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A Vision for Hwaseong Wetlands World Heritage Site: Final Report of Research and Plan Proposals 
August 30, 2022 
 
This report has been developed by SAVE International and the University of California, Berkeley, in collaboration 
with Birds Korea and Hwaseong KFEM. It is presented to facilitate increased public discussion and participation in 
developing a vision for the future of Hwaseong Wetlands. 
 
The report presents a series of ideas and plans for the wetlands which are based on the best information available 
to us at this time, including data on current local use and scientific field studies that have documented biodiversity 
and key habitat and landscape types. It builds on the considerable work already done by others, most especially 
during the Hwaseong Wetlands project funded by Hwaseong City (see: Wise Use of the Hwaseong Wetlands 
Flyway Network Site Final Report 2020). If the plans were to be enacted, they would help to support local 
livelihoods, contribute to Hwaseong City’s and Gyeonggi Province’s global brand, conserve biodiversity, and help 
to reduce the city’s carbon footprint.  
 

 
Figure 1  
 

The Hwaseong Wetlands Master Plan (Figure 1) lays out the opportunities that would be available for 
tourists to experience and learn about the wetlands’ outstanding universal values (OUVs) throughout the 
year. It prioritizes the ecological significance and habitat fragility of the site as well as the local history and 
culture. Three visitor facilities are located at the north, east, and south edges of the wetlands.  
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Figure 2 
 

 
Figure 3 
 
The plan envisions tourists arriving from various directions using the existing regional transportation system 
(Figure 2) and once arriving, switching to a proposed shuttle system made up of Kia Purpose-Built vans (Figure 
3). 
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Long known as an internationally important habitat for migratory waterbirds, the Hwaseong Wetlands were listed 
an EAAFP Flyway Site Network in 2018 (site EAAF142). In 2021, the Ministry of Oceans and Fisheries designated 
Hwaseong Maehyangri Tidal Flat as a Wetland Protection Area.  With appropriate planning and management, the 
Hwaseong Wetlands could soon be considered for designation as a globally important UNESCO natural World 
Heritage Site. Now is the time to develop a comprehensive and inclusive plan for all of the wetlands, with 
dedicated visitor centers and an integrated transport and service system that can generate local green jobs. 
 
Relocation of an airbase in the Hwaseong Wetlands would be devastating to these efforts: devastating to 
ecological health of the wetland, devastating to human health and well-being, devastating to the peace of the 
local area and to the future of tourism, including possible designation as a World Heritage Site. 
 
55 decibels (dB) is the World Health Organization (WHO) threshold for land uses that are incompatible with 
airbases, including residential, schools, outdoor work such as agriculture and fishing, as well as recreation. All 
Hwaseong beach recreation areas, the sports complex, and Peace Park would be within the zone of WHO 
incompatible land uses.  

  
Figure 4        Figure 5 
 
If an airbase is located in Hwaseong Wetlands it is estimated that noise generated by aircraft will have a 
significant negative impact on local people and nearly 150,000 migrating birds annually. The top image in Figure 
4 shows the estimated extent of impact in the report by Suwon City. The bottom image shows additional 
impacts on human health documented by medical research. Figure 5 is from a study documenting anticipated 
airport impacts on the Black-faced Spoonbill in Taiwan. The airport was not built. 
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Construction of the airbase would destroy agricultural land and wetlands, noise generated by aircraft would cause 
huge disturbance both to local people and to birds, and the very real dangers of bird strikes would require special 
measures resulting in a major loss of nationally and internationally important biodiversity. 
 
Research on the impact of locating an airbase on the globally Endangered Black-faced Spoonbill Platalea minor, a 
bird found in Hwaseong Wetlands, illustrates likely outcomes for many other species. Noise levels of 40dB causes 
short-term avoidance. 50dB causes agitation and foraging interruption. 70-75dB causes spoonbills to fly away and 
prolonged avoidance. At 80-85dB spoonbills will not return to the wetland. Suwon City’s projections for the 
proposed airbase indicate noise levels in excess of 80db in almost all parts of the Hwaseong Wetlands currently 
used by the Black-faced Spoonbill. 
 
Hwaseong City has a vibrant economy.  To maintain its competitive edge into the future, the potential of the 
Hwaseong Wetlands for human-nature interaction and for resolving urban-nature conflicts needs to be cherished 
to the full. This is a wetland that already supports the livelihoods of 2,700 people from 35 fishing villages, farmers 
and at least 150,000 waterbirds annually. With appropriate management and protection, the Hwaseong Wetlands 
could also support green tourism and provide a symbolic focus for innovative sustainable businesses.  
 
