January 30 2012

To: Members of the Antrqmties Advisory Board and its ‘Expert Panel’

To: Members of the Town Planning Board

Dear All,

1.1

1.3

1.3

14

c/o The Secretariat of the Antiquities Advisory Board
136 Nathan Road, Tsim Sha Tsur, Kowloon

15/F, North Point Government Offices
+ 333 Java Road, North Point, Hong Kong

Inappropriate redevelopment of the
~'government headquarters complex
set thlnn the hrstorle Government Hill, Central, Hong Kong

SUPPLEMEH TARY INFOMAT[ON

Purpose of thls snbmissron _

I am writing to provrde supplementary mformatron to support my requests
which were stated in my letter on the same subject to Members of the
Antiqumes Advisory Board and Members of thé Town Planning Board on
November 18, 2011, whrch are relterated in paragraphs l 2 and l 3 set below.

To appeal to members of the Anthmties Advrsory Board requestmg them
to consider giving a historic grading to the govemment headquarters complex
comprising three wmgs which were desxgned and bmlt in the 1950s

To.appeal to meénbers of the Town Planmng Board requestmg them to

‘consider rezoning the Government Hill into a hetitage precinct, keeplng it as

a site for Govemment, Instrtutxon and Commumty (“GIC”) uses.

In this submxssron, I wish to pomt out that the West Wing is an mteg:al part
of the set of Central Government Offices that should be preserved It is also

' the most interesting one of the set, architecturally; the most important one

of the set socially, and the most utilitaridn one of the set, funetlonally

The WE 'T WING is an inte' pal | art af the Central Government Ofﬁces

Desxgned by the Archrtectural .Office of the Public Works Department, the
Central Government Offices consist of three blocks of offices. The East Wing
(1954) and Central Wing (1956) are connected to each other, while the West
Wing (1959) is adjacent. In Hong Kong Annual Departmental Report by the
Director of Public Works for the Financial Years 1953-54 and 1954-35, the
Government Ofﬁces project was described in the following way:
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2.2

23

2.4
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2.1.1 The first phase comprised 80 percent of the Bast Wing;

2.1.2 The second phase of the project mcluded the extension of the East
Wing and foundation work and basement for the Central Block;

2.1.3 The third phase included the remamder of the Central Wing (i.e. the
Colonial Secretariat and Leglslatrve Council Chamber);

2.1.4 The fourth and last phase meluded the West ng

Mrchael Wrrght, who was Chief Archrteet for the Central Government Offices

and Director of Pubhc Works between 1963 and 1969, made the following

remarks in 2 taped intérview which was shown at an exhibition’ “Soul of the
.Clty - East Meets West” held in Convocation Room, Room 218, 2/F, Main
Building, The Umversrty of Hong Kong, J anuary 9-1 0, 2012. He said: '

“The West ng is a very important part of the central govemment
complex. There were the three buildings that were linked up.” “They were
all designed as a whole.” “Aund [ think it would be': 4 great pity to knock
one of them down, for historical reasons they should be retamed as a
government office complex designed in the 1950s to meet a particular

purpose” Y ouTube gp //www zoutube com/watch?v*ONTaeQMZPUg)

The fact that the three wmgs of the Government Ofﬁces compiex constltute

_one project completed in phases, is recognized by the government’s heritage

consultant (Purcell Miller Tritton LLP). In the consultant’s report Central
Government Qffices Historic and Architectural Appraisal (2009) (heremaﬁer
referred to as “the Apprazsal”), there is a remark that goes: S

“Although constructed in dtfferent phases, the design of the bulldmgs

appears to have been conceived thore or less sxmultaneously, as evidenced

by the original drawings.” “In terms of form and massing the buildings are

A _consclously low-rise, horizontal in emphasis and with flat roofs that keep

* the height of the buildings to a minimum” “Consequently, the buildings
' share many characteristics” (The Appraisal, page 19) '

Dr. Lee Hoyin, who is director of the Hong Kong Umversrty Department of

- Architecture’s Architectural Conservation Programme (ACP) and a member

of the Antiquities Advisory Board (AAB), is ¢orrect in making the following
statement: “The three government blocks fof the Central Government Offices]
should be seen as one totality as they were planned together by one architect.
They were just built in different phases.” Accordmgly, the three wings are
of equal historic importance; they should be preserved in thetr entirety.

