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From “Double Ageing” to “Double Thriving” –  

Hong Kong 2030+’s Strategic Response to our Ageing Problem 
 

Speech by Director of Planning 
 
 
Good morning ladies and gentlemen. 
 
It is my great honour and pleasure to participate at this conference and 
to share my thoughts on the dual ageing of the population and building 
stock in Hong Kong. 
 
The title of my presentation is “From ‘Double Ageing’ to ‘Double 
Thriving’”.  I intend to share with you (i) the past and future ageing 
trends in Hong Kong, (ii) our strategic planning response to alleviate the 
ageing problem, (iii) the public views that we have received in the Hong 
Kong 2030+ public engagement period regarding the “double ageing” 
phenomenon, and (iv) some thoughts on what we are considering in our 
future planning work. 
 
A New Perspective on Ageing 
 
When we think of the term “ageing”, more often than not, we think of it 
as being something negative, something that is not at its best.  We may 
think of “ageing” as being burdensome or vulnerable, or quite simply, 
that something has become outdated and passed its prime time. 
 
But what if we change this perception?  What if we start looking into 
the value of “ageing”?  For instance, a glass of mature whisky, or more 
locally, a quality batch of mature vinegar, well-aged citrus peel or 
preserved citrus from decades gone-by.  Immediately, this brings to 
mind something that is more positive, something that is beneficial and 
more valuable as it ages.  So my question to everyone here is “can we 
change our perception on ageing and look at our ‘double ageing’ 
phenomenon from a new perspective?” 
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Background 
 
As a bit of background, we need to first understand the underlying 
reasons behind our “double ageing” phenomenon.  The bulk of our 
ageing population is a result of the post-war influx of young migrants and 
the baby boomers born in the 1950s and 1960s amidst rapid 
industrialisation and changing economic structure during that period. 
 
In terms of our ageing building stock, this was largely attributed to the 
rapid economic and population growth in the post-war period.  But 
perhaps lesser known to the public are two key factors.  The first was 
the relaxation on the trading of undivided shares of lots, which allowed 
developers to sell individual units to the public.  This triggered a growth 
in homeownership and a construction boom in Hong Kong.  This trend 
in multiple ownership is also a key problem that we face in urban 
regeneration today.  The second factor is changes in building 
regulations, in particular, the enactment of the 1956 Buildings Ordinance.  
In the following years, this change in regulation gave rise to a wave of 
high-density and bulky buildings across Hong Kong.  While it played a 
key role in providing decent housing to many people, many of these 
buildings were built to such a density that they have now exceeded the 
prevailing zoning or building regulations. 
 
Lastly, our advanced public healthcare system and quality elderly care 
services have been instrumental in extending the longevity of our people, 
who enjoy one of the world’s highest life expectancies.  According to 
United Nations (UN) projections, we are set to remain the longest living 
people in the world by the end of the century, which is something to be 
very proud of. 
 
Future Trends 
 
In terms of the future trends, we estimate that our population will peak 
by 2043, but with the onset of a rapidly ageing population, our labour 
force is set to be on a declining trend from 2018 onwards.  The number 
of elderly only households is set to double from that of 2001 to over 20% 
in 2024.  Moreover, in approximately 30 years’ time, one in every three 
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Hong Kong people will be an elderly aged 65 or above, while the rate of 
increase in elderly aged 85 or above, will be even more staggering. 
 
In the recently published Elderly Services Programme Plan (ESPP), the 
Elderly Commission estimated that there would be a gap in the provision 
of residential care services and community care services in the years 
ahead.  If we consider the numbers against the land and premises 
needed, the shortfall is again quite staggering.  We also need to 
consider two emerging trends when thinking about the elderly 
population, which have not been widely discussed before. 
 
The first is the continued feminisation trend in our population, especially 
amongst the elderly population.  The percentage of elderly female to 
elderly male is set to widen to 55% or by over half a million people by 
2064.  Clearly, the unique physiological, psychological, social and 
cultural needs of the elderly female population would create new niches 
for the silver hair market.  The second issue is that tomorrow’s elderly 
population will be different from elderly of the past few decades.  
Tomorrow’s elderly will generally be more well educated.  They 
represent a social capital that should be better utilised.  It is most likely 
that tomorrow’s elderly will play a more active role in the society even at 
their golden age.  There is greater scope for them to be reskilled or 
retrained to participate in the labour market again or they may apply 
their knowledge and experiences in contributing to various types of 
voluntary services. 
 
