labor, which politicians and business 
actors popularize and promote the overall rank-
ings provided by major liveability indexes.” 
This kind of use normalizes, commercializes 
and monetizes the inherent bias and relativ-
ism in most liveability indexes into benchmarks 
and indexes that simulate an image of verac-
ity, whilst often ignoring many other significant 
socio-economic or environmental underlying 
issues.

In fact, many academic critics have argued the 
need for more comprehensive forms of liveabil-
ity indexes that include issues of environmental 
sustainability, social infrastructure and so on. 
This seeks to focus liveability on not only con-
sumptive lifestyle type issues but other value 
sets that may have resonance or meaning both 
for individual users and for organizational and 
civic applications. The separation for instance 
of newer indexes aimed at for instance sustain-
ability or people planet and profit type indexes
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tend to operate on a more academic level as 
evaluation tools and there has not been a com-
mercial value or marketability for these.

However as big data, smart cities and techno-
logical convergence develop, we can expect 
to see further alignments of liveability indexes 
with other data that impacts city planning an-
dcitizen use across socio-economic and socio 
environmental registers.
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Introduction

Between 2012 and 2015 a Joint Urban Exchange 
was established between the city of Barcelona 
through its then mayor Dr Xavier Trias i Vidal, 
and the Government of the Hong Kong SAR un-
der a Memorandum of Understanding between 
the Hong Kong Institute of Urban Design, the 
Hong Kong Institute of Planners and the Hong 
Kong Green Building Council in collaboration 
with Barcelona Regional.

Barcelona and Hong Kong share common his-
tories as trading ports which have indirectly ex-
posed them to international influences and their 
emergence as global cities in the late twenti-
eth century.  Similarly, both cities have a sense 
of urban compactness with a built fabric that 
has proved to be highly adaptive to economic 
change.  This has facilitated an intense utilisa-
tion of available urban space, with a coexis-
tence of an urban fringe of mountains, country 
parks and easily accessible shorelines.  Bar-
celona is one of the densest cities in Europe, 
housing a population of 1.62 million in an area 
of approximately 98 square kilometres.  It is lo-
cated within a metropolitan area of 636 square 
kilometres with a population of 3.2 million – 
nearly half the entire population of Catalonia 
in just two per cent of its territory.  Perhaps this 
accounts for the popular reference in both cities 
to the outdoor spaces and streets as the ‘living 
rooms’ of the city, colonised by a range of pas-
sive uses and bringing some relief from small 
dwelling sizes.

At the time of writing, COVID-19 continues to 
wreak havoc with social and economic pat-
terns, and if cities are to get back on track it 
is an appropriate time to examine what sort of 
cities we want and to define priorities.  This Pa-
per examines what we might learn from the Bar-
celona approach to achieving the “Liveability” 
objective, including the common challenges 
we face in the city making process.  If we look 
at things strategically, then moving towards a 
liveable and sustainable future has to embrace 
a number of interrelated components that col-
lectively involve one overriding goal – urban 
betterment for the community as a whole.

Fashioning the approach 

The term City is derived from the root word for 
civilisation, meaning ‘bettering a citizen’, and 
in general cities are the result of people’s persis-
tent pursuit of a more liveable environment – a 
term that we use frequently but often with little 
to suggest what this means and implies in prac-
tice.  However any design model for a liveable 
city must focus on the long-term well-being of 
its citizens, policies must be well thought out, 
and they must be both clear and acceptable to 
stakeholders.  Urban performance in the 21st 
century no longer depends purely on physical 
capital but on social and knowledge capital, so 
the Liveable City, the Sustainable City and the 
Smart City are not mutually exclusive.  There 
is a need to equate smart living, smart mobility 
and smart environmental networks with smart 
governance, through an overall objective to 
achieve an improved quality of life.  The goal 
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of liveability means that we must look to the 
future and seriously address our response to the 
joint challenges of growing urbanisation, eco-
awareness, urban efficiency, equitability and 
resilience.

In Barcelona, as in many other cities, new ur-
ban design initiatives have historically coincid

ed with periods of great political and economic 
change.  In relatively modern times, beginning 
in the mid-19th century, Barcelona has experi-
enced two periods of ‘renaissance’.  The first of 
these was in 1859 with the competition for an 
‘Extension Plan’ - the Eixample - to relieve the 
massively overcrowded and dilapidated condi-
tions in the city.  This gave order and consis-
tency to the physical environment, and fash-
ioned a grand fin de siècle urban design.  In 
the late 1970s Barcelona emerged to what we 

Casa Fuster, a short walk from the ‘Block of Discord’ on 

Passeig de Gràcia was designed and constructed between 

1908 and 1910 as a gift from Mariano Fuster to his wife.  

At the time it was the most expensive house in the Eixam-

ple with a white marble cladding.  It is designed with a 

mix of restrained Classical and Modernist styles (source: 

Author).

Roof pavilion on the Casa Lleo i Morera, by Lluis 

Domènechi i Montaner 1902, which incorporates sculp-

tural reliefs inspired by nature (source: Author).
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might describe as a Second Renaissance.  The 
urban public space initiative was orchestrated 
by a new Office of Urban Projects as a means 
of forcefully regenerating the city based on up-
grading and renovation of the public realm.

Barcelona has a history of encouraging great ur-
ban thinkers into its programmes and projects, 
from Ildefons Cerdà, the magisterial figure be-
hind the Eixample Plan of 1860, to the start of 
many civic improvements in the late 1980s un-
der the overall management of the then mayor 
Pasqual Maragall.  Designers such Oriol Bohi-
gas, Director of Public Works, Joan Busquets, 
Coordinator of Planning Services, and Josep 
Acebillo, Director of Urban Projects, contrib-
uted greatly to contemporary urban design with 
their collective feet planted in university teach-
ing, private consultancies and public service.  
This has established the importance of cultural 
‘permanences’ which have strong local associa-
tions and therefore embody a tangible sense of 
city ‘memory’, together with fabric that can ac-
commodate acceptable degrees of change.

The city plain of Barcelona is delineated by 
the Llobregat and Besòs rivers, and the coastal 
mountain range of Collserola.  The plain it-
self has much to do with the historical forma-
tion and development of the city as an area of 
confluence which has governed growth and 
expansion.  Joan Busquets has made the point 
that at each stage of growth, the city planning 
framework of Barcelona has been reconstituted 
or adapted to meet the prevailing needs, and it 
is arguably only in the present era that the past 
has been consciously integrated into the pres-

ent, and memory has become a cogent part of 
the new urbanism.

Grand city building initiatives in Barcelona have 
historically reflected political and economic 
change, and a collective will to periodically re-
orchestrate the city.  The work that Cerdà car-
ried out on the Extension Plan in the mid-19th 
century was arguably some of the most compre-
hensive thinking on city design in the modern 
age, primarily because it was based on defining 
the separate powers of the administration and 
the individual in relation to urban construction.

What set Cerdà apart from many other urban 
theorists was the opportunity to apply a theory 
of city building that has survived through con-
stant adaptation, economic and industrial shifts, 
and evolving forms of city transport, primarily 
because of a holistic approach to urban com-
plexity and its capacity to adapt to change.  His 
concern was primarily with the essential values 
of society –public health, economic, moral, 
social, functional and political order.  This did 
not require the sweeping urban transformation 
of Hausmann’s Paris, although considerations 
of military and public order were as prevalent 
in Barcelona as elsewhere.  His main objective 
was an approach to urban design and workabil-
ity at every level, ensuring as far as possible that 
changing and unpredictable events were able 
to co-exist with a stable sense of order and syn-
ergy.  The word “urbanisation” was coined by 
him to deal with this concept and, in the words 
of Arturo Soria Y Puig “combines theoretical 
rigour with practical aspiration”.

Urbanie and Urbanus

Issue 4,November 2020

Dr. Peter Cookson Smith  

20



The streets were designed to achieve an inde-
pendence to the various types of movement – 
people on foot, draught animals and wheeled 
vehicles – something that is reflected in the 
modern city through independent special bus 
and bicycle lanes.  Arcades linked together 
streets or improvements sites such as the Pas-
sage Bacardi, which links the Ramblas with the 
Plaza Reial, built in 1856 that produced a pub-
lic benefit from private investment.

In the mid-19th century housing and living con-
ditions for the majority of Barcelona’s working 
class residents was abysmal, and urban exten-
sion as well as renewal was therefore necessary 
to increase rather than reduce the total number 
of dwellings – something that Hausmann’s radi-
cal plan for Paris had demonstrably failed to do.  
A fundamental aspect of the extension plan was 
related to resolving problems of housing and 
the social economy of the city as a whole.  This 
reform required both a legalistic framework and 
a sensitive but systematic process of regenera-
tion.  In retrospect an enormous legacy to the 
future city was in its sensitive attachment of the 
ancient city, the Ciutat Vella, to the new ‘ex-
tension’ allowing for a vibrant and challenging 
interface between old and new, each with their 
contrasting styles and morphogies.

The Eixample grid is deceptively simple but its 
wide boulevards have attracted a patterned va-
riety of buildings over the years with a range of 
interpretations that shape and define handsome 
street corridors that have proven to be remark-
ably adaptable.  Its overall character is some-
what homogeneous, although it evokes a sense 

of both urbanity and public purpose that sig-
nify a strong civic identity. The form and fabric 
of the Eixample has by no means inhibited the 
grand architectural gesture, but perhaps its most 
convincing quality is a capacity to adapt and 
change through a multitude of interventions 
that continue to test its resilience.  Designed 
in an age of carriage traffic, it has proved en-
tirely capable of absorbing the build-up of mo-
tor vehicles in the twenty-first century. The new 
emphasis, however, is directed toward sustain-
able means of movement systems, autonomous 
transport, and walkable communities.

From this somewhat pragmatic approach the 
city gained an urbanism of consistency tem-
pered by difference in its urban design interpre-
tation.  Barcelona is both a civilised and social 
city, reflecting a quote from Cerda’s notebook, 
that “civilisation and sociability attract man 
to his peers, produce reciprocal exchanges of 
ideas, feelings, pleasures and pure enjoyments, 
as well as all those things necessary for life and 
comfort”.  Open to constant adaptation, the 
plan has stood the test of time, with a predomi-
nantly low-rise topology but with a cohesive 
identity.  Its urban resilience provided for major 
technological and economic change in the late 
20th century as urban planning gradually be-
came more geared to land use control.  It has 
just as importantly provided the essential base-
line for new and strategic processes of planning 
action in the early 21st century.
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Challenging the Status Quo

Franco’s death in 1975 was initially received 
with a muted silence, where even the most 
committed advocates for urban improvement 
prudently bided their time in order to ascertain 
the mood of the city and what might await it.  
Franco’s long tenure has often been described 
as “the lost decades” because of its political and 
economic stagnation, engaging with self-suffi-
ciency while the rest of Europe forged ahead in 
the post-WWII years of rebuilding.  This was a 
time of political re-alignment and a re-calibra-
tion of expectations.

The modern era began with the 1976 Metro-
politan Plan for Barcelona which embraced the 
city and twenty-six municipalities around it.  
The plan was essentially revisionist in terms of 
ascertaining opportunities to reinforce the over-
all urban morphology while at the same identi-
fying potential action areas and sites for neces-
sary rehabilitation and urban design initiatives.  
It acted to reserve empty or obsolete sites to be 
used for an urban regeneration agenda.  This 
was an essential recognition that a city better-
ment approach to revitalisation can only be 
understood by an analysis and understanding 
of the often fragmented neighbourhood areas 
that can then be effectively welded together via 
connective networks of transit and public open 
spaces, in response to demographic change, 
contemporary culture, and the economic chal-
lenges of global competition.

It became clear that the most cost effective 
means of achieving genuine social and eco

nomic regeneration was through reinterpreting 
the identities of the city’s component districts.  
In this way they become a viable medium for 
reinforcing levels of participation, endowing 
neighbourhoods with meaning, and symbol-
ism.  This does not negate the value of iconic 
structures but successful urban design is not de-
pendent on them.  Genuine gain to the public 
realm must ensure that initiatives can work cre-
atively with the private development sector as 
well as the public.

In 1979, following the municipal elections, Nar-
cís Serra become the city’s first socialist mayor 

Palau de la Musica Catalana (source: Author)
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– a highly symbolic victory by the Socialist Par-
ty of Catalunya, which had only been formed 
the previous year.  The stated party policy was 
to generate a sense of social equality through 
“returning the city to its citizens”.  The govern-
ment used the ideology of a new urban design 
agenda as a means to popularise its political 
programme as a symbol of progress and faith in 
the city, rooted in its civic culture.  This was a 
heroic decision, which was to propel Barcelona 
into the spotlight from a city of crisis to one of 
international recognition for its programme of 
empirical and cost effective interventions.

This policy “from the city to the periphery” 
was carried through by Pasqual Maragall af-
ter becoming mayor in 1983.  Both Serra and 
Maragall possessed a strong understanding of 
the urban economy but were also cultured and 
cosmopolitan representatives of the city.  The 
third member of the progressive triumvirate was 
an influential urban thinker, Orial Bohigas, a 
practicing architect and dean of the faculty of 
architecture at Barcelona University.  Just as 
important, he was a committed contextualist 
who embraced both modernism but went out 
of his way to protect the city’s historic build-
ings and support its vernacular traditions.  He 
took on the challenging role of chief city plan-
ner imbued with a strong urban design vision in 
a new department appropriately called “Urban 
Projects Services”.

Almost 500 municipal plans were drafted or 
updated during the 1980s creating opportuni-
ties for process-oriented opportunities for ur-
ban remodelling.  A further important initiative 
from Bohigas was to avoid a bureaucratic ap-
proach to urban planning by gathering together 
a group of educators and professionals from 
private practice, public administration and an 
abundance of enthusiastic university students, 
with expertise from the likes of Manuel de Solà–
Morales, and Joan Busquets who took over the 
Adjutament’s Department of Urban Planning 
in 1983.  In its own way, this introduced new 
thinking to some old problems, and facilitated 
an enlightened approach unburdened by estab-
lished planning instruments.Casa Vicens in Gràcia designed by Antoni Gaudi in 1883 

in the Mudéjar style with glazed tile and brick which 

reinterpreted Islamic design (source: Author).
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Workshops were set up that brought together 
different urban disciplines, with analysis carried 
out at both the urban design and architectural 
level, according to categories of social space.  
Plans and projects therefore came together si-
multaneously, defining the form and content of 
city districts but allowing for the superimposi-
tion of subsequent initiatives as secondary ben-
efits or repercussions.  In practice this frequently 
implied some form of displacement or demoli-
tion in order to regenerate the wider permeable 
fabric that consists of streets, passages, ramblas, 
squares and street blocks, where public space 
forms a continuum, structuring the city and 
making it more coherent.  This involved initia-
tives at different scales: first urban rehabilitation 

at the scale of the small urban space from six to 
ten hectares; second a process of urban restruc-
turing to rebalance the distribution of uses; and 
third sectoral plans based on an interpretation 
of district needs.  The essential design task was 
to raise the standard of community life and live-
ability while the priority was to focus on proj-
ects that met immediate concerns rather than 
wider planning ones.

