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A heritage headache that's hard to relieve
One of the biggest headaches about preserving heritage buildings is deciding how to use them. It is easy to say something should be turned into a museum, but how many museums do we really need? There is also a limit to what government can afford to spend in any area.
In principle, there is nothing wrong with relying on the private sector to play a role, although it can be controversial.
A developer obtained a 50-year land grant for the old marine police headquarters in Tsim Sha Tsui in 2003 on condition that the structure was maintained. There was controversy, however, when the developer altered the grounds substantially; there were also complaints about the use of the site for mostly high-end luxury retail outlets.
In all fairness, the building itself has been preserved and is actually quite striking to look at. It is popular with tourists, but less so with local people. That sort of solution would probably not be acceptable to the community these days.
Down in Stanley, the old police station has also been turned into retail premises: a Wellcome supermarket. This has also drawn some complaints, but I am not sure they are justified.
The layout of the interior, the old wooden floorboards and many fittings are still intact. All Wellcome has done is put a supermarket into a very unusual space. The space still very much belongs to the community.
The important thing - though it may be subjective - is whether a particular use brings out a building's historical significance.
