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According to the United Nations, Hong Kong is the fourth most
densely populated city in the world, behind only Singapore,
Macau and Monaco.1
Lack of land has been a problem in the city for the last 100 years
and land reclamation on Hong Kong Island began in the very
early history of the city.

To this day, land reclamation by landfill remains
the most common practice in resolving land
issues. Currently, around six percent of Hong
Kong’s total area is made up of reclaimed land.
Recently the government has announced
new landfill projects in northern Lantau island,
estimating costs of over $624bn HKD, reclaiming
1,000ha of land proposed to house millions of
flats, community and transportation facilities.
However, issues have been raised on the possible
cost and environmental impact of this approach
to construction, due to land reclamation having
harmful effects on the natural environment and
surrounding marine habitats.

There is no doubt that landfill is not the only
solution to Hong Kong’s land issues, and
alternatives to increase land supply should be
considered. A prominent alternative and solution
is Urban Reclaim.

Urban Reclaim is the reclaiming
of lands from areas already
classified as developed urban
environments, such as land in
vacancy, brown field sites or
above existing transportation
hubs.2

Compared to land reclamation by coastal areas,
urban reclaim creates land supply closer to
established urban ground, reinforcing community
resilience. It is stated that contemporary cities
should not only be designed to house living and
working spaces. They should also include third
places, which act as communal places for the
public. Discussion has been raised on how third
places can be created from reclaimed urban
land and the challenges that arise during the
reclamation process and management.3

Non place to third place
Most contemporary urban settlements not only
contain spaces for living, they also have large
sections of infrastructure in order to facilitate the
needs of the population such as motorways,
plant rooms, foot bridges and waiting areas.
These spaces can be classified as non places,
a space that does not have any identity within
its urban population.4 For example, a foot
bridge between two buildings is designed purely
for circulation. It is a space that discourages
people to settle, thus it cannot be referred to as
‘there’. In Hong Kong, over five percent of land is
dedicated to roads, foot bridges or warehouses.
It is reasonable to suggest that these areas can
be partly reclaimed and developed further into
third places.5
Street reclamation is one of the most common
practices among cities around the world
to encourage the use of different means of
transportation and most importantly to provide
more space for the neighbourhoods. In Hong
Kong, most of the population live close to streets
where there is vehicle access with little space to
exercise or even walk around. The confinement
of living units further separates people from the
neighbourhoods and contributes towards social
disembodiment.

The introduction of walkable,
traffic free streets not only
allows more space for leisure
and active travel, but also
enriches the urban fabric
and increases environments
where social interaction can be
rooted, thus forging stronger
and more resilient communities.

Hong Kong has one of the most complicated
foot bridge systems in the world. For example,
in central Hong Kong it is possible to travel by
footbridge from one place to another without
touching the pavement at street level. These
spaces often create unusable voids beneath.

The government has recently
launched new designs to
populate these voids with
concrete plinths that prevent
the homeless from dwelling in
these structures.

The most cost efficient method would be to utilise
this space, yet under pending legislation this
space has no identity or use, a true non place.
Different groups in Hong Kong have also raised
concerns about how to reclaim space under
bridges, with proposals of building flats or youth
hostels to counter increasing property prices.
While discussions are ongoing, urban reclamation
as an approach is already underway.

There is a clear need to reclaim these non places
and create third places. Every Sunday millions of
domestic helpers in Hong Kong appear across
different parts of the city and populate these
spaces with carton boxes, which are used as
partitions to create zones and organise different
activities that enrich these spaces.
Similar approaches could be used to transform
the void spaces under bridges into community
hubs that serve and strengthen the local
community. These spaces are often not
suitable as space to locate housing due to the
environmental conditions, lack of light and noise
generated by the heavily serviced motorways,
but they might be appropriate for reclaimed
third place workshops, community hubs or even
sporting grounds.

The challenges of urban reclamation
Urban reclamation is currently an unpopular
method of land reclamation in Hong Kong
because of the problematic legal processes
when negotiating with the land department and
landowners (government or private clients). This
can contribute to uncertainty around costs when
reclaiming urban lands. Currently, even when
urban reclamation proceeds successfully, the
already expensive reclaimed land is added to by
the expensive and lengthy legal processes, thus
making this method less cost effective and less
attractive.
Urban reclamation is also challenging in terms
of how the space is subsequently managed.
As reclaimed streets are mostly public space, it
is difficult to control what activities will be held
there. In 2018, a formerly reclaimed area in
Mongkok, Sai Yeung Choi street was closed by
the Government due to complaints relating to the
noise pollution produced by activities arranged on
the street.

