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Abstract

In Hong Kong, young singles are left out of the affordable housing equa-
tion. They require much more space per person in comparison to those
living in family housing, and the government is not willing to allocate a
disproportionate amount of already limited public resources to house
this demographic. Many young singles end up living in cramped condi-
tions with their parents well into their 30s, lacking space and autonomy
throughout their golden years. Conditions for elderly singles are more
dire - with no family to look after them, many live in Hong Kong’s notori-
ous cage homes, stacked bed spaces within already tiny apartments in
the city’s poorer districts.

CASH transcends this housing deadlock by providing a new approach
towards affordable housing — proactive affordability - for Hong Kong’s
singles population. The architecture acts as a platform that maximizes
opportunities for tenants to generate extra revenue, allowing them to
afford their own spaces. This is achieved by re-organizing private and
communal space in such a way that allows for subletting and commer-
cial activity to coincide with the residential space. The building positions
itself to generate foot traffic, creating greater opportunities for its ten-
ants. In doing so, the residents of CASH can live larger, dream bigger
and work harder, on their own terms and within their own communities.
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Title: Professor of Architecture and Urban Studies and Planning, Emeritus

Thesis Advisor: Professor Yung Ho Chang
Title: Professor of Architecture
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“‘We need to work against poverty — not just by giving money, but by helping poorer people from
relying upon social welfare. This is what it means to eradicate poverty.”

- Stephen Fisher, Hong Kong Oxfam’s Director General
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Introduction
Achievements in Hong Kong Public Housing

It is without question that Hong Kong can look back on the past 50 years
of its public housing program with pride. What began as a decisive
response to the disastrous Shek Kip Mei fire of 1954, public housing
Hong Kong now houses over 40 percent of its population'. Perhaps
even more notable is the dignity and sense of community these housing
estates provide to their residents. In the past 50 years, the quality of
living in Hong Kong public housing has steadily risen to become very
desirable to live in such arrangements. The construction of massive
public housing estates for tens of thousands of residents have creat-
ed successful and vibrant communities, through sophisticated planning
and design.

Today, the public housing program faces a new challenge - how to house
the growing number of singles in Hong Kong. This thesis puts forth a
number of ideas for providing affordable housing this demographic, cul-
minating in a design proposal for a public housing building for single
residents. It is the author’s hope that this proposal will provide a fresh
perspective and help generate discussion amongst professionals and
decision-makers who are more closely involved in these issues.

1 Yeung, Y.M. and Timothy K.Y. Wong. Fifty Years of Public Housing in Hong Kong: A Golden
Jubilee Review and Appraisal.

Yan-Ping Wang, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2013
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A Demographic Shift towards Single Households

The developed world is undergoing a significant demographic change.
Just as the extended family gradually made way for the nuclear family in
the twentieth century city, there is now a shift towards a household size
of only one or two people as the primary unit of living2. Moving in paral-
lel with this shift towards smaller households is the increasing densities
and rising land values of urban areas. The combined transformation
of demographics and urban density creates new pressures upon the
development of the 21st century city. One of the most direct pressures
will occur within the arena of urban housing - a demand for even more
dwelling units for singles and other small households?.

Hong Kong exemplifies these socio-spatial trends and the way major
cities are beginning to adapt to them. Often referred to as the quintes-
sential high-density small-footprint city, Hong Kong has a population of
7 million living on an area of 120km?, which gives it a concentration of
roughly 600 people per hectare. On this city-wide basis, Hong Kong
is considered one of the densest places in the world, rivaled only by
Mumbai and Dhaka. At the same time, Hong Kong is on a trajectory
towards delayed marriage and smaller household size alongside other
highly developed Asian regions such as Japan, Taiwan and South Ko-
rea. Arecent study by the Asia Research Institute showed the average
marriage age of women in Hong Kong was slightly over 30, surpassing
even Japan*.

2 Shelton, Barrie, Justya Karakiewicz and Thomas Kvan. The making of Hong Kong: From
Vertical to Volumetric. Routledge: December 22, 2010. Print. p22.

3 Shelton, Barrie. The making of Hong Kong: From Vertical to Volumetric. p23.

4 Anonymous. “The flight from marriage.” The Economist. 20 August 2011. Web. 10 October
2012. http://www.economist.com/node/21526329
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The Difficulty of Housing Singles in Hong Kong

The affordable housing system in Hong Kong is designed for
housing families as opposed to single tenants. This is due to the small-
er percentage of singles in need of public housing, and perhaps more
importantly, their inefficient use of space under the current public hous-
ing system. Hong Kong is one of the densest cities in the world, and the
efficiency of space here is paramount. Presently, Hong Kong’s public
housing system is able to house families at roughly 10 square meters
per person. However, in the case of single tenants, this number in-
creases to 17 square meters per person due to the requirement of a
kitchen and bathroom for each unit (fig. 1).

