DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF SCIENCE, honoris causa

Professor Lee Chack-fan, GBS, JP

Madam Chancellor,

Today, I am honoured and privileged to present the citation for Professor Lee Chack-fan,
a world-renowned geotechnical engineer and water resource management expert, who is

dedicated to his calling, compassionate towards the common people, and loves his country.

Professor Lee Chack-fan was born in 1945 in Zhongshan and came to Hong Kong when he
was eight years of age. His parents made sure that Lee and his two brothers went to very
good schools. He first attended the S.K.H. St. Peter’s Primary School and then St. Joseph'’s
College for his secondary education. In these character-defining years, he was building
a strong sense of personal purpose from reading books — he spent hours in bookstores
immersing his mind in the sea of words. The great world classics showed him the far corners
of the earth; biographies of great people inspired him thoughts of duty towards the society;
and modern Chinese literature instigated his concern for the fortune of his motherland,
and this, in particular, made him aware of the plight of Chinese farmers and the need
for modern irrigation and water resource management. Upon graduation from school in
1965, he embarked on his study of Civil Engineering at The University of Hong Kong. He
completed his Bachelor’s degree with first class honours in 1968 and then a Master’s degree
in 1970. On the advice of his thesis supervisor, Professor Peter Lumb, he went abroad to
The University of Western Ontario in Canada and finished his Doctor of Philosophy in

Geotechnical Engineering in 1972.

Eastern Canada proved to be a perfect place for Professor Lee to establish himself as a
distinguished geotechnical engineer. A land with abundant water resources and rich
uranium ores prompted the construction of many hydro-dams and nuclear power plants.

Back in the 1970s, inadequate understanding of rock mechanics often posed structural
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hazards to these construction sites. The rock beneath the earth’s surface is highly
compressed, and can become deformed and brittle. The ground-breaking model for
resolving this engineering problem was one of the earlier key contributions of Professor
Lee. He subsequently made major and related engineering breakthroughs in, for example,
earthquake hazard assessment and mitigation, underground excavation, and pit slope

hazard assessment.

Professor Lee spent over 18 years with Ontario Hydro after short teaching stints at The
University of Western Ontario and the University of Toronto. He participated in the design
and management of some major nuclear plants and several dozen hydro-dams, and he
was involved in a number of major research projects. He eventually reached the rank of
chief engineering and general manager of the Engineering Department. For a long time, he
served as an advisor to many international development agencies, such as the World Bank,
the United Nations Development Plan and the Asian Development Bank, and as a specialist
consultant to the International Atomic Energy Agency and the Canadian International
Development Agency. For recognition of his outstanding engineering career, he was elected
a Fellow of the Hong Kong Academy of Engineering Sciences in 2001 and a Fellow of The
Canadian Academy of Engineering in 2002; an Academician of the Chinese Academy of

Engineering in 2003; and a Fulbright Distinguished Scholar in 2005.

The thousands of rivers in China are sources of both livelihood and suffering. The effort
to tame them and to manage the scarce water resource better has been unrelenting for
the past decades. Since the 1980s, Professor Lee has participated in numerous projects as
a volunteer technical consultant invited by the Ministry of Water Resources. In particular,
he made significant contributions to all major stages of the Three Gorges Dam project —
from a feasibility study, site evaluation, and construction planning to the completion of the
project. His expertise in rock mechanics was pivotal in ensuring the stability of ship locks.
Decades of service in the mainland have allowed him to develop a comprehensive picture
of the causes of floods and droughts. He advocates ecological restoration of the upper course
of rivers, modernization of irrigation methods, reforestation, and environmental education;
and the impact of this wide range of work will certainly be felt in the coming generations.
He has received many accolades for his immense contributions to the motherland, and Qian
Zhengying, Vice Chairperson of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference and
Minister of Water Resources, has perhaps given the most fitting tribute, calling him a ‘Dayu’s

descendant’.
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Indeed Professor Lee’s highly productive engineering career has thrived in the wilderness.
His footprints can still be found in remote mountains, tundra, and jungles. Some young
engineers nowadays might prefer computer modelling in the comfort of modern office
buildings, but truly great engineers — borrowing from the words of the US engineer
president Herbert Hoover — “would live for years on the outside border of civilization,
where beds are hard, where cold bites, and heat burns, and where there is little home life”.
True to his calling to serve the common people through his own engineer’s hands, Professor
Lee had endured weekly long-haul flights and hours of bumpy rides, and he had put his life

on the line when a misstep along a gallery road would end up in falling a thousand feet.

Professor Lee has also left many imprints in Hong Kong as an engineer, an educator and a
philanthropist. Some of these imprints are literal and can be found on many local soil-cut
slopes which protect life and property. The widespread use of soil nails for stabilizing slopes
in Hong Kong was an outcome of a large-scale research project led by Professor Lee back in
the 1990s, when he had already returned to The University of Hong Kong, his alma mater.
In 1994, he was appointed Professor in the Department of Civil Engineering, then the Head
of the Department in 1998, the Pro-Vice-Chancellor and Vice President in 2000, and the
Director of HKUSPACE in 2008. Until his retirement in 2015, he had contributed to the
enhancement of the research capacity of the university, published over 280 journal articles,

and established many strategic ties with China and overseas universities.

Despite his very busy schedule, he has also been active in charity work and public services.
The Fu Hui Charity Foundation Limited, of which he is the Honorary Chairman and former
President, has been supporting the construction of many primary and secondary schools,
schools for special needs, orphanages, and hospitals in remote villages in China. It also
provides scholarships and bursaries for tens of thousands of underprivileged university
students. Professor Lee has served as the Chairman of the Harbour Front Enhancement
Committee; Chairman of the Veterinary Surgeons Board; Chairman of the Council of
the Lord Wilson Heritage Trust; Chairman of the Board of the Hong Kong Institute
for Promotion of Chinese Culture; and Director of the Jao Tsung-I Petite Ecole. His

contributions to Hong Kong were officially recognized with the Gold Bauhinia Star in 2013.

As a devoted Buddhist, Professor Lee Chack-fan finds strength, compassion and peace from
practising Zen in his daily life. The saying ‘Pray not for an easy life, but pray for the end
of suffering of mankind’ has sustained him through various hardships and hazards. He

believes in a perfect harmony between humanity and the environment. He has authored a
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series of books that has inspired many to live with happiness and at the same time serve the

poor and needy.

Médam Chancellor, Professor Lee Chack-fan has had an extraordinary career in engineering
and has devoted himself to the betterment of humanity, especially the people in China,
with his expertise across a broad range of geotechnical engineering areas and his skilful
hands. In recognition of Professor Lee Chack-fan’s outstanding achievements, may I invite
our President to present Professor Lee Chack-fan for conferment of the degree of Doctor of

Science, honoris causa.

Citation written and to be delivered by Professor Andrew Lui Kwok-fai
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