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4 I's Explanation of Korea's ODA Policy

The State of the Art in Korean ODA

In 2024, the OECD released the report “Development Cooperation Review: Korea 2024."" This report
assesses the strengths and weaknesses of Korea's ODA policies and their current status. The
strengths identified include the rapid expansion of ODA volume, robust government-civil society
partnership, the scaling up of green ODA, a high share of support directed to Least Developed Coun-
tries (LDCs), and enhanced effectiveness through the operation of field offices in partner countries.

Conversely, the report highlights several weaknesses, such as aid fragmentation, insufficient human
resources relative to the increasing budget, and limited private-sector engagement.? In addition, Ko-
rea’'s ODA policy exhibits structural vulnerabilities, including a high proportion of loan relative to
grant, a high share of bilateral assistance, and political influence in the formulation and implementa-
tion of ODA policies.

Since Korea's accession to the DAC in 2010, its ODA has undergone changes in several areas, includ-
ing overall volume, the ODA/GNI ratio, the share of grants versus concessional loans, and regional
distribution patterns. In 2010, the scale of Korea’s ODA amounted to 933 million USD. This figure has
exhibited a consistent upward trajectory, reaching 2.7 billion USD by 2023. Over the same period, Ko-
rea's ODA-to-GNI ratio increased from 0.08 percent to 0.16 percent, and it has been reported that the
ratio surpassed 0.2 percent in 2024. Although this level remains substantially below the OECD DAC
target of 0.7 percent, the steady rise in Korea's contribution ratio carries significant meaning in terms
of its commitment to international development cooperation.

The expansion of Korea's ODA is broadly aligned with the country's rising income level and develop-
mental orientation. Between 2010 and 2023, Korea's GDP per capita grew from 25,455 USD to 34,121
USD, thereby enhancing its capacity to act as a donor. Korea’s distribution between grant-based aid
and concessional loans has remained relatively stable, exhibiting an approximate 60-40 ratio. Given
that many DAC member states provide nearly all of their ODA in the form of grants, Korea's grant
share can be considered comparatively low.* Korea’s major ODA recipient regions are Asia and Af-
rica. Data since 2015 indicate that approximately 55-60 percent of Korea's ODA has been directed to
Asia, while roughly 24-32 percent has been allocated to Africa.

The characteristics of Korea's ODA since 2010 are illustrated in the figures below.

Figure 1. ODA Volume and ODA/GNI Ratio
Korea's Total ODA Amount and ODA to GNI Ratio
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Figure 2. ODA Volume and GDP per capita

Korea's Total ODA Amount and GDP per capita
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Figure 3. Grant and Loan Ratio

Share of Korea's Grant Aid and Loan Aid
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Figure 4. ODA to Africa and Asia
Share of Korea's ODA to Africa and Asia
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To reach the current state of Korea’s ODA system, the Korean government has undertaken a wide
range of efforts. Korea achieved rapid economic growth on its path from being one of the least devel-
oped countries to becoming a member of the OECD. Throughout this process, Korea pursued multi-
ple objectives through its ODA: while striving to promote the socioeconomic development of partner
countries—the core purpose of ODA—it also sought to advance its own national interests. To this
end, Korea adopted various ideas, including sharing elements of its development experience with
other countries and implementing a strategy of “selection and concentration” to use its limited aid
resources more effectively.

To support the ODA strategies and policies it envisioned, the Korean government pursued significant
institutional reforms. It established a control tower to coordinate ODA policymaking and created im-
plementation agencies to manage both concessional and non-concessional aid programs. The gov-
ernment and the National Assembly also developed a comprehensive legal framework to underpin
these institutional changes. In this way, Korea has shaped and implemented its ODA policies and
strategies through systematic and multidimensional reforms across identity, interests, ideas, and in-
stitutions. Using this analytical framework, this article explains Korea's ODA policy through the lens of
the “4 I's"—identity, interests, ideas, and institutions.®

