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ABSTRACT  Built heritage faces increasing pressures and threats from development and change in the contempo-
rary world, a situation that frequently results in compromise or loss of historic fabric and its associated values. This 
paper examines how Heritage Impact Assessment (HIA) methodology specifically addresses and mitigates threats to 
built heritage within an overall sustainable development framework. The methodology will be explained and exam-
ples will be given from across Asia of HIA applications to the urban and rural built environment to illustrate how this 
can be achieved. These case studies reflect a variety of ways in which development and heritage come into conflict 
and have been selected to show how versatile and adaptable HIA can be as a tool for finding balance and solutions. 
HIA is an approach rooted in a balanced and sustainable relationship between ‘the needs of the present and future 
generations and the legacy from the past’ (UNESCO 2011).  The paper also illuminates some of the basic assumptions 
on which HIA functions and some of the contradictions that often arise when the methodology is applied to real 
world problems.
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Introduction: Built Heritage and 
Development
Built heritage faces increasing pressures and threats from 
development and change in the contemporary world, a 
global situation that frequently results in compromise 
or loss of historic fabric and its associated values. This 
applies equally to individual historic buildings, assem-
blages and historic areas of towns and cities. A conflict 
frequently arises between heritage and development, the 
past and the future; different stakeholders and players in 
the conservation and development processes take up op-
posing positions and seem unable or unwilling to find 
common ground.

The results of this conflict can be damaging on a 
number of levels, from the loss of historic fabric to im-
pacts on community and social values and the failure to 
take advantage of economic and developmental oppor-
tunities. All of this contradicts the vision of culture as 
an essential component of sustainable development and 
heritage as a powerful contributor to economic and so-
cial development. 

This vision is clearly encompassed in the UN Sustain-
able Development Goals which state that ‘Culture is who 
we are and what shapes our identity. Culture contributes 
to poverty reduction and paves the way for a human–
centred, inclusive and equitable development. No devel-
opment can be sustainable without it. Placing culture at 
the heart of development policies constitutes an essential 
investment in the world’s future and a pre-condition to 
successful globalisation processes that take into account 
the principle of cultural diversity.’ (UNESCO 2016: 2) The 
UNESCO World Heritage Committee has acted on this 
through the adoption of the Policy on the Integration of 
a Sustainable Development Perspective into the Processes 
of the World Heritage Convention (2015), confirming the 
support of the international heritage community for the 
spirit and letter of the Sustainable Development Goals.

Similarly, Historic England sees the historic built envi-
ronment as ‘a huge resource which can stimulate regener-
ation and growth in towns, cities and rural areas’ (Historic 
England n.d.). Heritage makes a significant contribution 
to the UK economy, plays a key role in broader economic 
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activity and helps achieve sustainable growth. Similarly, 
Historic Places Canada maintains that sustainable devel-
opment ‘holds environmental, social and economic ben-
efits for everyone. Heritage conservation responds to these 
benefits by rehabilitating heritage buildings, a practice that 
reduces waste and conserves energy. This approach also 
conserved important non-renewable resources’ (Canada’s 
Historic Places 2007).

Conflict arises when the value of the built historic envi-
ronment is ignored or overridden in the development pro-
cess. This happens for any number of reasons: competition 
for space and land values, opposing ideas over the use of 
space, or a failure to appreciate the creative reuse potential 
of historic structures and places. In all such cases, opportu-
nities for holistic and sustainable development are lost. 

Previously, culture was often understood as a barrier to 
development and something to overcome, but, gradually, 
positive connections between culture and sustainable de-
velopment have become a part of global discourses. Cul-
ture is becoming recognised in principle as a cross-cutting 
issue in local/urban sustainable development. 

The challenge lies in how best to operationalise roles 
for culture within the context of sustainable urban devel-
opment policy and planning. The relationship between 
culture and sustainable development is not thoroughly un-
derstood, and the integration of culture within broader ho-
listic urban planning and development continues to be an 
issue due to both conceptual and operational issues (Dux-
bury et al. 2016). What is needed are tools for integrating 
heritage into the processes of development and change.

Heritage Impact Assessment: Aims and 
Process  
Jon Hawkes in 2001 recommended an important move 
forward to address this need for a mode of operationalisa-
tion. Hawkes believes that the notion of sustainability and, 
more broadly, visions of the future are strongly informed 
by cultural values: ‘In its simplest form, the concept of 
sustainability embodies a desire that future generations 
inherit a world at least as bountiful as the one we inhabit. 
However, how to get there...will always be the subject of 
constant debate. This debate is about values; it is a cultural 
debate.’ (Hawkes 2001) Moreover, he expressed his con-
cerns about the negative impact that development policies 
may have on the cultural vitality of society and suggested 
the establishment of cultural impact assessment tools 
which would prevent the loss of valuable cultural identi-
ties, capacities and resources. Heritage Impact Assessment  
(HIA) meets this need. 

