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Throughout the general experiences of heritage conservation in Hong Kong, our impression 
would be related to public space demonstration which was usually be regarded as troublemakers 
represented by media. However, the advocators of South East Asian countries, such as Laurence 
Loh from Malaysia, seem to have different methods to work out the campaign of heritage 
conservation. The Naked Dialogue tries to excavate the formation and strategies of covert 
subversion of heritage conservation and the Penang Forum. 

Laurence Loh (L); Paul Zimmerman (P); Benny Chia (B); 

B: Today we are really pleased to have two speakers with us, one coming specially all the way to 
Hong Kong from Penang, Professor Laurence Loh, and Paul Zimmerman that most of you have 
seen I know. I first visited Laurence’s Blue Mansion in a cultural exchange program, Spotlight Hong 
Kong, in Penang. Blue Mansion is a project that Laurence has very successfully done over the 
past 26 years. It was converted into a UNESCO-award-winning project, one of the most famous 
boutique hotels in Penang now. 

Laurence is a conservationist, a practicing architect, and a social activist. Talking about social 
activism, Paul of course is the district councilor for Pok Fu Lam and has also been involved with 
protecting our harbour and also recently been monitoring the use of country park land. 

The title of this talk is “Conserve to Subvert”, Laurence’s idea. I would like Laurence to tell us why 
he thinks by conservation we can also go into social subversion.

L: First and foremost, I think let me say that it’s an honour or privilege to be welcome to the Fringe 
Club. I never thought I would make it this far in Hong Kong, to get to Hong Kong to be on the 
fringe. That is indeed a very good thing because to be a subversive element, you have to exist on 
the fringe, you cannot be part of the mainstream. 

And the reason why I suggested this title is because people always ask me why I chose 
conservation. To reply to that I give a lecture called “Architecture and the Politics about 
Architecture”, so everyone remember the lecture. ‘To be an architect, you cannot avoid be 
involved in politics, so you work that out yourselves.’, I said. 

Then I find an activity which answers two things: one is about protecting the place where I live, 
I born and the values were given — the values that were passed to me. And how I become a 
politician without being a politician. Because all of life is about politics, if you live in the real world. 
I thought, in Malaysia at that time, nobody was concerned about preserving the heritage. They did 



not understand the word “conservation”, and we did not assess the government. Thus, I thought I 
might use conservation as a way to be subversive. 

As I remember when I studied in England at the age of 16, the first book I read when I went to 
Architecture Association, they put this book in front of me, it’s called Teaching as a Subversive 
Activity. And I just love that title. I must confess I never read the book but the title itself sparked 
me on and I have never forgot that title. It’s beautiful — teaching as a subversive activity. 

When I graduated, I went back to Penang. ‘What can I do? Is there anything else I cannot take 
off?’, I said. One thing I can do is to try to make a difference. So, it’s about saving the place I love, 
‘What makes Penang “Penang”?’

Then, I started on that journey. I found that when you are preserving and looking after some public 
legacies, they are something not just of your own but belongs to the whole community. People 
don’t see you as a threat. They see you as this oddity saving this building, so I tried to walk the 
talk. When you get to talk to government, politicians, and social activists, you go in and they give 
you a tug of game. Not only in Penang but also in Malaysia regionally. I found that it started to 
really work. 

But then I have very much stronger motive. Penang is predominantly a Chinese community. The 
main population in George Town, where the historic city is, has made up of 90% Chinese and most 
of the structures that are not colonial are Chinese structures. And Malaysia is basically an Islamic 
state as what they call it now. One day, Prime Minister pointed at the whole George Town and 
said, ‘All of them can go, just keep a few of them.’ I could not hold myself and I just quietly walked 
out of the door. ‘I will make sure they preserve this Chinese heritage’, I swear of my grandfather’s 
grave.  

So that was the real subversion. Make Penang George Town a real world heritage site and in 
collaboration with some people from the UNESCO, and make Melaka as a historic city with 
Penang, and that these two cities the world heritage site. The reason is the federal government 
believes that Melaka is founded by the Malays. Actually, it is founded by the Indians but they 
think that it is founded by the Malays. Hence, we have to link the Malay history together with the 
Chinese history and then the federal government will agree with us to make these two places 
listed as world heritage site”. That is part of what is called subversion. I needed to get the Chinese 
heritage buildings but I needed to be politics in order to get done, right? 

