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Service hubs are highly innovative during social crises, foremost due to third sector services being
able to maneuver outside rigid public policy structures. This research has raised social awareness
on the indispensable role that service hubs play amidst high inequality in city-regions.

This research was originally concerned with the preservation strategies of
inner-city service hubs amidst large-scale urban renewal trends in Hong Kong and Singapore. While
gentrification-like encroachment is noticeable on the ground, no significant pressures for
displacement were found. On the contrary, the outbreak of the pandemic has had a consolidating
effect on the service hubs, especially as frontline service providers to precarious populations. The

spatial form of this consolidation process showed different features, though. In Hong Kong, a
thickening of services was observed as third sector organizations have entered local housing markets
to revive vacant units as social housing. This resembles the wider housing context were new
co-living arrangements have been gaining momentum. In Singapore, new civil organizations networks
have expended the reach of service hubs beyond their inner-city turf. Both trends have theoretical
implications for the concept of urban inclusivity.

Human Geography

Service hub Homelessness Foreign workers Social inequality Urban inclusivity Third secto
r geographies



(1) This research situates against the background of urban inclusivity for precarious
populations through service hubs in the East Asian context of high inequality, anti-
welfarism, and aggressive urban redevelopment. Singapore and Hong Kong are used as
case studies.

(1) The aim of this research is to examine how established service hubs address issues
of social polarization and how they adapt and sustain themselves in an anti-welfare
(residual welfare) context characterized by aggressive redevelopment projects and
political contestation against civil society-led action.

(2) 1t focuses on the actual networking practices of voluntary organizations, practical
use of marginal housing resources, different definitions of precarious populations,
and theoretical implications for urban inclusivity in the East Asian context.

(3) Following the impact of the global pandemic, 1 examine the resilience and
resourcefulness of, and especially between, voluntary organizations and service
strategies against increased precarity during the crisis.

(1) Service hubs are prominent concentrations of voluntary organizations, often located
in economically marginal inner-city neighborhoods. Differences in funding streams,
service objectives and missions, cooperation/non-cooperation with government, and
organizational arrangements affect how voluntary organizations operate in their local
contexts, and how their clients (sheltered street sleeping and housed) value their

NN T services. This is illustrated by a
comparison hbetween the extremely
unequal urban areas of Singapore
(migrant workers) and Hong Kong (the
homeless).
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(2) The research included interviews
with staff of voluntary organizations
on types of services, current client
profiles, local networks, public policy
views, and property markets.
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(3) The research in Singapore (Fig. 1)
focused on the inner-city service hubs
for foreign workers in Little India and
Geylang. Due to the pandemic and travel
restrictions, | had to rely on online
resources, mainly SNS to keep track of
service activities for quarantined
migrant workers.

(4) The Hong Kong survey (Fig. 2)
focused on the service hubs in Sham Shui
Po and Sai Yin Pun. | was able to
conduct a survey before the global
pandemic broke out, focusing on the
partnership status between the public
and third sectors on the one hand, and
new services in the form of social

Fig. 1: Hong Kong' s service hubs (Source: Yahoo
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(1) The anti-welfare context is most evident in the lack of citizenship rights for
foreign workers in Singapore and the minimal provision of social services for the
homeless in Hong Kong. The rehousing of precarious populations is only temporary
(shelters) with very limited access to the private housing market.

(2) In the case of Hong Kong, urban redevelopment is progressing steadily. In the case
of Singapore, cultural preservation regulations prevent redevelopment, although there
are some peripheral developments in the tourism sector. Public funding programs in
Hong Kong and NGO licensing in Singapore are crucial tools for the voluntary sector to
stay in place. The service hubs in both cities retain a relatively large pool of
marginal, unstable but easily accessible housing. Inner-city housing markets in both
cities remain relatively volatile.

(3) While preservation against encroaching redevelopment projects (Hong Kong) and
political contestation (Singapore) may have been a vital factor of continuity against
social polarization and precarity, the pandemic has shifted the priority to the adaptive
and resourceful tendencies of the voluntary sector in general and service hubs in
particular. Large-scale public sector interventions against the socio-economic
consequences of the pandemic have acted as a catalyst for the voluntary sector to step
up its activities and experiment with alternative solutions.

(4) The impact of COVID19 on service delivery and access was significant as foreign
workers were isolated in their suburban dormitories (Singapore) and face-to-face
contact, including accommodation services, had to be minimized. In response, the
service hubs in both cities reorganized some of their services to overcome spatial
limitations.

(5) The issue of housing for precarious populations has moved to the forefront of post-
pandemic public policy. With the need to avoid high levels of overcrowding, improved
housing standards for foreign workers in Singapore and the homeless/unstably housed in
Hong Kong are high on the public agenda. The voluntary sector has been an active
participant in this debate.

(6) Third sector geographies have been significantly affected by COVID19, where the
phenomenon of care service coalitions has been striking. To explore this phenomenon,
my next research project will look at "solidarity hubs®, i.e., loosely organized and
small-scale initiatives playing a new or ancillary service role beyond the current
parameters of service hubs.

(7) The theoretical implications of my work have been summarized under the concept of
"urban inclusivity", which focuses on sets of practices that offer a variety of
opportunities for precarious populations to settle in urban space without necessarily
relying on forms of public assistance. Such a tendency towards services aimed at self-
reliance is striking in the East Asian urban context.
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