The demand for affordable housing for singles has increased dramat-
ically within the past decade, rising from 31,000 applicants in 2005 to
99,000 applicants by the end of 2012°. This is largely caused by sky-
rocketing housing prices throughout Hong Kong. The average price of
privately owned housing has increased over 70% since the year 2009.
At present, Hong Kong is ranked as the least affordable city in terms
of housing, with median housing prices at 13 times annual median in-
comes, far outpacing other notoriously high-priced cities such as London
and New York (fig. 2). The limited availability of land and the increasing
demand from mainland buyers are major factors driving this trend.

The combination of high demand and inefficient layout has created an
uncomfortable situation where the government struggles to provide in-
efficient singles flats at a high cost. It is therefore no surprise that in
2012, the annual target for production of affordable housing units was
set at 15,000 flats, with 10,000 flats allocated for families, 3,000 flats
for elderly singles (aged 60 and above) and 2,000 for non-elderly sin-
gles (aged below 60). In sharp contrast, the wait list for public housing
has reached nearly 200,000 applicants, with roughly 82,900, 6,100 and
93,000 applicants respectively (fig. 3).

The above comparison reveals the severity of the housing short-
age for low-income singles, especially in terms of the non-elderly. At the
same time, these numbers show the difficulty the government faces to
provide housing for this group, especially in the face of the more needy
families and elderly. Low-income families and single elderly applicants
have nothing to fall back on and therefore have a greater need for limit-
ed public resources. However, the current situation of the single non-el-
derly without access to public housing is also far from ideal. The youth
are facing the mounting pressures of financial instability, marriage, and
cramped living conditions at home. At the same time, Hong Kong'’s
growing elderly population is also becoming increasingly poor.

5 Ngo, Jennifer. “700,000 slip through Hong Kong’s welfare net.” South China Morning Post. 16
October 2012. Web. 18 October 2012.
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Documentation of current living conditions

The younger singles who are unable to find affordable housing typical-
ly live with their parents in oftentimes unbearably cramped conditions.
These young people often experience this lack of personal space in
combination with a grueling 50+ hour work week. Studies have shown
that social mobility in Hong Kong has slowed significantly in the past
decade, leaving young singles trapped in their current economic con-
ditions.

“With no space, such expensive housing, less promising job prospects
and the population squeeze, young people feel trapped and the oppor-
tunities are not as plentiful as before.”

Living at home in close proximity to one’s parents can often be
in direct opposition with the professional and social lives of these young
singles. In addition to their primary employment, as many as 40% of
young singles work second jobs to cope with their difficult financial en-
vironment. Parents and their grown children end up living together in a
tight space with very different circadian rhythms. Such living arrange-
ments can create significant amounts friction within a household, add-
ing to the sometimes already strained relationships between parents
and their children.

“If I'm working the night shift, | come home at 2 o’clock in the morning...
Once | open the door. If I'm working early in the morning, | need to be
out the door by 4AM. It all disturbs the resting hours of my family. So
| really want to move out. However, the current housing prices are just
too high...” — Respondent D’

Furthermore, the proximity to one’s parents often inhibits the personal
development and growth that accompanies living independently. One
of the most common complaints is the difficulty of finding a significant
other and developing romantic relationships given the lack of private
space.

“Many [youth] feel helpless when they think about forming families...
Their aspiration to live on their own (i.e., to move out from the family)
underscores their strong and desperate desire for housing. This dis-
crepancy leads to financial difficulty in the young geners’ golden years.
They are getting more and more frustrated and upset with the current
housing market.”®

6 Yip, Paul Siu Fai, Paul Wai Ching Wong and Frances Yik Wa Law. A Study on Understanding
our Young Generation. Central Policy Unit. The Government of the Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region. February 2011. Web. www.legco.gov.hk/ p30

7 Yip, Wong and Law. A Study on Understanding our Young Generation. p114
8 Yip, Wong and Law. A Study on Understanding our Young Generation. p92
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Meanwhile, Hong Kong’s elderly singles face difficulties of a very
different nature. While Hong Kong'’s young singles have their families
to fall back on, there is very little buffer between the elderly singles and
living in abject poverty. Many end up in subdivided or partitioned flats,
cubicles or even ‘cage homes’ that are stacked within flats to accom-
modate as many tenants as possible®. Elderly residents express their
dislike of such conditions, but oftentimes see few other options:

“Those subdivided flats are not suitable for me... For those flats that
aren’t subdivided, people are not willing to rent them to a single old-la-
dy... — Aunt Kwok, age 757

No one knows how many people are currently living in these inade-
quate conditions, but estimates have been as high as 90,000". With
Hong Kong's elderly population growing rapidly, their lack of housing
is becoming a serious issue. Many elderly singles do not have the re-
sources or mobility to access the public housing system, and are often
left unaccounted for.

The exacerbation of the housing situation for these elderly singles, as
well as the lack of affordable housing for the younger singles have both
become a highly politicized issue in recent years.

Singles Housing: An investment in the Future of Hong Kong

Rethinking housing for the singles population is an investment in Hong
Kong’s future. Providing today’s youth the space to grow and devel-
op will have a far-reaching positive impact upon the next generation of
Hong Kong’s leaders and communities. Similarly, creating dignified and
healthy living conditions for the elderly population will lay the ground-
work for the well-being of the city’s aging population. The challenge
then is to situate these emerging priorities within the framework of lim-
ited public resources and the existing mandates of family housing. Ap-
proaching this issue will require a fundamental reconsideration of how
public resources can be best allocated to solve the problem of singles
housing. The following section will discuss existing housing conditions,
as well as characteristics of the singles population in Hong Kong and
their particular housing needs.

9 Yip, Paul S. F. “Disconnection in a Highly Connected City.” Cities Health and Well-Being.
November 2011: 28-29. Web. 8 August 2012. p28

10 Loh, Christine K.W. and Mike Kilburn. “The Costs and Benefits of High Density Urban Living.”
Cities Health and Well-Being. November 2011: 30-31. Web. 8 August 2012. p30

11 Loh and Kilburn. Cities Health and Well-Being. p31
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Living Conditions, Income of Elderly Singles

Elderly living in “Cage Homes”
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Shop Houses along Hong Kong Street, 1950s

Source: The Making of Hong Kong, From Vertical to Volumetric.

Context
The Beginnings of Hong Kong Housing

The evolution of Hong Kong’s housing typology is a remarkable progres-
sion of responses to changes in urban density, technology, and building
code. The following section seeks to delineate the factors that drive this
transformation, and the rules govern its current forms. This abridged
history draws heavily from “The Making of Hong Kong, From Vertical to
Volumetric” by Barrie Shelton, Justyna Karakiewicz and Thomas Kvan,
which can be referenced for a more detailed and comprehensive ac-
count of the development of Hong Kong’s built form. For our purposes,
an understanding of key parameters will help form the basis for design
decisions in the following sections.

Yan-Ping Wang, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2013 | 17
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The Hong Kong Shop House

The Hong Kong shop-house is the first widespread housing typology in
Hong Kong, which is variation on the shop-house form found in Taiwan,
Malaysia, Singapore, and parts of Mainland China. Located on narrow
and deep lots, the shop-house is composed of commercial space on
the first floor with 1-4 floors of residential space above. What set the
Hong Kong shop-house apart from its neighboring Asian variants is its
occupation of the entire lot width — a dense configuration responding to
the rapid population growth, which began as early as the mid-1800s.

The structure acts as a flexible residential space, warehouse, and com-
mercial area suited for sub-tropical climates. Verandas on the upper
levels reached out to the edge of the street, creating a continuous colon-
nade along the sidewalk. The ground floor shop and colonnade created
a zone for commercial activity, which would often mix with domestic life.

“Typically, meals were had sitting around a table in the shop space or on
the pavement outside... The sorting and storage of goods took place in
the residential portion when stock levels were high.”'0

Beginning in the mid-1800s, this blurring between commercial and do-
mestic space was the dominant lifestyle in Hong Kong for roughly a
century. While modermn perspectives have romanticized the image of
the traditional shop-house romanticized, these living conditions have
often been documented as squatter settlements. The constant influx
of migrants created a crushing demand for housing that created these
cramped living conditions. A survey conducted in 1957 by the Univer-
sity of Hong Kong found an occupancy rate of eleven people per floor,
with most households living in less than 11.15 m2 of floor space (Maun-
der and Szczpanik, 1958). Overall, the study found that half of Hong
Kong’s population was living in cubicles... However, Shelton, Karak-
iewicz and Kvan note that these squatter towns “were often places of
enterprise and industry” and “were not necessarily in the category of
extreme poverty,” with overcrowding being relative to the context and
culture of Hong Kong."? In short, this form of housing and urbanism
represents a natural conflation of shop and house in order to meet the
demands of density and affordability. Subsequent housing types can be
seen as iterations on this basic form and its relationship between public
and private space.

