
Road Diet for a More 
Active Street

Seoul | Yonsei-Ro Transit Mall

C A S E  S T U D Y

To give shoppers a safer and more satisfying experience, the city of Seoul 
closed off a stretch of road from private cars and transformed it into a 

550-metre transit mall. 

The Challenge

Situated in the centre of the Shinchon area, 
a popular nightlife district, Yonsei-ro is a 
550-metre stretch lined with retail stores, 
eateries and fashion boutiques. The area 
used to suffer from poor pedestrian safety 
and persistent congestion—cars crawled 
at 10 kilometres per hour. A 2009 study 
showed that pedestrian volume on  
Yonsei-ro was 2,000–3,000 people per  
hour, averaging 30,000 per day. The 3 
to 4-metre-wide pedestrian path could 
accommodate pedestrians, but facilities 
such as power distribution equipment and 
street vendor stalls constricted the path, 

reducing walkable space to between one 
and two metres.

A study found that most of the traffic  
in Yonsei-ro was only passing through 
the area. This not only affected  
Yonsei-ro but also the Shinchon Five-
way Intersection that it was part of, 
and consequently the segment between 
Shinchon and Yanghwa-ro, another 
major road to the west. Tackling this 
challenge became a priority for the 
Seoul Metropolitan Government.

This article was adapted from Walkable and Bikeable Cities: Lessons from Seoul and Singapore, published 
by the Centre for Liveable Cities and The Seoul Institute. Download it at www.clc.gov.sg.



SEOUL

A congested Yonsei-ro before the transit mall was created.  
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01 The road was made free of most automobiles, except buses on weekdays and a small number of regulated business vehicles.

02 New space from the widened sidewalks has been used in interesting ways.

03 A raised wooden platform serves as a bus waiting area on weekdays.

04 Traffic improvements made around the Yonsei-ro Transit Mall to handle the vehicular restrictions.

The Solution 
 
Seoul looked towards transit malls—
streets in which automobile traffic is 
prohibited or greatly restricted with 
only public transit vehicles, bicycles and 
pedestrians permitted—as its solution. 
Yonsei-ro was selected as a pilot site as 
part of the city’s comprehensive transit 
mall plan in 2012. 

The plan was to close off the 550-metre 
stretch to all private cars, allowing 
only trams, buses (carrying 16 or more 
passengers), emergency vehicles and 
bicycles. Taxis are allowed only between 
midnight and 4 am when there are no 
other modes of public transport. The 
speed limit was 30 kilometres per hour. 
Business vehicles that need to enter the 
area must obtain approval in advance 
and are only allowed to travel within 
two fixed time slots between 10–11 am 
and 3–4 pm. All other vehicles are 
prohibited from stopping or parking on 
the road. On weekends, the area would 
be fully closed to all traffic, making the 
mall completely car-free.

Four vehicle lanes would be reduced to 
two, and this “road diet” would allow  
the narrow sidewalk to be widened  
up to eight metres. Obstacles like power 
distribution equipment and street 
vendor stalls would be relocated to 
provide a comfortable walking space  
for pedestrians. 

In anticipation of possible congestion, 
two car-free days were implemented to 
analyse the effect of vehicle restrictions. 
The study indicated that vehicles going 
north to south were distributed across 
nearby roads and did not contribute 
to the congestion in the surrounding 



04

areas. However, most of the vehicles going 
south to north took a three-way intersection in 
Donggyo-dong and detoured to Yanghwa-ro 
and Yeonhui-ro, increasing congestion on both 
roads. A detour route for vehicles going toward 
Susaek in the north was identified as a suitable 
way to address this issue. The city also built 
an intersection in front of the underpass for 
Shinchon Train Station.  

Worried about the impending vehicular 
restrictions, citizens voiced concerns about 
inconvenient access to the area while 
merchants and street vendors worried about  
a slowdown in business. 

Nearby residents feared that their 
neighbourhoods would be affected by traffic 
diversion and congestion, as well as increased 
parking demand. There was also conflict 
between the metropolitan government and 
other stakeholders, like the power company 
KEPCO which demanded that the city pay 
for the relocation of 40 of their electric 
distribution boxes on the sidewalks to make 
way for the transit mall.

To allay fears, the city set up a committee to 
seek public opinions and made it a priority 
to respond to the concerns of those affected. 
For example, it offered actual examples of 
how increased footfall boosted business, and 
explained how various activities like cultural 
events could attract more visitors. It also 
negotiated an agreement with the Hyundai 
Department Store for night-time discounts 
to merchants to counter a potential drop 
in customers. Additionally, the committee 
engaged legal advisors to convince KEPCO 
that their demand for the city to pay for the 
relocation was not consistent with KEPCO 
guidelines and the Road Act.

The effective conflict management enabled 
the transit mall to be built quickly and opened 
in January 2014. The efforts to resolve 
various concerns was evaluated and selected 
by the city and the central government as a 
successful example of conflict management in 
South Korea. 
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There is space on Yonsei-ro for 
spontaneous performances ... 

such liberal use of space by the 
public helps create a culture 

unique to Shinchon.“
”01



01 A new vibrant plaza space has taken over what was once a road intersection.

02 The colourful Sinchon Water Gun Festival can be held along Yonsei-ro now after the street’s pedestrianisation.

02

The Outcome  

In the six months following the 
opening of the transit mall, traffic 
congestion eased substantially, leading 
to a reduction of traffic accidents by 
34% from the previous year, and an 
increase in bus commuters by 11.1%. A 
majority of people said in a survey that 
they felt much safer than when both 
people and vehicles shared the roads; 
visitor satisfaction in 2014 was at 70% 
compared to 14% in 2013. 

Business boomed for shops in Shinchon 
with shoppers rising by 28.9% in 2014, 
while transactions that resulted in 
revenues went up by 10.6% and  
total revenues rose by 4.2%. 

Due to vehicle access controls, there  
are no through roads at either end of  
Yonsei-ro mall. The resulting plaza 
space is used for open-air theatre 
performances, breakdance battles and 
festivals. There is space on Yonsei-ro 
for spontaneous performances without 
performers having to apply for permits. 

Such liberal use of space by the public 
helps create a culture unique to Shinchon 
and provides visitors with more to see  
and enjoy. 

The resounding success has prompted  
the authorities to consider turning it  
into a complete pedestrian-only zone  
in the future. Also, another district is  
being reviewed to replicate the success  
of Yonsei-ro.
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