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Abstract 

Today, it is increasingly common to witness the construction of new cities on vacant land 

worldwide, from the ambitious Neom City project in Saudi Arabia to Egypt's endeavor to 

construct a new administrative capital. Moreover, countries like Indonesia, India, and Iraq also 

build or plan new cities. Among these initiatives, the development trajectory of Songdo 

International City is particularly notable. Nested on the southwest edge of Incheon’s coastline in 

South Korea, Songdo International City is a pioneering urban development crafted from an empty 

site with cutting-edge technology and Western-style sustainable design. Songdo International 

City's development process started with the reclamation of tidal flats in 1994 with a 2030 

completion target (NSIC, 2024). Now in its final stages of development, the city has completed 

most major facilities, boasting a residential population of approximately 200,000 (IFEZ, 2023). 

Songdo International City boasts a significant lead of at least 20 years over other new cities in 

development. This head start positions Songdo International City as a valuable source of insights 

for ongoing new city development projects worldwide.  

The development trajectory of Songdo International City deviated from the traditional public-

sector urban development model. The Incheon government opted for a public-private partnership 

(PPP) approach. Incheon reclaimed land and then sold the land to Gale International, a prominent 

international real estate developer, and POSCO E&C, a major Korean construction company. This 

partnership fostered collaboration with global design firms OMA and KPF, who played a crucial 

role in shaping the city's architectural landscape, as evidenced by the construction of Songdo 

triple-decker streets, a giant 100-acre Songdo central park modeled after the central park in 

Manhattan, the iconic 68-story POSCO Tower and the first city to showcase a large-scale LEED-

certified space, with more than 20 million square feet across 118 buildings. 

Beyond its innovative sustainable landscape design, Songdo International City is renowned as the 

world's first smart city. Envisioned as a brand-new city center of Incheon, the city government 

formulated a strategy to differentiate Songdo International City through state-of-the-art 
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information and communication technology (ICT). Throughout the development process of 

Songdo International City, leading IT firms such as CISCO, LGCNS, and KT are involved in 

advancing the vision of futuristic urban spaces. Their contributions to envisioning and building 

smart infrastructure and services were instrumental in positioning Songdo International City as a 

paradigm for future urban developments.  

The Songdo International City project spans from 2003 to 2030 and encompasses an area of 53.36 

square kilometers. The planned population is 265,611, resulting in a population density of 

approximately 4,978 individuals per square kilometer (SongdoIBD, 2022). The following figures 

show the population growth of Songdo International City since 2010. 

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Total population of Songdo over the time. (SongdoIBD, 2022) 

However, at the initial stage of development, population growth has fallen short of projections. 

Many planning and development critics addressed Songdo International City as Korea's “Gost 

City” project. High housing costs and a scarcity of established enterprises have turned off many 

potential residents. This has limited the city's economic potential, with a smaller consumer base 

impacting the viability of businesses. This was the population growth scenario between 2007 and 

2010, when the city population increased from 20,504 in January 2007 to 34,070 in January 2010 

(Lobo, 2009).  

Changes in a multi-faceted environment have vitalized the previously uncertain Songdo 

International City project. The Incheon Bridge, which directly connects Incheon International 

Airport to Songdo International City, opened in 2009. The Incheon Free Economic Zone 

Authority(IFEZ), established in 2003, formulated the industrial landscape plan for Songdo 

International City and made concerted efforts to attract investments and advance projects. As a 



result, the strategic location and business-friendly policies have brought in a significant influx of 

population by attracting bioresearch and production facilities generating over 1 billion dollars in 

revenue. The city's high-speed internet and widespread Wi-Fi, which enable smart home 

technology and effective city management, including traffic control and waste management, have 

contributed to attract Korean residents to Songdo International City as well. Consequently, the 

population of Songdo International City increased from 34,070 in 2010 to approximately 200,000 

in 2023.  

Furthermore, Songdo International City has become the headquarters of the Green Climate Fund, 

a prominent international organization. It also hosts four international institutions affiliated with 

the Incheon Global Campus (IGC) foundation and two foreign schools. These international 

organizations and institutions have significantly contributed to Songdo International City's 

prominence as a global commercial hub. Since 2010, Songdo's population has grown, with a 

notable acceleration in the past five years.  

