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 1995
 Nina Tower, a 518-meter-high, 

108-storey building on Yeung Uk Road 
in Tsuen Wan, slated to have been the 
tallest building in the world. 

 Nina Wang always aimed high.
 Being the world’s tallest is not 

the only feature of Nina Tower. The 
original plan was to have gold as the 
theme color of the design – imagine a 
gold-colored skyscraper at 518 meters 
high. Another bright idea was the giant 
red heart sculpture hung off the roof 
with the slogan “We Love Hong Kong.” 

 $10 billion
 Its proximity to Chek 

Lap Kok Airport resulted in a height 
restriction of 324 meters, leading 
Nina to launch a lawsuit against 
the government but which she lost 
ultimately. So she separated the tower 
into two – one called Nina Tower (42 
storeys and 164m), the other called 
Teddy Tower (80 storeys and 319m). 
The two towers are connected on the 
42nd floor by a bridge, symbolizing 
Nina’s love for her late husband Teddy. 
They stand today. 

Hong Kong's grown up since the handover, but it could have changed more.  
Winnie Yeung and Natasha Stokes look at the wild plans that never came to be.
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The Hong Kong 
That Wasn’t

 

 2004/05
 World-renowned architect 

Frank Gehry’s elevated glass 
museum at the Tamar Site. It 
would have been Gehry’s first 
project in Asia. 

 Gehry is of course the 
deconstructionist genius who 
brought the world Guggenheim 
Museum in Bilbao and the 
Walt Disney Hall in Los Angeles. He was invited by Swire to come up with the design 
of a museum of modern art at the Tamar Site as part of the property giant’s proposal for 
development of the West Kowloon Cultural District. 

 Reminiscent of Gehry’s famous deconstructionist works, the design was of a glass 
structure supported by a steel skeleton that elevated it 90 meters off the ground. Gehry also 
looked for inspiration from Chinese classical landscape paintings and architecture, and in the 
end spent nine months on a design that maximized the harbor view for visitors. Featuring a 
cluster of five 1,000-1,500 square meter “mini museums” for exhibition and theater space, 
the 50,000-square-meter museum would also have featured a “sky gallery” shaped like a 
staircase, which would create a contrast with the skyscrapers in the area. The design was in 
response to the relatively hideous public museums in Hong Kong. 

 Never released to the public.
 In yet another sad chapter of urban planning in Hong Kong, Swire’s proposal 

was rejected by the government as it did not include the design of a canopy – one thing that 
the developer refused to comply with. Swire also proposed to scatter the cultural venues along 
two sides of the harbor instead of putting everything at that one spot in West Kowloon. The 
design was nice, people loved it – but the government rejected it because it didn’t follow 
the rules. Everyone knows the rest of the story – the government plan was scrapped, the 
consultation of the “passed” proposals ended and the government is now in the process of 
coming up with a new plan – very probably without a canopy. 
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 2000
 An indoor theme park with snow, real, 

honest-to-goodness fake-snow.
 The island of Ma Wan, once housing 

nothing but a fishing village, was slated 
for development when the Tsing Ma Bridge was built. A giant Sun Hung Kai 
residential property project, Park Island, had already been completed; what’s next 
was SnowWorld. 

 The 11-hectare land would be a part of Sun Hung Kai’s bigger theme 
park project called Ma Wan Park. The whole project, planned to be completed 
before Disneyland, would also feature four attractions with themes like Old Hong 
Kong, Children’s World, Nature Park and South China Sea Village. But the main 
attraction would of course have been SnowWorld, which encompassed a 250-
meter indoor ski slope overlooking Tsing Ma Bridge, an ice-skating rink and even 
an area to play in the “snow.” Ticket price was slated to be around $200.  

 $800 million
 Three words: land development rights. Sun Hung Kai did not go 

ahead with its own theme park plan and so withdrew the land grant application they’d 
filed for SnowWorld. SnowWorld tried to proceed with the development on its own 
but no progress was made. In July 2002 the plan was officially abandoned.

 1996
 A cable car system linking Sai Kung up to High Island Reservoir – and all 

the way up to China.
 The Sai Kung Development Foundation, founded by indigenous villagers, 

proclaimed their district in dire need of heavy development for tourism, and thus 
was a cable car scheme born. 

 The 10-km cable car system would link downtown Sai Kung with High 
Island reservoir via the islands of Kau Sai Chau, Urn and Tiu Chung Chau. And 
what was intended to sit underneath those cars? The Foundation figured theme 
parks, aquariums, zoos, suspension bridges, cycle paths and horse-riding trails were 
all possible.
Cost: $3 billion

 The government didn’t seem too keen. Perhaps a wise choice 
considering the luck Hong Kong’s been having with cable cars. 

 2004
 A Ferris wheel – would have been the world’s third largest – built at Ocean 

Terminal in Tsim Sha Tsui. 
Why: Well, you already have a cruise terminal at a prime spot of the harbor. What 
else could you do to make the most out of it? A Ferris wheel, maybe?

 It was going to be a biggie – the Ferris wheel was supposed to stand tall 
and proud at 109 meters with a diameter of 78.5 meters. The wheel would have 
32 cars seating 12 people each. Each ride would have taken 20 minutes, allowing 
passengers more than enough time to take in a magnificent view of the harbor. 
There would also be the usual suspects – a theme restaurant and souvenir shops. 
The proposed ticket price was $78.

