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ABSTRACT

As Hong Kong develops its competitive advantages as a
creative international city, it can draw on a multifaceted
heritage. While the built and intangible cultural her-
itage (ICH) are fairly well protected, the concept of sen-
sory heritage is not currently addressed in official docu-
ments. Sensory heritage is constituted by culturally valued
practices, rituals, and everyday activities as experienced
through all the senses. It includes soundscape, the sum to-
tal of multiple sound sources as perceived and understood
by individuals or communities, and the parallel concept of
smellscape. In Hong Kong, current regulations on sounds
and smells place limits on their negative aspects, such as
noise from construction sites and malodour from sewage
plants. However, there are also sounds and smells that
people find valuable, likeable, and culturally relevant, and
which give their city an identity. The mechanisms through
which sensory heritage is created, maintained, and inte-
grated in various sectors of the economy are little known.
The present paper describes the background to a new re-
search project that aims to make policy recommendations
and have an impact on higher education and multisensory
design in the local art scene and creative communities, as
well as on companies that work with branding and virtual
tourism.
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1. INTRODUCTION

While regulations preserving the built and intangible cul-
tural heritage (ICH) are fairly well covered in Hong Kong,
the concept of sensory heritage is not currently being ad-
dressed. Sensory heritage is constituted by culturally val-
ued practices, rituals, and everyday activities as they are
experienced through all the senses. In a new project based
in Hong Kong, we develop knowledge, digital tools, and
technologies to identify sensory heritage in for tourism as
well as for building and maintaining cultural identity [1].

1.1 Sensory heritage

Sensory heritage is crucial for people’s connection to their
environment, both past and current. It encompasses the
sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures that define the
history and culture of a community. Everyday activi-
ties and narratives shape people’s identity. Research in
this field involves technologies for preservation and pro-
motion, such as recreating sensory experiences through
sounds and smells associated with historical artifacts or
tourist environments using digital tools, such as 3D mod-
eling, virtual reality, and GIS mapping. Figure 1 gives a
schematic overview. Sensory heritage offers added value
to the lived experiences of people. While the concept is
flexible and need not abide by a strict definition, increased
awareness and attention to it will generate wider benefits
in the economy.

Sensory heritage can be understood as the intersec-
tion between soundscape, smellscape, and everyday prac-
tices. Soundscape is constituted by multiple sounds in the
acoustic environment as perceived and understood by in-
dividuals or groups of people [2, 3]. Soundscape can have
positive cultural value as well as negative impact on indi-
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vidual and community health. Similarly, smellscape is the
perceived olfactory environment, resulting from a com-
plex mixing of volatile olfactory compounds. While smell
has always been a part of human experience and infor-
mal research for hundreds of years, smellscape concept
only started to claim terrain as a field of research in the
1980s [4–6]. As pointed out by Bembibre, “the signifi-
cance of smell in connection with heritage is rarely rec-
ognized. This is caused by 1) fragmented knowledge of
the sensory worlds of the past and the present, 2) the low
awareness of the importance of smells and olfaction in in-
tangible heritage practices, and 3) the lack of adequate
methods to identify, record and safeguard smells” [7].

In cities such as Hong Kong, there is a constant strug-
gle between human traditions, forces of technologically
driven desires (‘smart cities’), and contextual constraints
(such as climate change). The sites that a community val-
ues combine physically persistent and ephemeral quali-
ties. Multisensory approaches have increasingly gained
importance in urban studies. City spaces that are cul-
turally valued typically present an “intertwined tangible-
intangible duality, expressed both as a physical construc-
tion and as a set of social, traditional practices” [8].

2. REGULATORY FRAMEWORKS

2.1 The European Union

Sensory heritage. France’s ”Maurice the Rooster” law
[9] aims to safeguard specific sounds and smells in the
environment (patrimoine sensoriel sur les sons et odeurs;
[10]). The law emphasizes the importance of rural tra-
ditions and sensory experiences as part of France’s cul-
tural identity. Regional authorities are tasked with defin-
ing the sensory heritage to ensure that local traditions are
respected and preserved. A first of its kind, the law chal-
lenges the entrenched urban-rural divide through both le-
gal and societal means. Updates to the law in 2024 in-
tend notably to limit economic and cultural conflicts be-
tween stakeholders, including peasants, tourists, and ‘neo-
rurals’ [11].

