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1. Introduction

1-1. Sustainability, systems thinking, design thinking

Holling (2001) who is an ecologist and one of the founders of ecological eco-

nomics defines sustainability as, 

“Sustainability is the capacity to create, test, and maintain adaptive capabil-

ity” (Holling 2001)

As sustainability highlights a holistic perspective, the most influential theory 

would be systems thinking. Systems thinkers endeavored to enlighten not only 

living organisms but also non-organic structures. They studied the relation-

ships between systems and subsystems with an interest in the function to sup-

port entire systems. Systems thinkers often emphasize interconnectivity to 

draw a whole system. Systems theory supposes that the world consists of vari-

ous subsystems having a structure with hierarchical orders so that all systems 

interconnect with each other in dynamics. 

Due to the complexity of the theory, since it involves interconnection and a 

holistic approach, justification of systems theory is not easy whether it suc-

ceeded to deliver the proper explanation of systems or not. From the positive 

side, the influence of systems theory on design allows designers to represent 

systematic management as their design tasks. This requires deeper levels of 

understanding and applies multiple processes rather than linear methods. 

Systemic designers influenced by systems thinking often stress the role of fa-

cilitators to provoke social transformation through handling political issues 

(Jones 2014). From the negative side, systems theory has been criticized be-

cause of its complication and complexity, which easily leads to misunderstand-
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ing. Ackoff (2004) who is the pioneer of systems thinking mentions that, 

“The systems movement has been critiqued as failed, solipsistic or unrealistic 

(Ackoff, 2004, Collopy, 2009, Jones, 2009), leading some to call for integrating 

systems thinking with practical methods of design practice” (Jones 2014)

For this reason, systemic thinkers blend system thinking with design think-

ing considering design thinking as a practical method. They expect a feasible 

application through design thinking to make the real action in the world. To 

illustrate the progress of combination of systems theory and design thinking, 

Jones (2014) draws four types of design generations from the 1960s to the 

2000s. Table 1 shows in details.

Table 1. Four Generations of Design Methods (Jones 2014)

Each design generation has developed by changing the main issues. For exam-

ple, design trends shifted from engineering to complexity and design attitudes 

changed from planning to generative (Jones 2014). The first design genera-

tion managed to engineer to achieve the standardization in the 1960s. They 

planned hard systems in scientific approaches. The fourth design generation 

Generation  First   Second      Third         Fourth

Orientation

Methods

Authors &
Trends

Systems
influences

Rational
the 1960s

Movement from
craft to 
standardized 
methods

Simon, Fuller
Design
Science
Planning

Sciences
Systems
engineering

Pragmatic
the 1970s

Instrumentality 
Methods
customized to
context

Rittel, Jones
Wicked
problems
Evolution

Natural systems
Hard systems

Phenomenological
the 1980s

Design research
and stakeholder
methods
Design cognition

Archer, Norman
User-centered
& participatory
design

System dynamics
Social systems
Soft systems

Generative
the 2000s

Generative,
empathic &
transdisciplinary

Dubberly,
Sanders
Generative design
Service design

Complexity
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faces complexity as their design tasks with generative methods. Figure 1 de-

scribes the change from the first to the fourth design generation.  

Figure 1. From the first generation to the fourth generation 

The original concept of the table was “three generations of design methods” 

initiated by Bousbaci (2008) and Jones added the fourth generation on top 

of that. Jones refers to the four domains to show different sets of knowledge, 

tools and skills of design.

    “The four domains embody design processes for the following contexts:

1. Artifacts and communications: design as making, or traditional design 

practice

2. Products and services: design for value creation (including service de-

sign, product innovation, multichannel, and user experience), design as 

integrating

3. Organizational transformation (complex, bounded by business or strat-

egy): change-oriented, design of work practices, strategies, and organiza-

tional structures

4. Social transformation (complex, unbounded): design for complex societal 

situations, social systems, policy-making, and community design.” (Jones 

2014) 

Link to urban ecosystems

First Generation
the 1960s  

Fourth Generation
the 2000s  

Engineering 

Hard systems 

Planning 

Complexity

Soft systems

Generative
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Thus, systemic designers design social transformation, which is traditionally 

a task of government and engineering. The fourth generation of designers has 

been inspired by new roles, such as organizing social activities, supporting 

decision-making and facilitating social change.

1-2. Aims and research questions

Different farming practices in Korea from the 1960s to the 2010s

The initial motivation for the thesis is the observation that I purchase all of 

my food from supermarkets unlike my grandmother who grew vegetables in 

her yard. My interests in urban farming in Seoul are influenced by some of my 

friends who live and cultivate vegetables as part-time urban farmers. Behind 

acquisition of food today, there is increasing productivity by the green revolu-

tion technology. On the other hand, organic farming emerges to respond to 

side effects of using chemical inputs. The aim of this thesis analyses different 

farming practices to understand where the departure of urban farming is. At 

the end of my research, the thesis reaches unexpected directions beyond my 

previous assumption involving many complicated issues. Despite all limita-

tions, finally, the central research question is,

- How three different farming practices: the green revolution tech-

nology, organic farming, urban farming have developed? In terms 

of,  

1) Technology

2) Different sets of knowledge and skills

3) Social meanings
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2. The classification of urban farming

2-1. Concept development of urban farming

Link to urban ecosystems

Mougeot (2000) highlights the importance of having the right concept for ur-

ban farming because a definition embeds a purposeful framework. He states 

that if urban farming aims to contribute to sustainability, its definition should 

include sustainable agriculture. The right definition would break through limi-

tations of conventional ideas and allows us to study beyond existing structures. 

Brown and Bailkey (2002) propose an initial definition of urban farming. They 

identify that urban farming cultivates food around cities and engages process-

es such as growth and distribution. Regarding this, they state that,

“The growing, processing, and distribution of food and other products 

through intensive plant cultivation and animal husbandry in and around cit-

ies” (Brown 2002, 5)

Based on this definition, the location where food is grown is the central criteria 

to judge urban farming since the location is the only factor that distinguishes 

Concept development 
Urban 
farming

Different categories 

Participants: 
Who are the new farmers? 

School gardens 
community gardens 
urban farms 
guerrilla gardens

Link to urban ecosystems Strength and weakness
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urban farming from conventional agriculture. Food is grown in cities to make 

profits is equivalent to commercial agriculture. Thus, discussion of location 

motivates some researchers to study urbanization with the intention of clas-

sifying areas as either urban or rural. 

To measure the degree of urbanization, Iaquinta et al. (2000) suggest four 

criteria: population, size, labor structure and perception. These are related to 

each other, each reinforcing the other elements. For example, increasing popu-

lation brings about the expansion of districts. In terms of urbanization increas-

ing population, high density and expanding districts are common processes. 

Meanwhile, urbanization makes growing food in cities a challenge. Contras-

tively, the necessity of food causes more and more food to be imported from 

the outside. Another influence of urbanization is the shifting of structures of 

labor markets. This is due to an influx of immigration citizens. Lastly, com-

munity members conceive of cities is crucial to identify regardless of whether 

the place is urban or not. However, the ambiguity of concepts still remains, 

despite long lasting debates between researchers, and this makes it difficult to 

draw clear boundaries between urban and rural. Therefore, some researchers 

coined the word peri-urban to refer to intermediate places (Iaquinta 2000). 

On the other hand, a perspective of ecological alternative farming emerges to 

account for complexities in cities. Marty (2012) suggests that urban farming is 

a designed effort of self-sufficiency in individuals and groups with methods of 

cultivation. He claims that urban farming is,

“an intentional effort by an individual or a community to grow its capacity 

for self-sufficiency and well-being through the cultivation of plants and/or 

animals” (Thompson 2014, 13)

The concept of alternative farming allows urban farming to explore the co-

relationship between urban farming and the other functions of a city. It also 
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explores the possibilities of urban farming interacting with the complexities 

of a city beyond the conventional idea of growing food within cities. Mougent 

(2000) suggests applying five building blocks to evaluate the functionality of 

urban farming. He mentions that,

 “types of economic activities, food/non-food categories of products and sub-

categories, intraurban and periurban character of location, types of areas 

where it is practiced, types of production systems, product destination and 

production scale” (Mougent 2000) 

Additionally, Mougent (2000) draws figure 2 in order to visualize linkages of 

alternative farming to reveal the co-relationship between urban farming and 

the other functions of a city.

Figure 2. Urban Farming and other “Kids on the Block” (Mougent 2000) 

He recommends that a city should balance between urban farming and the 

other functionalities of a city and also maintain equilibrium between local 

food and imported food. Figure 3 shows the balanced city. 

Rural 
Agriculture

Urban 
farming

Link to urban ecosystems

Urban Food
Security

Sustainable
Urban

Development

Urban
Food Supply

Systems

Urban
Survival

Strategies

Urban Land
Management

economic activities

production systems

 location
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Figure 3. The way of making a balance of a city

He strongly supports the need for the new definition of urban farming in order 

to make a new linkage in social fabrics. From his argumentation, the conven-

tional definition of urban farming does not have enough persuasion to prompt 

citizens to take an action to sustain a balance. Because of the lack of the proper 

idea of urban farming, citizens often judge it by its profitability. The inappro-

priate understanding of urban farming sometimes is a challenge in promoting 

urban farming, particularly since land use values in cities are higher than in 

rural areas (Mougent 2000).

Discussion in Korea

Researchers in Korea also identify the appropriate definition of urban farming. 

In terms of changing of trends, Hwang(황) (2010) introduces a systematic tool 

to recognize this transformation. It applies purpose and location as the criteria 

in order to categorize urban farming activities. See graph 1 below.

