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ABSTRACT 

An increasing awareness of humankind's dependence on vulnerable ecological systems and the 
recognition of the anthropogenic origins of ecosystem destruction have compelled designers to 
explore sustainable alternatives to prevailing patterns of development. The growing urbanisation of the 
world's population suggests research be focused on sustainable urbanism. This study is interested in 
the ability for ecological metaphors to offer valuable concepts to urban designers, in the context of 
Hong Kong, by facilitating understanding through ecological reasoning and enhancing communication 
with rhetorical devices. Ecological systems provide examples of how heterogeneous systems regulate 
and adapt their processes and growth patterns through diffuse networks, multi-scalar interactions, and 
feedback in order to remain compatible with changing environmental conditions. The implication of 
recognising the overlap of metabolic, organisational and developmental aspects of ecological systems 
broadens the scope of the research and causes it to cross disciplinary boundaries. Essential to 
understanding the value of ecological metaphor is the recognition that the interpretive nature of 
metaphor can produce a variety of outcomes to either contribute to, by explicating and imagining, or 
undermine sustainability endeavours, by misleading or obscuring. Ecological metaphor is often applied 
in a normative manner, with the assumption that ecologically-derived design concepts are wholly 
positive, which is not the case, yet it is rarely acknowledged by designers. 

A close study of metaphor anticipates a methodology that is attentive to language. The exploration of 
ecological metaphor in this study emerges through a process of participative narrative inquiry. Case 
narratives explore the sustainability initiatives of two case groups in Hong Kong (Transition South 
Lantau, and Civic Exchange) alongside ecologically-derived design concepts. The case narratives 
raise issues with a number of ecological design concepts that have become part of the sustainability 
lexicon. In this research, ecological design concepts are challenged, disregarded or extended, 
restorying ecological metaphor to improve its usefulness as urban design theory in Hong Kong. The 
ecological reasoning process, both imaginative and critical, reveals that: metaphors have at times 
been modelled on outdated ecological theory; explained in mechanistic or anthropomorphic terms that 
obscure critical aspects of ecosystems; or have misrepresented the ecological processes from which 
they were derived. In order to fulfil ecological metaphor's potential for urban design, this study 
recommends that attention is paid to the semantics of the adopted term, the accuracy of the concept 
in relation to its ecological source, divergence between ecosystems and cities that would make 
ecological concepts unsuitable, and whether ecological concepts are appropriate for the context in 
which they are applied. 

This study demonstrates the importance of adopting a critical approach to the conception and 
communication of ecological design concepts and does so by engaging in a participative narrative 
inquiry process. The chosen methodology enables a critical approach, which increases the utility of 
the ecological design concepts, and in-so-doing reveals the contribution of methodological decisions 
as well as design decisions on sustainability outcomes. 
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PREFACE 

My interest in sustainability is, in part, attributable 
to a deeply felt or sought connection with place, 
which engenders a sense of responsibility to 
understand, protect and enhance the places I 
inhabit (Australia, UK, Hong Kong) as a resident, 
designer, and researcher. Responding to the 
social, political and environmental conditions of 
place is integral to my understanding of 
sustainability. 

An interest in place led me to research the work of 
regionalist and bioregionalist architects while I was 
working for a small practice in Bath (UK). 
Canizaro's (2007) architectural regionalism text 
incorporated the writings of many key thinkers 
including Aberley, Alexander, Moore and Mumford, 
and introduced me to bioregionalist theory. 
Bioregionalist thinking reinforced the connection I 
had made between place-based or situated 
approaches, ecology, and sustainability. My Hong Kong apartment 

It was around this time that I relocated with my partner to Hong Kong. In parallel with my bioregional 
interests, I began to explore the potential for ecological metaphor to offer interesting insights into 
sustainability. Pickett, Cadenasso and Grove (Steward. T.A. Pickett, Cadenasso, & Grove, 2004; 
Steward. T.A. Pickett et al., 2001 ; Steward. T.A. Pickett & Grove, 2009; Steward. T.A. Pickett, Kolasa, 
& Jones, 1994 ), Graham (Graham, 2003), and Capra's (Capra, 1994) work was influential in the early 
stages. 

Although I had been responsive to appeals for sustainability in my working and personal lives in 
Australia and the UK, the need to address unsustainable practices was brought into clearer focus in 
Hong Kong. Unsustainable practices were perhaps amplified by density and my perspective as a 
newly arrived resident, and I felt the need to respond to inequity, rampant consumption, and 
environmental degradation in Hong Kong. 
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In an early research proposal, I linked regionalist theory and ecology by suggesting vernacular 
architecture inherently embodied ecological concepts, and proposed exploring this proposition to 
define a set of ecological design rules using Cantonese vernacular as examples. I soon questioned 
the relevance of developing design principles at the building-scale as I was beginning to observe 
complex urban-scale issues in Hong Kong, and perceived that many sustainability commentators 
believed achieving sustainable urbanisation was the key concern. The research objective shifted 
towards defining ecological principles for sustainable urbanism. 

Largely the research focus has remained the same, but the manner in which sustainable urbanism 
knowledge is conceived in the research has changed dramatically. As the study progressed I began to 
understand that the manner in which theory is conceived and communicated is as significant to 
sustainability endeavours as the contents of the theory itself. Theory that was pre-defined, 
generalisable, and purportedly value-free did not align with my place-based understanding of 
sustainability. The epistemologies of Haraway (1988) and Code (2006) were particularly influential. It 
became critical to frame the research query in a manner that would allow sustainable urbanism theory 
to emerge in a dialogic process from Hong Kong. 

In response to the evolution of the research query, the dissertation structure has changed a number of 
times. The knowledge-making process was not necessarily chronological; as research was often 
carried out concurrently, directions altered in response to findings, early ideas were returned to, and at 
times ideas became dead ends. My task is to tell the story in a manner that emphasises ecological 
urbanism theory as emergent, place-based knowledge, from the perspective of a designer trying to 
contribute to sustainable practice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Restorying ecological urbanism 

Increasing awareness of humankind's dependence on vulnerable ecological systems and recognition 
of the anthropogenic origins of ecosystem destruction have compelled theorists and designers to 
explore alternatives to prevailing patterns of development in order to increase the likelihood of 
humankind's long-term 'sustainability'. Humankind has recognised that "the organism which destroys 
its environment destroys itself' (Bateson, 2000, p. 457). I understand sustainability to be a 
transformative process that moves existing systems towards patterns that promote the ongoing health 
of the system (inclusive of all organisms and their environment), and therefore increases the likelihood 
of the endurance of the system. 

The growing urbanisation of the world's population suggests the exploration of alternative patterns is 
most crucial in relation to urbanism. The term urbanism, in contrast to urban design, is a more 
expansive description of the creation of cities with a reach beyond the design of the physical 
environment. Urbanism encompassing the "conditions or characteristics of the way of life of those 
people who live in cities" (Exline, Peters, & Larkin, 1982, p. 29). As well as architecture, planning, and 
the social life of urban inhabitants, McGrath (2013) argues that urbanism be expanded to include the 
metabolic consequences of design decisions and lifestyles. Sustainable urbanism, is used consciously 
in this study in distinction to sustainable urban design, to create a space for exploring sustainable 
attitudes towards a variety of complex urban decision-making processes. 

Ecological metaphors offer compelling concepts for sustainable urbanism theory. They have the 
potential to enhance understanding, enable communication, and catalyse sustainable practice. 
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Designers use metaphors in an attempt to explain highly complex urban patterns (Marshall, 2009). 
There is a strong case for studying natural systems for clues to sustainable urbanism, and in particular 
ecosystems which have demonstrated sustainability over billions of years (Bassel, 1998, cited in 
Muller & Windhorst, 2000; Newman & Jennings, 2008). The term ecology was coined by Haeckel in 
1869 from the words oikos (home) and logos (understanding). Ecology is the study of ecosystems, a 
conceptual term first used by Tansley in 1935 to describe a community of organisms and its 
environment interacting as a unit (Chapman & Reiss, 1992). Ecological systems are predominantly 
understood as biological, unplanned systems, but there is growing inclination by design theorists to 
refer to urban systems as ecosystems. 

Ecological systems provide examples of how heterogeneous systems regulate and adapt their 
processes and growth patterns through diffuse networks, multi-scalar interactions, and feedback in 
order to remain within potentially changing environmental carrying capacity1. There are a number of 
disciplines that use or have used ecological metaphor in urban and sustainability theory including 
ecology, urban ecology, industrial ecology, construction ecology, social ecology, deep ecology, 
bioregionalism, and biomimicry. Some of these disciplines tend to narrowly define their area of interest 
to a particular metaphorical aspect, such as metabolism, organisation, or growth. Rather than 
considering ecological metaphors in isolation, this study is interested in anticipated overlapping 
concepts and processes. 

Although sometimes used interchangeably, there is a distinction between metaphor and analogy. 
Metaphors make a general connection between different fields, and analogies develop more detailed 
formal similarities using the broad connection established by metaphor (Boons and Roome, 2001, 
cited in Hodgson, 2002). Metaphor and analogy offer slightly different possibilities for theorising. 
Analogy is a "way of aligning and focussing on relational commonalities" after a connection has 
already been made (Gentner & Jeziorski, 1993, p. 449). In this research, the broad metaphor connects 
ecology to cities, and detailed design concepts are explored through a process of analogical 
reasoning. 

The interpretive nature of metaphor can produce a variety of outcomes to either contribute to (by 
explicating and imagining), or undermine sustainability endeavours (by misleading or obscuring). 
Significantly, this study does not assume ecological metaphors are wholly beneficial, benign, relevant 
or accurate interpretations of ecological theory. The interpretation of ecological metaphors is selective 
according to the position of the researcher. Princen (2003) observes that there has been little 
normative work carried out to scrutinise prevailing sustainability principles, or propose new ones. 
Harre, Brockmeier, and Muhlhausler (Harre, Brockmeier, & Muhlhausler, 1999) perceive that there is a 
low level of critical awareness of the manner in which environmental issues are presented generally. 
The precarious nature of metaphorical interpretation is rarely acknowledged where ecological 
metaphor is used in sustainable urbanism theory. This study is interested in notions of responsibility in 
regard to analogical reasoning and the communication of sustainability concepts. 

Rather than simply receiving and embedding ecological metaphors from the current sustainability 
lexicon, concepts of ecological urbanism explored in this study emerge through a process of 
deconstruction and reconstruction (of the ecological metaphors) with the intention that ecological 
urbanism theory will contribute positively to sustainability. Ecological urbanism, in this research, 
describes urban theory that emerges through critical engagement with ecological metaphor - the 
process of ecological reasoning. Ecological reasoning combines the term analogical reasoning with 
ecological metaphor. 

A key assumption of this research is that if sustainability concepts are conceived independently of 
context and rigidly imposed on a community by outside experts, unexpected and potentially harmful 

1 Carrying capacity can be seen as the maximum population or load of a given species that can be supported indefinitely in a 
defined habitat without permanently impairing the 'productivity' of that habitat (Rees, 1996). 
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outcomes may emerge. The research is situated in place, and time. Hong Kong has been selected as 
a complex system with a number of urban issues. The aim of this research is to explore the value of 
ecological metaphor to address existing urban issues, and conceptualise sustainable urbanism in the 
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region2. In order to consider the value of ecological metaphor, it is 
necessary to challenge whether ecologically-derived concepts have contributed to sustainable 
urbanism in Hong Kong. The ecological reasoning process leads to the rejection or extension of initial 
interpretations of ecological theory, with the aim of restorying ecological metaphor to improve its 
usefulness. Restorying describes the manner in which narrative inquirers interpret data to reveal key 
themes and communicate them through narrative. In this research, ecological reasoning is conceived 
as a critical and imaginative process, and is considered to be inherently normative. The critical and 
imaginative approach challenges, rejects, replaces and extends ecological metaphor for Hong Kong. 

The central research problem is concerned with exploring ecological concepts in relation to the 
temporal, environmental and socio-cultural context of Hong Kong during the period I was resident 
(2009-2010). Hong Kong becomes the "object and venue" of study (Gieryn, 2006, p. 6). The ecological 
concepts explored respond to urban issues that are perceived as significant and interesting in this 
temporally, geographically, and personally bounded research context. Therefore the study focuses on 
a number of carefully selected urban issues across the domains of industry, society, politics, 
economics and environment. 

The research is concerned with the value of ecological metaphor in Hong Kong, and is therefore 
interested in restorying ecological metaphor for an existing city, rather than conceptualising concepts 
for an ideal or new 'eco-city'. Negotiating these concepts in the context of an existing city may be more 
useful, and more complex, given that the greatest proportion of urban development is pre-existing, 
with new construction only accounting for a small proportion of total development. 

The complex nature of ecological reasoning anticipates a methodology that can actively engage with 
this complexity. As a means of exploring the central research problem, I use participative narrative 
inquiry. Initial ecological concepts are considered alongside the narratives of two case groups in Hong 
Kong. Ideas emerging from the participative process inform a detailed ecological reasoning process. 
Participative narrative inquiry is a methodology that is at once analytical, creative, and democratic. 
This research is interested in the potential for participative narrative methodologies to contribute to 
sustainability endeavours by crafting creative and engaging narrative research projects. 

1 • 2 Hong Kong 

Hong Kong is an interesting and complex urban environment. I lived in Hong Kong from the beginning 
of 2009 until late 2010 and immersed myself in the city as a resident and researcher. Hong Kong 
appeared to lag considerably behind other developed economies in sustainability endeavours. 

Hong Kong is situated on the south coast of China in the subtropics. Its land area is made up of Hong 
Kong Island, Kowloon, the New Territories and over 200 smaller outlying islands, covering an area of 
1104 square kilometres of typically hilly or mountainous terrain. The population in 2012 was 7 136 300 
(Census and Statistics Department, 2012) consisting predominantly of residents of Chinese decent, 
many of whom emigrated from China following the Communist revolution in the 1940s. 

Hong Kong began life as a small Cantonese fishing and farming village until the Qing dynasty and 
British Government signed the treaty of Nanking in 1842, placing Hong Kong Island under British 
occupation. Hong Kong operated as a strategic entrepot for Britain and developed as a result of the 

2 The Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong refers to an autonomous political entity with a lifespan of 50 years, 
commencing from the date of the transfer of sovereignty (1997). 
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imperial opium trade. Hong Kong's boundaries were extended to Kowloon in 1860, and the New 
Territories in 1898. A ninety nine year lease was signed for the New Territories, which expired in 1997. 
In 1997, Hong Kong's sovereignty was transferred from Britain to China and renamed the Hong Kong 
Special Administrative Region (HKSAR). Unusually, the decolonisation process was not tied by the 
principles and procedures of the UN declaration on the granting of independence to colonial people, 
including self-determination. Instead, Hong Kong returned to the sovereignty of China whose system 
of government is very different from liberal democracies (Sing, 1999). Chinese sovereignty means 
Hong Kong operates as a semi-autonomous unit within the larger Chinese non-democratic system 
(Diamond, 2008) by way of the 'one country, two systems' principle. Hong Kong's constitutional 
document - the Basic Law - enacts the 'one country, two systems' principle which allows it to operate 
as a capitalist system independent of the socialist policies of the Peoples Republic of China (PRC) for 
50 years (until 2047). The Basic Law also protects systems established during British rule including 
civil liberties, common law, and an independent judiciary. 

Despite the anticipation of some, the transfer of sovereignty did not result in major changes to the way 
Hong Kong operates. Chiu and Wong (2005) have suggested that "paradoxically, the momentous 
historical event of resuming national sovereignty seems to rely mainly on the reproduction of the 
previous colonial rule" (p. 73). As a colonial entrepot, Hong Kong was characterised by heavy trade, 
limited democracy, and an economic focus. These are enduring characteristics of the city that have 
contributed to urban issues such as: safety and security risks associated with imported commodities, 
water and energy; high levels of pollution ; the street canyon effect3 and the heat island effect4; poor 
quality urban environment; lack of resident empowerment; and a growing wealth gap. These issues 
will be addressed through a process of ecological reasoning. 

1.3 Research structure 

4 case 
narratives & 

'- \ I ~ 

,____,.. __ '~-----)' ,' eco metaphor '. 
,eslo;ylilg eca ~ : '. P1UITICIPATIVE 

NAllBATIVE ,:, 
INOUlllY d 

melap/Jor 0. -, :, 7 methodology 
~---~----~ ' , 

responsibility :' 

Figure 1.1 Research structure diagram 

As will be described in detail in Chapter 2, the character of metaphor as a creative but nebulous 
rhetorical device anticipates a methodology with an inherent awareness of the complexity of 
metaphorical interpretation. The value of ecological metaphor for sustainable urbanism in Hong Kong 
is explored through participative narrative inquiry, which encourages theoretical concepts to emerge 
through participation with the local community. Participative narrative inquiry promotes an attitude of 
reflexivity, attention to language, plural ism, situatedness, propositional theory, and an awareness of 

3 In urban streets enclosed by high density built form on both sides (urban street canyons) traffic-related pollution is prevented 
from dispersing, which results in high concentrations of pollutants being breathed in at street level (Trumbull 2007). 
4 The heat island effect describes the increase of temperatures in urban areas, due to both the absorption of solar radiation by 
buildings and its subsequent re-radiation, and anthropogenic heat generated by combustion and pollution. Associated effects 
include a decrease in ventilation in urban areas, an increase in turbidity of the sky, and lowered evaporation. 
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the value-laden nature of knowledge and possible contradictions. The participative narrative approach 
has shaped the research structure that is described below and illustrated in the diagram above (see 
Figure 1.1 ). 

The function of the Preface is to provide a background to the research including how key research 
questions emerged, why directions shifted, personal motivations for engaging in the study, and 
personal values that may influence the research. 

The introductory chapter (Chapter 1) introduces key concepts, explains the significance of the 
research topic, describes briefly the theoretical and contextual research fields, defines the aims of the 
research, and provides an overview of the research structure. 

Chapter 2 examines the implications of the use of metaphor in order to inform the approach to 
ecological reasoning in this study and the selection of an appropriate methodology. A number of initial 
ecological concepts are then proposed in response to urban issues that have been identified in Hong 
Kong. These concepts are explored through a process of participative narrative inquiry in relation to 
the work of two case groups in Hong Kong who are engaged in sustainability initiatives. Transition 
South Lantau is a grassroots Transition Town based on Lantau Island. Civic Exchange is a public 
policy think tank that focuses on environmental issues. Chapter 3 explains in detail how this 
participative narrative inquiry process unfolds. The case narratives (Chapters 4 and 5) are presented 
as a plurivocal narrative, incorporating the voices of the participants as the main narrative stream to 
the left-hand side of the page, and personal reflections and general theory in contrasting fonts to the 
right-hand side. The plurivocal narrative format allows the authentic representation of the participants' 
experiences in their own voices, and provides commentary in the form of personal reflections and 
additional theory to support or explain key issues. It makes my own role in the story explicit, and 
recognises the plurivocal nature of the research context. A prologue sets the scene for the narratives, 
and an epilogue reflects on the narratives from a current position. 

From these case narratives emerge observations that begin to challenge some established ecological 
concepts, and are explored further in Chapter 6. Chapter 6 is composed of a number of separate 
narratives that present key urban issues and metaphorical responses. Each narrative is introduced by 
an autobiographical passage, as a form of prologue, which presents the urban issues according to 
personal observations. The prologue situates the reader in time, place and according to my own 
position (and therefore potential bias). The urban issues are discussed in detail, an ecological concept 
proposed in response and then the usefulness of the ecological concept is challenged, deconstructed, 
and restoried in order to create urban theory that contributes to sustainability in Hong Kong. An 
autobiographical passage reflects on the ecological reasoning process central to each narrative. 

The implications of the ecological reasoning process (Chapters 4, 5 and 6) are discussed in Chapter 
7, along with other considerations that emerge from the dissertation including a reflection on the 
participative narrative inquiry methodology, and ethical factors in sustainable urbanism theory making. 

The Appendices include forms issued to participants, narrative coding extracts, and journal and 
conference papers written during my candidature. 
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ECOLOGICAL METAPHOR 

Designers and theorists use metaphor to explain, inspire and reimagine human systems. The promise 
of ecological reasoning is explored in Chapter 2. Section 2.1 explores the value of metaphor in theory 
making, the risks associated with using (or abusing) metaphor, the potential for failure when 
metaphorical extrapolations don't 'fit', and the question of values in relation to metaphor. An 
understanding of the role metaphor plays in theory making is crucial, because the way in which 
metaphor is used may either contribute to or undermine sustainability endeavours. The exploration of 
metaphor also establishes the rationale for the methodological approach. 

Contemporary urban design theory uses ecological terms in a number of ways. Section 2.2 describes 
the theoretical design field and positions this dissertation within it. 

Section 2.3 briefly explains the potential value of ecological metaphors and introduces key fields that 
use ecological metaphor to inform theory. A number of Hong Kong's key urban issues are explained in 
Section 2.4, and examples of ecological reasoning are offered in response to these issues. The 
examples of ecological reasoning are presented as initial thoughts based on enduring ecological 
metaphors and preliminary analogies drawn from ecological theory. These ecological metaphors will 
be explored in detail in the Chapters 4, 5 and 6. 
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2.1 Ecological metaphor: A cautionary note 

Section 1.1 introduced the double-edged nature of metaphor. In order to begin to understand the 
multifarious role of metaphor in urban theory, it is useful to review the manner in which ecological 
metaphor has been employed historically. 

A basic premise of this research is that natural systems can offer a compelling generating metaphor 
for sustainable urbanism theory. Metaphor establishes parallels between two distinct phenomena, one 
well known which serves as the generating metaphor and the other opaque and mysterious, "thus 
bridging the known to the unknown" (Leveque, 2003, p. 44). By appropriating the language and 
principles of the familiar paradigm it can further our understanding of more unfamiliar concepts. 
Gentner and Jeziorski (1993) assert that analogical reasoning is an innate part of human cognition. 

Metaphors have the potential to be useful creative devices, but they can also prove problematic. 
Davidson (1978) argues that most metaphorical sentences are clearly false and the absurdity or 
contradiction in the metaphorical sentence guarantees we won't believe it, but rather accept it as 
metaphor. In this way, metaphors are understood as abstract ideas. However, metaphors can become 
destructive when the abstract becomes "reified and when the historical process of abstraction has 
been forgotten so that the abstract descriptions are taken for descriptions of the actual objects" 
(Levins & Lewontin, 1980, p. 127). The use of metaphor therefore brings with it the risk that it is taken 
too literally and, instead of being a method of furthering understanding, it causes confusion 
(Johansson, 2002). Bateson (2000) explains that while working with metaphor he occasionally, and 
mistakenly, handled metaphorical concepts as if they were a "concrete entity" (p. 83). Alfred North 
Whitehead (1925) called the mistaking of the abstract idea for concrete reality, the fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness. It is an error to treat an abstract model, conceived to explain one aspect of reality, as if 
it were adequate to explain all other aspects (Daly & Farley, 2004). There is some risk that metaphors 
derived from the natural world, including ecological metaphors, could mislead and become destructive 
if they are not understood as an abstract model. For this reason, ecological terms used as design 
concepts in this research are italicised to make explicit their metaphorical origins. Where others have 
used terms that may have originated in another context, I draw attention to the metaphorical 
relationship with inverted commas. Accepted practice for writing research texts is to italicise 
metaphorical terms the first time they are used but not thereafter. I continue to italicise the ecological 
concepts to preserve the metaphorical relationship. (Note that italics are also used for technical 
definitions and book titles). 

There has been a tendency to anthropomorphise nature in terms derived from social or economic 
theory. Often the metaphorical source is no longer discernible and the metaphorical concepts are now 
understood as natural laws. Haeckel's seminal definition of ecology in the 1850s defines theories of 
nature through the lens of modern economic notions of competition (Rozzi, 1998). Darwin readily 
admitted that he had drawn some of his inspiration for evolutionary theory from the bourgeois political 
economic paradigms of Smith and Malthus (Foster & Clarke, 2008). Marx (1862) thought it remarkable 
"how Darwin recognises among beasts and plants his English society with its division of labour, 
competition, opening up of new markets, 'inventions', and the Malthusian 'struggle for existence"' 
(Foster & Clarke, 2008, p. 324). Tansley (1920) also based his ecological theory on analogies from 
social psychology (cited in Anker, 2002). Bookchin (2005) is particularly concerned with the use of the 
socially derived term 'hierarchy' in natural science. The use of hierarchical terms to describe how 
natural phenomena is ordered, is sinister, according to Bookchin. On the savanna "it is questionable 
whether 'alpha' males 'rule', 'control', or 'coordinate' relationships within the troop. Arguments can be 
presented for choosing any one of these words, each of which has a clearly different meaning when it 
is used in a human social context" (Bookchin, 2005, p. 92). His concern is driven by the potential for 
social terms to influence biological theory, and biological theory, in turn, to naturalise and reinforce 
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unequal human relationships when correspondence is drawn between ecological populations and 
human communities. 

Larson (2011) describes scientific metaphors that embody social values and circulate in society to 
reinforce social values as "feedback metaphors" (p.22). Marx and Engels alternatively describe this 
phenomenon as the double transfer of knowledge between society and nature, and were particularly 
concerned with the potential for Darwin's evolutionary theory to influence society (Foster & Clarke, 
2008; Rozzi, 1998). The danger is that natural selection theories, originally derived from social and 
economic theory, can be transferred back into competitive economic and social values, and theorists 
could claim that these concepts were proven natural laws (Rozzi, 1998). Rather than being 
understood as economic theory (that can be challenged) competitiveness becomes a 'natural' 
economic organising principle. 'Naturalising' the metaphor undermines the ability to challenge it and 
metaphors such as competition become 'dead' because the metaphorical source is no longer 
recognised (Larson, 2011 ). 'Dead' metaphors are taken literally. The competitive bias justifies 
capitalistic values that are typically inconsistent with sustainability endeavours (Larson, 2011 ). Bell 
(2004) warns that "the flitting back and forth of concepts between science and social life deserves 
special scrutiny because of the way it sometimes allows science to be used as a source of political 
legitimization" (cited in Foster & Clarke, 2008, p. 325). The competitive emphasis in evolutionary 
theory was used to justify social and political attitudes that implied a '"natural' hierarchy of races" 
(Steward.TA Pickett, 2013, p. 167). Social Darwinism is an example of the danger double transfer 
poses to society. Social Darwinism uses biological concepts including 'survival of the fittest' and 
'natural selection' to argue that it is 'natural' for the strong to thrive at the expense of the weak. 
Maturana and Varela (1980) explain that Darwinian notions of evolution seem to provide a scientific 
biological justification for a society based on economic discrimination and competitive ideas of power 
and subordination, and all that one had to do "for the well-being of mankind was to let the natural 
phenomena follow their course" (p. 117). Such notions justify exploitative systems such as colonialism, 
imperialism and capitalism among others. 

An explicit and shocking example of feedback metaphors or double transfer are the ecological theories 
developed by South African General Smuts. The origins of the terms 'holism' and 'apartheid' are 
attributed to Smuts, both of which were drawn from his understanding of nature. Smuts (1926) argued 
that the evolutionary process created increasingly complex and 'perfect wholes' organised into a 
'hierarchy' from low to high species (Foster & Clarke, 2008). Smuts considered white South Africans 
as the 'climax species' at the apex of evolutionary development, and segregation was necessary to 
maintain the 'wholeness' of the two races. Smuts explained 'hierarchy' in both natural and social 
worlds as the result of natural development (Foster & Clarke, 2008). In this way he was able to justify 
apartheid by arguing that "inequalities between races were the result of natural inequalities rather than 
social structures and social history" (Foster & Clarke, 2008, p. 329). In his role as military leader, 
Smuts was responsible for a number of massacres of Africans and Indians as part of the enforcement 
of his ecologically inspired system. Bookchin (1986) notes that Hitler also used biological analogies to 
justify his racist theories (cited in Hay, 2002). Ecological theory also justified real estate professional's 
advocacy of racially homogenous neighbourhoods in America, and the Chicago School's observations 
that segregation was 'natural' (Light, 2009). 

The appropriation of ecological terms to reinforce inequitable structures acts as a forewarning that 
analogical reasoning can be employed towards ends that are unsustainable. Environmental 
metaphors reflect the values of the society that coins them (Larson, 2011 ). Feedback metaphors, 
therefore have the ability to support or undermine sustainability endeavours depending on whether 
social values are consistent with the sustainability endeavour (Larson, 2011 ). To avoid perpetuating 
exploitative systems or creating new potentially destructive practices it becomes crucial to be self
critical of the language and concepts that arise from the use of metaphor. A critical approach involves 
attending to the possibility that widely accepted concepts and language used in ecology and biology 
may have residual social connotations. Code (Code, 2006) reminds us that ecology is not an innocent 
field from which pure, benign concepts can be derived. For example, 'survival of the fittest', 'hierarchy', 
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and 'competition' are commonly used terms in ecology theory but may have mistakenly been applied 
to natural patterns due to the influence of the dominant cultural paradigm at that time. Adopting these 
terms as design concepts without interrogating them is likely to reinforce unsustainable patterns such 
as prejudice and hierarchy. The purpose of the ecological reasoning process is to consider whether 
terms such as 'hierarchy' accurately reflect biological patterns, and develop new terms that resonate 
with ecological patterns but do not embody harmful social connotations5. The reflexive approach to 
ecological metaphor makes explicit the metaphorical relationship rather than allowing concepts 
borrowed from nature to become 'naturalised'. In this research, terms without obvious social 
associations are selected, or inverted commas are used to draw attention to terms used in ecology 
that may have social origins to avoid double transfer and confusion. 

Another risk posed by metaphor is the tendency to develop metaphorical concepts as general 
principles. Code (2006) reminds practitioners of analogical reasoning to be wary of universalising 
conclusions. She advocates adopting an approach to analogical reasoning that is "interpretive, 
deliberative, collaboratively negotiated, more inductive than deductive, more modestly conjectural than 
arrogantly conclusive, but not thereby lacking the courage of its conclusions" (Code, 2006, p. 281). In 
using ecological metaphors in urban studies "we must remember that as cultural boundaries are 
crossed, urban models and assumptions that hold true in one cultural setting may not be appropriate 
in other parts of the globe" (Exline et al., 1982, p. 7). It is potentially dangerous to apply untested 
sustainable development theories on a large scale in a manner that does not acknowledge the 
particular context (Curtin, 2005; Moore, 2007; Schumacher, 1973). Generalisation involves abstracting 
ideas from the particularities of context, but ideas are typically deeply embedded in their particular 
context. It would therefore be unwise to apply ecological metaphor indiscriminately, which anticipates 
a situated methodological approach. The theory that emerges from this research is particular to Hong 
Kong, and is presented as such. 

Harre, Brockmeier and Muhlhausler (1999) explain that metaphorical relationships are tools used to 
help us explore the unknown and can be useful, harmful or useless, but neither right nor wrong. 
Considering the protracted timescale over which environmental processes take place, it can be difficult 
to distinguish between useful and harmful metaphors, and therefore "we need to become aware of the 
highly tentative nature of our views on the environment; we must continually question and examine the 
metaphors that express our interactions with the environment" (Harre et al., 1999, p. 109). Harre et 
a/'s., remarks warn against making rigid and absolute assertions based on nature metaphors. The 
implication for this research is the adoption of a methodological approach that articulates theory as 
propositional, which anticipates an attention to language, in order to avoid presenting theory as 
unbending rules or laws. 

Articulating theory as propositional or provisional is also appropriate given the developmental nature of 
ecological understanding. Early urban ecology applied concepts and principles derived from ecology in 
a positivistic manner as a conceptual framework to analyse, codify, and predict urban conditions. 
Urban ecologists from the Chicago School considered that "competition served as the primary 
organizing agent" in cities (B. J. L. Berry & Kasarda, 1977, p. 4). Park, one of the key theorists of the 
Chicago School, believed that order emerged in the human community through the operation of 
'natural' processes such as 'competition', 'dominance', 'succession', and 'segregation' (B. J. L. Berry & 
Kasarda, 1977). Urban ecologists of the Chicago School used general, deterministic and equilibrium 
theories of succession and competition that were available at that time (Steward. T.A. Pickett et al., 
2001). Urban change was considered to follow a predictable, linear life-cycle. Urban ecology theory 
was conceived as a template for explaining and predicting urban patterns (Light, 2009). The classical 
ecological concept of 'succession', proposed by Clements (1916), which suggested ecosystems 
moved through a directional series of fixed developmental stages to a point of equilibrium was difficult 
to substantiate (Rudel, 2009). Clements' conception of 'succession' is considered to be too rigid to 

' For example, I have used the term 'nested scales' to describe an ecosystem characteristic rather than the more commonly 
used term of nested 'hierarchy'. 'Nested scales' is able to describe larger scales containing smaller scales without implying 
directionality or power implications, and allowing for overlap. 
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realistically reflect ecosystem changes (Chapman & Reiss, 1992). The weight given to notions of 
'competition' in community organisation has since been challenged in ecology theory, as has the 
concept of 'succession'. Ecologists began to shift toward studies of mutualism and cooperation in the 
1970s (Larson, 2011 ). As a result of the accumulation of field observations, ecology theory developed 
towards a non-deterministic and non-equilibrium understanding (Leveque, 2003). Early urban ecology 
was criticised for, and its eventual downfall was attributed to, too much emphasis on biological 
concepts of competition and succession (B. J. L. Berry & Kasarda, 1977). Relying heavily on ecology 
theory that itself was superseded undermined the legitimacy of urban ecology theory. Drawing on 
ecological metaphors to conceive a positivistic, rigid template to predict urban change, as the Chicago 
School did, becomes problematic when predictions do not match outcomes. The propositional 
approach to urban theorising in this research, anticipates to some extent that there may be 
unexpected outcomes, and allows theoretical flexibility for changes in direction as a result of these 
unexpected outcomes. 

Ecology is not an absolute science, concepts evolve and shift as more experiments are conducted or 
field observations gathered. The empirical networks observed in nature "should not be taken too 
literally due to limitations of the data" (Martinez, 2006, p. 288). The evolving nature of ecological 
theory results in an apparent indeterminacy of ecological systems which makes it difficult to emulate 
deterministic physical science models (Simberloff, 1980). An understanding of ecology theory as 
dynamic, unstable, and potentially conflicting, Code (2006) reasons, is likely to yield theoretical 
pluralism and be true to circumstance, situation and place. Jorgensen supports this position by 
arguing that a pluralistic view is the "only possible foundation for a comprehensive ecosystem theory" 
and uniting different theories into comprehensive theory is more important than demonstrating which 
of the different views gives "the most correct description of nature" (Jorgensen, 1992, p. 14). The 
developmental and pluralistic nature of ecology theory suggest that resultant metaphors should 
likewise be attentive to different perspectives. 

Metaphor may fail to explain some aspects of the context to which it is applied. In the field of 
ecological reasoning many recognise that there is never complete congruence between ecosystems 
and human communities (Bookchin, 2005; Korhonen, 2004; Lyle, 1999; Rozzi, 1998; Stearns & 
Montag, 1974). For example, values, ethics, and the concept of enhancement of life may not have a 
counterpart in the non-human world (Stearns & Montag, 1974). Code (2006) suggests the 
disanalogies that are exposed can be as instructive as the analogies established. The potential value 
of disanalogies reveals the importance of being watchful for contradictions in the research. 

The extension of creative thinking through metaphor and analogy is not a neutral exercise, but often 
these value questions are not openly declared (Johansson, 2002). According to Lakoff and Johnson 
(1980) fundamental cultural values are embodied in the metaphors we use. Ecological metaphors can 
therefore be seen to reflect society's existing or aspirant values. Boons and Roome (2001) believe that 
using ecological metaphor in the context of industrial ecology is inherently normative because it 
implies that industrial systems ought to resemble ecosystems. The question of normativity has been 
debated vigorously within the field of industrial ecology (Allenby, 2006), because often ecosystem 
concepts have been presented as objective and value-free, however, it is clear that some "degree of 
human or environmental betterment is intrinsic to the goals of the field" (Lifset & Graedel, 2002, p. 12). 
Using metaphor as an example for what cities could become is a value judgement, this draws 
attention to the normative nature of ecological metaphor, and therefore presupposes a research 
approach that explicitly acknowledges value-judgements. 
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2 • 2 Ecological metaphor In design 

Metaphor is used by designers to inspire or communicate design concepts; it can be powerful and 
persuasive and therefore very useful to designers. However, as noted in section 2.1, the use of 
metaphor does not always lead to positive outcomes. 

Machines have been a popular source of metaphor for designers, especially during the Modernist 
period. Le Corbusier's conception of architecture as 'machines for living' incorporated several key 
mechanistic characteristics: form follows function, efficiency, and standardisation. The mechanistic 
paradigm fostered a strictly empirical approach that encouraged a break with the past. Craft and 
traditional practices were abandoned and replaced with logical deductive rigor, because modern 
demands apparently required solutions for which past experience was no guide (Rabeneck, 2008). 
However, breaking from tradition often introduces "experiments into cultural and natural systems -
experiments that lead too often to unanticipated consequences that cannot be reversed" (Bowers, 
1999). Modernist precepts were reduced to the slogan of the machine analogy, and heralded as the 
International Style, a standardised modern stylistic approach that could be adopted anywhere in the 
world, regardless of context. Its liberative aspirations were reduced to utilitarianism (Cassidy, 2007). 

Machine metaphors generated theories that are convincing in many aspects, but have largely been 
rejected because design outcomes were ultimately found wanting. Some typical characteristics of 
mechanistic systems are: single function; assembled into a finished product (not evolving); efficiency
focussed; standardised; and linear. The implications of these metaphorical concepts in practice were 
buildings that failed to respond to place (historic, social, and environmental conditions), had a short life 
span and limited potential for reuse, and did not meet the needs of their inhabitants. Although Le 
Corbusier was concerned with social issues, the denial of the particularities of context contributed to 
the dissatisfaction with which his houses were received by their inhabitants. For example, In 
Chandigargh6, Corbusier advocated omitting the traditional elements of an Indian city. The residential 
district is characterised by a liberal provision for automobile traffic (an American statistic that didn't 
apply to India), provision of considerable open space (rarely used as the residents considered parks a 
foreigner's invention), mixed-use shops and dwellings, single family homes (rather than traditional 
extended family). Further, homes were assigned by administrative rank (rather than caste, community 
or language group). The social ideals imposed by the design of the residential areas were not 
compatible with the traditional Indian social structure. Disaffection with Le Corbusier's as-built scheme, 
prompted the community to gradually reassert the local and traditional order, becoming a "collage city" 
(Boyer, 1994). The need for the community to dramatically transform the purpose-built city indicates 
universal machine metaphors are problematic. The Chandigarh example also poses a challenge to the 
tendency of designers to propose urban utopias, which will be discussed in Section 6.8. 

In 1950s Britain, modernist design principles and industrial construction techniques resulted in a "pile 
'em high, build 'em cheap mentality" (Hanley, 2007, p. 86). Government subsidies were awarded to 
local authorities on the basis of how high they were prepared to build. Identical systems-built blocks 
were constructed to create high density housing estates. This approach was a departure from the 
terraced housing model that had served dutifully for hundreds of years previously in rural and urban 
contexts, and across all socio-economic levels. The generosity of space and socially motivated 
concepts integral to Le Corbusier's European high density models that were the inspiration for British 
social housing were diluted or omitted entirely to reduce costs. The result was poor quality urban 
environments which failed to address cultural aspirations for housing in terms of scale, community 
facilities and infrastructure, and many of these estates were demolished due to constructional 
deficiencies and social decay. This was also the fate of the notorious Pruitt-Igoe housing project in 
Missouri, for the same reasons. Pruitt-Igoe was a manifestation of Le Corbusier's modernist ideals. It 

6 Chandigarh was designed as the new capital of the Punjab and Harina provinces of India; construction began in 1954. 
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became a symbol of the failure of modernist design principles when it was demolished in 19727 , only 
two decades after its construction. 

The soundness of modernist mechanistic principles was challenged as early as the 1930s by Mumford 
(1938), but continued to be a key influence until postmodernism subverted the machine as a single 
universalising metaphor for architecture. The machine metaphor's negative connotations (rigidity, 
inflexibility, and ultimate dysfunctionality) outweighed its positive associations, and as a consequence, 
it was largely dispensed with in the last quarter of the twentieth century (Marshall, 2009). The example 
of the machine metaphor indicates designers have a responsibility to be reflexive in regard to the 
metaphors they use. 

This study is interested in the use of ecological metaphor for urban design. Ecological metaphors have 
become almost as pervasive as machine metaphors. Pickett (2013) warns that "many designers may 
have outdated textbook knowledge of ecological science" (p.162) and although ecological science is 
empirically based it is often metaphorical. Therefore it is essential to recognise the power and 
limitations of metaphor. 

Two recent key texts of collective writings in the ecological design field are Ecological Urbanism edited 
by Mostafavi and Doherty (2010), and Urban Design Ecologies edited by McGrath (2013). Mostafavi 
(2010) defines 'ecological urbanism' as a framework that conjoins ecology and urbanism, but doesn't 
offer clues to the nature of this conjoining process. The writings collected within these texts are 
diverse, and offer multiple approaches to ecological design thinking, which implies that it is a field that 
is emerging and cannot be explained by a single or fixed paradigm. As a result of the multiplicity found 
in these key texts and supported by additional writings, this section adopts a tripartite interpretation of 
how ecological terms are used in contemporary design theory. There are at least three ways in which 
ecological concepts are currently used by designers including rhetorically, literally, and metaphorically. 
The distinctions between them are explained below. 

'Ecological', 'ecology' and 'ecosystem' are terms that have entered the lexicon of designers to 
rhetorically link the field of design to ecology. Ecological terms have been used as normative devices 
to describe design projects or elements of design projects that in some way respond to environmental 
conditions, or to allude to a general environmental consciousness. Where it is used in this rhetorical 
sense, its meaning is often nebulous. The contributors to Mostafavi and Doherty's edited text 
Ecological Urbanism, and participants in the 2009 conference by the same name, including Koolhaus, 
and Bhabha, actually question their inclusion in a volume of that name, the meaning of which they are 
not familiar with. In the same volume, Kwinter (2010) suggests 'ecological urbanism' might "refer to 
cities and nature but might also mean something larger than this" (p.94), and Buell (2010) describes 
himself as an interested outliner curious as to what this "luminous, suggestive, but previously 
unfamiliar rubric might mean" (p.132). Many of the contributers to McGrath's text and Mostafavi and 
Doherty's texts do not even mention the term 'ecological urbanism'. The 'Ecological Urbanism' blog 
that accompanied the conference and subsequent release of the book discusses the different ways 
the term is used and suggests it is a synonym for 'green' or 'sustainable'. The term 'design ecologies' 
or 'urban ecologies' is similarly indeterminate and been used in a sense that implies a collective 
knowledge environment (Lister, 2010; Tilder & Blostein, 2010), design theory (Gissen, 2010), or 
designed environments (Hasdell, 2010). In many of these cases there is some implied connection to 
ecological systems but ecological theory is rarely referenced; 'ecological' is a figure of speech. Where 
it is used rhetorically, the term 'ecological' in some cases has already become hackneyed or a 'dead' 
metaphor. It is a slogan or a cliche. Section 2.1 indicates that losing the connection to the source 
metaphor (using metaphor unconsciously) can result in inappropriate use of metaphor. However, as 
Larson (2011) reminds us even 'dead' metaphors can still have conceptual significance by influencing 
our worldview. Even though the metaphor is used unconsciously, it does not necessarily erase its 
origin (Larson, 2011 ). The pervasive use of the term 'ecological' implies a shift towards an ecological 

7 The demolition was featured in the film Koyaanisqatsi. 
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paradigm. The openness of its definition allows for multiple interpretations in both theory in practice. 
However, the pervasive rhetorical use of 'ecological' indicates there is a need for better understanding 
of the implications of using ecological terms in design. 

The use of the term 'ecology' in reference to urban environments was largely metaphorical until the 
1960s when an awareness of the biological, geological and hydrological systems of cities began to 
influence urban thinking (Haar, 2007). The ecology of the city began to be considered literally. Urban 
theorists began to take a 'metabolic' approach. An early example of the urban metabolism approach 
was carried out by Boyden and his colleagues in Hong Kong (Boyden, Millar, Newcombe, & O'Neil, 
1981). They considered resource flows, waste, energy, demographics, biological systems, as well as 
cultural and economic aspects of Hong Kong. Ecologists, from their respective position, began to 
analyse biological process within cities in order to remediate urban ecological systems. Historically, 
ecologists generally assumed humans to be an outside influence on ecosystems; increasingly humans 
are recognised as integral to ecological systems (Steward.TA Pickett, 2013). Early ecologists studied 
"ecology IN the city [sic]", ecologists now study the "ecology OF the city [sic]" which encompasses 
interrelationships, environmental factors, resources, and waste (Steward.TA Pickett, 2013, p. 168). 
Recent urban ecology research includes: habitaUbiotype mapping (Berlin), species types and richness 
(Berlin, Melbourne), urban-to-rural gradient (Melbourne, Baltimore), modelling and 
biogeochemical/material flows (Phoenix, Seattle), coupled biophysical-human systems (Phoenix, 
Baltimore, Seattle), and urban region structure-function-change (worldwide analyses) (Forman, 2010). 
Urban ecology, as both a sub-discipline of ecology and urban design, assumes the city is a complex 
ecological system. 

When designers consciously and normatively explore ecological patterns as examples for urban 
design, the metaphorical connection is retained. Retaining the metaphorical connection enables 
reflexivity, which is more likely to reveal differences between theoretical ecological systems and cities. 
Early ecological references in design theory often imagined the city as an organism (Mumford, 1938). 
Design theory has shifted toward an interest in ecosystem analogies for urbanism, encouraged by 
Capra, Odum, and Alexander among others. Ecological interpretations for design are associated with 
the dynamic aspects of living systems; self-regulation, maintenance of equilibrium, life-cycle, 
adaptation and evolution (Marshall, 2009). It is these complex organisational characteristics of 
ecosystems that are of interest to contemporary designers (Newman & Jennings, 2008). Urban 
designers explore the potential of ecological systems as exemplars, or 'models', for urban design. 

The boundaries between the various uses of ecological theory in urban design are sometimes 
indistinct, and perhaps becoming more so according to recent research. McGrath (2013) does not see 
an insurmountable divide between the quantitative practices of urban ecology as a scientific discipline 
and designers' explorations of urban ecologies in a metaphoric, qualitative, and experiential mode. 

This study does not endorse one approach over another, as all have the potential to encourage 
sustainable practices; however, it is most interested in exploring the conscious use of metaphor drawn 
from ecology theory to inform design concepts. In acknowledgement of the multifarious use of the term 
ecological urbanism, a brief clarification may be needed; it is used in this research as a working term 
to describe urban theory that emerges through the process of ecological reasoning. 

2 • 3 A review of the field of ecological reasoning 

Many theorists have engaged with ecological metaphor as a means of better understanding human 
systems. Some use ecology to explain the nature of human systems, and others use it normatively to 
suggest human systems should be more like ecosystems. The normative use of ecological metaphor 
often endeavours to create environmentally sound practices by reflecting ecological patterns. 
Bioregional discourse defines metaphors drawn from nature, as sensible intuition (Aberley, 1999). 
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Bateson (2000) explains that from the earliest times humankind "took clues from the natural world" 
and applied "those clues in a sort of metaphoric way", which was appropriate because the systemic 
structure of nature enabled an understanding of human social organizations (p. 492). Nature provided 
a "visual diagram" that could be applied to social problems (Bateson, 2000, p. 76). As well as its 
general use by designers, there are a number of particular disciplines that use or have used ecological 
metaphor in urban contexts and in sustainability theory including urban ecology, industrial ecology, 
construction ecology, social ecology, deep ecology, bioregionalism, and biophilic design. 

The urban ecology sociology movement emerged in the 1920s in response to the growing 
urbanisation of America's population, and in its traditional form is considered to extend into to the late 
1950s (Light, 2009). The concept of urban ecology originated in Park's 1916 paper and the work of the 
Chicago School (B. J. L. Berry & Kasarda, 1977). Park compared the progress of immigrant 
communities toward an organisational order based on competition to the evolutionary theory of 
Darwin. Park began to "formulate an ecological theory of the human community analogous to the 
existing theories of plant and animal communities" (B. J. L. Berry & Kasarda, 1977, p. 4). Clements' 
theory of succession to climax was influential, leading to a linear life-cycle conception of cities that 
would predict the pattern of urban change. As noted in Section 2.1, the positivistic approach of the 
Chicago School contributed to the degree to which it was criticised when its predictions of urban 
change did not eventuate. Later forms of urban ecology emphasised interdependence (B. J. L. Berry & 
Kasarda, 1977). More recent definitions of urban ecology are aligned with urban design and describe 
urban ecology as a means of reconciling the natural and artificial as an interconnected urban system 
(P. F. Downton, 2009). 

Industrial ecology has been referred to as the science of sustainability; it promotes a systemic, multi
disciplinary and technical approach to the analysis of industrial systems, and implements "strategies 
for industrial systems to more closely emulate harmonious, sustainable, ecological ecosystems" 
(Garner & Keoleian, 1995, p. 2). Industrial ecologists draw on ecosystem theory, particularly in relation 
to energy and material flow through industrial systems, in an effort to minimise the pressure on natural 
resources and maximise material and energy use. Garner and Keoleian (1995, p. 4) identify 
environmental design, Life Cycle Analysis, and environmental 'accounting' as tools of industrial 
ecology. Current industrial ecology theory relies heavily on technical and engineered solutions, and 
there is concern over the disregard of the social dimension (Garner & Keoleian, 1995; Vermeulen, 
2006). 

Construction ecology is a much less established field but closely related to industrial ecology, and 
employs ecosystem theory in much the same way; as models for efficient building systems. Tools 
such as Life Cycle Analysis (LCA), Material Flow Analysis (MFA), and Building Information Models 
have been inspired by ecological theory. These methods have been criticised as reductionist. They 
are convenient for modelling but are unable to conceive of the potential for a "more symbiotic 
relationship between built and natural environments, where, for example, built environments 
regenerate ecologies, and adapt and respond to environmental changes. A balance of flows is not 
necessarily a balanced relationship" (Moffatt & Kohler, 2008, p. 261). Like industrial ecology, 
construction ecology has yet to recognise the social dimension. 

Social ecologists investigate the cultural origin of the attitudes which lead to environmental issues. 
Social ecology advances a "critical, holistic world view and suggests that creative human enterprise 
can construct an alternative future, reharmonizing people's relationship to the natural world by 
reharmonizing their relationship with each other" (Garner & Keoleian, 1995, p. 5). Murray Bookchin 
was the leading figure in social ecology and co-founder of the Institute for Social Ecology. Bookchin 
(1993) emphasises parallels between biological characteristics and human characteristics to elucidate 
humanity's place within the natural world, and rediscover ecological and inherently sustainable 
practices. Social ecology is interested in the qualitative descriptions of ecosystems relating to 
evolution, variety and holism in contrast to the quantitative, reductionist theory of energy flow and 
matter cycles that interest others in the metaphorical field. Exclusively considering the quantitative 
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aspects of ecosystem analysis fails to recognise "life-forms as more than consumers and producers of 
calories" (Bookchin, 2005, p. 90). Bookchin draws on ecological theory to explain the value of unity in 
diversity, spontaneity, mutualism, confederalism, and non-hierarchical relationships. Social ecology 
draws on ecology to justify its social principles, but it has been criticised for using outdated ecological 
theory as a source. Social ecology theory incorporates teleological concepts of evolution that do not 
reflect contemporary ecological theory (Hay, 2002). It is also criticised for failing to recognise 
alternative positions, and therefore overlooks the plurality of ecological theory (Hay, 2002). 

Deep ecology, a term coined by Arne Naess in 1973, aligns philosophy and ecology; its central tenets 
are an emphasis on ecological consciousness, and the recognition of the intrinsic value of non-human 
life, which should not suffer at human hand. The reverence endowed upon nature by deep ecologists 
creates a quasi-religious attitude that is reflected in the founding of the 'church' of deep ecology. It is 
an eco-centric position that has been criticised as being misanthropic (compared with anthropocentric, 
which is the accusation that is levelled at prevailing attitudes). One of the most controversial 
metaphorical notions of deep ecologists' is population control which "goes beyond contraception to 
calculated neglect, fostering a "permissible" degree of famine" and epidemics, as well as restrictive 
immigration policies to limit populations (Smith, 2003). Radical ecocentrism implies that in the face of 
environmental crisis, human justice is necessarily sidelined (Curtin, 2005). Biological populations are 
regulated by famine, epidemics and natural disaster. Deep ecologists metaphorical interpretations 
reveal the incongruence between human and biological systems, because the intentionality and 
altruism of human systems suggests it is unlikely such policies would be permitted. There is some 
crossover between deep ecology and bioregionalism. 

