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Poor stall owners in
Sham Shui Po are
given a helping hand

Walking tall
Meet the man who
wants us to put our
best foot forward

Throat fears
Why many elderly
people are finding it
hard to swallow
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IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION
Hong Kong isn’t a great city for pedestrians and
relies too much on vehicles, say academics and
campaigners touting the benefits of walking

Hong Kong’s car-oriented roads
are designed for an “alarming”
number of vehicles, prevent
people from walking, and worsen
hazardous air pollution and
public health, environmentalists
have warned.
Those who tout walking as a
mode of transport say there
should be more car-free areas and
describe the city as still in its infancy in promoting urban walkability
when compared with cities such
as London.
Despite Hongkongers being
more aware of the benefits of
pedestrianising traffic areas,
progress remains sluggish and officials remain unaware of the importance of pleasure walking,
advocates say.

Winnie Tang suggests we should
follow Copenhagen’s example.
“Hong Kong is very car-centric
in terms of transport planning
and traffic management,” says
Simon Ng Ka-wing, a fellow at
public policy think tank Civic
Exchange. “Motorists are given
priority over pedestrians.”
And although 90 per cent of
Hong Kong’s motorised trips are
made on public transport, the
number of cars has grown at an
“alarming rate” in recent years,
says Ng, who is the co-author of
Global Cities: Urban Environments in Los Angeles, Hong Kong,
and China. He believes Hong
Kong’s reliance on vehicles is an
obstacle to it becoming a worldclass walkable city.
Transport Department data
from last October showed there
were 763,294 licensed vehicles in
the city, an increase of 2.9 per cent
compared with the same month
in 2016.

Walking brings
us into contact
with people,
which can reduce
the risk of
depression
LAYLA McCAY, DIRECTOR OF THE CENTRE
FOR URBAN DESIGN AND MENTAL HEALTH

Markus Shaw, chairman of
Walk DVRC, an NGO seeking to
pedestrianise Des Voeux Road
Central in Hong Kong’s main
business district, says people usually connect civilisation with cars
and roads but that “real civilisation is about human interactions”.
“In the past, where government thought about pedestrianisation, it thought in terms of
efficiency and connectivity and
not in terms … of enjoyment and
pleasure walking,” Shaw says
“This whole aspect of the pleasure of walking is something I
don’t think the government has
really understood yet.”
BLUE SKY AND GREEN TRANSPORT
When a yellowish smog blanketed
Hong Kong last Monday, pollution posed a serious risk to heath
for the second time in five days.
Ng believes walking could

Walk DVRC, an NGO that has set
its sights on “bringing the street
back to the people”, hopes to
convince the government to
pedestrianise Des Voeux Road
Central, one of the busiest roads
in Hong Kong’s core business
district, for at least three months
at the end of the year.
Its chairman and the man
behind the initiative, Markus
Shaw, says the plan to take cars
off the streets and transform the
area into a pedestrian-tram
green zone will focus on the
western section, from Western
Market to Hillier Street, because
“the traffic there is quite easy to
deal with”.
“We hope to have a trial
scheme in place for the section of
Des Voeux Road Central by the
end of this year,” Shaw says. “A
three-month trial scheme of that
section will be a great thing for
all concerned.
“What we are proposing is to
keep one lane for traffic … But
the other three lanes to be
returned to pedestrians. We also
want to keep the tram.”
The organisation, which was
formed in 2015 by several
environmental concern groups
such as Clean Air Network and
Designing Hong Kong, aims to
bring the 1.4km section of Des
Voeux Road Central “back to its
people for enjoyment and for the
good of the city”.
It was formally set up as an
NGO last year. Shaw, a former
chairman of WWF Hong Kong,
says the inspiration came after
he left the international nature
conservation group.
“Since leaving WWF, I
decided to focus more on the
urban environment, which I
think for a city like Hong Kong is
as important as the natural
environment,” he says.
Walk DVRC’s latest initiative
follows a similar event it held in
September 2016, when part of
Des Voeux Road Central became
a car-free zone for a day. It drew
14,000 people and was backed
by most businesses in the area as
well as policymakers.
Shaw says the reason for
focusing on Des Voeux Road
Central for now is that “fixing the
main road will revitalise the
Central business district”, which
he describes as “messy and
chocked with traffic”.
“In many respects, the
Central business district is such a
mess. Des Voeux Road Central
itself and the areas around it are
in an appalling state. The side
streets are unsafe, smelly and
messy.”
The idea of taking cars off the
streets in Central first came
almost 18 years ago, but fizzled
out. It was revived in 2014 in a
joint study by the Institute of
Planners, City University, the
Civic Exchange think tank and
MVA Hong Kong, a transport and
planning consultancy.
Shaw says it is now the right
time to pedestrianise Central
because of several ongoing
revitalisation projects in the
area, such as heritage and arts
centre Tai Kwun and Central
Market.
Asked if he is planning on
expanding his project to other
parts of Hong Kong, Shaw
replies: “One thing at a time.”
Yupina Ng

