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Abstract 
 

As a rural revitalization project, Lai Chi Wo represents a longing for community in 

urbanized Hong Kong, or the desire to live outside mainstream capitalist society. From being 

an abandoned village for more than 30 years, Lai Chi Wo has now become a vibrant geosite 

for tourists. In this research, I attempt to outline the initiation, process and current situation of 

the Lai Chi Wo revitalization project. Through participation in the village as a volunteer and 

interviews with the village stakeholders, I identify the practices and materials which could 

help build solidarity within the community, along with outlining the steps that could be taken 

to achieve this. In addition, I review the ways in which third-party non-governmental 

organizations have assisted in the operations of the village, through evaluating the feasibility 

of the Sustainable Lai Chi Wo Programme as a template for the development of future rural 

villages. However, I argue that the ultimate success of the project may be hindered by power 

imbalances within the community caused by land ownership and rights. From the perspective 

of cultural and economic sustainability, I also try to analyze whether or not the current 

ecological practices in the village will be able to sustain village life without the assistance of 

third-party organizations. Last but not least, by reviewing the political and social background 

of the revitalization project, this research questions the limitation which hindered the vivid 

and spontaneous rural development when it aims to promote the concept of “rural-urban 

symbiosis”. It also reveals the contradictory futures of villages in rural and urban areas.  

 
 
Keywords: Community, Lai Chi Wo, power relations, rights, sustainability  
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Chapter I. Introduction 
 

The impression most people have of Hong Kong is usually one of modern 

skyscrapers, advanced technology, and adequate infrastructure. What many people do not 

realize is that Hong Kong is also full of rural villages with different indigenous lifestyles and 

traditional culture. Along with the proliferation of a capitalistic mode of living in urban areas, 

the government has demolished and relocated many villages which were mainly found on 

areas of flat land. These large areas of land were then used to develop housing estates for rent 

and sale. In recent years, people have begun to question how distant our lives are from nature. 

Given this, Lai Chi Wo village, a remote village which located in the north-eastern part of 

New Territories in Hong Kong, provides a desirable example of what life could be — a close-

knit community, sustainable lifestyle, and good work-life balance. In this research, I attempt 

to outline the initiation, process, and current situation of the Sustainable Lai Chi Wo 

Programme. Then, I identify the practices and materials which could help build solidarity 

within the community. In addition, I review the ways in which third-party non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) have assisted in the operations of the village, through evaluating the 

feasibility of the Sustainable Lai Chi Wo Programme as a template for the development of 

future rural villages. 

  

Background 

The General Destinies of Villages in Urban Areas 
 

Before the 1960s, Hong Kong people equated the concept of community with their 

indigenous village. In a village, most residents shared the same bloodlines, surname, culture, 

dialect, and traditional skills, for example. Therefore, villages were tightly connected in terms 



 

 2 

of relationships and expertise, especially in situations where agricultural labor was used as a 

method to consolidate families. Village traditions, however, started to fall apart after the 

drastic alteration in the topography of Hong Kong, which was especially significant in the 

New Territories.  

 

Planning for new towns and infrastructure have been the main reasons for the 

disappearance of traditional rural villages in Hong Kong. In 1973, Hong Kong’s colonial 

government started to develop satellite cities. Many locations selected for this purpose were 

already populated with a small number of residents and localized markets selling their 

agricultural products. In order to facilitate the large-scale urban planning of satellite cities, 

villages within the assigned boundaries were required to relocate to the relatively remote or 

marginal zones of these places. For example, in Tsuen Wan, the first recognized satellite city, 

there were Ham Tin Tsuen, Hoi Pa Resite Village, Sam Tung Uk Resite Village, Yeung Uk 

Tsuen, and Kwan Mun Hau Tsuen. These villages were relocated to construct the downtown, 

including a commercial area, industrial area, Mass Transit Railway, and high-density housing 

estates. This relocation, along with the boosting of industrial development, directly 

diminished the agricultural practices of the villagers, thus affecting their ways of earning a 

living. Moreover, disputes arose during the relocation negotiations. Different opinions 

divided the villages and hence damaged the bonding.   

 

In addition to the rapid urban development, the installation of infrastructure also 

forced some villages to relocate from their original positions, especially those that were small 

and scattered. Due to rapid population growth starting in the 1950s, for example, the colonial 

government started to build reservoirs to store both rainwater and water captured from 

mountain streams. This was done to secure the water supply for urban households and 
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industrial use. To ease the construction difficulties and lower the costs, experts selected the 

locations based on the flatness of the land and the number of villages that would be affected. 

However, in High Land Reservoir and Plover Cove Reservoir cases, the government officials 

received vigorous objections from the indigenous inhabitants (Ho, 2001). Since the 

construction of these two reservoirs also involved the demolition of a large number of 

villages, the government not only had to compensate residents for the losses of their ancestral 

homes, but for the farmlands upon which they relied as a major food source.  

 

Regardless of the objections lodged by villagers, urban development and 

infrastructure always manages to prevail in land disputes involving the government and 

indigenous inhabitants. From the major economy of entrepôt trade, to the proliferation of 

manufacturing industries, and to the service industry with finance at its core, economic 

development has changed the patterns of land consumption and usage. During the colonial 

period, most reclaimed land was resumed by the government according to the Lands 

Resumption Ordinance. The facts that most villagers, especially the small-scale of affected 

villages, did not (or did not know how to) collectively resist governmental decisions, and that 

most of them could be convinced to move with reasonable compensation, led to the smooth 

acquisition of land before 1997. Extensive urban development and the enormous number of 

land transactions, however, has meant that between 1997 and 2016, the active usage of 

agricultural land has dropped drastically by 60 percent (The Conservancy Association, 2015, 

p.5; the Government of the HKSAR, 2017). As a result, agriculturally oriented villages have 

vanished rapidly beneath the prosperity of cityscapes. 
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Villages in Rural Areas 
 

Immediately after World War II ended in 1945, the Chinese Civil War led to an influx 

of Chinese refugees into Hong Kong that continued up until the 1970s. Then, in the 1960s, 

numerous “travel agencies” emerged in Hong Kong. These agencies worked specifically to 

arrange cheap air tickets and job opportunities for local people in Commonwealth countries, 

such as the United Kingdom (indigenous residents from the New Territories were often the 

recipients of these offers) (Choi, 2016, p. 156). As a result, a large amount of agricultural 

land in the New Territories was left vacant and, subsequently, rented out to new immigrants 

(Choi, 2016, p. 45). At that time, farming in rural villages was not very profitable, because of 

the relatively higher transportation costs from rural farms to urban areas when compared to 

those farms located in urban areas. 

 

To complicate matters further, rural villagers in the eastern New Territories relied on 

boats to travel into urban areas — a mode of transport that continued up until 1951 when the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the British Hong Kong government implemented 

border controls and established the Frontier Closed Area (Yip, 2021). As the boat pier that 

had been used by villagers was inside the Frontier Closed Area, the mobility, and thus 

livelihoods, of the residents was seriously affected. As a result, many villagers from the Sha 

Tau Kok area took advantage of their well-established diasporic family/village networks and 

moved abroad to find work or start businesses. This outflux led to the depopulation of many 

villages, including Lai Chi Wo. 

 
The Growing Trend of Rural Village Development Through Agricultural Revival 
 

Since 2012, China’s Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs have held the 

“National Urban Modern Agriculture Field Exchange Meeting” annually to promote the 
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development of urban agriculture in various cities (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs, 

2012). During one of the early meetings, the issue of food safety was discussed, as tests done 

on vegetable samples from mainland China found excessive pesticide levels and evidence of 

smuggled vegetables. It was found that the farmlands in the mainland hired many people 

carrying the vegetables to and fro the border of Hong Kong and China (Luk, 2014). Given 

this, the Hong Kong government started consultations in December 2014, and published a 

new agricultural policy in the 2016 Policy Address, which not only complies with national 

policy but also increases the food self-sufficiency of Hong Kong in general to reduce the 

production and supply pressures on neighbouring cities in China (Lau, 2021).  

 

Rural development in Taiwan started relatively earlier in Asia. It also experienced a 

period of transition from an agricultural to a service and manufacture-based economy in 

1960. Further withered by joining the World Trade Organization, the employment population 

of the traditional agricultural industry had once dropped to less than 10% in the mid of 90s 

(Cheng & Shih, 2007). The Taiwanese government then promoted various development in 

rural areas, such as leisure farms, sightseeing orchard gardens, educational agriculture farms, 

national forest and recreation areas, etc. Government-driven rural development was also 

found in China. In 2006, the Eleventh Five-Year Plan included new plans to develop new 

rural villages with the aim of improving the rural landscape and agricultural productivity. 

This development continued throughout later Five-Year Plans. When it comes to the third 

phase (2016 - 2020), one of the focuses is to promote agricultural tourism, experiential 

agriculture, and creative agriculture (Tuan, 2021).  

 

Influenced by the regional rural development, the local incident which brought 

agriculture into the public spotlight was the demolition of non-indigenous villages in Hong 
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Kong to construct the Guangzhou–Shenzhen–Hong Kong Express Rail Link (XRL) in 2009. 

This incident was not only met with vehement opposition from villagers and other concerned 

groups (see Chapter IV), it prompted the public to reflect on the importance of agriculture in 

the city, and look to organic farming as a way to connect urban agriculture with 

environmental conservation (Lau, 2014). As a result, over the last decade, many regenerative 

agricultural practices and organic farming practices have emerged. 

 

What Happened in Lai Chi Wo? 
 

Lai Chi Wo is the unprecedented revitalized rural villages in Hong Kong.  

 

“The 300-year-old village of Lai Chi Wo was once one of the most affluent hamlets in the 

north-eastern New Territories. Mostly made up of Hakka people, it also has one of the oldest 

surviving feng shui woodlands in Hong Kong.” (Hong Kong Tourism Board Website, n.d.) 

 

Figure 1. Map pin dropped on Lai Chi Wo Village 
(Google, n.d.) 

Figure 2. Lai Chi Wo Village: enlargement of Figure 1 
(Google, n.d.) 

 

Around the 1950s, “villagers began to abandon farming and move out to the urban 

areas or European countries to earn a living” (Lam & Chick, 2018, p. 9). As mentioned 

above, many Lai Chi Wo indigenous villagers also took advantage of the opportunity of 
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migrating, and most of them settled in England. This migratory flow out of Lai Chi Wo 

continued into the 1990s until there was just one household left. Since that time, Lai Chi Wo 

village has been abandoned and used only as a stopover for hikers. Furthermore, it has 

remained inaccessible, due to a lack of public highways connecting it to other parts of Hong 

Kong. Indeed, the only way to access the village is by boat, or by walking two hours from 

Wu Kau Tang or further from Luk Keng. As a result, housing developers and indigenous 

returnees have rarely shown an interest in the area, and so the village infrastructure has 

remained relatively intact. 

 

So, although Lai Chi Wo is on the List of Recognized Villages under the Small House 

Policy, which gives the descendants of indigenous inhabitants the right to build houses in the 

area (these rights will be discussed in Chapter IV), most of them choose not to do so. This is 

because many of the descendants are settled abroad and have no intention of returning. Even 

amongst those who still live in Hong Kong, very few have shown any genuine interest or 

intention of living in Lai Chi Wo again. The indigenous villagers in Hong Kong do still visit 

their ancestral hall, however, and host festival traditions.  

 

Reasons to Rebuild 
 

The idea to rebuild/revitalize Lai Chi Wo came from indigenous inhabitant, David 

Tsang Wai-keung, and the former director of the Hong Kong Observatory, Lam Chiu-ying. It 

was their collaborative efforts which led to the germination of the Sustainable Lai Chi Wo 

Programme in 2013. Lam, who appreciated the natural landscape and “impressive Hakka-

style architectural cluster” in Lai Chi Wo, saw its potential for “sustainable development,” 

which he described as “getting daily necessities from nature without damaging the harmony 

with it” (Lam & Chick, 2018, p. 24). Although this is the story that is commonly told, 
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interviewee K, a qualified Lai Chi Wo tour guide, told me that the original site selected for 

the revitalization programme was not Lai Chi Wo, but So Lo Pun — another coastal village 

located about a 40-minute walk from Lai Chi Wo. Nonetheless, as the village representative 

and indigenous inhabitants rejected the offer, the plan was terminated. It is worth noting, 

however, that after the establishment of Lai Chi Wo in 2013, the So Lo Pun village 

representative drafted a plan to rebuild the village and submitted a proposal to the Town 

Planning Board the following year. The plans followed the usual tendencies regarding 

“development” in rural villages, in which private houses are built under the Small House 

Policy, namely for use by indigenous villagers. As such, this proposal did not look to new 

ways of forming a community around organic farming and/or sustainability, which 

encourages and deepens the interconnectivity between rural villages and urban areas.  

 

Either way, after confirming the final site for the revitalization programme, Lam and 

Tsang started to liaise with researchers and organizations in different sectors. It started with 

indigenous villagers living both in Hong Kong and abroad. Some indigenous villagers 

remigrated to Hong Kong to join the revitalization programme. This group of villagers 

include mostly those who originally migrated to European countries to earn a living. Due to 

the language barrier and the lack of technical education, most of them worked low-skill jobs 

abroad, limiting their engagement with the local culture of the host country. Hence, nostalgia 

and failure to adapt to local culture might have had prompted them to return after their 

retirement. Apart from the indigenous group, liaison included: NGOs such as the Hong Kong 

Countryside Foundation (HKCF), Produce Green Foundation (PGF), and The Conservancy 

Association (CA) (Sustainability Lab., n.d.); Associate Professor Ng Cho-nam (1960–2019) 

from the Department of Geography in the University of Hong Kong (HKU); and the Lai Chi 

Wo Ecology Research Team established by the School of Biological Sciences in HKU. After 
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the core members and member organizations for the Programme were established, they began 

to seek volunteers who were interested in participating in the construction and agricultural 

work. The Programme was said to be divided into two main phases: the “Sustainable Lai Chi 

Wo Programme,” from October 2013 to September 2017; and the “HSBC Rural 

Sustainability” phase that started in 2017, with the “Hakka Life Experience Village@Lai Chi 

Wo” Project being supported by the Hong Kong Jockey Club (Lai Chi Wo Hakka Life 

Village, n.d.).  

 

The Revitalization 
 

In the beginning, the Programme’s highest priorities were to: clarify the ownership of 

the land and farmland; set up the rental agreements with the indigenous inhabitants; draw up 

boundaries for weed removal; and seek for and negotiate public and private organization 

involvement. As the success of the village revitalization Programme was dependent on 

establishing sustainable agricultural practices, one of the first steps was removing the weeds 

in the farmland, which had been left unused for at least thirty years. A second step was to set 

up a successful system of irrigation, as water plays a crucial role in farming. Using the 

agricultural practices of the indigenous inhabitants from thirty years ago as a parameter, the 

researchers from the HKU investigated the hydrology of the water system in the farmlands 

and then rearranged it. It is not only to enhance the provision and drainage of the water but 

also enables the richness of biodiversity (Lam & Chick, 2018, p. 45).   

 

At the start of the Programme, mechanisms were established to bring both former 

indigenous villagers and urban dwellers to live and work together in Lai Chi Wo in a 

cooperative manner. In the early days, for example: new villagers and tenants worked 

alongside indigenous villagers to rebuild the ruined houses; the monthly Lai Chi Wo 
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Farmer’s Market was established, enabling the villagers to not only sell their agricultural 

products to visitors, but share their experiences with each other (Sustainability Lab., n.d.); 

and meetings were held in which all villagers were involved in discussions and decision-

making on which types of products would be grown in order to avoid soil erosion, etc.  

