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The Black-faced Spoonbill (Platalea minor)
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D E S C R I P T I O N
Black-faced Spoonbills are long-legged, long-necked wading birds 

that resemble egrets.  Their elegant feathers are snow white most 

of the year, but develop a shaggy, golden-yellow crest and breast 

patch in the summer breeding season.  Their legs, feet and 

toes are jet-black; faces are black and bare around the 

eyes and across the forehead.  Their black, 

elongated beaks gradually narrow, 

then abruptly fl are out into a 

fl att ened disk with a 

nail at the ti p. 

F A C T S
Worldwide 

status:

Endangered

Class:

Aves

Order: 

Ciconiiformes

Family:

Threskiornithidae

Subfamily:

Plataleinae

Genus / Species:

Platalea minor

Esti mated 

Populati on: 

2,300

C U R R E N T  S TAT U S
Black-faced Spoonbills are the rarest, and least-

studied, spoonbills in the world.  They have a global 

populati on of around 2,000.  These birds nest on cliff s with 

gulls and other seabirds.  The only known breeding colonies are on a 

few small, rocky islands off  the coast of the Demilitarized Zone between North 

and South Korea and China; in the adjacent province of Liaoning in China; and at 

Furugelm Island (Russia).  

C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S
Length: 27-29 in (70-75 cm)

Weight: Unknown

Clutch size: 3-5 eggs

Incubati on: 21-25 days

Diet: Small fi shes, crustaceans, insects, 

mollusks, occasional plant material

Habitat: Wetlands, marine estuaries

Range: Spoonbills breed in North 

and South Korea, China and 

Russia; and migrate to 

winter in Japan, 

Taiwan, Hong Kong, 

Vietnam, and the 

Philippines.
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T h e  P l i g h t  o f  t h e  B l a c k - f a c e d 
S p o o n b i l l s  i n  S o u t h  K o r e a

• A proposed development in Incheon City, South Korea, 
threatens one of the last remaining pieces of habitat for the 
endangered Black-faced Spoonbill (Platalea minor) and other 
ti dal bird species.

• Known as the Incheon Free Economic Zone (IFEZ), which 
includes the Songdo Internati onal Business District (IBD), the 
project is being celebrated as an exemplar of ecologically 
conscious design, its “green” image galvanized by a massive 
marketi ng campaign.

• Through this project, South Korea is violati ng its own 
environmental regulati ons and pledges to preserve wetlands.

• Numerous highly-regarded compaines from the United States 
and other nati ons, as well as 14 US universiti es, are involved in 
the Songdo project.

• The Black-faced Spoonbill, found in North and South Korea, 
Japan, coastal China, Taiwan, the Philippines, Vietnam, and 
Russia, is the most endangered Spoonbill in the world, with a 
populati on of around 2,346 in 2010.

• The Songdo IBD is one of many planned commercial and 
industrial developments throughout South Korea that is 
destroying the spoonbill’s nati ve ti dal wetland habitat and 
thereby pushing it toward exti ncti on.

• The Four-Rivers Restorati on Project, also billed as part of South 
Korea’s “Green Revoluti on,” further threatens waterway and 
ti dal wetland ecosystems.

• The Four-Rivers Restorati on Project entails building 16 new 
dams, rebuilding 87 old dams, and dredging 570 million cubic 
meters of sediment from 428 river miles.  This will decimate 
riparian and wetland ecosystems throughout the country. 

• Alternati ve strategies such as ecotourism would protect the 
Black-faced Spoonbill and preserve ti dal wetland ecosystems 
while providing economic and ecological benefi ts to South 
Korea.

• Acti ve steps must be taken to stop the destructi on of ti dal 
wetland habitat in South Korea and initi ate a truly Green 
Revoluti on.

save.spoonbill@gmail.comwww.saveinternational.org

The Facts

Black-faced Spoonbill nesti ng site

Map of South Korea with Incheon City inset

Photo: Jeju Wildlife Research Centre, 2008
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The Incheon Free Economic Zone and Songdo Internati onal 

Business District, under constructi on now, threaten the survival 

of the endangered Black-faced Spoonbill.  South Korea’s current 

economic expansion is generati ng an explosion in development, 

and the planned district near Incheon City has been adverti sed 

as a model of sustainable design.  Contrary to its “green” image, 

the development is destroying criti cal wetland habitat.   

The wetlands in the Songdo ti dal fl at are an important stopping 

ground for many migratory aquati c bird species, including the 

endangered Black-faced Spoonbill.  In 2006, 58 spoonbills were 

recorded in the Songdo ti dal fl at. Several pairs of Black-faced 

Spoonbills -- eight in 2009, but more than twice that number 

in 2010 -- nested on an arti fi cial island in an industrial-drainage 

pond near the planned development. South Korea has launched 

an extensive Public Relati ons campaign to sell Songdo as an 

exemplar of green design, but no architecture, no matt er how 

“green,” can undo the irrevocable damage to the ecosystem. 

Filling this remaining wetland habitat is planned for 2010, but 

destructi on of the already deteriorated habitat will devastate 

this desperate spoonbill populati on.