replace some car journeys, especially over short distances. And by
reducing vehicular traffic and the
use of fuel, Hong Kong would then
see more blue skies.
Winnie Tang Shuk-ming, an
honorary professor at the University of Hong Kong’s department of
computer science, says the city
should follow Copenhagen’s
example and build more cycle
tracks.
She says the ongoing project to
link Ma On Shan and Tuen Mun is
a good start. Tang believes tracks
could connect most districts.
PUBLIC HEALTH AND URBAN
DESIGN
One in six Hongkongers suffers
from a diagnosable mental health
illness, and public health specialist Layla McCay says walking not
only encourages physical activity
but can help stave off mental
health problems such as anxiety
and depression.
McCay, director of the Centre
for Urban Design and Mental
Health, an international think
tank, was in town for three
months as a research fellow at the
University of Hong Kong’s Asia
Global Institute.
During her stay, the Londonbased McCay identified many deterrents, such as discontinuous
pavements, a lack of shade and
heavy traffic. She says things
could be improved by more carfree zones. “Walking brings us
into contact with people, which
can encourage socialising and reduce the risk of loneliness and depression,” she says.
WALKING TOURS AND MONEY
MATTERS
Stephen Pratt, assistant professor
of Hong Kong Polytechnic University’s school of hotel and tourism management, is among those
who see extra benefits to walking.
“One of the strengths of Hong
Kong is being a shoppers’ paradise,” Pratt says. “But that’s starting to change.”
That’s why Hong Kong Free
Tours launched in August 2016.
The group aims to provide
“unconventional” travel experiences by bringing visitors to less
touristy places such as Sham Shui
Po and showing a side of the city
not traditionally highlighted in
brochures.
Pratt says it is hard to quantify
in dollars what these tours have
brought in. But he contends walking tours are a “global trend” and a
suitable walkable environment
could help them thrive here.
A 2016 report by Civic Exchange cited a pedestrianisation
project on 42nd Street in New
York as an example. The project is
expected to increase pedestrian
flow by 35 per cent, generating a
net profit of US$358 million for
businesses in the area.
HERITAGE APPRECIATION AND
SOCIAL INCLUSION
Local history researcher Ko Timkeung says many historical buildings in Wan Chai on Hong Kong
Island and their counterparts in
Sham Shui Po and Yau Ma Tei in
Kowloon are located in “very
congested” urban settings. This
discourages people from slowing
down to appreciate them.
“For a long time, our idea of
heritage preservation was to
preserve and protect the more
spectacular historical buildings,
such as temples,” Ko says. “But to
me, it’s equally important to take
care of the lesser known ones,
such as tenements.
“To extend the roads and
streets for pedestrians, one would
need the cooperation of the government and shopkeepers.”
Shaw of Walk DVRC agrees,
stressing that these areas embody
“all the values that we are trying to
bring back into urban planning”.
Additional reporting by Laurie Chen

Photo: Shutterstock

Yupina Ng
yupina.ng@scmp.com

DRIVING OUT THE
CARS IN ‘MESSY’
BUSINESS HUB

HOW YOU CAN HELP
Want to do your bit and help turn Hong Kong
into a world-class walkable city? Here are a
few ideas:
● Become a walking champion in your
community or neighbourhood by taking walks
with colleagues at lunch time, going on a
walking date with a friend, or setting aside
time for a walk on the family schedule after
dinner.