Graph 1. Definition of urban farming by two criteria (Hwang(황) 2010).

balance

urban farming 

the other functionalities 

local food 

imported food 

CITY

Urban farming
occupation

Urban farming
hobby+occupation

in a narrow sense in a broad sense
ruraloccupation

hobby ruban

IV

I+IV
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In the past, citizens mainly cultivated farming to support living costs as their 

occupation in a city. On the other hand, citizens currently practice urban farm-

ing with various motivations from hobby to occupation. The graph shows a 

change of this trend in Korea from a narrow (IV) to a broad sense (I+ IV). More 

and more participants highlight values, such as emotional amusement, chil-

dren’s education and community bonds as their motivation. This non-profit 

priority allows urban farming to perform flexible roles involving various ac-

tivities. 

However, some critiques arise from the criteria the graph used. The location, 

the rural and urban, is still an unclear concept with blurry boundaries (Hwang(

황) 2010). Hobbies and occupations also are difficult to quantify. For instance, 

what about the case of selling vegetables that are produced in as a hobby? If 

profitability identifies occupation, it is confusing when a hobby makes money. 

To classify farming activity is not easy since it could include mixed ideas, for 

example, taking care of pets and flowers. 

       

2-2. Different categories of urban farming

School gardens, community gardens, urban farms and guerrilla gardens

With the definition of urban farming, studies of categories are important in 

understanding how farming is really practiced in a city. In line with the alter-

native ecological perspective, Marty (2014) suggests three categories: urban 

farms, community gardens and school gardens. To begin with urban farms, 

he identified urban farms as specific types of organizations. Urban farms are 

similar with a company in terms of employing staffs on one hand. These differ 

from a business due to its nonprofit associations on the other hand. Therefore, 

at the very least, urban farms would involve marketing activities to boost ben-

efits to ensure that it maintains profitability in order to sustain organizations 
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(Thompson 2014). To survive as a business organization is not easy for urban 

farms because of severe competition with commercial farm businesses. 

The second type is community gardens, which are operated by individuals 

who grow their food for their family, friends and neighbors. In common sense, 

growing food near houses is the most popular way using small backyards, pub-

lic open spaces and parks. The third type is school gardens and they account 

for the biggest parts of urban farming due to their educational functionality 

such as the physical and psychological development of children. In addition, 

if school gardeners succeed in making networks with entrepreneurs in their 

neighborhoods, they could create a new business model for local restaurants 

as well as school restaurants by providing and exchanging fresh food (Thomp-

son 2014). 

Overall, these types of categories repeat in other papers with similarities. For 

instance, Brown (2002) suggests three forms of urban farming: urban back-

yard gardens, community garden and commercial urban agriculture, each ac-

cording to their purpose and location.

One unique form of urban farming is “guerrilla gardens”. In guerrilla gardens, 

social activists use urban farming as a political tool to provoke public aware-

ness, aiming to trigger social impact. Wax (2012) describes that,

 “… people raise crops of plant raise and flowers on abandoned properties or 

on publicly owned land, such as freeway margins” and  “… advances issues of 

social justice by increasing community access to fresh produce, especially in 

inner-city neighborhoods (Wax 2012)”.

Social activists cultivate vegetables in the public spaces of a city, including 

parks, open space and pathways. They prefer to grow food in abandoned spac-

es as it powerfully represents food democracy. They call for healthy food, new 
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farmers and feeding the world (Hamilton 2011). The motivation of guerrilla 

gardens is the argument that the current food supply systems are not enough 

to solve the problems that a city faces, such as climate change, inequality, pov-

erty as well as injustice. Thus, they claim that guerrilla gardens represent the 

unfairness of food to evoke social awareness. They say that growing food is not 

harmful to anyone. 

However, the government has different opinions from the activists. The gov-

ernment concerns about guerrilla gardens since they may bring about the dan-

ger. They usually use publicly owned land without proper permission and this 

is illegal. Guerrilla gardens could deteriorate natural resources, which are the 

property of a city. Moreover, the government worries about public health if 

citizens eat vegetables that are grown in places that were used as commercial 

and industrial areas before. This is an issue because of the potential of the 

place being contaminated by toxins from factories (Wax 2012).

Discussion in Korea

With the urban farming boom in recent years, farming activities were raised 

significantly in Korea. The largest types of urban farming are school gardens 

and community gardens, both accounting for more than half of all urban farm-

ing. For statistical data, graphs 2 and 3 demonstrate how school gardens have 

increased in years and the numbers of school gardens operated in different 

districts. 

Graph 2. Years of school gardens 

operation (left)  

Graph 3. Administrative districts 

of school gardens (right) 

(Gwak(곽) 2013)

2012

2010

2011
Seoul

Incheon

Gyeonggi
58%

32%

10%

51%

39%

10%

2012

2010

2011
Seoul

Incheon

Gyeonggi
58%

32%

10%

51%

39%

10%
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Graph 2 describes that the number of school gardens started with 10% in 2010 

and increased by 32% in 2011 and 58% in 2012. In other words, in 2010, only 

10% of all schools operated school gardens. However, in 2012, more than half 

of all schools offered farming activities through school gardens. This shift is 

significant because it occurred in only three years. As the result shows, school 

gardens have recently increased, particularly in 2012.

Besides that, graph 3 illustrates the ratio of which school gardens operated 

in three different provinces, including Seoul, Gyeonggi and Incheon. Clearly, 

school gardens in Seoul account for the biggest of all (51%). The second region 

is Gyeonggi (39%) and followed by Incheon (10%) in 2012. From the results, 

the notable factor is that more than half of all school gardens are located in 

Seoul (Gwak(곽) 2013). These differences often evoke a critical social issue, 

labeled educational inequality. The unfairness in education is a serious matter 

in Korea. This is because Koreans have very strong motivation for higher edu-

cation as well as a desire for high quality of educational programs. Thus, the 

unbalanced operating school gardens could intensify competition in education 

systems by allocating different budgets, programs and technical know-how ac-

cording to the different districts. 

Along with school gardens, community gardens are also a popular form of ur-

ban farming in Seoul. The motivation of most citizens for urban farming is to 

make their leisure time more meaningful and playful. Similar to the trend with 

school gardens, community gardens have grown in recent years after 2000. 

The Ministry of Food, Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries in Seoul provides 

data indicating the amount of increased farming land and participants in 2010 

and 2012. Based on the data, urban farming areas expanded from 104ha in 

2010 to 558ha in 2012. This number is very compelling as it increased almost 

five times more than two years before. The numbers of participants also have 

increased from 153,000 people to 769,000 people in the same year (Heo(허)  

2014). In 2012, seven times more participants joined community gardens 
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compared to 2010. 

On the other hand, the data of community gardens shows the same problem 

with school gardens in terms of the unfairness of distribution. 10.4% of all 

farming land is located in Seoul and 10.9% of all participants were Seoul citi-

zens. This shows the concentration of resources in Seoul.

2-3. Participants: Who are the new farmers? 

Strength and weakness of the new farmers

To begin with a traditional concept of urban farmers, Brown (2002) charac-

terizes with three types: backyard gardeners, community gardeners and com-

mercial growers. This classifying of urban farmers depends on categories of 

urban farming. 

Following the research of new farmers, Padel (2001) examines individual 

demographics, such as gender and education. First of all, he identifies urban 

farming as a knowledge-based social innovation. He applies innovation theory 

to explain the adoption/diffusion processes of urban farming. He argues that 

new farmers, like innovators or early adopters in the other fields, have bet-

ter education and higher social status. To analyze the characteristics of new 

farmers, he looks at gender, farm size and motivation. He emphasizes that new 

farmers are usually women with urban backgrounds but mentions that there 

20122010 Seoul

Farming area

Participants 10.9%

10.4%104ha

153,000

558ha

769,000

58ha

84,000

Table 2. Urban farming in South 

Korea (Heo(허) 2014)

Seoul is the result in 2012 and 

ratio is the comparison with 

the whole country. 

Data: Ministry for food, agriculture, 

forestry and fisheries, 2012  
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is not enough empirical evidence from official studies to reveal the difference 

between women and men’s decision to be urban farmers. 

To support his argument, this is one empirical example from interviews con-

ducted for this thesis. Urban farmers in Seoul are mostly women having anoth-

er professional job in the office. In general, women are likely to become urban 

farmers as they receive less financial burden and are not pressured to be the 

breadwinner in a family in Korea. The society of Korea still has a patriarchal 

structure restraining men from becoming urban farmers.

Schumacher (1973) studies a different tendency of new farmers. According to 

him, new farmers inevitably possess smaller farmland than conventional fam-

ily farmers. This is because they newly enter into farming and therefore do not 

have inherited land from their families. They also relatively fewer have net-

works of professional backup and infrastructure in agriculture. Besides that, 

he expresses his political opinion about farm size, “Small is beautiful” stressing 

on food democracy. More importantly, Clark (2012) mentions that new farm-

ers have the different motivation in where the most difference between con-

ventional farmers and new farmers lie. Conventional family farmers are more 

likely to be interested in farming for its economic value. They cultivate to make 

a profit and maintain farms as their business. However, new farmers often see 

farming as a spiritual and professional challenge. 

To understand the origin of this difference, researchers investigated different 

backgrounds between traditional and new farmers. For example, Gatrell, et al., 

Conventional farmers New farmers 

gender

farm size

motivation
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(2012) explain that new farmers are usually the first generation to begin work-

ing on a farm. But most traditional farmers were born in multi-generation farm 

families, which means their parents and grandparents also worked as farmers. 

This background allows them to learn farming knowledge and skills from an 

early age. Due to this difference, they have the different motivation, personal 

values and socialization. Following the opinion of Gatrell, et al., (2012) new 

farmers are likely to highlight a personal intrinsic goal as their initial motiva-

tion for engaging in urban farming. They clearly stress the emotional advan-

tages of cultivation that come from appreciating the value of the environment.