Built and intangible cultural heritage. Let us
briefly review the history of heritage policy. The first
recognised kind of heritage emphasised physical struc-
tures such as “architecture, their homogeneity or their
place in the landscape” [12]. Meanwhile, ICH was de-
fined as ”any non-corporeal manifestation of tradition-
based creativity [that reflects] the community’s social or
cultural identity. It includes. . . the social, intellectual and

cultural processes that. . . have made possible the devel-
opment of a distinct cultural tradition whose preservation
and protection is important. . . ” [13] (p. 5). The latter is
typically related to rituals, festive events, and crafts within
a community, yet it is not so much about the cultural man-
ifestations themselves but rather the wealth of knowledge
and skills being transmitted [14]. Moreover, social enact-
ment is an “essential and defining aspect of intangible her-
itage, in the sense that this heritage exists and is sustained
through the acts of people” [15](p. 2). In 2017 the scope
of the convention expanded to also recognise soundscape.

However, the framework enshrined in these conven-
tions is based on a hierarchisation of the senses which
dates back many centuries. The tangible/intangible di-
chotomy has been criticised exactly because it perpetu-
ates an oculo-centric worldview, where the sense of vi-
sion dominates other senses. In his 1992 book Non-Lieux
(Non-Places; [16], Marc Augé made a pivotal contribu-
tion to the anthropology of space and supermodernity, in-
troducing a multisensory approach to understanding the
cultural significance of urban spaces. Smellscape was ad-
vanced as a constituent part of place-making in cultural
heritage sites as well as in museum exhibition design [17],
and this is paralleled in soundscape studies [18, 19]. Fi-
rat [20] argued that sounds are in fact tangible because
“any sensory modality which can be preserved with digital
methods should be regarded as tangible heritage” (p. 3–5).
Given their ephemerality, sounds and smells are generally
felt to be “abstract phenomena rather than cultural ob-
jects”, and thus associated with the intangible heritage (p.
9). This ambiguity might be a reason why “acoustical her-
itage remains undervalued as a distinct category worthy of
preservation” [21].

Noise Directive. In the European Union, the Environ-
mental Noise Directive [22] obliges member states to as-
sess and manage environmental noise. The directive em-
phasizes the importance of protecting quiet areas to miti-
gate the harmful effects of noise pollution, annoyance, and
stress. The core concept of Quiet Areas is applied to cities,
agglomerations (villages), and the open country (rural ar-
eas). EU member states are obliged to set noise lim-
its, implement noise abatement measures, and designate
quiet areas. Currently, about 18% of the EU is considered
‘quiet’, but 33% is affected by excessive noise [23].

2.2 Hong Kong

In Hong Kong, the term ‘sensory heritage’ is not currently
found in law texts or regulatory frameworks. We will
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Figure 1. Sensory heritage, soundscape, smellscape, regulatory frameworks, and related concepts

briefly discuss the most important related concepts, i.e.
built heritage and intangible cultural heritage, as well as
control ordinances for noise (unwanted sound) and mal-
odour (bad smell).

Built heritage. The Antiquities and Monuments
Office is responsible for determining and listing items
(https://www.amo.gov.hk/en/historic-buildings/). Build-
ings may be included if they satisfy criteria such as having
“historical interest” (evidencing a relationship with impor-
tant historical incidents, periods or events) or “architec-
tural merit. . . beauty. . . authenticity. . . or rarity”. Some
historic buildings may “have significance in terms of ex-
hibiting cultural identity and / or in terms of extending
the collective memory of the community”. The concept
of tangible cultural heritage is well established in Hong
Kong: it is even represented in secondary school teach-
ing materials (see ‘education programs’ on the AMO web-
site).

Intangible cultural heritage. In Hong Kong, ICH
is classified and determined by the Intangible Cultural
Heritage Office, which holds an inventory and decides
on the items that fulfil the selection criteria. For exam-
ple, rituals and practices at Chinese temples [24]. To
be included, items must: be transmitted from genera-
tion to generation within particular groups or areas; re-
flect Hong Kong’s history and development; facilitate
community relations and provide a sense of identity and
continuity in the community; be compatible with inter-
national human rights instruments (see the ‘representa-
tive items listing’ on the website). The public is in-

vited to nominate items for classification and/or protec-
tion, and some ICH items may benefit from funding.
For example, there are private museums aimed at pre-
serving and promoting food and beverage culture, such
as Sam Tung Uk https://www.icho.hk/tc/web/
icho/sam_tung_uk_museum.html and Tao Heung
Food Museum https://www.taoheung.com.hk/
tc/museum/introduction/index.html.

Nuisance Control Ordinances. Law texts regulate
noise pollution, air pollution, and malodour. For sounds
and soundscape, the Noise Control Ordinance (NCO) [25]
indicates acceptable levels (noise exposure dosage) from
construction sites, alarms, and transport. It acknowl-
edges sound nuisance in the ‘general neighbourhood’
such as “any musical or other instrument. . . game or pas-
time. . . air-conditioning” and so forth (NCO II:5) without
establishing exposure limits. For smell and smellscape,
one may consult the Air Pollution Ordinance (APO) [26],
while noting that the word “smell” is absent, though “ob-
jectionable odours” are controlled. For example, the sub-
sidiary ’Open Burning’ part of the APO considers nui-
sance from joss sticks in Chinese temples [24] and food
cooking in open spaces [27].