● Lead a walking tour. The Walk DVRC project
is trying to promote this as one of the most
direct ways for people to appreciate Hong
Kong’s historic Central business district. It’s
also a good way to preserve the city’s heritage
and support the local economy.
● Volunteer for non-profit walking groups to
support safe and convenient places to walk.
DVRC Friends is a group of passionate

volunteers of diverse professional
backgrounds who are keen to help realise
Walk DVRC’s initiative.
● Incorporate walking into your daily life by
getting a few steps in early in your day, by
walking to work instead of taking a bus, for
example. It is also worth exploring to see
whether you can complete any of your errands
by just walking or by walking part of the way

and taking public transport for the rest of the
journey.
● Help clean up your neighbourhood to get
more people interested in walks in the area.
● Join an advisory body or NGO that pushes
for walkability. This is one of the best ways to
show your support, especially if you are an
urban planning professional.
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SOAPBOX
ENVIRONMENT
Markus Shaw, chairman of Walk DVRC,
is driven by a passion for nature that he
developed as a child.
Photo: Edward Wong

TALKING THE WALK
Markus Shaw’s ambitions run far beyond his mission to pedestrianise Des Voeux Road Central
Laurie Chen
laurie.chen@scmp.com
Markus Shaw has worn many hats
in his lifetime. The 58-year-old
former lawyer turned businessman and environmental
campaigner – and grandnephew
of late TVB creator Sir Run Run
Shaw – is now busily promoting
an ambitious scheme to pedestrianise one of the city’s most crowded, polluted roads.
Des Voeux Road in Central is
notorious for its traffic congestion
and narrow pavements, making it
difficult to traverse both on foot or
via public transport.
By transforming one of Hong
Kong’s main arteries into an
environmentally friendly pedestrian and tram zone with just one
lane of traffic for deliveries, Shaw
hopes the Central business
district will be revitalised too.
“The current state of Des
Voeux Road Central doesn’t
benefit anyone,” says Shaw,
chairman of the Walk DVRC
project. “It’s a horrific pedestrian
experience – very unsafe because
of jaywalking.
“It doesn’t benefit bus companies either because congestion is
terrible, and the buses move
through there at such a slow pace
that you have to wait ages for
them.
“It doesn’t benefit the tram

More and more
people will
see that our
car-focused
transport policy
is unsustainable

company because trams are moving at slower than walking pace
during rush hour.”
Shaw hopes to launch a threemonth pedestrianised trial zone
on the western section of the road
by the end of this year.
After years of consultations
and planning, the government’s
slow uptake of the scheme has
also hampered its momentum.
“These projects do take a while
to plan. You need to come up with
a proper management structure,
you need to design street furniture
and parts of the road you have to
change,” he says, citing the Central-Wan Chai Bypass, which will
ease some congestion on Des
Voeux Road when it is finished.
As the former chairman of
WWF Hong Kong and co-founder
of urban planning NGO Designing Hong Kong, Shaw is no stranger to campaigning for change.
His lifelong passion for protecting the environment has developed into a wider interest in the
built environment, with the end
goal of transforming Hong Kong
into a world-class modern city
through sustainable, citizenfriendly urban planning.
YOU WENT TO SCHOOL IN BRITAIN
BUT GREW UP IN HONG KONG.
WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM CITIES
OVER THERE AND EUROPE?
I know England very well because
I worked there for a while and

