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The Controversy over Public Health Policy in British Hong Kong
from the Late 19 Century to the Early 20™ Century:
The Improvement of Housing Conditions of

Chinese People and Economic Liberalism
by

KOBORI Shingo

The studies of the history of public health in Hong Kong under British
rule have analyzed how Chinese society in Hong Kong reacted to the policy
of the Hong Kong government, the local governing body of the British, until
the time of the plague epidemic in 1894. On the other hand, the
administration and policy on public health after the plague epidemic have
not been sufficiently addressed in prior studies, and only a summary
overview of their progress has been made. However, public health policy and
its administration in Hong Kong in the first half of the twentieth century
affected diverse aspects of Hong Kong society, including the Chinese
community, the British community and the business community of
westerners and Chinese. This article analyzes public health policy in Hong
Kong after the plague, especially the characteristics of the policy regarding
the housing environment of the Chinese and the discussion about it from the
viewpoint of its effect on economic liberalism.

The first section surveys the situation of the housing environment of the
Chinese at the end of the nineteenth century. The problem most often
discussed in regard to the housing environment of the Chinese was the lack
of the sunshine and ventilation. Because three or four-story buildings in the
Chinese residential area were densely built, it was important to expand open
spaces. Moreover, the existence of “cubicles” — small spaces without
windows inside these houses—was also a problem.

The second section analyzes the principle the Hong Kong government
used in deciding the policy for the expansion of open spaces and the solution
of the cubicle problem from 1896 to 1903. After the plague epidemic, the
government carried out land resumption in the Taipingshan District, where
many of the plague victims had resided. But some colonial bureaucrats were
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strongly concerned that the resumption of land would aversely affect public
finances. As a result of the report from the Insanitary Properties
Commission in 1898, the government adopted a policy having property
owners bear the cost for the improvement to existing houses throughout
Hong Kong, and a series of ordinances relating to public health was
established and then amended. This policy did not bring about change even
when Osbert Chadwick, a famous civil engineer sent from the Britain, had
proposed the land resumption.

The third section analyzes how Hong Kong society reacted to the ordinances
enacted from 1906 to 1908 by using reports of the commissions or committees,
the hansards of the Legislative Council, newspapers and so on. As the report
of the commission of enquiry looking into public health and the buildings
ordinance of 1907 shows, property owners objected to the policy of expanding
open spaces from the perspective of economic liberalism and protecting their
own interests. The government, however, did not change the policy. On the
other hand, the problem of the cubicles was widely discussed among the
government, property owners and professionals among the unofficial
members of the Legislative Council who played an especially important role.
They proposed a plan to demolish of the upper floors of unsanitary houses,
and through the report of the Cubicle Committee in 1907, the plan was
incorporated as an amendment to the public health and the buildings
ordinance in 1908. Moreover, in debating the ordinance, professionals among
the unofficial members of the Legislative Council succeeded in having the
government bear a portion of the cost. This was because they emphasized
the improvement of sanitary conditions and were strongly aware of the
necessity of the government taking the initiative for sanitary administration.

At the turn of the century, the Hong Kong government selected the most
efficient policy for involving Chinese society by taking into consideration
financial aspects and the Chinese community. In addition, the ordinances
they enacted interfered with economic liberalism because the cost of
improvements burdened property owners. It can be said that ordinances
relating to public health in Hong Kong were more centralized than those in
Britain and that they had a great influence on both Westerners and Chinese.
This article makes clear that in this situation, the claims of property owners
were not accepted by the government as they had been before the plague
epidemic, and that professionals among the unofficial members of the
Legislative Council, to whom many scholars have paid little or no attention,
had a certain degree of influence and power.
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