 $600 to 800 million
 Everything was set – the Town Planning Board approved the 

plan, the district council loved it, most residents said yes (10 percent said no) 
and Wharf Holdings, the developer running Ocean Terminal, couldn’t have been 
happier to pour in the $800 million to build the landmark. There was even a 
timetable setting a completion date for late 2006. But at the last minute, the plan 
was put on hold indefinitely when the Lands Department suddenly announced 
they would not renew Wharf ’s lease on Ocean Terminal automatically, as had been 
the case before the handover. It was no longer a sure thing that Wharf could build 
the Ferris wheel. Then Wharf launched a lawsuit against the government, but that 
never moved forward – although the developer seemed determined to resolve the 
deadlock by filing a delay of the case in February. And like that: no ferris wheel. 
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 1982/83
 A futuristic resort/leisure club built on Victoria Peak.  

 The Peak International Design Competition was held in 1982 
and Baghdad-born architect Zaha Hadid, only 33 and relatively 
unknown at the time, won.  

 The design was of a five-layer structure that looked like 
it was sliding unsteadily off the Peak – or as Hadid wrote in her 
design note, as if “a knife [were] cutting through the site.” The 
structure features penthouses, high-ceiling studio apartments and 
health club facilities like saunas and swimming pools. Hadid also 
created a new standard in architecture for suspending different 
facilities at varying heights on the same level. 

 Unknown.
 It was 1983 after all. Money was one matter. The 

difficulty of understanding Hadid’s design was another. Then there 
was the uncertainty of the city’s future after 1997 and it was this 
which ultimately sealed the fate of the design – and also Hadid’s 
image as a “paper architect.”

 1996
 Nic Banks of Atelier Pacific devised a plan for a footbridge linking 

Kowloon and Hong Kong. 
 It was part of larger plan to commemorate the 1997 handover. “Also, it was 

kind of a little creative exercise,” says Banks. “If you had a blank piece of paper 
and unlimited budget, what would you do?”

 300 meters high, 800 meters long, and supported by two legs on 
either side, each with a travelator to a hub up top, where there would have been 
an observation deck, shops and a restaurant, which might even have broken a 
world record for the highest restaurant above water.

 $500 million. 
 Nothing, really. “We received no reaction from the government,” 

says Banks. “To be expected. I suppose they saw it as a pie in the sky, which it 
was, literally.”  
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 1999
 A vertical city to 

house around 100,000 
people, designed by 
Spanish architects 
firm Cervera & Pioz, 
who had built a few 
other structures using 
"bionic" principles. It 
was proposed for either 
Shanghai or Hong 
Kong. 

 Apparently 
designed to house the 
burgeoning Chinese 
population, the Bionic 
Tower was to be 
built using structural 
engineering principles 
found in plants. 

 A concrete, metal and glass 1,228-meter-high building with 
300 floors, and “root-like foundations.” It would have been set in 
giant hub-like base containing malls and carparks, and surrounded 
by an artificial lake to absorb any vibrations in the surrounding areas. 
The top of the tower was still predicted to oscillate by up to 8 feet 
(similar to the Empire State Building) but slowly, such that it would 
not have been felt. And according to a report in Indian financial 
paper DNA, Cervera said that “in the event of an attack like 9-11, 
only a part of the tower is likely to be damaged while the entire 
structure will stand intact. The internal structure resembles a spider’s 
web and can never be wholly destroyed.” 

 Around $117 billion 
 For Hong Kong, the project remains on “vision” 

status. Possibly the economic cost could not be properly justified.

 
 2003
 Urban Entertainment CEO Brad Gotfried’s 

plan for Sai Kung to be turned into a giant resort 
land to rival Phuket. 

 One factor might have been the massive 
fortune Gotfried inherited from his stepfather; a 
fortune that eventually led to a lawsuit leveled at 
him by the biological children. 

 The area would have included a safari 
park, mini Hawaiian village, 13 themed villages 
including a dog lover’s hotel, plus a $150 million 
shopping center intended to house a fleet of 
eco-friendly electric buses. And Gotfried’s grand 
plans went right down to the details, including 
an African restaurant serving crocodile and emu, 
and a teahouse named Sai Kung Suzie’s Feng Shui 
House. 

 $247 million
 Developments came to halt, as 

assets determined to be part of his inheritance 
were frozen during legal proceedings. Settlement 
was reached, but development was never resumed. 
According to Sai Kung real estate agent Eastmount 
Property Agency Company, the Beach Resort 
Hotel was sold this March for $78.5 million, 
netting Gotfried’s company a tidy profit of some 
$50 million, while four sea-front buildings were 
sold last year for over $20 million from a bought 
price of around $11 million. Meanwhile, Urban 
Entertainment currently has a small Cuban-style 
boutique hotel in Sai Kung, intended to mark the 
beginnings of a “Little Havana,” and one of the 
first bars built, Xtreme, is still going strong. There’s 
also a Hawaiian-themed cruise junk, the Mai Tai, 
meant to be first of a series. n

IFC
415.8M

BIONIC TOWER
1,128M


