
6 Decoding Land Registration

Lessons 1 & 2
Land Registration - Then and Now

By looking at the changes of Hong Kong since 
the 1840s through historical land registration 
documents and the supplementary information 
during different periods of time, students will 
learn about Hong Kong’s land history, understand 
how land registration has evolved, how the land 
registration system has affected the lives of Hong 
Kong’s citizens and their correlation to our rule of 
law and socio-political participation , identity and 
quality of life – politically, economically, socially 
and culturally.

Introduction
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Areas of learning
1. Quality of life 

How do the stories of our land relate to the lives of 

Hong Kong people?  How has our land registration 

evolved over time and how has it affected our 

quality of life – politically, economically, socially and 

culturally – since the 1840s?

2. Rule of law and socio-political participation 

How has systematic land registration operated 

and evolved in Hong Kong since the early colonial 

days?  How have Hong Kong people’s rights and 

responsibilities changed?

3. Identity 
How have Hong Kong’s land policies correlated 

with the ways of living and identity of Hong Kong 

people?  How have the policies been shaped by our 

needs and aspirations as citizens of Hong Kong?

Learning objectives 
•	To arouse students’ interests in understanding 

the reasons for and importance of land 

registration during different periods of time. 

•	To enable students to learn about Hong 

Kong’s land history,  wi th part icular 

focus on the roles the Land Registry has 

played and the impact land registration 

has made during respective periods. 

•	To nurture students’ multi-perspective 

thinking regarding land registration and to 

appreciate the functions of land registration 

since the 1840s till today, including how the 

land registration system has contributed 

to the quality of life of Hong Kong’s 

citizens, how it has evolved over time 

to address our needs and to help shape 

our identity, and how it has contributed 

towards the development of the rule of law. 

•	To understand the features and functions 

of various distinctive land registration 

documents which are employed to tie in 

with the big tides of changes in Hong Kong 

since the 1840s. 
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Teacher’s Guide for Lessons 1&2   
Class activity: Let’s look at some 
land registration documents

1 The teaching kit contains the replicas of 6 sets 

of historical land registration documents, 

together with respective information sheets on 

the documents concerned.  Each set represents 

a period of time in Hong Kong’s land history, from 

the 1840s till today.  You may split the students 

into 6 groups and randomly assign one set of the 

land registration documents with the respective 

information sheet to each group.

2 These documents include: 
(1) Urban Land Registry Memorial Number 1;

(2) Block Government Lease;

(3) An instrument registered during the Japanese 

Occupation of Hong Kong in World War II 

and its related Land Registry register with 

the relevant green ink entry;

(4) Deed of Mutual Covenant of the 1950s;

(5) Government Lease of Chun Man Court in 

Ho Man Tin and New Grant of City One 

Sha Tin; and 

(6) Book form register,  register card and 

computerised land register of Kom Tong Hall.

Schedule of Owners in a Block Government Lease

3 Ask the students to study the land registration

documents of their group for 10 minutes and 

answer 2 simple questions: what are the 

interesting points they find and why do they 

think that the document was needed.  You 

may brief the students on the background 

information of the document’s respective 

period to enhance their understanding of the 

document’s historical context.  It will help the 

students to think about the subject in relation 

to the three areas of learning: Quality of life, 

Rule of law and socio-political participation 

and Identity. 
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Old land documents kept by the Land Registry

Time allocation

• Introduction of subject (5 mins)

• Class activity and student presentation (30 mins)

• Lecture on the history of Hong Kong’s land 

and land registration (35 mins)

4 Ask each group to nominate 1 representative 

to present their findings to the class.  You may 

refer to the supplementary information/quick 

reference/areas of interest on those selected 

land registration documents and draw the 

students’ attention whenever necessary.

5 Once al l  the groups have presented their 

findings, you may go through the land 

registration documents with the background 

information and tell the students the rationale 

behind these documents.  It will provide the 

students with an overview of Hong Kong’s land 

history, especially in relation to land registration.

Typical types of deeds for a property in Hong Kong
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Information Sheet 1

It can be said that Hong Kong’s modern history of 

land began 2 years before Hong Kong Island was 

ceded to Britain in 1843 under the Treaty of Nanking.  

Soon after Britain took possession of Hong Kong 

in 1841 – when Hong Kong was still a collection 

of fishing villages – the British held the first sale of 

Hong Kong’s land in Macau.

The need to take early control of 
Hong Kong’s land dealings
There are two main reasons for the British to take 

early control of Hong Kong’s land dealings.

