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Population  

(Metropolitan  

Region)

45,000 (Gale International, 2016)

Area (Metropolitan  

Region)
6 km2 (Songdo IBD, 2015)

Income per capita US$27,600 (World Bank, 2017)

Climate zone Dfa – Cold, without dry season, hot  

summer (Peel et al., 2007)

The Republic of South Korea’s New Songdo City is an

urban are occupying 1,500 acres of “reclaimed” land from the

Yellow Sea. It is governed by the Incheon Metropolitan City’s

Free Economic Zone, which is part of the national commitment

to develop a green economy. Planners designed New Songdo

City to be an international business center that takes advan-

tage of South Korea’s geographic location within Northeast

Asia. In 2001, the City of Incheon contracted U.S.-based Gale

International, a property development firm, to develop the city in

a joint partnership with POSCO, the South Korean construction

conglomerate(Southerton, 2009). Gale International contracted

the architectural firm, Kohn, Pedersen, Fox Associates to design

the city. At a cost of US$35 billion, news media sources fre-

quently label it the largest private development project in history.

Construction began in 2004 with the landfill, and, by 2014, an

estimated 70% of the city was complete. Developers project the

city to have a residential population of 65,000 and a workforce

of 300,000. While still under development, New Songdo City is

a fully functional urban space.

New Songdo City brings together multiple design concepts

that potentially make it a bridge to the future of sustainable

urbanism. It has the highest concentration of LEED certified

buildings in the world and several, such as the Sheraton Hotel,

have won international awards for their sustainable design (Arbes

and Bethea, 2014). Green spaces constitute 40% of the land-

scape (KPF, 2014), and planners designed them for enhancing

air circulation, assisting with rain runoff, and promoting pedes-

trian and bicycle traffic. It has extensive bike trails, and wide,

safe sidewalks intended to reduce car dependence. New Songdo

City has a cutting-edge waste collection system, one that uses a

pneumatic system that takes garbage from offices or residencies

to the waste disposal facility. The system does not require garbage

trucks (Shwayri, 2013), which reduces carbon emissions and

traffic congestion. The city has a network of buses that circulate

people within the city but also provides links to Incheon’s urban

center, the International Airport, and to Seoul. An underground

metro line runs around the city’s circumference and also links to

Incheon and Seoul. New Songdo City also aims to generate

efficient energy use through “ubiquitous” Internet technologies

designed by Cisco System’s “Smart + Connected Cities” pro-

gram. Ubiquitous technology uses the Internet to link hardware

and software to monitoring systems to generate efficient resource

consumption (Yingitcanlar and Lee, 2014). Consequently,

Songdo consumes 40% less energy per capita than other cities of

similar scale.

Gale International, Incheon Metropolitan City, and the

Republic of South Korea clearly made strides toward creating a

more sustainable urban form in Songdo City. Building from the

ground up offers significant advantages for sustainable design

because planning does not run into the obstacles of a built envi-

ronment as well as the customary practices of citizens living in

an already existing city. Especially considering that several

built-from-scratch eco-cities, such as China’s Dongtan eco-city,

a zero-carbon project, have failed, New Songdo City appears to

be among early success stories, along with Abu Dhabi’s Masdar

City. Marking its development as a global business hub, the

United Nations selected New Songdo City to host the offices of

the Green Climate Fund in October 2012.

There are, however, several climate adaptation limitations

with the New Songdo City project. First, its creators have not

yet established the explicit goal of creating a carbon-neutral city,

which was the stated objective for both Dongtan and Masdar

City. Second, New Songdo City remains an urban form designed

to accommodate the car. City streets are wide boulevards, capa-

ble of handling high volumes of car traffic. Intersections are reg-

ulated by traffic lights, with timing best suited for the automobile

instead of the pedestrian. Planners built a massive underground

parking lot, one that encompasses the entire city core and that

has the goal of allowing car users quick and easy access to their

destination, a convenience that encourages driving over public

transit. Third, New Songdo City still has an urban metabolism

defined by late capitalism’s cradle-to-grave production and

consumption system. Despite attempts to close the loop in gar-

bage handling, the city remains an open-loop system (Kuecker,

2013b). Because of its dependence on material supplies from

outside the city, New Songdo City contributes to increasing lev-

els of carbon emissions. Fourth, while the city design resulted

in an admirable commitment to LEED standards, the jury itself

is still out about the carbon footprint of these certified build-

ings (Ko et al., 2011). Building materials expend carbon in
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their extraction, production, transportation, and construction. A

building may well be climate friendly in its design, but much

depends on the habits of its clients, such as their use of air con-

ditioning, lighting, the density of people in work spaces, or the

placement and design of furnishing and decorations. Sixth, the

city has high electrical demands, especially for running the city’s

ubiquitous platforms, as well as cooling systems that have a sig-

nificant energy demand in the South Korean summer. Seventh,

the city has eco-unfriendly features, such as the Jack Nicklaus-

designed golf course, which is proudly featured in city market-

ing (Southerton, 2009). Finally, the goal of creating a regional

hub locks city users into a jet-set lifestyle, one that burns carbon

on each flight to Tokyo, Shanghai, or Hong Kong while foster-

ing a culture of consumption. From this view, New Songdo City

lacks the cradle-to-cradle, closed-loop design required for a truly

sustainable design needed for successful climate adaptation and

mitigation.

Some critics also raise questions about New Songdo City’s

reputation for sustainability. One of the top concerns is the

branding efforts of New Songdo City’s developers, who engage

in an impressive marketing campaign designed to get tenants

for the office towers and residents for the apartments. Gale

International, for example, explicitly states that their main goal

is to create a city with the highest “quality of life” (Kim, 2010).

While their goal may translate into high Human Development

Index statistics, close analysis reveals an urban form that rep-

licates features of a gated community built for a transnational

class of business elites and wealthy refugees from the inconve-

niences of a megalopolis like Seoul. In this urban model, the

sustainable city becomes a marketable commodity available to

the highest bidder, set against the minimal standard of life for

billions of urban dwellers. Matched with agendas like the

United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals, New Songdo

City appears an inappropriate response to the challenges of cli-

mate change.

In New Songdo City’s short history, it has undergone several

re-brandings: business hub, smart city, global university, biotech

and hospital hub, and eco-city. The instability reveals uncertainty

about how this new urban form fits within 21st-century urban-

ism. Some see it as a “bridge to the future,” a “test-bed” (Kim,

2014) of new technologies and innovative design that serves as a

necessary step in climate mitigation and adaptation. Others

debunk the bridge metaphor, preferring to view New Songdo City

as representing the maladaptive propensities of capitalist mar-
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kets (Kuecker, 2013a). As investments at unprecedentedly high

scales of social and financial capital are made into the building

of eco-cities in China, South Asia, and Africa, it is important that

this new urban form is critically examined to determine if it is

indeed the bridge to the future. These doubts extend beyond New

Songdo City and call into question the depth and substance of

South Korea’s highly publicized green economy agenda.
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