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Executive Summary

I. Recognize the Facts: Shortage of Land 
and the Urgency for a Solution

The pace of land creation in Hong Kong has been significantly slower in 
the past decade. The total area of developed land in Hong Kong increased by 
7,800 hectares from 1995 to 2004. The increment has dropped sharply to 1,100 
hectares in the past decade.

Increase in developed land area
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Note: Due to changes in methodology, developed land area only includes land for residential, 
commercial, industrial, government / institution, open space and transportation use.
Source: Census and Statistics Department.

Due to the lack of large-scale land development projects for long, the 
Government now has little land for development in the short term, as 
reflected by the analysis of private residential construction volumes, railway 
topside development projects outstanding and the unleased or unallocated 
government land. The Government has to resort to land use rezoning through 
town planning procedures. However, subject to the objection at the district 
level and Judicial Review (JR), it is doubtful that the Government can meet 
the 10-year housing supply target of 480,000 flats.
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The limited housing supply in the recent years as a result of shortage 
in residential land has contributed to the rapidly rising home prices and 
rents. Meanwhile, commercial rents of Hong Kong have also been on the 
increase and significantly exceeding those of our major counterparts’ in 
Asia as a result of insufficient commercial land supply. The office rents in 
the Central Business Districts (CBD) of Hong Kong have been the highest 
in Asia, commanding a premium of some 40% and 80% over Beijing and 
Singapore respectively.

The vacancy rates of virtually all types of properties are at their 
record-lows since the Handover, underlining the shortage of all types of 
space in the city. The business owners and entrepreneurs have already 
exhausted the use of all available hardware in Hong Kong.

Hefty commercial rents have severely weakened Hong Kong’s 
economic competitiveness. The cost for multinational enterprises to 
relocate business to Hong Kong has been the world’s highest. It was 60% 
higher than that of Singapore and was 2.7 times that of Shanghai.

People’s livelihood is also affected by land shortage. From 1997 to 2013, 
the number of public hospital beds has only increased by 4%. Worryingly, 
Hong Kong’s population increased by 11% over the same period and 
the median age rose by 8 years. The demand for healthcare service 
should have intensified. With a rapidly ageing population, Hong Kong’s 
healthcare system is set to be overburdened.

II. What Has Stalled Our Developments?
Reclamation in Hong Kong during 1985-2013 
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Note: (*) Excluding reclamation of 1,274 hectares at Chek Lap Kok and West Kowloon.

Sources: Legislative Council Research Division, Development Bureau.
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1. An almost standstill in reclamation

Reclamation has been one of our main source of new land. Among 
the new developed land over the past two decades, it is estimated that 
over 40% of them were created through reclamation. Yet, reclamation has 
greatly slowed down or even come to a halt in the last decade.

2. Red tapes in approval procedures

(i) Comprehensive Development Area (CDA)

All proposed CDA developments must be submitted to the Town 
Planning Board (TPB) for approval to facilitate comprehensive development. 
Nevertheless, it is often difficult to integrate dispersed ownership in 
the CDA sites. Adding that such consideration is not fully based on any 
objective criteria, a number of CDA development projects have suffered 
significant delays. Presently, there are at least over 200 hectares of CDA 
sites pending approval, involving over 68 million sf of developable floor 
area.

(ii) Procedure of examination by the Government

The approval of all development projects in Hong Kong are under 
the purview of three Government departments: Planning Department, 
Lands Department and Buildings Department. Nevertheless, while parts 
of the approval areas of these three departments are overlapped, these 
departments may not share a common set of technical definitions of the  
items to be approved. Moreover, the approval process involves consulting 
other government departments. The communications and requests 
amongst departments constitute one of the causes of delays. 

Furthermore, the calculation mechanism of land premium in 
lease modification and land exchange transactions is not sufficiently 
transparent, and may not be able to reflect the latest market situations 
and trends of specific parameters. This discourages the interested 
developers, and thereby slows down development. In fact, the number 
of lease modification and land exchange transactions have decreased 
significantly in the recent years.

III. More Macro Considerations about 
Land Development

Land development is far more than just finding sufficient land to 
accommodate new buildings because extra “room-making” is also 
required for the decanting of residents or facilities when redeveloping or 
moving old buildings. Hence, “natural vacancy” should always be taken 
into consideration when determining future land demand. Also, in order 
to provide sufficient facilities and employment opportunities around the 
residential area, the plot of land in question cannot be too small.

Even if Hong Kong’s population does not grow in the future, if we hope 
to raise the average developed land area per person by 40%, we need an 
extra 5,800 hectares of land, which is equivalent to two Tai Po New Towns. 
Furthermore, in 30 years Hong Kong’s population is projected to reach 8.22 
million. Based on this projection, we will need more than 9,000 hectares of
land, which exceeds three Sha Tin New Towns.
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The most optimistic estimation expects that Hong Kong could release 
around 5,000 hectares of developable land from the known land supply 
projects in progress or under planning, including the 2,000 hectares of land 
from the proposed reclamation projects and the proposed development 
of New Territories North, both of which are still under very initial stages of 
planning and study. If the developments are not obstructed (e.g. timely 
funded by the Legislative Council, free from JR, etc.), the tension of the 
short to medium-term demand-supply imbalance could still be eased. 
However, it remains a tough challenge to retain the growth rates of
developed land area per capita during the 1990s.

This research reiterates that land transcends the area of housing. We 
should understand that almost all socio-economic problems are inter-
related and they share a common predicament: insufficient land. 

Resolving socio-economic issues covers much more than the aspect 
of only land supply. Nevertheless, land supply must be one of the key 
components of the solution. Take the policy of elderly care, it is because 
even if we have perfect policies and flawless monitoring as well as 
unlimited medical and institutional resources, our elders could hardly 
enjoy better quality of life against an absence of new hospitals, nursing 
homes, elderly community centers, etc.

Land supply and socio-economic issues
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IV. Our Recommendations

1. A change of mindset: understanding the fact of shortage of land supply and 
reviewing the avenues of land supply in an objective, calm and pragmatic manner.

(i) Reclamation: Currently, the Government has identified six sites with 
potentials for reclamation. However, there is seemingly still some way to go 
if our medium- to long-term development needs are to be met. It is 
probably time for the society to discuss the need to include more 
reclamation sites on top of the six that are currently selected.

(ii) Land use rezoning: Land use rezoning may not be the most ideal 
option to increase land supply from the perspective of planning efficiency. 
However, we do have a shortage in land supply and it takes a fairly long 
time to solve the problem. If hefty accommodation costs are a common 
problem facing all Hong Kong citizens, it is not unreasonable to expect the 
solution to come from everyone too. Otherwise, as the number of elders 
aged 65 or above doubles, where are we going to find sufficient land to 
build the urgently needed hospitals, nursing homes, and community centers 
for the elderly?

(iii) Country Parks (CP): We entirely agree (1) that green area is of 
undoubtable importance for the city; and (2) we should not and cannot 
release an extensive share of CP for development. However, the “Country 
Parks Ordinance” which designated the current boundaries of CP was 
established 40 years ago. The Government could set up a platform to 
establish a set of scientific standards and criteria for reviewing the 
ecological value, service and use of all CP, and determine whether the 
boundary of CP should be altered based on such objective indicators. The 
platform should also regularly monitor and review such factors as the 
demand-supply balance of land, social and economic needs, to consider 
the need to develop the land originally designated as CP.

(iv) Brownfield: Given the acute problem of land shortage, any possible 
source of supply should be fully utilized. Nevertheless, the development of 
brownfields still requires resumption of land, technical studies on 
transportation and environment, and approval from TPB. It might be over 
optimistic to expect brownfield to become the major source of land supply.

(v) Other methods of change of land use: Any land resources that can be 
used more effectively should be considered, following a multi-pronged 
approach to increase land supply. In fact, the study on developing New 
Territories North covers the Fanling Golf Course and the Chief Executive’s 
Fanling Lodge. In the meantime, the Development Bureau is reviewing the 
“New Territories small house policy”. Nonetheless, all these land supply 
proposals take time. And even if we assume that the complex legal, 
constitutional and conceptual issues involved are resolved and all these 
land supply projects are materialized, most of these sites would likely be 
scattered across the territory and it would be difficult to achieve planning 
efficiency.

And as things stand, the total maximum amount of land that could be 
created by all the long-term land supply projects of the Government, 
including all reclamation proposals as well as the development of New 
Territories North, both of which are still under planning or feasibility study, is 
only 5,000 hectares. This is much less than the aforesaid 9,000 hectares long-
term target. Unless other proposals could provide an additional 4,000 hectares 
of land, we should support any methods to increase land supply, including 
new town development, reclamation and developing country parks.
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2. Establishing a long-term land reserve to support future social, economic and 
livelihood needs

Different from other economic activities, the property market could 
not adjust its output easily upon a sudden change in demand. It is likely 
too late for the Government to respond after witnessing soaring 
property prices. Therefore, Hong Kong should establish a land reserve 
and set up a mechanism of releasing the reserved land to the market. 
An “unused” land reserve is still better than a slow and ineffective 
response.

3. Reforming the CDA system to release the development potential of land as 
soon as possible

In order to ensure an efficient use of precious land resources, the 
CDA system should be comprehensively reviewed and reformed, as a 
possible way to provide developable land in the short-term.

(i) CDAs in the Future: We recommend that, except for sites involving 
Urban Renewal Authority ’s renewal projects, the TPB should not 
designate other lands as CDA to reduce restrictions on development. If 
the P lanning Depar tment bel ieves a cer ta in area should be 
comprehensively developed, it could specify the planning parameters in 
detail. If a proposed development project fulfils these requirements, 
separate application to the TPB would not be needed. Besides, in order 
to fully reflect the land value, CDA should not be added to future Land 

Sale Programme and tenders.

(ii) Existing CDAs: TPB can set up a time limit (such as two years) for 
the development proposal applicant to collect a certain share of 
ownership, based on the size of a specific CDA, distribution of ownership, 
etc. If the time limit expires and the applicant still cannot collect a 
specific share of ownership, the TPB should consider breaking down the 
CDA into small zones or allow the CDA to be developed in phases. For 
sites that have been designated as CDA for a long time, the TPB should 
re-designate them into other uses using the abovementioned system. 
Besides, the Government should bear the responsibi l ity of the 
comprehensive planning in the New Territories NDAs and  re-designate 
the area’s CDA into specific uses with necessary planning parameters 
and restrictions.

To include planning parameters into the notes of Outline Zoning Plan 
is procedurally equivalent to rezoning of land use in that relevant town 
planning procedures and seeking professional comments from relevant 
government departments are still required, which may render a smaller  
Gross Floor Area (GFA) of the development project. However, this at least 
provides a set of objective procedures to be followed and is less 
uncertain, enabling a higher chance of completion (albeit at a smaller 
scale). It is apparently superior to some cases of CDA which has been 
idle for more than two decades.
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4. Government to demolish obstacles and facilitate vetting process

(i) Adding a time limit on the approval process: In order to speed up the 
vetting process, the Lands Department should introduce a statutory 
time limit for vetting development plans. Upon the expiration of the time 
limit, the development plan will be automatically regarded as approved, 
which is in line with the Buildings Department’s practice. This principle 
should also be applied when the Lands Department seeks comments 
from other departments, i.e. nil return is assumed by the end of the time 
limit. 

(ii) Clearly defining the requirements for the approval process for the 
government and business sector to comply with: The Government should 
discuss with the industry to set up simple and clear requirements for 
major plans involved in the vetting process. The Government and the 
industry should strictly follow these requirements.

(iii) Increasing transparency of calculation mechanism of land premium : 
The Government should reinforce the communication with the business 
sector to increase the transparency of the premium calculation, allowing 
the various calculation parameters (e.g. expected future construction 
costs, estimated marketing costs, etc.) to better reflect the latest 
situation and trend of the market.

(iv) Streamlining the vetting procedure: The Government should make a 
better separation between the Lands Department’s function of vetting 
on plans and other administrative functions (such as managing 
complaints at the district level) and build a focused and professional 
vetting team to facilitate the vetting process. In the long run, the 
Government may consider setting up a one-stop structure to tackle 
applications for different development procedures. This clearly defines 
the leading vetting department and facilitate the coordination between 
depar tments , avoiding repeated vett ing. As an example , the 
Government set up the Energising Kowloon East Office in mid-2012, 
which is led by the Development Bureau. The office provides one-stop 
supports with a view to facilitating the area's transformation into 
another premier CBD of Hong Kong.

V. Concluding Remark: Revelations 
from the “Rose Garden Project”

The “Hong Kong Airport Core Programme”, more commonly known as 
the “Rose Garden Project”, was proposed in the Policy Address of the then 
Governor David Wilson in 1989. The public must have made some 
momentous but difficult decisions during the planning and implementation 
process. Eventually, in face of the prevailing social, economic and livelihood 
issues, the community as a whole agreed that “Rose Garden Project” was 
necessary for the long-term benefits of Hong Kong.

26 years ago, we decided to work together for a better future. 26 
years later, to provide better social facilities and living environment for all 
of Hong Kong, appropriate medical services and long-term care for the 
elderly, and the much needed economic vitality for the development of 
our young people, we are presented with another set of momentous 
but difficult options today. What is your choice?
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The previous part of this study elaborates on the “Subsidized Housing 
Scheme”, a policy proposal aimed at assisting the public to purchase 
their own properties by reforming our housing policy. The said scheme 
strives to improve the efficiency of the current public housing system 
and the liquidity of the overall housing market, ultimately allowing more 
Hong Kong families to share the fruits of economic prosperity in the long 

run.

