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Ideas to spark Tung Chung growth should be welcomed
The population of Tung Chung on north Lantau is planned to rise from around 120,000 today to over 260,000 in the mid-2020s. A public consultation on this significant expansion has just finished.

Government planners will have to balance different, and probably conflicting, interests. These include villagers and environmentalists, but also the broader community's long-term need for housing.

If you look at the new towns built over the decades, you will see planners have increasingly achieved pleasant living environments. Tin Shui Wai is known for its social and economic problems, but as physical living space, it is far nicer than many of our older downtown areas. The plans for Tung Chung will continue this trend, and future residents can expect quality surroundings, with natural parkland, play areas and cycle paths.

Some critics fear Tung Chung could become another Tin Shui Wai. Both are far from our main business districts. For skilled workers with jobs nearby (like airline staff in Tung Chung's case), the private housing in these places is ideal. But for the less-skilled, typically in public housing, the cost and trouble of travelling is a bar to employment and encourages welfare dependency. Tung Chung also has a reputation for limited amenities.

The government expects airport expansion and the bridge to Macau and Zhuhai to create job opportunities there.

A non-governmental organisation is working with the community to develop ideas on how to make Tung Chung a new town for everyone. The Lantau Development Alliance comprises businesses and community groups with strong ties to the district. They foresee a great future for the north Lantau corridor if it can exploit the opportunities of the airport and Zhuhai bridge the right way.

One of their key strategies is to make Tung Chung an attractive place to live. They propose ways to reduce travel costs and expand the choice of shops, good schools and other facilities. They also suggest offering incentives to attract public housing applicants with skills to the new town.

Their vision is to boost the district's economy and therefore upward mobility for less-skilled residents. They specifically cite poverty alleviation as an aim.

How do they expect to achieve this? In particular, what sort of economic activities do they foresee? This is where some observers may have doubts. The alliance sees tourism and related industries as the obvious base for growth. This should be no surprise, given the location near the airport, Disneyland, the bridge and other features. But we all know that the idea of expanding tourist numbers is likely to be controversial.

The alliance stresses the need to segregate tourist facilities from residential areas. This addresses one of Tung Chung people's biggest problems with tourism. The alliance also hopes Tung Chung's future transport links would make it more convenient for mainland shoppers, and attract them away from the central urban areas.

I know key figures in the alliance. They are sincere about helping Tung Chung, and are transparent about their work. And the commercial interests are mixed - this is not a front for the big property developers.