 

The revitalization of Lai Chi Wo was a unique experience in which most people who 

assisted in rebuilding the village neither had a stake in this remote coastal settlement, nor 

possessed any previous relationship with it. Indeed, throughout the processes of planning, 

constructing and sustaining, most of the engagement from urban dwellers was purely 

voluntary, and came from people who had not been previously connected. So, unlike the 

typical combination of people found in a local traditional village (i.e., those with shared 

bloodlines, or random tenants), those who participated in the Lai Chi Wo Programme were 

conscious and attentive to the village culture from the start. This awareness stretched from an 

embrace of an agricultural lifestyle to the village’s architecture and feng shui. 

 

The emergence of the Lai Chi Wo Programme was an historical moment. The idea of 

revitalizing the village budded around the time of the heated debates over the North East New 

Territories New Development Areas Planning (2008–2013). Indeed, the promulgation of the 

revised New Development Area Planning proposals was announced in July 2013, and the Lai 

Chi Wo Programme was launched three months later in October. So, while the public was 

discussing the extensive clearing of the existing villages in the East New Territories, those 

involved in Lai Chi Wo were working hard to rebuild a village from ruins — indeed, an 

ironic scene juxtaposed by two sets of contrasting rationales of development.  
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My Research Objectives 
 

Currently, research in Hong Kong studies focuses primarily on urban cultures, with 

limited studies covering villages in Hong Kong. As more forms of rural village revitalization 

emerge in recent years, this research, serving as a case of rural studies, seeks to shed light on 

other often neglected dimensions of Hong Kong and might serve as a contribution to expand 

the scope of Hong Kong studies. In order to find out how an unprecedented, revitalized 

community is formed (i.e., Lai Chi Wo), I had four initial research objectives. These 

objectives were to: 1. understand the underlying motivations of the Programme; 2. outline the 

Programme’s criteria; 3. comprehend the interactions between stakeholders; and 4. determine 

the ways in which different stakeholders engaged with and/or supported the sustainability 

target. Developing this clear understanding the Programme’s initiation and formation 

provided me with a solid framework for further discussion and analysis — for example, the 

different struggles faced by villages in rural and urban areas in Hong Kong.  

 

As a follow-up to this initial research, I began to observe the ongoing operations of 

the village through fieldwork. The fieldwork intermittently lasted from Aug 2019 to Dec 

2020. During this stage, I observed how important the different actors were in a community 

to maintain cohesion and solidarity. As such, throughout this thesis, I highlight the ways in 

which NGOs have tried hard to engage all stakeholders and build relationships; as well as 

whether village activities help to increase or decrease the sense of belonging felt by new 

villagers. Importantly, I also outline how the different positions and motivations of 

indigenous and new villagers create discrepancies in the village’s internal power relations.  

 

My final objective in this research was to analyse Lai Chi Wo as a possible 

revitalization model for other local, de-populated villages. During this stage, I concluded that 



 

 12 

it could undoubtedly serve as a model for successfully converting a village in ruins into a 

vibrant village hub, especially as Lai Chi Wo is now popular amongst tourists and has both 

promotional and educational purposes. Nonetheless, I was less convinced that it served as a 

good model of a community whose central goal was sustainability. Indeed, two important 

issues impacting on the long-term sustainability and success of the village came to my 

attention over the course of my research. These included: the ways in which NGOs handled 

the lawful rental of the houses, negotiated with indigenous villagers, and distributed the 

agricultural land; and the barriers and limitations experienced by new villagers and tenants 

regarding getting involved in village affairs. Nonetheless, successful procedures and 

precautionary guidelines could be copied from the Lai Chi Wo Programme and adopted into 

other rural villages in the district. For instance, this could have been done in the Kwu Tung 

North New Development Area, which was selected as the site for a new satellite city with 

high-density housing estates and commercial development.  

 

Literature Review 
 

The theory of communities was first proposed by German sociologist Ferdinand 

Tönnies in 1887 (Nogueira, Pinto & Marques, 2019, p. 156), who contrasted the terms 

community (gemeinschaft) and society (gesellschaft). Graham Day explains that in Émile 

Durkheim’s view, the form of solidarity is called “mechanical” when “sets of people were 

united” for their similarity (2006, p.17). Day goes on to point out that there is also solidarity 

between people who are different, but “complementary” in “crucial respects” and who thus 

have an “organic” unity (p.17). In the Hong Kong context, the notion of “community” is 

typically understood as “administrative districts,” of which there are eighteen (e.g., Yuen 

Long, Kwun Tong, Sai Kung). Within this definition, people in the same community “reside 

in a specific locality,” and have a “shared government,” “common culture,” and “historical 
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heritage” (Brown, 2002, p. 2). The definition of community also extends to describe “the 

abstract and maybe evanescent essence of a sharing,” for example of minds and spirit (p. 3).  

 

For the intentional community, an anthropologist Susan Love Brown describes them 

as “voting with the feet” (p. 5). This involves an active response, or “a call to action that is 

personal and communal, bringing together the needs of the individual with those of other 

individuals, re-establishing the bonds that connect human beings but in a particular fashion” 

(p. 5). According to the Foundation for Intentional Community website, there are less than 20 

intentional communities in Asia (and India, which ranks first, has six) (Foundation for 

Intentional Community, 2016).  

 

To qualify an intentional community, Louise Meijering, Paulus Huigen and Bettina 

Van Hoven summarize seven criteria:  

1. No bonds by familial relationships only. 

2. A minimum of three to five adult members. 

3. Members join voluntarily. 

4. Geographical and psychological separation from mainstream society. 

5. A common ideology that is adhered to by all members. 

6. Sharing of (a part of) one’s property. 

7. The interest of the group prevails over individual interests. (2007, p. 1) 

 

Within the realm of intentional communities, there is a type of community which has 

been highly discussed in recent years — the ecovillage. Within the categories of intentional 

communities, Lai Chi Wo is most like an ecovillage. Lisa Mychajluk suggests that 

“Ecovillages are citizen-organized residential communities that strive for a more sustainable 
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way of life based on a culture of cooperation and sharing, as deemed necessary to support a 

shift to a post carbon world” (2017, p. 179). The attempts by these communities to lower 

their impact on the environment is similar to the eco-farming seen in Lai Chi Wo. However, 

typical eco-villagers seem to be more radical and conscious of what they “fight for.” 

According to Mychajluk’s interpretation, Liz Walker considers “ecovillages as communities 

where members live out shared values in a cooperative manner, through alternative social 

structures and economies” (2017, p. 181). Most scholars also share the view that ecovillages 

are a form of “grassroots movement to live the ‘new’ partnership society paradigm” 

(Mychajluk, 2017). In the case of Lai Chi Wo, people may have arrived with different 

purposes, but most have tried to work within the ideology of a more sustainable lifestyle 

(e.g., using reusable bottles, reduce disposal etc.) 

 

Lai Chi Wo: An Intentional Community? 
 

Although Lai Chi Wo village possesses some of the elements of an intentional 

community and exhibits some practices of environmental conservation, it does not fulfil all 

the aforementioned criteria. It seems to meet the first four criteria, but the other three are not 

so clear-cut. For example, if “sharing of a part of one’s property” could be understood as 

sharing farmland and water, then this criterion might apply. However, whether the 

community has a “common ideology that is adhered to by all members” is doubtful. In term 

of perceptions and expectations around the community’s formation, there are large 

discrepancies between the main players — the NGOs, the indigenous villagers, and the new 

villagers and tenants. For ascertaining whether Lai Chi Wo meets the last criterion, “The 

interest of the group prevails over individual interests,” it has to be interrogated as to what 

extent the villagers are willing to share and sacrifice for the good of the group (Meijering, 

Huigen & Hoven, 2007, p.1). This has no easy answer. Everyone involved has invested at 
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least some time and effort into the community, but to what extent individual players are 

willing to sacrifice for the greater good is unclear. Having said this, it is clear that all 

villagers work very hard keep their businesses afloat.  

 

Meanwhile, Lai Chi Wo possesses nature of “community-based enterprise”. Indeed, it 

is a community which “act[s] corporately as both entrepreneur and enterprise in pursuit of the 

common good” (Peredo & Chrisman, 2006, p. 310). As Călin Gurău and Léo-Paul Dana 

assert, this kind of entrepreneurship is a model focused on achieving a “community’s 

economic and social goals, managed and regulated to produce long-term individual and 

communal benefit” (2018). Although the villagers in Lai Chi Wo work in separate farming 

units to earn a living (and each unit competes with the others for business opportunities), 

these units also co-work to build up the Lai Chi Wo brand and achieve economic 

sustainability for the village. They have also shared the goal of transforming a once 

abandoned village into a vibrant agricultural hub. Although throughout the programme, 

environmental protection has not been consistently the central goal (Gurău & Dana, 2018), 

the partial embrace of a sustainability goal in Lai Chi Wo has been more effective at branding 

and promoting Lai Chi Wo’s businesses, than genuinely protecting the environment. 

 

As a development model, a community-based enterprise like Lai Chi Wo is not ideal. 

To get the village up and running, a huge amount of effort was made by many 

unacknowledged helpers over the past eight years. In the short-term, the current tourism-

based development is definitely the way forward for most rural villages in Hong Kong. The 

following chapters reveal the details of the major problems in Lai Chi Wo.  
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Chapter II. Complicated Power Relations with Third Parties 

Involved in the Community 

 

Non-traditional Ways in the Rural Village: “Third Parties” in the Community 
 

In Hong Kong, there are many rural village communities operated solely by the 

residents. Similarly to urban dwellers, houses or flats may be owned or rented. The difference 

is that in some rural villages, there are extended family or kinship groups. However, owing to 

the rapid pace of the local real estate market, a large number of traditional village houses are 

open for sale to anyone who can afford to buy them. Thus, people living in some villages no 

longer need to engage in relationships or get involved in traditional village affairs. 

 

Provided that there is no property management company involved in the maintenance 

of these kinds of villages, many of the remaining indigenous villagers may still hold 

traditional rituals, and organize village activities, without the participation of newcomers. 

These are usually organized by village offices or representatives from ancestral halls, and are 

seldom open to newcomers. The new village house owners often find themselves excluded 

from these events, either by choice (because they decide not to interact with the indigenous 

villagers), or by exclusion (as indigenous villagers may choose not to notify them about 

upcoming gatherings or village taboos). 

 

In Lai Chi Wo, there are multiple layers of power in operation due to the way in 

which the modern village rebuilt. These are mentioned in the book “Vivifying Lai Chi Wo” 

(Law, Chick, Yiu, Ling, & Ngan, 2018), which was published by the Policy for Sustainability 

Lab of the University of Hong Kong (HKU). The Sustainable Lai Chi Wo Programme was 
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initiated by one of Lai Chi Wo’s indigenous villagers, David Tsang, and a non-villager, Lam 

Chiu Ying, who is the former Director of the Hong Kong Observatory. Both Tsang and Lam 

were affected by the derelict state the village had been in for more than thirty years. Since the 

government does not propose a clear and comprehensive rural village development in Hong 

Kong, many coastal rural villages are abandoned as the indigenous inhabitants are aged or 

migrated to urban areas. Furthermore, some villages located in the countryside are also 

restricted from extensive development and the construction of roads. Therefore, the 

Sustainable Lai Chi Wo Programme can be seen as the pioneer project aiming to revitalize 

residential and rural villages through cross-sector partnership in Hong Kong (HKU, 2016). In 

this chapter, the ways in which non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have participated in 

the rebuilding of the village will be discussed. By looking at the division of labour between 

NGOs, I will review their strategies and analyze their power relations. By doing so, I will 

also propose that the hierarchy of power established through NGO involvement in the village 

may have long-term effects on the cohesiveness of the village. 

 

The Programme Began with a Villager and NGOs 
 

The revitalization of Lai Chi Wo started with recultivation of the land, the chosen 

land was the farmland before abandonment: “agriculture is the easiest way to gather a cluster 

of people,” Lam suggested during a talk about the Anthropocene and Hong Kong (Lam, 

2019). In the talk, he provided initiatives for urban dwellers to venture out to the northeastern 

part of Hong Kong to live. After all, finding people willing to live in, and be part of, a village 

is the most crucial part of forming a community. In order to carry out his plans, Lam 

launched the Hong Kong Countryside Foundation, and contacted some local NGOs with 

skills in environmental conservation and agriculture, and knowledge about the ecology and 
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geography of the area to help. There are five primary objectives which guide the work of all 

organizations and sectors in the community:  

 

1. To initiate a whole catchment management approach for biodiversity 

conservation; 

2. To revitalize agricultural activities by adopting innovative farming methods; 

3. To re-discover the community resources and facilitate appropriate use; 

4. To develop the village as an environmental and sustainable development 

education hub; 

5. To develop diverse local products and services, thereby creating job opportunities 

and financial returns to sustain the local economy (Law et al., 2018). 

 

Working Together Separately: The Roles of Different Organizations 
 

Unlike the ecovillages in other countries, Lai Chi Wo relied intensively on third-party 

NGOs when it was launched. As mentioned in the above paragraphs, different NGOs were 

responsible for the various aspects of the Programme. In the early stages, there were clear 

boundaries between their roles and responsibilities. However, these days, their work 

sometimes overlaps in over to enhance efficiency. For instance, the various organizations 

might cooperate to rent one stall in a festival, so as to simultaneously reduce their costs and 

boost their promotional efforts. These NGOs include: the Hong Kong Countryside 

Foundation (HKCF); the Conservancy Association (CA); the Policy for Sustainability Lab 

(PSL); and the Produce Green Foundation (PGF)1. 

 
1 Currently, the first three NGOs, the HKCF, the CA and the PSL are still involved in Lai Chi Wo. The PGF, 
however, withdrew from the Programme at the end of the first phase. 
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As mentioned above, the Sustainable Lai Chi Wo Programme was first established by 

the HKCF. According to interviewee X, one of the HKCF employees, the organization has 

mainly dealt with the issue of farmland. The HKCF rents the surrounding farmland from 

local villagers, then, leases it out to the farmer units (農組) for free. As such, supervising the 

frequent and proper use of the rented farmland is their responsibility. Nonetheless, as the 

number of farmer units has not been significant, and the people who participate really want to 

grow crops, no strict rules have needed to be implemented. As this is the only organization 

which deals with the rental contracts of houses and farmland, it is the only one that needs to 

negotiate with the indigenous villagers, settling the terms for prices and rental periods. 

 

Interviewee Y, who works for the CA, said that their central role in Lai Chi Wo was 

not to launch the Programme, but to participate into the Programme as one of the cooperative 

organizations. At the beginning of the Programme, the CA was not highly involved; they 

mainly advised on the ecological sustainability of the private rural land (which was later 

turned into agricultural land), to ensure the maintenance of biodiversity in the respective 

areas. One of their other major roles has been environmental education. In the second phase 

of the Programme, the CA was no longer funded by the PSL. Instead, the CA collaborated 

with the HKCF to obtain funding from the Nature Conservation Management Agreement 

Projects which were being offered by the government. Therefore, they are now playing a 

more active role in bringing forth their objectives in Lai Chi Wo. 

 

The participation of HKU in the Programme has come through the PSL. The PSL has 

led the collaborative efforts and, in the early stages, was responsible for inviting ecologists, 

geographers and biologists to conduct fieldwork and experiments to collect data about the 

village. They have also worked on the allocation of water, planning and reorganizing the 
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water system to drain the nearby river water which is the unprocessed rainwater from the 

mountain into the farmland, and distributing the water held in the village reservoir to 

households. Rebuilding collapsed houses, repairing ruined roads and the village court, and 

recultivating the farmland, were also included in their schedule. For the past seven years, they 

have also conducted routine work to maintain the smooth running of the community, which 

has involved holding regular meetings to coordinate and monitor the progress of the other 

organizations. Additionally, they also provide assistance when the other organizations need 

help. They also have plans for the social economy of the village in the pipeline. In the future, 

part of their work will focus on promoting Lai Chi Wo products. Currently, the PSL is 

attempting to develop a wholesale line, starting from the farms in Lai Chi Wo. Produce from 

the farms will be packaged and/or processed in a factory planned for Sha Tau Kok (which is 

located near the pier of the regular farmers), then sold in urban areas. An additional aspect of 

the marketing plan for Lai Chi Wo’s products is that, through brand building and word-of-

mouth, the public will become familiar with the products and want to visit the village. 