Identity
The World Bank Report in 2024 mentioned that:
The Republic of Korea has achieved remarkable success in recent decades in combining rapid economic

growth with significant poverty reduction, with real gross domestic product (GDP) growing on average
by 5.7% annually between 1980 and 2023. Korea’s gross national income (GNI) per capita increased
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rapidly from US$67 in the early 1950s to US$33,745 in 2023. Korea was the first former aid recipient to
become a member of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 2010.¢

As such, Korea represents a distinctive case within the global landscape of international development
cooperation. In the aftermath of its liberation from Japanese colonial rule in 1945, subsequent na-
tional division, and the devastation of the Korean War, Korea ranked among the poorest countries in
the world. At the war’s end, the country's per capita income stood at approximately USD 67, rising
only to USD 89 by the early 1960s. During the postwar period, Korea became a major recipient of for-
eign aid, receiving a cumulative total of roughly USD 45 billion over four decades from major donor
countries—including the United States—and international organizations. Between 1955 and 1960,
foreign aid accounted for approximately 6 to 9 percent of Korea’s GDP. Thereafter, it steadily de-
clined, falling to nearly zero by the 1980s.7

This external assistance played a decisive role in alleviating poverty, fostering human capital through
education, and enabling economic development through large-scale infrastructure investment.t Ko-
rea, once classified among the least developed countries, effectively leveraged this aid to achieve
what later came to be known as the “Miracle on the Han River.” Given the overall scale of foreign as-
sistance Korea received, it is difficult to argue that aid played a central role in the country’s economic
growth. However, the Korean government made effective use of the aid it did receive, exercised
strong control over corruption related to aid management, and utilized foreign assistance as an in-
strument for economic stabilization. In this sense, foreign aid can be regarded as having made a sub-
stantial contribution to Korea's economic development.

Having long possessed the identity of a least-developed and aid-dependent state, Korea gradually
shifted toward that of an emerging donor, driven by rapid economic growth and an increasing sense
of responsibility toward the international community. Although Korea initiated its own aid activities in
the 1960s, these early efforts were limited in scale, largely consisting of technical assistance and
training programs. As Korea's economic capacity expanded and its institutional experience with de-
velopment cooperation deepened, it began to increase the scope and volume of its aid. Nevertheless,
throughout the 1970s and 1980s—despite rapid economic development—Korea continued to face
economic and security challenges, resulting in a dual identity as both recipient and donor.

Korea’s full transition to donor status occurred in the 1990s. In 1991, the UNDP reclassified Korea as
a net contributor. In 1995, Korea graduated from the World Bank's list of developing countries, and in
1996 it joined the OECD. Subsequently, in 2000, Korea was formally removed from the OECD DAC list
of aid recipients, marking the establishment of its exclusive identity as an aid-providing state.

This identity was further consolidated in 2010 when Korea became a member of the OECD DAC. As a
DAC member, Korea assumed the full set of rights and obligations associated with advanced donors.
It expanded its ODA volume, diversified its partner countries, and broadened its sectoral engage-
ment. Yet this transition also imposed substantial normative expectations. Korea became accounta-
ble to the principles and standards long established by the OECD and the United Nations—most no-
tably the DAC norm of allocating 0.7 percent of GNI to ODA.® This required Korea to articulate new
targets periodically and to pursue simultaneous increases in both the absolute size of its ODA and its
ODA/GNI ratio. Other norms, such as raising the share of grant aid and expanding multilateral contri-
butions, also began shaping Korea's ODA policies. Moreover, Korea was compelled to undertake on-
going institutional reforms to secure favorable evaluations in the DAC's periodic Peer Reviews.

More recently, Korea has sought to move beyond its basic DAC donor identity and reposition itself as
a “front-running” or “advanced” donor. This reorientation involves efforts to expand the ODA portfo-

lio, improve the ODA/GNI ratio, promote program-based approaches, strengthen the strategic man-

agement of priority partner countries, enhance partnerships with civil society and the private sector,
and reduce aid fragmentation. Whereas the period immediately following DAC accession may be
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characterized as one of “fast follower” behavior, Korea now aims to cultivate an identity as a “fast
mover” within the donor community.

