
A City for Everyone

-

A THINK CITY PUBLICATION SUPPORTED BY CITI FOUNDATION



Think City is a community focused urban rejuvenation 

outfit that seeks to create more liveable and sustainable 

cities in Malaysia. It is a wholly-owned subsidiary of 

Khazanah Nasional Berhad, funded by Yayasan Hasanah. 

The organisation was established in 2009 to rejuvenate 

the UNESCO heritage core of George Town, Penang. 

Since then, Think City has expanded to Butterworth, 

KL and most recently in JB.

Published by 

Think City Sdn Bhd

Level 27, Mercu UEM, Jalan Stesen Sentral 5,

Kuala Lumpur Sentral, 50470 Kuala Lumpur

Malaysia.

October 2016

Copyright © 2016 Think City Sdn Bhd

Copyright of images belongs to Think City

unless stated otherwise.

NOT FOR SALE. 



INTRODUCTION

Kuala Lumpur is a city on the verge of becoming. Despite 
being over one and a half centuries old, the city is constantly 
in a state of refining itself. With an area of 243km, it is home 
to an estimated 1.7 million people, with new communities of 
multifarious ethnicities forming as the city grows and evolves. 
As the national mandate of achieving developed status by the 
year 2020 draws ever closer, the capital city of Kuala Lumpur 
bears the heavy burden of representing the nation and its 
ethos, its people and their abilities.

There are many stakeholders involved in the making of 
a superior city, and while the checklist is a mile long, the 
world’s best cities are those that offer the highest quality of 
life for their residents, with a sustainable vision to the future. 
It is with this aim that the Citi Foundation, an organisation 
working to promote economic progress and financial inclusion 
in communities around the world, Dewan Bandaraya Kuala 
Lumpur, Kuala Lumpur’s very own city council, and Think City, 
a community-based body that drives urban regeneration and 
seeks to create more sustainable and liveable cities, have come 
together to combine energies for a world-class Kuala Lumpur.

To do this, we asked ourselves many questions. Is there 
a collective vision for the city? How do we conserve the 
historical urban fabric of the city? How can we weave in more 
opportunities and inclusiveness in the commercial fabric of 
the city? What are the needs of and how do we engage the 
communities and stakeholders of the city? How do we enhance 
culture and foster a creative city?

This book sets out the steps that we took in the year 2015 – 2016 
towards our collective vision for Kuala Lumpur, in the hopes 
of building together a sustainable, liveable and resilient city 
for everyone. 
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COLLECTIVE VISION FOR THE CITY

Citibank’s first national branch in Kuala Lumpur circa 1959 in Medan Pasar.
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Urban Transformation
A Message from Lee Lung Nien

CEO Citibank Berhad

URBAN TRANSFORMATION

Urban Transformation
A Message from Lee Lung Nien

CEO Citibank Berhad

Citi and Think City share a common purpose 
in driving urban transformation here in 
Malaysia. Through our partnership we are 
enhancing urban living, promoting financial 
inclusion and deepening community 
engagement in culture and the arts.

Focused on a mission to promote 
economic progress and create measurable 
impact in low-income communities around 
the world, Citi Foundation’s investment 
portfolios are primarily focused on Financial 
Inclusion to enable financial stability, 
Youth Economic Opportunities  
to catalyze jobs and Urban Transformation 
to build thriving and resilient cities. 
Aligned to the aspirations of the Citi for 
Cities initiative, this Urban Transformation 
initiative with Think City is a pioneering 
move by Citi in Malaysia, beginning with an 
initial investment to contribute to economic 
and cultural transformation in the heart of 
the nation’s capital, Kuala Lumpur.

We are confident that our collaborative 
efforts will create a sustainable and impactful 
outcome in community engagement and 
infrastructure growth. On behalf of Citi 
and The Citi Foundation, I would like to 
thank Think City for their partnership and 
commitment towards the Think City Shared 
Spaces program.

There is much that we can accomplish 
together for the communities that we serve.

Yours sincerely,
Lee Lung Nien
CEO Citibank Berhad

“Through our partnership we are enhancing urban living, promoting financial inclusion and 
deepening community engagement in culture and the arts.” — Lee Lung Nien
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The Big Picture
A Message from Hamdan Abdul Majeed

Executive Director, Think City

They say time flies, and here we are in our 7th year of 
existence. 

The first 5 years of our operations were very much 
spent piloting in George Town, and seeing whether the 
idea of a community-led urban regeneration programme 
could have impact and deliver results. We focused on urban 
renewal work to see how Think City can be a platform for 
collaboration, establishing partnerships and allowing (also 
being an enabler and catalyst) for new initiatives in the 
process of regenerating George Town.

Based on the outcomes that we saw in George Town, 
our principal funders, Khazanah Nasional mandated that 
we expand the programme, and we then spread our wings 
to Butterworth, Kuala Lumpur, and most recently, Johor 
Bahru. So that takes us to 4 locations where Think City 
is now in operation. It’s definitely exciting and equally 
challenging because each of these new locations require 
specific approaches; there are no cookie-cutter solutions 
which work for all cities.

With our projects, we believe a balance has to be struck 
between projects that are non-physical in nature, projects 
that are programmed (essentially, events) and there are 
projects that look at catalysing new economic activities 
such as helping to establish new concepts like co-working 
spaces, or even supporting social entrepreneurship. 

There are a variety of things that we think make a city. 
Just by doing one will not help us achieve our ambition, 
so we also look at projects that are introducing greening, 
trying to approach sustainability in different ways.

THE POWER OF SMALL

This strategy of taking small steps is fundamental to 
what Think City does. It’s not that we believe we should 
not do big things. Every developing city needs public 
transportation systems, large development projects and 
the like. But we think what’s equally important are the 
small things that make a place — solutions to the challenge 
of how you transform space into a place, a place into a 
destination. And that essentially boils down to doing the 
things that bring character to a space. 

We view this as critical, so we’ve been engaging 
in placemaking efforts, engaging stakeholders and 
communities. With these efforts we hope and believe that 
we’ll bring new energy and new dynamism to the city.

“The vision is to transform KL into a cultural district that elevates the city to world class 
status by 2020. And I think it should be a city that’s safe, connected, creative and inclusive. 
It’s essential that they are all equally sustainable. You could say this is ambitious, but it is 
not impossible.” — Hamdan Abdul Majeed
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THE BIG PICTURE

PEOPLE OWN CITIES

However, at the heart of everything we do is a belief that 
cities are owned by the people. People own cities.

One of the key things that we do is get people on 
board to be the agents of change. 

The past year has been about establishing 
ourselves on the ground — getting traction in each of 
the geographies that we’re in, kickstarting projects and 
programmes, building a team, and getting everybody on 
the same page. When we began in 2009, we had a team 
of 4, now we’re a team of 37 in different geographies. The 
team is made up of different skillsets and experiences and 
it’s interesting to have people with different backgrounds 
come together to work and focus on bringing change to all 
the cities. 

Because ours is a community-led urban regeneration 
programme, we have three levers of change — working 
with the city government, with crowdsourced initiatives 
(we fund crowdsourced projects to improve urban 
areas), and if there are projects that require multi-party 
collaborations, we get involved by leading those projects 
as management initiatives. 

THE KUALA LUMPUR CHAPTER

One of the key things about KL is that it’s a very big city, 
and has grown tremendously. KL is now very urbanised 
and the population base has increased with greater Kuala 
Lumpur currently home to about 7.2 million people or more 
than a fifth of Malaysia’s total population. We’re living in 
one of the fastest growing metropolitan cities in the region 
and by the end of a decade, about 10 million people are 
expected to call the city home.

As KL grows and becomes bigger, it’s also becoming 
very transient. Many have come to KL from all parts of 
Malaysia simply to eke out a living. Therefore, the city  
is not necessarily a living space, it’s not always a space 
for everyone. 

So in this context, we decided to be more focused and 
to understand how we can add value. We chose the 1-km 
radius surrounding Masjid Jamek as our focal point, to 
actually kickstart an urban renewal initiative. This is sort of 
where KL started for Think City. It is fortunate that a lot of 
the historic fabric of KL remains in this area, and so we are 
able to actually revive some of the historical character and 
identity of spaces there. At the same time we work with 
whatever new developments that have come about, to see 
how the two can be combined to create a new panorama. 

A challenge also lies in the sense of how we can 
move KL from being a transient city to a city that’s hip, 
youthful, and energised. And that’s the ambition of the KL 
programme that we have started here.

The vision is to transform KL into a cultural district 
that elevates the city to world class status by 2020. And I 
think it should be a city that’s safe, connected, creative and 
inclusive. It’s essential that they are all equally sustainable. 
You could say this is ambitious, but it is not impossible. 

COLLABORATING WITH CITI FOUNDATION

We cannot do what we do alone, so we’ve been establishing 
partnerships, creating collaborations. One of the 
challenges in KL city is reviving spaces, places that have 
seen decline. How do we bring new businesses, new 
set-ups to these declining areas? To that end, we believe 
in creating an enabling environment, and once an enabling 
environment is established, we believe the private sector 
will take up the challenge to co-invest, to revive spaces, 
and sometimes we work with them to also explore new 
ideas and new initiatives.

One of these partnerships is, of course, with the Citi 
Foundation. When we came together initially to discuss  
our hopes and dreams for the city and how we thought  
we could work together to make things happen, what 
struck us immediately was the obvious alignment of vision 
and objectives. 

Whether it’s about security, improving the urban 
character, or restoring some of the historical fabric, 
working with a community to strengthen awareness 
of the space, creating inclusiveness — we collectively 
found all those issues to be critical. With the support 
of Citi Foundation, we have been able to work with the 
city government, in terms of building new skills, and 
rejuvenating and introducing more parks in the city. 

THINK CITY INITIATIVES

We looked at improving mobility and connectivity within 
the city. We’ve worked on placemaking efforts to create 
life and commercial opportunities in different parts of the 
city, and we were able to fund community initiatives in 
improving KL streets, and work with property owners to 
repurpose or restore the facades of buildings. 

An example is the work we’re doing with some 
property owners in Masjid Jamek and Lebuh Ampang 
where the idea is to vary the typical commercial offerings 
such as the local “mamak” restaurant or the 4D outlet. 
Rather, what we’re proposing is to bring in some design 
shops — people working in the creative sectors, creating a 
hub of new types of offices or retail spaces. These are the 
types of things we will be exploring so that we can actually 
enrich the downtown area with a variety of types of uses. 

While there are many cities around the world that 
we look to, every one of them may have different aspects 
that are interesting, but no city ever has everything in 
one place. But then, what makes a city a great place? A 
city’s value lies in whether it feels like home to you. The 
challenge for every great city is for people to think, “This 
could be home.” To create a sense of belonging, and a 
need to be a part of the city, not solely for making a living, 
but to make a life. 

My deepest appreciation goes towards the Citi 
Foundation for giving us the opportunity to take steps 
towards creating this difference. 
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In Greater Kuala Lumpur, the cleanup and beautification of the major rivers and surrounding areas have been made a national priority. Creating access to the rivers means generating 
better connectivity and enhanced liveability

Stitching Together the Urban 
Fabric of Kuala Lumpur
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As one of Asia’s fastest rising 
metropolises, Kuala Lumpur has 
to find a way to connect its eclectic 
urban fabric - from its historic 
built heritage to its dazzling 
skyscrapers - with an initiative  
that will change the way citizens 
move around and enjoy the city. 

While Kuala Lumpur strives collectively towards a vision of 
a modern world-class city, one cannot disregard the fact 
that it has a foundation of more than a century of history. 
Even as progress and development weave through the 
old parts of the city, there is an urgency to establish the 
modern tenets of successful developed cities. At every 
stage, community and stakeholder engagement is made  
a priority. 

The recipe for any successful city includes: a plan 
for sustainable long term growth and renewal; green 
transport and building options; liveability, comfort and 
security for its citizens; affordable and mixed housing 
options; a green and natural environment; inclusiveness 
and diversity of trade and employment; vibrant and active 
communities; well-utilised and functional public spaces; 
and a nurtured culture of innovation and creativity.

There are a number of disconnects within Downtown 

Kuala Lumpur. The first, as was discovered in a baseline 
study conducted by Think City, is that it is often a 
transient place, with the majority of its citizens working 
in the city, but abandoning it after hours. The second is 
that the majority of space in the city is given to roads and 
traffic. And third, the vital ‘organs’ that make up its urban 
fabric - its green lung, its heritage centre and the pulse of 
its commercial hub are not connected. 

But the city has begun stitching together its urban 
fabric by rejuvenating its rivers, and developing it in such 
a way that they act as natural connectors.

RIVER OF LIFE

In Greater Kuala Lumpur, the cleanup and beautification 
of the major rivers and surrounding areas have been made 
a national priority. As one of the government’s initiatives 
under the Economic Transformation Programme, Kuala 
Lumpur’s City Hall (DBKL) together with the Performance 
Management And Delivery Unit (Pemandu), launched 
the River of Life project in 2012 with the aim of purifying 
the rivers and creating conditions for recreation and 
commerce. As the rivers run through the whole of Greater 
KL, creating access to the rivers means generating better 
connectivity and enhanced liveability.

The River of Life project will see the rejuvenation of 
eight rivers in Greater KL - Sungai Klang, Sungai Gombak, 
Sungai Batu, Sungai Jinjang, Sungai Keroh, Sungai Bunus, 
Sungai Ampang and Sungai Kerayong, which are currently 
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STITCHING TOGETHER THE URBAN FABRIC

categorised between Class III, where extensive water 
treatment is required, and Class V where the water is 
effectively dead. The aim is that by 2020, all rivers in the 
project would have been upgraded to Class IIB, rendering 
the water safe to touch and suitable for recreation and 
water sports. 

New river water treatment plants and sewerage 
plants have been constructed and installed by local 
authorities and the Department of Irrigation and Drainage 
(DID) - which manages the cleaning and water treatment 
processes - while smaller plants have been consolidated.

THE HERITAGE QUARTER

Meanwhile, one of the first phases of the river beautification, 
managed by DBKL, will cover what has been termed the 
Heritage Quarter. This encompasses Masjid Jamek, Lebuh 
Pasar Besar, Bangunan Sultan Abdul Samad, St Mary’s 
Cathedral, Central Market and the HSBC Bank building. 
This first phase was concluded at the end of 2016, impacting 
Downtown KL in a positive way.

How will the River of Life project enhance the city? 
Datuk Seri Mohd Amin Nordin, the mayor of Kuala Lumpur 
told the media that the project was in line with DBKL’s 
mission to make Kuala Lumpur a world class city by 2020.

“The project will create a newfound sense of respect 
for the rivers. Society will treat them less like dumping 
grounds and become champions of maintaining their 
cleanliness and beauty, as the rivers become a central part 
of KL’s identity,” said Datuk Seri Mohd Amin.

There will also be many opportunities for increased 
economic activity. The mayor foresees that businesses 
will spring up along the riverbank, in particular F&B 
businesses which can take advantage of the opportunity 
for al fresco dining. 

“KL-ites and tourists alike will enjoy a new attraction 
in the form of a 10.7 kilometre stretch of riverbank, 
beginning in Gombak and ending in Brickfields. Existing 
shops that had their backs to the river will create new 
frontage, facing it instead. There will also be walkways 
and bicycle tracks along the river.

“This will make it easier for people to commute to the 
city. New developments will orient towards the river and 
just like existing shops, buildings could potentially create 
new entry points to the river,” he said. 

In the latest budget announcement, the mayor 
also announced that  RM176 million would be allocated 
under the Greater KL (Kuala Lumpur)/KV (Klang Valley) 
programme for the River of Life, Greener KL, pedestrian 
network and global attraction projects. 

CONNECTIVITY AND CONTINUITY

Cycling advocate Jeff Lim, creator of Cycling KL, a 
comprehensive map of safe and viable bicycling routes 
in Greater KL, is hopeful about the River of Life project. 

“The River of Life project is a federal plan, so at 
inception cycling wasn’t factored in. But now it is; the 

10km stretch of riverfront will be an inclusive space for 
cyclists and pedestrians. I’m not sure of their design 
standards but I hope that it won’t be treated as an 
afterthought,” Jeff said.

“The inclusion of the River of Life walkway stretch 
will be significant as it will connect the north and south 
of the city, from Titiwangsa right down to Brickfields, 
and can act as a cycling corridor connecting these two 
parts of the city,” he added. 

“Connectivity and continuity are key.”
In order to recoup the investment of rejuvenating 

the rivers, the land in the vicinity of the rivers will be 
placed on the market and sold for development.

Architect, Eleena Jamil, of Eleena Jamil Architects, 
who has had experience in sustainable building methods 
and recently constructed a bamboo playhouse in the 
Perdana Botanical Gardens is enthusiastic about the 
many changes the project will bring. 

“It will be interesting to see how the project pans  
out as there will be many opportunities for development,” 
she said.

As land surrounding the rivers will become prime 
property, Eleena’s only concern is that the developers 
and property owners work together with the relevant 
authorities to ensure that careful thought be given to 
the structures being built.

“Often, the design, function and construction 
processes are at the mercy of the developers who have 
acquired the land. I hope that there will not be any 
large obstructive structures that detract from the view 
of the riverbank and that responsible methods will be 
deployed,” she added. 

ACTIVATING THE COMMUNITY

PEMANDU Director, Ziad Razak spoke to the media saying 
that since the project began in 2012, significant progress 
has been made in both the cleaning and beautification of 
the rivers.