Housing problem is after all, a consequence of the shortage of land 
supply and therefore they are inextricably linked. Hence, this part of the 
research shall discuss the issues of land supply in detail and propose 
policy recommendations. However, the society seems to have 
insufficient understanding of the facts on (a) the severity and urgency of 
the shortage of land supply and (b) that land development far 
transcends the area of housing. In view of this, this chapter begins with 
data and facts related to a series of socio-economic issues caused by 
the shortage of land supply, as a background of the study.

1.1. The fact: shortage in land supply

At the macro level, it is indisputable that land creation has significantly 
slowed down in the past decade. The total area of developed land in Hong 
Kong had increased by 7,800 hectares from 1995 to 2004. However, the 
increment has dropped sharply to 1,100 hectares in the past decade. 

With a drastically slower pace and shrinking scale of land creation, a 
substantial reduction in the supply of various properties has followed. 
This has foreshadowed the social and economic problems the city is 
facing today (Figure 1).

1. Recognize the Facts: 
Shortage of Land and the 
Urgency for a Solution
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Figure 1. Increase in developed land area
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Note: Due to changes in methodology, developed land area only includes land for residential,
commercial, industrial, government / institution, open space and transportation use.

Source: Census and Statistics Department.

1.1.1. Residential

As far as the private residential market is concerned, new construction 
volumes are a good indicator to predict the private housing supply in the 
next few years. A review on the annual figures suggests that the private 
housing completions have generally lagged behind new construction 
volumes by three years. Hence, given the new construction volumes 
today, a preliminary picture of the supply of private residential units in 
the next three years could be foreseen. The average annual construction 
volumes from 2001 to 05 was 13,200 units and that of the following five 
years (from 2006 to 10) had dropped by more than 30% to 8,500 flats (Figure 
2). Extending the aforementioned period by three years, this has explained, 
to a certain extent, the shortage in private housing supply in the past few 
years (from 2009 to 13).
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Figure 2. Number of domestic units commenced and completed
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Whilst the average annual construction volumes from 2011 to 14 
rebounded to 10,400 flats and there have already been 10,000 flats under 
construction for the first 7 months in 2015, the figure is merely on par with 
the average level of the 2000s. In other words, despite the efforts of the 
Government in boosting housing supply, it has still left much to be desired 
as finding land is indeed a time-consuming process. Actually, there were 
only 34 hectares of total land supply for private residential use on the Land 

Sale Programme (LSP) for 2015/16.

Another short-term domestic supply comes from the railway topside 
developments. However, with several large-scale topside development 
projects (e.g. LOHAS Park Phase 6 – 8, Tin Wing Stop, Yuen Long Station 
and so on) being tendered over the last few years, there is only a handful 
of residential projects that the Mass Transit Railway Corporation (MTRC) 
could tender in the next five years (Table 1). Kam Sheung Road Station, Pat 
Heung Depot and Siu Ho Wan Depot (the development of which are still 
under preliminary study) are some future possibilities, yet the completions 
of such units would only be likely to take place after 2020.
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Table 1. MTRC property development packages

Location 

LOHAS Park Station (Pack-
age Four to Seven) 

Tai Wai Station

Tin Wing Stop

Nam Cheong Station

Long Ping Station

Period of 
package tenders

2014 - 2015

Oct 2014

Feb 2015

Oct 2011

2012 - 2013

Expected 
completion date

2020 - 2022

2022

2021

2017 - 2019

2018 - 2019

MTRC Property Development Packages Awarded

Location

LOHAS Park Station

Wong Chuk Hang Station

Ho Man Tin Station

Period of 
package tenders

2015 - 2020

2015 - 2020

2015 - 2020

Expected 
completion date

2020 - 2024

2020 - 2024

2020 - 2024

MTRC Property Development Packages to be Awarded

Source: MTRC 2015 medium-term report.

For a medium-term, government land that is available for development 
has nearly been exhausted. According to the Development Bureau, as at 
mid-2012, there were 952 hectares unleased or unallocated government 
land zoned as residential use. Yet, excluding those unsuitable for 
development (e.g. roads/passageways and man-made slopes, sites less 
than 0.05 hectares in area, etc.), there were actually 392 hectares of land 
(Table 2).
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Table 2. Unleased or unallocated government land 

Notes: (1)  “Residential” includes land zoned from “Residential(Group A)” to “Residential (Group E)”, “Commercial / Residential” and “Village Type

Development”.

(2)  Land allocated under the Simplified Temporary Land Allocation procedures is generally for temporary work sites of concerned
departments.

(3)  We have not deducted the sites smaller than 0.05 hectares under the “Village Type Development” zoning.

Source: Development Bureau.

It should be noted that these 392 hectares of 
land definitely do not equate to “government 
land reserve” since there remains "a number 
of fragmented sites with irregular shapes (e.g. 
empty space between buildings, back lanes 
and narrow strips of land alongside existing 
developments, highways or other amenities) 
and such may not be suitable for housing 
developments”1. 

Those that are suitable for developments, e.g. sites in Lok Lam Road, 
Fo Tan and Mei Tin Road, Tai Wai have been included in the Government 
Land Sale Programme in 2013/14.

Furthermore, according to the 10-year target of housing production set 
out in the “Long Term Housing Strategy” (LTHS), 48,000 residential flats are 
targeted to be provided each year. Assuming the size of these flats is 
600 sf each and an overall plot ratio of 4, 67 hectares of land are required 
every year for housing development, supporting the residential supply for 
5 years or so – that is if we unrealistically assume that all the 392 hectares 
of land can be utilized for residential development.

1 
Website of the Development Bureau, http://www.devb.gov.hk/en/issues_in_focus/the_land_area_analysis/response_vacant_government_

land/index.html

Residential 
(Group A)

Total unleased or unallocated government residential land(1) = 2153.7 hectares
(A) Area of unleased or unallocated government land

Residential 
(Group B)

Residential 
(Group C)

Residential 
(Group D)

Residential 
(Group E)

Commercial/
Residential

Residential (Group 
A) to (Group E)
 and Commercial/  

Residential

Village Type 
Development

371.8 209.3 182.4 158.61 1.0 19.4 952.5 1201.2
(B) Types of land which are considered not suitable for development, not yet available for development, or with development potential

Road/Passageways 171.1 45.8 33.7 17.43 .9 14.5 286.4 137.3
Man-made slopes 55.5 49.2 25.11 1.10 .5 0.1 141.5 106.9

Simplified Temporary Land 
Allocation (2) 29.43 .6 0.72 .8 0.90 .1 37.5 24.1

Sites which are 
<0.05 hectares 50.0 15.8 19.36 .5 1.92 .1 95.6 Not applicable(3)

(C) Unleased or unallocated government land after deducting the types of land above
Remaining land area

[=(1)-(2)] 65.8 94.9 103.6 120.83 .8 2.6 391.5 932.9
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Despite the lack of more recent official updates for these figures, given 
the absence of large-scale land development projects over the past 3 
years, with the latest one being the Tung Chung New Town, the shortage 
of residential land is likely to persist. Among the large-scale land supply 
projects still in progress, the earliest one that would be available for 
occupation is expected to be the Kwu Tung North / Fanling North New 
Development Area (NDA) in 2023.

Given the lack of existing land reserves for residential use coupled 
with the long lead time of medium- to long-term land supply projects, 
the Government could only resort to town planning processes to increase 
land supply. One example is to rezone some of the non-residential sites 
(usually Green Belt or Government, Institution or Community (G/IC) sites) 
with potential of housing development for residential use. According to 
the “Report on the Work of the Current-term Government in its Third 
Year” released in mid-2015, the current-term Government has identified 
some 150 sites through land use reviews. If the rezoning procedure can 
be completed on schedule, these sites could support the construction of 
more than 210,000 flats2 from 2014/15 to 2018/19.

This accounts for more than 40% of 480,000 flats 
of the 10-year housing supply target. Hence, if 
these sites can all be rezoned as planned, it is 
not impossible for the Government to meet 
short- to medium-term housing supply.

Unfortunately, as at early June 2015, the Government only started 
the rezoning procedures on 61 sites, 24 of which have been successful, 
involving the potential construction of 21,000 flats, proportionally 
accounting for about 10% of the total housing provision target that could 
be supported by the 150 sites. The relatively slow progress of rezoning 
is, as Secretary for Development Mr. Paul Chan mentioned, due to the 
objections at the district level. Residents in the related districts opposed 
the rezoning proposals with the concern of proposals’ impact on traffic 
and environmental conditions, among other factors. The authority has 
pointed out that there have been three rezoning applications at Tai Po 
and Stanley rejected by the Town Planning Board (TPB) (Table 3).

Worse still, an approval on rezoning does not guarantee an increase in 
housing supply, as after the TPB’s approval, the sites in question may still 
face the challenge from Judicial Reviews (JRs). In fact, over the past two 
years, there are numerous cases in which residents launched JRs against 
the TPB’s approvals on rezoning, even after the land had already been 
successfully auctioned or sold. It adds uncertainties to future housing 
supply (Table 3). 

2 
Aside from these 150 sites, the Government has rezoned 38 sites for residential use, according to the the Policy Address 2013. It would provide 

39,000 flats (as at early June 2015).
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Table 3. Selected examples of short-term land supply encountering obstacles

Selected examples of short-term land supply encountering obstacles

Reason

TPB disapproved

TPB disapproved

TPB disapproved

Subject to JR

Subject to JR

Subject to JR

Subject to JR

Subject to JR and va-
cant for 5 years

Subject to JR and va-
cant for 12 years

Subject to JR

Area (ha)

4.78

0.57

5.15 2,610

4.13 660

2.04 980

1,8763.91

0.121

0.4153

3.99 1,790

Not 
Available

Not 
Available

Not 
Available

Not 
Available

Flats

620

680

Site near Fung Yuen, 
Tai Po

Green Belt Residential(C)

Residential(B)

Residential(A)

Residential(C)

Residential(C)

Comprehensive 
Development Area

Commercial(3)

Residential(B)

Other Specific Uses anno-
tated "Historical Building 
Preserved for Cultural, 

Community and Commer-
cial Uses"

Not Available

Site Original Land Use Proposed Development 
Type

Site to the West of Nether-
sole Hospital, Tai Po

Green Belt

Green Belt

Green Belt

Green Belt

Government, Institution 
or Community

Government, Institution 
or Community

Government, Institution 
or Community

Commercial

Not Available

Site to the East of Wong Ma 
Kok Road, Stanley

Perowne Camp, 
Tuen Mun

Lo Fai Road, 
Tai Po

Yin Ping Road, 
Sham Shui Po

Former Mong Kok Market 
Site

Central Market Site

Shan Tong Road, 
Lai Chi Shan, Tai Po

Yuen Long Station 

Sources: Town Planning Board, various news reports.

In addition, whilst rezoning faces heavy oppositions and may not be the 
best choice from the perspective of urban planning efficiency, it has been an 
important source of the Government’s residential land supply at the moment. 
As such, the Government has even included the sites with incomplete 
rezoning applications as well as those subject to JRs into the LSP. In fact, 15 out 
of the 29 sites from the 2015/16 LSP are still undergoing rezoning procedures. 
This once again highlights the shortage of residential land.

This seriously affects the Government’s short-to-medium-term plan of 
increasing land supply. According to the latest assessments, there are still 
some ways for the current-term Government to achieve the goal of producing 
land for 480,000 flats in ten years as the LTHS stated.

According to the figures from the “Report on the Work of the Current-term 
Government in its Third Year”, the Housing Authority and the Housing Society 
are expected to complete 95,800 public housing units in total (including Public 
Rental Housing (PRH) and Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) units) in the next 
five years (from now to 2019/20), which is some 50,000 (or 1/3) short of half the 
ten-year public housing target, i.e. 145,000.
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More importantly, Secretary for Transport and Housing Prof. Anthony 
Cheung, stated that the land identified by the Housing Authority and Housing 
Society is only expected to support the construction of 254,000 public housing 
flats in the coming ten years, falling short of the corresponding target of 290,000 
by 36,000 (or 12%). Moreover, 80% of the sites planned for building these 254,000 
public housing units have yet to complete their respective rezoning processes. 
It is worth noting that among the 210,000 units expected to be built on the 150 
potential residential sites targeted for land use rezoning as identified by the 
Government, 70% would be public housing units. Hence, if the Government’s 
rezoning proposal is being opposed at the district level or subject to JR, it would 
be doubtful if these 250,000 units could be delivered (Table 4).

Table 4. Expected completion of residential units

Housing Type
10-year 
Target Current Expected Completion

2 years
(2015/16 – 2016/17)

5 yesars
(2015/16 – 2019/20)

10 years
(2015/16 – 2024/25)

Not available

Not availableNot available(3)

Not available

Public Housing

 Rental Housing

Subsidized 
Sale Flats

Public Housing Total 

Private Housing 

All Housing Types

200,000

90,000

480,000

290,000

190,000

34,500
(40,000)

3,000
(18,000)

37,500
(58,000)

33,500
(38,000)

76,600
(100,000)

19,200
(45,000)

95,800 (2)

(145,000)
254,000(1)

(290,000)

178,800
(240,000)

70,500
(96,000)

Notes:  (  ) Figures in brackets are the completion targets of the corresponding periods, assuming an even distribution over the period of the 10-
year target as set up in the LTHS.

