Urban Renewal Authority (URA)’s

Preservation Projects

The Wan Chai Experience

Since its establishment in 2001, the Urban
Renewal Authority (URA) has been diligently
improving the standard of housing and the built
environment of Hong Kong by undertaking,
encouraging, promoting and facilitating urban
Numerous redevelopment projects
in the old urban areas have replaced old and
dilapidated areas with properly planned new
developments providing improved transport and
other infrastructural facilities, public open spaces
as well as community facilities.

renewal.

Redevelopment, however, is not the only work
which URA has been entrusted with.
a mandate to implement its 4-R Strategy with
Rehabilitation, pReservation and Revitalisation as
part of its holistic approach to redevelopment.

It has also

For the purpose of further understanding URA’s
work on pReservation, Housing Express had the
honour of speaking to Ms Iris Tam, Executive

Reported By Julia Wong

Director, Planning and Project Control, on the
subject.

According to Ms Tam, URA's role in pReservation
had been stated in Section 5 (e) of the Urban
Renewal Authority Ordinance as to “preserve
buildings, sites and structures of historical, cultural
or architectural interest.”
Strategy promulgated by the Government in 2001,
it further elaborates that “Heritage preservation
should be part of urban renewal, and the URA
should preserve heritage buildings

In the Urban Renewal

if such
preservation forms part of its urban renewal
projects. Preservation should include:

(a) Preservation and
sites and structures of historical, cultural or

restoration of buildings,

architectural interest and

(b) retention of the local colour of the community
and the historical characteristic of different
districts.”




TEEY

H OUSIN

G

Figure 2 URA Johnston Road reservation Project

It also states that “As far as practicable, the
preserved heritage buildings should be put to
proper community, public or other beneficial use.
The aim is that these buildings should be a living
and functional part of the community and not
mere historical artifacts for display”

Figure 1illustrates URA'simplementation of its 4R
strategy in the Wan Chai District. Ms Tam stressed
on URA’s district based approach rather than just
on individual projects. On preservation, it is not
just focusing on the built heritage but also the
more intangible ones, such as the enhancement
Among the
revitalization / preservation projects,

works for the hawker streets
many
the completed preservation project at 60-66,
Johnston Road clearly exemplifies the goals set
out in the URA's preservation strategy. Figure 2
These four balcony type tenement buildings are
unique Chinese-styled pre-war tenement houses.
These shophouses are a mixture of Chinese and
Western architectural features.
have been devoted to businesses whereas upper
levels are for residential purposes.

Ground floors

Ms Tam pointed out that in the course of
preserving these buildings, every care had been
taken to restore the architectural features of
these turn of the 20th Century buildings. Hence
it is noted from Figure 3 that the bottle shaped
balustrade had been painstakingly unraveled to
reveal their original forms.
the shop fronts too had been restored to their
original form and where possible the terrazzo

Granite columns of
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fronts had been preserved (Figure 4).

In trying to retain the character of these buildings
often a balance had to be struck between
compliance with present day building and
fire regulation requirements and retaining the
buildings’ architectural features. The original
timber floor slabs could not meet the fire
regulations and did not offer enough loading for
publicuses. Therefore, they had to be replaced by
steel and concrete. However, it would also be nice
to retain the character of some timbered ceilings
which had been so typical of the buildings at the
As a compromise, some of the ceilings
have been fitted with timber again after recasting
(Figure 5).

time.

Another example of such a balancing effort is
found in the opening up of some arches in the
partitioning walls. This helps to meet the current
requirements of means of escape for public
uses and to facilitate better usage of the historic
buildings. For structural support, concrete portals

Figure 3 Opening up verandahs




Figure 4 Restore granite columns

are built. But to exhibit the previous character,
brick arches have been recreated around the
concrete portals for some openings (Figure 6) .

As it is not the URA's intention that the preserved
buildings should be historical artifacts for display
but that they should be put to proper community
or public use, much effort had to be spent in
making them comply with the current building
codes.
block had to be built to provide the firemen’s lift/
disabled lift, the necessary E&M facilities, and
means of escape. Butthe original building profile
of the historic building has been retained in the
design of the annex block (Figure 7) .

In this cluster of buildings, an Annex

Ms Tam stressed that in order to try and retain
the local colour of the community and to keep
the preserved buildings as a living and functional
part of the community, choice of a suitable
commercial tenant in these buildings had to be
carefully scrutinized. In these buildings brand
name chain operators had been sacrificed in
favour of operators of who promised to bring
more traditional character into their business.

All in all, Ms Tam admits that there is always
a certain degree of challenge in handling
preservation projects. constraints,
the need to comply with the current building
regulations, aftercare and maintenance of the
completed products are but some of the issues
to be tackled. However, the URA is committed
to help preserve, where possible, the history in a
modern thriving city like Hong Kong. In the Wan
Chai area, which is seeping in history as one of
the earliest developed areas in the territory, URA
has developed a Heritage Trail Figure 8 for visitors
with a dedicated website and touch screens placed
at various locations of interest such as the Pawn;
The Hung Shing Temple etc so that one can go
back into history and walk through the district
with the assistance of modern day technology.

Financial

Figure 5 Upgrade structural floor slab and
retention of timbered ceiling

7 EEEE




HOUJ SINAG E XPREZSS

Figure 6 Re-open infilled archways and open up Figure 7 Addition of Annex Block
internal walls

Figure 8 Wan Chai Heritage Trail

Acknowledgement : Housing Express would like to thank the Urban Renewal Authority and Ms IrisTam,
Executive Director, Planning and Control of URA.
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