If the current development proceeds as planned, South Korea 

will violate its own environmental regulati ons and its own 

pledges to preserve existi ng spoonbill habitat. According to 

Birds Korea, a South Korean environmental organizati on, 

almost all of South Korea’s remaining wetlands are threatened 

by development and these criti cal habitats are the last refuge 

for many wetland dependent species.  Although spoonbills are 

legally protected in South Korea as well as many other Asian 

countries, the Songdo project reveals that South Korea’s so-

called “Green Revoluti on” prioriti zes short-term profi t over a 

sustainable economy and ecology.

save.spoonbill@gmail.comwww.saveinternational.org

“Eco-City” Threatens the Black-faced Spoonbill

Locati on of the Incheon Free Economic Zone (IFEZ)

Coverage of Songdo has been overwhelmingly positi ve, with 
litt le criti que, such as this Forbes arti cle, September 21, 2009

The reality of land reclamati on is its devastati ng eff ect on 
habitat areas for many species.  Photo: Tim Edelsten, 2003

IFEZ

Seoul
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There is sti ll ti me to prevent this project from 

wreaking environmental havoc.  Changes 

to the plans for the Songdo IBD and the 

remaining area of ti dal fl at (“Secti on 11”) have 

the potenti al to retain, or even increase, the 

economic viability of the development, while 

saving spoonbill habitat for the benefi t of birds 

and people alike.  By preserving its invaluable 

wetlands and other ecosystems, South Korea 

has the opportunity to initi ate a meaningful 

Green Revoluti on.

save.spoonbill@gmail.comwww.saveinternational.org

“Eco-City” Threatens the Black-faced Spoonbill

Large swaths of green in this rendering by Gale Internati onal disguise the reality of the 
Songdo project’s “open spaces”: manufactured “nature” replacing a pre-existi ng ti dal fl at.
Image: Gale Internati onal (www.songdo.com)

Songdo Tidal-fl at and Sorae Creek, Photo © htt p://maps.daum.net

Songdo
Tidal Flat,

“Secti on 11”
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LEEDtm  Architecture  ≠   A Green Project

W h a t  d o e s  i t  m e a n  t o  b e  g r e e n?

Gale Internati onal, developer of the Songdo IBD, has billed its 

project as “one of the world’s greenest citi es” and internati onal 

media organizati ons have facilitated their decepti ve marketi ng 

campaign. Major news outlets including The Wall Street Journal, 

Forbes and The New York Times have each published arti cles 

applauding South Korea’s new “green” city.  In recent years the 

terms “green” and “sustainable” emerged as trendy marketi ng 

tools—and are increasingly used to sell products that are anything 

but.  What consti tutes green and what does it mean for a city to 

be green?

The US Green Building Council, initi ator of the popular LEED 

system for sustainable architecture, is currently creati ng a new 

program, LEED-ND, or LEED Neighborhood Development as a way 

to promote and certi fy sustainable urban development. Songdo 

IBD is listed as a LEED-ND pilot project, earning points for energy 

effi  ciency, public transportati on and accessible green space—yet 

the project will destroy criti cal wetland ecosystems. Though not 

yet offi  cially certi fi ed, Gale Internati onal is using the LEED system 

to market their new city; this obvious green-washing undermines 

the legiti macy of the LEED system.  

Sustainable development should work in harmony with, and 

benefi t from, existi ng natural systems, and the American Society 

of Landscape Architects lists habitat preservati on among its core 

criteria for sustainable development.  The Songdo development 

not only destroys criti cal habitat area but also eliminates the 

opportunity these areas provide for carbon sequestrati on, fl ood 

control and ecotourism. 

These wetland ecosystems are among the most important in the 

world; without them, fi sheries would collapse, coastal fl ooding 

and erosion would be worsened and countless species would 

exti nct.

Gale Internati onal promotes an image of energy-effi  cient 
architecture, including drawings as above for the Sheraton 
Incheon.  Image: Gale Internati onal (www.songdo.com)

Gale Internati onal’s greenwashing is apparent in the resource-
ineffi  cient use of land, as shown with images of the Jack 
Nicklaus Golf Course on their website.  
Image: Gale Internati onal (www.songdo.com)
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LEEDtm  Architecture  ≠   A Green Project

D e s i g n  C o n s u l t a n t s  /  F i r m s :
• Kohn Peterson Fox (KPF)

• Arup

• Kunwon (associate architect with KPF in So. Korea)

• Parsons Brinckerhoff 

• HOK

• Studio Daniel Libeskind

• YRG Sustainability Consultants

• The Whitman Strategy Group

• Heerim Architects and Planners

• Moo Young Architects and Engineers

• Baum Architects

• Archiplan Inc. Architects & Planners

• Cosenti ni Associates

• Thornton Tomasetti   Engineers

• Kun Won Architects

• Gansam Partners

• Kling Stubbins Architecture Engineering Planning Interiors

• HAEAHN Architecture

• Dong Il Architects and Engineers

O t h e r  I n d u s t r y  F i r m s :
• 3M Worldwide

• Oti s

• GE

• LG

• Microsoft 

• United Technologies

• Carrier
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U.S. Interests in Incheon, South Korea

Though the constructi on of the Incheon Free Economic Zone 

and Songdo IBD is occurring on the other side of the world, 

many major stakeholders are corporati ons, contractors, and 

educati onal insti tuti ons from the United States of America.  The 

main developer, Gale Internati onal, is based in New York, and 

the architecture and urban design teams also include several 

US fi rms.  Cisco Systems, 3M, GE and Microsoft  are involved 

as technical consultants and contractors. The “Joint University 

Campus”, which will be located over an area of prime spoonbill 

habitat, is expected to att ract fourteen US universiti es, including 

Carnegie Mellon, UC Berkeley, USC, NC State, and Georgia Tech.