12 Shelton, Barrie. The making of Hong Kong: From Vertical to Volumetric. p46.
13 Shelton, Barrie. The making of Hong Kong: From Vertical to Volumetric. p78.
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High Density Variations on the Shop House

With the shop houses operating at full capacity, the Building Ordinance
of 1956 relaxed height limits to allow for greater urban densities. This
was followed by an enormous increase in building height across the
territory. The resulting typologies were essentially extrusions of the
shop-house into a mid-rise walkup. In some cases, adjacent lots were
combined to form larger blocks of flats, which stepped back from the
street at the upper levels. Yet another variation of the shop-house ap-
peared in the form of the “massive block,” which occupied a large corner
lot and rose up to 20 stories with the incorporation of elevators. These
expanded forms allowed plot ratios to rise drastically — in some cases
a ratio of 20:1'* was possible - while retaining the commercial space
at street level or expanding it to two stories. However, these extreme
densities overly burdened infrastructural networks while letting in little
in the way of light and air, and by the early 1960s the regulations were
under reconsideration.

14 Shelton, Barrie. The making of Hong Kong: From Vertical to Volumetric. p80
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Evolution of Hong Kong Public Housing

Coinciding with the emergence of high-rise private housing, the Shek
Kip Mei fire of 1954 gave rise to the first of a series of ambitious pub-
lic housing projects that redefined the landscape of housing options in
Hong Kong. On Christmas Eve in 1953, a fire ripped through the squat-
ter settlement in Shek Kip Mei, leaving 53,000 people homeless.”® The
government reacted decisively, rapidly constructing a series of six-story
buildings at the site of the fire to re-house residents as quickly as pos-
sible. This resulted in a unique form based upon an H-shaped plan,
dubbed the “Mark I’ block. The H-shaped block was made up of back-
to-back single-room flats that were accessed through a continuous bal-
cony along the perimeter, with common facilities such as bathrooms
and kitchens in the center of the “H.” The space allocated per person
was little more than 2.5 meters'® — a far cry from the 12.8 meters per
person of present-day public housing in Hong Kong.

While the building was originally intended to consist entirely of housing
units, it was quickly realized that the ground level had to provide space
for shops, and that some forms of light industry would take place in the
upper levels. Rooftops provided space for much-needed schools and
play spaces. Not long afterwards, hawkers and traders began taking
over the open space around these public housing clusters. In response,
the government constructed market shelters at ground level for the oc-
cupation of hawkers and small market stands.’”” In such a way, the first
public housing projects successfully integrated the shop house lifestyle
of mixed residential and commercial spaces into a higher density form.

The following decades saw sustained economic growth throughout
Asia, and not in the least in Hong Kong. With this increase in prosperity
came greater government resources and expenditure, alongside high-
er expectations upon the public housing system from the public. The
space allocation, infrastructure, community amenities and form of the
public housing structures continued to shift, improving with each itera-
tion of the design. The incorporation of elevator systems allowed for a
much more efficient floor plan (in terms of space allocated to circulation
vs. living space), which eventually led to the 40-story cruciform struc-
tures seen today.

15 Yeung, Y.M. and Timonthy K.Y. Wong. Fifty Years of Public Housing in Hong Kong: A Golden
gubilee Review and Appraisal. Hong Kong Housing Authority: 2003. Print. p20

16 Yeung and Wong. Fifty Years of Public Housing in Hong Kong. p48
17 Shelton, Barrie. The making of Hong Kong: From Vertical to Volumetric. p81
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Hong Kong Public Housing Development: 1970 - 1990
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Hong Kong Public Housing Development: 1990 - Present
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Tower and Podium - A Masterpiece of Efficiency

The development of Hong Kong’s housing typology is primarily driven
by the desire for ever-higher density and efficiency. Examples of pres-
ent-day private housing design showcase the underlying cost-driven
logic and rationale for the current form. The massing is first and fore-
most by the extremely high cost of land in Hong Kong. Land cost can
often make up nearly 90% of the project budget, dwarfing the cost of
construction. Therefore, it is critical to maximize the buildable area al-
lowable by code upon such expensive plots of land. Next, the massing
is split into towers sitting atop a multi-story commercial podium, which
occupies the entire site. This allows the developer to split the financial
risk between residential and commercial sectors, while providing easy
access to shopping and amenities for residents.