First, as the British wanted to quickly establish 

settlement in Hong Kong, they needed to be able 

to allot land, plan the infant colony and lay down 

infrastructures, so that British residents could begin 

Urban Land Registry 
Memorial Number 1 
(Period represented: 1840s) 

Copy of Urban Land Registry Memorial Number 1
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference Number: File HKRS490-25-1)

living in Hong Kong and merchants set up a base for 

conducting business as soon as possible.  A plan 

drawn up in 1843, for instance, already included a 

church, post office, government offices, law courts 

and Government House for the area known as the 

Government Hill1 – around where the Former French 

Mission Building is located today.  

Second, the British home government would 

like Hong Kong to generate revenue on its own 

as quickly as possible, instead of depending 

on funds from Britain to pay for its defence, 

administration and public works2.  Land sale 

provided a means for so doing.
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The need for 
land ownership registration 
As Roger Nissim remarked in Land Administration 

and Practice in Hong Kong3, the land sale in 1841 

had some drawbacks.  For one, the sale lacked 

legitimacy.  Since the Brit ish had no proper 

authority to deal with land yet, the purchasers 

could not obtain good title.  The government also 

found that the survey of land conducted for that 

sale was hastily done and inaccuracies resulted 

and needed to be sorted out.  Furthermore, the 

early administration was too generous in granting 

land.  All these called for a proper and 

legitimate system to be put in place so that land 

could be effectively administered and ownership 

securely protected.

Realising the issues at hand, as Roger Nissim 

explained4, the British home government soon sent 

its orders to Hong Kong, and it was decided that 

the English law should be applied when treating 

property and property succession.  It was also 

declared that no grants made before 26 June 1843 

(the date the Treaty of Nanking was ratified) were 

to be recognised, and that all land in Hong Kong 

could only be leased and not sold, and the term of 

the lease was to be fixed at 75 years.  For land not 

required for building, the lease was to be granted for 

21 years.  After that, renewals were to be granted at 

the government’s discretion.

This naturally upset many of the owners that 

purchased land before that date, and they protested.   

In the end, it was determined that since many of these 

early land owners had already erected buildings and 

made improvements to the infant city of Hong Kong, 

the land they bought were allowed to be retained 

with a 75-year lease.

Quick 
Reference

Title
“Title” is the ownership of real property or 
personal property, which stands against the 
right of anyone else to claim the property5.

The principle of land registration was at first 

established by a Government Notification 

dated 2 May 1842 signed by G F Mylius, Land 

Officer, that announced “any sales that may 

have been made, or may be made in future, 

unless registered in the Land Office, shall be 

held to be invalid6.”

Queen’s Road West in 1840s 
(Source: Information Services Department)
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Registering the first deed
Urban Land Registry Memorial Number 1 represented 

the first instrument registered with the Land Office 

(predecessor of the Land Registry) on 23 May 1844.  

It was presented by Alexander Matheson of Jardine, 

Matheson & Co.  This company has since become 

very familiar to most Hong Kong’s citizens as it 

initiated a wide range of infrastructure projects in 

Hong Kong.  For example, the company established 

the first inter-office telegraph in 1869, the first ice-

making factory in Hong Kong in 1879 which was 

later merged with the Dairy Farm7.

Quick 
Reference

Memorials and Instruments
“Memorial” is a form specified by the Land Registrar for registration which 
contains the essential particulars of the accompanying instrument lodged for 
registration.  “Instrument” means any document having legal effect except a 
will8.  All instruments delivered to the Land Registry for registration must be 
accompanied by a memorial.

Land Registration Ordinance enacted in 1844

Enacting the law 
The Land Registration Ordinance was passed on 

28 February 1844 to put a formal land registration 

system in place.  The ordinance was not only one 

of the first ordinances passed after colonisation (the 

chapter number of the Land Registration Ordinance 

was Cap. 3 of 1844; only later to be renamed as 

Cap. 128), but also one of the oldest ordinances still 

in force in Hong Kong.  With the Land Registration 

Ordinance, the principle of land registration was 

established and the land registration system was 

laid down in Hong Kong.
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Areas of interest
• Notice the date that the instrument was lodged, 

when was this in relation to Hong Kong’s history? 

• Notice the address of the premises, what does it tell? 

• Notice the name of the owner, does it sound familiar  
to you?  Do you know what businesses they conducted/ 
conduct in Hong Kong? 

• Notice that the British began to sell the land of Hong Kong 
in 1841 which was before Britain formally took control of 
Hong Kong Island in 1843.  Can you think about some of 
the reasons behind? 

Suggested key issues to think about
On Quality of life:
• Which aspects of quality of life in the 1840s were  

seen to be more important? 

• Why land management and registration were necessary 
in the early colonial days?  How did the land registration 
system affect the citizens’ ways of living and conducting 
business and other economic activities?