Bioregionalists draw on ecosystem theory to conceive of methods of partitioning territories, community 
interaction, resource management, and population distribution (Berg & Dassman, 2007). 
Bioregionalists advocate the reorganisation of human systems into reasonably-sized bioregions 
characterised by naturally defined boundaries, decentralisation, participation, and 'self-sufficiency'. 
This reorganisation involves the assimilation of human cultures with natural ecosystems, which can be 
achieved by "the strict use of regenerative agriculture8, appropriate technology, renewable energy 
sources, cooperative economics, land trusts, ecologically-based health policy, and aggressive 'peace 
offensives"' (Aberley, 1999, p. 27). Central to bioregionalist attitudes is a place-based approach. Two 
key concepts of this approach are 'living-in-place' and 'rein habitation'. Living-in-place is following the 
"necessities and pleasures of life as they are uniquely presented by a particular site, and evolving 
ways to ensure long-term occupancy of that site" (Berg & Dassman, 2007, p. 335). Reinhabitation 
means living-in-place in a damaged area by becoming aware of ecological patterns particular to that 
place and enriching and restoring those patterns (Berg & Dassman, 2007, p. 335). Bioregionalists 
encourage the cultivation of knowledge that is grounded in local experience rather than abstract theory 
(McCloskey 1996). The difficulty inherent in bioregionalism is the emphasis on population 
redistribution and urban spatial decentralisation, which may prove difficult if not impossible in the light 
of increasing urbanisation. 

Biomimicry and biophilic design draw on ecological patterns in the design of architecture and industrial 
products. Early examples are Buckminster Fuller's geodesic domes and Frei Otto's inflatable 
structures. This design methodology uses biological analogies but generally in imitation of the physical 
organism rather than abstracting metaphorical concepts from ecological theory. For example, Frei 
Otto's pneumatic forms and inflatable structures were modelled on the air or fluid filled cellulose 
structures found in plant matter (Hasdell, 2010). Biophilic cities aim to literally integrate nature and 
urban design, through urban greening projects that promote biodiversity and ecosystem regeneration. 

8 Regenerative agriculture is the study of naturally occurring healthy ecosystems for strategies to reform modern agriculture. 

Restorying ecological urbanism in Hong Kong: Chapter 2 15 



2 • 4 Drawing some Initial metaphorical concepts (Hong Kong) 

Ecological metaphors offer potentially valuable design responses to Hong Kong's urban issues. A 
number of promising ecological concepts are identified in this Section from an initial literature review. 
The concepts presented are pervasive in ecological urbanism theory, and recent references are cited. 
The currency of the ecological theory used by designers, however, is questionable. The brief 
description of each ecological concept hints at potential concerns (including ecological theory 
currency) that are explored in detail in Chapter 6. 

Hong Kong's import dependence has resulted in risks in food safety/quality, supply instability, energy 
and water security, and high levels of pollution. Hong Kong, like many cities, has failed to respond to 
negative feedback that would prevent the overexploitation of ecosystem resources, resulting in the 
disruption of biogeochemical cycles by extracting too many resources and depositing far more waste 
into the system than can be assimilated (Boughey, 1971 ). Modern cities appropriate the natural capital 
of a vast area including distant regions through international trade (Rees, 1996; TEEB, 2010). Odum 
(1983) describes cities as incomplete ecosystems or heterotrophic9 because they rely on large areas 
outside the city, historically the hinterland, for resources. Thayer (2003) argues that unless humans 
begin to "indentify with endemic dimensions, limitations, and potentials of land, water and other life
forms, we will not be able to live sustainably, and we will continue to overestimate the carrying 
capacity of the regions we inhabit" (Thayer, 2003, p. 8). Designers have borrowed the concept of 'self
sufficiency' from ecology to address the environmental issues caused by overconsumption and 
pollution (Hopkins, 2008; Newman & Jennings, 2008; Rueda, 201 O; Walker & Salt, 2006). The ability 
of an ecosystem to be 'self-sufficient' ensures that environmental limits or carrying capacity are not 
exceeded, which facilitates the endurance of the ecosystem. Carrying capacity refers to the 
consumption of resources and the assimilation or recovery capacity of the ecosystem in regard to 
discharged substances (Korhonen, 2004). Ecosystems make use of renewable energy (sun, wind), 
local nutrients and supply sources, and all matter including by-products/residuals have been 
considered and are addressed by internal processes; therefore ecosystems are considered 'self
sufficient', 'self-maintaining' or 'self-regulating' (Cadenasso & Pickett, 2008; Jorgensen, 2002). 
Material cycles in ecosystems are very effective because matter is progressively transformed and 
utilised at each trophic level until it can be assimilated again by 'primary producers'. Therefore, the 
concept of waste does not exist in ecosystems as end-of-life products are utilised by internal 
processes. Industrial ecologists refer to this concept as a circular economy1°. Ecosystems regulate 
their 'metabolic' patterns through conservation and recycling to maintain the 'self-sufficiency' of the 
system. The use of the term 'self-sufficiency' and emphasis on closed systems may obscure the 
overlap and permeability of ecosystem boundaries and interconnection of different ecosystems (2008; 
Steward.TA Pickett, 2013; Rudrauf, Lutz, Cosmelli, Lachaux, & Le Van Quyen, 2003). 

The development of Hong Kong's urban form has been strongly influenced by economic utilitarianism 
resulting in homogeneity, placelessness, and extreme density, which has in turn contributed to the 
urban heat island effect and street canyon effect. In response, urban designers encourage ecological 
diversity based on ecological theory that links diversity to system 'stability' or integrity (Bookchin, 
1995, p. 158; Graham, 2003; Korhonen, 2001; Newman & Jennings, 2008; Palazzo & Steiner, 2011 ). 
Ecosystems are typically composed of many different types of specialised elements, organised in 
complex structures. In order to increase ecosystem resilience and potential for adaptation, as 

9 Refers to ecosystems that are unable to support total ecosystem metabolism solely from internal production, as their overall 
consumption outstrips the production of new matter by photosynthesis (Newman & Jennings, 2008). Antonym to autotrophic 
(organisms/systems that are self-sustaining or self-nourishing). 
1° Circular economies challenge the linear patterns of traditional economies and industrial processes, which use non-renewable 
resources to manufacture products and create unusable by-products/waste. Circular economies encourage co-operation and 
synergy by promoting, for example, the use of one facility's waste products or waste energy in the production process of 
another, thereby minimising landfill waste and reducing resource use. 
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ecosystems evolve they increase their ecological diversity (Walker & Salt, 2006). As they mature, 
ecosystems tend to increase species diversity which increases resilience and the potential for 
adaptation (Hearnshaw, Cullen, & Hughey, 2002; Rudel, 2009). Additionally, species diversity 
increases the effectiveness of the system through specialisation, 'division of labour' and many types of 
controls and regulatory circuits (H.T. Odum, 1971 ). Ecosystems rely on the number and difference of 
their 'components'; this variability "is indispensable, as it the basis for the Darwinian selection and thus 
a prerequisite for evolution" (Jorgensen & Muller, 2000, p. 5). However, the value of ecological 
diversity in ecosystems is an increasingly contentious concept, because rather than always resulting in 
resilience, ecological diversity has been found to have a destabilising influence (Alberti et al., 2003) 
(Ives, 2005; Pascual & Dunne, 2006; Ruiz-Moreno, Pascual, & Riolo, 2006). 

Hong Kong is managed in a linear and hierarchical manner. Power is concentrated into a small 
proportion of the population creating a disconnection between the government and community, and 
the disruption of feedback; this has undermined endeavours to promote sustainable urbanism. 
Ecological concepts of decentralisation and diffuse structures inspire designers to promote 
participatory processes (Korhonen, 2004; McDaniel Jr & Lanham, 2010; McGrath, 2007; Moran, 2006; 
Walker & Salt, 2006). Ecosystems are organised as a series of nested scales, or nested 'hierarchies' 
as they are sometimes described. 'Hierarchy' as it is used in ecology simply means organised into a 
graded series (E. P. Odum, 1983), and is not a reference to power structures, although as noted in 
Section 2.1 'hierarchical' concepts in ecology have been used to support social hierarchy theories. In 
comparison with human hierarchies, the interaction or feedback between the scales is non-linear and 
multi-directional (Jorgensen & Muller, 2000; Pascual & Dunne, 2006). 'Control' and 'power' in 
ecosystems moves from the 'top-down' and 'bottom-up' (Galley, 2000; R. D. Holt, 2005; Mccann, 
2005). In ecosystems 'control' is not focussed in one organism, even the 'higher order' organisms 
process a relatively small part of the 'power budget' of the whole system (H. T. Odum, 1971 ). Every 
species participates, and the combined network of interactions is essential to community cohesion 
(Lyle, 1999). Odum (1983) describes ecosystem 'control structures' as internal and diffuse. 'Mature' 
ecosystems are characterised by what many have described as 'de-centralised control mechanisms' 
(DeLanda, 1999; Jorgensen, 2002; Newman & Jennings, 2008; E. P. Odum, 1983; H.T. Odum, 1971). 
Ecosystems are 'self-organised into smaller autonomous units that operate within the larger system. 
Ecological notions of decentralisation and diffuse structures may prove difficult to bring about in the 
political context of Hong Kong. It may be more useful to emphasise the importance of 
interrelationships and feedback over political restructure. 

The wealth gap in Hong Kong is considerable and growing. Hong Kong's economic policy limits public 
spending, and labour legislation has long been avoided. Market economies have not typically resulted 
in evenly balanced wealth distribution. Free market economies are distribution systems based on 
competition and exchange rather than complementarity and mutual aid (Bookchin, 1993). The 
widespread acceptance of Darwin's biological 'survival of the fittest' theory as an important means of 
'natural selection' has emphasised the competitive aspects of nature and underestimated the 
importance of cooperation between species (1983). The principle of natural selection was misused in 
the social sphere to suggest that competition should drive human society (Steward.TA Pickett, 2013). 
The influence of these ecological principles on the urban theory of the Chicago School was discussed 
in Section 2.1. 

Ecology theory has since seen depreciation in the status of 'competition' and an emphasis on 
cooperation as a major force in ecology and evolution (Capra, 1994; Chapman & Reiss, 1992). Urban 
theory likewise is interested in mutualistic relationships and synergies (Hodson & Marvin, 201 O; 
Moffatt & Kohler, 2008; Moran, 2006; Newman & Jennings, 2008). There is considerable evidence that 
reveals the extent to which symbiotic mutualism is a significant contributing factor in ecological 
resilience and development (E. P. Odum, 1983). The concept that "plants and animals continually 
adapt to unwittingly aid each other (be it by an exchange of biochemical functions that are mutually 
beneficial or even dramatic instances of physical assistance and succor) has opened an entirely new 
perspective" (Bookchin, 2005, p. 91). Organisms have evolved methods of dividing up limited available 
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resources, to give each an exclusive spatial or temporal advantage to minimise 'competitive overlap' 
(E. P. Odum, 1983; Schmitz, 2007). This behaviour is referred to as 'resource partitioning' (Chapman 
& Reiss, 1992). Each species will occupy a particular niche, defined by food type, timing of food 
uptake within life-cycle, and selection of foraging area or territories. The development of niches in 
ecosystems indicates that in order to optimise chances of survival, organisms will develop 
complementary relationships or mutualism with other species. Mutualism concepts may prove to be 
particularly significant in Hong Kong given the residual welfare policy11 . Confucian principles of mutual 
aid at a series of nested scales may help to ground ecological concepts in cultural values of moral 
responsibility. 

Initiating cooperative responses to climate change and other environmental issues that cross 
administrative boundaries or are accumulative 12, are a challenge in Hong Kong given the complex 
relationship with its sovereign. Newman and Jennings (2008) argue cities cannot effectively instigate 
changes toward sustainability without creating active partnerships "within or among the business, 
government, and civil sectors at the neighborhood, citywide, and bioregional levels" (Newman & 
Jennings, 2008, p. 170). Designers are increasingly adopting an ecological approach by studying 
urban interconnectivity across spatial scales (Jachna, 2004; Moffatt & Kohler, 2008; Moran, 2006; 
Newman & Jennings, 2008; Walker & Salt, 2006). As they evolve, ecosystems become increasingly 
integrated, with ever more interconnections developing between species, habitat and climate 
(Jorgensen & Muller, 2000). Ecosystem interactions occur across different spatial scales (Mccann, 
2005; Peterson, 2005). Many of the interactions in nutrient cycles are local, but the gaseous cycles of 
nitrogen, carbon, oxygen and water involve global exchanges between the atmosphere and individual 
ecosystems (Krebs, 2008). In this way, ecosystems cannot be considered self-contained entities; their 
boundaries are permeable, which permits the flow of materials and organisms (Schmitz, 2007). 
Ecosystem boundaries are "fuzzy, that is, they are imprecise, changing and dynamic" (Golley, 2000, p. 
24). For example, lake ecosystems which are considered to have a clearly defined shoreline boundary 
rely on the nutrients carried in runoff from melting snow in adjacent alpine systems (Schmitz, 2007). 
Cross border collaboration has proved difficult in Hong Kong which indicates a more complex 
understanding of how to promote interconnectivity at a series of spatial scales is necessary. 

Hong Kong has an exponential economic and physical growth-oriented mentality. Decision making is 
dominated by fiscal concerns and qualitative considerations are marginalised, which has contributed 
to issues of urban quality and environmental problems. The Club of Rome's widely read report, the 
Limits to Growth (Meadows, Meadows, Randers, & Behrens, 1972), articulated future problems of 
resource scarcity and questioned the prevailing notion of infinite exponential growth. Many have now 
recognised that exponential economic growth is by its very nature unsustainable, illogical and absurd 
(Branco, 2008; Daly & Farley, 2004; Fry, 1999; Heinberg, 2010b; E. P. Odum, 1998; Rees, 1996; 
Schumacher, 1973; Spangenberg, 2008; Weiler, 2008). An ecological concept of regulated growth is 
now influential in urban theory (Rudel, 2009; Thayer, 2003; Weiler, 2008). Ecosystems rarely 
demonstrate continuous exponential growth patterns (Chapman & Reiss, 1992; Schmitz, 2007). 
Ecosystems slow their rate of growth in size as carrying capacity is approached, rather than waiting 
until it has been exceeded (E. P. Odum, 1998). As ecosystems 'mature' they increasingly use the 
captured energy to maintain existing components rather than invest in further physical growth 
(Hearnshaw et al., 2002; Rudel, 2009). There is also increased nutrient cycling (Graham, 2003; E. P. 
Odum, 1983), rather than a continual increase in 'primary resource input'. Ecosystems are considered 
to follow a sigmoid or logistic growth model (see figure 2.1) where a population grows slowly initially, 
then more rapidly, and subsequently slows in response to environmental resistance until the growth 
rate is zero (Chapman & Reiss, 1992; Krebs, 2008; Taylor, 2005). Chapman and Reiss (1992) give an 
example of the way in which ecosystem communities 'self-regulate' growth patterns to suit 

11 A social welfare system where state assistance is considered temporary, minimal and only available after private sources 
have been exhausted. In Hong Kong state assistance is considered to play a residual role to that offamily assistance. 
12 Seemingly insignificant local actions can have global impacts due to accumulation. Greenhouse Gas emissions from energy 
generation and transport in Hong Kong accumulate with other cities to result in increased global levels of carbon dioxide and 
subsequent climate change. 

Restorying ecological urbanism in Hong Kong: Chapter 2 18 



environmental limits. As seedlings grow they compete for space and consequently some plants die; 
this is referred to as self-thinning. Forest communities also control growth levels by stagnation, where 
due to space limits tree growth becomes almost imperceptible, and very mature trees remain quite 
small to avoid competition for space. An ecological approach involves a "less is better" approach 
(Gorz, 1994, p. 95) or what Odum et al., refer to as the "prosperous way down" (H.T. Odum, Brown, 
& Ulgiati, 2000, p. 301). Hong Kong's ability to adopt a sigmoid growth pattern may prove difficult due 
to its prescriptive constitution; this implies flexibility is a prerequisite of ecological growth. 

Stationary 

TIME 

Figure 2. 1: Sigmoid growth model 

There is significant inertia to change, including sustainable development, as a result of a rigid 
constitution and fiscally-motivated decision making across many institutions. An environment that can 
not be changed invites its own destruction (Lynch, 1972, cited in Cookson Smith, 2006). Ecological 
notions of promoting resilience through adaptability have been embraced by designers (Graham, 
2003; Hopkins, 2008; Hornsby, 2010; Marshall, 2009; Newman & Jennings, 2008; Palazzo & Steiner, 
2011; Walker & Salt, 2006). A key characteristic of ecosystems is their ability to adapt to changing 
environmental conditions and system feedback. 'Feedback circuits' allow ecosystems to 'learn from 
their mistakes' or previous experience (Capra, 1994; Jorgensen, 1992). 'Feedback' takes the form of 
'positive feedback' which is deviation-accelerating and is necessary for growth, and 'negative 
feedback' which is deviation-counteracting (Jorgensen, 1992; E. P. Odum, 1983). 'Negative feedback' 
discourages a system from continuing in a threatening direction, while 'positive feedback' encourages 
further development in a direction that is considered beneficial. An ecosystem's long-range survival is 
determined by this potential for change or elasticity (Jorgensen, 2002; Stearns & Montag, 1974). 
Under the current non-equilibrium paradigm, resilience is the ability of a system to adapt and adjust to 
changing internal or external processes (Gunderson et al., 1995). Change has been observed to be 
stochastic (Jorgensen, 1992; Steward. T.A. Pickett et al., 2004). An essential implication of recent 
evolutionary theory 13 is that living systems and their environments spontaneously change congruently 
as a result of continuous interaction (Maturana-Romesin & Mpodozis, 2000). Due to the 
prescriptiveness of Hong Kong's constitution, which creates resistance to change, promoting 
sustainable urbanism as a form of urban change implies going beyond a goal-oriented approach or 
design utopia to a more nuanced interpretation of evolutionary theory. 

13 Darwin's theory of evolution has been criticised for emphasising the struggle for survival and bringing the individual organism 
into focus, neglecting the organism's environment (Jorgensen, 2002; Schizas & Stamous, 2005). Bateson (1972) argues that we 
must reconfigure the survival of the fittest maxim into that of "survival of organism plus environment" (Bateson, 1972, cited in 
Pindar & Sutton, 2008, p. 10). Jorgensen (2002) refers to this as co-evolution, where the whole system is evolving. 
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2 • 5 Reflections 

The body of literature concerned with ecological metaphor in Hong Kong is limited. The key related 
studies are The ecology of a city and its people: the case of Hong Kong by Boyden, Millar, Newcombe 
and O'Neil (1981) and Escalating Trends in the Urban Metabolism of Hong Kong: 1971-1997 by 
Warren-Rhodes and Koenig (2001 ). Boyden et al's. (1981) study was an early examination of Hong 
Kong as an ecosystem. Warren-Rhodes and Koenig (2001, p. 986) describe their study as an update 
of Boyden et al's., original work, aiming to take Hong Kong's 'metabolic pulse'. Unlike Boyden et al's., 
more comprehensive study, Warren-Rhodes and Koenig examine Hong Kong in terms of the uptake, 
transformation and storage of materials, and discharge of waste products (Warren-Rhodes & Koenig, 
2001). 

'Metabolic' analysis is one aspect of the ecological metaphor, but there are many dimensions to the 
ecological metaphor that may be relevant to urban studies. The limited thematic scope of studies that 
explore ecological metaphor has been criticised by some in the sustainability field (Garner & Keoleian, 
1995; Moffatt & Kohler, 2008; Vermeulen, 2006). The disciplinary exclusivity is demonstrated to some 
extent by the multitude of different disciplines engaged with ecological metaphor but the few that cross 
disciplinary boundaries; this signifies the potential value of studies that explore ecological metaphors 
in a wide-ranging, multi-disciplinary manner. The research presented in coming chapters adopts a 
systemic approach that considers many aspects of urban systems. 

Many design theorists that cite ecological terms give very little consideration to the metaphor itself. 
The issues described in Section 2.1 guide this research to take an approach to ecological metaphor 
that is explicit and transparent. The potential for ecological metaphor to offer valuable concepts for 
sustainable urbanism is demonstrated in Section 2.4, but what remains to be seen is whether these 
metaphors will deliver useful concepts under greater scrutiny. 

Section 2.1 began to articulate how this research will approach the exploration of ecological metaphor. 
The research will engage in a process of ecological reasoning that is: attentive to language, 
multiperspectival, situated, propositional, reflexive, explicitly value-laden, and watchful for 
contradictions. Chapter 3 describes in detail how this process is undertaken in Hong Kong. 
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PARTICIPATIVE NARRATIVE METHODOLOGY 

As indicated in Section 2.5, using ecological metaphor has implications for the selection of 
methodology. Ecological metaphor anticipates a methodology that is: attentive to language, 
multiperspectival, situated, propositional, reflexive, explicitly value-laden, and watchful for 
contradictions. A participative narrative methodology offers an approach that aligns with these 
qualities. 

The selection of the methodological approach is critical to the outcome of this research. The 
knowledge-making process has the ability to either contribute to sustainable urbanism or perpetuate 
unsustainable approaches. It is therefore important to give due attention to how sustainability 
knowledge is 'produced'. A narrative approach has been adopted to respond to metaphorical qualities 
and is considered to be a methodology that supports sustainability. 

Crotty (1998) advises that the methodological strategy of research projects should be considered at a 
series of scales in order to analyse the process and interrogate theoretical assumptions. In this 
manner, this chapter will describe the research approach as a series of scales from broad theoretical 
position to detailed research methods. This chapter describes the theoretical foundations, 
methodology, and particular methods adopted to explore ecological concepts in Hong Kong. 

Section 3.1 explores the key qualities of a participative narrative methodology. This section also 
discusses the legitimacy and ethical implications of a narrative approach. Section 3.2 discusses the 
data gathering methods that were engaged in as part of the narrative inquiry. Section 3.3 describes 
the analytical and compositional methods that are employed in this thesis. These methods are 
informed by narrative methodologies and the theoretical position described in Section 2.1. 
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3 • 1 Narrative methodology 
3.1.1 A qualitative position 

The articulation of the research problem as an exploration of ecological metaphors anticipates a 
qualitative approach. Qualitative approaches seek to interpret and understand human actions, in 
contrast to quantitative research that is shaped by positivist concerns and is often more interested in 
prediction and control (Cousin, 2009; Glesne, 2006; Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). Qualitative research is 
typically considered to be advanced inductively to allow detailed research questions and theories to 
emerge during the research process, rather than identifying detailed hypotheses prior to the 
commencement of research (Cousin, 2009; Creswell, 1998; Glesne, 2006; Rennie, 2001). Fostering 
an inductive approach is particularly important in participative studies where the researcher needs to 
set aside what they are looking for initially and be sensitive to what the data tells them (Cousin, 2009). 
Cousin explains that the qualitative researcher explores a theoretical direction from the data, rather 
than testing particular theories through the data which is likely to pre-empt certain readings of the 
data. The character Sherlock Holmes articulates this problem by stating that "it is a capital mistake to 
theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to 
suit facts" (Doyle, 1995, p. 11 ). Qualitative approaches consider theorising as a developmental 
process, in which concepts emerges throughout the exploration. 

As this research is interested in exploring and understanding embodied and situated issues, it is 
understood as a qualitative process, which is contextually grounded and reflexive (Cousin, 2009; 
Creswell, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Glesne, 2006; Nightingale, 2003; Richardson & St Pierre, 
2005). Qualitative researchers acknowledge that research is value-laden (Creswell, 1998). Qualitative 
research does not hold that there is a single definitive explanation for phenomena studied, but guides 
researchers to the understanding that the interpretation of phenomena is influenced by the subjective 
values of the interpreter, which signifies the existence of multiple perspectives and alternative 
interpretations (Creswell, 1998; Glesne, 2006). It follows that qualitative theorising uses language that 
is propositional in order to acknowledge the possibility of alternative explanations. The challenge this 
approach has posed in this research and within established research traditions will be discussed in 
Section 7 .1 .1 . 

Qualitative researchers are also interested in exploring the expression and language of academic 
studies (Creswell, 1998; Glesne, 2006), which I believe is essential to facilitate the dissemination of 
sustainability concepts. In this research, I explore means of effectively communicating sustainability 
concepts to increase the likelihood of such concepts being understood, and ultimately enabling 
sustainability practices. 

3.1.2 Participative narrative methodology 

From the field of qualitative approaches, the selection of a narrative mode is anticipated by the focus 
on metaphor. Section 2.1 explained that exploring ecological metaphor anticipates an attention to 
language, multiple voices, situatedness, propositional theory, reflexivity, acknowledgement of the 
value-laden nature of research, and being watchful for contradictions. This study draws on narrative 
approaches in general, and the techniques of narrative inquiry in particular. Narrative inquiry is a 
research methodology that adopts narrative as a method for theorising, collecting data, interpreting 
data, and representing meaning. As such, it is a methodology that will inform the entire research 
process from conception to completion. 

Scientific research has often claimed to be objective and neutral, unaffected by social and cultural 
influences. By claiming neutrality and objectivity as inherent attributes, these fields have been able to 
uphold approaches which are environmentally questionable, and permit and often justify inequity and 
hegemony. Knowledge is, in reality, deeply embedded in social and cultural contexts (Crotty, 1998; 
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Davison, 2001; Feenberg, 201 O; Foster & Clarke, 2008; Fry, 1999; Marko, 2005; Moore, 201 O; 
Plumwood, 2002). The rejection of the notion of value-neutral inquiry leads to critical methods that 
communicate rather than suppress situational influences, therefore encouraging a more democratic 
knowledge-making process. 

Of particular note is Haraway's (1988) work in relation to situated knowledges. Haraway's 
reconception of objectivity or reason - objectivity as positioned rationality - challenges the neutrality of 
knowledge by proposing the notion of situated knowledges. Standard scientific approaches are 
typically unlocatable and therefore deny culpability by distancing subject and object and subjugating 
situated perspectives. Emphasising specificity and difference and locating the research, allows 
situated knowledges to be contestable and thus answerable and responsible. Engaging with the 
particular, Code (2006) argues, requires him/her to "come out of the shadows, to engage in ways that 
put her/his subjectivity also on the line, and to assume responsibility for what and how he/she claims 
to know" (p. 228). By encouraging the expression of subjective value judgements, situated approaches 
hold open the field for contestation for others, implying that the explicitly value-laden position adopted 
by the researcher is one position among many. This is not to say that empiricism is rejected; rather, 
Code (2006) suggests knowledge-making becomes 'negotiated empiricism' where empirical evidence 
is taken seriously but does not claim to speak for itself. Philo (2007) explains that central to Foucault's 
text Society Must Be Defended (2003) is the concept of 'local knowledge'; local knowledge is 
considered to act as a critique of totalising knowledge. While Haraway considers situatedness largely 
in terms of personal positioning, Foucault's local knowledge embodies geographical and spatial 
attentiveness. Foucault suggests local knowledge is a form of knowledge that is decentralised or 
autonomous in terms of power relations (cited in Philo, 2007). 

Thayer (2003) argues "it makes little sense to discuss 'sustainable development' at the global level if 
no thought is given to the local places and scales where human life actually takes place. The first step 
toward a regenerative future for humans is to reassess where we are" (p. 8). I believe, along with 
others in the sustainability field (Curtin, 2005; Jamison, 2010; Moore, 2010) that sustainability theory is 
best understood as situated knowledge that is relevant to its community rather than an ideal model 
that is applied indiscriminately. This is not to say that situated sustainability theory is irrelevant in other 
contexts, rather situated theorising can be seen to facilitate transferability. Section 7.1.2 discusses the 
increased potential for theoretical transferability by engaging the reader in a situated manner. Where 
the term 'situated' is used in this research, it takes account of the 
physical/geographical/environmental, political, social/cultural, psychological and temporal influences in 
Hong Kong and personal positioning. Emergent theory is conceived and described according to these 
influences. A brief description of Hong Kong was introduced in Section 1.2, to familiarise the reader 
with the research context. 

Narrative is inherently situated, shaped by the wider context and the experience of the storyteller. 
Narrative selects particular aspects of reality in order to tell a compelling story. Stories are shaped by 
a particular social context, and told through the interpretive lens of the narrator, which makes it 
impossible to tell value-neutral stories; rather the personal cultural and historical ground (of 
participants and researcher) is always present (Barrett & Stauffer, 2009; Fischer, 2003; Gill, 2001; 
Lukic, 2007; Riessman, 2008). Narrative tends to be normative as it is impossible for the narrator to 
avoid taking a moral stance and rhetorical position (Bruner, 1990, cited in Code, 2006). Narrative 
places the story into the life of the storyteller in order to "bring it out of him again. Thus traces of the 
storyteller cling to the story the way the handprints of the potter cling to the clay vessel" (Walter 
Benjamin, 1973, cited in Guattari, 2008, p. 44). Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) observe that "narrative 
inquirers embrace the power of the particular for understanding experience and use findings from 
research to inform themselves in specific places at specific times" (p. 24). This situated aspect of 
narrative inquiry is influenced by Dewey's (1938) conception of experience which posits experience is 
shaped by the interaction of the participant with their environment (interaction), and is influenced by 
past experiences and will shape future experiences (continuity) (Barrett & Stauffer, 2009). Often 
narrative inquirers start by interrogating their own position and the conditions they are likely to impose 
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on the research, thereby situating the researcher in the study. An autobiographical foreword 
introduces potential conditions that might influence how I interpret ecological urbanism in Hong Kong. 
In later chapters narrative methods introduce first person reflections into the research text for a similar 
purpose. 

Narrative often mediates between the different positions of the characters and the narrator, weaving 
together multiple voices into a single thread. Narrative "helps make sense of complex situations 
occurring within an environment of conflicting values" (Kaplan, 1993, cited in Fischer, 2003, p. 162). 
Harding (1991) claims the inclusion of multiple perspectives yields a more accurate depiction of reality, 
referring to the blindness of disciplinary exclusivity (cited in Canizaro, 2007). For a plurivocal approach 
to be meaningful it requires not only the acknowledgement of multiple positions but the ability to see 
from other perspectives. Code (2006) describes the capacity to "think one's way into the situations of 
differently situated Others" as responsible imagining (p. 207). I believe narrative modes can 
encourage empathy and facilitate this responsible imagining process. 

Fischer (2003) argues that stories by nature are joint social productions created by people in dialogue 
with others. Narrative can therefore be described as a dialogic process that anticipates some degree 
of participation. Participative approaches reposition the researcher into a collaborative and relational 
process "where the researcher is no longer the 'scribe' of others' experience, but a 'story-teller' and 
'story-liver' alongside research participants" (Connelly & Clandinin 1990 cited in Barrett & Stauffer, 
2009, p. 11 ). Participative approaches allow the researcher to elicit direct feedback from participants. 
Interaction enables the participant researcher to obtain more revealing data concerning a group than 
an outsider (Palmer 1928, cited in Gieryn, 2006). Community members themselves have knowledge of 
the field and their own actions that will advance understandings of the field being studied, to which 
detached investigators are not privy (Drummond & Themessl-Huber, 2007; Steward. T.A. Pickett et 
al., 2004). 

Instead of valuing ecological concepts in terms of their ability to present unified and absolute 
paradigms, I consider the value of theory in terms of its pragmatic ability to advance understanding 
and promote sustainable practices. The ability for theory to advance understanding and promote 
sustainable practice is enabled by many of the strategies explored in this study. The effectiveness of 
theory, from a pragmatic position, can be judged by a number of measures including whether it is able 
to engage the audience, is clear and accessible, responds to pragmatic concerns and is therefore 
readily applied in practice, catalyses sustainability initiatives and behaviours, and is applicable to its 
locale but can be reinterpreted for other contexts. 

A pragmatic approach to ecological reasoning turns away from approaches that aspire to produce a 
set of universal rules, towards more explorative, reflexive and developmental approaches that connect 
theory to practice. Clarke (2005) describes such an approach as 'theorising' rather than building grand 
theories. Theorising implies a dynamic conceptualisation process and allows adjustments to be made 
in response to the results of practical application of theories. Such thinking finds common ground with 
pragmatists who are less interested in truth concepts of certainty and more interested in the 
effectiveness of knowledge to increase understanding and catalyse action (Connell, 1995; Moore, 
2007). According to Allen, Zellmer, and Wuennenberg (2005) "science is at the limits of what it can 
achieve in its present modernist form" (p. 367). Narrative methodologies can be seen to enable 
pragmatic objectives. Personal and collective stories can mobilise communities to act (Riessman, 
2008), and many consider that narrative techniques facilitate the dissemination of sustainability 
theories to a wider audience (Code, 2006; Guhathakurta, 2002; Harre et al., 1999; Moore, 2007; 
Reason et al., 2009; UN, 2002). Harre, et al. (1999) argue that it is common sense to believe that 
research presented as a story that incorporates some elements of the classical tale will be more 
convincing than a catalogue of problems and solutions. Both Guhathakurta and Moore believe the 
manner in which environmentalists have expressed their findings to date has been ineffective 
(Guhathakurta, 2002; Moore, 2007). Guhathakurta (2002) asserts "scientific studies and data 
generation do not generate meaning. It is the power of the narrative and storytelling that substitutes 
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meaning for the straightforward copy of the events recounted. Therefore, it follows that the absence of 
a narrative is an absence of meaning itself' (p. 909). Facts alone do not effectively communicate 
(Larson, 2011 ). The effective communication of sustainability theory is crucial to sustainability 
endeavours, which implies that ecological designers and theorists tailor their communication methods 
to their audiences. 

Narratives plot the course of a phenomenon as it changes over time. Similar to action research and 
grounded theory, narrative inquiry is a developmental approach that allows the research to evolve and 
adapt as the study progresses. In this way, narrative inquiry is considered as a continual reformulation 
of an inquiry rather than the early definition of a problem followed by a search for a definitive solution 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Clandinin and Connelly's assertions perhaps require some clarification 
in the context of urban projects; there is necessarily some limitation to the notion of continuous 
theoretical reformulation. The theoretical component of urban projects would have to reach a relatively 
fixed state at certain points along the project timeline in order to realise the project. The reformulation 
of theory pauses in order for action to occur. 

A developmental approach suggests that the research process "cannot be pre-determined but 
changes and develops as those engaged deepen their understanding of the issues to be addressed 
and develop their capacity as co-inquirers both individually and collectively" (Reason & Bradbury, 
2008, p. 3). Ecology itself tends to follow an inductive course. Stearns and Montag (1974) believe that, 
given the complexity of the urban system, the deductive approach that involves formulating a 
hypothesis and then testing that hypothesis is likely to lead to trivial results. It follows that an inductive 
approach that encourages theory to emerge from a situated, participatory research process, may lead 
to more meaningful speculations for sustainable urbanism. 

3.1.3 Legitimisation of the research text 

Of concern in the making of research texts, is how they make claims for their own authority. In 
qualitative research, the quest for absolute knowledge is displaced by the notion of defensible 
knowledge claims (Kvale, 1995). Qualitative knowledge-making can be described as 'possible' (Gill, 
2001 ), in contrast to quantitative ways of knowing which are defined as 'actual' (Bruner, 1986, cited in 
Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). In this way, qualitative methodologies such as narrative inquiry allow 
"wondering, tentativeness, and alternative views to exist as part of the research account" (Pinnegar & 
Daynes, 2007, p. 25). Narratives can be demonstrably false in reference to known happenings or 
accepted understanding, but ~tories that are not false "are still not true stories to the exclusion of other 
narratives" (Allen et al., 2005, p. 345). The potential for multiple explanations is a departure from 
quantitative approaches that require the validity or legitimacy of the research to be definitively proven 
through empirical means. A narrative approach involves an exploratory attitude that allows for 
alternative explanations. 

I refer to Kvale's (1995) explanation of how a qualitative research text can be legitimised, which has 
informed this study. Kvale suggests that the legitimisation process becomes a test of the quality of 
craftsmanship in the research. Qualitative researchers believe high quality craftsmanship is 
characterised by a continual process of checking, questioning and interpreting. High quality 
craftsmanship can be facilitated by attending to researcher effects/bias, alternative and conflicting 
narratives/explanations, generating 'rich' or 'thick' depictions of research settings, feedback from 
informants, peer reviews, and declaring how methodological decisions were made and interpretations 
produced (Cousin, 2009; Creswell, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Glesne, 2006; Kvale, 1995; 
Riessman, 2008). In narrative inquiry traditions, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) refer to this process as 
employing a "language of wakefulness" (p. 182), which encourages researchers to proceed with 
constant awareness of risks of "narcissism, of solipsism, and of simplistic plots, scenarios, and 
unidimensional characters" (p. 182). Fear of subjectivism and relativism has discouraged researchers 
from acknowledging the significance of place, but critical reflexivity that acknowledges the 
particularities of context is a safeguard against unconscious subjectivism or relativism (Code, 2006). 
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Qualitative conceptions of legitimisation are further informed by notions of intersubjectivity and 
pragmatism. Kvale (1995) explains that the legitimacy of knowledge is related to three classical 
philosophical criteria of truth; correspondence, coherence, and pragmatic utility. The three criteria 
"may be regarded as abstractions from a unity, where a comprehensive verification of research 
findings will involve observation, conversation, and interaction" (Kvale, 1995). When the 
correspondence criteria, which is central to positivist science, becomes less dominant, and 
conversation and interaction come to the fore, the emphasis shifts to the discourse of the community, 
and theories are legitimised by effective application. This implies an intersubjective or dialogic and 
pragmatic conception of legitimisation. Participative research is by nature intersubjective, being a 
process of negotiation and consensus between the participant and researcher. Narrative, similarly, is 
intersubjective in the way it mediates between different voices, and the narrator anticipates a shared 
understanding with the audience. This intersubjective aspect shifts the emphasis of legitimisation from 
the verification of absolute truths to negotiation within a local context, following the hermeneutical 
tradition that supports a dialectical conception of truth, where truth is sought through a communicative 
or intersubjective process (Kvale, 1995). The legitimisation of knowledge claims becomes tied to their 
pragmatic use and in the case of participative research approaches, to some extent, the ability of the 
research to empower participants (Riessman, 2008). 

In order to attend to the legitimisation of this research, I adopt a sense of 'wakefulness' (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000) and critical reflection. This will be described in detail in Section 3.2 and Section 3.3, 
but I will briefly explain here how this is undertaken. I corroborate individual participant stories with 
others in the group and with literature sources and my own observations. Using multiple methods is a 
means of substantiating or challenging knowledge claims. I declare my researcher biases, am 
attentive to alternative narratives, reflect on methodological decisions, and obtain feedback from 
participants and peers of initial interpretations of participants' stories. Additionally, the legitimacy of the 
research is considered within the context of the utility of sustainability concepts to initiate change and 
the degree to which the study negotiates the positions of different voices within the field in an 
intersubjective manner. 

3.1.4 Ethical concerns in participative narrative inquiry 

Participative research requires some consideration of human ethics. As a requirement of the 
university's ethics policy, I was required to obtain ethics approval for the participative element of the 
research. Ethics approval involved planning how to engage the participants, interview methods, data 
storage and assurances of the protection of participants identities (see Appendix A). This process is 
often considered a formality that must be achieved before commencing interviews. However, 
participant researchers argue that ethical concerns should be considered an ongoing negotiation 
between researcher and participants (Cousin, 2009; Piquemal & Allen, 2009). Ongoing negotiation is 
particularly important in exploratory qualitative studies that are interested in allowing theory to emerge 
from the data. In this context, Duncombe and Jessop (2002) believe it is impossible for participants to 
give informed consent at the outset, if the direction of the study and potential revelations of the 
interview cannot be anticipated (Duncombe & Jessop, 2002, cited in Cousin, 2009). This is not to 
suggest that informed consent should not be sought at the outset, but that an informed consent form 
does not discharge the responsibilities of the researcher to discuss the nature of the research with the 
participants as it unfolds. Ongoing, negotiated ethical discussion accommodates the developmental 
nature of participative research to account for emerging theoretical concepts, and the changing 
perceptions of the participants. Integral to this process is sharing interim interpretive accounts with the 
participants to allow them to respond the material. Interim interpretive accounts provide an opportunity 
to test the trustworthiness of the research and allow the participants to correct misinterpretations. 

Additionally, communicating interim accounts allows the participants to question the ethical 
assumptions the researcher has made on behalf of the participants. Piquemal and Allen (2009) 
suggest that determining ethical sensitivities on behalf of the participants may deprive them of their 
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voices, which can be addressed by a continually renegotiated process that empowers the participants. 
The use of pseudonyms provides an example of why ethics is best conceived as an ongoing process 
of negotiation. Mechanisms to protect the identity of research participants are central to research 
institutes' ethics policies and national regulations such as the data protection regulations enacted in 
most countries (The Privacy Act 1988 in Australia and The Hong Kong Personal Data (Privacy) 
Ordinance 1996). The assumption about the desirability of anonymity is questioned by Grinyer (2002) 
who argues that privacy mechanisms have led to a culturally embedded assumption that anonymity is 
an ethical prerequisite and that participants actively desire it. However, Grinyer explains that in 
practice evidence demonstrates in some instances respondents prefer to retain their own names in 
published material resulting from their data. Moreover, some respondents who initially request 
pseudonyms subsequently prefer their real names to be used. Such requests challenge the 
assumption that respondents prefer anonymity. Grinyer recommends that wherever possible 
participants should be shown their narrative in print prior to publication so they can make a more 
informed judgement. According to Grinyer, protecting respondents from harm through anonymity on 
the one hand, and preventing loss of ownership on the other hand, needs to be negotiated by each 
researcher with each individual respondent in an ongoing consultation process throughout research 
and publication. 

In recognition of these recommendations for an ongoing and negotiated conception of ethics, I 
endeavoured to treat ethical issues in a collaborative way. I discussed the use of pseudonyms with the 
participants at the first interview and anticipated that pseudonyms might be changed at a later date. 
Reviewing an interim account with the participants provided an opportunity to discuss ethical issues 
such as the degree to which the account accurately reflected their experiences and voices and 
whether they were happy with the randomly selected pseudonym (see Section 3.3.3). Most were 
happy with the names they had been assigned but one participant could not identify with the name I 
had given him, so I gave him the opportunity to change it to one of his own or my choosing. 

Another concern in participative research is the potential that researchers "as uninvited outsiders, 
enter a community, mine the raw data of words and behaviours, and then withdraw to process those 
data into a product that serves themselves and, perhaps their professional colleagues" (Glesne, 2006, 
p. 133). Instead, narrative inquirers tend to consider themselves co-participants, which challenges the 
established notion of working with people as subjects. Narrative inquirers "recognize that the 
researcher and the researched in a particular study are in relationship with each other and that both 
parties will learn and change in the encounter" (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007, p. 9). Such a relationship is 
facilitated by an approachable demeanour and openness in the researcher. I was able to facilitate this 
role as co-participant in the case groups by active involvement in Transition South Lantau and taking 
up the role of intern with Civic Exchange. Essential to the success of such projects, argues Swantz 
(2008), is the researcher gaining the confidence of the community with which they work, by 
demonstrating that the encounter is directed towards the benefit of all involved. By becoming actively 
involved in the case groups, I was able to engage with and contribute to their projects rather than 
simply profiting in a one-sided manner. It eased my introduction into the field to be able to approach 
the groups with an offer rather than just a request. Engaging in this form of interactive relationship 
requires that the researcher designs a sensitive ending of the participatory process (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000). The way in which I entered and exited the field will be described at the beginning and 
end of each case narrative in the form of a prologue and epilogue (refer to Section 3.3.2). 
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3 • 2 Engaging the field in Hong Kong 

3.2.1 Selecting the case groups 

Among sustainability advocates there is significant divergence of opinion regarding the most effective 
method to achieve sustainable transformation, ranging from primarily top down methods to bottom up 
models of sustainability. There are those who believe that local, community initiated action is more 
effective in stimulating change than government agencies (Heinberg, 201 Oa; Stearns & Montag, 
1974). One such advocate is Heinberg (2010a) who suggests that trying to influence global practices 
by trying to persuade the protagonists at the top of the pyramid to act against their economic interests 
is extremely difficult; more productive are projects which mobilise those at the lower levels of the 
pyramid to take steps to address climate change. Goh (2008) agrees that grassroots organisations are 
most effective at changing the life-world patterns of societies which is necessary to catalyse 
environmental activism and policy changes. However, community-led enterprises alone have had 
minimal influence in many countries including Hong Kong, and many residents in Hong Kong look 
primarily to the government to initiate change. 

It may be more helpful to conceptualise sustainable urbanism as a practice that emerges from many, 
diverse actors. Alberti et al. (2003) argue that metropolitan systems cannot be managed solely by top
down policies, but require coordinated action between many players. Systems theory and transition 
studies corroborate this position, by observing that system innovation resulting in large-scale 
transformation involves mutually reinforcing, multi-actor, multi-factor, and multi-level characteristics 
(Bai, Wieczorek, Kaneko, Lisson, & Contreras, 2009). The linkages between the actors, factors, and 
levels are not automatic, but "require continuous reproduction, maintenance and repair work" (Geels, 
2004, p. 30). The interdependency of different actors implies that the mobilisation actions of one group 
will have developmental implications for other groups, in what has been described as a coevolutionary 
process (Elzen, Geels, & Green, 2004; Koopmans, 2004). 

An early examination of sustainability in Hong Kong revealed that there were a number of interesting 
projects being carried out by a diverse range of organisations. The variety of sustainability actors 
suggests firstly that sustainability can be achieved through a number of different means and that a 
convincing and inclusive narrative of sustainable urbanism in Hong Kong should perhaps incorporate 
a number of these different perspectives. Although there is a range of examples of sustainable 
initiatives in Hong Kong, the decision was made to engage with a limited number of case groups to 
facilitate a deeper understanding of each initiative. The case narratives explore community-led 
initiatives by Transition South Lantau, and the policy research of the independent think tank Civic 
Exchange. Transition South Lantau (TSL) is a community organisation based on the worldwide 
Transition Town model. Civic Exchange is a public policy think tank that works closely with the HKSAR 
Government. The case narratives explore the interconnection between these groups and other active 
groups in Hong Kong including media, industry, NGOs, and institutions. Government initiatives are 
also considered as part of these case narratives and in the city scale narrative in Chapter 6. 
After some initial background research, I emailed the participant groups to express my interest in their 
activities and introduce my research proposal. Following UTAS Ethics Committee approval, a formal 
invitation to participate was issued with an information sheet and consent form, which the participants 
were asked to sign (see Appendix A). The groups had some key English speaking members to enable 
ease of communication. 

I immersed myself as a participant researcher with these two groups; I was involved as an intern in 
Civic Exchange and as an active group member of Transition South Lantau (TSL), as well as a 
researcher. The degree of my involvement and influence varied. The informal and democratic nature 
of the community group, anticipates a greater impact at the community level. 
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Resolving my role as participant and researcher proved to be a challenge. In traditional research 
settings, the legitimacy of the research is called into question if the researcher has an influential or 
active role in the research group. Participative narrative inquiry acknowledges that the researcher 
actively engages with the participants and this requires the researcher to consider how to negotiate 
such an active role. Negotiating my role as participant was easier to achieve at Civic Exchange where 
I had clearly determined tasks in relation to particular research projects, but within TSL I questioned 
how close I should be to the 'action'. Ultimately, I decided that my active participation and organisation 
of events would not compromise my role as researcher, but rather help me to understand the group 
whose story I was telling. I also think my geographic separation (I was living on Hong Kong island not 
in Mui Wo where TSL were based) provided some distance for reflection. In time, I overcame the 
discomfort caused by comparison with scientific methodologies, and following the storytelling exercise 
with TSL, felt more comfortable about having adopted an active role in the group, because they were 
positive about my contributions. As a co-participant I believe I was privy to more candour and insight 
that may have been apparent otherwise. 

The objective of narrative methodology is to gather stories from the groups and reconstruct them in a 
manner that authentically reflects the experiences of the participants and provides insights into 
sustainable urbanism in Hong Kong. The participants' stories ultimately inform the emergent 
ecosystem theory explored in Chapter 6, which draws together key observations from the participant 
research process, as well as reflections and research gathered whilst resident in Hong Kong. 
The manner in which participants' stories were collected, observations were made and findings 
disseminated will be described in the following sections. 

3.2.2 Gathering stories 

Narrative inquirers study individuals' experiences in a number of ways including listening, observing, 
living alongside, writing and interpreting texts (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007). Adopting a broad range of 
methods facilitates the construction of a multi-level dialogue, where a number of different perspectives 
are potentially incorporated into the narratives. Multi-method research also allows for 'triangulation' 
which describes the process of making use of different sources, methods, and theories to corroborate 
evidence, thereby contributing to the legitimacy of the research (Creswell, 1998; Glesne, 2006; 
Nightingale, 2003; Silverman, 2006). Multi-method research is used in this context as a method of 
creating more persuasive research texts, rather than aggregating the data to "arrive at an overall 
'truth"' (Silverman, 2006, p. 292). Denzin and Lincoln (1998) refer to triangulation or multi-method 
approaches as 'bricolage'. The bricoleur is interested in creating a complex, dense, reflexive, collage
like creation that represents the researcher's interpretations of the studied phenomenon (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1998). Richardson (2005) takes the triangulation concept further by suggesting there are 
more than three approaches to the world and multi-method approaches do not triangulate, they 
'crystallise' many-faceted reality. Crystallisation and bricolage are more appropriate terms to use in a 
qualitative research project that engages in a dialectical conception of legitimacy rather than 
triangulation which denotes a more positivistic notion of validity. 

The nature and structure of Civic Exchange and TSL allowed me to gather a large number of 
individual and group stories through interviews and observation that would not have been readily 
available from other sources. To follow is a description of the data collection methods including 
dialogue, field observations, document, literature and media dissemination, and autobiography. 

Dialogue 

Fundamental to a participatory narrative approach is gathering research data directly from research 
participants from their own perspectives, by engaging in meaningful dialogue. Participative research 
engages the participants directly and research is based on "their understanding of their own actions 
and experience, rather than filtered through an outsider's perspective" (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 
9). 
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Dialogue typically took the form of interview, informal conversation, and group discussion between 
January and December 2010. These forms of dialogue provide the opportunity to gain an in-depth 
understanding of the participants' disappointments, aspirations and difficulties from their own 
perspectives. Dialogues were conducted in the typical meeting places of the groups, their 
organisations offices or other suitable places agreed with the participants. The intention was to choose 
an environment in which the participants would feel comfortable, to encourage open discourse. 
Narrative interviewing aims to generate detailed stories rather than brief answers or general 
statements (Riessman, 2008, p. 23). The emphasis of the interviews was on each participant's story, 
with the researcher interrupting/directing as little as possible. Initial dialogue was exploratory 
(unstructured interviews), allowing key themes to emerge. This form of 'open interview' facilitates the 
gathering of in-depth accounts of participants' experiences and perceptions (Cousin, 2009). Emergent 
themes from early interviews led to more focused questions (semi-structured interviews) to elaborate 
stories or to corroborate individual participant's stories. I also gathered data from informal 
conversations with participants outside of the interview program 

Interviews typically commenced with a description of my research topic and personal background, and 
an explanation of why I was interested in their story. I asked an initial prompting question to encourage 
the participants to share their stories; tell me about the motivations behind your involvement with this 
initiative and the achievements and difficulties you have experienced? In many cases this initial 
question was all that was required to encourage detailed narratives, though some participants required 
further prompting. 

According to Chase (2005) participants often speak in generalities even when talking of their own 
experiences, because they often assume that the researcher is interested in what is general rather 
than particular. As this study is interested in situated narratives, when I observed the participants' 
tendency to slip into generalities or abstractions, I tried to frame questions in terms of personal and 
local experiences or gently encourage participants to comment on how local practices differ from 
global practices. 

The selection of the participant groups employed a purposive method. Purposive sampling refers to a 
selective recruiting process based on the perceived ability of the participants to contribute to research 
themes (Cousin, 2009; Silverman, 2010). In this study, participants were selected in anticipation of 
their potential to engage in potent storytelling regarding sustainable urbanism. Therefore gender and 
age are incidental and do not specifically form part of the selection criteria, though observations 
relating to these factors were noted where significant. Preliminary interviews took place with instigating 
group members, identifiable through initial research. A number of interviews were conducted with 
these participants until the introduction of new material by the participants became infrequent. Key 
participants were then asked to provide the names of additional group members as appropriate. These 
tended to be other active members, previously active members or non-member affiliates. 