The cruciform shape of these towers is a result of large units (by Hong
Kong standards) branching out from an efficient core, like petals of a
flower. Due to Hong Kong's proximity to the equator, orientation of
these towers negligible, and they can be seen positioned every which
way depending on the relationship to the plot itself. The crenelated
form results from building code, which requires kitchens and bathrooms
to open to the exterior. This also allows the piping to be built along
the exterior of these spaces. These service-oriented spaces and their
unsightly external infrastructure are then hidden away in the indented
portions of the exterior.

The internal layouts are a result of half a century of incremental im-
provements to efficiency of the residential floor plate. The larger units
of private housing require fewer points of access, decreasing the pro-
portion of circulation space, further raising the efficiency of the floor
plan. The invention of the scissor stair, providing two separate paths
of egress within one stairwell, allowed the circulation core to shrink to
nothing more than a U-shape surrounding the elevators in many cases.
The best examples of such towers can achieve efficiency ratios of up
to 86%.

Yet, in order to achieve this level of efficiency, the point tower has sac-
rificed many of the qualities of the traditional Hong Kong lifestyle, as
embodied in the shop-house typology. The towers, referred by Shelton
as “cul-de-sacs in the sky,” lack the connectivity and vitality of its prede-
cessors. The increasing separation between the residential units and
the commercial base weakens the relationship between residents and
their street frontage. This diminished connectivity and lack of commu-
nal space may also adverse affect the formation of communities within
these residential blocks. These factors may not be the most critical
from the perspective of family housing. However, when designing hous-
ing for singles, they become a far more important consideration.
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Observations
Singles and the Point Tower — a Fundamental Mismatch

While the point tower has a range of obvious benefits, it is a system de-
signed around the nuclear household. This is most evident within two
aspects of its spatial structure.

1. Diminished efficiency for smaller units. At the most fundamen-
tal level, the efficiency of its floor plate relies on its small number of
large units, designed for residents of greater means. In designing for
lower-income residents, the smaller unit size demands greater corridor
access and thus lower efficiency, as shown in the Harmony | public
housing tower floor plan. The even smaller units of single residents,
would therefore reduce efficiency of the point tower closer to that of a
slab building.

2. Lack of connectivity and communal spaces. Communal spaces
give singles the space to connect with each other and form friendships,
social networks, support groups and romantic relationships. For single
residents, close family may be far away or even non-existent. There-
fore, it is important to provide space that fosters a sense of community
and mutual support.

Both factors of incompatibility relate to the high efficiency ratio of the
point tower. Therefore, it is the author’s conclusion that efficiency ratio,
while important, should not act as the single determining factor when
designing for single residents. Instead, it should be considered in con-

Yan-Ping Wang, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2013
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Differing Financial Needs

In addition to their unique spatial needs, low-income singles also
have a financial profile that is drastically different from that of a low-in-
come family. Taking the current allocation of 12.5m? as a starting point,
the following discussion compares the financial needs of each of these
low-income groups.

First, let us consider the family of four. Hong Kong Housing Authority
sets the maximum income of 4-person household applicant at $21,800
HKD a month'®. Assuming a market rate of $200 HKD per square me-
ter per month, they will be hard-pressed to afford living in a 50 square
meter apartment (at 12.5m? per person). To do this, they would be
expending nearly half of their monthly income on rent. In this case,
providing heavily subsidized housing, in the form of the current public
housing model, makes sense.

Elderly singles also fit well within this model of financial assis-
tance. These singles generally have little to no sources of employ-
ment income and largely depend on a very basic old-age allowance of a
meager $1,090 HKD a month. In their case as well, heavily subsidized
housing makes sense.

Non-elderly singles, however, require considerably less assis-
tance. Hong Kong Housing Authority sets a maximum income of 1-per-
son household applicant at $9,200 HKD a month in order to apply for
public housing'®. Similarly, singles aged 25-35 make on average 10000
HKD a month?°. Using the same assumptions on market rate rents, a
single individual will spend roughly a quarter of their income on a 12.5
square meter space. This is largely due to the fact that single house-
holds have no dependents. Therefore, they are much more able to
afford living on a similar square meter per person basis (fig. 2).

In summary, housing for the single person may not be worthy of public
resources purely on a person for square meter basis, as defined by the
current public housing model. However, they are much closer to living
affordably in market-rate housing.