On Rule of law and socio-political participation:
• What was the significance of land registration in securing 

the governance of Hong Kong by the British government  
during the early colonial days? 

• What was the role of land registration in promoting  
social cohesion? 

• What are the important information components found in 
the historical documents, and how do these components 
protect the r ight of ownership and transaction 
transparency and fairness?  (e.g. the owners’ particulars, 
the location and size of the land lot, the term of the 
lease, the amount paid for the land, the tax payable etc.) 

• What is the right of ownership about and why is it so 
important to Hong Kong people?

On Identity:
• How had the identity of Hong Kong people developed  

during this period? 

• How is the land registration system linked to the identity 
of Hong Kong people? 
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Information Sheet 2

Fifty-five years after the British occupied Hong 

Kong Island, the British leased the New Territories 

(the NT, covering the area north of Kowloon up 

to the Shenzhen River and 235 islands1) from the 

Chinese government under the Peking Convention 

of 1898 (The Convention for the Extension of Hong 

Kong Territory).  The lease was to last for 99 years, 

commencing from 1 July 1898.

A different system for 
land management 
and registration for the NT
Managing the land of the Hong Kong Island and 

Kowloon Peninsula and the NT was a bit different, 

as Roger Nissim noted in Land Administration and 

Practice in Hong Kong2.  For one, there was great 

Block Government Lease 
(Period represented: 1899-1905) 

disparity in the number of people residing on these 

lands.  The population of the Hong Kong Island 

was about 7,450 in 1841, with close to a quarter of 

it being boat dwellers.  The NT, by contrast, had a 

population of around 100,000, living in about 800 

villages, by the time it was leased.  Unlike the Hong 

Kong Island and the Kowloon Peninsula, the NT was 

only leased, not ceded.  Displacing so many people 

was not intended nor preferred; not to mention many 

of the NT’s inhabitants were still opposing the British 

rule.  It was therefore decided that arrangements be 

made to allow the residents to prove ownership of 

their land and be given due title instead.

Block Government Leases of 1905
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Governor Sir Henry Blake explaining the principles on which the 
New Territories would be governed to the gentry and elders in 
the meeting at Ping Shan in 1899
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference Number: 
Photograph 04-04-058e)

Surveying the NT and the issue of 
the Block Government Lease
In order to register the NT’s residency and 

land ownership and survey 

the NT for land management, 

a large-scale land survey 

was conducted in 1899.  The 

survey, using staff from the Indian 

Survey of the army, took 3 years 

to complete (1899-1902).  Every 

field and house across the whole 

41,000 acres (approximately 166 

sq. km) of the NT was surveyed, 

assigned with lot numbers in 

sequence and demarcated into 

“Demarcation Districts” and 

“Survey Districts”.  

Since the British government had declared that 

all land in Hong Kong could only be leased and 

not to be sold, a Block Crown Lease (now known 

as Block Government Lease) was issued for each 

Demarcation District/Survey District in 1905 to 

establish and register the titles of all the owners in 

that district.  The Block Government Lease (with 3 

parts: the Indenture, the Schedule and the Plan), 

contained the findings of the survey (summarised 

in the schedules attached to the Lease) as well as 

information including the terms and conditions of 

the lease of the land lots concerned, the owners’ 

particulars, the lot numbers and areas of the lots, 

the descriptions of the land and the amounts of 

Government rent payable, etc.  It was a neat way 

of registration and it facilitated Government rent 

collection in the NT.

Once title was established, owners, like those 

elsewhere in Hong Kong, were granted lease of 

the land for 75 years, starting from 1 July 1898, 

with right of renewal for a further 24 years less 

the last three days.

The First Boundary Mark of the New Territories was fixed on the shore  
at Starling Inlet in 1899 
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference Number: Photograph 04-04-059i)
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District Officer visiting Tai Po villages
(Source: Information Services Department)

While the land survey was being conducted, 

Land Courts were set up in 1899 to confirm 

land ownership and adjudicate disputes.

In order to pacify the indigenous inhabitants 

who opposed the British rule, the government 

set up District Offices and called upon the help 

of distinguished locals to help deal with fellow 

locals and manage the land.  The government 

also allowed many of the customary Chinese 

traditions and rituals to continue to be 

practised in the NT (which were not allowed 

on the Hong Kong Island or the Kowloon 

Peninsula), including those related to land 

ownership, transfer and succession.  All these 

helped to ease the sovereign transition and 

maintain social harmony, especially between 

the British and the Chinese, in the colony. 

