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I
n 2013, change was in the air surround-
ing the two Koreas. The signs were ob-
vious – the cool reception granted by

China to North Korean delegations, an un-
precedented meeting between China’s
President Xi and South Korean President
Park Geun-hye which was followed by a
joint declaration on the importance of the
United Nations’ sanctions on North Ko-
rea. In addition there was also a reaffirma-
tion of the 2005 UN agreement that
required North Korea to renounce its nu-
clear programme in return for continued
food and other material aid. Commenta-
tors also had to bear in mind China’s

importance as South Korea’s main trading
partner. The two leaders also called for
the reinstatement of the six-party nuclear
talks, suspended in 2009. There has been
some talk of undertakings from the US
and South Korea that in the event of a
complete social and economic collapse in
North Korea, neither country would ‘take
advantage’ of the situation to the detri-
ment of China, particularly in terms of
troop deployments. China, it appeared,
was beginning to look for a way out of its
North Korean dilemma – by talking to the
two countries it had fought over sixty
years earlier to secure North Korean
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KEY FACTS

Official name: Daehan Min-kuk
(Republic of Korea) (ROK) (known
as South Korea)

Head of State: President Park
Geun-hye (NF) (from 19 Dec
2012; took office 25 Feb 2013)

Head of government: Prime Minister
Kim Hwang-sik (from 2010;
re-elected 11 Apr 2012)

Ruling party: Coalition led by
Saenuri (New Frontier) (NF)
(formerly known as Hannara Dang
(Grand National Party) (GNP) with
Seonijin Tongil-dang
(Advancement Unification Party)
(AUP) (formerly known as Jayu
Seonjin-dang (Liberty Forward
Party) (LFP) (from 2008; re-elected
19 Dec 2012)

Area: 99,091 square km

Population: 50.01 million (2012)*
(48,219,172; 2010, census
figure)

Capital: Seoul

Official language: Korean

Currency: Won (W) = 100 chon

Exchange rate: W1,113.80 per US$
(Jul 2013)

GDP per capita: US$23,113 (2012)*

GDP real growth: 2.02% (2012)*

GDP: US$1,155.87 billion (2012)*

Labour force: 24.75 million (2010)

Unemployment: 3.30% (2012)*

Inflation: 2.19% (2012)*

Balance of trade: US$38.54 billion
(2012)*

Annual FDI: US$4.66 billion (2011)

* estimated figure



independence, or at least prevent a South
Korean victory.

From troubled beginnings
In five decades the Republic of South Ko-
rea (South Korea) has come a long way.
Few South Korean nationals, let alone na-
tionals of its allies at the time, can recall
the period in 1950 when North Korean
forces swept south, overwhelming all op-
position. Caught asleep at the wheel, the
United States called on the Security Coun-
cil to invoke the United Nations Charter
and brand the North Koreans as aggres-
sors. This was done and military assis-
tance was sought from member states.
American troops arrived to stiffen resis-
tance, as the British government re-
sponded by sending elements of the Far
East Fleet, followed by ships of Common-
wealth navies. The war lasted from 1950
until 1953, with changes in military lead-
ership and fortunes. China’s support for
North Korea had largely neutralised the
Western Allies air superiority.

Economic miracle, political changes?
The South Korean transition from a war
shattered aid-recipient to become Asia’s
fourth largest economy in less than fifty
years has been described as a ‘miracle’
comparable to that of Germany – or at
least West Germany. However, in the
twenty-first century South Korea’s econ-
omy was still dominated by massive fam-
ily-run conglomerates, known as chaebol.
Although often credited as the locomo-
tives of industrialisation, the huge chaebol

enterprises, many with global household

names, are often blamed for preventing
innovation and stifling small businesses.

In late 2012 South Korean voters pre-
pared to select a new president. Many of
them considered that their politicians had
failed to keep up with their country’s ex-
traordinary socio-economic changes.
Many of the tensions and divisions of the
past had been subsumed into the more ba-
nal worries that accompanied day to day
life in what had become a highly competi-
tive society. Curiously, despite their coun-
try’s proximity and high level
vulnerability, large numbers of South Ko-
reans were no longer preoccupied by the
presumed danger represented by North
Korea. South Korean voters were more
concerned by job prospects and their in-
come aspirations. They yearned for politi-
cians who could share, rather than ignore
and overlook, their more humdrum con-
cerns. Instead, voters were confronted by
a choice between the ruling Saenuri
Party’s candidate, Ms Park Geun-hye or
Mr Moon Jae-in, the candidate of the more
unified United Democratic Party (UDP)
camp. There was little prospect of real
change at street level; both parties harked
back to the traditional regional and gener-
ational loyalties that have long held sway
in South Korea’s politics. Ms Park stood
for economic policies that were likely to
favour the wealthy and encourage the
chaebol. Ms Park also came with substan-
tial political baggage – her father was a
former president who came to power
through a military coup; his economic
policies were perceived to have consoli-
dated the wealth of the chaebol class at the

expense of low-wage workers. Her
mother had been assassinated in 1974 by a
renegade North Korean; her mother’s
death meant that for a time she was her
country’s First Lady acting as consort for
her father, Park Chung-hee, who, five
years later, was himself assassinated, this
time by his own security services..

In the event and in the election, South
Koreans chose the safe pair of hands op-
tion. Park Geun-hye, was voted in as
South Korea’s first woman president. Ms
Park managed to win 51.6 per cent of the
vote, almost four per cent more than her
rival, Moon Jae-in of the UDP. The elec-
toral turnout was an impressive 75 per
cent. Both candidates had endeavoured to
touch predictable nerves in the electoral
contest, particularly over the perennial
problem of South Korea’s economic reli-
ance on the small number of seemingly in-
fluential family groups that controlled
South Korea’s chaebol.

The Saenuri Party has historically been
perceived to be supportive of the chaebol,
but Ms Park had – at least during the elec-
toral campaign – seemed to take a less
than enthusiastic stance. This strategy had
certainly been successful in the 2012 Na-
tional Assembly elections and seemed to
hold sway when it came to electing the
President.

South Korea has some way to go in im-
proving its governance image. On the
Transparency International global Cor-

ruption Perceptions Index it only ranked a
middling 45 out of the 174 countries sur-
veyed, behind Poland and Malta and just
ahead of Hungary and Lithuania.

As for foreign policy, South Korea’s in-
cipient friendship with China was likely to
raise the odd eye-brow in Washington, but
South Korea’s close alliance with the US
remains paramount. South Korea’s rela-
tions with Japan have long been troubled.
Japan’s Prime Minister has begun to play
the nationalist card which is not always
welcomed in Seoul. But when it came to
matters Japanese Ms Park also has form –
her often controversial father had been an
officer in the Japanese imperial army. In
short, a collaborator.

The economy
According to the Asian Development
Bank in its 2013 Asian Development Out-

look, 2012 was ‘greatly challenging’ for
the South Korean economy, in particular
because weaker demand from the devel-
oped economies and China, South Ko-
rea’s biggest market, dealt a double blow
that knocked the wind out of exports and
growth momentum. The adverse external
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KEY INDICATORS South Korea

Unit 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Population m *48.61 *48.75 48.22 *49.01 *50.01

Gross domestic product
(GDP) US$bn 947.00 832.50 1,007.10 1,116.20 *1,155.87

GDP per capita US$ 19,505 17,074 20,591 22,778 *23,113

GDP real growth % 2.3 0.3 6.3 3.6 *2.0

Inflation % 4.7 2.8 3.0 4.0 *2.2

Unemployment % 3.2 3.6 3.7 3.4 *3.3

Coal output mtoe 1.3 5.3 0.9 0.9 0.9

Exports (fob) (goods) US$m 433,472.0 373,584.0 464,301.0 138,141.0 552,709.0

Imports (fob) (goods) US$m 427,421.0 317,457.0 422,425.0 130,404.1*514,171.0

Balance of trade US$m 6,051.0 56,128.0 41,876.0 7,736.1 *38,538.0

Current account US$m 3,198.0 32,790.0 29,394.0 26,068.0 *43,139.0

Total reserves minus
gold US$m 201,144.5 269,932.9 291,491.1 300,196.3*323,207.1

Foreign exchange US$m 200,479.1 265,202.3 286,926.4 298,903.0*316,897.7

Exchange rate per US$ 1,102.05 1,276.90 1,156.10 1,095.50 *1,089.70

* estimated figure
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outlook had knock-on effects on domestic
demand, especially plant and equipment
investment. Mildly accommodative mon-
etary and fiscal policy provided some re-
lief, but growth slowed significantly from
3.7 per cent in 2011 to 2.0 per cent in
2012. In parallel with global outlook
trends, in particular the evolution of the
euro-zone crisis, growth momentum
weakened from the first quarter to the sec-
ond and third quarters before picking up
somewhat in the fourth quarter.

In the view of the ADB, feeble domestic
demand provided little relief from the
fragile external environment. Plant and
equipment investment, heavily dependent
on exports and sensitive to the global busi-
ness cycle, contracted by 1.9 per cent after
expanding by 3.6 per cent in 2011. Con-
struction also contracted because of the
stagnant housing market and feeble pri-
vate sector demand overall. Private con-
sumption growth moderated from 2.4 per
cent in 2011 to 1.7 per cent in 2012, as
large household debt and the stagnant
housing market combined to outweigh the
influence of a healthy employment gain of
440,000, which kept the unemployment
rate at 3.2 per cent. Except for government
consumption, all components of aggre-
gate demand made smaller contributions
to growth in 2012 than in 2011.