Many residents from hundreds of settlements along 
the riverbank have been relocated, while community 
outreach programmes continue to educate and encourage 
behavioural change in the community’s treatment of  
the river.

“Once we launch the first phase, we hope that it will 
generate excitement to energise and help with the public’s 
attitude towards the river,” Ziad told reporters. “If people 
could use the area for recreation, people might come 
to see the river as part of their lives rather than feeling 
disconnected from it.”

As work on the River of Life project continues, Ziad 
emphasised the commitment of the government in seeing 
the successful execution of the project.

With connectivity and greener methods of 
transportation in the works, the River of Life project will 
act as a catalyst in transforming the way urbanites move 
to, from and within the city. It will also impact the way 
they care for its environment, enjoy and prosper in the 
city. Life for city dwellers is set to evolve.
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Heritage And The Connected City

Because progress and development often bring 
modifications to a city, the need to preserve its historical 
features becomes equally crucial.  As repository of the 
nation’s heritage, Muzium Negara is an embodiment of this 
responsibility. 

When the museum was first opened in 1963, it was 
surrounded by vast areas of greenery, including a direct 
connection to the Lake Gardens. Today, the museum 
complex is an island surrounded by highways, which has 
isolated the museum from its urban context.

In partnership with the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, the 
National Heritage Department (JWN), and the Department 
of Museums Malaysia (JMM), Think City has developed a 
Conservation Management Plan (CMP) for Muzium Negara. 
Required by the National Heritage Department to approve 
interventions on listed buildings and monuments, the CMP 
identifies the significance of the museum and its role,  
providing the foundation and general direction for the 
museum’s conservation and future functions.

One crucial component of the CMP involves 
identifying the historical context and value of the site. 
The site itself has a history that dates back as far as the 
late-19th century, where it was originally the location 
earmarked for the Selangor Museum. Located on a hilltop 
at the junction between Lake Gardens and Damansara 
Road, the building served as a prominent marker for those 
visiting the centre of Kuala Lumpur in its time. The building 
was tragically destroyed during the Second World War,  
but the same site was later gazetted for the construction 
of the national museum. 

The conception of the museum’s architecture is a 
storied one. After turning down several designs which 
displayed ‘no trace of Malayan or oriental culture’, the 
Director of Museums appointed the architect Ho Kok Hoe 
to prepare plans incorporating traditional elements and 
design. To get him acquainted with the Malayan landscape 
and architecture, Ho was even brought on a journey 
along the Kedah River by the then-Prime Minister, Tunku 
Abdul Rahman. It was in the latter’s hometown of Alor 
Setar where Ho first saw the Balai Besar, an 18th-century 
building which would prove inspirational to the iconic 
design of the museum that Malaysians have come to 
recognise and love. In the subsequent weeks, Ho visited 
the rest of the country, recording architectural features 
which he then incorporated into his design. The end of the 
trip culminated in several plans being drawn up, with only 
one being selected by Ho himself for submission to the 
Prime Minister. It was accepted immediately.

Muzium Negara is one of a series of public buildings 
constructed in Kuala Lumpur shortly after the nation’s 
independence. Known collectively as ‘Merdeka 
Architecture’, this group includes the Houses of Parliament 
and the National Monument, located near the Lake 
Gardens. Indeed, the Lake Gardens itself has a strong 
connection to the founding of Kuala Lumpur and its urban 
fabric. When Kuala Lumpur became the capital of the 
newly-established Federated Malay States, plans for a 
public garden were laid out to the southwest of the parade 
ground known today as Dataran Merdeka. The main feature 
of the garden was a 15-acre reservoir which also served 
as an emergency source of water. Among the events held 
in Lake Gardens that showcased its importance was the 
Second Conference of Rulers (1903), which took place 
within the gardens itself. It is heritage features such as 
these with their rich histories, that must be preserved and 
revered, as they not only enhance a city’s identity and 
personality, they form a legacy which must be carefully 
passed on to future generations. 

Over the last six decades, Muzium Negara has 
witnessed the rapid development of the city as well as 
the ill effects of intensive urbanisation. The highways 
surrounding the site mean that the museum is no longer 
accessible for pedestrians: “Today, it is almost impossible 
to get to Muzium Negara on foot,” explained Janet Tee, 
a consultant of Think City with more than 35 years’ 
experience working with JMM. “We used to walk to and 
from the museum with ease, and we had a lot more visitors 
– locals and tourists alike – walking into the museum from 
the streets.” 

The prominence of the museum building has also been 
undermined by the slew of high-rise construction in and 
around KL Sentral, its vistas altered by the construction of 
the MRT and a flyover on the south. These developments
have also led to the loss of green spaces around the 
museum. With the construction on Jalan Damansara, the 
museum’s link to the Lake Gardens (now the Perdana 
Botanical Gardens) has been lost while the stepped lawn 
area at the Jalan Travers entrance no longer exists. “It’s a good time to imagine how things could be for Muzium Negara.” — Janet Tee
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The Conservation Management Plan represents 
the first step in reconnecting the museum to its urban 
context. Pedestrian access from KL Sentral can be aided 
through the construction of an underground walkway. The 
completion of the Sungai Buloh-Kajang MRT Line, which 
includes a station at the front of the museum, will hopefully 
improve its accessibility. Connections to nearby attractions 
such as the National Monuments, National Planetarium, 
the Islamic Arts Museum and the Kuala Lumpur Bird 
Park would also go a long way towards reintegrating the 
museum into the city.

A study by McKinsey & Company suggests that a 
thriving cultural sector is one of the essential components 
of great cities. Cultural institutes such as museums lead to 
an improved physical environment, increased public use 
of space, and an enhanced sense of safety. They can also 
have considerable impact on investment, spending and 
job creation. The best-known example is the Guggenheim 
Museum Bilbao, which transformed a post-industrial city 
into a city bustling with tourism and cultural energy. Its 
success led to the establishment of the Bilbao Art District, 
which now includes the Maritime Museum, the Museum of 
Fine Arts and the Sala Rekalde art centre.

Although Bilbao represents an extreme example of the 
eponymous ‘Bilbao Effect’, many cities have successfully 
replicated this phenomenon on a smaller scale. The Tate 
Gallery and Merseyside Maritime Museum in Liverpool, 
for example, provided a catalyst for secondary arts 
and cultural development around the city. This has also 
triggered the refurbishment of heritage buildings, adding 
aesthetic value to a city formerly dominated by ‘design and 
build’ projects. Most importantly, these two institutions also 
stimulated attendance at other arts and culture venues such 
as concert halls, opera houses and the theatre. 

The resurgence of the contemporary arts scene in 
Kuala Lumpur in recent years suggests that the time is ripe 
for the development of a cultural district. With its proximity 
to other cultural destinations in the city, Muzium Negara is 
well positioned to take the lead in this movement by using 
its rich history to stimulate contemporary creativity. 

STITCHING TOGETHER THE URBAN FABRIC

Muzium Negara
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What is a Conservation  
      Management Plan (CMP)?

A Conservation Management 
Plan (CMP) is the principal 
guiding document for the 
conservation, development and 
management of a heritage site. 
In the Malaysian context, the 
National Heritage Act 2005 (Act 
645) requires any area designated 
as a heritage site to be conserved 
and preserved according to a 
CMP. Muzium Negara is listed 
as a national heritage building 
under the same act, having 
been gazetted as an ancient 
monument and historical site 
under the Antiquities Act 1976. 

In essence, a CMP identifies 
the heritage value of a site and 
provides intervention criteria 
to maintain its significance. 
Changes to heritage sites are 
often necessary to maintain its 
relevance and longevity, but 
these modifications can result 
in unintended consequences. 
A CMP defines the types of 
alterations that can be made 
without compromising the 
heritage value of the site. The 
document is also required to take 
into account the ‘neighbouring 
land’, which is defined as an area 
within a 200-metre radius of 
the listed property. For Muzium 
Negara, this includes parts of the 
Perdana Botanical Gardens, the 
National Planetarium, and KL 
Sentral. 

Typically, conservation 
projects involve a diverse 
range of professionals such as 
architects, engineers, building 
surveyors, craftsmen and 
historians. These specialists 
bring differing work culture 
and priorities, and unanimity 
is uncommon. A Conservation 
Management Plan collates this 
information and viewpoints 
to produce recommendations 
which fulfil the need for safety, 
historical accuracy and financial 
viability. This in turn allows 
site owners and the authorities 
to make informed decisions 
regarding the site’s management.

The Muzium Negara CMP 
was developed in accordance 
to guidelines by UNESCO, 
JWN and the Burra Charter. Its 
preparation started with a range 
of documentations and surveys, 
including comprehensive 
dilapidation and topographical 
surveys of the museum site. 
Visitor perception surveys were 
conducted at Muzium Negara 
and various parts of Kuala 
Lumpur to gauge opinions on 

the national museum. Studies 
were also conducted to analyse 
the site’s accessibility, vegetation 
and vistas. 

The next step involved 
understanding the heritage 
values of the site. The work 
required to fulfil these objectives 
can be highly varied, ranging 
from the use of a drone to obtain 
aerial photography to mapping 
the layout of the original exhibits 
through archival photos. A large 
number of specialists were also 
consulted for this purpose, 
including an architectural 
historian, a museologist, and 
a long-time staff member 
of Muzium Negara. All this 
contributes to the establishment 
of the museum’s historical, 
contextual and architectural 
values. Concurrently, the 
CMP also identifies detracting 
elements at the site that has 
undermined its heritage values. 
This ultimately led to a list of 
recommended policies and 
interventions that enabled 
conservation work to occur.
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Town World Heritage Site. The methods included 
survey collection, analysing and validating data from 
those surveys, detailed geocoding of the target 
areas, and subsequent mapping of the districts with 
recommendations for earmarked possible development. 

Kampung Attap and Brickfields, which encompass a 
landmass of 213 hectares in total within the greater Kuala 
Lumpur area, are ripe for rejuvenation. Despite being 
located in the heart of the capital city, only one-third 
of these districts has been optimised for residential, 
commercial, and institutional use; also, both districts 
have relatively low residential populations, with most 
of the areas’ residents occupying high-end apartments 
(professionals) or low-cost housing (general workers  
and migrant labour). The nighttime population of both 
districts is less than 20% of its daytime population, 
indicating space for increased development.

The survey also points to the fact that Kuala Lumpur 
in general functions as a “transaction space” that services 
a mainly transient population — hospitality and financial 
workers, visitors and non-Malaysians — with a lack of 
economic, employment, housing, demographic and land-use 
diversity. According to the survey, while downtown KL has 
a high job density (nearly 60,000), its residential density 
is still low (less than 5,000). Housing options downtown 
currently exist for the high-income professional expatriate 
community on one hand, and for the lower-income migrant 
labour force, leaving few options open for middle-income 
Malaysians who would benefit from residing in the city. 

There is room for growth in this regard. While a 
majority of downtown KL’s land is utilised for institutional 
and government activities (20.9%) and for commercial 
purposes (16.7%), only 0.7% of the land is used for 
residential development. Downtown KL also has relatively 
few open spaces, which tally to 4.5% of the total landmass. 
Most of those who do currently live in downtown KL were 
found working in locations within a 2-km radius from 
their homes, highlighting the importance of an efficient 
reliable public transport system, as well as more locations 
within the city that can be used by downtown residents for 
cultural, leisure and lifestyle activities.

“The Downtown KL Baseline 
Study provided us with a 
good sense of how the area 
is functioning and where our 
efforts should be concentrated.”

The City’s Urban Core
KL Baseline Study

In an effort to revitalise the two historic districts, Think 
City in partnership with Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL) 
conducted the second phase of its wide-ranging baseline 
community survey on Kuala Lumpur, focusing on Kampung 
Attap and Brickfields. 

The objective of this survey was to gather as much 
pertinent information as possible on the two districts 
in order to formulate a guide on how best to revitalise 
them, especially in terms of making the districts better 
connected and more accessible. Think City’s survey 
was carried out using the same methodology employed 
on a previous study conducted on Penang’s George 

As mainstays of Kuala Lumpur’s 
genetic makeup from early in the 
history of Malaysia’s capital city, 
the districts of Kampung Attap 
and Brickfields are due for a 
comprehensive and future-ready 
rejuvenation.

Bombay Point, Brickfields
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Jia Ping Lee, Programme Director at Think City Kuala 
Lumpur, said, “The Downtown KL Baseline Study provided 
us with a good sense of how the area is functioning and 
where our efforts should be concentrated. For example, 
in recognising the need to diversify and reactivate spaces 
we have partnered with DBKL to put time and resources in 
Medan Pasar. We are also looking at ways to diversify the 
economy through culture and the creative sector.” 

Think City proposes that downtown Kuala Lumpur’s 
future development be based on precinct-based planning,  
in which key areas of the city are earmarked for specific 
types of rejuvenation, according to their current usage 
and utility potential. For example, Brickfields’ Little 
India, which already features a variety of Indian-aligned 
businesses, boutique and budget hotels, and a cluster of 
colleges, could benefit from the development of boutique 
retail and café outlets to further boost its value to the 
tourism industry. 

In line with this view, the organisation and promotion 
of street festivals and other social events in the area could 
also be encouraged and supported. In light of the high 
student traffic in the area, more student accommodation 
could be built to serve local needs. In contrast, the 
Kampung Attap district, marked as the Transformation 
precinct by Think City, has a glut of vacant land and 
buildings with a low population density, affording more 
varied options for rejuvenation. Recommendations for 
this part of the city include formulating a precinct master 
plan, that would aim for enhanced building density in 
the area, while exploring Kampung Attap’s potential 
as a hub for knowledge-based business incubators. 
To further maximise the district’s potential, affordable 
housing could be developed in Kampung Attap, with a 
view to accommodate future growth in population and 
commercial activity.

Think City’s ideas for the future of downtown Kuala 
Lumpur are not without their challenges, but they have 
also been marked out with a view on how to tackle them. 
On the ground, it is predicted that finding and engaging 
owners of land plots, buildings and existing businesses in 
the targeted areas will be difficult, as will engaging the 
polar opposite communities of gated community residents 
and migrant workers currently living in these districts. 
Another challenge would be attracting the interest of 
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The 112-year-old Vivekananda Ashram in Brickfields, with its bronze statue of prominent 
spiritual leader Swami Vivekananda, has been given official heritage status by the National 
Heritage Department (JWN).

investors to finance the development of middle-income 
housing options and enhanced infrastructure in key urban 
areas, as well as enticing pioneer investors in brand-new 
economic activities. Further, coordinating the efforts and 
interests of multiple stakeholders in service of overarching 
precinct master plans in a way that satisfies all players will 
be of the utmost importance.  

Finally, allaying existing fears as to the safety and 
perceived security issues inherent to these urban areas 
will be key, especially in encouraging middle-income 
Malaysians to view downtown KL as a viable residential 
option. Institutions of higher learning, some of whom 
already have branches of their colleges in downtown KL, 
need to be engaged in order to be more connected to the 
local environment and to take a more proactive role in the 
concerns, needs, and activities of their local communities.

In order to address these challenges, Think City 
recommends several key strategies. The most essential is 
that a comprehensive and ongoing engagement with all 
stakeholders be conducted to keep all parties on the same 
page. This necessitates the use of evidence and data-based 
intelligence to inform stakeholders of the benefits inherent 
in the proposed precinct-based master plans, and to 
identify opportunities for the future. In order to appeal 
to broader public perception and to sustain interest and 
momentum, a continuous branding exercise has to be 
conducted to highlight the potential of the affected areas, 
the ideas behind the proposed rejuvenation efforts, and 
the future physical and social landscape of Kuala Lumpur.

Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman
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CONSERVING THE HISTORIC URBAN
FABRIC OF KL

Chief Operating Officer of Think 
City, DR. NEIL KHOR gives us a 
glimpse of what makes up Kuala 
Lumpur’s historic urban fabric, 
what’s at stake and progress on the 
heritage front. 

What constitutes the historic urban fabric of a city?
The historic urban fabric is a technical term referring to the 
ensemble of buildings, structures and open spaces that 
reinforce, in the case of Downtown KL, the city’s origins.  
As defined by UNESCO, the preservation of the historic 
urban landscape is important because it “has great value 
for our understanding of how we live today”.

We often establish a settlement in a place that has 
the natural resources to sustain life. We build shelter using 

materials suited to the natural climate. The architectural 
style of the buildings are sometimes created to meet local 
conditions or brought in from elsewhere by the settlers 
themselves. Here the fabric refers to the original layout of 
the city, the building materials used in building works and 
the economic basis for the expansion of the city. 

Take Kuala Lumpur as an example. It was originally a 
collection point for tin exports from mines at Ampang and 
further afield. Because of its location at the confluence 
of the Klang and Gombak rivers, it evolved into a market 
town where tin could then be transported to Klang before 
reaching the international markets at Penang and Singapore. 
Migrant communities set up roots in the city that resembled 
a temporary settlement.

In 1885, with the advent of British influence, Kuala 
Lumpur replaced Klang as the main British headquarters in 
Selangor. The British used the Klang river as a boundary, 
claiming the areas to the west of the river to establish its 
main administrative hub. The “Padang”, St Mary’s Church, 

Protecting the Historic Urban
Fabric of KL

Public art on a building in Downtown KL is an example of rejuvenation of the city’s historic urban fabric
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the Sultan Abdul Samad buildings and the FMS Railway 
station require careful conservation as an example of this 
phase in KL’s evolution.

