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1. Aerial view of the pier
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ABSTRACT

The Western District Public Cargo Working Area (WDPCWA] in
Hong Kong is an appropriated public space that is “undesigned”
and “unplanned” in nature. Yet, it is one of the most popular
public spaces among the local residents and has received the
extensive coverage by both local and overseas media. The
vibrant space has represented a different understanding and
aesthetic appreciation on the quality of urban space that is not
incorporated in the mainstream design and planning practice
and pedagogy.

This project aims to record and conceptualize the urban
phenomenon happened in the WDPCWA and scrutinize human
perception on space through ethnographic methodology and
visual representation. It intends to explore a methodology to
unveil the perceptually-defined qualitative aspects in urban
space which are often overlooked in design practice.
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2. WDPCWAZEE

2. Panoramic view of the
WDPCWA
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“Micro-perceptions or representatives of the
world are these little folds that unravel in every
direction, folds in folds, over folds, following
folds.... And these are minute, obscure, confusing
perceptions that make up our macro-perceptions,

our conscious, clear and distinct apperceptions.”

— Gilles Deleuze, 1993

The Undesigned Space

The Western District Public Cargo
Working Area (WDPCWA] in Hong Kong is
never planned or designed as a formal open
space”. Nonetheless, it is appropriated by
people as a public space. The Public Space
Awards 2013 in Hong Kong has triumphed
the place with its degree of freedom and
flexibility. Despite accessing the area for
purposes other than logistic functions is
technically unauthorized, the space, with its

spectacular waterfront view, has received

WDPCWA Official Opening Hours

breadth of media coverage and attracted
regular crowd of people.

Institutional maps have portrayed the
place as a plain and empty surface without
representing the diverse human activities
and interactions intertwined with political,
economic, social and environmental nexuses
that the space characterizes. The natural
occurrence of vibrant activities within the
WDPCWA is in opposite to the practice and
pedagogy of urban planning and design.
Conventional design approaches focusing on
tangible, well defined, quantitative, geometric
and geographic terms fail to frame these
undesigned activities and the perception
which are intangible, boundless and in flux.

Public use in the WDPCWA is tactical in
nature, exploring legal loopholes and spatial
and temporal possibilities, then utilizes,
negotiates, and appropriates it. The space
represents a different aesthetic appreciation,

a different perception towards urban space
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@ According to The 5.
Hong Kong Planning
Standards and
Guidelines (HKPSG)
promulgated by the
Planning Department,
"Open Space” is a
statutory land use 6.
zone for the provision
of open space and
recreation facilities for
the enjoyment of the
general public. It is

the statutory reference 5.
of all public space in
Hong Kong.
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Since no parties are
legitimate to rule the
use of the space, each
party is in a mode of
testing the bottom line
or simply do their job
to fulfill the changing
expectations of their
source of pressure.
Activities are
mutually regulating.
For example, how
operators store the
pallets matters and

in turn influenced by
all sorts of attributes
including local

demand.
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and a different understanding of urbanism.
This project intended to conceptualize

and unravel the veiled folds embedded in
the space and nuances which were often
overlooked and obscured in design practice,
and scrutinized the perceptually defined

aesthetic value in undesigned space.

Design Anthropology

Anthropological enquiry of space
often overlaps with the interests of
urbanists. Mechanical site analysis in
design process seldom incorporates
extensive field observation. This project
combined ethnographic method and visual
representation. It argued that if designers
had exposed sufficiently long enough time
with in-depth investigations towards a
space and the community, design practice
might behave differently.

Ethnographers commonly struggle
from being an objective observer and
often have to mentally prepare for uneasy

time particularly when target groups are

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

marginally positioned in the society. It was
generally not the case in my initial study.
The practice of participatory observation
might have much more fun than reading
the methodology literature. Unexpected
surprises and opportunities to interact with
people happened only by chance and by
verbal network. Simply sitting and talking
at the pier appeared to be the best strategy.

Appropriated Space and the Sky Mirror

The WDPCWA, commonly known as Sai
Wan Pier or Instagram Pier, was located at
the Western District in Hong Kong and was
a reclamation land exclusively planned for
pier and public cargo handling works only.
Local residents occasionally appropriated
the space since it was constructed. The
space was only unveiled to the larger public
when being elected as the most popular
public space and after myriad of images
being shared in Instagram and lately
appeared in TIME magazine and National

Geographic. Regardless of its romantic
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nickname, the “Sky Mirror of Hong Kong”
referred to the unmaintained surface
located at the tip of the main wharf. The
sunken surface was so extensive that after
rainy days, it formed a slice of thin water on
top, perfectly mirroring the panoramic view
of the Victoria Harbour and the exquisite
sunset.

For local residents, the space was part
of their neighborhood. Many would insist
that the pier they saw was different from
the “outsiders.” Some did believe that
they had the “right” and “responsibility” to
insert moral rules and orders to the space,
at least verbally. To the non-locals, visiting
the WDPCWA was by no means part of their
life. They came to discover the “hidden
paradise.” The more you warned them, the
more they desired to visit. There were also
users of marginality that their activities
were so subtle as if they were invisible

These users had very different
preference towards the use of space.
Regardless of their perceptions, the

unprogrammed plain platform in the

©~ © Benni Yu-Ling Pong



WDPCWA appeared to have induced

maximum diversity of human activities and

imaginations.

Tacit Agreement

The vibrant activities in the pier often
created an illusion that the space was
“rule-less.” In fact, the WDPCWA had
many rules. A warning sign by Marine

Department was unmistakably posted at

122

the entrance and the cargo operators also
scattered informal warning signs with slang
languages in their berth area. Entering

the site during operation hours, facing

the “aggressive” eyes from tattooed and
half-naked male workers might not be a
pleasant experience. This was polemical
particularly because the WDPCWA was a
harmonious family gathering space during
the non-operation hours.

