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For a Park That is Truly Ours
In West Kowloon Cultural District (WKCD)

The West Kowloon Cultural District Authority (WKCDA) has recently
commissioned a public survey to study the operation of the future WKCD Park,
the result of which will accordingly be used as “references for drafting the Park
Bylaws”.

This position paper presents suggestions to WKCDA regarding the planning,
operation and management of the future WKCD Park by 20 groups and 280
citizens who believe in our share in this significant open space.

Summary

® Bylaws are anachronistic to a contemporary cultural hub in need of a new
kind of public culture. While Hong Kong already has laws governing public
conduct and WKCDA aspires to go beyond LCSD park management, what
are the justifications for the necessity of bylaws?

® We suggest 3 directions for people-centred and collaborative planning,
operation and management of the Park:

1. Conceive park management in a way that fosters trust among users, and
between management and users. Value-based principles are more
appropriate than rules.
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2. Do not deepen the opposition between park users and management;
adopt more participatory practices to encourage park co-ownership and
co-management.

3. Envision the Park with contemporary values; encourage greater openness
in its imagining, planning, operation and management.

We sincerely hope WKCDA can take cross-sector understanding and
collaborative synergy into all aspects of its stewardship of the Park.

Our reasoning and recommendations are presented in our position paper on the
following pages.

Position Paper

Bylaws are Not Necessary

While many have already voiced their doubts over the pre-positioned survey
questions, we as a group of avid public space users question the need for park
bylaws.

When Hong Kong has already had laws governing public conduct in public space;
when nothing has yet been built for the future park we barely know anything
about user habits in there, is it a good time to set the rules? (Ocean Park which
opened its door as early as 1977 didn’t have their first bylaws enacted till 2003.)

Most important of all, we have witnessed the discouraging effect of park bylaws
on cultivating a vibrant public culture in LCSD-managed parks. Do we need a
replication of that in Hong Kong’'s newest park? How well can bylaws with roots
in_distrust and managerialism serve us in a space that ought to cultivate
openness, trust and diversity?

The reason that justifies a separate set of bylaws drafted for the future park
would be that it is conceived as a space different from other public space or
parks in Hong Kong. What is the positioning of the WKCD Park that would define
it as a unique space? We feel this is a crucial question to be answered first
before rushing to deciding what is allowed or not in the Park. What we need at
this moment is a set of value-based principles, instead of bylaws.

In case we could only resort to the most unimaginative bylaws, we feel strongly
that it should be a most minimal set of bylaws that give room to a maximal range
of activities.
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Three Approaches to People-centred Park Management

WKCDA suggested in their focus group meetings that they will ensure “people-
centred management” (A4{LEIE) in the Park. While WKCDA has yet to
elaborate on their principles, we would like to suggest 3 directions we consider
central to people-centred park management.

1. Trust as a Guiding Principle

Instead of having a thousand clauses in the bylaws to regulate a thousand
behaviors, we ought to trust people for having the abilities to communicate
with one another, compromise their behaviors and co-live in a way that would
accommodate the needs of different users.

As the space will be used by many, it exceeds the knowledge of any single
party to deliberate on what is best for the Park. Pluralistic understanding for
good planning can only be achieved thorough engagement and continuous
communication.

Along this line, can we have a co-drafted “Park User Charter” in lieu of the
top-down bylaws to co-design an agreed code of conduct in the Park, thus
showing the long overdue recognition to users as respectable and
reasonable human beings? Trust is a cornerstone to any policies rooted in
people-centred management.

Case Studies

Lawn Map, an art group active in promoting the use of public green space in
Hong Kong, practiced using minimal rules in its most recent programme
Exchange Square on the Lawn that took place at Central and Western District
Promenade (Central Section) over three weekends from June to July 2014.

Hundreds of people came and set up their own stalls to create a sprawling
exchange market as they freely bartered and exchanged with each other.
Rules were minimal, such as not using money and not exchanging obscene
materials. The event ran so smooth it is a solid testimony of how “trust” can be
a basis in imaging and operating a public space and event. To read more:
https://www.facebook.com/events/464406293705053/
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The same practice has also been adopted by MaD (Make a Difference) in its
Collaborative Programmes in Freespace Fest 2012 and 2013, and also its
signature “$0 Sq Ft” programme held in the two Freespace Fests, MaD@West
Kowloon (2011-2012) and Free Markteers in the Cultural Centre Piazza (2014).
Thousands of collaborators have taken part in these projects, governed by a
principle of trust and mutual communication, instead of prescriptive rules. See:
http://www.mad.asia/posts/509/Others/MaD-@-West-Kowloon-2011
http://www.mad.asia/posts/391/Others/Freespace-Fest----Collaborative-
Programmes

http://www.mad.asia/posts/559/Others/
http://www.mad.asia/posts/604/Others/Cultural-Centre-Creative-Market:-The-
Free-Marketeers

2. Park co-ownership and co-management

We feel that people-centred management should not further deepen the
divide between “park management” and “park users”.

