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The Asia Society is a not-for-profit, non-government, non-partisan, educational
organization whose mission is to increase understanding of the countries and cultures of
Asia and global issues that impact the Asian region. Founded in New York City in 1956,
the Asia Society currently has nine locations in the US and Asia.

The Hong Kong Center was founded in 1990 by a group of Hong Kong community
leaders to strengthen Hong Kong’s position as an open, international, economic and
cultural hub in Asia. As it has been since the beginning, the organization is funded,
managed, and operated locally in Hong Kong. '

The Asia Society Hong Kong Center organizes about 100 programs a year including
lectures, films, performances, art exhibitions, and seminars which focus on the business,
economics, contemporary affairs, history, arts and culture of the Asian region and global
issues which impact the region. The Asia Society has no ties to any government or
political organization and serves as an open forum where many diverse points of view can
be expressed and discussed. '

In the past year more than 55,000 Hong Kong people, including about 6,000 students,
have participated in Asia Society events. As a not for profit organization, the Asia
Society is self-sustaining and is funded by contributions and program grants, gala events,
membership fees, ancillary sales of books and catalogues and interest income. Although
membership fees are important to the organization, the large majority of Asia Society
programs are open to the public.

In 1999 as the Asia Society Hong Kong Center approached its tenth anniversary, the
Society’s Advisory Council endorsed a plan to establish a permanent Center. The Center
will enable a significant expansion in the number and diversity of programs and other
activities to reach even more Hong Kong people and visitors of many ages and

backgrounds.

1. The Vision

The Asia Society plans to preserve and transform the former Explosives Magazine site
into a cultural and educational center that.will be open to all members of the Hong Kong
public. The center will include an art exhibition gallery, lecture/film/performance theater,
function spaces, public amenities, and an exhibition area with information on the history
of the site, its historic surroundings and its transformation. The project is an investment in

both the history and the future of Hong Kong. It will:

e Preserve and rehabilitate a historical site and make it accessible to the public for
the first time in its 150-year history.

e Create a center for cultural and educational programs about the countries and
cultures of Asia, cross-cultural understanding and global issues that impact the

region.
Transform the site into an important historical and cultural attraction for the

people of Hong Kong and overseas visitors



¢ Sustain an environmentally diverse, green area in the center of Hong Kong,
* Highlight Hong Kon g’s position as a multi-faceted, multi-cultural city

2. Project Update:

Since the last District Council meeting the Asia Society has been working diligently to realize its
vision for the Center. In late 2002, the Town Planning Board approved the Section 16 Planning
Application and the project received in principie support from the Executive Council. The draft
lease term conditions were detailed in mid-2003. A thorough conservation plan is in development
and detailed studies of the site, and old buildings and unique site features are on going. These
studies include structural conditions, the historic materials and other problems such as white ants
and asbestos. Technical studies regarding the addition of mechanical and electrical services are
also now underway.

The capital and development funds for the project—just over 200 million dollars— have been
raised during this period through significant grants from the Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities
Trust, private foundations and individual donors.

Key activities are detailed below-

* 1999: Set goal to establish a permanent Asia Society Hong Kong Center
*  2000: Search of sites in Hong Kong
¢ 2000: Early feasibility studies of the former Explosives Magazine site
* 2000/2001: Meetings with various Government departments
* 2001: Architec:ural Design Competition
* 2002: Formation of Professional Consulting Team
Central & Western District Counci Meeting
Impact assessment studies conducted
-Heritage, Environmental and Ecological, Traffic, Drainage, etc.
Section 16 Planning Application filed
Central & Western District Council Meeting
Antiquities Advisory Board Meeting
Town Planning Board Review and Approval of Section 16 Application
Executive Council In Principle Support
* 2003: Draft Lease Conditions detailed
Fundraising Campaign ongoing
Ongoing Meetings with relevant Government departments
Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust grant application approved
*  2004: Capital/Development Campaign Successfully concluded
Conservation Assessment and site conservation plan ongoing
-Historic research
-Site visits and assessment
-Photo documentation begun
-Conservation management plan in development
Design: Buildings and landscape works begun
Site Investigation work begins
-Structural—including foundations, roofs, floors, walls
-Materials—including exteriors and interiors
-Miscellaneous site features
-Asbestos, termites
Technical studies for proper conservation of old buildings undertaken
-Access/circulation
-Mechanical & electrical
On-going Government submissions




3. Overview

The objective of the Center is to attract as many people as possible to learn about
the countries and cultures of Asia and issues that impact the region and to attract
people from Hong Kong and beyond to explore an important, historic site in Hong
Kong.

Similar to museum and other cultural facilities in Hong Kong, the Center is
currently planned to maintain a regular public opening schedule that includes
weekends and many public holidays. To promote an appreciation of the site’s
history and development, an historical exhibition/display will be accessible to the
public free of charge. Admission fees for programs such as art exhibitions, films
and performances will generally be in line with similar activities in Hong Kong,
with concessions for seniors and students. The Center will be run on a not-for-
profit basis, with proceeds from the activities of the Center used to offset costs.

