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A greener Hong Kong - at a stroke
Did you take part in the public engagement exercise on design options for the new Wan Chai ferry pier and government helipad? Maybe you didn’t hear about it; I only found out it was happening because, as chairman of the Antiquities Advisory Board, I get sent material like this automatically. The consultation period ended last week, so it’s too late now. But I think I can safely say that you didn’t miss much.
The new pier will replace the existing Wan Chai ferry terminals after a new coastline is created further north. The helipad will replace the current temporary facility and will be near Golden Bauhinia Square, next to the Convention and Exhibition Centre. It will be for mixed government and private use, but smaller than the four-pad commercial heliport proposed by some business figures a few years back.
These new facilities are part of the Central-Wan Chai bypass project. It is a controversial plan because it requires reclamation of the harbour and is essentially intended to increase levels of road traffic. Most of all, opponents claim that public consultation on the plan, which dates back to the 1990s, was insufficient and officials rammed it through.
Perhaps to try and avoid such accusations, officials are offering citizens a choice of two themes for the new pier and helipad: “natural waterfront” and “modern city”. In fact, the designs are identical. The choice is simply between synthetic timber and metal external decor for the pier, and two different arrangements for the green areas on the pier rooftop and next to the helipad. Apart from the noise barrier (described as “urban furniture”), the helipad itself just looks like a helipad, either way.
Basically, the consultation asked whether you would like the pier in brown or white, and how you would like some trees and patches of lawn laid out.
But the lawns are the interesting bit. The artist’s impressions of the “natural waterfront” option and both the helipads show areas of what looks like grass, with people walking on them. Assuming that the Civil Engineering and Development Department is not planning to use Astroturf, there are several possible explanations.
One is that they really are going to put grass there, and you will be able to use it. Another is that there will be signs saying “keep off”. Or maybe someone told the artist to paint green in the picture, even though it will be concrete in the end.
In recent years, lots of trees have started to appear on artists’ impressions of government infrastructure plans. Current pictures and scale models of the future Central-Wan Chai waterfront, for example, seem to be bursting with green (though not quite as much as private developers’ pictures of future residential blocks). But, beneath it all, it is the engineers’ original plan. Someone has simply added a lot of trees and green in the gaps.
The government, as I have said here before, traditionally sees public space as a waste - precious revenue that it has sacrificed. But I know from experience that some officials are becoming more open to the idea that the opposite is true: revenue can mean the sacrifice of our precious quality of life. Even they, however, have a problem when it comes to grass.
Apparently it is an administrative headache; it is hard to grow here because of our weather and environment, and it requires a lot of maintenance. It is more economic in bigger areas like Victoria Park - and hopefully will be in the West Kowloon Cultural District - but it makes less sense in small areas.
So I have to say I am a bit sceptical about the artist’s impression of the new Wan Chai pier rooftop garden and the area next to the new helipad. I would love to take my children to them to play and run around there, but something tells me it won’t happen.
Providing lawns in such small areas for people to walk and play on costs money, and green artists’ paint is cheap.