18 Hong Kong Housing Authority. “Housing in Figures: 2012.” Hong Kong Housing Authority.
The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. Web. 8 Aug. 2012. http:/
www.housingauthority.gov.hk/

19 Hong Kong Housing Authority. “Housing in Figures: 2012.”
20 Yip, Wong and Law. A Study on Understanding our Young Generation. p30
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2. Household Income vs. Living Area vs. Rent to Income

Household Waitlist Living Area | Market Rate Rent to

Size Income Limits (m2)* Rent* Income Ratio*
1 $8740 12.5 $2500 28.6%

2 $13410 25 $5000 37.3%

3 $17060 37.5 $7500 44.0%

4 $20710 50 $10000 48.3%

5 $23640 62.5 $12500 52.9%

6 $26590 75 $15000 56.4%

7 $29560 87.5 $17500 59.2%

8 $31620 100 $20000 63.3%

9 $35360 1125 $22500 63.6%

10+ $37150 125 $25000 67.3%

* Assuming 12.5m? per person, roughly the current average in Hong Kong Public Housing
** Assuming 200HKD | m? | month, roughly the current average in Kowioon

Yan-Ping Wang, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2013
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An Appropriate Urban Setting

Single residents of all ages have a stronger desire to live in centrally
located areas, compared to the nuclear family. For elderly singles, the
convenience, proximity to amenities and public transit options is some-
thing they rely heavily upon and are willing to pay dearly for. Many of
the elderly who live in subdivided and inadequate conditions do so as a
tradeoff for this convenience. Similarly, younger singles not only desire
to be close to work, but also to the excitement of urban centers (fig. 2).
Time is money in Hong Kong — and in this sense, living in a convenient
location often outweighs the quality of one’s own living environment.
This is particularly true for singles, who tend to spend more time away
from home compared to individuals within a nuclear family.

Many of the new public housing estates beyond the mountains north
of Kowloon. These “New Towns” boast of fresher air, better living envi-
ronment and lower rents (fig. 1). However, for singles, these incentives
are less important than the opportunities provided by living in the city,
and not worth the hour-long commute into town. Affordable housing for
singles therefore should be sited in a centrally located, convenient, and
cost-effective location.

| C.A.S.H - Communal Affordable Singles Housing
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“Can-do Spirit” of Hong Kong

Hong Kong residents pride themselves their ability to cope with the in-
tense conditions in which they live, through hard work and strength of
will. In the face of soaring property prices, inflation, and the incredibly
fast pace of life, Hongkongers persevere with a strong sense of dignity,
doing their best to support themselves through their own means?'. This
is on clear display in figure 1, which shows over 40% young people tak-
ing on second jobs in the wake of the financial crisis.

The HKSAR often refers to this attitude towards hardship as the “Can-
do Spirit” of Hong Kong. Public-private housing campaigns such as
the recent rent-to-buy scheme have pointed towards this attitude as a
potential means to bridge the gap between government assistance and
self-reliance, between public and market-rate housing.

This is particularly relevant in the light of single households and
their incompatibility with the current public housing system. Given that
singles are relatively closer to living affordably in market-rate housing,
can this gap be closed through this attitude of self-reliance rather than
through government coffers? What if the building itself could channel
this can-do spirit by providing opportunities for generating extra rev-
enue, close to home? Could such a system lead to a proactive, and
potentially lasting form of affordable living for singles?

“‘We need to work against poverty — not just by giving money, but by
helping poorer people from relying upon social welfare. This is what it
means to eradicate poverty.”??

This thesis proposes a building design that acts as a platform for proac-
tive affordability by creating a new dimension of affordability - opportu-
nities for extra revenue- within the residential space (fig. 2)

21 Ngo, Jennifer. "700,000 slip through Hong Kong’s welfare net.” South China Morning Post. p1
22 Ngo, Jennifer. “700,000 slip through Hong Kong's welfare net.” South China Morning Post. p1
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Strategy
Platform for Proactive Affordability

The thesis proposes that singles housing should act as a plat-
form upon which singles can earn extra revenue. These opportunities
for “proactive affordability” help residents afford their living spaces with
little expenditure of public resources, while encouraging a pattern of
self-reliance. An extremely successful precedent of a housing typology
performing this function is the Three-Decker.