went to school there, but I really
consider myself to be a Hongkonger. I was born in London but
came back here at six weeks old.
Many European cities went
through what Hong Kong is going
through now. Many of them
moved from old, pedestrianfriendly neighbourhoods to carfocused transport policies, but
they realised that was unsustainable and a dead end. So now
they’re moving back into cyclefriendly, pedestrian-friendly
transport solutions, and in that
sense they are ahead of us.
That’s a direction in which I
feel Hong Kong should be going
and I’m convinced will be going,
because more and more people
will see that our car-focused
transport policy is unsustainable.
Our vehicle fleet is growing by
4 per cent per year. That is huge!
How can we build enough roads
to keep up with that growth?
When I first went to China in
the early ’80s, most cities were
bicycle-focused. Now they have
become car-focused and they are
experiencing all the problems that
come with that: congestion,
pollution and destruction of old
neighbourhoods. I’m sure they
will be moving back to pedestrian-focused, bicycle-focused city
planning as well. It’s inevitable.
We are always late to the game
with everything in Hong Kong. We
are a city of eight million people –

FAVOURITE PLACES, FAVOURITE FOODS AND FAVOURITE READS
What’s the most memorable place you’ve
travelled to?
I went on a four-day safari by canoe down the
Zambezi river in Zimbabwe, without firearms or
the ability to make a fire. In the evenings, we
basically stuck a rudder on the sandbank, put
mosquito nets over us, and in the mornings
elephants would walk through our camp. It was
the most staggering experience – the most
amazing four days of my life.
What’s your favourite place in Hong Kong?
Home. [Laughs] Apart from that, there is a
particular spot in Sai Kung East Country Park
that’s quite difficult to get to, but you can look
over to a huge bluff that goes out onto the sea.
It’s a bit windswept, but I love being there.
What was your dream job as a child?
I wanted to be a marine biologist. That’s why,
when I was chair of WWF in Hong Kong, my focus
was on marine conservation.
What hobbies do you do in your spare time?
Photography is a big one. Reading, listening to
music and watching movies.

Ham Tin Village, Sai Kung (left) and clay pot rice are among Markus Shaw’s favourite things.
What books do you like to read?
I read a lot of history. I tend to focus on nonfiction writing, and today’s the golden age of
history writing. Any fiction that is written before
the second world war. I recently read a
wonderful biography of St Augustine by Peter

Brown, who’s a great historian of the Roman
Empire.
What’s your favourite food or cuisine?
Any form of comfort food. Pasta, clay pot rice,
dumplings, bread, olives, honey!

we have more people and more
talent than many European countries. Why should we be falling
behind in so many of these areas?
We should be showing the world
how to go.
WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO LEAVE A
LAW CAREER AND BECOME AN
ENVIRONMENTALIST?
I had a few very good years in the
law, where I started, but I never
hugely enjoyed it. I blame my parents for [making me passionate
about the environment]. When I
was young, they would take me
hiking, to picnics, and I developed
a real love for the countryside and
nature. I think that all conservationists are nature lovers at heart.
When I was with WWF, I
always said that you can teach
conservation in a classroom until
you’re blue in the face, but one
afternoon in Mai Po [Nature Reserve] can change your life.

I’m not talking about Hyde Park or
Central Park, but real wilderness.

4%
Annual growth rate of Hong
Kong’s vehicle fleet,
according to Markus
Shaw

WHAT’S YOUR IDEAL VISION FOR
HONG KONG?
I can tell you what it’s not. People
keep on comparing us to cities in
the Pearl River Delta and in China,
which are making big strides in
infrastructure and so on. We don’t
need to go there any more
because we have the infrastructure already.
It’s not unreasonable for me to
suggest the government should
plan the cities in a way that the
people want the city to be – not according to what they think is best.
I think Hong Kong people today have a vision of Hong Kong
that is more focused on quality of
life, and the urban and natural
environment. It’s these kinds of
cities that attract talent from
around the world. Because we are
very much higher along the economic chain of development in
Hong Kong, we need that talent.

