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Abstract

In Hong Kong, while many rural areas have remained relatively untouched due to their
remote locations, certain regions continue to face pressure for further development.
As a result, there is an urgent need to conserve or document the remaining cultural
heritage resources in these areas. However, not all landowners support conservation
efforts, particularly when the land holds significant economic potential. This study
investigates the constraints and challenges encountered in initiating a conservation
project at the privately owned Ngong Ping Tea Estate, a site distinguished by its
significant cultural landscape in Hong Kong. Most of the buildings at the Tea Estate
are not protected under the current built heritage conservation framework, and
much of the land falls under the “recreation” zoning category, which is statutorily
approved under Hong Kong’s Town Planning Ordinance. This zoning encourages the
development of both active and passive recreation, as well as tourism, in line with
the surrounding tourist destinations. The development rights associated with the
site present an attractive opportunity for the landowner; however, they also pose
a substantial challenge to preserving the cultural heritage in situ. By sharing the
preliminary conservation efforts undertaken by our team, this study aims to highlight
the difficulties faced by researchers and other stakeholders while exploring potential
solutions through ongoing engagement and collaboration with relevant parties.

Keywords: Countryside conservation; Cultural landscape; Hong Kong; Conservation
mechanisms; Public engagement

1. Introduction

Situated on a plateau at an elevation of 450 m, the Ngong Ping Tea Estate (hereafter
referred to as “the Tea Estate”) stands as the sole large-scale tea-related industrial
heritage and cultural landscape on Lantau Island, Hong Kong SAR, China. Established
in 1948 by Mr. Brook Bernacchi, a former Queen’s Counsel and a prominent figure in
the development and welfare of Lantau, the Tea Estate flourished during its peak. At its
height, the tea plantation permit for the site covered over 130 acres of crown land, with
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an additional 6.68 acres of privately owned land housing
the majority of its tea factory buildings and supporting
structures. However, as society shifted toward economic
reform, the Tea Estate transitioned into a recreational area
in the 1970s and ceased operations altogether in the 1990s.

Tea has long been a subject of scholarly interest, not only
due to its extensive historical development and cultural
significance but also due to its transnational characteristics,
which demonstrate how global commodities have been
utilized and illustrate their impacts on local economies
(Koehler, 2015; Macfarlane & Macfarlane, 2003). Since
the 1980s, the lifestyles of mainland Chinese have been
significantly influenced by economic reforms, making tea
consumption a key focus in the study of China’s rapidly
changing society (Rose, 2011; Zhang, 2013). Notably, the
“Cultural Landscape of Old Tea Forests of the Jingmai
Mountain in Puer” in China was recognized and inscribed
on the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage list as a mixed
World Heritage site in 2023. Considering the similarities in
the nature of tea production and manufacturing between
this Chinese site and the Tea Estate, this recognition by the
UNESCO World Heritage Center further underscores the
potential heritage significance of the Tea Estate.

However, the conservation of the Tea Estate within the
context of Hong Kong presents challenges that extend beyond
establishing its cultural significance. It requires aligning the
site with government conservation mechanisms, addressing
the relatively weak attachment to the land by new owners who
have acquired most of the Tea Estate’s land, and resisting the
temptation to exploit its potential economic value through
development. These challenges, imposed by the current
conservation framework, have often been overlooked
in previous research. Early studies on conservation
mechanisms mainly focused on individual historic buildings
in urban centers. For example, Lung (2012) reviewed the
effectiveness and shortcomings of legal instruments in
safeguarding Hong Kong’s cultural heritage following a
bottom-up conservation movement that began in 2006,
while Lee et al. (2018) further emphasized the importance
of creating conservation policies with a local perspective. In
recent years, supported by various governmental initiatives
since the mid-2010s, several countryside conservation
projects, such as the Saltpans of Yim Tin Tsai (2015) and
the Lai Chi Wo Rural Cultural Landscape (2020), have been
awarded the UNESCO Asia-Pacific Awards for Cultural
Heritage Conservation (UNESCO, 2015; UNESCO, 2020).
As a result, there has been an increasing focus on rural
cultural heritage conservation, with scholars such as Chang
(2023) exploring the heritage merits and conservation of
cultural landscape in Southern China and Williams et al.
(2021) investigating rural resilience and its implications

for the peri-urban interface. Despite successful countryside
conservation cases (Ho, 2024), numerous instances exist
where significant efforts have failed to achieve their goals.
Therefore, it is crucial to identify the shortcomings and
constraints of current countryside heritage conservation
mechanisms while showcasing the processes behind
successful cases. This comprehensive approach will provide
practical insights for stakeholders involved in countryside
cultural conservation projects in Hong Kong.

This study aims to develop a conservation policy
for the Tea Estate by outlining the first four steps of the
Burra Charter, with a primary focus on the limitations
and challenges faced in initiating conservation research
at a privately owned industrial heritage site and cultural
landscape in Hong Kong’s countryside. The goalis to provide
insight into the challenges encountered by researchers and
other stakeholders, and to explore potential solutions by
fostering continuous engagement and collaboration with
relevant parties in the region.

