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Albert Einstein said, “Whoever undertakes to set
himself up as a judge in the field of truth and knowledge
is shipwrecked by the laughter of the gods.” It was
Einstein’s questioning and his open mind that allowed

his genius to shine through.

The man we honor today, Dr C K Lau, lives and
works by a philosophy of always questioning the status
quo. It is this critical questioning that Dr Lau emphasizes
to his students, always urging them to keep an open
mind, to seek new and alternative ways of seeing and
doing things; to be creative, to stand up for their ideas,

and to question the very systems of learning.

As a small child, Dr Lau wanted to be a policeman.
Later, his ambitions switched from a life in law
enforcement to engineering. The beneficiaries of his
change of heart and direction have been Hong Kong's
vital construction industry, its geotechnical research and
advancement, and engineering students at HKUST, where

he serves as an ad hoc lecturer.

A graduate in civil and structural engineering from
the University of Wales, Dr Lau went on to study soil
mechanics at Cambridge University. He was awarded
an MPhil in 1985 and a PhD in 1988. A practicing civil
engineer who specializes in geotechnics, his interests
include building development, ground investigation,
laboratory testing, foundation, deep excavation, site
formation, slope stabilization, natural terrain hazards

mitigation, and sewage treatment technology.

Dr Lau worked in the UK for six years with a
multidisciplinary consultancy practice before returning
to Hong Kong in 1994, where he was appointed a director

of Fong On Construction and Engineering Co Ltd,
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responsible for the firm’s civil, geotechnical and

foundations operations.

By his own admission, Dr Lau didn’t do all that
well at school in Hong Kong. He says that was because
he never took anything for granted. Even then he was
questioning everything, an attitude that was to serve him
well at Cambridge where, he says, “Questioning
everything is appreciated.” And it was the eclectic nature
of Cambridge—immersing him in a widely diverse
learning environment—that helped to further solidify
his open-minded approach to engineering, research and

teaching.

He says, “At HKUST I teach the practical aspects of
my work, not the academic side of things. I try to
complement students’ academic training, bringing them
the experience of the real world. For example, in design
[ impress on students that there is no right or wrong

answer, just good or bad design.”

Dr Lau insists that he is not very interesting, that
his huge output of work is not really that big. However,
his opinion on his achievements is contradicted by the
results, and, based on results, Dr Lau is indeed prolific.
At last count he had worked on over 120 projects in
Hong Kong and Europe, including geotechnical aspects
of the Hong Kong International Airport at Chek Lap
Kok, and as a consultant and registered structural
engineer for our University’s recently completed Helium

Facility Store.

Like all highly successful people, a passion for what
he does drives his continuing professional success. His
strong desire to give to the Hong Kong community is

clearly evidenced by his teaching and research work.



With a strong interest in the dissemination of research
findings, and case histories of good practice, he has been
responsible for organizing over 50 technical meetings,
ground forums, seminars and conferences, and has
participated in research and development work as an
industrial collaborator. In addition, he has co-edited two
conference proceedings and co-authored papers covering
subjects on bearing capacity, slope stability, geotechnical
centrifuge modeling, construction management, and

innovative sewage treatment systems.

Dr Lau believes that those in the construction
industry should work more closely together for the benefit
of all. With some like-minded colleagues, notably Dr
Victor Li of Victor Li & Associates Ltd and Professor
Charles Ng of HKUST, he founded the Association of
Geotechnical Specialists (Hong Kong) to actively promote
the adoption of best practices in geotechnical engineering
in Hong Kong. He became its founding chairman in 1998.
As an engineer it is perhaps natural that Dr Lau would
devote time to serve the Hong Kong Institution of
Engineers (HKIE). He is a past chairman of its
Geotechnical Division, and remains on a number of its

panels and committees,

Dr Lau also contributes his expertise and time to
numerous industry, institution and government panels,
committees and working parties. Among the many are
the Appeal Tribunal Panel under the Buildings Ordinance,
the Appeal Board Panel under the Entertainment Special

Effects Ordinance, and many university bodies.

And then he says, “I am not really as busy as one

might think.”

As a man who is all too matter of fact about his
prolific output, his eyes definitely do light up when the
subject turns to training young engineers. In addition to
his teaching at HKUST, the Hong Kong Polytechnic
University and the University of Hong Kong, he has

been an HKIE Scheme A training supervising engineer

since 1997. In recognition of his contribution to
geotechnical engineering in Hong Kong, Dr Lau was
recently appointed an adjunct professor of the Hong
Kong Polytechnic University in the Department of Civil

and Structural Engineering.

Clearly, teaching is more of a passion for Dr Lau
than he is willing to admit. There is no doubting his
enthusiasm when he talks about the need for students
to be curious, and creative, and open-minded, and of
course, to be always questioning-—questioning

everything.

Mr Pro-Chancellor, I have the honor to present to
you, on behalf of the Hong Kong University of Science
and Technology, Dr C K Lau, Director of Fong On
Construction and Engineering Co Ltd, for the award of

Honorary Fellowship.
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