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Elderly Friendly Buildings

Mr. Cheung Hau Wai
Deputy Director of Buildings,
The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
(The following is the written speech of Mr. Cheung)

Welcome to the concurrent session on “Remodel the Living Environment'.
The topic | wish to share with you today is “Elderly Friendly Buildings” and Buildings
Department’s vision that buildings should be designed as far as possible to meet the

universal needs of their occupants, young and old, able or disabled.

Introduction

The report published recently on the '"Hong Kong Population Projections,
2002 - 2031" has provided a timely forecast on the impending demographic changes
in our population in the coming 30 years. It is significant to note that by the year 2025,
in less than 30 years ahead, one out of four HK people will be 60 years old or above.

Pressing Need

The forecast has indicated to us all that there is a pressing need for us, the
government and the private sector, to make provisions for our future, | mean the
future of all of us here and the generations to come. Experts and distinguished speak-
ers have already spoken in this morning, and in the concurrent sessions now in progress,
on how we should cater for the pressing situation from the political and social point of

view.

Living Environment

As far as the living environment is concerned, | believe we too have an im-
portant agenda ahead of us. | would suggest all stakeholders who are responsible for
our built environment have an important role to play in the process. These stakehold-
ers include architects, engineers, interior designers, regulators, developers and most
important of all, the wide spectrum of persons in the different age groups.

Buildings Department’s Role

Buildings Department, as a regulator and government agency has of course
an important role to play in the process to provide for our future. At the risk of labouring

or advertising on BD’s vision and mission, | would like to give a brief picture of what
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BD aspires to do in this important undertaking. Buildings Department is primarily
charged under the Buildings Ordinance with the responsibility of ensuring the safety
of private buildings and the health of their occupants. But, we also encourage the
provision of features in buildings which improve our standard of living. Examples of
these extra features are clubhouses, covered walkways in estates, wider corridors and

more recently green features such as sky gardens, balconies etc.

Our new focus is universal design study, catering where possible and sensible,
the needs of all the occupants of buildings, at different age groups, the fit and those

with impairment.

Current Requirements

As regards facilities for persons with a disability, we already have statutory
requirements for providing access for persons with mobility problems to all parts of
commercial buildings, and the common parts of residential buildings. These access
facilities include access to at least one of the entrances of the building, the provision

of at least one carparking space for the disabled, and at change of levels.

For persons with visual and audio difficulty, there are also requirements for
the provision of tactile warning strips and contrasting colour in ramps, steps and stair-

cases in all buildings, to site a few examples.

In addition to basic access, there is at present a mandatory requirement for
the provision of measures to facilitate the living needs of the disabled. Currently toi-
lets for disabled are required to be provided in all public and commercial buildings.
The amenity facilities | just mentioned, such as wider corridors and larger lift lobbies,
also provide space for easier maneuvering for persons on wheelchairs. In addition,
other amenity features such as clubhouses, sky gardens, and balconies also enhance
the living standards of the disabled, the old age and persons of other age groups

alike.

Future Needs

To meet the future needs of our aging population and other persons with a
disability, temporary or permanent, we have commissioned a consultancy study to
carry out a comprehensive review of the current mandatory and recommended facili-
ties for person with a disability. In addition, the consultant will be asked to look into

the needs of our aging population. We will of course make reference to international
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practices and standards, and take the valuable opportunity provided by this sympo-

sium to consult expert from overseas and in Hong Kong.

| think, to design our built environment for the future, it is important to ask

ourselves a few questions

Questions:
1. First. What is the objective of providing the facilities?

2. Second. How do we approach to cater for the different demographic cat-

egories of persons and persons with different types of disability?
3. Third. What facilities should be provided?
4. Fourth. The cost to the society and to some of the stakeholders involved?
5. Finally. How should we make this happen?

| am sure learned speakers and distinguished guests would have many inter-
esting answers to and valuable advice on these five questions. However, before |
present to you a few of my thoughts on these issues, | would like to share with you the
wisdom of our ancestor by quoting a phrase from the ancient article, “The Story of
the Peach Garden” (“ #k7EEIEE ”) by Mr. Tao Yuan Ming (K81 8A),

It is a portrait of harmony with the elderly and youngsters living together

happily and enjoying their safe, comfortable and peaceful environment.

Now, back to my humble view on the five questions.

