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Community-based Approaches as the Key to Renewal: the Practice and 
Potential for Hong Kong 
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Abstract 
 
One of the most glaring problems in involving the community in urban renewal in Hong 
Kong is that the key decisions have been made before there is any contact with local residents.  
The involvement of residents in the urban renewal partnership is still a major problem, 
although positive steps in improving the situation have been undertaken in recent urban 
renewal projects by Urban Renewal Authority (URA).  
  
Community development is a key aspect of successful urban regeneration.  One way of 
tackling the problems of inadequate consultation with and involvement of local residents is to 
set up independent local or district committees which would need to go beyond the traditional 
role of consultation and they would act as the agents for the community in re-establishing a 
management for public areas. 
 
Presently, there is an important step forward.  The Government has established the “District 
Urban Renewal Forum” (DURF) with a purpose to plan with local resident participation the 
scope and strategy of the district's renewal, including where to redevelop, rehabilitate, 
preserve and beautify.  This paper looks at what factors are determining the effectiveness of 
such bottom-up community participation approach in the context of the changing features of 
urban renewal. 
 
Keywords 
Public Participation, Engagement, Partnership, District Based Approach 
 
 

                                                 
1 Dr. NG Ka-chui, Isaac is the Lecturer at the School of Continuing and Professional Education of the City 

University of Hong Kong. 
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1. Introduction 
 
It would be unthinkable to discuss urban renewal without referring to community 
participation and public engagement. Since the 21st Century the need for the local 
community to be one of the key players in urban renewal projects has increasingly been seen 
as a necessary prerequisite of effective renewal. Community participation enjoys board 
political support. It is difficult to find HKSAR Government’s policy maker, URA or 
representatives from the concern groups who oppose the principle, although many may be 
uncertain about how to work closely and effectively with local communities in identifying 
local problems.  Recently, Wan Chai district people (i.e. the Lee Tung Street project) have 
demonstrated the tremendous amount of energy which exists within neighborhoods for 
innovative community action. 
 
Sustainable development has become one of the popular buzzwords in the late 1990s. 
According to World Commission on Environment and Development, the often quoted 
definition of sustainable development is “to achieve the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their owned needs”2

 

.  The search for 
solutions to a sustainable city or sustainable urban form has been the subject of several 
studies, promoted by private organizations and governments. Varied and contradictory views 
have emerged from these studies; however, it provides a healthy debate about the approaches 
that may best contribute towards the knowledge base and a serious concern about the 
protection of our urban environment and our city.  

In this paper, a sustainable city is identified as one which has the capacity of surviving the 
process of change, and at the same time to address the implementation in a comprehensive 
way of urban renewal which responds to more equitable way towards wider economic, social 
and community concerns.  
 
 
2. Urban Renewal in Hong Kong: Nature and Scope 
 
In face of a variety of urban renewal programmes labelled differently and exhibiting 
contrasting characteristics, several attempts have been made by scholars to provide 
definitions and classifications accounting for the wide spectrum of these urban renewal 
policies and programme3

 
.  

                                                 
2 World Commission on Environment and Development (1987), Our Common Future, Oxford University Press, 

p. 8. 
3 Couch, C. (2000) City of Change and Challenge: Planning and Urban Regeneration in Liverpool, Ashgate. 
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Nevertheless, the concept of “Partnership” is perceived as being politically and financially 
beneficial because it seeks to bring together parties with an interest in redeveloping a 
particular locality. Analysis of parties’ aspirations for redevelopment projects, however, 
reveals that partnership is often regarded primarily as a means of safeguarding each 
individual organization’s budgets and activities, as suggested by Mackintosh in her budget 
enlargement model4. Commitment to partnership may therefore have more to do with a desire 
to access funding than a genuine belief that it represents a more effective means of delivering 
public policy5

 
. 

In this context, Hong Kong’s urban renewal strategies evolved in the 1990s were heavily 
influenced by European and American ideas about the potential of the private-led partnership 
approach 6

 

.  Urban Development Corporations (UDC) were the most prominent of the 
instruments of urban renewal policy in Hong Kong in the 1980s. It reflected a fundamental 
policy shift, transferring the initiative for urban renewal away from government and towards 
the private sector through single function agencies and under the direct control of central 
government. 