Over several years beginning in 1981 under the 
auspices of the Department of Urban Projects, 
the team supervised or carried out around one 
hundred projects from the centre to the pe-
riphery, through a selective process of ‘urban 
acupuncture’.  In addition a number of existing 

         La Rambla (source: Author)
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urban axes were reinforced and consolidated, 
which helped to better recalibrate the districts 
through sequences of public uses.

Between 1984 and 1986 Joan Busquets formu-
lated a Plan for the Zones of New Centrality, 
applied to the entire municipality with structure 
plans for different sectors.  This acted to coor-
dinate a range of projects developed around 
strategic planning objectives linked to the pro-
motion of economic growth, including regener-
ation of obsolete or underused areas, the reali-
sation of new stations at Sants and La Sagrera, 
the development of new business districts and 
the opening up of the waterfront.  This was a 
first step towards a new public-private ap-
proach whereby specific development agendas, 
enabled through the provision of government 
infrastructure and planning consent, became 
associated with extensive projects undertaken 
and financed by private investors.

Busquet’s plan provided almost exactly what 
the city required to accommodate the develop-
ment path for the 1992 Olympic Games that 
was awarded to Barcelona, not only in terms of 
sports-related uses but through a transformation 
of the city through key projects and new infra-
structure, taking the selected Olympic sites as a 
starting point behind which mobilisation could 
proceed to accord with a tangible and popu-
lar cause.  The introduction of small squares 
represented an opportunity to incorporate ele-
ments symbolic of local significance and iden-
tity.  In some cases such as Gracia these took 
on an interconnected form linking together an 
urban itinerary of district nodes associated with 

church, market, and square along linear axes 
helping to reinstate older spatial associations.

In regenerating the Ciutat Vella – the older part 
of the city dating back to Roman times, with its 
historic street pattern, political symbolism, and 
religious iconography, the central objectives 
have been to allow for a gradual mutation that 
has induced urban reforms through restoration 
of building fabric, reutilising older buildings for 
new uses. Its connective series of pedestrian 
routes, spaces, and plazas showcase its heritage 
buildings and historic associations rather than 
simple gentrification.  The Ciutat Vella was a 
key sectoral area because of its strategic loca-
tion and division into several distinct areas, and 

One of the ‘gateways’ in and out of Plaça Reial 

(source: Author)
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where housing conditions were in a state of de-
terioration.  The overall approach was to mod-
ernise prominent historical buildings for com-
mercial and institutional uses, coupled with a 
heroic revitalisation by means of demolition to 
create identifiable gathering spaces.

The restoration of democratic government of-
fered a means to move the city forward.  With 
a metropolitan area population of around three 
million people in the late 1980s, half of whom 
lived in the city, Maragall initiated a policy of

redistribution of services throughout the various 
districts and municipalities.  This was a rela-
tively simple and remarkably effective strategy 
– moreover the wide distribution of resources 
generated an immense amount of urban de-
sign work.  The first problem however was to 
ascertain and reconcile the amount of funding 
allocated to the city of Barcelona itself which 
represented only one of forty-one counties, all 
clamouring for investment.

The Cathedral of the Holy Cross Sant Eulalia occupies 

the site of a Roman temple, and was built over a period 

of 150 years from 1298.  Its main façade was completed 

in 1913, with its highly decorated treatment contrasting 

with the older medieval structure (source: Author).

The inner courtyard of the old Hospital de la Santa Creu 

which dates to 1401 houses a café in one of its clois-

ters amidst groves of orange trees, and now houses the 

Biblioteca de Catalunya and he Institut d’Estudis Catalans 

(source: Author).
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The planning foresight that preconfigured the  
Olympic Games raised Barcelona’s internation-
al profile considerably.  The Olympics did not 
therefore represent merely a unified approach 
focussed on the city, but rather a suddenly en-
lightened and celebratory situation aimed at 
glorifying the future and the opportunities as-
sociated with it.  In this sense the regeneration 
that took place underscored its civic nature, 
endowing it with cultural facilities, improved 
infrastructure and environmental betterment of 
the public realm.  Barcelona’s ambitious urban 
renewal and regeneration programme became 
the means to metaphorically cleanse the city of 
its recent tragic past in response to Spain’s im-
pending entry into the European Union.

Orchestrating the Liveable City 

The final question raised by Edward Glaeser 
in his book Triumph of the City was “why do 
so many smart people enact so many foolish 
urban policies”.  Cities are, in general, perma-
nent entities, but they never stand still and are 
perennially contested.  Architects and planners 
frequently raise questions as to the fragmentary 
quality of contemporary urban design, the oc-
casionally questionable nature of public-private 
partnerships, and the sometimes overly cos-
metic emphasis on renewal and rehabilitation. 
Those of a social disposition are concerned 
with the economic impact of gentrification and 
the accompanying repercussions on local peo-
ple within inner urban neighbourhoods.  Others 
charge that by readily acceding to the competi-
tive forces of globalization, mass tourism and 

the necessity of accommodating new forms of 
commerce and industry, these are combining 
to compromise the city’s essential identity and 
heritage, mortgaging its assets in response to the 
lure of international investment.

To achieve liveability we must ultimately di-
rect the new urbanism toward satisfying multi-
facetted goals that must now embrace the re-
quirements of a sustainable and carbon neutral 
future.  The city’s predominant style has a de-
velopment history of street and place making 
that has proved eminently adaptable to the con-
temporary context, helping to carve out distin-
guished spaces from older enclaves, so that ur-
ban initiatives have largely been both invasive 
and purposeful.  This has produced a unified 
identity that contributes to many intangible val-
ues, culturally associated with specific locali-
ties and microclimates.

The post-modern “Barcelona model” has 
emerged in the 21st century, blinking into the 
daylight of a new and expanding global econo-
my. It is on the cusp of becoming a new kind of 
city—metropolitan, compact, connected, and 
smart. This continues to metaphorically sweep 
away outdated complexes, replacing them with 
a high echelon of professional service industry 
with far flung avenues of distribution, but it is 
also a city where old and new interact in the 
most positive way. This implies an urban nar-
rative that, at one and the same time, must bal-
ance the urban design preoccupations of the 
city and the integrative capacity of the Metrop-
olis with regional and even wider connections.  
It underscores the fact that Barcelona shapes a 
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new metropolitan consciousness, and success-
fully projects the city internationally through its 
civil society.

Barcelona’s “Urban Habitat” has extended and 
particularized the allocation of public invest-
ment, focusing on providing services, networks, 
and connections at both a city and neighbour-
hood scale. This incorporates housing, plan-
ning, energy, infrastructure, environment, and 
urban services under one umbrella organization 
to combat the formation of policy silos. Little by 
little, including some quite major undertakings, 
the city is becoming transformed through col-
lective intelligence and vision as an intercon-
nected network of ecosystems.  The more 

participants the richer the results, and the more 
complex the project the more time and orga-
nization is spent on the process. In order to 
geneate new life into unused sites, non-profit 
organizations are encouraged to participate in 
active management and maintenance, taking 
up the challenge of making the city more pro-
ductive and geared to meeting wide community 
aspirations.  The activation of shared responsi-
bilities from the very beginning of project devel-
opment, for example, is subject to competitions 
and land is then leased to the most worthwhile 
submissions.  A programme of micro develop-
ments is being implemented as low-budget in-
terventions in the city aimed at social and eco-
nomic revitalization and renaturalisation. At a 

Barcelona’s ‘Superblock’ (source: Author)
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wider level, the City Urban Planning Depart-
ment has initiated a number of complex proj-
ects, in particular the incorporation of green-
ing, pavement widening, and cycle tracks along 
primary road corridors so that these act as city 
connectors in the broadest sense.  In this way 
the street system recovers its role as a place of 
encounter and exchange, which is a fundamen-
tal goal of city betterment.

Barcelona’s “Superblock” program is a deter-
mined means to transform the city’s collective 
public space, introducing new measures to in-
crease sustainability and diversity while maxi-
mizing its capacity to reduce the environmental 
footprint. Superblocks represent urban entities 
that are larger than a typical Cerda block in 
the Eixample, but smaller than an urban neigh-
bourhood. They are made up of a grid of roads 
that define urban areas of around 400 by 400 
meters, with both interior and exterior com-
ponents.  The programme is based on a divi-
sion between a network of primary roads that 
define the perimeter and serve as circulation 
devices for private vehicles, and surface trans-
port with direct access to parking areas. This 
allows for the pedestrianisation of local roads 
inside the perimeter of blocks to form passive 
spaces, small squares, and meeting places that 
promote “homeostasis.” This is intended to 
create a stable and self-regulatory balance be-
tween independent elements as a basis for the 
implementation of solutions to reduce energy 
consumption through Smart City management. 
The orthogonal network increases the efficien-
cy of public transport, and reduces the friction 
between bus transportation, private vehicles, 

bicycles, and pedestrians.  The programme  in-
volves an ambitious transformation of the city 
toward diverse urban “villages” within wider 
neighbourhoods, in a similar way to the already 
established squares integrated within parts of 
the older fabric such as Gràcia.

An important aspect of this is to promote a re-
silience model that reduces the city’s vulnera-
bilities and ensures the resident’s quality of life 
while maintaining essential functions.  This in-
volves constructing the tools and organizational 
structures required by an increasingly complex 
urban situation. Green corridors are gradually 
being incorporated as part of the renaturaliza-
tion of the city where pedestrians and cyclists 
are given priority, and therefore play a strategic 
role in building a healthy urban environment 
and a liveable city.

The Green Infrastructure and Biodiversity Plan 
is part of a city building agenda for 2050 where 
nature and urbanity converge and enhance 
each other as part of a “green” network of 
spaces and connectivity that serves both envi-
ronmental and social functions. Biodiversity is 
incorporated into the urban framework in the 
same way as buildings and streets. Each type of 
area embodies features that can be enhanced 
in terms of habitat, biological, environmental, 
and cultural quality when managed appropri-
ately according to function and the nature of 
spaces. These are fostered as places for citizen’s 
engagement as part of the liveability agenda.
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Concluding Remarks

As cities are now the leading forces in the glob-
al economy, their physical space is being in-
creasingly reconfigured to attract investment, 
visitation, and consumption, with advanced 
features that relate to economic and informa-
tion networks. In the rapidly regenerating cities 
of Asia we now experience the result of urban 
restructuring through a cultural recoding of 
public places to reflect rationalised and plan-
ning ideologies that continue to transform their 
physical texture and socio-economic frame-
work.  In the 21st century city the urban em-
phasis tends to be on consumption in its various 
forms, increasingly shaped by the accommoda-
tion of commercial interests but unfortunately 
also in many situations by a reduction in social 
diversity through an artificial circumscribing of 
spatial boundaries and lack of connectivity..

A central question with regard to the liveable 
city, is the extent to which environments that 
are enhanced through isolated urban design ini-
tiatives actually assist with deep-rooted urban 
problems. Issues of social or economic depriva-
tion are rarely resolved through design alone, 
and contemporary architectural aesthetics, par-
ticularly when applied at a large scale, tend to 
be overwhelmingly uniform in terms of materi-
als and texture.  This tends to bring about great-
er levels of sameness where the private realm 
increasingly overwhelms the public one.

In Barcelona regenerative interventions, includ-
ing the creation of urban spaces and large-scale 
pedestrianisation initiatives, have produced 
places of immense contrast and multiplicity of 
interactions at the heart of the city in close prox-

                           Port Authority Building on Port Vell built in 1907 as a maritime station (source: Author)
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ximity to the creatively energised waterfront. 
The means to overcome difficulties associated 
with implementation has required pro-active 
urban management and strategic measures in 
order to sustain the old city’s underlying char-
acter. However interpenetrating networks have 
nevertheless to accept the constant forces of 
physical and economic change.  As continued 
generation of the city has been extended to its 
urban fringe and peripheral districts, the plan-
ning emphasis is now focused on its changing 
identity in an age of multiculturalism, with the 
right to housing uppermost in the face of the 
city’s determined competitiveness in the global 
economy and its new strata of interventions.  
Management plans now seek to set certain re-
strictive conditions in order regulate the num-
ber and kind of uses in order to achieve an ac-
ceptable and workable co-existence between 
residents and visitors.

Quite comprehensive urban restructuring has 
impacts on both social and sensory values, but 
much of the change in character is intangible, 
precisely because we cannot easily decipher 
the subtle process that occurs through new and 
changing levels of use.

So what can we learn from this in terms of 
achieving liveability?  This needs serious con-
siderations, as every city has different condi-
tions, situations and priorities.  However draw-
ing on the experience of Barcelona we might 
put forward the following as a starting point.

We need to:

1.  pro-actively tap into the wide experience 

and expertise of practicing professionals, 
urban thinkers and public administrators to 
introduce new approaches to old problems.  
This should allow us to set out, in a holistic 
way, liveability goals and the strategic crite-
ria necessary to achieve them;

2. establish a unified basis for working with 
the community through workshops and 
other means, in order to establish priorities 
and interrelationships between strategic ini-
tiatives, in order to satisfy immediate con-
cerns;

3. formulate structure plans in line with policy 
and urban management initiatives linked to 
economic and social objectives, to be ap-
plied at a district level taking into account 
their different characteristics, and devel-
oped around strategic planning and regen-
erations initiatives;

4. instigate public–private approaches with 
specific development adjendas for areas at 
different scales related to infrastructure pro-
vision and environmental betterment;

5. provide key projects of urban distinction 
and local significance as exemplars to raise 
community enthusiasm and expectations; 
and

6. establish effective leadership, if not through 
a mayor then a city commissioner with a 
strong and cosmopolitan understanding of 
urban issues, who can decisively reconcile 
competing factions and bureaucratic policy 
silos.
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The final stage of the Hong Kong-Barcelo-
na Urban Exchange was the production of a 
Compendium,drawing on creative thinking 
and best practice that has relevance to the lo-
cal situations in each city.This aims to foster an 
awareness of liveability aspects appropriate to 
each city,as well as representing a firm commit-
ment to urban design criteria.It draws on many 
established urban design references,ideas and 
solutions aimed at professionals,government 
bodies and other stakeholders.It is intended that 
this should not be an end in itself,but form part 
of a continuing process,where both public and 
private interests are mutually reinforcing.
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Abstract

Transit Oriented Development (TOD) has become an urban planning and design policy and prac-
tice approach to deliver sustainable transport through the world. TOD as infrastructure contributes 
to urban liveability in determining way of life and well-being of the inhabitants of a city. Urban live-
ability can be understood as a perceived notion of well-being and social cohesion among residents 
of an urban area. TOD has been hypothesised to create gentrification. Does gentrification impact 
negatively on social cohesion in high density TOD-led cities? We address this question by deploy-
ing an exploratory difference in differences qualitative analysis of the relationships between meas-
ures of involuntary residential displacement and ‘built environment’ indicators. These are proxies 
for ‘gentrification’ and ‘social cohesion’ respectively. This investigation examines displacement in-
dicators before and after the opening of three new MTR stations in 2014, using a control neighbour-
hood which has an existing station. It also analyses BE dimensions related to social cohesion such 
as ‘destinations’ and  ‘public space provision’. The displacement indicators have variable trajec-
tories when details are compared. There is limited evidence of systematic displacement, although 
there are other more prominent and dynamic changes in those destinations. The provision of new 
public space is associated with the most dynamic changes. From a placemaking point of view, fur-
ther detailed study to better understand the role of development drivers of gentrification is required.

