The Role of CHIA in the Evaluation of Heritage Significance:

The Hong Kong Experience
Introduction 

Hong Kong is a modern city of densely populated urban spaces and it is often envisioned from abroad as a city consisting of high rise buildings and container ports, with little to offer from a heritage perspective. In fact, the modern urban centres of Hong Kong take up only a small percentage of available land space, with almost 50% being occupied by ecological conservation areas or country parks. As well, much of the terrain of Hong Kong consists of steep hillsides and mountains leaving only about 25% of the 1000 square kilometre territory developed. With an ever increasing population and restrictions on future reclamation
 the existing urban landscape of Hong Kong is constantly being considered for redevelopment. With only a short history of heritage legislation and a long term lack of heritage policy dating back many decades, the question of heritage significance arises time and time again during the development process. Not surprisingly the question of who should be responsible for evaluating the significance has also turned into a contentious issue with the various stakeholders all having strong vested interests in the outcome.

The aim of this paper is to look at the role of the CHIA
 since its introduction in Hong Kong in 1998 especially in promoting heritage conservation. Over the past several decades the main proponent in the decision-making process of heritage significance has been the government or government appointed bodies. Historically, public opinion, including that of concern groups, has had little influence on the outcome of development projects. With the advent of the CHIA system, information, including an evaluation on significance of the heritage resources in a project Study Area has become widely available to both the public and private sectors
. As the greatest pressure on heritage resources has been on those situated in the urban parts of Hong Kong, the focus for this discussion will also concentrate on CHIA in urban Study Areas.
The Heritage Resources of Hong Kong

The Colonial History of Hong Kong only dates back to 1841, but the known archaeological record shows evidence of occupation over the last 6000 years. Thus, the heritage resources dealt with by the CHIA system include both colonial and pre-colonial sites. In urban Hong Kong, the most visually prominent heritage sites are Colonial buildings, such as government buildings, markets, churches and schools and a smaller number of Chinese temples. There are also, however, many lesser known structures that have survived in the form of residential and commercial tenement structures known as Tong Lau, as well as local shrines and historic urban streetscapes.
Development of Heritage Legislation and CHIA

By their very nature CHIA’s are inextricably linked to development and in a city with restricted land space, the need for clear-cut decisions on what should be preserved and what can be let go is not only a conservation issue but also one of economic necessity. Not surprisingly, the role of CHIA has often been pushed to the forefront when the question of preservation vs. development arises. However, prior to 1998, there was no requirement for impact assessment and heritage preservation largely occurred only through individual initiatives. In fact, the first heritage legislation in Hong Kong, The Antiquities and Monuments Ordinance was only enacted in 1976. This legislation provided protection for heritage sites that were deemed to be either historically or architecturally important and through a gazettal process could become Declared Monuments. The legislation did not however provide a comprehensive and inclusive system on why a site should become a Declared Monument and concentrated much more on the practicalities of how the declaration process must be undertaken. 

At the time of the introduction of CHIA’s in Hong Kong, two Territory wide surveys had been conducted. Unfortunately, the scope enabled only a broad idea of the number and types of heritage resources that existed in the Territory and their general locations. As a result, the early CHIAs undertaken in Hong Kong were overwhelmed by a lack of information on what heritage resources actually existed in a project Study Area. In urban Hong Kong, a number of prominent public buildings had been made Declared Monuments, but it soon became obvious that the vast majority of historical buildings and structures had not been recorded or provided with any official or unofficial status. As well, the criteria for categorising historical buildings for CHIA was based on a set of guidelines prepared by the government office responsible for overseeing the CHIA process. The guidelines did offer some guidance on the basic types of resources that needed to be included, such as all pre 1950 buildings and structures, but as failed to provide any criteria for determining inclusion or exclusion of resources that fell into grey areas
.

Over time, as a more comprehensive understanding of what resources were actually present became available, CHIA practitioners now had the body of data needed for the evaluation of the heritage significance as part of a CHIA study. The results of this were that it now became possible to make mitigation recommendations, such as preservation in-situ, relocation or preservation by record based on the heritage values. It is important to note that at the same time this information was also becoming available to a broader range of stakeholders and was creating a situation where members of the public were also becoming more involved in having a say on the matter of heritage significance
.