 

Participant Engagement in Community Formation 
 

From an abandoned ruin to a vibrant village, the third party have played a significant 

role in expanding the community's prospects. For example, the idea for revitalizing Lai Chi 

Wo, as mentioned above, was proposed by an indigenous villager and a retired former 

official and then realized by third parties — the NGOs. They took on the responsibilities of 

planning and project management. So, rather than being initiated by a group of people with 

the same vision, it was conceptually initiated by a few, then established through the work of 

third parties. This reliance on NGOs for the realization of the Programme occurred for three 

main reasons: their access to sources of capital, their expertise and/or ability to access the 

necessary expertise; and their ability to engage participants. 
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The first two reasons for this NGO reliance highlights adversities faced by other 

growing communities in Hong Kong as well, as most community building or rebuilding 

projects require capital for basic construction and/or renovation. One example of this is the 

Blue House in Wan Chai; in order to refurbish the building cluster to include a mixture of 

residential, exhibition and cultural spaces, substantial funds were provided by the 

government.2 Similarly, in Lai Chi Wo the Programme is funded by the Environmental 

Protection Department under the Nature Conservation Management Agreement Scheme, the 

Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation Limited and the Hong Kong Jockey Club.  

 

Indeed, lacking startup capital is the major hindrance to general intentional 

community formation. For the beginning of a community formation, the community needs a 

lot of money to construct the new houses and infrastructure or refurbish the historical 

buildings anew for their inhabitation. Thus, the community participants either have to raise 

capital through fundraising or seek sponsorship from the government. Around the globe, 

nearly all ecologically designed communities have sought help from their respective 

governments. For instance, seven people initiated the Crystal Waters Eco Village in Australia 

(Gibson, 2019). Although these people have initially been living in the area, they did not own 

the land; nonetheless, they worked with two designers and came up with a plan which was 

finally endorsed and supported by the local government. Thus, the structural problem leads to 

the lobbying between the government and the initiators. Hence it affects the strategic 

approaches of the community, especially the economic consideration. Communities may 

distort from their original objectives of the intentional communities to facilitate the plan of 

funding. Currently, in Hong Kong, the government tends not to take leading roles or be 

 
2 In 2000, the Blue House was rated as a Grade I historic building. In 2012, the Legislative Council approved 
HK$75.4 million to revitalize it. 
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directly involved in matters of environmental conservation. At the same time, it steps back 

and only provides money for the private project while attempting to evade her duty to the 

environmental problems. 

 

The knowledge and technologies for interested groups or individuals to develop their 

own unique forms of community are not widely available in Hong Kong. Consequently, 

amateurs who attempt to launch an intentional community have to learn by themselves, often 

through referring to examples outside of Hong Kong, or by inviting experts or NGOs to 

help.3 Indeed only registered NGOs are able to apply for local government subsidies (e.g. 

from the Environmental Education and Community Action (EE&CA) Projects, or the Nature 

Conservation Management Agreement Projects (HKSAR Gov, 2007). Without a background 

in environmental protection or the backing of NGOs, a group of passionate people are 

unlikely to be successful when applying for government funding to rebuild a community. 

This lowers the possibilities for average people to participate in forming an intentional 

community.  

 

The final reason for reliance on third parties is their ability to engage participants. The 

NGOs often hold some activities to engage different stakeholders. For instance, there are 

regular cleaning works for maintaining the electric fence of the farmland. All agricultural 

parties have to send representatives to participate in the cleaning section. Due to practical 

reason, people come together. In addition, intentional communities outside of Hong Kong are 

typically initiated on a small scale with a few core members — Crystal Waters, for example, 

started with seven people. (The core members are those who permanently live, or have at 

 
3 Details on this can be found in the introductory chapter.  
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least determined to dwell, in the same place for an extended period.) Therefore, as long as the 

group has enough resources, they do not need to engage more participants.  

 

On the other hand, in the Lai Chi Wo Programme, which NGOs officially initiated 

along with the presence of some indigenous villagers, there are stakeholders who do not 

reside permanently in the village. Instead, some indigenous villagers reside in Sha Tau Kok, 

where the farmers’ boats from Lai Chi Wo disembark. For those who reside part-time in Lai 

Chi Wo, it is often for the sake of business only (it only tends to be profitable on weekends 

and holidays). The village also has six units of new settlers, but amongst them, only one 

household treats Lai Chi Wo as their primary residence; the others only stay in the village for 

a few days each week. In fact, most residents treat the village as an office to arrange art 

events, craftsmanship workshops, organic farming activities, etc. Members of the NGOs 

which have obtained government subsidies to rent the houses or funding also visit the village 

frequently but tend not to stay overnight or for long periods. Some tenants rent the houses 

and use the space for promoting Lai Chi Wo through creative ways, such as art and wood 

craftsmanship, which is the co-creation organizations. This group of people account for the 

largest portion of the total number of villagers, and they mainly consist of urban dwellers. 

Their primary duty is to promote the village culture and compel urban dwellers to join their 

activities to boost the village’s profile. Given these particulars, it can be said that the 

community is composed of a cluster of people with high mobility and just a few stable 

villagers, and this results in a problem: what criteria define whether someone belongs to the 

community or not? Who are the insiders, and who are the outsiders? Or simply, who has the 

legitimacy to represent, comment on, and make decisions for the village? 
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Problems Emerging from Third Party Involvement 
 

At the simplest level, the ultimate goal for all those involved in the Programme (third 

party organizations, new tenants or settlers, and indigenous villagers) is to maintain the 

community in the village. This involves not only preserving the cultural landscape of the 

village, farmlands and surrounding environment, but also maintaining a stable number of 

village residents. This requires villagers who are not only committed to staying for a long 

period of time, but who are able to make a living from within the community and, thus, limit 

their needs to travel downtown. To date, maintaining a stable number of residents has been 

the greatest obstacle to establishing a cohesive community in the village. 

 

There is no initiative for the community to grow due to the unilateral responsive 

agent. As explained above, the NGOs are responsible for sourcing almost all the resident 

population in the village, aside from the indigenous villagers who returned after the 

announcement of the Programme. As interviewee N, one of the current villagers mentioned, 

they rent a house directly from the house owner who is a migrated indigenous villager, and 

rent the farmland at no added cost, in accordance to the agreement signed with the PSL. 

Since the house owner is not living in the village, he/she cannot participate in the village 

community, nor in the cultural construction of the community. The responsibility for this then 

falls onto those who choose to stay in the village, and they are not only expected to promote 

the village culture and local produce but also a self-sufficient and ecologically sustainable 

way of life. However, the Programme directives are unilateral — they go from organization 

to individual villager/unit. As such, the transverse bonding is not very strong amongst the 

villagers, as there is no real “need” for them to interact with one another. This “need” that I 

am highlighting could be waived solely by the cooperative management of the organizations 
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under the current system. As such, it could cause tremendous trouble in the future if the 

organizations finally decide to withdraw from the Programme, as they are intending. 

Therefore, in the long run, it is necessary (at least in theory) to build strong bonds amongst 

the villagers, so that they can persistently come up with future objectives for the village. 

 

Nonetheless, from the beginning of the Programme, bonding between indigenous and 

new villagers was not prioritized. There are two possible reasons for this. The first is that 

there was no cooperation-based work that connected the two groups of villagers. At the 

beginning of the Programme, there were not enough chance for indigenous and non-

indigenous villagers to interact. After they settled down, two groups of villagers would not 

have the initiatives to strive for a closer relationship. The second reason is that the lease 

agreements only require the new villagers to report to the PSL, a system that disfavors the 

formation of organic interactions or interrelationships between the villagers. This structural 

problem was amplified during the final year of the second phase of the funded project, and it 

is precisely this period that needs to be thought about in the upcoming plans. If the third-party 

organizations would like to withdraw from their role as facilitators (as mentioned by 

interviewee Z), they would first need to unite the villagers to foster solidarity within the 

community. However, since the relationship between the village and the organizations has 

remained unchanged, so have the relationships amongst the villagers. Unless there is a 

significant event or structural change to initiate villagers’ intentions to develop closer and 

stronger relationships, this will not happen, as the current operation does not possess the 

potential for community building. 

 

The difference in motivation remains a lingering problem. The role of the third-party 

organizations was to establish a new model of rural village development which could be 



 

 26 

referenced by other rural villages in Hong Kong. As the pioneering project, every step taken 

in Lai Chi Wo has been in the public spotlight. Therefore, the organizations have been driven 

to succeed, as reviews of this project will determine whether the village is a feasible and/or 

successful model for future projects. The indigenous villagers, regardless of whether they live 

in the village or not, have, for their part, looked forward to the changes in the village, such as 

improvements to the landscape, better business prospects, and higher visitors’ number. High 

profile attacks from a number of indigenous villagers rejecting the Programme diminished 

after Da Jiu (打醮) in 2019.4 Interviewee Z thought that the reason may have been that the 

prosperity of the village during Da Jiu was witnessed by those who had initially rejected the 

Programme. Even those villagers who were initially an opposing force, now look forward to 

seeing what kind of development could happen in the village. 

 

Those who have been in Lai Chi Wo from the beginning of the restoration (or for a 

long time) are the most concerned about the current status. It is because not many villagers or 

new tenants have a say on continuing or terminating the Programme in the future. For artists 

of the co-creation organization, their work in the village ends at the termination of their 

contracts, so they have fewer reasons to worry. If the new settlers find the living environment 

is no longer suitable for them, they may have to move. For the organic farming organizations, 

any changes in the rental farmland agreements may upset their continuation of agricultural 

work in the village. As such, future plans are vital to the people in the aforementioned 

categories. However, the extent to which they can be involved in the village at this moment 

means more to them. Therefore, to sustain the village, a united motivation is crucial at this 

stage. The Programme’s goal to develop a vibrant and interactive village is unfeasible 

 
4 Da Jiu is also called Taai Ping Ching Jiu. It is a Taoist ritual and festival conducted every year in some of 
Hong Kong’s indigenous villages. In Lai Chi Wo, the event is held every ten years.  
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without this group of urban dwellers who have dedicated this part of their lives to the village. 

Therefore, as long as they are willing to stay, the village plans should consider which changes 

will cause the least number of difficulties to the new settlers (who are not new anymore). 

Currently, however, future plans for the village are biased towards the roles and needs of 

indigenous villagers, and this impacts the realm of “the community” (i.e., who is included 

and who is not). 

 

Difference in Defining Community 
 

Traditional rural villages rely heavily on the solidarity within the village. Typically, 

most villagers would know one another’s names, be able to locate their family or kinship 

relationships, and recognize each other as “one of us.” These close relationships existed about 

thirty years ago in Lai Chi Wo but, as mentioned above, do not today. This difference can be 

explained by the conflicting interests held by the various stakeholders upholding the idea of 

the “community” in Lai Chi Wo. 

 

Interviewee Z explained that the community of Lai Chi Wo could be represented as 

four layers of widening circles. The innermost circle is comprised of current residents, 

regardless of whether they are indigenous villagers or new settlers; as such, it includes the 

head of the village and the regular farmers (i.e. the people who work in the village). The 

second circle encompasses the indigenous community, which extends translocally to other 

areas of Hong Kong and even abroad. The third circle involves the long-term volunteers who 

aid in the operation of the farmlands. And, the outermost circle is the general Hong Kong 

population. The rationale behind this is that the conservation of the cultural landscape is 

bolstered through the access the general population has to Lai Chi Wo to participate in 

cultural activities, purchase agricultural products, or reside in the village. Interviewee Y also 
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agreed that from the perspective of the NGOs, those who contribute to the village culture, 

either through art, agriculture or business activities, are also an integral part of the village. As 

an example, interviewee Y mentioned that artists who use village houses as a base, inject new 

life in the village and attract a different set of visitors. 

 

In general, under the prerequisite of garnering public attention, the third-party 

organizations agree that the opportunity to engage as many people as possible in the village is 

the most beneficial outcome for the community. Although it seems reasonable that the duty 

of decision-making about the village falls on those belonging to the two innermost circles, 

not all the villagers share the same view. Interviewee N revealed that she does not always feel 

like “one of the village members,” especially regarding the grey areas of house rentals and 

the shared village spaces. As an example, interviewee N mentioned that there was once a 

minor blockage in the water channel, and in an attempt to fix the water flow, some bricks 

were added to direct the flow. The following day, the village head asked for the bricks to be 

removed, claiming that the indigenous villagers were unhappy with the change. This decision 

was made through a private group chat on social media involving only local and overseas 

indigenous villagers. This prompt reaction reflects the fact that non-indigenous villagers or 

tenants are under the constant scrutiny of indigenous villagers. Hence, they cannot make any 

changes in the public areas surrounding their houses. From this example, we notice that the 

non-indigenous are placed below the indigenous villagers in terms of village power relations. 

This social hierarchy may impede the village from achieving a desirable level of 

development. 
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Indigenous Villagers and New Settlers 
 

          In “Vivifying Lai Chi Wo,” the relationship between indigenous villagers and new 

settlers is clarified in a statement issued by the former and current village heads, Ah-Chat 

Tsang and Wai-Yip Tsang: 

“We welcome those who sincerely like Lai Chi Wo and our culture to move here. We 

hope outsiders can keep Lai Chi Wo clean, and will not encroach on indigenous 

villagers’ livelihood and rights. It is reasonable for non-indigenous inhabitants to farm 

and sell products produced from their crops, but if they do similar business as the 

indigenous villagers resulting in vicious competition, it may threaten the livelihood of 

indigenous villagers. If this kind of situation arises, both parties should negotiate 

peacefully to avoid conflicts.” (Law et al., 2018) 

 

According to this statement, the lifestyles and business choices of non-indigenous 

villagers in the village are conditional. Incidentally, there are two restaurants in the village 

which operate each Sunday providing complete meals to visitors, and both are run by 

indigenous villagers. No non-indigenous villager runs a similar business; instead, their 

businesses tend to offer only snacks, ice cream, and homemade products from local produce. 

Even if they had thought of establishing a restaurant business, the idea of “not encroaching 

on indigenous villagers’ livelihood and rights” is ambiguous. As the provisions and support 

from the NGOs are distributed equally among the farming units, there would obviously be a 

high possibility of producing, and thus selling, similar products. Despite attempts not to sell 

the same products, “vicious competition” is hard to avoid. Even if villagers sell different 

products, sales numbers are not ensured, as the variations in products, and the ways in which 

they are promoted, may attract different consumers. Furthermore, customers may not spend 
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in the ways expected. Hence, this expectation on new villagers is unreachable as it demands a 

gesture which is open to subjective interpretation and other uncontrollable factors. 

 

During an interview with Apple Daily in November 2018, the village head, Wai-yip 

Tsang, mentioned that he had had reservations about Lam’s motivations for restoring the 

village. “I do not understand why he [Lam] likes our village so much. He does not have a 

stake in it” (Leung, 2018). Nonetheless, he added that as the village was abandoned anyway, 

there seemed to be nothing harmful about someone willing to farm the land and clear the 

weeds at no cost, so he just let him do it (Leung, 2018). Seemingly, from a practical point of 

view, the village can earn free labours to rebuild the house through the Programme. 