Keywords: MTR station, Social Cohesion, Community Destination, Public Space, 
                    Urban Regeneration
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Introduction
The liveability of high-density cities, such as 
Hong Kong characterized by dense high rises 
tightly sandwiched between green hills and wa-
terfront has become a contemporary challenge. 
Hong Kong is a public transport led high densi-
ty city. In Hong Kong, public transportation, the 
MTR system account for more than 40% of trip 
to work. Such a high intensity infrastructural ser-
vice determines the way of life and well-being 
of Hong Kong’s inhabitants. The MTR Corpora-
tion is famous for the financial and operational 
success of the ‘rail-plus-property’ (R+P) model 
(Cervero & Murakami, 2009). R+P as Transport 
Oriented Development (TOD) achieves sus-
tainable transport objectives (Cervero & Kock-
elman, 1997). Whereas early understanding of 
urban liveability was defined by physical char-
acteristics such as infrastructure provision, later 
conceptions involve more complex psychologi-
cal and cultural perspectives. Urban liveability 
has become a perceptual notion of well-being 
and social cohesion. Urban liveability and ur-
ban sustainability are meshed, the former being 
a constituent of the latter. Within these lenses 
R+P/TOD projects and associated new station-
led urban regeneration have been criticised for 
inducing gentrification (He, et al., 2018). Dis-
placement - an involuntary housing mobility - is 
defined as the main characteristic of gentrifica-
tion processes. Gentrification is often charac-
terised as involving the influx of higher-income 
households, changes to population composi-
tion of neighbourhoods, and the displacement 
of lower-income individuals (Padeiro, et al., 
2019), thus reducing social cohesion. 

Social cohesion refers to positive social rela-
tionships; a cohesive community contributes 
to the wellbeing of all its members. Since rede-
velopment must create higher investment value 
from the land developed to cover the cost of 
demolition, such projects seek to increase Floor 
Area Ratio (FAR) and maximize Gross Floor 
Area (GFA) with a larger proportion of private 
residential development than public develop-
ment. This phenomenon may have an impact 
such as the displacement of low-income com-
munity and trigger transit-induced gentrifica-
tion which may induce a series of social issues, 
one of which is the reduction of social cohesion 
in local communities. Social cohesion is attract-
ing considerable attention among policy mak-
ers across the world. The global recognition of 
its importance comes against a background of 
rising sentiments backed up by evidence that 
growth is not being equally shared. ‘Cohesive’ 
and ‘sustainable growth’ are highlighted as de-
velopment strategies, especially in those cities 
with rapid urban development. Sustainability is 
no longer considered merely environmental or 
economic concerns, but also incorporates so-
cial and health dimensions. In previous studies, 
the relationship between BE and social capital, 
and social cohesion relationship have been re-
viewed (Mazumdar, et al., 2018)  yet the defi-
nition and measurement of social cohesion in 
relationship to BE dimensions is only emerging. 
Most of the research has been conducted in 
European and American cities, which leaves a 
research gap in high-density Asian cities domi-
nated by public transport. 
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This paper aims at exploring the inter-relation-
ships between displacement indicators and the 
different BE dimensions of social cohesion in 
a high-density city. The aims of this investiga-
tion are first, to understand how new TOD sta-
tion development affects those BE dimensions 
that contribute positively or negatively to social 
cohesion. Second, it is to investigate  which 
socio-demographic changes that are theoreti-
cally related to displacement and social cohe-
sion, occur after announcement and opening of 
new stations. The research field is narrowed to 
new MTR stations in Hong Kong. Findings of 
this research could inform future research and 
urban design principles in (re)development of 
new MTR station areas.

1. A review of relevant concepts and 
studies
Over the last decade, evidence has been ac-
cumulating on the relationship between social 
cohesion, as the combination of social capital, 
social inclusion, and social mobility, on out-
comes such as health, educational attainment 
and association between social institutions and 
economic wellbeing.

   1.1. Gentrification

In recent years researchers and policy promoters 
have contended that TOD could result in gen-
trification and the displacement of low-income 
group. TOD initiative involves and trigger pro-
cesses that can changes spatial configurations, 
accessibility levels, change in affordability and 
social filtering. Much of the TOD literature is 

focused on maximizing ridership (Ibraeva, et 
al., 2020) and less on building cohesive com-
munities. Displacement undermines social co-
hesion by reducing social mixing. The contribu-
tion of TOD to displacement is still unresolved 
(Padeiro, et al., 2019) and little is known about 
high density city dominated by public transport. 

   1.2. Social cohesion
Community cohesion or social cohesion is 
complex to define. Social cohesion is usually 
related to three different meanings: Social ex-
clusion/inclusion, Social Capital, and Social 
mobility. This research will focus on social in-
clusion and social capital dimensions. 

 - Social inclusion was first associated with 
poverty. More recently researchers describe it  
as the participation of individuals or groups in 
society: whether people can join activities and 
institutions, and access resources. These defi-
nitions have definite spatial accessibility and 
spatial distribution dimensions (Berger-Schmitt, 
2000). 
  - Social capital, indicates people’s willingness 
to cooperate for common ends: sharing their be-
liefs, level of trust, participating in community 
activities and getting sense of belonging as the 
basis of social cohesion (Berger-Schmitt, 2000). 

In their review, Schiefer & van der Noll (2017) 
suggest that the three essential dimensions of 
social cohesion are: social relations, identifica-
tion with a geographical unit and orientation to-
wards the common good. A study on Asia (Stif-
tung, 2017) used the “social cohesion radar” as 
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Figure 1: Social cohesion radar and their dimensions 

(source: Stiftung, 2017)

     1.3.  Social cohesion indicator

In the review of published research on social 
cohesion or social capital, it is noticeable that 
data collection methods highly relied heav-
ily on self-report survey and questionnaire. 
Scholars used a great variety of what appears 
as standardized social cohesion measurement 
index (Dempsey, 2008; Bruhn, 2009; Liu, et 
al., 2017). The indicators measuring social co-
hesion dimensions are social relations, attach-
ment and belongingness and orientation to 
common goods, such as participation and trust 
in the community. In general in social cohesion 
studies, especially 

in the large-scale survey, the linkage between 
people’s opinion and how they perceive the BE 
is not discussed.

   1.4.  Built environment / TOD and social 
cohesion

Mazumdar et al., (2018) literature meta-review 
of the BE dimensions and social capital showed 
significant positive relationship between social 
cohesion and destination accessibility/walk-
ability and overall BE dimensions. The overall 
dimensions of the BE are density, diversity, and 
design (See table 1). 
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Table 1: BE factors metrics that related to social cohesion 

(Source: Mazumdar, et al., 2018)

The BE dimensions related to social capital are 
almost the same as the dimensions that are re-
lated to the success of TOD (Cervero & Kockel-
man, 1997). While originally developed to pre-
dict travel demand, the 3Ds framework has also 
been adopted by BE and health researchers in 
a variety of studies. For social cohesion, a key 
difference, is in the diversity dimension which 
includes parks and green and open space provi-
sion. 

For brevity, we omit the overview of relation-
ship between social cohesion and BE dimen-
sions to be found in Dragolov, et al. (2013) and 
focus on outlining pathways to impacts.  

     1.5.  Pathways to impacts

Mazumdar et al. (2018) delineate the pathways 
that are hypothesized to relate BE and social 
capital. The authors identify two different path-
ways: “activity-based” and “meaning-based.” 

 1. The activity-based pathway: 
“The trust of a city is formed over time from 
many, many little public informal contacts . . 
.” Thus, walking activities, activities, repeated 
chance, and formal encounters facilitated by 
the BE can enhance social capital. 

 2. The meaning-based pathway 
emphasizes the role of perceptions in the cre-
ation of belonging, attachment, and social capi-
tal. Thus, for example, a sense of safety and low 
levels of vehicular traffic (Wood, et al., 2010) 
or green and open space (Maas, et al., 2009) 
can affect perceptions of area friendliness and 
helpfulness, triggering attachment processes.

In summary the role of the BE aiming at enhanc-
ing social cohesion, facilitate accessibility and  
activity and meaning based pathways or miti-
gate barriers to such pathways to impacts. Of 
importance are:

  1. The role of density as threshold beyond 
which gains in social capital from better access 
to destinations, green and open space, etc. are 
offset by the loss of social capital from the pres-
ence of large numbers of individuals with mini-
mal local ties. 

BE dimensions Operational definition

Density

Residential and employment density or 

their combination into “population” 

density

Diversity

Land for residential, commercial, 

recreational purposes in a shared non 

segregated manner, parks, green and 

open space also belong to the diversity 

dimension

Design

Street network patterns, street widths, 

speed limits, and the prevalence of cul-

de-sacs, grid patterns as “traditional” vs 

multiple lollipop and cul-de-sacs as 

“conventional”

Destination

Walkability, accessibility to local 

destinations: proximity to a range of 

destinations inclusive of retail, sports, 

recreation, health clinics, hospitals, fast 

food, and others retail outlets
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 2. The role of traffic speed on com-
munity severance and social exclusion: the 
layout, the speed or volume of traffic or other 
transport infrastructure design that inhibits ac-
cess to goods, services, and people. Community 
severance has broader impact such as psycho-
logical effects of traffic and effects on quality of 
life, health and social cohesion (Cooper, et al., 
2014).

According to Liu et al. (2017) the conceptual 
pathways that link BE impact to social cohesion 
in community is as show in Fig 2. 

Figure 2: Diagrammatic pathways of the relationship be-

tween BE and Social cohesion (source: Liu, et al., 2017)

2.  Case study, method and data

   2.1. Case study selection 

The case studies are selected in Hong Kong, a 
high-density city, to study the relationship be-
tween the new MTR, demographics and proxies 
of community cohesion. In Hong Kong, 90% 
of people use public transport whether MTR 
or buses as their commuting mode, 70% of the 
population and about 80% of the job opportu-
nities are within a 500m reach of a MTR station.  
In the last six years several new MTR stations 
have opened. The Island line was extended to 
the west. The new South Island line was cre-
ated from Admiralty to South Horizons. We 
focus on the Island line extension to facilitate 
comparison. The study areas are mature high-
density mixed-use residential neighbourhoods 
and have similar density. Kennedy Town (KT), 
HKU and Sai Ying Pu (SYP) stations are located 
west of Central, the CBD area. The banding of 
verdant steep hilly terrain, the vibrant and ver-
tical compact built-up and the flat continuous 
waterfront are typical of Hong Kong Island. 

Figure 3: MTR stations case study (Yellow) and control (Red) (source: adaopted from Open Street Map, 2017)
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Fig. 3. above shows, West to East, KT, HKU and 
SYP station on the north of Hong Kong Island. 
HKU and SYP station have exceptionally long 
corridors linking the egresses of the flat areas 
near the waterfront (north), through the MTR 
station corridors and lifts to the steep mid-level 
with slope of up to 1 to 4.

   2.2. Methods and data

This study has been narrowed down to three 
main investigations: 

  - Gentrification as displacement: the common 
indicators defining gentrification include socio-
demographics (e.g. population change, median 
income, median rent,  median rent to income 
ratio, proportion with higher education, pro-
portion of over 65s). We use the census data 
to track changes before and after the opening. 
According to the analytical framework, the lon-
gitudinal demographic character is intended to 
reflect the general make-up of the social dy-
namic and whether significant displacement 
took place. The spatial unit of analysis is the 
Town Planning Unit (TPU) which are detailed 
enough for the purpose of the study. This is a 
longitudinal study (2006, 2011 and 2016) from 
a few years after the formal announcement of 
the line extension (2002) to after the opening 
of the MTR stations (2014-15). We use a con-
trol station, North Point on the Island line, to 
capture difference in differences i.e. general dif-
ference from specific differences in the neigh-
bourhoods of interest. The data set is from Hong 
Kong census and statistics department. 

  - BE as destination & Community Cohesion: 
in Hong Kong, there are no community cohe-
sion indicators that exist at TPU level; we use 
a BE proxy for social cohesion. This study ex-
tracts the local commercial business as an in-
dicator of destination diversity, which accord-
ing to the literature enable to infer change in 
people’s attachment. The pathway to impact is 
that as popular local businesses (shops, restau-
rant, etc.) change or vanish, opportunities for 
walking to a destination and chance and formal 
encounter and walking may decrease, attach-
ment to place and to community decrease and 
in turn decrease social cohesion.  We survey the 
four areas using historical Google Street Views 
before and after the opening (2009 & 2017 or 
2019). At street level, more than 1,100 premises 
were surveyed.

  - Public open and green space are part of the 
BE diversity dimensions that are known to be 
conducive to pathways to social cohesion. We 
mapped the provision of green and open space 
directly associated with the MTR opening.

In this exploratory qualitative investigation, the 
data is analysed discursively. 

3.  Results

     3.1.  Demographic study-social relation

Fig. 4 below shows the compounded annu-
alised rate of change for population, median 
monthly income, median monthly household 
rent and median rent to income ratio for KT, 
HKU, SYP, NP and Hong Kong (HK) from 2006 
to 2016. We find that compared to the control 
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station of NP, the areas with new stations do 
not show a unified trend indicating systematic 
displacement. Except for KT, HKU, SYP and NP 
have a lower population increases than HK. KT 
and SYP present similar increase in income, 
rent and rent to income ratio which are higher 
than the control. HKU shows changes that are 
like the control (NP) for income and rent, yet 
differ for rent to income ratio, % of over 65s and 
increase in post-secondary education (Fig. 5). 
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Figure 4: Compounded annualised rate of change, 

population rent/income ratio,income,rent over 2006 

,2011,2016 (source: HKSAR, Census and  Statistics Dept) 

Figure 5: Compounded annualized rate of change 

for % > 65 and % of tertiary education (2006-2016) 

(source: HKSAR, Census and  Statistics Department)
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      3.2.    Street level destinations – as proxy for 
social cohesion.

