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(1) Summary of the impact

Heavy reliance on private cars in cities and a vehicle-oriented approach to transport policy and
planning have dramatically reduced urban walkability and compromised the safety of pedestrians.
The UoA is conscious of creating a cityscape that is safe, walkable, and conducive to an active
lifestyle. This benefits not only the environment but also society with fewer traffic fatalities, greater
mobility and improved health. Since 2004, members have generated world-leading research outputs,
which have been highly-recognized both locally (HKSAR Government) and internationally
(European Commission, Academy of Social Sciences (FAcSS), UK and Eastern Asia Society for
Transportation Studies), leading to significant shifts in public policy and industry practices.

(2) Underpinning research

Professor P.C. Lai and Professor B.P.Y. Loo have spearheaded groundbreaking research in
prioritizing pedestrian and published high-impact research outputs consistently, with 64 international
research partners. The underlying research has been conducted during their service at HKU for the
last 20 years. Notably, using geographic information systems (GIS), Lai led an international team in
measuring the full range of variation in the built environment across 12 countries on five continents.
Their study discovered that walkability (as measured by residential density, street connectivity, and
a mix of land uses) is consistently correlated with overall physical activity [3.1]. Furthermore, a
collaborative project in which Lai examined 14 cities worldwide suggested that improving the design
of the urban environment (for example, increasing the preponderance of urban features) would
encourage exercise, foster community public health and raise the quality of urban life [3.2]. As the
only Hong Kong participant in the study [3.2], Lai has been responsible for the walkability index
calculations and GIS analysis in Hong Kong. Her insights into the local geographical context, namely
the city’s transit-oriented development and hilly topography, helped explain the association between
higher walkability and better health in Hong Kong.

Another key research project, undertaken by Loo with her interdisciplinary (geography, medicine,
and psychology) international team, examined walkability and environmental correlates to different
physical and mental health indicators among older residents in Hong Kong, Singapore, and Tokyo
[3.3]. Using robust research methods including health and behavioural questionnaires, observational
surveys, and GIS analysis, Loo led the study and proposed a community-based definition of
neighbourhood rather than simply adopting administrative boundaries. The study produced important
policy recommendations, suggesting that a priority area for supporting health-sustaining communities
should be the development of walkable neighborhoods that emphasize the key dimensions of comfort,
convenience, and safety. In terms of its theoretical and empirical contributions, the study confirmed
the relevancy of a multiscale environment geographical framework and revealed substantial
differences in walkability and health outcomes between different neighbourhoods in the same city.

Another aspect of the underpinning research is road safety. Using mixed research methods, Loo’s
team developed a walkability audit framework that considers not only the walkway characteristics,
such as shading and width, but also the safety and friendliness of the road-crossing environment, such
as traffic-light cycles and traffic fatalities, which are highly significant characteristics for older people
and dense urban settings [3.3, 3.4, 5.3]. The team partnered with a major local hospital to identify the
determining factors in critically wrong road-crossing judgments among older people [3.5]. The study
highlighted the importance of road users’ awareness of approaching vehicle distance and speed. Using
a similar but extended methodology, Loo’s team showed that children’s activity patterns, travel
behaviour (notably walking habits), and well-being within the same city can differ substantially
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according to neighbourhood environment and family socio-demographic background [3.6]. Based on
the above underpinning research, UoA members envision transforming Hong Kong into an inclusive
city by further enhancing traffic safety and walkability at multiple spatial scales, taking care of the
needs of transport-disadvantaged groups.
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(4) Details of the impact
The continuous research efforts made by UoA members have had far-reaching impacts.