Interviews and group discussions were tape-recorded, and transcribed as soon as possible 
afterwards. A naturalised transcription method was used, which attempts to present the participants 
data in detail including non-verbal elements and contextual information that might help in the 
subsequent interpretation process (see Appendix B). As an interactive performance, narrative is a joint 
production and close attention should be paid to the influence of the investigator, the setting, the 
audience, and social context (Chase, 2005; Riessman, 2008). The transcription of the interview is 
therefore an interpretive process and in recognition of this detailed transcripts can be constructed 
attending to pauses, volume, and tone, amongst other observations (Riessman, 2008). Following the 
transcription of the interviews, the interviews become field texts. 
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Field observations 

Participative research creates a tension for the researcher between their experiences as inquirer and 
participant. This tension can be managed, and the researcher can easily slip between roles if they 
continually construct field texts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The field text should be attentive to the 
relational context, making note of the degree of researcher influence and participant input. Otherwise, 
the research texts ultimately constructed will be open to unanswerable questions about knowledge 
claims and meaning generated (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The concern over the potentially 
unspoken influence of participant researchers recalls Haraway's notions of situated objectivity. 
Declaring the researchers position and contextual position is necessary in a responsible knowledge
making process. 

I made a series of field notes at each interview, observing the context of the interview, the tone of the 
storyteller, interactions between group members, and how actions are undertaken and received. 
Where it wasn't appropriate to make them at the time, I tried to make subsequent notes to reflect 
these observations accurately and swiftly after the event. The field observations were mainly 
descriptive with some inferences drawn as to intent or links with participants' stories. Field 
observations contributed greatly to the narrative in Chapter 6. 

Documents, Literature and Media Sources 

The narratives draw on documents produced by the case groups or in collaboration with the case 
groups with their permission, or by the researcher in their role as participant. These included letters, 
emails, meeting minutes, government documents (policy addresses, press releases, legislative council 
records), reports, books and academic papers. Academic sources and local media are also 
referenced. Local media provides readily available information that is public and accessible, and 
therefore is likely to be a dominant or popular narrative. 

Autobiography 

Narrative methodologies advocate exploring one's own story as a starting point for a research project 
(Barrett & Stauffer, 2009; Chase, 2005; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Spiro, 2008). In contrast to 
formalist approaches which begin inquiries with theory, narrative inquirers typically begin with stories 
of their own experiences that draw attention to the central research puzzle (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000). Spiro (2008) argues that an effective personal narrative deconstructs personal troubles in a 
public domain revealing the interaction between herself and the context in which she works. Using 
autobiographical material and the first person narrative position makes explicit the biases, 
perspectives and particularities of the researcher (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Narrative inquiry methodologies prompted the commencement of a regular journal of my observations 
and reflections. These journal notes recorded my inner responses where field observations recorded 
the "existential, outward events" (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 86). In a diary one is "free to cast 
aside conventions and write in an intimate, unrestrained manner" about their experiences (Palmer, 
1928, cited in Gieryn, 2006, p. 23). The journal entries were made in relation to case group 
interactions, responses to city life in Hong Kong, and reflections on the dissertation writing process 
itself. The nature of the journal entries varies between evaluative, explanatory and conceptual. Where 
these entries relate to the case narratives they have been incorporated into the story as the subjective 
or researcher reflections stream. Additionally, autobiographical sections have been incorporated into 
Chapter 6 as descriptive material in introductory passages in order to situate the researcher in the 
study, and the Preface and Chapter 8 as broader reflections on the research process. 
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3 • 3 Narrative analysis and restorying 

3.3.1 Narrative coding 

The material gathered in the field becomes a research text through a process of interpretation and 
representation. The narrative analysis process reconstructs field texts that tend to have descriptive 
qualities into analytic and reflective research texts by continually asking questions concerning 
meaning and significance (Clandinin & Connelly, 1998). This involves listening to the stories of the 
interview participants and then constructing narratives from their data (Riessman, 2008). The objective 
of narrative analysis is to critically reflect on and interpret the stories of the participants to create 
narratives that accurately reflect the experiences of the participants, incorporate reflexive and 
alternative explanations, and emphasise significant events or concerns. 

Central to narrative methodologies is the exploration of storied research data. Narrative analysis is 
concerned with the processual nature of stories through time and the situatedness of the storyteller; 
this distinguishes narrative modes from other qualitative methodologies (Riley & Hawe, 2005). The 
conventional coding processes adopted by other qualitative methodologies (grounded theory, thematic 
analysis, content analysis) which segment and categorise data are not considered to be appropriate 
for narrative approaches. The story is the unit of analysis; therefore narrative approaches are 
inherently opposed to analytical methods that may fragment the story (Savin-Baden, 2004, cited in 
Cousin, 2009; Riessman, 2008). Narrative methodology introduces temporal and contextual aspects to 
analysis, which suggests the data need to be able to retain continuity and situatedness, and therefore 
qualitative data management software developed for thematic analysis is not appropriate for this 
research. Instead, a process of manual narrative coding was carried out in order to interpret the field 
texts. 

Narrative coding is the initial stage of narrative analysis. Narrative coding prompts the narrative 
inquirer to begin searching for patterns, narrative threads, tensions or inconsistencies, and key themes 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2008). Clarke (2005) proposes that rather than tidying or 
sanitising our research we "complicate our stories, represent not only difference(s) but even 
contradictions and incoherencies in the data, note other possible readings, and at least note some of 
our anxieties and omissions" (2005, p. 15). In this way, contradiction, and incongruence as well as 
coincidence were attended to in the research. 

Riessman (2008) identifies a number of key narrative coding techniques including thematic, structural 
and dialogic/performance analysis. She suggests some researchers adopt one technique over others, 
but also acknowledges that they are not mutually exclusive and can be adapted and combined in 
practice. My approach aggregates the three techniques. Using these three key narrative analysis 
techniques together, encourages the consideration of the stories from many different analytical 
positions. 

I began the analytical process by considering transcripts, field texts, and journals in thematic terms, 
then repeated my readings of the material with the different analytical focuses in mind. The material 
was then annotated and key sections were inserted into the software Endnote. Using software in this 
way retained the connections between the original data, the conceptual ideas, and the resultant 
interpretative accounts. Appendix B is an extract of a coded interview from a TSL participant, which 
illustrates the analytical process. Following is a description of the three analytical techniques. 

Thematic Coding 

Thematic analysis focuses on narrative content, identifying key thematic elements, and significant 
events as revealed in the field texts. As part of the thematic coding process, I identified key issues, 
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achievements and strategies from the stories of key respondents. Emergent themes were identified 
through repetition, overlap with other participants, and participant emphasis. 

Narrative inquiry is a collaborative process and analysis is carried out concurrently with the gathering 
of field data; therefore narrative codings are continually revised during the period of data collection 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1998). The overlap between the data collection period and the analysis process 
allowed initial narrative codings to be followed-up in subsequent interviews with TSL and Civic 
Exchange, or cross-referenced with other group members and texts. 

Cousin (2009) uses the term 'sensitising concepts' to refer to conceptual linkages made between the 
data and other relevant sources. In this research as part of the thematic coding process, sensitising 
concepts emerged from conceptual linkages with ecological metaphors and literature sources related 
to grassroots activism and policy think tanks. 

Structural Coding 

Structural analysis interrogates how the narratives are organised and language is employed to 
achieve the narrator's intentions. Narrative inquirers ask why stories were configured in a certain way, 
attending to narrative structure, figures of speech, rhetorical moves and figurative language (including 
metaphor, metonymy, and imagery) (Cousin, 2009; Riessman, 2008; Savin-Baden & Van Niekerk, 
2007). Labov's (1972) approach is influential in narrative structural analysis. Labov was interested in 
exploring the sequence of narrative elements, which he identified as the abstract (the point of the 
story); orientation (context: time, place, characters, situation); complicating action (plot usually with 
turning point); evaluation (narrator's reflection on narrative meaning); resolution (plot outcome); and a 
coda (ending the story and returning to the present) (Riessman, 2008). I explored the storied data in 
the manner described above, attending to the organisation or sequencing of narrative elements in the 
participants' stories, as well as the forms of language used. 

The structural narrative codings indicated a rough outline for the restorying of the participants' 
accounts. Propp's (1928) elements of a classical story also assisted me in recognising and then 
accentuating the sequence of narrative elements. The classical story, or fairytale, Propp argues, 
contains narrative elements that are central to all storytelling (Silverman, 2006). Propp describes these 
elements as a series of consecutive steps which begin where the hero is subjected to tests, then a 
second round of tests, and after many difficulties he either triumphs or returns home sadder but wiser 
(Harre et al., 1999). From the tests emerge the special qualities of the hero or their deficiencies. The 
hero is often helped by a magical device or ally. For example, in the case narratives presented in 
Chapters 4 and 5, the hero is identified as the case group, the tests relate to the pursuit of sustainable 
urbanism which may reveal deficiencies in their approach, and the magical device or ally is considered 
to be represented by catalysts or supporters. The hero's triumph is understood as, and signified by, 
any successes or resolutions the case groups have achieved through their initiatives. 

Dialogic and Performance Coding 

Riessman (2008) explains dialogic and performance coding as the exploration of how stories are 
interactively or dialogically produced and performed. Dialogic and performance coding requires close 
reading of context, attention to intersubjectivity, and the reflexivity of the researcher. Many qualitative 
researchers recommend adopting a reflexive stance to research which addresses the issue of 
trustworthiness by openly engaging with the subjectivity of the researcher (Cousin, 2009; Glesne, 
2006; Haraway, 1988; Richardson & St Pierre, 2005; Savin-Baden & Van Niekerk, 2007). Reflexivity is 
a term that refers to the process of monitoring subjectivity to increase awareness of the potential for 
distortion (Glesne, 2006). Glesne suggests reflexivity means "you are as concerned with the research 
process as you are with the data you are obtaining" (Glesne, 2006, p. 125). In this way, much 
autobiographical writing is inherently performative because it draws attention to the conditions of its 
own making in terms of both the signifier and the signified (Rendell, 2010). 
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Dialogic/performance approaches attend to how the story is co-produced in the space between teller 
and listener, speaker and setting, text and reader, and history and culture (Riessman, 2008). If 
thematic and structural approaches interrogate '"what' is spoken and 'how', the dialogic/performative 
approach asks 'who' an utterances may be directed to, 'when', and 'why', that is for what purposes?" 
(Riessman, 2008, p. 105). The narrative inquirer is interested in how the narrators position themselves 
within the text (narrator's construction of self), audience effects (influence of researcher and/or 
perceived eventual audience) and what cultural characteristics the storyteller takes for granted 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1998; Riessman, 2008; Savin-Baden & Van Niekerk, 2007). Dialogic and 
performative influences were evident in the case stories, and my reflexive observations about these 
influences were included in annotations of transcripts, field notes, and journal entries. For example, 
the strength and type of metaphors used and characterisation or demonisation of some key players, 
were influenced by the perception that I was a sympathetic listener; participants often started and 
punctuated sentences with "you know". 

3.3.2 Using narrative and rhetorical devices to create narrative research texts 

Stories, in the context of narrative inquiry, are primary data that is analysed and interpreted by the 
researcher to reveal the underlying narrative or submerged realities drawn from participants' 
experiences (Denzin, 1998; Riessman, 2008; Riley & Hawe, 2005). Narrative inquirers often refer to 
the interpretation process as the 'restorying' of participants' narratives (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). In 
this research the participants' accounts are restoried to create case narratives (Chapters 4 and 5). The 
case narratives employ a number of narrative and rhetorical devices in this restorying process. These 
include adopting key structural elements of the classical tale, generating 'rich' descriptions, using 
prologues and epilogues as reflective passages, and incorporating multiple narrative positions. 

Elements of a classical tale 

As discussed in Section 3.3.1, Propp's elements of a classical tale were influential in both the narrative 
coding of field texts and the development of the interpretive accounts. Using elements of the classical 
tale shapes the case narratives into a recognisable format for the reader, which may assist in the 
communication of research concepts. Using classical storytelling elements helps create a cohesive 
narrative with a familiar rhythm. In the case narratives, each sequential narrative element, as 
described in the previous section, corresponds to a sub-heading within the narrative. These headings 
act as signposts to highlight the significance of decisions and events in the story's resolution, and 
transition between these events. Metaphors or proverbs were initially used as headings to lead the 
reader through the narrative and act as signposts that signify and foreshadow the events of the next 
section through familiar conceptual language. Metaphor has often been used in the production of 
qualitative texts as signposts or headings to help reveal underlying narrative elements, though using 
metaphor in this way is now considered passe (Savin-Baden & Van Niekerk, 2007). I did find 
ultimately that using idioms or proverbs as headings trivialised the story and the participants did not 
respond well to the use of proverbs to signpost their stories. Using metaphorical devices to punctuate 
participants' accounts did not contribute positively to the case narratives, but it does not follow that this 
extends to other uses of metaphor. One of the participants in particular suggested the idiom I had 
used bothered her because that was what her father was in the habit of saying. Therefore the use of 
idiom brought with it negative associations in a dislocution process. Consequently, I adopted headings 
that either quote salient expressions of key participants or draw from keywords in the participants' 
stories. By using the participant's own language, it avoids the problem of dislocution. 

Richly descriptive writing 

In qualitative research, the 'persuasiveness' or 'authenticity' of a study, and therefore its apparent 
legitimacy, is facilitated by generating rich descriptions of research settings that include the use of 
ample quotes from participants, intentions and emotions, and descriptions of the context of production 
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(Cousin, 2009; Creswell, 1998; Denzin, 1998; Riessman, 2008). Denzin (1998) refers to this as 
engaging in "thickly descriptive writing" that "powerfully reinscribes and recreates experience" to 
become invested with authority (Denzin, 1998, p. 322). As described in Section 3.1.2, a situated 
research approach challenges traditional scientific notions that research legitimacy is dependent on 
introducing distance between subject and object. Engaging with the particularities of place enables the 
researcher to describe their own subjective experiences to persuade the audience of the genuineness 
of their 'emplaced' observations (Gieryn, 2006). 

Richly descriptive writing contributes to the 'authenticity' of the text, because it is the particular and not 
the general that moves the reader (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). As Spiro (2008) has found, engaging 
with the local and specific engenders compassion and identification in the reader. A narrative 
technique that aims for generalisation or objectivity is less able to elicit such responses. Tightly 
delineated characters that are "deeply embedded in time or place, will be more likely to 'make sense' 
to the reader, and be 'meaningful' in a deep sense, than the bland and broad character that seeks to 
have global relevance" (Spiro, 2008, p. 16). Creswell (1998) refers to Richardson's (1994) use of the 
term verisimilitude to describe this rhetorical technique. Verisimilitude is a characteristic of a good 
literary study in which the writing "seems 'real' and 'alive', transporting the reader directly into the 
world of the study" (Richardson, 1994, cited in Creswell, 1998, p. 21). I have used the technique of 
richly descriptive writing incorporating liberal quotes from participants, and descriptions of context to 
increase the persuasiveness of the narratives. 

Employing a writing style that emphasises the particularities of the case groups in Hong Kong may 
elicit the suggestion that the research will be less meaningful for researchers in other contexts. 
However, the opposite may be the case. Creating a richness of description familiarises the reader with 
the characters and research setting, which allows for 'transferability' or comparison between the study 
and others that the reader is also familiar with (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Creswell, 1998). This 
richly descriptive narrative style has been tested in conference settings and through peer review. The 
response was positive, with audience members suggesting the approach was engaging. 

Prologues and epilogues 

Prologues and epilogues are employed as narrative devices in the case narratives to explain the 
context within which the narratives were created. They describe how I entered/exited the field, what 
my role was within the organisation and any possible power implications or researcher effects. As 
narrative devices, prologues and epilogues address the need for reflexivity about the context of the 
storytelling and the possible power relations between the researcher and participants (Barrett & 
Stauffer, 2009; Cousin, 2009). The epilogue describes how I exited the field in recognition of the 
necessity to negotiate a clear and sensitive departure from the participative relationship. These 
devices, along with the Preface, address legitimacy and ethical concerns related to participant 
research, which have been described in 3.1.3 and 3.1.4. 

Narrative position 

Another significant narrative technique that the case narratives employ is the integration of multiple 
narrative positions. According to Chase (2005, p. 652), a central question for all narrative researchers 
is the selection of which voice or voices to use to interpret and represent the voices of participants. 
Research texts are typically written in the third person. Third person narrative positioning is considered 
to lend authority and objectivity to the research and is aligned with positivist positions. Adopting a 
narrative approach, rather than a conventional scientific approach, makes possible and even 
encourages the consideration of multiple viewpoints. Narrative forms have a "structural openness to 
the city's multiple points of view" that implies a democratic inclusiveness (Donald, 1997, p. 187). 
Integrating multiple perspectives into the research text acknowledges the diversity of participants 
within the research context. According to Bochner (1990) narrative inquiry develops narratives that 
willingly live with plurality "embracing the power of language to make new and different things 

Restorying ecological urbanism in Hong Kong: Chapter 3 35 



possible" (Bochner, 1990, cited in Gill, 2001). In writing narratively, the researcher becomes 
'plurivocal' (Barnieh, 1989, cited in Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). 

The interpretive accounts that emerge from this research incorporate three different narrative 
positions. The case narratives are divided into three streams: the main collaborative narrative 
(intersubjective thread), generalisable theory relevant to the main narrative (objective) and researcher 
reflection (subjective). The aim of this 'triadic relationship' or 'trialogue' (Rendell, 2010) is to be able to 
create persuasive narratives by cross-referencing participants' stories with other participants, relevant 
literature, and my own reflections. In so doing, the process either strengthens key themes or reveals 
conflicts between different perspectives. 

The intersubjective narrative position is constructed as a dialogic process between myself and the 
participants. Told in the third person, this position differs from the passive third person voice of the 
objective stream by presenting the participants' stories with attention to the particular and specific 
conditions they are influenced by. The intention of the narrative is to create a collective account of the 
group initiative, which required a process of cross-referencing key themes and sequencing between 
participants or sources to achieve some form of shared account. This negotiation implies selectivity, 
where the inclusion of storied data depends on whether themes are observed across the majority of 
participants or sources, or alternatively where it is conspicuous by its absence. The case narratives 
also had to mediate between the tonal changes of the participants from pessimism one day to 
optimism the next, in the case of TSL, which influenced the way the future was forecasted in their 
stories. Essential to the persuasiveness of the restorying process is to present enough of the 
participants' data to convince the reader of the interpretation offered (Cousin, 2009). To this end, I 
have incorporated as much of the participants' own dialogue as possible in this narrative stream. 
These extended quotations serve to build the text around the voices of the participants and to make 
use of the participants' own descriptions of the research setting in order to situate the accounts. 

The objective voice describes events or concepts in a neutral or passive third person narrative 
position, which is closest to the traditional academic approach. Much of the content of the objective 
voice emerges from the connections I draw between the case narratives and generalisable theory. 
Connecting with wider theoretical concepts provides another perspective and places the stories in a 
broader context. Civic Exchange responded well to this objective voice, as they felt it 'validated' their 
narrative where there were corresponding ideas. 

The third voice describes my own experiences as participant researcher in the first person. This is the 
subjective voice that tells of my observations and response to the case narrative. First person 
narration has been openly discouraged in research texts because according to Lukic (2007) it is 
considered less reliable than the conventional third person, passive position. Narrative researchers, 
however, consider the first person narrative position as an opportunity to acknowledge their own 
narrative action/influence and temper the authoritarian quality of third person narratives (Chase, 2005; 
Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Glesne, 2006). Despite the criticism of this approach for its idiosyncratic, 
narcissistic and solipsist potential (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), it is a position that acknowledges a 
temporality and situatedness that, returning to Haraway (1988), allows the research to become 
answerable. Including a first person narrative thread allows the integration of a reflexive voice into the 
research. Part of the challenge of composing the research text is maintaining a balance between one's 
own voice, whilst trying to convey the participants' stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Placing first 
person reflections in a separate narrative stream clearly articulates the distinction between the 
different voices. 
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Figure 3.1 Pages extracted from Insider Voices (Reason et al. , 2009): illustrates effective use of multiple narrative positions in 
a research text. 

Reason et al. (2009) provide an effective example of how different narrative threads may be 
incorporated into a single narrative structure (see Figure 3.1 ). Insider Voices presents each case study 
as a third person narrative with a number of different coloured boxes dispersed throughout the text 
which draw asides to direct quotes (in the first person) and researcher commentary (in the first person) 
or link to theories/tools (first person plural) and recommendations (third person) that are presented in 
detail later in the study. These elements are very clearly differentiated from the main narrative through 
colour and graphic devices. The use of different narrative positions, particularly first person, and 
graphic techniques is very engaging, and I believe contributes greatly to the successful 
communication of the research. In later sections of their text, Reason et al. provide links back to the 
case narratives, which serves to connect the abstract methods to the situated stories. 

Learning histories also provide precedents for narrative structures that incorporate multiple narrative 
positions. A learning history is a retrospective account of a recent critical event that has taken place in 
organisation or group (Roth & Bradbury, 2008). It is typically presented in two columns: stories by the 
participants in their own words incorporated into a coherent narrative, and an analytical commentary. 
Gearty (2008) calls this a multi-levelled account, which provides a lively story with multiple voices and 
a history incorporating analytical thinking and opportunities for conventional theory discussion. Gearty 
(2008) draws attention to the difference between a learning history and a case study. A learning 
history presents the individual personal stories of the events, rather than integrating perspectives to 
arrive at a definitive position. This multiple perspective approach is based on the understanding that 
human stories add accessibility to and demystify happenings in a manner that makes it more 
empowering for the reader (Gearty, 2008) than traditional scientific writing. 

Chapters 4 and 5 are designed as a two column layout to differentiate between the leading narrative 
stream that represents the participants' story, to the left hand side, and reflections and theory to the 
right hand side. At intervals in the leading narrative stream, arrows are used to direct the reader to 
refer to either researcher reflection or theory that is relevant at that point in the narrative. Each voice is 
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differentiated through a contrasting font and its position on the page, but the account essentially 
proceeds as a single narrative. This format was a preferred approach to drawing out the voices as 
asides in defined text boxes, which was tested but did not read as integral to the narrative. 

In Chapter 6 each narrative is introduced by a first person autobiographical observation that situates 
the narrative personally, temporally and geographically. The body of the narrative is written in the third 
person. The closing passage to each narrative again adopts a first person position that distils and 
reflects on the ecological reasoning process in the body of the narrative in a personally positioned 
manner. 

3.3.3 Preliminary interpretive text 

From the process of narrative analysis described above, working interpretive texts emerged for 
Chapers 4, 5 and 6. After preparing these, I returned to the participants' stories (transcripts and 
recordings) and other sources to interrogate the persuasiveness and trustworthiness of my interpretive 
accounts. I was endeavouring to attend to the quality of the craftsmanship of the research (Kvale, 
1995) to address issues of legitimacy by a reflexive process of checking and questioning. Cousin 
(2009) recommends that researchers explore the original data to identify any discrepancies between 
our interpretive accounts and the participants, whether we have privileged or omitted certain issues, 
and whether interview concepts support or challenge our accounts. 

The process of revisiting original data revealed that I had neutralised the emotional intensity of the 
original stories, especially where it was characterised by frustration or disappointment at the group's 
performance or lack of participation. I portrayed the groups' actions in a more positive light than was 
perhaps evident. The positive rhetoric and censoring of negative observations potentially arose 
because I knew I would be presenting the interim narratives to the groups, and because of my 
advocacy for sustainable urbanism and the desire to promote groups advancing such initiatives. This 
reflection process encouraged me to use the participants' own voices, and represent their position 
more accurately. Revisiting the data also encouraged me to be more candid in the reflective narrative 
stream. It also became clear from early interpretive accounts that some ecological concepts could be 
challenged further. 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) advocate presenting an interim interpretive account to an audience to 
test their response. The interim account could be in the form of a conference paper or seminar 
presentation. It is an opportunity for a mid-stream reflection process which will generate discussion, 
potentially distil significant themes for further inquiry and allow the participants to respond to the 
research material. It also allows the researcher to respond to issues of research legitimacy and ethics 
described in previous sections. There is potential to re-articulate the research aims, or re-shape the 
active inquiry process as part of the response to preliminary interpretive texts. 

Interim accounts for the Civic Exchange and TSL case narratives were prepared towards the end of 
the participatory process (November 2010). The interim account was submitted to Civic Exchange and 
performed to TSL, and in both cases a group forum was held to discuss the groups' responses to the 
narratives. The storytelling process was more successful than submitting the narrative to the group 
and expecting them to read it in detail before a group forum. The participants' responses were then 
incorporated into the revised interpretive accounts. Responses related to dissatisfaction with the 
choice of pseudonyms (see Section 3.1.4), unsuitable language (see 3.3.2 Elements of a classical 
tale), and numerous thematic observations. Interim accounts for the ecological reasoning material 
have also been discussed with the academic community within my institution, and at a number of 
conferences (see Appendix C for details of conference papers). 
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3.3.4 Audience 

The perceived presence of the intended audience has significantly influenced the crafting of this 
research text. The task of the narrator is to create a narrative that is meaningful for the particular 
target audience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Guhathakurta, 2002; Riessman, 2008). The influence of 
the intended audience is so crucial that Salmon (2008) argues all narratives, even if typically 
considered the expression of a single subjectivity, are in fact, co-constructed (cited in Riessman, 
2008). The audience asserts an influence on the language adopted, the sensitivity of material (and 
therefore the inclusions or omissions made), the extensiveness of explanations (familiarity with key 
concepts is often assumed), and the emphasis attributed to certain aspects of the research (expected 
significance to audience). 

This dissertation generally is aimed at an academic audience in the field of ecological urbanism. The 
case narratives are constructed, in part, to appeal to the participants (a more generalist audience) who 
are asked as part of the process to respond to the restorying. The narrative approach sought to 
engage the case groups in the story writing process to help them to identify with and respond to the 
case narratives. 

An awareness that the case groups were part of the audience did increase the likelihood that the 
stories be presented in a positive light. Clandinin and Connelly (1998) explain that if the researcher 
cares about the ongoing relationship to their participants, as I did, it will influence the way the research 
account is written. There was some anticipation or expectation on my part that successful initiatives 
would emerge, which would allow me to portray a sense of hope. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) warn 
against this tendency to present the participants stories in a positive light, which they refer to as either 
the 'Hollywood plot' (where everything works out well in the end) or 'narrative smoothing' (Spence, 
1986, cited in Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). A process of ongoing reflexivity and interim interpretive 
accounts helped to temper my inclination to narratively 'smooth' the case narratives. 

3 • 4 Reflections 

Narrative methodologies embody the values of a knowledge-making process anticipated by the use of 
ecological metaphor, and are therefore entirely appropriate for this research. This chapter described 
the narrative research methodology employed to explore the research questions posed in Section 1.1. 

Narrative methodologies present a series of challenges: to use innovative and creative devices to 
analyse and communicate research in a compelling manner; to confront the threat of the narrative text 
becoming solipsistic, simplistic or narcissistic; and to responsibly and authentically tell the story of the 
research participants. Adopting a reflexive stance to the data collection, analysis and restorying 
processes is a means of responding to these challenges. Despite the challenges of narrative 
methodologies there is considerable potential for the narrative research text to be creative, potent, and 
evolve useful sustainable urbanism concepts. 

Chapters, 4, 5 and 6 integrate what are traditionally separate literature review, data, and findings 
chapters. These chapters draw on narrative methods to create texts that are at once, descriptive, 
propositional and reflective. In accordance with an inductive methodology, ecological urbanism 
theories emerge from the participative inquiry. In this way, Chapters 4 and 5 explore potential 
metaphorical concepts that are discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. The case narratives begin to 
reveal some of the limitations or incongruity of initial ecological metaphors. The narratives in Chapter 6 
present key urban issues that have largely emerged from the case narratives. Ecological metaphors 
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are proposed in response to these issues and then deconstructed as part of the process of ecological 
reasoning, often drawing on reservations revealed in the case narratives. Chapter 6 synthesises the 
metaphorical concepts in Chapters 4 and 5 with ecosystem theory, and observations regarding Hong 
Kong at the city-wide scale, sustainable urbanism theory, and researcher reflections. The discussion 
chapter (Chapter 7) reflects on the implications of the findings from Chapters 4,5, and 6, and insights 
from the thesis writing process. 
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TRANSITION SOUTH LANT AU 

This narrative tells the story of Transition South Lantau (TSL). Over a period of twelve months (2010), 
I worked beside, talked with, observed, and interviewed members of TSL, an active community group 
pursuing sustainability initiatives in Hong Kong. This case narrative incorporates the voices of the key 
TSL members, Nina, Jill, Jeff, Liz and Paul (these are pseudonyms). All are mature, confident people 
with whom I engaged on an equal footing. It is therefore unlikely that I was considered to be in a 
position of authority with the associated power implications, although it cannot be said that my 
participation did not influence their behaviour. It is predominantly expatriates that are involved in TSL, 
and group communications and resources are in English (to the exclusion of the Chinese-speaking 
residents). 

I approached Jeff initially to express my interest in participating in TSL and potentially using it as a 
case study for my research. I became an active participant in TSL activities and declared my interest 
in the group from a research perspective from the beginning of my involvement. I was actively involved 
in organising events and contributing to group activities such as swap parties, tours of local 
businesses and farms, tree planting, workshops, shared meals, lectures, film nights and meetings. As 
a participant, I personally shared the frustrations, disappointments and satisfactions of the group, 
although this active role at times was difficult to resolve with my preconceptions of a traditionally 
detached researcher's role. 

This narrative describes TSL's efforts to increase the 'self-sufficiency' of South Lantau based on the 
principles of the worldwide Transition Town Network, which are partly inspired by ecological concepts. 
It describes the group's difficulties and achievements and interaction with other relevant participants. 
The narrative is told primarily from TSL's perspective (in third person) with quotes taken from 
participant interviews (in first person plural). This intersubjective narrative stream (mediated by myself 
as narrator) is to the left hand side with comments to the right hand side to describe my personal 
observations (in first person) and relevant theory (in third person). This approach is illustrated in 
Figure 4.1. Embedded within my personal observations are reflections relating to ecological metaphor. 
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Figure 4. 1: Narrative layout (lntersubjective to left, personal reflections and relevant theory to right) 

Following is a brief description of the Transition Town movement and the particulars of Lantau Island, 
to provide a background for the narrative. 

The first Transition Town, was initiated by the community in Totnes (UK) in 2006, and arose as a 
reaction to the challenges of climate change and peak oil. It is now an international network 
encompassing villages, towns, districts, and cities. Rob Hopkins (2008), the founder of the Transition 
Towns movement, argues that peak oil must be considered in concert with Climate Change, and 
responses should focus on community resilience building (a term drawn from ecology) through energy 
conservation and localisation initiatives. Resilience building will restore the ability of communities to 
survive and adapt in the face of oil and fuel shortages. Hopkins attributes resilience to three 
ingredients - diversity, modularity and tightness of feedbacks; these are all terms drawn from ecology. 
The aim of the Transition movement is to build resilience by advancing the 'self-sufficiency' or 
autonomy of each community. In order to achieve greater 'self-sufficiency' community initiatives 
encourage meaningful social interaction, localised food production, alternative transport, renewable 
energy and conservation, and recycling. 

The Transition Town concept firmly supports participative democracy. It is a 'bottom-up' movement 
that relies on direct action from the community, and self-organisation. An initial group of interested 
individuals tends to lead early stages, but this first steering group plans ahead for its own dissolution 
and replacement. Once critical mass has been reached and the group is able to form specialist sub
groups, the steering group is then re-formed to be composed of a representative from each of these 
groups. In this way, the Transition movement aims to avoid autocracy or dominance by a single 
individual. 

Lantau Island is a large mountainous island to the west of Hong Kong Island. It has a small population 
density compared with Hong Kong Island and Kowloon and over half of the island is national park. 
South Lantau refers to the villages and settlements to the south of Lantau Island, the largest of which 
is Mui Wo on the south east coast with a population of approximately five thousand. Mui Wo is where 
most of the active members of Transition South Lantau live. There is a relatively high proportion of 
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expatriates on Lantau Island compared with other areas of Hong Kong. The Chinese residents are 
indigenous villagers who are descended from the Chinese living in Hong Kong prior to the British 
occupation, and more recent arrivals from the Chinese mainland. The indigenous villagers are 
ascribed certain rights by the Government and are represented by a Rural Committee. The majority of 
residents travel to Hong Kong Island by ferry to work. Originally an agriculture and fishing based 
economy, these sectors have diminished but have not been replaced with any other major primary 
industry in Lantau, except tourism. 
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Introducing Transition to Hong Kong 

Jeff came across the idea of peak oil on the 

internet and it struck him that it was a "major 

problem that the world was facing in the very near 

future" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). He was "astonished" 

that that this major problem was not being 

discussed in mainstream media. 

His investigations led to the 'Transition Culture' 

website and he began to learn about the 

Transition movement, which was a year or two 

old at that stage. The Transition idea is to go to 

your local community and say: these are the 

problems we face, what we have to do is reduce 

our carbon emissions as "drastically" and 

"quickly" as possible to cope with the coming 

demise of global oil production and try to reduce 

our carbon emissions so we can have some 

effect on global warming. The "reduction of our 

dependence upon fossil fuels, and in particular 

oil" attempts to "take steps towards tackling 

both of those problems at the same time" ("Jeff 

8 June," 2010). 

To reduce our dependence on oil "everything 

needs to be localised as much as possible" ("Jeff 

8 June," 2010). It was the "best response" Jeff 

had heard that attempted to address both 

problems in a practical and proactive manner that 

was born out of "the frustration with politicians, 

and the fact that nobody was doing anything 

about either of these problems, or even 

acknowledging there was a problem, in the case 

of peak oil" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

Jeff explained that the underlying reason for his 

interest in Transition is his two young children. "I 

just thought the world is going to be an absolute 

mess in twenty years if we don't do something 
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Transition concepts such as 'self-sufficiency; 
localisation and autonomy - drawn from ecological 
theory - are not currently on the political agenda in 
Hong Kong and there is little precedent for Transition 
activities. The introduction of these concepts 
potentially conflicts with Hong Kong's identity as an 
international metropolis, its entrenched reliance on 
imports, and imperatives of the Basic Law to maintain 
Hong Kong as an international financial centre. 

Ng and Hills (2003) believe it is possible to resolve 
the concepts of a world city and sustainable 
development by advocating a vigorous local 
economy alongside the globalised economy (Ng & 
Hills, 2003, cited in M. K. Ng, 2006). However, 
Hong Kong's centralised metropolitan government 
and the lack of precedent for localised community 
decision-making will mean the "implementation of 
local initiatives for a more sustainable community 
is likely to be more difficult" (A. Cook & Hyslop, 
2004, p. 282). 
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really drastically, quickly ... I want them to have 

some kind of a life - my kids are going to have a 

really miserable time of it in twenty years unless 

something is done" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

Jeff was inspired by the Transition movement 

because he believed they were "unflinchingly" 

addressing "the two major problems that the world 

faces" by adopting a very positive approach that 

involved the community creating their own 

response, "instead of sitting back and waiting for 

the government to do something, which they're 

quite clearly not doing, for one reason or another. 

They're doing nothing and therefore the 

communities need to do it themselves" ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010). 

Jeff decided that "we should do this in Hong 

Kong" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). Jeff began to screen 

some films which explained the problem of peak 

oil. He also contacted local green groups and 

issued an invitation in a Lantau-based email 

circular. 

A small group of people was interested and a 

steering committee was formed which met 

monthly (Nina, Jill, Jeff, Liz, and Paul are core 

participants). The idea was that each of these 

people could eventually form separate groups 

depending on their interests. Those interested in 

energy could form a separate group to look at 

how energy is used in their local community, and 

similarly with agriculture, transport and education. 

Jeff thinks that one of the biggest attractions of 

the Transition movement is that it covers every 

area of life, "it spreads its tentacles ... 

everywhere" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

According to Transition ideas, as Jeff explains, 

you don't need a leader, you just need a core 

group of people to get the ball rolling. The group 
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In this context Jeff uses strong language, emotive 
and personal expressions, and the first person to 
explain his motivation for engaging in sustainability 
initiatives in Hong Kong. He directly relates global 
issues (peak oil and climate change) and concepts of 
intergenerational equity to his own circumstances, 
which adds potency to his story. His explanation links 
local and personal-scale responses to global-scale 
issues with a temporal consciousness. By presenting 
his motivations in this way, I was able to empathise. 

Jeff's observation that the government is not 
responding to the issues of peak ot! and climate 
change was repeated by other key TSL participants. 
This indicates government inaction is a strong 
motivation for TSL participants. 
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were all impressed by Transition's positive, 

practical, and democratic principles. They felt the 

Transition movement was "empowering" ("Jill TSL 

9 August," 2010) and "the answer" ("Nina TSL 6 

September," 2010) to peak oil and global warming 

issues. Transition is "a very democratic 

organisation ... it's diffused responsibility", no 

one's "calling the shots" which makes it 

"empowering" because people feel as though they 

can contribute without being "shot down" ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010). Instead, it's a "community based 

thing" where ordinary people "must input" and "no 

one really knows where it's going to go" ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010) 

From the ground up 

TSL met every month and began to organise film 

screenings and practical workshops. TSL 

alternated between awareness raising films each 

month and a practical demonstration because 

they believed one of the attractive aspects of 

Transition culture is that it emphasises solutions 

as well as trying to highlight problems. After a 

showing of the film 'Six degrees' people were 

"coming out so terrified and demoralised", so Nina 

acknowledges that you have to "be very careful 

how you balance the information" ("Nina TSL 6 

September," 2010). 

Therefore TSL "must emphasise" solutions and 

"ways of contributing and improving things" so 

they don't just "alienate" or "frighten" people 

("Nina TSL 6 September," 2010). Jeff knows it's 

not enough simply to "give them the scientific 

facts ... something else needs to be done" ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010). This is where practical 

demonstrations and localised action can help. 

On alternate months to the film screenings TSL 

held practical demonstrations including a compost 

making workshop, a worm composting workshop, 
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Despite Jeff being identified as the key instigator, the 
centrality of a single figure does not seem to have 
created an imbalance of power or have forced out 
other voices, and TSL repeatedly emphasise the 
democratic and emergent nature of the group. 
Diffuse control is a key characteristic of ecosystem 
operation, and the term is used by TSL to represent 
democracy 

Emphasising urgency and the unprecedented scale 
of climate change can result in paralysis, and 
studies reveal that the more people are bombarded 
with representations of the devastating effects of 
climate change, the more likely they are to tune 
out (The World Bank, 2010). The ineffectiveness of 
this approach is revealed by comparing such 

~ methods to the smoking kills information on 
.L/ cigarette packets which is not enough to 

discourage many smokers Oohnstone cited in 
Hopkins, 2008). Hopkins (2008) argues that 
environmentalists typically present people with 
visions of the least desirable holiday destination 
and then expect them to be excited and motivated 
about the prospect of not going there. Awareness 
raising should be accompanied by a process of 
positive visioning of alternative futures that 
motivates people to change. People will often feel 
powerless in the face of climate change, so in order 
to enable change it is essential to form a 
membership of community practice and a sense of 
individual and collective agency (Reason et al., 
2009). 
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a square foot garden demonstration, an organic 

vegetable growing workshop, and an organic fruit 

tree-growing working in association with Kadoorie 

Farm. 

TSL tended to focus on the food side of things 

because South Lantau people have their own 

gardens or access to land so they have the 

opportunity to grow vegetables. There was also a 

number of people already interested in gardening 

and TSL believed that food is "the most important 

area with regard to dependence upon oil", that 

seemed like a good focus "which would get 

people interested locally as well as being of major 

importance" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

As well as the practical workshops, Jeff 

negotiated a plot of land in Mui Wo for a 

vegetable garden and invited people to come and 

help create a community allotment. 

TSL also looked into renewable energy. They 

carried out research on solar hot water heaters, 

solar panels, and wind turbines. Jeff had a solar 

hot water heater installed and invited people to 

come to his house for a demonstration. 

Jeff believes these initial events worked very well. 

Up to twenty people attended the film screenings, 

and a similar number attended the workshops. 

Jeff spoke to a member of a fairly successful 

Transition group in Australia about the kind of 

numbers TSL was attracting to the workshops and 

he said "wow, that's fantastic, how do you get so 

many people?" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). Most of 

those attending these TSL events were from the 

expatriate community. 

"Burnt out" 

"We were doing quite well in terms of numbers 

turning up ... I'm not really sure what happened 
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Kadoorie Farm and Botanical Garden is a privately
funded organisation that promotes the 

~ conservation of biodiversity in Hong Kong and 
L/ Southern China, sustainable agriculture, and 

creative nature education. 

Lyle (1999) suggests it is smaller-scale farming that 
is the most promising for sustainability; it uses less 
fossil fuel and more human energy and skill to 
produce a greater diversity of crops on smaller 
plots of land with a higher intensity of 
management. Local food initiatives are considered 
to be the low hanging fruit and are often the first 
projects to emerge in Transition groups, and can 
be effective when co-ordinated with local 
organisations (Transition Network, 2010). Local 
food production is a key part of encouraging 'self
sufficiency', and is integral to the Transition 
concept of resilience. 

The Transition Network warns that if Transition 
fails to reach ethnic groups it will remain a small, 
niche phenomenon (Transition Network, 2010). 

There is segregation in Lantau between expatriate 
and Hong Kong Chinese residents; without pre
existing ties between residents and the social 
organisation at the neighbourhood level, effective 
recruitment is difficult (Ho, 2000). 
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after that though" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). TSL is not 

where "we ought to be as a potential Transition 

community" ("Nina TSL 6 September," 2010). 

TSL has been unable to move beyond the 'mulling 

it over stage'. Break-away groups addressing 

different issues - education, energy, food, publicity 

- have not formed. 

There was a lot of activity up till October 2009 

when TSL was involved in a demonstration. The 

organisation 350.org "tried to get everybody to do 

something on October the 24th to try and 

encourage the governments of the world to make 

decisions at Copenhagen about global warming 

. . . so we did something in Hong Kong. We 

stopped the traffic in Central outside Marks and 

Spencers ... 50 people turned out ... [it was] fun 

taking part in that" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). Although 

this was not really a Transition activity ("Transition 

is not really about protesting"), quite a few of the 

TSL group took part ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). Liz 

explains that those involved were "excited about 

doing something" that seemed "significant" ("TSL 

29 September," 2010). 

"After that basically nothing happened" ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010). Those that had been involved 

leading up to the demonstration "disappeared". 

People discontinued their square foot gardens, 

and interest in the community allotment project 

waned, and TSL doesn't know if any of the 

principles learnt in the workshops were put into 

practice. "I don't know whether those people went 

away and actually started growing trees or started 

growing vegetables ... So I don't really know how 

effective any of these workshops were in terms of 

changing people's attitude, or changing people's 

behaviour" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

The 350.org demonstration saw TSL reach "our 

Restorying ecological urbanism in Hong Kong: Chapter 4 

The Transition Network identifies three stages of 
Transition initiatives; the initial stage of early 
group discussion; the mulling stage involving 
contact with Transition Network and preliminary 
affirmation of intention; and the formal Transition 
stage where a declaration of intention is completed 
and the principles and guidelines of Transition are 
agreed to. At the formal stage the original core 
group is dissolved and replaced by representatives 
from smaller interest groups. This changing of the 
guard maintains the democracy of the initiative 
and enables an in-built resilience so someone can 
drop out without significantly affecting the group 
(Hopkins, 2008) . 

350.org is a web-based organisation that raises 
~ awareness of climate change and campaigning for 
ff mitigation measures to reduce atmospheric carbon 

to 350 ppm. 

It seems likely that one-off workshops or events are 
not enough to create sustainable habits; follow-up 
events and positive reinforcement may be necessary 
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saturation level"; leading up to, and during the 

demonstration, TSL was "operating at maximum 

power ... and then the whole energy plant 

collapsed" ("TSL 29 September," 2010). Nina 

believes the energy and commitment required for 

the 350.org demonstration "burnt us out" and after 

that "everyone came up for air'' ("Nina TSL 6 

September," 2010). 

Jill explains that "we come in and out" of TSL due 

to the pressure of other commitments, and Nina 

admits that sometimes she just has to "sit out" for 

a time or engage in "armchair activity" ("Nina TSL 

6 September," 2010). 

Nina marvels that Jeff is "constantly trying and 

making an effort" ("Nina TSL 6 September," 

2010). But that means he will become 

"demoralised" if others show a lack of motivation, 

and Nina sometimes feels guilty that she cannot 

maintain such a constant commitment. Nina 

admits that you "vacillate between thinking ... 

we'll just get the cyanide family pack sorted, or I 

must do something [to] make a change in the 

world" ("Nina TSL 6 September," 2010). 

Jeff observed that the shift in participation levels 

"coincided with ... your arrival [the participant 

researcher]" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

Paul found the declining levels of participation 

very disheartening "to have significant action it's 

kind of hopeless, I mean we don't have the 

human support, the human power, enthusiasm or 

a group dynamic to start to be significant in Hong 

Kong" ("Paul 11 August," 2010). Nina thinks 

people might not be "ready psychologically to 

become a community ... people are still too 

separate and too isolated. I mean, we're slightly 

conservative really in Lantau, we've still got our 
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Punctuated equilibrium has been used to describe 
the pattern of social movement activism 
(Koopmans, 2004). It is an ecological term that 
refers to alternating periods of extended stasis 

~ followed by rapid activity. The Tsing Yi Concern 
U Group in Hong Kong provides an example. The 

concern group was formed to protest against a 
potentially dangerous LPG installations near 
housing. The group noticed participation levels 
were high when chance events occurred, and 
returned to lower levels afterwards. The group 
made the most of chance events to raise 
participation levels, and in static periods they 
launched activities to sustain group members and 
consolidate relationships with partner associations 
(H. S. Ng, 1993). 

When ! read-aloud the preliminary case narrative 
several of the TSL participants commented how apt 
the punctuated eqw!ibrium concept was; as an 
explanatory metaphor. They mentioned that 
examples included in the narrative reassured them 
such behaviour was not uncommon. 

While Nina was the only one to admit to the 
alternation between feelings of optimism and 
pessimism, this was evident in the conversations ! 
had with all the other group members. 

This lull in participation was evident at my first 
meetings in early 2010, where Jeff and! were often 
the only attendees. After two years of concerted 
effort, in early 2010 TSL was struggling with levels of 
participation and the small surviving group appeared 
dispinted 

49 



little family units and our obligations" ("Nina TSL 6 

September," 2010). Jeff recalls that a Transitioner 

from Australia said "some places are just not 

ready for Transition, the Transition idea, and 

maybe Hong Kong's one of them" ("Jeff 8 June," 

2010). 

Ultimately, Jeff believes "if some people are ready 

then it's worth doing ... our day will come" ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010). Jeff admits that "you get fed up with 

people and you get depressed about the fact that 

nothing seems to be happening. But at the same 

time something always happens eventually ... that 

makes you think 'yeh, its worth doing"'. ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010). If he has learnt anything, it's that 

you need to be "persistent". Nina also takes a 

positive approach, suggesting this period of low 

participation to be a "hiatus" or a "breather" while 

TSL identify what they can contribute ("Nina TSL 

6 September," 2010). Jill and Nina believe TSL 

need to reflect on where they are now and "in time 

TSL will build up some momentum again" ("Jill 

TSL 9 August," 2010; "Nina TSL 6 September," ~ 

2010). U 
The example of the Tsing Yi concern group suggests 

declining participation levels aren't necessarily 
permanent Nina's and Jill's comments foreshadow a 
period of reflection and renewed vigour. 

Looking back to move forward 

Jeff reflects that there was a shift in the group that 

"coincided with ... your arrival ... you then started 

making suggestions which have ... taken us in a 

slightly different direction really ... I think there are 

sort of avenues opening up, which ... could be a 

bit more interesting in ... the future" ("Jeff 8 June," 

2010). 

Jeff, Paul, Nina, Liz and Jill believe the lack of 

participation in TSL is due to a low level of 

concern for environmental issues in Hong Kong, 

many Hong Konger's have time and availability 

issues, community is undermined by individualism 

and an ethnic divide, and there is a lack of 
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The Hawthorn effect is a term used to describe the 
increase in productivity often observed when 

~ workers are the subject of a study. The term was 
U first used in the early 1960s in relation to the study 

at the Hawthorn factory in the 1920s. 

~ 
Jeff's comment acknowledges that I had influenced 
the group as a participant departing from traditional 
research stance of neutrality and detachment 
However, Jeff's suggestion that if the group was the 
subject of a study it may motivate the group implies 
that my presence alone would influence the 
participants regardless of my theoretical stance; 
making neutrality unachievable. 

50 



political support for local sustainability initiatives. 

In response to the difficulties encountered, TSL 

describes some strategies to overcome these 

issues. 

Hong Kongers' indifference to Climate Change 
and individualism 

TSL describes Hong Kong people as "self

centred", "individualistic", "materialistic" and 

primarily concerned with "making money". They 

don't come here "for the nature, they don't come 

here for the environment, they come here 

because it's a good business opportunity" ("Paul 

11 August," 2010). 

Hong Kongers "just keep putting other priorities 

[other than the environment] first" ("Jill TSL 9 

August," 2010). Hong Kong seems to be "an 

extreme case of ... consumerism, or 'affluenza' ... 

that makes it extremely difficult to combat" and to 

communicate the message of consuming less 

("Jeff 8 June," 2010). TSL suggests that it is 

difficult to persuade people who are motivated by 

making money to become involved in Transition, 

especially if the threat of peak oil and global 

warming does not seem immediately apparent in 

Hong Kong. Paul states that "we can't convince 

people who don't want to be convinced" ("Paul 11 

August," 2010). 

People in Hong Kong don't consider peak oil or 

global warming is "something worth discussing" 

("Jeff 8 June," 2010). Paul thinks the "media are 

just ignoring the problems" ("Paul 11 August," 

2010). Judging "by the papers like SCMP, the 

level of debate's pretty appalling really" ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010). Jeff does not believe enough has 

been done by the government to raise awareness 

of climate change and peak oil and encourage 

open debate. There is absolutely no sense of 

urgency as far as he can tell. Paul imagines most 
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It is implicit that TSL participants don't identify with 
the prevailing values in Hong Kong, instead they 
challenge the dominant paradigm by promoting 
transition principles. 
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people in Hong Kong "understand nothing of the 

concept[s)", they think the problems "will happen 

far away" ("Paul 11 August," 2010). They don't 

understand that the impacts of peak oil and 

climate change "will not happen somewhere else, 

it will happen to us" and the resulting violence 

might be "extreme" and "can happen very, very 

fast" ("Paul 11 August," 2010). Jeff describes the 

local community as not only indifferent but also 

resistant to discussing these concepts. In a public 

meeting regarding transport policy on Lantau, Jeff 

was strongly discouraged from trying to introduce 

climate change and peak oil into the discussion. 

Paul suggests that its "impolite" to discuss politics 

or the larger problem on Lantau, conversation 

tends to revolve around material things like 

houses, gardens, and pets ("Paul 11 August," 

2010). Ultimately, Paul argues we are just a 

product of "our social environment" ("Paul 11 

August," 2010). 

Nina explains that Transition in Australia or the 

UK is very different from TSL; the Lantau 

community is made up of a considerable 

proportion of expats who may eventually be 

repatriated especially when peak oil effects start 

to be felt. Community members are therefore 

relatively temporary, which "may affect how 

people feel long term about Transition" ("Nina TSL 

6 September," 2010). 

TSL is trying to broaden its message through 

internet-base communication methods. Jeff sends 

out regular emails to approximately thirty people 

containing information about peak oil, global 

warming, environmental issues and Transition 

generally. Jeff considers these emails to be 

important because they essentially compensate 

for the lack of information in mainstream avenues 

in Hong Kong. Jill argues that because new 
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Downton and Wehr (1997) suggest participation in 
activist groups can be explained by two key factors 
- attitudinal availability and situational availability. 
If a person is shaped by a social context that 
promotes a clear set of environmental values, they 
are likely to have a high degree of attitudinal 

~ availability to participate in environmental 
U movements. There is little evidence to suggest that 

a potent environmental socialisation process has 
occurred in Hong Kong. Climate change is rarely 
covered in the Chinese popular press (Francesch, 
2004) and is not a regular topic of concern in 
English language newspapers. The deficit of media 
coverage and general discussion of climate change 
and peak oil insulates Hong Kong from the threat 
of climate change. This undermines participation 
in local activist groups because the scope of 
concern of grassroots participants is generally 
confined to personal interest, and therefore to 
stimulate participation, the problem must be 
immediate, specific, and threaten their quality of 
life (C. Chan, 1993b; H. S. Ng, 1993). Sustainability 
"must be a 'hot issue', a talking point in the 
community so that people come to see the 
contributions that their own actions make and 
how their behaviour needs to change" (A. Cook & 
Hyslop, 2004, p. 286}. 
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information is constantly becoming available Jeff's 

updates are a "great resource" ("Jill TSL 9 

August," 2010). Recently Jeff has created a blog 

that aims to raise awareness of what the group is 

doing in Hong Kong. This has provided a method 

of organising information in an accessible and 

central location. 