In this section, we report the surveys of 1,100 
premises at street level surveyed in 2009  and 
2017-19 via Google Street Views. In average, 
about 60% of the premises changed: 46% in 
NP, 53% in SYP, 65% in HKU and 73% in KT 
Between the two periods, at least 91% of the 
categories matched which enabled a robust 
comparison. The number and type of premises 
are an indicator of destinations change which 
affects the self-identification of the communi-
ties. We need to be able to distinguish changes 
that are due to unobservable dimensions i.e. 
general trends that take place over the years 
whether or not a new MTR station is opening 
from the change that could be attributed to a 
station opening. This is the purpose of observing 
a control area such as North Point. To make the 
comparison meaningful we rebase the changes 
to NP as baseline.

Figure 6: North Point - change in number and type of street 

premises 2009 & 2017/19 (source: Authors)

In NP, Fig. 6. shows that the rate of relative 
change, e.g. 3 restaurants added, in 2009, 
26 restaurants vs 29 in 2017-19 and absolute 
change across all categories are moderate. 
There is spatial differentiation between main 
street and secondary street. Moderate change in 
main street and steadiness in secondary street. In 
the main street (e.g. King’s Road): this is where 
change occur most, diverse shops like pet store, 
lighting store and travel agency are replaced by 
restaurants and hair salon. Restaurants are most 
likely to be chain restaurants, but independent 
restaurants are also created. Secondary street 
(e.g. Marble street): less change and indepen-
dent restaurants replace various shops. Special-
ist clustering is also observed such as the phar-
macy and clinic in Kam Hong Street. 

In KT, Fig. 7 shows that there is almost three 
time more new coffee shops, restaurants, and 
bars than in NP. Contemporary restaurants and 
coffee shops are open along the waterfront, 
replacing grocery stores, material shops and 
clothing stores. Independents remains and des-
tinations diversity increases. Vacant premises 
decrease. We also find evidence of spatial dif-
ferentiation in KT, see Figure 11.

Figure 8 shows that HKU follows KT for Res-
taurant & Food and drinks yet differ with an 
influx of material shops. Grocery stores have 
decreased most. Similarly, HKU’s diversity in-
creases. Vacancy slightly decreases.

Figure 9 shows that SYP is most like KT. SYP’s 
diversity increases. Vacancy slightly increases.
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Figure 7: Kennedy Town - change in number and type of street premises 2009 & 2017/19 (source: : Authors) 

Figure 8: HKU - change in number and type of street premises 2009 & 2017/19 (source: : Authors) 

Figure 9: Sai Ying Pun - change in number and type of street premises 2009 & 2017/19 (source: : Authors)
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Overall KT, HKU and SYP show a greater dy-
namic than NP, with the addition of a much 
larger number of restaurants and a far greater 
range, adding diversity to the existing destina-
tions. Except HKU, there is general loss of re-
pair and grocery shop. While a grocery shop 
can be construed as a place of interaction – it is 
less obvious as to how repair shops contribute, 
given the level of car ownership by HK house-
hold (≈14%).

   3.3 Green and Open space changes 

Existing research indicates that accessibility to 
a local destination has a significant influence 
on enhancing community cohesion. The defini-
tion of “destination” varies in different studies, 
it also includes green space, open space, local 
street, community centres or other institutional 
places and attracts people to go there. People 
interact with other neighbours on the way to or 
at “destinations”, which in turn creates what is 
called “optional and social activities” in Gehl’s 
theory (2011). However, a Hong Kong study 
points out that “informal connections” in Hong 
Kong contribute less significantly than formal 
organized connections, such as sports groups, 
religious group or community organizations 
(Chan, 2014). Yet, no consideration is given by 
Chan to BE dimensions known to impact on so-
cial cohesion.

The construction of KT’s MTR station involved 
demolishing Kennedy Town swimming pool on 
Smithfield (Fig. 12) and relocating it near the

Figure 10: KT, mapping of open and green space associ-

ated with MTR opening (source: Adapted from Open Map)

The construction of KT’s MTR station involved 
demolishing Kennedy Town swimming pool on 
Smithfield (Fig. 12) and relocating it near the 
HKU station egress next to Belcher Bay Park 
with the provision of a new indoor swimming 
pool and outdoor covered public space (Fig. 
16). In KT, a new mini-bus station and new 
public spaces were created (Fig12, 14, 15). 
Both the mini-bus station and the public spaces 
are well integrated in the urban fabric creating 
a new surface connection between Smithfield 
and North Street. The existing sport fields and 
playgrounds and the new open spaces create a 
linear public space hinge between the hills and 
KT’s flat and its compact built-up. The location 
of the MTR station egresses on Smithfield and 
North Road further activate Smithfield and the 
characterful Forbes Street and distribute pedes-
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trian flows to North St.  In KT the new station 
did not alter much the spatial accessibility con-
figuration, yet the flow of pedestrians has been 
reconfigured (Fig. 10). 

Figure 11: KT, Smithfield Street, 2009, before MTR Station 
(Source: Google Street View) (Bottom Left)

Figure 12: KT, Smithfield Street, 2017, after MTR Station 
(Source Google Street View) (Top Right)

Figure 13: KT, new public space, Smithfield, 2020 (Second 
Right)

Figure 14: KT, new public space, North Road, 2020 (Third 
Right)

Figure 15, KT, new seating outside new HK chain coffee 
shop with expansive waterfront view, New Praya. 2020 

(Bottom Right)
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Figure 16: HKU, mapping of open and green space as-
sociated with the MTR opening (source: adapted from 

Open Map)

HKU is the University of Hong Kong’s station. 
With more than 27,000 students in 2013, the 
HKU campus is probably one of the main rea-
sons to extend the Island line. The campus is 
high up above mid-level. With the new station, 
small open and green spaces were added (Fig. 
18) and a little was taken away by the Belcher 
egress (Fig. 17). HKU MTR’s long corridors and 
lifts (Fig. 16) provide access from the flat area 
to the station but also to the campus, a very 
large “public space” with various amenities, 
which became a very well-used destination for 
locals and visitors at weekend. The campus is 
also a starting point for hikes to the Lung Fu 
Shan Country Park. The station’s corridors and  

lifts reconfigure the topography of the Belcher, 
Shek Tong Tsui and the University’s areas, 
making it into a volumetric bypass of the steep 
slope integrating Queen’s Rd West, the Univer-
sity and the hills beyond. 

Figure 17: HKU, Belcher 2009 & 2017, note the reduc-
tion in green space (source: google street view)

Figure 18: HKU Hill Rd and Whitty St. small open and 
green space were added (source: Authors)
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Figure 19 New open space outside the new swimming 

pool, off HKU Belcher MTR (source: Authors)

Figure 20: SYP, mapping of open and green space associ-

ated with the MTR opening (source:adapted from Open-

Map)

SYP station egresses have created a new set 
of well-integrated attractive urban oases, pub-
lic open and green spaces with playground 
and football field located inside urban block 
(Fig. 21, 22, 23). They are just a step away, 
i.e. shielded from noise yet visible from busy 
streets. The lift gateway in Bonham Rd is 
marked by two large trees that frame the station 

and the drop off/bus stop (Fig. 25) which is well 
used as meeting point and other stationary so-
cial activities. The extended corridors and lifts 
make a new connection system between Bon-
ham Rd at mid-level, the Centre Street Market 
and Sai Ying Pun Market (Fig. 24) which are  

Figure 21: SYP, Ki Ling Lane Children’s playground, be-
tween Des Voeux Rd West and Queen’s Rd West (source: 
Authors)

Figure 22: SYP, Sai Woo Lane Playground, and football 
field (source: Authors)

Figure 23: SYP, Queen’s Road West (source: Authors)
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Figure 24: SYP, Centre Street Market (source: Authors)

Figure 25: SYP, Bonham Rd (source: Authors)

in the middle of the steep Centre St., and to the 
busy Queen’s St. and Des Voeux Rd, the flat 
area. Centre street has street escalators. SYP 
Station elaborate a volumetric bypass as con-
nectors bringing mid-level to second street and 
further to Des Voeux Rd. 

4.   Discussion

In Hong Kong, a high-density city with high 
level of MTR usage, as urban liveability has 
become a perceptual notion of well-being and 
social cohesion. Perception of access to sus-
tainable transport impacts urban liveability 
and social cohesion and urban sustainability 

in general. Quantifying and understanding the 
detailed impacts of a new station on displace-
ment remain challenging despite many studies, 
and much discourse associated with the topic. 
Most studies lack control cases and give too 
little attention to BE dimensions.  This study 
corroborated the perception that the new sta-
tions have changed the dynamics of street lev-
el destinations, the most visible BE dimension 
of social cohesion (Mazumdar, et al., 2018). 
When compared to the control (NP) the case 
studies do show diversified change of greater 
amplitude in business premises at street level. 
This can be conceptualised as ‘gentrification 
without displacement’, or more specifically, as 
change in public transport accessibility level-
induced commercial dynamism and mutation. 
Local premises (e.g. car repair workshops) 
have been replaced by boutique stores, new 
restaurants, chain shops. The communities’ 
streetscapes have been altered – it remains to 
be seen if it should be construed as positive or 
negative impact on social cohesion. At the most 
fundamental level of displacement, as an invol-
untary housing mobility, the demographic, the 
quasi invisible dimension, the findings show 
large heterogeneity in the impact of new station 
which are at odds with the unified visibility of 
streetscape changes. These might be due to the 
difference in initial conditions for example the 
mix between relatively balanced public, subsi-
dised and private housing mix (He, et al., 2018) 
around new station and structural demographic 
dynamic and others BE values already at play in 
each area. Our findings are aligned with recent 
research that does not show significant system-
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atic displacement/gentrification related to TOD 
(Padeiro, et al., 2019). Neighbourhoods can 
gain new residents without necessarily losing 
existing ones. Existing resident might move any-
way for different motives. In the cases investi-
gated each new MTR station opening brought 
cohesive values through the provision of well-
integrated open and green spaces that improves 
the connective structure of the existing public 
realm. Such place making provision creates 
novel synergies with the existing public spaces. 
Research indicates that these new public open 
and green spaces are where informal interac-
tions between people also happens. They are 
an important component of the BE pathway to 
impact on social cohesion and urban liveabil-
ity.

Finally, further research is needed on:

- How to measure social cohesion accounting 
for built environment dimensions 

- How the MTR’s volumetric implementation 
reshapes radically or not, local accessibility that 
affect an aging society and the way spatial and 
social interaction may change? 

- How different types of development e.g. of-
fice-led mixed-use development or housing es-
tate refurbishment, or URA’s regeneration affect 
displacement, street level premises and open 
and green space provision differently and how 
these in turn impact on social cohesion and ur-
ban livability.  
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Crafted City: The Role of Traditional Crafts in a Liveable Hong Kong

By Billy Potts

Founder of Watt Studio 

Hong Kong’s Last Authentic Junk (source: creative commons)
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Introduction

‘Sleek soaring towers and a financial hub with 
frenetic energy’ could easily describe Hong 
Kong or many conurbations. More difficult to 
articulate is the spirit that makes it a liveable 
city. The spirit that exists in between the obvi-
ous trappings - those traits that only represent 
the ‘hardware’ of a city. Without its ‘software’, a 
city is only a place to exist, not to live. Much of 
Hong Kong’s software is embodied in the city’s 
rich craft tradition which gives form and voice 
to the values, aesthetics and spirit of Hong 
Kongers. This lively creative culture, bolstered 
and practiced by the people who live amongst 
the steel and glass, provides the substance and 
lifeblood. As such, the traditional crafts in Hong 
Kong clearly contribute to the liveability of the 
city, and if these traditions are to be preserved it 
is important that they continue to be part of stra-
tegic development plans for the city’s urban de-
sign. The artisans and craftsmen who tend the 
flame of traditional crafts and trades are most 
often known as ‘sifu’ (師傅 si1, 街fu2Masters). 
Their crafts occupy a liminal space between 
industry and art and have, until recently been 
largely overlooked because they were once 
common. Now, crafts that used to be the norm 
all across Hong Kong have become exceptional 
remnants of a less hurried era. The intuitive use 
of traditional tools and crafts have largely been 
subsumed by the infernal machine, offering 
its wares at a fraction of the cost and time but 
also a fraction of the charm. Forming a subset 
of intangible cultural heritage, crafts in Hong 
Kong are a rebellion against the ubiquity and 

lack of liveability that plagues so many cities. 
They are strongly tied to everyday life but also 
to the deeper aspects of community, spiritual-
ity and a sense of identity in Hong Kong, as a 
form of cultural landscape. With their people-
centric dimension, crafts make Hong Kong liv-
able where it would otherwise be mundane 
and anonymous. They contribute to making the 
city a home, rather than a stopgap or a void to 
inhabit, by invoking a sense of belonging and 
attachment through aesthetic, social, cultural, 
historical and symbolic elements. They are a 
key component of the urban landscape, essen-
tial to creating an atmosphere of livability in the 
sense of belonging, community and identity. 
This paper focuses on the value that the histori-
cal contents of the city can bring to the life of 
Hong Kong through the social, cultural and en-
vironmental engagement they bring, focusing in 
particular on the tram system and Hong Kong’s 
traditional crafts.

The Pitfall of Crafts Becoming Quaint At-
tractions

The wooden junk under strained, expansive 
sail against the backdrop of monolithic towers 
crowned with neon has long been an emblem of 
Hong Kong’s identity, even serving as the visual 
identity of the city’s Tourism Board. Orientalist 
connotations of a maritime trading hub abound 
but now rendered obsolete by steel, oil and 
containerisation, this fleet of vernacular sail-
ing craft has been decimated, the few remain-
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ing serve only to shore up nostalgia and to amuse 
tourists. The old, battered carcasses of the others 
have been recycled on the Chinese mainland as 
firewood or furniture and many of the shipyards 
and craftsmen who built them have downed 
tools and fallen silent. “They’re just to look at. 
Junks are just to look at,” Master Au Wei, one of 
Hong Kong’s most prolific shipwrights, repeats 
several times when we speak. “I built a junk and 
they just put it in the water to look at.” This is 
the state of many traditional crafts and so-called 
‘sunset industries’ - culturally significant busi-
nesses that are becoming less common because 
of broader economic and social forces. The loss 
of traditional crafts is changing the city’s land-
scape. Most have been relegated to the status of 
quaint attractions, appreciated mainly for their 
powerful nostalgic value. Few are recognized 
for their real and potential modern applications 
and how their presence makes a city liveable. 