On the other hand, the Chinese tin miners led by  
Yap Ah Loy based themselves east of the Klang river 
around modern day Central Market. Shophouses replaced 
wooden ones as the city’s administrators sought to 
prevent fires. These shophouses also had five-foot ways 
for pedestrian use. Together with the drainage system, 
Kuala Lumpur’s streetscape evolved to its modern day 
functionality and design. 

In short, town planning and the creation of modern 
Kuala Lumpur is reflected in this assemblage of buildings, 
streetscapes and public open spaces. This is why they 
have been included by our City Hall, (DBKL) and Jabatan 
Warisan Negara (JWN), the department of heritage, as an 
area worth conserving.

What is the state of the historic urban fabric of our 
cities in Malaysia?
Many towns and cities in Malaysia have undergone rapid 
change owing to the rate of urbanisation in the country. In 
1957, in the aftermath of World War II and the Communist 
Insurgency, Malaya was the most urbanised country in Asia 
behind Japan. Since then our towns and cities have had to 
deal with an influx of population from the rural areas as the 
country industrialised. 

Today, an expanded Malaysia including Sabah and 
Sarawak is 65% urban. Pressure on the infrastructure of our 
existing towns and cities have resulted in the loss of the 
historic urban fabric. Our drains had to be upgraded with 

new building materials and at times, they function less well. 
Monuments have been lost to the ravages of war like the 
old Selangor Museum on the site of our Muzium Negara. 
Even our public open spaces have been lost or encroached 
upon like the Padang Merdeka in Butterworth. 

The pressure to cater to a dramatically expanding 
population meant that old town planning principles were 
set aside. In its place was a muscular and heroic celebration 
of steel and glass. So, many towns and cities lost their 
sense of the human scale with twenty storey buildings 
sitting next to two storey shophouses. 

In Butterworth, the 1960s interventions have been 
moderately successful. In some cities like Kuala Lumpur, 
the original city limits have expanded beyond the natural 
boundaries of the Klang and Ampang rivers. However, at 
its core, the old monuments and town planning structure 
are still intact. In fact, the DBKL have clear conservation 
zones, which are endorsed by JWN. They seek to provide 
guidelines for development that will not compromise the 
historic urban fabric of the city. 

This situation is the prevalent one in many Malaysian 
towns and cities, with the exceptions being George Town, 
Malacca, Ipoh, Taiping, Kuala Kubu Bharu and Kuching to 
name a few, which are very much intact. These places have a 
very strong sense of place identity and attract a lot of visitors. 

Is our heritage being threatened by constant progress 
and development?
I would not use the word ‘threatened’ as progress and 
development are not incompatible with the conservation 
of the historic urban fabric. Kota Kinabalu, for example, 

The Mughal-Islamic architecture of the Sultan Abdul Samad building, one of the most prized buildings in Kuala Lumpur’s built heritage.

24 A CITY FOR

CONSERVING THE HISTORIC URBAN
FABRIC OF KL

was totally destroyed during World War II. There was an 
opportunity to rebuild the city, which took into account 
how the city was originally planned. 

Elsewhere, the government has built completely new 
cities like Putrajaya, which is one of Malaysia’s planned 
administrative cities. What is happening in George 
Town in Penang is an attempt to align conservation and 
development, which is also a work in progress. 

Of course there are many international examples where 
the historic urban fabric can be a source of inspiration for 
modern development. London’s Covent Garden is a good 
example where an urban market is now a bustling arts and 
cultural centre. The turbine hall of the Tate Modern museum 
at South Bank in London attracts world class exhibitions.  
It is a great public space that together with the Globe Theatre 
attracts more than 10 million visitors a year. 

Who are the custodians of the city and whose burden is 
it to look at issues of heritage?
In most cities, there is the local government. In the case 
of Kuala Lumpur, DBKL is the custodian of public interest 
in the city. This has evolved from the Sanitary Board, 
established in the 19th century to ensure that the city would 
function as an administrative and commercial hub. Today, 
there is also the National Heritage Department (JWN) and 
they, too, have a mandate to protect KL’s built heritage. 

Civil society also plays a role. Since the 1980s, Badan 
Warisan Malaysia, a national heritage NGO, has been 
campaigning for the conservation agenda to create wider 
public awareness and support for heritage preservation. 
Today, the new frontier has to do with intangible cultural 
heritage (ICH), which means the custodians of the city have 
expanded to include the communities that make up the city.

What are the ways in which we can protect heritage in 
our cities?
Awareness is key. As long as citizens are not aware about 
why heritage is important, there can be no real sustainability 
in the efforts to protect heritage. Depending on the level of 
awareness, heritage protection takes many forms and are 
at different levels of implementation. 

In Penang, for example, the heritage movement is more 
mature. There has always been a strong and active civil 
society in this former Straits Settlement (including Melaka 
and Singapore). 

In Kota Bharu, where there is also a very strong sense 
of identity associated with the Kelantanese, there is an 
equally strong heritage preservation movement around 
Islamic heritage associated with print media and also arts 
and crafts. 

Similarly, in Johor Bahru, the royal family continues 
to be the city’s heritage custodians. Their palaces and 
monuments are well conserved and maintained. In short, 
there are many players, and heritage is best preserved if it 
continues to inspire sustainable development. 

What are some Think City projects that have been 
initiated in the area of heritage preservation?
We are working on the conservation of 12 buildings at 
Lebuh Ampang, including the streetscape. Aside from 
providing grants to building owners for restoration works, 
we are also hoping to create new purpose for the street, 
looking to build a community of businesses — cafes, retail 
shops, studios or offices — from the creative industries 
in order to bring new life to the street, and generating 
opportunities for the public to visit and spend time there. 

We’ve activated a space within the OCBC building, built 
in the Art Deco style in 1936, and opened it up to the public 
with a curated programme of art exhibitions, performances 
and other activities, which often spill out onto the Medan 
Pasar square, another public space we’ve enabled residents 
to claim, with open air bazaars and festivals.

We’re also working with a few private owners to 
restore selected buildings in the Downtown KL vicinity, 
the 1-km radius surrounding Masjid Jamek. These private 
owners are one of the earliest homegrown corporations  
in Malaysia and own many heritage buildings. 

We’ve also created a partnership with JWN and are 
developing a conservation management plan for Muzium 
Negara to restore the iconic building to its original structure, 
(before extensions were made), and bringing the collections 
to a new level, with a different take on the narrative. 

Heritage is not necessarily incompatible with progress and development, and both old and 
new can exist side by side.
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A Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) was signed between the 
National Heritage Department 
( JWN), Think City and Universiti 
Malaysia Kelantan (UMK) for 
the development of the heritage 
conservation and preservation 
sector in the country. Director of 
the Conservation Division, SR. DR. 
HAJJAH ROBIAH BINTI ABDUL 
RASHID of JWN describes the 
action plans for the partnership 
with Think City. 

What are the urgent issues you’re considering when it 
comes to the preservation of our historic urban fabric 
here in KL, and in the rest of Malaysia?
Among the issues that we are concerned with in the 
preservation of heritage buildings is ensuring the 
understanding and awareness of all interested parties 
with regard to the value of a heritage building, and that  
it is preserved with the right methods and techniques. 

JWN also requires the unified support of all parties 
to ensure success in the execution of conservation work. 
Governmental support in allocating adequate funds is a key 
factor for us because a heritage building requires a certain 
amount of money in order to ensure that the conservation 
is a success. 

The state of awareness of the general public is also 
a main factor in making sure that the conservation of a 
heritage building can be carried out well. Issues such as 
vandalism need to be considered and addressed with the 
support of the relevant authorities. Apart from that, the 
implementation of a conservation project will not succeed 
in full without continuous maintenance. 

Maintenance and continued management is required 
especially by the legal owners of the building. Under Section 
42 of the National Heritage Act 2005, it is also stated that 
it is the burden of the owner to maintain and look after the 
buildings without depending on assistance or support from 
the government. This is something that is often overlooked 
by owners of heritage buildings, and it is crucial to the 
survival of these buildings; after all, the age of a building 
can be extended and it can remain functional for a longer 
time without any problems if regular maintenance and 
upkeep is sustained.

Please tell us what JWN wishes to achieve in this 
collaboration with Think City.
Through our collaboration, we hope that we can add 
value and raise the level of conservation activities that are 
currently being conducted. The partnership with Think City 
will hopefully take several forms such as joint programmes 
to conduct studies and research, and financial support on 
specific projects. 

Apart from that we also view the collaboration as an 
effort by JWN to heed the government’s call to approach 
partnerships (as laid out in the National Blue Ocean Strategy) 
as a means of finding creative and innovative solutions to 
reduce costs and create a greater impact. At the end of 
the day, when you make a positive impact, it’s the general 
public that benefits.

With this collaboration in place, it immediately engages 
the teams at JWN, creating opportunities for them to 
upskill in the areas of urban rejuvenation and conservation 

A Partnership in Heritage
Think City Strikes Up a Formidable Partnership with 

Jabatan Warisan Negara

Lebuh Acheh Mosque, George Town
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The Music Museum or Muzium Muzik, formerly the National History Museum, is housed in what was originally the The Chartered Bank of India, Australia and China circa 1888.

practices. I believe that a close partnership with Think City 
will result in a paradigm shift in all aspects of conservation 
for the projects that we have identified, whether physical, 
or non-physical.

How does this collaboration fit into JWN’s overall 
agenda for the year/coming years?
For the time being, our collaboration with Think City has 
seen us prepare a Conservation Management Plan or CMP for 
Fort Cornwallis, as well as being joint partners in presenting 
the International Heritage Conservation Seminar 2016 
which was just held in August of this year. 

We saw clear signs of a positive impact towards the 
cooperation of government and non-government agencies 
in heritage matters, which in the long run will lead to savings 
in cost, energy and time. We ought to remember that the 
preservation of heritage should not be taken lightly, because 
if we are slow to act, the heritage that we have now will no 
longer exist for future generations. 

While we are focusing on both physical and non-physical 
projects at the moment, the near future will see us perform 
a dilapidation study on Masjid Melayu Lebuh Acheh in 
George Town, Penang, yet another joint project between 
JWN and Think City, and it is our hope that the planning 
of conservation and restoration work for this mosque will 
be more efficient because of the collaboration and pooled 
resources that we have together. 
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Badan Warisan Malaysia (The 
Heritage of Malaysia Trust) is a 
national heritage NGO with a 
reputation for consulting in heritage 
matters spanning nearly 30 years. 
Council Member, DATO’ ZAHIM 
ALBAKRI speaks to us about the 
objectives of the Trust and in staging 
The Heritage Battle, about opening 
the floodgates of a rivalry of close 
to two centuries between two of the 
oldest schools in Malaysia — Victoria 
Institution and St. John’s Institution. 

What’s the thrust of Badan Warisan’s agenda?
Well, currently, we’re trying to find a new home. We 
have been present at 2, Jalan Stonor, in an old timber 
government house which unfortunately has been 
reinstated for development, so we’re looking for a new 
home and exploring several different options. 

As for our agenda on heritage preservation, we have 
a multi-pronged approach — there’s consultancy on 
conservation practices and projects, raising awareness  
on the importance of preserving our heritage, then there’s 
the resource centre, a specialised library that houses 
a collection of documents, books, periodicals, articles, 
measured drawings as well as slides & photographs 
covering a range of topics from architecture, world 
heritage sites, history and culture.

In terms of projects, the main thrust has been on built 
heritage - heritage buildings. Some of our projects in the 
past include the conservation of Stadium Merdeka and 
Suffolk House in Penang, (consulting on how preservation 
should be done, researching the various stages of the 
house, and seeing at what stage we want to take the building 
back to). Buildings go through their own evolution — there 
are extensions and renovations made, and sometimes 
going back to the original state of the building may not 
be the optimal stage to return to because there may have 
been flaws in the building design. 

One of the major projects at the moment is Masjid 
India Muslim, in Klang. Built in 1910, the mosque has an 
art-deco facade and was originally a community centre for 
Indian Muslims who lived in Klang and a place for migrants 
from India to get together. The wooden building was 
rebuilt in 1973 but several years ago, it was torn down and 
rebuilt into the modern structure it is today to accommodate 
more worshippers.

It’s amazing that they’ve uncovered murals and other 
invaluable features. We’re trying to bring the structure 
back as close as possible to its original, but bearing in mind 
that the mosque was originally much smaller — we have 
to take into account that there are a lot more people who 
come to use the mosque and there will probably have to be 
a compromise of sorts, keeping some of the extensions. 

Tell us about your collaborations with Think City?
Our chief project with Think City is titled This Kul City, an 
initiative with events to raise awareness about KL’s heritage. 

We’ve had a few successful interactive tours covering 
Bukit Nanas and Brickfields, and another entitled Discover 
Kwala Lumpur which covers the Downtown KL centre. 
We’ve also had informative talks to discuss the history of 
KL to engage the younger generations. And one of the 
more memorable events we’ve had would be The Heritage 

This KUL City
The Battle for Heritage
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“As the price of land and the development of KL continues, these schools are in danger of 
being lost.” — Dato’ Zahim Albakri
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The Proudlock Saga

Ethel Charter, was the wife of 
William Proudlock who was 
headmaster at the prestigious 
Victoria Institution for boys in 
Kuala Lumpur in the early 1900s. 
On the evening of 23 April, 1911 
she was left alone in her bungalow 
while her husband had dinner with 
a fellow teacher. In the course of 
that evening she was visited by 
William Steward, a mine manager 
and rumoured to be her lover. 
Steward had visited her by rickshaw 
and had told the rickshaw boy to 
wait outside. Shortly afterwards 
the boy heard two shots and saw 
Steward stumble out of the house 
across the verandah followed by 
Ethel who, carrying a revolver,  
fired 4 more shots at him.

Ethel Proudlock stood trial for 
murder in June 1911. There was 
no jury and her case was heard 
by a judge and two assessors. 
The trial lasted ten days and 
attracted intense local interest. 
She claimed that William Steward 
had attempted to rape her and 
that she was acting in self-defence. 
However the judge found her 
guilty of murder on the basis of 
inconsistencies in her testimony 
and other circumstantial evidence 
thereby sentencing her to death.

Proudlock appealed the 
verdict and spent five months in 
Pudu jail awaiting her appeal. 
During that time a number of 
petitions were made in favour of 
her release, including one from 
her husband and the boys of the 
Victoria Institution, prompting 
the Sultan of Selangor to pardon 
her. Ethel Proudlock immediately 
left the colony with her three-
year-old daughter for England 
and eventually America. She died 
in 1977. William Proudlock left 
soon after for England. It’s not 
known whether he ever reconciled 
with Ethel but he did continue to 
correspond with her. 

The story of Ethel Proudlock 
caught the attention of renowned 
British writer W. Somerset 
Maugham, who wrote a novel 
entitled The Letter based on it, and 
subsequently a play by the same 
name. The story was also adapted 
into a Hollywood movie in 1940, 
starring Bette Davis. 

Battle, a debate with representatives from two of the oldest schools in KL — Victoria 
Institution (VI) and St. John’s Institution (SJI). I represented St. John’s and Chacko 
Vadaketh represented VI. 

How did the idea for a debate between the two schools come about?
I was initially approached to create a tour based on ghost sightings in Kuala Lumpur, 
but I found that many of the sightings were not based on fact. It was difficult to do the 
research to determine if there was any truth to the sightings, and who the ghosts were. 
Also, many of the sightings were at crossroads, or traffic areas, not really in buildings.

However some of the ghost stories were connected to buildings and one of these 
was at VI. I still found it difficult to create a practical tour because all the buildings were 
just too far flung. Then I thought perhaps another aspect would be looking at the dark 
side of KL — murder and mayhem, the dark history of murders in KL. And this reminded 
me of the famous Proudlock Saga connected to VI. 

Anyway, one thing led to another and the idea of the debate, to see which was the 
better school, surfaced. I went to SJI and my brother went to VI so I knew a little bit 
about the history of both schools. Both the schools have been given national heritage 
status which means that they can’t be demolished or compromised. 

But as we did our research before planning the final event, Chacko and I also 
delved deeper to see what that meant — what does having heritage status mean? As 
the price of land and the development of KL continues, these schools are in danger 
of being lost. In most cases, with the preservation and the restoration of a building, 
the first thing is to try and keep the function as is. But then sometimes those factors 
become obsolete. People need better facilities and so they move out, so finding 
alternative uses for the building becomes necessary. 

However I believe it’s about also the history of the city and it doesn’t necessarily 
always mean major historical events. There could be other types of histories which exist 
within urban areas and cities. It keeps the character of the life of a city without losing 
its essence and identity, and sometimes it’s a feeling. So, the essence of the schools, 
the infrastructure, even the traditions and rituals all become a part of the heritage of 
that school. When Chacko and I visited the schools, it was clear that this part of both 
schools’ heritage was missing, so the event became even more crucial. 

How did the debate contribute to KL society?
It was a way of looking at the different factors involved in deciding what makes a 
school’s heritage status. Schools are strange places considering they are buildings 
that people go to every day for a certain period of time, and there are lots of strong 
memories being formed, but then they leave. People hang on to those memories but 
the people come and go.

Before there used to be more of a continuity, but with changes in the education 
policy in Malaysia, even the teachers change more often today — and so the student 

St. John’s Institute
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Bette Davis in ‘The Letter’, (1940)
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body feels less of a connection with the school, far less now 
than before. When you don’t have teachers or headmasters 
who spend the span of their careers teaching in the same 
school, the school loses some of its identity — there are 
traditions that are lost — and we found this in our research. 