The rapid economic growth in the post-war decades had led to a large 
construction boom in Hong Kong.  Large amounts of buildings 
constructed during that period are rapidly ageing now.  In 2015, there 
were about 1,100 private housing units aged 70 years or above.  We 
estimate that by 2046, this number will rise to about 326,000.  This is 
nearly a 300-fold increase.  While this problem will become more acute 
in the years ahead, our current pace of urban renewal lags far behind.  
Between 2011 and 2015, only about 2,100 private housing units were 
demolished for redevelopment per year on average.  We are only 
talking about private residential units, let alone the rapidly ageing public 
housing estates, industrial and commercial buildings and buildings that 
house our Government, Institution or Community (GIC) facilities.   
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To compound the ageing problem, most of the ageing residential units 
are in multiple ownership buildings.  Many of them have already been 
developed to their maximum permissible level under the relevant 
buildings regulations and/or the statutory zoning plans.  In addition, 
there is limited space in the densely populated urban area for decanting 
the displaced households or businesses.  We also estimate that over 
70% of these ageing private residential units will be concentrated in five 
districts within the Metro Area.  To compound the problem, districts 
like Yau Tsim Mong and Sham Shui Po also have an above-average 
proportion of elderly population.  A lot of the elderly owners are 
generally less able in financial, cognitive or physical terms to deal with 
the often lengthy, taxing and costly procedures in building maintenance 
or redevelopment, which aggravate the “double ageing” problem.  To 
tackle these problems, we clearly need a strategic framework to set forth 
the planning and design directions for the future. 
 
Hong Kong 2030+: From Challenges to Opportunities 
 
Back in 2015, we initiated a review of our territorial strategic 
development plan for Hong Kong.  We called it “Hong Kong 2030+: 
Towards a Planning Vision and Strategy Transcending 2030”, or Hong 
Kong 2030+ for short.  Under this framework, we have examined the 
“double ageing” phenomenon amongst other key issues facing our 
future.  The investigation led to the formulation of a vision for Hong 
Kong, where we envision it to become a liveable, competitive and 
sustainable “Asia’s World City”, championing sustainable development as 
our overarching goal.  Three building blocks and a conceptual spatial 
framework were proposed to deliver the vision in a pragmatic and 
action-oriented manner.  Under the first building block, namely 
“Planning for a Liveable High-density City”, we have proposed eight city 
attributes; two of which are of direct relevance to the “double ageing” 
phenomenon, i.e. fostering an inclusive and supportive city and 
rejuvenating the urban fabric. 
 
Fostering an Inclusive and Supportive City 
 
Having regard to UN’s New Urban Agenda, we have set out to create a 
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more inclusive and supportive city for Hong Kong.  To this end, we will 
seek to address the housing needs of the elderly and all sectors of the 
society, including promoting a wider array of accommodation choices 
across all development sectors, and to explore cohabitation and 
intergenerational living models in Hong Kong.  To ensure that the built 
environment becomes accessible to all sectors of the society, we will 
further promote universal design concepts across the city, including 
exploring the potential to extend universal design to private residential 
premises.  Lastly, we will review the GIC provision standards in our 
Hong Kong Planning Standards and Guidelines, and provide more land 
and space for various communal and elderly facilities.  These are also 
the recommendations from the ESPP. 
 
Given the aspiration for a more liveable built environment, and having 
considered the importance of open spaces and GIC facilities to an ageing 
population, we propose to increase the open space provision standard 
by 25% to 2.5m2 per person in the long-run.  As for GIC facilities, we will 
seek to adopt a GIC land provision target of 3.5m2 per person in our 
future new development areas; this is a much higher provision standard 
than our previous New Towns.  To give you an idea of the difference, 
the amount of land dedicated for GIC use in Sha Tin New Town is around 
2.2m2 per person, so the proposed target of 3.5m2 will be 60% higher 
than the situation in Sha Tin New Town.  In fact, in planning for the 
Hung Shui Kiu New Development Area, we are set to achieve a ratio of 
about 4m2 of GIC land per person.   
 
To complement these provision standards and targets, we will also 
improve the degree of accessibility between residents and these 
amenities.  For instance, we will seek to locate public amenities within 
walking distance from residences and workplaces, and more importantly, 
enhance the walkability and ease of access in our future planning and 
design of the city. 
 
