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Arresting vision for police station project
I recently visited the Jockey Club's exhibition of its plans for the old Central Police Station complex. The exhibition is currently at the club's Happy Valley premises and will appear at City Hall, the Cultural Centre and Sha Tin Town Hall during the next two months. 

If you get the chance, go and see it. Architectural heritage is a hot topic now and the community is debating how best to preserve our remaining historic sites. The Jockey Club's proposal offers a fresh approach that overcomes many of the problems heritage sites seem to raise. 

One problem is a traditional reluctance to spend public money on preservation. This seems to be changing. But even if we do spend taxpayers' money on restoring and maintaining old buildings, it does not help us answer what, to me, is the most important question: what do we use the site for? This needs a creative answer, and bureaucrats may not be ideally suited to finding it. 

The alternative is to offer the site to developers and let them redevelop some of it in return for preserving the rest. This can also be unsatisfactory because the conflict between profits and preservation is too great. Given sensitivities about alleged collusion, officials may demand such restrictive deals that developers are not interested. 

The public-sector approach would typically result in a museum with nothing very interesting in it. It would be half empty during the day and completely dead at night. The private-sector approach would probably result in a damaged monument plus a shopping mall full of the same chain stores you get in every other mall in Hong Kong, and indeed in other cities worldwide. 

Seen next to these alternatives, the Jockey Club's solution is a breath of fresh air. It requires no taxpayers' money (although the publicly owned buildings themselves obviously come free of charge). It will preserve the buildings' exteriors and interiors in line with conservation guidelines for historic monuments. Most of all, it will revitalise the whole area, attracting large numbers of people throughout the day and night, but without filling it with fast-food and beauty-product outlets, and the like. 

The club has calculated that, once it has donated the initial investment funds, the complex can become viable and sustainable, without needing public subsidies but also without maximising rental income at all costs. The compound will house shops and restaurants, including offbeat, independent outlets rather than just chains, as well as performance and exhibition spaces. Pedestrian links will connect with Lan Kwai Fong, the Mid-Levels escalator and SoHo. 

The main controversial feature of the proposal is a new structure over what was Victoria Prison courtyard. This is needed to house facilities like an auditorium, a black box theatre, art cinemas and gallery, which the existing buildings cannot accommodate. It would include an observation platform and a semi-transparent tower. 

This has received some criticism from local residents. If the proposal was for a wall-type structure blocking views and light, it would be understandable: overdevelopment in Mid-Levels is bad enough as it is. But the plan is not for a big concrete eyesore. 

Too often in planning, Hong Kong copies others, or considers what tourists will like but not residents. Even worse, we just use the same old approaches: monster towers, podiums and a crowded environment, especially for pedestrians. This is different. The Jockey Club and its architectural consultants have set a goal of creating something that makes other cities take notice. 

The idea is to have something iconic. Of course, that is a matter of taste. It is definitely a bold idea. The Jockey Club will have to work with local residents to convince them that it will be an exciting addition to the neighbourhood. Residents and everyone else should visit the exhibition with an open mind and see for themselves.

