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SYNTHESIS REPORT 

 

Introduction 

This workshop was jointly hosted by Delft University of Technology (TU-Delft) and the 

Korean Advanced Institute for Science and Technology (KAIST) in Shanghai, China, as part of 

the Leverhulme International research network Tomorrow’s City Today. 

This session was the second in a series of three sessions having a specific focus on progress 

made in Asian (specifically Chinese and Korean) eco-cities, low-carbon cities and ‘low carbon 

eco-cities’ and the way in frameworks for eco-city standards are effectively used in them. 

For this second workshop, TU-Delft and KAIST had decided to join forces to explore to what 

extent one can speak of a specifically Asian/Far Eastern situation and perspective, and to 

highlight differences between the Chinese and Korean situations. The workshop was in the 

wider context of the biannual conference of Global Research Forum for Sustainable 

Production and Consumption held in the Guanghua Towers of Fudan University, Shanghai, 

10-12 June 2014. It consisted of three parts, the first two of which consisted of presentation 

by authors focusing on sustainable urbanization and eco city development in more generic 

terms (albeit with a strong focus on Asia). The first was chaired by Martin de Jong, the 

second by Buhm Soon Park. Notes of these first two parts of the second workshop can be 

found in two separate documents separately provided, and the papers/presentations 

themselves can be found at the GRF website http://grf-spc.weebly.com/, using the 

password ‘fudan2014’. The third part consisted of a forum debate and exchange of opinions 

among a number of scholar and practitioners well-versed in the topic of eco-city 

development in either China or Korea. It is primarily the results from this third part of the 

(second) session that this workshop report aims to reflect. 

While the purpose of the first workshop had been to explore whether (1) there are eco city 

indicators in place and (2) gather a group of international and Chinese academics and 

professionals together that would potentially grow out to become a Community of Practice 

(CoP), the second aimed to (1) explore how these eco city indicators are actually used in 

policy-making and planning processes, and (2) to consolidate this network by re-inviting a 
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number of essential key partners from the first session and absorbing them into the Global 

Eco City Network. Regarding the first point (contents), it should be noted here that although 

eco city indicators as such are not used in the Korean context, it now became clear that 

Korean planners do work with six so-called ‘design elements’. As for China, more details 

were provided on these indicators actually play out in practice. The consequences for the 

style of urban development emerging as ‘eco-cities’ was not notably different in both cases: 

middle classy, relatively low density, somewhat green-looking but often suburbanite and 

missing the human scale. Regarding the second point (interpersonal network development), 

it deserves mentioning that several of the invited speakers for the first workshop did indeed 

come over and are now also listed for other events partners of the Global Eco City network 

is organizing, such as the KAIST international conference on Songdo, held in Incheon. 

 

Participants and programme 

Invited speakers were Simon Joss (Westminster University, who sent a presentation on the 

Global Eco City network and its goals presented by Martin de Jong), William Rees (UBC, who 

attended the first and second parts, but not the third, and gave a keynote at the conference 

in front of a wider audience), Sofia Shwayri (Seoul National University), Tao Zou (Tsinghua 

University), Xiaoling Zhang (City University of Hong Kong), Ronald Wennersten (Shandong 

University and KTH), Uwe Weber (SWITCH-Asia Network), Cynthia Isenhour (University of 

Maine), Hae Ran Shin (KAIST) and Margot Weijnen (TU-Delft). The session was moderated 

by Martin de Jong and Buhm Soon Park. A variety of other attendees attended the 

workshop (more during the first and second parts than on the third), but their names and 

positions have not been recorded. 

While the entire conference was spread out over three days (10-12 June), our workshop 

only took place on the 10
th

 and 11
th

 of June as the sustainable urbanization and eco city 

development panel. Of all the speakers in the first two parts, all participated in the panel 

discussion except Vincent Aurez. All in all, the full programme of contributions looks as 

follows: 

Session 1C: Eco-cities 1 - Chair: Martin de Jong 

•Vincent Aurez: Circular economy and industrial reconstruction in China: from economy of 

transformation to the transformation of the economy 

•Tao Zou: Eco-city practices in China: Learning from failure and the transformation of 

implementation mechanism 

•Martin de Jong, Simon Joss and Margot Weijnen: Smart intelligent low-carbon eco-

knowledge cities: making sense of a family of concepts promoting sustainable development 