Land registration was also separately 

performed for the NT, Hong Kong Island and 

Kowloon.  Instruments affecting properties 

in the NT were registered by the then 

District Offices and District Land Offices, 

while registration of instruments affecting 

properties in Hong Kong Island and Kowloon 

were performed by the then Land Office 

established in 1844 and subsequently by the 

then Registrar General’s Department (RGD) 

established in 1949.  It was not until 1990 

that the RGD took over the registration 

duties from the District Land Offices for the 

NT and provided registration service for 

the entire Hong Kong.  In May 1993, upon 

the disestablishment of the RGD, the Land 

Registry was established to take up the 

registration service.
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Areas of interest
• Notice the descriptions of the land, do you see words such as “padi” and “waste”?  Do you understand what they mean? 

• Notice the low amounts of rent payable. 

• Notice the kinds of information recorded, why were they needed?

Suggested key issues to think about
On Quality of life:
• Why did the British need to conduct a survey of the NT 

and how did this affect the landowners’ ways of living? 

• What were the challenges of developing a systematic 
land registration system?

On Rule of law and socio-political participation:
• How did the Block Government Lease facilitate land  

registration for the betterment of Hong Kong? 

• Why two authorities were needed for dealing with  
land registration in the NT and other parts of Hong Kong?   

• How did the establishment of the District Offices at that 
time address the needs of the NT locals?

• What were the features of the land registration system 
in such period and how did it protect the property right of 
Hong Kong people?

On Identity:
• Why and how did the NT locals resist British rule? 

• How did engaging distinguished locals to be a 
middleperson between the NT locals and the British 
government affect the British governance of Hong Kong 
and how did this arrangement affect the NT locals’ 
response to/acceptance of the colonial government? 

• Why did the British allow Chinese customs to continue to 
be practised and what is the significance of this policy to 
the Hong Kong citizens?
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Information Sheet 3

On 8 December 1941, the Japanese army 

invaded Hong Kong.  The British military, along 

with the Canadian and Indian forces and Hong 

Kong’s Volunteer Defence Forces, fought back.  

Yet after 18 days of fierce fighting, Hong Kong’s 

resistance failed, and Hong Kong surrendered on 

Christmas Day in 1941 and was brought under 

Japanese Occupation.

An instrument registered 
during the Japanese Occupation of 
Hong Kong in World War II and its 
related Land Registry register with 
the relevant green ink entry
(Period represented: 1941-1945) 

Land documents during Japanese Occupation
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference Number: File HKRS57-6-5043)

Government House during Japanese Occupation
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference Number: 
Photograph 01-19-518)
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Life in Hong Kong during wartime
Throughout the Japanese Occupation, assets 

of “enemies” and refugees were seized and 

confiscated; Hong Kong’s currency was replaced 

with the Japanese Military Yen; and many places, 

streets and buildings were renamed in Japanese.  

For  example,  Queen’s Road Central became 

Nakameiji-dori; Des Voeux Road Central , 

Higashishowa-dor i ;  King’s Road, Hokoku-

dori1;  The Peninsula Hotel, the Tōa Hotel2; Lane 

Crawford, Matsuzakaya3.  

Original Name Japanised Name
Bowen Road Kirishima-dori

Caine Road Nakataisho-dori

Causeway Road Higawa-dori

Conduit Road Izumo-dori

Connaught Road Central Nakasumiyoshi-dori

Connaught Road West Nishisumiyoshi-dori

Des Voeux Road Central Higashishowa-dori

Des Voeux Road West Nishishowa-dori

Gloucester Road Higashsumiyoshi-dori

Kennedy Road Higashitaisho-dori

King's Road Hokoku-dori

Queen's Road Central Nakameiji-dori

Queen's Road East Higashimeiji-dori

Queen's Road West Nishitaisho-dori

Yee Wo Street Kasuga-dori

Nathan Road Katorido-dori

Prince Edward Road Kashima-dori

Des Voeux Road West was renamed as Nishishowa-dori 
during Japanese Occupation
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference 
Number: File HKRS57-6-91)

Table showing the Japanised names of streets and the 
corresponding original names during Japanese Occupation
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference Website: 
www.grs.gov.hk/ws/erp/japanocc/eng/eve03.htm)
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Land registration after the war
Japanese Occupation finally ended in 1945, and Hong 

Kong’s previous land registration system resumed.  

The Land Transactions (Enemy Occupation) 

Ordinance provided that all transactions registered 

during the Japanese Occupation should be carried 

into the Land Registry register by means of special 

entries made in green ink. 