 

The following figures show the population growth of both Korean and foreign residents in Songdo 

from 2019 to 2024 (IFEZ, 2024). 

 

Figure 2. The number of Korean and foreign residents in Songdo has increased since 2019. 

(IFEZ,2024) 

Songdo International City stands as a testament to the potential of PPPs in fostering innovative 

urban development. It represents a thriving ecosystem where technology, bio-industries, 

education, and a diverse population converge, solidifying its position as a pioneering smart city.  



In media discourse, Songdo International City often conjures associations with urban utopias, 

envisioned as ideal living spaces within societal narratives. This conceptualization draws 

inspiration from various sources, including nineteenth-century models like Ebenezer Howard's 

Garden City and Le Corbusier's housing units urban concept, which have influenced architectural 

elements in Songdo's apartment complexes and broader urban design in South Korea (Gelézeau, 

2017). According to Bridget Martin (2015, p. 253), Songdo International City embodies a sense 

of "the future," which is pervasive in signage, advertisements, vocabulary, and everyday discourse.  

Songdo International City exemplifies "new urbanism," a design approach encouraging walkable 

neighbourhoods, mixed-use development, and environmental living. The city devotes 40% of its 

land to outdoor spaces, which include 16 miles of bicycle lanes and urban public spaces. It also 

aspires to be a "ubiquitous city" (U-city) or "smart city," incorporating sophisticated technology 

and sustainable infrastructure into urban design (Potera, 2024). That is another element that 

caused the population of Songdo International City to triple within ten years. The images below 

depict smarts and new urbanism themes in Songdo's urban planning. 

 

 

 

 

Urban pedestrian walkways and bicycle paths with e-bike facilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Smart bus stop and smart housing grid for Zero-fossil fuel energy complex 



  

 

 

 

Real-time information on areas where cars are restricted in Songdo. Real-time traffic data 

to minimize traffic congestion and smooth public and freight movement 

However, as of 2024, the reality of Songdo's residential complexes contrasts sharply with 

utopian ideas, reflecting tangible, physical spaces occupied by around 200,000 people, including 

5,000 foreigners (IFEZ, 2023).  

The majority of Songdo's foreign residents are high-skilled professionals employed by 

international organizations, contrasting with the foreign populations in other parts of South 

Korea. Foreign residents constitute only 2.8% of Songdo's total population. The diagram below 

illustrates the ratio of Korean to international residents in Songdo. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. The ration of Korean and foreign residents in Songdo in 2024. (IFEZ, 2024). 

Compared to other regions and cities within South Korea, Songdo International City exhibits a 

lower percentage of foreign residents. As of 2022, the proportion of the foreign population in 

Incheon stands at 4.9%, in Seoul at 4.7%, and in Gyeonggi Province at 5.5%. Despite this lower 

overall percentage, Songdo International City is notable for having a higher concentration of 



skilled and technology-based expatriates than other cities. 

This makes Songdo International City a diversified and mutually exclusive metropolis 

representing only a little Korean tradition and culture, lacking the socio-cultural connection 

to other areas in Incheon—Korea’s most historic and culturally dynamic port city. Beyond 

its idealistic façade, Songdo International City is an urban mega-project driven by significant 

commercial and public investment (Peyrard & Gelézeau, 2022). Furthermore, Songdo 

International City has two international schools and organizations, such as the Green Climate 

Fund (GCF), the World Bank Songdo Headquarters, and several United Nations (UN) units, 

contributing to the city's multiculturalism and urban heterogeneity. This is consistent with David 

Harvey's (Harvey, 1981). concept of a "spatial fix," a geographic embodiment of capitalism's 

necessity for capital dispersion to reduce over-accumulation crises and consolidate long-term 

investments and rewards. In essence, Songdo International City represents a complex interplay 

between idealized urban visions, pragmatic realities, and capitalist dynamics, underscoring the 

multifaceted nature of contemporary urban development.  

Urban heterogeneity, high-end urban life, and mega-housing developments raise concerns among 

residents and urban experts. For example, does Songdo International City reflect the Smart, 

Better-Living Utopian Dream, or does it shift course to symbolize the principles of modern 

urbanism through a successful public-private partnership? This study aims to investigate Songdo's 

transition from an ICT utopia to a multicultural, mutually exclusionary metropolitan setting and 

the variables that have influenced this transition. 
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