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“We're all Hongkongers, but people who live in

TiNn Shui Wai seem to be more chill and relaxed.

They seem less nervous when taking to strangers’
said Tin Shui Wai resident Or Tin Shui Wai is located in

the north—-western part of Hong Kong, close to the

border. Or and Yan Chi have been living in Tin Shui Wai
for more than two decades. They noticed that people
outside of Tin Shui Wai seem to treat it as a foreign
place. INn 2015, they set up a community caled “Dialogues
iN Tin Shui Wali” in the hopes of connecting different
groups of people in the community through various
activities. They also wanted to record the stories and
people N the district to make their voices heard. IK
INn 2018, they appled for the Good Seed fund to organise
a series of community iNnterest classes for grassroots
residents and develop their potentials. To buld a mutual
support network, Tin Shui Wai residents were recruited

to teach other Tin Shui Wai residents.
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Remote Community: People of Tin Shui Wai

Tin Shui Wai is a district located in the north-
western part of New Territories. It is surrounded by
Wetland Park Road, Tin Tsz Road, Tin Fuk Road,
Ping Ha Road and Tin Ying Road. The district is
divided into the northern part and the southern
Part by Tin Wah Road with the Light Rail Transit
(LRT) connecting different areas. The Chinese
names of many roads in the district start with the
word X (literally: sky). The various geographical
factors and urban configurations create a sense of
community in Tin Shui Wai. Apart from the urban
planning and layout, the most important element
in a community is undoubtedly the people. In this
sense, how do the residents of Tin Shui Wai feel

about this place?

Or and Yan Chi have been living in Tin Shui Wai

since childhood; they have a strong sense of

identity as “people of Tin Shui Wai”. Or recalled
that when she first started working, people were
always surprised to know that she lived in Tin Shui
Wai. “From my experience, people would always
react with surprise and say things like "What?
You're from Tin Shui Wai?"" She never got mad
or tired about it and it strengthened her sense of
belonging. “Is it really that special to be living in

Tin Shui Wai?”

"When | was young, | wanted to leave Tin Shui
Wai. In my head, | never really liked the idea of Tin
Shui Wai,” said Yan Chi. Being from Tin Shui Wai
used to make him feel like a “country bumpkin”,
especially when he found out that he did not know
his way around Mongkok and the city as well as his
peers at university. As he grew up, he began to like
Tin Shui Wai. 'After all, | have spent a large portion

of my life in this place.”
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Rewriting Tin Shui Wai

In recent years, there is a trend to invest in
community work in Hong Kong. Dedicated
organisations would reach out to communities to
promote civic education, in the hopes of changing
the society from the bottom up. In 2015, Or and
Yan Chi established a community project called
"Dialogues in Tin Shui Wai”, intending to change
the community. Sitting in a coffee shop in Yuen
Long, they told me about making a difference in
the community. “We might not be able to do big
things, but we can start by doing little things and
see how we can contribute to the district.” The
popularblog “Humans of New York"” inspired them
to set up “Dialogues in Tin Shui Wai"” to document

the people and stories in the community.

Isn't the general impression of Tin Shui Wai
a tragic district? Or pointed out that she had
pleasant experience interviewing residents of Tin
Shui Wai as a former journalist. She found people
from Tin Shui Wai more passionate and more likely
to start a conversation with neighbours compared
to those from other districts. “Maybe it is because
we often chat with residents in the neighbourhood
and have a platform for them to tell their stories.
The rest of Hong Kong has stereotyped Tin Shui
Wai as an isolated place. It might not be a tragic
district, but it is definitely easily overlooked and
marginalised. We hope that people from outside
Tin Shui Wai can listen to the voices of the people

of Tin Shui Wai,” said Or.

They have written about the stories of various
people from Tin Shui Wai: they discovered
talented residents like the juggling champion of
Hong Kong; they documented the stories of small
shops like a stuffed toy shop. In the blink of an eye,

"Dialogues in Tin Shui Wai” is now five years old.

As we walked along the LRT tracks from the south
of Tin Shui Wai to the north, they greeted many
familiar faces. Walking past an LRT stop, they
bumped into an old man who used to sell stuffed
toys in Tin Shui Wai's Kingswood Richly Plaza.
They had not seen one another for a long time,
so they started chatting, only to find out that he
had not found a new shop yet after leaving the
plaza a year ago. During the unexpected catch up,
the old man’s smile never left his face. This simple
exchange showed how personal and strong

human connections are.

