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Purpose 
 
 This paper introduces the revised draft of Town Planning Board 
(TPB) Guidelines for submission of Visual Impact Assessment (VIA) for 
Members’ information. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
2. The aim of a VIA is to assess the potential visual impact of a 
development proposal to the surrounding areas.  Visual impact of a 
proposal is a result of the spatial relationship between the development 
proposal and its surrounding area.   
 
3. The siting, general location and setting, nature, size, scale and 
prominence of a proposed development are all primary factors for 
consideration of the need and scope for a VIA in the course of processing 
planning applications.  Normally, a VIA shall not be required when a 
development proposal complies with development criteria stipulated in the 
Notes to the Zoning, including building height, plot ratio, and / or site 
coverage for a particular zone.  
 
 
Background 
 
4. After the issue of the first draft of TPB guidelines for submission 
of VIA (Annex 1) on 24 March 2006, the Convenor of the then Town 
Planning Task Force (TPTF) expressed her views and concerns about the 
scope and applications of a VIA at Annex 2.  The subject matter was 
discussed at the TPTF meetings on 6 June 2006 and 14 September 2006.   
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5. Having considered and consolidated the comments / suggestions 
of all the stakeholders, the Planning Department (PlanD) has revised the 
draft Guidelines with a view to clarifying the scope and requirements of the 
VIA and addressing the concerns of the consultees as far as practicable. The 
revised draft Guidelines and the PlanD’s responses to comments have been 
sent to PCTF Members for their comments on 28 February 2008.   
 
6. Major revisions made to the draft Guidelines are highlighted 
below: 
 

i) clarify and make clear the scope and requirements of VIA; 
 

ii) provide an initial guidance on the extent of assessment area i.e. 3H 
distance from the site boundary, with “H” being the tallest 
building height; 

 
iii) clarify that the visual impact should focus on public viewpoints; 

and 
 

iv) clarify that the visualisation materials to be submitted should be 
commensurate with the scale and level of complexity of the 
project.  

 
 
Views Sought 
 
7. Members are invited to note the revised draft Guidelines. 
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Annex 2 

TPTF Paper 4 
 

Business Facilitation Advisory Committee 
Town Planning Task Force 

 
Problems with Qualitative Guidelines –  

Draft Town Planning Board Guidelines for  
Submission of Visual Impact Assessment to TPB 

 
 
General Concerns 
 

Whenever a set of guidelines is promulgated, it often turns into a 
bible and the officer-in-charge will stick to it word for word.  If descriptions are 
open-ended or qualitative, the officer-in-charge usually takes a very 
conservative interpretation which could become extremely subjective at times. 

 
2. Visual Impact Assessments (VIA) are currently being carried out for 
sites which are located at visually sensitive areas e.g. waterfront, or areas which 
may affect the ridgeline, etc. Important vantage points are usually agreed with 
the Urban Design Section of Planning Department and 
photomontages/perspectives/sections etc. are produced to demonstrate the 
impact.  There is no need to have yet another set of guidelines on this subject. 
The Draft TPB Guidelines for VIA is attached for your information. 
 
Specific Concerns 
 
Scope and Applications of VIA 

• Definition of landscape sensitive areas is too wide covering “Agriculture”, 
“GB”, “Open Space”, “Recreation”, etc. 

• Definition of visually sensitive areas is very loose, such as major view 
corridors, popular vantage points, hiking trail, urban fringe, etc. 

• VIA may be required for all applications at the end of the day. 
 

Primary Consideration of VIA 

The guidelines request that alternative design options to achieve best design 
with the least adverse visual impact should be thoroughly explored and 
reported.  How much resources are expected to be spent on this?  Visual impact 
is after all one factor of consideration in building design. 
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Assessment Area 

The assessment area is the area where views and viewers may be affected. How 
should one define “may be affected”? How far a viewer should be taken into 
account? 

 
Visually Sensitive Receivers (VSRs) 

VSRs include all categories e.g. residents, workers, drivers, etc. If the officer-
in-charge takes a conservation view, a great deal of resources will be required. 
Why should we not concentrate on permanent public viewpoints? 

 
Types of Visual Impact 

Visual incompatibility – is our city only looking for homogeneity and 
mediocrity? 
 
Visual intrusion, visual obstruction – what extent is unacceptable? 

 
Visual Sensitivity  

Low, medium, high – too subjective 
 

Magnitude of Change 

Small, intermediate, large – too subjective 
 

Extent of Visual Impact 

Negligible, slight, moderate, significant – too subjective 
 

Evaluation of Overall Visual Impact 

Cumulative visual impact to all identified VSR groups – over-simplication 
based on a series of subjective judgments and open to a lot of potential 
arguments.  
 
For Discussion 
 
3. Should the Visually Sensitive Areas and Landscape Sensitive Areas 
be specifically identified followed by public consultation and clearly indicated 
on OZPs?  Should VIAs be just required for such special areas? 

 
4. Should permanent public views be the major consideration rather than 
private views or transient views? 
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5. Should assessment area be generally limited to area within 500m 
radius of the proposed development? 

 
6. Should alternative designs not be required? 

 
7. Should there be a Panel of Urban Design experts to judge on visual 
impact of special areas rather than relying on individual officers? 
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