UNESCO and the World Heritage Centre, ICCROM and 
ICOMOS, the International Association of Impact Assess-
ment (IAIA) and international development agencies such 
as the World Bank have all endorsed the implementation of 
HIA as a conservation and management tool in a wide vari-
ety of culture and development scenarios, from World Her-
itage properties to historic towns and individual buildings 
and cultural landscapes. The potential of the HIA process 
is explicit, for example, in the Recommendation for the His-
toric Urban Landscape which states that HUL ‘addresses the 
need to better integrate and frame urban heritage conserva-
tion strategies within the larger goals of overall sustainable 
development’, by placing heritage and its management into 
the larger planning and development framework. The Rec-
ommendation identifies a range of tools to achieve this end, 
including knowledge and planning tools for the monitoring 
and management of change. Foremost among these tools 
is HIA which ‘should be used to support sustainability and 
continuity in planning and design’ (UNESCO 2011).   

HIA is a planning tool that provides decision makers 
with an understanding of the potential effects that human 
actions may have on the cultural heritage environment. 
HIA methodology is ‘a process of identifying, predict-
ing, evaluating and communicating the probable effects 
of a current or proposed development policy or action on 
the cultural life, institutions and resources of communi-
ties, then integrating the findings and conclusions into 
the planning and decision making process, with a view to 
mitigating adverse impacts and enhancing positive out-
comes’ (Sagnia 2004). It serves as a valuable tool for man-
aging change in historic resources by identifying threats 
to heritage significance and recommending solutions. It 
does this by considering, weighing and cross–assessing 
multiple relevant components (Figure 1).

The process of HIA flows through a series of five se-
quential steps, adaptable for individual cases but funda-
mentally adhered to. This is the ‘consensus methodology 
for Asia’ being developed and refined by WHITRAP–
Shanghai, ICCROM, Asian Academy for Heritage Man-
agement (AAHM) and the University of Hong Kong. The 
‘consensus methodology’ was developed by practitioners in 
commercial HIA, academic researchers in HIA and stake-
holders representing relevant government departments 
and agencies including UNESCO and ICOMOS and inter-
national funders such as the World Bank. It is followed by 
a growing number of HIA practitioners throughout Asia as 
the result of more than a decade of training and develop-
ment (http://asian-academy.org/hia-online-manual/). As a 
result of this process, Asia has played an important role in 
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furthering HIA process, practice and theory building. The 
methodology in brief (Figure 2):
1.	Scanning, Scoping and Commissioning—to identify 

the need for an HIA, to define its study area and broad 
scope and arrange the commissioning by the heritage 
authority of appropriate practitioners to implement it. 
This is the critical stage that ensures that no potentially 
damaging development proposal escapes the impact as-
sessment process.

2.	Baseline Documentation—involves collecting and col-
lating data required for a comprehensive understand-
ing of the current or baseline situation; the type, num-
ber and distribution of heritage resources as revealed 
through both desk-based study and additional data 
acquisition such as community–based mapping needed 
to fill in any gaps in the database or to expand it where 

 1      
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Figure 1 Heritage Impact Assessment (HIA) 
considers, weighs and cross-assesses mul-
tiple relevant components to identify and 
understand potential impacts of the values 
of heritage properties (Source: the author).

Figure 2 Flow chart of the HIA process 
(Source: the author).

needed. This includes a description of all existing im-
pacts within the study area. The aim is to provide a pre-
project baseline against which monitoring results can 
be compared. 

3.	Evaluating Significance—this may already be known if 
the heritage is a World Heritage property. Otherwise it 
requires implementation of cultural mapping to define 
significance and identify the physical attributes of a 
property that embodies the property’s heritage value(s). 
Unless the heritage significance of a potentially im-
pacted property is defined and its outstanding values 
associated with specific physical attributes of the site, 
an HIA has no basis or measure on which to make the 
judgments.  

4.	Threat Analysis—identification of where impacts 
may come from, what type they might be and how 
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permanent they may be, using matrices for systematic 
cross-tabulation of all components of proposals with 
the identified and potential heritage resources and their 
significance–bearing attributes.

5.	Assessment of Impacts—determination of the degree 
of impacts by combining the identified threats with an 
assessment of the severity of predicted impacts, a factor 
of the type, reversibility and duration and spatial extent 
of impacts. Use of an Impact Matrix tells us the scale of 
each impact in relation to the significance of the herit-
age resource. This is then evaluated in terms of accept-
ability and the resulting need for mitigation measures.