Ultimately, George Town is listed a world heritage site. I have saved what I call the Chinese heart 
in the whole of Malaysia but they do not even know. Because now the whole heritage site is 
governed by a management plan, they touch every single building. Any person from the public 
can read everything in the report. I have learnt that this is actually the best to fight it. You can give 
people impression that the idea came from them. 

B: Let me ask the audience this question. How many of you actually know the political situation in 
Penang? It’s the only state which is governed by the oppositional party, Chinese party. That’s the 
only one in Malaysia.

Being a practicing architect and your bread and butter is to form building, but at the same time, 
what you are doing is to stop new buildings to be put up at the expense of taking down heritage 
buildings, Laurence, here is a conflict of interest, isn’t there?

L: Now that it is part of a larger plan. If the plan is prepared by the government and they have all 
the different sectors they are looking after—heritage, culture, housing, residential, commercial, 
etc. It is all part of a much bigger master plan, as long as all of these are within their master plan, I 



don’t think there’s any conflict. Because they would have studied the situation, they would have at 
all expenses display the plans to the public by giving everybody a right to protest if they wanted 
to. In that sense, if you put everything into the plan and you make sure it is an inclusive plan then 
there is no conflict.

B: We have two natural assets in Hong Kong that we all value. First one is our harbour, second is 
our country parks. Paul, you have been involved in conserving these two assets. Can you give us 
an update on the situation?

P: Update? Well, for the harbour, we got the law enacted to protect the harbour and all have got 
to place. And the focus from Designing Hong Kong’s point of view has been no harbour from left 
if Hong Kong has grown for 150 years through reclamation and you suddenly stop reclamation but 
you continue to grow. There is going to be buildings right on the waterfront. 

So that in 2003, that was the thinking to get the focus on the planning of the waterfront. By 
protecting the harbour, it has become protecting the waterfront rather than the harbour. And so 
far, I think we’ve done pretty good in making sure we minimize the amount of development that 
goes on for the last remaining land.

I say pretty good not totally good because just in Cha Kwor Ling we’re losing a piece of land 
to the VTC. So, in Kennedy town, we now have an issue of what it is going to happen with that 
waterfront. Some people run a lot of activities and use for events and then it is no longer free 
space anymore. Then the discussion is on but we have been able to safeguard a lot of land around 
the harbour. It is not a fantastic execution around but I do not think the government has sacrificed 
enough money for doing it up. And I do not think there is enough attention yet to the use of the 
water, so the waterfront has a better corresponding to the water. 

When it comes to the country park, things look direr. There are two aspects to fight for the country 
parks. One is the enclaves, areas of private lands inside the country parks where villagers have the 
right to build and where we try to reduce the amount of development they put in. We’ve been 
able to reduce it quite a bit but not entirely. 

The biggest win is a recent court case. The judgement came out 2-3 weeks ago, whereby the town 
planning board has been put under pressure to inquire into the figures that are being out forward 
by the village representatives. They really have to ascertain whether what the Heung Yee Kuk and 
the village representatives say is true when they set aside land for them. 

So the biggest threat right now is there is now a plan of taking away country park land for housing 
and that is a very poor situation. The government has identified two pieces of land: 70 hectares at 
Dai Long, 50 hectares in Ma On Shan. They have just identified them; they have not said how. And 
now they do the study. But we know that those two pieces of land have low landscape value and 
have low ecological value. So they just have predetermined outcome, they pick those land and 
this is going to open up an opportunity to go to the communities and say, ‘Oh, look, look at the 
photographs—there’s a highway, buildings, ugly villages…Why do we need to keep this country 
park?’ And if they win this process then the sanctity of the boundaries is going to be a claim 
because they set a very bad precedence but they can continuously put up pieces of land and say, 
‘Well, it’s not that high. Why we keep it though?’ So we have to make sure that they don’t win this 
process. 

Just an example to finish up. When they build the road to Yuen Long. It was supposed to go 
over Dai Long Country Park and would consume about 200 hectares of country park. In the end 
they went through a tunnel, more expensive and too expensive. Essentially they minimize and 
then when they took into the hectares, they compensate in my haven about 40 hectares back on 



another side and included in the country park. That was a very careful process, very different from 
what they are orchestrating now. What they are orchestrating now is basically to turn the country 
parks into a “land bank”, rather than retaining its special asset. It is very dangerous.

B: Laurence, you also have this thing that you have to contend with, that is the encroachment of 
developers on Penang greenland. What kinds of strategies have you taken up in defense of your 
environment?

