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Meet the man who literally moved mountains to lay the
foundation for the HKUST campus precisely 30 years ago.
Meet Ir Dr Andrew Chan, the chief geotechnical engineer
who prepared the University’s site formation and its
structural foundations. Without him, we can say without
exaggeration that there wouldn’t be the HKUST as we know
it today.

After spending time as researcher at Cambridge
University in a then new field called “Critical State Soil
Mechanics”, Dr Chan returned to Hong Kong with a PhD in
1979, just a few years before the Chinese economic engine
began revving up and Hong Kong’s economy began roaring,
at the start of a virtual Golden Age for Civil Engineers. He
joined Arup in London, and has stayed with it since. Today,
he has reached rarified corporate heights as its global group
Deputy Chairman.

Dr Chan considers himself a lucky man, being at the
right place at the right time. He is thankful for the torrent of
opportunities that flows his way for serving his city and his
country. He totally buys into his company motto: “Shape a
Better World”. Anywhere you look, Dr Chan’s engineering
handiwork is everywhere in evidence: the HSBC Building, the
Central Plaza, the IFC, the ICC, the Stonecutters’ Bridge, the
MTR, and of course Hopewell Center, the tallest building in
Asia in the 1980s. Up north, he has left an equally large
engineering footprint, partnering Sir Gordon Wu in the
construction of the epoch-making power stations, the
Guangzhou-Shenzhen-Zhuhai Superhighway, and super-

highrises in many cities.

Post-Millennium, he took part in the design and
construction of the Beijing Captial International Airport
Terminal 3, the CCTV Tower, and the world-famous Bird’s
Nest and Water Cube — the architectural pride of the 2008
Beijing Summer Olympics. His next project is also one for the
history books: the mammoth Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macau
Bridge.

Dr Chan’s impact on our physical landscape is matched
only by his professional influence. He sees himself not so
much as an engineer and corporate leader, but more as a
designer of our community. In his inauguration address as
President of the Hong Kong Institution of Engineers (HKIE)
in 2009, he called upon fellow engineers to design a resilient
Hong Kong, making use of the unlimited possibilities of
engineering to give the city low-carbon infrastructure and an
environment fit for the future. He implored them to show

individual and collective leadership in sustainability. And as
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Inaugural Chairman of the Hong Kong Green Building
Council, he lamented the fact that Hong Kong lags behind
other world cities in green buildings, advocating the adoption
of policies and appealing to all stakeholders to bring about a
built environment market transformation.

Dr Chan has a bifocal vision — giving people a better
living environment and training better people to achieve it. In
this latter mission, he has been a highly respected Adjunct
Professor at our School of Engineering. And there are things
only he can do for our students. As a young university, we
initially lacked the “town-and-gown” connections, Dr Chan
helped fix this missing link with practice-based lectures,
collaborative projects and research, as well as employment
opportunities at his company. These offerings cover not only
Civil, Electrical and Mechanical Engineering, but also
Environmental Engineering. For graduates from our
Chemical Engineering Department, the only one among
Hong Kong universities, these opportunities are especially
welcome, as job openings in this field are thin on the ground
in this city. He has also provided scholarships and summer
internships for our undergraduates. One of his innovations as
HKIE president was to create the President’s Apprenticeships
for best young engineers, an impressive number of which
have gone to HKUST graduates. In fact the Young Engineer

of the Year award in 2011 was won by one of our alumni.

Engineering graduates lucky enough to join his firm are
pleasantly surprised by the intellectual freedom employees
enjoy there. Arup, being trust-owned, has no real boss. But it
has a distinct ethos. It is a company with a flat democratic
structure, in which individual creativity blossoms. Dr Chan
has helped shape this corporate culture that promotes
personal growth and interactions between sister disciplines,
making it a great learning environment and a fertile ground
for creative and holistic solutions in engineering. Dr Chan,
who likes to say that he works among his professional betters,
is modesty itself. To him every day is a learning day, often
learning from his colleagues. In recruitment, he looks for
engineers who can go beyond merely doing what is required,
but those who dare to break free from received thinking and
accepted practice in search of better solutions. His choice of
books tells us something, one of his favorite being “The Art of
Looking Sideways”. For him, it is not what you do, but how you
do it that holds the key to innovative success. This is an
engineer who, amazingly, has philosophy in his bones. Who
would have thought that out of the mouth of a practicing and
practical engineer would come the sage words of Lao Tzu:
“The Master doesn’t talk; he acts. When his work is done, the
people say, “Amazing: we did it, all by ourselves.” In Dr Chan
we have a self-effacing leader, whose hand is invisible, and

whose heart is forever young and noble.
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