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The ‘Eco-City’ in Asia: Critical Issues and Research Needs 

Daejeon, 14 October 2013 

 

SYNTHESIS REPORT 

 

 

Introduction 

This Daejeon workshop was hosted by Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology 
(KAIST), as part of the Leverhulme international research network Tomorrow’s City Today. 
The initiative, involving seven partners globally, responds to the recent growth of various 
types of ‘eco-city’ frameworks, which has resulted in a diverse range of urban sustainability 
indicators, standards, and endorsement schemes. 

This was the first of three consecutive workshops to be held in Korea, with parallel events 
taking place in Canada, China, Germany, and South Korea, in 2013-2014. It brought 
together six researchers from four different universities—Seoul National University, Yeonsei 
University, UCL, UK, and KAIST. We plan to invite government officials and business 
practitioners to the local workshop next time, if possible. 

The discussions started with the comments on Simon Joss’s video presentation and the 
London report but moved on to the following points: 

 

• What does the “eco-city” mean in the Asian context? 
 

• How to factor the national contexts (e.g., China, Korea, Japan, India, and Vietnam) 
into the eco-city frameworks? 

 
• What are the critical issues in developing, selecting, adopting, and implementing the 

eco-city frameworks? 
 

• What will be important research topics that have to be dealt with in conjunction with 
the eco-city project? 
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Summary of Key Discussion Points 

 

Critical issues: quantification, labelling, and scale 

The participants discussed the overall objectives and methodologies of the eco-city project. 
Most of them were concerned about the “unintended consequences” of quantification as a 
measure of the level of eco-cities. This is an issue of power relations among the actors 
within the national context as well as within the global setting. Some participants also raised 
an issue of using the term “eco-city,” questioning whether there is a reality behind this 
labelling. From the methodological point of view, the participants agreed that the problem of 
scale would be a serious and difficult issue to resolve, as the eco-city project could mean 
either a new-town (district or neighbourhood level) or a new-city building. Here is the list of 
questions we discussed: 

 

• The power of quantitative comparison (possibility o f ranking):  Is the 
development of (nearly) universal assessment criteria possible? If so, is it desirable? 
Positive or negative effects? Who conducts and guides the assessment scheme? 
Companies? NGOs? Academics?  
 

• The problem of labelling or marketing : Is “eco-city” the best way to lead the efforts 
to deal with the current problem? Why not “urban sustainability,” which may 
incorporate easily some useful concepts like capacity building (adaptive capacity, 
transformative capacity, innovative capacity, resilience, etc.)? 

 
 

• The problem of scale: New city-building vs. urban r enewals.  Can we apply the 
same frameworks and indicators (if we have any) to these two absolutely different 
scales of urban projects? Even in Asia, the Chinese situations can be different from 
those of Korea and Japan. And even in Korea, the cases of Song-do and Sejong are 
different from those of Seoul and Daejeon. How can we deal with this problem of 
scale? 

 
 
 
Jung Won Sonn, for instance, has maintained that a new concept is often used to justify 
what could be done without that concept. This is often found in urban development, the area 
where there are various vested interests. Keeping the ball rolling is extremely important to 
those who’ve invested resources in urban development so they often find unusual ways to 
justify new projects. Sonn is concerned that with growing concern on environment, eco-city 
is a concept that can be easily appropriated by politicians or corporate interests who don’t 
have genuine interest in environmental issues. Asia is particularly vulnerable, he contends, 
as individuals have high purchasing power, the government do not have serious budget 
deficit like its Western counterparts, and people are passionate for new things. So he is 
worried that an index that can combine various aspects of urban environment would be 
useful in preventing eco-city becoming mere marketing strategy. 
 
In a similar vein, Marc Wolfram points out that important dimensions are missing in the 
current discussion of the eco-city project—the dimensions of time and context within which 
the respective forms have emerged and been adopted. He thinks that, beyond recognizing a 
functional typology (governance), an evolutionary mapping of the different approaches may 
be able to trace the motives and mechanisms of change, and therefore reflect particular 
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diffusion pathways and scope their likely impacts. Further, he suggests, incorporating more 
recent and pertinent research on the conditions of (urban) sustainability may also enable an 
outlook to possible future approaches that are not yet translated into widely-used 
assessment schemes. Both would help to inform the ultimately targeted design of policy. 
Wolfram is particularly interested in studying two topics: (1) Assessing adaptive and 
transformative capacity as a key to enable sustainable (urban) development; (2) Political and 
institutional cultures and place by comparing the adoption of standardized approaches 
across places (e.g. BREEAM, Natural Step) and also comparing the creation of local 
assessment schemes in various places. 
 
In terms of national contexts, Sofia T. Shwayri considers the case of the Korean eco-city, 
Songdo, which is today phrased as the “ubiquitous ecocity.” She thinks that the Korean eco-
city is in some respects typical of other Asian ecocity projects but also unique as a model 
developed to be exported and installed, in part or whole, anywhere. These two aspects, she 
observes, are in fact what the Incheon Free Economic Zone Authority, local governments, 
local and foreign developers and technology firms have been trying to construct through the 
planning, developing and exporting of Songdo ubiquitous ecocity. The process of production 
and export of this city are closely intertwined, making the Korean case especially unique in 
Asia, despite the numerous ecocity initiatives already underway in China, India and 
Singapore. Songdo’s sustainability is measured by indicators that have been widely 
recognized as essential features of a sustainable environment, namely open green spaces, 
public transportation, recycling of water and waste, and energy efficient buildings. The 
repackaging of these features along with a state-of-the-art information infrastructure, 
providing connectivity from anywhere and at any time, so making it also a smart city, has 
given rise to a Korean model, one that appears to be superior to other initiatives and thus 
attractive to export. Shwayri then wonders: What does this model represent? How can one 
understand its production? What is being exported? And, lastly who are the actors that are 
engaged in its export? These questions, in some respects, resonate with the questions 
raised in the London workshop and elsewhere with the current debates on the diffusion of 
planning knowledge in Asia. 