In the next section two case studies will be presented to illustrate how CHIA’s contributed to the process of evaluating heritage significance in Hong Kong. The first case study was undertaken at about the same time as the introduction of the EIA Ordinance. The case was highly controversial and has often been referred to as a turning point in how the public’s view of heritage and heritage significance needs to be better incorporated into the development process in Hong Kong. The second study is still ongoing and will hopefully provide some insight into how far the situation has progressed and how it will proceed in the future.
Case Study 1: The Central Star Ferry Pier

This case study illustrates the problems that arose when the government failed to acknowledge public sentiment and a broader interpretation of heritage value in the decision to demolish a well established landmark, the Central Star Ferry Pier on Hong Kong Island. The development project consisted of reclamation of a section of Victoria Harbour directly in front of the existing Star Ferry Pier, thus making the function of the building redundant and requiring a replacement building to be constructed on the new coastline. The project was originally conceived before the requirement for CHIA came into effect
 and much of the preliminary planning was completed without the need for the heritage assessment. After 1998, however, any phases of the project that had not been completed now required a CHIA. A Built Heritage Impact Report was submitted in 2001 and it clearly stated that the Central Star Ferry Pier was an important landmark and that its demolition would likely cause public outcry
.

The government ignored these findings and upheld the earlier plan for demolition of the building and emphasising that the Star Ferry Pier did not fit into the government definition of an historical building. Not surprisingly this narrow classification of heritage value was not accepted by the public or the concern groups who challenged the government’s stand
. Despite the protests the Star Ferry Pier was demolished in December 2006. As part of the same project a nearby public pier, Queen’s Pier was also slated for demolition and protests now focussed on its preservation. During the interim period the government acknowledged the heritage significance of the pier by granting it Grade 1 Historic Building Status
. But, in the end it was not enough to save it. The final government decision was to relocate the pier, but the description of a concern group for the works as “tear the pier apart and rebuild it later somewhere else
” was an entirely accurate description of the government’s approach.

In the years that followed the demolition, the government’s decisions have been continually criticised and used as a warning for proceeding in a similar manner for other development projects. The case has also necessitated that development proponents must recognise heritage sites as acknowledged by the public (whether they fall within the strict criteria of the government guidelines or not) or face the consequences.
Case Study 2: The Pound Lane Escalator

Pound Lane is an historical pedestrian thoroughfare located in the mid levels district of Hong Kong Island. It is also one of a collection of “ladder streets
” that run up the hills between the original bustling city centre and the older residential areas that were situated on the slightly cooler and quieter hillsides of Hong Kong Island. The origins of this project date back to 1987 when proposals for up to six escalators were put forward as an innovative means to ease traffic congestion on the narrow and often sub-standard streets in this part of Hong Kong. The first escalator was installed in the mid 1990’s at a time when the heritage value of Hong Kong’s Ladder Streets had not been widely acknowledged. Since that time, the group value of the streets has been highlighted and one, aptly named Ladder Street, was granted Grade 1 Historic Status in 2009.

The original plans for the escalator locations included Ladder Street itself, but after it’s grading, a technical feasibility study determined that construction there was no longer appropriate.
 Two new sites were proposed and Pound Lane was chosen. The Investigation stage for the escalator at Pound Lane began in 2012 and is still underway and includes an HIA study.
 The initial findings of the HIA confirmed that the construction of the escalator would necessitate the destruction of a large number of heritage items, including sets of historical granite steps and traditional boundary walls dating back to the late 19th century, as well as stone retaining walls and associated wall trees.
 It was also found that since the feasibility study was undertaken, the lane has been included as part of a medical heritage trail and retains features relating back to a devastating outbreak of the Bubonic Plague in Hong Kong in the 1894.
     