The prospects for establishing this new advanced-donor identity will depend on a range of domestic
and international factors. Domestically, Korea must enhance its aid-providing capacity and secure
broader public support, which together form the foundation for expanding ODA and implementing
diverse policy strategies. Internationally, Korea’s ability to respond effectively to evolving global devel-
opment challenges, along with its international reputation, will significantly influence this identity for-
mation. For example, Korea's role amid ongoing ODA reductions by several major donor countries
will be an important test of its leadership.” Additionally, external assessments of Korea's past aid
practices—and the reputational consequences derived from them—will constitute a critical determi-
nant of its future status.

During the previous administration, Korea substantially expanded its ODA with the strategic objective
of establishing itself as a top-ten global donor. As of 2024, Korea ranks 12th among the 32 member
states of the OECD DAC in terms of ODA volume. The government had articulated a plan to further
increase its assistance to position the country among the top ten donors.

The projected ODA disbursement level for 2025 has not yet been released. However, following politi-
cal changes in 2025, a new administration assumed office and undertook a comprehensive review of
its predecessor’'s ODA policies. The current Lee Jae-myung administration has proposed a more than
10 percent reduction in the 2026 ODA budget compared to the previous year. Given the broader
trend of ODA budget reductions among many donor countries, it remains uncertain whether Korea
will ultimately attain its goal of becoming a top-ten ODA donor. The following figure shows the cur-
rent ranking of Korean ODA volume among OECD DAC countries.
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Figure 5. ODA volume of DAC countries, 2024.

Source: OECD (https://www.oecd.org/en/topics/development-co-operation.html); graphic provided by the
author

Interests

States pursue their national interests through foreign policy, encompassing both hard power—such
as security and economic strength—and soft power, including reputation, ideology, and cultural
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influence. Through the enhancement of national power, states seek to safeguard sovereignty, territo-
rial integrity, and the lives and property of their citizens. Development assistance, as one dimension
of foreign policy, operates according to the same logic. Donor countries seek to leverage foreign aid
to strengthen security cooperation with partner states, secure diplomatic support in the international
arena, expand benefits in trade and investment, ensure access to natural resources and energy, and
enhance national reputation.™

Korea is no exception. While Korea's ODA aims to contribute to the socioeconomic development of
partner countries, it simultaneously serves Korea's own national interests. Following its accession to
the OECD DAC in 2010, Korea adopted a set of policies that, under strong normative constraints, em-
phasized the developmental objectives traditionally associated with official development assistance.
Domestic civil society pressures, moral expectations, and international norms encouraged the priori-
tization of partner countries’ socioeconomic needs in policy rhetoric. Nevertheless, structural realities
compelled Korea to pursue its own national interests alongside these normative commitments. Ko-
rea's geopolitical position in Asia requires a foreign policy that strengthens national security and eco-
nomic resilience. It faces systemic military competition with North Korea, depends heavily on foreign
trade, and must navigate a strategic environment dominated by powerful neighboring states—the
United States, China, Japan, and Russia—which collectively impose constraints on Korea's diplomatic
maneuverability. Additionally, Korea faces expectations to reciprocate support historically received
from countries that intervened during the Korean War. These historical and structural factors inevita-
bly shape Korea’'s ODA policies.

A notable shift occurred under the Moon Jae-in administration, during which Korea formally incorpo-
rated the pursuit of national interests into its stated ODA objectives. This policy adjustment essen-
tially articulated more explicitly what had long been an implicit dual orientation in Korea's develop-
ment cooperation: the simultaneous pursuit of humanitarian goals and national strategic interests.
Since the Moon Jae-in administration, the Korean government has continuously and explicitly empha-
sized the pursuit of national interests. Policy Task No. 97 of the Moon administration states the goal
of “strengthening economic diplomacy and international development cooperation in a way that en-
hances national interests.” The Yoon Suk-yeol administration, centered on its grand strategy of be-
coming a “Global Pivotal State,” has articulated ODA policies such as “establishing the status of an ad-
vanced donor country that leads the realization of global values,” “strengthening linkages with foreign
policy,” and “achieving national interests through mutually beneficial cooperation with key partner
countries.” The ODA policy of the Lee Jae-myung administration has not yet been clearly revealed.
However, according to the five-year national governance plan announced in August 2025, the Lee ad-
ministration is expected to pursue an “integrated and effective ODA” strategy within the broader
framework of a “national-interest-centered, practical diplomacy.”?