For example, in VI, the brass door knobs used to be 
polished to a shine because it was what students did when 
they went to detention. But that’s not the case anymore 
when we visited the schools. So the fact is, I’m not sure 
the schools themselves know what having heritage status 
means. There needs to be awareness about all the aspects 
of heritage and preserving it in the long term. With St 
John’s, some of the artworks had been painted over. A 
mural that was painted in the 50s had been covered over. 
People did not place importance as to why the murals were 
there, and did not reflect on how the murals represented a 
time in the past — and that’s a shame. 

So, looking at all the information on the two schools, 
we began distilling the facts into several categories or 
rounds that would feature in the debate. Sensational Events 
was one, Famous Alumni was another, Architecture and 
several more, where it was up to me and Chacko to bring 
up the finer points of why our respective schools were 
more superior. 

So the debate brought awareness about the 
importance of the history and the need to preserve the 
memories, traditions and all the other aspects of heritage 
that make up the school. 

But at the end of the day, what was important was that 
everyone in the audience also learned a lot, not just about 
both schools but about KL.

THIS KUL CITY

The clocktower of the Victoria Institution
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Chronicle of The Heritage Battle, 
BY VICTORIAN, BENJAMIN ONG

Saturday, 19 March 2016, witnessed a battle of words like 
none seen in recent times between longtime rivals the 
Victoria Institution (VI) and St John’s Institution (SJI). Billed 
as ‘The Heritage Battle,’ the event was organised by Badan 
Warisan Malaysia (BWM) and The Malaysian Branch of the 
Royal Asiatic Society (MBRAS) in collaboration with project 
partner Think City.

Built on the premise that one of the schools had to 
go to make way for KL’s latest skyscraper (a very real 
threat, actually), the debate was a lively mix of townhall 
and courtroom-style exchange that saw Victorian Chacko 
Vadaketh and Johanian Zahim Albakri attempt to defend 
their respective schools over six rounds (plus a bonus 
round at the end). Upon registration at the front door, 
audience members had to choose whether to side with the 
VI or with St John’s, or to stay neutral. It was later revealed 
at the beginning of the debate that the winning side would 
be determined by audience votes — and that only neutral 
audience members had voting rights. If only we Victorians 
knew in advance!

First round was a group singing of the School Song 
by the debaters and their respective schoolmates in the 
audience. The Victorian contingent struggled to keep up 
with an unusually fast-tempo recording of the school song, 
and St John’s won this round with a robust and hearty 
rendition of theirs that nearly lifted the roof.

Founding and Philosophy was the topic of the second 
round. A strong case was made by St John’s for its 
missionary-influenced humanitarian founding philosophy. 
Our Victorian, on the other hand, presented an engaging 
narrative starring the founding fathers of Kuala Lumpur 
itself and buoyed by a line drawing of the old VI at 
High Street (by Victorian webmaster Chung Chee Min). 
Nevertheless this round resulted in a tie.

Next up was Architecture. While St John’s played 
the nostalgia card brilliantly with modern-day footage 
gloriously rendered in black-and-white, nothing could 
overcome the sheer grandeur of the VI’s E-block and hall, 
depicted in old photographs and illustrations. Chacko 
added emphatically, “They don’t make buildings and 
grounds like this anymore,” and secured a convincing vote 
from the audience. (Also, the loss for St John’s might be 
partially attributed to Zahim’s slip of the tongue: intending 
to say that Johanians aspired to “a higher pecking order,” 
he instead said “a higher peeking order” accidentally — 
or was it?) It was revealed during this round that several 
Johanians sit on the Badan Warisan board, but Chacko 
carefully reminded the audience that “we are here not to 
discuss how many members we have on the Badan Warisan 
board, but which is the better school.”

 From then on, the VI took the lead in the next 
three rounds. For Historic Events, Chacko described the 
Japanese administration and surrender ceremonies that 
took place in the VI, while Zahim spoke of how St John’s 
promoted the teaching of the Japanese language during 
the occupation. (Hang on, doesn’t that make St John’s a 
collaborator of sorts?) Round five — Sensational Events  
— had Zahim recounting the 1975 siege of the AIA building 

(next door to St John’s, a fact that Zahim admitted and 
Chacko hammered like a nail into the Johanians’ coffin). 
It was an easy Victorian win with the sensationally 
unmatchable tale of the Proudlock murder scandal.

Notable Alumni was the focus of the sixth round, 
in which audience members could help the debaters by 
shouting names out within a 10-second window. Hitherto, 
each round carried a maximum of two points. Round six 
had eight points at stake, two for each category: the VI 
comfortably cruised to victory with commanding wins 
in Royalty (5 names to 3); Politicians (8-3); Arts, Sports 
and Entertainment (12-6); and First/Pioneers in Field 
(7-5). There were some hilarious moments, such as Zahim 
questioning in bewilderment after the third category, 
“How did they get 12 names in 10 seconds?!” The line of 
the day also came in this round, with a struggling Zahim 
entering this statement for First in Field: “Najib Razak, 
married to the first lady of Malaysia.”

After six rounds, there was a bonus round in which 
an Old Boy in the audience had 60 seconds to make some 
concluding remarks for their respective alma mater.  
Dato’ Sri Andrew Abishegam, current chairman of the VI 
Old Boys Association (VIOBA) Foundation, took to the 
podium but, despite a well-crafted impromptu speech, the 
audience voted in favour of St John’s.

The points were tallied and the VI emerged victorious 
over St John’s with a 15-5 scoreline. “A few final words 
before we adjourn for recess,” the debaters said, and there 
was a moment of silence for schools that were unsuccessful 
in their bid for preservation — like the Bukit Bintang Girls’ 
School and St Mary’s School — and a sobering reminder 
that many other heritage schools are under the same threat: 
the Methodist Boys’ School, Maxwell Road School, Batu 
Road School and Ipoh’s St Michael’s Institution, to name a 
few. To further bolster the battle for preservation, Badan 
Warisan Malaysia launched a dedicated website, www.
savemyheritage.org, this May. The school bell rang out the 
closing of an exciting and informative debate, and the room 
was filled with lively conversation for quite some time more.

* This story was published originally in the Victoria Institution web page 
and is reprinted with permission.

Chacko Vadaketh (left) and Zahim Albakri (right) at The Heritage Battle
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THIS KUL CITY

THIS KUL CITY, a cooperative effort by Badan Warisan 
Malaysia, the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic 
Society, and Think City, was launched to promote a greater 
awareness and appreciation of Kuala Lumpur’s storied 
evolution over almost 200 years of existence. From its 
diverse cultural milieu, the growth and development of its 
unique neighbourhoods, and the character and personality 
of KL’s social melting pot, THIS KUL CITY aims to crystallise 
and nurture all that makes Kuala Lumpur a city like no other. 

From its humble beginnings as a mining town and 
point of trade transit in the mid-1800s to its position as an 
international hub of commerce, culture, and industry, Kuala 
Lumpur deserves to have its ongoing story chronicled and 
mapped out for current and future generations to discover, 
providing KL-ites with a solid foundation of history and 
sense of place with which they can identify and take pride in.

THIS KUL CITY’s initiatives also aim to lay out the 
groundwork for a community-based approach to urban 

This KUL City
Spreading Love for KL’s Rich History 

As a burgeoning metropolis, Kuala Lumpur is experiencing exponential 
growth not only in infrastructural and commercial development, but also 
in terms of its cultural and social DNA. To comprehensively map out the 
Malaysian capital’s new social landscape, THIS KUL CITY was launched 
- a multi-dimensional programme of youth engagement, historical 
documentation, and cultural mapping initiatives.

Shopkeepers in Brickfields
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regeneration for Kuala Lumpur, one borne out of a sincere 
love for KL and carried out by those who have most to 
gain from its success: KL residents themselves. Badan 
Warisan Malaysia executive director Elizabeth Cardosa 
said that THIS KUL CITY was committed to reintroducing 
Kuala Lumpur to a cross-generational audience with a 
fresh new perspective. “Most people think of Kuala Lumpur 
as this big metropolitan city, when it is actually made 
up of a series of neighbourhoods,” she said. “We want 
people to engage with the history of the city and know the 
multilayered stories of Kuala Lumpur. Most importantly, 
we will try to approach it from a community perspective.” 

HERITAGE: WALKS AND TALKS

The general scope of THIS KUL CITY’s initiatives can best 
be represented in its overarching outreach effort in the 
form of its discovery walks throughout Kuala Lumpur. 
The guided walking tours take visitors who otherwise 
would have passed by iconic parts of the city with little 
awareness of their historic value with a more nuanced 
view of KL’s sense of history. In 2015, two such walking 
tours were offered to KL-ites and visitors from beyond the 
city, taking them through Bukit Nanas (formerly known 
as Bukit Gombak), and the Masjid Jamek area, so named 
for the city’s most historic mosque, which sits astride the 
“muddy estuary” of Kuala Lumpur’s reason for being: the 
Klang and Gombak rivers. 

Other THIS KUL CITY initiatives include talks entitled 
Founding Kuala Lumpur, Shaping Kuala Lumpur, Building 
Kuala Lumpur, and the district-centric walks Discover Bukit 
Nanas: The Forest In The City and Discover Brickfields, 
all of which share the objective of exposing KL-ites to the 
heritage of the city they inhabit. 

ENGAGING THE YOUTH

In particular, the THIS KUL CITY project hoped to reach 
KL’s youth demographic, as younger residents stand to gain 
more from a culture of heritage discovery, conservation, and 
urban renewal. Through social media-friendly programmes 
and an immediately relatable hashtag, #thiskulcity, youths 
from KL and around the country were encouraged to break 
out of their comfort zones and embrace Kuala Lumpur  
 — past, present, and future — for all that it is and can be. 

One example of THIS KUL CITY’s efforts to engage 
and involve the city’s youth is A Capital Idea! Naming 
Kuala Lumpur, a mini project that studies the origins of 
some of Kuala Lumpur’s street names. As programme 
participants researched the stories behind such iconic KL 
thoroughfares as Petaling Street, Jalan Ampang, and Batu 
Road (now named Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman), they 
unveiled the rich historical tapestry of KL’s growth and 
development from over a century ago. 

Facilitated by researchers Mariana Isa and Maganjeet 
Kaur, who co-founded the Heritage Output Lab, Naming 
Kuala Lumpur served as a perfect companion activity 
to the ongoing quest to delve into KL’s rich history 

and evolution. Another initiative by THIS KUL CITY is 
Discover Kwala Lumpur, which directly assigns youth 
participants to traverse Kuala Lumpur’s historic centre 
and interact with pieces of the city’s rich heritage. From 
their kickoff point at the Sultan Abdul Samad Building, 
the programme’s Discoverers were tasked to find and 
explore sections of KL’s historical heart in Lebuh Pasar 
and the Straits Trading Building, and were afforded the 
rare opportunity to engage in cultural activities such as 
making flower garlands near Jalan Tun HS Lee’s Sri Maha 
Mariamman Temple, and having a candid conversation 
with Suren Hendry, the great-grandson of illustrious royal 
jeweller PH Hendry, whose jewellery store is located 
in downtown KL. Discoverers were also treated to a 
discounted staging of the musical MUDKL, which tells the 
dramatised story of Kuala Lumpur’s humble beginnings as 
a mining boomtown.

THE HERITAGE BATTLE

Targeting local school pride, the project also kickstarted 
the Heritage Battle series of programmes, with its 
first iteration focusing on two iconic mainstays of KL’s 
education landscape: a face-off between St John’s 
Institute and Victoria Institution, two secondary boys’ 
schools that have been conferred the status of National 
Heritage sites under Malaysia’s National Heritage Act. 

In the great scheme of things, Kuala Lumpur has 
not existed for as long as several of its sister cities in 
Malaysia, such as Malacca and George Town. Those cities, 
borne out of classical Malay monarchical rule and British 
colonial expansion respectively, might indeed have a 
longer story to tell. But for a plucky mining town secluded 
from the busy coast lining up against the Malacca Strait, 
Kuala Lumpur is a city that rose from the most unlikely of 
circumstances, and flourished to serve the needs of the 
common people. That it remains vital in the lives of not 
only KL-ites, but for all Malaysians as their capital, and 
the region and the world as a thriving hub of activity and 
culture is testament to its unique qualities. These are the 
qualities the THIS KUL CITY project clearly sees in KL,  
and wishes to share with as many people as possible.

Participants exploring the Bukit Nanas Forest Reserve on a This Kul City heritage walk
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COLLECTIVE VISION FOR THE CITY

View of Bukit Bintang from the KL Monorail
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COLLECTIVE VISION FOR THE CITY

Kuala Lumpur is located at the confluence of the Klang and Gombak rivers.
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COLLECTIVE VISION FOR THE CITY

The Sultan Abdul Samad Building

Im
a
g

e
 b

y
 A

n
g

e
li
n

e
 T

e
h

 f
o

r 
T

h
in

k
 C

it
y



EVERYONE 39 40 A CITY FOR

COLLECTIVE VISION FOR THE CITY

View of Kuala Lumpur city from LeMeridien Hotel
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COLLECTIVE VISION FOR THE CITY

A CITY FOR
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Community &
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COMMUNITY & STAKEHOLDERS

People Make the City

NORZAINI BINTI NORDIN, Deputy Director, of the Physical Planning 
Department at Dewan Bandaraya Kuala Lumpur shares her story of 
coming to the city two decades ago and feeling like she didn’t belong. 
Today, her vision includes creating a sense of belonging for everyone who 
enters the city. 

“Communities intrigue me.” — Norzaini binti Nordin

I began working with City Hall about 22 years ago. There 
wasn’t much when I first came, it was a very difficult city. 
I used to work in Jalan Sultan Ismail and there were loads 
of people taking the bus. In terms of public transport there 
was only the bus and the busses were horrible. I can only 
describe the experience as - “grumpy”. The people were 
“grumpy” and the city was “grumpy”. I thought, perhaps, 
I should be doing something about it, and that one way 
to do it would be to join the City Hall. Over the years, I 
saw many changes to the city and today Kuala Lumpur 

can be compared to other major cities in the world. In 
some cases we are better, in some, we are not but we 
have seen improvements and  I hope I helped make these 
improvements. (Well, I must have!)

One of the biggest issues that the city faces is that 
people come into the city to work, but then they leave after 
business hours and the city is empty. There’s no sense of 
belonging at night and KL becomes soulless. Nobody cares 
for the city, or loves it. If this is left to prolong, the city 
will be in a bad state - dirty, vandalised, and could even 
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encourage all sorts of vice to occur. We realised at City 
Hall that it was important to get people to come back into 
the city. 

And so the journey began. 22 years ago, looking at 
public spaces, people were saying that we had to follow in 
the footsteps of the Europeans with their piazzas and open 
spaces and we heeded that advice to a certain extent. But 
we found that this wasn’t suitable for our weather - it was 
(still is) just too hot. We corrected this by planting lots 
of trees. So we continue to learn from the experts from 
all around the world, but now, we adopt knowledge in a 
smarter way. 

We have little pockets of spaces, larger trees, seating 
areas, and you can find them in lots of places in the city 
and we are now working towards that green city that 
we’ve always wanted. I’m quite proud of that. We also 
experimented with lights. We put lights on trees, on 
buildings, in the middle of the road. The Sultan Abdul 
Samad building is one of our experiments and as a result  
it has brought traffic into that part of the city. 

Once, we experimented with food trucks, hosting a 
foodie festival in Dataran Merdeka. It created a mess with 
the traffic but there was a lot of response, which means 
that people respond to events such as these — and it made 
me realise that people make the city.

“Once, we experimented with 
food trucks, hosting a foodie 
festival in Dataran Merdeka.  
It created a mess with the traffic 
but there was a lot of response, 
which means that people react  
to events such as these — and it 
made me realise that people  
make the city.”

PEOPLE MAKE THE CITY

As things progressed, more and more people began living 
within the city. But another problem surfaced — they had no 
place to go for recreation and nowhere to take their families. 
So we realised that if we don’t create events and opportunities 
for them to make memories in the city — they will not have a  
sense of belonging or develop community spirit. 

Without a sense of belonging or community spirit, 
children will grow up, travel, study elsewhere, work 
elsewhere. And that’s an important aspect to consider as 
well, that we do not lose our best talent to other cities. If 
they have a bigger sense of belonging in KL, then they will 
come back to their ‘kampung’. We wanted the heart of the 
city — the inner city — to be for families and communities.  
That’s why we started with these placemaking activities.  
We want the community spirit to live in KL, and I’m 
starting to see the community respond.

COMMUNITY BUILDING AND ASSETS

Communities intrigue me. I am originally from Penang. 
When we were much younger, living in Penang, we didn’t 
see people as different. You could be any race, from any 
part of the world; when I was growing up, we were one. 

When I graduated from university and got a job in 
KL, I noticed that the city was just a workplace. Your 
neighbour was not important. It was very different from 
the way things were in Penang, where we were able to eat 
together and we didn’t care about people’s origins. When 
I had children of my own, I realised this was something I 
didn’t want for them. I wanted a city life where people feel 
that they are equal, and the same. Fortunately, this is also 
something that the community wants. During the last few 
years, instead of us initiating community-building - people 
actually came to us. That was a surprise. 