 

The marginality of non-indigenous villagers is also evident in elections for the village 

head, which are never open to non-indigenous villagers. This means that no matter how long 

one has lived in the village, they should not expect to have influence or say regarding the 

general management of their living environment. Another strategy might be used by village 

heads to suppress the power of non-indigenous villagers is to encourage indigenous villagers 

only to sell their ancestral houses to those who belong to the Hing Chun Yeuk5 family 

/bloodlines (Leung, 2018). It is not hard to understand the logic of this strategy: whoever 

owns the land, has a louder voice. 

 

This power balance is more than reasonable in situations where land ownership is the 

sole consideration, as it is when it comes to village houses rented in other areas of Hong 

Kong. Nonetheless, the injection of resources and funds from the government and private 

 
5 The engagement includes seven neighbouring villages: Lai Chi Wo, So Lo Pun, Sam A Village, Mui Tsz Lam, 
Kop Tong, Siu Tan, and Ngau Chi Wu. 
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corporations to revitalize Lai Chi Wo on the premise of environmental conservation, means 

that the stakes in the village do not solely belong to the indigenous villagers; rather, they are 

shared amongst the current villagers. This does not mean that property rights should be 

openly shared, but the right to govern the village should be. Every individual should have an 

equal say regarding village plans and events, for example. 

 

When I inquired as to how conflicts between indigenous and new villagers were 

resolved, Interviewee N commented that: “Even when there are conflicts regarding issues that 

relate to us [new villagers], all we can do is to report them to the village head and wait for a 

‘final decision’. We are never directly involved in any negotiations nor privy to how 

particular decisions are made.” Although regular village meetings are held, these are 

primarily used as a forum to update villagers on any pending issues. Indeed, new villagers 

also need to contest with a prominent and influential indigenous community situated outside 

of the village, and in some cases, outside of Hong Kong. Considering these dynamics, the 

“circles” framework used previously does not reflect the real community relations. From this 

description, the trans-local community of indigenous villagers are in the innermost circle, and 

the non-indigenous villagers are outside of it. Despite being an NGO employee rather than a 

villager, interviewee X made a related observation: “I think the problem [between indigenous 

and new villagers] is worsened by the reactions of the third-party organizations. These 

organizations are supposed to ease the power imbalances between different parties and act as 

mediators. Instead, they always try to persuade the non-indigenous side to compromise”. It is 

interesting to observe that the indigenous villagers are the minority within the village, but 

their number multiplies if also includes the indigenous community outside the village. 
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An Artist’s Perspective 
 

“I do not regard myself as one of the members of the Lai Chi Wo community. The 

villagers — the people who live there — they are the community,” commented interviewee 

A, an artist who has their studio based in the village. Interviewee A explained that they are 

there to enjoy their artistic expression. As their work is to attract urban dwellers, they, 

theoretically, do not need to interact with the other villagers or get themselves involved in the 

community. Having said this, village-based artists do get involved in the community, as they 

usually rely on the food provisions of the indigenous villagers, and because life in a small 

village reduces social barriers quickly. Nonetheless, as the primary role of a resident artist is 

to be a “moderator” for urban dwellers to explore the village culture through art, they tend 

not to consider themselves as hosts but as the close guests of the village. The project and 

task-based orientation of resident artists also require them, as funded parties, to report to the 

third-party organizations. This structural setting cannot help to strengthen the bonding of 

different stakeholders in the village, leading to the “not as standard” level of sense of 

belonging to the community.    

 

Similar to other tourist spots in Hong Kong, the easiest way to get along with people 

in Lai Chi Wo is through trade; trade, incidentally, is also the only way to make a living from 

within a rural village. For residents in Lai Chi Wo, selling products may not be their only 

source of income, but it usually occupies a rather significant portion. 

 

Volunteers in the Community 
 

There are also a large number of volunteers who are frequently seen in Lai Chi Wo. 

For regular volunteers who visit often, their respective organizations are usually their 
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guarantors for the Closed Area Permit. With this permit, one can travel between Lai Chi Wo 

and Sha Tau Kok closed area by boat, which takes about 15 minutes. It is the only transit 

option other than the public ferry which runs on Sunday and public holidays. Since the 

community in Lai Chi Wo is so small, volunteers invited by different parties are quickly 

spotted. From my observations and conversations with the villagers, volunteers are usually 

invited to help third-party organizations and other organizations promote organic farming. As 

such, they usually assist in agricultural work. Indigenous villagers normally seek help from 

relatives to work in their restaurant businesses, and because of the nature of those jobs, they 

are usually paid. To learn more about Lai Chi Wo, I started out as a volunteer in an 

organization promoting permaculture. Instead of simply being a customer and seeing the best 

side of the village, joining the village as a volunteer was an easy way to develop a deeper 

understanding of its culture. The total number of volunteers is large, but for those volunteers 

who stay overnight, their names are circulated in the villagers private group chats. Therefore, 

it was quite surprising to realize that as I walked around, some of the villagers knew who I 

was, even though I did not know who they were.  

 

Due to an innate cautiousness towards strangers (and/or to keep the village safe), all 

volunteers must be affiliated with one of the organizations in the village. This watchfulness 

poses an interesting contradiction: the traditional village culture is suspicious of outsiders, yet 

the village is now promoting Hakka culture and organic farming. There is a contradicting 

situation that the traditional village culture is generally a close system while as a tourist spot, 

it is facing to the public. Under these circumstances, the question must be asked: who is 

welcome and who is not? It seems ambiguous in this case. During holidays, for example, 

villagers in Lai Chi Wo are prepared for an influx of tourists, so they tend not to be too wary 

of outsiders in these moments. The situation is different during weekdays, however. It is 
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believed that due to the remoteness of the location, only workers and hikers will stay or pass 

through the village. During these periods, strangers are not received so well, and wandering 

around without a clear reason may be considered suspicious. This selective openness makes it 

doubtful as to whether the village is really ready for the next step: the Hakka Life Experience 

Village@Lai Chi Wo project.  

 

This project aims to invite urban dwellers to stay overnight in the houses of Lai Chi 

Wo. Setting up a hostel (or something similar) may be a common way of running a business 

in the city, but for it to work in Lai Chi Wo, the village would have to accept unknown 

visitors indiscriminately. And, these visitors would not necessarily understand, nor comply 

with, the unwritten rules of the village (e.g. local customs and restrictions). There was a case 

one summer, for example, when two foreign volunteers were so excited to see the river, they 

put on swimsuits and played in the water. Since in the traditional village culture, erotic 

dressing is viewed as inappropriate. This scene was instantly reported through a private group 

chat between the villagers and the organization affiliated with the two volunteers. In this 

case, the villagers reacted because the visitors were unaware of the unwritten cultural rules in 

the village. While these kinds of problems are easily solved amongst those who live in the 

village, it becomes less clear how these problems could be handled with general members of 

the public. Even if all the tacit rules could be written down, it remains doubtful whether the 

villagers would accept a shift of power in which they can no longer entirely demand visitor 

compliance. 

 

In the course of forming the community, the third-party organizations engage and 

place the public as the higher priority. As described by interviewee Z, the organizations 

approached the Programme with the intention of converting the village from a close and 
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traditional community (which only involved indigenous villagers) to a publicly open 

community for those interested in sustainable living. It was expected that after a period of 

time, a relatively stable community would be formed with strong bonds. So, in the third 

stage, it would once again be a close communal village. In this stage, the core members 

would be the owners of the houses (i.e., the indigenous villagers and the new settlers). 

Ideally, the village would also have established economic mechanisms capable of generating 

the income needed to sustain village life. Lai Chi Wo is currently progressing from stage two 

to stage three. Yet, deeply rooted differences amongst the various parties leaves in doubt 

whether, how and/or when the third-party organizations should withdraw their support. 

Precisely at the launch of the Hakka Life Experience Village@Lai Chi Wo project, the 

village is going to experience communal change as new guests stay overnight. This shifting 

of village life to a mode of business, the Hakka Life Experience Village project, and the 

establishment of the factory for processing and packaging local produce, are key steps 

towards the village becoming economically sustainable. Nonetheless, with the current 

hierarchy of power and unrecognized membership in the community, it is questionable 

whether every existing villager will be willing to stay. 

 

Ground for Development of Sustainability 
 

The restoration of the village could be read as the reappearance of the “good old 

days,” as the third-party involvement led to the influx of new creative approaches and 

knowledge, especially through art and organic farming techniques. Third-party organizations 

have introduced the concept of organic farming, which has helped proliferate the biodiversity 

in the village. It is also a key mechanism through which the villagers work together in the 

same place successfully. However, there are evident anxieties amongst new settlers as none 

of them has a real say in how the village will be managed going forward, and their fates are 
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essentially in the hands of the indigenous villagers. Even the once-abandoned (but now 

revitalized) farmland that they rent and the farm could be taken from them at some point in 

the future and returned to indigenous villagers (including overseas villagers). 

 

Moreover, there are no restrictions on the ways in which farmland can be used by 

indigenous villagers. Therefore, any changes to the current farming practices may influence 

the soil quality in the surrounding areas. Once the ground is polluted, it takes a long time to 

recover. Thus, the ways in which the current Programme structures a relationship between 

farmland and organic farming fits with the goals of both environmental and economic 

sustainability. If the third-party organizations withdraw, what will happen to the farmland? If 

there are no strict regulations, the area will become an ideological battleground over the ways 

in which human beings should relate to the land. The concepts of organic farming, 

environmentally friendly land use, and the conservation of species and material resources, 

need to be negotiated amongst all those who participate to understand to what extent they 

would allow changes for the environmental conservation. So, how successful have third-party 

organizations been in enhancing environmental awareness amongst the villagers? And, to 

what extent is the notion of sustainability sedimented in the village? The relationship between 

nature and ideology will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter III. A Sustainable Geosite Rather Than a Sustainable 

Community 
 

The Concept of Sustainability from the International Level to the State Level 
 

After the Industrial Revolution, human beings began to produce unprecedented 

amounts of greenhouse gases, which upset the entire ecosystem and led to changes in the 

climate. The consequences were gradually observed from different records; for instance, the 

average global temperature recorded negative growth before 1930 at -2ºC to -4ºC. From this 

it can be understood that global temperatures are supposed to lower over time. From 1930 

onwards, however, temperature increases have not stopped, and even recorded a leap of 0.5ºC 

between 1980 and 2019 (Ritchie, H., & Roser, M., 2017). Excessive greenhouse gases in the 

atmosphere create what is known as the “greenhouse effect,” which directly causes climate 

change. This problem is now widely recognized by scientists, and has been brought to global 

attention. According to Our Common Future (or the Brundtland Report), the situation had 

occurred as the combined result of “burning of fossil fuels,” “loss of vegetative cover” and 

“urban-industrial growth” (Williams, C. C., & Millington, A. C., 2004, p. 99).6 The 

publication also created the first definition of “sustainable development”: 

Sustainable development is a development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains 

within it two key concepts: 

• the concept of “needs”, in particular the essential needs of the world’s poor, to 

which overriding priority should be given; and 

 
6 The Brundtland Report was published by the World Commission on Environment and Development — an 
“intergovernmental commission set up by the United Nations system in the mid-1980s” (Williams & Millington, 
2004, p. 99). 
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• the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organization on 

the environment’s ability to meet present and future needs. (World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987, p. 43) 

 

In The Future We Want, the outcome document from the Rio+20 Conference in 2012, 

an emphasis was placed on “the importance of institutions that foster three pillars of 

sustainable development” (Fuchs, C., 2017, p. 448). The elaboration of the three pillars is 

also understood as the “Three Es” — economics, ecology, and (social) equity (Passerini, E., 

1998, p. 60). “As a follow-up to Rio+20, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

(United Nations 2015) contains 17 goals” (Fuchs, 2017, p. 448). Some scholars also proposed 

that “culture” be included as a fourth pillar separate from the notion of “social equity,” but 

others remained doubtful about the “methodological separability” of “culture” and “social 

equity” (Palang H., Soini, K., Printsmann A. & Birkeland I., 2017, p. 130). 

 

In the Brundtland Report, there was also a section proposing ways through national 

policy and intergovernmental organizations via legal means to achieve sustainability goals. 

Since climate change is a large-scale problem, it was asserted that it could only be resolved if 

influential groups were willing to take up the responsibility. These “influential groups” 

included: governments, “various regional organizations,” and “all major international bodies 

and agencies” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 20). 

Nonetheless, this report was not widely accepted for its prevalence of overgeneralizations. 

Two of the most prominent criticisms of the report are summed up by Harold Brookfield: 

firstly, he asserted, it “is intendedly a political document rather than a scientific treatise on 

the world’s problems” (Brookfield, H., 1988, p. 128). “The central case is that environmental 

protection has been added to the political agenda, but not incorporated within it ...” (p. 128). 
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It seems to the author of the report that the most significant part is the “proposals for 

institutional and legal change, both nationally and internationally” (p. 128). Secondly, 

Brookfield proposed that there is practically no consensus on how to achieve this 

sustainability. He explained that the suggestions targeting sustainability did not appear to 

truly comprehend “the conundrum that the ecologically sustainable use of natural resources 

could hardly meet the intense economic expansion which demands individual, states and 

international cooperation” (p.133). 

 

In a review of the debates surrounding the notion of sustainability, Williams and 

Millington identified three main perspectives. The first they called “weak sustainability” (or 

“shallow environmentalism”) — an approach in which “one needs to expand the stock of 

resources” (2004, p. 101). This could supposedly happen through: generating renewable 

resources and non-renewable resources; making better use of current resources; and seeking 

technical solutions to challenges such as resource depletion and pollution (2004, p.100). 

Embedded in this approach, which the authors call “anthropocentric” discourse, is the notion 

that humans are not only dominant in the “relationship” between “human[s] and nature,” but 

that humans have the right to dominate the Earth. To practice “sustainability” in this way is to 

treat nature only as our source of resources, not as something we are part of (2004, p. 100). 

The second perspective is “strong sustainability” (or “deep ecology”) — an approach that 

advocates that “the demands that we make on the Earth need to be revised so that, for 

instance, we consume less” (2004, p. 100). In other words, by understanding the “finitude” of 

the Earth, people seek to “adapt” to the environment. This approach can be understood as 

“‘biocentric egalitarianism’, by which is meant inter-species equity that recognizes non-

human or biotic rights” (2004, p. 102). Instead of wholeheartedly believing in the discourse 

of development, adherents to this perspective on sustainability harbour doubts about current 
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lifestyles and advocate for “rethinking our attitude towards nature” (2004, p. 102). The third 

perspective is “moderate sustainability”; this approach “combines elements of the weak and 

strong approaches,” which are the “two core schools of thought in sustainability science” 

(2004, p. 100). 

 

Ecological Sustainability Practices in Lai Chi Wo 
 

Since its beginnings, the Programme has had the goal of sustainable development. It 

has also followed an international trend for the inclusion of cultural sustainability, by 

advocating for the retention of the traditional Hakka cultural practices of the indigenous 

villagers. As such, indigenous villagers worked together with third-party organizations to 

build the “Lai Chi Wo Cultural Hub,” which includes a small-scale exhibition and a space for 

cultural activities.  

 

NGOs Involvement 
 

The Conservancy Association (CA) is one of the NGOs participating in the 

sustainability aspect of the Programme. Their main role is to promote the importance of 

biodiversity in Lai Chi Wo’s agricultural landscape. According to their official website, they 

aim to “achieve sustained biodiversity and traditional rural life through eco-friendly farming 

practices and well-planned farmland management”. Environmental sustainability in Lai Chi 

Wo is encouraged through a system in which the government provides funding to encourage 

NGOs to cooperate with village landlords on issues of ecological conservation. Even though 

Lai Chi Wo village and the private land surrounding the marine park and village are privately 

owned, the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department of the Hong Kong 

government discourages people from conducting large-scale activities in the area that may 
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harm the environment. Furthermore, as there is currently no major transportation 

infrastructure in the area, or planned for the area, it is protected from the risk of developing 

into an urban village. 