(1)  Among the building sites, 80% have yet to complete the rezoningprocess.
(2) Rough estimation based on (1), only 50,800 flats are on sites with completed rezoning process.
(3) The Transport and Housing Bureau only provides the potential first hand residential units supply in the next three to four years, the latest

figure of which being 83,000 units.

Sources: Third Report on the Work of Current-term Government, RTHK News, Transport
and Housing Bureau.

In conclusion, the status of land use rezoning aside, it is arduous for 
the Government to reach the ten-year target of housing production 
as suggested by the latest progress. If we take into consideration the 
obstacles facing rezoning and other procedures, the chance is even 
slimmer.
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1.1.2. Commercial

While residential land is in short supply, the society seldom discusses 
the shortage of commercial land supply in Hong Kong, which is arguably 
even more serious. According to the study conducted by the international 
real estate consultant CB Richard Ellis, from 2015 to 19, less than 2 million sf 
of Grade A offices will be completed each year, which is only on par with 
the average level in the past 20 years (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Annual completion of grade A offices (forecast and historical)

Source: CB Richard Ellis Research.

It is worth noting that the past five years saw the sharpest shortage 
in Grade A office space in the past two decades. The annual average 
absorption volume of 1.65 million sf (Net Floor Area) outpaced the 
corresponding supply of 1.2 million sf during the same period. This implies 
throughout these five years a total potential market demand of 2.25 million 
sf was left unsatisfied. 

In other words, the aggregate shortage of Grade 
A offices in Hong Kong over the last five years 
was equivalent to one International Commerce 
Center (ICC) atop the Kowloon station.
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1.2. Impact of land shortage

1.2.1. Rising property prices

Land shortage has broad and far-reaching social and economic 
impacts on Hong Kong. For starter, as a result of the shortage of residential 
land as mentioned above, it is well-known by now that the limited supply 
of residential units in recent years has led to the surge in home prices and 
rents. In fact, home prices have been on the increase after its correction 
by 25% from the peak of 2008 during the Global Financial Crisis. Private 
residential property rents have also risen during the same period, albeit
with a relatively smaller volatility than that of housing prices (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Rents, prices and new completions of private domestic units
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It is easy to comprehend the correlation between the residential 
flat supply and the rising house prices and rents. In particular, home 
prices plummeted by 60% from 1997 to 2003, during which an average of 
26,900 private residential units were completed each year. In contrast, 
although the Government had introduced several rounds of demand-
side management measures in the past six years (from 2009 to 2014), 
the average number of private residential units completed was less than 
11,000 and by 2014 home prices more than doubled from the trough in 
2009 (Figure 4). The social demand for PRH units has been equally large. 
By the end of June 2015, there is a record-breaking number of 280,000 
applications on the waiting list of public rental housing.
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Some may claim that the high housing prices and rents in Hong Kong 
are driven by external (including those from Mainland China) demands. 
As a result, the Government should focus on managing and suppressing, 
especially non-local residents’, property demands. However, after the 
Government introduced the Special Stamp Duty (SSD), there has been 
few short-swing tradings (e.g. within one year) in the local housing market. 
Besides, the Buyer’s Stamp Duty (BSD) has considerably reduced the 
non-permanent residents’ residential property demands. Moreover, the 
permanent residents’ investment demand has also been under control 
after the introduction of the Double Stamp Duty (DSD). In fact, according 
to the latest data, the proportion of residential property buyers who were 
permanent residents holding no other residential units rose considerably 
to nearly 80% from about half before the DSD was in effect (Table 5).

Table 5. Situations before and after the introduction of the Double Stamp Duty

3,174
(44%)

1,105
(23%)

3,742
(77%)

4,003
(56 %)

Jan 2010 to Feb 2013
(Before the implementation)

Residential property transactions
(Monthly Avg.)

with buyers being HKPR who own other 
residential property in HK

with buyers being HKPR who do not own 
other residential property in HK

Mar 2013 to Jun 2015
(After the implementation)

Source: Ming Pao.

In other words, there is little the Government 
could do in demand-side management as 
currently most buyers are end-users. Further 
demand-side management measures that 
are more aggressive than those already in 
place will very likely affect local residents with 
genuine demand only (rather than speculative 
and / or external demands). Therefore, the 
solutions to the current problems in the 
property market should come from the 
supply-side.
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1.2.2. Rising commercial rents

While the increasingly severe demand-supply imbalance in the 
residential property market has attracted a certain degree of media 
attention, the impact of land shortage on the commercial market should 
not be overlooked.

According to the data from the Rating and Valuation Department
(R&VD), the overall rents of Grade A Offices has increased 1.8 times over 
the past ten years, with a 2.5-time increase in Central. In recent years, the 
rent of office buildings in Hong Kong has been the highest in the Asian 
region and even the world. A comparative study on the highest rents of 
the CBDs in different countries by an international real estate consultancy 
firm Cushman & Wakefield in 2013 shows that the monthly rents of Hong 
Kong Grade A offices were $120 (HK$, hereinafter) psf, which was the 
highest in Asia and significantly exceeded those of other major Asian 
cities, commanding a rental premium of 39% versus Beijing, 43% against 
Tokyo and almost 80% when compared with Singapore (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Total occupancy cost of offices in Central Business Districts (2013)
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The study by Knight Frank in 2015 reveals more. If we only compare the 
rents of skyscrapers, or commercial buildings of 350 feet or taller, the 
rents in Hong Kong topped the world, beating London, New York and other 
metropolises. The monthly rents in Hong Kong were $160 psf, which was 
some 66% higher than that in New York, twice that of Tokyo and 2.7 times 
that in Singapore (Figure 6) .

Figure 6. Skyscraper rental cost (2015)

Note: Including only commercial buildings with height over 350 feet.
Source: Knight Frank.

Similar situation is seen in the retail market. A comparative research 
on the rents of prime street shops in major tourism cities published by CB 
Richard Ellis showed that the rents in Hong Kong had been the highest 
among the world for the past three years. According to the research, the 
rents in Hong Kong were $2,800 psf per month, which was 20% higher 
than that in New York ($2,300), three times that in Paris and London and 
four times that in Tokyo (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Prime high street retail rents (Q3 2014)
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In fact, Hong Kong is short of all types of ”hardware”. According to the 
data from R&VD, the vacancy rates of virtually all types of properties from 
residential, office, retail and even industrial buildings are the lowest since 
the Handover (Figure 8). In fact, the latest “Area Assessment of Industrial 
Land in the Territory” released by the Development Bureau found that 
the overall vacancy rate of industrial buildings in old industrial districts 
was 5.3%, significantly lower than the levels in 2006 and 2009. Moreover, 
the study discovered that “more and more economic activities as well 
as a number of emerging industries choose to run business in industrial 
buildings, such as showrooms, data centers, research and development 
/ test centers, cultural and creative arts studios and even hydroponics or 
aquaculture farms”.

Figure 8. Vacancy rates by type of property

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

16%

14%

12%

10%

8%

6%

4%

2%

0%

Private Domestic Private Flatted FactoriesPrivate CommericalPrivate Office
Source: Rating and Valuation Department.

Each of the above industries has its own special operating environment. 
After all, their “ideal operating locations” should not be industrial buildings. 
The business owners’ / entrepreneurs’ choice to station in industrial 
buildings reflects that most available hardware in Hong Kong is nearly
exhausted, leaving them little room to improve on space efficiency.
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1.2.3. Severely weakening Hong Kong’s economic 
competitiveness and obstructing economic 
diversification

The persistently high level of rents on one hand indicates corporates’ 
high demand for Grade A offices in Hong Kong. It has also severely 
weakened Hong Kong’s competitive edge due to its high business 
operation cost. Many companies originally intending to establish or expand 
their Asian offices in Hong Kong may hold back because of the high rents. 

These companies, however, will not give up on 
the benefits brought by the rapid economic 
growth in Asia just for not being able to set 
up regional offices in the city. Instead, they will 
settle in other Asian cities.

In other words, Hong Kong has surrendered numerous opportunities of 
employment, income and growth to other competing cities in the region, 
such as Singapore and Shanghai, because of the insufficient office space
and high rentals.

A comparative study conducted by Savills in 2013, which focuses on the 
costs of multinationals to relocate their businesses to major commercial 
cities around the world, including total annual rental and occupation cost 
for both residence and offices for 14 senior staff, showed that the costs of 
relocation to Hong Kong have been the world’s highest for two consecutive 
years, surpassing London and New York, 60% higher than that of Singapore 
and was 2.7 times that of Shanghai (Figure 9).

Figure 9. Business relocation costs (2013 H2)
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One should understand that the service sector accounts for 93% of 
Hong Kong’s economy and such proportion is one of the highest around 
the world. An important feature of the service sector is that they all 
require certain “hardware” such as office buildings, shopping malls, 
hotels, hospitals, schools and laboratories to run their businesses. 
Therefore, the cost of hiring an employee does not only comprise the 
salary but also the space occupied by him / her, the office space to 
accommodate a chair and a desk for example. When the cost of renting 
the space for the chair and desk is higher than the salary of an 
employee, it is inevitable for a business owner to consider relocating the 
position concerned to a city with lower rental costs, no matter how 
talented and diligent that particular employee is. 

In fact, comparing the number of employees 
engaged in financial and business service 
industry in Singapore and Hong Kong, there 
were only 310,000 employees in these 
industries in Singapore 15 years ago, which 
was about 60% of the number in Hong Kong, 
but the Lion City had already surpassed 
Hong Kong in 2013, with the Compound 
Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of Singapore at 
5.8%, more than double that of Hong Kong’s 
2.5% over the last 15 years (Figure 10).

Figure 10. Employed persons in finance and business services sector (2013 H2)

Note: Including persons working in the financing and insurance, real estate, professional and business services sector
Sources: Minister of Manpower (Singapore), Census and Statistics Department (Hong Kong).
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These employees are mostly white-collars, including professionals 
such as practitioners in the accounting and legal fields. Whilst it is difficult 
to work out the exact number of posts that should have been located 
in Hong Kong but ended up in Singapore as a result of the hefty rents of 
the former over the past decade or so, the significant rental gap between 
Singapore and Hong Kong alongside the low vacancy rate of Hong Kong 
Grade A offices seem to suggest that many of these employment 
opportunities would have been in Hong Kong today instead of the Lion 
City if Hong Kong had had ample supply of office space and a narrower 
rent gap versus Singapore.

Furthermore, Hong Kong has long been criticized for its lack of 
economic diversity, weighing heavily on the financial, real estate and 
related industries. Hong Kong should strive for diversity and develop new 
growth engines from different industries. However, from the “six priority 
industries” that the Government of the previous term has identified to the 
innovation and technology industry which has attracted wide attention in 
recent years, all require the support of sufficient land supply. 

In fact, the global internet giant Google 
intended to build a data center in Hong 
Kong two years ago but gave up in the end 
due to land shortage, and finally chose to 
establish in Taiwan and Singapore instead. 
The company’s Asia-Pacific strategy and 
communication manager mentioned that 
although Hong Kong is full of “tremendous 
opportunity and potential”, the “cost and the 
difficulty in acquiring spacious land in Hong 
Kong to build a facility” were the reasons that
forced Google to abandon its plan3.

The innovation and technology sector has unlimited development 
potential and it can help diversify Hong Kong’s economy. If Google, the 
globally leading firm in the industry, had set up a data center in Hong 
Kong, it would have introduced the best practice to all practitioners, 
especially the aspiring young people devoted to join the industry. Similarly, 
other attempts of “economic diversification” also require the support of 
sufficient land supply. The creative and art industry needs galleries and 
performance venues; medical technology needs laboratories and social 
enterprises also need more affordable space to operate and expand. 
The loss of such golden opportunities in recent years as a result of land 
shortage further underlines the importance of land supply.

3
“Wall Street Journal”, December 10, 2013
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1.2.4. Insufficient social infrastructure affects quality of life

Apart from soaring home prices and deteriorating economic 
competitiveness, the impact of land shortage also seriously hinders the 
development of social infrastructure, thereby affecting the quality of life.

A well-known problem is the demand for medical services arising from 
an ageing population. Currently, there are about 27,000 public hospital 
beds in Hong Kong. Startlingly, the total number of public hospital beds 
has only increased by 4% since the Handover (Figure 11). 

Figure 11. Total number of public hospital beds
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Source: Hospital Authority.

In fact, the latest completion of a mid-sized 
public hospital with more than 500 beds was 
the Tseung Kwan O Hospital in 1999.

Worryingly, Hong Kong’s population has increased by 11% over the same 
period and the median age rose 8 years. The demand for healthcare 
services should have increased. The flu epidemic earlier this year claimed 
over 400 lives, more than Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) did 
in 2003, and most of the victims were aged 65 or above. This seemingly 
indicates that our healthcare system is overburdened. In fact, the median 
waiting time for routine new cases bookings for specialist outpatient 
services of medicine in public hospitals has increased to 47 weeks in 
2014/15 from 25 in 2010/11 (Figure 12).
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Figure12. Median waiting time for routine new case bookings for specialist
outpatient services of medicine in public hospitals
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It is worth noticing that by considering the 
number of bed-days occupied, the medical 
demand of the elderly aged over 65 is 6.1 times 
that of those below 65 (Figure 13). According 
to the projection by the Census and Statistics 
Department (C&SD), the elderly aged over 65 
will more than double from 1.1 million to 2.3 
million in the next 20 years (i.e. 2034). Therefore, 
the pressure on the public healthcare system 
is set to intensify rapidly.