L: I’m fortunate to have a group of friends who believe in the same thing. There is a very loose 
coalition, called the Penang Forum. It was set up after the opposition came into power in 2008 
and it’s a coalition of mainly two NGOs. And over time, it has developed very good working 
relationship and what we are now facing is that most of the heritage is now not under threat 
anymore but the environment. They are allowing people to build higher on the hills. There’s a line 
that mentions nobody can develop over 250 feet and on slopes that are more than 28 degrees. 
That is in the structure plan. And yet they have some clauses which mention “except for special 
projects”. Because of that, the government in the past has been giving rights to the cronies, so to 
speak, to put housing in these slopes, causing a lot of environmental problems. 

And so what we do in this group now is that we come up with very scientific data. We found that 
the only way to really get the government to listen to you or at least to pull back is to be very 
very accurate about what you say. For example, in terms of the hills, we have to set up something 
called the Penang Hills Watch. We have a website on which anybody who comes across illegal 
clearing or even legal clearing without being done properly, people can just take a photograph 
and send it to us with the coordinates. Then we will do all the checking and we put it onto this 
website. 

In the past year, we have actually been able to have three meetings with the government. Each 
and every one of the cases, we compile the cases, we check ourselves to see whether it’s legal 
or illegal. And then we presented to them and they have to, you know, meet us because it is for 
public good. And then we asked them to come back to us in three months and tell us what actions 
they have taken. We found that this one is escalating all the time and more and more people have 
been posting photographs for us and now it spread from just the island into the mainland and 
they asked me whether we could actually teach them how to do it. And spread on to other states. 
And we found that get indisputable facts and they will really set up and listen to you. I think that’s 
the way we are doing now. 

And the beautiful part is that technology is there. You set up a drone, take picture of the site, the 
drone can then take picture of the slope so you can actually see the condition. And you can show 
how it is actually created within a year. It is very factual and all that goes out to the press. And 
either the digital press or the mainstream press, all of them get these copies. And there is a field 
day for the opposition politicians, right? They just pick this out and they say, ‘Look, Penang Forum 
said this is what it is.’ So we are starting to be accused of trying to undermine the government but 
the fact that you say ‘No, it’s perfectly scientific. We are not supporting anyone; we are not trying 
to overthrow the government.” You just wanted to advice in private yourselves. 

B: You make it sound so simple. We all know that in dealing with the government, sometimes it 
feels like hitting your head against the wall. Often, you know, tell us about that.

P: You know, we have a pre-interview last time. One thing I tried to figure out, I won’t let Laurence 
to get away with getting so much more impact with these activities with this civic society. And I 
think in Hong Kong and Penang, the main difference is that in Penang you got a more diverse 
political situation, a more dynamic political situation within which the civic society has a greater 
impact, whereas here we have got a binary situation. That limits the impact that civic society is 



making. 

B: Sometimes, don’t you think the way like people in this room a bit like preaching to the 
converted. I mean I think most of the people here are sympathetic to these conservationist 
approach and causes and so forth. How do we reach out to people that feel that like yourself a bit 
of a nuisance? You know, because you are in a way of progress. Not everybody wants to conserve. 
They want development.

P: If you take the actual natural subversion, I mean the people that we meet on our hikes, in 
our walks is a very diverse group. That’s not aligned by proper political views but they may not 
be people that necessarily always come out in situation like this but it’s trying to reach out to a 
broader group and trying to get more people involved in those discussions. 

In Hong Kong, we kind of confined by our boundaries so strict that the impact of the cost of living 
is almost like a knife in their situation. It’s the reality that you are going to pay every day and the 
waiting list at the housing society. Then the distract becomes quite critical. And I think we are at 
that point now that the argument is for more development, more lands, more reclamation because 
of all of those sentiments. People believe it will likely to make it easier to live in Hong Kong. It’s 
hard to argue that that is not the case. In that scenario then it comes to how we can get people to 
a better understanding of all the different choices that we have to make, let me put it that way. It’s 
not that black-and-white but there’s a lot of education that’s need to be done; a lot of discussion 
we need to have; a lot of more these meetings to come to an understanding of these choices.

B: Talking about education, Laurence, you’re a professor at Hong Kong University. Sometimes we 
read in the news about preserving some old blocks somewhere. From the photographs, you look 
at it, you think what is the fuss? Why do we not tear it down and have a new building? If you talk 
to the residents there, they will tell you the plumping is not working and it’s invested with all kinds 
of insects, you know we want a new building. Thus, the conservationists think one way, then the 
residents might feel another way. Are there any guidelines, Laurence? 