However, this move also provoked criticism from both the international community and domestic
civil society. Yet this policy shift in Korea also reflects broader global trends, as an increasing number
of donor countries have begun to align their ODA programs more explicitly with national interests.
Since the 2010s, many donors have incorporated concepts such as “national interests” and “mutual
benefit” more prominently into their development strategies and policy frameworks. This interna-
tional shift suggests that Korea’s recalibration was not an isolated departure, but rather part of a
wider movement toward integrating strategic considerations into development cooperation.

Korea is widely known to pursue various economic interests through its ODA. Critics argue that for-
eign aid is used to promote Korean exports and secure stable import channels. Additionally, Korea
has been noted for linking ODA provision with the expansion of Korean corporate investment in re-
cipient regions.™ In this sense, ODA, trade, and foreign direct investment form an interconnected
policy framework aimed at generating mutually reinforcing economic benefits for Korea. The follow-
ing figures illustrate the relationship between Korea’'s ODA and its exports, the relationship between
Korea’'s ODA and foreign direct investment (FDI), and the relationships between Korea's ODA and its
exports/FDI to Vietnam and Indonesia, two important partner countries of Korea.
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Figure 6. Korea’'s ODA and Export
Korea's Total ODA and Export Amount
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Figure 7. Korea’s ODA and FDI
Korea's Total ODA and FDI Amount
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Figure 8. ODA and Export to Vietnam
Korea's ODA and Export Amount to Vietham
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Figure 9. ODA and FDI to Vietham
Korea's ODA and FDI Amount to Vietnam
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Figure 10. ODA and Export to Indonesia

Korea's ODA and Export Amount to Indonesia
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Figure 11. ODA and FDI to Indonesia
Korea's ODA and FDI Amount to Indonesia
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Figures 6 and 7 illustrate the trajectories of Korea's ODA in relation to its export and FDI trends.
These figures suggest a high degree of coherence between the scale of Korea’s ODA and the magni-
tude of its exports and FDI. That is, all three—ODA, exports, and FDI—demonstrate a consistent up-
ward trend, indicating broadly similar directional patterns.

However, the country-specific analysis yields contrasting results. Figures 8 and 9 present Korea's
ODA, exports, and FDI directed toward Vietnam. According to these figures, the trend of ODA toward
Vietnam does not exhibit strong alignment with the corresponding trends in exports and FDI. In con-
trast, as shown in Figures 10 and 11, Korea's ODA, exports, and FDI flows to Indonesia appear to be
more closely synchronized.

As is shown in the previous figures, questions remain regarding the extent to which Korea's pursuit of
economic interests through ODA has been realized effectively. Empirical studies examining the rela-
tionship between Korean ODA and exports generally report a positive correlation between the vol-
ume of aid provided to specific partner countries and Korea's export levels.’s Similarly, numerous
empirical analyses of the relationship between Korean ODA and FDI conclude that ODA contributes
to increased investment by Korean firms, suggesting that Korea's development assistance exerts a
favorable influence on both exports and FDI.'¢

However, counterarguments challenge these findings. Comparative case studies—rather than statisti-
cal analyses—indicate that the impact of ODA on FDI varies significantly across sectors.'” Further-
more, some empirical research on Korea's priority partner countries finds no discernible effect of Ko-
rean ODA on either exports or FDI.'8 In sum, while the prevailing evidence suggests that Korean ODA
exerts a generally positive influence on trade and investment, it is also plausible that such effects are
limited or conditional, depending on the characteristics of the aid provided and the specific circum-
stances of partner countries.