In 1988, the Hong Kong Government set up the Land Development Corporation (LDC) in 
order to speed up urban renewal and facilitate private sector participation. The LDC was an 
independent statutory body operating in accordance with prudent commercial principles. It 
has become the leading agent and the major instrument of the urban renewal policy. 
 
To achieve these objectives, the Corporation sees its tasks as one of combining the efforts of 
both the public and private sectors, and commercializing the urban renewal programme to 
achieve the best possible results in the transformation of the Hong Kong7. Pryor and Robb 
(1990) argue that the work of the LDC as “a city restructuring programme is a dynamic 
process which relies on the Public-Private Partnership”8

 
.  

However, there are many criticisms on the LDC and its operation. The LDC stands for “Lame 
Duck Corporation” or “Let’s Developer with Care”9

                                                 
4 Mackintosh, M. (1992) Partnerships: Issues of Policy and Negotiation. Local Economy, 7, 210-224. 

. Problems associated with the LDC can 
be discussed in the aspects of bureaucracy-public interaction: (i) control and accountability, 

5 Peck, J. and Tickell, A. (1994) Too Many Partners-the Future for Regeneration Partnerships, Local Economy, 9, 
251-65. 

6 Walzer, N. and Jacobs, B. D. (1998) Public-Private Partnership for Local Economic Development, Praeger 
Publisher, New York. 

7 Razack, A. (1988). Urban Renewal and the Land Development Corporation in Hong Kong, pp.3-7 in Planning and 
Development 5th Cap Plenary Conference and Southeast Asian Workshop 88, University of Hong Kong, Hong 
Kong. 

8 Pryor, E. G. and Robb, B. D. (1990) Metroplan - A Framework for City Growth: Some views on Land 
Use/Transport Interaction, Planning and Development, 6, 46-61. 

9 Far East Economic Review (1991) Lame Duck Still Hops, November 7, 1991. 
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(ii) public participation and top down implementation approach, (iii) lack of appreciation of 
the community need. At the bureaucracy-public interface level, problems link to the concept 
of “constituent”, “client”, and “victim”. All these problems are inter-related. 
 
 
3. Transformation of Hong Kong’s Urban Renewal Model 
 
Faced with a slowdown in the pace of urban renewal and criticisms from society, the 
Government announced to set up the URA in 2001 to replace the LDC. The new Authority 
will tackle urban renewal with a combination of Government financial support and wider 
powers to cut through red tape to secure sites. Thus, the URA should be an’ all in one’ agency 
in terms of professional expertise and operation in planning, land, building and works 
matters10

 
.  

The URA approach to urban renewal would not overwhelm, but supplement the suggested 
“bottom-up” approach. The former implementation mechanisms (i.e., the LDC) were not 
designed for the “bottom-up” approach. The working areas of the LDC were limited by her 
capability in resources, powers, and expertise. Moreover, the Government has given no 
policy framework, support and guidance to the then LDC.  But is the URA still suffer from 
the issues encountered by the then LDC with no remedial action?  Among criticisms in the 
past decade, to what extent the URA has failed to address the to-be-relocated community is 
one of the most debatable issues, which ironically is in conflict with the so-called 
“people-centered approach” highlighted by the Hong Kong government. This ongoing inquiry 
attempts to gain a better understanding of how “people” and “community” are perceived 
alternately in the discourses around these debates.  
 
In fact, the urban renewal policy is currently going through a transition; the URA must 
consider the essential elements of public participation and engagement seriously. A positive 
view on public participation and engagement should be taken in Hong Kong. Public opinion 
should not be viewed as a stumbling block but as providing a stepping-stone for the 
regeneration of a sustainable community. Three-way partnership under a more visionary and 
robust approach can improve the quality of life for the people in Hong Kong. 
 