Land registration during wartime
The Japanese Military Government also 

implemented policies to administer and register 

Hong Kong’s land soon after their occupation.  They 

set up the “House Registration Office” in mid-1942 

to take over land registration and re-register deeds 

which were previously registered by the British 

administration.  Property owners had to apply and 

prove their ownership with evidence before their 

ownership could gain the Japanese Government’s 

recognition.  The Office also registered subsequent 

transactions affecting land in Hong Kong, and 

recorded transactions and property details in the 

“General House Registration Book”.

House Ownership Registration Application
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference  
Number: File HKRS57-6-5047)

Green ink entry
(Source: Public Records Office, Government Records Service, Reference Number: File HKRS194-20-265)
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Areas of interest
• Notice the name of the streets, where do you think they are now? 

• Notice the entry made in green ink.

Suggested key issues to think about
On Quality of life:
• Why did the Japanese consider the land registration  

system important during the wartime? 

• Why did the Japanese consider it necessary to rename 
the places, streets and buildings in Japanese, and how 
did this “renaming policy” affect the lives of the people in 
Hong Kong at that time?

On Rule of law and socio-political participation:
• Why did the Japanese seize and confiscate assets of  

“enemies” and refugees during wartime?  

• What were the socio-political implications of this policy?

On Identity:
• How had the “renaming policy” during the Japanese 

Occupation of Hong Kong affected the identity of 
the people at the period? 

• Did the land registration system during the wartime have 
any impact on the identity of the Hong Kong citizens?
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Information Sheet 4

A chance of property ownership for 
the mass public
Things started to change after 1948.  In the past, 

only few people were able to afford buying the whole 

building and paying for the purchase in a big lump 

sum.  With the economic growth in the 1950s, more 

and more multi-storey buildings were built in Hong 

Kong, and flats and shops began to be sold as 

separate units and buyers could pay for the purchase 

by installments.  

Deed of Mutual Covenant 
of the 1950s
(Period represented: 1948-1960s) 

Hong Kong underwent rapid political, economic 

and social development after World War II.  The 

population increased from about 600,000 in August 

1945 to an estimated 1.8 million by the end of 19471.  

The increase in the population brought a number of 

changes to the society.  Of all the changes affecting 

land, the way properties were sold was probably 

one of the most significant.

In the past, when the older generations said 

“purchasing properties”, they meant “purchasing 

the whole building”.  This is quite different from 

nowadays.  Even though the saying is the same, 

people now usually mean only buying a single flat 

or unit instead of the “whole building”.

That is because sale of properties by blocks was 

very common in Hong Kong before 1948.  Not only 

were buildings sold block by block, payment was 

typically made in a lump sum too.  

Copy of Deed of Mutual Covenant in the 1950s
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New building sold as separate units and paid by  
installments in 1964
(Source: Information Services Department)

Quick 
Reference

Assignment
An “Assignment” is executed to signify the 
formal transfer of property ownership from 
seller to buyer; often after the agreement 
for sale and purchase is signed, all 
payments settled and the parties are ready 
to close the deal.  

According to the Land Registry’s records, only one 

building in Hong Kong was split into five units in 

19482.   By 1961, there were already 3,708 buildings 

in which the individual flats were sold as separate 

units.  The selling of flats as separate units, as well 

as the payment of the flat by installment, opened 

a new chapter in Hong Kong’s land history.  Under 

this practice, more people were able to afford 

purchasing a property and having a home of their 

own, and this changed the mode of living of many 

Hong Kong families.

Implication of the change on 
land registration
This development also marked a new age for 

land registration.  As a result of the increased 

transactions, there was a sudden influx of deeds 

requiring registration.  The number of Assignments 

registered increased from 5,251 in 1955/56 to 9,980 

in 1959/603.  This imposed great pressure for land 

registration to be performed more efficiently to cater 

for the increasing demand – not only in registration 

but also in land search.  The land registration 

system had to co-evolve accordingly.  More will be 

discussed in Lesson 4.

Implication of the change 
on people’s living
Before property buying became possible for 

the average citizen, most people rented their 

flats.  But their landlords might not necessarily 

be the owners.  Most of the time, these so-called 

landlords were in fact the tenants of the flat and 

they sub-leased the flat to other tenants.  At that 

time, the phenomenon of multiple families living 

in the same flat was common.  This gave rise to 

movies such as “The House of 72 Tenants”.