6.	Mitigation and Monitoring—design of a mitigation 
strategy to identify ways of ‘avoiding the impact by not 
taking, or modifying an action; minimizing, rectify-
ing or reducing the impacts through the design or op-
eration of the project/policy; or compensating for the 
impact by providing substitute facilities, resources or 
opportunities’ (Sagnia 2004). This involves public par-
ticipation to get stakeholder input and feedback into 
the Mitigation strategy. It is followed by licensing, final 
approval of the HIA of the Authority and Compliance 
Monitoring as a follow-up program to ensure that Miti-
gation is carried out as designed.

7. Reporting—full reporting on all stages of the HIA, in-
cluding all data and analysis, is prepared, submitted to 
the client and relevant authorities and made available 
for public review and comment.
Throughout the HIA process consultation with and the 

participation of a wide range of community stakeholders are 
critical. This is particularly important in identifying what 
comprises heritage in the individual and shared visions of 
local residents, the understanding of its significance and 
identification and assessment of threats to heritage. 

The HIA process also makes some basic assumptions 
about both development and heritage, in particular, built 

heritage. The idea that the proponents of change are un-
derstanding, if not sympathetic to the values of built herit-
age to communities underlies HIA thinking, as does the 
belief that proposed developments are amenable to com-
promise and modification for the good of heritage. At the 
same time, HIA assumes that the historic built environ-
ment can add benefits or added value to development—
to make it sustainable—and that it can and should absorb 
some degree of compromise in order to achieve this.

To better understand the process and application of 
HIA we will examine several projects, all focused on built 
heritage but of very different types, in different coun-
tries under varying HIA regimens. The first investigates 
impacts of birds nest farming on outstanding universal 
values of vernacular urban architecture in the World Her-
itage property of Melaka and Penang, Malaysia; the sec-
ond assesses potential impacts of a proposed theme park 
development on a major Mughal monument in Lahore, 
Pakistan; and the third looks at potential impacts of a pro-
posed adaptive re-use project, under a government–spon-
sored partnership scheme, for a vernacular residential 
property in Kowloon, Hong Kong.  

HIA for Safeguarding Heritage against 
Existing Threats. The Swiftlet Industry in 
Melaka and George Town: Historic Cities 
of the Straits of Malacca  
The Historic Cities of the Straits of Melaka are inscribed on 
the World Heritage list under criteria (ii), (iii) and (iv) as: 

remarkable examples of historic colonial towns on the 
Straits of Malacca that demonstrate a succession of his-
torical and cultural influences arising from their for-
mer function as trading ports linking East and West. 
These are the most complete surviving historic city 
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Figure 3a Shop-houses and the built 
environment that characterises the World 
Heritage property of Melaka and George 
Town: Historic Cities of the Straits of Ma-
lacca (Source: the author).
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centres on the Straits of Malacca with a multi-cultural 
living heritage originating from the trade routes from 
Great Britain and Europe through the Middle East, 
the Indian subcontinent and the Malay Archipelago 
to China. Both towns bear testimony to a living multi-
cultural heritage and tradition of Asia, where the many 
religions and cultures met and coexisted. They reflect 
the coming together of cultural elements from the Ma-
lay Archipelago, India and China with those of Europe, 
to create a unique architecture, culture and townscape 
(http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1223).

Swiftlet farming in Malaysia is not a traditional agri-
cultural practice, but rather a much more recent phenom-
enon. In the 1990s, edible birds nest farmers began to use 
intensive methods for the attraction of the birds to houses, 
most notably to historic shop-houses inside the historic 
centre (Figure 3a).  The ideal habitat conditions for breed-
ing require warm temperatures, high humidity, lack of air 
movement and relative darkness. These conditions are met 
by sealing the abandoned historic shop-houses, removing 
or concealing interior features, introducing moisture and 
heat and restricting light and ventilation.

The bird’s nest industry is extremely lucrative, and 
although the Malaysian government has attempted to 
control it with legislation and licensing procedures, the 
practice is expanding and affected increasing numbers of 
protected historic properties within the World Heritage 
property. As many as 160 known properties were docu-
mented.

An HIA was commissioned by the Malaysian Govern-
ment in 2011 at the request of the Director of the World 
Heritage Centre. The aims of the HIA were to establish 

both the background and history of the swiftlet industry 
in the two historic cities as well as the background of the 
shop–house buildings that have been converted to this use 
and the surrounding neighbourhoods. In addition to desk-
based research, an assessment visit was an important step 
in the process, as this allowed first-hand information on 
the condition of the buildings being utilised or formerly 
utilised as swiftlet houses and also the alterations that had 
been undertaken to create an environment that is condu-
cive to the new function. Local residents and their organi-
sations opposed to the industry, swiftlet farmers and their 
organisations were consulted and their conflicting opinions 
and versions of the ‘facts’ were recorded.  All the above in-
formation was collated to identify the aspects of the World 
Heritage Site which may be affected by the swiftlet farms, 
including negative impacts on the overall quality of the 
heritage buildings and the effect on the physical fabric of 
the buildings and/or the heritage townscape.  