Many of these partners may be unaware of the severe 

environmental impact of the project, as the marketi ng 

surrounding the enterprise highlights its “green” design and 

omits its role in destroying one of the last stopping grounds for 

the black-faced spoonbill and other species.

Nevertheless, these companies are entering a joint venture 

that would be illegal under US environmental regulati ons, as 

US law prohibits any development that threatens a protected 

species.   Though South Korea declared the spoonbill a “Nati onal 

Monument” in 1963, the Songdo IBD disregards the needs of 

this vulnerable species.  By fi lling vital ti dal fl ats, the proposed 

development also violates internati onal agreements on wetland 

habitat protecti on, such as the Ramsar Conventi on, signed by 

both the US and South Korea. 

SAVE Internati onal is committ ed to exposing the environmental 

consequences of the Songdo Internati onal Business District and 

calls upon the organizati ons involved in its constructi on to insist 

on habitat conservati on as a top priority, thereby developing a 

truly sustainable city. 

Photo: Suzie T (fl ickr.com, 2009)

Sign promoti ng the Incheon Free Economic Zone

Photo: gtmcknight (fl ickr.com, 2006)
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U.S. Interests in Incheon, South Korea

C o m p a n i e s  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e 
d e s i g n  a n d  c o n s t r u c t i o n :
• Gale Internati onal

• Kohn Pederson Fox

• Ove Arup & Partners

• Cisco Systems

• 3M Worldwide

• Dong Il Architects & Engineers

• Jina

• OTIS

• Gansam Partners

• Kling Stubbins

• Parsons Brinckerhoff 

• GE

• KPF

• Thornton Tomasetti  

• Baum Architects

• Haeahn Architecture

• LG

• United Technologies

• Cosenti ni

• Heerim architects & planners

• Microsoft 

• The Whitman Strategy Group

• Ho+k

• Mooyoung architects & engineers

• YRG sustainability consultants

• Studio Daniel Libeskind

• Carrier

• Kun Won Architects & planners

• USGBC/LEED tm

K o r e a  i n v i t e d  t h e  f o l l o w i n g 
U . S .  u n i v e r s i t i e s  t o  b u i l d 
c a m p u s e s  i n  S o n g d o :
• State University of New York at Stony Brook

• North Carolina State University

• University of Missouri

• University of Southern California

• George Mason University

• University of Delaware

• University of California, Berkeley

• Georgia Insti tute of Technology (Georgia Tech)

• University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

• Carnegie Mellon University

• Boston University

• Columbia University

• University of California, San Diego

• University of Florida

Adverti sements for the Incheon University Complex  such as the one pictured 
above celebrate green features without acknowledging the project’s 
catastrophic impacts (Image: ifez.go.kr) 
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Habitat Needs of  the Black-faced Spoonbill

Photo: KFEM,

Photo: KFEM,

H a b i t a t  N e e d s :  B l a c k - f a c e d  S p o o n b i l l 
a n d  O t h e r  W e t l a n d  S p e c i e s
Planning for the preservati on of the Black-faced Spoonbill 

and other wetland species requires an understanding of these 

species’ micro-scale needs.  The Black-faced Spoonbill feeds 

and roosts in a parti cular natural setti  ng that dozens of other 

wetland and wading species also call home.

F o r a g i n g  H a b i t a t
Spoonbills feed in the water, consuming a wide variety of foods 

but preferring small fi sh.   A fl ock of 100 wintering spoonbills 

requires a foraging area of 20 km2, composed of mudfl ats and 

shallow water, with water depths of 4 to 20 cm.  In the summer, 

spoonbills forage an average of 4 km from their nests, but 

have been observed foraging as far as 20 km away, in water 6 

to 21 cm deep.  In winter, the spoonbill’s foraging area needs 

to be within 9 to 14 km of its roosti ng site, though a healthier 

populati on is more likely if the foraging area is within 9 km of 

and adjacent to the roosti ng area.   
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W i n t e r  R o o s t i n g  H a b i t a t
The same fl ock of 100 birds requires a core roosti ng area of 4 km2.  In 

the winter, spoonbills roost in large fl ocks, primarily during the day, 

and have a highly specialized preferred roosti ng habitat.  This habitat is 

characterized by a large area of shallow open water, which allows the 

spoonbill to detect approaching danger from at least 500 m away; a ti dal 

lagoon of 2.2 km2 with water 4 to 20 cm deep and a salinity of 0-48 ppt, 

surrounded by a moat 2 m deep for prey habitat and protecti on from 

land predators, provides ideal roosti ng conditi ons. 

In additi on to this open-water area, the spoonbill’s roosti ng habitat 

must include a variety of edge conditi ons for dayti me foraging, bathing, 

socializing, and playing.  These habitats include exposed sandbars, 

mudfl ats, mangrove and wetland grass edges, brackish ti dal pools, and 

turbid lagoons.

Although this descripti on represents the ideal conditi ons for the Black-

faced Spoonbill, with acti ve habitat management these areas can be 

adjusted to fi t reduced spati al capaciti es or to accommodate more birds 

per square kilometer.  Preserving the specialized character of this natural 

setti  ng is essenti al to ensuring the survival of this criti cally endangered 

bird.

save.spoonbill@gmail.comwww.saveinternational.org

Habitat Needs of  the Black-faced Spoonbill

Image credit:  Jin-Han Kim, “Rolling Circle” 1998, 
Hankook Tire Co Korea
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The East Asian - Australasian Flyway

T h e  E a s t  A s i a n  -  A u s t r a l a s i a n  F l y w a y
The East Asian - Australasian Flyway encompasses the enti re range of winter and 

summer habitats of 50 million migratory birds and extends over North and South 

Korea, Japan, Taiwan, China, Vietnam, and the Philippines.  For some species it 

reaches as far as Australia, Russia and Alaska.  This fl yway provides breeding and 

foraging habitat to 28 threatened or endangered species. Habitat preservati on 

along the enti re route is an ecological imperati ve.

