A bold design 40 years ago, now too costly to keep
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When it was built 46 years ago, So Uk Estate was the envy of public housing tenants in the city. 

Government architects, dissatisfied with generic, soulless housing designs, experimented with a more user-friendly style to integrate the Shamshuipo estate into its natural environment. 

The 16 blocks were designed to carefully blend with nearby hills. Terraces, built against the slopes, have become favourite spots for morning exercise and leisurely walks. More than 300 trees were planted on the hillside, and along roads running through the estate. The greenery protects people from the heat, prevents landslips and creates areas where people can practice tai chi, dance or talk throughout the afternoon in the shade. 

Many of the 13,400 residents have lived at the estate for more than 20 years. However, the estate will soon be consigned to history. 

The government announced plans in March to demolish and redevelop the estate because renovation and maintenance costs, estimated at about $245 million, for the ageing buildings did not make economic sense. The buildings would require extensive upkeep, creating a continual nuisance to residents, it said. 

Demolition, in two phases, will begin in 2008 and finish by 2011. Some residents will be relocated to public flats outside the district due to limited supply in Shamshuipo. 

While the government promises to preserve most of the trees, botanists, and residents are concerned about the greenery which has become the estate's signature. The government has yet to decide what to do with the site. Residents have mixed feelings about the demolition. Some are excited about moving out of their dilapidated homes but are reluctant to leave one of the city's defining urban landscapes.? 
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Charmed by the past 
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Protecting Hong Kong's heritage has been the focus of society over the past few months, with some people taking to the streets to campaign loudly - and furiously - for the preservation of old sites. 

But a team of Polytechnic University (PolyU) students are drawing attention to Hong Kong's heritage on a quieter note. 

They are highlighting the charms of 1960s housing estate life with an exhibition dedicated to So Uk Estate in Cheung Sha Wan. The 16 blocks of the nearly 50-year-old housing estate will be demolished next year (2008). 

The PolyU team, comprising students and faculty from the university's School of Design, has been busy on the project since May. They have taken three ground-floor spaces of Azalea House for their display.

The team has been visiting the housing estate, interviewing tenants, conducting on-site inspections, and collecting information and exhibits. 

Michael Chan, assistant professor at PolyU's School of Design, said the students discovered a different Hong Kong and a way of life that was fast disappearing. 

Billy Yiu, 22, a Year Two interior design student, has been clicking away with his camera. 

"I've been taking photos of elderly tenants in their homes, surrounded by their vintage possessions," he said. "The pictures capture a bygone era." 

The students persuaded some of the tenants to lend their household items for display in their exhibition. 

"The occupants rarely throw away anything," said Ceci Tan, 20, a visual communications major. 

"Some of the clocks, kettles and canisters on display are more than 40 years old." 

So Uk Estate, which began as a cluster of wooden huts, was developed between 1960 and 1963. 

Built on rolling hills, the Cheung Sha Wan site is dotted with trees. "So Uk is a lot greener than other housing estates," said Ms Tan. 

The students said they were intrigued and charmed by the housing estate's unique architectural features, especially the open balconies with iron railings. 

"Every flat has a balcony, which made this a 'luxury' public housing estate in the 60s," Ms Tan said. 

So Uk was also the first Hong Kong public housing estate to install en suite bathrooms. 

The size of the estate is another noteworthy aspect. 

"The open area is so large that Chinese opera troupes often perform here," Ms Tan added. 

Apart from its architectural merits, So Uk Estate also boasts a strong sense of community. 

"For all their smart look, modern public housing estates lack human warmth," said Lai Chi-ling, 21, who grew up on a public housing estate built in the 1980s. "The tenants keep their doors shut all the time and they are very aloof. Compared to where I grew up, So Uk Estate is warm and friendly. Every flat has a skylight, and residents stick their heads out to say hello." 

The students wanted to convey this neighbourly ambience with the videos and photographs they took. 

Ms Tan said many of the estate's remaining tenants were elderly people who lived alone. She said she was struck by their cheerful outlook, although they knew they would be leaving the home they had lived in all or most of their lives. Farewell So Uk will be open to the public at Azalea House from 11am to 8pm on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays from September 28 to October 14.