Rejuvenating the Urban Fabric 
 
In terms of our ageing building stock, the strategic direction is on 
rejuvenation and retrofitting.  What this means is that we will seek to 
boost the quality of building maintenance and management initiatives in 
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order to prolong the useful lives of our ageing buildings.  Besides, we 
will also adopt a multi-pronged approach to create more development 
capacity so as to provide more decanting space to expedite the process 
of urban rejuvenation.  Beyond the current “4R” approach, we will 
introduce retrofitting measures for application at both the individual 
building and neighbourhood levels.  For instance, we should endeavour 
to retrofit our ageing buildings with modern fire installation services, 
barrier free access installations and environmentally friendly services.  
This retrofitting approach relates back to my opening remarks in realising 
and adding value to our ageing building stock. 
 
By the same token, the concept of retrofitting neighbourhoods also aims 
to add value to our urban area.  What I mean by retrofitting 
neighbourhoods is that we should seek every single opportunity in the 
urban renewal process to address the existing problems and 
inadequacies in our densely developed urban areas.  Much like the 
process of acupuncture, instead of undertaking a major surgery, very 
often than not, what our urban area need is a series of focused and 
localised actions.  This could include rationalisation of different land 
uses, consolidating various facilities from different sites, restructuring 
the public realm so as to optimise the use of our scarce land resources, 
creating more quality public spaces for public enjoyment as well as more 
solution spaces for both decanting purposes and redressing existing 
inadequacies in community facilities for the neighbourhood.   
 
Take open space in Mong Kok for instance.  Mong Kok is one of the 
densest parts of our city, and has a substandard amount of open space 
per capita.  Our own research shows that if we could convert 1% of 
roads in Mong Kok into open space, we could potentially see a 5% 
increase in open space in the area.  The maths seems to make perfect 
sense from the perspective of residents and users.  There would also be 
knock-on improvements to roadside air quality, microclimate and 
pedestrian experience.  However, to bring about such changes, we 
would need to capitalise on local urban renewal efforts to retrofit our 
neighbourhoods. 
 
Public Views 
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Earlier in April 2017, we completed a six-month public engagement 
exercise for Hong Kong 2030+.  Many of you here have participated in 
one or more of our engagement events.  It was one of the most 
extensive and intensive planning-related public engagement exercises 
that we have ever undertaken.  Amongst the range of comments 
received, there is general consensus that we must act prudently to 
address the “double ageing” phenomenon.  I would like to share with 
you some of the comments made by key stakeholders in the field. 
 
For instance, the Hong Kong Institute of Surveyors commented that 
elderly-friendly designs should be incorporated into private projects, 
while on the issue of urban renewal, they advocated a comprehensive 
review of the current urban renewal process and methodology, amongst 
other ideas.  I think both suggestions are in line with our overall 
strategic thinking. 
 
The Urban Renewal Authority (URA) also provided us with one of the 
most comprehensive sets of suggestions.  On the issue of ageing 
population, they suggested that we should revisit the relevant legislation 
and regulations as well as land lease requirements, to see what elements 
could be reviewed to facilitate elderly-friendly housing design.  They 
also advocated the need to promote retrofitting for ageing buildings with 
the purposes of reducing carbon footprint, enhancing mobility for elderly 
or disabled residents, and minimising impacts to existing communities.  
Again, the intentions very much align with our strategic thinking. 
 
On the other end of the spectrum, we also have organisations such as 
the Hong Kong Council of Social Service, providing insightful comments 
from the perspective of service providers.  For instance, there were 
suggestions to consider retrofitting elderly residences and to utilise 
vacant public spaces for more elderly facilities.  They also suggested 
that URA’s “4R” strategy should be comprehensively reviewed to address 
some of the gaps in urban renewal. 
 
Broad Planning Directions to Redress “Double-Ageing” 
 
If we take a closer look at the suggestions and ideas to promote elderly 
friendliness, we could broadly categorise these suggestions under three 
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planning directions in order to realise the value of elderly as important 
social capital. 
 
The first direction is on land and space provision.  In order to tap into 
the productivity of our elderly population, there were various 
suggestions to reskill, retrain, further educate and re-employ our elderly 
citizens.  Together with suggestions on elderly-specific housing and 
purposely designed dementia facilities, we clearly need to create more 
space to broaden our elderly services and facilities.  The Government 
can only do so much.  We must also entice the private and 
non-government sectors to offer more accommodation, care and/or 
facility choices to our growing elderly population in order to promote 
“ageing in place” and “active ageing”.  Some commenters suggested 
that this could be achieved through land lease requirements or other 
enabling measures. 
 
