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The pace of development in Hong Kong’s built
environment has been so intensive over the past 50 years
that it is recognized as one of the most dramatic urban
transformations in modern history. Mr. Rembert Lai who is
one of the architects who helped reshape the urban
landscape, is himself occasionally bemused by the rapid
changes that have taken place. Aware that one of the
hundreds of buildings he designed has been redeveloped
due to market-driven initiatives, he speculates that it might
be difficult to recognize parts of our city ten years from now,
given the relentless pace of change.

Now an architect with over 45 years of experience, Mr.
Lai joined Lu’s Design Studio Ltd. in 1986 and soon became
a partner. Upon the founding of Lu Tang Lai Architects
Ltd. in 1990, he was instrumental in expanding the firm’s
reach into the Chinese Mainland, a market then ripe with
potential for Hong Kong companies.

The sheer magnitude of the Mainland commissions was
extraordinary, often dwarfing their Hong Kong counterparts
by ten or even twenty times. At the same time, it provided
the spatial freedom to explore architectural concepts on a
scale and level that the space limitations and statutory
constraints of his home city could hardly accommodate.

His first commission in the Chinese Mainland was
Westmin Plaza in Guangzhou in the mid-1990s. Covering a
floor area of 1.7 million square feet, it was Mr. Lai’s first
experience working in an unfamiliar market. The project,
which is still standing today, holds a special place in his
heart. Revisiting the landmark two decades later, he found it
unchanged, which is unusual because residents in the
Mainland tend to alter their homes more often than in
Hong Kong, and this, to him, was evidence that his design
met people’s expectations from the outset.

Under Mr. Lai’s leadership, the firm grew from a small
local practice into one with a large and diverse portfolio
across Hong Kong, the Chinese Mainland, and Southeast
Asia. In these markets, he and his firm are responsible for
architectural design, including office developments, hotels,
residential and serviced apartments, schools, institutional
buildings, and master-planning projects.

In Hong Kong, Mr. Lai's designs are a familiar presence
across a broad range of residential and commercial
landmarks, including 208 Johnston in Wan Chai, Crowne
Plaza Hotel in Causeway Bay, and 101 Kings Road in North
Point, among others. Unlike architects who are celebrated
for an iconic design, Mr. Lai will be remembered for a broad
portfolio of buildings that meet the everyday needs of the
people who live and work within them.

When asked about his philosophy, he mentions that
green design should involve more than a set of environmental
features bolted onto a building. He states that the ultimate test
of sustainability is whether people love a place enough to
keep it alive. A building that its users cherish will be
maintained, adapted, and preserved across generations.
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He cites Baker Circle, one of the largest private-sector
urban redevelopment projects in Hong Kong, as an
example. He says that when he took on that project, he was
not just thinking about erecting towers. He was considering
how to mold a community and create a sense of place in a
high-density environment where people want to gather and
linger.

While Mr. Lai’s professional achievements are
considerable, his contributions to higher education, and to
The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
(HKUST) in particular, are equally deserving of recognition.
He speaks of his HKUST involvement with pride, saying that
his years with the University were, without exaggeration,
the most rewarding chapter of his life in public service.

His contribution to HKUST has been both extensive
and impactful. As a former Member of the HKUST Council
and its Standing Committee, he has taken on increasingly
significant leadership roles on the Campus Development
Committee, first as Vice-Chair in 2019, culminating in his
appointment as Chair in 2021. In these capacities, he has
provided invaluable guidance on the University’s physical
expansion and long-term planning, spanning learning and
teaching spaces, research facilities, student accommodation,
and campus amenities. During this period, he also served as
a Member of the Committee on HKUST(GZ) under the
Council, playing a key role in the advancement of the
HKUST(GZ) campus from its overall planning through to
Phase II development and offering invaluable and
professional advice.

Perhaps most notably, as an advisor on the
development of the new campus in Guangzhou, he helped
with the appointment of the master-planning firm, and
offered his architectural advice as the project progressed
from concept to completion in a remarkable two-and-a-half
year building cycle. His expertise and judgment have left a
lasting imprint on a campus that will serve generations of
students and scholars to come.

Today, rather than stepping back from his practice,
Mr. Lai takes an active interest in educating the next
generation of architects. In discussing what he looks for in a
prospective recruit for his firm, Mr. Lai says that while
aesthetic sense and a technical background are important,
they can be developed through learning. Rather than
dwelling on his own talents, he looks for people who are
reliable, who have a sense of responsibility and integrity,
quietly acknowledging that talent alone is not enough.

An accomplished architect with a genuine concern for
people’s well-being and a humane vision for how the built
environment should serve communities, Mr. Lai has had a
lasting and beneficial impact on the urban landscape in
Asia. Yet it is perhaps his dedication to nurturing future
generations, through both his professional practice and his
service to HKUST, that gives his work its deepest meaning.
In recognition of the remarkable contributions of
Mr. Rembert Lai, HKUST is delighted to confer an
Honorary Fellowship on him. We look forward to his
continued advice and to a future in which the places he has
helped shape continue to be cherished by those who live
and work in them.
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