Figure 13. Hospital demand (in bed-days) as multiples of those aged <65 (2012)

Source: Long Term Fiscal Planning Working Group, Census and Statistics Department.
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In addition to hospitals, the elderly also need long-term care. However, 
the situation of nursing homes has been even worse than hospital beds, 
with the total number of nursing home places recording a decrease over 
the past few years, primarily driven by the reduction of private nursing 
homes. This, to a certain extent, reflected the impact of the persistently 
increasing commercial rents in the past decade, which adds to the burden 
of business operations. The private nursing homes have already been 
struggling to keep up with the rental increase, let alone expanding. As a 
result, many have closed down and the total number of nursing home 
places has decreased.

Figure 14. Number of nursing home places

Note: (*) Figures are publicly available since 2012.

Sources: Audit Commission, Social Welfare Department, Legislative Council. 

In conclusion, increasing land supply and providing more space for the 
development of Hong Kong are undoubtedly pressing and should not be 
taken lightly.
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The last chapter has discussed the problems related to and facts of 
land shortage in Hong Kong and has clarified that land supply does not 
only impact housing, but also economic, soc ial and l ivel ihood 
developments, among other issues. This chapter attempts to account 
for the reasons behind the slowdown in Hong Kong’s land supply in 
recent years, which has contributed to multiple socio-economic issues 
as a result.

2.1. Reclamation has nearly come to a standstill 

Hong Kong had a total land area of 1,110 square kilometres (or 111,000 
hectares) in 2014 and a quarter of it had been developed (24% or 26,800 
hectares). Residential sites accounted for only 7% (or 7,700 hectares) and 
commercial sites occupied a mere 400 hectares, accounting for only 0.4% 
of Hong Kong’s total land area (Figure 15).

Figure 15. Land utilization in Hong Kong (2014)

Source: Planning Department.

2. What Has Stalled 
Our Development?
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In retrospect, reclamation had long been one 
of our main sources of new land. 6% of the 
land (about 6,947 hectares) in Hong Kong was 
obtained from reclamation. In other words, the 
reclaimed land accounts for 26% of the total 
developed land area, or is equivalent to the total 
land area of residential use. 

In fact, the reclaimed land accommodates 27% of our total population 
and 70% of the total Gross Floor Area (GFA) of our office buildings4. The few 
new towns involving large-scale reclamation (i.e., Tsuen Wan, Sha Tin, Tai 
Po, Tseung Kwan O, Tuen Mun and Tung Chung) are homes to 2.7 million 
people, or nearly 40% of our total population. It shows the importance of 
reclamation to our social and economic developments.

Figure 16. Approximate extent of previous reclamation

Source: Development Bureau.

4 
Consultancy presentation, “Enhancing Land Supply Strategy”, 2012.
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    Compared with its peers, the scale of reclamation in Hong Kong is 
relatively small. For example, more than one-fifth of the land (about 
14,000 hectares) in Singapore is reclaimed land and the country is still 
planning to reclaim more than 5,000 hectares of land by 2030 to 
accommodate a total population of some 7 million; whereas Macao, 
which is adjacent to Hong Kong, has a population fewer than that of Sha 
Tin and has more than 60% of the land reclaimed during the past 
century. In fact, Cotai Island alone, with a land area of 580 hectares 
(approximately the size of Yuen Long New Town) was obtained from 
reclamation and it now accommodates several world-class tourist 
facilities such as the Galaxy Resort and the Venetian Resort. In contrast, 
Hong Kong has only reclaimed a total area of 6,947 hectares since 1887, 
accounting for about 6% of the city’s land area (Table 6) .  

Table 6. International comparison of reclamation area

Singapore

Hong Kong

Macao

20%
[c14,000 hectares since 1970s]

Reclamation Area as% of land area

6%
[c6,900 hectares since 1887]

61%
[c1,800 hectares since 1912]

Marina Bay Financial District has total office 
GFA of >23m sf. = Whole of Central

Remarks

Housed 27% of population; Accommodated 
70% of office GFA

Cotai alone (580 hectares) housed Vene-
tian, Galaxy and more

Sources: The Survey and Mapping Office of the Lands Department (Hong Kong), Development
Bureau (Hong Kong), Macao Cartography and Cadastre Bureau.

However, reclamation has substantially 
slowed down or even come to a halt in the 
last decade. A total of 84 hectares of land 
had been reclaimed during the five-year 
period from 2005 to 09 and only 8 hectares 
of land had been reclaimed during 2010 to 13.
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Figure 17. Reclamation in Hong Kong during 1985-2013

Note: (*) Excluding reclamation of 1,274 ha at Chek Lap Kok and West Kowloon.
Sources: Legislative Council Research Division, Development Bureau.

As a rough indicator for reference, including the reclaimed area of Chek Lap 
Kok and West Kowloon, Hong Kong’s total area of reclamation from 1985 to 
2004 was about 3,600 hectares during said two decades. 

Correspondingly, from 1995 to 2014, Hong 
Kong had gained an extra of 8,900 hectares 
of developed land within the past 20 years5, 
and the abovementioned reclaimed area 
accounted for 40% of the extra developed land, 
assuming the development on the reclaimed 
land takes ten years to complete. It proves 
the importance of land reclamation for the 
developments of Hong Kong.

2.2. Red tapes in government procedures

As clarified above, land reclamation in Hong Kong has been an 
important source of land supply to support socio-economic developments. 
Unfortunately, related projects have slowed down sharply in recent years. 
Even if the Government speeds up immediately, it might take over ten 
years for the results to emerge. Indeed, there are improvements that 
could be made to cut down red tapes in relevant government procedures 
to accelerate development in the short- and medium-term.

5 
Due to changes in methodology before and after 2000, to preserve comparability of data, only land for residential, industrial, government / 

institution, open space and transportation use are included.
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2.2.1. Comprehensive Development Area (CDA)

Any development of properties is subject to the jurisdiction and 
limitations of the “Town Planning Ordinance.” The Town Planning Board 
(TPB) was established under the Ordinance, responsible for promoting 
the health, safety, convenience and general welfare of the community 
as well as improving the living and working environment through the 
systematic preparation of plans for the layout of such areas of Hong 
Kong, as well as the types of buildings suitable for erection therein. The 
Planning Department is the executive arm of TPB, which is responsible for 
formulating, monitoring and reviewing town plans, planning policies and 
associated programmes for the physical developments of Hong Kong.

In general, for a site with statutory plan, the plan would designate the 
site into different uses such as “Residential”, “Commercial”, “Industrial”, 
“Commercial / Residential” and “Green Belt”. The notes to the plan 
categorise the possible building types on the land in two columns. Items 
under “Column 1” of the notes are always permitted while permission 
from TPB is required for any proposed development under “Column 2”. For 
any proposed development not listed in these two columns, a rezoning 
application to TPB for approval is required.

Nevertheless, the proposed development of a “Comprehensive 
Development Area” (CDA) is different. In 1988, CDA was officially introduced 
in the planning system of Hong Kong as a specific type of land use. In 
contrast with other land uses such as “Residential” and “Commercial”, the 
notes to the plan of a CDA do not have the aforementioned “Column 1”. In 
other words, all proposed CDA developments must be submitted to TPB 
for approval. The proposals should be submitted in the form of Master 
Layout Plans (MLP). Each of these proposed CDA development would 
then be considered by TPB based on individual merits.

The introduction of CDA was intended to discourage piecemeal 
reconstruction or development projects in the area and thereby resulting 
in a comprehensive development. The developers are encouraged to plan 
their developments of the whole CDA (rather than individual properties) so 
as to optimize the development potential. The intent is certainly desirable, 
but in fact CDA has become a bottleneck of land supply, slowing down the 
pace of developments of various properties.

There were only ten CDA sites in Hong 
Kong in 1988. The figure registered a 13-fold 
increase and reached 137 in mid-2015. 56 CDA 
sites have no approved MLP or have been 
designated as CDA for less than three years, 
which involve more than 200 hectares of 
land and GFA of over 68 million sf. 

Considering an average of 600 sf per residential flat, these CDA sites 
can provide more than 110,000 units, which translate into more than two 
years of housing production target. Alternatively, if the developable space 
is all used for commercial development, it is equivalent to over 2 times of 
the total Grade A offices GFA in Central.
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Figure 18. Number of sites designated as Comprehensive Development Areas (CDAs)

Sources: Town Planning Board, Our Hong Kong Foundation.

Table 7. The number of CDA sites without Master Layout Plans (as of May 2015)

<3years

3-5 years

6-10 years

11-15 years

16 years or above

TOTAL

11

15

4

9

17

56

28 

37 

12 

23 

103 

202 3.14                         68,454,698 

Total site area 
(hectare) GFA (sq ft.)CDA sites without Master Layout Plan or 

designated less than 3 years Number of sites Overall Plot Ratio

Sources: Planning Department, Town Planning Board.
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We have summarized the cause of slow development progress brought 
by CDA:

2.2.1.1. Difficulty in integrating dispersed ownership

The intent of CDA was to promote comprehensive planning and 
discourage piecemeal development. As a result, developments of individual 
sites in CDA will not be possible. CDA developments must be carried out 
for the whole area. For CDAs with numerous ownerships, the applicant 
of the proposed development has to either assemble all ownerships or 
garner the consent of all ownerships; otherwise, the development of a 
CDA with dispersed ownerships is unlikely to be approved by TPB.

This contradicts with the intent of CDA. To promote comprehensive 
planning, CDAs are usually of considerably large size6. The larger the site, 
the more probable the existence of multiple ownerships and hence it 
is less likely that all these ownerships could be successfully assembled. 
According to TPB records, such CDAs are not uncommon. For example, the 
CDA in Yau Tong Bay has 39 different ownership titles, rendering integration 
difficult. As a result, the area had been zoned as CDA for 20 years since 
1993 prior to the TPB approval in 2013, delaying the development of this 
particular urban site for 20 years.

2.2.1.2. All proposed developments have to be approved, 
yet lacking objective criteria for approval

As mentioned, since there is no “Column 1” in the notes to the plan of a 
CDA, every proposed development has to be submitted to TPB for approval 
in the form of an MLP. However, the consideration is not fully based on 
any pre-specified and objective parameters, such as building height, GFA, 
number of floors, etc. In other words, an MLP could be rejected because of 
the proposed development’s appearance, view, traffic issues, noise as well 
as the proposed mix for different uses, hindering development of the CDA.

Actually, development of many CDAs had been 
delayed for years before approval (Table 8). 

During the consideration processes, the applicants had to revise the MLP 
for multiple times in order to address the opinion and concerns of different 
government departments. These back-and-forth communications with 
the government departments have delayed numerous projects which 
could have been put on the market years ago. It does not help ease the 
shortage of space we are facing.

6 
The 121 CDA sites designated for more than three years as at March 2015 had an average area of 57,000 sm (or about 610,000 sf) per site.
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Table 8. Examples of CDA with significant delays

Source: Town Planning Board.

The CDA system reflects the problem of “over-planned, under-supply”. 
We originally intended that an enhanced city planning and increased 
public participation in the planning process would raise citizen’s living 
quality. It has, instead, resulted in delayed development and undersupply 
in all types of properties, compromising the benefits of Hong Kong citizens. 
The example of the Central Market is one such example. In the process 
of revitalising the said property, the society has prolonged and extensive 
discussion and some stakeholders with different views even applied for 
JRs. As of today, the Central Market has been idle for 12 years without any 
development and it has wasted a lot of time and resources of the society. 

In a nutshell, the set-up of CDA was well-intended. However, there is 
a lack of conclusive evidence from academic literature to support the 
intended advantages CDA could bring to the living environment (e.g. living 
area, environmental quality) enjoyed by citizens7. In contrast, it slows 
down the development progress. We will set out our policy suggestions 
in Chapter 4, trying to alleviate this problem and release these CDA sites 
for development as soon as possible.

2.2.2. Approval procedures of the government

Aside from the slow pace of land supply, the Government also has 
ample room for improvement on the approval procedures of development 
projects. The monitoring and management of all development projects in 
Hong Kong are the purview of three Government departments: Planning 
Department, Lands Department and Buildings Department. The three 
departments have overlapping coverage of approval procedures yet with 
inconsistent technical definitions of items to be approved, e.g. building 
height, site coverage etc., rendering delays in the approval processes. 

In addition, the planning procedure and building plans approval are 
under the jurisdiction of corresponding statutory regulations, namely 
the "Town Planning Ordinance" and the "Buildings Ordinance", specifying 
the time limit for the approval processes. Nevertheless, as the agent 
of all government land in Hong Kong (technically the “landlord” of all 
government land), the Lands Department does not have a time frame 
when approving lease modification, premium payments, plan approvals 
and other procedures under its capacity. Many development projects 
have therefore been delayed.

