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The seed is planted...
 WHY MOKPO?                JOE SAWARD

So there was a bit of a kerfuffle getting the Korean International 
Circuit finished on time, and it is a long way from Seoul,
which had the blinkered world of Formula 1 griping
and moaning for a day or two, but the Yeongam
facility is just a small part of a much bigger
project, designed to put South Korea on
the map for every tourist planning to
visit Asia. And you have to start
somewhere...
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The Koreans have been talking about having 
a Grand Prix for more than 15 years, but there 
was never a suitable economic plan behind the 
idea. Back in 1997 a race was announced for 
Kunsan City, on the west coast of the Korean 
peninsular. The scheme was promoted by the 
Sepoong Group of companies, but the plan 
never took off. Several years later Bernie 
Ecclestone won an $11 million settlement for a 
contract that was not honoured.

 But then In 2003 the Korean government 
revised its laws relating to tourism, aiming to 
facilitate the growth of the industry. The new 
rules allowed for foreign corporations that invest 
more than $500 million in Korean tourism in 
certain designated regions to have the right to 
run casinos.
	 This	led	to	a	flurry	of	activity	and	a	new	
plan for a Korean Grand Prix soon emerged, 
with the aim being to build a circuit at Chinhae, 

close to the city of Pusan, in the  south-east of 
the country. But that too stumbled to a halt and it 
was not until the autumn of 2006 that Ecclestone 
flew	to		Seoul	after	the	Chinese	Grand	Prix	and	
signed a contract with a company called the 
Korea Auto Valley Operation (KAVO), a joint 
venture between the province of Jeollanam-
do (South Jeolla) and a construction company 
called M-Bridge Holdings. The aim was to build 
a racing circuit on a 1,230-acre site, on land 
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reclaimed from the sea. The contract was for 
seven years, running between 2010 and 2016, 
with	an	option	to	continue	for	another	five	years,	
until 2021. This time money did not seem to be 

the problem, as the scheme had backing from 
a mixture of private and public companies, 
including the provincial authorities of South 
Jeolla-do, which had won the backing of the 

national government to build a $1.67 billion 
Tourism & Leisure City. The race track was just 
a part of a huge 25,000 acre development which 
will aims to transform the region into a tourist 
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mecca - not unlike the ambitious plans for Abu 
Dhabi’s Yas Island, or Singapore’s impressive 
plans for its Marina Bay district.
 Korea adopted the idea of building no 
fewer than six “enterprise cities” in 2005, the 
government committing to spending almost $ 
32 billion on the different projects in the course 
of the next 24 years. The aim is to create 
sustainable employment in remote regions and 
thus ensure balanced economic development. 
The government will provide support and 
infrastructure, but aimed to have the private 
sector leading the way.
 Three of the six new cities were 
designated as Tourism & Leisure Cities (TLCs), 
with their major economic thrust being the tourism 
and leisure sectors, but also encompassing 
development in industrial, residential, medicinal, 
educational and cultural facilities, creating 
knowledge-based innovation hub.
 The most ambitious of these was the 
Yeongam/Haenam TLC, with its plans including 
a casino, a resort hotel complex, a marina, a 
cruise	ship	terminal	and,	first	and	foremost,	the	
Formula 1 circuit.
 The construction will be completed in 
stages	with	 the	F1	project	 being	 the	 first,	 the	
strategy being to use the Grand Prix to create 
public interest  in the area.
 The region was once relatively 
prosperous, with the port of Mokpo giving 
access to the Honam Plain, a major grain-
producing area. The port was much used by 
the Japanese during their occupation of Korea 
and in the post-war era it continued to expand 
and became one of Korea’s busiest cities in 
the 1970s. But as other ports have expanded 
and rival cities have grown, Mokpo has fallen 

behind. There are now 30 Korean cities that are 
larger. Today Mokpo boasts 280,000 people.
 Aside from the scale of the project, the 
region was chosen because of its picturesque 
nature, with the  Yudal mountains and 1,430 
islands that lie dotted off the shoreline.
 It helped that there was a huge amount 
of land available, largely the result of reclaiming 
from the sea, while the climate was also taken 
into consideration as Mokpo has much milder 
weather than other cities in Korea.
 Although it was relatively remote, 
recent development of modern transportation 
infrastructure, such as the West Coast 