This phenomenon also significantly affected the 

way Hong Kong communities was organised back 

then, including how interpersonal relationships 

and communities were developed and maintained 

at that time.  
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Quick 
Reference

Undivided Shares
It is a term generally used to express ownership in 
multi-storey building.  When an owner purchases a 
flat in a multi-storey building, he is not only entitled 
to the exclusive possession of his flat, but also 
jointly owns the common parts of the building with 
other owners of the same building.  As the common 
parts are co-owned by all owners, the shares of the 
building are “undivided”.5

A DMC usually covers  
the following information6:
•	lot number of the land where the 

building or buildings are situated; 

•	the number of undivided shares and management 

shares of individual units as well as the total 

number of shares of the property; 

•	ownership of certain parts of the building (e.g. 

the roof and flat roof) that are reserved for 

owners’ use and other exercisable rights (e.g. 

the installation of chimneys and signboards); 

•	the extent of common parts; 

•	rights and responsibilities of individual owners; 

•	appointment, powers and duties of property 

management agents; 

•	contributions of individual owners to the  

management expenses; and  

•	procedures and rules governing the formation  

of Owners’ Committee.

Deed of Mutual Covenant
At the time when buildings were sold by blocks, the 

rights and responsibilities of the building’s owners 

were relatively straightforward, as only a limited 

number of parties was involved.  But when buildings 

began to have multiple units and multiple owners, 

things became more complicated.  For example, 

who has the rights of access to the public areas?  

What responsibilities do the owners have to bear?  

How should services such as the maintenance of the 

building be paid for and shared among owners? 

The Deed of Mutual Covenant (DMC) seeks to 

resolve these problems.  The DMC clearly sets out 

the rights, interests and obligations of the owners, 

occupiers, tenants and property management 

agents in respect of the control, administration, 

maintenance and management of private properties, 

common parts and facilities of buildings4.  It is a legal 

document that binds all building owners to a common 

set of rights and responsibilities.  Most buildings in 

Hong Kong now have a DMC registered with the 

Land Registry.
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Areas of interest
• Notice how most clauses listed on the DMC are concerned with things outside of the units.  Do you know why they 

are needed?

Suggested key issues to think about
On Quality of life:
• How did the selling of properties by blocks affect the 

lives of the people in Hong Kong?

• How did the increasing number of high rise buildings 
and the selling of these buildings by separate units 
affect the society and economy of Hong Kong as well 
as the livelihood of the citizens?

• From the phenomenon of “The House of 72 Tenants” –  
i.e., where many families lived in a single flat – to 
how people live in Hong Kong today, what were 
the major social and cultural changes? Are these 
changes good to the society as a whole and people 
of Hong Kong?

On Rule of law and socio-political participation:
•  What are the reasons for register ing a Deed of  

Mutual Covenant? 

• In what ways does the registration of a Deed of Mutual 
Covenant affect the rights and responsibilities of property 
owners and tenants?

On Identity:
• What are the reasons for purchasing a flat?  

• What implications to the identity of Hong Kong people 
can be reflected in the act or wish of owning a flat? 

• How does property ownership affect one’s identity and 
one’s sense of belonging as Hong Kong people?
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Information Sheet 5

As World War II ended, Hong Kong saw an influx of 

immigrants from Mainland China.  The population 

of Hong Kong grew rapidly from 600,000 in 

1945 to 3.1 million in 19611.  As a result of the 

population surge, the demand for living spaces 

also soared.  Yet Hong Kong did not have enough 

houses to satisfy the demand, and many people 

resided in different kinds of squatters across Hong 

Kong – wooden houses, makeshift dwellings made 

of scrap metal etc. – which posed various social, 

hygiene and public safety problems. 

Government Lease of 
Chun Man Court in Ho Man Tin and 
New Grant of City One Sha Tin
(Period represented: 1960s-70s) 

The need for and 
emergence of public housing
One widely remembered incident happened on 

the Christmas Eve of 1953 was a major fire at the 

Shek Kip Mei squatter village that left some 50,000 

people homeless overnight.  The situation was so 

devastating that Governor Alexander Grantham 

ordered for public housing estates to be built to 

house all those displaced by the fire.  Although the 

measure was directed at the victims of the Shek Kip 

Mei fire, the need for public housing for Hong Kong’s 

squatter-living masses also became obvious.  And 

so Hong Kong’s public housing programmes began.

Government Lease of Chun Man Court in Ho Man Tin and New Grant of City One Sha Tin
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Shek Kip Mei squatter village fire in 1953
(Source: Information Services Department)

According to the Hong Kong Housing Authority2, 

programmes that were implemented from the late 

1950s to the early 1970s included the Temporary 

Housing Scheme, targeted at relocating other 

squatter-dwellers to safer public housing; the Low-

cost Housing Programme, to provide lower-middle 

income families with low-cost, rental accommodation 

with self-contained flats of higher quality than the 

resettlement estates; and the development of public 

housing estates – in self-contained communities 

that came with shopping malls, schools, public 

transportation and other community facilities.  As of 

2012, over 700,000 families (approximately 2 million 

people) are housed in public rental estates3.