Park management should be keen park users themselves who have good
understanding of user behaviors and mentality. We don’t think contracting or
sub-contracting out pieces of tasks to front-line workers who conceive
themselves as mere order-executors would be useful in shaping a park that
celebrates diversity and openness.

Instead of having bylaws to enforce top-down restrictive orders, can we invite
citizens to collaboratively come up with suggestions? Can the public,
particularly those who care dearly about the development of the Park, take a
more active role in the planning, operation and management of the Park?

International research and practices have confirmed community involvement
as one of the most fundamental aspects of successful urban parks. Can we
have any participatory mechanism that welcomes voluntary civic input in park
operation, maintenance and community decision-making?

We hope WKCDA can form more continuous partnership with (potential) park
users to achieve on-going objectives. This will help nurture citizens as park
co-owners, lead to increased use, enhanced quality and richness of
experience, facilities suited to local needs and promote a local sense of
ownership and long-term sustainability of the Park.
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References

Volunteer programmes have been an integral part of park management
overseas. Due to space constraint, here we only include a couple of
references:

Central Park, New York (A wide range from horticulture programmes,
family volunteering, programmes by dog-loving community to youth
volunteering): http://www.centralparknyc.org/support/volunteer/

Vancouver Parks Volunteer Programmes (such as one-day work parties,
community garden, invasive plant removal and more):
http://www.cityofvancouver.us/parksrec/page/vancouver-parks-volunteer-

programs

3. Envisioning the Park with Contemporary Values

WKCDA is envisioned to be a contemporary cultural hub for our city. The
Park, a precious opportunity for the creation of a new kind of public culture,
should also be imagined with ways of thinking that evolve with our time.

The Park is an excellent nurturing ground for a new kind of public culture,
which has not been accommodated in quasi (or pseudo) public space
formulated in conventional models. In line with the values we advocated
previously, we recommend a more open approach.

More open and free space should be allowed in all aspects of the Park — both
in terms of the actual physical space zoned for free use, as well as greater
openness in _its imagining, planning, operation and management. The civil
society can be an active co-creator throughout all these processes, and
collaborate with WKCDA on a park that is truly ours.
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In the last decade, civic participation and cross-sector synergy have been
adopted as conducive strategies for the realization of the most interesting public
spaces in many countries. Some references:

* Dream Your City (a platform for quad-sector synergy for urban planning); its
methodology was used to co-design the main town square in Hamar,
Norway):
http://ecosistemaurbano.org/english/dream-your-city-ecosistema-urbano-at-
venice-biennale-of-architecture-2012/
http://www.harvarddesignmagazine.org/issues/37/network-design-dream-

your-city

* Park Fiction (a civilian-lead movement for the realization and continual
operation of a public park in Hamburg, Germany):
http://park-fiction.net/category/english/concept/

* Sung-Seo pocket park project (A series of pocket parks in Seoul, South
Korea, realized through participatory design processes):
http://courses.washington.edu/quanzhou/pacrim/papers/Ahn-Park-paper.pdf

* Union Point Park (Community-Driven Place Making in Oakland, California,
us)
http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic980025.files/Wk%2013 Dec%
202nd/Hou%20Rios 2003 Place%20Making.pdf

In the long run, WKCDA should regularly review what is possible in the Park —
may it be its content or practices involved in its operation — to keep up with
contemporary values and practices.

Last but not least, as a group of keen public space users and citizens we_are
ready to join hands with WKCDA and your design team to foster
participatory processes that lead to enhanced cross-sector understanding
and collaborative synergy for the Park’s planning, operation and
management.

The public has entrusted a most valuable piece of waterfront land to the
stewardship of WKCDA. We hope WKCDA, in the process of deliberating
on bylaws, would think twice and avoid letting managerialism rule over
cultural imagination, mutual trust and public enjoyment.
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(In case of discrepancies between the English version and Chinese versions, the English version

shall prevail.)
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