And they are not people from the lower-end of 
society, they are educated and affluent but they just want 
to make the city their own, and they wanted to help by 
offering their time, planting trees, sponsoring or giving 
away certain things, repainting — just to contribute to the 
city. So as an asset, we have this group of willing citizens, 
and what we did was we threw them with people from 
different levels of society to work on projects together, 
such as community gardening, and it was a success.

This has become a strategy for us — engaging 
communities with activities like greening, recycling 
projects — just bringing people together without barriers. 
It was good for the more affluent people to know what  
the people on the other end of the spectrum were like. 

PEOPLE MAKE THE CITY

The Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL) building in Jalan Raja Laut is a sample of 
modernist architecture.`
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CULTURAL MAPPING AND MIGRANT COMMUNITIES

We did some work in cultural mapping in Bukit Bintang and 
what we saw was a whole lot of people making themselves 
a community. Many people live there — older members of 
society who have been living there for decades. They don’t 
see the growth as something negative or hindering them 
from living peacefully. They have over the years adapted to 
whatever changes have occurred.

There’s actually a very strong community there. We 
went to the back end where there are no hotels or trendy 
restaurants - just people living in flats behind Jalan Imbi 
and it was a very peaceful place. We saw young and old, 
and different races all mingling amongst themselves. It 
was a lesson to us — “okay, so this life still exists.” What 
we decided to do then was just cleaning up, looking at the 
infrastructure, road surfaces and pavements. And we tried 
not to make too much of a change. There was no need to 
gentrify the area as there was a strong community and 
businesses were thriving there.

And I believe this is the way to develop a city — not 
to take things away from the communities, but to build 
according to need. When we speak to communities, such as 
the one in Jalan Alor where we initially wanted to generate 
a lot of changes, we realised that they just wanted comfort. 
‘Please leave this here’, they would say or ‘Give us a cleaner, 
better way to walk’. They didn’t ask for much, and mostly 
needed someone to listen to them. On the City Hall side, 
we’ve become better listeners than what we used to be. 
And if there are things that needed changing, we would 
negotiate and try to meet them halfway. I enjoyed seeing 
that change in City Hall, and I think it will only improve. 

As for migrant communities, as long as we need them, 
and invite them into our country, we need to provide for 
them. And so we need to integrate them, to make them feel 
at home. There’s still work to do. We are still trying to see if 
there are places we can carve out for them to feel at home. 
We have to make our presence felt, so that things don’t 
get out of hand, but we need to make them feel at home 
because we need them. Having places where you feel at 
home — it happens a lot everywhere in the world, and this 
has been happening for a very long time. I’m talking about 
Chinatown in the many American cities, or Little India in 

London. I do not know whether there are people who don’t 
accept them but I think we should provide for them as long 
as they are here.

THE FUTURE IS BIG ON WALKING

What I’m excited about is getting people walking. It’s 
actually quite safe to walk. Of course, you have to be smart 
enough to avoid the small back alleys but it’s generally 
very safe. We’ve made efforts for landscaping and there 
are some covered walkways, and I love it when you’re 
able to go from one building to another with bridges and 
connected walkways. Sometimes you can jump into the 
LRT and get back into walking to get to your destination. 
That’s what we’re working on and planning for. 

We’re working on using the river as a wayfinder and a 
means of connectivity. We call it City in a Park — connecting 
the different parts of KL with green walkable belts. Now 
once you think of the city as one big park, you’ve got to 
have pavements for walking and for bicycles also. We also 
plan to have storyboards placed around the city so that 
people can discover a little bit about that particular part of 
KL, and you have to explore to read the whole story. 

We’re changing the experience. It’s not about walking 
or cycling in the scorching heat - it’s about the experience. 
We’re providing shady trees, landscaping, benches to rest, 
and giving the journey a sense of exploration with the 
storyboards. It’s similar to what you do when you travel 
overseas. The experience has got to change and so we are 
very, very busy creating that experience within and even 
without.

From the LRT station to your house for example — it 
could be one kilometer away, but if you can walk through 
some shops and pass a pocket park or two along the 
way — the journey can seem a lot shorter and a lot more 
enjoyable. We’ve looked at painting buildings in different 
colours, so that visually, people are more stimulated as they 
walk and look around. We’ve also observed where young 
people congregate and they like to be where there’s a lot 
|of foot traffic — so we’ve encouraged al fresco dining, so 
that you can watch people go by. We’re doing everything 
we can to make the city experience more enjoyable.

“Without a sense of belonging or community spirit, children will grow up, travel, study elsewhere, work elsewhere.”
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COMMUNITY & STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

Think City has always championed a community-led approach, prizing 
the opinions of the people and encouraging a sense of ownership. The 
Capire Consulting Group, a specialist community engagement company, 
was invited to provide training on engagement strategies to build 
understanding, create local ownership and to inform sustainable decision 
making. We hear from CHRIS ROBINSON, co-founder and principal of 
Capire, about why the guiding principle of ‘Pants Before Shoes’ is crucial 
in designing community and stakeholder engagement.

Community & Stakeholder Engagement
The ‘Pants before Shoes’ Approach in Community Engagement

The workshops upheld a ‘learn-by-doing’ approach to training

You ran some capacity-building workshops in the area 
of engaging communities for Think City recently. How 
did you design those sessions and what outcomes were 
you looking for?
Capire designed the Community and Stakeholder 
Engagement training and capacity building programme 
of workshops, in a way, to combine a mix of theory and 
real-world practice. Over the last 6 months, participants 

from Dewan Bandaraya Kuala Lumpur (DBKL), Think City, 
Bukit Bintang business representatives, universities and 
not-for-profit agencies in KL were able to learn about 
international trends in community engagement and to 
explore new engagement tools and techniques.

Our key aim was to share our insights, and for 
participants to gain practical experience with real life 
engagement in the field in KL. Ours was a ‘learn-by-doing’ 
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approach to training. Feedback from participants was very 
positive. They said that they found useful new ways to design 
engagement strategies; learning new skills in engagement 
using role-plays that broke down cultural and perceived 
barriers, and through investigating international case studies 
and real life project examples that we were able to present 
from our own professional consultancy experience.

Participants finished the programme feeling more 
confident and ready to try new methods; ready to be 
more strategic in the design of their programmes and to 
better design the activities for the correct stage of each 
project. They also explored how transparency about 
engagement will or will not, contribute to project decisions. 
We feel confident that participants now have a deeper 
understanding on the core objectives of community 
engagement — that of informing decisions; building 
capacity and strengthening relationships. 

What did you learn about community and stakeholder 
engagement in Kuala Lumpur? Were there any specific 
cultural aspects to consider?
Community engagement in Kuala Lumpur, and Malaysia 
in general, requires careful consideration of a wide range 
of factors when designing the ‘why’, the ‘who’ the ‘how’ 
and the ‘when’ of any engagement programme. Many of 
these factors are consistent world-wide, yet in Malaysia, 
engagement programme design and execution challenges 
do take on their own unique complexity.

The diversity of Malaysia’s community and professional 
languages, and the need to acknowledge or overcome 
cultural barriers to effective engagement is an important 
consideration. There appears a need to balance gender 
during in-field engagement, and to where possible, 
describe what extent participants have rights to a say 
on public policy decisions. The ability of engagement to 
assist in plan-making, plan-testing, and plan-approval is 
an emerging interest. 

Of interest to us, we also observed an emerging 
desire by professional Malaysians to better understand 
how ‘foreigners’, or people participating in anti-social 
behaviours, could or should be involved in engagement 
activities about local places or spaces. On a practical 
level, designing engagement programmes to suit the time 
of day, the diversity of religious observances and the need 
to accommodate the requirements of the role of politics 
and influence of developers will continually challenge and 
test best practice.

Like in many cities around the world, there is a 
need for local and national government to continually 
invest in building the capacity of local communities to 
understand city planning, what changes are required and 
what we value or want to protect. The cultural, built and 
natural heritage of Kuala Lumpur remain critical to the 
international ‘brand’ of Malaysia — as does Malaysia’s rapid 
modernisation of social, community and civic infrastructure. 
Thoughtful and genuine community engagement is well 
placed to inform and guide public and private sector 
investments in order to maximise optimal community 
benefit for all Malaysians. 

 “There appears a need to  
balance gender during  
in-field engagement, and 
to where possible, describe 
what extent participants have  
rights to a say on public 
policy decisions. The ability  
of engagement to assist in  
plan-making, plan-testing,  
and plan-approval is an  
emerging interest.”

As experts what’s crucial in forming a strategy for 
community and stakeholder engagement?
Generally, for engagement design we need to ‘put 
our pants on before our shoes’ — that is, we need to 
understand the ‘why’ and the ‘who’ of engagement, before 
we design the ‘how’ ‘when’ and the ‘what’. We need to 
understand as project sponsors, how the engagement will 
inform better decisions, how it will build the capacity of the 
team and the community, and how the engagement will 
strengthen, nurture or repair relationships. Once we know 
the purpose of engagement, the real negotiables and the 
project milestones, we can then start to build activities, 
reporting and evaluation methods; getting the right project 
structure in place and a mix of skills in line with project 
objectives and progress status, then seeking to engage 
representatives of all sections of community, supporters 
and objectors and going to people where they are and 
engaging them in the way that best suits them. 

Niamh Moynihan of Capire (left), a workshop participant and Chris 
Robinson (extreme right) at one of the training sessions

Im
a
g

e
s 

c
o

u
rt

e
sy

 o
f 

C
a
p

ir
e

 C
o

n
su

lt
in

g
 G

ro
u

p



EVERYONE 49

Using existing community networks and structures 
to connect, and commit to a longer term process will 
be essential — keeping stakeholders and community 
members informed even if there are quiet times. Using 
methods and engagement questions to suit the stage 
of the project; to overcome barriers to engagement and 
to encourage meaningful engagement; the creation of 
balanced solutions and managing expectations are all 
core considerations. The best engagement strategies mix 
up face-to-face activities (activities that are physical, real 
and fun) and online presence. All are essential in keeping 
communities engaged. Importantly, good strategies 
close the loop by publishing findings — how they made a 
difference, what changed and what are the next steps. 

How can communities be led to develop ownership 
of their public spaces?
Transitioning local public spaces from being a place 
‘owned’ or ‘managed’ by others (let’s say Council), to a 
place where local communities are more invested, is an 
interesting task. Being more ‘invested’ in a local space may 
look like locals care more or have a shared responsibility 
to protect, maintain or nurture the space. To facilitate this 
will require a deep understanding of what communities we 
are actually targeting, what is the driver to increase local 
‘ownership’, and what are the social, cultural, economic 
or political contexts within which the space operates. 
We need to be clear what the ‘local ownership’ objective 
actually means. Is the overarching intent to reduce the 
maintenance burden of Council, or ‘clean up’ the site 
from the homeless, ‘make it safe to play’ for children or 
‘provide a place to meet other people’.

Whatever the strategic objective, ‘place-based’ 
engagement is key here to understanding the drivers 
of local change, and as a sub-set, the cultural, social or 
environmental functions of the public space and the 
personal or spiritual connection locals have with the space. 
Without a deep and genuine understanding of the space, 
local fears, aspirations, local stories, dreams or unique 
cultures — any well-meaning urban design solutions run 

the extreme risk of being detached, without connection to 
the place or the people and one that may further distance 
people from the place. Urban designers sometimes 
speak of the need for the ability of public places to be 
‘personalised’ — however this doesn’t necessarily mean that 
locals can paint it to suit them. From a local’s perspective, 
it may just mean “I can see how they fit into this place, 
I can connect with this space, I feel safe, inspired or 
rejuvenated.” Every time we can connect with a space,  
we ‘own’ it just that little more. Engagement is at the core 
of this change. 

“Generally, for engagement 
design we need to ‘put our  
pants on before our shoes’ 
— that is, we need to understand 
the ‘why’ and the ‘who’ of 
engagement, before we design  
the ‘how’ ‘when’ and the ‘what’.”

Workshop participants included DBKL, business representatives, universities and  
non-profit agencies

COMMUNITY & STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
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Cultural Mapping in Medan Pasar
A Piece of Old KL Brought to Life

In studying the Downtown KL area, Think City 
considered the status of the Old Market Square with regard 
to its historical evolution and its position in contemporary 
heritage legislation and policy, comparing it to its current 
role, which, apart from being a transient corporate hub 
is a public space not being used by city inhabitants. Its 
proximity to other KL landmarks such as Central Market, 
Masjid Jamek, Petaling Street, and Dataran Merdeka served 
as an added advantage, not utilised to its full capacity.

Seeing its potential, Think City, in partnership with 
Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL), social architecture outfit 

labDNA, and primary sponsor Citi Foundation, created a 
programme to introduce engaging, youth-oriented activities 
in Medan Pasar, bringing new purpose for the square to 
bring KL-ites of all stripes and persuasions together in a 
healthy confluence of cultural and social exchanges. 

To do this, labDNA studied the cultural landscape of 
Medan Pasar, taking note of the various communities living, 
working, studying in, or travelling through the area. What 
resulted, was a programme to promote inclusiveness and 
bonding amongst the community, bringing life back into the 
old market square. 

As a piece of Kuala Lumpur’s original layout, Medan Pasar in downtown’s 
Lebuh Ampang district is steeped in history and character. A busy location 
to this day, the thoroughfare made distinctive with its art deco clock tower 
has been converted into a square in recent years, making it a popular rest 
stop for pedestrians and commuters in the city, and an opportunity ripe for 
Think City’s placemaking initiatives.

Clock tower in Medan Pasar
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The History of Medan Pasar

The history of Kuala Lumpur 
changed when tin was discovered 
in Ampang in I857. To cater for the 
need of residents and miners, a 
small trading post was constructed 
at the confluence between the 
Klang and Gombak rivers. This 
business activity expanded 
eastwards to the Klang River 
resulting in one of the busiest 
trading centres in Kuala Lumpur. 

Shophouses were erected and 
streets formed. These rows of 
shophouses and streets, with the 
river located to the west, created 
a rectangular space, known as the 
Old Market Square (now known as 
Medan Pasar) which later became the 
main focal point of Kuala Lumpur. 

Residents would find fresh 
produce, textiles, and traditional 
medicinal halls here. According 
to historical texts, the road was 
also home to many gambling 
houses, opium dens and brothels, 
frequented by the working class.

Governed by Kapitan Yap Ah 
Loy, the road was known as Macao 
Street or Hokkien Street by the old 
Chinese community who in the 
late 1800s, controlled a large part 
of the businesses that thrived in the 
market, building his empire on the 
many tin mines in Kuala Lumpur. 

However, the first resident-
general of the Federated Malay 
States Frank Swettenham 
demolished the market in 1882, as 
he was appalled by the conditions 
of the unkempt wooden huts 
and stalls. Yap later rebuilt 
the marketplace using proper 
construction materials and 
resumed his reign until his death 
in 1885.  

The flourishing market was 
then relocated by Swettenham 
to a new site, where the current 
Central Market is, and the old 
market place was transformed into 
a new trade square. 

Today, even though the native 
settlements, chaotic sheds and 
huts have totally disappeared, 
some of the original shophouses, 
streets and spaces still exist. 

TEMPATAN FEST KUALA LUMPUR

As local fashion design and entrepreneurship has grown exponentially in recent years, 
so too has the demand for a showcase of new clothing products. “Streetwear” took on 
a new meaning as the popular seasonal fashion event series Tempatan Fest was given 
a home in Medan Pasar in late 2015. With over 70 local apparel brands holding court in 
the newly motor traffic-free square, Tempatan Fest featured booths by up-and-coming 
fashion brands, workshops and demonstrations, topped off with musical performances 
by independent artists tapping into the vein of today’s youth culture. 

Urban youth in the know would be familiar with clothing imprints such as JNKCLT, 
Wolfgang, Super Sunday, and Abstrax, all of whom had a strong presence at Medan 
Pasar’s iteration of Tempatan Fest in 2015, along with dozens of others. The two-day 
event held from 10am to 11pm in the square, also attracted droves of KL youth by 
having upstart bands such as Balok People, Lawalah Familia, Grey Sky Morning, and 
even veteran indie rockers Pretty Ugly grace the main performance stage. Tempatan 
Fest and Medan Pasar turned out to be compatible partners, with KL’s youth culture 
converging on one of the city’s most iconic landmarks for a weekend of fun, creativity, 
and modern culture. 

BUY NOTHING DAY 

Medan Pasar stands as a monument to the egalitarian virtues of ordinary KL-ites, a 
square that is more than a space for commerce amidst a city of people seemingly 
obsessed with shopping malls. It was fitting, then, that Medan Pasar played host to Buy 
Nothing Day, an extension of a global social experiment to see how people interact 
with one another without the shackles of a transaction-based economy.

As it is celebrated in major cities around the world, Buy Nothing Day, held at the 
end of November 2015, was centred around promoting fair and compassionate social 
interactions through charity, knowledge sharing, heightening awareness, solidarity, 
and empowerment. With the support of 38 partners on the ground, Buy Nothing Day 
sought to inform KL-ites on the benefits of a currency-free alternative to consumer 
culture, and encouraged visitors to lend a helping hand to one another. 

Buy Nothing Day featured everything from free haircuts by Notasalon to upcycling 
workshops from startups like Studio Canpakes and Gerakan Seni, to discussions on 
independent DIY culture from the likes of Malaysian punk rock icon Joe Kidd, and to a 
truly free market in which those in need could get necessities free of charge. Also on 
hand during the event were free medical and legal service kiosks, and even free art and 
design consultation booths for those seeking to enhance their businesses. 