HOW HAVE HONGKONGERS’
ATTITUDES TO THE ENVIRONMENT
CHANGED IN THE PAST FEW
DECADES?
Immensely. When I first started
out as a nature conservationist, it
was a niche concern in Hong
Kong. So was the urban environment. Today, it’s become really
part of civic society because of a
greater sense of citizenship on the
part of Hong Kong people – a
greater sense of ownership of our
city. People are willing to take
more responsibility for the environment.
The government is maybe
slower to change in the way that
civic society can. But civic society
can definitely be an active force
for good. It seems that most of the
initiatives for change start in Hong
Kong civic society, and that’s a
wonderful thing to say about us.
That makes me really proud to be
a Hong Kong person.
WHAT MAKES HONG KONG’S
URBAN ENVIRONMENT SO
UNIQUE, AND IS THIS UNDER
THREAT?
What’s unique about us is that 40
per cent of our population lives
above the 16th floor. Because of
that urban density, there are two
advantages I can think of.
Firstly, it enables connectivity, so
we don’t have urban sprawl like
Los Angeles, where you have to
drive everywhere. Secondly, it
enables us to set aside over 40 per
cent of our land area as country
park.
You have no idea how unique
we are in being able to access real
wilderness within 15-20 minutes
of wherever we live in Hong Kong.

WHAT DO YOU HOPE THIS
PROJECT WILL CHANGE ABOUT
HONG KONG?
I think any great city needs a sense
of self-confidence, otherwise why
would Athens, for example, have
generated such great men in ancient times with only 40,000 citizens? It was sheer gumption. I
think we need projects like Walk
DVRC to show the community
that we can do it.
People complain all the time
that Hong Kong is losing its competitiveness. Yes and no. What I
think people here are losing is
their self-confidence, because we
cannot seem to deliver big
projects like Walk DVRC. It’ll be
great for Hong Kong!

I think Hong
Kong people
today have a
vision that is
more focused on
quality of life

WHAT’S YOUR RESPONSE TO
SCEPTICS OF THE PROJECT?
Don’t be silly! [Laughs] Plan differently, take more time if you have
to. For example, with Site 3 down
by the harbourfront, that must be
the most exciting green field site in
the whole world. It’s right by one
of the world’s two great iconic harbours. We should plan something
that will remain there in 1,000
years. Not something that we’ll
make do with, because that’s how
they’ve always done it.
Look at Venice. They really
plan for 1,000 years! We should
not plan for tourists. Instead, plan
for citizens, make a beautiful city,
and the tourists will come. And
that’s what Walk DVRC is about –
returning the street to citizens,
making a beautiful Central business district, and tourists will
come to see that.

4 Bangkok Bank

5 Wing Lok Yuen
restaurant

6 Li Yuen Street East

1 Loa Hai Shing

2 Theatre Lane

3 Siberian fur store

A pioneering urban planning
scheme, Walk DVRC, is looking to
pedestrianise Des Voeux Road in
Central and Sheung Wan districts,
easing traffic congestion and
making local attractions more
accessible to residents and
tourists alike.
The area surrounding the
stretch of the road in Sheung Wan
is one of Hong Kong’s most
distinctive neighbourhoods, with
a long and colourful history.

Laurie Chen
laurie.chen@scmp.com

9 Chinese arts & crafts

8 Yat Fat stationers

7 King Fook Building

12 Shanghai
book store

11 Central market
15 Mee Heung
Chuen tea

14 Shanghai barber
shop

18 Amber coffee
brewery

17 Law Fu Kee
noodle shop

16 Lok Heung
Yuen coffee

Sheung Wan from the 1850s
onwards, drawn by the flourishing
Chinese community there.
“That was the first time in
modern Hong Kong history that
wealthy, influential Chinese with
business experience settled here,”
Ko says.
But the rise of Sheung Wan as a
business district also coincided
with the discovery of gold mines
in San Francisco and later Sydney
in Australia, Ko adds.
By the mid-19th century,
Hong Kong shipping routes were
serving additional destinations in
Southeast Asia, China and Japan.