2. Methods

The article is based on our ongoing action research
endeavor aimed at formulating a conservation strategy
for the Tea Estate. All qualitative data, particularly
those gathered through in-depth interviews with key
stakeholders in the study area, were cross-examined using
various primary and secondary sources to ensure accuracy.
In addition, the structure of this section was developed by
outlining the first four steps of the Burra Charter process,
which were used to formulate the conservation policy, as
outlined below (Australia ICOMOS, 2013):
(i) Understand the study site
The study employed literature reviews and in-depth
interviews for historical data collection. It gathered
basic information about monuments and activities
while providing insights into the historical context
of buildings and the social development of cultural
events, such as tea production from the 1950s to the
1970s, and leisure/tourism development from the
1970s to the 1990s.
(i) Assess cultural significance
The research utilized qualitative methods to examine
the cultural significance of existing facilities and
document the cultural practices of past stakeholders,
local residents, and temporary visitors. The study
focused on the relationships between parties with
different interests in the area. These significances were
categorized to determine whether they align with
the definitions of “industrial heritage” and “cultural
landscape” as established by authoritative bodies in
the field of cultural heritage conservation (ICOMOS-
TICCIH, 2011; UNESCO, 2023).
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(iii) Identify all factors and issues
The research team governmental
administrative and legal documents to examine
the limitations imposed by current conservation
mechanisms for the Tea Estate. In addition,
documents related to land-use transformation in the
area were investigated, and data regarding land value
were assessed to understand the challenges posed by
the increasing economic potential of the land and the
diminished attachment of new owners to it.
(iv) Develop policy

The project fosters continuous engagement and
collaboration with relevant stakeholders in the region,
including the current landowner, descendants of
the founder, representatives from organizations in
the vicinity, and others. The goal was to review the
feasibility of co-developing a future conservation
strategy for the Tea Estate. This collaborative approach
ensures that the conservation efforts are informed
by the diverse perspectives and needs of the local
community, as well as builds consensus around the
most effective and sustainable conservation measures.

reviewed

It is important to note that the Burra Charter served
as a key document for the Hong Kong Government
in formulating conservation guidelines for pre-1950s
historic buildings (Antiquities and Monuments Office,
2005). Therefore, structuring the sections of this article in
reference to the Burra Charter will significantly enhance
the feasibility and justification of the research findings
related to post-1950s industrial heritage conservation
within the current conservation framework.

3.The ngong ping tea estate

3.1. Historical development (understanding the
study site)

Tea cultivation was not a novel concept in Hong Kong
SAR, China. As early as 1819, the district gazetteer under
the Qing dynasty (1644 - 1911) mentioned that tea
had already become a significant economic crop in the
region. After the lease of the territory in 1898, colonial
government records from 1906 further elaborated that“tea
is cultivated in several places in the New Territories. There
is a tradition that tea growing was once a thriving industry
here, and terraces similar to the above are pointed out in
the mountainsides in all part of the district” (Hong Kong
Government, 1907, p. 221). Regarding Lantau Island
specifically, studies conducted in the 1980s suggest that
commercial tea plantations, likely managed by individuals
of Chinese origin from outside the island, were in operation
during the late 1880s and 1890s (Hase et al., 1984).
However, these plantations eventually ceased operations

due to fierce competition from tea products originating
from India and Sri Lanka starting in the late 19" century
and continuing into the pre-war era (South China Sunday
Post, 1961; Harler, 1964).

The resurgence of the tea plantation at Ngong Ping,
Hong Kong SAR, China, can be attributed to the arrival of
Bernacchi, a native of London, in the 1940s. Bernacchi
enlisted in the Royal Marines after the outbreak of World
War II and spent several months stationed in Sri Lanka. On
his demobilization in Hong Kong at the end of 1945, he
acquired a former nunnery known as “HiMESE”
(Juelianyuan; literally the “All-Knowing Lotus Villa®) in
1948, which he used as a holiday bungalow in Ngong Ping
(South China Morning Post, 1952). Enthralled by the tea
plantations, he had encountered in Sri Lanka, Bernacchi’s
fascination led him to acquire additional parcels of land
(approximately 6.5 acres) surrounding the villa in the
subsequent years. There, he began his experimental tea
cultivation venture, along with other viable agricultural
endeavors.

Beyond his private holdings, Bernacchi also sought a
Forestry License from the Hong Kong government from
1953 to 1961, and later a Crown Land Permit from 1967
onward to cultivate tea on public land. By 1967, Bernacchi’s
Tea Estate had expanded to over 130 acres of crown land,
with approximately 60 acres dedicated to tea farms. This
substantial expansion allowed the Tea Estate to reach a peak
annual tea production of more than 36,000 pounds (Sunday
Post, 1974). This represented one of the most important
milestones in shaping the cultural landscape of the Ngong
Ping. Aerial photos of the site revealed how Bernacchi’s
modification and plantation activities transformed the site
from barren rock into a lush area with dense vegetation
(Survey and Mapping Office, 2007). In addition, a series
of human-made structures related to waterworks were
constructed to redirect the original water flow, ensuring a
steady supply for irrigation in the tea plantation. Thus, the
expansion of the tea plantation in the 1960s dramatically
altered the original landscape, establishing the foundation
for the cultural landscape we see today.