The cargo operators generally had

reasonable tolerance towards public use.
Since the government had a plan to alter
the land use from logistic functions to
waterfront promenade, they realized that
embracing public use could be beneficial
to them. They once urged for a win-win
proposal to balance public enjoyment and
logistic functions. The public users were
well aware that if their activities raised
the concerns of the Marine Department or

the cargo operators, they might risk being

VOLUME 5/ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2017
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South Asian with his baby

prohibited to use the space. It was clear that
they had skillfully captured the idle space
and hours without disturbing the logistic
operations. In response to occasional
complaints, the Marine Department had
emphasized the need to keep the public
off for safety reasons. The guards would
sometimes hand the warning notice to the
public, advising people to leave. However,
the actions of the people were not affected
partly because the attitude of the guards
simply did not suggest any urgency

nor people believed that they would be
punished.

The relationship between users,
government, and operators were built upon
the “trouble avoidance” mentality. The tacit
agreement stated: “as long as there was no
big trouble, things could go on.” Activities
among users were mutually regulating.
But not having any written regulations
did not mean that there was no order. The
unspoken rules based on social norms
among the strangers had governed human

behaviors.

Symbolization: The Past and the
Future

Many interviewees could accurately
describe the history of the district and the
locations of demolished landmarks. The

Mid-aged men ‘breathing out*

Amateur phofography group

Model
Amateur photographers
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“untrammeled” pier was a symbol to many
local residents with a sense of “recalling
the good old days” in Hong Kong. More than
the past, the WDPCWA also gives people a
sense of hope in the future. Green Peace
used the pier as the background to promote
their campaign. Even the government
advertisement celebrating the 20th
anniversary of the establishment of the
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
filmed at the site. In the scene showing the
WDPCWA, the subtitle of the advertisement
wrote: “This is where we see our future
and live our dream.” The openness of

the site seemed to have casted away the
uncertainties shadowing the future of the
WDPCWA. Many interviewees projected

the ideal Hong Kong in their minds and
considered the space as a living example to
demonstrate the possibility of alternative
mode of development.

The WDPCWA was meant to be
ephemeral. One institutional design
proposal had literally referred the current
pier as “chaotic and boring.” The plan
recommended to transform the pier into
the “Western Gateway of Hong Kong.” The
current human activities were entirely
ignored. The plan was not totally top-
downed. It was built upon an initiative
from a local NGO and had referenced other

bottom-up planning models in neighboring
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districts. In any case, the existing pier users
would not have any substantial influence to
the future of the WDPCWA either because
they were reluctant to participate in the
formal planning process or the expected
“benefits” of the new plan could easily
outweigh the arguments of maintaining the

status quo.

The Other Aesthetics

Not everyone would glorify the
WDPCWA. There were many people who
might prefer using the designed parks.
Some people perceived the pier as a
“dangerous” place. It was this perception
that limited the “over-use” of the space
and kept the WDPCWA off from the radar.
Walking into this hidden space is a form of
fldneur, and a safe adventure to discover
an exotic part of the city. It was a place
to do something slightly insane. It was a
place where inaccessible things became
accessible. It evoked our childhood memory
and a sense of playfulness.

Ignasi de Sola-Morales Rubio used

the term “Terrain Vague” to describe the
post-industrial derelict urban landscapem.
The definition of terrain vague — “Vague:
empty, unoccupied,” yet also “free,
available, unengaged” matched the quality
of the WDPCWA. Christophe Girot argued
that “Terrain Vague” was a prevailing
phenomenon in the 20th century territory
and a “complete antithesis of conscious
landscape design.”™

How could we incorporate this unusual
aesthetic value into our design practice

became an interesting question.

Designers on “Undesigned” Space

Design is a systematic process. It
promises the provision of innumerable
quantitative data and claims to have
reflected the interconnected relationship
the mainstream design and planning
canons concern. But these data do not
measure the aesthetic value, personal
experience, perception, or sense of freedom
people enchanted in the WDPCWA. With the

same methodology in design where certain

qualitative information is rendered invisible,
the outcome will always be similar.
Designing nothing is a bold action. The urge
for more programme is desperate. Not only
clients request for higher economic returns,
designers parallel the quantitative index
and form to successful designs. Designers
are trapped in between being perfectionists
and pragmatists but often overlook the
need of the real users.

| have discussed the WDPCWA with
many of my peers. While most of them are
captivated by the space, their comments
and critiques all point to the same
concern — what can designers learn from
the space? Many may expect that panacea
could be extracted through the investigation
of the pier and formulate design typologies
that create a “successful” space. On the
other hand, advocacy groups frequently
accuse designers of ruining public space.
To blame all these things solely on design
is as naive as thinking that good designs
could resolve everything. Public space
is fascinating exactly because of its

indeterminacy, interactions and complexity.
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Anthropology is a potential methodology
to connect design practice to the life
and perception of human beings that are
difficult to quantify. Design cannot be
simply satisfied with “know-how” but has to
“know-why” as well. If design is a catalyst
to social change, it has to be conscious to
what it may change. This project started
with the objective to resolve some problems
in the design process, and ended with
unfolding more questions in the mainstream
pedagogy. When people ask about my vision

towards the future of the pier, | guess |

125

simply do not know. Instead of thinking a
solution could be offered, | tend to deem my
study as the start of a continuous process,
exploring how design could interact with

human perception and the community. LAF
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