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The 1990s marked a pivotal decade for Seoul as the city faced significant
challenges stemming from rapid urban growth and its dominant primacy in South
Korea. Urban primacy, characterized by the concentration of political,
economic, and cultural activities in the capital city, posed numerous
problems including congestion, overpopulation, environmental degradation, and
regional disparities. To address these issues, policymakers and urban
planners implemented various strategies, but the most prominent and impactful
method was the development of secondary administrative and economic centers,
often referred to as branch cities or satellite cities. This approach aimed
to decentralize Seoul’s dominance and foster balanced regional development
across South Korea.

This article explores in detail the main method employed during the 1990s to
mitigate the problems associated with Seoul’s urban primacy. We will analyze
the rationale behind this strategy, its implementation, and the outcomes it
generated, providing a comprehensive understanding of urban planning
approaches during this transformative decade.

Understanding Urban Primacy and Its Challenges
in Seoul

What Is Urban Primacy?
Urban primacy exists when a single city overwhelmingly dominates the urban
system of a country in terms of population, economic activity, and political
power. In South Korea, Seoul exemplified this as the epicenter of national
growth, attracting a large proportion of the country’s resources and talent.

Problems Associated with Urban Primacy in Seoul
During the 1980s and early 1990s, Seoul’s primacy led to several pressing
issues:

Overpopulation: The city’s population swelled, leading to overcrowded
neighborhoods and strained infrastructure.

Traffic Congestion: The extensive commute times and congestion hampered
daily life and economic productivity.

Environmental Degradation: Pollution, waste management issues, and urban
sprawl increased environmental pressures.

Regional Imbalances: Peripheral regions and smaller cities faced
neglect, exacerbating regional disparities.



Housing Shortages and Rising Costs: The demand for housing in Seoul
drove prices upward, making affordability a persistent concern.

The Main Method in the 1990s: Developing
Secondary Administrative and Economic Centers

The Concept of Decentralization
Decentralization was recognized as a vital strategy to alleviate Seoul’s
overconcentration of population and resources. It involved distributing
administrative functions, economic activities, and infrastructure development
away from Seoul to other regions.

Implementation of Satellite Cities and Administrative
Districts
During the 1990s, South Korea invested heavily in creating satellite cities
around Seoul, notably in the Seoul Metropolitan Area (SMA). These secondary
centers were designed to serve as hubs for commerce, residence, and
governmental functions, easing the pressure on Seoul itself.

Some notable examples include:

Incheon: Transformed into a major port city with its own economic zones
and transportation infrastructure.

Seongnam: Developed as a planned city with advanced urban
infrastructure, serving as a residential and business district.

Goyang, Bucheon, and Anyang: Expanded as residential and industrial
centers, providing alternatives to Seoul’s urban core.

Development of the Seoul Metropolitan Area (SMA)
The SMA was the primary focus of decentralization efforts. The goal was to
promote regional growth by:

Investing in transportation infrastructure such as highways, subway
lines, and regional rail networks to improve connectivity.

Establishing administrative and business complexes outside Seoul to
attract companies and public institutions.

Implementing urban planning policies that prioritized balanced regional
development.



Key Policies and Projects in the 1990s

Extension of Transportation Networks
Transportation infrastructure was crucial in decentralizing Seoul’s urban
primacy. Major projects included:

Expansion of the Seoul Metropolitan Subway system to suburban and
satellite city areas.

Construction of expressways connecting Seoul with surrounding regions,
reducing travel time.

Development of regional rail links to facilitate commuter movement.

Administrative Reorganization and Governmental
Relocation
The government relocated several agencies and institutions to secondary
cities:

Moving ministries and government offices to Incheon and other regional
centers.

Establishing new administrative districts, such as the Seongnam City
Hall, to decentralize governance.

Economic and Industrial Zones
The creation of new economic zones aimed to attract industries and reduce the
economic reliance on Seoul:

Incheon Free Economic Zone (IFEZ): Developed to attract international
business and logistics companies.

Gyeonggi Province’s industrial complexes: Spread across satellite cities
to foster local employment and industrial growth.

Outcomes and Impact of the Decentralization
Strategy

Reduced Overcrowding and Traffic Congestion
By dispersing population and activities, Seoul experienced:



Decreased population density in central districts.

Improved traffic flow due to distributed urban centers.

Regional Development and Economic Diversification
Secondary cities grew economically, attracting investment and creating new
employment opportunities outside Seoul.

