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Columbarium policy

THE government is consulting the public aboutits columbarium policy. This is the first time inrecent
years 1t has tried to deal with theproblem by increasing niche supply and regulatingprivate
columbaria's operations. However, it i1s notclear that the government has any new idea of dealingwith
districts' objections to building columbariumfacilities. Furthermore, it seems sluggish in seeking
toregulate private columbaria's operations. We wonderwhy i1t should take three years to get the
legislationthrough. Such 1s the government's housing policy thatnew flats are in short supply and are
so expensive thatfew can afford to buy their own homes. The supply ofgovernment niches falls even
shorter of demand. HongKong citizens have to be worried about their "shelter"in this world and the
next. Is this their fate?

Columbarium facilities are in short supply. Only ifthe government takes a multi-pronged approach
willthere be hope that this problem will be solved. Thefollowing suggestions are all worth taking up.

(1) Design and management. Becausegovernment niches are in short supply, privatecolumbaria now
abound. There are columbariumfacilities in many temples in residential areas.Residents can live with
them. Religious places inhigh-rise buildings in urban areas also offer niches.Columbarium facilities
have long existed in residentialareas, and people who live in those areas have noproblem with that.
This shows that, if columbariumfacilities are well designed and properly managed,most people have no
problem with living near them.(2) Priority. It has been suggested that residentsshould have priority
for columbarium facilities in theirrespective districts. This may reduce resistance and isthus worth
adopting.

(3) Time limit. The government's consultationdocument says it may consider changing the
existingarrangement of providing permanent niches or urngrave spaces. For example, a niche may be
leased,say, for twenty years, subject to regular renewal. Theconsultation document also says the
governmentshould consider imposing an annual management fee.If the management fee in respect of a
niche is not paidfor a number of years in a row and the relevantpersons are out of contact, the niche
may be vacatedand the cremains in it may be moved to a communalrepository or scattered in a garden of
remembrance. Itis hard to meet unlimited demand with our limitedresources. Aimed at increasing
supply, thesesuggestions are worth considering.

Private columbaria have mushroomed. Many ofthem are poorly managed, and their operations are
notproperly regulated. There is already great confusion.Are niches sold to citizens legal? How can
nichebuyers' interests be protected? These questions mustno longer be ignored. The government ought
to carryout a shake-up to bring private columbaria onto theright track. Secretary for Food and Health
Dr YorkChow has said that the government will soon publish alist of approved private columbaria and
that theoperators of those that do not meet the statutoryrequirements should make improvements as
soon aspossible. However, as the legislation for regulatingprivate columbaria may be controversial,
he thinks it isnecessary to consult the public. He has said he hopesthe legislative process will be
completed soon but itmay take a couple of years.

Because of the government's misguided policy,private columbaria have emerged. Many problemshave
arisen, and they are indeed complicated.However, the longer they remain unsolved, the moreunsolvable
they will become. The government shouldnot only try to increase niche supply but also seek toregulate
private columbaria's operations by legislation.It must consider setting up a registration and
licensingsystem. The administration should set the wheels inmotion even though it may not be able to
get thelegislation through before its term expires (in twoyears) lest it should leave its successor
an even biggermess. It would be irresponsible of the Tsangadministration to idle the next two years
away andleave all the difficult problems to its successor.
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cremains /krl'melnz/
the ashes that remain after cremation of acorpse.
misguided /mIs'galdId/
mistaken.
set the wheels in motion
start the process
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