Within Hwaseong Wetlands there is a different pace of life that is both as timeless as the seasons and as dynamic 
as the fast-changing tides. This report calls for a plan to sustain the wetlands and allow them to thrive. In 
Hwaseong City, as around the world, more and more people want safe, green environments in which to work, 
rest, and raise their families. Climate change means that a new economic model is emerging – one that is more 
deeply-rooted in sustainability and in human well-being. Protection and restoration of Hwaseong Wetlands would 
take in substantial amounts of blue carbon and would help reduce carbon footprint.  
 
To accomplish these goals, the plan delineates core and buffer zones to protect key habitats and species, and help 
to maintain the ecological health of the wetland as a whole. Uses of the Core Zone would include fishing and 
farming, public utilities and roads, research, and habitat management. Access for tourists would be controlled, in 
most areas led by trained and employed local guides.  
 
The Buffer Zone would be divided into two bands, based on the 250m disturbance distance of the globally 
Endangered Far Eastern Curlew - Hwaseong City’s symbol bird. Within the 250m zone, all uses allowed in the core 
would be allowed. Between 250m and 370m, additional visitor-oriented uses may be appropriate subject to 
review and approval by a proposed Hwaseong Wetland Management Committee. Examples of approved uses 
include boardwalks, bird-watching hides, nature interpretation, and occupied structures no higher than 7m 
provided that light, noise, and water quality standards are met.  
 
The master plan proposes three visitor centers located adjacent to the north, east, and south of the Hwaseong 
Wetlands. The centers would be the first point of contact for visitors, and provide orientation and education, serve 
as community centers and research hubs, create space for grassroots economic activity, and house management. 
The wetlands’ unique values would be highlighted through viewpoints from the visitor centers and guided 
activities. Traditional fishing and rice farming would be showcased with tours, educational workshops, and events. 
Hands-on experiences, food services, shopping, and overnight accommodations would celebrate everyday life and 
offer a wide variety of products characteristic of the Hwaseong Wetlands. Family-operated businesses would be a 
priority, ranging from “catch-and-cook” boat tours to sit-down restaurants. Overnight accommodations would 
range from camping to homestays to high-end eco-lodges. There would be an innovative transportation system in 
and around the wetland to serve local and tourist needs.  
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Figure 6          Figure 7 
 

  
Figure 8          Figure 9 
 

The master plan is based on a series of scientifically based field studies that document key characteristics 
of World Heritage OUVs such as the diversity of habitat types (Figure 6), unique and threatened species 
(Figure 7), tidal fluctuation (Figure 8), and the extent to which birds can tolerate disturbances (Figure 9). 
 
 



 

6 
 

 
Figure 10 
 

The plan for the North Visitor Center (Figure 10) respects traditions rooted in connections to the water as it 
is already a visitor destination, with regionally-recognized restaurants, a fishing port and market, a beach, 
and boardwalk. The Visitor Center would include interpretive exhibits and a scale model of the historic and 
present-day tidal flats as well as the drama of the extreme high and low tides (Figure 11). Vistors could 
watch birds in water treatment ponds and a restored wetland. 
 

 
Figure 11      
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Figure 12 
 

The East Visitor Center (Figure 12) is designed for visitors coming primarily for bird watching, exhibits 
about water treatment, and hands-on agricultural experiences (Figure 13). The plan includes a system of 
pathways and bike routes designed to offer people freedom to visit and participate in rice planting and 
harvesting seasonally (Figure 14). 
 

  
 Figure 13      Figure 14  
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Figure 15 

 
The South Visitor Center (Figure 15) intermingles with the existing development fabric to create a campus 
providing for a wide range of activities—from education to enjoying local food to research. It features a 
constructed wetland that anticipates coastal retreat, creating both safe resting and roosting sites and 
excellent bird watching (Figure 16). The World Heritage Site headquarters would be located here as well as 
a corporate retreat center (Figure 17).  
 

   
Figure 16            Figure 17 
   
The final report, available later in the fall, will provide more details on how to: 
1.Provide protection for the ecological systems, processes, and habitats upon which the outstanding values of the 
wetlands depend (including e.g., endangered species, large concentrations of waterbirds, fisheries, and wetland 
functions). 
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2. Stimulate diverse economies and entrepreneurial advancement based on the unique natural values that benefit 
local residents and businesses nearby the wetlands and in the regional economy.  
3. Create high quality, soft infrastructure of visitor centers that can become landmarks for Hwaseong City, with 
ecological and cultural education to show the interdependence of ecosystem and community well-being, to 
support advancement of scientific knowledge and the sound management of natural treasures.  
 
For further information please contact: Randolph Hester or Marcia McNally, Professors Emeriti, University of 
California, Berkeley; and co-founders of SAVE International. rthester@frontier.com, mmcnally@centurylink.net.  
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