 

                                                 
10 Hong Kong Government (1996) Urban Renewal in Hong Kong, Government Printer, Hong Kong. 
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4. Community Based Urban Renewal as a Long Term Sustainable City Strategy 
 
Building on the past experience of urban renewal given above, public engagement emerges as 
the most significant factor in ensuring the genuine involvement of the community renewal, 
with the primary tasks for stakeholders in the renewal process described as working with the 
community to: 
 

“…identify priorities, develop a community vision or plan, establish consultative and 
participatory structures and implement a comprehensive programme of support and 
resources for community-based activity and projects through a capacity building plan.” 

                                              (Duncan and Thomas, 2000, P.29) 
 
This is described as a long-term process of urban renewal, however, that requires:    
 
a. Seek local approach for urban renewal; 
b. Take a long-term strategic of community development; 
c. Balance social development, physical development and economic development; 
d. Promote consensus through early and comprehensive participation and partnership; 
e. Choose simple working arrangements, and communicate clearly throughout the process; 
f. Provide reliable and necessary information; and 
g. Recognize the reality that the various elements of a strategy are likely to make progress at 

different speeds; this may require the redirection of resources or the provision of additional 
resources in order to maintain a broad balance between the aims encompassed in a scheme 
of urban renewal and to allow for the achievement of all the strategic objectives. 

 
These principles are established in community based urban renewal which stress on 
community involvement in urban renewal. It also stresses on the multidimensional aspects of 
urban renewal which requires involvement of different parties and stakeholders. This approach 
has provided an ideal model of community based urban renewal that is not only concern on 
physical renewal and economic revitalization but also concern on the long term impact and 
development of the local residents and community -- to achieve what we call “sustainable 
city”. 
 
 
5. An Ideal Model of Community Based Urban Renewal 
 
The discussion on the community based model for urban renewal has provided different 
perspectives of urban renewal which focuses on community renewal rather than physical 
redevelopment. Although with a lot of limitations, the community based urban renewal is not 
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totally impossible in the context of Hong Kong. However, from experiment to reality there is 
still some room for improvement. With reference to the experience of the urban renewal 
programmes done by the then LDC and URA, the following aims to provide an ideal model of 
community based urban renewal. 
 
The real community based urban renewal has two important characteristics:  
 
A. Firstly, urban renewal should be community-centered, it should benefit the affected 

community: 
 

In the current practice, both the then LDC and URA’s physical approach of urban renewal 
only focuses on the physical redevelopment of urban decay areas. Although they have 
provided social services for the affected community, there are without any comprehensive 
and substantial social and economic renewal programme which helps to improve the 
overall social and economic condition of the affected community. 
 
A real integrated urban renewal should incorporate three dimensions; they are economic 
renewal, social renewal and physical renewal. 
 
a. Social Renewal 
 
Social renewal is a comprehensive renewal programme aims to improve the social 
condition of the individual and community as a whole. In term of individual renewal, it 
includes programmes such as retraining, employment services, compensation and 
rehousing arrangement. In term of community development should be includes 
programmes such as community building, cultural preservation and rehabilitation. 
 
b. Economic Renewal 

 
Economic renewal aims to improve and stimulate the competitiveness of local economic, it 
includes the programmes such as traditional industry upgrade scheme, labour retraining 
scheme and loan scheme which can help the local economic to regain it competitiveness 
and attractiveness. 
 
c. Physical Renewal 

 
Physical redevelopment has three major themes; they are environmental improvement, 
preservation of community landmarks and rehousing arrangement. It is similar to the 
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current physical approach of urban renewal. However, it emphasizes on the balance of new 
development and the preservation of the sense of place. 
 

B. Secondly, the Mechanism of Community Participation has to be Effective 
 
In a real community based urban renewal, community is not just a policy receiver, but also 
an active participant which can decide its own future. Thus, there should be an effective 
mechanism of community participation in different stages of urban renewal. 
 
As Arnstein (1971) claims that citizen participation is predicated on:  
 

“The redistribution of power that enables have-not citizens, presently excluded from 
the political and economic processes, to be deliberately included in the future “ (p. 
216)11

 
  

The idea, in brief, is that there is a scale of involvement, from merely providing 
participants with information about their services, to a level where they have direct control 
over decisions and outcomes at the other end. At the lowest point the level of influence is 
minimal, if present at all. At the upper end participants have high levels of community 
influence. This model is, therefore, based upon the degree of participant power.  
 