In order to address the increasing demands for 

housing, more comprehensive housing policies and 

new towns had been developed.

A sense of belonging –
Introduction of 
Home Ownership Scheme
Most significantly, in 1972, the government 

announced a Ten-year Housing Programme to 

provide self-contained accommodation for 1.8 

million people between 1973 and 19824.  The 

Home Ownership Scheme (HOS) was a part of 

this programme. 

The government initiated the first phase of the HOS 

in 1976.  This subsidised-sale programme aimed 

to improve the living environment of Hong Kong’s 

citizens and give low-income families a chance to 

own their homes.  Ho Man Tin’s Chun Man Court 

was one of the six courts built under the first phase 

of the HOS.  Since 1976, the HOS had provided 

over 440,000 flats for Hong Kong’s families5.

Shek Kip Mei Estate
(Source: Information Services Department)
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Chun Man Court, Ho Man Tin
(Source: Hong Kong Housing Authority)

Opening up new towns
But the Hong Kong Island and the Kowloon 

Peninsula only had limited land for development.  

So, in the 1960s, the government started looking 

to the New Territories (the NT) for land to develop 

new towns.  Sha Tin was one of the first places 

selected for development.  At that time, the NT 

was still largely underdeveloped and was covered 

by farmland and villages. 

Aside from the government building HOS housing 

and modern infrastructure in Sha Tin, the private 

sector also participated in building residential 

developments in the new towns.  City One Sha 

Tin was one of the earliest large-scale private 

residential developments completed.  It has a total 

of 52 blocks of residential buildings, providing a 

total of 10,642 units.

Sha Tin was chosen for its proximity to Kowloon, its railway system and the vast amount 

of land available for development.  The “Draft Sha Tin Outline Development Plan” issued 

in October 1972, indicated that Sha Tin was to accommodate a population of about 

475,000 with a 1,740 hectares (approximately 17.4 sq. km) development area, of which 

1,500 hectares (approximately 15 sq. km) were to be used for urban development (public 

housing and community facilities included)6.

Public housing and the 
development of new towns and 
their implications
Both the HOS and development of large-scale 

private residential developments in new towns 

had made a significant impact on Hong Kong’s 

development and promoted new ways of living in 

Hong Kong.  As a result, Hong Kong citizen’s quality 

of living in terms of living environment, hygiene and 

security was greatly enhanced.  

Together with the development of public housing 

and new towns, the operation of the land registration 

(both deeds registration and land register search) 

had to be changed to keep pace with all these rapid 

developments.  

City One Sha Tin
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Areas of interest
• Notice that Chun Man Court and City One Sha Tin are HOS development and private large-scale residential development 

respectively.  Can you think of other examples of HOS Courts and private large-scale residential developments in 
other new towns?  How are they similar to or different from Chun Man Court and City One Sha Tin?

Suggested key issues to think about
On Quality of life:
• Why were the HOS and the building of new towns 

needed?  

• How did the HOS and the development of new 
towns affect the lives of Hong Kong people?  
(Students can compare the advantages and 
disadvantages of living in a new town like Sha Tin with 
those living in “traditional neighbourhoods” such as Sai 
Wan or Wanchai. Discussion can include city planning, 
community building, citizens’ geographic mobility, 
livelihood and inter-personal relationship, etc.)

On Rule of law and socio-political participation:
• How was governance improved by removing squatters 

and relocating residents to public housing? 

On Identity:
• How did growing up in public housing, as many of us and/

or our parents have experienced, affect the sense of 
belonging of Hong Kong people? 

• How did the influx of immigrants from Mainland China  
after World War II affect our identity as Hong Kong citizens?
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Information Sheet 6

Hong Kong’s property market boomed along with the 

economy after World War II; and property transactions 

have increased tremendously ever since. 

According to the Registrar General’s Annual 

Departmental Reports 1955-561, there were 

only 5,251 building unit transactions registered 

with the then Land Office in 1955-56, representing 

a consideration of HK$348.6 million.  By 2011, 

those numbers grew by about 28 times and 

2,048 times to 149,215 and HK$714.2 billion 

respectively2.  Real estate, professional and 

business services now constitute 11% of Hong 

Kong’s GDP, according to the Census and 

Statistics Department’s figures for 20103.

