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Hong Kong's essential luxury item: grass
My son is always very excited when I tell him we will go to the park so he can run around on the grass. It takes a while to get there. We have to go to the airport, get on a plane and fly for 3½ hours, before we get to downtown Singapore.
In fact, after that journey, it might be a day or two before we actually make it to the park. But, for him, it's well worth the wait.
Of course, we don't fly all the way to Singapore simply to go to the park; we have relatives to see and lots of things to do.
But, for my son, the highlight of the trip is often a few hours in the Botanic Gardens - 52 hectares of greenery and ponds not far from the city centre. What he likes to do more than anything else is run on the grass.
We do have green space in Hong Kong, of course: country parks make up around 40 per cent of our land area.
Having done a lot of hiking on our trails, I know there are few, if any, cities in the world that have anything like them on their doorstep.
But we are badly short of open space in our urban neighbourhoods - areas with trees and grass where people can have a picnic or play games with their children.
We have Hong Kong Park in Central, Kowloon Park in Tsim Sha Tsui and some similar places with more concrete than vegetation.
But the only place with real grass which you can legally walk on and sit on is Victoria Park in Causeway Bay. Less than one-third of its 19 hectares are greenery. London's Hyde Park, including Kensington Gardens, measures 250 hectares and New York's Central Park is 340 hectares.
Why do we have so few urban green areas and parks?
It probably goes back many decades, to colonial times, when this was a refugee society. People expected little from the government, while bureaucratic thinking saw space primarily as revenue. To leave space empty in the form of a park would be seen as a waste.

Today, Hong Kong is a prosperous community of people who are mostly born and raised here and expect to spend most of their lives here.

I have noticed very clearly in the past 10 years that their expectations are rising rapidly. The government, which is also now largely made up of local people, is aware of the pressure to focus more on quality of life.

However, I wonder what our planners mean when they say they will ensure there is green space in the future.

How do we define green space? It is quite possible, from what I have seen so far, that our planners' idea of green space is basically something you can look at - some trees or flowers, probably in a concrete box with a department logo on it and a warning not to touch anything.

Trees are great, but my idea of green space is somewhere with grass where you can walk, sit down, read, play or eat, and the children can run around on something more natural than concrete. The impression I get is that our planners might not see it that way. It would be nice to see the West Kowloon and Kai Tak plans as opportunities to have some empty lawn.

But I expect that some of our officials would see that as reducing value, rather than adding it.

We can't push a button and suddenly have big downtown stretches of grass like London.

However, we can learn from past mistakes. We need to stop seeing open space as a luxury, a financial burden or an administrative headache and start seeing it as an essential part of our appeal to the sort of young, energetic, creative people and families that will make Hong Kong successful tomorrow.

It should be up there as a priority, along with low taxes, rule of law and top-notch infrastructure.