However, these sorts of models are in some respects confusing because they conflate power 
with process12

 

. So, for example, consultation is a process which may permit high degrees 
of influence if the views received are noted and acted upon, whereas ‘delegated power’ 
may be severely circumscribed. Delegating the responsibility to decide how a small budget 
is spent may, by way of illustration, be less empowering than giving residents influence 
over the way the budget is set. In other words the form of participation does not necessarily 
determine the final level of influence and there are a whole set of external factors that may 
also place a restriction on the outcome. In short, if Arnstein’s idea is applied to the case of 
the LDC, only the elementary levels of public participation are found in the urban renewal 
process. 

Furthermore, ladders of participation are also criticized by Cairncross et al (1997) who 
suggest that it is impossible to construct a hierarchy because the processes vary on more 
than one dimension. Writing from the perspective of tenant participation in public housing 
management in the UK, they overcome this problem by developing three types of 

                                                 
11 Arnstein, S. R. (1971) A Ladder of Citizen Participation in the USA. Journal of the Royal Town Planning 

Institute, 57, 176-182. 
12 Cooper, C. and Hawtin, M (1998) ‘Resident involvement and Community Action, Coventry: Chartered 

Institute of Housing. 
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landlord-tenant interaction. This is based upon structures or methods (from letter writing to 
tenant representation); processes (from providing information to giving control); and 
objectives, such as better housing and housing management, more choice and power to 
tenants and tenant satisfaction. From these three dimensions, Cairncross et al construct 
three ideal types of participation; namely, traditionalist, consumerist and citizenship models. 
In summary, the thesis is that the structures and processes adopted relate to the political 
culture of the local administration. The citizenship model is predicated on increasing the 
collective powers of tenants and consequently adopts structures and processes that move 
beyond simple consultative mechanisms such as feedback forms. They aim to shift the 
balance of power by adopting mechanisms of participation that provide tenants with higher 
levels of influence.  

 

Table 1:  Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation and the Participant’s Action 

 Levels and Ladder of Participation The Participation’s Action 

8  Citizen Control Resource and Administrative Control 
7  Delegated Power Has delegated power in local affairs 
6  Partnership Joint decision making with the authority 
5 Placation Organize opinion and seek change 
4 Consultation Support and feedback on plan 
3 Informing Learning about given information 
2 Therapy Service consumption 
1 Manipulation Non-participation 
Source: Arnstein 1971, pp. 216-223. 

 
 
6. Is DURF the Best Practice for Community Based Urban Renewal? 
 
The Urban Renewal Strategy Review Exercise (i.e. started from June 2008)) conducted by the 
Government has recommended to establish the “District Urban Renewal Forum” (DURF)13

                                                 
13 Development Bureau (2010) ‘Public Views and Future Direction, Paper for the Consensus Building Stage of 

the Urban Renewal Strategy Review’, HKSAR Government, Hong Kong. 

.  
The purposes of DURF are to plan the scope and strategy of the district’s renewal, including 
where to redevelop, rehabilitate, preserve and beautify with local resident participation. 
Nevertheless, could this proposed bottom-up institution enhance the community participation 
and engagement in the urban renewal projects?  Building on the two basic concepts provided 
above, here I would like to point out a few principles that influentially contribute to the 
effectiveness of the DURF:  
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Principle 1:  Put affected community and individual in the center of urban renewal: 
 

Community based urban renewal is a different approach form physical 
redevelopment. In physical redevelopment, the major concern is the physical 
improvement of the built environment. However, in integrated community 
based urban renewal approach, the major concern is the social, economic and 
physical improvement of the affected community; 

 
Principle 2:  Balance the social, economic and physical renewal for the affected community: 
 

DURF approach tries to balance the social, economic and physical development 
of the affected community. All these three dimensions of renewal could benefit 
the affected community as well as Hong Kong as a whole; 

 
Principle 3:  Preserve and promote the sense of community and sense of place: 
 