The contribution of net exports fell by
half from 1.8 percentage points in 2011
and that of investment plummeted into
negative territory from 0.4 percentage
points in 2011. In short, the uncertain
global outlook precipitated slower exports
and an outright contraction of investment.
Disappointing performance in 2012 marks
a further deceleration from the 6.3 per
cent growth of 2010 and is fuelling
broader concerns about growth prospects
over the medium and long term. The per-
sistent softness of demand from advanced
economies, combined with the palpable
slowdown of the Chinese economy, made
2012 especially difficult for exporters.
Year on year, merchandise exports grew
by a mere 0.1 per cent in 2012, a sharp de-
cline from the 19.6 per cent of 2011. Ex-
port growth was muted throughout the
year. The one bright spot in an otherwise
grim export environment was the robust
market in the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (Asean).

Mirroring the fragility of domestic de-
mand, imports of goods plummeted by 1.1
per cent in 2012 from the 23.4 per cent
growth in 2011, leaving a yawning trade
surplus. At the same time a sizeable sur-
plus in construction services combined
with smaller deficits in tourism and

business services to reverse the chronic
services’ trade deficit to a record surplus.
These developments added up to a record
current account surplus of US$43.1 bil-
lion, or 3.8 per cent of gross domestic
product (GDP), even though the won
strengthened somewhat, rising from
W1,146 to the dollar in January to W1,077
in December.

Inflation as measured by the consumer
price index averaged 2.2 per cent, down
sharply from the 4.0 per cent of 2011 but
remaining within the Bank of Korea (cen-
tral bank)’s inflation target band of 3.0 per
cent ±1 percentage point. Inflation decel-
erated during the course of the year as ag-
gregate demand progressively softened.
The lack of inflationary pressures and
concerns about growth prodded the cen-
tral bank to gradually loosen monetary
policy during 2012, cutting its benchmark
interest rate from 3.25 per cent to 3.00 per
cent in July and further to 2.75 per cent in
October.

Fiscal policy was also mildly expan-
sionary but well short of a fully fledged
stimulus. The fiscal deficit was 2.9 per
cent of GDP, somewhat similar to the pre-
vious two years and the ratio of public
debt to GDP edged up slightly to 34.8 per
cent from 34.0 per cent. Reflecting posi-
tive fiscal developments, all three major
credit rating agencies – Moody’s, Fitch
and Standard and Poor’s – upgraded the
Republic of Korea’s sovereign credit rat-
ing in 2012.

The ADB foresaw that 2013 would see
the beginning of a recovery, which would
gain traction as the global recovery found
its footing in 2014. GDP growth is likely
to improve modestly to 2.8 per cent in
2013 from 2.0 per cent in 2012. A
fully-fledged recovery would have to wait
until 2014, when GDP growth is forecast
to strengthen to 3.7 per cent. While do-
mestic demand would contribute to
growth in 2013, it will be nowhere near
robust enough to qualitatively change the
gradual and limited nature of recovery in
2013. Uncertainties in the global outlook
regarding the developed economies con-
tinued to cast a dark cloud over global
trade during the first half. But those uncer-
tainties are expected to ease during the
second half of 2013. South Korea’s per-
formance would mirror the expected tra-
jectory of the world economy, with
growth in the second half of the year
slightly outperforming expansion in the
first half.

Merchandise export growth is set to rise
modestly from 0.1 per cent in 2012 to
above seven per cent in 2013, as factors

contributing to faster growth are likely to
outweigh those restraining it. The stronger
export growth seen since the fourth quar-
ter of 2012, buttressed cautious optimism.
Exports to China stand to benefit from that
country’s widely expected stronger
growth. On the other hand, limited fiscal
stimulus in developing countries and fis-
cal austerity in the advanced economies
will firmly cap aggregate export demand.
Export growth will thus be muted but will
mark an exit from the export distress of
2012. Meanwhile, imports are likely to
rise in 2013 and 2014, reflecting strength-
ening domestic demand and shrink the
current account surplus to 3.0 per cent of
GDP in 2013 and 2.5 per cent of GDP in
2014. In line with the trajectory of the
global outlook, investment was expected
to contract in the first half of 2013, but
grow at a healthy pace of 3.0 per cent or
better in the second half of the year, on the
back of growing expenditure in ex-
port-oriented industries and sectors. The
effect of exports on equipment invest-
ment, traditionally high for this export-de-
pendent country, is likely to be acute. The
uncertainty prevailing in the post-crisis
period encouraged firms to base their in-
vestment decisions more on visible
short-term export trends than on highly
uncertain long-term prospects.

Looking forward, the ADB considered
that while business confidence remained
fragile, low interest rates, the strong won
and tightening capacity utilisation will
provide an impetus to investment. As a re-
sult, plant and equipment investment is
likely to resume gradually in tandem with
export recovery. Construction invest-
ment, which had contracted for three con-
secutive years, is set to grow by 2.0 per
cent. The modest turnaround will centre
on public works and non-residential
buildings, while the sluggish housing
market will continue to hinder residential
construction. Private consumption growth
is projected to strengthen from 1.7 per
cent in 2012 to close to 3.0 per cent in
2013, in the light of the expected upturn in
exports, relative price stability, healthy
employment gains and moderating
uncertainties.

In line with the modest resumption of
growth, the consumer price index infla-
tion is expected to rise slightly, from 2.2
per cent in 2012 to 2.5 per cent in 2013
and 2.8 per cent in 2014. This outcome re-
flects the evolution of several factors af-
fecting prices. Since South Korea’s
potential GDP growth rate is estimated to
be between 3.5 per cent and 4.0 per cent, a
deflationary gap, which emerged during
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the second quarter of 2012, will persist
well into 2013. Feeble domestic demand,
fierce competition among recently prolif-
erating self-employed service providers,
the projected moderation of global oil
prices and the appreciation of the won will
all alleviate inflationary pressures. On the
other hand, an exceptionally cold winter
might trigger higher food prices and
long-frozen fees for some public services
are due to be raised in 2013. In addition,
incomes will grow as employment rises
by an estimated 300,000 jobs. This em-
ployment expansion, while less than in
2012, continues a long-term trend of
healthy employment growth.

The ADB’s baseline economic outlook
is seen to be subject to a number of risks.
GDP forecasts are fraught with the uncer-
tainty associated with persistent doubts
surrounding the global outlook. The up-
side and downside risks are finely bal-
anced, but the short-term performance of
the US and euro-zone economies repre-
sents the main sources of both upside and
downside risk for South Korea.

Risk assessment
Politics Good
Economy Fair
Regional stability Poor

COUNTRY PROFILE

Historical profile
1910 Japan formalised its annexation of
Korea after gaining responsibility for its
security following victory in the Russo-Jap-
anese war of 1905.
1919 Japan suppressed the mass March
First movement for self-determination.
1930s–1940s Japan imposed measures
designed to assimilate the Korean popula-
tion, including the outlawing of the Ko-
rean language and family names. Korea
suffered under military occupation but
gained the benefits of forced
industrialisation.
1945 Liberation at the hands of allied
forces was a prelude to partition of the
peninsula as the victorious powers en-
couraged friendly governments north and
south of the 38th parallel. The US occu-
pied the south while the north was taken
over by the Soviet Union. As the two pow-
ers did not wish to give independence to
Korea, feeling that the Korean people
needed political and social re-education,
a line of demarcation was established.
1948 Political divisions in the peninsula
deepened. In the south, the Republic of
Korea became independent after UN-su-
pervised elections were held. Dr Syngman
Rhee, leader of the Liberal Party, became
the country’s first president. The

declaration of the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (DPRK) in the north fol-
lowed, with Kim il-Sung as premier and
Head of State.
1950 North Korea invaded the South with
backing from China and the Soviet Union,
prompting US-led intervention under a
UN mandate.
1953 A cease-fire was agreed, but a
peace-treaty was not signed.
1960 President Rhee was forced to resign.
1961 The government was deposed by a
military coup led by General Park
Chung-Hee.
1963 After the military dictatorship, a new
constitution was enacted. General Park
Chung-Hee became president.
1980 Demonstrations by students led to
martial law being imposed throughout the
country. The National Assembly was
closed and all political activity banned.
1981 Martial law was lifted and political
parties were formed.
1985 The election results transformed the
political scene with the emergence for the
first time of a relatively powerful parlia-
mentary opposition.
1986 The opposition launched a cam-
paign demanding constitutional reform.
1987 Roh Tae-Woo was elected
president.
1988 The Constitution of the Sixth Repub-
lic was adopted, following sustained pop-
ular unrest during 1987.
1993 President Roh was succeeded by
Kim Young-Sam.
1994 President of DPRK, Kim il-Sung died
1997 The Asian financial crisis precipi-
tated the near collapse in South Korea’s
economy, as its credit rating plunged from
A1 to BAA2; the won was devalued and
the IMF and G-7 countries provided a
US$57 billion loan. The resultant political
upheaval led to the defeat of the Hannara
Dang, (Grand National Party) (GNP) as
opposition leader Kim Dae-Jung was
elected president.
2000 President Kim Dae-Jung visited
Pyongyang, DPRK (North Korea) and met
President Kim Jong-il, in an unprece-
dented meeting of the two Korean lead-
ers. President Kim Dae-Jung won the
Nobel peace prize. Family reunions were
allowed between the north and south for
the first time since the Korean War.
2001 The government resigned after a
vote of no-confidence threatened Lim
Dong-Won, the unification minister and
chief architect of the ‘Sunshine’ policy
promoting engagement with North Korea.
The president subsequently returned Lim
to government as a presidential advisor
and appointed five new ministers and re-
tained Lee Han-Dong as prime minister.
2002 Key inter-Korean relations devel-
oped after the South Korean envoy Lim
Dong-Won visited North Korea. Kim Suk