(4.1) Changing government policies

The Chief Executive of the HKSAR Government ordered a policy mechanism in December 2015 that
encourage private sectors to construct more pedestrian links to enhance connectivity and walkability.
The incentive would entail waiving the land premium normally required for lease modification to
build such links [5.1.1]. To achieve this policy aim, Loo was awarded the far-reaching “Consultancy
Study on ‘Walkability’ in Pedestrian Planning and Enhancement of Pedestrian Network in Hong
Kong”. She developed the General Evaluation Mechanism (GEM), which consists of four public-
interest tests concerning street walkability, area-wide connectivity, network impact, and people-
orientation. The Land and Development Advisory Committee (LDAC) formally endorsed GEM and
announced it to the public in April 2017 [5.1.2], and the Development Bureau subsequently issued a
support letter to express a heartfelt appreciation on her contributions [5.1.3]. The first successful
application was made for a footbridge in Admiralty in May 2017 [5.1.2]. Thereafter, LDAC approved
seven footbridges or subways in strategic locations including Wan Chai, Mong Kok and Tsim Sha
Tsui [5.1.2]. The impact is profound. Decisions were made at the highest level involving the Chief
Executive-in-Council. Since 6,000-12,000 people per hour may cross pedestrian bridges at strategic
locations, improving the elevated pedestrian system can benefit millions of people daily. This project
has been awarded the Outstanding Transportation Project Award 2019 in recognition of its excellence
in both its social impact and planning in transportation projects in Eastern Asia [5.1.4].
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Loo has been appointed to the Transport Advisory Committee (TAC) for over five years. TAC, the
highest-level advisory body on transport matters in Hong Kong, has contributed to various “Walk in
Hong Kong” initiatives announced in the Chief Executive’s 2017 Policy Address. Loo was also
invited to participate as one of ten members in the TAC’s Working Group on Relieving Traffic
Congestion in Hong Kong [5.2]. Her groundbreaking research contributed to the formulation of
numerous recommendations in the subsequent Report on Study of Road Traffic Congestion, including
one to increase penalties for congestion-related traffic offences enacted in June 2018. Furthermore,
Loo was the project leader of the interdisciplinary team in the “Review of Overseas Practices on the
Formulation of Road Safety Strategy and the Effectiveness and Applicability in Hong Kong”. The
study has led to high-impact research outputs and the government’s decision to formulate a Road
Safety Vision in Hong Kong [5.3].

(4.2) Changing state of practice and raising public awareness

The European Commission has adopted Lai’s team results to gauge standards for physical activity in
Europe in 2016 [5.4, 5.4.1]. Lai has also improved the experience of more than 70,000 entrants every
year who participate in the Hong Kong Standard Chartered Marathon, one of the city’s signature
international sporting events. The study by Lai’s team into the effects of microclimate variations and
crowd settings on runners provided concrete evidence about thermal heat impacts along the marathon
route and successfully raised concerns about their consequences for participants’ health [5.5]. The
organizer has optimized the marathon route by avoiding certain narrow street canyons since 2015.

Partly related to Loo’s contribution to the wider community, she has been conferred the Fellow of
FACSS, UK in October 2019 [5.6]. Through the Road Safety Research Council, her research has
improved traffic management locally and regionally. First, the support letter from the Transport
Department evinced her important role in road safety measures optimization, such as the Autotoll and
Alberta roundabout markings [5.7]. Second, in 2017, the Seventh Maoming Municipal Committee of
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference adopted recommendations from a study of
Loo’s team in Maoming, a city of nearly six million people. After they revealed removing vehicular
countdown devices could reduce fatal traffic crashes, the devices were uninstalled at major road
junctions where rear-head collisions were common [5.8].

Lastly, Lai and Loo have led Knowledge Exchange projects for a safe and walkable city. Lai has
organized two Community Forums on elderly road safety in Yau Tsim Mong District and Loo
promotes cycling safety through a training programme for adolescents [5.9, 5.9.1]. Loo has partnered
with leading medical practitioners from the Princess Margaret Hospital, the Community for Road
Safety and the District Council to address road safety problems and benefits in Kwai Tsing District
[5.10]. Their partnership formed part of the submission for the designation of Kwai Tsing as a World
Health Organization-designated local safe community, and won “The Most Outstanding Community
Partnership Award” in 2011.
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