7
See “A Hong Kong empirical analysis of the direct effect of zoning on the environment and the potential contribution of planning conditions to 

sustainable development”, “Measuring and interpreting the effects of a public-sector-led urban renewal project on housing prices-an empirical 
study of a comprehensive development area zone developed upon ‘taking’ in Hong Kong”, “Planning conditions in Hong Kong: An empirical study 
and a discussion of major issues”, “Impact of comprehensive development zoning on real estate development in Hong Kong and Development 
Control” and “Development Process – A Study on Comprehensive Development Area (CDA) Zone in Hong Kong”.
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Another development process involving approval from the Government 
is the land premium calculations in lease modification and land exchange 
transactions. There have been views in the field that the calculation 
mechanism is not sufficiently transparent, and hence unable to reflect the 
latest market situations and trends of such specific parameters as soaring 
construction costs and marketing costs recently. This renders agreement 
between the Government and developers difficult, suppressing land supply 
resulting from these transactions (Figure 19). 

Quoting figures from the Development Bureau, surveying firm Jones 
Lang LaSalle Hong Kong noted that, a supply of 4,000 flats was by way of land 
exchange or lease modification procedure of private land during the fiscal 
year of 2011/12. The number supplied through this channel, however, started 
to decrease dramatically afterwards. In the fiscal year of 2012/13, there were 
only 700 such flats. It dropped to only 90 flats in the fiscal year of 2013/14.

Figure 19. The number of cases of land exchange and lease modification (residential use)

Source: CEIC.

Detailed proposals to streamline current government approval 
procedures will be set out in Chapter 4.
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3. More Macro Considerations about 
Land Development

Before presenting our recommendations of increasing land supply, we 
believe it is necessary to first understand some backgrounds regarding 
land development in Hong Kong in a broader sense, which sets the scene 
for the discussion of our recommendations. At first glance, some of these 
backgrounds may not have an obvious connection to land development. 
However, without these contexts it is difficult to understand the 
comprehensive picture when analysing Hong Kong’s land demand and 
developmental needs. 

3.1. “Flexibility” for development means a “natural 
vacancy” for land

According to the Buildings Department, as at the end of 2014 there 
were a total of 5,900 buildings being over 50 years old (Table 9). Projecting 
based on this, in the next 30 years (up to 2044), over 30,000 buildings in 
Hong Kong will be over half-a-century old. In other words, even if our 
population stop growing, we still need to free up enough space in the city 
to settle the residents in these 30,000 old buildings in the next 30 years 
(for example, increasing the number of PRH units in our public housing 
construction schemes to rehouse clearees). 

Table 9. Age profile of buildings (as at 31 December 2014)

Source: Buildings Department.
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Redevelopment of old buildings sets as an example to illustrate an 
imperative aspect of land supply – development is a dynamic process. 
Finding sufficient land to accommodate new buildings is not enough 
because apart from the construction of the necessary infrastructure, 
extra decanting space is also essential for redeveloping old buildings 
and the obsolete hardware as our economy and society develops (such 
as flatted factories), or simply placing construction materials and large-
sized equipment (such as column cranes). Hence, a “natural vacancy” 
should always be taken into consideration when determining future land 
demand, in the way “zero vacancy” is impossible for any properties at any 
point in time.

3.2. Land supply needs to consider planning efficiency

If Hong Kong people were asked which the best among the nine new 
towns is, Sha Tin would probably be among the top of the list. In fact, in 
terms of population, Sha Tin (incl. Ma On Shan) is the second largest new 
town in Hong Kong. It houses some 660,000 residents, second to Tsuen 
Wan which is the oldest new town of the city (Table 10).

Table 10. New towns in the last century

1960s

1960s

1960s

1970s

1970s

1970s

1980s

1980s

1990s

796

658

496

270

254

155

290

386

83

3,285

3,591

3,259

2,898

667

561

430

1,738

830

Tsuen Wan

Sha Tin (incl. Ma On Shan)

Tuen Mun

Tai Po

Fanling/ Sheung Shui

Yuen Long

Tin Shui Wai

Tseung Kwan O

Tung Chung

New town Area (Hectares) Population ('000) Planning started

Source: Civil Engineering and Development Department.

Sha Tin is generally regarded as a relatively 
well-planned new town. Being "self-sufficient", 
Sha Tin provides well-rounded infrastructure 
around its residential areas. Apart from 
the large-scale commercial / residential 
development atop the railway station, the 
new town also offers plentiful open space, 
community halls, sports centers, primary and 
secondary schools and medical facilities, etc.
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The example of the Sha Tin New Town illustrates once again, in the 
discussion of land supply, the living needs of residents must be considered 
in addition to sourcing sufficient land to accommodate new buildings. In 
order to achieve this, the plot of land in question cannot be too small. In 
fact, the Sha Tin New Town (incl. Ma On Shan) has the largest area among 
the nine new towns. It occupies almost 3,600 hectares, most of which 
were land reclaimed from the Tolo Harbor. 

Apart from supporting facilities, employment opportunities are of 
equal importance. Even for the relatively well-planned Sha Tin, many 
residents in the area need to commute across districts to and from 
work like most Hong Kong people do. The 2011 Population Census found 
that only 15% of Sha Tin’s employed population were working within the 
district. The proportion was higher than those of Yuen Long and Sai Kung 
yet was still below the overall figure (19%) in Hong Kong (Table 11). As a 
prevalent phenomenon, commuting between districts adds burden to 
citizens’ transportation expenses. It also generates heavy traffic which 
yields environmental concerns such as traffic congestion and air pollution.

Table 11. Place of work (2011)

Notes: (1)  Excluding Foreign Domestic Helpers.
(2)  “Others” includes "No fixed place", "Marine", "Work at Home" and "Places outside Hong Kong".

Source: Census and Statistics Department.
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The aforementioned planning mistake made in the last half-century 
has caused a serious mismatch of residential location and employment 
opportunities. Learning from this lesson, we should avoid the same 
mistake when planning the next-generation new towns or new 
development areas. In other words, in order to ensure the living quality 
enjoyed by the residents, instead of simply “land”, what Hong Kong really 
needs for comprehensive and thorough planning is “a piece of land that 
is wide-spreading, connected and flat”. Take the Hung Shui Kiu NDA 
which is under planning as an example, there have been views that the 
ratio of land reserved for housing is too low. This is exactly because the 
Government hopes to provide suffic ient land for employment 
opportunities or other economic uses (Table 12). Specifically, some one-
quarter of the land in Hung Shui Kiu NDA is planned for economic use. In 
comparison, the corresponding figure in the original plan of the Sha Tin 
New Town was only 20%.

Table 12. Distribution of land use in the Hung Shui Kiu New Development Area

Land Use Budget

Development Area

Residential

Open Space

Economic

Public Facilities

New Roads and Amenity

Existing Roads and River Channels

Green Belt

Retained Existing/ Committed Developments

Total NDA Area

Area (Ha)

442

87

62

107

89

97

63

58

151

714

%

62

20

14

24

20

22

9

8

21

100

Source: Consultation Document of the Hung Shui Kiu NDA Stage 3 Community Engagement (2015).
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The society must bear in mind the importance of planning efficiency 
when evaluating and comparing different land supply methods.

In some occasions, even if a proposal can 
provide a certain area of land in aggregate 
terms, if these lands are so disjointed that it 
i s diff icult to provide simultaneously 
residential space, employment opportunities 
and community supporting facilities, such 
proposals may not be cost-effective as the 
Government wi l l st i l l have to invest 
enormous resources on road constructions 
to connect residents with the supporting 
facilities. 

In fact, the last completed large-scale land development project was 
the Tung Chung New Town. All development afterwards were piecemeal 
in nature, lacking overall planning.
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3.3. How much land do we need?

After discussing some factors to be considered in land development 
in addition to land area, the next key question is “how much land does 
Hong Kong need?”.

According to the 2010 figures cited in Development Bureau’s 
“Enhancing Land Supply Strategy”, the then 7-million population in Hong 
Kong occupied an area of 7,600 hectares. The areas for commercial 
hardware and supporting facilities such as public utilities, government 
bodies and roads sit on another 9,900 hectares of land. Nevertheless, 
since the population density of public / private housings and village 
houses are very different, if we adjust the population density of village 
houses to the same level as ordinary housing units, the 7 million people 
would occupy residential land of 4,620 hectares, in addition to the 9,900 
hectares for supporting facilities. 

It should be noted, however, that the figures reflect current situation 
instead of the ideal conditions of the society. As Chapter 1 suggests, the 
high property prices and rents alongside the tight capacity of other 
supporting facilities seem to indicate it would be untrue to say that Hong 
Kong people are satisfied with the average living space per person and 
the provision of commercial, social and other supporting facilities. For 
instance, the average living space per person in Hong Kong is about 170 
sf, trailing by 50% or even more than 100% when compared with other 
Asian places like Shanghai and Singapore.

Figure 20. Average living space per person

Sources: Rating and Valuation Department (HKSAR), Shanghai Academy of Social Science, SCMP, Centaline Research Center (China).
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To put it differently, even if Hong Kong’s population does not grow in 
the future, if we hope to raise the average living space per person by 40% 
to emulate our counterparts in Shanghai and Singapore, we would still 
need an extra 1,848 hectares of land. In addition to increasing residential 
areas, on the assumption that we hope to expand 40% of the capacities of 
other facilities including hospitals, elderly homes, commercial hardware, 
leisure and cultural venues to be shared by the 7 million population, we 
need another c4,000 hectares of land, which adds up to a total of 5,800 
hectares, or the total areas of two Tai Po New Towns.

Table 13. Estimation of land demand

Population

Residential Land (Density Adjusted)

Facility Land

7 million

4,620 hectare

9,900 hectare

2010

Land demand for the additional population 

Residential Land

Facility Land

Land demand for the increment in land per capita

Residential Land [ 4,620 x 40% ]

Facility Land [ 9,900 x 40% ]

Total land demand

Land demand for the additional population 

Residential Land [ 4,620 x 122 / 700 ]

Facility Land [ 9,900 x 122 / 700 ]

Land demand for the increment in land per capita

Residential Land [ ( 4,620 + 805 ) x 40% ]

Facility Land [ ( 9,900 + 1,725 ) x 40% ]

Total land demand

0 

0 

1,848 hectares 

3,960 hectares

5,808 hectares

805 hectares 

1,725 hectares

 

2,170 hectares

4,650 hectares

9,350 hectares

2044

Scenario 1: Population stops growing,
 40% increment in land per capita

Scenario 2: Population grow to 8.22 miliion, 
40% increment in land per capita

Sources: Development Bureau, Our Hong Kong Foundation.

However, our population is expected to increase in the future. According 
to the latest projections of the Census and Statistics Department released 
in September 2015, in 30 years Hong Kong’s population will surge to 8.22 
million in 2044. Based on this projection and the above assumption of the 
“new average land area per person”, to fulfil the living needs of the 8.22 
million people 30 years later, we will need more than 9,000 hectares of 
land which equals three Sha Tin New Towns (Table 13).

However, increases in the average living space per person and the 
average facility space per person could be very arbitrary. We need a more 
objective perspective and context against which to understand what an 
additional 9,300 hectares exactly implies. 

If we take the average developed land per 1,000 persons as one of the 
indicators for measuring Hong Kong people’s living standard in real terms, 
in the 1990s the indicator’s CAGR was 0.94%. However, since 2000 the rate 
slowed down by more than 50% to a mere 0.39%. Specifically, it is worth 
noting that the average developed land per capita had even decreased 
over the past 10 years. This observation is in alignment with the fact 
that Hong Kong’s construction rate had been significantly slower when 
compared to the past as mentioned in Chapter 1.
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Figure 21. Developed land per capita (hectares per 1,000 persons)
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Source: Census and Statistics Department.

We can understand the relative scale of the 5,808 and 9,350 hectares 
of land computed above using different scenarios.

Scenario I: Population stops growing; adding 5,808 hectares of land by 2034 
(or in 19 years)

Scenario I assumes no population growth, i.e. population remains at 7.3 
million as of mid-2015. It further assumes Hong Kong could successfully 
add 5,808 hectares of developed land in the next 19 years. These are both 
rather aggressive assumptions. First, even if population growth is to slow 
down, in the foreseeable future, population is expected to grow in absolute 
terms. Moreover, judging from the drastically hampered capability of land 
creation of Hong Kong in recent years, it is highly uncertain that the city 
could increase developed land by 5,808 hectares. 

If the above assumptions are valid, in the 19 years following 2015, the 
CAGR of average developed land per person will be 1.04%, slightly higher 
than the figure in the 1990s.

Scenario II: Population grows as the Census and Statistics Department 
projects; adding 5,808 hectares of land by 2034 (or in 19 years); adding 9,350 
hectares of land by 2044 (or in 29 years)

Scenario II assumes the population will grow as the Census and 
Statistics Department projects, i.e. population will reach 8.1 million by 2034 
and 8.22 million by 2044. It further assumes that Hong Kong could add 
5,808 hectares and 9,350 hectares of developed land respectively by the 
two said years. 
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In this case, the CAGR of developed land area per capita from 2015 to 2034 
and to 2044, respectively, would be 0.5% and 0.6%. These figures would be slightly 
higher than the 0.4% in the past 15 years, but are still significantly behind that 
of the 1990s.  

Scenario III: Population growth is only 40% of what is projected by the Census and 
Statistics Department; adding 5,808 hectares of land by 2034 (or in 19 years); adding 
9,350 hectares of land by 2044 (or in 29 years)

Scenario III is identical to Scenario II, except that population growth is only 
40% of the projection of Census and Statistics Department. Namely, population 
is assumed to reach 7.62 million and 7.67 million by 2034 and 2044 respectively.