It is noteworthy that Bernacchis professional
background had no direct connection to the tea industry.
Before his venture in Ngong Ping, he served as a Deputy
Assistant Judge Advocate General of the Army toward the
end of 1945. He later pursued a career as a barrister-at-law
in 1946 and achieved the esteemed position of Queen’s
Counsel in 1960. In addition to his professional endeavors,
Bernacchi was actively involved in the political landscape.
In 1949, he played a pivotal role in the formation of
the Reform Club of Hong Kong, one of the regions
oldest political organizations. Given Bernacchi’s diverse

Volume 7 Issue 4 (2025)

https://doi.org/10.36922/jcau.4501



Journal of Chinese
Architecture and Urbanism

Case study: Ngong ping tea factory

professional background, it is evident that tea planting and
manufacturing was more of a hobby rather than a primary
means of livelihood.

Despite Bernacchi’slimited experience in tea cultivation,
the significant expansion of the Tea Estate was made
possible through the invaluable assistance of Lee Hsing
Chuen, a tea expert hired from Taiwan in the late 1950s.
Lee, one of the first graduates in tea specialization from
Fudan University in the 1940s, had previously worked for
China’s first state-owned tea company. After relocating to
Taiwan, he continued his tea-related career at the Taiwan
Tea Institute (Lee, 1954). Drawing on his professional
expertise and hands-on experience in tea industry
management, Lee played a crucial role in expanding the tea
plantation and implementing more advanced techniques
for tea planting and processing within the Tea Estate.
Furthermore, with the completion of the electricity supply
network to the Ngong Ping area in the early 1960s, Lee led
the semi-mechanization of the Tea Estate by introducing
various tea-manufacturing machinery from Taiwan.
This transition significantly improved productivity and
efficiency in the tea production process (South China
Sunday Post, 1961).

However, Bernacchi’s ambitious vision of fully utilizing
the 130-acre crown land faced numerous challenges
starting in the late 1960s. These obstacles included budget
constraints, Bernacchi’s declining health, the departure of
Lee Hsing Chuen, and rising labor costs, compounded by
stagnant tea market prices. In the mid-1970s, a Japanese
consortium briefly expressed interest in transforming the
Tea Estate into a tea-themed recreational resort, which
would feature amenities such as a cable system, a mini-
200, camping sites, and barbeque pits. Tea cultivation for
export would continue on a limited scale, not exceeding
60 acres, provided the quality met the required standards.
However, this venture faltered within 2 years, as tea prices,
which had been severely impacted by the opening of
China’s tea market, dropped well below the level necessary
for Bernacchi’s plantation to remain competitive (South
China Sunday Morning Post, 1990).

After the failed transition, the Tea Estate began operating
in a hybrid mode, balancing both tea manufacturing and
recreational activities, although on a smaller scale than
originally planned. Approximately 16 acres of land were still
dedicated to tea cultivation, while new facilities, including
a horse-riding area, a roller skating venue, a restaurant,
and holiday accommodations, were introduced to meet
the growing demand for recreational services. According
to lan Whitehead, Bernacchi’s stepson and the subsequent
manager following Lee’s departure, the operation of the Tea
Estate in the 1980s was primarily a “break-even business”

and was maintained more for preservation purposes than for
significant financial gain (South China Morning Post, 1983).

In the mid-1990s, most of the private lands comprising
the Tea Estate, excluding the land housing the All-Knowing
Lotus Villa, was sold to a private company in Hong Kong.
Following this ownership transfer and Bernacchi’s passing
in the United Kingdom on September 22, 1996, at the age of
74, both his and the Tea Estate’s remarkable contributions
to the Ngong Ping region came to an end.

3.2. Heritage significance (assessing cultural
significance)

Despite its relatively recent establishment in the post-
World War II era, the Tea Estate holds profound cultural
significance and represents a unique and rare form of
industrial heritage and cultural landscape, one that is
scarcely found in other parts of Hong Kong. This section
outlines its important historical, architectural, and cultural
value.

To begin, we examined how the characteristics of the
Tea Estate align with the definitions of “industrial heritage”
and “cultural landscape” as established by authoritative
bodies in the field of cultural heritage conservation. The
concept of “industrial heritage” is delineated in the Dublin
Principles, which define it as “sites, structures, complexes,
areas and landscapes, as well as the related machinery,
objects, or documents that provide evidence of past or
ongoing industrial processes of production, the extraction
of raw materials, their transformation into goods,
and the related energy and transport infrastructures”
(ICOMOS-TICCIH, 2011). This comprehensive definition
encompasses the various physical and intangible elements
that comprise the Tea Estate and its operations. Notably,
the majority of the Tea Estate’s extant remained, including
built structures, machinery, and landscapes, were still
observable in situ today, providing tangible evidence of its
industrial past and cultural significance (Figure 1).