T h r e a t s
Habitat destructi on is the biggest threat facing birds of the East Asian -  

Australasian Flyway, including the Black-faced Spoonbill.  Land reclamati on has 

disturbed and destroyed wetlands in China, Vietnam, Taiwan, Japan and Korea.  

Many wintering and breeding sites along the fl yway are not protected, including 

sites that face pressure from urbanizati on, polluti on and coastal erosion.  The Black-

faced Spoonbill is in imminent danger of losing criti cal habitat in South Korea.  In 

2006, 58 spoonbills were recorded in the Songdo ti dal fl at, an area slated for 

development. The Incheon Free Economic Zone (IFEZ), including the Songdo 

Internati onal Business District, has already claimed 3,000ha of the bird’s scarce 

remaining habitat in the mudfl ats near Incheon City.  If constructi on conti nues as 

planned, this project will completely eliminate a key spoonbill habitat. 
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The East Asian - Australasian Flyway

P r o t e c t i n g  t h e  F l y w a y

Birds from countries around the Pacifi c Rim, including several 

species that migrate to Alaska, depend on habitat along the 

fl yway.  For this reason, sites along the fl yway most threatened 

by development or other land use should be earmarked for 

conservati on eff orts and wildlife management.  In 2008, 18,218 

birds (shorebirds and waders) stopped at the Songdo ti dal fl at 

during their annual migrati on, making this mudfl at a criti cal 

habitat area for many species, besides the endangered Black-faced 

Spoonbill.

Black-faced Spoonbills are legally protected in China (including 

Hong Kong), Taiwan, Japan, North Korea and South Korea.   Many 

breeding sites in North Korea have been designated as sea bird 

sanctuaries and sites in China have been declared non-hunti ng 

areas.   SAVE’s eff orts in Taiwan created a protected habitat area 

for wintering spoonbills and developed a vibrant and sustainable 

economy based on technology, fi shing and ecotourism. 

The future of the Black-faced Spoonbill in Korea, however, is in 

doubt.  Most of the bird’s criti cal breeding areas are in or near the 

Demilitarized Zone, which encompasses an expansive but fragile 

system of mudfl ats and islands.  Major developments, such as the 

Songdo IBD, seriously threaten the spoonbill.  

SAVE recognizes the need to protect the enti re internati onal 

fl yway to ensure the survival of the Black-faced Spoonbill and 

other shorebirds.   SAVE has built a coaliti on of environmental 

groups, students, universiti es and other organizati ons to preserve 

important spoonbill habitat sites, protect the fl yway and ensure 

the long term survival of the Black-faced Spoonbill.   This coaliti on 

needs increased support and visibility to make these eff orts a 

success.

Black-tailed Godwit (Limosa limosa), Songdo Tidal-fl at
Photo © Jan van de Kam / Birds Korea

Photo by Young-Hae Kim
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The Ecology of Tidal Mudflats and River Networks

Tidal mudfl ats occur in shallow shores, 

especially near the mouths of rivers. 

They provide crucially important habitat 

for migrati ng birds, as they rely on the 

abundance of crustaceans that populate 

these shallow waters. The extent and health 

of these wetlands depends on several 

factors, such as the existence of a relati vely 

fl at coastline, the steady infl ux of sediment 

from rivers and landfi lling of these sensiti ve 

areas. Another determining factor is the 

ti dal range, which on the west coast of South 

Korea is one of the highest in the world, 

peaking at nearly 10m. This generates, if 

left  to its natural processes, broad areas of 

mudfl ats.

The South Korean coastal wetlands provide a 

unique habitat for many species, including at 

least 23 species in internati onally important 

concentrati ons under the criteria of the 

Ramsar Conventi on (Moores 2006). A 

number of endangered species rely on these 

areas as stop-overs in their migrati on routes 

or as breeding and wintering habitat. Such 

is the case with the Black-faced Spoonbill, 

one of the most endangered bird species on 

Earth.

The pressure for urban and agricultural 

expansion along the western coast of South 

Korea has led to vast “reclamati on” projects, 

in which shallow waters are fi lled with land, 

destroyng ecologically essenti al mudfl ats. 

The Nati onal Masterplan (1984-2001) 

esti mates 66.5% of the remaining coastal 

wetlands as fi t for reclamati on. The South 
Songdo Tidal-fl at and Sorae Creek, Photo © htt p://maps.daum.net

Important Wetlands of South Korea and Proposed “Four Rivers Restorati on Project”
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The Ecology of Tidal Mudflats and River Networks

Korean Ministry of of Mariti me Aff airs and Fisheries predicted, in 

2006, that the loss of 44.5% of remaining ti dal fl at would occur by 

2010, which would correspond to “an approximate 75% decline 

in ti dal fl at area from a historic total of c. 460,000 ha to less than 

112,000 ha, with most of this loss occurring in only 50 years” 

(Moores 2006).