The Inherent Value of Heritage and Craft

Ester van Steekelenburg has been consult-
ing cities on conserving heritage since 2004. 
Founding the social enterprise, Urban Discov-
ery, in 2010 she believes fervently that herit-
age is inherently valuable and has made a case 
for this by educating government officials and 
the general public through advisory services 
and interactive app-based guides that empha-
size how heritage is a boon to economic and 
social growth. Normally dealing in the preser-
vation of buildings, or the hardware of cities, 
van Steekelenberg extends her thinking here 
to intangible aspects of heritage such as crafts 
and trades, the software of liveable cities that 
gives them historical and social context. “In his-
toric districts, the value of individual buildings 
and sites largely comes from their context, the 
historic streetscape. This includes tangible ele-
ments (buildings, architecture) but also intangi-
bles (traditional trades, family businesses, local 
festivals and cuisine). The surroundings not only 
contribute to the property’s economic value, but 
comprise so much more - the social value, the 
cultural value, the historical value etc. and it is 
not only the property owner that benefits from 
those values, but all of its users and visitors. If 
the context gets lost, the value of the individual 
property also reduces.”

In describing the value that craft and intangible 
heritage holds for liveable cities, van Steekelen-
burg refers to the concept of ‘civicism’, a feel-
ing of attachment and pride of place, which the 
political scientists Daniel A. Bell and Avner de-Au Wei (source: Author)
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Shalit outline in their book, The Spirit of Cities: 
Why the Identity of a City Matters in a Global 
Age5. Beyond the necessary infrastructure that 
makes cities habitable and functional, there 
are additional requirements that elevate them 
to liveable - these requirements include strong 
place identity and a sense of community, which 
van Steekelenburg asserts will be even more im-
portant in the future. “A quest for community 
grounded in particularity of place has special 
urgency because of the decline of traditional 
rural attachments and the widely felt need to 
instill a new sense of responsibility in an age 
of rapid urbanization” posit Bell and De-Shalit. 
“lf people identify with their cities - and they 
are more likely to do so if they feel their city 
expresses a particular identity – they are more 
likely to have a sense of responsibility. There 
are also good economic reasons to promote the 
spirit of a place”. Certainly crafts have shaped 
Hong Kong uniquely, underpinning so much of 
the city’s cultural and spiritual identity, playing 
major roles in festivities and major life events 
on an individual and community level. The city 
is singular in its variety and quality of traditional 
craft and for this it is beloved. “Paradoxically, 
globalization has made unique places more 
important than ever,” van Steekelenberg adds. 
“People make decisions every day about where 
they live, work, shop and travel, based on what 
places look and feel like. There is value in plac-
es that are different, unusual and unique.  The 
more a place does to enhance its distinctive-
ness, whether it’s natural, cultural or architec-
5 DANIEL A. BELL & AVNER DE-SHALIT, The Spirit of Cities: Why the Identity of a City Matters in a Global 
Age, Princeton University Press, 2011
6 CHRISTOPHER DEWOLF, Borrowed Spaces, Penguin Australia, 2017

tural, the more people want to go there.” 

Defining the Look of a City and How 
this Contributes to Liveability

Often cited as giving Hong Kong its cinematic 
appearance, neon signs have been in decline 
for years with the bruising one-two of govern-
ment bureaucracy and cheaper LED alterna-
tives putting paid to the distinctive glow and 
the glass benders who craft it. “All traditional 
signage were considered illegal structures un-
der rules introduced in the Buildings Ordinance 
in 2010,” states Kevin Mak, a founder of 街招
streetsignhk which preserves and documents 
neon and other types of street signage. 

The symbiosis of neon, a Western medium, with 
Chinese calligraphy has given Hong Kong’s sig-
nage a distinct character. Perfectly adapted to 
the city’s hybrid culture, its design vernacular 
allows the coexistence of English and Chinese 
language, along with key graphic elements, aid-
ing citizens who may only be familiar with one 
or, even neither of those languages. Particularly 
distinctive signs have even served as landmarks 
and signposts “For nearly four decades, a gi-
ant neon cow marked a curve in Queen’s Road 
West as it entered the Hong Kong neighbour-
hood of Sai Ying Pun. Sammy’s Kitchen Ltd., it 
read in jaunty italics,” recounts Christopher De-
Wolf in his book, Borrowed Spaces.6 “‘Take me 
to the cow!’ became a familiar refrain for Hong 
Kong taxi drivers.”
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But if the value of neon signs is in their deft 
bilingual graphic design alone, why shouldn’t 
this be transferable to alternatives like LEDs? 
Mak explains that neon has helped to define 
Hong Kong’s appearance but that their impact 
can also be felt in the way that life has taken 
shape around it - neon has become a vessel for 
collective memory. “We rely on visuals when 
we recall memories,” says Mak as he describes 
how the sinuous glass delineates the path of 
Hong Kong’s development and the lifestyles 
of its people in a way that its imitators cannot. 
“[When] Hong Kong used to have more basic 
commercial activities traditional signs took the 
form of hand painted calligraphy. When the city 
became wealthier, electricity became common 
and [neon] bloomed, taking over the dense and 
narrow streets and filling up the sky.” Neon signs 
are a beacon indicating what, when and where 
services can be had but beyond this it is a sign 
of where life is. Neon bespeaks the authenticity 
of local craft that usurpers and imposters can-
not. While LEDs are imported and ubiquitous, 
neon is distinct in its homespun, locally crafted 
quality.

Taken all together, the characteristics of locally 
made neon signs confer a feeling of ownership 
and belonging. This folk design takes on both 
practical and spiritual roles and is an active ex-
pression of culture and identity, flowing through 
the nocturnal city like a luminous lifeblood - 
recognizable totems with which people identify 
and create a sense of place. 

Spirituality, Community and Economic 
Benefit

Hong Kong’s crafts are closely linked to commu-
nity and the spiritual aspects of life with hosts of 
gods and supernatural beasts living alongside 
people on the neon-lit streets. The job of mani-
festing these deities and creatures in corporeal 
form falls to the paper artisans who practice ‘li-
gation arts’- the craft of tying bamboo into pa-
per coated frames that form dragons, lions and 
qilins. The craft is not dissimilar to the vertigi-
nous bamboo scaffolds that enfold skyscrapers 
and construction sites all across Hong Kong.

Hui Ka-hung of Hung C Lau workshop is one of 
Hong Kong’s most prominent ligation artists, his 
works underpin almost every Hong Kong festival 
from mid-Autumn Celebrations to Chinese New 
Year - Hui has created dainty lanterns, tower-
ing Ghost Kings, and scores of lions. Each piece 
and the performances and rituals that accom-
pany them are concerned with different facets 
of community and life from birth to death. Each 
festivity plays a role in binding communities to-
gether.  “Where there is Chinese society there 

Neon signage (source: Author)
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is likely to be ligation crafts for celebration, 
mourning, and art,” says Hui. Ligation art may 
not be unique to Hong Kong but it is because of 
this city that it has survived and flourished - the 
Cultural Revolution and its policy of destroying 
‘The Four Olds’: old customs, culture, habits 
and ideas sent many of China’s ligation artisans 
fleeing to Hong Kong where their craft thrived 
thanks to a sudden concentration of craftsmen 
learning from and competing with one another; 
Drawing upon the abundance of fine materials 
available to them in the cosmopolitan port. 

It was Hong Kong’s unbroken ligation craft tra-
dition which brought an unusual commission to 
Hui Ka-hung in 2018. This commission would 
emphasize the inherent value in preserving 
crafts for their spiritual and communal benefits 
but also their sizable and tangible economic 
contributions to communities - the latter ad-
dresses more pragmatic needs but money keeps 
body and spirit together. Anita Jack, the former 
general manager of the Golden Dragon Muse-
um, comes from Bendigo - a small Australian 
city 150KM northwest of Melbourne with an 
unexpected connection to Hong Kong ligation 
arts. Bendigo is home to 3 immense dragons 
named Loong, Sun Loong and Dai Gum Loong. 
Respectively they are the oldest imperial parad-
ing dragon in the world (128 years old, built in 
Qing Dynasty Foshan), the longest imperial pa-
rading dragon in the world from 1970 to 2019 
(120m, built in Hong Kong by Lo On Kee in 
1969), and the current longest imperial parad-
ing dragon (125m, built in Hong Kong by Hung 
C Lau in 2018). The dragons have appeared in 

Bendigo’s Easter Parade since Loong made his 
debut in 1892. With their dragon, the disenfran-
chised Chinese community hoped to garner the 
good will of their neighbours at the height of the 
infamous “White Australia” policy, which ef-
fectively prevented non-European immigration 
to the country from 1901 until the late 1960s. 
Whilst creating their visual delight, Bendigo’s 
Chinese community raised money to build Ben-
digo’s first hospital. “They managed to bring 
people together and to get the White communi-
ty to support the Chinese,” says Jack, illustrating 
an instance of crafts elevating liveability from 
both a financial and community standpoint. To-
day, the dragons are vital to Bendigo’s economy. 
The Easter parade is the city’s largest event and 
many come specifically to see the dragons.

Bamboo Frame Dragon & Bendigo Dragon 
(source: Author)
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In 2006, after undertaking conservation work 
on their dragon, Sun Loong, Bendigo’s Golden 
Dragon Museum realised that he would need 
a successor. An exhaustive search and tender-
ing process concluded that Hong Kong’s Hui 
Ka-hung and his Hung C Lau workshop would 
be best suited to creating Dai Gum Loong, Sun 
Loong’s replacement. The decision was no triv-
ial matter considering how important dragons 
are to Bendigo’s economy. According to Jack, 
“When Dai Gum Loong made his public de-
but at the 2019 Bendigo Easter Festival, it was 
estimated that 80,000 people lined the city 
streets. It was a coming together of all nation-
alities to celebrate ‘Hong Kong made’.” To put 
this into perspective, Bendigo has a population 
of 100,000. Bendigonians rely on their Hong 
Kong made dragons as a major economic driv-
er. All marketing materials for the city feature 
photos of at least one of the dragons as they 
are synonymous with Bendigo itself. The Easter 
parade earns the city approximately A$20 mil-
lion a year. “Money pours into local business 
over the four day public holiday weekend. Ac-
commodation is often booked one year in ad-
vance, and the smaller surrounding towns are 
also fully booked. The tourists visit restaurants 
and cafés, tourist sites and shops. It is the busi-
est weekend of the year.” As for Hong Kong, the 
Dai Gum Loong project netted local craft busi-
nesses A$250,000, which had been raised from 
the Bendigo City Council, Australian Federal 
and State Government funds, and private do-
nations. The crafts industry brought in an addi-
tional A$500,000 for costumes and accessories 
and for restoring Sun Loong. This is just a small 

sampling of the craft industry’s significant con-
tribution to Hong Kong’s economy as well as to 
those of places as far away as Bendigo.

“Tourists love to watch. That’s great to bring in 
the [money] but for the locals it’s all the bonds 
they create. Bonds to place. Bonds to people. 
Sometimes things transpire to bond people from 
one place to another place via these arts” says 
Dan Beck, former Vice President of the Golden 
Dragon Museum. This thinking applies as much 
to Hong Kong as it does to Bendigo - crafts serve 
to bond and serve communities. Says Anita 
Jack, “There is [an] opportunity for Hong Kong’s 
Government to create community partnerships 
by promoting the ligation arts.  By allocating 
special task groups and working closely with 
the community – together they can plan and 
develop policy and programmes that increase 
community safety, engagement and connec-
tion, prevent discrimination, and improve ac-
cess and inclusion for diverse groups across the 
community. Some of these target groups could 
include rural residents, culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse groups, the indigenous communi-
ty, children and youth.” Echoing this sentiment, 
Beck adds that “The shared experiences of the 
performers and the spectators, who frequently 
number in the thousands as a collective, leads 
to the formation of a bond throughout the com-
munity involved in [festivities]. In this regard it 
is fitting that the word Ligation is derived from 
the Latin Ligare, meaning to bind, tie, fasten or 
unite. There is no doubt in my mind that a city 
with more united communities is a more live-
able city.”
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I spoke to Master Hui Ka-hung in August 2019, 
during his preparations for the Yulan Festival 
(盂jyu4蘭laan4節zit3 Hungry Ghost Festival). 
At that time, the sifu was busy putting the finish-
ing touches on paper effigies that are necessary 
for this Taoist and Buddhist festival that ritual-
istically venerates the dead and absolves their 
suffering. Esoteric celebrations such as the Yulan 
Festival are in decline: “This is a very impor-

tant festival for us. But for the youth it’s viewed 
as very old fashioned because it’s about wor-
shipping gods and ghosts.” Hui’s festival works 
have been commissioned by a Shau Kei Wan 
neighbourhood association. Associations like 
this set up festivities in parks and football courts 
across the territory, bonding neighbourhoods 
by creating a sense of belonging. Unfortunately, 
neighbourhood associations are aging. “Many 
of the associations that organize the Yulan Fes-
tival are folding because there is nobody to or-
ganize. There is no young blood.” In the face 
of losing valuable community events, it is up 
to ligation craftsmen like Master Hui to update 
festivities and make them relevant to new gen-
erations. Observing the popularity of the similar 
Western celebration, Halloween, Hui is confi-
dent that this can be achieved. “Halloween is 
celebrated enthusiastically and with lots of fun 
but [not] our ghost festival. We’ve got to start 
by changing attitudes. In the past parents told 
their kids ‘don’t go out at Hungry Ghost Festi-
val, there are ghosts around. If you see people 
in the football courts doing things, avoid them.’ 
We’re trying to show that it isn’t like this. We 
are hoping to change this attitude and to make 
Yulan Festival just as interesting and exciting as 
Halloween in order to encourage young people 
to participate and to prevent the tradition dis-
appearing.” Along with educating, Hui is also 
innovating within his highly traditional craft. 
“We’ve added lots of attractions to modernise 
the festivities. This Dai Si Wong (大[daai6]士
[si6/si2]王[wong4] Ghost King/an incarnation 
of Bodhisattva Guanyin) is illuminated. We’ve 
made him look more modern - less fusty and 

Hui with Lion & Dragon (source: Author)
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old fashioned in order to attract more people. 
There is also a spirit bridge which I’ve created 
with moving mechanical parts. We’ve modern-
ised everything - made it brighter and more at-
tractive.” In this way, crafts have been deployed 
to maintain the fabric of community. 

Moving Beyond Preservation - Giving 
Local Crafts Practical Contemporary 
Use

Ligation arts have also found practical contem-
porary applications in unlikely modern con-
texts. Master Hui is now working with com-
munities and is experimenting with temporary 
structures and rapid prototyping to prove the 
viability of crafts in community planning and 
preservation endeavours. 

The former salt mining island of Yim Tin Tsai (鹽
jim4田tin4仔zai2) sits just off the Sai Kung Pen-
insula; once home to a Catholic Hakka Commu-

nity, the island is now uninhabited - its popula-
tion moved to urban centers long ago but still 
returns to the ancestral village on special oc-
casions. As a kaito nears the island’s small pier, 
a pavilion heaves into view. The structure is a 
standard government-erected shelter, however 
this one has been heavily modified for the tem-
porary purpose of the Yim Tin Tsai Arts Festival.
 