The Tea Estate may also be considered a cultural
landscape in accordance with UNESCO’s Operational
Guidelines of the World Heritage Convention, which
define such sites as “combined works of nature and man”
that are “illustrative of the evolution of human society
and settlement over time, under the influence of physical
constraints and/or opportunities presented by the natural
environment and of successive social, economic, and
cultural forces, both external and internal” (UNESCO,
2023). Based on our on-site observations, the expansion
of the tea plantation in the 1960s was not solely achieved
through the increased cultivation of tea bushes; it also
necessitated the modification of the landscape and the
construction of several ancillary human-made structures.
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These structures included ponds, culverts, bridges,
weirs, watercourses, and stone foundation terraces, all of
which facilitated tea-growing activities (Figure 2). The
categorization of the site as a cultural landscape highlights
its role as a distinctive cultural environment shaped by
both natural and human forces over an extended period.

Regarding the heritage significance of the site, from a
historical perspective, the Tea Estate holds importance not
just as a tea manufacturing entity but as a microcosm for
studying the influence of evolving governance policies on

Figure 1. Elements contribute to the categorization of the Tea Estate as an
“industrial heritage” (A) The former Ngong Ping Tea Factory. (B) A three-
phase induction motor manufactured by “Ercole Marelli and C-S.p.A.)” an
Italian producer of electric motors and generators. (C) A Mochizuki-style
tea roller made by Herong Iron Works (F1Z2k 1.]; Herong tiegongchang),
Taipei. (D) The original tea bushes of the Tea Estate.

Source: Photos by the authors (2023)

Figure 2. Ancillary human-made structures constructed to modify the
landscape of the Ngong Ping tea plantation. (A) Culvert. (B) Bridge. (C)
Watercourse. (D) Stone foundation terrace.

Source: Photos by the authors (2023)

the development of Lantau Island. Initially established in
the mid-20" century as a combined farming and livestock
feeding area, the Tea Estate was likely shaped by the
United Kingdom’s post-war Colonial Agricultural Policy.
Its subsequent expansion in the 1950s under a Forestry
License marked a shift in policy for Lantau, transitioning
from a focus solely on agriculture to an integrated
approach encompassing both agriculture and forestry.
The transformation of the Tea Estate in the 1970s further
reflected the government’s changing priorities for Lantau,
as it moved away from a focus on primary production
toward a strategy that emphasized recreational value.
Throughout the Tea Estate’s historical development, each
transformation corresponded with specific changes in the
governance policies of Lantau Island, serving as tangible
manifestations of the evolving priorities and strategies
implemented over time.

In terms of architectural merit, the buildings within
the Tea Estate were primarily constructed for functional
purposes, often lacking the elaborate decorative features
typical of high-style architecture. However, while the
architectural merit of individual buildings within the
heritage site may be limited, the true significance lies in the
collective value of the entire ensemble and its meticulously
planned landscape. The Tea Estate encompasses at least
14 groups of buildings, each designed to harmonize with
the tea planting and manufacturing process. Notably, the
majority of the buildings on the site have remained largely
intact, with minimal alterations to their original function,
despite the cessation of the Tea Estate’s operations. It is
within these preserved structures, as well as the integrated
design and layout of the entire site that the architectural
merit of the Tea Estate is most evident.

Culturally, tea-drinking practices serve as important
markers of social and ethnic identity, providing insights
into social change, power relations, class structure,
gender roles, and national ideology, especially in our
globalizing societies (Besky, 2013; Surak, 2012). While
direct information regarding the consumption of products
from the Tea Estate is currently unavailable, it is equally
important to acknowledge the intangible cultural heritage
embedded in the tea-growing and manufacturing processes
themselves. To reconstruct the tea-making techniques
employed at the Tea Estate, we relied on secondary sources
and conducted interviews with relevant stakeholders. To
ensure the accuracy of these findings, the research team
cross-referenced the information with Lee Hsing Chuen’s
publication on tea processing (Lee, 1954). Through this
process, we confirmed the presence of numerous tools,
machinery, and structures within the tea manufacturing
buildings that are directly associated with each step of the
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tea-making procedure. This finding suggests that the tea-
making practices at the Tea Estate were heavily influenced
by the techniques and traditions of the tea industry in
Taiwan. These findings reinforce the cultural significance
of the Tea Estate as a bridge that facilitated the introduction
of Taiwanese tea culture to Hong Kong.

In summary, the Tea Estate represents a unique
regional industrial heritage and cultural landscape, being
the only remaining tea-related heritage site in Hong Kong.
From a macro perspective, it is a small-scale regional
heritage site and cannot be directly compared to other
tea-related cultural landscapes nominated for UNESCO’s
World Heritage List, such as the Cultural Landscape of
Old Tea Forests of Jingmai Mountain in Puer. However,
influenced by Taiwanese techniques and traditions, the
Tea Estate shares similarities in size, scale, and setting with
tea-related establishments and plantations in that region,
highlighting the frequent cultural exchanges between the
two areas. It is also worth noting that several tea-related
heritage sites in Taiwan, such as the Fuxing Tea Factory
in Emei township, have been successfully conserved,
demonstrating the potential feasibility of conserving the
Tea Estate.