As a densely populated city
where public space and living
space are co existing very
closely, there needs to be a
more systematic control of
activities by the authorities.
With rising populations and increasingly dense
urban environments, we need to work with
communities and authorities to repurpose the
non-places in our urban environments to have a
greater impact on creating sustainable, resilient
communities.

The enduring social and economic value of
community markets
In Hong Kong a number of existing markets are
actually situated within the voids under bridges.

These markets have a flexible,
scalable typology and can be
allocated in any space with
circulation to promote the act
of trading.
Haiphong Road Temporary Market in Tsim Sha
Tsui is a testament to the value of a local markets
in dense urban centres. It was been established
as a temporary replacement of its previous
market following the reallocation of a post office
during the 1970s. However, local district council
and government have since been unable to find
a possible site for its rebuilding to much public
discontent; but does the market need to be a
new physical building or does a flexible temporary
grouping of structures create a more scalable
solution?

The market contributes to the resilience of the
local community, building strong bonds between
the vendors and the public. Situated in the
highly commercialized area and high street, the
market becomes the only available food and raw
ingredient trading centre that counters an over
emphasis of services industry in Tsim Sha Tsui.
At the same time, the market has not only
retained its local culture, but reflects the diverse
ethnic identity rooted in the area, for instance
housing a Halal butcher that can be rarely found
in Hong Kong.
As such, Haiphong Road Temporary Market has
been developed into not only a market, but a
valued communal hub and tourism attraction.
Evidencing the sustained value of the market to
the local economy has resulted in the market
being renovated and due to reopen this year.

Reimagining a place to learn and interact
The Book Tree6 is a research project conceived
by Professor Peter W. Ferretto at the School of
Architecture in The Chinese University of Hong
Kong in collaboration with the Mei Foo District
Counsellor Ambrose Cheung. There are two
main objectives for the project – to utilise the void
space under a flyover and to create a new type of
reading experience for the local children.
The site is situated under Kwai Chung Road, a
flyover that splits the district of a huge cluster of
housing estates into two. Mei Fu was one of the
first major housing estates built in 1970s that is
now arguably over crowded. The void beneath
the road serves mainly for government storage,
parking lots for government vehicles or parks and
seating areas.

The Book Tree7 is a temporary
library that can be exhibited as
an inhabitable installation that
can be placed in urban corners
amidst densely populated
areas that may be in need of a
sense of place and communal
interaction.
The team also aims to simplify the construction
method with prefabricated timber panels so that
is can be assembled on site by a small unskilled
team.

The ownership of the place is responsible only to
the public and based on communal trust.

The Book Tree acts as a
temporary deposit for the many
books that Mei Foo households
can no longer store.
Books are not borrowed but simply donated by
the community. The Conditional Lab has set up a
fine example of how unused urban space can be
better transformed into third places and enhance
local interaction and community resilience. This
approach is different from the traditional mind set
of erecting a mixed use and high rise building that
comes at greater economic and environmental
cost.

Conclusion
Reclaiming unused urban space in densely
populated and high value urban centres like
Hong Kong are often opposed for a multitude
of reasons. Although these examples from
Hong Kong have proven challenging to deliver,
the social value is clear and, in some instances,
this has paved the way for evidencing a clear
economic case. It is increasingly believed
that a land fill reclamation only approach to
development in Hong Kong is irrational with
a high environmental cost. The Hong Kong
government should reconsider numbers of land
reclamation approaches and take a considered
approach to reclaiming lost urban space often
generated by large scale infrastructure projects.
To ensure the success and longevity of this
approach, ownership of these spaces may even
be transferred from government to local counsel
or community groups, in turn building a stronger
sense of ownership and belonging to public
space and creating a more resilient community.
We have illustrated some attempts that have
shown that transformation from non places to
third places can be possible with a different
approach on urban development. These projects
are often smaller in size and lower cost, as well as
having a lighter carbon footprint. However, rather
than viewing these qualities as constraints they
offer human scale interventions as a counterpoint
to a proliferation of ‘heroic’ and ‘iconic’ buildings
and provide a community focused solution to the
many lost pocket spaces.

In these rapidly changing times, ‘temporality’ is
an approach that architects and urban planners
should embrace to positively impact public
spaces and dense urban centres. Public spaces
that are impermanent allow for the possibility of
a wider range of programmes that promote the
richness of Hong Kong’s density, cultural diversity
and its ever changing urban context.
We would love to hear from you if you are
interested in collaborating.
research@ryderarchitecture.com
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