The Three-Decker is a residential structure most commonly found in
the New England region of the United States. It is a three-story light
wood frame construction, consisting of three stacked residential units
accessed through a common stair. These structures were primarily built
to house working-class families near factories between 1870 and 1920.
However, they regained popularity by the 1980s due to their proximity
to major cities — the three-deckers in Dorchester and South Boston are
one such example. The three-decker’s internal divisions of space al-
lowed a family to buy the entire structure, live in one unit, and renting
out the other two, thereby enabling them to pay the monthly mortgage.
(fig. 1) This arrangement enabled middle-income families to afford own-
ing a home close to their employment in the city.

The conceptual strategy of the design is to create a large-scale version
of this platform that integrates with the context of Hong Kong. The
building design intertwines three scales of design — the flexible unit,
the interior street, and the activated base — that creates for a myriad of
revenue generating opportunities for residents.

Yan-Ping Wang, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2013 | 37
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Site - Sham Shui Po

Sham Shui Po is a centrally located, low-income district in Hong Kong.
It is often characterized by its cheap deals and central location on the
northwestern part of the Kowloon Peninsula and along MTR Red line.
In Cantonese, “Sham Shui Po” means “Deep Water Pier.” It was one
of the earliest developed areas in Hong Kong, and formerly one of the
main industrial and transportation hubs of the region. Today, the district
has been rebuilt into large swathes of both public and private housing.
The building stock is one of the oldest in Hong Kong, with a large num-
ber of residential buildings having exceeded their intended lifespans.
This problem of urban decay is compounded with a high concentration
of poorly managed and subdivided flats, which include many of Hong
Kong'’s notorious “cage homes.” Sham Shui Po also contains the high-
est percentage of elderly residents in all of Hong Kong, whose inade-
quate living conditions are an issue of concern for the government.

Public entities such as the Urban Renewal Authority have attempted to
redevelop a number of sites within Sham Shui Po, with mixed levels of
success. While the building stock is clearly in need of renewal, it is also
home to a highly local and lively mix of residences, shops, and cultural
institutions. This network provides amenities and connections that its
low-income residents clearly value.?® In addition, the colorful range of
small shops, street markets and larger discount stores has highlighted
Sham Shui Po as a primary destination for cheap goods and services
within the larger context of Hong Kong.

“There are two main reasons to go to Sham Shui Po: to buy fabric or
electrical components. Lace, thread, clasps, zips, buttons, and any
other accoutrements of clothing manufacturing, can be purchased and
lights, fuses, wiring, speakers, monitors and other technical gadgets
can be bought in the market thoroughfare of Ap Liu Street.”?*

Sham Shui Po provides a fitting backdrop for the proposed “plat-
form for proactive affordability.” The rich blend local, cheap goods and
street market spaces create an ideal urban context for the proposed
high-rise typology saturated with informal businesses. Furthermore, the
lively urban surroundings, proximity to Hong Kong Island and availabili-
ty of transit creates a very desirable location for singles both young and
old.

23 Burdett, Ricky, Myfanwy Taylor, and Adam Kaasa. “Hong Kong'’s Spatial DNA.” Cities Health
and Well-Being. November 2011: 34. Web. 8 August 2012. p34

24 Yip, Paul S. F. “Disconnection in a Highly Connected City.” Cities Health and Well-Being. p28
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A Hidden Resource - Unused private space

The first step of creating the platform of proactive affordability
involves activating a hidden resource — private space that is unoccu-
pied at various times during the day. Singles flats, as opposed to family
units, are often left empty during fixed hours of the day (fig. 1). This is
especially relevant in Hong Kong, in consideration of the long working
hours and vibrant urban setting that keeps singles out and about. Fur-
thermore, even when occupied, the resident may desire the flat to serve
a commercial rather than domestic function, much like the Hong Kong
shop-house. The design proposal seeks to enable the conversion
this residual space into a variety revenue generating opportuni-
ties.

Expanded Communal Space

Compared to nuclear families, single residents having a greater
need for communal spaces and their associated activities. Limited unit
size encourages the sharing of certain spaces and functions, such as
kitchens, lounges, study areas and laundry. Furthermore, the provision
of communal spaces encourages the formation of friendships, social
groups, support networks and romantic relationships that are desirable
for the lifestyle of a single resident. Additionally, this harmonizes with
Hong Kong residents and their particular predisposition towards the
concept of private space:

‘Maybe people in Hong Kong are used to not having a private space, so
we don’t mind not having one ... and we're not desirous of it ... when
you really need a private space you can actually create one ... even a
24-hour Cha Chaan Teng [Chinese eatery] can be a private space'®

Cherry, an 18-year-old student living in Whampoa, said, ‘it’s like quaran-
tining myself ... we do not bother each other even though we sit there
next to each other ... no one can intrude’.?