13 Bagels alley

“The historical development
of Sheung Wan has long been
overlooked by Western
historians,” says Ko, who is also a
former member of the Hong Kong
government’s Antiquities
Advisory Board.
“Without all the shops and
institutes in Sheung Wan, Hong
Kong would never have been like
what we see now. All the activities
and people there really made
Hong Kong.”
The widespread civil unrest
caused by the Taiping Rebellion
on the mainland also led many
Chinese merchants to move to

10 Tak Wing
Pawn shop

It is also arguably the heart of
Chinese entrepreneurship in
Hong Kong – for more than a
century, it was where Chinese
merchants, financiers and fortune
seekers made their first port of
call.
The development of Sheung
Wan really started in the 1840s
after Hong Kong was handed over
to the British by the defeated Qing
dynasty, according to local
historian Ko Tim-keung. Chinese
vendors and street hawkers would
line up their stalls on the
neighbourhood waterfront, in
what is now Queen’s Road.

21 Lemon King

20 Man Luen Choon

19 Mak An Kee
noodle

Many thousands of goldhungry Chinese subsequently
used Hong Kong as a stepping
stone to Australia and America.
Sheung Wan effectively became
their launch pad to future riches,
while local financial services
shops also enabled them to send
money back to their hometowns.
“From the mid-19th century
up until the second world war,
Hong Kong was the most
important entrepôt in the whole
of China,” Ko says. “That was
largely thanks to the economic
activities in Sheung Wan.”
Look around Des Voeux Road

24 Man Fung place

23 Shing Lee shopping
arcade

22 Kwong Fat Cheung
jade & jewellery

27 Wing On
department store

26 Sincere
department store

30 Sing Kai Hong

29 Chop lane

42 On Hing Ho
43 HK tramways

37 Geow Yong
tea hong
38 Tim’s kitchen
34 Preserved eggs

41 Sheung Wan
market
33 Lee Kung Man
knitting

40 Western market
36 Ma Fook Kee
seeds company

31 Wong Wing Kee
preserved fruits

39 Fabric street

32 Lee Cheong
gold dealers

entertainment complex. Two
other major shopping
destinations on Des Voeux Road
that have changed Hong Kong’s
retail landscape are Sincere
Department Store at number 189
and Wing On Department Store at
numbers 209-211. The former was
a pioneer of the modern,
Western-style department store
when it first launched in 1900,
while the latter is still thriving and
family owned.
It is hoped a three-month trial
to pedestrianise the western
section of Des Voeux Road will be
launched at the end of this year.

35 Cleverly street

Barber Shop found on Gilman’s
Bazaar. The latter serves as a
reminder of the popularity of
Shanghainese barber shops in the
city during the mid-20th century.
Des Voeux Road was also an
attraction for fabric dealers such
as Nan Fung Place which stands at
number 173. The original yarn
spinning business was started up
by an entrepreneur from Ningbo.
It thrived during Hong Kong’s
post-war manufacturing boom
and eventually became a
conglomerate. Nan Fung Group
still owns the building, which is
now a huge shopping and

28 Hong Kong Mei
Zhou association

Another iconic local business
is the Tak Wing Pawn Shop at
number 72, which has so far
resisted being demolished, unlike
other historic pawn shops in the
city. Belonging to“pawnbroker
king” Ko Ho-neng, the property is
instantly recognisable from its
gold-hued colour.
The area surrounding Des
Voeux Road is also home to a few
businesses originally opened by
immigrants from Shanghai,
which by now have truly blended
into the local landscape. These
include the Shanghai Book Store
on Jubilee Street and the Shanghai

25 Yum Cha

today and you will find that local
Hong Kong businesses are still
thriving in the area, despite the
influx of hip cafes, boutiques and
other shops catering more
towards expatriates.
Ko insists that despite the
demolition of lots of old Chinese
tenement buildings in the 1970s,
the area retains its local character.
For example, the familyowned Yat Fat Stationers at
numbers 44-46 has been
established for seven decades,
catering to office workers,
students and artists alike with its
extensive range of supplies.

A proposal to pedestrianise the western section of Des Voeux Road would make it possible to stride through some of the most important sites in Hong Kong’s development. Illustration and design: Que Chan

TAKE A STROLL ON THE WESTERN SIDE
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