 

Research needs: policy, social inequality, image, and expertise 

The participants generally agreed that, despite many challenges to setting the universal eco-
city frameworks, it would be helpful to have a certain kind of reference. It is my impression, 
therefore, that they don’t like a strict application of the framework and yet find one useful as 
a guideline. This can be an issue when we get into the stage of implementation. 
 
Since the eco-city project requires the careful understanding of the political, social, and 
cultural aspects of the local context, the participants thought that the following issues should 
also be examined. These could be important and interesting research topics for social 
scientists: 
 
 

• The issue of knowledge travelling (or policy mobili ty):  What is the meaning of 
“benchmarking” especially in the Asian context? Importing and exporting of new 
ideas—are they really crucial? Or are they for just legitimizing policies? What is the 
role played by academics (domestic and/or foreign experts) in this process of 
knowledge travelling? 
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• Temporal vs. space comparison:  It may be important to conduct a temporal 
comparison of one city, i.e., the longitudinal study of one city over a certain time 
period in order to examine how policies are implemented and actually performed. 

 
• The possibility of getting grassroots involved : How can we find a way to 

accommodate the voices from below—grassroots—in developing assessment criteria? 
How can we give them more leverage in the politics of eco-city building? For who are 
the eco-cities built?  

 
• The question of environmental inequality : How can we deal with the inequality 

issues in the eco-city? Different groups (in terms of jobs, incomes, etc) may have 
different stakes in the design of eco-city policies. Then, how can we find a way to 
address the problems unique to each city or region? 

 
• The implications of the politics of risk management  in eco-cities : After the 

incident of Fukushima, there has been a nation-wide drive to change the image of 
Japanese cities as environmental safe places. How can we incorporate this kind of 
risk management strategies into the eco-city discourse? What would the Japanese 
care, should they build the cities from scratch now? 

 
• The problem of expertise and social learning: Who are the experts in the eco-city 

building or urban renewal projects? If we get the neighbours involved, what do we 
expect? How does a urban renewal project (such as Seoul Forest Project) become a 
“exportable technology”? Unpacking the imported policies, social learning, repacking 
the experience-based policies, and exporting that as a technology? 

 
 

Considering that there are few sustainability indicator schemes in South Korea, Yoon Jung 
Lee points out, the Korean workshop group could consider organizing a workshop for urban 
planners and citizen groups in order to introduce best practices that have been developed in 
other countries and discuss how some of them can be utilized in the Korean context. She is 
particularly interested in exploring the question of how to facilitate grassroots participation in 
eco-city initiatives. For it is important to develop meaningful stakeholder processes in 
creating sustainability policies, because the extent of commitment by local and national 
governments to sustainability may change depending on political leaders' perspectives on 
relevant issues and because government bureaucracy is not always the best efficient 
channel through which social innovations occur. In exploring bottom-up approaches to urban 
sustainability, her focus is on (1) issues of environmental inequality and (2) urban 
infrastructure & disaster. She reiterates that we will need to hear voices from the diverse 
social groups in order to create eco-cities that may benefit diverse populations across the 
lines of social class, gender, and race. The future of urban infrastructure (e.g., smart transit), 
she suggests, will be an important topic especially in the context of Asian cities, which are 
characterized by high population densities. 

HaeRan Shin brings up a perhaps most urgent issue in East Asia—the nuclear disaster of 
Fukushima in 2011. She examines how risk communication has taken place among various 
actors and who has led the agenda-setting regarding the disaster. Focusing on the relations 
between the formation of key discourses and a coalition of dominant actors, her research 
explores how different discourses negotiate and how they constitute the risk politics in 
forming social consensus. So Shin raises a question: Under what political conditions do risk 
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politics, the interaction among various discourses on the risk, emerge? Her case study will 
undoubtedly show the political and social issues specific to a certain region or country that 
the eco-city project should not ignore. 

 
Buhm Soon Park is interested in bringing some perspectives developed in STS (Science and 
Technology Studies) to the eco-city project. He suggests that, instead of expertise as a given 
or a top-down instruction, we need to consider the social process of making and practicing 
expertise in specific local contexts. He is interested in analysing that process with case of 
the so-called “Seoul Forest” project, which was part of urban renewal project of Seoul City in 
the past decade. 

 
 
Outlook 

 
The first workshop held in Korea has raised more questions than solutions to making eco-
city frameworks and implementing urban sustainability indicators. The participants in general 
held a critical, if not sceptical, view of quantification. This critical stance is, I think, a healthy 
one, as we want to consider multiple countries and different local contexts. It may be 
possible that the more we produce the eco-city case studies from the perspective of social 
scientists, the more likely we find the problem of political power and social inequality. 
Nevertheless, the participants firmly believe that the insights that can be gained from such 
studies will be extremely useful in the formation and implementation of eco-city-related 
policies. I would like to conclude this brief synthesis report with two points that the Korean 
workshop participants all agreed upon: 
 
 

• The eco-city is a social and political “process. ” It is important to consider this 
“dynamic” nature of the eco-city project. 
 

• Developing an assessment scheme is necessary and im portant, even though 
the labelling of eco-city entails inherent vaguenes s and socio-political issues . 
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