Session 2C: Eco-cities 2 - Chair: Buhm Soon Park 

•Sofia Shwayri: Songdo and Incheon free economic zones: two visions, two scales, one 

model - the ubiquitous eco-city 

•Xiaoling Zhang: Bi-dimensional matrix model to extra beset practices for sustainable 

urbanization 
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•Buhm Soon Park and YouJung Shin: The social construction of nature: the Seoul Green 

Trust and the making of a city-forest 

Session 3C: Sustainable Cities Roundtable - Conveners: Buhm Soon Park and Martin de 

Jong 

Panelists: Margot Weijnen, Sofia Shwayri, Xiaoling Zhang, Tao Zou, Uwe Weber 

 

Main topics of discussion during the presentation and discussion 

 

Topics under discussion 

The questions fired at the panellists, and to which they answered loosely, were: 

1a. How do policy-makers and analysts establish the success of their eco city policy? 

1b. Is there an indicator system in place? If not, what else? 

2a. How is it operated and monitored in practice? 

2b. Are there any corrective measures taken when it goes wrong? 

3a. Which players are involved in the eco-city development? What are their goals? 

3b. What is their effect on implementation? 

4a. How do you rate the sustainability of eco-city development in your country? 

4b. What changes would be needed to make eco-city development truly sustainable? 

5. What role can indicator systems play in this shift? How? 

 

Sofia Shwayri’s input and comments around it 

After a short introduction on the Global Eco City Network, the topics to be discussed and the 

background of each of the panellists by Martin de Jong, Sofia Shwayri was the first to take 

the floor. She pointed out that in Korea no eco-city indicators in the usual sense of the word 

are utilized, but that at least in the case of Songdo, planners and policy-makers pay 

attention to six so-called design elements with among them open space, public transport, 

energy, recycling and operations. They have set particularly high targets for these and are 

aware those are extremely hard to reach, but believe it is critical to do so since they hope 

that Songdo will become the world’s greenest city and set a standard for green cities 

worldwide. If they do end up achieving them, their achievement could be mainstreamed 

around the world. This is in fact a logic of promotion which is both heard in Korea and in 

China. But a great part of it is a labelling and marketing exercise. All the things claimed make 

you think ‘wow’, and many authors on the web mimic this rhetoric, but Shwayri wonders 

whether these people have actually visited Songdo before writing up these articles. Now 

this is exactly what she did: making the trip by bus from central Seoul and from Guangnam 
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station to Songdo to observe with her own eyes what Songdo had really become and how 

the achievements related with the promises on paper. She found very wide highway lanes 

through which her bus drove for about an hour with massive building blocks around it by 

the time she arrived. It all reminded her of Brasilia, the new town capital of Brazil known as 

an urbanistic innovation, but not necessarily characterized by liveability. The smart waste 

bins she found to promote extensive recycling required a key she did not have and which 

nobody around her was able to provide. And these were only two of her disappointments. 

Overall, she found it a disappointing experience, and had the impression that technocracy 

rules instead of human scale. She suggested if you applied Richard Register’s principles for 

eco city development that also include aspects as preservation of rare species and walkable 

environments, heterogeneity etc. Songdo would fail miserably on nearly all of them. 

Perhaps recycling would be the only exception, but she was unsure whether it really was 

working and could not provide any final judgement on that. The oft-advertised 40% green 

space for the area did not impress her much either: London has a higher percentage. 

When asked by Buhm Soon about the presence of an internal, external or even international 

review whether the design elements were indeed respected in the implementation process, 

she replied that it was known straight from the beginning that the standards were too high 

and that along the way the labelling had been changed. As of 2010, the Incheon government 

and Ministry of the Environment came together to reform the recycling program and 

received funding from the Ministry of the Environment. Songdo is not really an existing city, 

but people are now beginning to move in and it gradually becoming a real city. So far people 

and the outside world have not been part of the development process but as they move in 

they are beginning to be. They now have a role to play. The sidewalk, which are way too 

wide to be functional as pavement for pedestrian (who are rarely there anyhow) may very 

well be used to set up small businesses to fill the space or be depaved to plant small farms 

because it is huge space that inhabitants can do something with. Korea is famous for its 

street-food, so this phenomenon may very well emerge here as well. Now that the 

foreigners, for whom this district was originally intended are not coming in large numbers 

anyhow, many Koreans may end up settling there. Koreans initially were not even allowed 

to make use of certain facilities (hospitals for instance, and an international school which 

costs 20,000 dollars a year per child). Overall, Songdo, like Gangnam will turn out like 

another rich district far from Seoul. 