The pavilion’s tiled eaves have been extended, 
as both an art piece and as a practical tempo-
rary shelter, by means of a structure of cane 
and paper - materials that blend well with the 
existing cultural context and design vernacular 
and have a small carbon footprint. Wandering 
further into the island, visitors are greeted by 
the remains of a village chapel which was set 
up by Rev. Joseph Freinadmetz, who was can-
onized in 2003. The chapel’s riven walls have 
been overtaken by nature but the phantom lines 
of its collapsed roof are traced by tied cane - 

Yim Tin Tsai Church (source: Author)

Yim Tin Tsai Pavillion (source: Author)
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the ruins of a Catholic chapel made whole once 
more with a craft most closely associated with 
the animistic folk beliefs of Southern China. “A 
Western chapel made with traditional Hong 
Kong crafts. I did something similar once before 
- a structure near the Star Ferry about 6 months 
ago. We want to demonstrate that such struc-
tures can be created with nothing but cane and 
paper,” says Hui. Thus a craft that once catered 
exclusively to folk tradition now has the poten-
tial to serve and unite communities in modern 
ways. What could be more apt than this ancient 
craft which shares a consistent design language 
with the local environment, emphasizes com-
munity values and invites participation through 
its familiarity? 

Tram Depot (source: Author)

7 Hong Kong Tramways Co. Limited, About Hong Kong Tramways: Key Figures, Available at: https://hktramways.com/en/about 
-hong-kong-tramways (accessed on 2 October, 2020)

Trams and Crafting Practical Transport 
Networks

Another case of craft in service of urban liv-
ability still winds its way gracefully from Ken-
nedy Town to Shau Kei Wan, nosing gently out 
of Central traffic and serenely parting crowds 
in Chun Yeung Street Market. It has done so for 
116 years. Hong Kong’s trams are still reliant on 
skilled carpenters, metal workers and electri-
cians for their construction and maintenance at 
the Whitty Street Tram Depot. Though moving 
towards newer aluminium models that are man-
ufactured elsewhere, a bulk of the 165 tramcar7 
fleet is still made up of locally constructed teak-
framed trolleys. Each is unique as if to reflect 

the many skilled hands that have shaped them. 
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It is not enough to follow schematics when 
working with a tram - one must have the intui-
tive knowledge of Hong Kong Tramways’ capa-
ble craftsmen. There is something profoundly 
human about this important transport network 
which eschews the relentless pursuit of industri-
alisation and technology in favour of something 
more humane.

I experienced the collaborative process of 
working with Hong Kong Tramways’ sifu along-
side my partner Jenny Choi, an architect and 
designer. In 2018 we built the Circus Tram, 
the conversion of a traditional teak tram into 
a mobile social club with functioning plumb-
ing, a toilet and air-conditioning - the process 
was highly reliant on the experience and skill 
of Hong Kong Tramways’ craftsmen. “Those sifu 
are very important for how everything can be 
manufactured and repaired,” says Choi. “It’s a 
communication process and this is a very good 
process for an architect or designer. The most 
important thing is, it’s a process of give and 

take. We need to ensure that the tram can run 
and we are relying on their experience and we 
need to listen to this to adapt our design. Their 
opinions are from the experience of how to 
manage daily operations and their experiences 
in building or repairing 100 tramcars per year. 
This is a collaboration between designers and 
the sifu.” Choi also points out that the presence 
of skilled sifu who can make immediate repairs 
locally using traditional methods is a boon to 
this highly unusual rail network. “If you need to 
make repairs and quickly respond to any prob-
lem that has occurred in any tramcar, it’s easier 
to build in Hong Kong. It’s practical to be ‘made 
in Hong Kong’. The sifus can quickly respond 
and it will not affect Hong Kong Tramways daily 
operations. It also ensures that they can provide 
a very stable service to Hong Kong citizens. Be-
cause of building in Hong Kong and making in 
Hong Kong it’s so much easier to manage. You 
don’t need to face the problem of contacting a 
factory or with getting parts causing the trams to 
be grounded inside the factory for days, weeks 
or even months. If you think about what we’ve 
been facing in the last year during quarantine in 
Hong Kong with Covid, the whole transporta-
tion system in general, internationally and even 
transportation between China and Hong Kong 
will have been affected. Locally-built things ac-
tually have the advantage of ensuring stability in 
this small scale - everything works.”

Jennny Choi and Tram Craftmen (source: Author)
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Cyril Aubin is Managing Director of Hong Kong 
Tramways; He first arrived in 2014 to audit the 
company’s operations. Aubin is now Hong Kong 
Tramways’ champion, promoting the world’s 
largest double-deck tram fleet still in opera-
tion to its French parent company, RATP (Ré-
gie Autonome des Transports Parisiens). “[Hong 
Kong Tramways shows] how we can maintain 
something in the long run. How we can be 
committ[ed] for a long time. How we can build 
a diversified business model to run public trans-
port. How we can sustain in asking a very low 
fare [of] the passengers.” Aubin was, however, 
not immediately charmed by the idiosyncratic 
rail system. “My reference was top, top modern 
trams with all the latest technology and I saw 

this. [It was] like coming back 50 years in the 
past.” Since taking up his position as manag-
ing director in 2016, Cyril Aubin’s perception 
of Hong Kong Tramways as something in need 
of technological advancement has shifted and 
focused. “You start to see the business model, 
how it works. The fare we propose to the pas-
sengers, the engagement of the workers, the 
employees, how people respect the tram here, 
what it means for them and then you discover 
the local value. There is a sense of ownership 
and sense of belonging. And then of course 
[this] emotion is enhanced [when] it [involves] 
a craft instead of an industrial thing. When [it 
involves] craft it is by [people] that are [part of 
a group], [part of a] territory. It’s local. There is 
this sense of belonging but ownership as well. 
There is a sense of continuity.”

From a technical expert’s point of view it is dif-
ficult to understand the value of a tram system 
that is so reliant on traditional methods of oper-
ation and workmanship. “If you come here with 
some basic benchmark [you would say] ‘wow, 
what the hell [is] happening here?’” Aubin says. 
However “when you evacuate [this preconcep-
tion] you see people struggling, working in hot 
conditions, doing their best. [It] changes, a lit-
tle bit, your mindset.” Aubin’s paradigm shift 
prompted him to begin asking “what is the just 
cause that trams should genuinely and naturally 
fight for?” 

While the trams remain relatively untouched 
by time its competitors, the MTR and buses, are 
sleek and air-conditioned. Hong Kong Tram-

Hong Kong Tramway Craftsman (source: Author)
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ways has experimented with modern air-con-
ditioned trams (there are four) however it has 
always avoided the knee jerk impulse to adopt 
technology wholesale for the sake of it. Aubin 
grimaces at the thought of hermetically sealed, 
temperature controlled and driverless options 
but is highly cognizant that considered change 
must come. “It’s a complicated trade off. You 
cannot, for preserving heritage, deny or neglect 
the users. If the tram becomes so uncomfortable 
that you just cannot use it because it’s too hot 
or too wet, it dies because it becomes ‘unuse-
ful’.” What, then, is at stake when technology 
and automation displaces traditional craft and 
any other sign that this tram system is uniquely 
Hong Kong? In considering this question, Au-
bin refers to the ‘atmosphere’ of riding an open 
tram that connects you to the city via the sens-
es - the smells of drying seafood as you glide 
through Sheung Wan, the lively thudding of 
hoofbeats along the racetrack in Happy Valley, 
the gentle juddering motion of the tram itself. 
All these stimuli connect with riders on an emo-
tional level. “If you feel that you are in a certain 
atmosphere, you feel good. It’s not necessarily 
about super efficient technology. Perhaps it’s 
just where your emotions are fulfilled on a daily 
basis. Perhaps this is what makes it liveable. The 
price to provide [modern comforts] would be 
to eliminate some of the positive emotion and 
value of [the tram] system. What makes people 
happy in general is when you live for a cause. 
Maintaining some crafts and heritage, some-
how fulfills you [because] it means you respect 

4. Hong Kong Tramways Co. Limited, About Hong Kong Tramways: Key Figures, Available at: https://hktramways.com/
en/about-hong-kong-tramways (Accessed on 2 October, 2020)

the previous generations, you respect your his-
tory. It means that you have roots. It means that 
you are from somewhere. You are linked with 
the territory [and] you are not alone. There is 
a group of people like you and you all share 
the same crafts. I think [trams are] something in 
that category. Things that belong to [everyone]. 
We are from here. And this tram is from here as 
well.’”

Most importantly, trams maintain their craft 
credentials whilst remaining steadfastly practi-
cal and authentic. Unlike tourist junks that bob 
listlessly around the harbour, trams maintain 
their original function normally moving an av-
erage of 200,000 passengers per day5. Even in 
the throes of the global Covid-19 pandemic, 
the trams have an average daily ridership of 
“130,000 to 150,000 per day,” according to 

Hong Kong Trams (source: Author)
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Hong Kong Tramways’ Head of Commercial 
and Brand, Nixon Cheung. Conferring liveabili-
ty to Hong Kong both in a practical and spiritual 
sense, “[trams are] ‘alive’,” Aubin asserts. “It has 
to be alive otherwise we just do a museum and 
that’s it. Or we do the Happy Valley loop for 
tourists and that’s it but then at any time a new 
crisis [arises] you can perhaps switch off and 
close the company. If it becomes just a touristic 
attraction it means that for [these] 15 months it 
would be done. So it mustn’t be a touristic at-
traction. It is genuinely a public transport. It must 
remain a public transport.” This point has been 
amply driven home by recent news that Hong 
Kong’s last authentic junk is now “fighting to 
survive,”5 since it relies on “tak[ing] foreign visi-
tors on scenic trips around [Hong Kong’s] bays”. 
That business has now dried up due to travel 
restrictions caused by the pandemic, its owner, 
Hazen Tang, told the BBC. Tang has been forced 
to refocus on local citizens during the downturn 

5. Harper, J. (2020), ‘Hong Kong’s last authentic junk in troubled waters’, BBC, Hong Kong, 9 October. Available at: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-54460191 (Accessed: 9 October 2020).

but he remains philosophical in the face of ad-
versity: “We humans should always learn from 
the boats. We cannot control the direction of 
the wind but we can adjust our sail.”

The Danger of Over Romanticising 
Crafts - Youth Engagement
To glorify crafts without considering the practi-
cal realities of the people at their heart would 
be disingenuous. Failing to acknowledge the 
craftsmen while benefiting from and enjoying 
their work has long been the reality in Hong 
Kong. Many struggle to make a living, working 
in terrible conditions. “Often, what may seem 
a charming shop to us, for them is just hard la-
bour. Not a profession they wish for their chil-
dren,” says Ester van Steekelenburg. If crafts 
and traditional trades are not valued, the im-
pact of their loss will be felt in other aspects 
of urban life even beyond liveability. Assessing 
the situation, van Steekelenberg outlines the

Circus Tram (source: Circus) Circus Tram Interior (source: Author)
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potential consequences: “The dismal status 
of creative professional occupations has led to 
irreversible loss of authenticity at an unprec-
edented speed. As a result, we all know cities 
that are misunderstood and misbranded. Worse, 
even locals start to accept the new twisted ver-
sion of things and forget what made the place 
so unique. The collective memory slips away, 
people lose pride, their sense of belonging. If 
they forget it, who will remember their stories?”

It is understandable that sifu do not always ro-
manticize their own crafts - when given the op-
tion to stop they often do, much to Hong Kong’s 
detriment. Karen Chan is an artist-designer; her 
studio, Ceekayello, focuses on collaborations 
between artists and local craftsmen to redefine 
and repurpose their skills, addressing the situa-
tion where a sifu no longer wants to keep going. 
“It is upsetting whenever I hear [about] crafts-
men who [will] not continue on their crafts due 
to different reasons, such as high rent, low pub-
lic interest, etc., or who do not wish to pass on 
their crafts to younger generations. I do under-
stand that some of the craftsmen [learned] their 
crafts back in the day as a survival skill and job, 
and most of them don’t see the [economic] and 
cultural value of [it] anymore.”

Chan expresses empathy and explains that it 
might be romantic to expect these craftsmen to 
continue on in their crafts based on our needs 
but stresses that the needs of the craftsmen must 
be considered first and foremost. The starting 
point with her work often seems to be to help 
craftsmen “achieve satisfaction when younger 

generations appreciate their skillful technique 
and work.” Ceekayello has launched several 
non-commercial programmes facilitating the 
passing on of skills from local craftsmen to art-
ists. “One of the most satisfying results was the 
communication and interaction between the 
masters and our artists, where age and cultural 
gap were thinned when they were exchanging 
skills. As humans, we pass down our knowledge 
and skills to our next generations. Aren’t local 
craftsmen doing the same [by passing] down 
their street-smart knowledge that carries valu-
able cultural stories?” Ester van Steekelenburg 
echoes Chan’s sentiment and elaborates. “We 
find encouragement in the growing interest of a 
young generation. This is a time that in cities all 
across Asia, millennials and Gen Zs are look-
ing for their own definition of urban identity. 
Unlike post-independence generations that fo-
cused primarily on economic growth, they are 
increasingly looking beyond financial prosper-
ity, eschewing materiality and seeking for a bet-
ter quality of life through intangible matters.” 

In circumstances where the preservation of a 
craft is not possible, Karen Chan accepts that 
“everything needs to evolve with time, for sus-
tain-able longevity. [Some] crafts are fading for 
a particular reason - [either] they do not serve 
a particular function in our modern setting 
[or] our behaviour and form of activities has 
changed, or more cost effective solutions have 
been provided.” 

The solution may not always lay in preserv-
ing crafts in their entirety but in conserving 
aspects of them so that they might be applied 
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elsewhere. “Cultural heritage - whether tan-
gible or intangible - is not static, it is living,” 
states van Steekelenburg. Cultural heritage, of 
which crafts are a subset, have historically rein-
vented themselves. They have always adapted 
for modern times, each living different lives 
and modifying, as is natural in modern times. 
“Why should we freeze time now?” asks van 
Steekelenberg. Ceekayello has actively ex-
plored this concept in their Classic Craft, Mod-
ern Meaning programme. “[A] practical modern 
way is to implement the philosophy from differ-
ent crafts into architecture or furniture designs. 
For example, some of the building structure of 
a birdcage joint, could be applied to furniture 
designs. Even the flexibility of the bamboo ma-
terial itself could provide a lot of sustainable 
solutions for modern furniture designs.” There 
is value in youth participation even where skill 
transference is not the goal. Citing Ceekayello’s 
My Light, My Hood neon exhibition Chan em-
phasizes the importance and effectiveness of 
community education in younger generations. 
“My friend brought her sons to join the work-
shop. Her 5 year old point[s] at neon signs on 
the street and yells Neon! Neon! whenever he 
spots one now.”