In additi on to the direct destructi on of mudfl ats, the pressures 

exerted inland could prove even more destructi ve. The “Four 

Rivers Restorati on Project” will build new dams along the course of 

major rivers, preventi ng normal sediment transport to the coastal 

areas. The diminished infl ux of silt will disrupt the normal erosion-

depositi on cycle and, in ti me, the lack of fi ne sediment circulati ng 

in the coastal areas is expected to increase coastal erosion and 

could permanently destroy coastal wetlands.

The conti nued destructi on of vital habitat for already vulnerable 

species will create tragic consequences, as the available mudfl at 

drops below the criti cal area necessary to sustain the migrati ng 

and resident populati ons of wading and shore birds. Apart from 

the obviously unacceptable loss of several sensiti ve species, the 

reclamati on projects violate internati onal agreements signed by 

the Government of South Korea, such as the Ramsar Conventi on.

The Songdo Tidal Flats host the Black-faced Spoonbill and several 

other species of vulnerable migrati ng birds, some with migrati on 

routes that extend as far as the United States of America  and 

Australia. Even though these mudfl ats obviously meet the Ramsar 

Conventi on’s criteria for wetlands of internati onal importance, 

South Korean authoriti es have failed to protect them and are now 

in the process of obliterati ng them.

Elsewhere in the world, the economic importance of wetlands 

is well established, not only through their obvious ecological 

importance, as fi sheries, wildlife refuges and as natural fi lterers of 

coastal waters,  but also in generati ng revenue, through seafood, 

ecoturism and birding.

Constructi on in the Songdo Tidal Flats

Songdo Tidal Flats exhibit a high ti dal range (verti cal feet of 
ocean rise) off ering a variety of habitat areas

Tidal mudfl ats are complex and valuable ecosystems
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South Korea’s Threatened Waterways

“To say that ‘the Four Rivers Project and other government-

sponsored “reclamation” projects would drastically harm the 

habitat required for the Black-faced Spoonbill’s survival’ is 

an understatement.  It’s more dire than that and the wheels 

of Korea’s construction cartels are already in motion in a war 

against nature itself.”

-James Card, associate editor Ducks Unlimited

South Korea’s coastal wetlands are a unique product of the 

country’s nearly 10-meter ti dal fl ux, which has created broad areas 

of mudfl at. At least 23 species of birds in internati onally important 

concentrati ons depend on this disti ncti ve environment. These ti dal 

fl ats are threatened by encroaching development and plans to fi ll 

or “reclaim” the areas.  Constructi on of the Songdo IBD has already 

fi lled 80% (10,000 acres) of the habitat and plans to fi ll more. 

Unfortunately, this type of blatant environmental destructi on, 

enacted under the banner of the “Green Revoluti on,” is the name 

of the game in South Korea.  

One recent “restorati on” project, the Saemangeum Reclamati on 

Project on the country’s west coast, decimated two estuaries and 

a ti dal fl at that provided vital habitat to birds of the East Asian - 

Australasian fl yway. South Korea, a member of the Conventi on of 

Wetlands of Internati onal Importance (Ramsar Conventi on), ranks 

130 out of 159 members in its eff orts to preserve its wetlands.  The 

total acreage of South Korea’s protected wetlands is the equivalent 

of one-fi ft h of what was destroyed in the Saemangeum project. In 

2006 the South Korean Ministry of Mariti me Aff airs and Fisheries 

predicted that by 2010 the country will have fi lled nearly half of 

its remaining wetlands.  Nial Moores, co-founder of Birds Korea, 

concludes that this corresponds to “an approximate 75% decline in 

ti dal fl at area from a historic total…with most of this loss occurring 

in only 50 years.”  Though Songdo meets the qualifi cati ons of 

a wetland of internati onal importance, South Korea has once 

again turned a blind eye in the interest of short-term economic 

prosperity. 

The Han River, South Korea’s fourth largest river, which fl ows 
through Seoul

Photo: KFEM,

Map of South Korea’s 4 Rivers Project
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South Korea’s Threatened Waterways

More frightening sti ll, the proposed “Four Rivers Restorati on 

Project” threatens both rivers and the wetlands that depend on 

them on a massive scale. The project will involve constructi ng 

at least 16 new dams, rebuilding 87 old dams, and dredging 570 

million cubic meters of sediment from 428 river miles.  Though 

the government claims that the project will improve water quality 

and help restore the ecosystem, it will in fact further destroy the 

dwindling habitat of migratory birds and other river and wetland 

species.  On November 26, 2009, in reacti on to the release of the 

project’s hasty environmental impact report, over 10,000 South 

Koreans fi led a lawsuit to halt the constructi on and declare the 

project unconsti tuti onal.  The Four Rivers Restorati on Project, 

however, has infl uenti al supporters.  South Korea’s President Lee 

Myung-bak is a strong proponent of the project, and the United 

Nati ons Environmental Program has mistakenly billed the project 

as an eco-friendly river “clean-up” in its press releases.  

South Korean citi zens and environmentalists remain unconvinced 

about the benefi ts of the project. At a ti me when other countries 

are restoring rivers by removing dams and concrete walls, the 

Four Rivers plan, which calls for butt ressing 151 miles of river 

with concrete, seems out-of-date. As quoted in a recent arti cle 

in Yale’s environment 360, a researcher at the Korea Insti tute of 

Constructi on technology called the project “a grand disaster that 

any expert can clearly foresee with common sense.”