TSL has also been discussing documentary 

making as a way of raising awareness of local 

initiatives. Jeff is adamant that "we do need more 

publicity ... I've done almost nothing on marketing 

the Transition idea, and I really should have done 

... that's an area we've got to look into I think" 

("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

Too little time in the day 

TSL believes lack of time may be a reason that 

TSL is "struggling" ("Nina TSL 6 September," 

2010). 

Jill suggests people in Hong Kong are like 

"headless chickens all the time including myself 

and everybody I know" ("Jill TSL 9 August," 

2010). People "don't have much time" ("Nina TSL 

6 September," 2010), they work long hours, 

commute to Hong Kong Island, have parental 

obligations to care for young families, and are 

involved in other green groups. Jill explains, "it's 

not just like busy, you know when you're trying to 

explain busy to people ... I mean we're multiplying 

it here by so much ... especially if you're living on 

the island and you're working over there [Hong 

Kong Island]" ("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). 

There is concern that TSL activities, especially 

meetings, occupy time that should be spent with 

family. 

Jill suggests "we need to look at other sectors of 
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Despite scepticism from some quarters regarding 
the effectiveness of online networks, Popova (2010) 
argues there is ample evidence that the social web 

~ brings critical awareness to ecological issues and 
U encourages action by broadening our scope of 

empathy. Empathy, Popova (Popova, 2010) argues 
is the missing link between awareness and action. 

~ 
Given the reluctance of the mainstream media to 
cover environmental issues in Hong Kong, online 
networks may be a significant way of raising 
awareness. 

Downton and Wehr's (1997) second aspect of 
~ availability, situational availability refers to the 
U potential for participation to be prevented by 

circumstances such as time, money and energy. 
Downton and Wehr argue that if a strong 
commitment is to form and be sustained, ethical 
readiness (attitudinal availability) must coincide 
with practical ability to act (situational 
availability). Achieving either form of availability is 
difficult in Hong Kong. Working hours in Hong 
Kong are long and families often have many social 
commitments. Despite the reduction in working 
hours as a result of the introduction of the five day 
working week policy in 2006, Hong Kong 
employees still work late into the evening and 
often work on weekends (The University of Hong 
Kong, 8 April 2008). The average working week in 
Hong Kong is 47 hours (Siu, 2012) compared with 
36.1 in Australia, 36.4 in the UK, and 35.5 in 
Germany (OECD, 2011). 

TSL participants aren't typical expatriates, typical 
expatriate wives in Hong Kong do not work and have 
full-time helpers Due to the lack of time, tension 
arises over competing respons1b1!ities between family 
and active TSL participation. Although committed to 
the Transition ideas, participants feel their primary 
obligation is to their families. 
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the community that we haven't really looked at 

yet" ("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). Jill recommends 

engaging people who have time to be actively 

involved such as students, stay-at-home mothers, 

retirees etc ("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). Also, 

activities could be planned that encourage the 

involvement of the whole family. 

Nina thinks it is the meetings that drain the 

group's energy and suggests "we don't have to 

have loads of meetings" ("Nina TSL 6 

September," 2010). More discussion is now taking 

place through emails and on the TSL blog. 

Many small islands 

Jill suggests that the language and cultural 

barriers in South Lantau are difficult to bridge, and 

Nina's experience with other green groups in 

Lantau has demonstrated that making positive 

connections and gaining trust between the expats 

and the local Chinese residents is a difficult and 

slow process ("Nina TSL 6 September," 2010). 

The thing "we butt up against over and over again 

is language problems" ("Nina TSL 6 September," 

2010). 

Cultural differences are also a problem, Jill tells 

the story of the Chung Ming festival that took 

place when she first arrived. She walked outside 

and "could see about five fires going on, and one 

of them was coming down the back of the house, 

so proceeded to go out and fight the fires and had 

no idea why these fires were happening. And then 

I realised it was a cultural problem, it was Chung 

Ming festival" ("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). 

TSL plants trees to restore these damaged areas, 

and have tried to encourage families to take 

greater care, but they seem disinterested. 

Jill realised there were a lot of other potential 
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Involvement in TSL up till this point had been mostly 
among the expatriate community. It appears that 
cultural and language difficulties make it challenging 
to develop an integrated and strong TSL community. 
Encouraging the involvement of the wider 
community in TSL is hindered by the language 
barrier. The current key TSL participants do not 
speak Cantonese. All of the articles, biogs, facebook 
pages, posters, and emails are in English and would 
require a high degree of understanding and 
technical knowledge to grasp some of the concepts. 

The purpose of the Chung Ming festival is to pay 
respects to ancestors, and typically involves 

~ burning paper and cardboard symbols, and 
ff lighting incense at ancestral gravesites. In the rural 

gravesites on mountainsides in Lantau, these small 
fires can spread rapidly to surrounding areas of 
Country Park causing substantial ecological 
damage. The police and fire services are often 
unwilling to clear gravesites of those paying their 
respects for fear of causing offense, therefore, 
unchecked, the fires spread quickly causing greater 
damage. 
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causes of conflict between locals and TSL 

including plans to build a super prison, the cruelty 

and killing of the buffalo and plans to channelise 

all the rivers. Most "locals just want to see the 

back of all the cows and all the buffalos ... they 

just want to kill them" ("Jeff 29 June," 2010). The 

rural committee and district council are 

"unsympathetic" about preservation and green 

issues and the "greenies who are usually 

westerners" are "marked out for being the enemy" 

because "we hinder money-making" and impose 

ideas on the local populations ancestral territories 

("Nina TSL 6 September," 2010). As expats and 

environmentalists it seemed that "we were always 

fighting on the front line" ("Jill TSL 9 August," 

2010). 

Additionally, TSL realised that some of the events 

planned may not appeal to Chinese residents, 

including a beer tasting evening, flea market and 

a swap party. Jeff admits that "you'll never get 

Chinese to buy second hand clothes because 

there's the fear that they might be the clothes of a 

dead person. So there's no way they'd ever come 

to a second hand clothes sale" ("TSL 29 

September," 2010). 

Events such as flea-markets and swap parties are 

a little "distasteful" to the Hong Kong Chinese 

population ("Nina TSL 6 September," 2010). 

Paul believes there is a wall between the two 

communities because of the "history of 

colonisation by the British in China" and because 

"westerners" continue "behaving" in this way 

[colonial attitude] to the Chinese ("Paul 11 

August," 2010). Paul admits there's a large 

Chinese population on Lantau but regrets that "we 

don't have contact with them because they 

probably don't want to have contact with us ... 

Restorying ecological urbanism in Hong Kong: Chapter 4 

This t!lustrates a conflict between the conservationist 
aims of expat green groups and the traditions of the 
local Chinese. Jill's metaphorical language "fighting 
on the front line" is suggestive of warfare and is 
common in environmental rhetoric. Such rhetoric is 
divisive, and warfare metaphors are unlikely to help 
create a cohesive community 

There is cultural resistance from the Chinese 
population to wearing used garments because they 
are associated with death or impoverishment 
(Clark, 2005). Many Europeans are interested in 
second-hand fashion for its individuality, but 

~ fashion and consumption patterns in Hong Kong 
L/ tend toward conformity rather than individuality 

(Clark, 2005). While the younger generation is now 
more open to wearing second hand clothing, it is 
still not as popular in Hong Kong as it is elsewhere. 

Such events, even though they may be popular in 
other Transition communities are un/ikely to be 
widely attended in Hong Kong, because they conflict 
with embedded cultural traditions. This suggests 
greater participation relies on TSL understanding 
embedded cultural traditions and reframing or 
adapting activities to suit the South Lantau cultural 
context 
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There's still a very big divide in this society ... and 

I don't see [what] a westerner, a complete 

westerner would do to bridge that because ... 

basically it's instinctive" ("Paul 11 August," 2010). 

Jill agrees that there is still a "very big divide in 

this society ... I would be very pleased if we could 

bridge that" ("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). TSL 

"really want a multicultural set-up, because it's not 

going to work as well if it's all expat and white, this 

has to be a way of finding communities to join 

together, especially on Lantau, so it's not an us 

and them situation" ("Nina TSL 6 September," 

2010). Nina thinks the best way to do this is to 

manage the small pre-existing relationships rather ~ 

than "broadly appealing" ("TSL 29 September," L/ 
2010). 

TSL 's comments indicate that to increase 'self
sufficiency' in South Lantau, stronger community 
connections are crucial,' I therefore question the 
appropriateness of the term 'self-sufficiency' in this 
context. 

TSL acknowledges the need to consolidate the 

group through community building initiatives and 

social activities. Jeff reflects that "something 

which we've not really done enough of has been 

... enjoying an evening as a Transition group" 

("Jeff 8 June," 2010). Jeff thinks TSL needs to do 

more of the "social side of things" ("Jeff 29 June," 

2010), and Nina agrees that "we do need to have" 

more "fun events together" ("Nina TSL 6 

September," 2010). 

Jill argues that TSL needs a tool "that really has 

nothing to do with being environmental or 

anything, it's a community building tool that you 

need ... you've got to create these friendships 

really first, these bonds ... this real unity of 

purpose before you can do anything else!" ("Jill 

TSL 9 August," 2010). 

Jill argues that community building should be the 

primary objective and then Transition can emerge 

from strong community foundations. Activities 

such as children's sports events "might not look 

like Transition or sustainability, but they're binding 
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Some of my interview questions to the group were 
explicitly directed towards the value of social 
activities and community building and I often made 
suggestions for events that were socially inclined TSL 
members responded by suggesting there had not 
been enough of this Although my questions may be 
considered leading, the overlapping responses of the 
interviewees suggest this was something they 
themselves had perceived if not articulated 

Collective identity leads to increased and sustained 
participation in collective social action (J. J. 
Downton & Wehr, 1997; Hunt & Benford, 2004; 
Klandermans, 2004). Therefore "any movements 

~ that seek to sustain commitment over a period of 
L/ time must make the construction of collective 

identity one of its most central tasks" (Hunt & 
Benford, 2004, p. 441). Participation does not 
persist by itself, but must be maintained through 
ongoing group interaction and identity building. 
Collective identity shapes and is shaped by 
micromobilisation activities, which are the 
collaborative work individuals do on behalf of the 
movement (Hunt & Benford, 2004). 
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people together ... they're really, really important!" 

("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). Binding people 

together will take a long time in South Lantau, 

particularly when "we can't even speak the same 

language, our cultures are completely different" 

("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). It's taken Jill twenty 

years to earn the trust of the local people. We 

"really need to transcend all these differences, 

and ... it really needs this community binding first" 

("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). And for this "we need 

a place" to meet ("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). 

Nina suggests that Transition concepts need to be 

"understood in more local terms" and on a 

"cultural level it would really need to be very well 

thought out, so it's not perceived as patronising, 

or pay-off, but really does look like a win-win 

situation for everyone" ("Nina TSL 6 September," 

2010). 

Jill gives an example of how TSL stories can 

begin to integrate divergent community values by 

telling the story of an early attempt to set up a 

Community Supported Agriculture scheme (CSA) 

in 2008 in Mui Wo. One of the major problems 

was the difficulty in getting the capital to buy the 

land for the farm, so the group (members of the 

South Lantau community) approached the Mui 

Wo Rural Committee to discuss the potential to 

set up the CSA on a disused government site 

nearby. In order to take over the working of the 

farm, a proposal would have to be made to the 

central HKSAR Government, as they make all the 

administrative decisions. 

The Rural Committee and local Women's Group 

thought the idea of a CSA, as a response to 

climate change and peak oil, would be "off the 

central government's radar" ("Jill TSL 30 August," 

2010), and suggested the farm could become a 

care-farm where the local elderly population could 
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Jill's comments reveal the role architecture plays in 
community bw!ding. Places act as a reservoir for 
collective identity and base for activities. In Mui Wo 
there is no community centre, town hall, or couno! 
office. We used the Rural Committee offices once for 
a talk but Jeff explained that the Rural Committee 
had only agreed reluctantly and is unlikely to do so 
regularly It is indicative of disempowerment that 
there is no place for commumty groups to meet 

Stories can mobilise others into action for change 
because commonalities in the stories create group 

~ belonging and "set the stage for collective action" 
.L/ (Riessman, 2008, p. 9). The manner in which 

activists' stories are framed is critical in mobilising 
support (Snow, 2004). Collective action frames 
articulate concepts relevant to the group so that 
they "hang together in a relatively integrated and 
meaningful fashion ... a kind of collective 
packaging device" (Snow, 2004, p. 400). Zuo and 
Benford (1995) observe that incorporating all the 
different cultural traditions enables the activist 
group to win sympathy from the entire audience 
and create a robust and defensible collective 
identity that cannot be easily challenged by any of 
the different subgroups (Zuo & Benford, 1995, cited 
in Snow, 2004). Therefore the appeal or resonance 
of collective frames is often linked to their ability 
to become innovative articulations of existing 
ideologies (Snow, 2004). 

~ 
In the context of TSL creating effective collective 
stories involves integrating elements of both expat 
and Chinese residents' values, which is a challenge 
unless the language barrier is addressed 
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contribute and gain a livelihood from the project. 

Social issues are higher on the local agenda and 

therefore the scheme would be more likely to 

obtain government backing if it incorporated a 

mutual aid component. Jill observes that there are 

many people living in poverty in Mui Wo; it is a 

visible concern for the community. 

Through extensive discussion, the group was able 

to embed local concerns such as care for the 

elderly and poverty alleviation into the CSA 

concept of local 'self-sufficiency'. Jill says you 

have to talk to different audiences in different 

ways about different things, depending on what 

they're interested in, because "people come to the 

environment in different ways" ("Jill TSL 30 

August," 2010). 

Jill understands that it will take time to engage the 

local population in TSL's sustainability initiatives 

and suggests the process will require talking to a 

local audience in their language about things they 

are interested in and concerned about ("Jill TSL 

30 August," 2010). It's a "softly, softly" approach 

and it's a "slower" job ("Nina TSL 6 September," 

2010). Recently, the group have suggested 

commencing group Cantonese lessons, to help 

overcome the language barrier. 

The collaboration with a local organic farmer in 

the form of a small-scale CSA is considered to be 

a step towards greater integration and 

demonstrates the possibility of overcoming the 

language barrier. However, the potential for the 

farmer or another recent Chinese recruit to be a 

spokesperson or translator for TSL was cautioned 

against by Nina. Nina related the story of the local 

Cantonese Buffalo Association activist who has 

been ostracised from her own community in what 

appears to be an accusation of betrayal of their 
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Confucian traditions provide examples of mutual 
~ care and strong community networks (Bell & 
L/ Chaibong, 2003), and the HKSAR Government has 

facilitated the development of mutual aid 
committees in housing estates across Hong Kong 
(Government of the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region, September 2009). 

The first part of the CSA scheme was accepted, but 
there has been no further news since September 
2009. The decision-making has been taken out of the 
hands of the local community and they are not even 
able to follow the political decision-making process 
due to a lack of transparency 

The concept of frame articulation discussed above 
assumes that the issue of intelligibility has been 

~ achieved at some level, as there has to be some 
L/ shared understanding to allow collective action to 

happen (Williams, 2004). Therefore, a 
fundamental prerequisite of groups with multiple 
languages (such as TSL) is to facilitate 
communication. The majority of the Lantau 
population are Cantonese speakers with varying 
levels of English language proficiency, and the 
expatriate members are not fluent in Cantonese. 
Engendering collective identity involves adjusting 
rhetorical appeals to address cultural receptivity 
(Williams, 2004). 
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interests for those of the expatriate green groups. 

Nina warns that the spokesperson/translator 

occupies a political position and it needs to be 

approached very carefully or they might be 

attacked personally as has been demonstrated 

before. Nina suggests if a translator is engaged 

they should be a neutral party who follows a 

formalised communication process between the 

two groups. 

Local political and NGO support 

Jill believes TSL could benefit from the support of 

the local council. She suggests it should be 

relatively straightforward to create bonds if TSL 

have the "time, energy and will" ("Jill TSL 30 

August," 2010). 

However, Jill also admits that there is a lack of 

understanding of the way that local government 

operates, and this makes effective interaction 

difficult. 

Nina believes the resources TSL "lack is people 

who understand how local, district council level 

politics work", it would be really helpful to 

understand how the "maze" of complicated local 

government structure works ("Nina TSL 6 

September," 2010). The whole CSA issue 

"actually shows how weak local government is" 

("Jill TSL 31 August," 2010). 

TSL is trying to encourage more dialogue with the 

local District Councillor. They suggested working 

with the District Council to communicate with the 

local community, by getting them to advertise in 

Chinese. TSL "can't get as far into the community 

as [the Local Councillor] can if he chooses to work 

with us ("TSL 29 September," 2010). 

TSL has a number of close "links with local 

groups that are doing good things" ("Jeff 8 June," 
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The Transition Network advises that Transition 
groups need to develop a good working 
relationship with their local authorities and 
explore the potential for collaborating (Transition 
Network, 2010). In the UK there has been » considerable work done liaising with local 
authorities, and Somerset County Council and 
Leicestershire County Council have incorporated 
Transition principles into Council policy, and 
supported Transition groups. 

Interaction between TSL and local government is 
undermined by a lack of understanding of local 
politics and the lack of autonomy of local 
government TSL negotiates its role as a local 
community group in the context of a centralised 
government The alternatives are to make strong 
connections with local representatives who can take 
TSL s concerns to the central government or make 
direct connections at the larger central government 
scale. 

District Councils in Hong Kong are consultative 
~ bodies which report on district based affairs to the 
ff central government and have minimal 

administrative control. South Lantau is covered by 
a number of Rural Committees, the largest of 
which is Mui Wo Rural Committee. Rural 
Committees are local bodies which represent the 
interests of indigenous villagers in the New 
Territories. The chairman of the rural committee is 
the representative in the Heung Yee Kuk and is an 
ex-officio member of the District Council. Rural 
Committees have slightly more autonomy and 
resources than District Councils, but their 
activities are still restricted. 
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2010), but Nina recommends that TSL should 

start making stronger affiliations with other groups 

at the city-wide scale, such as the Clean Air 

Network who have made progress in 

environmental issues. 

We "don't have to reinvent ourselves" and learn 

everything from scratch, linking with other groups 

and "starting to share information is good way to 

go" ("TSL 29 September," 2010). 

Positive Reinforcement and Feedback 

TSL believes the practical workshops were very 

successful but are not sure what comes of the 

learning afterwards. TSL has never actually 

"attempted to specifically find out ... who has 

done something as a result of this workshop, who 

has set up something" ("Jeff 29 June," 2010). 

"Something's got to follow on" from the workshops 

and events ("Jeff 29 June," 2010). Jill observes 

that workshops are the first step and there needs 

to be progression and continuity, "you know when 

you see something that makes a huge impact on 

you, and it may last with you a month, or two 

months, but six months down the line, you need 

something else to pick you up again, to make you 

realise why it's important" ("Jill TSL 9 August," 

2010). 

The difficulty is, Jill observes, that there aren't 

very good role models in Hong Kong for 

sustainability, and often the dominant story 

[government and society] is the complete opposite 

of Transition principles ("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). 

Jill suggests there should be a system in place to 

obtain feedback some time after the practical 

workshops to monitor whether people are putting 

principles into practice and if not, what is 

preventing them ("Jill TSL 30 August," 2010). The 
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Community groups are often at a disadvantage 
because while they may have strong associations 
within the group itself, ties to other groups or 

~ higher level representation at the state or national 
ff level are typically very weak (Oden, 2010). Local 

community activities are affected by larger scale 
actions and therefore must consider connecting to 
regional, national and global actors (Reid et al., 
2009; S. Wong, 2009). 

Because there are low levels of environmental 
participation in Hong Kong, making these wider 
connections may help TSL to feel less isolated or de
motivated by linking with other active organisations. 

Eliciting feedback from workshop participants would 
enable TSL to understand whether strategies are 
being successfully implemented in order to be able 
to move forward Ecosystems rely on both negative 
feedback to discourage harmful patterns of 
development and positive feedback to encourage 
further development in a direction that is considered 
beneficial 

Positive reinforcement is a significant problem in 
Hong Kong. Chan (1993a) explains that attitudinal 
change starts with awareness-raising and is 
facilitated by a responsive social environment. A 
responsive social environment that provides » societal rewards and established social norms or 
approval, can help motivate change and sustain 
modified behavioural patterns. However, the 
concept of sustainable development has yet to 
become deeply rooted in Hong Kong society (Hills, 
2004). Failure to receive confirmation "leads to 
reversal of the decision ... Positive reassurance can 
strengthen the decision making and the behaviour 
can be developed into internalized habits" (C. 
Chan, 1993a, p. 165). 
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blog could become a way of creating this forum, 

with different subject areas and the opportunity to 

voice frustrations and ask for advice from the rest 

of the group. 

"We are going to get there" 

Despite disappointment, TSL will "just keep 

plodding along, you just got to keep persevering if 

you're pretty sure that what you're doing is right" 

("Jeff 8 June," 2010). Jill says you have to have 

"an incredible amount of perseverance. And 

you've got to have hope, you know, that the future 

is going to change [that] we are going to get 

there" ("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). It only "takes a 

small bunch of people to change the world" ("TSL 

29 September," 2010). 

A number of "very positive developments" have 

come along for TSL to get "enthusiastic" about 

("Jeff 8 June," 2010). TSL have the agreement of 

a local farmer in Mui Wo to start a small-scale 

community supported agriculture scheme (CSA). 

Jeff and Paul pay a fixed amount per week for a 

box of vegetables, "I think that we're going to be 

able to extend that come September when ... the 

growing season improves" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

Jeff and Paul are happy with the "really good 

food" the farmer is producing and the farmer is 

"quite satisfied with the way things are going at 

the moment" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

TSL has organised for the used hops and malt 

from the local micro brewery (Typhoon Brewery) 

to be given to the organic farmer running the CSA 

scheme, which will be used as compost in her 

vegetable garden. This is the beginning of a local 

circular economy. 

TSL is also trying to encourage greater 

participation in workshops run by the farmer, 
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TSL members tend to adopt a second person 
narrative position when they are referring to 
frustration and disappointment as if to distance 
themselves or keep their observations more general 
This may undermine attempts to make changes to 
the way they operate or articulate goals. Using the 
first person involves taking responsibility for one's 
position, which implies a degree of reflexivity. 
Personat rather than passive, reflections may help 
others to empathise, and engage with the group 

Reason et al., {2009) observe that the change for 
sustainability depends on timeliness. It depends on 
"seizing, creating, or adapting opportunities in the 
external environment, and interpreting them in a 
way that makes sense in the context of the » organisation culture and situation" (Reason et al., 
2009, p. 107). Creating "a meaningful, respectful, 
mutually beneficial relationship with local 
businesses" acknowledges the "vital role they will 
have to play in the Transition process" (Transition 
Network, 2010, p. 70). 

The CSA and circular economy are examples of 
seizing opportunities in South Lantau and are 
advantageous to all Both projects are examples of 
easily implemented cooperative enterprises that have 
practical and economic justifications rather than 
environmental arguments, which may explain their 
success in Hong Kong. 
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including preserve-making, to promote traditional 

knowledge among the local community (both the 

expat and Hong Kong Chinese elements). Nina 

thinks the organic farmer's skills exchange "is a 

good way in" to the community. 

TSL is hoping that when the CSA takes off people 

will become a bit more aware of what TSL is 

trying to do and will become more interested in 

trying to do something themselves because they 

can see that TSL initiatives have "actually 

produced something" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). TSL 

has tried to promote this initiative because they 

recognise the importance of making successful 

projects visible. 

TSL organised a food miles talk by a researcher 

at the University of Hong Kong, which was 

followed by a tour of the CSA, and the opportunity 

to buy some produce. This event aimed to raise 

awareness of the problems of globalised food 

production and present the CSA as a practical 

solution. Jeff suggests "one of the most important 

things, which is really difficult to do is ... to have a 

project that's working, you've got to be able to say 

look this is what we've done, and this was 

successful. If you haven't got that, it's all just a 

load of hot air" ("Jeff 8 June," 2010). 

"People are like aubergines" 

The group still experiences feelings of frustration 

when "nobody can be bothered anymore" ("Jeff 29 

June," 2010), but these are interspersed with 

periods of optimism, "if we can crack Hong Kong 

we can do it anywhere ... You know if Hong Kong 

can get it, I mean the world can be saved, I think. 

You know, because Hong Kong is just such a 

hard nut to crack"("Jill TSL 9 August," 2010). 

The group felt that the participant researcher's 
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Transition Network recommends that from an 
early stage successful projects are visible. They 
should be engaging, positive, and well-publicised 
(Transition Network, 2010). Klandermans (2004) 
suggests that participation in an activist movement 
is most likely to fall short in respect to the 
instrumentality aspect. Instrumentality refers to a » participant's desire to influence their social and 
political environment. Participation will persist 
and activists will remain hopeful if change appears 
possible. If goals are not achieved or if they lose 
their urgency, participation may be undermined. 
At the very least, there must be some perception of 
the success of participants' actions as a reward for 
the investments participants have made (J. J. 
Downton & Wehr, 1997; Oden, 2010) 
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storytelling was a "community building exercise in 

itself ... it's the documenting of something that's 

important" ("TSL 29 September," 2010). To tell 

their story in the interviews was a useful process, 

but "to hear it back" was even more significant for 

them. Many picked up on the 'punctuated 

equilibrium' theory as an explanation for the 

changing levels of activity in the group and Liz 

says "I like the way you put that. I just thought it 

made sense" ("TSL 29 September," 2010). Liz 

thinks it's not just social groups that undergo 

'punctuated equilibrium' behaviour, but "people 

are like that too" ("TSL 29 September," 2010). Jeff 

says people are "like aubergines, you get a burst 

of flower" then no fruit for a while or at all ("TSL 29 

September," 2010). 

Nina says although it's academic material "it's 

very interesting to listen to ... I was completely 

engaged every minute of the way" ("TSL 29 

September," 2010). TSL felt the story "articulates 

what we've been through, which you could easily 

say 'oh it's nothing, it's just a bunch of people 

trying to do something and it didn't work and they 

got bored' ... But when it's written like that it 

seems like we do really exist and empowers you 

to believe that you are actually going to be able to 

do something" ("TSL 29 September," 2010). 

It's a sort of "testimony" that says "we are here, 

we have even been written about, Hong Kong's 

first Transition Town" ("TSL 29 September," 

2010). 

To reinvigorate the group, Nina proposes a TSL 

re-launch which could incorporate a process of 

articulating Transition's core values and possible 

solutions. 

Nina believes early activities focussed too much 
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Introducing the concept of punctuated equilibrium, 
which implies the evolutionary path is characterised 
by periods of intense activity interspersed between 
periods of long rest engendered some hope for the 
future within TSL. 

As Harre, Brockmeier, and Muhlhausler (1999) 
~ note it is not surprising stories "have an abiding 
U attraction for their readers who are, after all, cast 

as the heroes of these stories" (p. 82). 

Downton and Wehr Q. J. Downton & Wehr, 1997) 
observe that goal-setting helps defines the problem 
to be solved and articulate an action strategy, as 
well as providing a common discourse to give the 
movement coherence and meaning and 
continuous justification for activist work. A key 
principle of Transition is to imagine alternative 
futures rather than simply trying to scare people » into change with images of environmental 
catastrophe. Transition initiatives endeavour to 
initiate change by painting a "compelling and 
engaging vision of a post-carbon world in such a 
way as they enthuse others to embark on a journey 
towards it" (Hopkins, 2008, p. 94). We can only 
reach a target if we have articulated the nature of 
the goal (Hopkins, 2008). 
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on communicating the urgency of environmental 

problems and core values just got poked in 

between "like pointing up bricks" ("Nina TSL 6 

September," 2010). 

Nina believes a re-launch could facilitate the 

strengthening of goal articulation and encourage 

TSL to ask the community what they need ("Nina 

TSL 6 September," 2010). TSL will begin to "think 

about the steps we need to take to become an 

official Transition group" ("Jeff 18 February," 

2010). Jeff believes "our day will come" ("Jeff 8 

June," 2010). 
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~ Ecosystems are understood to be a-teleological in 
L/ their evolutionary patterns, but positive-visioning and 

sustainability generally anticipates some element of 
goal-oriented change, which implies ecological 
urbanism concepts negotiate between the 
intentionality of design with the a-teleological 
patterns of ecosystems. 
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Having their story told 

This narrative is a history in progress and I believe as a result of the commitment, resourcefulness and 
inspiring energy of the key actors, in Jeff's words, TSL's day will come. TSL continues to raise 
awareness and instigate change in Hong Kong, continually on the look-out for opportunities and new 
recruits. The HKSAR Government's Climate Change Strategy released in September 2010 and the 
C40 Cities conference held in November 2010 has placed climate change firmly on the agenda. There 
has been increasing levels of media coverage and public discourse. Greater awareness of climate 
change may increase attitudinal availability to sustainability initiatives, potentially encouraging greater 
participation in TSL. 

I withdrew from active participation with the group in December 2010 (but have stayed in email 
contact). I had assumed that my withdrawal from the group would be facilitated by the preference of 
the Transitions Network for initial core members to disband and reform as specialist groups in the 
interest of avoiding hierarchical organisation. However, low participation levels in the Transition group 
inevitably meant that my withdrawal was met with expressions of disappointment, as I had been a key 
and active member of the group. 

I left TSL in the midst of what appeared to be a regrouping, potentially stimulated by the research 
process itself. The group seems somewhat reinvigorated, participation levels are up, a community 
garden is underway, and activities are being planned more regularly. 

The group believed the interviews had been useful as a self-reflective process, but what they found 
more interesting was having their story told back to them. The storytelling event was an interim 
interpretive account presented to the group in late September 2010. Despite a somewhat 
unsuccessful (and eventually abandoned) attempt to represent the different voices by wearing 
different hats (after De Bono) the interim storytelling exercise was of benefit. TSL suggested that the 
storytelling was itself an identity building event. Having their story told in a structured way established 
a tangible identity for them. 

The participants also responded positively to the methodological approach of the research narrative. 
They found presenting the material as a multi-voiced narrative very engaging. It was interesting for 
them to see the parallels between what they were doing and other groups and general theory. They 
benefited from knowing that their problems were shared by others. 

This narrative has revealed key themes in relation to ecological metaphor that, along with Chapter 5, 
inform the discussion in Chapter 6. 
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CIVIC EXCHANGE 

In early 2010, I started working with Civic Exchange as an intern researcher. I worked either from 
home or in Civic Exchange's open-plan offices on the 7th floor of a tower in central Hong Kong. With 
Civic Exchange's approval, I carried out my own research alongside the policy research I undertook 
for Civic Exchange. My work at Civic Exchange included contributing to research papers, and 
assisting in the organisation of the C4014 Cities conference. I was both an active participant in Civic 
Exchange and a researcher studying the organisation. 

This case narrative incorporates the voices of Alex, Lydia, Mei-Lien, and David (these are 
pseudonyms), some of the key staff members at Civic Exchange. Civic Exchange is a mixed ethnic 
group with Hong Kong Chinese, Hong Kong Anglo Saxon, mainland Chinese, and European 
expatriates. Alex was my key contact; as a senior and key member of staff he could speak 
authoritatively on behalf of Civic Exchange. I entered the field as an intern, and interacted primarily 
with these key participants who were for all intents and purposes the 'experts' in this context. As an 
intern, my influence on the case group could be considered relatively limited [in comparison with the 
TSL group] and therefore it was unlikely that I would have undue influence or power that could distort 
the research. 

The narrative follows Civic Exchange's endeavours to improve the quality of the urban environment by 
advocating stricter environmental regulation in Hong Kong. Civic Exchange undertakes policy 

14 C40 is group of large cities who have joined forces in their endeavours to mitigate climate change by reducing carbon 
emissions and promoting energy efficiency. 
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research on environmental issues, particularly pollution, in order to persuade the Government to adopt 
comprehensive legislation. The narrative is told primarily through Civic Exchanges' perspective (in 
third person) with quotes taken from participant interviews (in first person plural). This intersubjective 
narrative stream (mediated by myself as narrator) is to the left hand side with asides drawn to the right 
hand side to describe my personal observations (in the first person) and relevant theory (in the third 
person) (see figure 5.1 ). Embedded within the personal observation asides are reflections relating to 
ecological metaphor. 

intersubjective 

personal 
reflections 

,----, ;;~~=--·~ I I I relevant I 
I theory 

I I 
intersubjective '----' 

Figure 5. 1 Narrative format: illustrates the multiple narrative position format with the intersubjective stream to left, personal 
reflections and relevant theory to right. 

Civic Exchange is an independent non-partisan and non-profit think tank established in Hong Kong in 
2000 by Christine Loh (a former Legislative Council15 member) and Lisa Hopkinson (an environmental 
researcher). It is a Limited Liability Partnership16 (LLP) and registered charity modelled on a 
cooperative social enterprise. Civic Exchange is funded by un-tied contributions from a number of 
sources. 

Civic Exchange focuses on policymaking in Hong Kong but also extends its research to mainland 
China. Civic Exchange has a team of key researchers in a central office but often co-opts researchers 
from academia and industry for particular projects of mutual interest. Civic Exchange undertakes 
research, organises workshops, encourages dialogue to shape public policy debate and raises 
community awareness of economic, social and environmental issues. By making available 
comprehensive information about key issues and directly engaging decision-makers, the intention is to 
assist policy makers and other stakeholders in the public and private sectors to make constructive 
decisions. 

15 The Legislative Council (LegCo) is the lawmaking arm of the government. It is a sixty member council whose members are 
selected in equal numbers by direct election and appointment from functional constituencies. 
16 LLP is a legal entity that combines the characteristics of a company and traditional partnership. 
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"When issues like air pollution start 
to matter" 

Civic Exchange is the only independent public 

policy think tank in Hong Kong. It's concerned 

with advancing sustainability in Hong Kong. Its 

focus is on environmental and constitutional 

affairs, and has been a "pioneer" in these areas 

("Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). 

Trying to "move people to look at environmental 

issues" in Hong Kong is a challenge, and Alex 

believes it's important to understand Hong 

Kong's "background" or the "DNA of the city" to 

appreciate why progressing sustainability in 

Hong Kong is a challenge ("Alex 2 August," 

2010; "Civic Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

A large proportion of Hong Kong's population 

were "economic migrants" whose primary 

concern was security rather than "quality of life", 

and for them Hong Kong was a "stop gap" 

before "moving on to Australia, or the US, or the 

UK" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). Environmental 

issues were perceived as a gwei/o problem; as a 

result most of the environmental NGOs were 

started by foreigners, "because this concept of 

being able to object, to propose better ways of 

doing things is not endemic to the culture" ("Alex 

2 August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange has encountered people in 

Government and industry who support 

sustainability initiatives in principle but are 

unwilling to be the first to act or to take an 

explicit leadership role ("Civic Exchange 18 

November," 2010). People are unwilling to adopt 

this role because they don't want to be 

challenged or blamed ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 

2010). David believes that in general, people in 

Hong Kong don't want to be "in the public eye", 
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Think tanks can be critical balancing forces 
against state power and agency and therefore 
contribute significantly to the strength of civil 
society (Weaver & McGann, 2009). There is a 
strong positive correlation between the success 
and proliferation of think tanks, and political 
freedom and multi-party democracies (McGann 
& Johnson, 2005). It follows that Hong Kong's 
political environment is not conducive to think 
tanks. 

Gweilo is cantonese slang term, which means 
foreign devil. Traditional Confucian values which 

emphasise consensus, harmony and stability 
predisposed the Hong Kong people to political 

passivity (Hill, 2006; Lau, 1981; Sing, 1999). The 
'migrant mentality' inclined the largely ex
refugee population to accept the status quo 
because their living conditions were being 
improved and the colony had a short life span 

(Lau, 1981; Sing, 1999; Yew-Foong, 2001). Hong 
Kong's status as a British colony undermined 
political participation, and the colonial regime 
deliberately suppressed civic awareness (Chui, 
2003). Moreover, Hong Kong's capitalist economy 
encourages individualism and self-interest 
(Quiggin, 1997), depoliticising the population. 
Therefore membership of the majority of 
environmental advocacy groups in Hong Kong 
has until recently consisted of expatriates or 
professionals educated overseas (C. Chan, 1993b; 
King, 2004). These groups were considered to 
represent only a minority of the population, and 
for this reason, environmental concerns were not 
taken seriously by the Government. 
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but would rather just be in the "middle" and "not 

noticed" ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

As Hong Kong developed, there was a "key 

mind-shift" from the perception of Hong Kong as 

a "refugee town, which is not your home, to a 

place which is your home, and is therefore worth 

looking after" and now it is local people who are 

the heads of the environmental NGOs ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). This shift "created the possibility 

for public engagement and involvement in 

setting out a community where quality of life was 

more and more important" ("Alex 2 August," 

2010). When you start to look at improving the 

quality of life, "that's when issues like air 

pollution start to matter" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

However, it is still a "big challenge" to raise 

Hong Kong people's concern for environmental 

issues because the "focus is so heavily 

economic" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Mei-Lien wonders whether Hong Kongers even 

know what sustainability and sustainable 

development mean, especially as it is a "western 

concept" that is potentially difficult to translate 

into Chinese ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). 

Responding to Hong Kong's "biggest 
environmental problem" 

Alex thinks air pollution is "unquestionably Hong 

Kong's biggest environmental problem, and one 

of its biggest problems overall" ("Alex 2 August," 

2010). Civic Exchange's challenge is to find "the 

drivers that will actually lead to effective change" 

in Hong Kong's pollution policy, by providing "the 

best possible information to policy makers, so 

that they do the best job that they can" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). David explains that improving air 
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This shift from quantitative (fiscally driven) concerns 
to qualitative concerns, including environmental 
issues, is encouraged by a growing sense of 
collective identity and increasing affluence. This 
shift suggests Hong Kongers may be receptive to 
an ecological concept of regulated growth. 

Mei-Lien spoke extensively about the difficulties of 
translating "western concepts" such as sustainability 
into Chinese. Her concern was whether everyone 
held the same understanding about the concept A 
shared understanding of the concept of 
sustainability would surely be a prerequisite for 
responding to environmental concerns in a policy 
context 
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quality in Hong Kong "can't happen quickly 

enough without Government support" and Civic 

Exchange's strategy is to encourage the 

Government to play its "proper leadership role" 

("Civic Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

Civic Exchange put its research "into the public 

realm so people who want to raise issues 

themselves with Government have access to 

everything we've written" ("Alex 2 August," 

2010). When Civic Exchange issue material in 

response to Government consultations they 

ensure that documents are in Chinese and 

English and the Government rhetoric is 

"deconstructed" ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 

2010). Government documents themselves can 

be "so difficult to understand ... or may be 

skewed or biased" and the "more scientific, the 

more the jargon is used ... the more benefits we 

can give to the community ifwe do the 

deconstruction" ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 

2010). 

Civic Exchange try to "persuade the politicians 

and administrators that there's a problem" by 

connecting the "health effects and the air 

science together so you can show cause and 

effect ... what is the source ... is it a power 

station, is it a truck, is it a ship? How toxic is the 

pollution coming from that source? How is it 

dispersed in the air? And then when people 

breathe it in, what is the impact on the health" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). Mei-Lien explains that 

this was the first time air pollution had been 

discussed alongside public health in Hong Kong. 

Civic Exchange identified a "gap" that was 

"worth filling" ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). 

As a public policy think tank, Civic Exchange's 

"number one audience is always the 

Government" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). Civic 
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» 
The history of radical societal change 
demonstrates that it is governments and state 
actors that have led transformative projects far 
more than NGOs, think tanks or charities (Mitlin, 
Hicket, & Bebbington, 2007). Therefore one NGO 
route to instigate change is by influencing 
government through direct engagement and by 
providing alternative models (Mitlin et al., 2007). 
Fostering a strong working relationship between 
the government and the think tank is 
instrumental in effecting policy reform. King 
{2004) suggests that NGO initiatives in Hong 
Kong have failed to effect policy reform because 
of an ineffective relationship between the NGOs 
and the Government. For example, the research 
carried out by Friends of the Earth and the 
Conservancy Association on strategic sustainable 
development in Hong Kong has not been 
endorsed by the Government because the links 
between these organisations and the Government 
have been relatively weak. Rich (2004) argues the 
likelihood that think tanks will be influential is 
dependent on their access to policymakers. 

~ 
The significant uptake of Transition Town projects 
globally may contradict the notion that If is 
governments who have primarily led transformative 
projects. 
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Exchange try to "talk the language of 

policymakers", rather than reacting to issues to 

generate a headline as green groups do, 

because "we're trying to be part of the solution 

rather than just highlight there's a problem. 

We're not just a watchdog [whose] job is to bark" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Green groups can be "pretty direct, pretty blunt 

... emotional and offensive at times", but "we 

would never do that, because we're speaking to 

the issue rather than the individual generally" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). David argues that anti

promotional campaigns against the Government 

are not the most constructive method to initiate 

policy change ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 

2010). Civic exchange phrase criticisms of the 

Government as "policy recommendations" rather 

than "more contentious" accusations or 

demands ("Alex 2 August," 2010). Civic 

Exchange's aim is not to "stir up emotion, our 

aim is to say here is what you need to do to fix 

it", so "we try to use the third person, rather than 

the first person or the second person, so that the 

tone is more professional and dispassionate", 

our language is "toned down" and 

"unconfrontational" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Alex admits he "sometimes struggles" with this 

approach because "I want to shout at people 

who I think are doing something wrong, or not 

living up to responsibility" but he has to think it 

not say it "when it comes to expressing views 

more publicly" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). Civic 

Exchange is an organisation that "people are in 

because we're committeed to the issues, so it ... 

requires a lot of self-control", so "we might rant 

and rave and vent in here but when we go in 

front of somebody whose mind we want to move 

we have to ... phrase things in terms they can 
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Academic think tanks tend to emphasise 
scholarly objectivity and completeness of 
research, and sometimes qualify their 
conclusions, which can potentially undermine 
policy relevance (Xing, 1995 cited in Hill, 2006; 
Weaver & McGann, 2009). Policy makers prefer 
findings that are brief, clear, and free of the 
"fence sitting" with which academics qualify their 
conclusions (Weaver & McGann, 2009, p. 8). As 
the key role of public policy think tanks is to 
transform ideas and problems into policy issues 
(Weaver & McGann, 2009), they are likely to 
adopt the language of policy makers rather than 
academics. 

Wnting papers during my internship revealed that 
in addition to adopting the third person, Civic 
Exchange avoids making statements that are 
unquantifiable or subjective, adopts a position of 
authority making definite and persuasive 
recommendations, and avoids passive language 
that may imply tentativeness (such as if; may 
possibly). Dispassionate' is a term Civic Exchange 
uses frequently; which implies Civic Exchange takes 
a traditional 'ofzjective' stance to their research. I 
had to engage in a translation process under the 
gwdance of Civic Exchange, from an academic 
voice, to a policy making one The voice that I was 
using in my academic writing was aligned with 
narrative methods that allowed tentativeness based 
on the recognition that the writer is influenced by 
subjective, temporal and spatial contexts, and 
therefore avoids taking a positivistic position. 
However, the commentators above, and Civic 
Exchanges approach seems to suggest that 
positivistic positions may be more appropriate in 
policy making research. 
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understand" ("Alex 2 August," 2010; "Alex 14 

September," 2010). 

Despite its close working relationship with the 

Government, one of the key things about Civic 

Exchange is its independence. There is a 

"perception of integrity attached to that, which 

we value enormously" and this independence 

means "we have a free reign to give different 

views from the established Government position 

("Alex 2 August," 2010; "Alex 14 September," 

2010). 

David sees Civic Exchange's role as being an 

"independent thorn in their [the Government's] 

side" ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

Lydia explains that Civic Exchange is not an 

"advocacy" or "pressure" group or "consultancy", 

they do not engage in lobbying, but "are an 

independent public policy think tank" ("Civic 

Exchange 18 November," 2010). Civic 

Exchange very rarely accepts research 

commissions directly from the Government, 

because the Government generally expects to 

review the conclusions of the research before 

publication. Lydia explains that Civic Exchange 

never produces something which it 

"compromises on", and funders understand that 

funding has "no strings attached" and "they don't 

have a say on the final results" ("Civic Exchange 

18 November," 2010). 

Civic Exchange's research agenda is self

determined, and funding is generally "project 

based" and comes from "a very diverse range of 

sources", including charitable foundations, 

corporations and philanthropic individuals ("Alex 

2 August," 2010; "Alex 14 September," 2010). 

Civic Exchange is not a contract research 

organisation or a consultancy. Civic Exchange 

accepts funding subject to a clear stipulation that 
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After conducting an interview with a government 
policy maker on behalf of Civic Exchange, I 
understood better Civic Exchange's position, and 
began to see the audience for the policy paper I 
was working on in more relational terms. Whtie 
Civic Exchange have "free reign" to establish an 
alternative position to that of the Government the 
way they articulate that position is carried out in a 
vety careful manner, because preserving their 
relationship with the Government is important 

Stone (2004) argues that think tanks must have 
some kind of engagement with government in 
order to influence policy making, however each 
organisation negotiates a delicate balance 
between dependence and isolation. Civil society 
actors have criticised think tanks for their 
intimacy with government, and some 
commentators describe think tanks as operating 
in a grey area of civil society or walking a 
tightrope between civil society and government 
(Centre for Civil Society and Governance The 
University of Hong Kong, 2007; Weaver & 
McGann, 2009). There was some concern that 
think tanks had become too close to "a range of 
other actors in a way that compromised their 
innovativeness, autonomy, legitimacy, 
accountability, and ability to continue 
elaborating alternatives" (Mitlin et al., 2007, p. 
1707). 

Interconnectivity as an ecological concept may be 
too simplistic to explain the manner in which Civic 
Exchange negotiates the balance between 
connectivity and autonomy 

Civic Exchange appear to be very proud of their 
reputation as an independent think tank and take 
pains to articulate that they are not an "advocacy" 
or "pressure" group, they do not ''lobby''. However, 
in my conversations with members of various green 
groups in Hong Kong, a number of them 
suggested fostering a close relationship with the 
Government compromised the independence of 
Civic Exchange because they couldn't say what they 
really meant or felt 
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funders are not permitted to review or influence 

Civic Exchange's findings, or to control output in 

any way. That gives "us the freedom to speak; 

there is a perception of integrity attached to that, 

which we value enormously, because it means 

that whether we praise or whether we criticise, 

people recognise that it's our own position" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange are generally doing "unsolicited 

research" so "we have to find our way to make 

best use of either the Legislative Council or a 

consultation process" to have maximum impact 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). Civic Exchange has 

particular Government or stakeholder targets 

towards which it directs policy 

recommendations, in order to give 

recommendations the best chance for 

implementation. Legislators have demanding 

schedules and Civic Exchange may have to 

"package our message" as summary reports, or 

executive summaries that can be easily and 

quickly digested ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 

2010). 

Civic Exchange's approach to pollution control is 

"wide in scope" ("Alex 24 August," 2010). In the 

ten years that Civic Exchange has been working 

on this issue it has looked at the pollution 

ordinance in a technical way, prepared a 

shadow pollution policy paper, looked at the Air 

Quality Objectives (AQOs) and public health, 

engaged the shipping community, examined the 

bus franchise system, and considered pollution 

not only in Hong Kong but also in the larger 

regional context. 

The Pearl River Delta is, according to Civic 

Exchange, "one airshed, two systems" ("Alex 14 

September," 2010). Civic Exchange has always 

been aware of "just being one city in this region" 
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Lee's (2005) study ofNGOs in Hong Kong reveals 
that considerable tension is caused by entering 
into resource dependent relationships with the 
Government by accepting financial support; this 
reduces the extent to which they can exert 
pressure for radical change (Lee, 2005, cited in 
Mitlin et al., 2007). The funding dilemma can 
undermine the think tank ideal of independent 
policy advice (Abelson, 2002; Bartlett, 2010; 
McGann & Johnson, 2005). Freedom from 
government and private interests is directly 
associated with the ability of a think tank to 
think freely (McGann & Johnson, 2005). The term 
'think tank' was originally employed in reference 
to a secure space where scientists and planners 
could meet to discuss military strategy in the 
United States during World War II, and therefore 
this autonomy or freedom from outside influence 
is inherent to its definition (Weaver & McGann, 
2009). 

Historically, many think tanks undertook long 
term research as a completely independent 
exercise to the legislative process, which 
frustrated legislators because valuable research 
wasn't issued until after a policy debate was 
finished, undermining the value of the material 
when it was released (Bartlett, 2010). Preparing 
research quickly in order to influence current 
political debate is now integral to public policy 
think tank practice (Bartlett, 2010). Think tanks 
typically produce research directed at a particular 
political or bureaucratic audience, but also often 
for the benefit of the media, industry, pressure 
groups, and the general public (Stone, 2004). 
Think tanks are more effective if they market 
their research at potentially interested 
policymakers, in a timely manner (Rich, 2004). 
Research objectives are more likely to be 
achieved if research is released to take advantage 
of opportunities that give the research relevance 
and potency. 
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and it explicitly intends to encourage "cross 

border collaboration and interaction" in its air 

pollution work ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 

2010; "Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). However, 

interaction can be difficult because it is "formal 

and protocol heavy" ("Civic Exchange 18 

November," 2010). 

Lydia explains that Civic Exchange explicitly 

cultivates an international network of 

collaborators to keep up to date with 

international best practice and share 

information, because this moves its work from a 

"small region to something that's much more far 

reaching" ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 

2010). 

A multi-faceted approach helps to "build a broad 

understanding" of how "the Government as a 

whole respond[s] to the issue of pollution" and 

Civic Exchange recognises that "no one paper is 

the silver bullet" ("Alex 24 August," 2010). This 

also allows "you to not go absolutely insane" 

when particular issues are not "moving forward" 

("Alex 24 August," 2010). The potential for 

frustration is high because Civic Exchange often 

propose "new concepts" that are "ahead" of 

general understanding, so Civic Exchange has 

to "bring the people" with them or wait for them 

to catch up; luckily the material generally "has a 

long shelf life" ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). 

Alex suggests Civic Exchange is "definitely more 

effective because we are willing to collaborate 

with others in putting a message out there" 

because a "message coming from a variety of 

sources is more powerful than a single voice" 

("Alex 24 August," 2010). 

Typical "Civic Exchange style" is to "gather in 

this diverse expertise" including activist groups, 
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Stone (2004} argues that think tanks increasingly 
transcend the nation-state by developing 
international networks or working at a regional 
level. 

This cross-boundary policy work is noteworthy 
because it implies reframing research to address 
larger scale boundaries. Ecological metaphors 
indicate that environmental boundaries are 
permeable and that living systems are organised at 
a series of different scales and they interact 
between these spatial scales. Civic Exchanges 
research extends from Hong Kong into regional 
and global contexts therefore ,t recognises that 
environmental responsibility extends across 
boundaries and spatial scales. 

Snow (2004} argues that coalition-based 
mobilisations are becoming more common 
worldwide; therefore, effectively coordinating 
master frames is critical to collective social 
action. The effectiveness of NGOs depends on 
their ability to build relationships with other key 
actors (Mitlin et al., 2007}. The ability of think 
tanks to establish links with the media, industry, 
activists, and politicians enables them to build 
coalitions (Stone, 2004}. Advocacy coalitions 
refer to coordination over time of people from 
diverse positions who share particular values 
(Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, cited in Lucarelli 
& Radaelli, 2004}. Advocacy coalitions do not 
necessarily amount to political influence but can 
assist think tanks to promote policy ideas by 
engendering solidarity, trust and reciprocity 
(Stone, 2004}. 

74 



academics, the business community, and the 

media in the role of facilitator/mediator ("Civic 

Exchange 18 November," 2010; "Mei-Lien 25 

November," 2010). 

David explains that Civic Exchange is able to 

interest experts and academics from different 

institutions or departments by designing a 

programme and organising funding so that these 

specialists who are often subject to their own 

organisational or departmental silos come 

together to "produce something that is bigger 

than the sum of its parts" ("Civic Exchange 18 

November," 2010). 