The assessment was based on international best practice 
as presented in the ICOMOS Guidance on Heritage Impact 
Assessments for Cultural World Heritage Properties (2011). 
It focused on impacts on historic shop-houses during two 
phases: alteration of the buildings for use as swiftlet farms 
and impacts resulting from that use. Using assessment ma-
trices, it looked closely at elements of special interest that 
reflect the values and authenticity of the built type include 
their layout, traditional building fabric, courtyards, roofing 
style and the structural and decorative elements that de-
fine shop-house styles. Guidelines and Principles stated in 
the Conservation Management Plan and Special Area Plan 
were used to evaluate the impacts seen on these elements 
of special interest (Cameron et al. 2012).

The alterations and additions that are undertaken dur-
ing the conversion process are not in accordance with 
the Conservation Management Plan and Special Area 
Plan in that they do not respect the character of the 
shop-houses and the works carried out damage or de-
stroy traditional architectural elements. Additionally, 
the damage to traditional building fabric of the shop-
houses has been shown to be extensive and very dif-
ficult and costly to reverse, making restoration of the 
shop-house to its pre-swiftlet farm traditional form 
an expensive and technically complex procedure. It 
has also been shown that the day-to-day operational 
practices of the swiftlet farm damage or destroy the 
authenticity of the shop-houses through ongoing and 
increasing structural damage and degradation of build-
ing fabrics (Cameron et al 2012) (Figure  3b). 

 3b      
Figure 3b View of alterations and environmental changes made to 
historic shop-houses for use as swiftlet farms (Source: Archaeological 
Assessments Ltd.).
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Both aspects, conversion and operation, were identified 
as unacceptable by the HIA process. It was therefore con-
sidered essential that no new farm conversions in shop-
houses be allowed and that existing farms be forced to 
cease operation in line with government requirements and 
the action plans of the local authorities to stop the ongo-
ing damage to these buildings. 

It was also a finding of the HIA that swiftlet farm op-
erators were using delaying tactics to allow for the prof-
itable enterprise of swiftlet farming to continue as long 
as possible but with the knowledge that removal of the 
swiftlet premises inside the World Heritage property was 
inevitable. ‘The prevarication and procrastination of the 
swiftlet farm operations only made a bad situation worse 
and could have led to so drastic an action that World 
Heritage listing may come in question and the property 
inscribed on the List of World Heritage in Danger.’ (Cam-
eron et al 2012) 

The HIA found that application of thorough and com-
prehensive HIA methodology revealed 

the overwhelming unacceptability of the current de 
facto state of practice which accepts swiftlet farming 
within the buildings situated within the World Herit-
age property in both Melaka and George Town. The 
practice of swiftlet farming has already compromised 
the authenticity and integrity of the character-defining 
attributes of each of the criteria for which these proper-
ties have been inscribed on the World Heritage list. The 
overall result of this compromising practice constitutes 
a measurable loss of heritage fabric and cultural sig-
nificance. The longer the practice—which is illegal in 

the context of Malaysian law—is allowed to continue, 
the greater will be the cumulative negative impacts and 
the more difficult, time-consuming and costly these 
impacts will be to reverse. Compromising the value of 
World Heritage properties, swiftlet farming in Melaka 
and George Town is a practice which expropriates pub-
lic values for private profit, the long-term burden of 
which will be borne by the Malaysian public (Cameron 
et al. 2012).

HIA for Safeguarding Heritage from 
Potential Threats: Preliminary Concept 
Plans for the Shahi Bagh Project, Lahore
The proposed Shahi Bagh Project entails development of 
a modern theme park and water park, which also includes 
restoration of five heritage buildings namely Jahangir 
Tomb (1637), Asif Khan Tomb (1641), Akbari Sarai, Noor 
Jahan Tomb (1645) and Baradari of Kamran Mirza (1527). 
The Shahdarah monuments incorporate an important 
range of sites which together tell a valuable and integrated 
story about the Mughal funerary gardens of Lahore in the 
16th and 17th centuries (Figure 4a).  

All the monuments have individual provincial and na-
tional legal protection and the tombs of Jahangir and Asif 
Khan with the Akbari Serai are on Pakistan’s UNESCO 
World Heritage Tentative List. The Shahdara monuments 
are located on the north bank of the Ravi River approxi-
mately 3.7 km north northwest of the historic Walled City 
of Lahore. The monuments stand on the alluvial flood 
plain of the Ravi which has changed its course substan-
tially over the centuries. The integrity of the Shahdara 
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Figure 4a View of the Jahangir’s Tomb, 
part of the World Heritage Tentative List 
property at Shahdara, Lahore (Source: the 
author).
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 4b      

Figure 4b Plan for the proposed Shahi 
Bagh Mughal Theme Park at Shahdara, 
Lahore (Source: Lahore Development Au-
thority, Pakistan).

complex as a whole has been impacted by flooding of the 
Ravi on numerous occasions and the shifts in the river’s 
alignment. Similarly, truncation and division of the com-
plex by the North Western Railway line and the loss of 
buffer zone and the pressing in of modern construction 
against its walls on several sides. Despite this, the spirit 
and feeling maintained in the complex despite contem-
porary pressures and intrusions explain how each of the 
individual monuments and heritage resources contributes 
to the overall significance of the Shahdara Monuments 
Complex (Rogers Kolachi Khan 2011). 