This unique attitude of new farmers may or may not result in the scaling up 

of urban farming. Gatrell, et al., (2012) points to flexibility as the new farmers’ 

strength in terms of scaling up. They have the flexible attitude to apply new 

ideas instead of persisting in conventional methods. Thus, they easily start new 

types of businesses by combining farming skills with different domain-specific 

knowledge.  Their multidisciplinary background allows them to be more open 

to the innovations. Ahearn and Mary (2009) state a reason for flexibility that,

 “many new farmers are older, with one-third of beginning farmers over 

55yers old (Ahearn 2009)”

Most of the new farmers enter urban farming in their late 30s to 50s, which is 

relatively late compared to traditional farmers. Because of that, the new farm-

ers usually have expertise in other fields from their previous jobs, such as arts, 

design, and marketing. Therefore, new farmers are more likely to be open-

minded and mixed, for instance, agriculture and entertainment. This freedom 

of choice makes them be willing to take risks.

However, urban farmers also have a weakness in scaling-up. They usually have 

less intention to make a bigger business as they usually have another job at 

the same time. They often find it difficult to focus on only urban farming. They 

say that a second job is necessary to support a living, providing subsidization 

since income from urban farming is not enough to cover entire living costs. An-
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other problem in scaling up is the shorter duration of urban farming compared 

to traditional family farmers. Gatrell, et al., (2012) report that new farmers 

mostly stop urban farming within five years. Thus, urban farming easily breaks 

continuity in succession for the next generation.

Last but not least, the kinds of socialization farmers experience are one of the 

essential research topics. Gatrell (2012) mentions how the environment and 

culture farmers are surrounded with could play a key role in shaping their be-

lief systems. To understand the new trend of urban farming, he recommends 

to researching further into individual socialization.

2-4. Different arguments of urban farming

To understand why urban farming is important for sustainability, this chap-

ter explores its advantages and disadvantages. To justify it, Van Veenhuizen 

(2006) introduces three categories: social, economy and environment.

Social: Urban farming contributes to food democracy by making cities inclu-

sive. This is an essential function of urban farming since it guarantees food se-

curity, especially for low-income citizen groups. These citizens can obtain food 

through urban farming by themselves within their city. Van Veenhuizen (2006) 

states that low-income people are more likely to be malnourished if they are 

in cities rather than in rural areas. Food in cities is expensive and citizens have 

to pay for it rather than it being free for everyone from nature. Urban farming 

can provide accessibility to healthy and fresh local food alleviating urban pov-

erty. Moreover, farming activities offer socializing opportunities, which build 

a sense of belonging in the community and allow them to engage with other 

groups of citizens, particularly, disabled people, retired citizens, and women 

breadwinners. Regarding inclusive cities, Bellows, et al., (2003) point out that 
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community health, and not only food security, is one of the main outcomes 

of urban farming. Citizens can generate solidarity among members through 

cultivating and sharing food together. More importantly, cultivators can heal 

themselves as they take care of plants. For healthy cities, urban farming could 

be a platform to integrate all generations, from children to senior citizens, to 

communicate, exercise, and socialize with one another. 

Economy: Urban farming definitely generates financial benefits for small family 

farmers to subsidize a major source of their income and reduce living costs. 

Mont, et al., (2014) suggest that urban farming can give rise to small or me-

dium sized start-ups. The economic benefits of urban farming are enough to 

solve the unemployment problem but do not give big money. Around urban 

farming, new businesses can arise, such as assistant cultivating, sharing farm-

ing tools and repairing systems. These could be forms of cradle-to-cradle en-

trepreneurship, sharing economy businesses and peer-to-peer businesses. To 

become a social norm, he stresses the importance of building infrastructure in 

a society through spreading the positive aspects of urban farming. 

Environment: For a government, an environmentally healthy city is a great 

advantage of urban farming. This website, “100 resilient cities” (http://

www.100resilientcities.org/#/-_Yz5jJmg%2FMSd1PWI%3D/) shows how the 

city government deals with urban farming through resilience. The site states 

that cities should handle chronic threatening events such as environmental 

degradation, scarce resources and sudden disasters. It identifies urban resil-

ience as,

 “… the capacity of individuals, communities, institutions, businesses, and sys-

tems within a city to survive, adapt, and grow no matter what kinds of chronic 

stresses and acute shocks they experience” (100resilientcities, 2015)

The website clearly focuses on the value of resilience to achieve environmen-



27
Seoul

tally healthy cities. To solve food security and manage green space at the same 

time, urban farming is an alternative solution as it consists of public parks and 

open gardens. Also, urban farming can largely reduce food miles, which are 

costs to transport from producers to consumers. 

However, there are some concerns regarding the potential risks of urban farm-

ing. Mougeot (2000) explains that the speed of contamination in cities would 

be faster if the farmers misuse farming inputs. The high density of a city makes 

them more vulnerable to contagious disease. In general, urban farmers are 

less professional in terms of treatment of organic wastes and chemical fer-

tilizers than conventional farmers. For instance, from the case study of this 

thesis, urban farmers sometimes do not have enough information about the 

exact amount of inputs. They often need to research by themselves to find the 

proper usages of fertilizers. These unskilled practices may cause harmfulness 

to both farmers and citizens. 
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3. The theoretical framework

Social practice theory: materials, competences and meanings

“Social practice theory” or “theories of practice” provides the central conceptu-

al idea to this thesis allowing conceive urban farming as social practices. Social 

practice theory offers the structure to analyze the different farming practices. 

The thesis applies three elements of social practice theory: materials, compe-

tences and meanings to investigate the green revolution technology, organic 

farming and urban farming. This helps understand not only the development 

of each part of different farming practices but also the links between them.  

To begin with backgrounds of social practice theory, Shove (2007) elucidates 

material research with two big topics: objects and consumption. Studying of 

objects focuses materials for example, how materials develop and influence 

social practices. The research of objects is interested in processes of which 

consumers purchase products and use them. On the other hand, research of 

consumption studies interaction between consumers and products. It devel-

ops into cultural studies exploring different cultures and societies. 

Materials

Competences

Meanings
Making the linkages Emerging social practices 
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Reckwitz (2002) states that social practice theory is one of the cultural theo-

ries and it does not include all cultural theories. He explains that cultural theo-

ries attempt to explain “human action and social order” (Reckwitz 2002, 245). 

Reckwitz’s question, “where is the social localized?” (Reckwitz 2002, 246), is 

important to distinguish social practice theory from other cultural theories: 

“culturalist mentalism, textualism and intersubjectivim” (Reckwitz 2002, 

245). Social practice theory assumes that societies exist in practices. He iden-

tifies the definition of a practice that,

 “a routinized type of behavior which consists of several elements, intercon-

nected to on another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, 

‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, 

know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge.” (Reckwitz 2002, 

249)

Social practice theory elaborates human beings, mental model, knowledge 

and emotional engagement as well as things. It also examines the processes of 

which practices emerge and disappear. To help analyze social practices, Shove 

(2002) suggests three concepts: materials, competences and meanings. She 

explains that,

“materials- including things, technologies, tangible physical entities, and the 

Material research

Consumption

Objects

Cultural studies

Social practice theorySocial practice theory
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stuff of which objects and made; competences- which encompasses skill, 

know-how and technique; and meanings- in which we include symbolic 

meaning, ideas and aspirations.” (Shove 2012)

To emerge certain practices in a society, fundamentally materials are available 

and certain knowledge and skills need to acquire. Plus, the practices have sym-

bolic meanings among the community members. Three of them are equally 

important to appear social practices in a majority of citizens. Shove (2012) 

stresses not only each element but also the linkages between them. She states 

that social practices disappear when the links break, even if three factors still 

exist. 

4. Methods and data sources

 

Scope of the case study: Interviews, institutional data and the media reports

For the case study, there are three central research methods: statistical data, 

interviews, and the media reports. First of all, basic information about Seoul, 

including geographical features, population and land use is provided by a web-

site of the Seoul city government (http://www.seoul.go.kr/main/index.html). 

Identify 
the research topic

Field trip Collecting data Feedback

Interviews
Visiting farms The websites

The libraries

12.2015 01~02.2016 03~05.2016 03.2017

Link to urban ecosystems

Writing the thesis
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The Seoul city government manages all kinds of statistical data and offers in-

formation to everyone. Seoul operates another specialized website (http://

stat.seoul.go.kr/jsp3/seoul100.jsp?link=4) that provides specific information, 

for example, vehicle registrations and the city budget of Seoul. The data from 

there are absolutely crucial in supporting this thesis.

More importantly, The Seoul Institute provides all raw data, such as text, num-

bers, maps, graphs and info-graphics. The Seoul Institute is an official think 

tank that studies Seoul. They establish well-defined data in various graphical 

works, which present all complicated information in a clear way. All informa-

tion are officially published and freely accessible on their website (https://

www.si.re.kr). In addition, the survey that was conducted by this group in 

2012 was essential to report public opinions. I spent most of my research time 

searching for information through these websites from the start (December of 

2015) to the end (May of 2016).

The second method is qualitative interviews with five interviewees: two ur-

ban farmers, one civil worker and two professors. I first interviewed the civil 

worker at the city government. Her job involved promoting urban farming, 

implementing policies, establishing programs and preparing the budget of ur-

ban farming. The interview was conducted by phone for one and half hour. She 

mentioned the positive side that the city government has the strong political 

intention to support urban farming. On the other hand, she pointed out two 

limitations of the government-lead policies. The first, inequality is the biggest 

challenge in promoting urban farming. There is the unfair distribution of op-

portunities between the central region and the outskirts. The second, there is 

a need to approach urban farming with an integrated perspective in long-term. 

The second interviewee was the professor who researches agricultural eco-

nomics in Chonbuk National University. I interviewed him because he is one 

of the researchers who has interests in urban farming from 2006 and has pub-



34
Urban Farming

lished papers and articles related urban farming. I interviewed him for two 

hours in a face-to-face way. He explained the relationship between farming 

practices and societies. For example, farming practices have been influenced 

by fluctuation of the economy, changes in industries and cultural differences. 

Particularly, he pointed out the importance of two tracks to promote urban 

farming at the same time: top-down and button-up. 

The third interviewee was the researcher who works for The Seoul Institute. 