Expressway, the forthcoming KTX bullet train 
and the Muan International Airport, will also 
play their part in opening up the region. And it 
is not just about international visitors, although 
the government hopes to attract large numbers 
of Asian travellers, who will have money to 
spend as their national economies boom. The 
aim is also to attract Koreans, as the population 
now has more free time and larger amounts of 
disposable income than ever before, thanks to 
the	 introduction	of	 the	five-day	working	week.	
They are now looking for things to do.
 The second stage of the Yeongam/
Haenam development will be the construction 
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of Education Town, which will include an 
international university, a medical school and 
an aerospace engineering college. There will 
then be a casino development across the water 
from the F1 circuit, featuring a themed hotel, a 
large convention centre, a garden theme park, 

an aquarium and a golf course. This will be 
called The Vegas of Asia.
 The later stages of the development  will 
include the Multimedia Town and an Ocean 
Tourism Zone.
 The former will feature a movie theme 

park	and	a	film	studio	complex,	which	aims	to	
help	Korea	 create	 its	 own	 film	 industry;	while	
the latter will boast luxury hotels, a marina and 
a cruise ship terminal.
 The aim is for Yeongam-Haenam TLC 
to compete with the biggest resort cities in the 
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world, notably Orlando in the United States and 
the fast-developing Yas Marina in Abu Dhabi. 
Dubai was also planning to be a contender in 
this respect, but the recent economic crisis 
and massive debts have wiped out most of the 
planned attractions. They may happen one day, 
but by then it may be too late.
 Seven different entities are shareholders 

in KAVO, including the South Jeolla Province, 
the South Jeolla Development Corporation, local 
farmers’ cooperatives, banks and construction 
companies. The government has helped out 
with legislation called the F1 Supporting Act, 
which was voted through the Korean National 
Assembly in September last year. This 
acknowledged the economic importance of the 

event and its likely impact on the local economy. 
It also provided funding for the construction 
work, and support for the promoter, including 
some important deregulation to get rid of 
restrictions that had slowed down the progress 
of the project.
 KAVO’s chief executive is Yung-Cho 
Chung (above). He is an interesting character, 
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related to the late Chung Ju Yung, who stole a 
cow from his father’s farm in the northern part of 
Korea in 1932, drove it south and sold it, raising 
money to start a garage business. In 1947 he 
set up the Hyundai Engineering construction 
firm,	which	went	on	 to	build	 the	country’s	first	
expressways and then expanding its operations 
internationally.	In	1967	he	took	the	firm	into	the	
automobile business, assembling Ford models 
for the Korean market.
 Chung made large sums of money with 
construction projects in the Arab world and 
used	 the	 profits	 from	 these	 to	 diversify	 into	
shipbuilding and then formed a partnership 
with Mitsubishi Motors, in order to build the 
first	 Korean	 automobile.	 By	 the	 time	 of	 his	
death in 2001 the Hyundai empire was one of 
the country’s biggest. He left the empire to his 
favoured of seven sons, Chung Mong-hun, who 
committed suicide in 2003 when implicated in 
a corruption scandal. The family was split by 
bitter	 in-fighting	 and	 scandals	 and	 Yung-Cho	
Chung decided that he did not want to be part 
of it and moved to Melbourne, Australia. There 
is little doubt that this helped to form his ideas 
for the Korean Grand Prix project.
 His fears about the way the family 
businesses were operated proved to be correct. 
In 2006 Hyundai chairman Chung Mong-
koo and his son Chung Eui-Sun, president of 
Hyundai	affiliate	Kia	Motor,	also	ran	into	similar	
troubles with the authorities. The scandals 
rocked Korean business, but the clean-up that 
followed convinced  Yung-Cho Chung to return 
to his home country and try to make his mark, 
working in league with Joon-yung Park (above 
right), the governor of Jeollanem-do Province.
 What is most interesting about the circuit  

is	that	rather	than	trying	to	fit	a	race	track	around	
a city, as has happened throughout the history 
of the sport, with all the compromises that this 
entails,	 the	Korean	plan	 is	 to	fit	a	city	around	
the circuit.
 Right now, the area around the track may 
be marshland, but in a few years there will be a 
city. There will be a small permanent circuit, but 

much of the track will become public road. This 
means that the circuit has the levels of safety 
to allow cars to travel at very high speeds, 
but they can do this in a way that cannot be 
done at Monte Carlo. The aim is also to make 
money from leasing all the buildings around the 
circuit.
 Making money runs in the family.     v