Environmental Benefits
Less urban sprawl and congestion contributed to improvements in air quality
and urban green spaces.

Urban Planning Challenges
While decentralization mitigated some issues, challenges persisted:

Coordination among different administrative regions.

Ensuring equitable infrastructure development.

Maintaining urban connectivity and integration.

Conclusion: The Legacy of 1990s
Decentralization in Seoul

The 1990s’ primary method to abate Seoul’s urban primacy was the strategic
development of satellite cities and secondary administrative centers,
supported by extensive infrastructure projects and policy reforms. This
approach aimed not only to ease the immediate problems of overcrowding and
congestion but also to promote balanced regional growth, environmental
sustainability, and urban resilience.

Although challenges remain, the decentralization efforts of the 1990s laid a
crucial foundation for Seoul’s ongoing urban development. Today, Seoul
continues to evolve with a focus on sustainable urban planning, leveraging
the lessons learned from this decade’s strategic initiatives to create a more
balanced and livable metropolitan region.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary strategy employed in Seoul
during the 1990s to address urban primacy issues?

The main method was decentralization, which involved promoting balanced
regional development and encouraging growth in secondary cities to reduce
Seoul's dominance.

How did infrastructure development contribute to
alleviating urban primacy in Seoul in the 1990s?

Investments in transportation infrastructure, such as expanding subway
networks and highways, facilitated easier access to other regions, helping to
distribute economic activities more evenly across the country.

Were policy reforms implemented in the 1990s aimed at
reducing Seoul's overconcentration? If so, what were
they?

Yes, policies such as the New Town development projects and regional
development programs were introduced to promote growth outside Seoul and
reduce its overconcentration.

What role did economic incentives play in managing
urban primacy in Seoul during the 1990s?

Economic incentives, including tax breaks and subsidies for businesses
relocating to other regions, encouraged decentralization and helped mitigate
Seoul's dominance.

How effective were the 1990s efforts in balancing
Seoul's growth with other regions in South Korea?

While some progress was made through decentralization and infrastructure
projects, Seoul remained dominant, making the 1990s efforts a partial success
in addressing urban primacy issues.

Additional Resources
In the 1990s, What Was The Main Method Used To Abate The Problems Of Urban
Primacy In Seoul?

The rapid urbanization of Seoul during the late 20th century brought with it
a host of challenges that threatened the city’s sustainable growth and
quality of life. As the capital and largest city of South Korea, Seoul
experienced phenomenal population growth, infrastructural strain, and



economic concentration—phenomena collectively known as urban primacy. To
address these issues, policymakers and urban planners employed a strategic
approach that prioritized decentralization and regional development. The
primary method used during this period was the deliberate development of
satellite cities and the promotion of balanced regional growth through
comprehensive urban planning policies. This approach aimed to diffuse
population density, alleviate congestion, and foster economic activity in
areas outside Seoul’s core.

This article explores in depth the strategies employed in the 1990s to
mitigate the problems associated with urban primacy in Seoul, focusing on the
development of satellite cities, the institutional frameworks supporting
these efforts, and their implications for urban sustainability.

---

Understanding Urban Primacy and Its Challenges in Seoul

What is Urban Primacy?

Urban primacy occurs when a single city dominates a country’s economic,
political, and cultural life, often leading to disproportionate regional
development and systemic issues. In Seoul’s case, the city’s population and
economic output dwarfed other regions, creating an uneven geographical
distribution of resources and opportunities.

Problems Caused by Urban Primacy

The consequences of unchecked primacy included:

- Overcrowding and Congestion: Seoul’s population density soared, leading to
traffic jams, overcrowded public facilities, and housing shortages.
- Environmental Degradation: High urban density caused pollution, strained
water and waste management systems, and reduced green spaces.
- Economic Imbalances: Concentration of industries and services in Seoul
resulted in regional disparities, hindering national economic
diversification.
- Infrastructure Overload: Transportation, healthcare, and education
infrastructure struggled to keep pace with rapid growth, reducing overall
quality of life.
- Social Inequalities: Disparities between Seoul and peripheral regions
widened, fostering economic and social polarization.

---

The Policy Shift in the 1990s: Embracing Decentralization

The Context of the 1990s

By the early 1990s, South Korea’s remarkable economic development—often
called the "Miracle on the Han River"—had accentuated Seoul’s dominance.
Recognizing that continued unchecked growth would threaten long-term
sustainability, policymakers shifted focus toward decentralization, aiming to
distribute population and economic activities more evenly across the country.