I contacted him because he translated the book, “Food and the city: Urban ag-

riculture and the new food revolution” and introduced the author of the book 

Jennifer Cockrall-King into Korea. He is an expert of urban farming and has 

great networks with various stakeholders, such as farm owners, civil workers, 

and agriculture professors. The interview conducted for two hours in a face-

to-face way. He mentioned that specification of urban farming in Seoul and the 

role of The Seoul Institute for urban farming. His job is not only establishing 

information but also organizing public workshops in order to communicate 

with citizens.

The fourth and the fifth interviewees were two urban farmers who cultivate in 

the outskirts of Seoul. I selected them since they are two of my friends working 

as part-time urban farmers. I interviewed together on the same day for around 

four hours discussing a lot of practical issues, such as food security, local seeds 

and wellbeing. Fortunately, we visited together with their farm in another day 

and I was able to observe the farmland and their work for four hours. After 

works, they were willing to share their food with neighbors and me. And the 

other day, I visited their office in near their farm to share their farming stories. 

Their main jobs are a marketer and an editor in publishers. One of them re-

cently published her book written her experience as an urban farmer. 

All interviews are essential for this thesis by providing a real sense of urban 

farming. Every interviewee contributed urban farming at different levels based 
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on their own experiences in public and private ways. All interviewees definite-

ly agreed with the recent boom of urban farming in the policy levels as well 

as among citizens. On the other hand, they mentioned some drawbacks of the 

city government-led policy. This is because the current force to support urban 

farming is the political enthusiasm of the mayor of Seoul. When the term of the 

mayor ends, the supporting of urban farming would be possibly disappeared. 

The third research method is to obtain references from the museum and the 

media specialized for agriculture. I visited The Museum of Agriculture (http://

www.agrimuseum.or.kr), which “has functioned as a space for experiencing ag-

ricultural culture in a metropolitan setting” (http://agrimuseum.or.kr/sub6/

sub1.php?smenu=sub6&stitle=subtitle6_1). I spent three days at the exhibi-

tion, which shows the history of the development of agricultural technologies, 

including large machines, chemical inputs and farming tools. The information 

from the exhibition offered the insight of the development of green revolution 

technology. 

In addition, newspapers and magazine (www.nongmin.com) for local farmers 

provides articles reported from the 1960s to recent years. These have pub-

lished from the 1960s in forms of paper and now they offer digital reports. 

I searched articles using keywords, such as agriculture, urban farming, food, 

gardening and green revolution technology in average three hours a day. Na-

tional Archives of Korea (http://theme.archives.go.kr/next/koreaOfRecord/

agriculture.do) is a good source, which notices official records of national data, 

such as historical factors and photos. The website gives insights of the trans-

formation from the 1960s to the 2000s, including bioengineering and mecha-

nization.  
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5. The case study from Seoul, South Korea

5-1. Outline of time and place

History, administrative districts and geography

Seoul, the capital of South Korea, is one of the largest cities in Asia. It is located 

in the center of the Korean peninsula. Seoul is situated in a basin surrounded 

by mountains in four directions, that traditionally functioned as natural walls. 

Alongside the mountains, the Han River is the most important geographical 

feature because it is the main water system to provide drinking water to all 

citizens. The river flows through the city from east to west. Seoul has been con-

sidered the significant strategic region and became the capital of the Joseon 

Dynasty from the 14th century (The Seoul Research Data Service).

Despite the long history of Seoul, the thesis deliberately limits the timeframe 

from the 1960s to the 2010s in order to focus on the development of agri-

culture. This is the most dramatic time because it is characterized by radical 

urbanization increasing the population and density. Significantly, all indus-

tries have rapidly developed from the 1960s and to the 1970s with an average 

9% of economic growth rate per year, which resulted in the transformation of 

ASIAASIA KOREA SEOUL
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social structures. Seoul has expanded from 268.35㎞ in 1949 to 596.50㎞ in 

1962, absorbing many outskirts into its districts. For comparison, Seoul was 

originally 7 districts with 268.35㎢ in 1949 and increased to 25 districts with 

605.25㎢ in 2010. Graph 4 demonstrates the expansion.

(Graph 4. transformati ons of administrati ve districts of Seoul) (htt p://data.si.re.kr)

Remarkably, Seoul included many of the outskirts through urbanization and 

one example is Kang-Nam, which was full of farming fields prior to its assimi-

lation but later became the busiest financial district once acquired by Seoul. 

Currently, Seoul spans 0.6% of the entire South Korean landmass. 

This rapid expansion had a negative impact as well, such as environmental pol-

lution and social inequality. Climate change in Seoul is serious, for instance, the 

annual temperature has increased from 10.3°C in 1910 to 12.2°C in 2012. The 

temperature of the city center soars higher than the outskirts since urbaniza-

tion reduces green space by filling the center of the city with paving roads and 

commercial buildings. The air quality has also been polluted rapidly in recent 

years. Particularly, fine dust threatens citizens’ wellbeing and public health in 

spring seasons, as the wind blows from west (China) to east (Korea)(The Seoul 

Research Data Service). 
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5-2. Populati on and industry

The population and the structure of labor 

Official records of the population started from 1915 with 240,000 people and 

this number slowly increased to a million people in 1942. After that, the pop-

ulation rapidly fluctuated because of independence in 1945 and The Korean 

War (1950-1953). The population has sharply soared from 1960 to 2000 with 

its peak at 10,969,862 people in 1992. Today, the population is fairly stable 

with around 10,580,000 people. Graph 5 illustrates the shift in population size 

(The Seoul Research Data Service).

(Graph 5. The developments in populati on 1920 - 2010) (htt p://data.si.re.kr)

With the rising population, Seoul became one of the densest cities in the world 

with 17,025 people/㎢ in 2005. For comparison, graph 4 shows the density of 

metropolitan cities in the world. Tokyo was the second with 13,650 people/

㎢ and New York was the third, recording 10,483 people/㎢ in the same year. 

Paris, Beijing, Singapore, London and LA follow them on the list (The Seoul 

Research Data Service). 
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As graph 6 shows, among cities, Seoul has the highest density and this causes 

the price of land to be high. This presents an obstacle for the city government 

in promoting urban farming and for citizens to engage in it.

Meanwhile, the increasing population changed the structure of labor markets, 

which represent the transformation of industries. Table 3 indicates the num-

bers of employers according to each industry sectors, such as agriculture/fish-

ery, mining/manufacturing and social indirect capital/service industries. 

(Table 3. Number of employees according to industries) (http://data.si.re.kr)
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Table 3 uses three main categories: agriculture/fishery industries, mining/

manufacturing and social indirect capital/services. The first, agriculture/

fishery industries, initially started with 38,000 people (4.9%) in 1965 and 

slumped to 5,000 people (0.1%) in 2005. The second sector is mining/manu-

facturing industries and its numbers increased from 150,000 people (19.3%) 

in 1965 to its peak at 1,325,000 people (30.0%) in the 1990s. Passing by the 

peak, these dropped into 792,000 people (16.2%) in 2005. The third sector 

is social indirect capital/service industries, which have continuously grown 

from 1,403,000 people (72.9%) in 1975 to 4,093,000 people (83.7%) in 2005 

(The Seoul Research Data Service). Graph 7 describes the changes.

In terms of the change of industries, the social indirect capital/service sec-

tor has continuously grown from the middle of the 1970s to 2010. The graph 

shows two specific years, 1990 and 1997. In 1990, the structure of industries 

in Korea radically changed from manufacturing to service. The social indirect 

capital/service sector sharply grew in this year. However, it suddenly dropped 

down in 1997 due to the currency crisis in which Korea had to loan from the 

IMF in this year. Eventually, the sector accounted for the majority of industries 

in Korea and was steady growing until recent years. 

Secondly, the mining/manufacturing sector has grown from the middle of the 

1960s to the early 1990s to its peak at 30%. It slowly decreased after 1990. 
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There was a dramatic reversal between manufacturing and services sectors in 

the early 1990s. 

Thirdly, the agriculture/fishery sector did not show notable changes because 

of the minor portion of employment having 0.1% of all industries (The Seoul 

Research Data Service). 

5-3. Land use

Balancing between open space and housing

The biggest challenge for urban farming is to retain farmland within the city. 

To sustain farming activities, urban farmers need to manage competition with 

other businesses to guarantee of financial benefits. Table 4 describes the land 

use condition, depends on types of land use of Seoul in 2010 reported by Min-

istry of Environment (The Seoul Research Data Service). 

(Table 4. Land use by type, 2010) (http://data.si.re.kr)
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Table 4 indicates that even though Seoul is a dense city, the biggest part of the 

land is forest and open space with 188,179,176㎡ making up 30.9 % of the all 

areas. The second part is the residential area with 118,853,767㎡ composing 

19.5 % of the entire city (The Seoul Research Data Service). To provide a liv-

able habitat, the Seoul city government needs to balance between open space 

and housing to manage the living environment. 

5-4. City planning 

Aiming at revitalization of the city

To understand space in Seoul, figure 4 from Research Data Service, illustrates 

special-purpose areas, such as residential district, commercial area and green 

belt zone.

(Figure 4, Special-purpose 

Areas, 2012) 

(http://data.si.re.kr)
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Based on the map, the middle of the city consists of several types of districts, 

including 1st, 2nd, 3rd class and semi-residential and commercial zone. The west 

south part of the city is a mixed industrial zone. The Green Belt Zone is the 

outskirts surrounding the city in four cardinal directions where urban farming 

is mostly practiced. It is easy to imagine, from figure 2, that Seoul is already 

a metropolitan city through urbanization and industrialization. The competi-

tion of land use is so severe that promoting urban farming is not easy in terms 

of productivity and profitability. 