Once a Problematic Neighbourhood

In Yan Chi's memory, Tin Shui Wai used to be
a problematic neighbourhood. “"When | was
in primary six, | came to play basketball with a
schoolmate from Tuen Mun. On our way to the
court, we met a gangster asking us who our gang
boss was.” The gangster was only one to two years
older than him and was a classmate at his childcare
tutorial centre. Apparently, these neighbourhood

gangsters often loitered in arcades.
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The neighbourhood has changed since then.
A secondary school in Tin Shui Wai has gone
from band 5 to band 1 in 20 years. There are no
more teen gangs on the streets. Or and Yan Chi
witnessed the changes in Tin Shui Wai. "It was
more than a decade ago when we were young and
wanted to go out to play. Now we are grown up.
The place didn't change drastically. It's just that we
are more mature now, so we don't play around like

we used to. Everyone has become better,” said Or.

Yan Chi agreed that Tin Shui Wai has become
safer than before. The high youth participation in
the recent District Council election reflected the
change in Tin Shui Wai. “All 17 constituency areas
here have elected a “yellow” (pro-democracy)
District Councillor, showing that the youth here are
getting more progressive. In the past, they might
only want to mingle with the opposite sex, and
spend time fooling around smoking and drinking
without thinking about what they can offer to the

community.”

New Tin Shui Wai, New Problems

However, change brought new problems, like
community conflicts among new immigrant
families, or childcare for couples with older
husbands and young wives. “The north of Tin Shui
Wai has become more densely populated. Some
problems from the past, like those in the film The
Way We Are, might have been resolved, but other

issues remain,” said Or.

At the end of 2017, they organised events and
workshops to connect different groups in the
community and address community issues. They
applied for the Good Seed fund. “It was after
Good Seed that we finally had a proper project
that required a business model and an actual plan

involving workshops.”

The Good Seed program taught them to set
milestones at different stages. Yan Chi told us,
"Say, for example, every other month, you have to
achieve some milestones. We just did what came
to our minds. There were taekwondo classes,
dodge disc classes, magic classes in English, and

so on. There were like eight classes at the peak.”

Yan Chi mentioned that they once held a
dodge disc class (like dodge ball, but with a soft
frisbee instead, incorporating frisbee throwing
techniques). An immigrant mother was standing
at the side of the court, watching her son play
happily. She became touched and told us that her
son was a SEN student and was marginalised at
school. And probably because of the same reason,
his teacher refused to have him enrolled in some
courses. “This mother must have been under a lot
of pressure and wanted to talk to someone about it.
It struck me that what we did offered opportunities
for us to connect with people. It was a pity that
we couldn’t do anything for her apart from just
chatting with her that day. But we realised that we
could connect people through these activities and

find out about their problems.”
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Community Building = Community Activities?

At first, their idea was to organise community-
oriented activities; but soon, they found that
the activities comprised no elements of Tin
Shui Wai except for the fact that they were held
in the district. “People tend to use the term
“community” a lot, like community art. But having
an activity take place in the community does not
necessarily lead to community building. Similarly,
holding art events in Tin Shui Wai is not the same

as creating community art.”

As they worked, they pondered about the
meaning of community building. Yan Chi
admitted that most of the activities were failures
until the photography workshop. The workshop
brought participants to different places in Tin Shui
Wai. They hiked up the Tin Shui Wai Kai Shan,
and interviewed homeless people and foreign
domestic helpers, documenting Tin Shui Wai with
their cameras. Through the workshop, participants
saw different sides of the community and met
different groups of people. They got to look at Tin
Shui Wai with a new perspective. Therefore, Yan
Chi and Or decided to plan future activities with
a similar approach. They hope to step out of the
district and discover more possibilities in other

districts.

Holding Events on Days Off with No Income:
Worth All the Pain and Effort

Community work always requires an enormous
amount of effort and time without much return
in personal benefits. “Dialogues in Tin Shui Wai"”
does not bring in any income for Or and Yan
Chi. They both have a full-time job and spend
their weekends and days off on the project. “For
example, we had to prepare a lot of documents
and write many proposals to apply for Good Seed.
We did them during holidays,” said Yan Chi.

They confessed that it is a tough job. Or said,
“I quit my job for a while. | thought that being
a freelancer would give me more time to work
on ‘Dialogues in Tin Shui Wai’, but | faced other
pressure too. Resigning from a job was not as easy

as it seemed; it was honestly quite hard.”

However, for them, all the hard work pays off
when residents of Tin Shui Wai find the activities
rewarding and develop a sense of belonging. Yan
Chi said, "'Dialogues in Tin Shui Wai’ has gained
popularity. Residents and District Councillors
would sometimes approach us. They would
also naturally address people who live here as
‘people of Tin Shui Wai'. These little things make

everything we do worthwhile.”