Soo became prime minister. Roh
Moo-Hyun won the presidential elections.
2003 Goh Kun became prime minister.
President Roh resigned from the ruling
Saecheonnyeonminju Dang (SMD) (Mil-
lennium Democratic Party) for the Uri
Dang (UD) (Our Party). Hundreds of
South Koreans crossed the demilitarised
zone into North Korea in a declaration of
unity.
2004 The National Assembly impeached
President Roh; Prime Minister Goh Kun
became acting president. The left-leaning
liberal UD won National Assembly elec-
tions. The Constitutional Court overturned
President Roh’s impeachment. Prime Min-
ister Goh Kun resigned and Lee Hai Chan
became prime minister. South and North
Korea agreed to open cross-border roads
and to make test runs on two railways.
The supreme court rejected the proposal
that Yeongi-Kongju region, in the central
south province of Chungchong, would be
the site of the new capital city. The gov-
ernment compromised and decided to
move just 36 ministries and agencies
instead.
2005 Street protests in Seoul followed Ja-
pan’s confirmation of its claim to a small
group of uninhabited islands called
Dokdo, which South Korea also claimed.
Chairman of Daewoo, Kim Woo-chong
was convicted on fraud charges and or-
dered to pay back US$22 billion, for his
part in the company’s US$70 billion
collapse.
2006 Han Myung-sook of the
Daetongham Minjusin-dang (DM) (United
New Democratic Party) became the first
female prime minister. Ban Ki-moon was
appointed secretary general of the United
Nations. Five spies for the DPRK were
convicted, the biggest case of espionage
since the North and South Korean recon-
ciliation in 2000.
2007 North and South Korea resumed
ministerial meetings following the DPRK’s
nuclear closure deal. The chairman of
Hyundai was convicted of embezzlement.
South Korea agreed to assume opera-
tional control of its military forces, in the
event of a war, after 2012. A US-South
Korea FTA was signed. The first passenger
trains since 1953 crossed the north-south
border. A summit of leaders of North and
South Korea took place, the first in 15
years. They agreed to formally end the
Korean War. The South Korean delega-
tion included industrialists, bureaucrats,
poets and clerics. Lee Myung-bak (GNP)
won the presidential election with 48.7
per cent. The UD collapsed and broke
into splinter groups.
2008 One of the country’s great cultural
treasures, the Namdaemun Gate, was de-
stroyed by fire. The Minju-dang (Demo-
cratic Party) (DEP) political party was



formed from a merger between the DM
and the UD. Relations between DPRK and
South Korea deteriorated after DPRK ex-
pelled managers of joint industrial enter-
prises and test fired short-range missiles.
In parliamentary elections the GNP won a
slim majority of 153 seats (out of 299).
2009 All political and military agreements
with South Korea were scrapped by DPRK,
due to what DPRK saw as ‘hostile intent’
by South Korea. Former president Roh
Moo-Hyun committed suicide while under
investigation for alleged corruption. Presi-
dent Lee appointed Chung Un Chan as
prime minister, to carry forward his
planned programme of reforms.
2010 The Constitutional Court, South Ko-
rea’s highest court, ruled that the death
penalty does not violate the constitution
and should continue. A report by an inter-
national investigation team, led by South
Korea, concluded that North Korea torpe-
doed a South Korean warship in March,
with the loss of all 46 sailors aboard.
North Korea angrily denied the accusa-
tion, as condemnation by UN members
followed swiftly. In a major cabinet
re-shuffle, President Lee replaced seven
ministers and nominated Kim Tae-ho as
prime minister after Prime Minister Chung
Un-Change resigned, citing parliament’s
failure to endorse his policy to found a
science-business park in a central region.
South Korea staged five days of military
drills off its west coast. The move infuri-
ated the North Koreans, who, in retalia-
tion, fired off over 100 rounds of artillery
close to the disputed sea border between
the two countries. A South Korean fishing
vessel, which may have strayed across the
border, was seized by North Korea; the
government in South Korea demanded
the vessel’s immediate and safe return.
On Liberation Day, President Lee called
for a fund to be started towards the cost
of unification with the north. Kim
Hwang-sik became prime minister. Four
people, including two civilians, were killed
after North Korea fired artillery shells at
the island of Yeonpyeong in South Korea.
Damage to homes and businesses was
widespread and hundreds of people fled
the island. Korean observers consider the
aggression by North Korea could be seen
as endorsing the succession of Kim
Jong-un and a measure of the signifi-
cance the North places on fishing rights in
the rich seas around the island. The attack
on the island came just days after news
that North Korea had built a modern
plant to enrich uranium, for possible use
in nuclear weapons.
2011 North and South Korean military
talks collapsed in February within hours of
commencing, following South Korea insis-
tence that North Korea must apologise for
shelling Yeonpyeong Island in 2010.

DPRK had agreed to talks under pressure
from China and by its need to secure food
and fuel aid. In July Pyeongchang was
awarded the 2018 Winter Olympics. The
EU signed a free trade agreement with
South Korea, its biggest with any Asian
country, as South Korea agreed to end
the 20 per cent import duty on alcohol
and its complicated rules on labelling and
storage. In August DPRK called for a re-
sumption of the six-party nuclear negotia-
tions ‘without preconditions’. A trade
agreement with the US was agreed by
both houses of the US congress in Octo-
ber. In December, the Democratic Labor
Party and a faction of the New Progressive
Party called the People’s Participation
Party, merged to form the
Tonghapjinbodang (United Progressive
Party) (UPP). The DM merged with the
smaller, Citizens Unity Party sic) to form
Minju Tonghabdang (Democratic United
Party) (DUP).
2012 On 2 February, the ruling GNP was
renamed the Saenuri (New Frontier) (NF)
party. The change was deemed necessary
to counter voter-apathy, while its interim
leader Park Geun-hye said it would allow
the party to be ‘reborn as a completely
new party’ and heralded deep-seated re-
forms. In parliamentary elections held on
11 April the ruling NF won 42.8 per cent
of the vote (152 seats, out of 300) and
the newly formed DUP 36.5 per cent
(127); turnout was 54.3 per cent. On 3
July, the new, Special Autonomous City of
Sejong was officially opened by the prime
minister. By 2014, 36 government agen-
cies and nine ministries should have
moved into offices in the city, beginning
with the prime minister’s office. On 7 Oc-
tober, South Korea announced an agree-
ment with the US to increase the range of
its ballistic missile system, to counter the
threat from the DPRK. On 9 October,
DPRK announced that it had successfully
launched a missile that could reach the
US mainland. National elections were
held on 19 December. Six candidates
took part in the presidential election; Park
Geun-hye (NF) won 51.6 per cent and
her closest rival Moon Jae-in (DUP) 48.0
per cent, with a turnout of 75.8 per cent.
In parliamentary elections the conservative
coalition of three political parties, led by
NF, won a total of 157 seats (out of 300),
the liberal coalition of two parties won
127 seats, the progressive coalition won
13 seats and others the remaining three.
Turnout was 54.3 per cent.
2013 President Park Geun-hye took office
25 Feb 2013. On 11 June high level talks
that had been agreed the day before to
be held in Seoul were suspended by North
Korea over the choice of delegates. Seoul
attempted to call the North on the re-
stored Red Cross hotline at 09.00 on 12

June but there was no answer. The two
Koreas had spoken twice a day at 0900
and 1600 until the hotline had been cut
by the North on 10 March.
On 6 July officials from North and South
Korea began talks on reopening the KIC.
By 10 July the two sides had agreed in
principle to restart operations. However,
within days the talks fell through. On 7
August North Korea again offered talks,
for 14 August, saying its workers would
return to the joint complex and the safety
of South Korean staff would be guaran-
teed. The offer came shortly after the
South Korean government announced in-
surance payments to companies affected
by the stoppage – a move seen as paving
the way for a formal closure of the site. It
was also a day after Seoul said it was
providing US$6 million in aid to North
Korea. On 14 August the two govern-
ments agreed to re-open the Kaesong
complex, although no date was set. On
15 August President Park called for the re-
sumption of the reuniting of families di-
vided by the partitioning of the Korean
peninsula. Joint exercises with the US be-
gan on 19 August. North Korea had been
notified well in advance and it is not
thought that the drills will affect the
re-opening of the Kaesong Industrial
Complex. Officials in Seoul announced
on 23 August that reunions between fami-
lies separated since the 1950–53 war
would take place on 25–30 September at
the North’s Mount Kumgang resort. On
21 September North Korea announced it
was indefinitely postponing the scheduled
family reunions. In an interview with the
BBC on 3 November President Park
Geun-hye highlighted the deep rift with
Japan over ‘wrongdoings’ committed by
the Japanese during the war and for
which there has been no apology.