3.3. Feasibility and challenges of conservation
(identifying all factors and issues)

As previously mentioned, heritage conservation in Hong
Kong involves recognizing the cultural significance
of a heritage site and aligning it with the regulatory
framework. This section focuses on the limitations of
current conservation mechanisms for the Tea Estate and
the challenges posed by the increasing economic value of
the land and the reduced attachment of new owners, which
complicate conservation efforts.

3.3.1. Built heritage conservation

Heritage conservation for built structures in Hong Kong
operates under a two-tier mechanism, highlighting
the varying levels of legal safeguards and government
oversight. The first tier comprises “declared monuments,”
which enjoy statutory protection under the “Antiquities
and Monuments Ordinance” (Cap. 53). These monuments
are subjected to specific permitting requirements for any
building or demolition works. The second tier involves
a grading mechanism for other built heritage sites with
cultural significance. These sites may be classified as
Grade 1, Grade 2, or Grade 3, or they may remain ungraded
(Legislative Council Panel on Development, 2024). While
graded buildings do not receive the same legal protection
as declared monuments, the government may assess
whether a Grade 1 building meets the criteria for official
designation as a monument under the ordinance.

In addition, buildings categorized under the grading
system benefit from a range of protective administrative
measures. For privately owned built heritage, various
financial incentives are offered to encourage conservation.
One example is the financial assistance for maintenance
scheme, which provides subsidies to owners for
maintenance works. If a private owner decides to develop
their property, relevant government departments are
involved through an internal monitoring mechanism and
engage in discussions with the owner to explore measures
that could incentivize the conservation of either the entire
historic building or at least part of it. Such measures may
include non-in situ land exchange, relaxation of plot ratio,
or adjustments to site coverage restrictions (Legislative
Council Panel on Development, 2024).

Despite the support provided by the two-tier
mechanism for built heritage, there are two limitations
that undermine its comprehensiveness and efficacy. The
first limitation pertains to the oversight of numerous post-
1950 buildings that possess cultural significance. Of the
1444 historic buildings evaluated during this period, <10%
(142 out of 1444) were constructed after 1950. Among
these, only one was declared a monument, one confirmed
as Grade 1, 19 as Grade 2, and 52 as Grade 3, while the
remaining 69 buildings received no grading (Antiquities
Advisory Board, 2024). Although the government has
acknowledged this gap and begun assessing additional
buildings since the 2010s, including ad hoc grading
requests for post-1950 structures at risk of demolition,
the process remains ongoing (Antiquities Advisory Board,
2013). The second limitation arises from the bureaucratic
procedures underpinning the grading mechanism.
Buildings on the inventory undergo an assessment by the
governmental Antiquities and Monuments Office, with the
proposed grading subsequently endorsed and confirmed
by the Antiquities Advisory Board. However, the issue lies
in the fact that the Antiquities Advisory Board meets only
3 - 4 times a year to confirm grading, typically covering
just two to seven buildings per session (Audit Commission,
2013). This slow pace is disproportionate compared to the
over 100 buildings awaiting grading as of 2024 (Antiquities
Advisory Board, 2024), underscoring the system’s limited
capacity to assess and safeguard the city’s built heritage
comprehensively and efficiently.

These two limitations — the oversight of post-1950
buildings and the bureaucratic constraints of the grading
mechanism - underscore the need for conservation efforts
for the majority of the built heritage within the Tea Estate.
Notably, most of the structures within the Tea Estate were
completed after 1950 (five between 1949 and 1956; three
from 1956 to 1963; three from 1968 to 1972; and three from
1972 to 1975). Even if all five structures built between 1949
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and 1956 were constructed in 1949, approximately 64%
(and likely a higher actual percentage) of the structures at
the site were completed after 1950, thereby excluding them
from the grading exercise initiated in the 2000s (Figure 3).
Should the Tea Estate be nominated for inclusion in the
grading system through ad hoc requests, the confirmation
of a proposed grading for the site would be a protracted
and time-consuming process, hindering buildings in
urgent need from receiving timely attention through the
current administrative measures.

3.3.2. Other limitations

Unlike abandoned or semi-abandoned agricultural
settlements that remain closely connected to their
resident villagers, the Ngong Ping region has undergone
a significant transformation. It has evolved into a thriving
Buddhist community, home to a diverse range of tourist
attractions managed by various administrative bodies.
Consequently, the stakeholders in Ngong Ping show a
higher degree of mobility and a comparatively weaker
attachment to the land than those in more traditional
Chinese villages. Furthermore, the economic potential of
fully exploiting the Tea Estate’s land is significantly greater
than that of developing land in rural villages, which
presents additional challenges for conservation efforts in
the former.