Quoted from South China Morning Post article, “Board’s ratmg move could

save west wing,” November 24, 2011.
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The China Prmcmles promulgated in 2003 by the State Administration of
Cultural Heritage, The People’s Republic of China, have sent us a clear
‘message: “In all cases the principles of maintaining the social benefits of a
[historic] site miust be upheld. As far as possible, the use of a site must be
consistent with its values.” “Social benefits are maximized through effective
conservation measures. that reveal a site’s authenticity and its intrinsic
historical character” (Articles 4.1.1 & 4.1.3).

The proposal for allowmg a developer to remove the historic hillside of the
Government Hill and demolish the West Wing is contrary to conservation
effort to reveal the Government Hill’s “authenticity and its intrinsic

historical character.” We’ve had enough bad examples, e.g. the former
Marine Police Headquarters, ‘sold to a developer and now a hotel-cum-mall

. complex; which have been “emasculated and reduced to carlcatures of their

' former glory.” * Haven’t we done enough damage already? ° '

Preservatlon of the existing Government Hill can educate young people and
give them a greater sense of belonging to Hong Kong. Some people argue
that the 1950s Government Offices complex is not that old, but heritage is not
~ just about age. The West Wing of the Government Offices complex is part of
‘what was a significant period in the-city’s history, and therefore deserves to
be preserved, especially in Hong Kong where the tity sheds its skm every 20
years, let alone every half century. -

. The WEST WING is the most mterestmg among the three wings of the

Central Government Offices, rchltecmrallx

The government’s heritage consultant (Purcell Miller Tritton LLP) -
expressed that the three wings of the Central Governmént Offices complex

“are of high architectural quality and are exemplars of the beginning of
modem office design in Hong Kong and of 1950s architecture generally”
(The Appraisal, page 135). Interestmgly, the government’s consultant also
pointed out that the three wings’. shghtly variant architecture reflect the
periods they were built:

Compared to the Bast ‘Wing, “the Central Wing, and in particular the West
Wing, display a more “stripped-down’, functionalist version of modernism

that developed as the build progressed” (The Apprazsal, page 20).

Assessmg the three wmgs ona comparable basis, the govemment’s hentage
consultant stated that the East Wing is built on a ground which “is generally
flat, although outside of the building line to the north it slopes down sharply

. Mary Melville’s letter to South China Momihg Post, “Residents must stop
heritage sites being ruined by officials and develOpers,” January 26, 2012.

Peter Thompson’s letter to South China Morning Post, “Prevent repeat of

ruined HQ [former marine police headquarters],” March 14, 2011
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towards St John’s Cathedral.” The Central Wing is “constructed on a flat site

at a right angle to the west of the East Wing.” (The Appraisal, pages 21 & 25).

The West Wing is built on a sloping landscape of the Government Hill:

33

34

“The West Wing is the largest building of the group. Its site is the most
complex of the three, flat at the east but sloping away sharply towards the
west, w1th the result that the building ranges from 7 storeys at the east end
(7™ to 13* floors) to 14 at:-the west (ground to 13" floors).” “The highest
- point of 13 storeys to the western end of the West Wing is more the result
- of the natural topography than a desire to bulldmg high” (The Appra:sal
pages 19& 30) . .

The archltectural umqueness of the. West ng, Wthh is skxllfully built on a
very steeply sloping site of the historic Governihent Hill, was percelved by
the government experts during the design stage of the Central Government
Offices. The following message is taken from Hong Kong Annual Report
195 8 when the constructlon of the West Wing was nearly completed

“The West ng, ‘which is the final stage of the Central Govemment

_ Offices on Hong Kong Island, was nearing completion by the end of the
year. This building, which will accommodate the offices of several
Government departments, is built on a very steeply sloping site and has six
floors at one end and thirteen floors at the other; this added considerably
to the complexlty of the structure » (pages 227-228) '

The Hong Kong Instltute of Architects (HKIA) pomt out that the West
Wing is a fine example of a “climbing bulldmg on a natural slopmg terrain
with varying floor plans on each level. ‘In their submission to the

- Development Bureau, the HKIA support the preservation of the Government

35

Hill site, quoting the government’s consultant’s report: “Consideration should

be given to creating a ‘Special Protected Area’ to acknowledge the well
wooded spaces and low-rise buildings and... presumptlon would be against
any significant redevelopment work.”