L: Before I answer that, I have been a Hong Kong watcher for many years — 20 or 30 years. I see 
you’re doing very well. Because the battles that you won, seem like the harbour is present. And 
I think you should take courage of that. You have been able to escalate awareness, right? What 
conservation is for me? ‘Laurence, don’t worry! Conservation awareness takes a lifetime.’ That is a 
very discouraging thing to say that for me but I see changes in Hong Kong. 

Going to your question, it’s really why I concern. Then you have to work out yourself the answers 
to that. I mean I can give you my personal version of why concern, right? So you can say it’s about 
collective memory; it’s about your rules, it’s about having something that reminds you of where you 
come from, all of that. But each place has to work out its own answer to a question when you have 
sorted it out, very often it is the correct answer. 

You have to define that “why” question and for each place there’s a good reason; there’s a 
different definition and there will be a different answer. 

P: I have to laugh when you started that question because I was on Katty’s Facebook right now. 
Some people weren’t happy with me because I suggested that the Central Market can be taken 
down. It should be turned into a park and so the Central Western District Concern Group Katty 
Law laughed as you are saying so. You know, so far that the discussion in Hong Kong, we have 
very few buildings left and as part of our cityscape. I mean they are often much more sporadic 
than probably in Penang. In Penang, it is really part of the overall Penang. Your whole experience 
of Penang is very much defined by the heritage that you can feel and see so I guess we are all in a 
different mode there. 



We need to be talking about very individual moments in the city and I think the Central Market we 
had hope was going to be one of those moments where the market was going to be restored in 
great fine details and operated as a market with all those funny little stalls and so on. 

I have put the proposition out there but I just want to provoke people like Katty to make sure they 
fight harder to get the URA to do a really good job on restoring their building or otherwise, let’s 
make it a park.

B: One thing I have noticed is because it seems that the churches have been abusing and taking 
advantage of property prices and it is not the single case they seem to be able to get away with 
a lot of things. Being the neighbor of Anglican Church, we also afraid that they are going to put a 
high-rise right in front of us. There are other cases. In Malaysia and Singapore, they want to keep 
social harmony so they leave religious conflict pretty much outside discussion. They let churches 
get away with a lot of things as well as in Hong Kong. Is there any way that we can contend with 
them?

P: Contend with the church, many people contend with the church, it gives them peace. However, 
it is the opportunity near so it is taken — it is a business. Everybody always has good excuse for 
more money or more development rights. There’s always good excuse for them. There are very 
few people who would say, ‘No, I’m ok. I’m contend with what I have here.’ And I think it has to do 
with the fact that the government gets 34% of their revenues from land premiums. They buy into 
it and do not stand up for society because they are complicit in getting the money so they are not 
part of this discussion as a neutral observer or a participant or somewhere where your consensus is 
formed in society and the government executed. 

B: What about situation in Penang?

L: In some ways, there is no difference. I mean the Catholic Church sold out most of their property. 
They have kept two of their churches. But all the land that was equipped to them by the Easy 
India Company were sold. And whether it is to pay off the debt with the Vatican or whether it is 
a corrupt bishop. It also happens in Penang. But they do not touch the churches as yet. They will 
touch the colleges and villages. 

B: How organized are we, the civil action? Laurence talked about the Penang forum. It seems that 
the way you just let whoever want to lead, take the lead. Here in Hong Kong, probably due to the 
size, we are three times bigger than Penang and in certain ways with more complex than Penang. 
When it comes to civil action, how do you deal with that? 

L: I think, it is about who is in that group. First of all, we have the vice chancellor of the university 
who was revered by everybody, in education, even in the government. Whenever we have a forum, 
he’s the front man. ‘I can’t hear, I can’t see, I can’t even read but I will come to your forum and I will 
do the introduction’, he said.  Then we have another gentleman who is called the global NGO. 
He has organized for UNDT and world breastfeeding association. Whenever he stands up, he 
represents the whole NGO movement. And he can call upon anybody, anywhere in the world, of 
those he has contacted with to come and support. Then we have the doctor; we have engineers; 
we have architects; we have social activists, we have also a publisher. We have a very good 
reporter who writes a daily on every issue that we bring up. That is wonderful because we feed him 
information and then he merely comes up with a story and then continues for 3-4 days. We have 
scientific people from the university. You name it, there’s some sort of character there who has 
some position in society. 