Urban renewal is a process of destruction and rebuilding, without prudent 
consideration, the valuable community heritages such as community activities, 
community layout and community landmarks which represent the culture of 
place will be destroyed in the process.  The work of the DURF should take the 
opportunity of space restructuring to preserve and promote the sense of place in 
order to create a new environment with cultural and historical root; 

 
Principle 4: Take a long term strategy of community development: 
 

Community based urban renewal approach is a long term social re-engineering 
programme. Therefore, the establishment of the DURF is not a one-off 
investment but a long term dedication required long term investment and 
government involvement; 

 
Principle 5: Promote consensus through early and comprehensive participation and 

partnership: 
 

 DURF may involve many different interests; it requires an effective mechanism 
of comprehensive participation and partnership of different stakeholders. The 
most important element in the process is the community participation in the 
decision making process. This approach requires active involvement of 
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community in every stages of urban renewal. However, process should have 
clear and simple procedures. 

 
 
7. Conclusions: Let the Communities decide their Sustainable Future 
 
Bulldozers everywhere in Hong Kong await renewal plans from the URA to start demolishing 
old homes to make way for new offices and residential development. The slum clearance 
approach, however, has generated heated debated recently. The pain of destroying existing 
communities and risk of comprehensive redevelopment are unavoidable side effects of the 
renewal process.  
 
For genuine social regeneration to happen there must be three basic objectives: 
 

(i) They are generation of social , economic benefits and opportunities for everyone; 
(ii) Improvement in the quality of the urban environment; and 

(iii) Improvement in the condition of buildings. 
 
It is possible to achieve these objectives through a community-based process. There is an 
urgent need for a comprehensive package of regeneration measures to address the physical 
redevelopment of our inner city decay, and the economic and social needs of residents. If we 
want to transform such ideal model to a workable model, there are two important factors.  
 
The first one is the changing attitude and role of the URA in the urban renewal processes, the 
URA has to share its power of decision making with the community so that the community can 
have more participation channels and then to choose their own decision and future. Of course, 
genuine participation from the community, private developers, and URA is instrumental in 
building confidence and sense of pride. Then the specific new roles of the URA may involve: 
 

• Preparing the Community Renewal Plan and development framework for the district 
and gaining the agreement of stakeholders; 

• Building the project partnership, undertaking feasibility studies and attracting private 
funding; 

• Undertaking community consultation and engagement; 
• Undertaking environmental improvement schemes where these cannot or should not 

be undertaken by a private developer; 
• Setting up more district resources centers to promote the social and economic 

regeneration effort. 
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• Act as co-coordinator between government departments and local businesses to set the 
basic standard, maintain the coherence of services and achieve high-quality of urban 
management in the regeneration areas. 

 
Secondly, DURF’s major functions are to link people together and to put the common interest 
of the community beyond personal interest. Local services can be properly planned only with 
strong local knowledge14

 

. There are distinct advantages in involving the community in the 
service planning, delivery and review process.  

Nevertheless, the URA would need to go beyond the traditional role of the renewal project 
facilitator and thus act as the agents for the community in re-establishing a management 
process of regeneration areas15

 

. These two factors are critical in deciding the feasibility of the 
ideal model not only for urban renewal but also for the attainment of sustainable urban city 
life.  

 

                                                 
14 In June 2011, the Government has established the first pilot DURF in Kowloon City, which has a large  

number of dilapidated buildings but involves only a few URA redevelopment projects. The Kowloon City 
DURF will provide pioneering experiences that would help enhance the Government’s urban renewal 
initiatives and planning, and review the effectiveness of such initiatives in future. 

15 As a result of extensive consultations, a new Urban Renewal Strategy was introduced in February 2012. The 
URA then had to undertake two new ventures: (1) to redevelop old industrial buildings, (2) to introduce 
“demand-led” project which owners can approach URA collectively for redevelopment, provided two thirds 
of the owners agree to sign and 80% of them accept our offer. The first bitch Last year, we received 25 
applications from owners, and selected 3 projects that met all major requirements in first bitch of the 
scheme. 
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