Retired goveirnment archltects are unanimous in their view that the West
Wing of the Government Offices complex is a fine piece of Functionalist
architecture of the 1950s. It “fulfills the Functionalist doctrine by being a
rational and practlcal solution to the problem of building on an awkwardly
slopmg s1te, rising to the challenge with an assured and robust architecture

- that is uncompromising in ifs execiition.” “Not that it's a marvelous

architecture but I think it’s a good solid design,” said another archltect

South China Morning Post article, “Call for west wing to be preserved...,”
December 29, 2010.

The words of Gillian Aitken and Michael Wright, “Soul of the City — East
Meets West™ Exhibition held in Convocation Reom, Room 218, 2/F, Main

Building, The University of Hong Kong, January 9-10, 2012.
Page 4 of 8




te

3.6 'Michael Wright also pointed out that “the Ice House Street end” of the: West
Wing was built of locally quarried granite. “A-lot of thought a lot of care
went into making sure that we would get a granite that wouldn’t stain,” he
said. The working team looked at different quarries, including Morrison Hill,
and finally settled on the Diamond Hill quarry which provided rocks of the

best quality (YouTube: http dIwww.y outube.com/watch?v=0ONTaeQMZPUg).

3.7. The following illustration gives a glimpse of how the West Wing has been
skillfully designed to respect the urban space around Battery Path. In effect, a
Functionalist building of the 1950s is intimately integrated into a valued
historic precinct, to produce a pleasant public space harmonious to the natural

environmeng and surrounding greenery.

~

s 8 &
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Source of illustration: The Hong Kong and Far Ea;st Builder, Vol. 12, No. 4,
1956 (reproduced in South China Morning Post, November 3, 2011)

3.8 I agree wholeheartedly with Michael Wright that it is unjustifiable to knock
down the West Wing and replace it with a 30 storey commercial building
together with a small artificial park. He is objective in his description and
critical (yet fair and perceptive) in his evaluation:

‘I think Hong Kong is very well off in patks (in the area)... [There are]
Hong Kong Park. Chater Garden by the Supreme Court, by the Legislative
Council Building... They have got the botanical garden a bit further up the
hill.” “I don’t think they really need another park in that area. It’s quite -
unnecessary and will be detrimental to the appearance of Hong Kong.”

(YouTube: hgp_://www.youtube.cgmMatch?wONTngPUg).
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4.4

4.5

. The WEST WING is the most nnnortan among the three wmgs of the

Central Government Offices, soclallz

The ‘social value’ of a heritage site, or ‘communal value’ as the English
Heritage put it in their recently promulgated Conservation Principles Poljcies
and Guidance for the Sustainable Management of the Historic Environment
(2008) refers to-“the meanings of a place for the people who relate to it, or for
whor it figures in therr colIectrve experrence of memory '

Dr Hllary du Cros, a member of ICOMOS, ‘has pomted out that “what the

[govemment’s] consultant [which is a British firm of conservation archrtects]
was asked to do is the basic minimum” and “we can’t have architects talk
about the socro-pohtrcal s1gmficance 8 Indeed, the consultant’s dismissal of
the social value is shown in the followmg sentence of the Apprazsal

© “The fact that 50 many of these uses [of govermnent offices} have ceased
or moved elsewhere and the spaces and finishes have changed means that
.a great deal of the.potential historic arohntectural and social interest of

the bulldmgs has been lost” (page 30)

The govemment’s consultant’s report is rrch in hlstoncal and archltectural

information about the Central Govemment Offices complex, however, the
consultant’s report cannot, s in the instances foted below, tell the whole

~ story of what it is in the mind of Hong Kong people We need to resort to

Hong Kong people to get an understanding of the socxal meanmg of the
Government Oﬁices, especrally the West ng ) : .

-Many, like me, w1ll vwrdly remember perrodle VlSltS to the Ice Street end of

ofﬁce ‘The West ng is also where the Govemment Informatron Services
(GIS) photos were available’ for public inspection. Admrmstratrvely and
politically important the Central and East Wings mrght be, it i is the West

, ng that evokes the masses’ emotions.