Objective

First, on the overall objective, in view of the rapid increase not only in the
number but also in the proportion of our aging population, | think we need to cater
for two needs. The facilities should enable our aging population and persons with a
disability to take care of themselves in terms of their basic living needs. In addition,
for those who are basically healthy, whether they are aged or persons with disability,
we should provide facilities for them to work wherever possible and contribute to the
society. We should also emphasize on the need to enable them to be integrated or

re-integrated into their own family and the community.
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Approach

On the second issue regarding approach, can | give a very brief history on
how we started to provide for persons with a disability.

First, we started to provide for persons with mobility problems. Then, we
extended the facilities to cater for persons with visual and audio difficulties. Now, we
have to cater for the aged. | think, for the future we need to look more into the
feasibility of providing facilities for persons of all different age groups and disabilities,

temporary or permanent. The approach has the following advantages:

i) ' would allow a person to live, if he prefers, in the same flat or building from
birth, throughout his youth, in maturity and to old age.

i) | would also allow persons of different age groups and generations to live

together in the same place.

iii) Lastly, the provision would also allow persons with a temporary disability,
due to illness or injury, to live in a building without the need to move from
one building to another, for example an institution.

We would of course need to carry out a more detailed study on the compat-
ibility of the different types of facilities. For example tactile tracks may not be suitable
for the aged.

Facilities

On what facilities to be provided, | think apart from providing for their very
basic needs for access to places in which they live and work, there should also be
amenity features for them to maintain a high standard of quality of life. In view of the
anticipated large proportion of the aged in the coming 30 years, facilities should also
be provided for them to be integrated into the society in terms of work and leisure,

bearing in mind the usability principle.

Cost

As regards the cost involved in the provision of these facilities, let me illus-
trate a few examples. As | have said in the very beginning there are already manda-
tory requirements for access facilities to new commercial buildings and the common
areas of new domestic buildings built after the 80s. Disabled toilets are already pro-

vided for in commercial buildings. Therefore, what needs to be provided in addition
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to this to cater for the aged may not be, in my view, too cumbersome or costly. |

would take the opportunity to illustrate my views by a few examples:

Access:
i. Wider doors with low threshold to make it much easier to enter a home
ii. Contrasting colour between floor and walls to help people with visual weakness
iii. Loading bay for accessibility of ambulance and other vehicles
iv. Handrails in corridor to enhance mobility

Independent Living:
i. Lever control water taps
ii. Loop door handle
iii. Switches, cooking bench and telephone at appropriate height
iv. Emergency call bell
v. Visual alarm for persons with hearing impairment
vi. Level floor bathroom with hand rails
vii. Accessible drying rack

Amenities:
i. Covered walkway to shelter from rain to unpleasant weather
ii. Enlarged protected lobbies for temporary refuge

This of course apply to new buildings and those constructed in the 80s after
the mandatory requirements came in 1984. Therefore, what we need to do for the
aged and for our future in the built environment, may only require a little extra effort
by all the stakeholders when facilities are incorporated at design stage of course. As
a matter of fact, as an entrepreneur, how could a developer ignore the transformation

of a young market to an emerging silver market?

Implementation

Lastly, on how to proceed with requiring the provision of these additional
facilities. There are of course different options opened to us. These include manda-
tory through legislation, the provision of incentives to encourage such provisions, or

to mobilize the market forces, such as the emerging silver market mentioned above.
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The answer would really come from all the stakeholders. But as one of the stakeholders,
Buildings Department would immediately start off on two fronts in co-operation with

the Elderly Commission.

First, when providing incentive under the Buildings Ordinance for the con-
struction of such extant features as club houses, covered walkways and sky gardens,
Buildings Department will consider in consultation with the professionals and users
imposing a requirement for the incorporation of specific facilities for the elderly.

Secondly, adequacy of facilities for the elderly will be included as a criteria in
Buildings Department’s proposed Building Categorization Scheme. This will help kick

starting the operation of the market forces.

Conclusion

To conclude, aging is a very complex matter with a social, economic and
culture dimension, and requires cross-section co-ordination and commitments. How-
ever it is an issue affecting us all and all the stakeholders, both in the government and
in the private sector. In view of the wide variety of the disabilities, which could hap-
pen throughout one’s lifetime from birth to old age, temporary or permanent, due to
accident, illness or birth, it is high time that we should tackle it in an integrated
approach. The universal design approach, when applied sensibly, would better cater
for the variety of needs and also provide a market niche for developers to cater for the
young and the emerging silver market. Lastly, | would also suggest that the extra
efforts we need to make for the built environment may be relatively small and within
our capability. All that we need is the will to go that extra mile. Buildings Department

will help kick start the process.

Thank you.