The proponents of the Shahi Bagh project aim ‘iii. To 
promote the heritage, Islamic culture and Mughal Archi-
tecture, and enrich the gateway of Lahore as a cultural 
heritage cum regional entertainment hub’ (LDA 2014). 
The Shahi Bagh project will be developed as an amal-
gamation of culture and modern recreation, wherein 
the heritage area will be on one end and the modern 
entertainment such as hotel, restaurants, aquarium and 
cineplex on the other. The project includes the develop-
ment of an entertainment sector in the eastern portion 
of the site, a minimum of 3 km from the eastern end of 
the heritage complex, with park area including an artifi-
cial water body and canals in a forested, landscaped zone 
which will extend to and surround the main monument 
complex. Access to the park from the entrance in the west 
to the eastern area will be via walking trails and a pro-
posed tram running inside the periphery wall of the site. 
The heritage buildings are envisioned as an integral part 

of the park and their conservation, maintenance and in-
terpretation are intended to form part of the overall pro-
ject strategy (LDA 2014) (Figure 4b).   

The HIA addressed the potential impacts and issues 
which may arise from the proposed Shahi Bagh Project 
on the archaeological heritage within the project area, 
with a particular focus on potential unacceptable impacts 
on the heritage values and authenticity of the UNESCO 
World Heritage Tentative List property that could result 
from visual and aesthetic encroachment and over-com-
mercialization from the proposed theme park entertain-
ment facilities.

It is important to note that this HIA was preliminary 
in nature as it was based on the current Stage 1 ‘broad-
brush’ concept plan for the Shahi Bagh Mughal–themed 
entertainment district rather than on detailed engineer-
ing works and development proposals. The Shahi Bagh 
Project in its preliminary stages had taken on board the 
need for assessment of possible impacts on the Shahdara 
Mughal monuments which are, after all, the cornerstone 
of the development. The HIA did not include public input 
or community consultation due to the confidential and 
preliminary nature of the project plans.

The HIA identified a number of beneficial impacts that 
could result from the project, in particular: the commit-
ment to carry out on-going conservation and manage-
ment of the monuments and site; plans for reinstatement 
of the original Mughal period waterworks system; the 
flood protection that would accrue from river training 
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works; the improvements in the local setting as a result of 
land acquisition and landscaping plans; and reinforcement 
of the original group statement of the monuments (Rogers 
Kolachi Khan 2014).

There were a number of interventions proposed which 
were assessed as acceptable only with mitigation to safe-
guard the fabric, setting and values of heritage resources. 
These included major engineering works and construction, 
changes to the overall environment and the introduction 
of new uses or activities in or near the monuments. The 
predicted results would be a large scale increase in visi-
tor numbers; the threat of visual intrusions into the World 
Heritage property from features of the theme park; and, 
above all, risk to the authenticity of the Mughal heritage as 
a result of commercialization and ‘de-contextualisation’ or 
falsification of the real values of the heritage resources.

 A mitigation strategy was recommended by the HIA 
based on the findings of the assessment which stressed the 
importance of zoning to help separate the new tourism 
and entertainment venues and features from the heritage 
resources and to control where various activities are ac-
ceptable or unacceptable. Monitoring of potential impacts 
of moisture and vibration on built fabric, archaeological 
monitoring of construction works, temporary protection 
of buildings during engineering and construction works 
and commissioning of a comprehensive Conservation and 
Tourism Management Plan formed the basis of mitiga-
tion. A critical recommendation was that further HIAs 
would need to be carried out as the design process evolves 
and detailed plans and designs are prepared for specific 
features of the park (Rogers Kolachi Khan 2014).  

In summary, the findings of the HIA of the preliminary 
concept plan for Shahi Bagh combined in overall favour 
of the proposed project. The project could feasibly offer 
benefits and added value to the heritage site through the 
implementation of the Mitigation Strategy proposed by 
the HIA combined with an overall sympathetic approach 
to combining heritage and tourism development.

