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Has the penny finally dropped with planners?
In my public service work on heritage and sustainable development, I hear a lot of comments along the lines of “government doesn’t get it.” Activists and campaigners complain that officials cannot break out of their traditional mindset, especially the assumption that government revenue should take priority over quality of life in land and planning matters.
My response has been broadly to agree, but I remind them that public demand for fresh thinking in this area is relatively new. It is only in the last year or so, for example, that ordinary citizens (as opposed to activists) have started complaining in a big way about the “wall effect”, where buildings are crammed together in a row.
My feeling was that government would take time to adjust. But I knew some officials understood the need for change, and I expressed confidence that, in time, they would “get it”. I am glad to say that chief executive Donald Tsang Yam-kuen’s policy address last week has helped to prove me right.
The Development Bureau’s plans for government-owned sites in Central promise to make a visible difference to the area’s quality of life. The idea is to conserve various buildings like the Central Market and much of the central government office complex, to provide more open space on the waterfront and convert the Murray Building into a hotel.
The alternative is to sell the sites to developers and allow redevelopment. That means raising revenue, but destroying heritage sites and increasing traffic congestion, air pollution and so on.  This is the traditional, and very pragmatic, way we have handled it in the past.
The government is taking a bold step with this new approach in Central. There are critics in business, the media and indeed the bureaucracy who view the plans only in accounting terms. To them, this has “cost” the government the billions of dollars it could have made from land sales. They can’t see the intangible value of a better quality of life.
Perhaps they will come round when they see the results. A hotel in the Murray Building would be unique, thanks to the distinctive architecture and location. Some real greenery and imaginative facilities would make the waterfront a pleasure for people to visit.
Places like the central police station, the police quarters on Hollywood Road and the old French Mission offer opportunities for all sorts of activities. Even where the architecture may be unimpressive (as with the police quarters), the locations are ideal, and avoiding more skyscrapers in these cramped areas will be a relief.
Conservation of the Central Market could be an excellent example of the benefits of renovation over redevelopment. I must confess that I don’t find the architecture attractive, but the key thing is leaving a low-level site in an area that is clearly overdeveloped and overcrowded.
This could become something for everyone to enjoy: office workers, local residents and tourists. Singapore’s central business district also has an old wet market, dating from Victorian times and built of wrought iron, called Lau Pa Sat. Today it is a food court, serving hawker food to office workers by day and tourists and others in the evening.
Something like that, offering an accessible and relaxing retreat from the congestion around it, could give Central a new icon. Not a major stunning skyscraper, and not a mall full of designer labels, but a fun place on a human scale where people can sit, hang out and, hopefully, enjoy some traditional snacks.
At the moment, many Central office workers on a normal budget have little choice for lunch but to stand in line for some fast food which they rush back to eat at their desks. Don’t they deserve something better? And a fun gathering place in Central Market would become popular among tourists and residents in the evenings, bringing some life to the business district after dark.
How can you put a dollar value on these things?