2.3 Mainland China

Intangible cultural heritage. China joined the UN-
ESCO convention [14] in 2004, only one year after it
was adopted. Regulations are enacted at four levels (na-
tional, provincial, municipal, and county level). The Min-
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istry of Culture and Tourism has the overall responsibility
for ICH in three areas (traditional craftmanship, arts and
medicine) and designation of ‘ICH-inheritors’. Munici-
pal and county level offices regulate commercial activities
as means to collaborate with different policy initiatives,
described as either production- or consumption-based, to
attract private investment into safeguarding ICH through
tourism bureaus and community-based organizations [28].

Nuisance control. The National Law on Noise Pollu-
tion Prevention and Control [29] is similar to that of Hong
Kong in its focus on nighttime construction, loud vehi-
cles, and sets standards for neighbourhood noise [社会生
活噪声] from commercial entertainment venues, music,
pets and so forth. For smell, the Air Pollution Preven-
tion and Control Law [30] includes regulations directed at
malodour [恶臭气体].

2.4 Case studies

Oyster farming. For a traditional, multifaceted activity
with clear connections to smell and taste, consider oys-
ter farming. More than 83% of the world’s oysters are
produced in China. Near Hong Kong, there has been oys-
ter farming in Shajing, Zhujiang, since the Northern Song
Dynasty (960-1127). After development of Shenzhen’s
Bao’an Airport at the end of the 1980s, farming relocated
to Taishan. The oyster raising practice of Shajing was
listed as an intangible cultural heritage, municipally in
2007 and by the province, in 2022 [31]. A comparison can
be made with Hong Kong’s Lau Fau Shan, which traces its
history 700 years back [32]. Supported by the Chamber of
Commerce, local groups now organise a yearly festival.

Soundscape. In 2021, a national law was passed to
set up a network of environmental quality monitoring sta-
tions, safeguarding the quality of air, soundscape, and wa-
ter [33]. As for the acoustic environment, part of this
initiative is the collection of a digital repository of nat-
ural sounds, such as birds and insects, in order to con-
trol excessive background noises (Bastille 2024). A no-
table example is Chongqing’s ambition to promote quiet
areas [34], along the lines of the EU directive [22] previ-
ously discussed .

2.5 Summary

It is important to note that the examples of legislation from
Hong Kong and Mainland China we have seen show that,
officially, the main concern is the control over negative
aspects of sounds and smells. By contrast, the positive
aspects of soundscape and smellscape in shared, public

spaces that might be worthy of protection and promotion
are not covered in either Hong Kong or Mainland China.
The protection of the sensory heritage is only starting to
be recognised in France, and we will closely monitor how
it might percolate in the European Union.

Clearly, the concept of sensory heritage is not yet
treated with the same attention that has been given the
built heritage and intangible cultural heritage for many
decades. No protection is offered to culturally valued
sounds or smells in Hong Kong, and this means that eco-
nomic opportunities might be neglected, such as the pro-
motion of certain sounds and smells in tourism as well as
in building and maintaining cultural identity. If valuable
sounds and smells are not identified, important parts of the
sensory heritage might be lost before we fully understand
the role they play. As Bembibre says, “we are neglect-
ing opportunities to strengthen the strategic agendas of
(inter)national heritage bodies with a sensory dimension,
which could enhance their value and accessibility” [35].

While agreement about heritage might be easier to
find when it comes to visual or aural perception than what
it is for smell, taste, or touch, we believe that time is ripe
to reevaluate the notion of what constitutes heritage. Tak-
ing a multisensory approach, we adopt the Burra Char-
ter’s definition of cultural significance as the “sum of aes-
thetic, historic, scientific, and social values” [36], because
here, ‘aesthetic value’ explicitly includes the “smells and
sounds associated with a place and its use” (p. 120).

3. CONCLUSION

Multisensory aspects have increasingly gained importance
in urban studies. For example, Odeuropa is a large EU
research project on heritage smells (https://odeuropa.eu/),
and Multimodal Hong Kong is a project on soundscape
and smellscape [37]. With the present paper, we place the
searchlight on the positive impact of sounds and smells
to strengthen identity and develop new avenues for vir-
tual tourism. Going forward, this research will have im-
pact on educational and professional levels, by identifying
sensory heritage and by producing policy recommenda-
tions to protect and promote culturally valued sounds and
smells. To achieve these goals, the project 1) reviews in-
ternational standards for soundscape and smellscape; 2)
compares relevant regulatory frameworks in Hong Kong
with mainland China and the European Union, notably
France; 3) reviews current research in sensory heritage; 4)
develops local and international networks and 5) identifies
prospects for the digitalisation of sensory heritage.
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