HIA for Safeguarding Heritage by 
Ensuring Its Life in the Community:  
Revitalisation of the Stone Houses at 
Junction Road, Kowloon City into Stone 
Houses Family Garden  

The Stone Houses are a block of five Chinese vernacu-
lar houses located in the former village of Hau Wong 
New Temple, now part of modern Kowloon City, Hong 
Kong. They were built between 1945 and 1947 in the vil-
lage which dates at least to the early 18th century when 

the temple of Hau Wong was constructed. The area of the 
Stone Houses was sparsely occupied the agricultural land 
until the 1920s when a large Christian cemetery was con-
structed immediately to the north of the village. During 
this period, there was an influx of mainland immigrants 
fleeing China’s warlords, while new roads and housing de-
velopments grew up around the traditional villages. More 
resettlement accommodation was constructed in the area 
at the beginning of the Japanese occupation when many 
older settlements nearby were razed for the expansion of 
Kai Tak airport. The density of the area increased again 
after the war when large numbers of refugees fled civil war 
in China and were housed in temporary but long term 
‘cottage areas’ clustered around the Stone Houses. This 
low-rise density continued until 2001 when all the cot-
tages and villages in the area were razed by the Housing 
Authority for new development, leaving the Stone Houses 
alone in a small green patch surrounded by roads and 
high-rises (Ho, Lo & Lam 2011).

The Stone Houses are a project put forward by a 
church–related organisation specialising in youth pro-
grams and community service as part of the government’s 
Revitalising Historic Buildings Through Partnership Scheme 
(Hong Kong Legislative Council 2009). The project aims 
to revitalise the building through adaptive re-use as ‘Stone 
House Family Garden’ incorporating a themed cafeteria-
cum-Visitor Information Centre. The project aimed to 
restore the building following best practice and to use it 
to promote understanding among the youth of traditional 
Hong Kong values and changes in the locality through 
time. As a public works project involving historic built 
heritage, in this case, a Grade 3 Historic Building, the au-
thorities required that an HIA be carried out of the pro-
posal (Hong Kong Development Bureau 2009).

The HIA established the significance of the graded 
building as lying in the traditional design and spatial lay-
out of the structure, the use of granite wall masonry and 
traditional wood and clay tile roofing, internal use of tim-
ber floors, staircases and dividing walls. The houses repre-
sent a rural vernacular residential type that characterised 
Hong Kong until the mid 20th century (Figure 5).  The 
property is also important for its linkages to the histori-
cal evolution of this area and Kowloon district (Ho, Lo & 
Lam 2011).

A preliminary condition assessment was carried out 
and found that structural elements of the building were in 
poor condition but were considered adequate for adaptive 
re-use with conservation and design limits. The timber 
roofing and many of the internal timber elements were 
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rotting and needed to be replaced.
The HIA used matrices to analyse the separate actions 

of the re-use proposal against the affected character–de-
fining elements/fabric, the level of significance of that ele-
ment and the predicted level of impact. The outcome was 
a set of action–specific mitigation recommendations (Ho, 
Lo & Lam 2011). 

The primary focus of the HIA was on impacts that 
might occur on the physical fabric of the buildings, and it 
therefore relied on ‘expert’ input over community opinion. 
However, the stated primary purpose of the proposed pro-
ject was to interpret traditional values to the younger gen-
eration of Hong Kong. Therefore, the HIA incorporated 
local input and recommended a theme, the links between 
the Stone Houses and changes in the locality through 
time, and proposes a conceptual framework for how each 
area of the property could be used to tell different stories 
about this theme along with recommended interpretive 
tools and outputs. 

The HIA highlights the need for detailed architectural 
documentation of the Stone Houses as a pre-requisite for 
starting work on the development project. It also sets out 
requirements or guidelines for conservation standards, an 
on-going management and maintenance plan, staffing lev-
els and proposes a detailed schedule for project works (Ho, 
Lo & Lam 2011).

HIA as a Tool for Managing Change
These three HIA studies were commissioned under dif-

ferent circumstances and with very different ‘agendas’ or 
ends in mind. The World Heritage Centre requested an 
HIA for the Historic Cities of the Straits of Melaka with 
the full knowledge that the swiftlet farming was causing 
irreparable damage to the Outstanding Universal Value 
(OUV) of the World Heritage property. What they and the 
Malaysian heritage authorities needed was a convincing 
and authoritative statement based on a rigorous method 
that would support their efforts to bring about a total 
shut-down of the birds’ nest industry.

The HIA was submitted to the World Heritage Com-
mittee via the Government of Malaysia in 2012; after 
which most of the remaining swiftlet farming premises 
were shut down. Consequently, UNESCO later announced 
in 2013 that they were satisfied with the action taken by 
the authorities and that the site would consequently not 
be added to the List of Heritage Sites in Danger.

When the concept plan for Shahi Bagh Mughal Theme 
Park was put forward by the Punjab Government, it raised 
immediate concerns for the Department of Archaeology 
about the potential impacts on a highly valued heritage 
site. The implications of developing a theme park which 
incorporates a World Heritage Tentative List property 
were also not underestimated: in general it is fair to say 
that a proposal to commercialise heritage and integrate 
it with entertainment facilities is frowned upon by the 
World Heritage Committee. The project proponents com-
missioned an HIA to provide a convincing and authori-
tative statement based on a rigorous method which they 
hoped would provide some support for the broad-brush 
park plan, or at least propose a compromise plan that 
would be acceptable to all parties. 

