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Abstract

Wen Meng Lou is a city-designated heritage building nearly a hundred years
old. It is also the first heritage site to symbolize the sex workers and sex
workers’ movement of Taiwan. It has not only witnessed the transformation
of the sex industry in Taipei city over the last century, it was also the
headquarters for the movement against the abolition of licensed prostitution,
which emerged in 1997. As a result of COSWAS?’ tireless campaigning, Wen
Meng Lou became a city heritage site in 2006.

After the abolition of licensed prostitution in 2001, the stigma against the sex
industry and its peripheral businesses, as well as the aging of buildings like
Wen Meng Lou, have made profiteering through urban regeneration that would
require these buildings to be demolished and rebuilt into something else
rather attractive to local residents. A construction company, in expectation of
huge profits, has included nearly 70% of public land, stretching from Gui-shui
Street to Ling-hsia Road in its urban regeneration plan, which includes the
land where Wen Meng Lou stands on.

Land speculators like Liu Shun-fa and Lin Li-ping bought Wen Meng Lou
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for NT$ 3,300, 000 in March, 2011 and tried to evict COSWAS so that they
could sell the building for NT$ 4.1 billion. They did not want COSWAS, as
the official manager of the building, to obstruct their plan. Consequently,
Wen Meng Lou became a pawn between the construction company and land
speculators. The historical value of Wen Meng Lou as a heritage site; as a
publicly-owned building with great significance to the Taiwanese is sidelined
as a result of urban regeneration, and to make way for mainstream values like
the sanctity of private property and profits.

COSWAS as a tenant of Wen Meng Lou has been campaigning against
this, educating the public on the implications of the sale of the land by the
Bank of Taiwan. The bank by doing so, has become an ‘ATM’ of urban
regeneration projects; facilitating the privatization of public assets, so as to
enrich construction companies and speculators. Faced with the threat that
the historical value of Wen Meng Lou and the importance of its “public-ness’
will be lost forever, COSWAS has initially agreed to a compromised plan, to
“Participate in Urban Regeneration but Retain Land and Buildings as Public
through Donation”. Thus, COSWAS demands Wen Meng Lou to be excluded
from urban regeneration and for the Taipei City Bureau of Culture to adopt it
instead. This is to prevent Wen Meng Lou from becoming yet another tool of
profiteering speculators and to free itself from the stranglehold of profiteers
like Liu Shun-fa, Lin Li-ping and their accomplices.

Currently, COSWAS has succeeded but it is still unclear if the heritage site
can remain as a public cultural asset. Nevertheless, COSWAS is determined
to fight against privatization of land for profits. This case study highlights
the consequence of the demise of Taiwan’s manufacturing sector and the
relentless de-regulation and liberalization of Taiwanese economy under neo-
liberal globalization since the end of 1990.

Keywords

Wen Meng Lou, Urban Regeneration, "Floor Area Ratio" Transfer, Public
Land, Curtural Heritage, Heritage Site