These personal accounts reveal the habit of making up for the lack of
private space at home through the occupation of public space (fig. 2).
The design seeks to expand the proportion of communal space
within the residence, allowing it to take on a wide array of shared
functions.

25 Burdett, Ricky, Myfanwy Taylor, and Adam Kaasa. “Living at Density: Voices of Hong Kong
Residents.” Cities Health and Well-Being. November 2011: 44. Web. 8 August 2012. p44

26 Burdett, Taylor, and Kaasa. “Living at Density: Voices of Hong Kong Residents.” p44
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Youth + Elderly

The pairing of young and elderly singles within the same residential
community is advantageous for a number of reasons. The single elder-
ly residents have no family to look after them, and therefore may reach
out to their younger neighbors to help them with more physically or tech-
nologically demanding tasks. Carrying heavy objects, mobility related
issues, handiwork, and fixing the computer, are a few such possibilities.
The young residents, on the other hand, are often busy and away from
their homes. In return, the elderly may be able to offer convenience
in terms of cooking, keeping an eye on things during the day, and vol-
untary matchmaking services, just to name a few. The architecture
creates mixed neighborhoods of the young and elderly, allowing
them to help one another out (fig. 1).

Shop + House - Viable Commercial Space Throughout

The “platform for proactive affordability” draws inspiration from the
blurring of domestic and commercial space in the Hong Kong shop-
house. Placing living and working opportunities in close proximity or
even within the same space allows residents to take on opportunities
for extra cash at their own doorstep and on their own terms. Bringing
commercial viability into the upper reaches of the building also has the
advantage of greatly reducing the cost burden of the space itself upon
the resident (fig. 2).

Indeed the most substantial expense for a business in Hong Kong is not
its employees’ wages but, in fact, ground rent, which can comprise up
to 50 per cent of the total operating cost.”?”

The challenge then is to create a viable environment for such small
businesses and shops within a high-rise structure. The building de-
sign creates a system of public circulation throughout the upper
floors, and uses the clever arrangement of space to drive pedes-
trian flow.

27 Shelton, Barrie. The making of Hong Kong: From Vertical to Volumetric. p59
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Building Management

The amalgamation of multiple uses throughout a high-rise build-
ing is made possible through effective building management. The au-
thor admits that this is not his area of specialty — however, it is import-
ant to recognize that this just as if not more important to the viability
of this project as the architecture itself. Fortunately, Hong Kong has
developed a robust industry of building management, in order to keep
environments of such high population density up and running. Well-
run building management has the ability to operate and to potentially
enhance the vitality of such dense, multi-functional buildings environ-
ments. Afamous example of one such arrangement is Chungking Man-
sions:

Chungking Mansions is a building located at 36-44 Nathan Road
in Tsim Sha Tsui, Kowloon. From the exterior, it appears as a massive
residential block rising up to 17 stories in height. The massing consists
of a commercial podium below five “blocks” or towers of what seem
like residential spaces. These towers are closely spaced and in some
cases entirely fused together, rendering the building a truly massive
appearance from street level.

A pedestrian entering from the street would navigate through a multi-lev-
el mall consisting of rows of small shops and restaurants. Cheap trin-
kets, electronics, and clothing stores also dominate these lower levels.
However, it is only a matter of time before hawkers and shop owners
begin beckoning you to venture into the upper levels. Such individu-
als and advertisements are strategically placed close to the elevators,
which whisk you into the upper levels. The upper levels are saturated
with even more shops, restaurants and hotels, which have become very
popular for backpackers and tourists seeking the cheapest accommo-
dation in Hong Kong. Most of these commercial spaces are converted
from what was initially designed as residential flats, and co-exist with
private residences that still serve their original function. (fig 2, p49) The
building as a whole negotiates a complex and fascinating set of rela-
tionships between this variety of users and uses across all levels. What
are the critical factors that allow this type of building to grow and thrive?

The architecture of Chungking Mansions is decidedly unremark-
able, with buildings of similar make throughout Hong Kong. What drives
the vitality through the entire height of the building is in fact the tanta-
lizing deals offered by the shops themselves, backed up by a well-run
building management system. The building management in Chungking
Mansions goes beyond collecting rent and taking out the trash. Among
other things, the management must allow for the informality and flexi-
bility of commercial space while preventing illegal and unsafe activities
from occurring within the premises. Over 200 security cameras are
installed throughout the building, presumably to serve this purpose.
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