The HIA was presented to the concerned heritage au-
thorities who accepted its findings and agreed that if the 
guidelines and mitigation recommended by the HIA were 
adhered to the Shahi Bagh project would not compro-
mise the heritage values of the Mughal monuments or 
their authenticity and integrity and that, in fact, it could 
potentially improve the setting and environment of the 
monuments, invest financially in their conservation and 
upgrade the visitor understanding and experience of the 
heritage. Shahi Bagh theme park project is still on the 
drawing boards as of 2017, three years after submission of 
the HIA. Delays are due, in part, to funding and land ac-
quisition issues.

The Hong Kong Government’s Revitalising Historic 
Buildings through Partnership Scheme is an initiative to 

Figure 5 View of the Stone Houses, Kowloon City, Hong Kong before 
conservation for adaptive reuse (Source: the author).

 5      
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support private–public schemes for the adaptive reuse of 
privately owned historic buildings (Hong Kong Legislative 
Council 2009). All projects must undergo an HIA as part 
of the application process to ensure that the impacts of the 
proposal fall within acceptable limits. This is a reflection 
of the Hong Kong Government’s commitment to HIA and 
their belief in the HIA as an important planning, devel-
opment and conservation tool. Every year dozens of HIA 
are carried out for proposals ranging from major infra-
structure developments to minor engineering works and 
conservation and reuse projects. Under the Partnership 
Scheme many properties have been revitalised and taken 
on new community use and meaning; the Stone Houses 
Family Garden was completed in 2015 and now serves the 
local community and Hong Kong as a café, museum, gar-
den and interpretive centre (Figure 6). 

In each of these cases HIA following the ‘consensus 
methodology for Asia’ was seen by the commissioning 
agents as a tool which could be relied upon to present the 
facts, draw rational and balanced conclusions and support 
the overall agendas of both heritage conservation and de-
velopment through mitigation and compromise.

Even the most thorough HIA, however, is of little use 
if it is not operationalised at the decision making and im-
plementation stages. Decision making rarely proceeds in 
the detached and unbiased manner intended, where all 
the information and analysis presented in the HIA is tak-
en into balanced consideration. Often decisions reached 
depend more upon other underlying interests, ‘reflecting 
the norms and values of decision-makers who are usually 
operating within a political arena. It is particularly in the 
later stages of decision making that the findings of HIA 
are likely to give way to political considerations’ (Leknes 

 6      

Figure 6 The Stone Houses. 
Kowloon City, Hong Kong re-
developed as Stone Houses 
Family Garden (Source: 
www.stonehouses.org).

2001). As a result, HIAs may not always succeed in achiev-
ing its goal of ensuring that heritage considerations are 
fully incorporated into decision making.

An HIA practitioner may also frequently find herself 
balancing opposing agendas: an agenda to maintain herit-
age and the status quo and an opposing agenda for change 
to achieve public benefit. An example of this is an HIA 
carried out to assess potential impacts of a mass transit 
line being built through Lahore, Pakistan, a project gener-
ally accepted to be a priority need for the community. The 
HIA focused on a number of historical buildings in close 
proximity to the train line (Rogers Kolachi Khan 2016) 
(Figure 7). It assessed the adverse impacts as acceptable 
if a comprehensive mitigation program for each building 
was followed and was of the view that the need for the in-
frastructure outweighed concerns regarding residual vis-
ual impacts. However, the HIA was commissioned late in 
the development process, even as construction was under-
way, and community and political objections have placed 
the project on hold as the case is reviewed by the nation’s 
Supreme Court. The highly charged political context of 
this HIA has meant that the government client placed 
restrictions on the consultants which prevented any com-
munity consultation.

A second example concerns the proposed construction of 
an escalator in Pound Lane, a historic ‘ladder street’ on the 
steep slope of Hong Kong Island (Figure 8a). The proposed 
infrastructure was designed to help relieve traffic pressures 
in the area. Pound Lane is linked with the early history of 
Chinese immigration and has a number of heritage build-
ings in its environs. The lane itself comprises significant 
granite steps, parapets and retaining walls and an important 
visual corridor down the hill towards Victoria harbour. 
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The findings of the HIA report were that ‘in principle 
the installation of an escalator at Pound Lane can be un-
dertaken without compromising the cultural heritage sig-
nificance of the area to an unacceptable extent. However, 
the current design still contains impacts that cannot be 
adequately mitigated against and further investigation of 
design options for the escalator and possible removal of 
the elevated walkway must be included in the detailed de-
sign to ensure the overall acceptability of the project’ (Ar-
chaeological Assessment 2014) (Figure 8b). The proposals 
and the HIA were put forward for the first round of public 
consultation in 2013 but met with opposition on heritage 
and other grounds, including community concerns about 
potential change to the overall character of the area. After 
changes to the project design a new round of public con-
sultation is planned.