Political structure
Constitution
A new constitution, allowing direct presi-
dential elections and thus providing a
framework for civilian rule, took effect in
1988 after receiving overwhelming ap-
proval in a referendum. The constitution
removed the president’s sweeping emer-
gency powers that included the right to
dissolve parliament. It also enhanced the
authority of the legislature and judiciary. It
provided for more civil liberties, including
restoration of habeas corpus, while the
National Assembly was empowered to su-
pervise and investigate state affairs. Free
presidential elections replaced the elec-
toral college system, which had favoured
the ruling party candidate. In addition, the
constitution requires that the armed forces
must maintain political neutrality.
The constitution provides for greater
checks and balances among the
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executive, legislative and judiciary powers.
A Board of Audit and Inspection was set
up to monitor all government expenditure,
revenue and agencies. The chairperson is
appointed by the president but only with
the National Assembly’s approval.
A constitutional court has judgement on
the constitutionality of any legislation.
Form of state
Democratic republic
The executive
Executive power is held by the president,
who is popularly elected for a single term
of five years and governs with the assis-
tance of the State Council, normally com-
posed of 15–30 ministers and headed by
the prime minister. The State Council is
appointed by the president on the advice
of the prime minister. It does not have to
be composed entirely of members of the
National Assembly. No active member of
the armed forces may serve on the State
Council.
The president has veto power over legisla-
tion, but the National Assembly can over-
ride this by a two-thirds vote.
Other presidential powers include the ap-
pointment of officials such as judges, min-
isters, the mayors of five cities (Seoul,
Pusan, Taegu, Inchon and Kwangu) and
the governors of nine provinces.
National legislature
The unicameral Kuk Hoe (National As-
sembly) has 299 members, of which 245
are directly elected in single-seat constitu-
encies and 54 are elected by proportional
representation; all serve for four-year
terms.
Legal system
There is a three-tier legal system, headed
by a Supreme Court. This Court is com-
posed of a chief justice (for a six-year
term) and 13 justices (on recommenda-
tion by the chief justice), all appointed by
the president, with the consent of the Na-
tional Assembly. Below the Supreme
Court are High Courts (intermediate
appelate courts) and, below these, District
Courts. High Courts and District Courts
are divided into geographic districts. Ko-
rea also has a number of specialised
courts, such as a Family Court and an Ad-
ministrative Court.
Last elections
19 December 2012 (parliamentary and
presidential)
Results: Parliamentary: the conservative
coalition of three political parties won
157 seats (out of 300), of which its senior
party, Saenuri (New Frontier) (NF) had
won 152 seats, the liberal coalition of two
parties won 127 seats, of which Minju
Tonghabdang (Democratic United Party)
(DUP) won 127 seats, the progressive co-
alition of two parties won 13 seats, of
which Tonghapjinbodang (United

Progressive Party) (UPP) won 13, others
won three. Turnout was 54.3 per cent.
Presidential: Park Geun-hye (NF) won
51.55 per cent, Moon Jae-in (DUP) 48.0
per cent; four other candidates each won
less than 1 per cent. Turnout of 75.8 per
cent.
Next elections
2016 (parliamentary); 2017 (presidential)

Political parties
Ruling party
Coalition led by Saenuri (New Frontier)
(NF) (formerly known as Hannara Dang
(Grand National Party) (GNP) with
Seonijin Tongil-dang (Advancement Unifi-
cation Party) (AUP) (formerly known as
Jayu Seonjin-dang (Liberty Forward Party)
(LFP) (from 2008; re-elected 19 Dec
2012)
Main opposition party
United Democratic Party (UDP)

Population
49.01 million (2011)* (48,219,172;
2010, census figure)
Nearly 60 per cent of the population is
under 25 years of age. The US plans to
withdraw 12,500 of its 37,000 troops sta-
tioned in South Korea by 2006.
Last census: 1 November 2010:
48,219,172
Population density: 490 inhabitants per
square km. Urban population 83 per cent
(2010 Unicef).
Annual growth rate: 0.6 per cent,
1990–2010 (Unicef).
Ethnic make-up
Koreans, although apparently homoge-
neous, have complex ethnic origins, with
much genetic input from the nomadic
tribes of Mongolia and Central Asia.
There are over 25,000 Chinese, the only
major foreign ethnic community besides
the 37,000 US troops stationed in South
Korea. In addition, there are some
230,000 migrant labourers from a variety
of countries such as Kazakhstan, Morocco
and China. There is also a growing num-
ber of refugees who have escaped from
the harsh conditions of North Korea.
Religions
There is no state religion and the country
is tolerant of various religious faiths. Al-
though census and churchgoing data
conflict, the most recent information avail-
able indicates that up to 49 per cent of
the population professes to be Christian,
47 per cent Mahayana Buddhist, 3 per
cent Confucianist.

Education
Public expenditure on education amounts
to 3.6 per cent of GDP. Universal primary
education and gender parity, at this level
and in secondary schools, have been
achieved.

Primary schooling lasts until a child is 12,
middle secondary schooling lasts for three
years, these constitute compulsory educa-
tion. Upper secondary high schools offer
either, an academic, special purpose
(combined academic and vocational
courses), or a wholly vocational
programme, lasting for three years.
There are five types of public and private
teriary institutions including junior colleges
and universities.
Literacy rate: 98 per cent, male; 96.8
per cent, female; adult rates (World
Bank).
Compulsory years: 6 to 15
Enrolment rate: 110 per cent, gross pri-
mary enrolment, of relevant age group
(including repeaters); 102 per cent, gross
secondary enrolment (World Bank).
Pupils per teacher: 31, in primary
schools

Health
There are around 19,500 private clinics
complementing the country’s hospitals, of
which a significant number are univer-
sity-affiliated. Improved water sources and
sanitation facilities are available to 92 per
cent and 63 per cent of the population
resectively.
Life expectancy: 77 years, 2004 (WHO
2006)
Fertility rate/Maternal mortality rate:
1.3 births per woman, 2010 (Unicef); ma-
ternal mortality 20 deaths per 100,000
live births (World Bank).
Birth rate/Death rate: 6 deaths and 14
births per 1,000 population (World Bank
estimates).
Child (under 5 years) mortality rate
(per 1,000): 4 per 1,000 live births
(WHO 2012)

Welfare
The National Basic Livelihood Protection
Law makes social assistance a legal right
for the unemployed, based on a concept
of ‘productive welfare’ which combines
means-testing with self-support plans to
facilitate re-entry to the workforce.
Public pensions provision, introduced in
1988, is set to increase as the system
confronts an ageing population with a
12-fold increase in the expected number
of beneficiaries by 2010. Contributions
will have to double to 18 per cent of sal-
ary to maintain an actuarial balance, ac-
cording to the Organisation for Economic
Co-Operation and Development (OECD).
The South Korean government may con-
sider alternative options, such as pri-
vately-managed pensions funds, paid into
by the allowances firms are obliged to
award departing employees.

Main cities
Seoul (capital, estimated population 9.8
million (m) in 2012), Pusan (3.7m),
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Inchon (2.7m), Taegu (2.4m), Taejon
(1.5m), Kwangju (1.5m), Changwon
(1.1m), Suwon, Ulsan (1.1m), Yongin
(1.0m).
In 2012, many government ministries
were relocated to the city of
Chungcheongnam.

Languages spoken
The Korean language is a member of the
Altaic family with origins in Mongolia. Ap-
proximately 60 per cent of the vocabulary
is borrowed from Chinese. The written
language employs its own phonetic char-
acter system, Hangul.
English is spoken to a limited extent in
government and business circles. The
older generation often speak Japanese.
Official language/s
Korean

Media
The Korean media, reputedly notorious
for their appetite for influence, are
thought, by civic campaigners, to be a
constituency in need of urgent reform. Ef-
forts made in the past to curtail publishers
and their various backers have not suc-
ceeded. The sector has a long tradition of
collaborating with South Korea’s authori-
tarian regimes and is sensitive about criti-
cism of bias.
Press
Much of the Korean press is controlled by
industrial conglomerates. Readership is
high and there are over 100 national and
local dailies to choose from.
Dailies: The ‘Big Three’ nationals pub-
lished in Seoul are Chosun Ilbo
(http://english.chosun.com) is considered
a conservative publication, JoongAng Ilbo
(http://joongangdaily.joins.com) and
Donga Ilbo (http://english.donga.com),
take an independent line. In Korean,
other regional publication include from
Pusan Pusan Ilbo (www.busanilbo.com),
Kookje Shinmun (www.kookje.co.kr); from
Inch’on Inchon Ilbo
(http://news.itimes.co.kr); from Taegu
Kyongbuk Ilbo (www.kyongbuk.co.kr),
Maeil Shinmun (www.imaeil.com) and
Morning News (www.morningnews.co.kr).
In English, The Seoul Times
(www.theseoultimes.com).
Weeklies: Many foreign magazines have
Korean sections, local news magazines in-
clude Korea Newsreview, which publishes
articles from the government-owned Ko-
rea Herald (www.koreaherald.co.kr), in
English.
Business: In Korean, Hankyung
(www.hankyung.com), Financial News
Daily (www.fnnews.com), Seoul Economic
Daily (www.hankooki.com) and Maeil
Business Newspaper
(http://news.mk.co.kr, with online English
edition. Most national newspapers also

provide business news some with online
English editions.
Periodicals: Dong-A Herald is a bi-
monthly student newspaper. The Granite
Tower is a monthly English language
tabloid.
Broadcasting
Radio: The public service is the Korea
Broadcasting System (http://eng-
lish.kbs.co.kr), which operates six net-
works including Radio Korea International
(http://world.kbs.co.kr) offering
programmes in 11 languages.
There are over 200 local radio stations
some of which are relayed nationwide.
Around 30 per cent of all stations are pri-
vately owned and commercial. There are
national networks that are educational
and religious. The American Forces Net-
work (AFN) Korea (http://afnkorea.net) is
operated by the US military.
Television: There are over 30 television
stations run by the country’s networks, of
which the most important are Korea
Broadcasting System (KBS) and Munwha
Broadcasting Corporation (MBC). The
longest-running stations are KBS 1, 2, 3
(an educational station), MBC and
AFKN-TV (operated by the US military for
its personnel and their dependants). Other
networks operating in South Korea in-
clude Asia-Pacific broadcaster Arirang TV,
which provides English-language pro-
gramming, the youth-oriented Mnet, Ko-
rea Music Television, Seoul Broadcasting
System (SBS) and the News Channel of
Korea. Around 90 per cent of the popula-
tion subscribe to cable TV.
Yonhap News Agency, 85-1,
Susong-dong, Jongro-gu, Seoul (fax:
398-3463/3567; internet: http://eng-
lish.yonhapnews.co.kr).