Under these assumptions, the CAGR of developed land area per capita from 
2015 to 2034 and to 2044, respectively, would be 0.8% and 0.9%. These figures would 
be closer to that of the 1990s compared with the results obtained in Scenario II.

Table 14. Expected growth of developed land per capita 

Year 

1990

1999

Year

2000

2015

Year

Population 
('000)

Population 
('000)

Population 
('000)

7,298.6 4.45 032,508 5,808 1.04%

5,704.5 14,600 2.56 N.A.

N.A.3.45 

N.A. 
 

N.A. 
 

23,0006,665.0

6,606.5 18,400 2.79  0.94%

0.39%3.66 26,7007,298.6

2034

2034

2034 8,100.5 4.01 801.932,508 5,808 0.49%

7,619.4 4.27 320.832,508 5,808 0.81%

2044

2044 8,224 4.38 925.436,050 9,350 0.63%

7,668.8 4.70 370.236,050 9,350 0.87%

New Land
(hectares)

New Land
(hectares)

New Land
(hectares)

CAGR from 1990

CAGR from 2000

CAGR from 2015

Population 
Growth ('000)

Population 
Growth ('000)

Population 
Growth ('000)

Developed 
Land (hectares)

Developed 
Land (hectares)

Developed 
Land (hectares)

Per 1,000 population 
developed land 

(hectares)

Scenario 1:  Assumed no population growth      

Scenario 2:  Assumed population to grow as C&SD predicted      

Scenario 3: Assumed population growth equals 40% of C&SD projections      

Per 1,000 population 
developed land

(hectares)

Per 1,000 population 
developed land

(hectares)

Sources: Census and Statistics Department, Planning Department, Our Hong Kong Foundation.
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Table 14 to a certain extent is a "matrix of 
social choices". If the Hong Kong society, as a 
whole, agrees with the growth rates in 
average l i v ing space per per son as 
mentioned above, then we must come up 
with solutions to increase land supply 
equivalent to at least two Tai Po New Towns 
in the next two decades and three Sha Tin 
New Towns in the next three decades. 

If the general public believes the situations in the 90s were not 
satisfactory at all, and they hope to increase the average space per 
person for better standards of living, only two choices are available – 
either to increase the speed of land supply or to raise the land supply 
target (for example to create 7,000 hectares of land rather than 5,808 
hectares of land by 2034).

The society can also decide on the sources of land supply. Table 14 
measures the developed land area per capita, if the society insisted on 
opposing land reclamation or developing our country parks, the living 
standard of Hong Kong people from 2015 to 2044 will not be even 
comparable to that in the 1990s, unless that we can release an 
additional 4,000 hectares from the existing land for development by 2044 
on top of the 5,000 hectares under the Government’s long-term land 
development plans.
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Table 15. Major long-term land supply projects

Siu Ho Wan Reclamation

Sunny Bay Reclamation

Tsing Yi (South West) Reclamation

Ma Liu Shui Reclamation

Lung Kwu Tan Reclamation

Artificial Islands in the Central Waters including East Lantau Metropolis

Yuen Long South

Kwu Tung North/ Fanling North New Devevlopment Areas

West Kowloon Cultural District

Tung Chung Remaining Area

Ex-quarry sites

As pursued in 2011 Policy Address, rezoning part of industrial land, green belt, 

agricultural land for non-industrial and housing use

Hung Shui Kiu New Development Area

Fanling/Sheung Shui Area 30

Kai Tak Development

Tseung Kwan O South

Kam Tin South

Other Housing Projects

Topside Development at Hong Kong Boundary Crossing Facilities Island of Hong 

Kong-Zhuhai-Macao Bridge

New Territories North *

Total

125

80

100

45

250

700

183

320

40

133

160

260

446

8

320

60

106

870

150

667

5,023

Land supply projects Estimated Site Area(hectares)

Note: (*) According to the information provided by the Legislative Council Panel on Development, the Government was exploring the scope for developing 
a new town of similar scale as Fanling/ Sheung Shui in New Territories North.
Sources: Legistrative Council Panel on Development, Civil Engineering and Development Department, Planning Department, Development 
Bureau (January 2015).
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3.4. Land is more than housing – A holistic perspective for 
Hong Kong’s development

This research has emphasized that land does 
not only cater for housing needs. However, 
discussions related to land shortage in the 
society constantly focus on the housing 
aspect. In the absence of a holistic perspective, 
we will put ourselves into a blind spot without 
realizing all social and economic problems are 
interconnected and intertwined, thus lacking 
the vision of the full picture when discussing 
land supply. 

Figure 22 describes the inter-connection between different socio-
economic issues, and shows that they are ultimately related to land 
supply. The ensuing paragraphs elaborate on these relationships.

Figure 22. Land supply and socio-economic issues
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3.4.1. Ageing population requires plenty of facilities for 
elderly care

Second only to Japan, Italy, Portugal and France, the problem of 
ageing population in Hong Kong is more serious than all other advanced 
economies around the globe. With the more than doubling of elders 
in the next 15 to 20 years, it is estimated that the demand for various 
facilities related to elderly care will surge sharply, including hospitals, 
nursing homes and community centers for the elderly.

Taking hospitals as an example, an elderly 
person above 65 requires 6 times the medical 
services (calculated in bed-days occupied) 
required by one under 65. Worse still, this 
multiple will grow exponentially with age, let 
alone the already heavy burden put on our 
public healthcare system today. 

A simple calculation of the healthcare needs based on the projected 
changes in demographic structure, in terms of beds-days occupied, shows 
that our public hospitals will need to more than double in the coming 
30 years. The problem is, assuming we are not planning to rebuild each 
public hospital to double their capacity, can we really find enough land in 
the territory to build a brand new hospital of the same scale for each of 
the existing one?

Table 16. Hospital bed demand

0-4

5-14

15-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-59

60-64

65-69

70-74

75-79

80-84

>=85

Total

Age Group

262,500

550,700

877,100

1,091,700

1,143,300

1,279,700

540,700

428,600

264,500

221,100

200,000

151,100

134,600

7,145,600

419,700

104,400

129,100

286,500

306,800

469,100

322,400

354,600

317,500

361,400

466,200

512,500

639,100

4,689,400

362,300

93,200

100,300

299,400

280,000

393,400

318,500

419,200

564,800

798,500

1,118,400

1,640,000

2,865,100

9,253,300

226,600

491,600

681,600

1,141,100

1,043,300

1,073,300

534,100

506,700

470,500

488,500

479,800

483,500

603,400

8,224,000

30.8%

4.4%

3.7%

6.6%

5.7%

6.3%

8.9%

11.2%

15.4%

19.5%

25.9%

33.9%

42.0%

5.2

4.3

4.0

4.0

4.7

5.8

6.7

7.4

7.8

8.4

9.0

10.0

11.3

Population 2012 Figures Hospital bed demand (bed-days)
(Population X Admission rate X Avg. length of stay

  2012 
Hospitalisation

rate2044 Avg. length of 
stay (days) 2012  2044

Sources: Long Term Fiscal Planning Working Group, Census and Statistics Department.
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The second type of facilities would be nursing homes. As mentioned 
in Chapter 1, there are more and more senior people in Hong Kong but the 
capacity of nursing homes has been on the decline. If there are already 
more than 30,000 elders waiting for the subsidized nursing home places, 
and unfortunately we cannot build nursing homes with a high plot ratio as 
the "Buildings Ordinance" requires all nursing homes to have a maximum 
height of 24m only. Where can we obtain the land to build such a large 
amount of low density nursing homes?

Of course not all elders require nursing homes. Actually the 
institutionalization rate of elders in Hong Kong is much higher than those 
in foreign countries, and the Government has always emphasized “ageing 
in place as the core, institutional care as back-up” as the guiding principle 
of elderly care policies. Nevertheless, the relevant supporting facilities are 
sorely lacking in Hong Kong today. To achieve “Ageing in Place” and thus 
decrease the reliance on nursing home services, we still need sufficient 
day care centers for the elderly, community centers for the elderly and 
the infrastructure for our primary healthcare system, etc.

3.4.2. Care facilities for the elderly require a lot of medical 
and healthcare manpower

Hospitals, nursing homes and community centers for the elderly are 
not “empty hulls”, but require manpower to operate and take care of the 
elders. However, Hong Kong not only suffers from a shortage of hospital 
beds and nursing home places but also faces a severe shortage of 
manpower in the healthcare (especially among the public system) and 
elderly care sectors. 

According to the data from the Census and 
Statistics Department, in Q1 2015, the job 
vacancy rate of the residential care industry is 
7.5%, which is the highest among all industries 
included in the survey. 

To resolve the manpower shortage problem, we can either increase 
local training quotas or import labor from the outside. The former would 
require expansions in our local universities’ or training institutes, while the 
latter would necessitate the accommodation of the imported workers. Do 
we have any reserved land to expand these training facilities or provide 
accommodations for the imported healthcare workers?



94

3.4.3. An ageing population needs a prosperous economy, 
which requires a population policy to supplement labor 
force

The construction and operation of the aforementioned elderly care 
facilities would inevitably involve public funds, an ageing population, 
therefore, must be backed by a vibrant and prosperous economy. However, 
an ageing population will at the same time, contribute to a dwindling 
labor force (the Government expects the peak to emerge at around 2018) 
and hinders economic growth. Furthermore, our construction industry is 
also facing a serious problem of aging labor force. It is inevitable that labor 
force is required to meet the future substantial construction demand of 
housing and infrastructure, etc.

To tackle the negative economic consequences resulted from the 
gradual labor force withdrawal as people age, Hong Kong needs a set 
of comprehensive population policy to attract more talents from outside. 
However, insufficient housing supply, high commercial rents and the 
long criticized lack of international school places all deter foreigners from 
settling in Hong Kong.

In other words, to ensure the economy is vibrant enough to support 
an ageing population, we require not only hospitals, nursing homes for 
the elderly, but also commercial hardware and international schools.

3.4.4. Developing new engines for economic growth also 
revolves around land

There have been criticisms that Hong Kong’s economy is over-
concentrated. However, if there is not enough land, a diversified economy 
could hardly be realized. As we have mentioned in Chapter 1, the tech 
giant Google eventually settled in Taiwan and Singapore as it was unable 
to seek suitable land in Hong Kong to build data centers. In case more 
technology corporates hope to enter and station in Hong Kong in the 
future, can we avoid the same failure and provide enough land for their 
developments?

In fact, Hong Kong has once identified six priority industries that we 
have advantages in, including medical services, education and cultural and 
creative industries, etc. Yet, given the current condition, the local medical 
and educational systems are struggling even to satisfy local demands. To 
develop Hong Kong into the regional medical and educational hubs, it is 
obvious that much has to be added to the capacity of these industries. 
But where can we obtain the land to build new private hospitals and 
private universities?

Likewise, the cultural and art industry in Hong Kong has great 
potential. Following New York and London, Hong Kong is the third largest 
art piecework market in the world by sales value. In 2015, the Art Basel 
held in Hong Kong was the largest of its kind in terms of scale across Asia, 
showcasing over 3,000 art pieces by different artists.

It is encouraging to see Hong Kong being popular for international 
art collectors as it helps build a vibrant art scene in the city. However, if 
we want to provide local artists enough space to create, innovate and 
develop, hardware plays an important role. Sadly, the unaffordable levels 
of commercial rents pushed the Government to rely on schemes such 
as “Revitalisation of Industrial Buildings” to create extra space for art 
development. However, the recent “Area Assessments of Industrial Land 
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in the Territory” reflected that Hong Kong is even running out of industrial 
space. Where can we find more land for art galleries, studios, exhibition
centers, opera houses and theatres?

The above paragraphs only discuss some of the many considerations. 
Figure 22 cannot present the whole picture and we surely have more 
social and economic demands. Notwithstanding, the message remains 
unchanged – land development is not solely about providing shelters to 
the citizens, it also concerns various social, economic issues and living 
standard improvements. Sometimes these concerns are not directly 
related to land development but they definitely should be taken into 
account.

Admittedly, the aforementioned matters have huge repercussion, 
especially for those related to healthcare system capacity and elderly 
support. This research does not attempt to establish that all problems 
could be solved by mere land supply. For instance, the healthcare reform 
involves healthcare financing, measures to alleviate the severe shortage 
of healthcare manpower and establishment of an effective primary care 
system. Regarding the long-term elderly care issue, sufficient manpower 
in the industry is also indispensable so that door-to-door services, such 
as rehabilitation exercises, physical therapy, medical seeking and follow-
up medical consultations services  could be delivered to delicate and sick 
elders.

These problems far exceed the scope of 
land supply. However, it is undeniable that 
land supply is a key element in any possible 
solutions. 

Even if we had a perfect policy, an adequate supervision and unlimited 
healthcare and elderly care manpower supply, if there are no new 
hospitals, new homes for the elderly or new social centers for the elderly, 
making a better life for the elderly in the face of an ageing population 
will be just spinning tall tales. To conclude, land supply is indispensable 
in improving the living quality of the public and supporting a vibrant 
economic development.

3.5 Long-term trend of interest rate

Land development is also related to the long-term movements of 
interest rate, as it determines the burden of mortgage servicing of the 
homeowners. In the long term, Hong Kong could consider developing 
some fixed-rate products for families who wish to purchase their 
properties, so as to reduce the uncertainties of interest rate they face and 
in turn, the burden of mortgage servicing on them.
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4.1. A change of mindset:  understanding the facts of 
shortage of land supply and reviewing the avenues 
of land supply in an objective, calm and pragmatic 
manner

Hong Kong’s severe shortage of land supply has been the source of 
a series of economic and social problems, which have not only brought 
about high housing prices and rentals, but have also weakened our 
competitiveness and even threatened Hong Kong people’s well-being. 
We hold that, in order to tackle Hong Kong’s land supply problem, three
premises should be brought into attention.

The magnitude and urgency of the shortage of land supply

In Chapter 3, we referred to the growth rate of the developed land area 
per capita during the 1990s as a reference. The said decade was an era of 
extensive constructions during which several large-scale infrastructural 
projects for commercial and civilian uses were delivered. The 1990s saw 
the completion of over 630,000 private and public residential units (or 63,000 
per year), two shopping malls with GFA of some 1 million sf each (Festival 
Walk and Time Square), the first phase of the Hong Kong Convention 
and Exhibition Center in Wan Chai, the first phase of the Tsuen Kwan 
O New Town Development, a total of eight public hospitals (incl. Tuen 
Mun Hospital, Pamela Youde Nethersole Eastern Hospital, North District 
Hospital, Tseung Kwan O Hospital), the Hong Kong International Airport, 
Airport Express, and the first phase of the International Finance Center 
atop the Hong Kong Station.

Looking forward, even if our population growth substantially 
decelerates, more than 9,000 hectares of additional developed land, or 
approximately three Sha Tin New Towns, will be required if we are to enjoy 
the growth rate of the developed land per capita during the 1990s. In other 
words, we need to create land with an unprecedented pace and scale.

4. Our Recommendations
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Planning efficiency for different methods of land supply

As discussed in Chapter 3, an ideal mode of land development
requires much more than merely providing sufficient land for new 
buildings. The efficiency and synergy of overall planning should also 
be considered. It follows that whilst some land supply proposals could 
offer a sizable total area of land, these land sites may not be efficiently 
developed if they are scattered across the territory and hence cannot be 
planned comprehensively to ensure sufficient living space, employment 
opportunities and community facilities to be provided in close proximity. 
The Government would then need to invest heavily on infrastructure like 
roads to connect residents and other supporting facilities. This should 
not be overlooked when assessing and contrasting different land supply 
strategies.

Expected difficulties arising from different land supply strategies

Conceivably, all land supply proposals will encounter different difficulties 
and opposition. Ultimately, it is the choice of the community of Hong Kong 
as a whole. If we accept that the problem of land shortage is imminent, 
we should then be deliberating on how to minimize the impacts on 
the environment and other stakeholders, alongside the appropriate 
compensation measures while we are increasing land supply.

Therefore, based on these premises, we 
believe the strategies to increase land supply 
should be multi-pronged. A variety of short-, 
medium- and long-term measures should be 
considered altogether. More importantly, we 
are of the view that, in light of the severity and 
urgency of land shortage, no strategy should 
be the so-called “last resort”.

To fix the current predicament so as to provide affordable housing 
for the public, access to medical services at a reasonable cost for our 
patients and ensure quality elderly care for our parents – all of these 
require a prosperous and vibrant economy to support. The community 
should understand that we now face a critical choice. We can either: (i) 
strictly adhere to the principles and refuse the discussion of some land 
supply methods; or (ii) compromise for the common good, our families 
as well as the long-term development of our city, and objectively discuss 
certain land supply issues which have seemingly become “social taboos” 
recently.
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4.1.1. Reclamation

For example, as a major source of land supply for a long time, reclamation 
has virtually halted in recent years. Between a clear-cut “support” and 
“oppose”, is there still room for discussion? For instance, factors such as 
site location, technology, and cost should determine the environmental 
impacts of reclamation. When there is no effective means to provide land 
with relatively large area for comprehensive planning and development, 
should we discuss the factual details and pro-actively think about “how to 
do” instead of “should we do”?

Figure 23. Proposed reclamation area

Note: The red circles denote the proposed sites for near-shore reclamation; while the purple one indicates the area in which the proposed 
artificial island would be constructed.
Source: Development Bureau (January 2015).

Currently, the Government has identified five near-shore sites with 
good potential for reclamation. In total, these sites can provide 470 to 730 
hectares of land. The Secretary for Development has recently stated that 
the construction of an artificial island between the Hong Kong Island and 
the Lantau Island can provide around 700 hectares of land (Figure 23). All 
things considered, even if all other land development proposals could be 
completed on time, there is seemingly still some way to go if we want to 
meet our medium- to long-term development needs. Thus, the society 
should not, and cannot avoid the discussion of reclamation as a means 
of land creation. 

In the long-term, it is unavoidable for Hong Kong to continue 
reclamation. Indeed, the Government had preliminarily proposed a total 
of 25 potential reclamation sites in 2012. It is probably time for the society 
to discuss whether to include more reclamation sites on top of the six 
current sites. 
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For example, one of these 25 sites is to 
construct an artificial island with the size of 
1,400 to 2,400 hectares to the south of Cheung 
Chau Island, and was once planned for the 
relocation of facilities currently situated in the 
urban areas like the container port or oil 
depot. Proposals like these are worth being 
reconsidered by the public.

4.1.2. Land use rezoning

As mentioned by the Secretary for Development Mr. Paul Chan, 
rezoning of land will inevitably affect residents in the districts concerned. 
Undeniably, rezoning may not be the best option to increase land supply 
from the perspective of planning efficiency. However, when land supply 
from reclamation and new town developments are yet to be delivered, 
houses will not emerge out of nowhere. After all, if everyone opposes, 
where can we build the much needed housing units?

In fact, the 150 potential housing sites that have been identified by 
the Government that involves land use rezoning are distributed in 16 
District Council districts in the city. If hefty housing costs are a common 
problem facing all Hong Kong citizens, it is not unreasonable to expect 
the solution to come from everyone too. Moreover, as emphasized in 
this report, land supply is much more than just housing. Even though a 
site is not rezoned for residential development now, the same site may 
need to be rezoned for other uses in the foreseeable future. Otherwise, 
as the number of elders aged 65 or above doubles, where are we going 
to find sufficient land to build the urgently needed hospitals, nursing 
homes and community centers for the elderly?

4.1.3. Country parks 

40% of Hong Kong’s land area has been designated as country parks 
(CP). It involves some 44,000 hectares of land and equals 1.6 times of the 
city’s total developed land area. The possibility of developing CP should 
not be excluded. Nevertheless, most of the current discussions have 
been in-principle and emotional, while certain oppositions even hold that 
the CP “cannot be touched at all”. We entirely agree that (1) green area is 
of undoubtable importance for the city; and (2) we should not and 
cannot release an extensive share  of CP for development. 

Currently, the boundaries of CP are designated by the regulations under 
the “Country Parks Ordinance”. The factors determining the suitability of an 
area for designation as CP include “aesthetic value, recreation potential, 
conservation value, size, land status, management effectiveness, etc.” Yet, 
these are after all, not objective and quantifiable criteria. 

Besides, the ordinance concerned was 
established in 1976, one should not expect 
the ecological value of all these areas 
designated as CP today to be the same as 
40 years ago. 
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The Government could set up a platform, bringing together 
stakeholders from various sectors of the community, to discuss and 
establish a set of scientific standards and criteria for reviewing the 
ecological value, service and use of all CP, and determine whether the 
boundary of CP should be altered based on such objective indicators. 
When considering development of land originally designated as CP, such 
platform should also regularly monitor and review such factors as the 
demand-supply balance of land, progress of different land supply 
avenues, market situations, social and economic needs.

In the longer term and where technically feasible, we may enhance 
the overall ecological value of CP even though the area covered is 
reduced, e.g. to add plantation or create fresh water systems in areas 
with lower ecological value now. In a nutshell, with an open, objective 
and hol ist ic mindset and proactive del iberation of strategies, 
development and ecological conservation is never mutually exclusive.

4.1.4. Brownfield

There have been views that the Government should prioritize 
“brownfield” over other methods of land supply. At present, there is no 
official definition of brownfield in Hong Kong. Generally, brownfield refers 
to the agricultural land in the rural New Territories, which have been 
occupied by various uses which are often incompatible with the 
surroundings, such as open storage and recycling yards.

Given the acute problem of land shortage, any possible source of 
supply should be fully utilized. Nonetheless, it might be over-optimistic to 
expect brownfield to become the major source of land supply. Firstly, 
according to information provided by the Development Bureau, half of 
Yuen Long South NDA and some one-fourth of the land in Hung Shui Kiu 
NDA are brownfield sites, totalling a land area of over 300 hectares. 
Furthermore, despite lacking substantive details on relevant plans, the 
Government has started to conduct a study on developing New 
Territories North, which indeed covers the locations of many brownfield 
sites.

Hence, it seems that the Government is not intentionally leaving 
brownfield undeveloped. Instead, the development of brownfield still 
requires resumption of land, relocation of residents, technical studies on 
transportation and environment, and approval of rezoning from TPB. In 
fact, the planning work for the Hung Shui Kui NDA had started in 1998 and 
it has just obtained approval from the TPB 17 years later in 2015.
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4.1.5. Other methods of change of land use

There have also been views that there are many other ways to 
increase land supply and therefore, options involving reclamation and CP 
should be the “last resort”. These suggestions mostly revolve around 
altering the use of currently developed land to support the construction 
of public housing or other infrastructure, such as “vi l lage type 
development zone” (so-called “New Territories small house”), land 
designated for military use, private golf courses, and private clubhouses. 

It must be reiterated that, as elaborated in Chapter 3, we need to add 
some 9,000 hectares of developed land to support social and economic 
development in the next three decades. As things stand, the total 
amount of land that could be created by all the long-term land supply 
projects of the Government, including the all reclamation proposals as 
well as the development of New Territories North, both of which are still 
under planning or feasibility study, is only 5,000 hectares. This is on the 
optimistic assumptions that all projects concerned can successfully 
obtain funding approvals from the Legislative Council on time, complete 
the necessary town planning procedures and will not be challenged by 
JRs. In other words, the long-term supply of these 5,000 hectares of land 
is after all, still very much uncertain.  

On the above ground, unless all the other aforementioned proposals 
could provide an additional 4,000 hectares of land, otherwise the 
question we should be asking is “how to increase land supply by all 
feasible means”, which includes reclamation and development of CP, 
instead of “which method should we be adopting to create land”.

Furthermore, as mentioned at the beginning of this Chapter, there 
are obstacles and problems facing every land supply proposal. For 
instance, land designated as “village type development zone” involves 
historical and legal issues. The process to smoothly adjust the current 
“New Territories Small House” policy, balancing various sectors’ interests 
may not be less lengthy than reclamation. Land designated for military 
use is even more complicated as it relates to constitutional issues as 
well. For example, according to the Basic Law and Garrison Law, the 
HKSAR Government has to provide another site for the People’s 
Liberation Army to garrison if a specific site originally designated for 
military use is changed to other uses, subject to the approval of the 
Central People’s Government. In other words, putting aside the exact 
land area that could be supplied from relocating military facilities, we still 
need to create new land before changing military land use.

For specific proposals, some conceptual issues are yet to be clarified 
or substantiated. For example, some would argue that since private golf 
courses are reserved for a small group of people, hence it is not in the 
best interest of the general public. It follows that the Government should 
resume these sites for the development of public housing.

Nonetheless, as this study has emphasized repeatedly, Hong Kong 
does not only lack housing units, but it also has insufficient sports 
facilities. It is not uncommon to hear athletes of different sports activities 
commenting on the insufficient training venues in Hong Kong. 
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The latest example would be the World Cup 
Qualifying match scheduled in November. 
The Hong Kong national football team could 
not even play at the Hong Kong Stadium as 
the said soccer pitch has not yet recovered 
from the match previously played on it. If the 
above logic appl ies, i .e . a plot of land 
exclusively used by a small group of people is 
a violation of public interests, even if the sites 
concerned are resumed by the Government, 
a case could be made that the land should 
support the development of public sports 
facilities instead of housing. 

It should be reiterated that given the current problem of land 
shortage, any land resources that can be used more effectively should 
be considered, following a multi-pronged approach to increase land 
supply. In fact, the study on developing New Territories North covers the 
Fanling Golf Course and the Chief Executive’s Fanling Lodge. In the 
meantime, the Development Bureau is reviewing the “New Territories 
Small House Policy”. Nonetheless, all these land supply proposals take 
time. And even if we assume that the abovementioned complex legal, 
constitutional and conceptual issues are resolved and all these land 
supply projects are materialized, most of these sites would likely be 
scattering across the New Territories and it would be difficult to achieve 
planning efficiency.

