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SCMP Article
A concrete opportunity for green space
Public opinion killed off the original proposal for the West Kowloon Cultural District, so it's important to get it right the second time round. The new approach, just released for public consultation, has some basic principles in common with the earlier one: in particular, new cultural facilities will still be concentrated in this one area, and funding will be tied to proceeds from land sales there. 

However, the consultative committee - I was a member - made some big changes. Under the proposal, the job of developing and running the new facilities would lie with an independent authority rather than property developers. There would be fewer, and shorter, luxury residential towers. The idea of one vast, expensive canopy covering the whole zone has been dropped. 

I sense that public opinion overall is a lot more positive about these recommendations. There has been very little instant opposition. I hope the concept will gain wide support, the Legislative Council will approve funding and the new authority will be set up. After the fuss over the demolition of the Star Ferry pier and other planning-related issues, public engagement will be essential - as will the views of specialists in the arts and arts administration. Officials involved in the project should perhaps be prepared to take a lower profile and a more responsive approach to outsiders' ideas. 

We can expect plenty of debate and argument over the details of how the project will proceed - and that will be a good thing. There is no single, "correct" way to lay out and run theatres, a museum, a xiqu, or traditional Chinese theatre, or art exhibition space; no "correct" way to ensure they serve local students, attract tourists or, most of all, meet the community's wishes. 

We can expect one demand from the public that won't focus on the buildings or the creative talent and culture inside them. That is the demand for green, open space. This issue could be more sensitive than resolving the shapes and locations of buildings. 

The recommendations reflect this, allowing for 23 hectares of open space and greenery, and a waterfront promenade. Most of this will be at ground level, but I expect the public to demand that elevated park-like areas - such as rooftops - are accessible and of high quality. 

It is obvious, if you look around our urban areas, that planners in the past did not see open space as important. They probably saw it as a waste, since neither the government nor the private sector gained financially from it. 

The result is a city where children have nowhere in their neighbourhoods to run around or ride a bicycle. 

I remember the first time my son had the chance to run around on grass. He loved it. When I asked an official why we don't have more green space in Hong Kong, I was told that it is hard for grass to grow in this city. I suppose that's true, but it's difficult for children to grow here, too - yet they manage to do it! 

We all know that quality of life is going to be an important competitive edge for cities in the future. Some mainland cities around the Pearl River Delta are ahead of us when it comes to things like urban parks and public space. We have some catching up to do. 

The West Kowloon site gives us two amazing opportunities. First, it provides our government and planners the chance to move on from the Star Ferry pier episode and get community input from the start. It gives us the space to make sure there's something for everyone. 

Second, it gives Hong Kong an opportunity to have something top-class - even luxurious - that is not driven purely by narrow economic need. Our airport, mass transit, hotels, malls and offices are superb. Now we can do something concrete about quality of life - hopefully without too much concrete.