Economy
South Korea, which is one of Asia’s larg-
est economies, is open and mixed and
heavily geared to exporting manufactured
goods, particularly vehicles and shipbuild-
ing, textiles, steel, electronics and com-
puters, bioengineering, fine chemistry and
aerospace items. However with its lack of
hydrocarbons and an economy depend-
ent on exports South Korea is vulnerable
to external shocks, as it requires the im-
port of oil and natural gas, while being
subject to the vagaries and changing mar-
ket needs of international trading.
GDP growth in 2007 was 5.1 per cent,
falling to 2.3 per cent in 2008 as global
trade was hit by the worldwide economic
crisis. South Korea experienced its worst
drop in exports since 2001, falling in Jan-
uary 2008 by 35 per cent year-on-year
from the same period in 2007. Investment
and domestic consumption fell as a result
and the economy suffered one of the
sharpest contractions of any country.

However, South Korea had learned from
two previous recessions of 1997 and
2001, both of which had been character-
ised by massive capital outflows and a
slump in exports. As a result the govern-
ment swiftly adopted measures to curtail
serious damage to the economy by ini-
tially setting aside US$55 billion in foreign
exchange reserves to provide loans to
banks and trade-related businesses. It
also administered major monetary and fis-
cal stimuli (to stop any slide in confi-
dence). To shield the banking sector it
established a bank to buy up toxic assets
and recapitalise bank funds.
By 2009 GDP growth was down to 0.3
per cent. Nevertheless South Korea
avoided falling into recession and in
2010 the economy rebounded with
growth of 6.3 per cent as exports in-
creased and oil imports were less expen-
sive than previously anticipated. The
Central Bank of South Korea lifted its key
interest rate to 2.25 per cent in 2010, the
first increase since August 2008 when it
was dropped to a record low of 2 per
cent.
In 2011, with growth still strong, but with
worries that the economy was overheating
with rising inflation, the IMF warned the
government that it needed to control its
fiscal stance and that the macroeconomic
policy should reflect the underlying
strength of the economy and should be
less ‘accommodative’ in the short-term.

External trade
South Korea is a member of the Asia-Pa-
cific Economic Co-operation (Apec) fo-
rum, which is a group of 21 countries that
border the Pacific. The objective of Apec
is to facilitate trade, economic growth and
investment in the region.
A revised, Korea-US Free Trade Agree-
ment (Korus FTA) was announced 2010;
the original had been signed in 2006. US
exports to South Korea were expected to
rise to US$11 billion annually. The agree-
ment allows the import of vehicle-parts
that had been, until the revision, blocked
but denied import of beef aged over
30-months. The Korus FTA, under negoti-
ation for 16 years, was finally ratified by
the US Congress on 13 October 2011
and by the South Korean parliament on
15 March 2012. Under the FTA, 80 per
cent of traded goods have their tariffs re-
moved and a further 15 per cent will so
by 2017.
Main export sectors include semiconduc-
tors, telecommunications, computers,
steel making, shipbuilding, vehicle assem-
bly, organic chemicals and textile manu-
facturing. In 2008, electronics accounted
for 26 per cent of all exports, with ships
and other vessels accounting for 10 per
cent and road vehicles 8 per cent.

981

South Korea



Imports
Principal imports are petroleum and natu-
ral gas, machinery, electronics and elec-
trical equipment, petroleum, steel,
plastics, transport equipment, iron and
steel.
Main sources: China (25.5 per cent of
total in 2012), Japan (12.4 per cent), US
(8.3 per cent).
Exports
Principal exports are semiconductors, tele-
communications equipment, vehicles,
computers, steel, ships and
petrochemicals.
Main destinations: China (24.5 per cent
of total in 2012), US (10.7 per cent), Ja-
pan (7.1 per cent).

Agriculture
The agricultural sector accounts for
around 3.7 per cent of GDP and employs
15 per cent of the workforce. Farming re-
mains essentially subsistence-based and is
inherently uncompetitive. While, by com-
parison, farmers are richer than their
counterparts elsewhere in Asia, the aver-
age farm holding is big enough to sup-
port only a small family and the disparity
in incomes between the urban and rural
populations is growing.
Price-support policies for farmers are be-
ing reduced in line with South Korea’s in-
ternational commitments. Increasing the
average size of farms and decoupling
production decisions from government aid
are likely to be vital in promoting effi-
ciency in farming.
The main crops grown are rice, sweet po-
tatoes, barley, soya beans and a wide
range of fruit and vegetables. Despite
considerable efforts, the country depends
on imports for animal feed grains. Gin-
seng, tobacco, pears and processed noo-
dles are among South Korea’s exports.
The fishing industry is an important source
of export earnings but international re-
striction of fishing zones has limited po-
tential growth. South Korean fishing
vessels are mostly active in the South Pa-
cific. The annual catch, of which some 60
per cent is marine fish, totals up to 2.6
million tonnes.
Following the annual meeting of the
Commission for the Conservation of
Southern Bluefin Tuna (CCSBT), held on
Cheju Island, South Korea, all members
agreed to a 20 per cut in the roughly
17,000 tonnes in 2009 bluefin tuna
catches from 2010. Scientists had warned
that without a cut fish stocks could crash
as numbers had become dangerously
low.
In July 2012, the government announced
that it was lifting the prohibition on fishing
for whales off the Korean coast. The deci-
sion drew condemnation from the Interna-
tional Whaling Commission (IWC).

Forests, around half of which are conifer,
cover some 65 per cent of the total land
area. Much of the forest owes its existence
to large-scale replanting programmes im-
plemented after the Second World War
and since the end of the Korean War in
1953. The latter conflict, together with
logging under the Japanese occupation,
and demand for fuelwood, badly de-
graded the native forest.
South Korea and Indonesia have an
agreement for forestry co-operation. This
involves projects such as tree planting,
fighting forest fires, skills development and
eco-tourism investment.

Industry and manufacturing
Korea’s industrialisation programme
made it the world’s eleventh richest econ-
omy during the 1990s, when it became
the world’s largest shipbuilder and pro-
ducer of DRAM memory chips, the fourth
biggest car exporter and the sixth largest
steelmaker. The industrial sector accounts
for around 40 per cent of GDP and em-
ploys around a fifth of the workforce.
The manufacture of iron and steel prod-
ucts, the automobile industry, shipbuild-
ing, petrochemicals and electronics
continue to be central to export-led
growth. Other main products include ferti-
lisers and other industrial chemicals, rub-
ber, synthetic and natural textiles,
garments, footwear and processed foods.
The industrial structure continues to be
haunted by the legacy of rapid
state-guided industrialisation protected
from overseas competition. The govern-
ment has struggled to limit the economic
power of the 30 largest leading compa-
nies (chaebol), which still dominate na-
tional industry.
In the first quarter of 2012, Samsung be-
came the world’s largest seller of mobile
phones with sales of 93 million units,
overtaking the Finnish company Nokia
which had sales in 83 million units.
Samsung also had its highest profits at
US$4.5 billion (net), which was an in-
crease of 81 per cent on 2011.

Tourism
South Korea has an ancient culture that
lives alongside a modern, developed
country, so that historic temples, shrines
and traditional buildings are juxtaposed
with contemporary cities. South Koreans
celebrate many festivals, centred on the
natural environment and including Korean
cuisine. There are ten sites listed on
Unesco’s World Heritage List. In 2008 the
Namdaemun (Great South Gate), the old-
est timber structure in Seoul (constructed
in 1398) was burned down in an arson
attack. By February 2012 restoration work
on the Namdaemun, on what has been
designated as South Korea’s first national

treasure, was almost complete, at a cost
of US$20 million.
Domestic tourism is a healthy component
of the sector with outbound South Kore-
ans being one of the top travelling nation-
alities, although their tendency is to stay in
Asia and the Pacific region.
Travel and tourism has contributed an av-
erage of round 5.7 per cent of GDP since
2006. In 2010, there were a record 8.8
million arrivals, which was a rise of 11 per
cent on the 7.8 million in 2009. Japanese
constituted 34.4 per cent of the total in
2010 followed by China with 21.3 per
cent and US citizens 7.4 per cent. Em-
ployment in the industry has averaged 6
per cent (around 1.4 million jobs) since
2006.
The travel and tourism industry typically
attracts over US$6 billion in capital invest-
ment. The country has also attracted inter-
national amusement park chains.