Academics "like working with us because they 

can see ... their intellectual capital being applied 

... for the overall benefit of society" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange are able "to outsource our 

stronger opinions" by collaborating with activist 

groups like CAN ("Alex 2 August," 2010). CAN 

can take Civic Exchange's research and "go 

forth and multiply" ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 

2010). This collaboration means "that you're 

broadening overall capacity within the 

community, but ... we're not being distracted 

from our key focus, which is the research side" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Although holding very different positions, Civic 

Exchange collaborated with industry groups 

such as the Greater Pearl River Delta Business 

Council and the British Chamber to submit 

reports on the development of the Pearl River 

Delta that reinforced various air pollution issues. 

"Effectively we're all singing from the same 

song-sheet which we've [Civic Exchange] 

written" ("Alex 24 August," 2010). Civic 
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Ecosystems are considered 'irreducible' because 
they display emergent properties that are more 
than the sum of their parts Civic Exchange 's 
collaborative research processes could be 
described as 'irreduoble'. 

Buchy and Ahmed (2007) argue that 
"collaboration between NGOs and academics 
offers great potential for improving practical 
interventions as well as testing theories and 
challenging academic assumptions" (p. 359). 
Think tanks can act as research brokers, 
becoming a channel for the scholarly community 
to communicate with policymakers often 
interpreting academic findings into a clear and 
easily understood form for government officials 
and their staff (Abelson, 2002). 

As a result of public participation in a 2009 

conference on air quality and public health, Civic 
Exchange consolidated community participation 
by founding the Clean Air Network (CAN) which 
specifically uses contemporary methods such as 
social media marketing for aggressive awareness
raising campaigns relating to pollution and 
public health. 

75 



Exchange has the freedom to collaborate with 

industry groups, "so you collaborate up to a 

certain point, draw a clear boundary and say at 

this point we diverge; as long as we 

communicate that clearly ... people are 

generally happy with that" ("Alex 14 September," 

2010). 

Civic Exchange see "Hong Kong's free press" as 

a "key foundation" to encouraging environmental 

debate, which "has allowed that objection to 

happen" in Hong Kong where it has been 

suppressed in China ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange maintains a strong relationship 

with the media which is "enormously beneficial 

in terms of moving our influence into the public 

realm" ("Alex 14 September," 2010). The "whole 

PR business works on the basis of mutual 

benefit, journalists need stories and companies 

need to have their stories told" ("Alex 14 

September," 2010). 

Overcoming resistance to change 

Civic Exchange's endeavours to advance 

pollution policy in Hong Kong are made more 

difficult by a number of issues including 

policymaking inertia, the dominance of economic 

concerns, and Government disconnection. 

Civic Exchange is "always looking for those 

drivers or catalysts" that may enable change 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). These can include 

significant public opposition/increasing public 

awareness, evidence of environmental 

destruction, Government policy consultations, 

industry champions, and relevant international 

events. 

Civic Exchange tries to use these opportunities 

as "leverage" so their research has maximum 
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ft is interesting that Alex emphasises that a 
condlfion of collaboration, especially wlfh industry 
groups that are most likely to be fiscally motivated 
is that clear boundaries are set for the cooperative 
arrangement Defining clear boundaries appears to 
be how they balance interconnectivity with 
autonomy 

The media has a key role in disseminating 
sustainability information and agenda-setting; 
while there isn't always a direct correlation 
between media coverage, public opinion and 
behavioural changes, frequent media coverage 
does influence awareness levels and reveals the 
relative significance of a particular issue over 
time (D. Holt & Barkemeyer, 2010). 

Stone (2004} observes that in a number of 
countries, the media has developed an enormous 
appetite for think tanks. As a result, mutually 
beneficial relationships can develop, where think 
tanks provide expert commentaries for journalists 
who, in turn, amplify or broadcast the think 
tanks' research. 
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impact. This requires "the ability to shift mindset 

and think like quite a diverse range of people, so 

that you're putting the right piece of research or 

the right initiative on the table at the right time. 

So you actually effect change, rather than just 

add to a discussion that leads nowhere" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

Policymaking Inertia 

Mei-Lien explains that the HKSAR Government 

is "struggling" to operationalise the 'one country 

two systems' principle which involves 

"deconstructing" the early concepts of a "high 

degree of autonomy" and "Hong Kong people 

ruling Hong Kong" and establishing what kind of 

power the HKSAR Government actually has 

("Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). Hong Kong 

does not yet know what it can and cannot do, 

and this uncertainty is self-limiting ("Mei-Lien 25 

November," 2010). 

The Government is reluctant to compromise 

economic outcomes for environmental benefits 

and instigate environmental policy changes 

unless they have the blessing of Beijing [the 

PRC Government's seat of power], "it's made 

them more fearful" ("Alex 14 September," 2010; 

"Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). Mei-Lien also 

believes the limited term of the Chief Executive, 

and their appointment rather than election, 

contributes to the inertia ("Mei-Lien 25 

November," 2010). The Government believes 

"changing anything's a risk" ("Alex 24 August," 

2010). 

Alex argues that "China is recognising the need 

to improve quality of life ... they are much better 

at grasping the need for visionary policy change" 

("Alex 14 September," 2010). Therefore, Civic 

Exchange considers collaboration with Southern 
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Policy reform has been observed to follow a 
pattern of punctuated equilibrium. Periods of 
rapid change are often triggered by external 
shocks or catalysts which, in a policy context, 
create opportunities to focus public and political 
attention and if skilfully exploited these 
opportunities generate change (Gouldson, Hills, 
& Welford, 2008; Jones & Baumgartner, 2005; 
Lucarelli & Radaelli, 2004). The concept of 
punctuated equilibrium frames policy change as a 
continuous process rather than isolated events. 

I had believed that because Hong Kong is going 
through a transtfional stage, the Government might 
be influenced by the we/I-researched rational 
argument of public policy think tanks encouraging 
adaptation in sustainable directions. However, as 
Mei-Lien explains, the uncertainty of Hong Kong's 
position leads to policy-making inertia. 

In the years since the transfer of sovereignty the 
tendency for "preserving the status quo driven by 
the institutional force of path-dependency, 
coexisting with political and institutional 
resistance to change, has rendered the policy 
regime more stagnant than expected" (Cheung, 
2007, p. 60). Political inertia to change is also a 
result of pressure from the business community 
(Suzanne. Pepper, 2010; Rist, 1998). Pepper 
argues that when politicians have been tempted 
to yield to change, the business community has 
mobilised to prevent reform; through Functional 
Constituencies the business community can 
strongly influence policymaking. Beijing had an 
interest in ensuring Hong Kong remained stable, 
by maintaining the existing policymaking system 
beyond 1997 rather than proposing policy that 
may prompt political disputes (Cheung, 2007). 
Cheung also suggests the public did not favour 
upsetting the existing policy arrangements as the 
risk was perceived to be too high during 
recession and economic instability. However, the 
greater a system's stability the less potential it 
has to change and react to change (Stearns & 
Montag, 1974). 
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China an effective way of initiating change in 

Hong Kong. Alex is looking to the Chinese 

Government, particularly Guangdong 

policymakers, for policy innovation. The Hong 

Kong Guangdong Framework Agreement 

enables greater collaboration between the two 

Governments and allows Civic Exchange to 

"drop the ideas into the Chinese minds as well 

as the Hong Kong side" ("Alex 14 September 

2010," 2010). 

However, Mei-Lien believes that Hong Kong 

cannot rely solely on its neighbouring province 

for vision-making. If Hong Kong is to survive as 

a "unique" region within China, it must build 

visions that are appropriate for its own unique 

position and the vision must be "adaptable to 

change" ("Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). 

The "Government has always perceived air 

pollution as what it calls a 'gweilo problem' -

gweilos are the ones that make a noise about it" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). David suggests that the 

prevailing assumption that Hong Kong Chinese 

people "didn't care about health and air quality in 

Hong Kong", was seemingly confirmed by the 

lack of publicly expressed concern, which was 

"used by the Government for inaction" ("Civic 

Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

David suggests that the Government's line 

would be "well ... if everyone was so concerned 

about it, why wasn't there more concern about it 

in public" ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 

2010). If the "only people complaining volubly 

are the gweilos, well that's business as usual, if 

there's no deviation from business as usual why 

should the policy makers do anything ... there's 

no sense of urgency" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 
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In 2009, The National Development and Reform 
Commission (NDRC) identified developing Hong 
Kong/Guangdong cooperation as a national 
policy priority. The Chief Executive and the 
Governor of Guangdong Province reached a 
consensus regarding this cooperation and signed 
the Framework Agreement on Hong 
Kong/Guangdong Co-operation in April 2010 in 
Beijing. The Framework aims to promote regional 
environmental protection, ecology conservation, 
and a low carbon economy with a view to 
transform the region into a sustainable 
development area (Information Services 
Department of the Government of the Hong 
Kong Special Administrative Region, 2010c). 

A key characteristic of ecosystems is their ability to 
adapt in response to changing environmental 
conditions in order to avoid collapse. Hong Kong 
seems to be resistant to change, which if 
understood from an ecological perspective would 
make it vulnerable. 

Jones and Baumgartner (2005) define policy 
change as the ability to overcome institutional 
friction. If a signal is able to exceed a given 
threshold it will generate a response equivalent 
to the strength of the signal, overcoming the 
friction. If the signal falls below the threshold, it 
generates a partial response or no response at all 
because the friction is slowing the response, 
which can result in a gridlock. In Hong Kong, 
there is a level of institutionalised inertia against 
environmental progress that is almost impossible 
to overcome (Warren-Rhodes & Koenig, 2001). 

~ 
The quasi-democratic structure and depoliticisation 
of the population, has weakened feedback so that 
it is unable to overcome institutional inertia. As 
ecological systems demonstrate, strong feedback 
signals are essential for adaptation and evolution. 
Civic Exchange recognises how important it is to 
ensure that feedback is articulated in a way that 
makes explicit that concerns are shared by all 
elements of the population, notjust the most vocal. 
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If you can "get people to speak with a Chinese 

voice as opposed to a gweilo voice, and you're 

engaging Chinese media" and the Government 

"starts seeing feedback from there ... suddenly 

the Government's paying big attention" ("Alex 24 

August," 2010). 

David reiterates Civic Exchange's CEO's maxim 

that part of the role of Civic Exchange is to 

"correct wrong assumptions and outdated 

assumptions" to allow debate on a "sound 

footing" ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

Civic Exchange's 2008 public opinion survey 

revealed "public concern is much higher than 

what is being articulated" ("Alex 2 August," 

2010). 

David explains that air quality was actually of 

"serious concern to them", so the research was 

"able to do some myth busting" ("Civic Exchange 

18 November," 2010). This work helps "the 

Government to understand and grasp" what the 

public really think ("Alex 14 September," 2010). 

The public opinion survey showed that "the 

public does care a lot about air pollution but they 

don't feel that the people who have authority to 

fix it take their concerns seriously or are doing 

anything about it" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Governments respond to "how many people are 

worried about" pollution so the public response 

"politicised our scientific findings" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

Despite the beneficial "impact" of the public 

opinion survey, "there doesn't seem to be a high 

respect for the scientific facts", which is a big 

issue for Civic Exchange ("Alex 2 August," 

2010). He who "shouts the longest and the 

loudest seems to get more respect than 

someone who has a short, succinct and 

scientifically accurate position ... it seems the 
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The 2008 public opinion survey revealed that, in 
2008, air pollution related illnesses caused more 
than three premature deaths per day, 80 ooo 
hospital visits, and seven million doctors visits 
(Michael DeGolyer, 2008). The opinion survey 
reported that one in five residents are 
considering leaving Hong Kong due to pollution 
but nearly all had failed to express their concerns 
to government leaders, LegCo members, and the 
media (Michael DeGolyer, 2008). Survey results 
demonstrated all sectors of Hong Kong society 
were concerned air pollution was damaging their 
quality oflife (Michael DeGolyer, 2008). 

By directly engaging the public through opinion 
surveys, Civic Exchange was able to articulate the 
publics concern, and restore feedback between the 
Government and the public. 

79 



Government can't accept the voice of scientists 

as a proxy for the suffering of the public" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). When the truck drivers and 

minibus drivers go to LegCo to oppose the road 

transport policy "they're very vocal, they shout, 

they insist on their view ... and you can see the 

legislators getting involved in the human story, 

regardless of whether its factually accurate" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange is a think tank "so we do the 

thinking, we do the science", it's an "intellectual 

process" rather than a "passion-driven process, 

if you get too passionate, you end up being 

unprofessional, and for us, that doesn't work" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange has also tried to overcome 

policymaking inertia by direct engagement with 

industry bodies, most recently in relation to 

marine air pollution in their Green Harbours 

work. Ships that "call here from Europe and 

America burn clean fuel in those [European and 

American] ports because they're required by 

law, but here ... they're all burning fuel that's 

thousands of times worse because there's no 

legislation", and because it's a "very narrow 

margin business" people want to "keep a 

competitive edge and won't burn clean fuel to be 

good corporate citizens because it's not the law" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). The Government is 

"reluctant" to legislate because they can see a 

fight coming. A lot of Civic Exchange's work is 

about "reducing the potential fear of people in 

Government of outcomes they are worried about 

... [Civic Exchange] must dispense with the fear 

first" ("Alex 14 September," 2010). 

Civic Exchange's concept was "if the 

Government was being too slow in regulating -
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Alex is adamant that personal storytelling isn't their 
role, but his own observations demonstrate that 
personal storytelling can be more potent than 
scientific fact in a policy context Alexs reluctance 
to adopt the personal storytelling position reflects 
the traditional view that a persona//suqjective 
approach is invalid and unscientific. 

Current epistemological theory challenges whether 
reason and passion need be considered binary 
opposites (Code, 2006) In Section 71.2 the 
potential for theory to negotiate a third path that 
incorporates both reason-driven approaches and 
situated "passionate" perspectives is explored 

The political cost of change is particularly high in 
Hong Kong as a "SAR Government lacking 
political trust and a political mandate" ( Cheung, 
2007, p. 60). Therefore, obtaining the prior 
agreement of the main stakeholders reduces 
political risk (The World Bank, 2010). These are 
referred to as consensus policies and can involve, 
as described here, voluntary schemes that bind 
key stakeholders, such as the shipping industry, 
to sustainability principles. 
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let's go straight to the industry" ("Alex 2 August," 

2010). Civic Exchange have "started to 

negotiate a level playing field" amongst the 

leading shipping lines by saying "if you all agree 

to burn clean fuel then your competitive position 

against each other is still the same - so how 

about it?" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). Civic 

Exchange are doing the work to "bring the trade 

together"; this takes away the Government's 

need to be a "consensus builder", which will 

make it easier for them to legislate ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange recognise that although as an 

"NGO the public good is your bottom line ... for 

other people it's not their bottom line", you have 

to realise that people are generally more 

motivated by "self-interest" than "altruism" and 

the "marketing position" recommends always 

trying to "communicate in the language of the 

people you're trying to persuade", to 

"repackage" the message for the audience 

("Alex 14 September," 2010; "Alex 24 August," 

2010; "Civic Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

The private sector is concerned about "what's it 

going to cost me?" and Civic Exchange's 

"challenge" is to "address those issues" before 

getting "to a position where you can say, well 

how about doing the right thing because it costs 

so little" ("Alex 14 September," 2010). 

This "marketing" approach requires staying 

"consistent with what you believe, but ... 

communicate in a way that is impactful on the 

people with whom you're communicating" ("Alex 

24 August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange's "strong relationship" with the 

Government enables "ongoing, informal 

dialogue" but it is not party to the Government's 
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The World Bank (2010) advises that information, 
education, and awareness-raising exercises have 
not been sufficient to initiate change, and at 
worst have been counterproductive by circulating 
conflicting or ambiguous accounts of climate 
change. The World Bank argues for an audience
centric, marketing approach to communication, 
where scientists and media enhance the salience 
of their message and consider the audience as an 
active agent rather than passive receiver in causes 
and solutions. 

The World Bank's position endorses Civic 
Exchange 's approach. Speaking to the audience is 
also integral to narrative approaches. It encourages 
a sense of agency rather than just imparting 
'universal' facts about environmental issues. 

Civic Exchange adopts a marketing approach, 
framing its argument to reassure shipping 
companies of that the economic status quo will be 
maintained rather than forming altruistic appeals 
based on human health concerns. despite their 
own motivation being the public good Civic 
Exchange frequently refer to marketing techniques 
and use marketing rhetoric such as "target 
audience'; "package'; "value add''. Narrative 
approaches also align with the World Bank's 
audience-centric position, but involve narrative 
rather than marketing rhetoric 
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"internal discussions" so "we don't know at what 

stage" the policy recommendations encounter 

opposition and what the reason for opposition 

may be ("Alex 14 September," 2010). Civic 

Exchange hears "whispers through the 

grapevine" that there is "someone in the 

transport bureau who's worried that it might 

affect the competitiveness of Hong Kong's port 

and is willing to stop it because he's got no 

interest in air pollution but the port's his issue ... 

we don't know whether he actually has the 

power to stop things until he does stop them" 

("Alex 14 September," 2010). It seems "very 

often that the political reason for not doing 

something is obscure ... and that causes a high 

level offrustration" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

The dominance of economic concerns 

Civic Exchange is frustrated that the rest of the 

world recognises the earth's boundaries, but the 

HKSAR Government is still "very economically 

focussed and environment and social issues" 

are not a priority, rather they are "seen as an 

impediment to economic development" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

Government departments are "co-opted towards 

... the economy being the pre-eminent driver 

and anything going back the other way is always 

thought of in terms of lost revenue, rather than 

enhanced environmental benefit" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange urges the Government to 

"provide a carrot and stick" but the Government 

says "It's not fair to provide a carrot and a stick, 

we just have to offer the [carrot]" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

In other countries the "Government acts as a 

regulator" but in Hong Kong, "the EPD 
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The lack of transparency in the HKSAR Government 
processes inhibits change by preventing civil society 
from being party to the decision making process. 

The Club of Rome's report, Limits to Growth 
(Meadows et al., 1972), raised problems of 
resource scarcity and questioned the prevailing 
notion of infinite exponential growth. Many now 
recognise that exponential economic growth is by 
its very nature unsustainable (Branco, 2008; Daly 
& Farley, 2004; Fry, 1999; Heinberg, 2010b; E. P. 
Odum, 1998; Rees, 1996; Schumacher, 1973; 
Spangenberg, 2008; Weiler, 2008). 

~ 
Ecosystems regulate growth in response to 
environmental limits. Positive feedback promotes 
growth in particular directions and negative 
feedback discourages growth in other directions. 
Hong Kong has attended to positive feedback to 
encourage economic and physical growth and 
overlooked negative feedback that might impede 
development 

The Government's regulatory philosophy has 
relied on market-driven forces to initiate change 
(Environment Bureau & Electrical and 
Mechanical Services Department, 2007). Market
based measures may complement other policies, 
but Chan (1993a) believes that behavioural 
adjustments ultimately depend on administrative 
sanctions, as has been demonstrated by anti
smoking campaigns, seat-belt campaigns, and the 
promotion of unleaded petrol. 
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[Environmental Protection Department] has 

surrendered this role [as environmental 

regulator] in relation to air pollution, they say 

'well we've got these 19 measures [air quality 

objectives], we can go forward on some, but 

where there's public disagreement then we can't 

do anything"' ("Alex 2 August," 2010). As soon 

as "somebody starts shouting back, Government 

... goes into this sort of catatonic state, where 

they can't ... go forward because there's a big 

belief that consensus is important to move 

forward" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

The 'de-professionalisation' of key Government 

personnel is also an issue. The Director of the 

EPD used to be a "career environmental 

scientist" but is now an Administrative Officer 

(AO). 

An AO is a "generalist" who doesn't have the 

"moral authority of someone who is a career 

expert" and is "not very good at advocating for 

the field that they're responsible for", which suits 

a "Government focussing on economic 

development" that wants "environment to get out 

of the way" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange aimed to "forward the agenda" 

of pollution and climate change through the C40 

Cities conference in November 2010. Mayors of 

international cities have great climate change 

strategies but Hong Kong has "nothing", here 

was an "opportunity to push the environment 

secretary a bit harder to have something worth 

announcing" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange hoped the conference would be 

a "spur to Hong Kong to get its act together" 

("Civic Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

An implicit aim of the conference, David 
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The importance of consensus in order to act is the 
Government's position. Alex is not necessarily 
endorsing this position but acknowledging that 
within this space the majority need to be in 
agreement with environmental policies in order to 
move forward Consensus is framed in a positive 
(populist) light by the Government but far from 
being a benign concept consensus (or the lack of) 
is actually being used as an excuse for 
environmental inaction. A demonstrable consensus 
(or lack of) can be employed to justify or 
perpetuate environmentally or socially questionable 
practices. 

Now the Director of the EPD is an administrative 
officer "the chances of an EIA [Environmental 
Impact Assessment] for an economically 
important project being rejected are diminished. 
It is unlikely that the Secretary would allow 
environmental considerations to override strong 
political and administrative needs, especially 
when the financial implications are significant" 
(Leverett, Hopkinson, Loh, & Trumbull, 2007, p. 
137). 

This was an internal discussion, and not an 
argument that Civic Exchange would make in the 
public sphere because ethics is "dangerous ground" 
and such a position would be very difficult to 
"defend'; "prove'; "quantify" or "legitimate" and 
risks "damaging our reputation" ("Alex 24 August" 
2010). Civic Exchanges language reflects traditional 
scientific notions of va/Jdity. Morally-motivated 
arguments within the policy sphere are considered 
dangerous and 1lleg!timate because they are 
indefensible from the traditional scientific 
epistemological position that Civic Exchange 
adopts. The reluctance of sustainability advocates 
to declare ethical motivations will be discussed 
further in Section 721. 

By actively engaging in international and regional 
sustainability discourse the Government is 
encouraged act on its global and regional 
responsibilities (Mottershead, 2004b, p. 7). 

~ 
Ecological metaphors help to imagine Hong Kong 
as a series of nested scales with permeable 
boundaries, which implies accepting responsibility 
and acting appropriately at each scale. 
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explains, was to "build the confidence" of the 

EPD to strengthen their role as regulator and 

environmental "protector" which has been 

undermined by the dominance of more 

"powerful" departments and "economic 

considerations" ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 

2010). The "hidden agenda" was "to influence 

them" along the way, by "getting them involved" 

and "fired up" ("Civic Exchange 18 November," 

2010). 

Civic Exchange used the conference as a 

"platform" to encourage universities, institutes, 

and key professions to plan workshops or 

events to "push people towards being better 

informed and more interested" and prompt 

"collaborative initiatives" ("Alex 2 August," 2010; 

"Mei-Lien 25 November," 2010). In the lead-up 

to the conference, Civic Exchange made 

unsolicited climate change initiative proposals to 

the Government. 

Government Disconnection 

Civic Exchange recognises that implementing 

pollution policy "goes far beyond the scope of 

the Environmental Protection Department" and 

requires the cooperation of many different 

departments ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

However, there is "reluctance" to cooperate and 

"cross departmental boundaries are very hard to 

break; the silo mentality is very strong" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). The transport department's job 

is to provide buses "that are roadworthy, that are 

convenient, and that are affordable, their 

mandate does not extend to providing 

environmentally safe buses ... so they are very 

reluctant to force the bus companies to retire 

their older dirty buses early, because if you do 

that, to buy new buses you have to raise fares to 
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The proposal and advocacy of unsolicited ideas in 
the hope of future return is referred to in a policy 
context as policy entrepreneurship (Abelson, 
2002; Stone, 2004). Policy entrepreneurs promote 
ideas and then advance them on the public 
agenda, and prepare and persuade actors within 
the political and policy arena of new ideas. Policy 
entrepreneurs are able to seize opportunities 
provided by catalyst events to push for change 
(Centre for Civil Society and Governance The 
University of Hong Kong, 2007). 

The silo mentality refers to the reluctance of 
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pay for the buses" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Inertia and "this inability to cooperate" is 

"increasingly moving us towards a position 

where making a scientific case or a clear 

academic case to pursue action that requires 

more than one department to act, is incredibly 

difficult" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). To address this 

disconnection in their pollution work Civic 

Exchange look at "improving the structure" 

("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

In a review of Air Quality Objectives (AQOs), 

Civic Exchange recognised that the objectives 

"cover sourcing fuel from China, the buses, 

creating low emissions zones, to putting down 

cycle tracks" which involve many different 

departments ("Alex 2 August," 2010). Civic 

Exchange have tried to improve structural 

coordination by trying to persuade the 

Government that the "person in charge of those 

measures [AQOs] should be the chief secretary 

who can coordinate all those departments 

because his job is coordination across all 

departments" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

"Affecting change" 

Civic Exchange doesn't want to remain in "ivory 

tower land, where we're just doing research for 

the sake of research ... applying the research is 

really I guess what we're about" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

Civic Exchange's recommendation for the Chief 

Secretary to coordinate the AQOs was put to the 

Government and subsequently adopted. Civic 

Exchange appealed for the up-coming Chief 

Executive Policy address to guarantee the 

establishment of "formal co-operation between 

the Bureaux for Environment, Health, 
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sections within the same organisation to 
cooperate and share information. In Hong Kong, 
communication barriers exist among different 
bureaux and departments, which create 
resistance to institutional change (Mottershead, 
2004a; Trumbull, 2007). Silo mentality is more 
likely if one department feels pressure to produce 
outcomes for which other departments are not 
accountable (Kennedy & Moore, 2003). In the 
case of environmental issues that cross many 
different Government departments, the lack of 
coordination, leadership and goal setting will 
likely create sub-optimal environmental 
outcomes (Leverett et al., 2007). 

To overcome the silo mentality, organisations 
must align their goals and decision-making must 
be based on the objectives of the entire 
organisation (Wisner, Tan, & Leong, 2008). 
Governments' tendency to treat 
multidimensional problems such as climate 
change in organisational silos can be overcome 
by establishing climate units in each ministry or 
establishing a lead agency to coordinate the 
efforts of each department (Rist, 1998; The World 
Bank, 2010). 
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Development, Transport and their associated 

departments to act on the new policy goal ... We 

also see a vital role for the Chief Secretary who 

has always played the role of bringing 

Secretaries together to make sure Government 

policy is properly joined-up" (Civic Exchange, 

2009). In the "last policy address, the Chief 

Secretary was made responsible for those 

measures" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Early signs suggest the C40 Cities conference 

has persuaded the Government to act, "they've 

got a strategy out ... a bit more discussion 

going, they've made a few commitments" ("Civic 

Exchange 18 November," 2010). However, 

David admits it's difficult for Civic Exchange to 

know "what you can attribute to us and what you 

just attribute to things happening elsewhere", but 

"I think it's part of the ... background that's 

helped push them along a bit" ("Civic Exchange 

18 November," 2010). 

Civic Exchange is "at a very exciting position 

with marine pollution" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

Alex and Lydia carried out "30 odd interviews in 

two or three years" before they found a shipping 

industry figure who said "oh, I've been looking 

for someone like you to help me do what we've 

all got to do as an industry" ("Alex 2 August," 

2010). As a result the world's biggest carrier has 

agreed to lead a voluntary fuel-switch and Hong 

Kong's biggest carrier has agreed to support it. 

Civic Exchange and Maersk hope to involve up 

to twenty four other shipping lines, covering 80 

to 90 percent of the container vessels in Hong 

Kong by the end of the year ("Alex 14 

September," 2010). 

Civic Exchange is trying to "build the 
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The Policy Address on the 14th October 2009 
makes particular reference to the coordination of 
the air quality management strategies by the 
Chief Secretary (Information Services 
Department of the Government of the Hong 
Kong Special Administrative Region, 2009}. 

In May 2010 during a Legislative Council session, 
a Legislative Council member requested that the 
Government inform the Council of their plans to 
release details of their climate change strategy in 
advance of the C40 Cities conference 
(Information Services Department of the 
Government of the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region, 2010b). This implies there 
were concerns that Government should have a 
clear climate change strategy in place, in advance 
of the conference. In September 2010 the 
Government issued a consultation study 
outlining strategy and action plans in response to 
climate change. 

Maersk announced their intention to switch to 
low-sulphur fuel while at berth in Hong Kong in 
September 2010 in the New York Times 
(Wassener, 2010). In this article, Maersk directly 
attributed their pollution reduction commitment 
to Civic Exchange. Maersk said it was "singling 
out Hong Kong for its voluntary move to cleaner 
fuel partly because of calls for action from Civic 
Exchange" (Wassener, 2010). The support of the 
shipping lines is in the expectation that 
Government will swiftly introduce regulations to 
mandate compliance with low emission fuels and 
thus ensure a level playing field between 
shipowners. 
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constituency larger" and is helped by the 

industry figure "who's willing to take that 

forward" by encouraging the industry to "review 

and sign up to" the charter Civic Exchange have 

drafted ("Alex 2 August," 2010). Civic Exchange 

has "got the shipping industry talking amongst 

themselves with a specific target for when they 

will agree, voluntarily, to switch to carry the extra 

cost to reduce the fuel consumption, or to 

reduce the emissions from their fuel" ("Alex 2 

August," 2010). 

In advance of the 2011 Policy Address, Civic 

Exchange wrote to the financial secretary to 

recommend the Government introduce 

legislation to mandate fuel-switch at berth 

(Christine. Loh, 2010). The impact of Civic 

Exchange's work has also spread throughout 

Asia, with ports in Singapore, Indonesia, India, 

the Philippines, Shanghai and the Pearl River 

Delta eager to regulate for marine emissions 

("Civic Exchange 18 November," 2010). 

When "you do see something you've 

recommended lead to an improvement then it's 

enormously rewarding" ("Alex 2 August," 2010). 

However, Civic Exchange does "struggle" with 

"demonstrating our effectiveness" and 

"measuring policy change" ("Alex 14 

September," 2010). 

Evidence of Civic Exchange's effectiveness is 

very significant because, if you can measure 

policy change, if you can "prove those things, 

you really demonstrate to funders ... what [the 

funding] will deliver in terms of improvements in 

quality of life ... everybody wants measureable 

outcomes" ("Alex 14 September," 2010). 

The Green Harbours and AQO outcomes are 
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This achievement suggests there are significant 
exceptions to the notion that it is Governments that 
are largely responsible for transformative project5; 
especially in Hong Kong where the Government is 
sufyect to policy making inertia. This is an example 
of industry "pioneers" creating change, catalysed by 
Civic Exchange. 

The success of think tanks is measured by the 
degree of influence they have in shaping public 
policy; this is much debated (Abelson, 2002; 
Lucarelli & Radaelli, 2004; Stone, 2004). Stone 
(2004) observes that there is rarely a one-to-one 
correspondence between a study produced by a 
think tank and subsequent policy change, 
because there are many intervening forces that 
obscure the cause and effect relationship. This is 
partly caused by the crowding of the policy
making community, which results in many voices 
with a similar message (Abelson, 2002; Tsz Ming 
Mong, 2008). Many have claimed that every 
successful policy idea "has a hundred mothers 
and fathers; every bad policy idea is always an 
orphan" (Abelson, 2002, p. 5). Some argue that 
the value of think tanks is not their direct impact 
on particular policy problems but their role as 
agenda setters (Stone, 2004), and the long-term 
'enlightenment' or atmospheric influence on 
political actors (Lucarelli & Radaelli, 2004; Rist, 
1998; Sing, 1999; Stone, 2004). From this 
perspective it becomes less relevant to identify 
exactly where policy research has influenced 
policy outcomes (Rist, 1998). 

87 



"directly attributable" to Civic Exchange because 

in these cases Civic Exchange is "not one of 

many voices ... no one else has ever suggested 

it ... " ("Alex 14 September," 2010). The "holy 

grail" for Civic Exchange is "when you can see 

the actual improvement in the environment 

you're trying to protect because of what you 

recommended" ("Alex 14 September," 2010). 
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Alexs use of the expression holy grail' emphasises 
the rarity 1! not impossibility of achieving such 
positive outcomes, and difficulty of the Journey 
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The road ahead 

Civic Exchange continues to encourage the Government towards greater sustainability, taking 
advantage of catalysts and 'pioneers' to move toward a future that appears possible in light of the 
success they have already achieved. The C40 Cities conference has encouraged more dialogue and 
awareness of environmental issues in Hong Kong. In early 2013, the Chief Executive announced his 
plans to introduce legislation for at-berth fuel switching and is in talks with Guangdong to extend fuel 
switching to the Pearl River Delat (PRO). The shipping industry have agreed to a further two year 
voluntary commitment. Civic Exchange continues to battle disconnect between Government 
departments and the dominance of economic drivers. 

My internship with Civic Exchange took place over an agreed 12 month period, from January to 
December 2010 when I left Hong Kong. The ending was negotiated upfront with the think tank, 
although I have continued to contribute some research material remotely, and have kept lines of 
communication open. 

The interim interpretive document was well received. Alex commented that it was interesting to see 
the theory stream alongside Civic Exchange's story, because he'd taken for granted Civic Exchange's 
mode of operation and this gave him the chance to reflect and put it in context. He was gratified that 
the recommendations of many of the academic sources corresponded to Civic Exchange's modus 
operandi. 

The value of the interim interpretive account was demonstrated by the feedback I received from the 
participants. There was an adverse reaction to an idiom I had used as a heading. I had used "many 
hands make light work" in relation to advocacy coalitions, which bothered Lydia, not because it was 
inaccurate but because it was something her dad used to repeat often, so it struck an irritating chord 
with her. Also, I had used 'champion' in relation to industry collaborators in the Green Harbours 
project, which was considered ill-suited to the Hong Kong context. David believed it was a western 
concept that didn't translate well as Hong Kong Chinese are culturally predisposed to avoid leadership 
positions but are more likely to take a "facilitator" role. Mei-Lien and Alex agreed. Mei-Lien prefers the 
word "pioneer" because it avoids the "win-lose" connotations of champion and describes a more 
processual concept. Civic Exchange's comments reinforced the importance of using language that the 
participants are comfortable with, where possible using participants' own words, and discussing 
interim accounts with participants. It also reinforces the extent to which appropriate use of language 
and narrative are a focus of Civic Exchange's work. 

While my interviews offered a forum for reflection, as it did with TSL, Civic Exchange has their own 
formal structures in place to review and reflect on organisational progress. The participant research 
process in the case of Civic Exchange was unlikely to have the same impact that it would for TSL. 

This narrative has revealed key themes in relation to ecological metaphor that, along with Chapter 4, 
inform the discussion in Chapter 6. 
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RESTORYING ECOLOGICAL MET AP HOR 

Through a series of narratives, this chapter explores the value of ecological metaphor as a response 
to urban issues in Hong Kong. Each narrative addresses an urban issue or collection of related issues 
that have emerged from Chapters 4 and 5 and from my own observations during my time in Hong 
Kong. The narratives focus on issues that are perceived from a designer's position to be particularly 
problematic, and/or have interesting metaphorical possibilities. Aspects of urbanism such as 
communication, public services, education, healthcare, demographics, and public safety are not dwelt 
on here. The narratives, as a collection, are not organised as a linear progressive sequence; rather a 
weaving of narratives with overlapping issues. The implications arising from the narratives are 
discussed in Chapter 7, as part of a contemplation of the research process as a whole. 

An autobiographical passage (in italics) introduces each issue based on my direct observations or 
reflections on life in Hong Kong. The issues are then discussed in more detail in the main body. Each 
narrative initially offers the ecological concepts introduced in Section 2.4 as a potential response, but 
then closely scrutinises the concepts, often by expanding on the questions raised in relation to 
ecological metaphor in Chapters 4 and 5. Critique of the initial ecological metaphor involves examining 
linguistic detail and semantics, understanding relevance to Hong Kong, considering alternative 
interpretations, attending to divergence between ecological and urban systems, and closely studying 
ecological source theory. Where the initial metaphorical interpretation is found wanting, ecological 
theory is reinterpreted and re-applied. Each narrative offers a secondary interpretation of the 
ecosystem concept, an alternative term that more closely reflects the ecological pattern, or an 
extension of the metaphor, to articulate ecologically inspired concepts in a manner that is more likely 
to enable sustainable urbanism in Hong Kong. Each narrative closes with an autobiographical 
passage (again in italics) that reflects on the significance of the ecological reasoning process, in terms 
of its power in deconstructing metaphorical concepts and reconstructing/restorying ecological 
metaphors. 
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6.1 

Eco-system 

I wondered what the Environment Minister was doing when he 
asked for audience members to lend him their shoes. It was his 
way of demonstrating carbon footprint. A small girl's shoe was 
Hong Kong, a medium-sized shoe Britain, and a large and extra 
large shoe was the U. S and Australia. There were murmurs of 
approval . . . and then came the punch line . . . even though Hong 
Kong had a small-girl's-shoe-sized carbon footprint they were still 
committed to mitigating their carbon emissions. But could Hong 
Kong really have such a low carbon footprint when it relied so 
heavily on imports? (Journal 2010). Left: Figure 6.1.1 Shoe Sketch. 

The Transition South Lantau (TSL) participants indicated that climate change dialogue in the media, 
community, and in Government is limited and climate change strategies are not forthcoming. Although, 
the example above, and the Civic Exchange case narrative (in relation to the C40 Cities conference), 
suggest the Government recognises the need to respond to climate change, Government climate 
change rhetoric has been unable to catalyse action. The Government frames the climate change issue 
around the 'carbon footprint' concept, emphasising Hong Kong's relatively small 'carbon footprint'. 
Framing the climate change argument in this way may have contributed to a lack of perceived need in 
Hong Kong for behavioural change due to a diminished sense of responsibility for climate change. 
Calling attention to Hong Kong's small 'carbon footprint' as part of the problem definition undermines 
sustainability endeavours. 

Representing carbon emissions as Hong Kong people's collective 'footprint' is a personification 
metaphor, which as Lakoff and Johnson (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) explain helps society to make 
sense of a particular concept in human terms. Lakoff and Johnson's Metaphors We Live By (Lakoff & 
Johnson, 1980) forewarns of the possibility that by emphasising certain aspects of a concept, 
metaphors may hide other aspects of the phenomena studied. Political and economic metaphors are 
no exception, but by virtue of what they hide the implications can be serious (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 
In this case, the HKSAR Governments use of 'carbon footprint' to quantify Hong Kong's peoples 
domestic carbon emissions hides wider resource use concerns. 

The HKSAR Government's small 'carbon footprint' rhetoric is based on its particular method of 
calculation. 'Carbon footprint' calculations have become a widespread practice, but the resulting 
figures are often misleading (Monbiot, 2010). The HKSAR Government's figures for Hong Kong's per 
capita carbon emissions are approximately six tonnes per year, in comparison with 10 tonnes in Japan 
and the UK, 23 tonnes in the USA, and 26 tonnes in Australia (Environment Bureau HKSAR 
Government, 2010). The HKSAR Government's figures account for carbon emissions produced as a 
result of domestic activities; they omit carbon emissions associated with the production of imported 
goods, and international transport. Policy stories are the tools of political strategy and frequently 
employ literary and rhetorical devices such as metaphors for political representation (Fischer, 2003). 
Such devices, in this instance 'carbon footprint', help identify the responsible culprits and the virtuous 
saviours and are employed to convince the audience of the merit of political action or inaction 
(Fischer, 2003). 

The 'footprint' concept focuses on the size of Hong Kong's per capita emissions in relation to other 
countries, rather than advocating a smaller 'footprint' to mitigate climate change. The acceptable 
upper limit of carbon emissions did not even enter the dialogue of the Environment Minister (during the 
speech referred to above). 350 parts per million (a measure of the concentration of C02) is considered 
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to be the safe upper limit for carbon dioxide in our global atmosphere. Organisations such as 350.org, 
mentioned in Chapter 4, focus on what must be done to remain within this limit. Focusing on mitigation 
strategies to remain within the safe upper limit is a more affirmative and potentially catalytic approach 
in contrast to the HKSAR Government's emphasis on the smallness of Hong Kong's 'footprint'. 

Independent research and media discussion challenge and deconstruct the Government's rhetorical 
use of 'carbon footprint'. A global trade-linked calculation method is a more accurate representation of 
the extent of Hong Kong's total 'carbon footprint'. Hertwich and Peters' (2009) study of 'carbon 
footprint' considers the emissions produced by Hong Kong including external activities associated with 
all goods consumed. Their global trade-linked methodology reveals Hong Kong's per capita 'footprint' 
is 29 tonnes per year, compared with 13.8 in Japan, 15.4 in the UK, 28.6 in the USA, and 20.6 in 
Australia (Hertwich & Peters, 2009). A global trade-linked methodology reveals that domestic activities 
only account for 17 percent of Hong Kong's 'carbon footprint' (Tam, 2010). Carbon emissions arising 
from Hong Kong's domestic activities appear to be minimal; therefore the HKSAR Government's 
'carbon footprint' calculations disregard the majority of emissions for which the city is responsible. 

Ecosystems are conceptual systems that relate a community with the totality of environmental factors 
(Boughey, 1971 ). Many of the interactions in ecosystem cycles are local, but the gaseous cycles of 
nitrogen, carbon, oxygen, and water involve global exchanges between the atmosphere and individual 
ecosystems (Krebs, 2008). Everything in an ecosystem is linked; it is therefore apparent that "every 
component in an ecosystem must consider the influence of all other components" (Jorgensen, 1992, 
p. 189). The interdependency of eco-system processes in respect to local and wider interactions leads 
to a corresponding conceptualisation that Hong Kong's system processes are best understood in an 
interconnected global manner. The city's culpability for carbon emissions extend beyond its 
boundaries as does its responsibility to mitigate climate change, which will be discussed further in 
Section 6.5. 

An 'ecological footprint' 17 calculation is a more comprehensive reckoning of Hong Kong's 
environmental impact than 'carbon footprint', and the calculation method recognises global trade
linked patterns. World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Hong Kong in conjunction with the Global Footprint 
Network released the Hong Kong Ecological Footprint Report 2010, which demonstrated that a 
substantial proportion of Hong Kong's carbon emissions are associated with commodities consumed 
in Hong Kong that are produced elsewhere (WWF & Global Footprint Network, 2011, p. 36). 

The 2012 Ecological Footprint Standards initiative of the Global Footprint Network to build consensus 
among practitioners regarding 'ecological footprint' methodology, will help increase the transparency 
and accuracy of 'ecological footprint' methods and the manner in which they are communicated, which 
will help to avoid ambiguity caused by different methodologies. However, the considerable ambiguity 
of the 'footprint' concept suggests it is the term itself that is problematic. It exemplifies many of the 
issues that Harre, Brockmeier, and Muhlhausler (1999) identify as key criticisms of environmental 
lexical terms, including vagueness, semantic underdifferentiation and misleading encoding. 'Carbon 
footprint' has been shown to be ambiguous, subject to multiple interpretations, and is a misleading 
term for spatially complex carbon cycle. 'Ecological footprint' can be understood as a manifestation of 
the urban organismal metaphor, but it goes beyond a figure of speech to become an actuality subject 
to quantitative measurement (Buell, 2010). 

'Footprint' as a term, does not represent the complex processes of urban systems at a number of 
different scales. The budgetary approach, although generally effective, was informed by a 
biogeochemical perspective based on closed, homeostatic systems (Steward. T.A. Pickett et al., 
2001 ). Ecosystems are no longer understood as closed systems. Cities, like ecosystems, display 
interactions on many levels and the interactions, and therefore responsibilities, extend beyond city 

17 Ecological footprint is represented as the aggregated land and water area that is appropriated by each country to produce the 
resources used and assimilate the wastes generated (Folke, Jansson, Larsson, & Costanza, 1997; G. Steiner, Stark, Pilz, & 
Hutterer, 2000). 
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boundaries. This will be discussed further in Sections 6.2 and 6.5. The intention of 'footprint' 
calculations is to quantify resource use rather than qualitatively assess urban processes and global 
relationships and how they are influenced by human values. 

Despite 'ecological footprint' offering a more accurate representation of Hong Kong's 'footprint', it is 
not a wholly beneficial ecologically-inspired concept. The 'footprint' concept conceptualises carbon 
emissions as a single numerical amount. It signifies a single scale and fixed boundaries, and is not an 
affirmative idea. If instead carbon emissions are conceptualised as accumulative processes 
associated with a complex globally connected system it is more likely to reveal the full extent of Hong 
Kong's emissions. Representing carbon emissions as a process makes evident that carbon emissions 
are the accumulation of a chain of decisions made by people in different roles; mitigation therefore 
involves each person taking action within the scope of each of their different roles and at all the 
relevant scales. Figure 6.1.2 is a working diagram showing a qualitative representation of carbon 
emissions associated with Hong Kong (direct emissions and embodied emissions in imported 
commodities). Diagrams can synthesise qualitative and quantitative data and use layering or 
serialising to explain the complex processes of urban systems. 
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Figure 6. 1. 2 Restorying Hong Kong's carbon emissions: the development of this figure explores the ability of diagrams to 
effectively disseminate ecological urbanism concepts, in this case to demonstrate the global extent of Hong Kong's carbon 
emissions. The diagram is a method of visual storytelling that could explain succinctly and clearly sustainability concepts. 

The deconstruction of the 'carbon footprint' concept is a reminder that as a designer I am not merely a 
receiver of ecological concepts developed by scientists and environmentalists. It is my responsibility to 
challenge and re-imagine misleading ecological concepts using narrative and visual means. It is also 
important to acknowledge that as abstractions, diagrams and visual representations may not be able 
to incorporate all system details; in such cases, it becomes important to disclose omissions, and 
acknowledge potential influences that aren't represented such as social values, economic policy and 
global fluctuations. The potential to mislead or obscure anticipates the value of community 
engagement. If the intention of ecological concepts is dissemination and uptake of ideas by the 
community, the effectiveness of concepts can be understood by engaging with prospective audiences. 
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6.2 

Autopoiesis 

I blink to clear the grit from my eyes, then cover my mouth 
and nose with my sleeve. Walking through Wan Chai, the 
pollution is worse than ever. When I run up the Peak to 
escape I can see the blanket of smog sitting on the city below 
me, a thick grey cloud. Sometimes from the Peak, I can see 
across the harbour, but not today. The words from a song by 
Bill Callahan's aptly named band 'Smog' float around my 
head " ... let's move to the country, just you and me" (Journal 
2010). Left: Figure 6.2.1 Hong Kong from the Peak. 

I remember being both amused and horrified when I heard 
the news about the man who was questioned for hours at 
Hong Kong airport after he set off the explosive detector with 
a bag of vegetables he had carried through customs. The 
vegetables were imported from China and had so much 
fertilizer and pesticides on them that they had triggered the 
alarm. I started to believe the stories that I had dismissed as 
urban myth about fluorescent pork and imitation garden peas. 
As far as we could tell, most of the food we were eating was 
imported, often from countries that were likely to have less 
strict food safety regulations than their export country. How 
could we be sure what was safe to eat? (Journal 2010). Left: 
Figure 6.2.2 Central street market. 

As Civic Exchange explain, although many other cities are becoming more aware of how their 
operations are currently exceeding the carrying capacity of the earth, Hong Kong has largely 
overlooked the suggestion of regulating consumption patterns to remain within environmental limits. 
Regulating urban processes to recognise environmental limits is seen as an impediment to economic 
growth, which is the apparent priority. 

Hong Kong has a limited and diminishing domestic agricultural sector, degraded fisheries and forestry, 
and circumvents the collapse that would have been inevitable in the past by importing commodities 
(Barron, 2004; W. Y. Fung, 2004). It is a net importer of materials and goods, including food (Burnett, 
2004; WWF & Global Footprint Network, 2011 ). Water is imported from the Dongjiang River in 
Guangdong province. Hong Kong's per capita water consumption is considerably higher than the 
global average (Holland, 2012), which is a likely consequence of its water tariffs, which are among the 
lowest in the world (Dewolf, 201 O; Holland, 2012). Energy is primarily generated from imported coal 
and natural gas with additional hydro power and nuclear imports from Guangdong. Energy 
conservation is disincentivised by tariffs that have remained stagnant since 1997 and the Scheme of 
Control Agreement18 between the Government and the utilities companies. Hong Kong residents 
reportedly generate more waste per capita than most other cities of comparable economic 
development (Environmental Protection Department, 2012). Landfill sites are approaching critical 

18 In the 1960s, the Hong Kong Government entered into a Scheme of Control Agreement (SCA) with the electricity companies 
to encourage the expansion of generation capacity and ensure stability of electricity supply. The SCA links fixed assets to the 
utilities' permitted returns, in essence, the more the utilities' invest in generation capacity, the higher the return, which 
incentivises a growth in demand and de-incentivises energy conservation. This was a scheme that was designed originally to 
build the capacity of a growing colony, but now fails to acknowledge environmental protection and resource conservation 
imperatives (A. Y. H. Lo, 2008; Trumbull , 2007). 
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capacity despite management strategies that achieve approximately 52 percent waste19 recovery rate 
(Environmental Protection Department, 2012). This recovery rate is achieved by exporting recovered 
waste almost in its entirety to mainland China and South-east Asia for recycling. Figure 6.2.3 
illustrates Hong Kong's current patterns. 

Figure 6.2.3 Business as usual: commodities are imported, distributed through supermarket chains, and recoverable waste is 
shipped to China. 

In many ways Hong Kong's consumption patterns have simply followed the pattern of its colonial past. 
Colonial powers habitually circumvented environmental limits by outsourcing industries and agriculture 
to colonial holdings where labour was cheap (or free), and productive land abundant. Adam (1974) 
observes that long after colonial powers had left, the organisation of many post-colonial countries, in 
regard to energy and resource use, continues to resemble the exploitative example established by the 
colonisers (cited in Moran, 2006). This continuation of colonial patterns suggests that "the way nations 
use resources embodies histories, and myths, which remain hidden from public scrutiny because they 
have become culturally embedded" (Moran, 2006, p. 93). Hong Kong's import-dependent model is 
culturally-embedded, and demonstrates a lack of 'sovereignty' over consumption patterns. 

Hong Kong's reliance on fossil fuels for energy generation and international trade contributes to local 
and global marine and air pollution, and exposes Hong Kong to energy security issues. 

Civic Exchange describes pollution as Hong Kong's biggest environmental problem. There is 
considerable concern in Hong Kong regarding the effect of pollution on residents' health and well
being and the potential threat to Hong Kong's international image. The energy sector is the major 
emitter of Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions, accounting for 62 percent20 of Hong Kong's GHG 
emissions and is the largest single source of local air pollutants (Environmental Protection 
Department, 2009). Levels of sulphur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, ozone, and particulate matter exceed 
the World Health Organisation's Air Quality Guidelines (WHOAQG), sometimes by a factor of four to 
six times (Kilburn, 2012). The Hedley Environmental Index shows that between 1 January 2005 and 
31 December 2011, pollution levels gave rise to 7240 premature deaths, 528 388 avoidable hospital 
bed days, and 49.26 million avoidable doctor visits (Kilburn, 2012). 

Road transport is the second most significant GHG contributor next to electricity production 
(Environmental Protection Department, 2009). Franchised buses are currently the primary source of 
roadside air pollution. In 2011 roadside air pollution was worse than ever; in central areas pollutant 
levels failed Hong Kong's Air Quality Objectives (AQOs) more than twenty percent of the time (Clean 
Air Network, 2012). Shipping has also been found to be a dominant source of air pollution in Hong 

19 This is a municipal solid waste average rate, and construction waste is not included in this figure. 
20 89 percent of end-use energy consumed in Hong Kong is by buildings (Environmental Protection Department, 2009). Note: 
the 2009 GHG emissions by sector figures are the most up-to-date figures on the EPD website as of 1 April 2013. 
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Kong and globally. However, marine vessels and aviation are often overlooked because they operate 
largely outside administrative boundaries (Leverett et al., 2007; Lorie, 2009). 

Despite the seriousness of the pollution problem and the recognition that energy generation is the 
principal cause, Hong Kong's energy patterns have often been portrayed in a positive light. In 
comparison with other developing countries, Hong Kong's energy intensity21 is relatively low (Chow, 
2010; EarthTrends, 2010). Shifting from manufacturing and industry to service sectors in the 1980s 
has increased Hong Kong's apparent energy efficiency through dematerialisation22. This process 
primarily relied on externalising these industries to China rather than a genuine process of increased 
efficiency, therefore some refer to it as transmaterialisation23, which is considered "a sort of 
epistemological cheating" (Ramos-Martin & Ortega-Cerda, 2003, p. 6). Hong Kong's apparent energy 
efficiency to some extent condones prevailing energy patterns and undermines the perceived need for 
action. 