It is remarkable that in spite of a very different use of indicator systems in the Korean 

context, ambitions and claims to success and relatively technocratic, large-scale 

construction outcomes are quite similar to what is occurring in China, as confirmed by Tao 

Zou and Xiaoling Zhang. At the same time, Tao added that there is also a process of learning 

by doing and that along the way, stakeholders tend to be more and more involved in 

decision-making and that large-scale approaches with wide motorway lanes are beginning 

to be replaced by smaller scale blocks and wide lanes by Transit-Oriented Development 

(TOD) . In the end is the interplay between state, market and society that make community 

life, according to Xiaoling. Isenhour added that developing a new city is quite different from 

modernizing an existing city. The former is far harder and many things cannot really be 

planned ahead. Moreover, the building quality in China is really bad. Buildings are not built 

to last, so unsustainability is built into the built environment, so to speak. 
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Tao Zou’s input and debate around it 

Then it was Tao Zou’s turn to show some slides on a project in China of a similar repute: 

Tianjin Eco City. He showed streets with a regional hospital, with community-level hospital, 

with bicycle lanes. He explained that although the scales looks massive and it is still 

comparatively quiet, it was simply quiet empty four years ago. At that time people were 

wondering whether it was really a good idea to go live there and they waited and saw what 

happened. Then they noticed that the government was putting a lot of top level facilities in 

place, high-level kindergartens, primary schools, middle schools, top-level hospitals and 

then they decided to come over. There are famous schools and parents are trying to buy 

houses near because they believe where you live decides how your children will be. 

Prompted by Martin, Zou confirmed that it looked a little bit less like a global city than 

Songdo; it had more of a human scale. Still, it resembled a liveable city more than it did a 

‘true’ eco city. But a member of the audience disagreed, saying that it is not a dense liveable 

area and shops and coffee bars could be seen. Buhm Soon also thought it looked more than 

a US style newly developed district with huge areas for schools, hospitals and residential 

areas: one would still need a car to move around because of the distances. But Zou thought 

that a 10-15 minute walk would suffice in most cases and that it was actually evolving into 

something liveable. Liveability is a process rather than a state, which was a remarkably 

similar message as Sofia had conveyed in her introduction. 

Then Zou moved on to show the indicator system. A large table showing with different types 

of dots where performance was going OK and where adjustment was needed. On some 

points, adjustment were not possible. He added that it was all far from perfect, but realistic 

and a good learning experience or China, an example where things had at least been tried 

professionally. Not all was right, but there was a tendency to improve. 

The tables were not made be a local office, but by the Singapore and Chinese governments 

together. This was done in just two months time, and they even continued working with it 

now. He thought this time-span was ridiculous . How can one anticipate the future without 

knowing who will live there? And there was not much of a relationship with society. All was 

just about housing. Just a focus on at least 20% affordable housing, just like in Singapore. 

Regarding the indicators, they tend to be systematically monitored. This is certainly not 

common practice in China, where normally politicians can tamper with them or prevent 

them from being measured and monitored carefully. Tianjin is a reference case, being the 

Singaporean is keenly following everything that is happening and replicating its own way of 

working here, and the supervision committee ensures that the performance measurement 

is realistically done. In some cases, indicators appear hard to work with, such as no 19, 20% 

renewable energy. Because eventually calculations must take buildings as a point of 

departure. So they are trying to put it into the design that within a certain square per meter 

area, applied to this building and recalculate then you can be using up to like 10% of 

renewable energy. And then add some other kinds of energy processes to make the energy 

provision for the building more renewable. This leads to thorough discussions, and the 

intentions to get there are academic, serious and honest. On the other hand, it is also true 

that the committee does little to exceed the agreed percentages and proportions, but after 

all, for China 20% is high score. 
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Xiaoling Zhang’s input and discussion on it 

At that moment, Xiaoling Zhang came centre stage. She introduced yet another intriguing 

model that she had been involved in Guangzhou, in her collaboration with a Guangzhou 

property developer acting more at the community level, a so-called low carbon community. 