To understand these limitations, it is essential to
recognize that land not only holds economic value but also
carries profound communal significance in the traditional
Chinese village context. Some lands are collectively owned
by village trusts, represented by terms such as
“zu” () or “tang” (i%). These landholdings are not
intended for partition or sale. Even for privately owned
lands, the majority of these holdings were acquired through
inheritance. As a result, the local customary land law

oo %%‘ Q

LEGEND

1949 t0 1956
[ 1956 t0 1963
[ 1968101972
] 1972101975

| e S

Figure 3. Year of completion for the majority of the structures within the
Tea Estate.
Source: Drawing by the Chinese University of Hong Kong research team

imposes significant restrictions on the ability of individual
owners to sell or transfer lands (Hase, 2013). Through this
complex land tenure system, lands are collectively held by
villagers who, in theory, have a strong attachment to the
community and are generally supportive of conservation
efforts to restore their village’s previous former prominence.
In contrast, as discussed in Section 3.1, while the Bernacchi
family maintains a tangible connection with Ngong Ping
through their ongoing ownership of the All-Knowing
Lotus Villa and its attached lawn, the majority of their
privately owned lands were sold to an unrelated private
company in 1993. These lands were subsequently inherited
by the company director’s successor in the 2020s. As a
result, the current landowner has minimal attachment to
the property, viewing the land as a commodity or capital
investment. This perspective differs from the conservation
efforts observed in other traditional rural villages, where
lands hold a much stronger cultural and communal
significance among the resident owners.

Pertaining to the temptation of further land
development, it is important to note that in the 1970s, the
government identified Lantau Island as a significant area
for recreational activities, attracting a growing number
of holiday-oriented development proposals, particularly
for youth camps and weekend cottages (South China
Morning Post, 1973). Recognizing this emerging trend,
most of the land in Ngong Ping was designated as a “special
rural development area,” with the intention of developing
a hybrid of recreational facilities, tourist attractions,
and selected urban-type uses. Consequently, the Ngong
Ping region saw the introduction of a variety of tourist
attractions and holiday amenities, which contributed to a
substantial influx of visitors and tourists. Initially, in 2002,
there were plans to develop a resort on the former site of
the Tea Estate; however, due to strong opposition from
the monks of the nearby Po Lin Monastery, the plan was
eventually abandoned (HKSAR Government, 2002).

It is worth noting that the land use zoning for most
of the private land at the Tea Estate still falls under the
“recreation” category, which is primarily designated for
recreational developments catering to the general public.
According to the schedule of uses outlined in the Approved
Ngong Ping Outline Zoning Plan, the development of
private land at the Tea Estate could have a maximum plot
ratio of 0.6 and a maximum building height of 9 m (Town
Planning Board, 2006). Given that the maximum site area
for this private land can be up to 138,000 sqft, its total floor
area could reach 82,666 sqft, comparable in size to the
Ngong Ping village (site area: Approximately 161,500 sqft;
floor area: approximately 64,600 sqft), one of the largest
tourist attractions managed by Ngong Ping 360 Limited in
the Ngong Ping area.
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As shown in Figure 4, the revenue from Ngong Ping
Village and the Cable Car System reached Hong Kong
dollars (HK$) 378 million in 2023, with 1.38 million
visitors (MTR Corporation Limited, 2023). This figure
reflects a significant upward trend, with revenue increasing
by 355 percent (from HK$83 million in 2022) and visitation
rising by 255% (from 0.39 million in 2022), likely due to
the recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. This growth
in revenue and visitation is likely to heighten expectations
for potential returns from developing the Tea Estate site.
However, behind these promising figures lies a threat to
the in situ conservation of the buildings and structures at
the former site of Ngong Ping village. The construction
of this tourist attraction necessitated the removal of
several historic buildings, including a historical school
jointly established by Bernacchi and the abbot of the Po
Lin monastery in the 1960s. Given their similarity in size
and location, the case of the Ngong Ping village serves as
a tempting precedent for the owner of the Tea Estate to
pursue further development of the site. This underscores
the inherent tension between conservation efforts and
commercial interests.

4, Conservation attempts and discussion
(developing policy)

Since 2021, we have recognized the potential heritage
value of the Tea Estate and initiated a baseline study
of the site. Concurrently, we have sought to establish
contact with the new owner of the Tea Estate to explore
whether they have any plans to leverage the site’s potential
value. Regrettably, the new owner has chosen to remain
distant from our outreach efforts, partly due to a lack of
economic incentives for conservation and other prominent
commercial concerns.

Although we have not yet secured support from the
new owner, government planning guidelines require the
provision of a public right-of-way through the private
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Figure 4. Revenue and visitation at Ngong Ping village and the cable car
system.

Source: Graph by the authors using data from the annual reports of Mass
Transit Railway, the parent company of Ngong Ping 360 Limited

lands of the Tea Estate to ensure uninterrupted passage for
the public. As such, our investigative approach included
not only desktop studies and stakeholder interviews but
also on-site assessments of both the built and natural
features of the area. Through visual inspections and site
investigations, we documented the current conditions of
the site using a comprehensive photographic record, as
well as detailed drawings of some buildings (Figure 5).
This documentation aimed to capture the site’s state before
any further deterioration occurs. Furthermore, we took
VR 360 images at specific locations within the premises
to create materials for reconstructing the landscape across
various virtual platforms. Although we are currently
unable to undertake any building-related restoration or
conservation works without the owner’s permission, these
advanced preparations allowed us to produce a thorough
set of records and documentation. These materials can
inform future conservation efforts and, at the very least,
will provide an authoritative record of the site’s previous
appearance, should the new owner decide to remove
heritage structures. In fact, we used these materials to
organize a series of knowledge-transfer activities aimed
at raising public awareness of the site’s inherent heritage
significance. Itis important to note that there are precedents
in Hong Kong where privately owned built heritage has
been revitalized and opened for public enjoyment due to
rising public pressure for its conservation.