4.2. Establishing a long-term land reserve to support future 
social, economic and livelihood needs

Reviewing the property market of the city over the past two decades, 
our housing supply has seemingly been slower than ideal. Specifically, 
home prices rose rapidly during the mid-1990s before reaching its peak in 
1997, whereas the spike of private housing completion is only witnessed 
a few years later. Afterwards, home prices plummeted by some 60% 
between 1997 and 2003 before seeing the trough and star ted 
rebounding. During the said period, the supply of private residential flats 
stood high and added pressure to the residential property market. In the 
meantime, the Government attempted to support the housing market 
by holding back land supply, introducing the Land Sale by Application 
System among other stabilizing measures, but the effects of these 
measures only emerged 4 to 5 years afterwards, suppressing private 
housing completion in 2005 and staying low for a few years after. As a 
result, the story repeats in an opposite direction. Home prices have been 
on the increase since 2009 and more than doubled by 2014.
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It underlines the difference between the property market and other 
economic activities. Upon a sudden change in demand, the output of 
many services and goods can be varied through adjustments of salary 
and work hours in response to changes of the market. The property 
market, however, is distinct. As a consequence, the Government’s policy 
response has always been behind market changes and only worked to 
magnify the volatility of housing prices. In most cases, a flat is the most 
valuable asset for an average family in their lifetime. High volatility of the 
housing market brings about a relatively strong “wealth effect”. 

Considering the prolonged deflation that 
lasted a consecutive 58 months, the 
“balance sheet recession” that followed from 
1997 to 2003, the soaring home prices in the 
past few years and the resultant social and 
economic problems, the price that Hong 
Kong has paid for this protracted “supply lag” 
i n  t h e p a s t  t w o d e c a d e s w a s t o o 
painstakingly high.

Given the long lead time for housing supply, it may be too late for the 
Government to respond after the awareness of the hefty property 
prices. Therefore, Hong Kong should establish a land reserve and set up a 
mechanism of releasing the reserved land to the market. An "unused" 
land reserve is better than a slow and ineffective response. Other Asian 
economies also have similar policies to support their economic and 
social developments. For example, Singapore started the Marina Bay 
reclamation in the 1970s. However, there was not enough demand for 
land upon the completion of reclamation. As a result, the reclaimed land 
was temporarily used as a golf course. Singapore only began its 
planning in the 2000s and the Marina Bay Financial District was 
completed in 2007, providing over 23 million sf of office GFA, which is 
larger than the total capacity of Central.

Another example is Macao, which is situated next to Hong Kong. It 
would be impossible for Macao to have the capacity to house the many 
world-class tourism facilities today if the local government had not 
increased land supply through reclamation in the past century. At its 
peak, Macao’s gaming industry was seven times that of Las Vegas’. 
Although Macao’s economy is dragged by a slowing gaming sector, the 
people and government have already genuinely benefited from 

employment, income and taxation in the past decade or so.

4.3. Reforming the CDA system to release the development 
potential of land as soon as possible

As explained in the Chapter 2, the current arrangements of CDA 
hinder developments, adding uncertainties to the market. Moreover, 
there is no substantial evidence that the said system can effectively 
enhance citizens’ quality of life. Thus, in order to ensure an efficient use 
of precious land resources, the CDA system, which is a possible way to 
provide developable land in the short-term, should be comprehensively 
reviewed and reformed.
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4.3.1. CDAs in the future

We recommend that, in order to more accurately reflect the intention 
of CDA, except for sites involving Urban Renewal Authority’s renewal 
projects, TPB should not designate other sites as CDA to reduce 
restrictions on development.

It, however, does not mean that the Government would lose 
planning or development control.

Instead, the Government should bear the 
professional and public responsibilities of city 
planning. If the Planning Depar tment 
b e l i e v e s a c e r ta i n a r e a s h o u l d b e 
comprehensively developed, i t could 
introduce the planning parameters, in the 
form of notes to Outline Zoning Plan (OZP) or 
the clauses of land sales contract / tender 
document, including the height of the 
buildings / view restrictions (such as not 
block ing a cer tain area’s view to the 
coastline), required public facilities (car parks, 
elderly care centers, parks, etc.), noise / traffic / 
ventilation requirements that must be 
fulfilled, designated commercial / residential 
development mix, etc.

If a proposed development project fulfils these requirements, it 
should be regarded as “always permitted” like the “column one” projects 
for other land uses and a separate application to TPB is not needed. This 
could prevent subjective judgements in the approval process, and can 
speed up the current time-consuming mechanism of reviewing each of 
the applications and the release of precious land resources.  

Making reference to overseas experience, Singapore’s “White Zone” is 
a type of planning and control on development similar to the above-
mentioned recommendation. To encourage urban renewal to meet the 
needs of economic transition, Singapore designates districts at strategic 
locations as “White Zone” to facilitate comprehensive developments. The 
Lion City lists out various parameters and requirements as conditions of 
land sales and tenders of “White Zone”. Upon the pre-requisite of fulfilling 
these conditions, the development will not be limited.
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Figure 24. Conditions of tender for Singapore White Zone development

Besides, in order to fully reflect the land value, CDA should not be 
included in any land auctions and tenders in the future to avoid adding 
uncertainties in the market, which will damage the land value and result 
in losses to the public coffers.

4.3.2. Existing CDAs

Regarding existing CDAs, the Government should proactively release 
the development potential of the relevant sites. For instance, TPB can 
set up a time frame (such as two years) for the development proposal 
applicants to collect a certain share of ownership, based on the size of 
a specific CDA, distribution of ownerships, etc. If the time limit expires 
and the applicant still cannot collect a specific share of ownerships, TPB 
should consider breaking the CDA into small zones or allowing the CDA to 
be developed in phases based on the collected share.

For sites that have been designated as CDA for a long time, TPB 
should re-designate them into other uses within a specific time frame, 
which is better than blocking the land development for nobody’s benefits. 
Besides, the Government should bear the responsibility of conducting a 
comprehensive planning of the New Territories NDAs and consider using the 
above-mentioned system for re-designating the area’s CDA into other uses 
with necessary planning parameters and restrictions.

We understand that to include planning parameters into the notes 
of OZP is procedurally equivalent to rezoning of land use which must 
be examined under relevant town planning procedures and seeking 

Source: Technical condition of tender – sale of site for White Site development, land parcel at Boon Lay Way (Singapore, March 2011).
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professional comments from relevant government departments are 
still required. Moreover, satisfying the technical requirements of these 
departments (e.g. ventilation, noise, and fire services) may render a 
smaller GFA of the development project.

However, this at least provides a set of objective procedures to be 
followed and is less uncertain than the case-by-case approval of CDA 
under the existing mechanism. In fact, given the complicated procedures 
and heavy objections facing the process, the Government has still 
successfully completed the rezoning processes of some 60 sites over the 
past three years. In terms of track record, it is apparently superior to some 
cases of CDA which has been idling for more than two decades.

4.4. Government to demolish obstacles and facilitate 
approval processes

Even with an abundant supply of new land, the progress of various 
developments will still be slowed down if the relevant approval processes 
are not sped up. We believe that the Government should consider the 
proposals mentioned below for speeding up its approval processes of 
development:

4.4.1. Setting a time frame on of approval processes to 
avoid prolonged delays

As explained in Chapter 2, the Lands Department, which is in charge 
of various procedures such as lease modification, land premium and 
approval of plans, does not have a statutory time limit of approval and this 
creates delays on many development projects. One of the reasons behind 
the delays is that the Lands Department needs to seek comments from 
various government departments. The precious time of development is 
wasted on the back and forth communications between government 
departments and the practitioners.

We believe, in order to speed up approval processes, the Lands 
Department should set a statutory time limit for approval. Upon the 
expiration of such time limit, the development plan shall be automatically 
deemed as approved, which is in line with the Buildings Department’s 
usual practice. The same principle should also be applied to the other 
departments when Lands Department seek their comments, assuming
“nil return” if other departments do not reply by the said time limit.

4.4.2. Clearly defining the requirements for each 
approval process, standardize technical definitions for 
the Government and business sector to adhere to

The Government should discuss with the industry to set up simple 
and clear requirements for major plans involved in the approval process, 
such as the “Master Layout Plan” and “Design, Deposition and Height”. The 
Government and the industries should strictly follow these requirements. 
In other words, the plans should be rejected if they do not match the set 
submission criteria. At the same time, approval is not required for minor 
details outside the scope of these fixed requirements. Furthermore, the 
Planning Department, Lands Department and Buildings Department 
should standardize the technical definitions of different items to be 
approved, so as to avoid inconsistent approval standards between 
departments.
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4.4.3. Enhancing the transparency of the calculation 
mechanism of differential land premium to facilitate 
agreement on lease modification and land exchange 
transactions

The Government should enhance the communication with the 
industry and strive to establish a more transparent mechanism of land 
premium calculations, such that the different parameters for calculations 
(e.g. the benchmark for reference to forecast construction costs, estimate 
marketing costs and costs of demolition of existing structures and site 
formations, etc.) could better reflect the latest situations and trends of the 
market.

4.4.4. Enhancing human resources management and 
streamlining approval processes

The Government should review the need to increase manpower for 
approving authorities and make a better distinction between the relevant 
departments’ approving functions and other administrative functions 
(such as managing complaints at the district level), with an aim to 
building a more focused and professional approval team to facilitate the 
processes.

As a reference, in 1997, the Housing Authority has streamlined its 
development procedures and has reduced the standard lead-time 
for public housing projects from 62 months to a substantially shorter 
47 months. Yet, the papers by the Housing Authority as of mid-2015 
showed that the latest corresponding figure is five to seven years (or 
60 to 72 months). It could be seen that the procedures and work flows 
of government departments should have much room for further 
consolidation, optimization and streamlining. 

In the long term, depending on the different stages of development, 
the Government could establish one-stop set-ups for approval processes 
so as to clearly identify the leading approval departments to achieve a 
better coordination of different departments’ efforts. This could prevent 
duplicated approval processes and address the problem with conflicting 
departmental comments. As a reference, the Government has set up 
the Energising Kowloon East Office in mid-2012, led by the Development 
Bureau, to steer, supervise, oversee and monitor the development of 
Kowloon East, providing one-stop support to land development proposals 
with a view to facilitating its transformation into another premier CBD of 
Hong Kong.
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This research attempts to illustrate the various social and economic 
problems as a result of the current shortage of land in a bid to raise 
public awareness of these issues. And as repeatedly emphasized in 
this study, it seems that the public has not fully recognized the facts of 
(1) the severity and urgency of land shortage; (2) development of land 
significantly transcends the area of housing. We hope that our research 
findings could provide new viewpoints and perspectives for stakeholders 
of development of land, from the public to the Government. 

One such perspective is making reference to history, which should 
offer some insights into addressing problems facing us today. In the late 
1980s, the prospect of the Handover in 1997 elicited worries and anxieties 
for Hong Kong people, to the extent that it triggered the so-called 
“migration waves”. To restore the confidence among Hong Kong people, 
the British Hong Kong Government proposed the “Hong Kong Airport Core 
Programme” in the Policy Address of the then Governor David Wilson 
in 1989. The programme formed part of the infrastructure project of an 
unprecedented scale, the “Port and Airport Development Strategy” (PADS), 
or more commonly known as the “Rose Garden Project”. The massive 
programme centered round the construction of a new international 
airport on the island of Chek Lap Kok, supported by a number of transport 
infrastructure and urban development projects. These ten core projects 
included the Airport Express, the Tsing Ma Bridge, the Western Harbour 
Crossing, the Route 3, Central Reclamation and the North Lantau New 
Town.

Without the “Rose Garden Project”, Hong Kong would not have had 
one of the top international airports in the world; two of the longest 
dual-transportation (road and railway) span suspension bridges (Tsing 
Ma Bridge) and cable-stayed bridges (Kap Shui Mun Bridge); two globally 
renowned hotel brands (Four Seasons Hotel and W Hotel); the key arteries 
of urban transportation network (such as the Western Harbour Crossing 
and West Kowloon Corridor). Likewise, there would not have been the 
development along the Airport Express, nor would we see today the large-
scale public housing estates in Nam Cheong, the extensive commercial 
/ residential development atop Olympic Station and Tsing Yi Station, as 
well as the Tung Chung New Town. It is almost sure that without these 
infrastructure projects, the level of development and the quality of life in 
Hong Kong would have been substantially hindered. 

5. Concluding Remarks: 
Revelations from the 
“Rose Garden Project”
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Equally importantly, the public must have had certain momentous 
but difficult decisions during the planning and implementation process 
of the “Rose Garden Project”. For instance, the construction of the new 
airport and the development of West Kowloon alone involved nearly 
1,300 hectares of reclamation. Conceivably, other core projects of the said 
p rogramme shou ld have generated d i f fe rent impacts and 
inconvenience to the residents and environment in different areas of 
the city. Eventually, in face of the prevailing social, economic and 
livelihood issues, the community as a whole agreed that “Rose Garden 
Project” was necessary for the long-term benefits of Hong Kong. 

Today, our city is facing a set of different but equally serious social, 
economic and livelihood problems. These issues call for some deeper 
institutional reforms and policy changes in different domains and could not 
be resolved solely by extensive physical constructions. What is certainly 
tough, is that land forms the “insufficient but necessary condition” of the 
solution. In other words, land alone is not enough. Yet, to address these 
problems without adequate land supply is nothing but futile.

“Rose Garden Project” aimed to paint a rosy future for Hong Kong and 
to restore people’s confidence. 

26 years ago, we decided to work together 
for a better future. 26 years later, we are now 
in a dilemma over how to provide better 
social facilities and living environment for all 
Hong Kong people, appropriate medical 
services and long-term care for the elderly, 
and the much needed economic vitality for 
the development of our young people, 
presenting us with another set of critical but 
difficult decisions to be made. What is your 
choice?
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