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On bribes, blockchain and breakdown in trust 
  
A friend of mine is currently in the Middle East with a filming crew. In spite of 
letters from Culture Ministries, police and security agencies, I was not surprised 
when he called me saying the local police had asked for a payment. It is in the 
nature of human interactions that whenever someone is in a position of power and 
there is even the minutest degree of ambiguity that allows for local discretion in 
the interpretation of laws or regulations or procedures, bribery will emerge. Egypt 
and Thailand (and many other countries), for example, have endemic bribery, not 
because of intrinsic morality in the culture or individuals, but because of ambiguity 
in laws arising either from contractual or legal-coding ambiguity, or from the 
practice of non or partial enforcement. Incomplete enforcement renders a well 
coded law ambiguous in its implementation and is as bad as poor coding. In 
Thailand, estimated bribe income, I was once told by a senior government officer, 
is discussed openly during government job applications. The ex-Thai police chief 
currently under arrest for demanding a bribe in order to desist from torturing a 
drug-dealer, also held the ómanorô of confiscating illegally acquired supercars. His 
alleged crime at the moment, is not so much deriving an estimate of HKD 100M 
worth of ófinders feesô in searching for buyers for the confiscated cars, but the 47 
supercars registered in his own name. 
  
When the pandemic introduced a whole new set of risks to international and 
domestic  travelling, much of the law-based infrastructure that allowed the free-
flow of people around countries and the globe became suddenly temporarily 
redundant. Where once, an e-ticket and a passport could get me a boarding pass, 
now I need a Covid-19 test with proof that the testing laboratory is either ISO 
certified or is a Covid lab on the host countryôs list of authorised testing labs. This 
would be ok if lists and certificates were standardised, complete, static and easily 
interpreted and therefore endorsed across countries. For obvious reasons this 
is  difficult. And so, when I boarded a Lufthansa flight to HKG from FRA last week, 
a full 30 people or about 8% of my flight were disallowed boarding even though 
they had a ticket, passport and what they interpreted to be adequate certification 



2 
 

of their Covid test result documentation. I have no doubt at all that in some parts 
of the world, bribes are being paid to get on flights. 
  
The fast expanding and super-efficient and productive global economy that has 
grown over recent decades is based on trust. Not the trust between strangers 
meeting for the first time across an airline check-in counter, but the trust that both 
parties to a transaction place in the instruments of exchange and laws governing 
them. E-tickets work because passengers and check-in staff trust the legal 
infrastructure behind them. The ticket and the contract and laws underpinning it 
intermediates trust between two people, allowing a high value transaction to take 
place in a matter of minutes. 
  
The number of legal contracts in place to facilitate a pleasant 11-hour London-HK 
flight with, say, a predictable 14-hour door-to-door home to destination journey, is 
counted in tens of millions. My trust in a single printed e-ticket to deliver me the 
14-hour experience in comfort relies on the airlineôs vast number of supplier and 
service contracts: with Rolls-Royce for engine parts, services and warranties 
(thousands of contracts over different parts and services), with RR in turn relying 
on multiple contracts with inhouse and contracted engineers, suppliers of high-
grade titanium, rare-earth metals, toilet cleaning services and so on; with tyre 
companies who in turn rely on contracts with warehouses, shipping countries, 
export credit guarantee finance companies, payment platforms, right down to the 
humble estate worker who gets up at 5am every morning to harvest sap on a 
remote Malaysian rubber plantation[1 ]; with shareholders, banks, construction 
companies, airline food companies, security guards, and so many more. 
  
When circumstances arise that are not explicitly addressed in any one of this 
world-wide webbed nexus of legal agreements, a contract may fail to deliver the 
expected outcome. Systemic shocks like a pandemic render existing contracts 
unworkable at multiple parts of the nexus because the contracts are not complete 
enough to cover the novel circumstances created by a footloose virus. Trust 
breaks down. The global economy stops flowing. 
  
It was not sufficient for me to explain to my Cathay check-in manager at LHR last 
week that the word óOzelô in Turkish means óPrivateô in English and that the name, 
in Turkish, of the test lab on the Turkish governmentôs authorised list was the 
same as the English language translation of the test lab name printed on my test 
results certificate. How can he know that my translation is accurate? What 
constitutes an accredited translation? No ï Google Translate would not do. In the 
absence of contractually agreed terms of trade, my passport and ticket and Covid-
19 test certificate with its Turkish MoH endorsed chop, proved insufficient. The 
insufficiency proved sufficient justification to leave me to sleep on an airport bench 
for the night and fly to another country the next day in search of a test lab with a 
different approach to certification. But óno sirô I cannot guarantee that a German 
test certificate will get you aboard a flight ï only Cathayôs expert advisors back in 
HK can determine whether the package is sufficient to satisfy HKôs fastidious 
border health police. 
  

                                                
1 With apologies to Leonard E Readôs óI, Pencilô, first published in 1958 ï check it out on Google for inspiration. 
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I made it. But not without learning a valuable lesson in the fragility of the modern 
economy. 
  