Korea is increasingly employing its ODA as an instrument for advancing national interests. The newly
inaugurated Lee Jae-myung administration, in particular, has articulated “national-interest-centered,

pragmatic diplomacy” as a core principle of its foreign policy orientation. Within this framework, the

government has explicitly stated its intention to mobilize a wide array of foreign policy tools—includ-
ing ODA—to promote Korea's strategic and economic interests.

This policy shift also reflects broader transformations in the international environment. Major donor
countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, Japan, and Germany have been recalibrat-
ing their ODA policies to more directly align with their security priorities and economic objectives.
Historically, efforts to link ODA with donor countries’ national interests were subject to criticism
within the international community, as ODA was normatively grounded in the principle of supporting
the socioeconomic development of partner countries. However, amid deteriorating fiscal conditions
in donor states and the growing prevalence of governments that openly prioritize national interests
in their development cooperation, these normative expectations have weakened. Against this back-
drop, Korea’'s move to more assertively pursue national interests through ODA may be viewed as a
natural and perhaps inevitable development within the evolving global landscape.

Nevertheless, despite the domestic and international circumstances Korea currently faces, it remains
essential for the country to maintain a balanced ODA policy—one that carefully navigates between
promoting the socioeconomic development of partner countries and advancing Korea's national in-
terests. Given Korea's enhanced national capacity, its growing responsibilities within the international
community, and its unique developmental experience, such a balanced approach is not only appro-
priate but also normatively desirable.

Moreover, a sudden and drastic policy shift could generate confusion and resistance both domesti-
cally and abroad. Sustaining the longstanding policy coherence that has characterized Korea’s
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balanced approach to ODA would, in turn, strengthen public and international support and bolster
Korea's reputation. This reputational gain itself constitutes an important dimension of national inter-
ests, underscoring the strategic value of maintaining consistency in Korea's ODA policy.

Beyond trade and investment, the benefits that Korea derives from ODA also encompass contribu-
tions to national security and defense. In particular, issues related to the Korean Peninsula—such as
securing international support for Seoul's diplomatic principles or strategies toward North Korea—
are closely linked to Korea's core interest in maintaining peace and stability on the Peninsula. Accord-
ingly, Korea has adopted policies aimed at enhancing diplomatic support from partner countries
through the provision of ODA.

Another important dimension is the strengthening of alignment with the U.S.-ROK alliance. Korea has
at times pursued strategies that reinforce coherence between its ODA policies and the security strat-
egies that the United States has implemented over the past three decades.” Notably, Korea's assis-
tance to Irag and Afghanistan, as well as more recent support for Ukraine, can be understood as ef-
forts to deepen alignment with U.S. foreign and security policy.

Ideas

One of the key ideas adopted by Korea to promote the socioeconomic development of partner coun-
tries through international development cooperation is the KSP (Knowledge Sharing Program). This
program was first introduced in 2004 as part of the EDCF (Economic Development Cooperation Fund)
program. KSP is a platform for development cooperation, aiming to share knowledge with partner
countries and develop a solid foundation for the expansion of economic and political cooperation.
The main mission of KSP is to contribute to the inclusive socioeconomic development of partner
countries and to promote strong and close economic cooperation.

The idea of KSP was introduced to enable Korea to share its development experience with underde-
veloped partner countries. By sharing Korea’s successful and unsuccessful experiences during its
own socioeconomic development process, the program seeks to provide important lessons for part-
ner countries in formulating and implementing their development policies. KSP supports the socioec-
onomic development of partner countries through integrated research and consultation.

Since its introduction, KSP has expanded its partner countries and areas of cooperation. It now main-
tains partnerships with around 70 countries and more than 10 international organizations. Its areas
of cooperation are comprehensive, encompassing the economic, social, and public sectors. In particu-
lar, the economic sector includes issues such as economic development planning, macroeconomic
policy, industrial and trade policy, science and technology, and rural development. The social sector
mainly focuses on consultation in areas such as human resource development, health, labor markets,
and the environment. In the public sector, key areas include public finance and public administration.