Mining
There are no significant mineral re-
sources. South Korea relies mainly on im-
ports to meet its increasing domestic
demand. The major mineral imports are
iron ore, copper and zinc ore concen-
trates. Cement is a major export com-
modity to the US, as there is surplus in the
domestic market.
LG-Nikko Copper Incorporated, a joint
venture established by LG and Japan Ko-
rea Joint Smelting Company, a Japanese
consortium, is the only copper smelting
and refining operation in South Korea.
Each company was obliged to invest
US$20 million in the joint venture that
took control of LG’s Changhang and
Onsan copper smelting and refining oper-
ations, which had an estimated value of
US$830 million.
Domestic iron ore supplies only about one
per cent of South Korea’s needs. The
Pohang Iron and Steel Company (Posco),
the largest crude steel producer in South
Korea and the only integrated iron and
steel producer, formed a strategic alliance
with Nippon Steel Corp, to expand re-
search and development, and also en-
couraged other Asian companies to join
the alliance. Posco employs more than
5,000 employees at production plants in
Pohang and Kwangyang, producing more
than 23.4 million tonnes of steel products
annually for customers in over 60 coun-
tries. Its products range from electrical
steel sheets to stainless steel products.
The only lead and zinc mine, at Kumba,
supplies about 10 per cent of the demand
for lead and zinc concentrates. Korea
Zinc, which is one of the largest primary
zinc producers in the world, completed
the expansion of its zinc plant complex at
Onsan, and is able to produce over
350,000 tonnes per year. Young Poong
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Corporation, its parent company, in-
creased zinc metal output at the Sukpo
zinc refinery, in the North Kyongsang
Province, by over 198,300 tonnes per
year.
The non-metal mineral sector accounts for
51.9 per cent of the total mining industry.
Other industrial mineral production in-
cludes limestone, silica stone, kaolin, ser-
pentine, feldspar and zeolite. Major
imports consist of potash, asbestos and
manganese ores and concentrates.

Hydrocarbons
There are no domestic oil reserves. Oil
consumption was 2.2 million barrels per
day (bpd) in 2007, making it the world’s
ninth largest consumer and fifth largest
importer of oil, of which 20 per cent is ex-
ported as refined. The country has a stra-
tegic petroleum reserve of over 110
million barrels of oil, which covers 90
days of imports, in order to offset any dis-
ruption to supply; in 2009 the reserve is
expected to total over 146 million barrels.
The state-owned Korea National Oil Cor-
poration (KNOC) has, in an effort to se-
cure the country’s oil supply, bought up
stakes in oil companies throughout the
world and is involved in 32 foreign explo-
ration and production projects, of which
six are producing oil. South Korea has an
oil refining capacity of 2.6 million bpd,
from six facilities, with plans for another
480,000bpd plant in Sosan.
Domestic gas production has ceased and
in 2009 South Korea was the world’s sec-
ond largest importer of liquefied natural
gas (LNG) importing 88.8 billion cubic
metres in 2007 mostly provided by Qatar,
Oman, Malaysia and Indonesia.
Proven coal reserves were 135 million
tonnes in 2007, all of which is the less
valuable brown coal typically used in
power plants. Domestic production has
declined from 10 million tonnes in the
mid-1980s to less than 1.3 million tonnes
in 2007. Metallurgical coal for
steelmaking come mainly from China and
Australia, where the Korean Electric Power
Corporation (Kepco) has invested in a
number of mines.

Energy
Total installed electricity generation was
62 gigawatts (GW) in 2007, of which 63
per cent was produced by conventional
thermal power stations, with nuclear reac-
tors producing around 36 per cent of all
energy. There are four nuclear power sta-
tions with plans for two more.
The privatisation of the state-owned elec-
tricity utility, Korean Electric Power Corpo-
ration (Kepco), has moved at a slow pace
but Kepco has been broken into six gener-
ating companies with the government re-
taining control of the Korea Hydro and
Nuclear Power Company (KHNPC).

Auctioning off of the other five companies
has been repeatedly postponed. Foreign
ownership is limited to 30 per cent of any
single power company.

Financial markets
Stock exchange
Koria Exchange (KRX)

Banking and insurance
The 1997/98 financial crisis revealed un-
derlying structural problems in South Ko-
rea’s banking system. The crisis led to the
creation of the Financial Restructuring
Committee (FRC), which reported a large
ratio of non-performing loans (NPLs) to
total loans and poor accounting stan-
dards. The government was forced to na-
tionalise the country’s five largest banks
so that by 2002/03 at 7.5 per cent, South
Korea had the second-lowest NPL ratio in
East Asia after Hong Kong. The estimated
recovery rate on South Korean NPLs is 35
per cent, compared to Singapore and
Hong Kong at 75 per cent and 50 per
cent respectively.
Although the financial system is in better
health, controversies linger over bank
privatisation. Arguments also surround
banking regulation, with President Roh re-
luctant to allow the chaebol to regain
their influence over the sector. Roh fa-
vours increasing the powers of independ-
ent directors and shareholders as well as
encouraging greater foreign ownership,
although there is little foreign interest in
South Korea’s banking sector which is
seen as risky.
Another pressing concern for the govern-
ment is consolidating the banking sector
into three or four large banks.
Central bank
Bank of Korea
Main financial centre
Seoul

Time
GMT plus nine hours

Geography
South Korea forms the southern part of
the Korean peninsula, in north-east Asia,
with the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea to the north. To the west is the Yel-
low Sea, the East China Sea is to the
south and the Sea of Japan is to the east.
The Korea Strait separates the peninsula
from Japan in the south-east. The coun-
try’s portion of the peninsula is dominated
by rugged terrain and mountains, culmi-
nating in the T’aebaek-sanmaek moun-
tain range which runs from north to south
along the eastern coast. Two major rivers
originate in this range, the Naktong flow-
ing to the Korea Strait and the Han river
to the Yellow Sea. Plains are few and far
between, mostly concentrated in the west,
with the coastal strips in the east and
south typically narrow. There are a

number of islands off the southern and
western coasts. Of these the largest is
Cheju, over 1,800 square km in size and
home to South Korea’s highest peak,
Mount Hallasan (1,950 metres).
Hemisphere
Northern

Climate
Winters are dry and very cold, with tem-
peratures well below 0 degrees Celsius
(C) between December–February. Korean
summers are typically hot and humid, with
monsoon rains, tropical storms and occa-
sional typhoons from June–September.
The average July temperature range is
22–29 degrees C. The narrow southern-
most coastal plain has the mildest climate
and is home to vegetation such as bam-
boo and evergreen oak.

Entry requirements
Passports
Required by all and must be valid for six
months from the date of departure.
Visa
Not required by tourists from North Amer-
ica, Japan, Australia and many citizens of
EU for up to 60 days. See http://eng-
lish.tour2korea.com and the link to Entry
Info for a full list and entitlements. For
business travellers and those not eligible
for visa-free travel, visit
www.mofat.go.kr/me/index.jsp and see
visa control. Applications must be submit-
ted to the nearest Korean consulate.
Currency advice/regulations
The import of local and foreign currency
greater than US$10,000 must be de-
clared; permission for the export of local
and foreign currency larger than
US$10,000 (or equivalent, including trav-
ellers cheques) must be obtained from
customs or the Bank of Korea; export is
limited to the amount declared on arrival.
Exchange receipts should be retained for
verification.
Travellers cheques are accepted in banks,
hotels and larger shops in major towns.
Customs
Personal effects are duty free, including
high-value items (cameras, watches etc)
which should be recorded on a baggage
declaration form on arrival.
A certificate from the Cultural Properties
Preservation Bureau is necessary for ex-
porting antiques. Permission for trade im-
ports or exports must be obtained from
the trade and industry ministry or from
authorised foreign exchange banks, and
certain items may be restricted or prohib-
ited (such as ginseng and cuttlefish).
Prohibited imports
Illegal drugs and pornography. Firearms
and ammunition, fruit, vegetables soil and
seeds all require licences, obtained before
arrival.
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Health (for visitors)
Health facilities in South Korea are gener-
ally good. The high level of pollution may
be a serious problem for those suffering
from respiratory conditions.
Mandatory precautions
An HIV/Aids-free certificate is required for
stays of over three months.
Advisable precautions
Vaccinations are recommended for diph-
theria, tuberculosis, hepatitis A and B,
Japanese B encephalitis, polio, tetanus
and typhoid. There is rabies risk and trav-
ellers should avoid stray animals.

Hotels
Luxury hotels include a 10 per cent service
charge in the bill. Tipping is not usual, al-
though it is on the increase in West-
ern-style hotels.

Credit cards
Major hotels accept credit cards, but
check when booking which ones are ac-
cepted for settlement of hotel bills. Also
accepted in major department stores, su-
permarkets etc.
The Korea Travel Card, a pre-paid debit
card allows visitors to pay for goods and
services throughout the country at favour-
able rates. The card is obtained through
tourist outlets.

Public holidays (national)
Fixed dates
1 Jan (New Year’s Day), 1 Mar (Inde-
pendence Movement Day), ^1 May (La-
bour Day), 5 May (Children’s Day), 6 Jun
(Memorial Day), 17 Jul (Constitution
Day), 15 Aug (Liberation Day), 3 Oct
(National Foundation Day), 25 Dec
(Christmas Day).
^ Bank and business organisations
holiday.
The summer vacation is the last week in
July and the first week in August.
Variable dates
Soellal (Lunar New Year, Jan/Feb, three
days), Birth of Buddha (May), Chu’seok
(Harvest Moon Festival, Sep/Oct, three
days).