Apart from engaging with the new owner of the site,
we also communicated with descendants of the Bernacchi
family, who expressed their support for the conservation
efforts related to the Tea Estate. While the majority of
the tea factory buildings and ancillary structures now
fall within the boundaries of the sold land, and the All-
Knowing Lotus Villa continues to function as a private
residence, potentially hindering further research, the
Bernacchi family retains ownership of a portion of the
former tea plantation area. This particular area, located
within their private grounds, is believed to contain the
most original tea bushes of the Tea Estate. As a result, in
addition to providing historical information and other
materials to facilitate our research, the Bernacchi family
has granted us permission to conduct trial rejuvenation
activities on these tea bushes. Although this effort may
seem like an ecological revitalization project, the primary
goal is to obtain the original fresh tea leaves — the raw
materials that were the foundation of the Tea Estate’s tea
production in Ngong Ping. We believe that by examining
these leaves, we can further investigate the “industrial
processes of production, the extraction of raw materials,
and their transformation into goods,” as described in The
Dublin Principles. This exploration is central to one of the
most important cultural aspects of the Ngong Ping’s tea
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Figure 5. Detailed drawings of the Ngong Ping Tea Factory. (A) Ground floor plan. (B) Main entrance elevation. (C and D) Interior sections.

Source: Drawings by the Chinese University of Hong Kong research team

industrial heritage. Thus, with our collaboration with the
Bernacchi family beginning in early 2024, we undertook a
series of tea rejuvenation activities, including the first tea-
plucking activity in October 2024, involving approximately
100 tea bushes. The collected leaves were processed into
black tea using traditional methods that were employed
at the Tea Estate in the 1960s, allowing us to assess the
practicality of these practices in today’s industry (Figure 6).
Another goal of the tea-rejuvenation exercise is to gauge
public interest in conserving the Tea Estate through trial
tasting events featuring these teas. This initiative is still in
the preparatory stage and remains an ongoing experiment.

Concurrently, we have formed close collaborations
with local organizations to explore the feasibility of
joint conservation efforts encompassing the entire
cultural landscape of the area. One noteworthy potential
partnership involves the nearby Po Lin monastery, the
most prominent religious establishment in the region,
which has obtained a permit to grow tea on some of
the crown lands that encompass parts of the former Tea
Estate’s cultural landscape. Given our hands-on experience
in tea rejuvenation and the research findings that we
have gathered, there is potential for reintroducing these
traditional practices within the crown land leased by the
monastery. We are currently in the preparatory stage of
a trial initiative with the monastery to establish a small-
scale tea experiential area on the leased crown lands. For

Figure 6. Tea rejuvenation activities (A) and tea-making (B) by our
research team.
Source: Photos by the authors (2024)

instance, a limited number of tea bushes (no more than
10) in the designated area could be conserved for short-
term display purposes (up to 1 month), accompanied by
appropriate signage and display boards. This initiative
would help gauge public opinions and ideas regarding
the revival of the cultural landscape associated with tea
cultivation in the region. However, we acknowledge that
there is still considerable work to be done before this effort
can be fully realized.

While parts of the industrial heritage and cultural
landscape of the Tea Estate may be preserved through
our action research project, it seems relatively passive to
describe our conservation efforts in this way, especially
considering that one of our ultimate goals is to conserve
the built heritage of the Tea Estate. At present, apart from
site investigations and documentation, our actions are
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primarily indirect measures that occur outside the core
building complex of the Tea Estate. This underscores the
shortcomings and constraints identified in the current
countryside-built heritage conservation mechanisms, as
discussed in Section 3.3. The primary obstacle is that the
potential development value of the Tea Estate diminishes
the owner’s incentive to conserve the heritage items on the
property. In addition, the lack of legal or administrative
protection in the current conservation mechanisms
further reduces opportunities to provide incentives
for conservation or impose restrictions to prevent the
deterioration of heritage items. This is particularly
important, as we have observed a growing number of rural
lands now being owned by private developers, rather than
by indigenous inhabitants (Poon, 2011).