The health of South Korea’s wetlands depends on the steady infl ux 

of sediment from rivers.  Damming the four rivers will prevent 

sediment transport to the coastal areas and the diminished 

infl ux of silt will disrupt the erosion-depositi on cycle of a healthy 

wetland. The lack of fi ne sediment could increase erosion and 

destroy habitat. Clearly this would have catastrophic consequences 

for the Songdo ti dal fl at, other coastal wetlands, and eventually 

citi es located along the coast. As these projects are being 

rushed into producti on, urgent acti on is necessary to ensure the 

preservati on of these fundamental ecosystems. 
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Eco-tourism: An Ecological and Economic Opportunity

“Black-faced Spoonbills should offer an example of how to get eco-

tourism right; Taiwan is using the bird as a pin-up for its tourist 

industry. By contrast, Korea is publicly trumpeting eco-tourism but 

destroying spoonbill habitat.”

       -Christi an Oliver, Financial Times, 21 Sept. 2009

Tourism is one of the world’s largest industries, making up more than 

10% of the global economy. Eco-tourism is one of the fastest-growing 

segments of the economy and has the potenti al to att ract internati onal 

visitors, thereby expanding markets and revenue.  With its rich ecological 

and cultural resources, the Songdo Tidal Flat region could readily develop 

an eco-tourism industry that would appeal to domesti c and internati onal 

tourists.  

The results of such eff orts could echo those seen in Chiku Lagoon, Taiwan, 

where SAVE Internati onal successfully averted a potenti al environmental 

disaster by transforming the site of a planned industrial development into 

a successful eco-tourism desti nati on, the Tsengwan River Estuary Wildlife 

Conservati on Area.  Investment in this site’s infrastructure has made the 

Black-faced Spoonbill one of the most recognized birds in Taiwan, with 

constant media att enti on and promoti on by local organizati ons att racti ng 

busloads of tourists on weekends and holidays.  Local restaurants serve 

as eco-educati on centers; souvenir and binocular vendors crowd the 

bird-watching stati ons.  Local fi shermen take tourists by boat to see Chiku 

Lagoon and its barrier islands.  In 2001, over 1.5 million people came 

to watch the Black-faced Spoonbill during its winter stopover. Notably, 

birding is a parti cularly profi table form of eco-tourism: in the U.S., birders 

contributed $36 billion to the economy in 2006 (U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service, 2009).  

While publicly trumpeti ng its so-called “green revoluti on,” South Korea 

conti nues a campaign of development that destroys environmental 

resources.  Eco-tourism off ers a more economically and ecologically 

sustainable alternati ve.  An eco-tourism area in the Songdo Tidal Flat 

could be of great benefi t to the Songdo IBD, off ering an att racti on that 

would not only provide an additi onal draw to residents and visitors, but 

would help to legiti mize the development’s “green” image.
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About SAVE International

S AV E  I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Founded in 1997, SAVE Internati onal is a volunteer group of 

professors, students and staff  from the University of California, 

Berkeley, who work in conjuncti on with scienti sts, universiti es and 

environmental organizati ons in Taiwan and South Korea.  SAVE’s 

mission is to save the endangered Black-faced Spoonbill from 

exti ncti on by protecti ng criti cal habitat along the length of its 

fl yway.  SAVE (Spoonbill Acti on Voluntary Echo) is a project of the 

Earth Island Insti tute and its members include concerned citi zens 

around the world.  

SAVE has enlisted the assistance of grassroots environmental 

groups, scienti sts and important legislators in their cause.  From 

bake sales in Berkeley to internati onal environmental conventi ons 

to top-level governmental meeti ngs, this acti ve group has had 

extraordinary success in aff ecti ng key decisions that impact the 

fate of the Black-faced Spoonbill.

I n t e r n a t i o n a l  A d v i s o r y  C o m m i t t e e

Dr. Y.T. Lee, Chair, Nobel Laureate, Taiwan

Dr. John Byrne, University of Delaware

Dr. Shenglin Chang, University of Maryland

Dr. Li-Yang Chang, Lawrence Berkeley Nati onal Laboratory

Dr. Annie Chin, Nati onal Taiwan University

Dr. Malcolm C. Coulter, IUCN Specialist Group, New Hampshire

Tom Dahmer, Ecosystems, Ltd., Hong Kong

Randolph T. Hester, University of California, Berkeley

Dr. Chu-Joe Hsia, Nati onal Taiwan University

Dr. Keelung Hong, California Pacifi c Medical Center

Dr. Jeff rey Hou, University of Washington, Seatt le

Dr. G. Mathias Kondolf, University of California, Berkeley

Dr. John K. C. Liu, Nati onal Taiwan University

Marcia McNally, Community Development by Design, Berkeley

Dr. Deborah Savage, Tellus Insti tute, Boston

Dr. Wen-ling Tu, Shih Hsin University

the late David Brower, Founding US Chair, Earth Island Insti tute



S AV E  I n t e r n a t i o n a l t h e  B l a c k - f a c e d  S p o o n b i l l

save.spoonbill@gmail.comwww.saveinternational.org

About SAVE International

E n d o r s e m e n t s

“SAVE Internati onal’s work to help protect the endangered 

Black-faced Spoonbill provides a wonderful model for the 

future of ecological preservati on.  This rare bird appeared to 

be a lost species unti l SAVE intervened with a strategy that 

combines scholarly research, innovati ve planning, grassroots 

economic development, and politi cal acti on.  SAVE challenges the 

prevailing scienti fi c beliefs about spoonbill habitat needs through 

a systemati c synthesis of research from seemingly unrelated 

disciplines.  Were it not for SAVE’s work, and its ability to work 

with many groups, the spoonbill would certainly be headed for 

exti ncti on.