Book form register, 
register card and computerised 
land register of Kom Tong Hall
(Period represented: 1978-present) 

Land registration services and the 
Hong Kong economy
Since almost all parties involved in property 

transactions (e.g. property buyers, sellers, lawyers, 

real estate agents, banks, government departments) 

relied on the Land Registry’s records and services 

to conduct their businesses, the maturity of the 

property market and surge in property transactions 

meant that the demand for swift and easy access to 

land registration and search services also grew.  To 

cope with this, the government had to modernise 

and streamline the operations – and even the format 

of the land register – to meet the new, increasing 

and foreseeable demands.  This had happened 

several times over the past 60 years.

Kom Tong Hall became the Dr. Sun Yat-sen Museum in 2006
(Source: Information Services Department)
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Search Hall of Victoria Land Office in 1961

Volumes of documents registered during 1961-62

Coevolving with 
Hong Kong’s development
When land registration started in Hong Kong, 

land registers were kept in bulky volume books at 

different land offices in various districts of Hong 

Kong.  Searching these land registers meant a trip 

to different land offices during their office hours, 

and searching through bulky volumes of book 

form land registers for the information needed.  

If someone else was also checking on the same 

book, the searcher would have to wait for his turn 

as concurrent search of the same book form land 

register was not feasible.  This kind of operation 

was time consuming and most inefficient, judging on 

today’s standard.  But since there were only limited 

transactions requiring land searches to be performed 

back in those days, the situation was not that bad.

With the surge in property transactions around the 

1950s and 1960s – especially of flats of buildings –

this manual method of registration and search could 

no longer cope with the much increased workload.  

A conversion exercise was therefore carried out in 

1963, and book form land registers of the Urban 

districts were converted into register cards for easier 

handling and retrieval.  Because the information 

of only one property was kept on each card, this 

greatly facilitated searches against particular flats 

of the buildings.  Initially, register cards were shown 

to the searchers for inspection; but as the number 

of searches increased, to protect the single set of 

records and to facilitate concurrent searches, only 

photocopies of the register cards were provided 

starting from 1978.

However, even this method was proved insufficient 

to handle the tremendous growth in search volume.  

According to the Land Registry’s records, the 

number of documents registered in the Land Office 

jumped from 4,228 in 1946/47 to 170,214 in 1979/804.  

One cannot imagine how much space was needed to 

store the ever-rising volume of land documents! 

Therefore, in 1979, a plan was put in place for all 

subsequent land documents, including the plans 

attached to the documents, to be microfilmed.  

This microfilming project began in 1981 and ended 

in 1985, with 2,096,156 documents microfilmed.  

This allowed quicker access to a huge amount of 

documents; saving space, time and resources for 

storing and maintaining these documents.
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Into the computer age, 
keeping pace with 
Hong Kong’s development
In response to the still increasing demand for efficient 

land registration and land search services, the then 

Land Office commenced the conversion of the 1.45 

million urban land register cards into computerised 

data from 1986 to 1991.  By 1997, 1 million paper 

based New Territories land registers were also 

computerised.  By the same year, 56 million pages 

of the New Territories paper land documents were 

digitised.  The digitisation of 88 million pages of 

Urban microfilmed land documents was completed 

in 1998.  From 2002 to 2003, approximately 3.5 

million plans attached to the land documents were 

converted into colour images.

After several phases of modernisation of the land 

registration operations, the public can now easily 

access land registers and land documents over the 

Internet.  This has greatly streamlined the operations 

and helped address the ever-increasing demands 

and expectations of today’s customers.  In 2010, 

the online land search service was enhanced with 

extended search hours.  This has further improved 

the convenience of conducting property-related 

economic activities and the openness of information.

To visualise the progressive transformation of the 

ways in maintaining the land registers and land 

documents, and appreciate how far Hong Kong’s 

land registration system has come along, we can 

go through the land register of a historical building, 

such as Kom Tong Hall (built in 1914), to see the 

land register in the various formats.

Receipt of Deeds Counter in the 1980s

Deeds Lodgement Counter today

Integrated Registration Information System Online Services

Microfilmed memorial

Imaged memorial
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Areas of interest
• Notice the different formats of the land register, which do you find most user-friendly?

• Notice the information contained in the various records, how are they different?

Suggested key issues to think about
On Quality of life:
• With easier access to land registration and search 

services, what are the implications to property buyers,  
sellers and the practitioners?

On Rule of law and socio-political participation:
• How did the government address the needs of Hong Kong,  

its citizens and the practitioners by modernising the 
mode of maintaining the land registers and enhancing 
the operation of land registration? 

• How has the easy access to land registers and land 
registration documents, such as over the Internet, 
improved transaction fairness and protected our 
rights?  Are there any drawbacks, such as privacy 
concerns?  
 

On Identity:
• How does a properly maintained and secure land 

registration system address the needs of the citizens and 
overseas users and affect their feelings and impressions 
on Hong Kong?