These examples illustrate how HIA can provide a way 
to satisfy both agendas, aiming to achieve benefits for her-
itage and society alike; but, at the same time, they warn us 
that there will be times when one or the other definition 
of ‘public benefit’ must take precedence, either public ben-
efit residing in heritage conservation or in development.

HIA plays a pivotal role in aligning these ‘cultural 
matters’ such as built heritage and elements of the his-
toric built environment with change and development. It 
achieves this, ideally, because it focuses on the wider her-
itage setting, integrating natural and cultural attributes, 
and integrates involvement of the local population from 

the earliest stage in the assessment to the final proposal of 
mitigation measures. This, of course, is the ideal scenario 
envisioned by the ‘consensus methodology’ but the case 
studies presented above have shown that the reality for 
HIA practitioners can be quite different. Restrictions and 
‘handicaps’ can be placed on an HIA by a client including 
limited access to necessary data, confidentiality clauses, 
restrictions on public consultation or unrealistic time-
frames and scope of works.

This is less likely to occur in places where HIA is a legal 
requirement and is framed by environmental and heritage 
legislation and standards. Formation of local or regional 
organisations for practitioners will also strengthen their 
position and reinforce the HIA methodology. The result 
will be that HIA functions not just for protecting built 
heritage, but can also be used as a vehicle to provide ben-
efits that enhance and improve them.

Conclusions: HIA as a Tool for 
Sustainability

The HIA process aims to negotiate sustainable solutions 
to conflicts between the needs and aspirations of cultural 
heritage and development. The examples presented in this 
paper raise some important points regarding the success 
of HIA in meeting these aims and the prospect for HIA as 
a critical tool for sustainability.  

According to the Brundtland Commission (1987), 

Figure 7 Photo-montage of the proposed Orange Line elevated rail line 
in front of Shalamar Gardens World Heritage property (Source: Lahore 
Development Authority, Pakistan).
Figure 8a View of Pound Lane ladder street in Hong Kong’s historic 
Mid-levels (Source: the author).
Figure 8b Artists rendition of the proposed escalator in Pound Lane 
(Source: en.poundlane.hk/project.php). 7      
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sustainable development is that kind of development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs. ICO-
MOS maintains that ‘cultural heritage and particularly 
historic cities and settlements are a reference model for 
sustainable development’  (ICOMOS 2016). This ‘reference 
model’ developed from recent thinking on heritage as ‘a 
crucial aspect of the development process’ and calls for an 
integration of culture and heritage into the development 
agenda where they ‘can play a more central role in economic 
development, poverty reduction and community interaction 
(ICOMOS 2011). In addition, the Hangzhou Declaration 
advocates the role of heritage in passing the value and sense 
of place from generation to generation and as the crucible 
for creativity’ (UNESCO 2013). In the words of Amartya 
Sen, ‘cultural matters are integral parts of the lives we lead. 
If development can be seen as an enhancement of our living 
standards, then efforts geared to development can hardly ig-
nore the world of culture’ (Duxbury et al 2016).

The contribution of built heritage to sustainability is 
multi-faceted, and the subject of such seminal studies as 
those by the World Bank (1994), English Heritage (2013), 
UNESCO (Bandarin et al 2011), the Getty Conservation 
Institute (2003) and other relevant bodies.  It includes eco-
nomic benefits from the use and reuse of standing struc-
tures, non-use economic value as an investment for future 
generations, continuity of materials and craftsmanship 
and the environmental benefits of minimising waste. 

Most importantly, conservation and reuse of built her-
itage allow communities to hold on to the specialness of a 
place, and the identity and social cohesion this engenders. 
The UN-Habitat Agenda (2003) states: ‘Conservation, 
rehabilitation and culturally sensitive adaptive reuse of 
urban, rural and architectural heritage are also in accord-
ance with the sustainable use of natural and human-made 
resources. Access to culture and the cultural dimension of 
development is of the utmost importance, and all people 
should be able to benefit from such access.’

‘Sustainability is essentially a means and not an end—it 
is an attitude and a state of mind through holistic think-
ing. The application of sustainable development requires 
that we see the world as a system that connects space as 
well as time and people. The future of sustainability is to 
be sought in the integrative approach to culture and devel-
opment. Sustainability therefore not only relates to time by 
the transmission and development of culture over genera-
tions but also to place’ (UNESCO 2016). It is this ground-
ing in the built heritage of specific geographic ‘places’, 
the communities that inhabit them and the challenges of 

temporal change both heritage and communities face, that 
makes HIA a tool with potential helping to achieve this vi-
sion of the future.
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