Despite this challenge, the city government encourages citizens to participate 

in urban farming.  Some residential areas of Seoul needed renewal to recov-

er facilities due to damages caused by the mere passage of time and the city 

expanded enough and all areas have already been built. Therefore, the city 

government manages to revitalize residential areas, rather than build new 

projects. Unfortunately, revitalization programs conducted in Seoul caused 

many unwanted effects rather than bringing about positive development. For 

instance, “New Town Projects” resulted in excessive dense villages with high-

storied buildings since those were designed mainly to pursue commercial val-

ues. These kinds of projects usually did not consider community values, such 

as supporting living conditions, preserving nature and engaging the neighbor-

hood.

 

Nowadays, both the city government and citizens recognize the needs of al-

ternative ways of revitalizing the city in creating happy communities as well 

as livable residences (The Seoul Research Data Service). With this motiva-

tion, Seoul has strongly promoted urban farming through supporting research 

groups, subsisting urban farmers and organizing workshops. In particular, 

Wonsoon Park (박원순), the current mayor of Seoul, expects urban farming to 

revitalize the city and neighborhood.

Regarding the objective of urban farming, citizens in Seoul replied that pre-
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serving the environment was the first goal of urban farming with 28.0% (1st 

priority) and 60.3% (the sum from the 1st to 3rd priority). The second aim was 

improving health with 13.9% (1st priority) and 44.5% (the sum from 1st to 

3rd priority) and the third was leisure activities with 11.6% (1st priority) and 

44.7% (the sum from 1st to 3rd priority). For the rest of opinions, citizens an-

swered education and revitalize community with 7.1% (1st priority) and 5.8% 

(1st priority) respectively (Lee 2012). Overall, citizens recognize that preserv-

ing nature, wellbeing and education are the more important aims of urban 

farming rather than creating jobs, food security and social welfare.  See graph 

8 below for details.

Graph 8. Main aims for promotion of urban farming (Lee 2012)
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6. Different technologies, competences and meanings

6-1. Development of different farming practices (1960~2000)

6-1-1. Development of the green revolution technology

1) The 1960s: Overcoming starvation

To begin with, explaining the historical background helps us understand the 

direction of agricultural development in Korea. Because of the big tragedy of 

Korean War from 1950 to 1953, the entire population suffered from severe 

starvation and the whole infrastructure of the country was badly damaged. 

The urgent needs of that time were to firmly increase productivity in order 

to overcome poverty. Therefore, the Korean government had to invest more 

resources to raise the number of yields.

The government, for example, was eager to import advanced technologies 

from developed countries. The government also supported science and engi-

neer elites by sending them to study aboard. The elites then initiated research 

groups to build human powered systems. As a result, new technologies have 

been applied to traditional agriculture in Korea and productivity has signifi-

cantly grown since the 1960s. The specification of the agricultural develop-

ment in the 1960s was top-down approaches from the government. The Ko-

rean government has implemented two technologies to increase productivity: 

bio-chemical and mechanical engineering. These technologies were applied 

depends on economic factors, such as global market prices of inputs and the 

conditions of international trade agreements (Kang(강) 1996). 

Materials
Technology

Competences
Knowledge and skills

Social meanings
Public opinions
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(Picture 1. the 1960s: Overcoming starvation and disaster - severe hunger) (agriculture museum)

In the 1960s, the agricultural technologies have become transformed from “a 

natural resource-based agricultural tradition” (Park(박) 2003) to “a science-

based system of agriculture” (Park(박)  2003). In traditional ways, local farm-

ers had to depend on natural resources, including the labor of human beings, 

the force of domestic animals and primary farm tools. In particular, the use 

of cattle was an essential resource in cultivating farmland. Picture 1 shows 

the general work of farming in the 1960s. On the other hand, a science-based 

agriculture exploited artificial inputs, including chemical fertilizer, pesticide 

and farming machines. Individual farmers needed to purchase chemical mate-

rial from markets in order to grow yields. They lean on foreign conditions, for 



49
Seoul

instance, market prices of science- based resources, and is thus very different 

compared to when they only relied on traditional inputs (Park(박) 2003).

Global productivity

Productivity was the priority, not only in Korea but also on the overall global 

scene. Michael  (2010) states that pursuing productivity was a pivotal task of 

agricultural technology in order to reduce poverty in Europe. Many papers, 

including articles by Gollin et. al. (2002) and Olsson and Hibbs (2005) also re-

ported that pursuing productivity was an international mega trend transform-

ing agrarian societies into an industrial one.

Bio-chemical engineering mainly contributed to increases in land productivity 

through the development of high-yield seeds. Applying bio-chemical technol-

ogy allowed farmers to obtain more outcomes within the same land. Mean-

while, mechanical engineering improved labor productivity by helping farm-

ers and their domestic animals work less and yet earn the same yields.

Different nations implemented these technologies differently depending on 

their land use conditions. For example, the United State invested a lot of their 

efforts into mechanical engineering because increasing labor productivity was 

the most effective way of generating profits for them. Large plain land use in 

the United States allowed them to utilize large agricultural machines conve-

niently. On the other hand, in cases of only having small land for farming, for 

instance, Japan, countries have actively promoted bio-chemical engineering to 

boost productivity (Hayami 1970). 
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2) The 1970s: HYVs and a package of technology

(Picture 2. The 1970s: Self-sufficiency in rice production - food stabilization) (agriculture museum)

Following the direction of the 1960s, the Korean government continuously 

invested in the development of agricultural technologies through two meth-

ods: bio-chemical and machine engineering. The most significant achievement 

was the dissemination of new high yielding varieties called “Tongil (통일벼)”. 

Tongil earned the name “miracle crops” because it yielded more than double 

the amount of rice in the same area of land. Thanks to this contribution, Korea 

was able to achieve food security in a self-sufficient way. Bio- chemical engi-

neering allowed this miracle crop to exist and it became a symbol of the role of 

the green revolution technology in overcome poverty. On the other side, pow-
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er-driven machines dedicated to improving labor productivity reduced farm-

ers’ labor time. Official statistics reported that the labor time reduced from 

133.4 hours in the 1960s to 83 hours in the 1980s per 10 acres (Kim 2015). 

More importantly, the distribution of high yielding varieties played an essen-

tial role in linking large scales of investment from the government to the green 

revolution technology. The large scale of investment, such as the construction 

of artificial dams, was necessary to cultivate high yielding varieties. In particu-

lar, rice, which is a staple food, needs a large amount of water. The government 

had to construct a large dam to supply enough water for it. To respond to this 

requirement, the government constructed large comprehensive agricultural 

projects with strong political promotions. Picture 3 depicts Asan (아산만), the 

first man-made dam in Korea constructed in 1973. It has the capacity of pre-

serving 1,420,000,000t of water. 

(Picture 3. Asan(아산만) man-made dam built in 1973) (http://www.nongmin.com/article/ar_detail.

htm?ar_id=253644&subMenu=dsearch&key=1980%B3%E2+%B3%F3%BB%E7)

However, those big construction projects brought about criticism due to their 

side effects. Financial difficulties emerged from the expenses and the govern-

ment had to take loans from other countries and international organizations. 

The other was environmental change caused by the construction of a large 
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dam and its manipulations of the environment, such as the average tempera-

ture and humidity. 

Nevertheless, the distribution of the new high yielding crop was the central to 

bind chemical engineering (fertilizer, herbicides) and power-driven machines 

together as a package of technology. 

3) The 1980s: White revolution technology

The green revolution technology has radically grown through support from 

the government in the large scale of investment and the dissemination of high 

yielding varieties. As a result, productivity increased and did much to alleviate 

starvation and guarantee food security in the 1980s. 

Maturity of 
the green revolution 
technology

Distribution of 
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(Picture 4. the 1980s: Four seasons of farming - The conversion of modern agriculture) 

(agriculture museum)

Once the poverty line was passed, the market required new kinds of demands. 

Domestic consumers preferred to consume all kinds of vegetables all year-

around without any seasonal limitations. Thanks to the economic growth, 

citizens had purchasing power and were willing to pay much higher prices for 

unseasonal fruits and vegetables. Thus, farmers applied greenhouse cultiva-

tion methods to meet these new market demands. The new technology, named 

“white revolution” attempted to control natural varieties, such as temperature, 

precipitation, and humidity. Unseasonal food generated new markets and local 

farmers can obtain more profits through them. The new technology allowed 
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individual households to expand their capacity beyond the four seasons of 

farming regardless weather and climate (Han et al., 2007). 

4) The 1990s: Globalization, urbanization and mechanization 

 

(Picture 5. the 1990s: international competitiveness and mechanization) (agriculture museum)

From the 1960s to the 1990s, the green revolution technology internation-

ally reached its maturity. This meant that competition in the food market was 

severe (Feder, et al., 1993, 215). Mechanization in Korea became mainstream 

at the same time so local farmers needed to adapt mechanization to not only 

improve productivity but simply to survive in the market. The most signifi-
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cant event with regards to agriculture in the 1990s was the signing of an in-

ternational agreement, initiated at the Uruguay Round on Trade with World 

Trade Organization, by the Korean government. The Korean government made 

agreements with WTO in 1994, which had a huge influence over the local food 

market. The agreement basically aimed to eliminate tariffs and made lowering 

non-tariff barriers in order to accelerate free international trade. The Korean 

government made a decision regarding agricultural products in 1994. As a re-

sult, the local food market escalated to global proportions by importing food 

from all over the world (Han(한)et al.,  2007). 

To maintain competition on the global scale, mechanization notably pro-

gressed in the 1990s. For comparison, high yielding varieties (HYVs) devel-

oped mainly the 1970s. There were two reasons for mechanization: lack of 

labor and preserving competitiveness. The social structure of Korea radi-

cally changed during the economic growth period. A number of local farmers 

stopped farming and moved into urban areas in order to find jobs in other 

sectors. The local farmers who remained in farming had the problem in find-

ing labor. The costs of workers were higher and the numbers of workers were 

fewer (Han (한) 2007).  To solve this problem, highly efficient machines were 

utilized to compensate for the lack of human labor to maximized profitability. 