Another key policy idea adopted by Korea is the “priority partner country” system. Under this frame-
work, Korea designates its principal ODA recipients on a five-year cycle and concentrates its bilateral
assistance on this selected group. The intention is to enhance the overall effectiveness of Korean
ODA while strengthening its alignment with Korea's broader foreign policy interests. As of 2024, ap-
proximately 67 percent of Korea's bilateral aid is allocated to these priority partner countries. Given
the significance of these considerations, the selection of priority partner countries is an inherently
complex and highly political process. A range of factors—such as alignment with Korea’s foreign pol-
icy objectives, the socio-economic needs of prospective partner countries, aid effectiveness, and re-
gional balance—collectively influence the designation of priority partners. As shown in the figure be-
low, most countries originally selected during the first round in 2011 have retained their status to the
present day, with only minor adjustments over time. The largest share of priority partners consists of

1
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countries in Asia, which accounts for roughly 60 percent of Korea's total ODA, followed by countries
in Africa, America, and Central Asia. The following figure shows change in the list of priority partner

countries since 2011.

Figure 12. Change in Priority Partner Countries.
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Source: Korea ODA Whitepaper; graphic provided by the author

Alongside this selection process, Korea introduced the CPS (Country Partnership Strategy) as an addi-
tional mechanism for strategic coordination. The CPS seeks to integrate each partner country’s na-
tional development plans with Korea’s own ODA policy priorities, thereby identifying core sectors for
assistance and fostering mutual interests between Korea and its partners.

To regularly review its ODA policies and explore new strategic directions, Korea formulates a “Five-
Year Comprehensive Plan for International Development Cooperation” on a quinquennial basis. This
plan is renewed every five years through a comprehensive assessment of Korea's ODA delivery ca-
pacities, areas of comparative advantage, national objectives, and the evolving international environ-
ment. The following figure presents the most recent Five-Year Plan, which was established in 2021
and remains in effect through 2025.

Figure 13. The 3rd Five-Year Comprehensive Plan for International Development Cooperation
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In the “Third Five-Year Plan”, the Korean government articulated the objective of “realizing global
value and mutually beneficial national interests through cooperation and solidarity,” and, toward this
end, designated inclusive ODA, mutually beneficial ODA, innovative ODA and collaborative ODA as its
strategic goals. Building on these priorities, the government has undertaken efforts to strengthen
sustainability, accountability, and efficiency of Korea’s ODA policy framework.

Institutions

Korea has undertaken a range of legal and institutional measures to implement its ODA policy effec-
tively. In 1987, the Korean government established the EDCF under the Export-Import Bank of Korea
to manage concessional loans. The primary purpose of the EDCF was to provide loan-based assis-
tance aimed at building economic and social infrastructure in partner countries. In 1991, the govern-
ment created KOICA (Korea International Cooperation Agency) under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
as the agency responsible for administering grant-based aid. KOICA's main mandate has been to im-
plement bilateral grants and provide technical assistance. Since the establishment of these two insti-
tutions, both the scale and sectoral scope of Korea's ODA have expanded markedly. At present, EDCF
operates 31 and KOICA operates 47 field offices across partner countries, playing a crucial role in
identifying development needs and delivering appropriate support. By utilizing the local offices of
EDCF and KOICA, the Korean government undertakes key functions such as identifying project oppor-
tunities, conducting feasibility studies, implementing projects, and evaluating their outcomes.

In 2006, the government established the CIDC (Committee for International Development Coopera-
tion) under the Office of the Prime Minister to oversee and coordinate Korea's ODA policy. CIDC was
intended to address the fragmented nature of Korea’s ODA system and to strengthen the planning
and coordination of integrated and effective ODA policies. Additionally, the Sub-Committee for Evalu-
ation was created within the CIDC to enhance the effectiveness of Korea's ODA by systematically eval-
uating the projects and programs it funds. The following figure shows the current Korean govern-
ment’s ODA policy system.