While Buy Nothing Day primarily served to foster a new way of thinking among 
Malaysians, Think City anticipated that a sizable number of attendees would be from 
Kuala Lumpur’s migrant worker community. As members of this community have been 
known to face challenges coping with life in the city, it was hoped that an initiative like 
Buy Nothing Day would enrich their experience of living in the city, and make them feel 
welcome at the same time. Comprising 25% of the actual attendees, it would seem that 
Buy Nothing Day succeeded in creating an inclusive affair for all.

CULTURAL MAPPING IN MEDAN PASAR

Indian dance workshops by Mahayidya Theatre at Buy Nothing Day

The Old Market Square circa 1960
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MALAM WAYANG

Contrary to the more modern, Westernised definition of 
wayang, or theatre, the Malam Wayang event held in Medan 
Pasar in January 2016 hearkened back to the classical era 
of local theatrical art, which promulgated a more shared, 
communal experience in outdoor spaces.  

Malam Wayang, which took place at the square 
over three and a half hours, featured two headlining 
performances, namely a one-hour Mandarin production by 
ACX Productions entitled Nana dan Ah Lu, and a three-hour 
staging of wayang kulit by Kumpulan Wayang Kulit Sri 
Warisan Pusaka of Machang, Kelantan. 

The family-friendly performances, aimed at garnering 
the interest of younger Malaysians in need of exposure to 
rich local heritage and culture, fully realised the potential of 
Medan Pasar’s unique position of being an egalitarian meeting 
point in the heart of the city. Almost 1,000 attendees 
filled up the square for an evening of culture and historical 
art that would otherwise have been inaccessible to most 
KL-ites outside of a dedicated theatrical setting. Tourists in 
the area were also treated to a taste of Malaysian theatre 
that evening, with a healthy 10% of total attendance being 
comprised of foreign visitors to KL. 

 

SAMA-SAMA FOOD FAIR 

If there is one catalyst that brings all Malaysians together, 
it is their love for good food. The Sama-Sama Food Fair 
tapped into this shared culture of quality cuisine and 
communal dining to great effect, and having it held in 
Medan Pasar, in the midst of downtown KL’s bustling old 
mercantile district, proved to be a perfect fit. 

Sama-Sama (Bahasa Malaysia for ‘together’) went 
beyond being merely a collection of food stalls around 
a public square; instead, the event was a celebration of 
Malaysian food culture that ran the gamut from hosting 
free cooking workshops, art jam sessions with visual artist 
Sharina Shahrin, dance theatre by representatives from 
Sabahan, Sarawakian, and Nepalese ethnic tribes, and 
musical performances by local indie artist The Venopian 

Solitude, classical Chinese troupe Regal Orchestra, and 
Hands of Hope, a choir comprised of refugee children.  
All these activities were offered up at no cost to attendees, 
with the exception of a batik-making workshop that 
charged only the cost of materials. 

Medan Pasar still has a ways to go before it gains a 
larger presence in the minds of KL-ites seeking a bit of 
culture and an unorthodox yet fulfilling way of spending 
leisure time. But the activities that have been held, and 
continue to be held, on its historic premises are hopefully 
steps to create a culture of placemaking and community 
gathering, which young entrepreneurs and cultural 
influencers may take the lead on in future. 

The Hands of Hope booth from Myanmar at Sama-Sama Food Fair

Kumpulan Wayang Kulit Sri Warisan Pusaka performing at Malam Wayang
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Tell me how the idea to revamp the streets came about. 
You have also created a cycling map for KL. Does this 
influence your proposal for the street improvements?

Yes it does, of course, Cycling KL opens your eyes 
to the streets and enables you to experience what it’s 
really like. Initially the project was derived from findings 
of the bicycle map project, in which the city was entirely 
sectioned up, making crossing points important. This 
commission was initially named ‘Building Bridges’, not just 
physically but also metaphorically. It has gone through a 
few rounds of revision in terms of the objectives and scope 
of work. The title was finally agreed upon as ‘Improvements 
of Streets of Downtown Kuala Lumpur’, or ISD for short.

What does the plan entail? Which KL areas are involved 
and what are some of the suggestions?
It is a report on the current situation of the streetscape of 
KL. The ISD report has a set of parameter checklists which 
a surveyor would rate, assessing static objects, streets, 
furnishing, conditions and also behaviours of street 
users. The Study Area / Perimeter was set out at about a 
1km-radius from the symbolic centre of KL, Masjid Jamek, 
comprising just over 200ha. It is Think City’s core study 
area. Suggestions were made to complement existing 
projects & infrastructures. From easy implementation for 
improving the situation to wider ‘umbrella concepts’ of 
changing the entire streetscape.

Downtown KL Streets Improvement

16ISD Studio 25 / Think City /streetscape, upper Jalan Hang Lekiu 16

ISD Studio 25 / Think City / Methodology / Introduction

Having studied the streets of KL and residents’ access to active mobility, 
JEFF LIM creates a plan to revitalise and improve the streets of Downtown 
Kuala Lumpur.

Streetscape, upper Jalan Hang Lekiu

DONWTOWN KL STREETS IMPROVEMENT
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What are the biggest challenges you foresee in improving 
KL streets?
A mindset shift and behavioral change from all levels; 
policy makers, planners, implementers to the street users, 
businesses, owners and residents. Visionary leadership and 
the political will to see it through will make a difference. 
Policy makers have to be willing to maintain and transform 
the city to a more liveable environment. Basically KL is 
everybody’s home, and everybody has a part to play in 
making it so. 

What’s the outcome of this proposal? 
I’ve just submitted a printed report and research findings. 
There was a workshop where I presented a preview to a 
board of stakeholders, and it was well received. It needs to 
go through a review before it can be released and shared 
with the relevant authorities. There were more than 15 
recommendations, mostly visionary & transitional strategies, 
but also street improvements which are easier to address. 

Walkability is the biggest holistic concept, 
pedestrianising sections, corridors and crossing plazas. 
But simplistically it is about creating equal accessibility 
and equity to space. The easier implementations are 
improving facilities that are important, especially the 
pedestrian corridor south of the city, connecting 3 major 
routes – Jalan Damansara, Jalan Tun Sambanthan and 
Jalan Syed Putra.

The way forward?
There is no singular solution to addressing the issues faced 
by the city. It is multi-layered and all interlinked through 
decades of evolution. It will take decades to apply a mindset 
shift, but what we need is a want for change and the 
willingness to be that change. The city will continue to grow 
and evolve and I hope that the project will be useful to the 
future plans and aspirations of the city. It is what we leave 
behind for future generations to inherit and this will be the 
legacy of Kuala Lumpur and its people.

THE BIGGEST THREATS TO THE STREETS  
OF KL:

SPACE ENCROACHMENT

One of the most debated issues is about space and the 
lack of it. But I believe there is enough — the issue lies in 
the sharing of space, as in equal accessibility and equity 
of space. All citizens have a basic right to the access of 
Active Mobility, through 3 criteria — Protection, Provision 
and Participation. This is the biggest imbalance in the city 
at the moment.

LACK OF CONTINUITY (IMPASSABILITY*)

Any route is only as strong as its weakest link. Continuity 
of pathways is a major problem in Kuala Lumpur, let alone 
any city in Malaysia. There is little or no priority towards 
these spaces, and are often treated as an afterthought. It 
is perhaps something we have not had the chance to fully 
understand, plan out or fully utilise. Five-foot ways or kaki 
lima played this role somewhat in enabling pedestrianism, 
but since its inception, many streets have proven not to be 
viable pathways. To add to that, there’s the fact that the 
city is actually ‘sinking’. 

Over a period of time, the ground level rises through 
roads being dug up and repaved. Drainage & irrigation 
are constantly being upgraded and roads widened to 
accommodate more capacity since more surfaces are 
being developed. It is quite a common practise to find 
layers of ancient cities buried. But in reference to our city 
which is relatively quite young, just about 200 years, we 
do not have good practices in terms of resurfacing. And 
over time where roads have been repaved, it has not been 
observed to remove the old surface layer before adding on 
a new layer. As a result of that, the city grade level would 
rise 4-7 inches every 10 years or so. The raising of the 
grade level affects everything.

One of the recommendations of the ISD project has the 
objective of pedestrianising a section of the city, and as a 
result of this to also bring the grade to its original level.

*by Universal Access Standards.

POLLUTION (CARBON OFFSETTING)

Development is the undoing of nature, and in that aspect, 
no city in the world is truly ‘sustainable’; ‘zero-carbon’ 
does not exist. Although highly debatable, it is in carbon 
offsetting that efforts are made to bring balance to 
the amount of carbon released. Unfortunately ‘Green 
Building’ standards are not up to par in Malaysia and no 
serious effort has been made on carbon emission control, 
especially in transportation or energy consumption within 
the city limits. Environmental standards are being put in 
place, but another area where this lacks proper attention 
is in consumerism. There’s a need to find solutions for 
supporting the local economy, rebuilding resilience and 
weaning off oil-dependency.Pedestrian path encroachment by illegally parked car, Jalan Tun Perak
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Parks play a role in the city, providing respite and a space for recreation 
for busy city dwellers. Somewhere in KL’s inner city, Think City identifies 
three neglected parks and engages three architect companies to design 
the revival of these parks. While the parks were subsequently reinstated 
for development and were never rejuvenated, the exercise as a whole 
has provided key lessons in community and stakeholder engagement. 
ADELA ASKANDAR of STUDIO BIKIN, one of the three architects 
involved, tells us about discovering inner city communities and bringing 
them closer to nature.

Farah Azizan (left) and Adela Askandar (right) of Studio Bikin
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Parks for the People
Building Community Ties & a Sense of Local Ownership
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When Think City approached Adela Askandar to 
redesign a pocket park in the heart of Kuala Lumpur, she 
was enthused because prior to that moment, most of the 
work at Studio Bikin had been residential and commercial. 
The project was one of the first public spaces she would 
work on. 

“We were approached by Think City to be a part of their 
Signature Parks project in 2015,  looking at three pocket 
parks, gazetted and owned by the Dewan Bandaraya Kuala 
Lumpur (DBKL). This project never came to be, as the 
land was subsequently reinstated for development, but 
the process of designing the parks, nevertheless, was an 
interesting one and we learned a lot about working with 
communities and building local ownership,” Adela said.

Essentially, a pocket park is a small recreational 
outdoor space accessible to the general public, typically 
built on small, irregular pieces of land. Usually under one 
acre, it had to be designated as a park and maintained as 
one. Located in a hard core, urban area, the parks were in 
desperate need of recreational and green spaces. 

For Adela, the role of parks in the city was never more 
apparent, in witnessing the state of the urban fabric in that 
part of Kuala Lumpur.

“Cities are often harsh environments to live in, and so a 
park would provide some relief for city inhabitants. In that 
particular area, there was nothing to offer residents any 
sort of relief and most of these existing parks were badly 
maintained, so we felt that something had to be done to 
reactivate the community’s involvement with the parks, or 
else they would have been in danger of falling into a state 
of anarchy,” she added.

Another point of note was that most of the residents 
were immigrants. 

“Many of them don’t feel welcome even though they 
are the ones who probably need this space the most. They 
probably work in horrible conditions all day and then go 
back to their cells in the night, sharing a room with 5 or 6 
other people, and they have no privacy,” said Adela.

She added: “The park would be able to offer a safe 
space for recreation, meditation, an alternative place to 
eat a meal, or just a place where you can sit surrounded by 
nature. This is something that’s psychologically important 
for the migrant workers as well as the local residents.”

 “The park would be able to 
offer a safe space for recreation, 
meditation, an alternative place 
to eat a meal, or just a place 
where you can sit surrounded  
by nature. This is something 
that’s psychologically important 
for the migrant workers as well 
 as the local residents.”

BASELINE STUDY AND ISSUES

Prior to the start of the project, Think City had conducted 
preliminary studies in the area, mapping out the 
demographics of the immediate surrounding areas, the 
target users of the parks, and the issues.

One of the issues was the fact that there was a lot of 
tension between the local businesses and the immigrants, 
who hailed from many parts of the world but mainly from 
Bangladesh, Nepal and Indonesia. 

“There wasn’t a lot of communication between the 
businesses and the migrant communities. Engaging them 
as a whole would have been a challenge,” she said.

“Another issue that many of the local residents and 
business operators felt was safety. There was danger of 
encroachment from traffic and other unhealthy elements 
of the urban environment. The key users of the parks 
include elderly Chinese folk, tourists and immigrant 
families. So it was clear to us that residents had to take 
ownership of the parks in order to keep them alive.”

That said, Adela soon realised that the parks had a lot 
of potential, not just for immediate inhabitants, but also 
for others visiting the city centre, as they were generally 
in the vicinity of Jalan Bukit Bintang and Jalan imbi and 
were walking distance to sites such as Berjaya Times 
Square, Low Yat Plaza, and Pavilion KL, and the monorail 
stations. The parks were also sandwiched between these 
commercial areas and the new Tun Razak Exchange 
financial district, which is being developed.

Location of profiled parks

Im
a
g

e
s 

c
o

u
rt

e
sy

 o
f 

S
tu

d
io

 B
ik

in



EVERYONE 57

COMMUNITY AND STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT 

In view of the need for citizen participation in the project 
and the gulf between the diverse communities, Think City, 
with the support of DBKL, organised engagement sessions 
to meet and explain the project to residents, and also to 
get their feedback.

“After the initial community and stakeholder sessions, 
we found that people were very open to the idea of the 
revamped parks and we even saw the locals mingling with 
the migrant communities. I think we expected that there 
may have been different communities wanting to use the 
space for different things, and that they may even fight 
for use of the space. But, the feedback was very positive 
because everyone seemed to accept that the park was for 
all to share,” Adela said.

The next step would have been to engage the 
residents of the respective parks to take ownership of the 
spaces, and to ensure that they are used well. 

“DBKL also informed us about unhealthy activities 
such as drug abuse occurring in the park, and residents 
therefore don’t feel as safe as they should, so that would 
have been another thing to consider.”

“We felt that something had to be 
done to reactivate the community’s 
involvement with the parks, or else 
they would have been in danger of 
falling into a state of anarchy.”

Examples of how colour and graphics are used in landmark design interventions to 
add character and provide wayfinding and a sense of place

Park A - The Tablescape 
Profile: 
The area sees a lot 
of homeless and 
underprivileged people 
due to the Kechara soup 
kitchen and a hawker 
centre, so food and eating 
is a big part of its function. 
Shin Chang of Mentah 
Matter, conceptually 
designed a tablescape 
with moveable tables 
and chairs, and extended 
the design to include the 
existing bus stop. The 
park also faces the TRX 
building, so an open plaza 
had to be designed to 
absorb the traffic coming 
from that direction. 

Point of interest:
The benches and tables 
would have had to be 
designed in such a way 
that people could eat 
there comfortably but not 
turn it into a permanent 
campsite. Bright, 
unbreakable lights were 
required as drug abusers 
tended to throw stones to 
destroy the lights at night. 

Challenges: 
Super tough and versatile 
materials would have had 
to be sourced including 
vandal-proof lighting and 
seating. 

Park A - ‘The Tablescape’ by Mentah Matter was designed for eating and recreation.

PARKS FOR THE PEOPLE
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THE DESIGN APPROACH

In designing the parks, Adela referred to the ‘language of 
design for each park’ as it would determine whether a park 
is perceived as welcoming or not.

“In order for the parks to be successful, we wanted the 
surrounding communities to feel like the park was theirs to 
use. Because then, they would most likely want to care for 
it and not destroy it for the next user. So, clear face-to-face 
communication is crucial, but also the way the park is 
designed has to be inviting, and not prohibitive.” 

The designers also defined success to mean that each 
park would have different groups of users who would use 
the space for different things. For example, Park A’s design 
was more about eating and playing, Park B was about 
meditative and quality family time while Park C was about 
young urban culture and sports such as skateboarding.

Adela said: “So, we began by studying the immediate 
surroundings, mapping out the nature of the architecture 
and the urban fabric surrounding the parks. The next step 
was to invite two other design companies, Studio Karya 
and Mentah Matter, to imagine the rejuvenation of these 
parks, taking into account the current demographics and 
issues surrounding them. 

“We then decided that Mentah Matter would take Park 
A, the park facing the entrance of the TRX, along Jalan 
Barat. Studio Bikin would have Park B, located in Medan 
Imbi and Studio Karya would look at Park C, within Medan 
Imbi, but west of Jalan Khoo Teik Ee.”

The designers discussed and considered forming 
different contours in each of the existing parks to create 
different activity spaces, using natural human behaviours 
as a clue to designing the spaces. 

Adela describes the thought process: “We wanted 
the park design, and even the signages to be welcoming 
and inclusive, as opposed to the conventional signs which 
are usually very prohibitive. Another aspect would be the 
ability to curate and programme the space for different 
activities so that the parks become target destinations and 
are used well. 

“Finally, our city planning in the area is rather 
amorphous, so we wanted to use graphics and colour-
coding to create a system of wayfinding, to lead people 
to the parks, and cross connect the parks, and even to 
larger connecting points such as Pavilion. This also helps 
psychologically place people in the urban fabric of the city.”

Park B - Unitree 
Profile: 
Although a very well-used 
park, half the swings 
and other playground 
equipment are broken. A 
homeless guy has made 
it his home with the slide 
as his camping bed. It is 
also badly lit, and not well 
maintained. Many migrant 
families don’t feel very 
welcome so they only 
come out to play with 
their children at night. 
Existing vegetation such 
as the trees were in good 
condition. 