Which is why, while being something of a techno-future sceptic, I am inclined to 
think that smart-city forecasters have something ï and also why I occasionally 
invest in crypto currency. Assuming that the pandemic is not the last big shock to 
life as we know it, it is almost completely certain that transaction systems, be they 
for individual banking, or international travel, or the exchange of building design, 
ownership and performance management data and documents, will become 
blockchain enabled within only a few years. Blockchain, like traditional contracts, 
provide the glue that allows people to appear to trust each other in undertaking 
the many thousands of transactions that enable us all to live clustered together in 
cities, completely reliant on the skills of others to subsist even for one single day. 
Try lasting a day without using something that has been made and provided by 
someone else. 
  
To make a point about the need to give students in all of our Built Environment 
subjects an ability in the conversational languages of BIM and other software 
communication systems, seems trite. But you get my point. Blockchain-enabled 
smart contracts run on platforms, crypto and tokens like EOS and Ethereum, will 
quickly become the glue that binds us. That makes it possible to act as though we 
trust each other in the face of increasing complexity and uncertainty. That binds 
urban societies and economies together. 
  
They may frighten us, but there is nothing quite more frightening than being faced 
with the raw intransigent power of a low-level decision maker who suddenly finds 
themselves a gatekeeper without clearly defined guidance on how to administer 
the great responsibility suddenly landed upon their shoulders. 
  
Congratulations for each of the impressive achievements mentioned below. I am 
looking forward to an exciting new academic year and to interacting with you all 
as it proceeds. 
  
Chris 
Dean, FoA 
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Faculty of Architecture 
 

1. Welcome to Dr Yanan Liu, who has joined the Faculty as Post-doctoral Fellow 
with the Department of Urban Planning and Design, w.e.f. 15 July 2021. 
 

 

 
 

2. Professor Juan Du 
 
- was interviewed in the following media article: 

 
Smithson, A. (2021, August 3). More new deans discuss the pandemic, their 
institutions, and approaches to design education. The Architectôs Newspaper. 
https://www.archpaper.com/2021/08/more-new-deans-discuss-pandemic-
institutions-and-approaches-to-design-education/ 

  

https://www.archpaper.com/2021/08/more-new-deans-discuss-pandemic-institutions-and-approaches-to-design-education/
https://www.archpaper.com/2021/08/more-new-deans-discuss-pandemic-institutions-and-approaches-to-design-education/
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Department of Architecture 
 

1. óHealing Architectureô Exhibition 
 

- From architect to artist ï the óHealing Architectureô Exhibition @PMQ was 

an interactive and experimental platform between alumnus Ricky Luk and 

the audience to co-create a space in the city that healed oneôs mind. 
 

 
 

The exhibition drew on Ricky Lukôs (humchuk) art practice that has called 

attention to mental health challenges in the urban environment. Ricky 

received his Master of Architecture degree from the University of Hong 

Kong in 2012 and has taken up a career as an illustrator and visual artist 

since 2014. His fourth book ó ô was published in mid-July 

2021. Rickyôs creative works also include collaboration with the Centre for 

Civil Society and Governance, HKU, on a project called Focusing on SEN, 

and with the Department of Psychiatry, HKU, for the development of HK 

Flow Tool, a mental health recognition tool. Currently, Ricky is researching 

the outlying island community as an artist-in-residence in the óLamma Miaô 

public art project organised by the Art Promotion Office, LCSD. 

Throughout the course of three weeks, visitors witnessed the building of 

the exhibition in progress with live in-situ discussions with the artist, as 

open studio visits were held every Thursday and Saturday.  

For more information, please visit the HKU Architecture Gallery official 
webpage. 

  

https://www.arch.hku.hk/events_index/exhibitions/?cat=hku-architecture-gallery.
https://www.arch.hku.hk/events_index/exhibitions/?cat=hku-architecture-gallery.
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Date: 2 August 2021 (Monday) ï 23 August 2021 (Monday) 

Time: 10:00am ï 8:00pm 

Venue: S507, 5/F, Staunton (Block A), PMQ, 35 Aberdeen Street, 
Central, Hong Kong 

Public 
Event: 

21 August 2021 (Saturday), 5:00pm 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Media Coverage: PMQ ʃ ʄ 

, Stand News, 6 August 2021: https://bit.ly/3xCJUA7 

 

  

https://bit.ly/3xCJUA7
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Division of Landscape Architecture 
 

1. Vincci Mak, Dr Cecilia Chu and Maxime Decaudin  

 
- have been awarded in the HKSARG Countryside Conservation Funding 

Scheme (CCFS) 2021-22, at the amount of HK$1,900,774, for their project 
titled óVillage Commoning: Developing a Community-led Model in 
Countryside Revitalisationó. 