Although we come in opposition they are also very scared to dismiss us because we represent 
each sector. The National Consumers Association, The Malaysian Nature Society, Sabah National, 



which is about the environment, National environment guys, and somebody from the Greenpeace 
Malaysia are all there. And we get more and more people all the time, younger and younger 
people. Now we have filmmakers about to join us. So, I think when we look at all the people that 
come out at the Forum, they start to think that, ‘Yes, doesn’t this represents every sector of the 
society?’ And young people who work at multinationals. They are also very good and very efficient 
in new digital hardware and software. Hence, I think first of all you need really the friend players 
who can in themselves play a role even independently.

P: I think it is really difficult in Hong Kong. I mean if we look at the civic society. At that level, we 
talk about Tung Wah or Po Leung Kuk. When we connect with them, they will be very careful not 
to be seen to be disagreeing with government. Whereas in Penang, disagree with the government 
is fine because the government is a more diverse situation than in Hong Kong. Probably the civic 
society can work harder and trying harder to get more people in. 

B: Grouping 20 respectable leaders in Hong Kong is not an easy task because everyone has 
something that you can discredit he or she with so if you pick 20 men, who will you pick to 
represent?

P: The whole city is full of good people. I have no problems with them at all. But the professional 
institute I have had this discussion with at some stage with somebody like Rocco Yim for the 
architects. And he said, ‘Oh, these problems we’ve had them for decades.’ and ‘Yeah, but you 
guys only talk behind closed doors and you don’t take it public.’ Then, he started to take it more 
public and somebody had a word, somebody made a comment but it does not go public anymore 
so to say. That is the problem in the city. 

And now with this binary situation where it is black-and-white that we are having in Hong Kong, it 
is getting a little bit more extreme. There is a lot of people stepping back. And that is not helpful 
because then the media does not learn, people do not learn about the debate. However, life is not 
black-and-white, life is grey in all different tones of grey. People have to learn the different tones of 
grey. If they do not learn them, and they just think it is black-and-white, then you do not make a lot 
of progress. Our learning in Hong Kong is really just starting, unlike what they have been able to 
achieve. 

L: I disagree with you. I think we are just as discouraged as you are at some times. Even more so, 
you know. Benny was saying to me at lunch, he’s just optimist, ‘Keep going and believing that you 
can achieve it even though you don’t.’ Then one day, after all the battles we won, maybe they’re 
not so important at all. 

I think it is in the doing of it. It is the belief in something, believing that you put your heart and soul 
in it, something can happen. It doesn’t happen, okay, we move on to the next one. But that is the 
spirit that should exist. And then you just need to find a way to co-op these people in. Even in this 
dire fashion, even at such, a piece of information so that you can block their road at the right time. 
I am sure you can find ways to do in Hong Kong.

But I think Hong Kong people are much smarter than Malaysians. Very much smarter. I am 
impressed by observation because the comments we get from the public sometimes is very dumb. 

B: In a way, I think in Penang you have two parents. If one does not listen to you, you can go to 
another. The city government and the central government. In Hong Kong, it is not. 

L: Well, what you do not have is the wholesale corruption. Now you look at the special ones in 
Malaysia and they siding up billions. And that is happening in every state at every level including 
Penang. 



P: You are right. The advantage is we have a very efficient government in many ways. But when 
we went to Vancouver and Sydney to look at harbour front development, it becomes apparent. 
For example, in Sydney, there are three levels of government and one of them may own the port, 
the other owns the railway and the other one controls over the city. So, they are all fighting with 
each other about the responsibility for the waterfront like the Rhodes and the Darling Harbour. 
But because they fight, they have to go public so the fight becomes public over money and 
responsibility. Therefore, they have start finding solutions and that goes to the media and people 
learn. 

Whereas in Hong Kong, we do not have to. Government makes the decision and we were 
consulted to and still go ahead and that is it. 

I like fighting between various levels of government - very helpful! 

B: Don’t you sometimes find that you have seeds of doubts in your mind by believing that those 
experts probably have thought through the whole thing and come up with the best solution?

L: I think a lot of government departments think in silos. And this whole silo mentality that run 
each and every time and release. Can we create a platform where all the ideas come together 
without being contentious to say but each one could be advocating a slightly different position? 
And if there’s a way to create this platform for discussion, better solutions can come. 

I think that today’s technology allows us to do that. And we’re trying to find ways to do it. I run 
an organization and they beg me to create a platform because nobody else, nobody can talk to 
each other. So, the platform been created is that we intervene; we come up with other solutions; 
we speak to the government; we interpret what they want; we put it on tables, the business 
community; speak with the stakeholders; we speak with the civil society and we refer to global 
citizens. And then we put it on the table.