In fact, the tension between private development rights
and public conservation goals is a universal issue. For
example, the Principles for the Conservation of Heritage
Sites in China states that “many places (in China) simply
pursue the economic benefits of cultural heritage and ignore
conservation of the property. In some areas, people may
even damage a site for short-term economic gain” (China
ICOMOS, 2015). To address this, China’s International
Council on Monuments and Sites suggests a dual approach
of education and strengthened jurisdiction: Promoting the
positive role of cultural heritage to the general public and
all stakeholders through education and strengthening law
enforcement related to heritage site destruction. Given the
contextual similarities between Hong Kong SAR and other
regions in China, we believe that these measures could
also benefit Hong Kong’s conservation efforts. Education
aligns with our research and engagement strategies in the
Ngong Ping case. From the perspective of government
action, as discussed in Section 3.3, non-in situ land
exchanges, relaxation of plot ratios, or adjustments to
site coverage restrictions are administrative tools that the
government can use to engage with privately owned built
heritage under the grading system, encouraging property
owners to pursue conservation. In the case of Ngong
Ping, these administrative measures may prove effective if
the government can lift restrictions on applying them to
buildings not covered by the grading system. At the very
least, this effort could pave the way for further collaboration
with the owners of the Ngong Ping built heritage. Thus,
in addition to demonstrating what an external party can
achieve in conserving heritage assets without the owner’s
support, our project also aimed to inspire discussions on
how government policy development can be improved
to provide more comprehensive protection for these
countryside heritage assets, particularly those established
after the 1950s. Based on our experience with the Ngong
Ping case, we encourage the government to review its

conservation mechanisms on a case-by-case basis to
ensure adequate protection for post-1950 built heritage in
rural areas. This recommendation is particularly applicable
under the context that the government has emphasized the
adoption of a single set of criteria for assessing both pre-war
and post-war buildings. The assessment process prioritizes
structures built before 1950, followed by those constructed
afterward, while buildings facing imminent demolition or
redevelopment plans are handled with priority (Legislative
Council Panel on Development, 2024). However, this
recommendation does not seek to reform the existing two-
tier built heritage conservation mechanism. The categories
of “declared monuments” and “graded buildings” should
still be maintained, as they provide essential support for the
conservation of pre-1950s historic buildings. The key point
is to emphasize the opportunity to review the assessment
criteria and administrative workflow related to the
nomination and confirmation of the grading mechanism
for other culturally significant built heritage sites. In fact,
Singapore also employs a two-tier heritage conservation
mechanism: the first tier consists of national monuments,
while the second tier encompasses conservation areas.
The main distinction is that, in addition to assessing the
architectural, historic, traditional, or esthetic value of an
area, conservation areas in Singapore are categorized based
on their unique characteristics. This categorization goes
beyond mere numerical grading and provides guidelines
and best practices for long-term planning (Urban
Redevelopment Authority, 2020).

Another potential area for discussion arising from
the Ngong Ping case is its broader implications for the
implementation of the Burra Charter process. While
it is widely acknowledged that the conservation of
heritage assets begins with an understanding of their
cultural significance (Steps i and ii of the Burra Charter
process), the Ngong Ping case illustrates that examining
the limitations and restrictions of the target site (Step iii)
can be equally important. This is particularly relevant in
cases where these limitations and restrictions may hinder
any building-related restoration or conservation efforts,
reducing the baseline study of the site to mere recording
and documentation. There is potential for discussion on
whether a parallel implementation of Steps i to iii of the
Burra Charter process would be a more effective approach
before developing the conservation policy (Step iv) for the
target site.

5. Conclusion

The conservation attempts for the Tea Estate are an ongoing
process, and determining the final outcomes of the project
is not a straightforward task. The significance of this case
study lies in its ability to provide an alternative perspective
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on the practical realities of countryside conservation
within the Hong Kong context.

Unlike other in situ conservation projects that
benefit from the full support of landowners with
strong connections to their villages or organizations,
this case study explores the potential for safeguarding,
documenting, and promoting the heritage significance
of a cultural site through collaborative engagement with
diverse stakeholders in the local area. Despite our inability
to secure support from the new owner, our comprehensive
documentation efforts and engagement with stakeholders
- including the Bernacchi family and Po Lin monastery
- have laid a strong foundation for future conservation
initiatives. These collaborations not only aim to revive
traditional practices but also seek to raise public awareness
of the Tea Estate’s cultural significance. Furthermore, they
open pathways for innovative conservation strategies
that integrate community involvement and historical
appreciation. By examining the Tea Estate case, we gain
invaluable insights into heritage conservation approaches
that can be applied when land ownership issues are
particularly complex.

Moreover, the Ngong Ping case highlights the gaps in
government policy and conservation mechanisms related
to the post-1950 countryside-built heritage. The lack
of legal and administrative protections diminishes the
incentives for owners to preserve their heritage assets,
which is particularly concerning as more rural lands are
being sold to private developers. Our findings suggest the
need for a more nuanced approach to conservation that
considers both the significance and the limitations of sites,
advocating for a case-by-case review process. Considering
the substantial amount of post-1950 potential built
heritage in Hong Kong - approximately 23,400 buildings
were constructed between 1950 and 1979, according to the
Antiquities Advisory Board (Antiquities Advisory Board,
2020) - the experience of Ngong Ping can serve as a critical
reference for addressing the shortcomings of existing
mechanisms. Ultimately, this can guide the development
of a more comprehensive framework for built heritage
protection in Hong Kong.
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