It was a smaller-scale indicator model developed by the Guangzhou Property Development 

Community. Their indicator system works with categories such as natural habitat, cultural 

heritage, equity, fair trade and happiness. All of these are classified into green technologies 

in line with 10 guidelines. The maker of this model is the property developer itself, 

instigated by and under supervision of the local government, but in interaction with the 

actual residents in the community. This and similar developers try to show their sense of 

responsibility leading this change by avoiding their buildings to become unattractive and 

short-lived. Their approach echoes local government goals, but is also intended as a form of 

branding. It is a demonstration project giving them a high reputation, and satisfaction 

among inhabitants tends to be higher as well: it responds more to their needs and is a more 

accurate reflection of daily things they come across. Xiaoling pointed out she works with the 

chief of this China Commercial Developmental Junction  to set up a leading compatible 

strategy for a built eco community in Guangzhou. In fact, this has been considered as a 

typical case by the national level. Apart from developing the indicator system and assessing 

the scores together, which is eventually profitable for all sides, they are organizing and 

cultivating a community life. They organize a sort of habitat day on Wednesday and they set 

a particular day to cultivate a green life-style. And it is a way to get government, market and 

community connected. Residents also win, because they tend to believe that with the 

quality guarantee, their dwellings will be more sustainable, more lasting, more life-cycle 

proof. The whole process is organized by a facilitator manager appointed by the property 

developer. 

It is commercial housing, not public housing. Guangzhou has built some economical and 

affordable houses, but not in this area. According to Tao Zou, these kinds of developers do 

some experiments and these are the strongest developers since they are not immediate 

need of cash. They are eventually profit-oriented, but not in the very short run. And they set 

up their facility management system and the chain and ensure residents feel confident 

about their houses in the future. All the agreements are summed up in a long term contact, 

and there is a penalty if either party does not live up to the promises. After the developers 

turn their buildings into residences they build others to maintain their periodicity. Every 

community in China has owner committees; these are trained to maintain in sustainable 

ways and every month they have committee meetings, where the facility management 

company is the facilitator: that is the one in charge. 

Most panellists and attendees are astounded by the variety of practices in China: they 

consider China aa big country where the north is more centralized, government oriented 

and bureaucratic and the South more flexible, bottom up and market-driven. But it should 

be added that in this conception, Beijing-Tianjin is the North, while Guangzhou-Shenzhen 

represents the South, but yet another model would apply to Shanghai. Buhm Soon also 

found the latter model where indicator systems and quasi-democratic political interaction 

systems feed into each other quite attractive. 
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Final remarks 

At the end, two more conclusions were drawn in the discussion. The first was that urban 

development is incredibly strongly land value-driven in China. According to Tao Zou, there is 

no tax for house ownership, no property tax. Land is essentially freely leased by the 

government to developers and not always in transparent ways. Local government have 

grown addicted to generating income primarily from leasing out land for long periods of 

time. As a result, immense areas of green spaces are ‘developed’. Urban planning in China is 

not ‘legal’ in the sense that officials’ main objective is to earn money. The planning system is 

therefore power and commerce driven. Xiaoling added that often in the planning stage 

plans shows green spaces but it tends to disappear when these are actually implemented. 

The second point made toward the end of the discussion made by Sofia was that the aspect 

of international networks and transfers had been missing from the debate. All nations seem 

to be establishing their own building standards, and the reason why some do not set high 

standards such China is that living up to them is more expensive and complicates the 

building process. Martin added that the goals of many makers of indicator systems is for 

them to be replicable, but what was seen in the debate above was that to work very well an 

indicator systems must be indigenous or at least endogenized to become effective. Only 

locals know well how they want to live and how their decisions impact on indicators and 

scores. A blue-print eco city would be a fatal invention. Cinthia Isenhour then referred to 

the successful cities in this world: they have a long history. Sustainability is a process, not a 

plan. 

  