 

Before the land was prepared for agricultural activities, the CA evaluated the 

biodiversity of the selected area, and a few species with high ecological value were selected 

for conservation. According to research conducted by the professors, Billy C.H. HAU, 

Kimchi W.F. LO and Ken Y.K. SO, of the University of Hong Kong, the CA selected five 

main types of species to preserve in the Lai Chi Wo farmlands, they are odonate (dragonfly), 

butterfly, amphibian, water fern and rice fish (The Hong Kong Countryside Foundation, n.d.). 

After that, their work was to reorganize the distribution of farmlands in order to preserve 

local habitats. During this process, they attempted to invite contributions from experts on the 

selected species, but when they were unable to locate the necessary experts, they gave up on 

certain species. 

 

Through signing an agreement with the CA, individual farmers who successfully 

applied for the farmland have free rent, subsidies, and support to do agricultural work in Lai 

Chi Wo. This support includes things like: seed provisions; and a service for borrowing tools. 

In return, the farmers have to follow certain rules set by the CA in regard to their organic 

farming practices; for example, keeping some flowers and weeds to sustain local butterfly 

populations, and planting assigned crops, which provide natural habitats for protected 

species. In order to monitor this, a worker from the CA visits the farms regularly; and there 

are financial bonuses and punishments in place to regulate the agreements with farmers. In 

addition, the CA also manage areas of the farmland and hire regular farmers to maintain 

them. Taking the balance of ecological and economic benefits into consideration, a number of 
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strategies have also been developed to manage the area. One example in paddy farmland is to 

keep some areas uncovered as a food reservoir for species such as the yellow-breasted 

bunting,7 while the remaining parts are shielded with nets to ensure the yield of the farmers. 

 

Another achievement of the Programme is environmental education, as both the PSL 

and the CA work hard to disseminate the idea of sustainability and nature conservation. 

Interviewee Y, who works for the CA, mentioned that educating both indigenous and new 

villagers, through suggesting which species are most suitable for the local ecology and 

promoting environmentally friendly farming, is a crucial part of the conservation work. For 

the public, these organizations also hold activities, such as “Farm, Village, Field, People” 

(translation of 農、村、野、人), which is designed to give urban dwellers the “unforgettable 

experience” of being a farmer for a day. During these activities, participants usually do 

simple jobs, such as removing weeds and spreading organic fertilizer. To build up the Lai Chi 

Wo brand, the CA also research and suggest markets to the farmer units where they can sell 

their products (e.g. Farmfest which is held annually). 

 

HKU’s PSL (the Programme’s leading organization) also provides information and 

education regarding water resources and agriculture, as well as village affairs management. 

In the first phase of the Programme, the PSL’s major role was to build up the community by 

holding activities to attract urban dwellers and inviting interested parties to settle in the 

village. After establishing the primary community, the PSL moved on to the second phase, 

sustainable development. In the context of Hong Kong, “sustainable development” mainly 

 
7 The yellow-breasted bunting is a species of bird that is critically endangered, and listed in the Wild Animals 
Protection Ordinance in Hong Kong. They used to be abundant in Hong Kong, but with the deterioration of 
agricultural land since the 1970s, their numbers have dropped significantly.   
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refers to ways in which rural development and/or transformations can balance economic and 

urban concerns with conservation concerns in villages and their surrounding ecosystems. 

Another major objective in this phase was to strengthen community bonds. As Lai Chi Wo 

was a testing site for the potential revitalization of other similar villages in Hong Kong, the 

PSL also provided public education on the Lai Chi Wo Programmes and training courses 

sharing their experiences and techniques with interested parties. The Academy for 

Sustainable Communities, which “housed under the Centre for Civil Society and Governance 

at HKU”, established in 2018 (Policy for Sustainability Lab, n.d.). It aims at “becoming a 

regional knowledge exchange platform to disseminate knowledge of sustainability and 

incubate a new generation of change agents for sustainability” (Policy for Sustainability Lab, 

n.d.). It is the only university-based course in Hong Kong specifically focused on knowledge 

and practices regarding sustainability. The programmes offered by the Academy foster 

communication amongst farming groups in different regions of Hong Kong, and they 

encourage the generation of new ideas by holding an annual Sustainability Hackathon and 

providing grants through the Rural in Action Start-up Scheme. The PSL subsidies the award 

scheme as part of their goal to encourage urban and rural connections in creative ways. 

 

The PSL works diligently towards constructing a local discourse of sustainable 

agriculture through referencing the model of Lai Chi Wo, and other blooming examples of 

local agriculture, via the Academy. The PSL has also built a food processing plant named 

“LoCoKITCHEN” in Sha Tau Kok. This forms part of their strategy to build the “Lai Chi 

Wo” brand by processing, packaging, and selling their agricultural products. In addition to 

Lai Chi Wo’s products, the PSL also tries to attract other local farms to use the processing 

plant, so as to increase their competitiveness in agricultural products. The rationale behind 

the food processing plant is that it is not easy to transport fresh produce from remote village 
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areas to downtown Hong Kong. Therefore, processing agricultural products, such as dried 

fruit, jam, tea bags, and coffee beans, is an important step towards reaching wider regions and 

markets in Hong Kong. To sum up, the main responsibility of the NGOs is to promote the 

idea of sustainability, both within the village and amongst the wider public. Each 

organization focuses on a different aspect of sustainability, but together they achieve a certain 

synergy. 

 

The Programme’s Achievements 
 

This collaboration between different parties involved in the Programme to revitalize 

the village through agriculture has also gained international attention. In 2019, it was selected 

as a finalist for the Equator Prize — an award started by the Equator Initiative, which is an 

organization under the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The UNDP aims 

to tackle poverty in an environmentally friendly way. It never denies the importance of 

development in countries which are severely polluted due to their high reliance on industrial 

exports, for example, but it encourages projects which minimize the human impact on nature 

in a sustainable manner. In order to share the achievements of the Lai Chi Wo Programme 

with the world, three of the Programme’s aims are detailed in the Nature-Based Solutions 

Database on the Equator Initiative website.  

 

The first of these aims, “revitalizing agricultural activities by adopting eco-farming 

methods” (Equator Initiative, n.d.), is mentioned for meeting four sustainable development 

goals. Within the four, two of them are highlighted in this research: uniting indigenous 

villagers, new settlers, local organizations, and volunteers; introducing eco-farming practices 

in the area, which not only prevents genetic pollution in agricultural products but promotes 

paddy farming (a prominent local practice in the 50s, which had dropped off almost entirely 
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by the 90s). Currently, paddy farming in Lai Chi Wo is one of the eight rice production 

centres in Hong Kong (Land Justice League, 2020).  

 

The second Programme aim featured in the Database is: “nature- & culture-based 

training and education” (Equator Initiative, n.d.). As mentioned earlier, not only has the 

research in Lai Chi Wo contributed to the local ecological database, but the place itself serves 

as an educational site for sustainable agricultural practices (e.g., training leaders to grow 

crops, and rebuilding a rural village). Moreover, the Programme provides plenty of 

opportunities for one-off visits from urban dwellers who seldom have the chance to do 

agricultural work. 

 

 The third aim featured is the: “whole catchment management approach for 

sustainable agriculture and biodiversity and hydrological conservation” (Equator Initiative, 

n.d.). Prior to 1960, underground water drawn from wells served as a source of household 

water for the villagers (Law, W. et al., 2018). Then, in the 1960s, “with donations from the 

Kadoorie Agricultural Aid Association, the villagers built a reservoir in the hills and installed 

water pipes to connect it to the village houses” (p. 45). Water from the reservoir not only 

served households but was used to irrigate farmlands. As part of the village revitalization, 

work was conducted in a number of stages to rechannel water from the hill to the traditional 

irrigation pool, where villagers named “Pei Tau” (碑頭). Then to develop streamlets from the 

pool to the farmlands, plenty of water are especially important for paddy farming.  

 

Partially Sustainable Practices in Lai Chi Wo 
 

Without a doubt, the agricultural achievements of the Lai Chi Wo Programme are 

recognized widely, and its sustainable model was praised by former chief executive Leung 
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Chun-ying in his 2017 Policy Address. Leung described the “Lai Chi Wo experience as an 

exemplary revitalization model for a rural village in Hong Kong” (“Policy Impacts”, n.d.). 

Furthermore, he claimed that based on this experience, “the Government ... will seek to 

conserve and revitalize rural areas based on the sustainability principle” (“Policy Impacts”, 

n.d.). Lai Chi Wo, then, has been closely associated with sustainable development in rural 

villages. Is the Lai Chi Wo model an impeccable one, however, that can be copied and 

applied in other rural villages? 

 

For a time, it seemed as though the Lai Chi Wo model could be emulated; and this 

prestige continued until the Hakka Life Experience Village@Lai Chi Wo project was rooted 

in the village.8 The project was launched by the Hong Kong Countryside Foundation (HKCF) 

and the HakkaHome-LCW, and aims to achieve sustainability through keeping people settled 

in the village operating hostels, thus “creat[ing] job opportunities for villagers and preserving 

the village houses and culture” (Law, W. et al., 2018, p. 34). In late 2019 as Da Jiu (the once-

in-a-decade traditional event detailed in Chapter II) approached, and the first two hostels 

were completed, the village seemed ready to welcome more visitors. However, dissonance 

gradually began to emerge from variances in the understanding of development. 

 

Water and the Water Sources 
 

Unlike the original village houses, the rebuilt hostels were installed with water pipes 

connected to the government reservoir, rather than the one in the village. This was due to a 

regulation in “the Hotel & Guesthouse Accommodation Ordinance — Chapter 349” 

stipulating that “proper water supply and drainage systems” were required as part of the 

 
8 Details on this can be found in Chapter II. 
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“building safety, health and sanitation requirements” for hostels (HKSAR, 2020). For many 

urban visitors, finding out the source of their drinking water seems trivial, especially if the 

water provided meets their needs. However, understanding the rationale behind water 

preservation and usage in the village could also help visitors change their behaviour for the 

sake of the environment. 

 

  

Figure 3. The village reservoir during a regular 
cleaning day (24 Oct 2019)  

Figure 4. Water Source of the village reservoir (24 
Oct 2019) 

 

So, what is the difference between the original houses using water from the village 

reservoir and the hostel houses using government water? I went on one occasion to the 

“sacred place of the village” — the village reservoir. It is highly restricted to expose the 

location of the village reservoir to non-villagers for reasons of hygiene and safety. With the 

help of a village friend, however, I was lucky enough to be able to join one of the regular 

reservoir cleaning days. Needless to say, the route to the reservoir was too complicated for a 

once off visitor like me to remember. The village reservoir is much smaller than the public 

reservoirs in Hong Kong. The total area of the impoundment is less than a basketball court, 

and the deepest part is only around 1.7–2 meters, in my estimation. Water is trapped by a 

short vertical concrete dam in the middle of the stream, which creates an impoundment from 

which water is drawn and transported to the village through pipes.  
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As the dam is not that deep, a pipe also drains water from the impoundment, and there 

are drains on either side to remove excess water when the level gets too high. This way, the 

reservoir does not trap too much water, the pressure on the dam can be eased and, more 

importantly, a flow is maintained to nurture the organisms downstream from the dam. Since 

sand, rocks, fallen leaves, and even mud can block the water pipes, maintaining the reservoir 

requires regular cleaning. Patience is also required on the days when water is temporarily not 

available for maintenance, or when there is a fluctuation in water quality due to heavy 

rainfall. Sometimes, when the pipes are blocked, villagers even have to collect rainwater to 

use. 

 

Relying on a natural source of water also means relying on a natural process for 

discarding used water. As there is no sewage treatment plant in Lai Chi Wo, the houses rely 

on a simple filtration system installed under each house, which discharges used water into a 

channel near the end of the stream. If water is discharged directly into the storm water drains 

in the laneways in front of each house, it also ends up in the same stream. As such, the 

villagers who are concerned about the surrounding environment, intentionally reduce their 

consumption of chemical detergents, and often use homemade detergent for cleaning. 

 

“We make our detergent for washing dishes and clothes,” said interviewee N, whilst 

showing me their homemade eco enzyme. “We mix specific proportions of fruit peel with 

sugar and water, store it for three months, and then wait for it to ferment.” In front of us were 

about twenty bottles on the ground with different starting times of fermentation. “Usually we 

just use water and a bamboo cloth to clean the dishes, which is a good way to get rid of the 

oil. If the dishes are really oily though, adding some homemade detergent can help.” I wasn’t 

convinced until I actually tried washing the dishes this way. Apart from cleaning, they also 
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use natural soap for handwashing and soapy water for bathing. Having considered the human 

impact on the environment, certain villagers try to minimize their domestic pollution as the 

effluent directly enters the local water system, and may penetrate the underground water.  

 

On the other hand, the water and waste water management system for the hostels in 

the Hakka Life Experience Village is connected to the government water system. Therefore, 

it can be understood that there is no difference in terms of water usage if you are at the 

hostels in Lai Chi Wo or the hotels in Mong Kok, for example. Without realizing the instant 

impact of daily pollution on the surrounding environment, the awareness of tourists to change 

their behaviour to conserve the natural environment is relatively insignificant. For instance, 

there is no obligation for tourists in the hostels to reduce their chemical emissions into the 

surrounding environment. So, unless the hostel operators discourage or even ban chemical 

emissions in the hostels to educate and involve the visitors in their sustainable practices, 

visitors are hard to be aware of these habits. 

 

Air Conditioners in Traditional Houses 
 

In addition to a separate water supply system, air conditioners were also installed in 

the renovated houses for the hostels. In urban areas, people are used to living with air-

conditioning. This is not only because of the expected living standards of urban dwellers, but 

because of the architectural planning of skyscrapers, housing estates, and shopping malls, etc. 

A reliance on air-conditioning for ventilation is embedded in structural planning, and most 

buildings are designed according to this principle. Unlike the buildings in urban areas, the 

houses in Lai Chi Wo were built in the traditional way — i.e., with green brick walls and 

tiled roofs, which help with “insulation and ventilation” (Law, W. et al., 2018, p. 99). 

Therefore, air-conditioning is not required, nor even compatible, with this type of house. Of 
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course, there are some houses equipped with air conditioners, but those are usually owned 

and/or renovated by indigenous villagers. The houses that were renovated in the early stage 

of the Lai Chi Wo programme were rebuilt without air conditioners, in order to preserve their 

construction features. After a negotiation between the HKCF and the HakkaHome-LCW, 

however, they ended up agreeing to install air conditioners. 

 

Air-conditioning may seem like a trivial issue, but there are three essential 

considerations involved. The first, which has been mentioned already, is that air conditioners 

are not compatible with the structures of traditional houses. This decision lowered the 

effectiveness of the air conditioning in such well-ventilated houses. The second is that air 

conditioners emit hot air, which raises the temperature in surrounding houses, thus worsening 

the living conditions in houses not fitted with air conditioners in hot summer. The last issue 

revolves around visitors’ experience — i.e., whether the hostels should provide similar 

comforts for visitors as those found in urban areas; or whether they should promote a simple 

lifestyle, which is close to the traditional one. Since Lai Chi Wo is not an experimental site 

for an ideological contest against capitalism, it is not likely to embrace a completely rural 

lifestyle that demands an absolute abandonment of urban comforts. Yet, some emphasis on 

traditional knowledge would also be a step closer to reducing the burden on the natural 

environment. If this Programme is supposed to epitomize how an abandoned village can be 

revitalized through sustainable practices, these ways of renovating the houses is a paradox 

that contradicts the efforts made in the farmlands. This kind of inconsistency can also be 

found in other areas of this village. 