The Central and East ngs pnmanly provrded office accommodatxon for the

~ more senior members of the civil setvice and thus were less accessible to the

general pubhc The West Wing, however, is.of higher social value because
it was, as said, the site of departinient ‘offices- ﬁ.'equently used by the public.
Therefore, the West Wing arouses public sentiment in the same manner as
other historic landmarks, sueh as Queen S Prer or ng Yin Lex, do or drd

. South China Morning Post article, “Expert insulted as charter ‘misused’ for

hill project,” November 17, 2011.
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4.6 Hong Kong historians have expressed profoundly their unfettered attachment

4.7

5.1

52

to the West Wing. They said the plan to redevelop part of Government Hill
for commercial use will spoil the more-than-a-century-old landscape, which
is an important reminder of Hong Kong’s colonial history. The following are
extracted from South China Morning Post article “West Wing should be kept,
say historians,” November 19, 2010:

“The West Wing itself is an extremely functional piece of architecture, but
it should be handled with caution; if the hill is removed, as in 1881
Heritage, it would be a failure,” Dr Joseph Ting Sun-pao said, referring to
the former marine police headquarters in Tsim Sha Tsui, “As a historian,
I’d prefer to see the landscape kept intact,” he said, describing it as the first
town planning initiative by the British.

The Central Government Offices should be seen as an integral part of the
landscape shaped by the British colonial rulers since the 1840s. “Selling
part of the hill [Government Hill] would amount to [eradicating colonial
traces),” said Simon Chu Fook-keung (former director of the Government
Records Service) who said the West Wing should be used as an archive
museum to showcase important historical documents related to the city.

The West Wing and the Government Hill at large are full of memories for
the Hong Kong people who worked to make the city prosperous. We need to
conserve the soul of the city and its memories, by conserving buildings and
unique urban landscapes. We must say “ne” to the ill-conceived proposal for
selling this significant portion of the Government Hill to private developer.

The WEST WING is the most utilitarian among the three wings of the
Central Government Offices, functionally

The government’s heritage consultant frankly stated that the West Wing “is
the most utilitarian” among the three wings of the Central Government
Offices (The Appraisal, page 20). This has been pointed out in Hong Kong
Annual Departmental Report by the Director of Public Works for the
Financial Year 1953-54, in which the West Wing is described as being

“built up of 4> 6” wide window bays, and internal partitions can be erected
between any two windows. Thus internal flexibility is obtained, since
offices may be built up of any multiple of 4’ 6”. Where desirable, the
corridor partitions may also be omitted to provide large registries and
drawing offices extending the full 45’ 0” width of the building” (page 4)

The current administration has announced that the 12th floor of the West
Wing will be used as temporary office of the chief executive-designate.
This office will operate for three months from March 25, 2012, with an aim
to help the chief executive-designate form a governing team and arrange a
smooth transition. Using the West Wing for this purpose is akin to saying
that the West Wing is still usable and that demolition is unnecessary.
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5.3 The fact that the West Wing is still usable and remains highly utilitarian, also
means that it is easily adaptable to a variety of new public uses. If Hong
Kong s career bureaucrats take a step backward, they’d realize that it will be
in the broader interests of the community to scrap the West Wing demolition
and land sale proposal. It will also be better to find out how the site could be

. used for public benefit instead of selling it to private developer.

5.4 Rather than demolish buildings such as the West Wing of the Government
Offices, there can be creative alternative proposals. Just to give one example,
a French architect who moved to Hong Kong about a year ago, said she could
see possibilities to turn the West Wing into a mixed-use centre to bring
diversity to Central, based on her experience working on the revxtahzatxon of
post-war social housing complexes in Le Mirail, outside Toulouse. ’

6. What’s Next?

6.1 Set up as a seat of government since the 1840s, the Government Hill is a
source of memories to Hong Kong people. “The public deserves to see this
historic area developed in a way which makes us proud of.” ® It will be a
great pity and great loss that this historic landmark is destroyed.

6.2 The Government Hill is “perhaps Hong Kong’s last remaining heritage
precinct” (The Appraisal, page 128). We do not want the current and future
generations to have no attachment to the place, which is a historic urban
landscape that defines the uniqueness of old Hong Kong.

6.3 Please will the Antiquities Advisory Board and the Town Planning Board
get their acts together to facilitate the conservation of the Government Hill
and the Central Government Offices complex as a public asset inherited from
the past for the present and future generations.

A Hong Kong-based conservationist

c.c. Government Hill Concern Group

c¢/o Ms. Kitty Law Ngar-ling

Legislative Council Panel on Development
c/o Legislative Council Secretariat

Purcell Miller Tritton (HK) Ltd, govemment-comxmssmned consultant
c/o Mr. Michael Morrison

South China Morning Post Publishers Ltd.
c/o Staff Reporter

1 South China Morning Post article, “Board’s rating move could save west
wing,” November 24, 2011.

8 South China Moming Post editorial, “Public has stake in Government Hill,”

November 17, 2011. ,
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