Conclusion

To maintain crafts’ effectiveness and enhance 
their role in liveability, especially in Hong 
Kong, it is insufficient simply to preserve them. 
They must be developed and maintained so 
that they remain relevant, functioning parts of 
Hong Kong’s society and economy. They must 
not be museum pieces or quaint curiosities if 
they are to maintain their power as forces of 
placemaking and liveability. Crafts are only a 
part of the intricate weave that makes up Hong 
Kong’s unique culture but their loss and the at-
tendant loss in their value as a cultural and so-
cial component of liveability would be a devas-
tating blow to the communities that call this city 
home. As Karen Chan sees it, “we have the ar-
chitecture and landscape surrounding us as the 
hardware of our city” while crafts and culture 
are the “software that identifies Hong Kong.” 
The entire melange is a complicated and beau-
tiful orchestra of moving parts and within this, 
the oft overlooked crafts, unelevated to the sta-
tus of ‘fine art’ are a profound expression of the 
bonds that link us all. They imbue Hong Kong’s 
urban landscape with a degree of humanity, 
which would seem, in a city of 8 million, to 
be a common commodity but, in practice, has 
become awfully scarce. The sifu who diligently 
tend their trades and the citizenry who sup-
port them may not always be able to articulate 
the ineffable quality and value of craft but they 
know how it feels. As Hong Kong Tramways’ 
Cyril Aubin has put it, “it is a kind of love.”
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According to Mohamad Kashef (2016), the con-
cept of ‘urban liveability’ remains a precarious 
term appropriated by a variety of disciplines 
in a number of settings. Irrespective of its ap-
plication in either professional or educational 
contexts, urban liveability essentially links the 
systemic aspects of human life with social con-
tingencies in an immersive physical environ-
ment. In this short text we wish to contemplate 
liveability and its manifestation within the prac-
tices of a design brief that manages macro strat-
egies equally with those at the micro scales.  

In the context of increasingly complex urban 
questions related to sustainability, systematic 
planning strategies, ecosystems, compact envi-
ronments and biodiversity, the challenges of ur-
ban liveability must draw together an even wid-
er diversity of conditions, scales, stakeholders 
and disciplines, to collectively meet the chal-
lenges of 21st Century urbanity. Drawing on the 
work of Gausa and Banchini’s 2003 publication 
entitled HiCat: HiperCatalunya and the prem-
ise of layered complexity and planning, this 
would entail more complex interface between 
regional, territorial, city, neighbourhood, par-
cel, building, space, material cycles, and per-
formance indices as scale levels, between those 
who live in cities, those who design them, and 
those who actually build cities as stakeholders. 
Finally, between disciplines, liveability must 
absorb knowledge domains of territorial strate-
gies, spatial planning, urban design, architec-
ture, interior architecture, sociology, morphol-
ogy, engineering, environmental studies, and 
military strategy. 

From a historical perspective, Louis Wirth’s 
original concept, or what he terms ‘Urbanism’ 
(1938), could be seen as a first take on a defi-
nition of the urban liveability premise. Apart 
from defining the concept of Urbanism, Wirth’s 
definition links liveability to the physical, the 
social and the ecosystems of human and envi-
ronmental engagement. Settlements, the city, 
and specific housing questions are by-products 
of a collective social process drawing together, 
(1) the physical nature of the city comprised out 
of a population and forms of technologies, (2) 
a social system of organization involving social 
structures, institutions and social relationships, 
and (3) the formulation of a set of attitudes 
and registers that collectively produce norms, 
standards and regulations to guide behaviour 
processes. Standing outside of the realm of de-
sign itself, the urbanism concept has remained 
instrumental in both conceptual and method-
ological approaches for formulating liveable 
settings. 

Moving down in scales, we find the architec-
tural criticism of Morris (1961), outlining the 
complexity of domestic standards in relation 
to living quality. His opus “Homes for Today 
and Tomorrow” is a credible and scientific per-
spective that relates the spatial expression of the 
home, outdoor spaces and street relationships 
to the needs of the individual by questioning, 
‘what are the new ways of living?’  Covering 
both freestanding and apartment type housing, 
the study reflects on standard space allocations 
impacted by living patterns. The study expands 
on several aspects of domesticity: the adapt-
ability of the dwellings, heating and cooling re-
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quirements, hallways, open plan layouts, spaces 
for meals, living spaces, bedrooms, bathrooms, 
for families and singles. He gives working areas 
- encompassing kitchens, roof spaces and stor-
age spaces - special attention discussing the de-
sign through use, appropriation, and functional 
layouts. Morris discusses apartments, rethinking 
lifts spaces, private balconies, sound insulation 
and refuse disposal. Overall, the report funda-
mentally establishes the need to formulate do-
mestic standards on humane and ethical princi-
ples for living in a mixed society, that promotes 
social mobility and the well-being of citizens.  

Returning to the activity of design and the ques-
tion of urban liveability reminds us that cities 
are composed of numerous parts. Buildings, 
small built structures, airports and bridges, va-
cant plots of land, road infrastructure, green-
ery, waterscapes, coastlines, and ridge es-
carpments remain the generic elements of all 
urban landscapes. Combinations of elements 
associated to user groups or urban functions, 
whether clumped together or distributed over 
a vast area, deliver landscapes with a variety of 
unique spatial characteristics that in each way 
become distinctive to the liveable conditions of 
a setting. Viewed from up-close and from afar, 
the landscape resolves through layering of tex-
tures and elemental pixilation, brought together 
by way of design strategies, fuse together live-
able intentions at interlinked scales.

Furthermore, intentions, propositions and de-
sign incentives are part and parcel of the pro-
duction of scenarios in ‘liveable design’. This 
is especially relevant to spatial thinking, and 

the development of scenarios to, “play out” op-
portunities whilst testing the valance of ideas, 
what works and what seems less meaningful. 
For territories these have previously been de-
fined as design ‘fantasies’ (Maas, et al. 2011), 
game board processes (Reinart & Poplin, 2014), 
or seen as methodologies of developmental 
processes (Bunchoten, et .al, 1999) that later 
become policies, new directions in design or, 
at the extreme, production of new urbanities. 

The via. Architecture / OPENUU / POLYU proposal fuses 
together spatial liveability through three distinct sections. 
This submission, in the format of a vertical column (1m 
x1m x 3m) vertically aligns three proposals above one 
another, with POLYU’s urban research operating as base 
map, OPENUU’s Growing Bridges section in the middle 
and via.’s architecture proposal at the top section. 
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The column base section draws from POLYU research 
representing a territorial map of Hong Kong. The pixilated 
map is translated into a three-dimensional base structure 
representing urban functions of a territorial level. 

As one of the several Hong Kong Based en-
tries to the postponed 2020 Venice Biennale, 
the via. / OPENUU / POLYU proposal fuses to-
gether spatial liveability through three distinct 
sections. Given the urban liveability challenge 
in an increasingly complex future the three sec-
tions seek to explicate the layered negotiations 
between the region, the city and its architectur-
al premise. This submission, in the format of a 
vertical column (1m x1m x 3m) vertically aligns 
three proposals above one another. 

The via.  / OPENUU / POLYU Architecture 
proposal is a vertical element combining three 
distinct parts. The column base section draws 
from POLYU’s research representing a territo-
rial map of Hong Kong.5 It depicts one of four 
development scenarios that question how the 
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region will 
develop as either a monocentric, separate ter-
ritory or a node in the polycentric Pearl River 
Delta urban agglomeration, as increased popu-
lation impacts its formal character. The specu-
lative scenarios elaborate specific tendencies 
emerging in HK and the Great Bay Region and 
asks how Hong Kong can remain a competitive 
player in its regional urban context. As base, the 
proposal sets the tone for a pixilated territory, 
negotiating functional characteristics upwards 
into smaller scales of the neighbourhood and 
urban block levels. Each colour of the pixilated 
map colour codes liveable qualities that ranges 
from housing, education neighbourhoods, re-
gional industry, and territorial greening.

5 Research project entitled HK2 is an ongoing research project at the Masters level of The School of Design, 
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University.

The column’s middle section depicts OPEN-
UU’s approach to pixel-to-pixel linkages, 
through a study of pedestrian bridges as urban 
elements entitled Growing Bridges. Bridges pro-
vide opportunities to question rising environ-
mental factors as extreme weather conditions. 
They also manifest a variety of shapes and sizes 
within their shared purpose to connect programs 
across open space. In Hong Kong bridges serve 
other programmatic roles, utilizing and activat-
ing space above and within the built landscape. 
They support transportation, ensuring building-
to-building connectivity. In parallel,  bridges 
contribute to the liveability of a city providing 
retail and recreational opportunities that add to 
the pedestrian life, as a microcosm of the Great 
Bay Area’s territorial connectivity and density.
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The upper section of the composition com-
pletes its progression from large to small scales 
with .via’s focus on pixilated architectural fea-
tures. The column capital is a textured structure 
referring to a lantern wall to celebrate heritage 
and traditions of the Chinese vernacular court-
yard house. via’s segment extracts the configu-
ration of the lantern wall from a related project 
defined by brick-clad pavilions surrounding a 
central pool, with inward and outward views. 
Visitors experience interior and exterior envi-
ronments within the column capital as a rein-
terpretation of a culturally significant spatial 
pattern. The composition is therefore not only 
the architectural premise of fusing together el-
ements of nature, vernacular architecture and 

OPENUU’s Growing Bridges manifest a variety of shapes 
and sizes within their shared programmatic purpose to 
connect programs across open space.
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interior design into a living experience that en-
courages a sense of well-being in unique and 
dense settings, but also it provides a vignette 
into an actual spatial experience of urban live-
ability, when spatial experience, material, and 
light effects fuse together in a contemporary city 
setting. 

via. / OPENUU / POLYU layered composition 
accommodates a site provided within the Hong 
Kong 2020/2021 Venice Biennale Exhibition, 
linking three collaborating teams’ work into 
one expression. With later installation in Ven-
ice, visitors will be able to circulate around the 
column structure, taking in the scope of each 
section through and within each segment.

In conclusion, the layered composition exposes 
risks and potentials of design which strategically 
links liveability at higher and lower scale orders 
in the city. Continuous negotiation processes, 
gazing up as well as down, highlight a delicate 
balance between two extreme conditions. First-
ly, when disassociated as independent scales, 
each segment reflects the constituencies and 
consequences of different disciplinary realms, 
whether territorial, connectively programmatic, 
or experiential. Secondly, with the three scales 
coalesced, the column reflects disciplinary rela-
tionships which designers, planners, and stake-
holders must integrate as a politics for framing 
urban liveability.

via. / OPENUU / POLYU members:

via.: Frank Leung & Irene Lai. https://via-arc.
com. 

OPENUU: Kevin Lim & Caroline Chou. http://
openuu.com. 

The School of Design, The Hong Kong Poly-
technic University (POLYU): Peter Hasdell, 
Dr.ir Gerhard Bruyns & Daniel Elkin. https://
www.sd.polyu.edu.hk/en/

The upper section of the composition completes its pro-
gression from large to small scales with .via’s focus on 
pixilated architectural features. The column capital is a 
textured structure referring to a lantern wall to celebrate 
heritage and traditions of the Chinese vernacular court-
yard house.
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A Softer, Greener and Better-Connected Liveable City

Hennessey Road,Wanchai (source: Author and Irene Liu)

By Dennis Ho 
RIBA | ARB | Int’l.Assoc.AIA | HKIUD | ULI
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Every morning I ride my electric bike through 
beautiful tree-lined avenues, animated with 
dappled sunlight and cool breezes, to arrive at 
my co-working place. I take the express eleva-
tor from the lushly planted open ground lobby, 
gliding through a 20-storey high living forest, to 
work in the semi-outdoor collaborative hub sur-
rounded by vibrant local plant species. I have 
lunch on the rooftop urban farm before heading 
home early afternoon, followed by dinner on 
the communal landscaped terrace. After dinner, 
we jog along the waterfront boulevards before 
heading home across the local neighbourhood 
parks.

Other people would conjure up different im-
ages of their ideal liveable cities. Mine is very 
green, accessible, connected, full of vitality and 
beautifully landscaped places in which I can 
work and relax. I am connected with nature 
within and around my neighbourhood. I can get 
to work and most facilities within a 15-minute 
walking distance through tree-lined streets with 
green terraces and breathing facades, no longer 
dominated by traffic noise, congestion and pol-
lution. I believe these are the key characteristics 
for a liveable city.

As urban designers, we need to challenge our 
conventional city environment to create places 
that are meaningful, memorable and sustain-
able. There have been intensive debates about 
a city’s liveability in response to the current 
pandemic, our changing lifestyles and the New-
Normal. This is a transformative period and we 
understand the need to re-address key drivers 

of urban planning to focus more on wellness, 
human experience, equity, inclusivity, biodi-
versity and resilience through a symbiotic and 
nature-based approach. We can no longer plan 
our cities based on economics, efficiency, traf-
fic and infrastructures, simply to provide func-
tional spaces to live and work in. We cannot 
rely solely on technologies if we want to create 
human-centric cities.

The United Nations projected that by 2050, 
75% of the world’s population or 10 billion peo-
ple, will live in cities. For this enormous shift, 
an additional 0.2 trillion sq.m. of floor space 
may be required. This is equivalent to building 
a New York City every month for the next 30 
years. Unfortunately, cities also contribute to 
75% of the world’s CO2 emissions. Ultimately, 
well-designed compact cities that integrate with 
and support nature will be one of the most sus-
tainable ways to fight climate change, be Net-
Zero and improve our well-being. Cities such 
as Singapore, London, Paris and New York are 
already undergoing such key urban transforma-
tions.

Hong Kong does not score very high on live-
ability, according to the Economist Intelligence 
Unit’s Global Liveability Index. It evaluates a 
city’s liveability based on 5 key criteria; stabili-
ty, healthcare, education, infrastructure, culture 
and environment. It ranks Melbourne, Vienna 
and Vancouver as the 3 most liveable cities in 
the world in 2020, with Hong Kong at 38th. 
However, Hong Kong is also the most expen-
sive city in the world according to the Mercer’s 
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2020 Cost of Living Survey. This miscorrelation 
between cost of living and liveability has been 
a key concern for the Hong Kong government. 
This is exacerbated by our city planning which 
has been developed largely as individual sys-
tems of movement, logistics, functions, open 
spaces, etc. to not conflict with each other, 
rather than be integrated with each other. 

Surrounded by a rich ecosystem of hills and 
water, bisected by the Victoria Harbour, Hong 
Kong is geographically unique. The presence of 
the waterfront and the hills can be appreciated 
in many parts of the city. However, despite its 
proximity to nature, Hong Kong is not a very 
green city by any standards. Hong Kong still 
lacks a structured green urban network that 
interacts directly with our daily lives, such as 
journeys to and from work. Although we do 
not have a choice but to build tall, we have a 
choice to build greener and healthier to human-
ize our urban environment and to create better 
well-being and a more equitable quality of life.