Hong Kong's dependence on imported resources is potentially perilous. Reliance on access to 
resources that are external to a city's own administrative jurisdiction poses serious risk (Folke et al., 
1997; Niazi et al., 2008). Hong Kong's heavy reliance on imports has resulted in risks in quality, 
safety, and supply instability (Barron, 2004; Burnett, 2004). Fresh food imports from the PRC have 
been contaminated by pesticides/pollutants and live poultry imports have increased the risk of avian 
influenza. Imports are affected by fluctuating prices in source countries (due to drought, floods, and 
political instability) and the inflationary pressure of rising oil prices. Disconnecting the source of 
demand from the location of production delays critical feedback, which results in over consumption 
and resource depletion (Deltorn & Louchet, 2008; Guillen, 2001; Moran, 2006; Rees, 1996; Walker & 
Salt, 2006). Although there is little chance Hong Kong's water supply will be cut off, there is 
considerable risk that when the supply contract with Guangdong is renewed in 2014, the cost will rise 
substantially due to increased demand in the Pearl River Delta (Loh & Schutte, 2012). 

Studying ecological patterns offers a means of responding to the risks of import dependency and 
pollution. Ecosystems balance matter and energy use to accord with ecological limits by drawing on 
abundant/renewable/largely locally-available resources, developing biogeochemical cycling to 
minimise 'waste', and ensuring 'by-products' are useful or environmentally benign. Biogeochemical 
cycling reduces primary biomass input demonstrating the value of reducer/decomposer processes. 
Ecologists refer to this balancing process as 'self-sufficiency', 'self-regulation', or 'self-maintenance'. 

'Self-sufficiency' has been enthusiastically adopted by theorists and designers as a concept to 
describe urban systems or buildings that conserve power and materials, recycle water and solid 
waste, generate their own power, collect their own water, and produce their own food. As a concept in 
design its use dates to at least the 1970s (B. J. L. Berry & Kasarda, 1977). An early example is 
Buckminster Fuller's geodesic domes, which created entirely 'self-sufficient ecosystems'. The terms 
'self-sufficiency', 'self-regulation' or 'self-maintaining' continue to be used by ecologically inspired 
theorists/designers (Alberti et al., 2003; Cadenasso & Pickett, 2008; Daly & Farley, 2004; Grierson, 
2009; Marshall, 2009; Newman & Jennings, 2008). The Dongtan 'eco-city' was promoted as the 
world's first 'eco-city', and was to be completely 'self-sufficient' in energy, water and food (Hodson & 
Marvin, 2010). The feasibility of achieving this guarantee of 'self-sufficiency' is questioned by Hodson 
and Marvin who note there has been a long history of eco-buildings and districts failing to achieve 
performance pledges as the actions of building occupants cannot always be anticipated. The 

21 Energy intensity refers to the energy consumption per unit of GDP produced. These figures rarely include the embodied 
energy of imported commodities. 
22 The process of improved energy efficiency and optimisation of resources observed as economies become more advanced. 
Developmental economies invest considerable energy in infrastructure and the industrial sector dominates economic 
production. At later stages, economic structures change and there is a shift towards the service sectors which are less energy 
intensive, as well as technological advances which result in increased energy efficiency (Ramos-Martin & Ortega-Cerda, 2003). 
23 Transmaterialisation refers to an apparent dematerialisation process that is achieved by externalising industry to developing 
nations rather than a genuine process of improved energy efficiency and optimisation of resources (Ramos-Martin & Ortega
Cerda, 2003). 
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emphasis of 'self-sufficiency' initiatives is often on 'hardware', but is undermined by unexpected 
'software' phenomena, inferring that attending to behavioural and relational aspects are important in 
sustainable urbanism. 

'Self-sufficiency' is defined as the ability to meet one's own needs. 'Self-sufficient' is a synonym for 
independent, self-contained, and self-reliant. The term personifies or anthropomorphises ecosystem 
processes, which helps to explain the concept, but offers a limited interpretation of ecosystems that to 
some extent contradicts the understanding of ecosystems as complex cooperative systems. Downton 
(2009) briefly alludes to the potential for 'self-sufficiency' to contradict sustainability concepts. He 
writes "whatever sustainability is, it is a social enterprise, it is not about 'self-sufficiency [sic]" (p.23). 
Metaphors highlight aspects of concepts that are centrally important in our culture (Lakoff & Johnson, 
1980). According to Code (2006) the rhetoric of self-reliance is embedded in affluent, western socio
political spaces24 . 'Self-sufficiency' emphasises independence, as a key cultural value, but in-so-doing 
demotes cooperative aspects of ecosystems. In its general usage, Code (2006) reminds us, self
reliance translates into a reluctance to depend on other people. 'Self-sufficiency' is the concept used 
by TSL to encourage local food production and a market for locally-produced food, however by their 
own admission these endeavours rely on developing robust community connections and 
interdependence. If metaphors not only reflect cultural values but also influence actions (Lakoff & 
Johnson, 1980), advocating 'self-sufficiency' is likely to result in individualism rather than cooperative 
endeavours, thereby undermining TSL's initiatives. For this reason, 'self-sufficiency' does not appear 
to be an appropriate term because it does not embody cooperative values that appear to be essential 
to advancing sustainability. Moreover, it does not represent a reliable interpretation of ecological 
processes. 

Ecosystems rely on community interactions to balance system processes to remain within 
environmental limits. Ecosystems are irreducible; the entire ecological network plays a role in all 
processes to display emergent behaviour that is more than the sum of the parts (Jorgensen & Muller, 
2000; E. P. Odum, 1983; Pomeroy, Hargrove, & Alberts, 1988; Walker & Salt, 2006). Some scientists 
use the term autopoiesis25 to describe the 'dynamic', 'self-producing' and 'self-maintaining' activities of 
all living beings (Jorgensen, 2002, p. 355). This term was coined by Maturana and Varela (1980) by 
joining the prefix auto (operating independently) with the Greek term poiesis (creation, production) to 
explain the autonomous networks of living systems. The process of concatenation, also described as 
the production of constitutive relations, is one of the defining dimensions of an autopoietic system 
(Maturana & Varela, 1980). The term 'self-sufficiency' both as a term used in ecology and an 
ecological design concept obscures this networked nature of ecological systems, which is a critical 
quality of ecosystems. The metaphorical concept of 'self- sufficiency is a misnomer, and in some 
ways an example of Marx and Engels 'double transfer' (see Section 2.1) by using notions of the 
individual in relation to biological systems. The term autopoiesis more clearly denotes living systems 
that achieve effective autonomous functioning through organisational linking; it is considered to be a 
more nuanced and useful term for sustainable urbanism than 'self-sufficiency' because it embodies 
concepts of community. 

Autopoietic patterns have been a feature of mainland Chinese community life since the 1950s, 
instigated and supported by government policies (L. Wong, 1993). An important organisational 
principle of socialist ideology was to attach individuals to local collectives, which would meet their 
employment and welfare needs and consolidate their loyalty to the state. These grassroots agencies 
are directed to become 'self-reliant' and tailor their programmes to suit local conditions (L. Wong, 
1993). Mainland Chinese practices recognise the value of forming strong collaborative networks in 
response to local conditions26 . 

24 Code goes on to examine the implications of the autonomy ideal in terms of reinforcing oppressive power structures. 
25 The antonym is allopoietic, which describes systems that have as the product of their functioning something different from 
themselves; they are not autonomous (Maturana & Varela, 1980, p. 80). Machines are allopoietic. 
26 The degree to which Mainland Chinese practices demonstrate sensitivity to place is questionable, and Shapiro (2001) is very 
scathing of the destructive impact communist ideology has had on the environment. 
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The HKSAR Government's regulatory philosophy relies on market-driven forces (Environment Bureau 
& Electrical and Mechanical Services Department, 2007) and supply-side policy tools, because it is 
more difficult to intervene in personal consumption choices (A. Y H. Lo, 2008; The World Bank, 2010). 
However, market-based measures alone have been found to be inadequate without administrative 
sanctions (C. Chan, 1993a; Hong, Chiang, Shapiro, & Clifford, 2007). Rather than limiting regulatory 
strategies to supply-side policies, autopoiesis infers that it is the responsibility of each member of the 
network to engage with sustainable practices. This may involve policy to reduce consumption, and 
encouraging social norms that reinforce sustainable practices. The HKSAR Government's 
abandonment of positive non-interventionism27 has opened up the policy field to strategies including 
the Building Energy Efficiency Ordinance (2010), and tariff reform (Moy, 2010) that will oblige 
consumers to reconsider their consumption habits. 

Autopoietic patterns offer interesting parallels for biogeochemical cycling and energy use in Hong 
Kong by considering the manner in which producers, distributors, and consumers act together in an 
interactional unit. Declining agricultural activity and the difficulty of separating food waste in small 
residential apartments limits the degree to which composting can play a part in waste management 
strategies (B. Cook & Ng, 2004). The unfeasibility of composting in individual apartments or buildings 
indicates that it may be more constructive to consider composting and landscaping/agriculture on a 
district scale where residents' food waste is composted communally (to address space limitations) to 
supply a local garden or community vegetable growing area (creating a market for the compost). The 
example of Cuba demonstrates how effective urban vegetable growing can be; productive landscapes 
became integral to the city fabric. Autopoiesis implies increasing Hong Kong peoples 'sovereignty' 
over its biogeochemical and energy processes. This extends the concept of 'food sovereignty' to 
include all urban processes, encouraging the building of capacity at local levels so communities can 
define their own life support systems. 

Autopoietic systems develop complex interactions and processes to make the best use of available 
energy, which entails a small number of organisms using high quality energy and many other 
organisms using lower quality successively more degraded energy (Graham, 2003; Martinez, 2006). 
This is called autocatalytic feedback. The concept of autocatalytic feedback evokes strategies such as 
heat exchanges that make use of low quality heat energy that is a by-product of micro/district-based 
energy generation. Considering energy patterns on a district scale, as a network, enables matching 
demand with production. The mixed-use districts of Hong Kong have great potential for heaUenergy 
exchanges between commercial, industrial and residential buildings. The concept of autocatalytic 
feedback points Graham (2003) towards developing effective means of using energy of varying 
quality. The ecological reasoning process guides this research to interpret autocatalytic feedback as 
an example of the importance of developing a network approach in order to achieve effective 
functional processes, including energy use. 

In Hong Kong, an integrated or systemic approach to sustainability policymaking has been hampered 
by the affects of the silo mentality and institutional lock-in28 in Government Departments and Bureaux. 
Minimal progress has been made in fostering an integrated approach to the environmental policy in 
Hong Kong; Government Departments and Bureaux tend to work within their own confined agendas 
without reference to each other (Gouldson et al. , 2008; Mottershead, 2004c; Salter & Miles, 2010). 
The silo mentality is problematic because social and environmental change is produced by 
intersecting economic, social and ecological processes that operate at different scales (Taylor, 2005). 
Taylor argues socio-environmental situations transgress boundaries and are not governed by coherent 

27 Positive non-interventionism was coined by Sir Phillip Haddon-Cave the Hong Kong Financial Secretary in the 1970s. It refers 
to the Government's principle of non-intervention in the market except to safeguard the interests of business especially the 
property market and banking system (C. K. Chan, 2005). 
28 Technologies and institutions evolve together over time, influencing each others' development and reinforcing unsustainable 
practices, resulting in an institutional lock-in or embeddedness which must be overcome in order to generate change (Gouldson 
et al. , 2008; Reason et al. , 2009). 
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internal dynamics. Instances of drought in Southern China reveal the significance of these overlapping 
or intersecting processes in Hong Kong and its neighbouring province. Hong Kong's water supply 
(based on comparatively high per capita usage) from the Dongjiang River is guaranteed even in times 
of extreme drought in Guangdong. Water scarcity has led to power restrictions in Guangdong which is 
largely reliant on hydro power, which has subsequently increased the demand for coal-fired power 
(Lewis, 30 March 2010), and in turn this has led to greater pollution in Hong Kong (see Figure 6.2.4). 
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Figure 6.2.4 Hong Kong/Guangdong interconnectivity: This diagram explores how to illustrate, in shorthand form, the longer 
explanation of how drought in Southern China has caused hydro power to give way to coal-fired power, which contributes to 

pollution in Hong Kong. As Hong Kong 's water is supplied by Guangdong, it is contributing to the water scarcity, and therefore 
the problem. Such a diagram may help to disseminate the concept to wider audiences. 

Macro properties of the city emerge from the interaction of micro processes; simple aggregation is 
inadequate to understand the complex nature of cities (Alberti et al., 2003; Gieryn, 2006; 
Guhathakurta, 2002; Pope, 2013; Walker & Salt, 2006). Delanda (2006) refers to cities as 
assemblages whose properties emerge from the interaction of parts. Strategies that consider the 
complexity of urban interactions are less likely, than isolated strategies, to produce unintended 
negative consequences (Alberti et al. , 2003; Cadenasso & Pickett, 2008; Newman & Jennings, 2008). 
Ecological metaphors encourage designers to understand cities as more than the sum of their parts29, 

and become aware of the opportunities or conflict generated by overlapping urban elements and 
processes. 

The term 'self-sufficiency' also denotes meeting all needs from internal/local processes. Hong Kong 
has always appropriated resources and knowledge from outside its urban boundaries, and external 
connections have some positive contributions. Hong Kong's cosmopolitanism is often referred to as 
one of its most pleasing attributes. Global interconnectivity has enabled many positive mechanisms 
including the sharing of medical advances, disaster relief and other cooperative endeavours (Guillen, 
2001 , p. 244). The assumption has been that sustainability equates to localised production. However, 
there is growing awareness that sustainability may not follow this simple equation. Raising cattle and 
sheep, and growing some fruit and vegetables in colder climates can be more energy intensive (and 
emit more carbon) than importing fresh produce from abroad. While regionalists emphasise the 
importance of localisation, many also recognise the importance of interaction and assimilating ideas 
and technical methods that originate elsewhere (Mumford, 2007). Mumford maintains that not only can 
external interaction be useful to communities, it is essential. The desirability of retaining external 
connections introduces another reservation in regard to the value of the term 'self-sufficiency'. 

29 Mechanistic metaphors for cities were popular until re latively recently, and encouraged cit ies to be considered as a series of 
independent component parts. As a machine, t he city is a designed object with a single purpose t o which replaceable component parts are 
subord inat ed (Marshall, 2009). 

Restorying ecologica l urbanism in Hong Kong: Chapter 6 99 



Concepts of 'self-sufficiency' are promoted in order to increase the ecological security (for example 
food, water, energy) of urban areas. Hodson and Marvin (2010) are concerned that the aspiration of 
ecological urbanism is to create ecologically secure gated communities rather than contribute to 
collective notions of ecological security. This is a bounded divisible security that guarantees ecological 
security for elites, and ignores wider issues in relation to resource equity (Hodson & Marvin, 2010). 
Hodson and Marvin's concerns infer that thought be given to fostering responses that cross 
boundaries and consider ecological security at a number of scales, which further supports the critique 
of 'ecological footprint' as a sustainability concept bounded at a single scale. Interaction across spatial 
scales is further discussed in Section 6.5. 

Ecological theory reveals the notion that all ecosystems are by definition autotrophic or 'self-sufficient' 
is misleading. In classical ecology theory it was assumed that ecosystems were materially closed, 
homeostatic systems (Steward. T.A. Pickett et al. , 2001 ). This is no longer the case. The core 
ecosystem definition does not presuppose self-maintaining, homeostatic and essentially closed-loop 
entities; whether an ecosystem is closed, homeostatic or autotrophic are questions to be answered 
through research of particular ecosystems not assumptions of general ecosystem behaviour 
(Cadenasso & Pickett, 2008). According to Pickett (2013) in most ecosystems, materials flow across 
the boundaries. Although Varela's conception of autopoiesis described a 'closed-system' th is was in 
respect to organisation closure, creating a distinction from machines that rely on external input 
(Rudrauf et al., 2003). The idea of organisational closure does not contradict that of openness, Varela 
(1977) clarifies, "closure doesn't mean a closed system. We are looking at far from equilibrium 
systems with an exchange of matter and energy with their surroundings" (Rudrauf et al., 2003, p. 34). 
Interactions within ecosystem boundaries are strong and interactions outside boundaries are weak 
and local interactions predominantly contribute to the structure of the system network, however, as 
Jorgensen (1992) notes, local interactions do not exclusively determine the dynamics of the system. 

Promoting the concept of 'self-sufficiency' has encouraged designers to 'close material cycles' 
(McDonough, 2003; Newman & Jennings, 2008). By substituting autopoiesis for 'self-sufficiency', the 
concept of recreating Hong Kong as an autotrophic city is replaced by the concept of encouraging 
strong interactions within the system boundary, and promoting more direct interactions (see Figure 
6.2.5). Intuitively, this may involve localising processes but more precisely signifies Hong Kong 
people's sovereignty over production, distribution, and consumption patterns. This distinction 
emphasises the importance of Hong Kong people's agency while allowing flexibility for external 
connections. Encouraging direct relationships between producers and consumers may reduce 
exploitation and environmental problems in source countries because consumers would be exposed to 
the impacts of production. Autopoiesis anticipates greater consideration of Hong Kong's boundaries 
and Hong Kong's interactions at a number of different scales, which will be discussed in detail in 
Section 6.5. 

Figure 6. 2. 5 Direct interactions: for example TSL 's CSA scheme makes use of waste material from a local business, provides a 
livelihood for a local farmer, and produces vegetables for the community; and the cheese syndicate a friend organises by directly 

importing and distributing cheese to club members. 
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The concept of 'eco-efficiency' is also relevant here and has been a popular metaphor in reference to 
the ability of ecosystems to conserve matter by regulating internal processes (Graham, 2003; Rudel, 
2009; Rueda, 2010). Efficiency is generally defined as achieving desired productivity with fewer 
resources and waste/byproducts. In accordance with the efficiency paradigm, Hong Kong is 
endeavouring to increase the efficiency of energy generation in order to reduce pollution. Hong Kong 
is increasing the proportion of less polluting, more efficient fuels (mainly gas and nuclear with a small 
percentage of renewable}, and decreasing the share of coal. The fuel-switch to gas and nuclear will 
mitigate pollution levels, but fails to respond to the underlying problem that these fuels are non
renewable, produce carbon and radioactive by-products, and are subject to supply instability. 
Integrating renewable energy technologies such as wind and solar prove to be a challenge due to 
limited wind speed, a shortage of available land, and aviation height restrictions (Hui, 2000; Salter & 
Miles, 2010). These challenges may mean going beyond wind and solar power to alternative 
technologies more suited to Hong Kong (for example, tidal/wave power, landfill gas, tri-generation, 
ocean thermal energy conversion). 

Similarly, the Government's attempts to mitigate pollution through subsidies to convert vehicles to 
more efficient/less polluting fossil fuels, and mandating emissions standards encourages more 
efficient fossil-fueled transport but fails to respond to fundamental problems associated with fossil fuel 
dependent transport. Moreover, the expansion of electric rail, which could ultimately be powered by 
renewably generated electricity, is limited by the self-financing requirement. The self-financing 
requirement of rail transport necessitates a daily ridership of between thirty and seventy thousand to 
justify constructing a new railway station (Hopkinson, 2004; Trumbull, 2007). Road-use is toll-free, 
which essentially subsidises road transport fares, because the maintenance and construction of roads 
is carried out by the government while railways are self-financed. 

Increased efficiency may result in reduced resource input per unit, but that does not limit total resource 
input, and therefore is not a barrier to increased resource consumption. Efficiency is normatively 
neutral: "one can find efficiencies in harvesting so as to save trees just as well as one can find 
efficiencies to get every last bit of fiber off an acre of forest land" (Princen, 2003, p. 39). Efficiency can 
therefore lead to increased material throughput. In Hong Kong, despite increasing efficiency (in terms 
of generation, vehicles, and energy intensity of the economy), energy consumption and pollution 
continue to rise. Jevon's paradox30 (1865) holds that greater efficiency actually increases overall 
consumption (cited in Korhonen, 2004). Greater efficiency can lead to decreased energy costs, which 
may increase aggregate energy consumption. In this way, efficiency gains work against conservation 
(Rees, 1996). If consumption and population increase, efficiency will not ease the environmental 
burden (G. Steiner et al., 2000). Despite increased production efficiencies resource consumption 
continues to grow. Princen (2003) argues that the principle of efficiency is part of the problem. He 
describes efficiency as a pervasive principle of social organisation whose claims often remain 
unquestioned and unexamined. The concept of efficiency has failed to mitigate environmental issues 
in Hong Kong. 

As an ecologically-inspired term 'eco-efficiency' confuses rather than elucidates by making efficiency 
the goal rather than reduced resource use and minimisation of environmental pollutants. Mistaking the 
measure for the goal will also be discussed in Section 6.8. Despite the implied correlation between 
'eco-efficiency' and ecological processes, the term efficiency does not accurately reflect ecosystem 
patterns; it is a misnomer. Efficiency is a mechanistic term that measures the success of a system in 
very limited terms and perpetuates a mechanistic paradigm (Davison, 2001; Kibert, Sendzimir, & 
Bradley, 2002; McDonough, 2003; Owen, 2007; Plumwood, 2002). For example, the Fordist objective 
was to maximise efficiency. Environmental metaphors, such as 'eco-efficiency', reveal the worldview 
of the society that coins them (Larson, 2011 ). The apparent shift from a mechanistic to an ecological 
worldview is belied by the continued use of concepts such as efficiency. Goodbun (2012) has 

30 Named after the nineteenth-century economist who successfully predicted that increasing the efficiency of burning coal would 
lead to increased, not decreased, coal use due to greater consumption (Newman & Jennings, 2008). 
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recognised this problem and notes that while urban design theory increasingly conceives of cities as 
urban ecologies and metabolic systems much of the thinking is based on narrow quantitative and 

technocratic methods. 

Ecologists use the term efficiency as a measure of the patterns of ecosystem energy and matter 
transformations, not to represent an ecosystem characteristic. The flow of energy through ecosystems 
is fairly inefficient. Exploitation efficiencies vary from one to 99 percent and production efficiencies 

from one to 50 percent (Chapman & Reiss, 1992). The average energy transfer between trophic levels 

amounts to between 0.1 percent and 20 percent with the remainder being lost as heat through 

respiration (Chapman & Reiss, 1992; Dassman, Milton, & Freeman, 1973; E. P. Odum, 1983). The 

inefficiency of ecosystem energy flows does not appear to be detrimental because of the abundance 
of primary energy (from the sun) and the useful or at least benign nature of the 'waste' product (heat), 

which can be easily assimilated by the environment. Therefore efficiency as a measure of the efficacy 

of ecosystem processes is misleading. 

'Effectiveness' has been proposed as an alternative term to 'eco-efficiency' to describe the design of 
systems to generate many positive effects rather than fewer negative ones (Kibert et al., 2002; 

McDonough, 2003). The distinction between effectiveness and efficiency emphasises "the amount of 
energy required to perform a particular service rather than the efficiency with which energy is 

converted form one form to another" (Kibert et al., 2002, p. 144). The suggestion that ecological 
processes are effective appears to be a tautology given that the reason theorists are drawn to 

ecosystems is because they demonstrate effective processes. Effectiveness as a general concept is 

not metaphorical, it is literal, and offers less creative potential than autopoiesis. 

Clarifying that ecological processes are inefficient implies a choice is to be made between 
acknowledging that human systems diverge from ecosystems and must be efficient in order to limit 

undesirable by-products, and returning to ecology theory to find an alternative concept. Putting aside 

the term 'eco-efficiency', and returning to the concept of autopoiesis reconceives Hong Kong's 
processes as an integrated network of agents that utilise abundant/renewable/largely locally-available 

resources, develop cyclical processes to minimise 'waste', and ensure 'by-products' are useful or 
environmentally benign, in order to remain within Hong Kong's environmental limits. 

'Eco-efficiency' typically involves 'techno-fix' solutions. Adopting a more critical view of resource 

reliance involves culturally and socially driven alternatives to the productivist bias of commercial 
approaches (Hodson & Marvin, 2010). The community initiatives of Transition Towns, for example, 
typically promote resource reduction through behavioural adjustments rather than techno-fix solutions. 

These initiatives require lifestyle changes to transform the system of production/consumption, rather 

than simply improving efficiencies within an existing paradigm. Such lifestyle changes imply a degree 
of responsiveness or flexibility in the system. In Bateson's conception of an ecological aesthetic, 

flexibility becomes a much more important design concept than efficiency (Goodbun, 2012). The 

significance of flexibility in ecosystems and cities is discussed in Section 6.8. 

The deconstruction process has revealed to me the extent to which cultural residuals of 
individualistic/mechanistic values are embedded in ecological concepts such as 'self-sufficiency' and 
'eco-efficiency'. The revelatory potential of ecological reasoning is significant because the normative 
branding of 'self-sufficiency' and 'eco-efficiency' as ecological concepts assumes that they are 
inherently beneficial, and therefore not open to challenge. The individualistic connotations of 'self
sufficiency' may actually undermine sustainability initiatives. I had assumed that these pervasive 
ecological design concepts were reflections of ecological patterns, but descriptions of ecological 
systems suggest these terms are not reliable representations. The implication is that challenging 
ecological concepts, which are generally considered wholly positive, is as important in contemporary 
design theory as challenging mechanistic paradigms was in the post modem period. The concept of 
autopoiesis emerges as a potentially more sustainable concept that conceptualises Hong Kong as an 
integrated network of agents with sovereignty over its life processes, by creating patterns of direct 
interaction. 
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6.3 

Ecological niche 

I'm crouched next to the fridge, head cranked to the side 
trying to get a glimpse of the sky. Sometimes it's easy to 
spot, when it's a blue sky day. On other days, the smog is a 
camouflage and the small patch of grey sky is 
indistinguishable from the buildings. Since they demolished 
the mid-century, medium-rise building opposite, I see a little 
more sky - until it is replaced by another skyscraper. Is it Just 
homesickness for the green fields of England and the big 
Australian sky? Can a city really be 'liveable ' if you can't see 
at least some blue sky from a window four floors up? (Journal 
2010). Left: Figure 6.3.1 View from my apartment. 

We had no other plans, so one Sunday we decided to visit 
one of the small towns in the New Territories on the West 
Rail Line. Through the window we watched as 'New Towns' 
appeared, disappeared and reappeared at intervals in the 
rural landscape. Seemingly identical residential towers were 
positioned in an orderly but rather bleak hard landscape. I 
was reminded of Le Corbusier's utopian images of 
skyscraper cities - I wouldn't want to live there (Journal 
2009). Left: Figure 6.3.2 Apartment buildings New Territories. 

In the TSL case narrative, participants unanimously agreed that Hong Kongers were primarily 
concerned with making money, which caused them to prioritise profit over other concerns. In the 
context of urban design, fiscally-motivated decision making causes designers to maximise economic 
efficiency in developments in order to maximise developer profit. The implications of a fiscally-led 
design approach have been the almost indiscriminate adoption of high-rise construction, tightly packed 
urban form, single-use developments, standardisation 31, a 'demolition mentality', and the 
concentration of development in central areas or satellite towns. This approach has undermined urban 
quality in Hong Kong and contributed to environmental issues. 

Property development is considered to contribute significantly to the economy, therefore, the 
Government has an interest in enabling physical development as a means of encouraging economic 
growth. Civic Exchange observed that in order to encourage economic growth, the Government has 
limited the degree to which it acts as a regulator, which in the context of property development implies 
permissive planning regulations. Hong Kong is guided by a pro-economic-growth planning agenda32 

that emphasises the economic value of land and the rights of the developer (Tang & Wong, 2008). 
Since at least the 1970s, the Government has recognised the development industry's contribution to 
the economy and endeavoured to maintain a climate of certainty for developers and ensure 
development proceeded with a minimum of interference (Booth, 1996). The Building (Planning) 
Regulations of 1956 permitted much higher plot ratios, resulting in very high densities (Booth, 1996). 
Urban design regulations that limit height and minimise overshadowing, which were put in place to 
maintain urban quality, have been relaxed to enable higher density (V. Ng, 2009). Hong Kong's 
Outline Zoning Plans secure the "right to build and the right to see land values protected" (Booth, 
1996, p. 103). 

31 The design of Hong Kong's residential towers adopts a standardised language; most common is a cruciform plan, with bay 
windows in living and bedroom, constructed of concrete, clad in ceramic tiles and rising forty storeys. 
32 The pro-economic-growth planning agenda has been attributed to the Abercrombie Report (1 948) (Tang & Wong, 2008). 
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Hong Kong has low income taxation, minimal import duties, and no goods and services tax; the 
majority of Government revenue is derived from land sales (B. Chan, 2009; Cookson Smith, 2006; 
Tang & Wong, 2008). Therefore the Government has a vested interest in boosting property values 
(and in-so-doing increases its revenue from land sales), which is facilitated by limiting the developable 
land area to 20 percent of the total land area (M. K. Ng, 2006; W. Wong & Luk, 2007). Restricting the 
developable area raises property prices, which encourages property developers to build even higher 
to maintain profit margins. 

Limiting urban sprawl theoretically benefits nature conservation, provided the remaining areas are 
conscientiously managed to maintain high conservation value landscapes. The protection of 
conservation areas in Hong Kong is inadequate, restoration is limited, and development has been 
allowed to encroach. The Country Parks Ordinance and the Marine Parks Ordinance are not enough 
to ensure the prevention of habitat destruction (A. Y. S. Fung, 2004). Hong Kong does not have a 
coherent policy to manage the potential conflict between conservation and development (Leverett et 
al., 2007; M. K. Ng, 2004). The Government has selectively extended the developable area by 
reclaiming land from Victoria Harbour in Central (and therefore lucrative areas), which exacerbates 
already high densities. The constant threat to the environment by the pressure of development, 
through land reclamation, has also led to species extinction (A. Y. S. Fung, 2004). Protected areas are 
also at risk of rezoning; the Government planned to excise part of the Clearwater Bay Country Park to 
extend an existing landfill with no requirement to make provision elsewhere for rehabilitation 
(Christine. Loh, 2010). 

An economic efficiency paradigm has resulted in a 'demolition mentality' in Hong Kong. The 
demolition mentality has been exacerbated by the lending policies of major banks that are unwilling to 
provide mortgages on properties more than twenty or thirty years old (La Grange, 2004), and 
reinforced by the leasehold system in Hong Kong which requires a substantial premium to be paid to 
Government in the event of change of use (Cookson Smith, 2006). Too often, cities are conceived as 
static, one-step products "something like a toothbrush, which is made to be used and then thrown 
away" (Hornsby, 2010, p. 28). Rapid building replacement and refurbishment cycles compound 
already high embodied energy values of Hong Kong's buildings, and are at odds with sustainability 
strategies that endeavour to minimise resource use. High-rise buildings require greater investment of 
initial embodied energy than low-rise (Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat, 2009), construction 
materials travel vast distances due to minimal local industry, and common building materials 
(reinforced concrete, granite, and ceramic tiles) are energy intensive and reuse/recycling is unfeasible 
(Davies, 2001). 

'·,:.:.<'<,.,... __ "'. 
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Figure 6. 3. 3 Sketch of Wan Chai from above Figure 6.3.4 Sketch of Pottinger street market 
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Older neighbourhoods are characterised by small urban blocks divided by narrow lanes, and medium
density built form interspersed with temple grounds and gardens, which provide permeability, 
openness and diversity (see Figures 6.3.3 and 6.3.4). The fine grain of older neighbourhoods is 
replaced by larger development sites formed by amalgamating smaller urban blocks, demolishing 
architectural heritage and reclaiming land. These megastructures operate as closed architectural 
systems, "they are objects that do not anticipate other objects but present themselves as complete, in 
and of themselves" (Pope, 2013, p. 142). Pope explains that these megastructures do not recognise 
that a city is more than the sum of its buildings. As discussed in Section 6.2, a city, like an ecosystem 
is more than the sum of its parts. Through its interactions, systemic properties emerge, which 
indicates the importance of interconnectivity of urban areas. 

Much of Hong Kong's built form fails to respond to architectural heritage, topographic features, 
environmental conditions, and socio-cultural conditions. Diversity, variety, and traditional street culture 
are replaced with standardised anonymous developments (Cookson Smith, 2006) that have "no sense 
of architectural invention at either the scale of infrastructure or building ... [which] yields an ironic 
placelessness that can best be described as a form of "vertical sprawl"' (Macleod, 2003, p. 124). This 
unresponsive form of development results in measurable losses incurred by high energy bills due to 
poor environmental performance of buildings, and qualitative issues such as disorientation, 
claustrophobia, and erosion of community. The modernist residential high-rise model introduces 
physical and social distancing, inhibiting social interaction (Chui, 2003). Many commentators have 
observed that high density living obstructs association (Alexander et al., 1977; Bookchin, 197 4; 
Mumford, 1938). All association has a selective aspect that relies on the "existence of recognisable 
faces and repeatable opportunities", which is less likely where population is highly concentrated 
(Mumford, 1938, p. 251). High-rise living has been linked to higher crime rates and higher incidence of 
mental disorders (Alexander et al., 1977). Chui (2003) calls this erosion of community relationships in 
Hong Kong "community eclipse" (p. 152), and it reduces the quality of life of Hong Kong's residents. 

There are benefits to Hong Kong's tightly packed, efficient urban design including an effective 
transport system, low percentage of private automobile use, safe urban environment, and proximity to 
amenities. However, consistently encouraging high-rise construction33 and concentrating intense 
development in central areas has resulted in extreme densities, and a deficit of open space. Hong 
Kong's density is 6460 persons/km2 (Census and Statistics Department, 2009), compared with 395 
and 31 persons/km2 in UK and US respectively (Fung, 2009). Hong Kong does not meet the 
comparatively low per capita open space provision of 2 m2 (Brownlee, 2009). Cheng and Steemers 
(2010) survey demonstrated a strong negative correlation of satisfaction with perceived density, 
concluding that high perceived34 density is seen as a negative aspect of urban life in Hong Kong. The 
extreme density of the built form and predominance of high-rise construction in Hong Kong has led to 
a number of adverse environmental effects including the heat island effect, and the street canyon 
effect. The 0.37°C rise in temperature in the most developed areas, between 1989 and 2005, is 
attributable to the heat island effect (C. Y. Lam, 2006). This causes increased air conditioning reliance, 
and cardiovascular, respiratory and mosquito borne diseases (W. Y. Fung, 2004). Hong Kong's street 
canyon effect prevents traffic-related pollution from dispersing, which results in high concentrations of 
pollutants being breathed-in at street level (Trumbull, 2007). The most acute threat to health is this 
concentration of pollutants where they are breathed, not the quantities that are emitted city-wide 
(Kilburn, 2012). 

In order to respond to these urban issues, ecological metaphor offers the concept of ecological 
diversity. Ecological systems increase their diversity or heterogeneity in space and time as they evolve 

33 A distinction is made here between high density and high-rise in the acknowledgement that often medium-rise developments 
can achieve the same population density as some high rise development patterns. 
34 Interestingly this relates less to plot ratio than sky view factor (the proportion of visible sky to total sky dome). Evidently sky 
view diminishes as physical density increases but sky view factor varies more strongly as a function of site coverage (V. Cheng 
& Steemers, 2010). 
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and many ecologists suggest diversity results in resilience and stability in ecosystem (Hearnshaw et 
al., 2002; Rudel, 2009). 

Encouraging diversity in Hong Kong is likely to have a beneficial impact on the liveability of the city, 
and mitigate environmental issues such as the urban heat island effect. Macleod (2003) observes that 
multiplicity and variability in cities (in terms of scale and function) creates a liveable and enduring 
public realm. Ng et al., (2006) demonstrate in their parametric study that varying the skyline achieves 
better overall performance for daylighting and air ventilation in order to mitigate the urban heat island 
effect. 

However, promoting the concept of ecological diversity does not by itself result in morphological 
variation, nor address other issues discussed above including the weakening of community 
interaction, placelessness, demolition mentality, habitat destruction, and poor environmental 
performance of buildings. 

Returning to ecological theory indicates that the value of ecological diversity in ecosystems is a 
contentious principle (Alberti et al., 2003). Greater ecological diversity creates inherent redundancies, 
allowing some species to assume the role of other species should their abundance decline, which may 
increase the resilience of the system in the face of environmental disturbance (Ives, 2005). However, 
some studies have shown ecological diversity can be destabilising (Ruiz-Moreno et al., 2006) and a 
number of ecologists now believe that a general and simple pattern between complexity/diversity and 
ecosystem stability, let alone one that is wholly positive, is unlikely (Ives, 2005; Jorgensen, 1992; 
Pascual & Dunne, 2006). The ecological explanation of why ecological diversity is useful in 
ecosystems (through redundancy) is of less interest in the context of urban morphology where 
diversity is of value in itself. Although not considered in detail here, the redundancy aspect of 
ecological diversity has a clearer normative analogical connection in economic theory35. 

The value of ecological diversity in ecosystem resilience is therefore questionable which leads 
Jorgensen (1992) to reiterate Monod's (1972) emphases that it is more important for species to 
develop phenotypes (properties) that match prevailing conditions, rather than ecological diversity, per 
se. Ecological populations show phenotypic traits that demonstrate they have adapted to live in their 
particular environment (Chapman & Reiss, 1992). Such theorising suggests that the ecological 
concept of species that evolve to occupy their own particular ecological niche is perhaps more 
relevant and offers greater metaphoric potential than ecological diversity. Niche is also a metaphor, 
but it is a relatively technical term that has little cultural resonance (Larson, 2011 ). Niche evolution 
occurs where heritable variations lead to increased fitness, and that fitness is relative to the particular 
local environment (R. D. Holt, 2005). The responsiveness of organisms to their environment has been 
observed in endemic species and invasive species. Recent ecological studies reveal that exotic and 
native species are more similar to one another than previously thought, and exotic species may play 
positive ecological roles (Larson, 2011 ). In recognition of the potentially positive role exotic species 
may play, the broader term ecological niche is favoured over the promotion of endemic design 
(another ecological metaphor that was initially considered). In a design context ecological niche allows 
for the translation and adaptation of innovative ideas from other regions. 

In an urban context niche evolution is interpreted as place-based design. According to Hay (2002), 
Heidegger's most significant contribution to environmental thought was his affirmation of the 
importance of home as a particular place of dwelling and one's responsibility to protect that home. 
Heidegger's critique of modernity related to the way it estranged people from a developing or 
preserving a sense of home/place. Hay (2002) is surprised that the literature of place has had little 
impact on mainstream ecological thought. This existentialist awareness resonates in Bhabha's (2010) 

35 Economists acknowledge the value of diversification which results in resilience to economic disturbance. Developing 
economies are characterised by boom and bust cycles because they lack diversified economies and depend on single 
commodities, while developed economies are more likely to experience short term mild fluctuations due to a more diverse 
commodities base (Rudel, 2009, p. 88). 
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discourse in relation to ecological urbanism. He asks the reader to remember the meaning of ecology 
as the study of house or dwelling. He writes that "sustainability is the moral injunction to put your 
house in order so as to enhance and empower the dwelling of both selves and others" (p.79). Code 
(2006) and Downton (2009) also connect ecology with a place-based sensibility. Niche evolution as an 
ecological concept has the potential to synthesise an existentialist responsibility to place with 
ecological metaphor. 

The existentialist concept of responsibility to place can be extended to a responsibility to the 
community. In this context, architecture is conceived not as a commodity but as a socially-motivated 
process. Responsibility to place is articulated as an opportunity to address issues of disassociation by 
re-engaging the community in the design process. 

Niche evolution implies responsiveness to place, in terms of micro-location including overshadowing, 
sun path, user needs, views (including sky view factor), existing urban grain and historic fabric, and 
topography. Responding to these conditions would anticipate some degree of morphological 
variability, and qualitative variety. Responding to micro-location factors and general climatic factors 
may also produce buildings with higher environmental performance, which will reduce energy use. On 
a macro-scale, place-based design evolves architecture that is suited to its region. 

The conceptualisation of ecological niche in urban design can extend from the scale of individual 
buildings to the neighbourhood and city/region scale. At each of the scales the niche has its own 
differentiated characteristics that respond to contextual factors at its particular scale, as well as 
influences that operate at larger scales. For example a single building responds to its immediate 
context and larger regional characteristics. McGrath and Pickett (2011) have developed the concept of 
the 'metacity' to describe the 'patchy' quality of cities. 'Patch dynamics' refers to the creation, 
alteration, and function of spatial heterogeneity through time. Cities are described as a "system of 
systems" where local neighbourhood patches are connected regionally and globally (McGrath & 
Pickett, 2011, p. 57). McGrath and Pickett's work not only emphasises the importance of 
understanding the spatial heterogeneity of cities but interconnectedness at a series of scales 
(discussed further in Section 6.5). 

Integral to the concept of ecological niche is the ability for organisms to adapt to changing 
environmental conditions. In urban design terms this promotes re-use, rehabilitation, and retrofitting 
(rather than demolition of existing buildings), and designing new buildings for disassembly and the 
potential for future adaptation. Cookson Smith (2006) observes that some of the most successful 
urban places are those with the ability to physically adapt to changing circumstances and absorb 
incidental uses. Branzi (2010) refers to this approach as "the city as high-tech favela" (p.111 ). He 
advocates fostering facilities that can be dismantled and transformed in order to accommodate new 
and unforseen activities. The ecological niche metaphor encourages the conceptualisation of Hong 
Kong's buildings as evolving in response to the changing needs of the city's inhabitants instead of 
being conceived as static and expendable artefacts. Increasing the life-span of Hong Kong's buildings 
decreases the requirement for additional resources in new construction projects. 

A critical aspect of ecological niche theory is that adaptations are heritable. The inheritance of 
solutions that increase the chances of survival signifies, in urban theory, the value in referring to 
historical architectural vernacular for examples of urban form that has effectively responded to local 
conditions. Twentieth century Modernist principles that originated from mechanistic metaphors36 have 
greatly influenced design in Hong Kong (including efficiency, and standardisation). Many designers 
considered that modern demands required solutions for which past experience was no guide, which 
resulted in a clean break from traditional practices and their replacement with logical deduction 
(Rabeneck, 2008). Breaking with tradition implies an experimental approach and experiments often 

36 Machines were notoriously adopted by Le Corbusier in the analogy 'machine for living'. Mechanistic principles are concerned 
with such factors as efficiency and speed and tend to disregard concepts such as historical continuity and tradition. 
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lead to unanticipated, irreversible and destructive consequences (Bowers, 1999). The urban heat 
island effect and street canyon effect are examples of the effects of adopting a pattern of extreme 
density that has no known precedent. It does not follow that innovation should be stifled but that new 
models are approached tentatively, rather than presented as design utopias or formulas. 

Regionalists consider tradition and history as a resource (W. Berry, 2007; Doshi, 2007; Meem, 2007; 
Speck, 2007). Traditional architecture embodies centuries of learning in regard to orientation, climate, 
construction materials and techniques, inhabitation patterns, and socio-cultural aspirations of the 
community (Doshi, 2007). Louis Kahn held that historic forms should not be copied but their underlying 
ordering principles should be re-learnt, he argued that "we dare not discard the lessons these 
buildings teach" (Mccarter, 2005, p. 442). As a design concept, ecological niche does not imply 
copying, mimicking, or ideal ising traditional models but understanding how traditional architecture 
responds to contextual influences with due regard to how context and technology may have changed 
over time. Hong Kong has the opportunity to learn from the lessons offered by vernacular architecture 
in Southern China. The toulous found in Fujian province are examples of medium-density Chinese 
architecture that has evolved based on local environmental and social conditions, and are worthy of 
study (see Figure 6.3.5 and 6.3.6). The toulou are communal dwellings housing up to 800 people in 
compartments around a central open courtyard. They are constructed of rammed earth, timber, and 
clay tiles and have overhanging eaves. They are large-scale examples of sustainable design concepts 
including low energy living (through passive ventilation/sunlighUdaylight), low embodied energy 
construction, environmentally benign and reusable/recyclable construction materials, passive 
surveillance of shared areas, and communal outdoor spaces that encourage cooperation. 

Figure 6.3.5 Toulou sketch internal courtyard view Figure 6.3.6 Toulou sketch external view 

The power of the ecological niche metaphor is its potential to synthesise an existential conception of 
sustainability as the responsibility to care for one's place, with the concept of architectural 
responsiveness to place, and ecological adaptability. This metaphorical fusion is a novel dimension to 
the established discourse regarding place-based design. The metaphorical interweaving begets 
concepts of urban adaptability, respect for traditional architecture, and community engagement. Such 
concepts resonates personally, and articulate aspects of my own approach to design, which aims to 
create outcomes that respond to local contexts (social, cultural and environmental) through a 
participative process that acknowledges the developmental nature of the built environment, and a 
sense of personal responsibility to create sustainable environments. 
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Diffusion 

"Whats going on?" I crane my head to get a better look as we 
pass LegCo on the tram. Another protest, we can't tell what 
it's for, but we'll find out later on the news. I have never seen 
so many protests in one city - perhaps citizens elsewhere 
have other ways of being heard? Protesters often congregate 
outside LegCo, that grand symbol of colonial power - once 
the Supreme Court. There is not yet a replacement building 
to represent the new government (Journal 2009). Left: Figure 
6.4.1 Demonstration Sheung Wan. 

As part of a 350. org37 campaign, I was organising a swap 
party for TSL to encourage minimising resource use through 
recycling. I was trying to find somewhere to hold the event, 
and looked about for a community centre, town hall, or 
council office that could be used. Finding no signs of a 
community-accessible space, I thought I might have a chat to 
the local council to find out about where the event could take 
place. Easier said than done. There was an office for the 
Rural Committee in Mui Wo, which represents the interests of 
the indigenous villagers, but the Mui Wo District Council had 
to be contacted through a central office on Hong Kong Island! 
(Journal 2010). Left: Figure 6.4.2 Swap party poster . 

The Civic Exchange case narrative revealed that Hong Kong's executive-led system has contributed 
to a lack of social cohesion and undermined civil society's ability vocalise negative feedback. The 
inability of civil society to vocalise concerns has resulted in environmental problems rarely being 
prioritised by policy makers. If the public is unable to clearly articulate their concerns and values, 
feedback cannot be effectively assimilated and acted upon, and sustainability is unlikely to advance. 

The current HKSAR Government is an executive-led proto-democracy. Executive-led refers to the 
power exercised by the Chief Executive and Executive Council38, and the relative weakness of the 
Legislature and civil society (J . Y. S. Cheng, 1999a). The Legislative Council (LegCo) is the law
making arm of the Government, whose members are selected in equal numbers by direct election and 
appointment from functional constituencies. The functional constituencies are predominantly 
constituted from commercial , industrial and professional sectors. The appointment of half of LegCo 
from functional constituencies implies that the interests of the business community and professional 
bodies are disproportionately represented to the detriment and exclusion of the general populace and 
the interests of the working class (C. K. Chan, 2005). In democratic systems this capturing of the law
making process by one economic interest group is referred to as "legislative failure" (Rubin, 2005, 
cited in Trumbull , 2007), in Hong Kong it is business as usual. 

Power is concentrated in the hands of the administration and supported by functional constituencies 
that have been coopted into the government. These political structures confer political power on 
individuals and organisations that already wield economic power, and also implies concentrating 
power spatially. The TSL case narrative suggested that TSL's sustainability initiatives have struggled , 

37 350.org is a web-based organisation dedicated to raising awareness of climate change and campaigning for mitigation 
measures to reduce atmospheric carbon to 350 ppm. 
38 The Executive Council (ExCo) assists the Chief Executive in policy decisions and are appointed, and presided over by the 
Chief Executive. 
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in part due to lack of local political support. The TSL case narrative described how decision making is 
taken out of the hands of the local community and into central government. Hong Kong governance is 
centralised by collapsing public administration and political functions into one level where the territorial 
government is a substitute for the more common multi-level, local, metropolitan, regional, provincial or 
state, and national or federal governments (A. Cook & Hyslop, 2004). Municipal councils, the Urban 
and Regional Councils, were abolished in 1999. Although District Councils were retained, they are 
advisory bodies only. Meaningful engagement between government and local communities is limited, 
as is government accountability. Regionalists believe that a large population cannot be responsibly 
governed by a single centralised government (Alexander et al., 1977; Dodge, 2007). This is, in part, 
because centralised governance weakens feedback (Walker & Salt, 2006). Disabling feedback can be 
a deliberate ploy to be non-accountable. Alexander believes that when a human population exceeds 
between two and ten million "the channels of communication needed for democracy and justice and 
information are simply too clogged, and too complex; bureaucracy overwhelms human processes ... 
the tendency has been to override local needs and repress local culture" (Alexander, 2007, p. 245). 
Alexander writes that people can only have a genuine effect on local government when the units of 
local government are small enough to create the possibility of an immediate link between citizens and 
elected representatives and officials (Alexander et al., 1977). He argues that individuals will have no 
effective voice in a community larger than 5000 - 10 000 persons. Where local level responsibility is 
not established, implementation of local initiatives to create sustainable communities is likely to be 
difficult (A. Cook & Hyslop, 2004; M. K. Ng, 2004). Spatial decentralisation is typically manifested in a 
district council office, town hall, or community centre where local activities are focussed; this is the 
visible location of local government. The lack of community empowerment is manifested by there 
being no evidence of a local place for the whole community to meet, as is the case in South Lantau. 

As explained in the Civic Exchange case narrative, the hierarchical autocratic structure, imposed by 
the colonial government and maintained by the HKSAR government, has eroded the cohesiveness of 
civil society and undermined public participation in politics. This depoliticisation has been reinforced 
by economic rationalism39 and collective political apathy (due to Chinese paternalism40 and the 
migrant mentality41). Successive Hong Kong governments considered the ideal citizen-subject to be 
enterprising, productive and apolitical (Ku & Pun, 2004). Social cohesion and civic participation has 
been severely eroded in Hong Kong (H. Chan & Lee, 1995; Chui, 2003; King, 2004; Lau, 1981; Lau & 
Kuan, 1988). Odum (1971) argues that command hierarchies are not stable systems because they 
cannot obtain feedback to understand if actions upstream produce effective consequences 
downstream. In Hong Kong, there are poor linkages between society and the Government (J. Chan & 
Chan, 2006; Cheung, 2007). The Government's traditional system of advisory bodies and 
consultations fails to serve as an adequate indicator of public opinion, creating disconnection between 
Government priorities and society's needs (C. Lai & Loh, 2007). Public engagement has been 
criticised as "merely symbolic" or "stage-managed" with set agendas and predictable outcomes that 
legitimise the Government's decisions (Francesch, 2004, p. 162; Gouldson et al., 2008; Leverett et al., 
2007). Such criticisms are supported by the public consultation for the Mass Transit Railway (MTR) 
ventilation buildings (see Figure 6.4.3). The scope of response is limited to selecting the preferred 
design option. The location, scale, integration, additional programme of the building is not under 
discussion. It is presented as a fait accompli that the ventilation building will be constructed on public 
open space/parkland in the Central district. 

39 Economic rationalism is characterised by low direct tax, privatisation, and the reduction in size of the welfare state. It draws on 
neoclassical economic theory to support an unregulated capitalist economy that evolves toward greater efficiency through 
increased competition (Whitwell, 1998). 
4° Chinese paternalism is the traditional Chinese form of governance where individual rights are subjugated by collective welfare 
with an emphasis on consensus, harmony and stability. Citizens are expected to comply with benevolent authorities and families 
suppress political activism (Lau, 1981; Sing, 1999). 
41 Migrant mentality refers to the political apathy often exhibited by the largely ex-refugee population of Hong Kong Chinese as 
a result of their experiences, the short life-span of the colony, and the intention of many to emigrate to a commonwealth country 
or the US (Lau, 1981; 1999). 
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Figure 6.4.3. Public consultation presenting design options for the MTR ventilation buildings in three districts. The ventilation 
building in Central is to be located in public open space/parkland. 

The continuing disconnection between Government and the public is evident in the design of the new 
LegCo premises. LegCo's new premises at the Tamar precinct, completed in 2011 , were intended to 
symbolise the Government's democratic objectives. The complex was designed to symbolise a 
doorway ('door always open') to represent the openness of the HKSAR Government (see figure 6.4.4). 
The Council chamber of LegCo is expressed internally as a conical form that signifies inclusivity, 
openness, dynamism and democratic supervision (The Legislative Council Commission, 2011 ). 
Externally the chamber is wrapped in glass to signify transparency. The structures of the Tamar 
complex formally symbolise concepts of transparency and accessibility. However, the Government's 
use of the term 'headquarters'42 in relation to the new context, and its repetition in the media, a term 
generally associated with corporations or military, introduces mixed and conflicting metaphors in 
relation to the design philosophy. The design concepts that inspire the overall building forms and 
material selections do not appear to inform the detailed planning of the buildings. While the design 
formally references the Reichstag, it does not reflect the concepts of transparency and accessibility 
that influenced the detailed design of the German parliament build ing. The Reichstag site is very 
accessible (by all means of transport), public and politicians enter the building together, and ramps in 
the cupola (natural light funnel) lead to an observation deck to view representatives in the debating 
chamber. 