 
Project Description: In recent years, Hong Kong saw a growing number of 
village revitalisation schemes initiated by non-profit organisations (NPOs) 
with expertise in ecological and heritage conservation. While many of these 
projects have been commended for their success in reactivating the 
countryside through public engagement and educational programs, less 
attention has been paid to addressing the needs and aspirations of local 
villagers, who remain largely disengaged from the revitalisation processes. 

 
This project aims to derive a community-led model of village revitalisation 
that enables local stakeholders to take a greater role in initiating the 
revitalisation of their village assets. Utilising ñcommoningò as a conceptual 
framework, this model emphasises the collective management of 
resources that can lead to the creation of new values, in particular in 
fostering a sense of pride, and ownership of place and empowering the 
community as a whole. 

 
The first phase of this project includes a review of international case 
studies of commoning practices that mobilised collaborations between 
different stakeholders. The second phase involves the organisation of a 
series of engagement exercises to gather feedback from relevant parties. 
The final phase involves the generation of an ñadvisory platform for 
commoningò and a set of implementation guidelines for future use. 

 
 

About the awarded project: 

https://www.epd.gov.hk/epd/sites/default/files/epd/english/environmentinh

k/conservation/files/RA7_Village%20Commoning%20%28Eng%29.pdf 
 

https://www.epd.gov.hk/epd/sites/default/files/epd/english/environmentinhk/conservation/files/RA7_Village%20Commoning%20%28Eng%29.pdf
https://www.epd.gov.hk/epd/sites/default/files/epd/english/environmentinhk/conservation/files/RA7_Village%20Commoning%20%28Eng%29.pdf
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A full list of approved projects in this round: 

https://www.epd.gov.hk/epd/english/environmentinhk/conservation/ccfs/c

cfs_approved_projects.html 

Press release issued by the HKSAR Government on 2 September 2021: 

https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202109/02/P2021090200322.htm?fon

tSize=1 

 

2. Mathew Pryor 

- shared his views on urban farming in an interview with China Daily.  The 
article titled óHow green is my balcony!ô was published on 20 August 2021: 
https://www.chinadailyhk.com/article/234336  
 

 

  

https://www.epd.gov.hk/epd/english/environmentinhk/conservation/ccfs/ccfs_approved_projects.html
https://www.epd.gov.hk/epd/english/environmentinhk/conservation/ccfs/ccfs_approved_projects.html
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202109/02/P2021090200322.htm?fontSize=1
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202109/02/P2021090200322.htm?fontSize=1
https://www.chinadailyhk.com/article/234336
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Department of Real Estate and Construction 
 

1. Presidentôs Scholar and Sports Scholarship Scheme 

- Martin Chan Ho-hin, one of the 13 HKU Presidentôs Scholars this year, has 

chosen to study the Bachelor of Science in Surveying programme starting 

in September. His aspiration to create a sustainable living environment and 

reverse the climate crisis has been covered in the following media articles, 

on 12-13 August 2021:  

 

 
 

¶ ʃ ʄ    [HK01] 

¶  ʃ ʄ

 [Hong Kong Economic Times] 

¶   [Sing Tao Daily] 

¶ / ʃ ʄ  [Ta Kung Pao] 

¶ DSE  [Wen Wei Po] 

 

- The BSc(Surveying) programme has also admitted three outstanding 

athletes through the HKU Sports Scholarship Scheme this year, namely 

Ho Kin-ling, Lai Cheuk-nam, and Kieran Wu Hiu-chun. 

 

  

https://www.hk01.com/%E7%A4%BE%E6%9C%83%E6%96%B0%E8%81%9E/662883/jupas-%E6%8E%A2%E8%8A%B1-%E8%BF%BD%E9%A2%A8%E5%B0%8F%E5%AD%90%E6%A3%84%E7%A5%9E%E7%A7%91-%E9%81%B8%E8%AE%80%E6%B8%AF%E5%A4%A7%E6%B8%AC%E9%87%8F%E5%AD%B8-%E7%9B%BC%E6%8E%A8%E7%92%B0%E4%BF%9D%E5%BB%BA%E8%A8%AD
https://topick.hket.com/article/3031022?r=cpsdlc
https://topick.hket.com/article/3031022?r=cpsdlc
https://std.stheadline.com/daily/article/2384723/
http://www.takungpao.com.hk/news/232109/2021/0813/619939.html
https://www.wenweipo.com/a/202108/13/AP6115870de4b08d3407d3ded7.html
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2. Professor Lawrence Lai 

 
- introduced the rare surviving Gin Drinkerôs Line pillboxes from the Battle of Hong 

Kong in an interview with TVB, in which he also called on the government to 
conserve and develop these war relics into a WWII memorial museum, as well as 
a war heritage walk along the defensive line. Watch the full video interview HERE. 

 

 

  

https://news.tvb.com/programmes/closerlook/612d0e9c335d19e2165966b6/0/%E4%BF%9D%E8%82%B2%E9%81%BA%E8%B9%9F?fbclid=IwAR3CqFuVgyq8r-cfVZtFnQlfRnHa3Gz_2Re-9Azeoxq-vKaXKrf13qgSSa0