I believe that connectivity and nature are the 
fundamental drivers that shape our liveability, 
health and social equality. To move towards a 
softer and greener city, first, let’s stitch together 
our city, waterfront and nature. We could create 
one of the most extensive networks of recrea-
tional green open spaces, our Urban Commons, 
in Asia. These are places where we share our 
experience and interests. Second, let’s utilize 
green features extensively within the city. It is 
widely acknowledged that biophilic design has 
substantial emotional and physical impacts on 

our well-being. Hong Kong could be one of the 
first high-density biophilic cities.

Green System in Hong Kong

Green System Diagram (source: author)

It is estimated that by 2030, 30% of the world’s cit-
ies will exist in extreme climatic conditions. The 
benefits of greenery on carbon-capture, noise 
reduction, climatic control, sense of relief, bio-
diversity, etc. are well acknowledged. London, 
for example, one of the greenest cities in Eu-
rope, is encouraging more tree planting with a 
‘Greener City Fund’. The new UK Environment 
Bill will require all future development to dem-
onstrate Biodiversity Net Gain to ensure habi-
tats for wildlife are enhanced on or off-site. Paris 
and Madrid both plan to create extensive urban 
forests around and in key areas of the cities. 
Hong Kong’s urban planning urgently needs a 
coherent vision that interweaves nature back 
into the city fabric.
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Although Hong Kong is one of the most compact 
and distinctive waterfront cities in the world, its 
73km long harbourfront has struggled to play 
a key role in our public realm despite it being 
our biggest public realm asset. Only a portion 
of the waterfront is designed for nature and the 
public. Very few buildings or streets can access 
the waterfront directly even in key districts such 
as Central, Wan Chai or Causeway Bay. Under 
the championship of the Harbourfront Commis-
sion, Victoria Harbour is slowly going through a 
series of transformations. To position the water-
front as our prime civic and social destination, 
we need to have a more unified and embrac-
ing vision to form a contiguous city-wide rec-
reational backbone that would add enormous 
social values to the city.

We need to activate our waterfront with a more 
creative and greener approach, a richer mix 
of functions such as cafes, play areas, sports 
grounds, performance spaces, gardens. We 
need to soften the waters edge and its micro-
climate more with landscape. We also need to 
blur the boundaries between private and public 
domains to create waterfront ‘living rooms’ that 
focus on diversity, vitality and people move-
ment. Los Angeles is planning to rejuvenate 
most of its 82km long riverfront with public 
realm interventions. Sydney’s Darling Harbour 
and Singapore’s Marina Bay are also good ex-
amples of waterfront precincts that have be-
come major heartbeats of the cities.
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Green City Trails

Every person or family should be able to access 
the waterfront easily. We need to improve pe-
destrian accessibility substantially, especially in 
the north-south directions, creating a network 
of green routes through the city fabric. These 
routes could also link local green trails, desti-
nations, heritage sites and open spaces togeth-
er. For example, Wan Chai harbourfront could 
connect with Bowen Road Trail through the his-
toric local market and its small streets, making 
this a unique recreational experience. 

Current wayfinding and connections are often 
unclear and uninviting, intercepted by multi-
level traffic. The re-arrangement of movement 
will involve long-term re-planning of vehicu-
lar routes giving priorities to pedestrians, but it 
will have long-lasting social and environmental 
impacts on our city’s quality of life. Paris, for 
example, is now banning traffic along parts of

Sydney’s Darling Harbour (source: Author)

Hennessey Road,Wanchai (source: Author and Irene Liu)

the River Siene on Sundays through extensive 
local consultations. 

Think of great cities such as London, Paris, Syd-
ney, New York that celebrate their harbours with 
multiple bridges. Perhaps the most controversial 
proposal would be a green pedestrian bridge 
across the Victoria Harbour. It will have sub-
stantial engineering and logistics challenges. 
However, the bridge could be a very bold and 
impactful destination that completes the net-
work of open spaces and green routes in both 
Hong Kong Island and Kowloon to become a 
major linear park, offering dynamic and unique 
perspectives of the cityscape.

Cities such as London and New York are well 
known for their diversity of public green spaces 
that shape their city characteristics. The World 
Economic Forum has indicated that Access to 
Green Space as one of the five major inequali-
ties highlighted by COVID-19. These spaces 
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need to respond better to our local climate, de-
mographics, amenities and accessibility, par-
ticularly when we have an increased ageing 
population and diminishing living spaces. The 
World Health Organization recommends 9 
sq.m of public space per person. Residents 
in Tokyo City has 5.8 sq.m, Singapore has 7.4 
sq.m whilst Hong Kong has between 2.5 sq.m 
to 1 sq.m of open space per person. We sim-
ply need to create more and better public green 
spaces that are evenly distributed across the 
city, more accessible, diverse and beautifully 
designed. In New York for example, Michael 
Bloomberg created 70 new green public spaces 
in the city during his mayoralty.

City Green Spaces

Hennessey Road,Wanchai (source: Author and Irene Liu)

Every family or person should be able to access 
a public green space within a 10 to 15 min-
utes’ walk. Good public green spaces improve 
societal equality and equity especially in our 

post-pandemic ‘Slow-down’ culture. We need 
to move away from the idea of ‘gated’ green 
spaces. We are too reliant on commercial de-
velopment to provide segregated private podia 
or resident gardens. We need a strategic review 
to re-calibrate some of our existing parks to 
become city foci and community hubs. Well-
designed pocket green spaces, such as Pak Tsz 
Lane Park in Sheung Wan should be encour-
aged, but more outwardly connected. They 
are hidden gems as well as potential social 
hearts. Glasgow, for example, is implement-
ing a ‘parklet’ idea where most streets will have 
small pocket communal green spaces for the 
residents.

While I am not promoting an upside-down city, 
I believe that green spaces on multiple levels 
could create a more diverse public realm with-
out draining vitality from the ground. We need 
to optimize opportunities available within a 
high-density, high-rise urban fabric to define ur-
ban concepts three-dimensionally, utilizing the 
verticality of our built environment. Recent ex-
amples include Singapore’s Oasia Hotel where 
a semi-open foyer becomes a unique elevated 
green space, and the Park Royal Hotel that uti-
lizes semi-open landscaped courtyards to pro-
vide visual and physical relief and a city oasis 
to enhance biodiversity.
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Pak Tsz Lane Park (source: Author)

Softer Streets
Places such as Barcelona’s La Rambla, Paris’ 
Champs-Elysees, Singapore Orchard Road 
and Seoul’s Cheonggyecheon are all memo-
rable urban thoroughfares that engage nature 
with movement. Streets should not merely be 
movement corridors with metal barriers to sepa-
rate people from vehicles, but as destinations 
that give priorities to nature, pedestrians and 
activities. Recent events in the city prove that 
we could actually pedestrianize major thor-
oughfares without affecting car movement sub-
stantially during the weekends. Streets take up 
approximately 80% of our open space. Imagine 
if even only half our main streets in Hong Kong 
werewell-landscaped and without barriers, it 
would greatly improve our city experience.

A recent urban design competition for Des 
Voeux Road in Central, highlighted typical 

problems with our streetscape and potential 
design strategies to re-balance priorities in our 
street design. For example, Hennessy Road, a 
major thoroughfare in Hong Kong, has very lit-
tle greenery along parts of its 2km length. It fo-
cuses entirely on car movement rather than peo-
ple. There are great opportunities for our streets 
to become distinctive and memorable destina-
tions, driven by a more natural and humanized 
approach. Paris is now removing 60,000 car 
parking spaces and banning car access in ma-
jor areas on Sundays to create more pedestrian 
zones and green open spaces through the ‘Paris 
Respire’ movement.

Ultimately, we need a softer and greener ap-
proach to our architecture and urban planning 
where streets and buildings need to offer and 
contribute public open spaces and greenery 
back to the city, in a dynamic and structured 
framework. These could be in the form of land-
scaped ground planes and street frontages, semi-
outdoor lobbies, green facades and balconies, 
landscaped sky terraces, etc. The government 
needs to provide incentives and flexibility to 
promote communal green spaces that offer 
better tempered environment with cooler and 
cleaner air, better views and reduced traffic 
noise, that a low-density and low-rise city could 
not offer. This would support the post pandemic 
shift in our work-life patterns, increased demand 
forrecreational spaces, healthier and more flex-
ible workplace. 

Buildings such as Jean Nouvel’s One Central 
Park in Sydney, Thomas Heatherwick’s EDEN 
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project in Singapore and 1000 Trees in Shang-
hai, K11 Atelier North Point in Hong Kong 
should not simply be seen as design trends but 
as an evolving approach towards greener living, 
better biodiversity, and more humanized des-
tinations, inviting nature back into our urban 
fabric.

One Central Park Sydney
For me, a liveable city is not simply driven by 

economics, infrastructures and built form. It 
ought to be driven by our human needs, ex-
perience and wellness. As urban designers for 
high-density cities, we need to bring nature 
back into every aspect of our urban fabric and 
move towards a nature-positive society. We 
need to focus on creating better places for us 
as well as our flora and fauna. We need to con-
nect public spaces together, focusing on pe-
destrian comfort and accessibility. We need 
to think three-dimensionally to create a more 
diverse green environment. We do not need a 
wholesale re-planning but we need to start with 
a cohesive approach that evolves organically 
and incrementally, based on the city’s charac-
teristics. More importantly, we need to work 
closely and collaboratively with other special-
ists, stakeholders and city residents. 

Imagine, for a moment, walking down Hen-
nessy Road. It is now a multi-layered green 
boulevard that connects seamlessly with the 
neighbourhoods. It is no longer dominated by 
traffic but a beautifully landscaped street with 
traffic calming rather than street barriers. The 
pavement width varies to create informal pock-
et green spaces. It is a unique destination with 
animated plazas and open lobbies across build-
ings. There are multiple green facades that 
breath, respond to the local climate, vary be-
tween day and night, and attract biodiversity. 
Lushly-planted sky terraces that reduce local 
heat island effects, become semi-outdoor co-
working places. They connect across the sky-
line to offer dynamic perspectives of the most 
vibrant and liveable city.
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Hennessy Road Image

‘Architecture is measured against the past, 
built in the present, and try to imagine the 
future.’ Richard Rogers.
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with Richard Rogers on many public realm proj-
ects such as was an Associate Partner at Rogers 
Stirk Harbour + Partners, working directly with 
Richard Rogers on many public realm projects 
such as Shanghai Expo, Marina Bay Singapore 
and The International Quarter, London. He is a 
past WANS Award judge and his work has been 
published in Monocle, SCMP, Perspective. He 
is a founder of HUBS, a forum that offers collab-
orative insight into high density place making.
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New Urban Design Book Introduction

                                             The Urban Design Process
Authors: Philip Black and Taki Eddin Sonbli
Lund Humphries publisher

This useful guide sets out clearly a bespoke urban design process 
for practice, developed by the authors. The process works through 
urban analysis; policy and people; strategic framework; concepts 
and options; design layering and technical detail; to delivery of 
place. It considers design across multiple scales within the built en-
vironment and describes the complexity of project management in 
delivering large-scale projects, such as master-planning and major 
public-realm and civic schemes. It achieves this through the use of 
a ‘live’ case study to graphically illustrate the process in action sup-
ported with international examples.

Cycle Space
- Architectural and Urban Design in the Age of the Bicycle
Author: Steven Fleming
NAI010 publishers

Cycle Space is the first book to view the city through the lens--or 
rearview mirror--of the bicycle. It features portraits of eight major 
cities and their respective cycling cultures: New York, Chicago, 
Portland, Amsterdam, Copenhagen, Budapest, São Paolo, Singa-
pore and Sydney. Each of these cities has seen a groundswell of 
cyclists taking to its streets in recent years. In Cycle Space, archi-
tecture professor and cycling enthusiast Steven Fleming (or Dr. Be-
hooving, as he is known to those who follow his blog, Behoov-
ing Moving) suggests new ways of designing better cities, thereby 
reducing emissions, commute times, ill health and sprawl in the 
process. Not only can architecture and urban design begin to opti-
mize conditions for cycling; they can also take inspiration from the 

 ISBN 978-1-84822-288-5

 ISBN 978-9462080041
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New Urban Design Book Introduction

From Mobility to Accessibility
- Transformating Urban Transporation and Land-use Planning
Authors: Jonathan Levine, Joe Grengs, and Louis A. Merlin
Cornell University Press

From Mobility to Accessibility shows that the accessibility shift 
is compelled by the fundamental purpose of transportation. The 
book argues that the shift would be transformative to the practice of 
both transportation and land-use planning but is impeded by many 
conceptual obstacles regarding the nature of accessibility and its 
potential for guiding development of the built environment. By re-
defining success in transportation, the book provides city planners, 
decisionmakers, and scholars a path to reforming the practice of 
transportation and land-use planning in modern cities and metro-
politan areas.

Changing Places
- The Science and Art of New Urban Planning
Authors: John MacDonald, Charles Branas, Robert Stokes
Princeton University Press

The design of every aspect of the urban landscape - from streets 
and sidewalks to green spaces, mass transit, and housing - funda-
mentally influences the health and safety of the communities who 
live there. It can affect people’s stress levels and determine whether 
they walk or drive, the quality of the air they breathe, and how free 
they are from crime. Changing Places provides a compelling look 
at the new science and art of urban planning, showing how scien-
tists, planners, and citizens can work together to reshape city life in 
measurably positive ways.
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Next Issue: Call for Papers

Invitation to Submit Your Paper and Join Our Journal

We welcome submissions for our fifth issue, which will be published in April 2021, with the  topic of 

‘SMART CITY’.

Submitted papers must be original and not under consideration by any other journal.

Academic papers (preferably not exceeding 4000 words, with an abstact in less than 200), practice papers, 
conference reports, book reviews and notices of forthcoming events will be considered.

You can send your manuscripts directly via email to: sunny@choi-comer.com

(E-mail Subject Format: U+U_article title)

For any inquiries, please do not hesitate to contact with us via this email.

Dr. Hee Sun (Sunny) Choi

Editor

Urbanie and Urbanus
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Next Issue Topics 

Invitation to Submit Your Paper and Join Our Journal

We welcome submissions for our third issue, which will be published in January, 2020 with the topic of ‘Sustainable 
Cities’

Submitted papers must be original and not under consideration by any other journal.
Academic papers (preferably not exceeding 4000 words, with an abstract in less than 200), practice papers, conference 
reports, book reviews and notices of forthcoming events will be considered.

You could send your manuscripts directly via e-mail to: sunny@choi-comer.com
(E-mail Subject Format: U+U_article title)
For any inquiries, please do not hesitate to contact with us via this email.
inq@hkiud.org/ sunny@choi-comer.com

Dr Hee Sun (Sunny) Choi
Editor
Urbanie and Urbanus
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