Most important to imperiled species everywhere is the 

fundamental lesson SAVE teaches by example.  They have 

successfully integrated conservati on science and local people’s 

needs in a singularly creati ve way.  SAVE’s commitment to 

protecti ng the Black-faced Spoonbills, and the rich wetlands that 

are their home, is an inspirati on.”

JANE GOODALL, Ph.D., DBE

Internati onally renowned primatologist 

and founder of the Jane Goodall Insti tute

“SAVE Internati onal provides an invaluable opportunity for our 

students to make a real diff erence in communiti es, both here in 

our region and, spanning two conti nents, in Taiwan.  Students 

present their research, not only to faculty, but also to fi shermen, 

residents and legislators.  The real-life impact of their work is 

tangible and inspiring.”

HARRISON S. FRAKER, JR., FAIA

Former Dean, College of Environmental Design, UC Berkeley
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Success in Chiku

SAVE’s  achievements in Chiku, Taiwan, testi fy to their dedicati on and 

experti se in fi nding eff ecti ve means of protecti ng the black-faced 

spoonbill.  SAVE formed in 1997 as a reacti on against the proposed 

Binnan Industrial Complex in Chiku Lagoon on the Tsengwen River 

estuary in southern Taiwan.  SAVE worked with Taiwanese citi zens and 

environmental groups to halt the constructi on of a petrochemical plant, 

create an economically viable alternati ve, and preserve the spoonbills’ 

habitat.  As a result of these eff orts, the black-faced spoonbill 

populati on has risen from 400 in 1997 to around 2,300 birds in 2010. 

This success resulted from a collaborati on between long-ti me colleagues 

Randy Hester and John Liu.  Hester, of UC-Berkeley, and Liu, of Nati onal 

Taiwan University, worked with students to examine the conservati on 

biology needed to save the lagoon and devised an alternati ve plan to the 

Binnan complex. In the process, they discovered that the Environmental 

Impact Assessment (EIA) developed for Binnan had a fatal fl aw: spoonbills 

feed at night and roost during the day.  The EIA only took into account 

the spoonbill’s dayti me range, which is quite small.  At night, the birds 

forage at a considerable distance.  Through the applicati on of scienti fi c 

research, SAVE challenged the government’s reports and proved that the 

spoonbills required a larger habitat area than the Binnan plan provided.

SAVE’s eff orts became a catalyst for a mass movement to preserve 

the black-faced spoonbill. Public senti ment built and in 2000, Taiwan 

named the black-faced spoonbill its Millennium Bird and its image now 

appears on Taiwanese passports.  This momentum stopped the Binnan 

Industrial Complex. In 2002, Tianan County established the Tsengwen 

River Estuary Wildlife Conservati on Area, a 1,750-acre area with 740 

acres specifi cally reserved for black-faced spoonbill conservati on.  SAVE 

worked to create an alternati ve economy based on the unique natural 

and cultural resources of coastal Tainan County.  Eco-tourism to the 

area now supports local restaurants, that serve as much as 10,000 

meals a month, guides and allowed for the 16,000 jobs in the traditi onal 

fi shing community to be preserved.  

Though its winter habitat is preserved, the Songdo IBD will destroy the 

bird’s summer habitat in South Korea.  SAVE has rallied to repeat its 

victory in Taiwan and to once again defend this rare bird.  
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International Coalition to Save the Black-faced Spoonbill

Contact SAVE Internati onal in the United 

States or Taiwan at the addresses below, or 

visite our website at

www.saveinternati onal.org

SAVE Internati onal

c/o Earth Island Insti tute

2150 Allston Way Suite 460

Berkeley, CA 94704

Contact: Derek Schubert

Phone: (510) 238-9652

Email: save.spoonbill@gmail.com

Nati onal Taiwan University 

Building and Planning Research Foundati on

P.O. Box 23-204

Taipei, Taiwan, ROC

Contact: John K.C. Liu

Phone: 011-886-0921926612
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International Coalition to Save the Black-faced Spoonbill

The following organizati ons and individuals are among those who have endorsed SAVE Internati onal’s campaign to 

save the Black-faced Spoonbill.  For a complete list, visit SAVE’s website at www.saveinternati onal.org.

• American Bird Conservancy

• Black Hills Audubon Society, Washington

• Chinese American Environment Protecti on 
Associati on, New York

• Colonial Waterbird Society

• Colorado Bird Observatory

• Earthfi rst! Journal

• Geografi ca, Portugal

• Gray’s Harbor Audubon Society, Washington

• Green Delaware

• Green Korea United

• Humane Society of the United Society

• Humane Society Internati onal

• Internati onal Crane Foundati on

• Internati onal Rivers Network

• Internati onal Wildlife Coaliti on

• Donald Kennedy, President Emeritus and                 
Bing Professor of Environmental Studies, Stanford

• Leavenworth Audubon Adopt-a-Forest, Washington

• Linnaean Society of New York

• Maine Audubon Society

• Marine Endeavors

• Nati onal Park Associati on of New South Wales, 
Australia

• Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County

• New Jersey Audubon Society

• North American Engineering Associati on

• Dr. Mitchell Northcott , New College,     
University of Edinburgh, Scotland

• Pacifi c Environment and Resources Center

• Pacifi c Seabird Group

• Rainforest Acti on Network

• Rivers Council of Washington

• Rocky Mountain Insti tute

• Salmon Protecti on and Watershed Network

• Save San Francisco Bay Associati on

• Sea Turtle Restorati on Project

• Sierra Biodiversity Insti tute

• Sierra Club

• Spokane Audubon Society

• Taiwanese Associati on of America

• Taiwanese-Canadian Associati on

• Urban Ecology

• Vancouver Audubon Society

• World Endangered Species Protecti on 
Associati on

• World Nature Associati on
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SAVE’s Plan for Songdo 