The public will be able to visit the historic site and the buildings subject to some
security and work limitations. Weather protected arrival and circulation routes,
disabled access, and public amenities including an information/registration area,
historic exhibition area, café, restroom and coat check facilities are being carefully
designed with public comfort and safety in mind.

4. Site overview:

The site is an area of about 7,800 m2, just off Justice Drive, bounded by the loop of
Kennedy Road to the immediate north of the HK Electric Co. Ltd. There are two
platforms within the site and the elevations change rapidly from 39 meters P.D. at the
lowest point to 53 meters P.D. at the arrival point at the upper platform.

The upper platform contains four buildings constructed between c. 1853 and c. 1910,
two large earth traverses and other features including a railroad track. A masonry wall
surrounds much of the site with a single entrance for small vehicles. This area was
constructed by the British military as a place to mix and store explosives and
munitions and was used as such from the mid-19" century until the early 1930’s when
it was declared obsolete. It was subsequently used for miscellaneous
storage/workshop functions. The buildings and structures on the upper platform were
designated as “Grade I Historic Building” in 1998.

The three main buildings within the upper site are distinctive but small, each with
some special limitations. The Laboratory is approximately 310m2, Explosives
Magazine A is approximately 350m2, and Magazine B is approximately 340m2. The
buildings are in poor/fair condition, with rapid deterioration and some structural
problems. There is limited circulation space due to the large size of the earth mounds
and there are no electrical, sewage or proper drainage services within the site.

A very steep nullah separates the two distinct areas within the site carrying storm
water run-off.

The lower platform includes a single storey building built c. 1940 (the GG Block)
and was not historically linked to the upper site. This small—approximately 180 m2,
reinforced concrete building is in fair/poor condition.




5. Design Approach:

Providing an accessible, weather protected arrival area, safe and easy access to the
historic upper site for large numbers of visitors, access for service and emergency
vehicles, comfortable pedestrian circulation, non-intrusive mechanical and electrical
systems for the historic buildings, public amenities as well ag accommodating a wide

nature of the surrounding green areas, sensitive treatment of the landscaping of the
entire site is also an important consideration.

Activities at the Center will be planned to encourage all visitors to go to the upper site.
The historic buildings will be carefully rehabilitated and used to create a
museum/gallery, lecture rooms, a multi-purpose smal] lecture/film/performance space
as well as support areas and public amenities. Weather protected and handicapped

The lower site will serve as the arrival point to the Center ag well as the location of
most new construction in the complex. In order to provide safe and comfortable
public access while protecting the integrity and tranquility of the upper site, a two-
storey building will be built, This building is a critical link between the two sites and
has been designed to blend with the natural landscape. It is being carefully designed
and positioned to limit visual impact from Kennedy Road and the Justice Drive
extension. Located just east of the existing GG Block, this building will provide a
weather protected, handicapped accessible arrival area and contains 2 visitor
information center, multi-function space, an exhibition/display area about the history
of the site, public amenities and support areas. This building of approximately GFA
1,300 square meters is very important to the effective functionin g of the complex. The
building will house underground mechanical and electrical services for the lower site
and some of the services for the upper site as well. It provides access to a carefully
landscaped roof garden and covered pedestrian bridge that wil] take visitors to the
historic upper site. The bridge allows comfortable access for all visitors, while
allowing them to enjoy the surrounding trees and plant life. This design eliminates the
need for general vehicular access to the upper site. The GG Block will also be
carefully restored and used for office/support services and linked to the new building
for easier access to the entire site. '

6. Conservation Plans

The rehabilitation of this area wil] combine conservation, adaptive re-use and new
design—-highlighting the value of both old and new. The project has been planned to
minimize change to features of cultural significance while accommodating the public
and program needs. The conservation .and adaptation of this site. will follow
International guidelines. The natural green landscape and rich environmental diversity
of the site will also be protected.

The higher than average cost on a per sq. foot basis for this project is driven by the
restoration of the old and deteriorated buildings, the special requirements to minimize
the visibility and noise created by mechanical and electrical systems in these
buildings, special requirements for museum and performance space and adjustments
for safe and comfortable public access and circulation,



7. Summary

The scheduled opening of the Center is early 2007. The preservation and adaptive re-
use project is a challenging but important undertaking. The project will protect,
rehabilitate and sustain an important historical site and make it accessible to the
public. As a destination for cross cultural educational programs about the countries
and cultures of Asia and significant issues that impact the region, this Center will
reinforce Hong Kong’s important role as a bridge between the East and the West. The
Center will attract both Hong Kong people and overseas visitors and is an investment
in the future of Hong Kong and its citizens as vital members of an international
community.
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