Working hours
Banking
Mon–Fri: 0900–1700.
Business
Mon–Fri: 0900–1800.
Government
Mon–Fri: 0900–1800.
Shops
Sun–Sat: 1030–2000 (department stores,
closed one day per month, typically Mon,
different stores choose different days).
Small shops open from early morning till
late evening every day of the week.

Telecommunications
Mobile/cell phones
There are 3G GSM services available.

Electricity supply
220V AC, 60 cycles, with round two-pin
plugs.

Weights and measures
Metric system used in commerce; local
system also in use, especially relating to
land and buildings.

Social customs/useful tips
Korean surnames precede given names,
and given names are never used alone,
except by intimates. The family names,
‘Kim’, ‘Lee’ and ‘Park’, cover more than
half the population and may have variant
spellings. Business associates are normally
addressed by title (eg Director Kim or
Manager Lee).
Business entertaining usually takes place
in restaurants and wives do not partici-
pate. Business visitors should carry a good
supply of business cards, which are ex-
changed on introduction. Hotels can pro-
vide bilingual business cards overnight.
Note the official romanisation of Korean
words has been altered to more accu-
rately reflect pronunciation (eg Gimpo in-
ternational airport rather than Kimpo,
Busan instead of Pusan and Gimchi in-
stead of Kimchi, Korea’s signature spiced
cabbage dish). However, the former
romanisations are still widely used, with
some major newspapers declaring a com-
plete boycott of the new system.
Business etiquette is very formal. Punctual-
ity and a smart appearance are impor-
tant. Jackets and ties are required, even in
summer. However, the ritual of getting
drunk with a potential business partner
may be expected. You should appear re-
spectful at all times and keep smiling even
if negotiations are slow. Business associ-
ates like to spend time getting to know
you. Confirm agreements in writing.
It is impolite to refuse food or drink. Use
the right hand when giving or receiving.
Outdoor shoes should never be worn in-
side a house.
There are certain areas, particularly near
the demilitarised zone, where entry and
photography are forbidden.

Getting there
Air
National airline: Korean Air and Asiana
Airlines
International airport/s: Seoul-Inchon In-
ternational Airport (ICN), 40km west of
Inchon and 52km from Seoul. Facilities
include, duty-free shopping, restaurant,
bar, banks, business centre, medical ser-
vices and car hire. It is connected to the
city by rail, taxi (30–60 mins) buses and
ferry. Pusan (PUS) 27km from city, with
flights arriving mainly from Japan. Cheju
(CJU) on the island of Cheju.
Airport tax: Departure tax: W10,000, not
applicable to transit passengers.

Surface
Road: There are no land borders with any
other country except North Korea; all bor-
der crossing are closed.
Rail: Cargo trains started running be-
tween North and South Korea on 11 De-
cember 2007.
Water: There is a daily ferry service be-
tween Pusan and Shiminoseki, Japan.
Main port/s: Pusan, Inchon, Masan, Ulsan,
Mokpo, Kunsan, Yosu.

Getting about
National transport
Air: Gimpo Airport, located close to
Gimpo, west of Seoul, is used for all do-
mestic flights. Korean Air operates daily
services between Seoul and Pusan (50
minutes), Taegu, Cheju, Ulsan and
Kwangju, with less frequent services to
other centres. Other services are provided
by Asiana Airlines. Expect to be searched
for firearms when embarking on internal
flights.
Road: The road network contains more
than 60,000km of highways and lesser
roads. More than half of roads are paved.
Major cities are linked by motorways, but
minor roads may be poorly maintained.
Pusan is over five hours distant from Seoul
by road, compared to four hours by rail.
Buses: Air-conditioned express Chwasok
buses operate between major cities, in
competition with trains. Villages are often
connected by a network of local buses.
Rail: Korean National Railroads offers
normal and super-express trains between
major cities. The super-express train
(Saemaul-ho) runs between Seoul and Pu-
san, Chongju, Yosu and Inchon. Timeta-
bles and station signs are often in English.
Many trains have sleeping and dining
cars.
Water: Various services are available.
Mokpo and Pusan are linked by a steamer
service twice weekly. The Angel Line, a hy-
drofoil service, runs between Pusan and
Yosu five times daily, via Chongmy. The
island of Cheju is linked to the mainland
by daily ferries, including car ferries, three
times per week.
City transport
Public transport in Seoul is well-devel-
oped, but becomes crowded at rush-hour.
Taxis: Registered taxis carry meters and
are clearly marked on the roof. Taxis are
plentiful, and available at ranks, by tele-
phone or hailed in the steet. A 20 per
cent surcharge applies between
0000–0400. Taxi drivers suspend use of
meters for journeys outside town, so ne-
gotiate the fare for such trips in advance.
It is advisable to carry written instructions
in Korean if possible.
Buses, trams & metro: The Korean Air
limousine shuttle bus calls at 20 Seoul lo-
cations, including major hotels.
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City buses, though cheap and convenient,
are crowded. Purple and white buses have
few seats. Green and beige ‘seat buses’
make fewer stops and are more comfort-
able and air-conditioned. Tokens are
available at most stops. There are Eng-
lish-language signs on city-centre buses
only.
Seoul has an extensive metro system with
eight lines accessing most parts of the city
and provides a rapid means of travelling
between places. First and last trains are
around 0500–2400 depending on indi-
vidual lines. Comprehensive information
is given at www.seoulmetro.co.kr/eng/
with maps and related links. Signs are in
English and Korean.
Pusan, Daegu and Incheon have metro
systems and Gwangju and Daejeon have
systems under construction.
Car hire
International driving licences are accept-
able, but chauffeur-driven car hire is rec-
ommended in the main cities.

BUSINESS DIRECTORY
The addresses listed below are a selection
only. While World of Information makes
every endeavour to check these ad-
dresses, we cannot guarantee that
changes have not been made, especially
to telephone numbers and area codes.
We would welcome any corrections.

Telephone area codes
The international direct dialling (IDD)
code for the Republic of Korea, is +82,
followed by area code and subscriber’s
number:
Inchon32Seoul2
Pusan51Taegu53

Useful telephone numbers
Police: 112
Fire: 119
Medical emergency 1339
Directory inquiries: 114
International calls: 1035/1037
Tourist helpline: 1330

Chambers of Commerce
American Chamber of Commerce in Ko-
rea, 4501 Trade Tower, 159-1
Samsung-dong, Kangnam-gu, Seoul
135-729 (tel: 564-2040; fax: 564-2050;
e-mail: info@amchamkorea.org).

British Chamber of Commerce in Korea,
21/F Seoul Finance Centre, 84
Taepyoung-ro 1-ga, Chung-gu, Seoul
100-101 (tel: 720-9406; fax: 720-9411;
e-mail: bcck@bcck.or.kr).

European Union Chamber of Commerce
in Korea, Kyobo Building, 1 Chongro
1-ga, Chongro-gu, Seoul, 110-714 (tel:
725-9880; fax: 725-9886; e-mail:
eucck@eucck.org).

Inchon Chamber of Commerce and In-
dustry, 447 Nonhyon-dong,
Namdong-gu, Inchon 405-300 (tel:
810-2800; fax: 810-2807; e-mail:
ebiz@incci.co.kr).

Korea Chamber of Commerce and Indus-
try, 45 Namdaemunro 4-ga, Chung-gu,
Seoul 100-743 (tel: 316-3114; fax:
771-3267; e-mail: info@korcham.net).

Pusan Chamber of Commerce and Indus-
try, 853-1 Pomchon-dong, Pusanjin-gu,
Pusan 614-021 (tel: 645-7771; fax:
645-3003; e-mail: julyjang@pcci.or.kr).

Taegu Chamber of Commerce and Indus-
try, 107 Sinchon 3-dong, Tong-gu, Taegu
701-023 (tel: 755-0041; fax: 795-5774;
e-mail: mrlee@dcci.or.kr).

Banking
Bank of Seoul, 10-1, 2-ka,
Namdaemun-ro, Chung-gu, Seoul (fax:
756-6389).

Cho Hung Bank Ltd., 14, 1-ka,
Namdaemun-ro, Chung-gu, Seoul (tel:
733-2000; fax: 732-0835).

Citizens National Bank, 9-1, 2-ka,
Namdaemun-ro, Chung-gu, Seoul (fax:
757-3679).

Commercial Bank of Korea, 111-1, 2-ka,
Namdaemun-ro, Chung-gu, Seoul (tel:
754-3920; fax: 754-9203).

Export-Import Bank of Korea, 16-1,
Yoido-dong, Youngdungpo-gu, Seoul
150-010 (tel: 779-6114; fax:
784-1030).

Hanil Bank, 130, 2-ka, Namdaemun-ro,
Chung-gu, Seoul (fax: 754-0479).

Hana Bank, 101-1, 1-ga Ulchiro,
Chung-gu, Seoul 100-191 (tel:
754-2121; fax: 756-6358).

Korea Development Bank, 10-2,
Kwanchul-dong, Chongro-gu, Seoul (tel:
398-6369; fax: 720-0015).

Korea Exchange Bank, 181, 2-ka, Ulji-ro,
Chung-gu, Seoul.

Korea First Bank, 100 Kongpyong-dong,
Chongro-gu, Seoul (tel: 733-0070; fax:
736-8092).

Shinhan Bank, 120, 2-ga, Taepyung-ro,
Chung-gu, Seoul (tel: 756-0505; fax:
774-7013).