The Main Method: Developing Satellite Cities

The cornerstone of Seoul’s strategy was the planned creation and expansion of
satellite cities—urban centers designed to serve as secondary hubs of



economic and residential activity. This approach aimed to:

- Reduce pressure on Seoul’s core.
- Promote regional economic development.
- Improve accessibility and quality of urban life in surrounding areas.

---

The Role of Satellite Cities in Abating Urban Primacy

Concept and Planning

Satellite cities are self-contained urban centers connected to the main
metropolis via transportation networks, offering housing, employment,
education, and cultural amenities. In Seoul’s case, several key satellite
cities were developed or expanded, including:

- Seongnam: Located immediately southeast of Seoul, Seongnam became a hub for
technology and residential development.
- Goyang: To the northwest, Goyang aimed to diversify economic activities and
provide affordable housing.
- Incheon: Originally a port city, Incheon was transformed into a major
logistics and industrial center with its own urban identity.
- Bucheon and Anyang: Other important satellites supporting residential and
commercial growth.

Infrastructure Development and Connectivity

To make these satellite cities viable alternatives, the government invested
heavily in transportation infrastructure:

- High-Speed and Commuter Rail Lines: Subways and commuter trains linked
satellite cities with Seoul, enabling daily commuting.
- Expressways: Road networks facilitated car travel and freight movement.
- Public Transportation Integration: Coordinated transit systems reduced
travel times and enhanced accessibility.

Urban Planning and Zoning Policies

The development of satellite cities involved comprehensive urban planning
efforts:

- Zoning Regulations: To promote mixed-use development and sustainable land
use.
- Green Spaces: Preservation of parks and recreational areas to improve
livability.
- Housing Policies: Encouragement of affordable housing to attract residents
and prevent overcrowding in Seoul.

---

Institutional Frameworks Supporting Decentralization

Government Agencies and Policy Instruments

The success of satellite city development depended on the coordination of
multiple institutions and policy tools:

- Ministry of Construction and Transportation: Led planning, infrastructure



investment, and regulation.
- Seoul Metropolitan Government: Managed urban growth within Seoul and
coordinated with satellite city authorities.
- Regional Development Agencies: Facilitated economic incentives and regional
planning efforts.

Incentives for Population and Business Relocation

To attract residents and businesses, policies included:

- Tax incentives for companies relocating to satellite cities.
- Subsidized housing schemes.
- Investment in public amenities and educational institutions.

---

Outcomes and Effectiveness of the 1990s Approach

Population Redistribution

By the late 1990s and early 2000s, satellite cities experienced significant
population growth, easing demographic pressure on Seoul itself. For instance:

- Seongnam’s population increased substantially, becoming a technology hub.
- Goyang and Incheon attracted new residents and industries.

Economic Diversification

Regional economies diversified, reducing Seoul’s dominance:

- Incheon developed into a logistics and industrial center.
- Seongnam became a hub for information technology and biotech sectors.

Urban Sustainability Improvements

- Congestion in Seoul decreased slightly.
- Green spaces and quality of life indicators improved in satellite cities.
- Infrastructure investments enhanced regional connectivity.

Limitations and Challenges

Despite these successes, challenges persisted:

- Continued urban sprawl sometimes undermined regional planning.
- Some satellite cities still relied heavily on Seoul’s economic gravity.
- Infrastructure investments needed ongoing expansion to cope with growth.

---

Broader Implications and Lessons Learned

The Seoul experience in the 1990s highlights several key lessons:

- Balanced Regional Development Requires Long-Term Commitment:
Decentralization strategies need sustained investment and governance.
- Infrastructure is Critical: Connectivity determines the success of
satellite cities in alleviating primacy.
- Integrated Urban Planning is Essential: Coordinated policies across
transportation, housing, and economic development maximize impact.



- Community Engagement Enhances Outcomes: Involving residents and
stakeholders ensures sustainable growth.

---

Conclusion: A Model of Strategic Urban Decentralization

In the 1990s, Seoul’s primary method to address the problems of urban primacy
was the strategic development of satellite cities supported by extensive
infrastructure and planning policies. This comprehensive approach aimed to
distribute economic activities and population more evenly, reduce congestion,
and foster regional development. While challenges remain, this model laid the
groundwork for more sustainable urban growth, emphasizing the importance of
proactive planning and regional cooperation. As cities worldwide grapple with
similar issues, Seoul’s experience offers valuable insights into balancing
growth, enhancing livability, and promoting equitable development across
urban and regional landscapes.
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