This project has stimulated public interest from its early stages with local elected government officials promoting the benefits of the escalator to the area’s elderly residents, local property owners and developers seeing opportunities to make money and local residents fearing that the character of the neighbourhood will be changed for the worse. As such an extensive public consultation programme has been included as part of the project requirements and all stakeholders will be allowed to have their say as part of that process. So far, the reactions have been mixed, but most of those involved agree that the heritage value of the lane will be compromised. Information on the heritage features, both as individual items and as an historic urban landscape will be provided to the stakeholders in the HIA report. This information will be crucial in the determination of whether or not the project will be allowed to continue in a more heritage friendly way or if the consensus will be that the installation of an escalator in any way shape or form is incompatible with the conservation of the lane.
The project shows that some progress has been made since the days of the Star Ferry protests. Just how far will be seen in the following months, when information from the public consultations has been examined. It is hoped that the information provided in the HIA report will be used as a data base for making a well informed and balanced decision.

The Future
Hong Kong is a city that has always been and remains focussed the future. In the past, the government policy has been to let market forces lead the way forward with little regard for the past
. Not surprisingly this policy did not cultivate a need for the determination of heritage significance within the development process. With the introduction of the CHIA system, a gradual shift has been seen in government and public sentiment with CHIA findings being presented to the public during various stages of development projects from planning and feasibility studies up to design and construction. This has not always ensured positive results for Hong Kong’s urban heritage resources in the face of development, but is has definitely brought some quite controversial issues out into the open and broadened the range of stakeholders who are able to have input into how a development should incorporate heritage as one of the factors in both location and design.
In future, it is hoped that CHIA in Hong Kong will continue on in its role as an unbiased information provider for all stakeholders. The decision to construct or cancel the Pound Lane Escalator project will in many ways be indicative of how far we have come in expanding the definition of heritage significance in Hong Kong as well as an example for providing an opportunity for truly including all affected parties. In closing, it has been the goal of this paper to show from experiences in Hong Kong how through its role as a collector and disseminator of unbiased information, the CHIA has become the best available tool for providing a balanced and acceptable way forward bridging the gap between heritage and development.
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The Antiquities and Monuments Ordinance (CAP 53) 1976

The Environmental Impact Assessment Ordinance (CAP 499) 1998
� Reclamation was the traditional means of increasing developable land area, however, current environmental concerns have restricted the areas where this is acceptable and it is no longer a major source of new land.


� Cultural Heritage Impact Assessment in Hong Kong is part of a larger EIA system that is governed by the Environmental Impact Assessment Ordinance. The CHIA must abide by all statutory requirements of the Ordinance.


� As well, the dissemination of information has been further expanded through a compulsory programme of public consultations incorporated into the impact assessment process





� As the guidelines did not provide criteria for evaluating heritage significance, any buildings or structures that did not fall within the clear cut categories were often not included in a CHIA. As well, the guidelines were focussed on individual structures and did not take into account factors such as group value, authenticity and collective memory. The government has continually updated the guidelines over the years to broaden the base and provide more a structured approach to evaluating heritage significance within the CHIA system.


� From 2004 onwards revisions to the Town Planning Board Ordinance enhanced public consultation requirements and this influenced the direction of public engagement in EIA studies as well;


� It was originally conceived by the Town Planning Board in the 1980’s


� Appendix W BHIA Report for the Central Reclamation Phase iii (commissioned by the AMO) by Peter Sui shan chan (2001)


� Barber, in his 2009 paper on the subject correctly identified that the people of Hong Kong, lacking a national level of heritage to invest in, need “a local heritage that includes everyday lived-in spaces and places that evoke memories of common experience”.  


� The grading system in Hong Kong is an internal government administrative mechanism that highlights historical buildings and structures that have been evaluated as having heritage value, but are not assessed as having the attributes for Declaration as a Monument. As such, a graded historic building has no statutory protection.


� Conservancy Organisation Website


� Ladder streets are a series of pedestrian thoroughfares, often consisting of series of steps that run up the steep hill sides in the western districts of Hong Kong Island. The streets have been recognised as heritage items and one such street has been granted Grade 1 status.


� Based on findings that the construction of the escalator would destroy the heritage items that merited the grading.


� Including an HIA, which is the equivalent in Hong Kong to a CHIA, for public works projects that do not require an EIA.


� Wall trees grow on retaining walls and are now recognised as an important aspect of the urban cultural landscape of Hong Kong Island.


� Starling 2006


� Chan (2007)