On top of that, reducing the cost of labor through applying precision machines 

was not enough to maintain competitiveness. High-quality products were also 

demanded. Thus, the Korean government encouraged researchers to diver-

sify food products, including vegetables, horticulture and specialized plants 

through scientific studying (Lee(이) 1996). 

Reflecting on the green revolution technology: Productivity 

1) Two methods: Biochemistry and Mechanization

When it came to competence, the green revolution technology highly depended 

upon the professional knowledge and skills of scientists and engineers. Its ob-

jective was to improve productivity by focusing on efficiency and profitability. 
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The green revolution technology was implemented in two ways: biochemistry 

and mechanization.  Both contributed to improving land and labor productiv-

ity. To illustrate this development, graph 9 displays statistic data from 1920 to 

1998. 

(Graph 9. indices of labor, land producti vity and land-labor rati o in Korean Agriculture) 

(Five years moving average) (Park(박) 2003)

From the graph, the development of productivity is distinguished by three dif-

ferent phases: 1950-1974, 1975-1985 and 1986-1998. The first phase was 

from 1950 to 1975 with higher land productivity than labor productivity. The 

reason was that the high yielding varieties (HYVs) were distributed and bio-

chemical engineering was applied as a new technology. The growth of land 

productivity played the main role in increasing total productivity at this pe-

riod. The second phase was from 1975 to 1985 and showed a similar speed 

of growth between land and labor productivity. Both of them stabilized at this 

phase and had an adaptive period. The third phase was from 1986 to 1998 

with the higher growth of labor productivity than land productivity. This rep-

resents the application of mechanization at that time in the form of large sized 

farm machines. 
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Although mechanization made the progress during the 1990s, the diffusion of 

large machines was not easy for agriculture in Korea. The reasons are that Ko-

rea geographically consists of a small size of farmland owned by small family 

farmers and the entire land contains many mountains. In addition, the dense 

population of around 50 million in small areas inhibits the scaling-up of farm-

ing practices. Thus, despite endeavors from individual householders and the 

government, mechanization received less development until 1990 (Han(한) 

2007).

 

However, despite those geographical challenges, agricultural mechanization 

has been developed, especially in the rice production sector that is the most 

important crops. Graph 10 shows the ratio of mechanization. As described in 

the graph, the process of mechanization has begun since 1985 and was almost 

completed in 1995. In 1985, the proportion of mechanization consisted of Till-

age and Pest control (70%), transplanting (21%), and harvesting (19%). All 

machines increased dramatically in 1990 reaching over 70% and finally, all 

other forms of mechanization received the completion point in 1995.

(Graph 10. the process of mechanizati on in rice producti on) (Han(한) 2007)

The crucial factor that allows mechanization to be accomplished is the build-
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ing of infrastructure as well as the adaptation of individual farmers. Initiating 

cooperatives, providing financial support and organizing educational work-

shops encourage farmers to use machines. More importantly, the merging to-

gether of small sized farms allowed farmers to operate large sized machines 

which had higher functionality (Han(한) 2007).  

6-1-2. Organic farming: for agricultural sustainability

1) Non-chemical inputs and information technology

Organic farming in Korea has developed in the 1970s, led by local farmers who 

had experiences with poison caused by chemical pesticides. They recognized 

the harmfulness of using chemical fertilizers, pesticide and herbicide to the hu-

man body as well as to animals and nature. For example, they directly noticed 

that swallows stopped coming and fireflies began to disappear. In response 

to these side effects, they actively organized groups and decided to turn into 

organic farming. The government responded to this calling in the 1990s by 

initiating an organization dedicated to supporting organic farming at political 

levels (Kim(김) 2010). Organic farms continuously evolved in recent years and 

now there are 1,065 organic farms occupying 0.09 % of all farms with 913ha 

organic farming land accounting for 0.05 % of all cultivating land (Sohn(손) 

2002). 

From a technical point of view, organic farming practices clearly prohibit 

chemical inputs. But chemical inputs largely contribute to increasing produc-

tivity. Thus, organic farming needs to suggest solutions maintain productivity 

to offset the lack of chemical inputs. For example, the removal of weed is a 

tricky issue and is the reason the chemical herbicide is used. Korean organic 

farmers implement animal weeding according to Codex, an international food 

standard operated by the World Health Organization and Food and Agricul-

ture Organization of the United Nations. For animal weeding, organic farm-
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ers use insects and microorganisms, for instance, growing ducks and snails 

together with rice are a well-known method with empirical evidence. Organic 

techniques attempt to avoid chemical inputs and sustain a number of yields at 

the same time. 

Organic techniques in Korea firmly stress on the quality of food products rather 

than on environmental issues, when compared to the other nations. This is be-

cause organic farming began with a lot of public concern regarding dangerous 

toxins remained in food. Especially, in the late 1980s, there was a big issue of 

residual pesticide on imported fruits and vegetables. TV stations broadcasted 

the news and these drew citizens’ attention enormously. Influenced by media 

reports, citizens and consumer organizations required the guarantee of food 

safety by the government through policies and regulations, which declare the 

origin of food (Kim(김) 2010). As a result, the government stated to operate 

policies and certificates in the 1990s. (Sohn(손) 2002).    

In terms of the relationship between the green revolution technology and the 

organic technique, they progressed at the same time in different directions. 

The green revolution technology was rapidly developed for productivity to 

eliminate hunger. Meanwhile, the organic technique was in the minority. How-

ever, organic farming increased with developing organic techniques and or-

ganic food markets after the 1990s. The reasons behind this growth of organic 

farming are twofold. The first, a surplus of food remains because productiv-

ity peaked thanks to the maturity of the green revolution technology. On top 

of that, competition in local food markets was much severe after internation-

al trade agreements. The second was the concern for food security of using 

chemical inputs. To respond to the demands, organic products developed as a 

new emerging market and included specialized retailers (Kim(김) 2010). The 

third is subsidization from the government to encourage conventional farms 

to convert to organic farming. However, it is an unfortunate fact that organic 

farms produce less than conventional agriculture. It is insufficient to feed the 
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whole population (Kumbhakar 2009).

2) Clear regulation in practice and official certification

As a result of political action and regulation, significant progress in organic 

farming from institutional levels was made in the 1990s. The government initi-

ated the “Research Center for Organic Agriculture” which is a research institute 

for the development of organic techniques and the dissemination of informa-

tion. The organic engineer certificate is achieved through official examinations 

(Sohn(손) 2002). These institutional systems from the government allow or-

ganic farming to affect all institutional levels beyond individual farmers prac-

tices. For more positive action, the government passed the “environmentally-

friendly agriculture promotion act” in the late 1990s with three main objects: 

ecological value, community values and food safety (Kim(김) 2010).  

Discussion about organic farming and sustainable agriculture

To explore concepts of sustainable agriculture and organic farming, Ikerd 

(1993) emphasizes on long-term effects as the main feature. 

Ikerd (1993) defines a sustainable agriculture as “capable of maintaining its 

productivity and usefulness to society over the long run. . . .it must be environ-

mentally-sound, resource-conserving, economically viable and socially sup-

portive, commercially competitive, and environmentally sound” (Ikerd 1993, 

30).

However, long-term effects are also critical in questioning the length of time we 

should consider as long-term. Rigby & Cáceres (2001) introduce the concept of 

temporality in sustainable agriculture, which means that it exists only in cer-

tain contexts in the certain period. They explain that sustainable agriculture 

could only be defined in specific environments in a temporary period. They 

stress on the contexts in which agriculture is practiced rather than the precise 
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farming methods and inputs used to define sustain-

able agriculture. Sustainable agriculture is a complex 

issue involving not only a lot of different stakehold-

ers but also different timescales and regions. Due to 

these debates, local farmers started to recognize the 

interconnectivity and temporality of sustainable agri-

culture. 

On the other hand, organic farming has the strength 

of well-defined practices and codified laws. These al-

low organic farming to succeed in global markets with 

standards of application that clearly communicate in common grounds. For 

example, organic farming prohibits synthetic agrochemicals and do not em-

phasize on mechanization.  

However, there are some cases of misunderstanding in organic farming prac-

tices. For instance, farmers sometimes misinterpret organic farming as doing 

nothing. The misperception leads to farmers refusing to take care of farms 

and abandoning them. Rigby (2001) labels this, “organic by neglect” (Rigby 

2001). Another critical issue is the evaluation. When organic farming balances 

between different values, such as economic, social and environment sustain-

ability, it results in numerous trade-offs. This causes the final evaluation of 

long-term effects to be complicated. Additionally, when organic farming is im-

plemented in an unsustainable society, it is questionable to justify as sustain-

able agriculture. The food miles would be a good example to show this. Are 

the food systems sustainable when organic vegetables have to travel the long 

distance to be delivered? (Rigby 2001) Moreover, farmers and food companies 

often exploit the label of organic food as a marketing tool to boost their sales. 

Farmers can put their product on premium prices in organic food markets and 

many citizens are willing to pay (Rigby 2001).
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Information technology

Another interesting suggestion for organic farming is the use of information 

technology. Genius (2006) suggests that information technology helps organic 

farmers make right decisions with regards to various domains, for instance, 

selection agricultural crops. They argued that, 

“Such uncertainties may lead to ill-informed production decisions, which are 

not only detrimental to the well-being of the farmer but also affect the future 

course of organic farming in general”. (Clunies-Ross and Cox, 1994, Wilson, 

1997)

Their basic assumption is that when farmers are provided with enough infor-

mation, they make the right decision. They argue that a lot of the uncertainties 

of organic farming, for example managing profits and costs in businesses, repel 

newcomers from organic farming. The availability of well-organized informa-

tion allows organic farmers to allocate their resources properly and provides 

them the ability to sustain organic farming. 

