
 Hugh was brought up in Warrington, an 
industrial town in the north of England, where his 
father was Director of Education. Both his parents 
were Methodist lay preachers. He went to school 
in Liverpool. This was about the same time as the 
Beatles but a different school, although Hugh's school 
backed on to the famous 'Penny Lane'. He went on 
to Birmingham University and Queen's University 
in Ontario, Canada, to study civil engineering.  
He returned to England and worked in London 
where he met his wife, Ruth, a teacher. Australia was 
next – Sydney, the Hunter Valley (flood works) and 
Darwin (roads for cattle trains). A backpacking trip 
through Asia brought the young couple to the iconic 
Chung King Mansions in 1969 and their love affair 
with Hong Kong began. 

 Hugh worked in Montreal, Canada, and 
England before returning to Hong Kong in 1977 as 
an Engineer with the Civil Engineering Office of the 
Public Works Department (PWD). He arrived shortly 
after a tragic landslide had killed 18 people in Sau 
Mau Ping in 1976 and this became his first project. 
“We had to dig out all the dangerous loose-fill slope 
and make it safe by re-compacting it.”

good worksFrom civil works to
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The Reverend hugh Phillipson spent 40 years as a civil 
engineer, of which 25 years were with the hong Kong civil 
service. he sees strong parallels between his past career and 

his current position as Chaplain at St John’s 
Anglican Cathedral. “It’s a different chapter 
in my life but they are both about serving 
people,” he says. This new chapter involves 
duties at the cathedral including the job of 

Choir Chaplain and singing in the choir when 
not taking services. That makes a change 

from belting out swing numbers on 
his saxophone with hong Kong big 
band, The Stray Katz!

Mr Phillipson (right) briefing Governor Maclehose on slope remedial 
works at Sau Mau Ping in 1977.

Fixing the slopes
 Next, he was put in charge of the PWD North 
Point Laboratory, followed by appointment as Senior 
Geotechnical Engineer with the new Geotechnical 
Control Office. It was an exciting time setting up a 
new office. This involved working with colleagues 
and consultants with international experience 
brought together to tackle the slopes problem. Hugh 
was initially involved in site investigations to work 
out which were the most dangerous. He later moved 
on to designing the works to make them safe and  
co-ordinating emergency works.
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Works Policy 
 In 1985, he transferred to the Lands and Works 
Branch as Principal Assistant Secretary, where he 
worked for eight years on works policy issues such 
as design and construction standards, conditions 
of contract, water supply, quarries, the Buildings 
Ordinance issues, consultants and contractors’ lists 
and preparing responses to LegCo questions. During 
1990 he worked on setting up the joint project 
management team to oversee the engineering work 
for the new airport at Chek Lap Kok including the 
railway, highways and bridges. He was later promoted 
to Deputy Secretary. Other responsibilities included 
education and training, developing computer 
services, quality assurance and the financial control 
of public works projects.

EMSD
 In 1993, he was posted to the Electrical and  
Mechanical Services Department (EMSD) for more 
than five years. “That was a very difficult and 
challenging time because the department was 
being heavily criticised for inefficiency. Over the 
next few years, we worked on these problems and 
eventually established a trading fund, which put the 
department on a semi-commercial basis where it 
charged departments the actual cost of doing the 

work. This meant departments would have the right 
to say “That’s too expensive! We’re not paying that!  
We will look elsewhere for the service”. The aim  
of improving efficiency and productivity and 
customer service soon became very much the 
philosophy of the trading fund, which continues 
successfully today.” 

 Hugh considers the variety of work that EMSD 
does astonishing. As well as the Trading Fund 
work, including government vehicle fleets, hospital 
equipment, traffic lights, work at the airport, cultural 
venues, swimming pools, ferry terminals, abattoirs 
and mail centres, they also regulate electricity  
and gas supply, lifts and escalators, nuclear  
power safety, cable cars and amusement rides. Hugh 
speaks highly of his time there: “They are a very 
modest department, but they are the ones quietly 
working behind the scenes to ensure Hong Kong 
keeps running well.”

WSD
 His last two and half years in the civil service 
were as Director of Water Supplies, which, he 
points out, is the biggest utility in Hong Kong. “It 
has seven million customers – none of the others 
do, and also water is vital for life. The staff do an 
excellent and responsible job operating hundreds of 
pumping stations, reservoirs and treatment works 
and maintaining thousands of kilometres of water 
mains. With the reliable supply of water from the 
Mainland and the expertise and hard work of WSD 
staff, Hong Kong is fortunate to have such a first- 
class water supply.”

Donald Tsang Yam-kuen as 
Financial Secretary receiving 
a souvenir from Hugh at 
EMSD 50 years celebration 
in 1996.

Mr Phillipson (second right) 
with three former directors of 
EMSD in 1996.
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 Hugh has always loved sport and played hooker 
with his university rugby team in Canada, so has 
always been keen to stay fit. He enjoyed distance 
running while working for Government, which he 
found a great stress reliever, but in recent years he 
had to draw the line at running more marathons 
(after completing four – the last one at the age of 
62!) because of an old knee injury. He now greatly 
enjoys golf – a very challenging and sociable game 
and plays with the Hong Kong Seniors Golf Society 
and the PWD Golfing Society.

 Now 67, Hugh has some good advice for civil 
servants just starting out on their careers: “Take 
all opportunities that present themselves to you. 
Develop communication skills so you can understand 
as much as possible about what your colleagues are 
doing, both the people who work for you and your 
bosses – what pressures they are under and what 
they expect from you. Prioritising is also essential for 
a harmonious and efficient workplace,” he says.

 But most importantly for Hugh is that “we are 
all equal in the sight of our loving God”, so every 
individual should be treated with consideration and 
respect, whatever their rank or position.

Back to Hong Kong
 A few years after retiring from the civil service, 
Hugh and his wife Ruth returned to England in 
2004, but they found Hong Kong was in their blood.  
They returned two years later knowing that Hong 
Kong would be home for life. “Leaving Hong Kong 
for a couple of years and then coming back, you 
really value Hong Kong with its buzz, its beauty – the 
harbour and the mountains – and how safe it feels 
after England,” Hugh said. “And everything works 
here – the public transport is fantastic. My wife and  
I love going to concerts and it’s just 15 minutes away –  
it’s so convenient. And it’s very good to be back with 
old friends and colleagues,” Hugh said.

No time for boredom
 Hugh is certainly not going to waste a minute of 
his retirement. “To me, one of the great things about 
retirement is that for the first time you’re actually a 
master of time, rather than a slave to time.” As well as 
devoting time to the church, travelling with Ruth and 
indulging his passions for music, sport, world current 
affairs and the history of aviation, he can now spend 
much more time with his grown up children – Sarah 
in Hobart, Tasmania, Tom in Hong Kong and Jane in 
Manchester and their families including four young 
grandchildren. He also finds time for charity work as 
a Director of the Nesbitt Centre, a service for English-

speaking adults with 
learning disabilities.

Rev. Phillipson as choir 
chaplain with St John’s 
Cathedral Choir in 2001.

Hugh attending Army 
rock climbing course 
for Geotechnical 
Engineering Office slope 
inspections in 1983.

Hugh (back row 
left) with the 
Geotechnical 
Engineering Office 
seven-a-side rugby 
team (PWD Sports) 
in1983.
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