 

Outside the Hakka Life Experience Village Project  

Changes of Land Condition 
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An indigenous villager once proudly showed me a small open space and said: “This 

spot used to be covered by a lot of grass, which I needed to remove from time to time. It was 

very annoying, so I cemented it. As you can see, it is very clean and tidy now.” I cannot deny 

that from the perspective of an urban dweller, maintaining the tidiness, availability and 

usability of a place is important. However, once concrete is put down, the land cannot be 

returned to agricultural use, meaning that this kind of change is irreversible. Nonetheless, for 

some villagers, filling areas with cement may seem to be the only solution for maintaining 

this kind of space. There is no one right way to use village land, but the rationale behind how 

land is used matters. If sustainable development is one of the objectives, then it should be 

considered as an operating principle behind most changes and decisions. At the very least, it 

should serve as a parameter for measuring whether an action should be taken or not, as well 

as when and how it should be taken. Without decision-making being clearly grounded in 

these principles, divergences can be observed in the modes of development visible in the 

farmlands and village area. This incongruity also reveals the hidden ideological conflicts in 

relation to the notion of development amongst the villagers. 

 

As visitors arrived at Lai Chi Wo for Da Jiu, they were met with a somewhat 

contradictory scene — a long patch of fake grass. In order to prepare for visitors, the road 

linking the ferry and the village had been repaired and flattened. During the repairs, a long 

stretch of grass had been removed, leaving bare ground next to the cement road. Rather than 

leaving it empty, fake grass was installed to give a “good impression” to visitors — a way to 

show that the village was “vibrant” and “developed”. From this example, it becomes clear 

how perspectives on development and modernization differ amongst the villagers. 
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Garbage Handling 
 

Interviewee Y mentioned that sometimes villagers may handle garbage in the 

customary way — burning it, plastics and all. The open combustion of plastics “releases toxic 

gases like Dioxins, Furans, Mercury and Polychlorinated Biphenyls into the atmosphere. 

Furthermore, burning of Poly Vinyl Chloride liberates hazardous halogens and pollutes air, 

the impact of which is climate change” (Verma, R. et al., 2016, p. 701). Furthermore, this 

process can damage human health. The “burning of plastic wastes increase[s] the risk of heart 

disease, aggravates respiratory ailments such as asthma and emphysema and cause[s] rashes, 

nausea or headaches, and damages the nervous system” (p. 701). So, whilst randomly burning 

rubbish is the most convenient way to get rid of it, it comes at a high cost. Usually, new 

settlers do not burn garbage or, if they do, they remove the materials that may release harmful 

materials before burning. Nonetheless, Interviewee N’s way of garbage management may be 

the most desirable — reduce the use of plastics and tissue paper, and replace them wherever 

possible with reusable materials instead. 

 

Perceptions of Agriculture 
 

Despite widespread efforts to instil sustainable, eco-friendly farming practices in Lai 

Chi Wo, the rationale behind these practices has not sedimented amongst all the villagers. 

When some indigenous villagers pass through the farmlands, for example, they observe that 

the farming methods are extremely different to the “old days” (i.e., when they were 

youngsters in the village). On one occasion, some indigenous villagers criticized organic 

farming practices for banning the use of chemical fertilizers and growing different species 

together. Some indigenous villagers find it hard to accept the proposed farming methods from 

the CA; they tend to consider farming as a way of producing food to solve human needs. As 
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organic farming always comes with relatively unstable yields, it is unlikely to convince 

experienced indigenous farmers to adopt it entirely. This issue is highly influenced by the 

particular social-economic conditions of those involved. In the past, people in Lai Chi Wo 

heavily relied on agricultural products to make a living, unlike today’s farming which is 

based on meeting the supply demands of markets. As such, the primary focus in the village 

has shifted from a matter of survival to a way of living (or chosen lifestyle). So, even though 

some indigenous villagers do not need to worry about the food supply today, not all of them 

find it easy to accept the need to boost biodiversity, or adopt unfamiliar farming practices. 

 

It is worth noticing that the revitalization of Lai Chi Wo Village has been coming to 

an end. In general, the Programme’s “sustainability” approach most closely aligns with the 

Williams and Millington’s notion of “weak sustainability.” This does not mean that the 

efforts made have been weak, rather that within the context of a highly capitalized city, 

regarding the natural environment as a source of human resources is the most obvious and 

effective approach. After years of investment from various parties, the village infrastructure 

and facilities are now in place and ready to use (i.e., the village square, the configuration of 

houses, the organization of farmlands, the electricity and water supplies, a public toilet for 

tourists, the village and public ferries, and the monthly farmers’ market). However, simply 

maintaining the physical operations of the village does not mean it is sustainable. In some 

ways, it is also starting to just look like a pretext for building a copy of “the good old days.”  

 

Cultural Unsustainability 
 

As mentioned in Chapter II, with the imbalance of power relations in the village, there 

lacks a way to ensure the equality for all villagers to express their views. Even with the 

NGOs acting as middlemen in negotiations, the only way to really solve environmental issues 
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(or other disputes in the village) is through reporting to the village head. The village head has 

the ultimate power to make decisions and settle problems. And, as he represents a large group 

of indigenous villagers, he does not necessarily need to consult or communicate with the 

other villagers in any detail. Felix Ekardt, a German sociologist and philosopher, commented 

in a discussion on sustainability and democracy that “democracy has a vital significance for 

sustainability,” because it “represents pluralistically different opinion” (2020, p. 185). Since 

democratic systems encourage people to find better solutions, they enable more well thought 

out decisions, debates, and proposals. Unfortunately, in the context of the Lai Chi Wo 

community, the power structure is significantly undemocratic. Although new villagers and 

NGO employees can voice and express discontent, they are not necessarily guaranteed a 

response. 

 

Interviewee Y suggests that “the current difficulty in the village is the lack of 

community spirit, especially amongst the key people in the village. Only when those key 

people adopt the same principles, directions and targets for the village will the sustainability 

of the environment and the community be achieved.” In this statement, two problems are 

suggested. The first is that power in concentrated in the hands of a small group of people — 

the indigenous villagers. The second is that there is an absence of a community 

consciousness. These divisions in the community have also been exacerbated by the 

HakkaHome-LCW hostel project, as participation was almost limited to indigenous villagers. 

Although some villagers involved in the project are local residents, many others live outside 

the village, and some are even long-term residents of other countries. 

 

In contrast, tenants and new villagers have had few chances to be involved in the 

project. The potential negative consequence of this is a further split in the village community. 
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The project is an essential part of the village’s long-term plans, as it not only provides a 

potentially significant and stable source of tourists, visitors and revenue, but it educates the 

wider public on environmental conservation and Hakka traditions. When non-indigenous 

villagers are excluded from participating, the chances of promoting the village culture and 

their products lessens. This kind of problems disfavours the newcomers’ participation, which 

also means continuing the sustainable rural development.  

 

Given the complex system of land leasing within the village, I would not propose any 

solution for bridging these divisions that would deprive indigenous villagers of their rightful 

earnings (e.g., splitting the hostel fees paid by visitors). However, some forms of cooperation 

could be mutually beneficial and help bring the villagers closer. For example, the indigenous 

villagers could be responsible for providing the visitors’ meals, while some of the new 

villagers could lead the guided tours. Or, priority for joining the hostel project could be given 

to those villagers who have been residing in the village for a certain number of years. Or 

maybe some of the new villagers could take up positions in marketing, customer service, or 

administration. Whatever the arrangement, working together as a team could help build the 

bonds necessary to bring the village together.  

 

For the village community, it is imperative right now that the rights of the newly 

joined residents and tenants are protected because the hostel business is closely related to 

them at the moment. Nonetheless, this is difficult to achieve, especially since not all villagers 

are equally involved in the village’s core business. As a result, the more powerful indigenous 

sometimes are over-invested in maintaining control of the village. Although “customs vary 

from country to country” and it is necessary to respect the customs of the traditional Lai Chi 

Wo village, if the indigenous villager community (including local and foreign villagers) 
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recognizes “that liberty of each man is a confirmation and vast extension of his own; liberty 

through solidarity, in equality” (Wong, 1972), then it will strengthen the group’s solidarity. 

However, before that day comes, many things may still need to be coordinated and 

implemented through third-party cooperation. 

 

Economic Sustainability  
 

The third-party NGOs involved in the village are continually looking for new 

economic channels to build up the rural-urban interactions that can keep the village 

operating. Indeed, the NGOs have invested an enormous quantity of resources in promoting 

the Lai Chi Wo brand through channels such as: permaculture, festivals, markets, cultural 

activities, education, and the hostel project.  

 

Recently, a news report about two giant LED screens in the Lai Chi Wo village drew 

criticism from a concerned group (Liber Research Community, 2021). Liber Research 

Community questioned whether the screens were really needed if they were only going to 

show information about the weather, especially given their high maintenance costs. 

Furthermore, they commented that the screens brought light pollution to the countryside, 

subverting the original purpose of the village (2021). Nonetheless, I saw this installation as 

confirmation that the government has recognized Lai Chi Wo as a promotable tourism 

project. After all, these ridiculous and redundant constructions are not only visible in the 

countryside, but in urban areas as well. For instance, the failed “Safe Island” art installation 

in Kwai Fong, the Music Fountain in the Kwun Tong Promenade, and the stone “hillocks” 

that looked like graves near Yau Oi Estate in Tuen Mun.  
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Figure 5. LED Screens in Lai Chi Wo Village (HK 
Headline Daily, 2021) 

Figure 6. The “Safe Island” installation in Kwan 
Fong (HK 01 News, 2019) 

  

Figure 7. The Music Fountain in the Kwun Tong 
Promenade (Fitz., 2021) 

Figure 8. The stone “hillocks” in Tuen Mun (HK 01 
News, 2019) 

 

Until now, ecotourism with both agriculture and hostels has been rare in Hong Kong. 

As a geosite, Lai Chi Wo Village is well situated to attract a considerable number of visitors. 

With its current outlook, it could become both prosperous and famous in the future. To a 

certain extent, lives and businesses in Lai Chi Wo can now be sustained through simply 

providing food and accommodation to visitors, and through the sales of agricultural products 

provided by indigenous villagers. However, if the NGOs withdraw their funding, and the new 

villagers remain excluded from the hostel project and rely solely on selling agricultural 

products and running activities, it may lower the motivation to stay in the village.  
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Furthermore, the rent-free farmland currently supplied to the farmer units through 

their agreements with the HKCF will eventually come to an end. At that point, the HKCF 

will return the farmland to the indigenous villagers. The indigenous villagers might then 

decide to use the land differently — for example, for regular farming or the instalment of 

entertainment facilities. Once villagers no longer have to sign agreements with the NGOs to 

protect the environment, they could, theoretically, diversify the development on their private 

land. Currently, through “LoCoKITCHEN”, all villagers also have an avenue to process their 

agricultural products and distribute them. With the abovementioned economic planning, at 

least a portion of the villagers could sustain their businesses and lives in Lai Chi Wo even 

after the withdrawal of the NGOs.  

 

Government Hindrance of Community Development 
 

The private sector or NGOs cannot solely initiate intentional community models. In 

countries with many eco-villages, governments always take a leading role in encouraging and 

assisting interested parties. In Hong Kong, however, it seems it is not only the citizens who 

are not well prepared to establish intentional communities; the government itself does not 

care whether there are communities or not. It does not realize the significance of 

communities’ development concerning government policies and economic development. 

Instead, they are just a means to an end. However, even if this is the case, they could still take 

more initiative during the process. Instead of evading problems, the government should try 

not to over-rely on project-based conservation plans. When outsourcing leads stakeholders 

into disputes over land rights, as happened in the Lai Chi Wo Programme, their work will 

have severe limitations.  
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Of course, the ideal intentional community is one established spontaneously by a 

group of people who share common beliefs. Although, the Lai Chi Wo programme has 

gained a lot of international traction, becoming sustainable is still an ongoing goal for the 

village. After all, whether an intentional community can prosper in a given society depends 

not only on the public’s cultural perception of the community but also on the politics. This 

issue will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter IV. From a Revitalization Programme to the Land 

Problems between Urban and Rural Villages 
 

Lai Chi Wo was the pioneering project revitalizing a village through forming an 

intentional agriculture-based community in Hong Kong. The aim was to “vivify” an 

abandoned rural village. As depicted, it brings the village “alive again” and provides an 

alternative option for a sustainable economic model. However, given the complicated 

political background of Hong Kong, is an eco-village of this kind the best “solution” for land 

conservation? In Chapter II, the imbalanced power relations between groups in the village 

were discussed; and in Chapter III, the ways in which the community’s principles of 

environmental conservation and sustainability in practice are presented were explored. This 

chapter will offer the bigger picture — the conservation policy as a whole. I will look at the 

broader political contexts in which the rebuilding of this community has happened, along 

with the rationale of the Hong Kong government regarding environmental conservation. In 

addition, I will highlight the discourses which have proliferated within such a political reality 

during the course of conflicts. 

 

Therefore, I try to examine the emergence of the Sustainable Lai Chi Wo Programme 

in relation to local political and social events; and the influence of the Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP) on local political decision-making. By articulating the ways in which the Hong 

Kong government has helped to develop Lai Chi Wo, I will discuss whether it has shirked its 

responsibility to handle land disputes. I will argue that the government has shifted its 

responsibility for managing historical conflicts to the community level, and then turned a 

blind eye. Finally, I will consider the changes in Hong Kong’s political environment in recent 
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years to analyse the underlying intentions of remote rural development in relation to local 

environmental conservation policy and the developing forces in the city.  

 

Policy Objectives of the Hong Kong Government 
 

The Sustainable Lai Chi Wo Programme is funded under the Management Agreement 

schemes of the New Nature Conservation Policy (NNCP) which was launched in 2004 (New 

Nature Conservation Policy [NNCP], 2004). In Chapter I, details about the Lai Chi Wo 

Programme were discussed from a grantee perspective The NNCP was established following 

the 2003 governmental review of conservation policy. Hence, its purpose was to fill the 

current conservation policy gaps, especially in regard to private lands located inside, or close 

to, country parks. Along with the policy, twelve priority sites were selected to encourage 

cooperated development, although applications were left open for sites beyond that list. 

 

In a public consultation in 2003, the government proposed both the Management 

Agreement schemes and the Public-Private Partnership (PPP), as well as “a scoring system” 

to evaluate the ecological value of the selected sites. Among the 156 written submissions, 

over 50% of the interviewees supported the Management Agreement schemes, the PPP, and 

the scoring system. Before the research conducted, the government already categorized some 

options as “impracticable” and plan not to adopt them. However, from the government 

perspectives, it was unexpected that about 40% of the submissions regarded the 

“impracticable” as one of the improvement options, and even 90% of them considered 

reserving these options. Those “impracticable” options were “land resumption, land 

exchange, tightening of the existing measures relating to conservation zonings on town plans, 

off-site mitigation and transfer of development rights” (NNCP, 2004). This response revealed 

that the government had limited the solution choices and underestimated public awareness 
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towards conservation. However, the report also mentioned that a small portion of the 

respondents “agreed that land resumption was not a sustainable option because of its huge 

financial implications” (NNCP, 2004). Without detailed explanation, the report eventually 

omitted those “impracticable” options and settled with the terms that if non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) wanted to apply for funding, they would have to fix the land lease 

issues themselves prior to submitting their applications. 

 

By organizing the terms in a way in which the government did not need to take any 

actions or initiate any plans, the government essentially shirked its responsibilities off onto 

the public. In addition, it combined its review of existing land regulations regarding 

environmental conservation with an attempt to review the lawful traditional rights and 

interests of indigenous inhabitants in the New Territories — a plan that “killed two birds with 

one stone.” From this premise, I suggest that the policy itself is a tentative method to ease 

both the discontent of environmentalists, and the desire of indigenous villagers to develop 

housing estates in remote rural villages. 