3) Technical trends and the numbers of articles

To understand the trends of organic technique, Hong(홍) et al., (2014) col-

lected journal articles published internationally from January of 1974 to May 

of 2014 through Web of Science and NDSL. They selected 2,364 articles to ana-

lyze and classify according to different interests. See table 5. 
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Table 5, technical classifi cati on and the numbers of arti cles (Hong(홍) et al., 2014)

From the table, the topic with the largest number of articles published was soil 

and nutrient management with 1010 articles. Many articles were interested in 

the methods of organic cultivating rather than in business management, safety 

and environmental impact. Particularly in Korea, the numbers of articles on 

organic cultivating are much higher compared to other topics. The trend of 

organic farming in Korea mostly focuses on the quality of food products rather 

than on preserving the environment. 

Category        Division               Sub Criteria for noise 
removal

Number 
of articles

Production of 
safe organic
products and 
building 
management 
base

Organic
cultivating

Integrated pest management

Soil and nutrient management

Weed management

Business and
management in
organic 
farming

Analysis of management/certification/
standard for organic farming and case
study of leading farm

Processd organic foods

209

1010

102

Marketing and consumption of organic
products

318

162

63

Environmental
impact
assessment
and safety of
organic
farming

Safety

Environmental
impact
assessment

Safety of organic products

Safety of organinc materials

78

78

Impacts of organic farming types on
water quality

Development of environmental
indicator for organic farming

Environmental impact assessment for
organic farming

Environmental value of organic
farming

22

118

106

98

Simple
rural related
technologies

Organic waste

Pesticide
manufacture

Low peticide
farming

Wastewater
treatment

Livestock manure
treatment

Hydroponic

Pollution free
cultivar

Cook made by
organic products

Culture related

Organic cosmetics

Agricultural cure

Inorganic mixture
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6-2. Urban farming

6-2-1. Vertical farming as new technology

To understand the need for new technology in urban farming, it would be 

useful to grasp first public opinion through a survey by Lee (2012). From the 

survey results, Seoul citizens obtain information on urban farming through 

the Internet and broadcast with 72.2% of all respondents. The other channels 

fill a really small proportion, for example, from neighbors with 14.8%, urban 

farms with 7.5%, books and magazines 3.2% and events 1.5%. Therefore, the 

development of information technology is one of the clear solutions in shar-

ing knowledge and information. Thus, investment in easily accessible websites 

and apps would be one solution for spreading proper information and help 

guide decision-making of urban farmers. 

The majority of respondents (44.1 %) reported the shortages of land use in the 

city as the most challenge of urban farming. The second reason (23.3%) was 

the lack of knowledge about cultivation. See graph 11.

Graph 11. Reasons to difficulties of urban farming (Lee 2012)

To tackle these needs and challenges, researchers study technology to deal 

with the lack of farming land in cities. There are two kinds of farming prac-
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tices: point type and vertical farming. Point type is cultivated in small gardens 

in cities, such as rooftops, backyards and open spaces. These kinds of urban 

farming were examined in the section of “Concept development of urban farm-

ing” and “Different categories of urban farming” in this thesis. Point type is 

common but it does not directly provide a solution for the lack of farming land 

in a city.   

The other type is vertical farming where food is grown within high-storied 

buildings equipped with farming systems. The promising advantages of verti-

cal farming are its ability to respond to climate change and lack of enormous 

quantities of water (Yu(유) 2011). Ideally, it aims to embrace organic farm-

ing and local food in an urban setting by applying green-technology. Basically, 

vertical farming employs renewable energy such as sunlight, and by recycling 

water and materials. Vertical farming technology is attractive for many other 

reasons too. For example, it allows farmers to cultivate vegetables all year, 

thereby reducing their dependence on weather. Additionally, vertical farming 

significantly reduces food miles and creates new job opportunities. For further 

development of technology, vertical farming could generate energy by con-

verting plant materials to energy. Plant materials could also be used to raise 

animals (Attali, 2010).

However, vertical farming has some critical issues. Vertical farming requires 

an initial investment and large operating costs since it involves equipping 

farming systems to conventional buildings. Moreover, there is the possibility 

of different kinds of pollution, such as light pollution (Yu(유) 2011). Despite 

some weaknesses, vertical farming shows promise as a potential alternative 

for a new urban farming practice. It may break through current problems by 

combining low-tech to adjust for low costs. 

Adopting new technology in urban farming is a controversial issue in Korea 

as there are many different opinions. Scientists support the development of 
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high-tech technology but social activists argue that the preservation of the en-

vironment is the top priority. Science researchers state that innovation in tech-

nology is the way of solving problems. On the other hand, social activists claim 

that urban farming needs to protect nature the way it is. Despite these debates, 

the exploration of new possibilities has already begun, including biochemical 

technology, synthetic biology, engineering invention and genetic modification 

(GMO) (Hwang(황) 2010). Among these, one of the brightest of urban farm-

ing technologies, vertical farming, expects a lot of positive impact from green 

compact cities in the future.

6-2-2. Different sets of knowledge and skills of urban farmers

1) Individual motivation

The initial organic farming boom in Korea began in the early 1960s by local 

farmers who detected the presence of poison in chemical fertilizers and pes-

ticides. Due to health reasons, they decided to switch to organic farming. For 

a long time, they were ignored by society because they were few in number. 

Despite being in the minority, organic farmers sustained their practices and 

many of them transformed into urban farmers today. Citizens started to be-

come interested in organic food for sustainable consumption since organic 

food was perceived to be an environmentally friendly production in the late 

1990s. The most common association of urban farming in Korea is that it is of-

ten related to social movement. This is because urban farmers usually express 

sociological values as their motivation, such as respecting lives, building com-

munity and improving equality (Park & Lee 2012).

On the other hand, regular citizens have different motivations compared to 

professional urban farmers. From the survey, people who undertake urban 

farming as a part-time activity answered that acquiring organic vegetables 

was the first motivation (66.1%). The second reason (44.9%) was the health 
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of their family and themselves. Leisure activity, food security, education and 

climate change accounted for small percentages. Thus, in general, urban farm-

ers have their individual values as their motives and ordinary citizens focused 

more on earning direct benefits. 

Examining various examples of urban farmers helps understand their motiva-

tions. One urban farmer who worked as a part-time farmer in Seoul mentioned 

her gratitude for urban farming by a statement that the essential value of 

growing vegetables is aware of nature and human relationships. She explained 

that the urban farming experience allows us to recognize where food comes 

from. According to her experience, there is a real difference between being 

cognizant of the transformation of inanimate seeds to food in dishes to simply 

purchasing packages from supermarkets. She emphasized the need to commu-

nicate with nature instead of just maximizing human’s needs. Additionally, she 

stated, farming helps us control our desires by shifting our perception from 

greediness to self-sufficiency. More importantly, she highlighted the compan-

ionship with others in farming practices. Farmers need to work together and 

a mutual partnership is important in sharing information and labor. The ne-

cessity of interconnectivity creates strong companionship and respect of each 

other. This builds a sense of belonging in the community.

Another example of the archetypical urban farmer is from articles in agricul-

ture newspapers. An article introduced Illsun Hong (홍일선), a poet and the 

owner of his urban farm at the same time. He said, “Cultivating agriculture 

teaches me to respect nature not only human being but also all the others. 

Through growing food in nature, I can deeply appreciate values of nature, such 

as animals, plants, soil, water and air” (http://www.nongmin.com/article/

ar_detail.htm?ar_id=207893&subMenu=dsearch&key=1980%B3%E2+%B3

%F3%BB%E7). Based on his experience, he identified farming practices as a 

process in creating harmony between human beings and nature. He recom-

mended that urban farmers prefer to consider various values instead of pur-
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suing only profits. To promote his urban farm to more citizens, he planned 

the festival, called “The silent forest and the slow flowing river”. The festival 

offered opportunities to experience nature by inviting citizens to his farms.

Here is another example, Yongwhan No (나영환), who co-created urban farm-

ing with other professional skills. He combined agriculture and culture in or-

der to enter the local market with storytelling marketing strategies. He stated 

that “Sustainable agriculture could be achieved through integrating between 

farming and culture. I would like to create my farm to provide touching stories 

by blending urban farming practices and traditional Korean culture”(http://

www.nongmin.com/article/ar_detail.htm?ar_id=167968&subMenu=dsearch

&key=1980%B3%E2+%B3%F3%BB%E7). 

2) Co-creation

To coordinate new types of urban farming, farmers markets are one of the suc-

cessful movements in Seoul. The name of the market is Marcheat@, which was 

initiated by an NGO group collaborating with chefs and artists. Marcheat@ 

builds marketplaces, which provide seamless connectivity between farmers 

and citizens. It started with “Friends of Marcheat” events in 2011 and opened 

the markets from October of 2012. In the markets, citizens can buy organic 

vegetables as well as fresh food. More importantly, the market shares infor-

mation with consumers by building networks with local farmers. The market 

became popular, attracting many citizens and receiving more than 10,000 visi-

tors on average per day. The market is well known for selling only fresh and 

reliable food.  (http://www.hankookilbo.com/v/5d27144a58604c53bb951f3

c772783b9). 

The significant strength of Marcheat@ is telling stories about food, “trade with 

the origin of food”, where food comes from and how it travels. Marcheat@ em-

phasizes fundamental principles and the market only sells products that are 
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guaranteed to be fresh by the producers. To do so, the market actively com-

municates with consumers through designing simple descriptions to inform 

consumers quickly. They reduce packages and unnecessary advertisements 

for easy visibility. For more connection with consumers, the market also op-

erates a website (http://marcheat.net) to interact with participants, organize 

workshops, introduce activities and provide information. The market encour-

ages urban farmers to play their role as a co-creator and producer by working 

together with citizens. The market endeavors to generate a platform to share, 

teach and learn from each other from different fields (http://www.hankookil-

bo.com/v/5d27144a58604c53bb951f3c772783b9). 

 6-2-3. Public opinions of urban farming

1) Newspaper coverage of urban farming

To represent the social meanings of urban farming, this thesis analyzes two 

types of statistical data: frequency of articles and results of questionnaires. 