Point of interest:
Studio Bikin wanted to 
create a recreational 
park with elements 
of playfulness and 
exploration, with a lot 
nature. Children became 
the main focus of the 
design in the hopes 
that they would act as 
icebreakers to start 
conversations between 
business owners and the 
migrant families.
 

Challenges: 
With children as the 
main focus, safety and 
security was an issue. 
DBKL found syringes 
lying around some of the 
parks, which put children 
in danger. The design 
incorporated existing 
trees to form a natural 
ring with a lightweight 
steel-ring enclosure and 
open plaza in the middle, 
so that families playing 
within could feel secure. 
The structure comprised 
giant gates that could 
swing shut for security 
purposes, and could be 
locked at night. The ideal 
would have been for 
community leaders to hold 
the keys to this park and 
take ownership of what 
activities or programming 
could happen there.

Park B - ‘Unitree’ by Studio Bikin was designed for play, with security for children as a 
key feature.Im
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PEOPLE CAN REVIVE THE CITY

In the process of studying and reinventing the parks, Adela 
learnt that there was a lot of potential for KL’s inner city 
areas to revive itself. However, the magic ingredient was 
the people.

“People need to take part in the revival. What’s 
required is full-on ground communication with the local 
communities because you need them to know what is 
happening, in projects such as these, and to engage them. 

“It’s so important to go further in depth, get to know 
the communities — what they do, where they work. Will 
there be arguments as to how the parks might be used? 
But that’s the interesting part — the life of the parks itself 
when you actually get to build it and how the various 
communities interact with it.”

However Adela states that projects like these have to 
be seen through in order to gauge success.

“I think you have to believe in a project like this in order 
to go ahead with it, and to see what happens because 
different cities have different contexts, different issues. 
Until you try it out as sort of a ‘beta’ for pocket parks, 
you’ll never know. You can plan it and detail it out to 
death, but until you build it, let it run its course, and let the 
community take charge of it, you’ll never know whether it 
will be a successful project or not.” 

Park C - Park and Play 
Profile: 
The immediate area for 
Park C is mostly residential 
with some low-key 
businesses at a cul-de-sac. 
An open parking lot, a 
shed owned by Alam 
Flora, and a fruit seller 
with a stall are part of the 
perimeter. 

Point of interest:
A youth group called  
District, urban skateboarders 
and graffiti-artists have 
also adopted the park to 
test out their skateboarding 
skills in a safe place. 
Studio Karya came up with 
the concept of a safe yet 
attractive and exciting 
space for local users and 
residents. 

Challenges: 
The aim was to provide 
a destination and a safe 
space for young people 
who could easily get here 
through public transport. 
The challenge for Park 
and Play was to lift the 

ground plane into various 
asymmetrical levels. One, 
to house the fruit stall, so 
that the owner could spill 
out along the side street. 
Next, to incorporate 
more activities such as 
a little library or a small 
cafe. The hope is that the 
park would be used for 
healthier activities, and 
that businesses in the 
vicinity would get more 
traffic and visibility.

Park C - ‘Park and Play’ by Studio Karya was designed for urban sports and leisure. 

PARKS FOR THE PEOPLE

A view of all three parks as proposed under the Think City Signature Parks initiative.
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Urban projects, such as the planning and development of 
pocket parks in an inner city area would bring residents 
closer to nature and afford more leisure in their daily lives, 
making the city more liveable. However, with the number 
of different parties at stake, in particular the communities 
making up the neighbourhood itself, there are many steps  
to take before the parks can become a reality. 

Think City takes a community-led approach with any  
project, engaging the many stakeholders involved to 
include them in the conversation and planning process. 
The map below charts Think City’s Community-First 
engagement methodology in communicating with and 
involving the communities in Medan Imbi for the Signature 
Parks Project.

POCKET PARKS 
THINK CITY ENGAGEMENT METHODOLOGY

Identifying
Potential Sites

1.

Site Profiling

2.

Community
Engagement 1

(Survey & Interviews)

3.

Community
Engagement 2
(Voting Session)

4.

Engage Surveyor
& Designer

5.

Design Concept

6.

Community
Feedback on design

proposals

7.

Revise Design,
Approval by

Local Council
& Costing

8.

Community

 

Engagement 4
(Inform Final Design)

9.

Engagement
with Potential

Sponsors

10.

Signing Off
Sponsorship
Agreement

11.

Detailed drawings
for Tender

12.

Work
Implementation

13.

Opening

14.

 Community
Programmes &
Maintenance

15.

COMMUNITY & STAKEHOLDERS
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Proposed design for Park A by Mentah Matter
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CULTURE, COMMERCE & THE CREATIVE CITY

POCKET PARK – WORK FLOW

A CITY FOR
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Culture, Commerce
& The Creative City

64 A CITY FOR

CULTURE, COMMERCE & THE CREATIVE CITY

The danger of many a public space is that it is underutilised, or worse, 
abandoned. Enter placemaking, where activities are programmed for the 
public to gather and enjoy in shared public spaces. The discovery - that 
placemaking can be a boost to the economy. CYNTHIA NIKITIN, Senior 
Vice President at Project for Public Spaces (PPS.org) surveys the state of 
Malaysia’s public spaces, and illustrates how placemaking activities can 
bring jobs and opportunities for commerce.

“Public spaces are a vital component of any prosperous city.” — Cynthia Nikitin
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Placemaking & Shared Spaces
Placemaking as a Cure for City Living &

 a Boost to Commerce
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Cynthia Nikitin’s key observation of Kuala Lumpur is that 
its public spaces are completely dominated by cars and 
traffic. This is not uncommon in large cities where about 
80% of public space is taken up by streets and roads.

In contrast, she outlines that some of the cities in 
Malaysia are more successful than others in cultivating good 
public spaces, such as the streets of George Town, Penang. 

“The streets in George Town such as in Little India 
are amazing shared spaces where you have trishaws, 
pedestrians, bicycles, cars, delivery vans all in one 
space, and everyone travels at the speed of a pedestrian. 
They’re self regulating in terms of speed, and dispersion 
of roadway space for people. They’re a bit crowded 
which lends vitality to a city - so those streets are quite 
wonderful,” says Cynthia.

“Other wonderful shared spaces would be the markets 
such as The Chowrasta Market, in George Town. There are 
markets all over Penang that serve as a place where people 
mix, gather and socialise — it’s more than just about buying 
fresh produce or food for dinner — it’s really where the 
shared life of a city happens,” she adds.

This shared life is replicated in Kuala Lumpur, except 
that it happens in shopping malls. Due to the fabricated 
nature of malls, Cynthia states that they are not true 
public spaces particularly as they are privately owned and 
operated. Although the malls in Malaysia have the added 
public benefit of providing comfort with its climate-
controlled environments, which, according to Cynthia 
is one up on malls in the United States, there remains a 
strong consumerist overlay. 

“ While you might enjoy a concert, an art exhibition 
or a cooking demonstration at a mall, your purpose there 
really is to purchase something. Where the person should 
ideally have an opportunity to create an experience for 
themselves, in malls — it’s all more pre-packaged for 
public consumption.” 

Cynthia cites the benefits of active shared public 
spaces as multifold. 

“Public spaces are vital components of any prosperous 
city. Well-designed and well-managed public spaces 
are a key asset for a city’s functioning and they have a 
positive impact on a city’s economy, health, climate, safety 
integration, inclusion and connectivity; connectivity of 
people to each other, and connectivity of people to place,” 
she says.

“The quality of life is closely related to the state of its 
public spaces, but it needs appropriate economic measures 
that promote public revenue, private income and livelihood 
creation, investment and wealth.”

She highlights that good public spaces should be able 
to provide people with a safe and welcoming place to gather. 

“People have the right to the city. They should be able 
to create a safe and welcome environment for women 
and girls, and vulnerable populations. They should be 
places where people feel free to express opinions, express 
their creativity. And they should give people who use the 
public space an opportunity to  make it better and more 
successful, through their being there, through their ideas 
and knowledge.”

“The quality of life of people in 
cities is closely related to the state 
of its public spaces, but it needs 
appropriate economic measures 
that promote public revenue, 
private income and livelihood 
creation, investment and wealth.”

GAPS IN KL’S PUBLIC SPACES

Kuala Lumpur, like many cities in the United States, are 
transient places where most urban workers leave after 
hours for their homes in the suburbs. The same goes 
for gentrified cities such as Amsterdam. In a recent 
BBC report, companies such as Airbnb have become so 
popular with Dutch homeowners that it has pushed the 
cost of rentals and real estate so high, residents have had 
no choice but to move out to the suburbs, leaving the city 
centre for tourists and the wealthy. 

However, in KL the main challenge for Cynthia is still 
the fact that the streets and roads dominate the city, 
without concern for the pedestrian experience. 

She emphasises: “A lot of it has to do with the 
programming and the management of the spaces that 
exist and converting some streets, really looking to see if 
you actually need the roads to be that wide, to move that 
much traffic every day, all the time. When you design your 
city around cars and traffic, you get cars and traffic, and 
when you design your city around people and places, you 
get more people and places.

“It requires modifying some of those roads, making 
them more multi-modal, even closing them like they do all 
over the world - perhaps one Sunday a month for bicycling 
or other activities -  to get people accustomed to using 
those spaces in a different way, and looking at it from a 
different perspective. It’s a tremendous amount of real 
estate that’s given over to just one target user, which is 
the motorist. 

PLACEMAKING & SHARED SPACES

Markets are great examples of shared public spaces
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While many urbanists would argue that the hot and 
humid weather is a deterrent to many local citizens, opting 
to drive even for the smallest of distances, Cynthia says 
that it is about changing the pedestrian experience. 

“At PPS, we work in a lot of very hot and very cold 
places and we have always found that climate can be 
mitigated. It’s about giving people a reason to walk and 
making it comfortable for them to do so.”

“When you design your city 
around cars and traffic, you get 
cars and traffic, and when you 
design your city around people 
and places, you get more people 
and places.”

PLACEMAKING AND COMMERCE

In looking at some of the most successful placemaking 
activities that PPS has been involved in, Cynthia cites 
that placemaking and commerce are closely interrelated. 
Programmed activities that bring people together usually 
create opportunities for business and work. 

The developers of Sunsuria City — a housing project 
which includes the Salak Tinggi train station, Xiamen 
University, and a mall — organised placemaking activities 
even before construction had begun.

“We told them — it’s 3 to 5 years before you actually 
have completed buildings — so start attracting the target 
audience and make them remember. When the houses and 
units are available people will remember because they had 
an experience there,” Cynthia says.

PPS guided Sunsuria to imagine the needs of their 
target audience — families and students who would 
populate the development. The outcome: a biking race,  
a walkathon, and food trucks. 

“They got a lot of publicity, and they managed to get 
people to understand what was going to happen. They 
were able to share their vision for this community — they 
didn’t just build it and then hope people would show up,” 
she explains.

Further away from home, Cynthia recounts the 
Discovery Green project in Texas, a public urban park in 
Downtown Houston, which had met with positive outcomes 
as a result of placemaking. Just like in Kuala Lumpur, many 
people would come into the city to work but get on the 
highway to go home after business hours and the core of 
the city would be empty. 

Because they wanted more people living in the city, 
instead of building luxury towers and hotels and giving 
developers tax breaks and incentives, the city authorities 
and their partners put two parking lots and several vacant 
parcels together, converting the space into a beautiful 
public park.  Many citizens were against the move, 
criticising the development, and declaring that no one 
would use the park. However, the city of Houston was in 
for a surprise. 

“People said that no one would go to the park, but the 
weekend that it opened they had 15,000 people. So they 
built the public space first, and then all of a sudden people 
wanted to buy up buildings, land and housing based on the 
fact that they were next to Discovery Green.

“The lesson here is that the amenity can generate 
wealth, and bring people in, who then spend more time in 
Houston and want to live there. And people were starting 
to market the park and the properties around it. They 
didn’t even need a marketing department because the 
residents were doing it for them. Public spaces have that 
ability to create public relations for a city when they are 
well programmed and well managed,” says Cynthia.

“People said that no one would 
go to the park, but the weekend 
that it opened they had 15,000 
people. So they built the public 
space first, and then all of a 
sudden people wanted to buy 
up buildings, land and housing 
based on the fact that they were 
next to Discovery Green.”

THE SPIRIT OF PLACE

Instrumental in the art of placemaking is a concept known 
as ‘the Spirit of Place.’ Cynthia explains that the spirit of 
place is what the people of a community understand.

She says: “In any project, we work with the community, 
with stakeholders, institutions, local leaders, municipal 
leaders, cultural leaders, religious leaders — to have them 
explain to us what is the spirit of their place, what is their 
vision for the community, what are its assets, what are the 
important defining features that create or blend into that 
spirit of place.”

This first crucial step is essential in determining what 
the community holds dear. This could be in the form of 

A street vendor in Chinatown, KL
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a natural landscape or scenic view, cultural traditions 
and crafts, an institution, or a historic building or 
neighbourhood.

She explains: “That’s one of our first interventions 
or interrogations when we work with a community - to 
identify what elements can recreate the spirit of their 
place. Also, discovering what is working about them, 
what is not working and what opportunities there are 
to strengthen them, looking at what people hold to be 
the most sacred elements, places or aspects of their 
community and their culture, and how we can actually 
— through physical, design or management changes  
and programming — impact and enhance them.”

“The lesson here is that the 
amenity can generate wealth,  
and bring people in, who then 
spend more time in Houston 
and want to live there.”

THE COMMUNITY IS THE EXPERT

One of Cynthia’s chief beliefs, and one that has repeatedly 
held up well in placemaking design, is that the community 
is the expert, that the people who live in the community 
have tremendous quantities of information and innate 
knowledge that can help the process. Unfortunately, 
Cynthia states that most planning processes are not set up 
to gather that knowledge or the community’s ideas, either 
ever, or until it’s too late.  

“It’s often left to professionals and designers, people 
who are educated and schooled to figure out what’s the 
best thing for a community when actually the community 
is the one that knows what’s best for itself. And there 
probably will be disagreements, so as professionals we 
are there to facilitate that conversation and to draw out 
what the elements are, what the ideas are that contribute 
to the spirit of the place. Things such as what used to be 
there 20 years ago that was well-loved but went out of 
business, or a policy that was changed and was removed 
that worked, that we could bring back,” she adds.

Cynthia stresses that preserving heritage properties is 
also a key move as it forms part of the long term identity 
and visual memory of a place. Other aspects that are 
important include focusing on creating comfort, amenities 
that support use, programming and connecting people to 
other destinations. 

“People sometimes call us space doctors; we evaluate 
a place to see if it’s sick, what’s wrong with it and what are 
the changes that need to be made to make it healthy and 
better functioning.”

“The community is the one that knows what’s best  
for itself.”

SILO BUSTING

With every public space, there are usually many stakeholders 
and authorities, and navigating the systems for approvals on 
placemaking and programming can be daunting.

The PPS solution is silo busting.
“Silo busting is one of our major campaigns. Having 

city governments much more horizontal and making sure 
that each project has a ‘Place Team’ where every agency 
that touches that project meet and work together — that’s 
the ideal we always strive for,” she says.

The key to that, as far as the PPS philosophy goes,  
is in making the various institutions see placemaking as a 
collective responsibility, and that no one city department, 
municipal or ministry is in charge of placemaking alone. 

“It’s a partnership among different city agencies 
working with the community and at PPS, we really are 
promoting this idea of place governance which is getting 
city departments and ministry departments out of their 
silos so that Engineering doesn’t just look at engineering, 
and Transportation doesn’t just look at traffic. Rather,  
they all work together on a place. 

“In an infrastructure context it saves tremendous 
quantities of time and money. In coordinating the different 
departments, they have more resources and expedite the 
process, and with public spaces, it’s easier to bring in the 
community when they’re all working together.”

Petaling Street, one of the rare walkable street malls in KL

About 80% of space in KL is given to roads and traffic.

PLACEMAKING & SHARED SPACES
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Arts on the Move is an ongoing public arts programme initiative by Think City, 
in collaboration with Prasarana Malaysia Berhad, designed to bring a range of 
arts and culture activities to KL’s rail transport system. Think City Programme 
Manager, SUSIE KUKATHAS, tells us why the project benefits the city-dweller.

Crowds mesmerised by a Dikir Barat performance at the Masjid Jamek station

Every day hundreds of thousands of commuters travel by 
car, bus and train to the different parts of Kuala Lumpur 
and beyond for work, study and play. In bringing arts to the 
people, Think City, in partnership with Prasarana Malaysia 
Berhad, plans not only to foster an appreciation for the arts, 
but also to provide some reprieve for the weary city-dweller.

In order to capture the attention of a lot of people, 
hosting an arts programme at a busy train station made a 
lot of sense. The story began with the Masjid Jamek station. 

“Arts on the Move came about because of the work 
that Think City does in the Masjid Jamek area - we have 
been programming a number of activities in Medan Pasar, 
and also doing some work on Lebuh Ampang,” said Susie 
Kukathas, Programme Manager for Think City. “The idea 

was to capture the people that use the train station, which 
make up a large number of the population — whether it’s 
people just living, working or studying in the area — and to 
programme some activities that they would enjoy.” 

Think City had approached Prasarana about the idea 
and it so happened that a similar thought happened to  
be brewing. 

