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City hunters prowling around ruins

ave you ever paid attention to the disused
Hbuildings around when travelling in the
city? Do you think of haunted houses when you
first come to the idea of ruins?

Exploring ruins become a popular subcultural
activity this year. Ruin explorers do not probe into
disused structures to seek occult. Instead, they shoot
ideal scenes in ruins. Such kind of photography is
known as “ruin photography”.

History preserver

“Things that the Governmetnt does not preserve,
we take pictures to document them,” Johnny said.

Ruin explorer Johnny thought that it is a mission
for him to keep track of antiques.

“I was interested to why a ruined structure exists
at the countryside when I saw it during hiking,”
Johnny said. “I would like to find out its history.”

After he had gone deep into the ruins, he
found the uniqueness of ruin photography. “Ruin
photography is different to general photography. It is
attractive to take ruins’ photo rather than the others
which I used to take. I want to change a style,”
Johnny mentioned. Another ruin explorer Ho told, “I
am inspired by the feel of a dead city.”

Starting from curiosity, they are then addicted to
ruins because of their desolation. The scenes inside
have been frozen since the structures were ruined,
for years or even decades.

Internet era of ruin exploration

After knowing what ruins are, they learn more
and meet their comrades in the internet.

“We start discussing threads in web forums
and photographing sites, then we can share our
experiences of ruin exploration,” Johnny told.

In the internet era, ruin explorers exchange their
journeys, photos, and thoughts through the web.
They may also communicate with their comrades
in private if they feel suitable and form mobile
messenger groups to discuss or even hold group
explorations in ruins.

Ruin exploration can either be an individual
or a group activity. Johnny explained, “For ruins
that are easily accessed, I will go in single or with
only one partner; but for those which are remote or
more dangerous, it will be suitable to form groups to
explore.”

Other than the kind of private groups above,
ruin explorers also share their photos publicly by
establishing Facebook pages. Cityruins ( “EE3E %
7 ) and “HK URBEX” are some of the examples.
They own thousands of likes, or even ten thousands
for those most popular ones. Netizens concern about
the history or stories of the ruins and historical stuffs,
and, of course, where such photos were taken.

In current years, ruin exploration is more well-
known because of the reports of mass media.
People know more about ruins. The aesthetics and
historical values of ruins are known by more people.
They participate in ruin exploration. In the year
past, Facebook pages about ruins mushroomed and
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Bl Burma Line Camp had become the Police’s
land but abandoned soon

brought even more participants into the explorer
group.

Ruin looting

Ruin explorers welcome that more people from
the general public join ruin exploration to document
histories in the ruins, as this is one of their objectives
to share their experiences. On the other hand, they
worry those black sheep who destroy the inherent
environment of the ruins.

In ruin explorers’ group, there is a term “ruin
mouse” describing the person who destroys ruins.
They may damage the places and even take away
things from the ruins. As ruin exploration becomes
more popular, the problem is more serious now.

Echo Delta, a co-founder of HK URBEX,
responded in a TV programme interview, “if we go
into a place, you would never know we were there,
because we don’t take anything, we don’t break
anything, and it’s simply just for documentation.”

Ruin explorers want more people to concern
about the history behind ruins but they are
apprehensive for ruin looting at the same time. “We
think that ruin exploration should be promoted, but
we also try to censor the new participants. Let's
say, when somebody joins our group, we will bring
them to the ruins that are well-known and have little
historical stuffs, in order to observe their moral
standing”, Johnny suggested.

Ho added, “When we post photos and introduce
the ruins, we try not to reveal the location but to
give hints only.” They believe if a person is really

Old-style soft drink bottle ithe ruins

interested to the ruin, he will find it out by himself.

For example, the ruin Johnny and Ho brought
the reporter to was Caine Terrace in Wan Chai. It has
been reported by mass media several times and one
of the reports even published just few days before
the interview. Ho amused, “I have been to here for
three times.”

Alan Lau Lee-lam, the author of A Guide to
Ruins in Hong Kong ( F#&REHE S E ), has another
point of view. “Different from the natural landscape,
there are no beautiful scenes and treasures in the
ruins. The general public are not likely to go to the
ruins as most of them are really hard to access,”
Lau suggested. “Ruins should not be shared by the
minority only. The whole Hong Kong society can
know the history behind.” He thought hiding the
ruins were not the best way. Instead, ruin explorers
should share and let more people to know the history,
in order to attract more concern and initiatives of
security enhancement.

It is contradictory among hiding the ruins,
making the ruins public, and dealing with ruin
looting. The ideal way, of course, is to educate
people to be moral when exploring ruins but the past
experiences turned out that it is hard to practice in
Hong Kong.

History preserver or Rule offender?
Though ruin explorers do not break things in
the ruins, they break the law when probing into the
ruins.
Most of the ruins are located in private lands.
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Getting into the private buildings without the
permission of owners is a trespassing action.
Solicitor James To Kun-sun said, “trespassing is a
civil wrong and the owner may sue you (intruder of
private land) for damages.”

To added, “if you enter a restricted zone,
like a restricted area gazetted under Public Order
Ordinance, then of course it is also a serious criminal
offence.” It is still illegal when probing into ruins
located in government land.

Johnny also pointed out loitering is another
crime ruin explorers may run into. According to s
160 of the Crimes Ordinance ( Cap. 200 of the Laws
of Hong Kong ), a person who loiters in a public
place or in the common parts of any building with
intent to commit an arrestable offence commits
an offence and is liable to a fine of $10000 and to
imprisonment for 6 months.

Moreover, Johnny reminded, “if people even
take away things from ruins, this will become
‘double offence’ to the law.”

People who are interested in participate in ruin
exploration should balance the significance of history
preservation, photographing, and the predictable
legal consequences when probing into ruins.

Preservation and land policies

Property prices in Hong Kong remain high in
current years. Housing problem becomes serious,
especially for young people. It is hard for them to
buy a flat or even rent a public housing flat.

However, the government is criticized to leave
a lot of land empty. For example, the current report
of Audit Commission reveals that there are 234
empty school buildings, where 105 of them do not
have new usage. Some buildings have even been
empty over 30 years. Would it be better to regenerate
instead of simply abandon the buildings and lands?

Lau deemed, “it is conflicting whether a ruin
is abandoned or regenerated.” For ruin explorers,
the value of the ruin is the story behind. When it is
regenerated, no matter demolished or not, it is no
longer a ruin but the land finally turns to be useful.

So how will the building be if it is regenerated?

According to Urban Renewal Authority’s 4R
Strategy, redevelopment, rehabilitation, preservation,
and revitalization are the different methods to
approach urban regeneration.

Johnny criticized, “is the government’s so called
‘revitalization’ really suitable? We can see Murray
House becoming H&M, and the former Marine
Police Headquarters becoming 1881 Heritage.” The
major problem of preservation and revitalization in
Hong Kong is the new usage does not fit the original
style of the building. This is usually blamed by
conservationists.

The fate of ruins are simply remain abandoned
or being regenerated. Like two famous ruins are
going to have different regenerating outcomes:

Central Market is going to be revitalized to the
“Central Oasis” Project, providing commercial area
and public open spaces; and Burma Line Camp in
Fanling is planned to become a public housing site.
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