Table 6 demonstrates the numbers of articles on urban farming published 

from 1992 to 2012. The numbers sharply increased in 2010 at 210 published 

articles. For comparison, only 51 articles were published in 2009. Surprisingly,

Year  Numbers of articles

Total

1992~2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012.6

975

7

12

10

11

15

24

51

217

359

269

71992~2003

Table 6. Numbers of arti cles 

related to urban farming (htt ps://

www.si.re.kr/node/49726)
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only 7 articles were published in the 10-year period between 1992 and 2003.  

Graph 12 illustrates the numbers of articles on urban farming published in 

newspapers. As the graph shows, the frequency of urban farming articles grew 

rapidly from 500,000 in 2011 to 900,000 in 2012. 

 

Graph 12. Trends about interests on urban farming (accumulated numbers of articles in general 

newspaper 12+ economy newspapers 8) (Ahn(안) 2013)

2) The survey conducted by The Seoul Institute 

Understanding the need of citizens is important for the government to provide 

proper guidelines to decision makers. For this reason, The Seoul Institute con-

ducted a survey on urban farming and its issues such as recognition, obstacles 

and expectation. 

The targets of the survey were citizens living in Seoul who were over 20 years 

old. It attempted to collect data on citizens’ motivation, utilization and desir-

ability of urban farming. Overall, the most expectation of Seoul citizens was to 

improve the urban environment and create happy communities through urban 

farming (Lee 2012). 
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To select the respondents, the survey used a sampling method according to 

groups separated by districts, gender and ages. The survey was online and was 

a structured questionnaire aimed to 1,000 people from October of 4th to 6th 

in 2012. In order to increase reliability, the survey carefully considered panel 

sampling, which was performed according to the following by steps: creating 

sampling frame, selecting the lists, testing the panel, monitoring the schedule 

and cleaning logical error and outliers (Lee 2012). The questionnaire mainly 

examined four areas: experience, participation, perception and policies. The 

first question was about experiences, such as places, times and costs of urban 

farming. Following these, the questionnaire inquired perceptions, attitudes 

and policies. 

The respondents were categorized according to the following criteria: gender, 

ages, regions, income, occupation and education. The survey had 500 males 

and 500 females. When it comes to the ages, there were 226 people in their 

20s, 250 people in their 30s, 264 people in their 40s, 205 people in their 50s 

and 55 people over 60s. The biggest group in education was the graduation 

of the university (698 people) followed by those graduating with an MA de-

gree (150 people). The third group graduated high school (140 people) and 

the next was the middle school (12 people). 

Graph 13-1. Feature of respondents (Lee Changwoo 2012)
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The largest part of income levels was around from 2,400€ to 3,200€ per month 

with 187 people (18.7%). 

Graph 13-2. Feature of respondents (Lee Changwoo 2012)

The largest group of people worked for professional and technical staffs with 

398 people (39.8%) (Lee 2012).

Graph 13-3. Feature of respondents (Lee Changwoo 2012)
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We begin with the degree of recognition of urban farming. 88.5% of all respon-

dents said YES, which means that the majority of citizens knew of its notion. 

The over 40s age group with more than 3,250€ income recognized this the 

most and showed the biggest interest. Comparing with the other age groups, 

they usually had children in school and thus had strong motivation to engage 

in urban farming with their family members for education. But there was no 

difference according to the region, gender, and education. For a positive sign 

for urban farming, citizens answered that the policy of the city government 

was good (92.5%). Since the Seoul city government promoted urban farming 

with a strong intention, a positive public opinion was important to back up this 

direction.  

Besides that, the place in which food is grown showed an interesting factor. 

54.5% of all respondents (356 people) replied that they grew food outside of 

their house and 45.5% of them said the inside of the house. Roughly half of 

the cultivators who grew vegetables inside their house used their veranda and 

balcony. This indicates that in urban farming it is not necessary to cultivate 

food outside buildings. This is a positive result in the application of vertical 

farming since citizens do not feel repulsion generating food within buildings

When it comes to the period of farming, the largest group answered it to be 

less than one year (42%). From this result, roughly half of the urban farmers 

stopped cultivating within one year and this means that urban farming activi-

ties easily break up for some reason. This discontinuity might be a challenge in 

scaling up urban farming. The smallest group (23.8%) answered for over six 

years.  The average period of urban farming was three years and one month. 

See graph 14.
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Graph 14. Total periods of urban farming (Lee 2012)

Many cultivators answered that they recently began urban farming to get or-

ganic food free from food security concerns.  Some of them said their motiva-

tion was the increasing price of vegetables in recent years. Regarding the char-

acteristics of participants in urban farming, the largest group graduated from 

university but there were no differences in ages, regions and income levels. 

Due to seasonal reasons, the cultivating period was an average of 4.9 months 

year-round because spring and summer were the main growing seasons. In 

terms of companionship, 67.5% of all respondents usually cultivated with 

their family members. Cultivators in their 40s were likely to work together 

with their families but those in their 50s ages were likely to practice by them-

selves.

Another interesting result from the survey was that cultivators answered dif-

ferently to the reasons that interrupt cultivating. In general, many of them 

(50.9%) replied that the lack of land use was the most crucial challenge to 

practice farming continuously. On the other hand, there were different opin-

ions between age groups. Citizens in their 20s said they are not very inter-

ested in urban farming itself and that farming practices are difficult for them in 

terms of its methodology. Those in their 30s replied that they do have enough 

time to participant in urban farming as they have a lot of office work and are 

busy with other activities. Urban farmers in their 40s answered that insuffi-

cient land for cultivating in the city was the major reason to stop farming. 

42.0% 34.2% 23.8%
0~1year                1~6years        6~years

cultivators (N=345)

Average: 3 years 1month

100%
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 6-3. Summary of three different farming practices

Transformation of technology, competence and social meaning

Chapter 6 explores three different farming practices: conventional agricul-

ture, organic farming and urban farming to answer the research question, how 

these have developed from the 1960s to the 2010s. They are associated with 

different technologies, competences and meanings depending on the different 

priority. 

Conventional agriculture was propelled by the development of the green rev-

olution technology involving chemical inputs and large machines. The green 

revolution technology requires highly professional competences, such as sci-

ence and engineering knowledge. These professional skills acquired by the 

government backing with a large investment to it from the 1960s to the 1990s. 

The green revolution technology aimed to increase productivity and it was im-

portant to the society in eliminating poverty and feeding the entire population.

On the other hand, organic farming declared that non-chemical inputs in clear 

regulations. It initiated by local farmers from the early 1960s and the govern-

ment supported from the 1990s. Organic techniques developed to maintain 

productivity without chemical inputs, and instead used animals and microor-

ganisms. Organic farming presents different values, such as sustainability, sta-

bility and equitability as it’s social meanings. In terms of competence, organic 

farming has certification systems supported by the government and this stan-

dardization by certification makes it easy for organic techniques to be applied 

to other places.  

Recently, urban farming is booming with the strong promotion from the city 

government. Also, Seoul citizens express the positive opinions about this poli-

cy. The most challenge of urban farming is the lack of land use. To overcome it, 

vertical farming is one of the promising technologies along with information 
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technology in the urban setting. Sharing knowledge and skills are essential to 

promoting urban farming particularly for young generations. In terms of high 

technology, there are different arguments from one side of the scientists and 

the other side of social activists. Despite debates, researches of new technolo-

gies already begin and citizens require to invent new tools for urban farming. 

Urban farmers as new farmers usually have professional knowledge and skills 

in other fields. The diversity of their backgrounds helps them to create new 

types of farming activities in a city, for example, by combining with markets, 

arts and design.    



PART D
CONCLUSION

7

Conclusion and discussion
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7. Conclusion and discussion

Urban farming as a continuous progress of farming practices

At the end of the thesis, I would like to conclude that we should be open to 

every possibility without prejudice. When I started the topic of urban farm-

ing, I assumed that urban farming in organic ways would be good but using 

chemical pesticide is bad. However, the development of agriculture tells the 

story about the challenge of poverty and how to respond to it. There was no 

such thing as good or bad. There was only the endeavor to survive. The green 

revolution technology largely contributed to increasing productivity and elim-

inated hunger in Korea. It allows us to consume food from all over the world 

and all year around from supermarkets at affordable prices today. However, as 

passing time, the situation is changing and different challenges are emerging. 

Citizens appreciate different values not only productivity but also sustainabil-

ity, stability and equitability. With the new demands, urban farming started in 

recent years. It also has obstacles, including the lack of land use and the chal-

lenge of disseminating information. To tackle these, new technologies are ex-

perimented to adjust farming practices in the urban setting. Making the hasty 

conclusion of urban farming might be inappropriate. Rather, I would state that 

urban farming is a progress of continuous transformation in farming practices. 

The limitation of the study

My research on urban farming hinges on the data and the interviews. It only in-

volves Seoul in the case study and does not include other cities. For this reason, 

the study may not be enough to describe the global trend of urban farming. 

Moreover, the data that used for the case study did not cover all information 

and the interviews conducted with the some selected interviewees. Due to this 

limitation of sources, the current data is not sufficient to represent the whole 

phenomenon of urban farming in Seoul rather only provides a clue to perceive 

its trend.  Regarding different farming practices, there are many forms of alter-
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native farming as well as urban farming. However, to make a clear comparison, 

I intentionally focused on three types of farming practices.  

Another limitation of the study relates to sustainability. The thesis begins 

with sustainability, systems thinking and design thinking in order to explain 

my motivation to urban farming. However, the thesis does not deal enough on 

sustainable issues, systems thinking and design thinking from the academic 

perspectives. I often omitted some parts of them in this thesis and focus more 

on the empirical research.   

Discussion: how can urban farming contribute to sustainability?

One method in which urban farming can contribute to sustainability is by en-

gaging in the city planning. For example, Seoul faces the new task of revitaliz-

ing the city to provide a livable habitat. Urban farming would be the alternative 

solution to the city government helping them to manage a sustainable city. To-

day, the promotion of urban farming occurs through renovation projects, such 

as creating urban farming public parks and repairing demolished old roads. 
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