Figure 14. Korean Government’s ODA Polic Implementation System
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Korea has also developed a series of legal foundations to support its ODA system. In 2010—the year
Korea joined the OECD DAC—the government enacted the “Framework Act on International Develop-
ment Cooperation”, which was later revised in 2018. This legislation established and subsequently
refined the legal basis of Korea's ODA policy. In 2019, the government introduced the “International
Development Cooperation Government-Civil Society Partnership Basic Plan” to strengthen collabora-
tion with CSOs (civil society organizations). The objective was to promote transparency and accounta-
bility in Korea's ODA by ensuring active CSO participation in both policy formulation and implementa-
tion. In 2022, with the enactment of the “Framework Act on Sustainable Development”, the Korean
government affirmed that Korea’s economic development must not infringe upon the environment
or social justice of its partner countries.

In addition, the Korean government has established various institutional mechanisms to strengthen
ODA governance. Since 2010, Korea has formulated a “Five-Year Comprehensive Plan for Interna-
tional Development Cooperation” to evaluate ODA performance and define strategic directions for
the future. It has also prepared an “Annual Implementation Plan” each year to outline and execute its
ODA priorities on a yearly basis.

The government has further developed institutional frameworks to enhance cooperation with key
regions. Under the Moon Jae-in administration, the New Southern Policy and New Northern Policy
became central pillars of foreign policy, leading to expanded ODA cooperation with partner countries
in these regions. In 2023, Korea adopted the “Africa Development Cooperation Strategy” to
strengthen development cooperation with African countries, and in 2024 it introduced the “ASEAN
Development Cooperation Strategy” to reinforce its engagement with Asian partner countries. In
2025, the Korean government expanded the regional strategy to cover the Central Asian region.

Tasks to Be Addressed

South Korea's ODA policy is currently undergoing several noteworthy shifts. The first set of changes is
linked to the external environment. The substantial transformation of U.S. ODA policies and institu-
tional arrangements following the inauguration of the second Trump administration has exerted sig-
nificant influence on the global development cooperation landscape. Numerous OECD DAC member
states are reducing their ODA volumes and recalibrating their strategies to more explicitly advance
their own national interests.?

Conversely, demand for ODA has been rising as economic conditions in partner countries deterio-
rate. In particular, needs associated with Ukraine’s reconstruction—as well as the wider economic re-
percussions arising from the war, including inflation and supply chain disruptions—have markedly
increased ODA demand across many partner countries. This has resulted in a growing mismatch be-
tween ODA supply and demand, thereby prompting intensified discussions on how to offset the re-
ductions undertaken by major donor countries.

The second set of changes pertains to South Korea's domestic context. The previous administration
significantly expanded the national ODA budget and employed ODA as a key foreign policy instru-
ment in pursuit of its ambition to become a “global pivotal state.” However, this policy orientation en-
countered skepticism and opposition. Critics questioned the rationale for substantial ODA expansion
at a time when South Korea itself was facing economic challenges.?

Amid these two pressing challenges, opposing views have emerged: on one hand, the argument that
Korea should expand its ODA in order to enhance its stature and sense of responsibility within the
international community; and on the other, the view—shared by many DAC member countries—that
Korea should reduce its ODA and instead concentrate on other urgent domestic priorities. Under
these circumstances, the Lee Jae-myung administration, inaugurated in June, has indicated
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forthcoming adjustments to ODA policy. It seeks to pursue ODA policies aligned with its overarching
strategy of “national interests-oriented pragmatic diplomacy,” stressing that ODA allocations should
more directly serve South Korea'’s strategic interests. Furthermore, according to the budget submit-
ted to the National Assembly, the government intends to reduce next year's ODA budget by more
than 10 percent compared to the 2025 allocation. Should these cuts be implemented, South Korea
will be required to play a dual role: contributing meaningfully to the international community while
simultaneously utilizing a reduced budget with greater efficiency to advance national interests.