Central bank
Bank of Korea, 110, 3-KA
Namdaemun-ro, Chung-ku, Seoul
100-794 (tel: 759-4114; fax: 759-4060;
e-mail:bokdplp@bok.or.kr).

Stock exchange
Koria Exchange (KRX), www.krx.co.kr

Travel information
Korea Automobile Association, 1, PO Box
2008, Seoul (tel: 785-5051).

Korean Air, 41-3 Seosomun-Dong,
Chung-gu, Seoul (tel: 755-2221; fax:
751-7799; internet: www.koreanair.com).

Ministry of tourism
Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 82-1
Sejongno, Chongno-gu, Seoul (tel:
736-7946; fax: 736-8513).

National tourist organisation offices
Korean National Tourism Organisation
(KNTO), 40 Cheongyecheonmo,
Chung-gu, Seoul 100-180 (tel: 729
9497; fax: 319 0086; e-mail:
webmaster@mail.knto.or.kr; internet site:
www.tour2korea.com).

Ministries
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 1
Jungang-dong, Kwachon, Kyongki-do
427-760 (tel: 500-1587; fax: 503-7249;
e-mail: webmaster@maf.go.kr).

Ministry of Construction and Transporta-
tion, 1 Jungang-dong, Kwachon,
Kyongki-do 427-712 (tel: 504-9031;
fax: 504-6825; e-mail:
webmaster@moct.go.kr).

Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 82-1
Sejongno, Jongno-gu, Seoul 110-703
(tel: 3704-9114; fax: 3704-9119;
e-mail: webmaster@mct.go.kr).

Ministry of Defence, 1 Yongsan-dong,
Yongsan-gu, Seoul 140-701 (tel:
795-0071; fax: 703-3109; e-mail:
cyber@mnd.go.kr).

Ministry of Education and Human Re-
sources Development, 77-6 Sejong-no,
Jongno-gu, Seoul 110-760 (tel:
3703-2114; fax: 2100-6133; e-mail:
webmaster@moe.go.kr).

Ministry of Environment, 1 Jungang-dong,
Kwachon, Kyongki-do 427-729 (tel:
2110-6546; fax: 504-9206; e-mail:
shinae@me.go.kr).

Ministry of Finance and Economy, 1
Chungang-dong, Kwachon City,
Kyonggi-Do, Seoul (tel: 503-7171; fax:
502-0193; internet site:
www.mofe.go.kr/mofe/eng).

Ministry of Finance, Jungang-dong,
Kwachon, Kyongki-do 427-725 (tel:
503-9032; fax: 503-9033; e-mail:
fppr@mofe.go.kr).

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade,
Doryeom-dong Jongno-gu Seoul
110-787 (tel: 100-2114; fax
100-7999:email: web@mofat.go.kr;
internet: www.mofat.go.kr/me/index.jsp).

Ministry of Gender Equality, 77-6
Sejong-no, Jongno-gu, Seoul 110-760
(tel: 3703-2500; fax: 2106-5145;
e-mail: webadmin@moge.go.kr).

Ministry of Government Administration
and Home Affairs, 77-6 Sejong-no,
Jongno-gu, Seoul 110-760 (tel:
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3703-2114; fax: 3703-5502; e-mail:
webmaster@mogaha.go.kr).

Ministry of Government Legislation, 77-6
Sejong-no, Jongno-gu, Seoul 110-760
(tel: 3703-2114; fax: 738-2649; e-mail:
lawinfo@moleg.go.kr).

Ministry of Health and Welfare, 1
Jungang-dong, Kwachon, Kyongki-do
427-760 (tel: 503-7524; fax: 504-6418;
e-mail: m_mohw@mohw.go.kr).

Ministry of Information and Communica-
tion, 100 Sejong-no, Jongno-gu, Seoul
110-777 (tel 750-2114; fax: 750-2915;
e-mail: webmaster@mic.go.kr).

Ministry of Justice, 1 Jungang-dong,
Kwachon, Kyongki-do 427-760 (tel:
503-7023; fax: 2110-3079;
webmaster@moj.go.kr).

Ministry of Labour, 1 Jungang-dong,
Kwachon, Kyongki-do 427-716 (tel:
2110-2114; fax: 503-9772; e-mail:
webmaster@molab.go.kr).

Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries,
50 Chungjeongno, Saedaemun-gu, Seoul
120-715 (tel: 3148-6114; fax:
3148-6044; e-mail:
webmaster@momaf.go.kr).

Ministry of Planning and Budget, 520-3
Banpo-dong, Seocho-gu. Seoul 137-756
(tel: 3480-7990; fax: 3480-7600;
e-mail: nara@mpb.go.kr).

Ministry of Science and Technology, 2
Jungang-dong, Kwachon, Kyongki-do
427-715 (tel: 503-7600; fax: 503-7673;
e-mail: webadmin@most.go.kr).

Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy, 1
Jungang-dong, Kwachon, Kyongki-do
427-760 (tel: 2110-5061; fax:
503-9496; e-mail:
webmocie@mocie.go.kr).

Ministry of Unification, 77-6 Sejong-no,
Jongno-gu, Seoul 110-760 (tel:
3703-2433; fax: 739-5047; e-mail:
webmaster@unikorea.go.kr).

Other useful addresses
Association of Foreign Trading Agents in
Korea, 218 Hangangro 2-ka,

Youngsan-gu, Seoul (tel: 792-1581; fax:
749-1830).

Board of Audit and Inspection, 25-23
Samchong-dong, Jongno-gu, soul (tel:
721-9114; fax: 721-9299).

British Embassy, 4
Chung-dong-Chung-gu, Seoul (tel:
735-7341/3; fax: 736-6241).

Customs Administration, 71
Nonhyun-dong, Kangnam-gu, Seoul (tel:
512-0011; fax: 512-2322).

Economic Planning Board, 1
Chungang-dong, Kwach’on City,
Kyonggi, Seoul (tel: 503-7171).

Emergency Planning Committee, 1
Chungang-dong, Kwachon-City,
Kyonggi-Do (tel: 503-7723; fax:
503-7727).

Fair Trade Commission, 1
Chungang-dong, Kwachon-City,
Kyonggi-Do (tel: 503-7171; fax:
504-5144).

Foreign Investment Policy Division, Rm
203, Complex No 3, 1 Chungang-dong,
Kwacheon City, Kyongki-do (tel:
503-9276/7; fax: 503-9324).

Institute of Foreign Affairs and National
Security, 1376-2 Seocho-dong,
Seocho-gu, Seoul (tel: 571-1020; fax:
571-1019).

Invest Korea, Kotra Bldg 300-9
Yomgok-dong, Seocho-gu, Seoul 137-70
(tel: 3460-7545; fax: 3460–7946;
internet: www.investkorea.org).

Korean Exhibition Centre, 65
Samsung-dong, Gangnam-gu, Seoul (tel:
553-7907/8; fax: 557-5784).

Korean Foreign Trade Association, TCPO
Box 100, Seoul (tel: 551-5114; fax:
551-5100/5200).

Korean Information Service, 82-1
Sejongno, Jongno-gu, Seoul 110-703
(internet site: www.korea.net).

Korean Republic Embassy (US), 2450
Massachusetts Avenue, NW, Washington
DC 20008, USA (tel: (+1-202)
939-5600; fax: (+1-202) 797-0595;
e-mail: information_usa@mofat.go.kr).

Korea Stock Exchange, 33, Yoido-dong,
Youngdeungpo-gu, KR-Seoul 150-010
(tel: 780-2271; fax: 786-0263; internet
site: www.kse.or.kr/e_index.html).

Korean Trade Promotion Corporation,
CPO Box 1621 10-1, 2-ka
Hoehyun-dong, Chung-gu, Seoul (tel:
753-4180/9; internet site:
www.kotra.or.kr/eng/index.php3).

Meteorological Administration, 1
Songwall-dong, Jongno-gu, Seoul (tel:
738-0345; fax: 723-8731).

National Statistical Office, Hanta Build-
ing, 645-15 Yoksam-dong, Kangnam-gu,
Seoul (tel: 222-1901; fax: 538-3874;
internet site: www.nso.go.kr/eindex.htm).

National Tax Administration, 108-4
Susong-dong, Jongno-gu, Seoul (tel:
397-1200; fax: 720-0278).

Overseas Aircargo Service Inc, 1–6 Fl.
Daishin Bldg, 93–62 Bukchang-dong, PO
Box 2757, Chung-gu, Seoul (tel:
753-8374/6; fax: 756-9400).

Rural Development Administratin, 250
Socun-dong, Suwon-City, Kyonggi-Do
(tel: 292-4370; fax: 292-4163).

Securities Exchange Commission, 28-1
Yoido-dong, Yongdongpo-gu, Seoul (tel:
785-7593; fax: 785-3475).

Small and Medium Business Administra-
tion, 2 Chungang-dong, Kwachon-City,
Kyonggi-Do (tel: 509-7114; fax:
503-7941).

Internet sites
Asiana Airlines: http://us.flyasiana.com

EC21 (Internet trade site): www.ec21.net

Korea Air: www.koreanair.com

Korea Asset Management Corporation:
www.kamco.or.kr/eng/index.htm

Korea Infogate: www.koreainfogate.co.kr

Korean Travel (internet: http://eng-
lish.tour2korea.com/).

Inchon International Airport, www.air-
port.or.kr/eng/airport/

Samsung Economic Research Institute:
www.koreaeconomy.org