42 See references: (Information Services Department of the Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, 
2011) and (Chong, 2012). 
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In contrast, the Tamar site was criticised for inaccessibility, allowing limited area for protest, and the 
LegCo chamber seats legislators in front-facing rows rather than in-the-round seating adopted by 
democratic parliaments. Front-facing seating emulates the planning of the Great Hall of the People in 
Beijing where the indirectly-elected and Communist Party-vetted National People's Congress gather 
(Suzanne. Pepper, 2007). These criticisms were addressed to some extent in revised schemes, but 
the realised scheme still appears exclusive and inaccessible. The size of the protest zones is still 
considered inadequate and regressive, the 24 m2 zone that is open only on a Tuesday (when the 
Executive Council meet) does not compare favourably with the 1600 m2 protest zone at the old LegCo 
building in Central (Chong, 2012). The Chief Executive and VIPs enter through a separate entrance on 
a side-road, and the site is separated from surrounding areas via a six -lane road and bypass with 
only two small footbridges (see Figure 6.4.4 - 6.4.6). Although one of the major aims of the project is 
to provide community connections and easy public access ('door always open'), when the complex 
was opened in 2011, by the Government's own admission the construction of pedestrian facilities was 
unfinished (Information Services Department of the Government of the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region, 2011 ). Pedestrian inaccessibility together with a scarcity of bus services makes 
public access difficult. 

Figure 6.4.4 Tamar Government site 1 (courtesy J. Bott).' glass drum is the LegCo building, the arch (doorway) is the 
Government offices 

Figure 6.4.5 Tamar Government 
site 2 (courtesy J. Bott): six-lane 

highway surrounds site. 
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Figure 6.4.6 Tamar Government site 3 
(courtesy J. Bott): 

six-lane highway creates difficulty in accessing the site. 
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Ecosystems demonstrate effective organisation through diffuse networks. Interaction is multi
directional and non-linear with strong and reciprocal connections and robust feedback. More feedback 
results in more effective regulatory processes (Jorgensen, 1992). 'Mature' ecosystems are 
characterised by what many have described as 'de-centralised control mechanisms' (Jorgensen, 
2002; Newman & Jennings, 2008; E. P. Odum, 1983). Although units within ecosystems are 
'decentralised' they do not tend towards complete 'decentralisation', rather autonomous units are 
organised within a network. Ecosystems are not atomised (Peterson, 2005). 

Diffuse responsibility is the term one of the TSL participants used to describe the democratic and 
participatory character of the group and it is a suitable interpretation of ecological processes. Marshall 
(2009) uses the term 'distributed intelligence' to describe an ecosystem approach to the city (p.135). 
Diffuse responsibility can be achieved in an urban context through a participatory democratic 
structure. Participatory democracy encourages feedback and a sense of agency, which are essential 
to progress sustainability strategies. Feedback is understood as a form of self-critique and reflexivity. 
Participatory democracy is enabled by a smaller constituency, which shortens communication 
channels, improves information flow, and relates decision-making to place (P. F. Downton, 2009). This 
implies achieving smallness within large systems (Schumacher, 1973) or having a necessary degree 
of macro-control without sacrificing micro-level freedom and variability (Daly & Farley, 2004). 
Participatory democracy therefore relies on some degree of 'decentralisation'. 

In Hong Kong, there is growing aspiration for a more accountable and democratic government. The 
Hong Kong people are appealing for electoral democracy to restore the links between government and 
the public (C. Lai & Loh, 2007). These appeals are a result of many factors including the Sino-British 
negotiations, the Tiananmen incident, the Asian financial crisis of the nineties, the outbreak of avian 
influenza, and concern over environmental issues, as well as the lessening of the migrant mentality 
and a stronger sense of social cohesion and political awareness (J. Chan & Chan, 2006; Cheung, 
2007; M. K. Ng, 2006; Sing, 1999; Tai, 2009). 

While ecosystems reflexively develop diffuse networks, Hong Kong's political structure is imposed by 
the Basic Law and ultimately by Beijing. This constitutional fixity is an example of where Hong Kong 
diverges from ecological systems. The Basic Law establishes the direction of Hong Kong's 
constitutional development by affirming the intention for Hong Kong to ultimately realise universal 
suffrage. Although prior to the transfer of sovereignty, Beijing stated that Hong Kong's democratic 
development would be autonomous from the intervention of the Central Government, subsequently 
Beijing assumed the power to control Hong Kong's political reforms (Suzanne. Pepper, 2008). 
Consultations between the HKSAR Government and the Central Government (mandated during the 
transfer of sovereignty) took place in 2004 and 2007, and Beijing ruled against universal suffrage on 
both occasions. Reports prepared as a result of these consultations created hurdles to Hong Kong's 
political reform essentially reinterpreting the Basic Law and reinforcing China's sovereign power in 
regard to constitutional development (C. Lai & Loh, 2007). The PRC Government ruled that it will 
make the ultimate decision on constitutional reform in Hong Kong, which implies that Hong Kong's 
autonomy is exercised under authorisation from the PRC Government (Loh & Lai, 2007; Suzanne. 
Pepper, 2008). Cheng (1999b) argues the Chinese Government never intended Hong Kong to 
develop into a full democracy; democracy could be indefinitely blocked if Beijing claims Hong Kong is 
not ready for full democracy (Diamond, 2008). Even if universal suffrage is enacted, a constitutional 
condition of the Basic Law is the appointment of the winning candidate by the PRC, giving them veto 
power over the selection of the Chief Executive and key political figures, which undermines the 
legitimacy of the voting process (J. Y. S. Cheng, 1999a; C. Lai & Loh, 2007). Although the Basic Law 
has made provision for universal suffrage (currently anticipated by 2020), full structural transformation 
is unlikely under Chinese sovereignty. 

Decentralisation is limited by the current interpretation of Hong Kong's Basic Law which limits the 
potential for devolved power at local levels. Tsang (the former Chief Executive) aimed to give greater 
power to district councils to encourage more input from local communities (Michael. DeGolyer, 2005; 
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Suzanne. Pepper, 2008). However, the Basic Law states that only district organisations that are not 
organs of political power may be established ("The Basic Law of the Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region," 1990). Rigid interpretations of the Basic Law make decentralisation 
challenging, and at worst, decentralisation of political power could be viewed as a possible violation of 

the Basic Law (S.-H. Lo, 1999). This makes political structural transformation, in respect to devolved 
power, difficult. 

The impediments to formal structural change in Hong Kong suggest the interpretive emphasis of 

ecological metaphors shift from enabling diffuse responsibility by relying on structural transformation, 
to developing reciprocal connections and feedback (see Figure 6.4.5). Changing the political structure 

does not always result in success and, in fact, it can be a distraction from what is important, which is 
encouraging broad civic engagement in decision making, intellectual freedom, government 

accountability and transparency (Kelly, 201 O; Shapiro, 2001 ). Emphasising interactions over structure 
also anticipates greater flexibility, because the relationships between different groups may evolve over 

time. Recent events in Hong Kong demonstrate that feedback is being reactivated through public 
engagement exercises, referendums, public opinion surveys, media, the work of think tanks such as 
Civic Exchange, community/activist groups, and NGOs43 . These changes are taking place within the 
existing political structure. 
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Figure 6. 4. 7 Diffusion: Hong Kong's hierarchical organisation re-imagined as a diffuse control structure, in tum, reconceived 
as reciprocal connections and feedback. 

Developing genuine reciprocal connections and feedback implies transforming consultation processes 

such as the MTR ventilation building (Figure 6.4.3) into meaningful interactions. The Baltimore 

Ecosystem Study (BES) demonstrates meaningful engagement of the community in design decisions. 
The project has developed a matrix of best management practices for ecosystem management in 
Baltimore. In the Baisman Run project neighbourhood residents are given the opportunity to choose 

vegetation and water management options and how they would changes to be enacted (as an 
individual property owner, in cooperation with their immediate neighbours, or as a municipal 
infrastructure change) (McGrath & Pickett, 2011 ). 

Downton (2009) demonstrates through his Ecopolis work that if urban projects are microcosms of 
larger scale urban intentions, they can achieve transformations that reach beyond site boundaries. 

The Halifax EcoCity Project (and later projects by Ecopolis and Urban Ecology Australia) endeavoured 
to initiate a major development project based on the concept of direct democracy, with the expectation 
that "this would affect the local politics of the neighbourhood by providing an example of a community

based, democratically-run ecological built environment, and later, to affect the politics of the city and 
the region" (p. 223). Downton's comments signify that encouraging reciprocal connections and 

feedback at the project-scale has the power to catalyse democratic interactions at larger scales. 

43 Activist groups have mobilised in support of architectural conservation, security legislation, and environmental issues. 
Demonstrations, online petitions, and the lobbying of LegCo members, have been employed in aid of saving historic buildings, 
and reducing pollution among other issues. Recently the government has experimented with large-scale public consultation 
(Centre for Civil Society and Governance The University of Hong Kong, 2007). 
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Reciprocal connections and feedback can be developed through meaningful and early design 
consultation, enabling a sense of agency through sustainable design initiatives and design critique. 
Online social networking has been used as an effective initiative to demonstrate human agency in 
relation to development control in Hong Kong. Over seventy thousand people signed up to a 
Facebook site to oppose an inappropriate development in an area of high landscape value in Sai Wan. 
In response to public criticism, the Government is expeditiously implementing development control to 
avoid the area being used for incompatible purposes (Environment Bureau & Development Bureau, 
2010). In addition, the Government is reviewing the adequacy of existing protection against 
incompatible development in other areas. Designing Hong Kong is a non-profit organisation that 
initiates and supports (through research and policy expertise) community-led efforts, including the Sai 
Wan example, to protect and enhance the living environment in Hong Kong. Encouraging the public to 
take a critical or subversive approach to urbanism restores feedback, if the response is strong enough 
for the Government to detect. 

Continuing in this direction of analogical reasoning implies that instead of attempting to achieve formal 
decentralisation, which is difficult if not impossible within the scope of the Basic Law, the focus is on 
re-establishing connections between communities and government, empowering local communities 
and building capacity. This can be achieved by Government-led measures to build local capacity or 
examples of community 'self-organisation'. Community organisations such as TSL, Living Lamma, and 
Green Lantau are 'self-organised' initiatives that build capacity at the local level, but avoid the 
limitations the Basic Law imposes for formal decentralised political structures. 

Depoliticisation and disconnection between government and society is considered to undermine 
sustainability initiatives in Hong Kong, but structural transformation of the political system is subject to 
powerful defensive forces. Ecological reasoning offers a means of imagining political change in 
relational rather than structural terms in a way that does not contradict the Basic Law. Such a 
distinction is crucial because if ecological concepts contradict Hong Kong's constitution, their uptake is 
much less likely. The emphasis on relational terms also places democratic change in the domain of 
everyday relationships rather than in the domain of the Legislative Council, lobbyists, or Beijing. As a 
designer, researcher, and resident I negotiate diverse relationships and therefore have the opportunity 
to encourage reciprocal relationships and feedback as a means to more democratic patterns. 
Democracy, when articulated as reciprocal connections and feedback, becomes a pervasive and 
empowering concept that broadens my responsibility from attending the odd political demonstration to 
the democratisation of all my interactions. 
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6.5 
It's an uncommonly beautiful spring day in Hong Kong - blue 
sky, exceptionally clear view from the mountain. Someone 
remarks that it's Buddha 's birthday, which is a public holiday 
in the Pearl River Delta. 'Mainland' factories are closed for 
the duration of the festival, and this . . . according to the 
source .. . accounts for the beautiful weather here in Hong 
Kong (Journal 2009). Left: Figure 6.5.1 View of Kowloon on a 
typical day: Approximately half of Hong Kong 's pollution is 
attributable to pollution from the Pearl River Delta. 

Interconnectivity (nested scales) 

In Chapter 5, Civic Exchange communicates the importance of acknowledging that Hong Kong's 
environmental issues, for example pollution , traverse administrative boundaries, which can compl icate 
mitigation strategies and broaden the scope of responsibility. 

Bioregionalists have looked to ecology for strategies to manage environmental issues. Alexander 
(1977) asserts "the arbitrary lines of state and countries, which often cut across natural regional 
boundaries, make it impossible for people to solve regional problems in a direct and humanly efficient 
way" (p. 13). Bioregionalists suggest that creating self-governing regions based on cultural and natural 
criteria, rather than arbitrarily drawn administrative lines, is the only way to solve environmental 
problems effectively. Seemingly, this would minimise the difficulties associated with the management 
of natural features that cross administrative boundaries (such as watersheds) , by minimising the 
overlap. 

Hong Kong 's administrative boundary protects the system established by the British including civil 
liberties, rule of law and the free market economy. This is in direct contrast to the system maintained 
by its sovereign , but the paradox is managed through the 'one country two systems' model set out in 
the Basic Law. These principles are central to the ethos of the Hong Kong Chinese (Lau & Kuan , 
1988). The Basic Law protects these principles in the area geographically-defined as the Hong Kong 
Special Administrative Region . Any plan to redraw this boundary would imply the potential exclusion of 
areas currently under the protection of the Basic Law, having a potentially significant negative impact 
on the Hong Kong people living in those areas. For this reason it would not be desirable to redraw 
HKSAR boundaries. Furthermore, global problems such as climate change are the result of the cross
boundary accumulation of local activities from different areas. Redrawing boundaries is not an 
effective means of addressing environmental issues that migrate across administrative boundaries. As 
described in Section 6.2 , ecological systems and cities have permeable boundaries, which implies that 
attempting to delimit the overlap is unworkable; instead it anticipates that sustainability theory 
responds to overlapping conditions. Despite his advocacy for the bioregionalist strategy of redrawing 
boundaries, in "A city is not a tree" Alexander (1988) suggests that rather than trying to delimit the 
overlap, designers should learn how to respond to overlapping patterns. He recognises that 
overlapping conditions are an integral part of human systems, and the instinctive response in order to 
reduce ambiguity and confusion is to delimit the overlap . 

An alternative ecological concept draws on the high degree of interconnectivity exhibited by 
ecosystems. Interconnectivity is enabled by permeable boundaries and interaction occurs at a series 
of nested scales, which implies a notion of reg ional/global interconnectivity. The term nested is used 
loosely; it does not presuppose interaction only occurs across adjacent scales. As DeLanda (2006) 
argues , the relation between successive spatial scales is not a simple one resembling a Russian doll. 
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For example, as part of the C40 Cities project, Hong Kong joins a global community in its own right 
rather than as part of its nation-state, thereby passing over the nation scale. 

The notion of nested scales, beginning with the family and moving outwards to progressively broader 
communities - neighbourhood, state, nation, biosphere - is integral to Confucian philosophy which is 
highly influential in Hong Kong. It is also a concept that is recognised more recently in Curtin (2005) 
and Chamberlin's (1997) concepts of transnational citizenship 44, and Rifkin's (2010) conception of an 
'empathic civilisation'. An animation of the latter concept has had over two million views on YouTube, 
which suggests as a format and concept it is fairly accessible. Rifkin demonstrates that human beings 
reveal empathy at different scales, including blood ties, religious ties, and national ties and does not 
consider it a huge leap to extend empathy to the biosphere in order to create an empathic civilisation. 
It follows that if Hong Konger's empathised with the biosphere or felt a responsibility for it, 
environmental issues may be addressed more expediently. While Curtin (2005) and Chamberlin's 
(1997) concepts of transnational citizenship and Rifkin's conception of empathic civilisation might be 
accessible conceptually, they could be criticised for being anthropocentric as they place humanity at 
the centre of a series of concentric scales. Confucianism has also been criticised as anthropocentric 
(Shapiro, 2001 ), but it has cultural resonance in Hong Kong, which makes it more relevant and there is 
potential for reinterpretation to emphasise connections at a series of scales over concentric patterns. 

The concept of interconnectivity (nested scales) allows cross-boundary environmental issues to be 
addressed by considering solutions that also transcend boundaries (Engineering the Future, 201 O; 
Moran, 2006). Recognising its position within nested scales enables Hong Kong to make regional and 
global connections in order to respond to environmental issues that overlap administrative boundaries. 

Cross-border collaboration has proved difficult as a result of the complex relationship between Hong 
Kong and its current sovereign. Early interpretations of "its modus operandi has inadvertently stifled 
official communication between the SAR and mainland jurisdictions, to the detriment of some 
worthwhile regional co-operation schemes" (Y.-s. Lee, 2002, p. 996). Prior to 1997, there was little 
dialogue between the two regions particularly on environmental issues that affected both areas, and 
despite the mechanisms established more recently to encourage cross border cooperation, progress 
has been slow and success limited (Y.-s. Lee, 2002; Leverett et al., 2007; Trumbull, 2007). The 
relationship was initially hindered by the perception that uncontrolled exchanges between Guangdong 
and Hong Kong may undermine Hong Kong's autonomy and leave it open to mainland socialist 
influence (Y.-s. Lee, 2002). Civic Exchange explained that the HKSAR Government are struggling to 
operationalise the 'one country, two systems' principle. The Government is unsure of how much 
autonomy it has, and this is self-limiting both in terms of encouraging collaboration and advancing 
sustainability initiatives. The concept of interconnectivity (nested scales) may need further elaboration 
to address this issue. 

Returning to ecological theory reveals that typically healthy ecosystems will progressively increase 
interconnectivity, but beyond a certain level interconnectivity can weaken ecosystems. It is crucial that 
ecosystems have sufficient interconnectivity to allow elements to cycle, however studies suggest there 
may be an optimum level of interconnectivity and diversity and beyond this level the ecosystem 
destabilises and resilience is undermined (Hearnshaw et al., 2002; Peters et al., 2004). Martinez 
(2006) explains that "in no case with which I am familiar has connectance, defined as the fraction of all 
possible network links realized, exceeded 50 percent" (p. 289). Ecosystems have a "balanced 
(medium) connectivity" (Jorgensen, 1992, p. 340). The ecological term autopoiesis signifies the 
importance of a living system maintaining its identity and autonomy while remaining interactionally 
open. Autopoietic systems maintain an identity that is independent of their interactions with other 

44 Chamberlin proposes the extension of Hanna's (1957) citizenship education program - beginning with the family and moving 
outwards to progressively broader communities. Curtin also believes that the moral community is not confined to the boundaries 
of humanity but extends to the entire biosphere. Curtin's conception of citizenship describes a responsibility at a series of 
nested scales. Family, neighbourhood, state and national obligations are fairly clear. However, she suggests that globalisation 
necessitates that we think of ourselves as transnational citizens with cross-border responsibilities. 
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entities (Maturana & Varela, 1980). This characteristic is also referred to as modularity (Ruiz-Moreno 
et al., 2006; Walker & Salt, 2006). 

Hong Kong's climate change pledges at Copenhagen (2009) successfully demonstrate a means of 
considering Hong Kong's nested responsibilities, and achieving interconnectivity whilst maintaining 
modularity. The HKSAR Government appears to have responded to its critics' message that Hong 
Kong was "a willing, even eager, hostage to the national and international climate change policy of 
Beijing" (Harris, 2009). The 'one country, two systems' principle allows Hong Kong's boundaries to be 
defined as a region within China, but also allows Hong Kong to define itself autonomously as an 
industrialised economy. The Government has enhanced its commitments to align with China's 
voluntary National carbon intensity target of 40-45 percent reduction as pledged in the Copenhagen 
Accord, but adopt a more progressive target (50-60 percent) in recognition of Hong Kong's position as 
an advanced economy45. 

Hong Kong's regional agreements (particularly the Framework Agreement on Hong Kong/Guangdong 
Co-operation 2010) also demonstrate recognition of responsibility across spatial scales. The 
Framework Agreement on Hong Kong/Guangdong Co-operation (2010) has facilitated collaboration by 
clearly defining the nature of future cooperation between the two regions in order to achieve a shared 
goal to respond to a shared regional responsibility. This approach is articulated very well by Dassman, 
Milton and Freeman (1973) who argue that it is reasonable "to believe that a joint understanding of the 
'rules of the game', as they appear to the participants in any disagreement, will relieve much 
controversy" (Dassman et al., 1973, p. 18). The Civic Exchange case narrative explained that clearly 
defining the boundaries of each party and explaining the nature of the interaction enables 
collaboration. Interconnectivity is prerequisite for cooperation, but autonomy is necessary for 
developing strong intra-organisational links, a sense of agency and collective identity. The ability for 
ecosystems to balance interconnectivity with modularity illustrates how Hong Kong can make 
agreements across and between different scales whilst maintaining its political autonomy, such as the 
recent climate change pledges and the Framework Agreement on Hong Kong/Guangdong Co
operation (see Figure 6.5.2). 

Figure 6.5.2 Interconnectivity: Illustrates interconnection between scales (neighbourhood, city/region, nation, biosphere) and 
examples of interconnectivity across scales (Copenhagen, C40, Transition). 

45 Hong Kong's pledges to the Copenhagen Accord, though non-binding, are significant when compared to its obligations under 
the Kyoto Protocol. Hong Kong is party to the Kyoto Protocol as part of China, and is therefore not categorised as an Annex 1 
country, so was not required to meet the binding GHG emission reductions set out by the protocol. Hong Kong's inclusion as a 
non-Annex 1 country is questionable at the very least. 
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Designers intuitively understand and may be able to explain the concept of interconnectivity at a series 
of scales through visual means. Integral to the designer's approach is the ability to move between 
spatial scales to understand design implications from the micro to the macro scale. A designer can 
conceptualise individual building components in clear definition, understand how they are composed 
to form the building, consider how that building affects its immediate context, and be aware at a 
statistical level of the contribution of the building to national and global environmental conditions such 
as climate change. At each scale the designer interacts with and forms agreements with different 
parties - clients, consultants, the contractor, the local authority, national and global policy 
organisations. 

Interconnectivity (nested scales) is an ecological concept that enables the conceptualisation of 
strategies to address environmental issues that transcend administrative boundaries. The ecological 
reasoning process connects ecological metaphor with a culturally-embedded (Confucian philosophy) 
means of explaining interconnectivity (nested scales). The difficulty posed in Hong Kong is how the 
SAR can interact with the Mainland whilst retaining its autonomy. Although the conditions of autonomy 
and interconnection are seemingly contradictory, the power of the ecological metaphor is its ability to 
describe the capacity of ecosystems to balance modularity and interconnection. The Civic Exchange 
case narrative was able to articulate how this balance could be achieved in policy research (through 
clear definition of roles/responsibilities and drawing boundaries to the collaboration), and examples 
from Hong Kong (including the Framework agreement) that demonstrate the negotiation of the two 
conditions. 

Restorying ecological urbanism in Hong Kong: Chapter 6 119 



6.6 

Mutualism 

I am sensitive to the irony of the scene as I step off the tram 
in front of the HSBC tower. It was reportedly the most 
expensive building in the world at the time, and is a symbol of 
the rich and powerful. The building is raised on columns to 
create an undulating public open space at ground level. The 
space is filled today (Sunday) with migrant domestic workers 
- the underpaid and arguably exploited underclass of Hong 
Kong, who have no place of their own to meet (Journal 
2009). Left: Figure 6. 6.1 HSBC (courtesy of J. Bott). 

A number of the TSL group observed there are many living under the poverty line in their community, 
and poverty is a significant concern. Despite Hong Kong's position as a major financial centre, 
continuing GDP growth, and the Government's considerable financial reserve, the gap between the 
rich and poor is widening, and this is of increasing public concern (Hoi-wai, 201 O; King, 2004; J. Lai , 
2009; Loh & Schutte, 2012; Mottershead, 2004c). Hong Kong has the highest income disparity of any 
developed economy worldwide (Hoi-wai, 2010). Hong Kong's priorities have been "to create an 
infrastructure facilitating economic growth, rather than one to remove the wealth gap" (Tsang, 2001, 
cited in C. K. Chan, 2005, p. 102). The Government's vested interest in the property market has meant 
escalating property prices, which makes private housing unaffordable, and sixty percent of Hong 
Kong's residents live in government housing (Fung, 2009). In Hong Kong, resources and economic 
power are concentrated in the hands of the few. 

Ecosystems distribute energy and nutrients to each member of the network according to their needs. 
Food webs are formed to supply species with their metabolic requirements (Martinez, 2006). These 
arrangements could be interpreted either as a form of communalism or direct welfare. Internationally, 
wealth redistribution has most often been achieved through direct welfare systems, where the 
proceeds of high levels of income tax support the less fortunate, as a derivative of Marxist principles. 

However, the HKSAR Government is precluded from using taxation for this purpose by the Basic Law. 
The HKSAR Government operates a residual welfare system, which limits public spending. The 
government places a limit on all recurrent public spending (including education, welfare, healthcare 
and the environment), declaring a commitment to keep public expenditure at or below 20 percent of 
GDP (Loh & Schutte, 2012). Revenue derived from land sales and leases, rather than being 
distributed as welfare, is placed into the Capital Works Reserve Fund for infrastructure construction 
projects, regardless of demand. Hong Kong continues to dedicate billions every year to pouring 
concrete (Loh & Schutte, 2012, p. 19). Using high levels of taxation to redistribute wealth is 
undesirable in Hong Kong because it interferes with the operation of the free market and discourages 
foreign investment (Chiu & Wong, 2005). The Basic Law dictates that the low tax rate will be 
maintained, the Government of the SAR will safeguard the free operation of financial business and 
markets, and the Government will encourage investment. 

Residual welfare policy is supported by traditional familism. According to traditional familism, it is the 
family's responsibility to be the primary source of care and financial support for the sick and elderly. 
The Government encourages and incentivises this principle through tax relief measures. The 
Government has been criticised for using a narrow interpretation of Confucian familism to legitimise 
the residual welfare system that subordinates social welfare to economic growth (Chiu & Wong, 2005). 
However, Hong Kong's residents generally support the familist principle and would be reluctant to 
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introduce a welfare system that may erode kinship bonds (C. K. Chan, 2005; L. Wong, 1993). Many 
are accustomed to the direct welfare system, including myself, traditional familism offers an alternative 
means of supporting those in need. 

The HKSAR Government has encouraged traditional familism as a welfare strategy, but also promotes 
continuous economic growth and development as a key measure to address employment and poverty 
issues. This approach helps to avoid distributional debates by pacifying demands from the working 
class for more of the cake, by growing the cake rather than elites being required to redistribute their 
wealth (Abdallah, Thompson, Michaelson, Marks, & Steuer, 2009; Branco, 2008; Schumacher, 1973). 
Neoclassical economic theory has erroneously linked continuous economic growth to improved living 
standards, poverty eradication, wage increases, and high employment levels through increasing 
demand for work (Branco, 2008; Daly & Farley, 2004; Roosevelt, 1932; Spangenberg, 2008; Weiler, 
2008). Such outcomes may be a myth considering the free market is incapable of resolving unequal 
distribution of wealth because the emphasis is on voluntary exchange and the protection of private 
property (W. Wong & Luk, 2007). The Government has also suppressed minimum wage and 
maximum working hour policies because it would adversely affect competitiveness, which has likely 
exacerbated the wealth gap. 

Ecology theory may offer a more workable concept for Hong Kong than the initial direct welfare 
interpretation. Organisms have evolved forms of mutualism and cooperation to share available 
resources, which is referred to as resource partitioning. Many ecologists consider cooperation to be 
more beneficial to an ecosystem than competition (Jorgensen, 1992), but there are many types of 
interactions in ecosystems46 that contribute to the balance of the system. Notwithstanding the potential 
for alternative interactional concepts to be interesting metaphors, here the concept of mutua/ism is 
promoted in a consciously normative and selective manner, because it appears to be the most 
constructive in this context. Competition has been a popular concept but, as discussed above, has not 
been able to address income inequity issues in Hong Kong. 

Concepts of mutua/ism in ecosystems are achieved through auto-regulative, reflexive functional 
arrangements intended to increase the chances of survival of all parties. While both ecosystems and 
cities engage in mutualism for 'altruistic' reasons47 , mutual aid in cities is no longer reflexive. Here 
cities diverge from ecosystems. In pre-industrial societies kinship systems maintained welfare through 
an auto-regulative process (Trist, 1973). In industrial societies maintenance of welfare is no longer 
auto-regulative but requires active processes (Trist, 1973). In Hong Kong, the emphasis is on 
economic competition, which encourages individualism and the profit-motive. However, if Rifkin's 
(2010) observations are accurate and human beings are hard-wired for empathy, it implies mutualistic 
behaviour is likely to be manifest to some degree in Hong Kong. 

Downton (2009) argues that the "interdependent nature of elements in urban systems requires 
communication and decision-making structures based on mutual aid" (p. 505). Downton enables 
systems of mutual aid to emerge in urban projects by developing co-housing models and incorporating 
extensive common facilities for spontaneous and organised interaction. For example, Christie Walk is 
a community-titled development that incorporates community gardens, unrestricted pedestrian access, 
and shared indoor facilities. The client group formed a development cooperative which enabled 
individuals to build in an urban environment where single house plots are typically unavailable. 

46 Types of ecosystem community interaction include; neutralism (neither population affected), anabolism, catabolism, 
commensalism, nihilism, competition, amensalism (one population inhibited the other not), parasitism, predation, 
protocooperation and mutualism. Odum (1983) argues that competition can trigger selective adaptations that will enhance the 
coexistence of organisms in an ecosystem. Pascual and Dunne (2006) reveal the critical role played by parasites in the 
structure and biomass flow of ecosystems. 
47 Jorgensen (1992) explains that prairie dogs endanger themselves by conspicuously barking to warn fellow dogs of 
approaching danger, which demonstrates altruistic behaviour. Social behaviour in animal populations is often accompanied by 
examples of helping behaviour or altruism (Chapman & Reiss, 1992). Kin selection is a form of non-reciprocal altruism that 
refers to the decrease in an individual's fitness as a result of giving assistance to its relatives, which increases their fitness 
(Chapman & Reiss, 1992). 
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Downton's work signifies that as a designer, thinking ecologically implies reaching beyond spatial and 
aesthetic concerns to relational dynamics to promote the emergence of mutualism. 

As explained in the TSL case narrative, the Government is endeavouring to promote Confucian 
principles of mutual aid based on ethical responsibility. As early as 1852, Mill challenged the notion 
that competition exclusively ruled the division of produce (Mill, 1852). Mill explains that competition 
only became the governing principle of contracts in the modern period; historically transactions and 
engagements were influenced by custom. Custom is "the most powerful protector of the weak against 
the strong; their sole protector where there are no laws or government adequate to the purpose" (Mill, 
1852, p. 293). Mill's comments imply the potential significance of custom and tradition in the 
distribution of resources. It follows that Confucian values could strongly reinforce ecological notions of 
mutua/ism in Hong Kong. 