 

“Conflicts” between Environmental Conservation and the Lawful Traditional 

Rights and Interests of Indigenous Inhabitants 

 

From the moment the Convention for the Extension of Hong Kong Territory9 came 

into force in 1898, the British colonial government asserted its ownership over all the land in 

the New Territories and Kowloon (excepting some agricultural land), meaning that the local 

villagers only had rights to the land in the form of a lease from the colonial government. In 

 
9 This convention is also known as: The Convention Between the United Kingdom and China, Respecting an 
Extension of Hong Kong Territory.  
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response to the growing population in the New Territories, the colonial government then 

launched the “Small House Policy” in 1972. The Policy was intended to provide more 

desirable living conditions for villagers, as about 60% of the houses in the New Territories 

were either temporary or unlawful constructions (Ng, 2016). When the Convention for the 

Extension of Hong Kong Territory was signed, it also included a clause stipulating that the 

indigenous status of people would be recognized through male bloodlines involving male 

villagers aged 18 or above.  

 

Although undesirable “living conditions” were cited as the reason for the introduction 

of the Small House Policy, some saw it as politically motivated. During the 1967 Hong Kong 

riots, when thousands of furious anti-government workers and pro-communist and leftists 

rose up against the colonial government, the Heung Yee Kuk (an influential local 

organization representing indigenous villagers in the New Territories) published an article 

called: “Statement in Support of the Government” (originally: 支持政府聲明). It clearly 

stated that residents in the New Territories should obey the law and emphasized that this 

claim did not “violate local traditions or harm local interests” (Kwong, 2018, p. 52). 

Although some people still did not follow their advice, the statement strengthened the status 

of the Heung Yee Kuk in the eyes of the colonial government (p. 52). After developing Kwun 

Tung as the first satellite city, the colonial government started to work on developing the 

New Territories. However, expecting to have land disputes with indigenous villagers, the 

government encouraged the indigenous villagers who lived in the satellite region to move 

into rural areas through negotiations with the Heung Yee Kuk. Hence, the Policy led to 

people building new houses on land leased from the colonial government, or paying a land 

premium to build on agricultural land. The colonial administration then exempted indigenous 

villagers from paying the land premium through a system known as “ding rights” (丁權). 
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This occurred just twenty-five years before the handover, and such a critical change in 

land policy has left behind a series of problems in Hong Kong. The classificatory system 

established in 1898 distinguishing those with male bloodlines in the New Territories and 

those without, resulted in the Heung Yee Kuk advocating solely for those who officially met 

the criteria of being “indigenous villagers” (p. 58). During handover negotiations in which 

the British colonial government was paving the way for Hong Kong’s own administration to 

take over, the Heung Yee Kuk tried very hard to maintain their power over the land in the 

New Territories and strengthen their representation of indigenous villagers. They even sent 

representatives to England to negotiate on their behalf and ensure that the Basic Law was 

thorough enough to protect their power. This power not only included land use rights, but 

control of the area. As a rural advisory committee, the Heung Yee Kuk is comprised of 

village representatives; and until today, these village representatives are still directly enrolled 

in 27 seats of the Legislative Council as ex officio members. As part of the Legislative 

Council, they retain a certain influence over decision-making in both the New Territories and 

Hong Kong in general. 

 

It is standard practice when developing a rural village into a leisure or tourist site to 

maintain low pollution levels and interference into the natural environment. Using Lai Chi 

Wo as an example, the existing villagers practised sustainable farming and converted the old 

village houses into visitor hostels bringing about only minimal changes in the surrounding 

ecosystems and landscape. Regardless, certain indigenous villagers still vigorously objected 

to these changes. After the local Lai Chi Wo indigenous villagers launched the hostel project 

in 2017, the overseas indigenous villagers flew back to protest, claiming they had not been 

fully consulted (Lo, 2017). Tsang-Kwong, who is the indigenous villagers opposing the 

hostel project, mentioned in an interview, for example, that the project would bring in 
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“outsiders” who were not part of the village. He claimed outsider incursions would cause 

issues around water distribution from the village reservoir and security (2017). The most 

paradoxical part of the interview, however, was that he did not reject the developments 

outright, but he just wanted to ensure that overseas indigenous villagers would also benefit 

from the proposed changes. 

 

There are two ways to understand the benefits expected by overseas indigenous 

villagers. From an interview in the Stand News, the village head, Tsang Wai-yip, mentioned 

that in addition to the distrust of some villagers, he also faced the problem of fee extortion 

(陀地) (Leung, 2018). Some villagers expect dividends from village developments even 

though they are not really involved in the Programme, Especially when non-villagers carry 

out activities within the village area. It is considered as consuming the private land (Leung, 

2018). Simply speaking, considering Lai Chi Wo as a theme park would be best understand 

the concept, some indigenous villagers expect the entrance fee from the visitors. For this 

portion of villagers, the way they treat Lai Chi Wo is just one more way to earn money. 

 

Other than fee extortions, ding rights serve as another means of expected income. 

According to Tsang Yuk On, the Vice Chairman of the Sha Tau Kok Rural Committee and 

Mui Tsz Lam Village representative, the draft outline for the zoning of land use should be 

based on planning for the entire region, and include provisions for a comprehensive 

transportation network to places such as Lai Chi Wo and four other nearby rural areas (North 

District Council, 2014). Tsang also suggested certain zoning changes for land use. Since the 

zoning categorizations of “Conservation Area” and “Green Belt” bar the construction of 

houses and limit the human activities allowed, he suggested that private land in these areas be 

rezoned for “Agriculture”, for the express purpose of earning a living from the land. For 
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some other areas in Lai Chi Wo and San A village, he suggested that they be opened for 

“Recreational Use,” so that entertainment facilities or hotels could be built for visitors. A 

review of these requests from Tsang, the representative of the indigenous villagers, reveals 

that the development of their private land is more important to them than conservation, as the 

majority of their requests regarding land use changes were made in order to facilitate the 

building of infrastructure connecting rural villages with the cities. If Tsang’s proposal was 

realized, it would definitely change the landscape and ecosystem in Lai Chi Wo. How much 

“real” agricultural land would be left if the business model changed? If roads were built to 

connect the village to the nearest cities, would it be targeted for the next large-scale housing 

estate? Or would it just be filled with “ding” houses rented or owned by former city dwellers? 

 

When “outsiders” become the source of income for indigenous villagers, they are no 

longer unwelcome. Indeed, some indigenous villagers expect that, in the future, development 

possibilities will open. The government is not ignorant of these desires, however, and for this 

reason, the development potential in rural areas is limited through the classificatory system of 

land use. The government currently does not have plans to develop rural areas in a similar 

mode to in the cities, and as it disallows large-scale development in villages, no costly 

infrastructure has been planned for these areas at this moment. It may seem that the 

government has acted positively by limiting village development to keep the countryside 

intact, but if the villages in urban areas would like to rebuild, they are usually met with 

objections, or worse. 

 

The Government’s Stance on Environmental Conservation 
 

As an international city, in terms of government policymaking, citizens’ education, 

and the actual implementation of environmental conservation, Hong Kong lags far behind 
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other advanced cities. Coherence in policy should be observed, for example, if the 

government was really concerned about the environment. Instead, the government tends to 

play a very passive role in regard to research, consultation, legislation and the execution of 

policies related to the protection of natural habitats, green energy development, and taxing 

consumption, etc. In the following sections, I will outline how the government is not only 

inefficient in these areas, but indifferent. 

 

Municipal Solid Waste 
 

Waste is a severe problem in most urban cities and, aside from improving landfill and 

incineration technologies, the most effective solution is waste reduction. According to data 

from Green Earth, the municipal solid waste disposal per capita entering landfills reached 

1.53 kilograms per day in 2018 — a 15% increase compared to 2013 (The Green Earth, 

2020). Given the fact that landfills in Hong Kong will reach capacity in 2030 (Lo, 2020), this 

is an urgent problem that needs to be solved. Indeed, the attempt to legislate a garbage levy 

has now dragged on for 15 years, lagging more than ten years behind other cities and 

countries in the region (e.g., Taipei, South Korea, Japan and Singapore).  

 

Not only has waste reduction been mismanaged, but desirable conditions for recycling 

waste have not been established. There are no compulsory recycling regulations for the 

residential, commercial, and industrial sectors, nor is there a strong educational drive, well-

established practices, or economic initiatives. Relying on a small cluster in the community to 

foster public awareness is not going to be sufficient to reach the targets set in the “Blueprint 

for Sustainable Use of Resources 2013-2022.” Taiwan, on the other hand, has implemented a 

system of mandatory garbage separation since 2006, in which violators are fined between 

HK$300 and HK$1,500 (“Tan she deng,” 2020). This system has been effective; local waste 
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recycling rates are now over 60%, ranking amongst the highest in the world in 2018. Green 

Earth also draws attention to the responsibilities of suppliers, and the associated packaging 

businesses. The ways in which Hong Kong’s environmental conservation policy lags 

illustrates that a few consecutive governments have avoided taking on this responsibility to 

avoid violating the interests of the business sector as any form of the environmental levy is 

inevitable for them. 

 

Renewable Energy 
 

Hong Kong has few ways to access renewable energy due to its specific geographical 

factors. Among the possibilities, however, solar power is probably the most suitable. In 2018, 

the government installed solar panels at the Shek Pik and Plover Cove Reservoirs as a pilot 

project, and estimated that the annual power generation capacity could reach 120,000 kWh 

(Wong, 2018). In addition to finding large spaces for installation, the government could also 

help commercial and residential buildings install solar panels. According to the “We 

Hongkongers Survey” released by Hong Kong Public Opinion Research Institute, 77% of the 

respondents said they would support government initiatives to install solar power facilities in 

public spaces such as parks, highways, and reservoirs. And 45% of the respondents said they 

would invest in solar power facilities if they were made available (Chan, 2021). Although the 

government has launched the Feed-in Tariff Scheme to collect solar power and sell the 

electricity to the power companies, many households have been discouraged from joining the 

scheme due to technical problems, and the fact that the payback time is at least eight to ten 

years (Lo, 2018).  

 

The government may have launched the project, but they have not provided any 

technical support, such as converting DC power to AC power or setting up isolation 
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transformers to filter DC power before it could be transmitted through the grid (“Shang wang 

dian jia ji”, 2018). The project was also launched without examining the height restrictions 

of small houses. As such, the installation of solar panels and the effective use of rooftops 

cannot co-exist in village houses. Renewable energy is nothing new. More than 100 cities in 

the world can generate more than 70% of electricity from renewable energy in 2018 (Gustin, 

2018). Although Hong Kong is a small city with limited renewable energy choices, the Hong 

Kong government just started investigating the possibility of policy implementation the same 

year. Therefore, it should not be boasting about its progress regarding environmental 

conservation. 

 

Indeed, the two aforementioned issues are just the tip of the iceberg. The 

government’s policy on environmental protection is not really about conservation, nor does 

the general public have an environmental consciousness. Through the examples in the next 

section, governmental hypocrisy regarding environmental conservation with be outlined. 

 

Governmental Hypocrisy in Regard to Environmental Conservation 

The Political Motivations behind Land Resumptions 

 

The NNCP may appear to be a policy that values environmental conservation or 

protects country parks from the threat of development; however, villages in urban areas, 

whether indigenous or non-indigenous, face the same fate of dispossession if the government 

decides to develop the land. Two remarkable, politically motivated land disputes have 

occurred in the last decade, involving recurrent discussions and tensions between the 

government, land consortia, villagers, environmentalists and even the general public. 
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Early in 2002, the Hong Kong government and the State Development Planning 

Commission “reached a consensus in Beijing to study the construction of a cross-boundary 

express railway connecting Guangzhou, Shenzhen and Hong Kong” (Legislative Council 

Secretariat Research Office “LCSR”, 2019, p. 2). It was promoted with the rationale of 

“speed[ing] up the integration of the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area and 

connect[ing] Hong Kong with over 40 destinations” in mainland China (“LCSR”, 2019, p. 1). 

As one of the (Chinese) state’s policies, the Hong Kong government was more than willing to 

fulfil the site selection with the immediate investigation. They soon came up with plans for 

the locations of the station, the track, and an “emergency rescue station and stabling sidings 

to meet operational requirements” (News.gov.hk., 2009). The government claimed that the 

location selected for the emergency rescue station would only cause minor disruptions to the 

surrounding communities, despite requiring the dismantling of a few villages, including Choi 

Yuen Tsuen (2009). As the Hong Kong section of the track was only 26 kilometres long, the 

public began to question whether it was necessary for the line’s facilities to be on the Hong 

Kong side. In addition, suspicions were raised over why the emergency rescue station was 

being built so closely to the People’s Liberation Army’s Shek Kong military camp. Due to 

the combination of the government dismissing all other suggestions, and the vast income 

being generated from the property development atop of the main station, public fears that the 

railway would be abused for military purposes arose; these fears were mostly concerns about 

cross-border law enforcement between Hong Kong and China (“Ting bo chu xiao lu”, 2016).  

 

Regardless of the vigorous opposition from villagers, environmentalists and some of 

the Legislative Council members, the Legislative Council passed the funding request in 

January 2020 to allow the Express Rail Link project to go ahead (Sun & Wong, 2016). 

Although the public protests were not successful, they did arouse social concerns regarding 
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non-indigenous rural villagers' rights and the significance of the countryside to the city. 

People started questioning whether it is worthy of preserving these non-indigenous villages 

or not; if these villages develop, how should they develop; should there be rearrangement 

regarding the land ownership in the countryside; and even how the discourse of rurality is 

constructed in Hong Kong. 

 

The second dispute involved the North East New Territories New Development Areas 

Planning which triggered rising concerns in 2008 during the first round of public 

consultations. The plan involved “providing a mix of housing types as well as basic 

infrastructure and community facilities” (Development Bureau, 2021) to an estimation of 

71,000 house units in total (Siu, 2020). The areas affected by the plan included Kwu Tung 

North, Fanling North, and Ping Che/Ta Kwu Ling (Development Bureau, 2021), with around 

1000 households targeted for evacuation and relocation. This plan also drew considerable 

attention from affected residents and concern groups, including land researchers, 

environmentalists and other unaffected residents living in the same region. Once again, 

despite public resistance from weaker groups (such as residents renting in the area), the 

government forcibly passed a motion to seek funds for the project on the night of the 27th 

June, 2014.  

 

In this plan, a tremendous controversy arose over the government’s refusal to take 

back the land used for Fanling Golf Course, and instead, the government leased out the 170 

hectares for the symbolic fee of only HKD1,000 per year (“Yao qiu”, 2013), regardless of the 

fact that 170 hectares of agricultural land would be eliminated (Northeast Strategy, 2012) and 

generations of people living in the affected areas would lose their homes and even their 

livelihoods from the farmland. Even though the government has launched an Agricultural 
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Park (Agri-Park) at Tsiu Keng in Kwu Tung South, there are several issues involved. These 

include: whether the centralized farming will allow farmers to farm and live nearby; whether 

the soil and water can be restored to average farming levels within a short period of time; and 

whether the scale of the road construction will affect agricultural operations (The 

Conservancy Association, 2017). Precisely because the purpose of the plan has been to 

relocate affected farmers, the various issues have caused distrust among the public and other 

concerned groups. 

 

Country Park Green Belts in Developing Areas 
 

In recent years, there have been controversial cases of village demolitions and 

dispossession in Ma On Shan. The government plans to re-zone seven “Green Belt” zones in 

the area for residential, government or community use (Lam, 2020). Not only will the historic 

Ma On Shan Village, Ma On Shan Iron Mine, and Shun Yee New Village be affected, but the 

plan extends close to a country park area. This has raised public concerns that the plan will 

set a precedent for Green Belt development, and pave the way for future country park 

development. Greenpeace project manager Chu Kong says the government had promised not 

to develop Green Belt zones during the land debate three years ago, and has now tended 

towards costly site formation and infrastructure work, rather than studying alternative 

brownfield sites in the area (Lam, 2020). 