The second direction concerns standards and regulations.  Some of the 
suggestions on providing more female toilet cubicles, dedicated elderly 
canteens and catering facilities, or even more flexibility in interior 
layouts could be considered through reviewing regulations or practice 
notes.  Besides, we will review the provision standards for various GIC 
facilities, bearing in mind the suggestions made by the public, as well as 
the recommendations from the ESPP. 
 
The third direction is on programmes and initiatives.  Some of the 
suggestions were very much in line with our thinking on promoting the 
user-friendliness of the built environment, such as promoting walkability, 
while others touched on wider issues such as vouchers to reward elderly 
who engage in active lifestyles or for offering volunteering work.  These 
suggestions could be tested out through pilot schemes and programmes 
across all sectors.  For instance, in terms of walkability, the Transport 
Department will soon commission a comprehensive study with the 
objective to enhance walkability in Hong Kong.  This will be a seminal 
piece of investigation, and I would encourage all stakeholders to 
participate in this study. 
 
Likewise, there was a wide range of comments and suggestions made by 
the public on the issue of our ageing building stock.  While in the 

Page 8 / 10 



interest of time I will not go into the detail of each suggestion, 
nonetheless, I want to bring out the point that different sectors of the 
society may have different concerns and points of interest on a common 
issue.  For instance, while the development sectors may wish to see 
more efforts and resources from the Government to expedite the urban 
renewal process, affected owners and local concern groups valued a 
more gradual process of change, and one that would give them a fair 
share of the fruits of urban rejuvenation.  Although there were 
differences in opinions, what is clear is that there was consensus that 
URA has an important role to play in promoting a more district-wide 
perspective in retrofitting our ageing neighbourhoods.  This consensus 
brings to mind the study that URA has recently embarked on for the Yau 
Ma Tei and Mong Kok areas (Yau-Mong Study), which seeks to investigate 
new strategies, approaches, institutional frameworks and mechanisms 
for urban regeneration of the Yau Ma Tei and Mong Kok districts. 
 
Considerations and Implications  
 
When we relate this study to the comments received under Hong Kong 
2030+, there are some interesting issues for us to consider.  Firstly, in 
terms of building maintenance, we should consider whether the current 
“carrot and stick” measures are enough to facilitate building 
maintenance, or whether some “out of the box” solutions are needed. 
 
Secondly, and related to “out of the box” solutions, the Yau-Mong Study 
will examine the issue of transfer of plot ratio.  This is no doubt a 
complex issue that splits opinions.  In thinking about this concept, we 
should consider whether there is a practical mechanism for the 
transparent trading of development rights without compromising the 
liveability objective, whether there is a platform to ensure proper 
upkeeping of the sending sites, as well as the extent to which 
development rights could be transferred within or beyond a 
neighbourhood.  Inevitably, this concept would have implications on 
the prevailing regulations.  I also think that wider public interest and 
planning considerations must come into play when thinking about the 
transfer of plot ratio. 
 
Lastly, there is the issue of retrofitting.  Apart from bringing tangible 
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improvements to landowners and occupiers, I wonder whether we could 
realise more public goods from such actions.  For instance, is there a 
possibility to stipulate the retention of businesses or tenants, or even 
entice such developments to provide a certain degree of public 
amenities?  Clearly, these are provocative issues for us to consider. 
 
I have included this penultimate slide to bring out the message that 
there is value in our ageing building stock.  These are some examples of 
retrofitting efforts on both sides of the harbour, where the owners have 
injected a new lease of life into our ageing building stock, bringing 
benefits to the wider townscape and to public safety.  Importantly, 
there is also a business case to be realised through such actions.   
 
Whether something has value or not, is a matter of perception.  While I 
have no definitive suggestions to help promote such noble actions from 
the private sector, I do hope that we could find a way to change 
perceptions and to mainstream retrofitting efforts in the future.  
Likewise, I think we need to start thinking about the bigger picture in 
exploring and debating how we could retrofit different neighbourhoods, 
the results of the sum of which will definitely add value to our urban 
area and make it a more pleasant and liveable place to live and work. 
 
“Think Ageing, Think Positive” 
 
So in conclusion, I have one message for everyone to take away: “Think 
ageing.  Think positive”.  If we could change our perceptions on 
“double ageing” and to see it in a positive light, it would go a long way in 
realising a “double thriving” future for us all.  With that, I thank you all 
for your time and I would also encourage you to visit the wealth of 
information on our Hong Kong 2030+ website if you have not already 
done so. 
 
Thank you! 
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