Furthermore, South Korea faces several pending tasks, including the establishment of an integrated
aid system to overcome aid fragmentation, the strengthening of cooperation with civil society, the
mobilization of private sector resources, the enhancement of ODA effectiveness, and the securing of
broader public support for its aid policies. South Korea also faces the task of overcoming several fun-
damental constraints associated with its ODA contributions. These limitations include a relatively
weak culture of charitable giving, a prolonged period of low economic growth, persistent low-income
challenges within Korean society, and doubts regarding the effectiveness of foreign aid. In addition,
Korea continues to grapple with a low ODA/GNI ratio, limited public interest in international aid, and
declining public support for expanding ODA.2 Consequently, the extent to which these challenges can
be addressed will significantly influence the future trajectory of Korea's ODA policy.

The Korean government is currently preparing the fourth Five-Year Comprehensive Plan for Interna-
tional Development Cooperation, as well as the fourth selection of Priority Partner Countries. The
new plan will reflect on the ongoing domestic and international environmental changes and will in-
corporate an ODA strategy aligned with the national vision of the new administration. In addition,
through the renewed selection of Priority Partner Countries, the government intends to adopt a strat-
egy of “selection and concentration” to enhance aid effectiveness within a reduced overall ODA
budget.

The Korean government is also exploring ways to strengthen the coherence of its ODA under a diplo-
matic strategy that seeks to leverage South Korea’s comparative advantages in the fields of artificial
intelligence (Al) and K-culture. In other words, it aims to advance mutual interests between Korea and
its partner countries through science and technology ODA—including Al—and to enhance Korea's
stature and reputation not through the unilateral dissemination of K-culture, but through cultural ex-
change and cooperation that fosters mutual understanding and interest.

It remains unclear whether the somewhat competing objectives of the current Korean government—
namely, national interests-oriented pragmatic diplomacy and contributing to the international com-
munity—can be effectively achieved through its ODA policy. Nonetheless, given the rapidly changing
domestic and international environment, this policy direction can be regarded as broadly appropri-
ate. One point, however, is unequivocal: the fundamental purpose of ODA is to promote the socioec-
onomic development of partner countries. It is therefore imperative that Korea's ODA policies remain
aligned with this core principle and objective. Just as Korea achieved rapid economic growth and
democratic development with the support of foreign aid from other countries, it is argued that Korea
should adopt an ODA policy that “gives back” by supporting the economic and political development
of its partner countries.

' OECD. 2024. Development Cooperation Review: Korea 2024.

2 According to the 2025 “International Development Cooperation Overall Implementation Plan”, 41 government agencies
had plans to pursue 1,928 projects. The numbers of participating governments agencies and ODA projects show aid frag-
mentation.
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The implications of the ODA policy changes under the second Trump administration for the international community can
be summarized in several key questions: What strategies will other donor countries adopt? What impact will the substan-
tial reduction in U.S. ODA have on global development? Who will fill the vacuum left by the United States? And does this
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Concerns have emerged within Korea regarding the expansion of ODA, particularly as corruption-related issues in the ODA
sector have been raised during previous administrations.

According to the World Giving Index by Charities Aid Foundation, Korea was ranked 88th out of 142 countries in terms of
“Donating Money” behavior in 2023.

According to the “2024 National Public Perception Survey” conducted by the Korean Institute of Public Administration, pub-
lic support in Korea for ODA has been declining. The proportion of respondents expressing support for ODA reached
89.0% in 2011, but after a series of fluctuations, it has continued to decrease since 2017, falling to 77.8% in 2024. Support
for expanding the scale of ODA has also declined: while 45.5% favored an expansion in 2015, the figure has steadily de-
creased, reaching 19.4% in 2024. In this survey, respondents cited several reasons for opposing ODA, including: “domestic
issues are more important,” “Korea is not wealthy enough to provide aid,” “ODA does not effectively contribute to the soci-
oeconomic development of partner countries,” “ODA offers little benefit to Korea’s economy or diplomacy,” and “the gov-
ernments of partner countries cannot be trusted.”
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