“Prasarana had been thinking about a programme 
along the same lines, of events and activities occurring in 
their stations. However they were grappling with a way to 
make them sustainable. So, we proposed a plan and struck 
up a collaboration with them,” Susie said. 

The next step was to programme the performances for 
the station. Masjid Jamek station acts as a hub with  

Arts on the Move
Bringing Art into Public Spaces
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“All performances are 
free and for a token 
of 80 sen, anyone can 
get into the station and 
watch 5 minutes of a 
performance or all of 
a performance. Many 
people can’t afford to 
go into a theatre or a 
club or venue to watch 
performances...”

2 train lines converging, which makes it the third most-used 
station in Kuala Lumpur. The challenge in curating shows 
was — who should the shows be for? 

Susie explained: “I tried to look at the diversity of 
people moving through the station as an opportunity and 
not a challenge. It broadened my selection process and so 
I chose things that would appeal to young people, older 
people. I had traditional dikir barat from Kelantan, modern 
jazz, songs from Western musicals, dance performances by 
the Aswara Dance Company, traditional Indian sitar music, 
Chinese drum performances by Hands Percussion, and 
many more.”

Apart from performances at the station, the programme 
also included reinventing the mood and atmosphere of the 
uniform and expected spaces within the train station. “In 
the Masjid Jamek station itself, there’s a tunnel connecting 
Central Market to Jalan Melayu. It was a rather dull stretch 
of the station and we wanted to break the monotony of that 
concrete uninteresting space to make it more friendly, and 
give commuters something interesting to look at while they 
were passing through. 

“We decided to curate photography and other visual 
arts for that space. We showed art from 5 different artists 
from the Love Me In My Batik exhibition, which showed 
at the Ilham Gallery. We had a photography exhibition 
by Studio DL called Resonance, depicting scenes and 
elements of daily life from around the Masjid Jamek area, 
including kopitiams and little stall owners, juxtaposed 
with images of dancers from Aswara. 

“We hope that people will take time out of their busy 
schedules to enjoy the art and that it refreshes them a little 
in their day-to-day commute,” Susie added. 

One key aspect of Arts on the Move is that no tickets 
are required for watching the shows, and for Susie, this 
is important especially from a point of creating greater 
access to the arts.

“All performances are free and for a token of 80 sen, 
anyone can get into the station and watch 5 minutes of a 
performance or all of a performance. Many people can’t 
afford to go into a theatre or a club or venue to watch 
performances — the kind of shows we’re bringing into 
the station — and it’s been interesting to see the faces of 
people light up when they see something being performed, 
because they’re not expecting it. 

“I’ve met many people who say that the performances 
have given them something, a bit of reprieve to forget 
about work or study stress. I’ve seen a mother who just 
waited at the station on the way home because she 
wanted her son who was in a wheelchair to experience a 
performance that he wouldn’t normally have access to.”

According to Susie, the programme has also 
generated interest in the different artistes and acts taking 
place. “We’ve had quite a few events organisers stop and 
ask people to perform at their events, so it’s been a great 
avenue for our performers to reach out to new audiences 
and to get other work as well.”

And what’s next for Arts on the Move? Susie points 
out that reaction to the shows have been very positive and 
she hopes to continue expanding the programme. “We’ve 
had good responses — big crowds stopping, once we even 

had to have Polis Bantuan cordoning off an area to stop 
people from falling down the stairs; some performances 
generate very large crowds. 

“It’s also been great for performers because for most 
of them it’s their first time performing at a train station 
and they’re able to reach out to people they don’t normally 
perform to. I believe that Rapid KL is keen on replicating 
this project in other stations. It would require funding 
and the hope is that it will expand to other locations or 
stations,” said Susie.

Arts on the Move continues till January, 2017. For the programme 

calendar, see: facebook.com/mythinkcity.

ARTS ON THE MOVE

One of the images on display by Studio DL
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While New York City has the Statue of Liberty and Berlin has the East Side 
Gallery, there is very little public art on the streets of Kuala Lumpur. In a bid 
to raise awareness with the public on the appreciation of art, KL’s first public 
art festival, the brainchild of Think City director, SURYANI SENJA ALIAS was 
brought to life in the legendary Perdana Botanical Gardens. 

‘Rat in The Park’ by Tey Beng Tze

“Our city doesn’t have a tradition of commissioning public 
art, and so we wanted to educate the public about public 
art. Right now, people think that art is just a bunch of giant 
bunga raya that you see on the streets, but we want people 
to expand their perceptions ,” says Suryani Senja Alias, the 
festival director. Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL) had initially 
approached Think City, through the Tourism Ministry, to 
help rebrand Kuala Lumpur as a cooler, arts-centred capital.

“They wanted an arts event, so I proposed a city-wide 
festival: with sculptures at train stations and paintings 
at bus stops. That seemed a little daunting, and as City 
Hall had a plan to upgrade the 126-year-old park into a 
botanical garden (in stages) — we came to a conclusion 
that it would be the ideal location to ‘experiment’ with the 
art festival at the Perdana Botanical Gardens first.” 

A mix of artists, students and art collectives were 

Art in The Park
A Public Art Initiative in One of KL’s Oldest Gardens
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ART IN THE PARK

invited to participate in the event and although the park, 
(formerly known as Lake Gardens or Taman Tasik Perdana), 
sprawls over some 80.9ha (200 acres), the organisers 
honed in on the lawn of the Boat House and the Perdana 
Canopy to house the festival.

Artists including Abdul Multhalib Musa, Lisa Foo,  
IM Project by Izan Tahir and Marvin Chan, Nizam Abdullah, 
Rahman Roslan, Sabri Idrus, Sharmiza Abu Hassan, 
Umibaizurah Mahir Ismail, Tey Beng Tze from the Findars 
Art Collective, Yeoh Lian Heng and Tsuji Lam from the 
Lostgens Art Collective and a Young Artists Initiative with 
Noor Mahnun Mohamed created the pieces for the festival, 
working on a theme of “Found In KL”.

“I believe that everyday objects scattered around 
Kuala Lumpur tell their own stories — about the city and 
its people, how they live and what they are going through. 
By using ordinary objects to create extraordinary art it will 
make people see the city in a new light.” says Suryani. “And 
the narratives that resulted told rather interesting and 
diverse tales!” she adds.

Artist Izan Tahir and Marvin Chan Art collaborated 
to construct a futuristic symbol of protection, inspired by 
images of Chinese Gods seen traditionally on temple doors. 
Named ‘The Boulevard Sentinel’, the structure was made 
from mild steel rods and recycled “found” materials such 
as trumpets from an old Chinese school in KL. Lisa Foo Art 
created ‘Walk in the Park’, a sculpture of a human-like figure 
that stood 15 feet tall, purely constructed out of leaves, 
twigs and branches collected from the botanical gardens. 
Nizam Abdullah’s ‘Fallen Angel’ was built from discarded 
car parts, while Tey Beng Tze created a piece featuring a 
palindrome called ‘Rat in The Park’ made entirely from tin 
cans (a nod to the park’s origin as a tin mine).

The weather-proof pieces made of metal and concrete 
were placed on the lawn, while the more delicate pieces 
were set under the shade of the Perdana Canopy. According 
to Suryani, the best part of staging the art pieces in the 
park was that it took artists out of their comfort zone, and 
out of the controlled environment of the gallery. 

Suryani explains: “It’s not some empty white box, 
there are trees and the elements to contend with, so the 
artists had to consider their new environment.” 

Art In The Park also included the works of French 
engraver Marie Hugo, Indonesian sculptor Handiwirman 
Saputra and Filipino craft and social enterprise Rags2Riches, 
carefully curated and commissioned to have a connection 
to Kuala Lumpur. Marie Hugo, for instance, created The 
Pantun Forest, a ‘forest’ made of bamboo, fabric, paper 
and Indian ink with poems written on the trees in French, 
Malay and Arabic.

Aside from the sculptures, the festival also played host 
to a variety of programmes from dances to wayang kulit 
and storytelling, a tour of the park where writers composed 
fiction based on the sculptures and park, a crafts and food 
bazaar and art talks organised in the nearby Islamic Arts 
Museum Malaysia and Bank Negara Museum.

‘Walk in the Park’ by Lisa Foo Art

“I believe that everyday 
objects scattered around 
Kuala Lumpur tell their own 
stories — about the city and 
its people, how they live and 
what they are going through. 
By using ordinary objects 
to create extraordinary art 
it will make people see the 
city in a new light.”
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The aim of the Think City Grants Programme (TCGP), 
funded by Yayasan Hasanah, is rather simple - empowering 
citizens to create change for their cities, and creating 
more sustainable, liveable places. “We do this because we 
believe through small yet bold acts of positive disruption, 
we can create cities that value heritage, place sustainability 
at the core of advancements and progress, and serve all its 
people, thereby enriching lives,” says Think City Executive 
Director, Hamdan Abdul Majeed. 

The key functions of initiatives supported by the  
TCGP include:

-   Urban regeneration projects that have a major 
public component especially those dealing with
issues of mobility, greening, waste management,  
drainage and public markets;

-   Restoration of heritage buildings or homes;
-   Strengthening and building community ties to 

 create a better living environment; 
-   Restoration or repair of environments at risk: 

 derelict or run down places that pose a health 
 or security risk to the community living there;

-   Research or cultural mapping;
-   Innovative projects that involve lower income 
    groups that will help build a more inclusive society.

“The challenge always lies in building trust and 
confidence in participants, to show them that this is not 
something that is one-off, that it is going to be systematic,” 

Hamdan says. “We have to emphasise that funding is just 
a part of it — Think City will actively work alongside them, 
to see their projects through from developing project 
ideas, to bringing in expertise, and ensuring that we work 
with them to deliver what was envisaged upfront for the 
projects,” he added. 

For the near future, Solomon Jebaratnam, Think 
City Programme Manager highlights that the upcoming 
5th Cycle of the TCGP will see Think City working with 
property owners to restore their buildings and as a 
step further - looking at partnering property owners 
with tenants from the creative industry as part of the 
rejuvenation on KL. “We’re in talks with several property 
owners in downtown KL for facade restoration projects. 
We also intend to introduce them to potential tenants 
from various creative and social enterprises with at least 
3-5 years’ experience. If the owners are happy with the 
potential tenants, Think City will look into giving grants for 
the tenants as well,” says Solomon.

“By doing this we hope to bring in a younger audience 
into Downtown KL and create more life and opportunities 
for work and business, thus making the inner city areas 
more liveable.” 

The TCGP currently operates in Butterworth, Penang, 
Kuala Lumpur and Johor Bahru, where applications are 
open and grants awarded twice a year.

For further information see: http://thinkcity.com.my/grants/

The Think City Grants Programme stems from the community-led 
approach that anchors many of Think City’s projects. Now in its 5th cycle, 
the thrust of this year’s grants fall into the category of renewing and 
preserving the historic urban fabric of the city.

Jia Ping Lee speaks to would-be entrepreneurs about the Think City Grants Programme

Think City Grants
Catalysing the Urban Entrepreneurial Movement
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Sekeping Jugra
Serial space transformer and TCGP recipient NG SEKSAN 
tells us about his latest project - the creation of a maker 
space along Old Klang Road for craftsmen to showcase 
their skills and artwork. 

You’ve created quite a number of retreats under the 
“Sekeping” label now. What’s the one unifying factor 
that ties all the spaces together? Is there an underlying 
philosophy that has influenced how you’ve transformed 
the spaces?
The thing we try to do at each Sekeping is to highlight the 
spirit of the place with light touches. It is about doing as 
little as possible to bring out the best of the spaces.

What’s the inspiration behind Sekeping Jugra? What 
will the space function as and why? What’s unique 
about Jugra as compared to the others?
Jugra is located off Old Klang Road, a traditional road with 
lots of cottage industries and makers of rattan furniture, 
concrete columns, garden crafts, soap, steel fabricators, etc. 

At this stage I have yet to see how the spaces at 
Sekeping Jugra will be used. The plan is to finish it as a 
combination of building, courtyards and garden spaces. 
These are the hard components. The softer components 
will be quite fluid, once it is populated with people and 
it depends on things which I will have little control over. 
I just hope that it can be a place where people can work, 
live, play and share ideas together, while continuing the 
tradition of cottage industries along this ancient road.

What do you consider when you select a building 
and when you transform a space, what are the key 
considerations that affect your design of each space?
I don’t select a building or a site - they usually select me. I 
just respond with some imagination on what the building or 
site can be. The key consideration that affects the design 
is usually how we can maximise the effect with minimum 
effort. That’s key to us and is a signature philosophy of mine.

Why do you do this - convert and repurpose buildings? 
How do you feel about the future of our historic  
urban fabric?
I usually try not to theorise my works. The first things 
that appealed to me when I first encountered the Jugra 
house were the old, tall coconut trees on the roadside. 
They reminded me of a place in Terengganu which I liked 
very much. As for the future of our historic urban fabric, it 
depends on how successful it adapts to changes burdened 
on it by market and economic forces. After a generation 
or two of use, I guess we have to repurpose them for more 
contemporary usage. However, I believe that preserving the 
historic urban fabric is not only about physical forms — it is 
also about how we can continue telling the stories.

THINK CITY GRANTS

“The first things that appealed to me when I first encountered the Jugra house were the 
old, tall coconut trees on the roadside.” — Ng Seksan

Sekeping Jugra is a makerspace for builders, artisans and craftsmen.
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SAYUR IN THE CITY
TCGP recipients and garden builders BEATRICE YONG and 
SHAO-LYN LOW of Eats Shoots & Roots, a social enterprise 
in Kuala Lumpur, set out to create a culture of edible 
gardening and healthier diets for city dwellers with the 
publication of ‘Sayur in the City’. Co-founder Beatrice Yong 
tells us how it all began.

Tell us about the ideas, inspirations and concept behind 
‘Sayur in the City’. 
Our work involves building edible gardens and designing 
landscapes for clients in the city. In our love for urban 
farming, making things grow and enjoying the fruits of our 
labour, we noticed 2 big things about KL.

One, is that there’s a complete lack of community 
spaces in the city for people to connect with nature. 
Two, that the way we’ve been eating has become less 
and less healthy over the years with the introduction of 
chain restaurants and fast food. It’s all very much based 
on meats and carbs, and there’s very little focus on fresh 
produce. This hasn’t always been so; as you are aware, 
traditional diets included way more vegetables, both 
cooked dishes such as your vegetable gulais and even raw 
vegetables such as ulam.

This inspired us to push edible gardens as an activity 
that would create more awareness around eating healthy, 
and which would allow more folks to be closer to nature in 
a productive way. We also aimed to build a community of 
urban growers who can meet their vegetable needs with 
very little cost. 

What came next?
We had a lot of experience in setting up the complexities 
of urban gardens, from creating sustainable ecosystems 

to rainwater harvests, amongst others. We realised that if 
we were able to help restaurants build gardens, it would 
also help foster the ‘farm to fork’ concept, and reduce the 
carbon footprint in general. Many restaurants already do 
this overseas, and so we thought, apart from the obvious 
benefits, it would also be good to encourage more 
productive use of spaces. 

As Think City works primarily within the 1-km radius 
of Masjid Jamek, we did a survey of the restaurants within 
that area, hoping to create relationships with restaurants 
that had landed capacity for building their own gardens. 
We spoke to 250 restaurants, asking about where they 
sourced their produce, the costs, and what were their 
most popular vegetable dishes. Out of all those who were 
interested in building and maintaining edible gardens, we 
narrowed that figure down to 10, and eventually down to 3. 
And so we helped build their edible gardens. 

From the survey, we were also able to build the map 
so that we could introduce restaurants in Downtown KL, 
where people could explore the city and enjoy delicious 
vegetable dishes to improve their diets. With the map also 
came information about vegetables we have abundant 
access to, which are also easy to grow in our climate, and of 
course - we included a how-to section to encourage people 
to try growing their own vegetables, fruits and herbs. 

We also released a series of videos on how to grow for 
free. Our communities are dealing with issues in the economy 
— oil prices, extreme weather. We wanted to reach out  
to them to raise awareness that vegetables can be locally 
grown, with easily accessible materials and without 
spending a lot of money.

Beatrice Yong of Eats, Shoots & Roots.

Sayur In The City aims to educate on edible farming
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Building the Dignity Kitchen garden
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What outcomes or responses have you achieved?
The feedback has been very positive. Many people are 
already aware that their diets could be better, and they are 
also sensitive to environmental issues — that buying from 
the traditional food chain leaves a carbon footprint. We’re 
really excited that the map managed to reach out to foodies, 
chefs and even those who never considered growing their 
own gardens before. 

What plans do you have for the future?
The next phase of our campaign will have a 2-prong 
programme: an edible garden school and the other, to 
provide tools for people to build their own edible gardens. 
With these we are hoping to further raise awareness, 
extend knowledge and create growing communities.

We’ve also identified 3 demo sites where we will share 
know-how and also help design their edible gardens: the 
Community Service Centre for the Deaf in Lorong Ampang 
which operates a social enterprise bakery called Silent 
Teddies; the Pitstop Community Cafe in Jalan Tun H.S. 
Lee, another social enterprise with a ‘pay-what-you-feel’ 
policy, to enable the underprivileged to dine there; and Old 
Malaya, which houses several bars and restaurants in Jalan 
Raja Chulan. Beyond building, we’re also planning some 
harvest parties because the best part about growing is of 
course, the eating process and taking pride in what you’ve 
been able to produce!
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