 

Three actions of the government were questioned during the gazetting process of 

demolition of Ma On Shan Village and the construction of the medium-density private 

housing. First, the Democratic Party politician Lam Cheuk-ting said that the government 

covertly removed the description of “cultural heritage” from Ma On Shan Village to reduce 

the preservation value of the village in order to pursue public agreement regarding the plan 
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(Fung, Lam & Chow, 2020). Secondly, the director of the Conservancy Association Albert K. 

T. Lai questioned whether or not it was fair that the 60 affected households with non-

indigenous residents in Ma On Shan Village were not informed about the prior consultation 

or given detailed development arrangements (Kung, 2020). Thirdly, according to Apple 

Daily, Sun Hung Kai Properties have had plans to build mansions in the selected area for a 

long time. However, the road project did not start until after their plans were approved. Now, 

as the government’s development plan covers a portion of this same road, the developer can 

save a sum of money on road construction (2020). This has all caused concerned groups to 

question whether there has been collusion between the government and the developer. 

 

Ignoring the Destruction of Protected Areas 
 

According to the Country Park Enclaves Investigation Report, there are “77 enclaves, 

many of which contain villages and sizeable areas of private land” (Lau, Chan & Lau, 2014). 

However, in a 2014 World Wildlife Fund report, 12 of them had signs of being deliberately 

vandalized (2014). “Illegal dumping is rife in the New Territories because it is viewed as a 

‘possible’ way to acquire ‘extra’ land to build village houses” (Lao, 2013). This practice is 

now widely known as “destroy first, build later.” In Small House Policy II: An Update, Lao 

mentions that in the past, illegal destruction also preceded rezoning applications; in other 

words, the environment would often be assessed by the Town Planning Board after it had 

been destroyed, thus making the approval process smooth (Lao, 2013). As mentioned above, 

those who have scattered land use rights and can apply for rezoning are often the indigenous 

residents with ding rights. This loophole is used from time to time when land is destroyed in 

order to change Green Belt or Conservation Areas to Village Type Development.  
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Although the Town Planning Board made a high-profile announcement on the 4th of 

July, 2011, that it would adopt approaches to deter “destroy first, build later” practices 

(News.gov.com., 2011), it does not seem to have worked. There are still numerous examples 

of this occurring, such as: the Tung Tsz Green Belt in 2016 (Leung, 2017); Tai Kong Po in 

Kam Tin in 2017 (HK01 Reporters, 2017); several private land lots next to the illegal road in 

Cheung Sze Wan Village in Sai Kung in 2019 (“Bao yu qu”, 2020); and the San Tin Pang 

Lung site in Yuen Long in 2020 (Chow, 2020). In the Yuen Long case, not only were 

indigenous residents holding the land use rights, but developers were involved, and there was 

even an illegal occupation of government land. 

 

Policy Hypocrisy: Shifting Responsibilities 
 

In 2017, after 25 years of negotiations, the first successful case of ecological 

conservation by the land exchange in Hong Kong emerged the second highest ecological 

value10 in Hong Kong, Sha Lo Tung (Yiu, 2021). Nonetheless, for more than a decade, Sha 

Lo Tung had been subjected to “destroy first, build later” practices. Now the ecology of Sha 

Lo Tung is being restored and will be managed and conserved in the long-term by the 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department or an NGO appointed by it (“Sha Luo 

Dong”, 2021). This type of example is not easy to come across, however. If the decision had 

really been made for the sake of conservation, the government would theoretically rezone 

more land with conservation value into country parks and then compensate the residents 

appropriately. At least this way, it would have combated the “destroy first, build later” 

phenomenon and tried to preserve what remains of the natural habitat.  

 
10 In the New Nature Conservation Policy, after running the scoring system, it suggested 12 priority sites with 
high ecological value, they are: Ramsar Sitethe Deep Bay Wetland outside Ramsar Site, Sha Lo Tung, Tai Ho, 
Fung Yuen, Luk Keng Marsh, Mui Tsz Lam and Mau Ping, Wu Kau Tang, Long Valley and Ho Sheung Heung, 
Cheung Sheung, Yung Shue O, Sham Chung. 
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Conclusion: Be “Obedient” and Maintain “Harmony” 
 

Reflecting on the relationship between the NNCP and the city, it is clear that the 

government has had no intentions to promote conservation. If they had, the examples outlined 

in this chapter would not have happened. At this stage, the government has no intention to 

develop the remote rural areas, so no bridges or tunnels will be built to connect them to urban 

areas, which can be seen as an expedient measure. Nonetheless, the government does allow 

for low-impact development, so that indigenous residents have no basis for discontent. 

Concurrently, they allow NGOs to act as the leading position for the village development, 

applying while funding the programmes. By doing this, the government has effectively 

shifted conservation disputes from being between the government and indigenous villagers to 

being between NGOs/conservationists and indigenous villagers. And, if the said NGOs and 

indigenous villagers cannot reach agreements, the government saves money. So, either way, 

it is a win for the government. 

 

Land use issues are often firmly locked up in politics. During the British colonial 

period, the government gave land use privileges to both pacify and bring the New Territories 

villagers together. Then, starting just over a decade ago, the government began to support 

NGOs to boost village programmes, in order to facilitate dialogue with indigenous residents 

on land use rights and environmental conservation. Over the years, in order to earn more 

revenue from land sales and stabilize the political power of business consortia, the 

government has also sold a lot of land without forecasting for future need. Now, following 

the instructions of the CCP, the government has both forcibly demolished villages in order to 

build a railroad and, if its 2020 policy address is anything to go by, suddenly become 

“environmentally friendly.” In this address, the government stated explicitly that President Xi 

Jinping had recently announced in his speech at the United Nations that China’s carbon 
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emissions will peak in 2030, and that the goal of carbon neutrality would be achieved by 

2060 (News.gov.com., 2020). Going by this, the attitude likely to be adopted by any future 

administrations in Hong Kong seems relatively simple: there will be no need for expediency, 

only the maintenance of a particular kind of stability — a national one. 
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Chapter V. Conclusion 
 

During one of my field trips to Lai Chi Wo, there was an incident that has stuck with 

me throughout the study. On my way back to the village, while I was washing my rain boots 

in the river with some NGO employees, we met an indigenous villager and her relatives. She 

first introduced the NGO staff to her relatives in order, and then when she came to me, she 

simply said, “She is negligible.” Upon hearing that, I could only laugh at her honesty. 

Previously I had introduced myself to her as a researcher and a volunteer for one of the 

villagers. Why was I then considered negligible? This led me to think that although Lai Chi 

Wo has had many unknown people from the city visiting for years, the villagers still find it 

hard to accept and/or “recognise” outsiders without clear and identifiable roles. 

 

Despite Lai Chi Wo’s social and environmental transformations throughout the 

revitalisation process, it still seems to retain more of a traditional village approach than the 

approach of an intentional eco-community. As explained in Chapter II, different stakeholders 

seem to have defined the notion of “insiders” differently and the disparate understandings of 

what constitutes a community. The difference is also shown in the urban dwellers’ intentions 

for joining the community. As mentioned in Chapter III, their choice of join (re)starting a 

sustainable life or working as an enterprise under a rural community setting marks a crucial 

difference in their behaviour.  

 

Lai Chi Wo: Becoming More “Intentional” 
 

While Lai Chi Wo started off as more of an intentional community looking to 

revitalize a depopulated village and its agricultural practices, there are also issues that might 

point to its real operation being more like a community-based enterprise. The design of the 
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Lai Chi Wo programme requires the non-indigenous villagers to operate an enterprise on site. 

On an individual level, one can sustain his/her livelihood by running a self-owned enterprise 

at Lai Chi Wo, managing and bearing responsibility for their own operation. However, this 

also drives them to think in terms of competition against one another within the community. 

This internal capitalistic competition then complicates the internal dynamic of the Lai Chi 

Wo community. In this sense, facets of the Lai Chi Wo community overlap more with the 

idea of a community-based enterprise than that of an intentional community.   

 

 We might look at discussions on the idea of an intentional community and cases of 

experienced intentional community to better understand the situation in Lai Chi Wo. 

According to Elisse Kleiner, an intentional community has a “shared vision” and a 

“community balance with individual freedom and choice” (2014, p. 69), while she also 

stressed that “working together” is its key element (p. 70). In her wording, “everybody is 

expected to contribute to the group” implies that there is a tight interdependence within the 

community (p. 70). Considering the practice at Lai Chi Wo, we can see that although the 

community is sharing the same space and resources, they cannot be said to be working 

together with a common ideology adhered to by all members. This, I claim, is a result of the 

Lai Chi Wo Programme being structured as top-down from the start. One of the solutions 

might be providing more ways for villagers to interact, communicate and initiate new 

projects among themselves, instead of turning to the NGOs. For the residents of the village, it 

might be beneficial for them to set up working groups or even an enterprise, developing 

interest groups or technical skills to run a business. Seeing that the participation of each 

villager is important, it demands the community to be more open towards new villagers and 

tenants, especially in their decision-making process. 
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In an interview conducted by A. Whitney Sanford with the manager of LA Eco-

village, Lara Morrison, she pointed out that for the newcomers of the community, “few 

people have learned the social skills needed to create, debate and implement matters of 

policy”. Since this intentional community is consensus-based, she explained that the 

community provided an alternative lifestyle and also supported residents in “gaining the 

skills to operate cooperatively” (Sanford, 2017). Without the community setting, we could 

not obtain skills by taking courses. However, sharing skills is a usual practice in many 

intentional communities, for it also serves as a way of bringing people together and forming a 

closer relationship. Therefore, holding educational sessions at Lai Chi Wo may also be a 

chance for the community to share skills relating to their living style, such as local food 

supply, food waste processes, chemical pollution to farmlands and nature, etc, whether they 

are held by the villagers or NGOs. Moreover, once the upcoming Hakka Life Experience 

Village project (hostel) is launched, it will begin to serve new visitors. It would also be 

beneficial if the villagers engaged in the handling of visitors at the hostel, explaining and 

promoting the Hakka lifestyle with sustainability in mind. It consolidates their understanding 

of an eco-lifestyle.      

 

Rural-Urban Symbiosis: Future Rural Community Development   
 

As an agricultural community, it works not only for itself, but also the surrounding 

environment and people. Therefore, it is crucial for rural communities to connect with the 

urban, especially in a small and packed city like Hong Kong. Some believe that rural-urban 

symbiosis goes only to the extent of the provision of fresh, local agricultural products, leisure 

and entertainment at village sites, while urban dwellers support the operations of the village 

with their wealth. If this were the extent of the exchange, it would be purely transactional and 

of primary benefit only to village enterprises. The rural-urban symbiosis emerging from the 
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Lai Chi Wo model, however, goes deeper than this. Rural-urban symbiosis is highlighted 

throughout the Programme, emphasising the active interaction and mutual dependence 

between rural and urban areas. The symbiosis is manifested when the two areas “form an 

interlinked entity that thrives in close interaction” (MTK, 2020), which is a beneficial one. As 

long as the Hong Kong government’s agenda neglects rural development, rebuilding the 

network of the rural villages can help boost the connectivity between the two areas.  

  

Indeed, rural-urban symbiosis is also manifested at a different level in the 

Programme, concerning ten elements, five of them are significant: food, employment, 

lifestyles, raw materials, and tourism. For food, some farmer units, e.g. D & F’s Farm, 

promote “eating according to the seasonal yields” (original: 不時不食). It is the best way for 

the farmlands as growing suitable crops in their best season lowers the environmental impact 

of the growing process to achieve the best yields and quality. Also, amongst the seasonal 

crops, the farmers can choose species to grow, which can cater to the public favours and even 

raise a food trend in the urban. For employment, with the growing trend of the visitors, a 

public ferry started in 2016 (“Xin hang xian”, 2016), regular cleaning workers for collecting 

rubbish, construction workers in the village, regular farmers hired by the Conservancy 

Association, etc. With a community establishment, more people, mostly urban dwellers, can 

participate in the role of employees. They can share the environment and earn a living at the 

same time. Although it is not easy to be involved in the Lai Chi Wo community, it provides 

chances for a small portion of people to experience an alternative lifestyle. Few steps away 

from the house, then we can reach farmland. It is an experience seldom meet by the urban 

dwellers. For raw materials, with a close connection with the land, we can easily find the 

materials such as fallen pieces of wood and rocks everywhere. Artists used these kinds of 
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materials to exhibit11 a different dimension of the village through ceramics making, 

multimedia artworks, photos, etc. For tourism, needless to say, the hardware is well ready for 

the visitors.   

 

The development model of Lai Chi Wo could be the simplest model to launch 

projects in other rural villages of Hong Kong. However, without modification to the model, 

the problems mentioned in this research will not vanish. It is observed that the assistance of 

the NGOs enhances the efficiency and effectiveness of the Programme by providing a unified 

idea of the mission for the village (whether it is followed by various parties is another 

question). In addition, via research, press conferences, and activities, etc., the NGOs play a 

significant role in inviting and coordinating urban participants. More importantly, they 

provide education on organic agriculture, facilitating the villagers to adapt to the rural life. 

The NGOs support at the beginning of the Programme, especially in the agricultural realm, 

also helps elevate the frame and prevent many troubles and mistakes that intentional 

communities should have faced alone.  

 

As mentioned in Chapter II, since the NGOs was required to deal with the land 

agreement with indigenous villagers before applying for the funding at Lai Chi Wo, it poses a 

structural problem that the government does not want to tackle. This structural problem 

involves confronting intra-indigenous villagers’ disputes, research, feasibility studies, and the 

evaluation of effectiveness. As stated in Chapter IV, the government shirked its responsibility 

and relegated it to the NGOs. It is indeed a very difficult situation; still, the government 

should investigate alternatives to facilitate the participation of the NGOs and the public. The 

 
11 There was a feature exhibition “On Earth”, which consisted of “Lai Chi Wo Art Project Exhibition”, and 
“JCCAC Ceramicists”, held in 2019 at Jockey Club Creative Arts Centre.    
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land use rights of a particular location often generates friction and conflicts among the 

concerned parties. With proper research in the ecological values of different rural villages, 

the government could choose some desirable de-populated rural villages or locations to 

suggest the resumption or long-term rent of land. In this way, the government can hold the 

use rights of specific land for rural development and avoid complicated power struggles 

among the Programmes’ participants.  

 

Also, some of the rural areas belonging to the government is in fact available for rural 

development. Given the strictures on land and space in Hong Kong, urban dwellers have few 

opportunities to join or form communities. The government may invite public participation 

by borrowing the land for interested parties to form creative and sustainable intentional 

communities. At this stage, public proposals for projects should be accepted, and upon 

selection, the NGOs can join the proposed projects and, if necessary, provide assistance. 

Instead of demolishing villages for a glamorous but high-tech Agricultural Park that expels 

traditional farmers, the government may consider opening more chances for community 

building. Besides encouraging the set-up of more tourist spots (as the government would 

welcome) and providing job opportunities (especially in transportation), it would also 

enhance the self-sufficiency of the local food system.  

 

As a development model, a community-based enterprise like Lai Chi Wo is 

unprecedented. It must, however, be given more thought before moving forward and 

launching more similar projects. By interrogating the way that the Programme operates and 

questioning its limitation, more possibilities can be deprived. The questions for the next “Lai 

Chi Wo” will be: whether it can form a more interactive, united community in a village; 

whether, how, and for how long, third-party organisations should be involved; and whether 
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there can be consent amongst all villagers for a unified vision of community development. 

Given the scope of this research, these questions must be left, however, for future studies to 

explore. 
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