To preserve the black-faced spoonbill, SAVE internati onal proposes 

that South Korea take the following acti ons:

1. Reaffi  rm the policy that Korea announced in 2008 when it 
hosted the Ramsar Conference of the Contracti ng Parti es, that 
interti dal mudfl ats would henceforth be preserved; 

2.  Implement this policy by immediately classifying all qualifi ed 
wetlands as Ramsar sites and ceasing to fi ll the remaining 
Songdo Tidal Flat

3. Improve the quality of water, nesti ng, and foraging habitat 
along Sorae Creek and in adjacent lake impoundments; 

4. Find more appropriate sites for campuses, outside fi lled 
wetlands; and 

5. Repair the proposed campus area to shorebird habitat.

Conserving all existi ng wetlands is a fundamental principle of 

sustainable development. In the fall of 2009, SAVE convened a 

workshop of scienti sts and green designers to devise a bett er 

soluti on for Songdo. SAVE’s experience designing habitat for birds 

in other parts of the world where development, ecotourism, 

and functi oning ecosystems coexist shaped its criteria for these 

alternati ves. 

The project site plan above shows extensive infi ll of existi ng 
ti dal fl ats.  Image: Gale Internati onal (www.songdo.com)

Existi ng ti dal fl ats, Photo © htt p://maps.daum.net

“Secti on 11”
(unfi lled as of 
June 2010)
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SAVE’s Plan for Songdo

The remaining area of ti dal fl at is designated “Secti on 11” and 

covers 1,016 hectares.  

A l t e r n a t i v e  A
The current plan for Secti on 11 preserves only 300 hectares 

of ti dal fl at.  The experts unanimously agreed that this area 

is inadequate for many shorebirds and wading birds and will 

concentrate fl ocks and increase their vulnerability to diseases. 

A l t e r n a t i v e  B
Based on the constructi on currently underway, the parti cipati ng 

experts concluded that the development of Secti on 11 should 

preserve at least 600 hectares of ti dal fl at.  A larger block of 

conti guous habitat would be more valuable in that it would 

provide more usable habitat and create a buff er from human 

acti viti es.  Several species, including the Black-faced Spoonbill, 

require such a buff er for foraging and roosti ng.  

A l t e r n a t i v e  C
Many of the experts, however, concluded that preserving the 

enti re remaining area of 1,016 hectares would be more likely to 

support a healthy ecosystem. SAVE conti nues to research the 

spati al requirements of the birds of importance to link design 

with the latest science.  SAVE also believes that with more design 

work, Songdo’s remaining ti dal fl ats could accomplish the more 

directly human-related goals of treati ng stormwater runoff  and 

sequestering atmospheric carbon. SAVE is certain that preserving 

these ti dal fl ats is essenti al to making the Songdo IBD a “green” 

city.
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SAVE’s Goals for Songdo

Ecotourism
Songdo City is in close proximity to major Asian citi es such 

as Hong Kong and Seoul, thus, it is important to design 

for the city’s internati onal visitors as well as the residents 

of Songdo and Incheon. Black-Faced Spoonbills, rocky 

islets and vast ti dal fl ats are characteristi c of the area’s 

unique geography and wildlife, and off er economic and 

educati onal opportuniti es for Songdo City.

SAVE proposes that plans for Songdo incorporate 

modifi cati ons to include an ecotourism desti nati on, with 

elements such as an ecotourism center, bird blinds to 

enable people to observe the foraging habits of area 

wildlife, and the extension of a green edge around the 

perimeter of the ti dal fl ats.

Educati on
The Songdo development’s planned university campuses 

represent an important opportunity for research and 

environmental educati on.  SAVE’s alternati ve master plan 

proposes to increase the area of wastewater treatment 

ponds and wetland habitats around the perimeter of 

campus buildings, providing an outdoor classroom and 

educati onal opportuniti es for students. 

Alternati ve Plan incorporati ng ecotourism

Educati on
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SAVE’s Goals  for Songdo

Quality of Life
The urban context of Incheon and Songdo City 

off ers limited exposure to the natural environment.  

Incorporati ng the unique natural features of the 

Incheon region within the Songdo development would 

allow residents and visitors to experience the natural 

world within a bustling urban setti  ng. 

 

Wastewater Treatment
Tidal fl ats are nature’s mechanism for cleaning 

pollutants in the water.  With the recent loss of ti dal 

fl ats by reclamati on projects, Songdo has lost its natural 

cleaning agent.  This is parti cularly alarming given the 

city’s proximity to Incheon, where toxic chemicals 

from industrial areas fl ow into the waterways, arriving 

untreated in the ti dal areas of Songdo. Black-faced 

Spoonbills and other wildlife cannot survive in these 

environs.  Using existi ng holding ponds, SAVE has 

created a wastewater treatment plan that incorporates 

industrial wastewater at its source,  The plan proposes 

using vegetated holding ponds and river channels to 

fi lter metals from the water, thereby creati ng a more 

hospitable environment for both people and wildlife 

and raising property values in Old Incheon.

Quality of Life

Wastewater Treatment