While Confucians are explicit in their belief in the important role of the family in welfare assistance, 
their multi-layered system extends responsibility to social networks/community and the government 
(see Figure 6.6.2). Confucians believe the state has an obligation to secure conditions for its people's 
basic welfare through the "well-field system" which gives access to productive land to farmers who 
ensure that enough food is also supplied to the non-farming classes (Bell & Chaibong, 2003). At the 
community level, care is provided through the well-field system and the government provides direct 
help to those who lack family members to turn to (Bell & Chaibong, 2003). Mencius observed that men 
whose livelihood is insecure may be less likely to behave honourably; therefore Confucians suggest 
government intervention in the economy can be justified to guarantee the economic security 
necessary for morally upright behaviour (Lau & Kuan, 1988). 

~~~~/ 
_,, 

---------------

Figure 6.6.2 Confucian mutual aid: The diagram above describes in shorthand the multiple levels of Confucian mutual aid. 
The dashed arrows at the top show that in times of need an individual is supported first by family, and if familial links are 

broken or family is unable to help, they have recourse to appeal to the next scale up - community, and if the community is 
unable to help - state support can be sought. The arrows at the bottom suggest that the individual contributes at each of 

these levels a/so, hence the support is mutual. 

The Government's mutual aid initiatives and statutory minimum wage legislation will go some way to 
redressing the balance of wealth distribution in Hong Kong. The HKSAR Government aims to 
persuade the community and business sector to actively participate in poverty alleviation in a tripartite 
collaboration (Information Services Department of the Government of the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region, 201 Oa). The Government has pledged to set up a Community Care Fund of 
HK$5 billion, and encourage the business sector to raise an additional $5 billion. These initiatives 
suggest that the Government's mutual aid policies are more than just rhetoric. The HKSAR 
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Government has facilitated the development of mutual aid committees in housing estates across Hong 
Kong (Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, September 2009). Government 
policies align with a multi-layered or nested conception of mutual aid. 

The mutualism metaphor offers an alternative to the more obvious system of direct welfare, which is 
inappropriate in Hong Kong. Instead, the meeting of basic needs is conceptualised in terms of 
mutualistic relationships. The ecological reasoning process is able to propose connections to richly 
embedded Confucian philosophy that offer culturally-specific interpretations to enhance ecological 
urbanism theory and potentially facilitate the uptake of concepts. The ecological metaphor is extended 
through concatenation - with the multi-level conception of mutual aid inspired by Confucian ethics. 
Cultural values of individualism and competition led to the emphasis of competition as the key 
interactive condition in ecology. The importance of competition in ecology theory has depreciated and 
cooperation is given greater consideration. It appears that the shift away from individualism and 
competition in ecology theory reflects changes in cultural values, such as the growing attention to 
empathy; ecological concepts of mutualism could further catalyse cultural changes. 
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6.7 

Ecological growth 

I visit a friend's apartment for the first time in the Olympic 
district. She meets me at the MTR station and we walk 
through the shopping centre and across the overpass to her 
tower. We are accompanied by sounds of construction and I 
ask what they're building, she explains that it's the next 
phase of the residential development. Her tower was in an 
earlier phase. Four towers were built as part of that phase 
several years ago, two are occupied and two remain 
completely unoccupied. I ask her why they are still empty -
she explains that the developer is waiting for the apartments 
to reach the desired market price before putting them on the 
market (Journal 2009). Left: Figure 6. 7.1 Hong Kong skyline. 

Civic Exchange has observed that the economic growth-led mentality has led to fiscally driven policy
making and the marginalisation of qualitative or unpriced concerns. Exponential economic growth has 
been embraced as the key objective by government and endorsed by society (Hills, 2001 ; A. Y. H. Lo, 
2008). Hong Kong's neoclassical economic policy approach accepts the premise that there are no 
limits to functioning markets (Spangenberg, 2008). Hong Kong has attended to positive feedback to 
grow the economy rather than negative feedback that might control growth. Many of the issues 
previously described including pollution, the heat island effect, poor quality urban environment, 
reduced biodiversity, inequity, and social erosion are linked to an exponential physical and economic 
growth mentality that does not recognise environmental limits. 

As discussed in Section 6.3 the HKSAR Government has limited the degree to which it acts as a 
regulator under the influence of a pro-economic growth planning agenda. The emphasis of planning 
policy was on "preparing the way for immediately realizable development" (Booth, 1996). The 
objective has been to promote exponential economic and physical growth 48 , facilitated by a positive 
non-interventionist capitalist economy, a residual welfare system, and the principles of economic 
rationalism. 

Government policy has been to facilitate economic growth through physical infrastructure development 
(Loh & Lai, 2007). The wealth creation and employment creation value of these infrastructure projects 
is questionable and their potentially destructive impact on the environment is often overlooked 
(Bowring, 2007; Leverett et al. , 2007). The Government has recently embarked on a number of major 
infrastructure projects including highways, bridges, a cruise terminal and a new high-speed rail link 
with the Mainland. Construction projects appear to be initiated regardless of need. The population is 
growing at a very slow rate, less than one percent (Census and Statistics Department, 2012). Many of 
the roads and bridges fail to reach predicted travel numbers. Developers have a speculative approach 
to property and many build apartment blocks that remain empty long-term. 

Ecosystems provide an example of a system that reflexively slows physical growth as environmental 
limits are neared and focuses on maintenance of existing structures. Ecosystems follow a Sigmoid 
pattern (see Figure 6.7.2) by shifting from an exponential growth pattern to a slower rate in response 
to environmental conditions, in order to increase their chances of survival. The pattern of growth is 
therefore responsive and flexible; ecosystems do not continuously maximise growth. 

48 Logan and Molotoch (1976) define this growth paradigm as the growth machine thesis, which describes modern cities as 
engines of economic development where land-based elites drive urban politics in the direction of economic expansion (J. Lee, 
2007). 
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Figure 6.7.2 Sigmoid growth: Describes a pattern of growth observed in ecosystems. Growth follows a series of stages of 
different characteristics starting with a slow growth phase that increases to exponential, then diminishes, and finally 

becomes stationary. 

Sigmoid growth infers regulating Hong Kong's exponential growth in response to the environmental 
issues that have been observed. Steady-state or de-growth economics are possible in the context of 
capitalist market systems. Classical economic theory does not presuppose a competitive free market 
is an unregulated one, nor does it support the essentiality of growth within capitalism (Hay, 2002). 
However, promoting steady-state or de-growth economics in order to prioritise qualitative concerns 
would be challenging and even unworkable in Hong Kong under the current constitution and policy 
context. The Government would have to act against its direct financial interests, in its capacity as 
property landlord, in order to reverse the growth-led mentality. While the greater good would appear to 
be to slow physical growth to mitigate environmental issues, withdrawing the Government's main 
source of revenue would be extremely destabilising. Moreover, private land-owners are guided almost 
entirely by the market and policies that slow physical growth, such as reduction of plot ratio, would not 
be popular with the property sector. Given that functional constituencies (including the property sector) 
have a strong influence on Hong Kong politics, it would be very difficult to introduce such policies, and 
private land-owners may demand compensation if their property was de-valued. 

Despite the Government's conflict of interest, theoretically, as development regulator, the Government 
has a responsibility to intervene and impose development control for the greater good, defined 
according to the values of Hong Kong residents. Stricter environmental regulation is therefore 
dependent on collective values. Hong Kongers are increasingly concerned with value-oriented issues 
such as education, healthcare, environmental protection, transport, urban planning, heritage 
conservation, taxation and social security (Cheung, 2007; C. Lai & Loh, 2007; T. K. Y. Wong & Po
san, 2009). There are signs that the Hong Kong people are articulating their concerns and the 
Government is listening to the voices of the people (often using social media) and seemingly 
increasing regulatory control. Concerns over the inconsistency between non-interventionist economic 
principles and environmental objectives have led to an increasing trend towards greater Government 
intervention (Cheung, 2007; A. Y. H. Lo, 2008; Loh & Lai, 2007). The Sai Wan example in Section 6.4 
demonstrates how effective a Facebook campaign was in changing planning policy to control 
development. 

The Sai Wan example suggests that the government is to some extent restricting physical growth for 
the greater good, which implies a move away from Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as the primary 
indicator of 'fitness'. The 'fitness' of a nation has typically been defined by GDP, since 1947, when the 
UN introduced GDP to measure economic growth. This strategy was essential to encourage rebuilding 

Restorying ecological urbanism in Hong Kong: Chapter 6 125 



efforts following the war (Abdallah et al., 2009). In Hong Kong, the measure used to assess the 
'fitness' of the city has become the primary objective (maximising GDP). As a primary measure, GDP 
marginalises social and environmental indicators that are measured by non-monetarised methods. 
Among others, governments in the UK, France, Venezuela, and China49 , as well as the United 
Nations50 are reconsidering the emphasis on GDP and contemplating new concepts of prosperity, 
such as well-being or happiness indexes, that are in harmony with environmental limits (G. Steiner et 
al., 2000; Xinhua, 2006). In Bhutan, the success of the nation has been related to Gross National 
Happiness (alongside GDP) since 1972. Other such indicators include the Index of Sustainable 
Economic Welfare, Net Human Benefit, Genuine Progress Indicator, and Adjusted National Product 
(Hay, 2002). 

The HKSAR Government appears to have recognised the need to acknowledge qualitative indictors 
by promoting 'progressive development'. 'Progressive development' requires sustainable, balanced 
and diversified development with the objective of creating a "quality global metropolis" (Information 
Services Department of the Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, 2007). 
However, paradoxically a significant part of the plans to realise 'progressive development' is through 
large-scale infrastructure projects. The Government appears to remain attached to schemes of 
economic growth through infrastructure development (C. Lai & Loh, 2007). 

The Basic Law limits the degree to which Hong Kong can move away from an economic-growth 
oriented model. Hong Kong cannot move away from capitalism, nor can it "even modify the essentials 
of a rather old fashioned and rigid market system" (Ghai, 1997, p. 297). The Government has framed 
existing practices in terms of qualitative or sustainable development rhetoric, and it may be difficult to 
move beyond the rhetoric given the restrictions of the Basic Law. 

While Hong Kong is very unlikely to replace GDP with an alternative development index (due to the 
limitations of the Basic Law), it could embed or internalise environmental and social indicators into the 
existing market system. Atkinson (2008) refers to this as the capital approach, which has an "intuitive 
appeal, insofar as entreaties to manage these resources sensibly chime with popular notions of 'not 
eating into one's capital' or 'not selling the family silver"' (p. 242). The capital approach necessitates 
the valuation and quantification of natural resources and calculation of the devaluing potential of 
environmental damage. The implication is that embedding externalities that have thus far been 
considered as restrictive or limiting may temper the growth-led mentality. Two variations of the capital 
approach have been recommended for Hong Kong, Ecological Modernisation and Natural Capitalism. 
Both are concerned with increasing the environmental efficiency of the existing capitalist economy, in 
a manner that frames environmental issues (such as pollution) as manifestations of inefficiencies. 
Inefficiency becomes the problem rather than environmental damage. Hills (2004) advocates 
Ecological Modernisation as a transitional model for Hong Kong, and Loh (2004) advocates Natural 
Capitalism. However, neither approach directly challenges the growth-oriented mentality. The capital 
approach perpetuates free-market economic structures that have caused environmental degradation 
rather than requiring a re-assessment of consumption patterns on a global scale (Mottershead, 
2004a). The plausibility and effectiveness of the capital approach has been widely criticised (Foster, 
2011 ). Given the limitations imposed by the Basic Law, the capital approach may be the most 
workable solution for Hong Kong. 

The difficulty of reimagining Hong Kong's exponential paradigm as a Sigmoid growth pattern implies 
Hong Kong is committed to exponential growth, and inflexible to change. This, in turn, reveals that the 
critical aspect of the ecological growth metaphor is not necessarily the particular configuration of 
growth (sigmoid), but rather the flexibility and responsiveness of ecological growth patterns to 

49 Many provinces in China are reconsidering the emphasis on economic growth, reducing growth rates and shifting the focus to 
social harmony and sustainable development (Xinhua, 2006). 
50 The United Nations Agenda 21 introduced the need for new concepts of wealth and prosperity that are in harmony with the 
earth's environmental limits (G. Steiner et al., 2000). 
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environmental conditions. These ecological growth characteristics are a contra-distinction to Hong 
Kong's fixed, exponential growth paradigm. 

Embedded in the term growth, as it is generally used, is an expectation of increase in size or 
proportion 51. Within environmental discourse the meaning of the term growth is contested (Harre et al.. 
1999). Substituting the term development is equally problematic as it describes 
improvemenVincreasing complexity/enhancement but also denotes enlargemenVexpansion/increase. 
In ecology, there are a number of terms for growth. Allometry refers to the study of change in size and 
proportion. Ontogeny describes the ongoing process of becoming (and is discussed further in 6.8). 
Ecological concepts of growth are not exclusively tied to allometric indicators, but also consider growth 
in an ontogenic manner. 

Environmental issues in Hong Kong can be partly attributed to Hong Kong's exponential growth 
paradigm. Promoting a sigmoid growth pattern that anticipates Hong Kong slowing its growth to 
respond to environmental issues appears unattainable. Through the ecological reasoning process, it 
emerges that the critical ecological growth characteristic is not the sigmoid model but the flexibility and 
responsiveness of ecological growth. The promotion of a flexible and responsive growth paradigm is 
in-itself unlikely to catalyse changes in Hong Kong's growth patterns - it is difficult to imagine how the 
inertia might be overcome in the current political space. However, there is value in the ecological 
reasoning process presented above, and that is imagining growth not simply as physical or economic 
expansion, but as the process of a city's becoming. An ecological concept of growth is at once critical 
and expansive. It anticipates the scrutiny of urban proposals in relation to Jong-term needs and 
community aspirations and broadens urban development opportunities to include regeneration, 
transformation, rehabilitation, demolition, change-of-use, enhancement, ecosystem management, 
cooperative initiatives, installations and public art, and activism. 

51 The primary definition, according to the Oxford on line dictionary is the process of increasing in size. 
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Evolutionary attractors 

As part of a Civic Exchange policy paper, I was calculating 
the impact of the new Building Energy Efficiency Bill (BEEB). 
Building energy efficiency is apparently a key component of 
the Government's climate change strategy. I asked my 
husband - an engineer - to check my calculation. He 
confirmed my workings were correct; the BEEB would only 
result in 0. 49 percent reduction in carbon emissions in the 
first decade. I confirmed the figure with a BEEB policymaker 
during an interview; he suggested it was accurate but it was a 
base level figure and the impact would be greater when 
implemented. Still, this new policy that seemingly moves 
Hong Kong significantly towards sustainability, actually 
involves standing relatively still (Journal 2010). Left: Figure 
6. 8. 1 C02 reduction due to the BEEB. 

As discussed in the Civic Exchange case narrative, significant inertia to change has arisen as a result 
of the uncertainty of Hong Kong's political future. At present there is potential for conflict to arise when 
the 'one country, two systems' principle expires in 2047 as a result of the considerable differences in 
political organisation between Hong Kong and its sovereign. However, this issue has never been 
publicly discussed or resolved (Suzanne. Pepper, 2008). Many believed China would be swayed by 
prevailing world trends towards democracy (Suzanne. Pepper, 2008), which would ease the transition 
from Hong Kong's semi-autonomous state to one of full integration with China. If Hong Kong's future 
remains uncertain, there will be a reluctance to commit to newly articulated directions, such as 
sustainable urbanism. 

Some form of adaptation may be possible and even probable in Hong Kong in certain respects. 
Manzini (2003) believes Hong Kong has tremendous potential for adaptation. He describes Hong 
Kong as a laboratory of the future, and suggests Hong Kong's density, service-oriented economy, 
service-intensive society, and integration of western technologies into Chinese culture create a 
favourable habitat for new forms of social, cultural, and economic organisation. Notwithstanding 
Manzini's alternative reading of the opportunity for adaptation in Hong Kong, constitutional conditions 
and political inertia do inhibit change. 

Beijing's priorities for Hong Kong are stability and prosperity, which has traditionally meant preserving 
the political-economic status quo which "holds Hong Kong back, because the vested interests prevent 
the city from changing" (Loh & Schutte, 2012, p. 19). The Basic Law codifies the essential elements of 
what was considered a successful laissez faire economy, but this introduces potentially unworkable 
restrictions into the economic system, limiting Hong Kong's ability to manage and direct the economy 
(Ghai, 1997; C. Lai & Loh, 2007). Prescribing specific economic and fiscal policies in constitutions is 
fairly rare (C. Lai & Loh, 2007). Bateson (2000) argues that rigidly programmed courses that offer 
short-term advantage have begun to prove disastrous and are a path to extinction through loss of 
flexibility. Hong Kong 's potential for transformation is inhibited by institutional lock-in, and an 
uncommonly prescriptive constitution, which perpetuates the entrenchment of fiscal drivers and 
disregard of qualitative drivers, hindering the progress of sustainability initiatives. 

A key characteristic of ecosystems is their ability to adapt to changing environmental conditions and 
system feedback. This trait has been described as elasticity (Leveque, 2003); although it may be more 
correct to describe them as flexible or plastic (Jorgensen, 2002; Steward. T.A. Pickett et al. , 1994) as 
they change as a result of external factors but do not attempt to return to exactly the same situation. 
Phenotypic plasticity is a term that explains how organisms in ecosystems respond to environmental 
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changes by changing their phenotypes (properties) (Peacor, Riolo, & Pascual, 2006). Phenotypic 
plasticity, as a response to environmental conditions, might include behavioural changes52, 

morphology or life history changes (Peacor et al., 2006). Studies have shown that species coexistence 
is enhanced where both species have the potential for phenotypic plasticity (Peacor et al., 2006). 
Individual organisms' phenotypic changes lead to evolutionary dynamics at the community or 
population scale (Peacor et al., 2006). 

Phenotypic plasticity imagines cities as adaptable, flexible systems. Urban planning that "envisages 
and allows for evolution - for the progression toward complexity through time - is critical. An evolved 
city is simply that much more likely to be interesting, enjoyable, and therefore successful than a static 
one" (Hornsby, 2010, p. 30). Some designers are under the illusion that "a building or city is something 
that is created in one act, then to endure forever" (Lynch, 1984, p. 157). Lynch argues that the static 
view is mistaken "not only as a matter of understanding, but also as a matter of value. We are pattern 
makers, not pattern worshipers" (Lynch, 1984, p. 157). Lynch's critique of designers' attitudes is 
enduring, he implies that not only are we to understand cities as dynamic but our role as designers is 
to create new patterns in response to the changing city rather than preserve fixed urban patterns and 
methods of pattern making. 

Hong Kong's prescriptive constitution and long-term political uncertainty inhibit adaptation in directions 
that are not identified in the Basic Law. These constraints indicate that a prescriptive goal-oriented 
approach to change is problematic. The articulation and movement towards a goal - such as 
ecological urbanism - that has not been prescriptively identified in the Basic Law or by the PRC 
Government is difficult. Further exploration of ecological notions of adaptation may reveal how 
adaptation in Hong Kong could be conceptualised in order to circumvent the inertia described above. 

Recent ecological theory tends to be guided by the non-equilibrium paradigm (S.T.A. Pickett & 
Cadenasso, 2007). Under this paradigm, ecological evolution is considered to be non-intentional (a
teleological), changes are often irregular (stochastic), and may be reversible. There may be multiple 
possible climax states for each system (polyclimax states), and many different pathways (or a 
combination of), to achieve a state that gives the best chance of survival. Ecological adaptation is 
described as ontogenic. Ontogeny (see also Section 6.7) is the expression of the becoming of a 
system "that at each moment is the unity in its fullness, and does not constitute a transit from an 
incomplete (embyronic) state to a more complete or final one (adult)" (Maturana & Varela, 1980, p. 
87). There is no apparent purposefulness to evolutionary adaptation; the only aim is continued 
existence (Maturana & Varela, 1980; Sterelny, 2005). The emphasis is not on reaching or maintaining 
a certain end point or terminal condition, but on staying "in the game" (Steward. T.A. Pickett et al., 
2004). Ecosystems are attracted to, but never reach a steady state; they move towards a moving 
target and therefore never reach it (Jorgensen, 1992). The steady state or attractor will not remain the 
same because it's dependent on the pattern of external factors (which will never occur again), the 
history of the system, and the properties of the system (which are also changing) (Jorgensen, 1992). 
This adaptation is understood to occur as a process of trial and error that depends on feedback 
(Bateson, 2000; Jorgensen, 1992). 

It is necessary to negotiate between this a-teleological concept of change and the intentionality of 
design. Ecological design is by nature intentional (as humans are), which is where it departs from 
ecological theory. Successful urban interventions "contribute to urban social and spatial structures in a 
way that differs markedly from those evolving in the context of spontaneous ("natural") forces" (8. J. L. 
Berry & Kasarda, 1977, p. 413). The difference between adaptation in a design sense and in 
evolutionary theory is explained by Marshall (2009), who notes that the original use of the term adapt 
denoted varying something so that it would be more fit for its existing purpose or a new purpose. 
Evolutionary biology, Marshall explains, has removed the purposive element from adaptation. 

52 For example, prey species may respond to predatory changes by modifying their foraging behaviour, becoming less active 
and spending more time in refuges, which in turn affects other species including the prey's food resources that may increase in 
abundance (Peacor et al., 2006). 
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Adaptation becomes the outcome of processes that are not purposive. In urban design, adaptation is 
more typically considered a process of intentional change. Larson (2011) reminds us of Kuhn's means 

of distinguishing between a-teleological and goal-oriented as scientific-progress-from what we knew 
before and scientific-progress-to the ultimate truth. Larson interprets this as the difference between 

critique and faith. The significance of Larson's interpretation of Kuhn's theory is making the connection 
between a-teleological and critique. If described in this way, a significant concept from ecological 
theory is moving forward through critical analysis. Interpreting ecological adaptation as a critical rather 

than a-teleological process allows ecological notions of adaptation to be advocated in the context of 

design (as an intentional process) without encountering the paradox that would occur if the term a
teleological was used. 

If urban change is understood as a critical process, it implies that the instigator of change assesses 

the effectiveness of sustainability initiatives. Performance evaluation has not been an integral part of 
design practice, despite the potential for energy monitoring, in-service structural monitoring, and post

occupancy surveys to improve design practice. Post-occupancy surveys are often neglected or even 
discouraged due to legal constraints. Downton (2009) observes that the neglect of performance 
evaluation is so well known and accepted that no one questions it. I was actively discouraged, on 

advice from professional indemnity insurers, from carrying out post-occupancy surveys whilst in 
practice in the UK because of the risk of legal implications in the event problems were identified. 

Conceiving ecological urbanism as a critical yet intentional process does not signify a prescriptive path 

to a single goal. Recent insights from ecological science have had a subversive effect on the 

conventional approach to planning that emphasises prediction and control (Lister, 2010). A number of 

sustainability researchers conceive of sustainability as an evolving, flexible, continuous, heuristic 

concept of urban change that responds to changes in the environment (P. F. Downton, 2009; Fry, 

1999; Lister, 201 O; McDaniel Jr & Lanham, 201 O; Newman & Jennings, 2008). Fry (1999) argues that 
sustain-ability has no essential form, it is simply work against unsustainability. McDaniel Jr and 

Lanham (2010) link sustainable development to complexity science to conceive of sustainable 
development as a dynamic process of continuous evaluation, action, and re-evaluation. According to 

this paradigm a fixed concept of sustainability is impossible because a city constantly changes over 
time. Describing ecological urbanism as a critical, heuristic concept is as much about moving away 

from detractors as it is about moving toward sustainability attractors. 

Figure 6. 8. 2 Urban evolution 1: The diagram explores how the concept of ecological urbanism as a critical, heuristic concept 
could be described succinctly through visual means. It illustrates multiple potential paths of urban change in Hong Kong moving 

toward evolutionary attractors and away from evolutionary detractors. 
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Figure 6. 8. 3 Urban evolution 2: Begins to suggest what evolutionary attractors and detractors could be in Hong Kong. 

Granting that there is no prescriptive path to a single goal implies urban change is unlikely to be 
ordered. Both the Civic Exchange and TSL case narratives suggested that change was likely to occur 
in the manner of punctuated equilibrium. The punctuated equilibrium concept dates to 1972. More 
recent ecology theory tends to refer to irregular change as stochastic (Jorgensen, 1992; Leveque, 
2003; Steward. T.A. Pickett et al., 2004). In response to the fixity and prescriptiveness of Hong Kong's 
constitutions and institutions, which may make goal-driven sustainability strategies unworkable, Hong 
Kong's ontogeny can be conceived as an ongoing urban project moving away from detractors and 
towards sustainability attractors that may themselves change in response to external conditions and 
shifting urban patterns (see Figure 6.8.2). Like ecosystems, instigating change in Hong Kong could 
best be understood as a process of trial and error. As a continuous process of learning it conceives of 
urbanism projects as experiments that are "safe-to-fail" rather than "fail-safe" (Lister, 2010, p. 540). 
There may be many different pathways taken by a range of agents, but as Figure 6.8.2 implies there is 
likely to be some gravitation of pathways that suggests shared values. 

Moving away from detractors and towards attractors anticipates that collective values (as far as 
possible given there are always minority views) are articulated by Hong Kong residents. In a 
democratic system, citizens articulate values through the political process (F. Steiner, 2010). 
Adaptation in Hong Kong will therefore rely on, as well as the ability to change, political participation 
and the articulation and assimilation of feedback as discussed in Section 6.4. As the TSL case 
narrative suggested, the articulation of values is only representative of society if it includes all 
elements of the community. The Civic Exchange narrative demonstrated that until environmental 
concern, which had largely been voiced by expatriates, was expressed by Hong Kong Chinese the 
Government did not consider environmental concern to reflect Hong Kong values. The process of 
articulating sustainability attractors is understood as dialogic, reflective, and democratic. 

An ecological notion of adaptation conceptualises change in a manner that could circumvent 
constitutional conditions and institutional inertia in Hong Kong. This circumvention is possible because 
instead of proposing ecological urbanism as a prescriptive goal (that is not identified in the Basic Law 
and is therefore subject to inertia), ecological urbanism is considered as a critical, heuristic concept. 
As a critical process, detractors are identified and the process of adaptation moves practices away 
from the detractors towards potential sustainability attractors. Ecological concepts of change interpret 
urban adaptation as irregular, reversible, arrived at through different means (or a combination of), and 
experimental, signifying to me, a departure from the production of images of ecological utopias to a 
process of negotiation that proposes experimental and flexible design scenarios. 
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DISCUSSION 

Chapter 7 provides an opportunity to reflect on the research aims, described in Section 1.1, and other 
key ideas that emerged from the research. 

In response to the research interest stated in Section 1.1, Section 7.1 reflects on the influence of the 
selection of methodology on the outcome of sustainable design research. Section 7.1 discusses the 
potential for participative narrative inquiry to contribute to the effective application of sustainable 
urbanism research through attentiveness to language (Section 7 .1.1) and situated approaches 
(Section 7.1.2). 

Another key theme to emerge from the research was the ethical implications associated with the use 
of ecological metaphor. Section 7.2 discusses the challenge of acknowledging ethical aspects of 
ecological urbanism (Section 7.2.1 ), and the potential to engender a sense of responsibility among 
designers for the dissemination of sustainability concepts (Section 7.2.2). 

Section 7.3.1 responds to the aim introduced in Section 1.1 by discussing the implications of the 
ecological reasoning process from Chapters 4, 5 and 6, in terms of the value of ecological metaphor 
for sustainable urbanism. The study moves beyond a commentary on the value of ecological 
metaphor. By deconstructing and restorying the initial ecological concepts, the study proceeds from an 
analytical position to a creative space where reworked ecological imaginings are proposed. In this 
way, it becomes possible in Section 7.3.1 to reflect on how a rigorous ecological reasoning process 
can create more valuable ecological metaphors. Section 7.3.2 considers the relevance of the 
implications of the study for ecological urbanism in its emerging design context. 
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7.1 Participatory narrative inquiry 

This section discusses how participatory narrative inquiry as a methodology may positively influence 
sustainability projects by crafting creative, critical, and engaging narrative research projects. The 
discussion relates to two key themes, language and a situated approach; these themes are 
considered in terms of their ability to contribute to sustainability. 

7.1.1 Language 

The focus of this study has been the generative potential of metaphor (as a linguistic device) to 
conceptualise sustainability theory; this section discusses the manner in which a critical approach to 
the structural properties of language may also contribute to sustainability. 

Section 2.1 suggests that adopting a critical approach to language will make it more likely that 
metaphorical concepts support theoretical intentions. If, as described in Section 6.8, sustainable 
urbanism is best understood as a developmental, flexible, heuristic concept, this anticipates language 
structures that align with and enable such an approach to sustainability. A critical approach to 
language, in this research, has led to the avoidance of the future perfect53, or imperative mood54 

because it gives the impression of inevitability, or predetermined action. If urban theory expresses 
concepts in the future perfect it "disavows the viscous complexity of the present by representing a 
desired state as already having been achieved" (Donald, 1997, p. 184). Guided by a narrative 
approach that encourages tentativeness, wondering, multiple-perspectives, and emergent ideas, it is 
more appropriate in this study to use moods or tenses such as conditional55, future subjunctive56, or 
progressive57, which acknowledge the openness and flexibility of the knowledge field. 

In order to communicate sustainability theory as flexible, and open to challenge, ideas arising from 
ecological metaphor are articulated in this study as 'concepts' or 'patterns' rather than positivistic 
norms such as 'rules', 'principles' or 'models'. However, it is difficult to resist positivistic norms and the 
imperative mood, given the pervasiveness of this approach in the learning environment. Alexander's 
highly influential Pattern Language (Alexander et al., 1977) attests to the difficulty of this approach. 
The intention of the authors is to present the theory in such a way "that it gives the essential field of 
relationships needed to solve the problem, but in a very general and abstract way - so that you can 
solve the problem for yourself, in your own way, by adapting it to your preferences, and the local 
conditions at the place where you are making it" (p. xiii). The theories are described as "patterns", 
"hypotheses", that are "tentative" and "free to evolve under the impact of new experience and 
observation" (p. xv). However, despite the epistemological intention of the authors of the Pattern 
Language, the language is structured in a manner that undermines these intentions. Throughout the 
text solutions are often stated as instructions, for example, "in any urban area, no matter how dense, 
keep the majority of buildings four stories high or less. It is possible that certain buildings should 
exceed this limit, but they should never be buildings for human habitation" (Alexander et al., 1977, p. 
119). Observations are put forward as fact, for example it is a "fact that human cultures within a city 
can only flourish when they are at least partly separated from neighboring cultures" (p. 13). Ideas are 
often stated as 'general rule[s]' (p. 500), in the imperative mood ("the metropolis must contain ... " (p. 
48), "workplaces should be decentralized" (p. 224)). As the Pattern Language text demonstrates, 
being consistent with this approach (speculative, tentative, and developmental) relies on very close 
attention to language, in order that language structure does not contradict or undermine 

53 For example, in so doing, sustainable urbanism in Hong Kong will have been achieved. 
54 For example, Hong Kong must or should undertake ... in order to achieve sustainability. 
55 It is likely Hong Kong will mitigate pollution levels if it .. . 
561f Hong Kong were to adopt ... 
57 Hong Kong is moving towards sustainability. 
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epistemological intentions of the study. Reflexivity in respect to the affect of different tones, moods 
and tenses is important. 

The Civic Exchange case narrative raised the possibility that in a policy-making context, it may be 
more appropriate to present theory and recommendations in a definitive language. Civic Exchange 
adopted a positivistic style in response to the needs of the policy makers and this approach was 
supported by literature references. Pickett, Kolasa and Jones (1994) attest to the difficulty of 
presenting scientific understanding in provisional terms; when scientists admit that scientific 
understanding is provisional and subject to revision, it can lead to frustration and mistrust. 
Nevertheless, they believe scientists would do well to become "better at indicating that, although 
scientific knowledge is provisional, it can be well worth acting on"(p. 169). It would be interesting to 
explore the extent to which alternative approaches that challenge the typically positivistic language 
approach may be of value in policy research. 

In this research, positivistic norms have been avoided, but the crucial implication of narrative 
approaches is reflexivity in relation to language. A reflexive mode of writing implies a consciousness 
and selectivity towards language rather than a particular norm. In this way, rather than limiting the 
permitted moods or tenses, perhaps it is more useful to recommend reflexivity, and transparency of 
language whilst fitting the language style to the research aims. To borrow an architectural example, in 
writing specifications for a construction project, the architect can prescribe a particular product 
(product specification), or define a set of performance expectations (performance specification). In the 
latter instance, the emphasis is on ensuring a desired objective but leaving the field open to a number 
of solutions. A performance specification aligns the approach to language with the aims of the 
research project, whether that be: to develop clear recommendations that may lead to legislation, to 
improve the understanding of the researcher, or to increase the community's understanding and 
catalyse action. It may be interesting to explore the usefulness of language performance specifications 
as a means of explicitly encouraging a critical approach to language through the development of a 
performance specification that links research aims to communication style. 

7.1.2 Situating the research 

This study situates sustainable urbanism theory in terms of place and personal position. Relevant 
theory discussed in Section 3.1.2 supports the premise that a situated approach is more likely to result 
in sustainable urbanism theory that is appropriate for its community, and therefore improve its uptake 
and potential outcomes. As such, sustainable urbanism theory developed in this manner is not 
considered to be directly and universally applicable to all contexts without interpretation. This was 
found to be the case in the Transition South Lantau (TSL) case narrative. Recycling strategies such as 
swap parties had been successful in the UK and Australia, but due to contextual factors particular to 
Hong Kong, these strategies were found to be unsuitable. The cultural reluctance to accept second
hand goods discouraged Hong Kong Chinese residents from participating in such events. Another 
example from the TSL case narrative demonstrated that directly imported sustainability concepts had 
no immediate resonance in the local community, but they could be substituted with more culturally
relevant concepts. The concept of 'self-sufficiency' was put forward to support the development of a 
Community Supported Agriculture Scheme (CSA) as a means of responding to climate change and 
peak oil, but ultimately it was found best to describe the CSA in terms of culturally-embedded 
concepts of mutual aid. These examples corroborate the notion that attempting to operationalise 
general sustainability theories is unwise because there are significant local factors that may inhibit 
their uptake. The examples support the position taken by this research that a knowledge-making 
process that encourages sustainability theory to emerge from its context is more likely to yield more 
potent concepts than generalisable, predetermined theory. 

Support for the situated approach for theorising that has emerged from this research does not 
necessarily imply that it is irrelevant to other contexts. Moore explains if "you understand sustainable 
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development as a process of local storytelling you will encounter opportunities that relate local 
conditions to global structures" (Moore, 2007, p. 215). As was noted in Section 3.3.2, engaging with 
the local and specific, rather than writing that aims for generalisation or objectivity, is more likely to 
enable the reader to identify with key concepts and familiarise themselves with the research setting, 
which allows for transferability or comparison of themes with other contexts (Connelly & Clandinin, 
1990; Creswell, 1998; Denzin, 1998). In this way, situated theorising can be very accessible and 
engaging for researchers in other contexts (but does not offer immediately applicable sustainability 
principles). 

In practice, situating sustainable urban theory (in place) is a challenge; despite methodological 
intentions, it can be difficult (as I have found) to depart from the objective position that continues to be 
advocated in many research fields. The Chicago School advocated situating urban social theory in 
space and time - in their case in the city of Chicago in from 1916 to the late 1940s. Despite the 
intention of recognising the particularities of place in their knowledge-making processes, the value of 
the theory was ultimately measured against its potential to be universally applicable. They were 
concerned with developing a template for urban structures that could be transferred from city to city 
(Light, 2009). In order to generalise their theories Chicago must become "anywhere - a placeless 
place with underlying patterns that could be found in any metropolis ... a specimen of generic and 
universal 'urbanism', describable not in local details but with laws" (Gieryn, 2006, p. 10). Lynch (1984) 
explains that urban designers may be predisposed to developing universalising theory. The intention 
of his study The Image of the City was to encourage situated theorising, which involved consulting 
local residents. He did not foresee that his study could have the opposite effect (Lynch, 1984). 
Planners believed that Lynch's study provided a new universal technique "complete with the magical 
classifications of node, landmark, district, edge, and path - that allowed a designer to predict the 
public image of any existing city or new proposal ... There was no attempt to reach out to actual 
inhabitants ... As before, professionals were imposing their own views and values on those they 
served" (Lynch, 1984, p. 156). The new technique became a priori urban design theory and Lynch's 
message regarding the importance of place-based participative research was disregarded. Lynch's 
experience indicates that it may be difficult for designers to resist the inclination to generalise research 
findings and gravitate towards universal design theories. In a manner similar to that described in 
Section 7.1.1, staying consistent with a situated approach requires a high degree of reflexivity. 

Situating the research from a personal perspective is also a challenge (I found it very difficult initially to 
use the first person narrative position). The objective, third person position has been the dominant 
paradigm in most research settings. First person narrative passages convey the personal reflections of 
the researcher, which is achieved by using the personal pronoun "I" and the possessive adjective 
"my". This approach requires overcoming the embedded conventions of scientific writing and 
immersing myself in narrative traditions. The process of journal writing provided an opportunity to 
become accustomed to autobiographical writing and experiment with first person narrative. Writing in 
the first person (narrative situatedness) encourages the expression of assumptions and values. These 
disclosures help readers to recognise the subjectivities at play, leading them to clearer understandings 
and interpretations of this research that they can take into their own research setting. In the case 
narratives, participants use first person, first person plural and occasionally second person to describe 
their frustrations. I found the use of second person less convincing and less engaging (potentially 
undermining empathic engagement) than their use of first person, because it seemed passive and 
disconnected, rather than being grounded in personal experience. Notwithstanding the potential 
benefits of first person narratives, the overuse of the personal pronoun "I" in research texts can jar with 
some readers (as I have found) or become distracting. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 use formatting 
techniques, to make personal reflections identifiable as autobiographical passages, without using the 
personal pronoun "I" too generously. In this way, alternative formats can support the methodological 
aim of assuming responsibility for my position in relation to knowledge-making. 

A situated approach also extends to the representation of the participants' voices. Again, it was 
important to overcome the embedded conventions of 'scientific' writing to authentically represent the 
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participants' voices. This required a shift from a neutral narrative position to one that could accurately 
reflect the tonal and rhetorical qualities of participants' voices. Incorporating liberal quotes and 
consciously adopting the participants own language enabled this shift. Presenting an interim account 
to the case groups was a method of testing whether, in their opinion, the narrative had successfully 
captured their voices. Generally speaking, the participants felt the narratives were a good 
representation of their stories. However, Section 3.3.2 and The road ahead in Chapter 5 described 
how introducing the idiom "many hands make light work" wasn't received well by one of the 
participants. The participant's objection warned me against using language and expressions that were 
not the participants' own in the intersubjective narrative stream; which supports the call for reflexivity, 
in this case to preserve the language and expressions of the participants in the narrative research text. 

The Civic Exchange case narrative again offers an alternative position to the narrative approach, in 
this case relating to situated positioning. Civic Exchange felt a dispassionate, third person position 
was more appropriate for policy research than situated storytelling. Civic Exchange's position implies 
that in practice the power of the 'scientific' third person voice is still strong and considered the most 
'valid'. A personal or subjective approach was considered unscientific and invalid. The case narrative 
did, however, indicate that Civic Exchange were aware that personal storytelling by truck driver 
lobbying groups was highly effective. It proved to be engaging, influential, and more potent than 
scientific fact in a policy context. Civic Exchange admitted that the government would not accept the 
voice of the scientists as a substitute for the suffering of the public. Such admissions indicate that 
situated storytelling may be an effective means of engaging policy makers. Code (2006) demonstrates 
through Carson's (1962) work that theory can be both situated and scientific. Carson brought together 
scientific and experiential evidence to produce situated conclusions that were sufficiently informed and 
coherent to engage policy makers, sceptics and the public. Narratives that synthesise multiple 
narrative positions, such as Chapters 4, 5 and 6, incorporate conventional policy writing by presenting 
third person theory but allow for potentially persuasive personally situated positions to be integrated. 
The TSL group stated that the multi-voiced narrative was very persuasive, as did members of the 
international research community during conference presentations. The ability for situated approaches 
and creative narrative formats to contribute positively to sustainability research and policy making 
would be an interesting avenue for future research. 

7;, 2 Responsibility 

There are a number of considerations relating to ethics that emerge from the research. The field of 
ecological urbanism is inherently normative, because it involves making value judgements about city 
design and offering ecological patterns as exemplars in order to improve urban environments. In this 
study, design generally is understood as a normative process because typically it involves improving 
or enhancing environments. The recognition of the normativity of the design process introduces the 
notion of the responsibility of the designer, which will be discussed below. 

7 .2.1 Sustainability and responsibility 

As described in Section 2.1, embedded in the process of ecological reasoning is the normative 
assumption that ecological metaphors will contribute positively to sustainable practices. Sustainability 
has been articulated as "the moral injunction to put your house in order so as to enhance and 
empower the dwelling of both selves and others" (Bhabha, 2010, p. 79). As a normative process, it is 
reasonable to believe that ethical responsibility is an explicit element of sustainability discourse, as 
Bhabha implies, however, this is not always the case. 
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The Civic Exchange case narrative suggested that making explicit ethical arguments to encourage 
sustainability was dangerous. Such a position would be difficult to "defend", "prove", "quantify" or 
"legitimate", and risks "damaging our reputation" ("Alex 24 August," 2010). Although Civic Exchange 
acknowledges its own motivations are based on a sense of moral responsibility, it is careful to present 
research material in morally neutral terms. This approach has been adopted in order to increase the 
chances of their policy recommendations being implemented. Civic Exchange appears to be heavily 
influenced by the traditional scientific notions of knowledge validity, which implies that ethical 
discourse is dangerous ground because ethical concepts are difficult to prove. This suggests, in a 
sustainability policy-making context, there is still a reluctance to discuss ethical responsibility. 

Civic Exchange packages its research to appeal to policy makers, which implies they will respond 
better to utilitarian arguments than appeals to their sense of ethical responsibility. This method 
introduces a dilemma: if sustainability stories are shaped in a utilitarian manner, it may increase their 
uptake, but avoids addressing the subject of responsibility. In Machiavellian terms, does the end justify 
the means, or should we recognise that if sustainability is inherently normative then sustainability 
discourse cannot avoid the moral dimension? There is evidence to suggest that adopting sustainability 
tools on the basis of efficiency or financial benefit may detract from the transformative potential of 
change through social responsibility (Davison, 2001; Feenberg, 201 O; Marko, 2005; Mathur, 2006; 
Plumwood, 2002). Focusing on solving specific adverse effects or symptoms by whatever means 
necessary may disguise the underlying systems-errors creating them (Robert et al., 2002). Bateson 
(2000) queried whether planners should incentivise sustainability strategies through means that may 
prove effective but that were very different to the motivations that inspired the original sustainability 
strategies. Ultimately, he believed that it would not in the long run "pay to 'sell' the plans by superficial 
ad hominem arguments which will conceal or contradict the deeper insight" (p. 513). Perhaps, the 
most effective route would be to reassure and persuade the community of the necessity for immediate 
behavioural change based on financial or utilitarian arguments, whilst engaging in a long-term project 
that explicitly engages with moral responsibility. 

Aristotle's conception of phronesis offers a means of understanding how sustainability strategies can 
embody a sustainability ethic. Phronesis is the practical application of ethical knowledge or prudence 
(Rabeneck, 2008). Aristotle distinguished between episteme - expert propositional knowledge (similar 
to contemporary notions of theory), techne - craft knowledge or knowledge concerned with production 
(similar to contemporary notions of practice), and phronesis- deliberation/reasoned thought which 
leads to appropriate action (Birmingham, 2004; Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006). The interpretation of the 
original Greek meaning of the term praxis (practice) is not the application of episteme (theory) but the 
exercise of phronesis (Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006). Social and contextual factors are highly relevant to 
phronesis, as the practitioner is expected to make a reasoned judgement about what course to take in 
a particular situation (Birmingham, 2004; Rabeneck, 2008; Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006). The 
practitioner chooses by considering what is due to himself or herself, to others, and to the environment 
in which they live (Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006). If, as suggested earlier in this section, sustainability 
inherently involves exercising ethical judgement in relation to future directions, phronesis as a 
description of a knowledge-making process that is manifest in praxis is highly relevant. This line of 
reasoning suggests that sustainable design practice is not simply the application of sustainability 
theory, but the application of appropriate theory through a process of situated, critical and ethical 
reasoning. Designers, in this context, exercise phronesis as a decision-making process that explicitly 
recognises moral responsibility. Section 7.2.2 and Section 7.3.1 will discuss the responsibility of 
designers to develop a critical approach to ecological reasoning. 

Ethical responsibility is informed by collective values. Mottershed (2004c) believes that in Hong Kong, 
where there are relatively homogenous religio-cultural conditions among the predominantly Chinese 
population, it should be possible to determine the common moral values that could support a 
sustainability ethic. The Government and large corporations have made use of Confucian ethical 
norms to encourage mutual aid and respect for elders. Although in other cases, sustainability values 
have often been promoted in financial utilitarian terms, as sustainability is increasingly recognised as a 
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priority, there may be greater opportunity for linking Confucian ethical behaviour to sustainability. 
Figures 7.1 and 7.2 illustrate the MTR's efforts to encourage considerate and sustainable behaviour. 
The Hong Kong context belies a certain receptivity to explicit discussion of moral responsibility, that is 
perhaps not as evident in other cities due to secularity, which separated religion (with it religious 
morality) from the state. 

Transport 

MTR to reward considerate passengers 
Rail passengers who offer their seats to the elderly or 
needy will win a free single ticket if their considerate 
behaviour is spotted by MTR staff during a 
campaign to promote such behaviour that will run 
for the entire month of November. Two seats near 
each train door will be designated as priorjtyseats 
for the elderly, pregnant women and anyone in 
need. The scheme began on the Kwun Tong line 
yesterday and will spread to other lines. Anita Lam 

Figure 7. 1 MTR reward: Newspaper article (A. Lam, 2009) 
describing MTR's reward for considerate passengers 

Figure 72 Recycling advertisements: Hong Kong MTR station 
signs advocating recycling (Author's photograph 2009) 

Although Confucian philosophy concentrates on relations among human beings, there is an underlying 
sensibility that social systems rely on and correspond to patterns in nature (Berthrong, 2003; Tucker, 
1998). Section 6.6 discussed the Confucian principle of responsibility at a series of scales, which can 
be interpreted at the largest scale as a responsibility to the health of the biosphere. Hong Kong has 
the opportunity to draw on these strong ethical traditions to encourage sustainability. Future research 
could explore the ability to extend Confucian ethical discourse to sustainability in Hong Kong, and 
consider how ethical responsibility could be explicitly incorporated into policy research. 

7.2.2 Responsible metaphors 

As discussed in Section 2.1 metaphors embody the values of the society that adopt the metaphor. 
Ecological metaphors are being increasingly used to imply sustainability values, but unless the 
metaphors emerge through a careful process of analogical reasoning, ecological metaphors may fail 
to contribute to sustainability outcomes. 

Section 6.1 illustrated the potential for sustainability metaphors to mislead through ambiguity and 
discrepancies in the way the metaphor is interpreted. In their role as communicators, designers have 
the potential to acknowledge their responsibility by adopting a critical approach to ecological 
metaphors, developing means of presenting ecological concepts with clarity and transparency, and 
testing the efficacy of their methods in the community. Design as a responsible creative process 
develops ecological design concepts that offer interpretations that are as beneficial as they can be (by 
critically reflecting on semantic implications as well as technical detail) and emerge through a process 
of negotiation/consultation with the local community. The participative element of ecological reasoning 
is discussed further in Section 7.3. 

The discussion of 'self-sufficiency' and 'eco-efficiency' in Section 6.2 warns designers to be very 
careful when using metaphors derived from ecological theory. Despite an implied correlation between 
ecological metaphors and sustainability, Section 6.2 demonstrated that the concepts of 'self
sufficiency' and 'eco-efficiency' did not closely resemble ecosystem patterns; they emerged from 
mechanistic thinking and associated values , including efficiency. Such values may not be conducive to 
sustainability because they "simply buttress forces that prevail in our society and numb people to the 
need for change. Just as we need to rethink our personal and societal actions in the interest of 
sustainability, we need to rethink our metaphors" (Larson, 2011 , p. 25). By acknowledging their 
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metaphorical responsibility designers are encouraged to carefully select their metaphors to generate 
concepts that consciously align with values they promote in association with sustainability. 

7.3 Ecological metaphor 

7.3.1 Implications for the use of ecological metaphor 

This section discusses the insights and implications of the process of ecological reasoning presented 
in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. Chapters 4 to 6 engaged in a process of critical ecological reasoning that 
challenged and displaced a number of commonly-held ecological metaphors. It was not an exhaustive 
exploration of ecological metaphor but a selection of concepts of interest in responding to Hong 
Kong's urban issues. The study is storied according to the setting of Hong Kong, an existing city with a 
particular set of issues, as understood by a designer. This anticipates the possibility of undertaking 
similar critical studies of ecological metaphor in other existing cities, new cities, in relation to other 
urban issues, and at different scales. A comparative approach may also be of interest to the 
translatability of ecological metaphor. A study of this nature may also explore how embedded religio
cultural traditions could be rearticulated to promote ecological urbanism. 

The aim of this study was to understand the value of ecological metaphors for sustainable urbanism in 
Hong Kong. In order to do this it was important to understand the potential for metaphor to contribute 
to (by explicating and imagining), or weaken (by misleading or obscuring) sustainability endeavours. 
Section 2.1 explained these possibilities and introduced some initial ecological concepts in response 
to urban issues in Hong Kong (Section 2.4). The observations that emerged from Chapters 4 and 5, 
suggested that these initial (and common) interpretations of ecological metaphor may not be as helpful 
as assumed. These observations informed the ecological reasoning process in Chapter 6. Chapter 6 
demonstrated that applying ecological metaphor is a complex and difficult process that offers valuable 
concepts for sustainability through the metaphorical ability to explicate or conceptualise, whilst also 
having the potential to undermine sustainability endeavours by misleading, obscuring or confusing. 

The potential for the 'carbon footprint' concept to be misused was described in Section 6.1. 
Differences in methodology enabled the government to misrepresent Hong Kong's carbon emissions, 
thereby undermining sustainability endeavours by disguising the significance of the problem. Many of 
the terms that have entered the ecological design lexicon suffer from all or at least one of Harre, 
Brockmeier, and Muhlhausler's (1999) categories of inadequacies including vagueness, semantic 
underdifferentiation, and misleading encoding. They observe that there is a generally low level of 
critical awareness in relation to the communication of environmental concepts. The ecological 
reasoning process in Section 6.1 demonstrated that being a passive receiver of sustainability concepts 
such as 'carbon footprint' could support the status quo rather than challenge unsustainable practices. 
Ecological metaphors were able to offer a more affirmative concept, by considering Hong Kong as an 
urban system with global interactions, which renders distinct the full extent of Hong Kong's processes. 
Section 6.1 speculated that designers in Hong Kong who advocate for sustainability have a 
responsibility to critique misleading ecological metaphors and develop and test means of 
disseminating the implications of Hong Kong's processes (from local to global scales). This 
responsibility was discussed in more detail in Section 7.2.2. Section 6.1 and subsequent sections 
began to offer examples of how to articulate ecological urbanism ideas diagrammatically. The work of 
the Baltimore Ecosystem Study (BES) and students at Columbia University offer interesting examples 
of how to use diagram, montage and drawing to articulate ecological ideas. The collaboration between 
the BES and the Urban Design Program at Columbia University's Graduate School of Architecture, 
Planning and Preservation (GSAPP)58 illustrate how the ecological concept of patch dynamics is 
explored and communicated through diagramming, photography, and drawing. These visual forms of 

58 Examples from the 2002/2003 studio are presented in the text Designing Patch Dynamics edited by McGrath (2007). 
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storytelling have the potential to extend written narratives to effectively communicate ecological 
concepts, and will be of interest in future work. 

Section 6.2 revealed that the apparently ecologically-derived concepts 'self-sufficiency' and 'eco
efficiency' carried cultural residuals of individualistic, mechanistic values. The ecological reasoning 
process through a close reading of ecological theory demonstrated that these characteristics are not 
only inaccurate interpretations of ecological patterns but are emphasised to the obscuration of more 
critical ecosystem concepts such as networks, interconnectivity, cycles, conse,vation, benign 
processes, abundance, and renewable. Section 6.2 illustrated the potential for ecological concepts to 
undermine sustainability endeavours. The recognition that established ecological design concepts 
such as 'self-sufficiency' and 'eco-efficiency' are not inherently beneficial, demonstrated that 
sustainability concepts are open to (and invite) challenge. Further study of ecological theory offered 
the term autopoiesis, which reconceptualised Hong Kong as an interactive network of agents working 
to regain sovereignty over production, distribution, and consumption patterns. The emphasis shifted 
from established sustainability concepts such as 'closed-loop' and 'localisation' to promoting direct 
interactions. It is important to consider why traditional ecological ideas persist. Why is 'self-sufficiency' 
still so pervasive in sustainable design if it engages with outdated ecology theory and obscures critical 
ecological concepts? The careful selection of language is key to understanding and accepting 
sustainability concepts (Evans, 2007; Guhathakurta, 2002; Hodgman, 2006; Moore, 2007). 'Self
sufficiency' is easily graspable because it is intuitive and a personification of ecological characteristics 
to which people can relate. This indicates that ecological metaphors arising from this research, even if 
more accurate or affirmative than established concepts, are only useful if they can appeal to designers 
and resonate with the public. Could designers engage with the concept of autopoiesis? Ecological 
urbanism requires "metaphors that are both consistent with our values and objectives and sufficiently 
consonant with those of the receiving audience" (Larson, 2011, p. 204). As Larson explains, 
developing appropriate metaphors requires an assessment of how they will be interpreted in particular 
contexts in order to forestall "potential misinterpretations that could cause people to reject a 
conception they might otherwise accept" (p. 204). Here Larson advocates participative research to test 
metaphorical concepts, in a similar manner to that proposed in Section 6.1. Future studies could 
extend this research to testing whether designers and the community are able to engage with different 
ecological concepts and representation techniques. 

As explained in Section 6.3, advocating ecological concepts such as diversity becomes difficult when 
a detailed review of ecology theory reveals conflicting opinions concerning the value of diversity to the 
integrity of ecosystems. Ecological niche was offered as an alternative. The potency of this ecological 
concept developed as the ecological explanation (of adaptability to locale), was synthesised with an 
existential conception of sustainability as the responsibility to care for one's place, and architectural 
responsiveness to place. Linking ecological, philosophical and design theory through ecological 
reasoning strengthened place-based positions, and allowed additional concepts to nest within 
ecological niche, including urban adaptability, respect to traditional architecture, and community 
engagement. The value of this concatenation process is also demonstrated in Section 6.5 and 6.6. 

Section 6.4 initially explored the value of ecological concepts such as diffuse control structure and 
decentralisation, but given the political conditions in Hong Kong, structural transformation according to 
these patterns is difficult. The ecological reasoning process offered an alternative interpretation 
(evolving diffuse patterns through reciprocal connections and feedback), which imagined political 
change in relational rather than structural terms in order to circumvent conditions of the Basic Law. 
Challenging Hong Kong's executive-led structure is important, but in this context recommending 
concepts that fundamentally contradict Hong Kong's constitution are likely to be unworkable and 
therefore conceptually hollow. The concept of reciprocal connections and feedback encourages 
fostering reciprocal relationships and critique. Reciprocal connections and feedback is another means 
of articulating democratic change, but one that is interpreted at the relational level, and therefore has 
the potential to enable democratic patterns by advocating the democratisation of every possible 
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relationship. Section 6.4 demonstrated the ability of ecological reasoning to extend established 
concepts such as democracy through ecological imagining. 

In Section 6.5, the bioregional advocacy of redrawing ecological boundaries based on natural criteria 
was demonstrated to be inappropriate for Hong Kong, which signifies the importance of developing 
metaphorical interpretations that are particular to context. Ecological metaphor offered the concept of 
interconnectivity (nested scales) as an interpretation that may be more appropriate for Hong Kong to 
conceptualise strategies to address environmental issues that transcend administrative boundaries. 
Section 6.5 illustrated the ability of ecological reasoning to enable understanding of methods of 
balancing the seemingly contradictory conditions of interconnectivity and modularity, which is 
particularly critical in Hong Kong considering its complicated relationship with China. A close reading 
of ecology theory, in particular the concept of autopoiesis suggested autonomy and interaction are 
both of critical importance and are balanced against each other in ecological systems, at a series of 
nested scales. Section 6.5 further explored the value of linking ecological concepts with culturally
embedded philosophy, and considered the ability of designers (who are comfortable moving between 
scales) to explain these concepts using visual communication skills. 

Section 6.6 demonstrated how interpretations of ecological patterns are best negotiated in a situated 
manner. An obvious interpretation of ecological metaphors (distribution according to need) as direct 
welfare is unworkable in Hong Kong. Instead conceptualising the meeting of basic needs in terms of 
mutualistic relationships is a more relevant concept for Hong Kong. Section 6.6 also extended the 
ecological metaphor through concatenation - with the multi-level concept of mutual aid inspired by 
Confucian ethics and notions of empathic civilization. As a place-based process, ecological urbanism 
is able to draw on richly embedded culturally-specific interpretations to enhance ecological urbanism 
theory, which may facilitate the uptake of concepts. In the Civic Exchange case narrative, David 
explained that Hong Kongers are culturally predisposed to avoid innovation, leadership roles, and 
'sticking their neck out'. Linking ecological concepts to pre-existing cultural concepts may enable 
ecological urbanism by grounding ideas in accepted conceptual terms. 

A sigmoid growth pattern is presented at the outset of Section 6.7 as a potentially beneficial ecological 
pattern to enable a more regulated approach to growth in Hong Kong in response to environmental 
issues. However, Hong Kong's prescriptive constitution limits the potential to apply the sigmoid growth 
metaphor. The difficulty in the application of the ecological metaphor is caused by Hong Kong's 
intransigence, this implies that the significance of the sigmoid growth model is not so much in its 
particular contours but rather its flexibility and responsiveness [responsive to environmental 
conditions]. Considering growth as flexible and responsive decouples it from the assumption that 
urban growth equates to exponential economic and physical development. Instead, Section 6.7 
explained growth as both a/lometric (increase in size) and ontogenic (becoming) processes, and 
suggested Hong Kong's growth could be more often linked to qualitative indicators. Ecological growth 
metaphors imagine a more critical approach to the concept of growth, than prevailing exponential 
patterns, and offer responses that subvert wholly allometric notions of growth. The power of the 
ecological growth metaphor is this subversive quality. 

Ecological urbanism presupposes the ability to change. Section 6.8 explained that Hong Kong's inertia 
to change and constitutional rigidity limits its adaptive capacity. Adaptability or plasticity as a basic 
ecological concept does not overcome the problem of how to respond to Hong Kong's fixity. Ecological 
reasoning has the ability to conceptualise change in a manner that could circumvent conditions of 
inertia in Hong Kong. Hong Kong's rigidity makes it particularly resistant to goal-oriented change, 
therefore, by moving away from the notion of ecological urbanism as a prescriptive goal (that is not 
identified in the Basic Law and is therefore subject to inertia), it may be possible to circumvent inertia 
to change. From this process of ecological reasoning, theories of change emerged in Section 6.8 that 
conceptualised ecological urbanism as a critical, heuristic concept that may be irregular, reversible, 
follow multiple paths, and experimental. Ecological urbanism was conceived as a process of critique 
moving towards sustainability attractors and away from sustainability detractors. Conceptualising 
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sustainable urbanism in this manner involves designers resisting the impulse to produce utopian 
representations of sustainability. 

There can be no simple answer to the value of ecological metaphor for sustainable urbanism in Hong 

Kong, because the value of ecological concepts varies depending on the rigour of the ecological 
reasoning process. Even given the potential value of initial ecological concepts, Chapter 6 
demonstrated that a process of trial and error is necessary to develop concepts that are appropriate 

for the chosen context. This study adopted a heuristic approach to analogical reasoning, with the 
intention of fulfilling ecological metaphor's potential for agency in relation to enabling understanding, 

facilitating communication, and catalysing sustainable practice. The value of ecological metaphor is 

likely to be enhanced if the interpretation responds to its particular context, acknowledges where 

ecological traits and urban conditions diverge, accurately reflects current ecological thinking, and 

selects terms and definitions that unambiguously communicate ecological concepts. 

The research indicates that some ecological concepts can indeed help explicate and conceptualise 
sustainable urban patterns in Hong Kong. A notable part of the ecological reasoning process was 
linking ecology theory with other fields to strengthen metaphorical concepts. Also interesting is the 

potential contribution of designers in the ecological reasoning process through visual storytelling. 
While the creative conceptual role of ecological metaphor is important, perhaps more significant is the 

subversive role that the ecological reasoning process plays. The ecological reasoning process 
disrupts the impulse to remain passive receivers of sustainability concepts (by demonstrating that they 

are not inherently benign), and promotes a critical approach. Ecological concepts discussed in this 

research carried residuals of questionable cultural values, obscured critical qualities of ecosystems, 

and did not accurately reflect ecological patterns. The implication is that ecological metaphors derived 

from an uncritical analogical reasoning process may weaken rather than support sustainability values. 

By considering ecological concepts as part of a process of ecological reasoning, urbanism theory 

moves away from ideas of ecological utopias towards heuristic, participative approaches. 

In essence, this dissertation advocates a critical approach to ecological metaphor. In this research, a 
critical approach to ecological metaphor has been enabled by a participatory narrative methodology, 

which offers a valuable means of developing reflexivity in relation to language and testing concepts 
with participant groups. While the products of the ecological reasoning process presented in this 
research may not be applicable generally, the study maps a process that has the potential to be useful 
elsewhere. 

7.3.2 Ecological urbanism 

Section 2.2 explained that ecological terms are used in a number of ways by designers (rhetorically, 
literally, and metaphorically), and indicated that the distinction between these uses is becoming less 

distinct. Many designers now argue that cities are ecosystems (P. F. Downton, 2009; Haar & Marshall, 
2013; Marshall, 2009; McGrath, 2013; Palazzo & Steiner, 2011; Steward. T.A. Pickett & Grove, 2009). 

Pickett and Grove (2009) explain that the contemporary definition of ecosystem can be expanded, 

without contradicting Tansley's precedent, to incorporate humans, institutions, economies, built form, 
transport and communication networks. Pickett (2013) argues that ecological urbanism must go 

beyond metaphor to a genuinely interdisciplinary urban ecological science. McGrath (2013) and Haar 
(2007) are in agreement about the need to move beyond the metaphoric to a more complex way of 

ecological thinking and new forms of interdisciplinary practice. Downton (2009) describes this as 

creating an ecological culture by integrating the life sciences with architecture and urban design. 

Supposing these recent forecasts eventuate, and ecological urbanism moves beyond metaphor to a 
synthesis of ecology and design, the implications of this research still hold. Section 2.1 acknowledged 

that ecology theory is not a benign or value-free field; rather there is considerable potential for adverse 
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social residuals to become embedded in ecology theory. Terms such as 'hierarchy' and 'self
sufficiency', reinforce exploitative power relations and suppress cooperative inclinations. It follows that 
any meta-disciple would result in the inheritance of social residuals embedded in ecological terms. 
Although 'hierarchy' is used in a very precise manner in ecology theory59, in a more general 
interpretive context the social residuals embedded in the term 'hierarchy' (denoting dominance) are 
likely to re-emerge. Such an interpretation is misleading given clear indications that ecological 
systems are organised as diffuse networks. The position in this research is that ecological systems are 
effective and sustainable because of these diffuse networks. If ecological urbanism unquestioningly 
and unsuspectingly adopts ecological terms, ecological urbanism concepts may not necessarily reflect 
the sustainability values that ecological urbanism develops. However, if, as suggested in Section 7.2.2 
designers acknowledge a responsibility to develop ecological design concepts that align with their 
sustainability values, they cannot remain unsuspecting receivers of ecology theory. 

Supporting a critical approach to the conceptualisation and communication of ecological concepts is 
relevant whether it is used by designers in a rhetorical, metaphorical, or literal manner, and therefore 
pertinent to ecological urbanism in all its evolving forms. 

59 'Hierarchy' as it is used in ecology simply means organised into a graded series (E. P. Odum, 1983), and is not a reference to 
power structures. 
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University of Tasmania 
Participant Consent Sheet 1 April 2010 

CONSENT FORM 
Title of Project: Conceiving Sustainable Cities: Interpreting Hong Kong as an Urban 
Ecosystem 

1. I have read and understood the 'Information Sheet' for this project. 

2. The nature and possible effects of the study have been explained to me. 

3. I understand that the study involves voluntary participation in either/and; interviews, 
group discussion, workshops, correspondence, and informal dialogue regarding the 
process of instigating sustainability (in particular ecosystem inspired) initiatives. I 
understand that these conversations may be tape recorded with my permission. The 
study may also incorporate documents produced in collaboration with or by my 
organisation, and photographs taken of my organisations activities and events. The 
research will be carried out in my workplace/meeting place over a period of 6-12 
months (projected closure in Dec 2010). 

4. I understand that participation involves the risk(s) that although pseudonyms and other 
techniques will be used to obscure identities in documents resulting from the 
research, my anonymity cannot be completely guaranteed. I understand that if I am 
concerned about particular responses, I am able to request copies of 
transcripts/photographs from the researchers. 

5. I understand that all research data will be securely stored on the researcher's 
password protected computer and the University of Tasmania premises for at least 
five years after publication, and may then be destroyed if no longer required. 

6. Any questions that I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. 

7. I agree that research data gathered from me for the study may be published. 

8. I understand that the researchers will maintain my identity confidential and that any 
information I supply to the researcher(s) will be used only for the purposes of the 
research. I also understand that complete anonymity cannot be guaranteed. 

9. I agree to participate in this investigation and understand that I may withdraw at any 
time without any effect, and if I so wish, may request that any data I have supplied to 
date be withdrawn from the research. 

Name of Participant: 

Signature: Date: 

Statement by Investigator 
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I have explained the project & the implications of participation in it to this volunteer 
and I believe that the consent is informed and that he/she understands the implications 
of participation 

If the Investigator has not had an opportunity to talk to participants prior to them 
participating, the following must be ticked. 

D The participant has received the Information Sheet where my details have been 
provided so participants have the opportunity to contact me prior to consenting to 
participate in this project. 

Name of Investigator: Jennifer Lorrimar-Shanks 

Signature of 
Investigator 

Name of investigator Tennifer Lorrimar-Shanks 

Signature of investigator 2 August 2010 



University of Tasmania 
Participant Information Sheet 1 April 2010 
l 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET (PROFORMA) 
SOCIAL SCIENCE/ HUMANITITES 

RESEARCH 

Conceiving Sustainable Cities: Interpreting Hong Kong as an Urban 
Ecosystem 

Invitation 
You are invited to participate in a research study which investigates the ways in 
which sustainable development is initiated in Hong Kong. 

The study is being conducted by: 
Jennifer Lorrimar-Shanks, PhD Candidate, School of Architecture and Design 
Dr. Catriona McLeod, Deputy Head of School, Degree Co-ordinator, School of 
Architecture and Design 
Dr. Ceridwen Owen, Acting Program Director Architecture, School of 
Architecture and Design. 

This study is being conducted in partial fulfilment of a PhD for Jennifer 
Lorrimar-Shanks, under the supervision of Dr Catriona McLeod and Dr 
Ceridwen Owen. 

1. 'What is the purpose of this study?' 
The purpose is to examine the value of the ecosystem analogy as a model for 
sustainable urban systems. Making use of a familiar idea can help further an 
understanding of a more intangible concept by borrowing the language and 
principles of the familiar idea. The ecosystem analogy may help us to understand 
and diagnose destructive environmental practices, and provide examples of 
healthy systems to inform development in Hong Kong. Examples of exemplary 
ecosystem characteristics include self-sufficiency and efficient resource use, life
cycle thinking, decentralisation, co-operation, participative democracy, and 
qualitative growth. A key objective is to understand the ways in which these 
ecosystem processes have been initiated by a number of different groups 
(grassroots, non-government organisations, government agencies) in Hong 
Kong. The research aims to understand the different processes associated with 
each group to explore the difficulties and opportunities of each scale in initiating 
the ecosystem principles. 
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2. 'Why have I been invited to participate in this study?' 
You are eligible to participate in this study because you are involved in an 
organisation that has demonstrated significant efforts to instigate sustainable 
initiatives in Hong Kong. 

4. 'What does this study involve?' 
Participants will be asked to contribute to; interviews, and/or group discussion. 
Participants may be asked to contribute to between 2-4 interviews of 1/2-2 hour 
duration, and 1-3 group forums of 1-2 hour duration with breaks as necessary. 
These discussions seek to understand participants' motivations, difficulties, and 
accomplishments related to the process of planning and carrying out sustainable 
development objectives. The study may also incorporate documents produced in 
collaboration with or by your organisation, and photographs of sustainable 
initiatives may be taken. 

It is important that you understand that your involvement is this study is 
voluntary. While we would be pleased to have you participate, we respect your 
right to decline. There will be no consequences to you if you decide not to 
participate. If you decide to discontinue participation at any time, you may do so 
without providing an explanation. 

While pseudonyms and other techniques will be used to conceal your name and 
identity in documents resulting from the research, complete anonymity cannot 
be guaranteed. 

Electronic data will be stored in a password protected computer, and physical 
data will be stored in a locked office. The data will be securely stored on the 
University of Tasmania premises for five years following the publication of data 
and will then be destroyed. 

5. Are there any possible benefits from participation in this study? 

The study will involve a certain amount of self-reflection. This may lead to 
learning and may also result in stimulating further action. We will be interested 
to see if you experience any other benefits from the reflection process. If we are 
able to take the findings of this small study and link them with a wider study, 
the result may provide valuable information for others in advancing sustainable 
initiatives. 
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6. Are there any possible risks from participation in this study? 

There are no specific risks anticipated with participation in this study. 

7. What if I have questions about this research? 

If you would like to discuss any aspect of this study please feel free to contact 
either: Jennifer Lorrimar-Shanks jl9@postoffice.utas.edu.au or Dr. Catriona 
McLeod on Catriona.McLeod@utas.edu.au. 

We would be happy to discuss any aspect of the research with you. You are 
welcome to contact us at any stage to discuss any issue relating to the research 
study. Papers, and relevant sections of the thesis completed as a result of this 
research may be requested from the researchers. Australian theses are available 
on the Australian Digital Theses Database http://adt.caul.edu.au/. 

This study has been approved by the Tasmanian Social Science Human Research 
Ethics Committee. If you have concerns or complaints about the conduct of this 
study should contact the Executive Officer of the HREC (Tasmania) Network on 
00613 6226 7479 or email human.ethics@utas.edu.au. The Executive Officer is 
the person nominated to receive complaints from research participants. You will 
need to quote [HREC project number]. 

Thank you for taking the time to consider this study. 
If you wish to take part in it, please sign the attached consent form. 
This information sheet is for you to keep. 
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gaps and it was, you know it couldn't really go on like that. And i think Don probably knows how that feels 
as well, you know, because it consumes him, a lot. (ST - evaluation) (ST - language it "consumes" him) 

JLS: But maybe things like, um, I've been doing, I'm trying to piece the story together from TSL's 
perspective but also bring in other voices, one is the objective voice, so looking at international stuff 
theories about community organisations and you know one of them talks about availability, and you've got 
attitudinal availability and resource availability. So one of them is the fact that you're open to doing things 
which a lot of people are here. But the other thing is, have you got the resources, have you got the time 
and energy to do things, and thats a big thing. And if you're just meeting without necessarily getting 
anywhere-

N: actually seeing stuff. But that- before the 350 thing, TSL we decided we'd have a small group of 
members 3 or 4 just to keep the meetings fast, well that was a great idea, but in reality it was just me and 
Don meeting every month and he was getting demoralised about it, the fact that it was just a small group 
( TH - who decided on small group or did it just happen?. Lack of participation isn't necessarily new thing, 
TSL has always suffered from it) (ST - language "demoralised'). Then we had another guy Chris, with us, 
who is very knowledgeable, but again long hours in town and commuting to Tai 0, he was able to be 
there and be willing, but he couldn't do a lot (ST - orientation, characters). We'd have- the good thing we 
did was every month we tried to do something, whether it was going to visit someone who's got a 
wormery or someone having a compost demonstration and that was actually great to do that. And then 
maybe have a film in- one month you'd have a film and then you'd have a positive action which felt like it 
answered problems and gave you information and empowered people and then, back to the film and 
slitting your wrist, you know, and next month we'll do something (TH - alternated film showing with 
practical workshop) (ST - language workshops are "empowering'). But it was finding that balance of 
staying hopeful and positive and demonstrating efforts and ways to change your life which is very difficult 
here because so much of the stuff you can't get like rainwater diverters for your toilet and all the kind of 
thing that in Britain its pretty easy to get your hands on. And solar power and, you now its cheap and its 
up in China but its badly made and the manuals will be in Chinese, do you really want to go there or 
(laughs). There's so much you could do here and I think as a resource where we can share information is 
another purpose of TSL (TH - TSL as information sharing). There are a lot of people looking to do the 
same thing, so we can. Also functions as a way of stopping everyone reinventing the wheel (TH -
collaboration). Don and I did a thing where we investigated the solar panel suppliers in Hong Kong, and 
so over a week we called all the numbers of people who supposedly offered these things, it came down to 
one or two guys. And it was either imported European stuff, very expensive or take your chances on a 
slightly dodgy thing made in Shenzen that sort of works, but it might crush your house because its so 
heavy. But that was good and we sent all that information out to everyone, and Don used it. I think its just 
the mere fact that we're loosely affiliated is a step forward. Because it links people and it allows us, even 
on a personal level to talk about things like "my god this is really fucking terrifying", you know keep you 
awake at night stuff (TH - Klandermans ideology- chance to share ideas and feelings. some TT 
reference about dealing with shock depression over peak oil). Um yeh, you will get over, stay awake for 6 
months and after a while it will settle in and you will think well thats the way things are and you need to do 
certain things to address it. So almost like the psychological hand-holding of the community is quite an 
important aspect, or a byproduct of us, even though we're not where we ought to be as a potential 
transition community (TH - TSL not functioning/progressing as it "ought') (ST - language "ought" 
suggests TSL should be following a particular path TT). I think we're all just trying to do so many things, 
like Jenny, Jenny's doing a million saving the world things. We need to start dividing up knowledge and 
specialising. 
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