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REPUBLIC OF KOREA

Norbert Eschborn | Michelle Kunz

THE END OF GREEN GROWTH?

Environmental and energy policies in the Republic 
of Korea have undergone major changes since Park 
Geun-hye took office after her election as president in 
December 2012� Some sections of the press called the 
shifts a “policy change” that would bury the country’s 
existing green growth strategy�

The former president, Lee Myung-bak (in office from 
2008 to 2013), launched the green growth policy as 
one of the signature projects of his time in office. 
He declared that the political objective was for the 
approach to achieve a harmonious mix of environ-
mental protection and economic growth� It was also 
clear that this new policy was to become an engine for 
growth and employment that was at least as good as, 
if not better than, the “old” economy and its traditi-
onal industries, which had long since lost the ability 
to drive the country forward� Lee also hoped that his 
strategy would help the country make a leap forward 
with the forward-looking technologies necessary for 
protecting the climate and the environment� Despite 
this, however, South Korea had not given up on its 
long-standing goal of becoming the world’s leading 
exporter of nuclear technology� Also, the green growth 
policy classified nuclear power as green energy.

Even though the new government, which took office in 
February 2013, is again being led by the conservative 
Saenuri party and by a president who is the party’s 
former chairman, it is not pursuing the environmental 
focus of its predecessor� It has undone the previous 
government’s decision to add the word “green” to the 
names of four of the highest governmental authorities 
responsible for environmental and climate-related 
issues. This move was first and foremost designed 
to distance Park from her unpopular predecessor� 
However, it also expressed a certain lack of interest in 
environmental issues among the members of the new 
administration�

The new government received criticism early on for its 
own political agenda, as observers considered it vague 
and not particularly far-reaching� Environmental 
experts and activists hoping for coherent concepts and 
action plans were disappointed�

At the 2007 UN Climate Change Conference in Copen-
hagen, South Korea announced that it would reduce 
its greenhouse gas emissions by 30 percent by 2020� 
To achieve this, the Lee administration introduced the 
Target Management Scheme, which required some 
500 companies and institutions to define emission 
reduction targets and threatened them with penalties 
if they failed to meet them. This was the first step 
towards an emissions trading system that was due 
to be introduced in 2015� In 2010, however, South 
Korea’s greenhouse gas emissions rocketed by nearly 
ten percent compared to the previous year – the 
highest annual increase since 1993� The government 
said the situation was due to extreme hot and cold 
weather conditions, and to increased vehicle and 
steel production� President Park subsequently tasked 
her environment minister with undertaking a critical 
review of the emissions target to establish whether or 
not it is actually achievable�

Green growth was one of the most important lega-
cies of the Lee Myung-bak administration� It was one 
of the very few policy areas that earned the deeply 
unpopular leader widespread approval�

In hindsight, however, green growth is increasingly 
becoming the subject of criticism, with some descri-
bing it as purely politically motivated and largely 
insubstantial� The Lee government provided extensive 
financing for renewable energy pilot programmes, 
which never achieved the level of commercial viabi-
lity that could have created new markets� Now the 
new government is using this to obscure, by scaling 
back authorities and institutions, the remains of Lee’s 
legacy�

However, experts urged the new administration to 
take up green growth’s original intention, correct 
the shortcomings and continue the initiative in an 
improved form� This is in line with public opinion, with 
the vast majority of South Koreans seeing something 
good and useful in the policy� The Korea Environment 
Institute, a think tank, recommended to the Park 
government that it should focus on a few relevant 
environment and climate goals, such as reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and adapting to climate 
change, rather than trying to change the entire envi-
ronmental sector�
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THE IMPORTANCE OF ENERGY SECURITY

South Korea is an emerging economic power that 
depends enormously on exports� As such, energy 
security is one of the most important prerequisites for 
ensuring that its development success lasts and for 
avoiding political and military vulnerabilities should 
crises arise� Fossil fuels and nuclear energy make up 
a large share of the country’s energy mix� The former 
all have to be imported via crisis-prone routes, while 
the latter serves the country’s desire to be a global 
technology power – even though public confidence 
in nuclear energy has fallen since Fukushima� South 
Korea’s industrial conglomerates are the only ones still 
in favour of massively expanding nuclear energy� Their 
support is largely motivated by their own interests and 
ignores the considerable security concerns that have 
arisen on the basis of current inspections and events 
in 2013 linked to South Korea’s reactors�

In terms of nuclear energy, which is a constituent 
part of the country’s energy security planning, the 
new government’s energy plan recommends redu-
cing nuclear power’s share of the national energy 
mix to 22 percent by 2025� The previous plan aimed 
for 41 percent� Since nuclear power currently makes 
up around 26 percent of electricity generation, this 
could, in the medium term, radically alter the situa-
tion for building new nuclear plants� In addition, the 
committee for the National Energy Master Plan has 
recommended that the share of renewable energies in 
energy generation should rise to 11 percent and that 
the share for developing new energy resources should 
rise to 40 percent�

International conferences held recently in Seoul 
discussed supplying the Korean Peninsula with pipe-
line gas as part of multilateral energy cooperations� 
The talks were the result of an agreement signed in 
September 2013 between Russian energy corpora-
tion Gazprom and China National Petroleum Corpo-
ration that sets out the main framework for a future 
Sino-Russian gas supply contract� Starting from the 
assumption that a Sino-Russian gas partnership would 
have massive energy and security implications for the 
entire region, experts identified several options for 
Korea’s gas supply, though these should be scrutinised 
from the perspectives of security and profitability. 
Nevertheless, there is a great deal of support for the 
idea that this kind of energy diplomacy could play an 
important role in advancing political relationships in 
northeast Asia�

Despite, or perhaps because of, increasing tensions 
over territorial claims, it is extremely important that 
the countries of northeast Asia cooperate on other 
levels� Northeast Asia leads the world in terms of 
energy demand and should therefore play a committed 
role in the field of energy cooperation so as to ensure 
energy security for the entire region�

PERCEPTION OF GERMANY’S ENERGY 

 TRANSITION

As part of the national debate on its own energy 
future, South Korea also refers to Germany and its 
energy transition� However, Korean opinions as to the 
consequences and risks of the transition are divided� 
It can be hard to communicate experiences from Ger-
many in Korea because the government has expressed 
concerns about the probable high costs and political 
risks that could result if Korea pursued its own energy 
transition� Local experts believe a Korean energy 
transition could only succeed if the country succeeded 
in striking a balance between politically motivated 
decisions and stability in energy prices� They point 
out that, with renewables now making up two to 
three percent of the energy mix, South Korea has slid 
down the international rankings, while also noting 
that, as a G20 member, the country is lagging behind 
international expectations and should undertake 
wide-reaching international commitments to properly 
perform its role in the international community�

THE COUNTRY’S ROLE IN INTERNATIONAL 

 CLIMATE POLICY

When President Lee Myung-bak was in office, South 
Korea worked hard to improve its global environ-
mental profile. When Songdo, close to Seoul, was 
selected as the location for the headquarters of the 
secretariat of the UN Green Climate Fund in autumn 
2012, it seemed that the country’s efforts had paid 
off� The Lee government cheered the victory in the 
media and described the secretariat as a “second 
World Bank”� There is no longer any talk of that – 
a fact that was reflected in the relatively low-key 
opening of the secretariat in October 2013� What was 
once expected to be a major media event disap-
peared into the middle pages of the newspapers�

Green is still not a colour that plays a central role in 
the Republic of Korea’s political life or in the political 
consciousness of its people�


