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Chapter 1. Introduction

Korea is a country situated on the Korean Peninsula at the eastern end

of the Asian continent. It has a history of about 5,000 years. Gochosun, the

first country on the Korean Peninsula, had existed until 108 B.C. In the

beginning of modern times, the Korean Peninsula had gone through

colonial rule by imperialist Japan in the early 20th century. After World

War II, the Korean Peninsula experienced a division by the military

stationing of the United States and the Soviet Union, and the Korean War

caused the division of the peninsula into South Korea and North Korea. In

the south, the Republic of Korea was established in 1948, and in 2010 the

country observed its 62nd Independence Day.

Korea is located on the mid-latitude of the globe. It has a temperate

climate. Its four seasons are distinct as it has a continental climate with a

large climate range with seasonal winds blowing from the Asian continent

and broad seasonal differences of precipitation. In the summer,

temperature and humidity are high. And, in the winter, the country is cold

and dry. Although the country is small in size, it is extensively

mountainous. And it has the geographical features of a peninsula in that

the three sides of the peninsula are coastlines. Due to these characteristics,

there are rather big changes in the weather in the four areas of the east,

west, south, and the north.

With the backdrop of Asia’s monsoon climate of high temperature and

humidity in the summer, rice farming was developed early. Historically, the

‘agriculture first’ principle, which considered farming as the foundation of

the country, had prevailed. Because there had been little agricultural land

while there were a lot of farmers, the country could hardly escape from
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small-scale farming. In the modern times, the number of farmers leaving

agriculture rose during the industrialization process, and agricultural

restructuring is currently underway. To cope with the globalization era of

the 21st century, the country is seeking a niche in the agricultural market

while complying with international norms. 

Before taking up the main subject, we will provide an overview of

Korean agriculture with respect to the country’s territory, population,

economic development and changes in agriculture and agricultural policy. 

Section 1. The Land and Population  

1.1. Area and Topography

The Korean Peninsula, which is situated on the eastern end of the

Asian continent, is located at 33°TM~43°TM latitude and 124°TM~132°TM

longitude. The Korean Peninsula stretches from north to south and there are

3,418 islands. On the northern border, there are Aprok and Tumen rivers.

On the eastern side, there is East Sea and, to the south, the South Sea. To

the west, there is Yellow Sea lying between mainland China and the

Korean Peninsula.

The total area of the Korean Peninsula is 221,336 ㎡, with South

Korea occupying 99,370 ㎡ of the land. Farmland makes up 19.4% of the

country, forests 65.7% and others 14.9%. During the past 50 years, the total

land area increased by 6%, whereas farmland has steadily declined. The

decline, however, has been stagnant recently. 

The total length of coastline of South and North Korea combined is

8,593 km. Of this, South Korea’s coastline reaches 6,098 km. The elevation
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of the land rises from west to the east and thus high mountains are found

mostly on the eastern side of the peninsula. Rivers flow to the west and

south along mountain slopes. At the mid- and lower streams of rivers, there

are relatively wide plain regions.        

1.2. Climate

Geographically positioned in the mid-latitudes of the northern

hemisphere, Korea has a temperate climate. The four seasons of spring,

summer, autumn, and winter are distinct. Situated between the Asian

continent and the Pacific Ocean, the country has a continental climate that

is influenced very much by seasonal winds. As a result, and unlike the

seasonal changes of West European countries and other mid-latitude

countries, the Korean winter is comparatively cold and the summer is very

hot. In the spring and autumn, there are many clear and dry days due to the

monsoons. The average annual temperature ranges from 6℃ to 16℃ and

South Korea in the Map of Northeast AsiaFigure 1-1
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the regional differences in average annual temperature are rather dramatic.

If the mountainous areas are excluded, the distribution ranges from 10℃ to

16℃. The monthly average temperature of August, which is the hottest

month of the year, is 25℃. And the monthly average temperature of

January, which is the coldest month of the year, is -0.7℃.  

The annual amount of precipitation is 1,500mm in the southern region

and 1,300mm in the central region. By season, about 50% to 60% of annual

precipitation falls in the summer and 5% to 10% falls in the winter.

Northwesterly seasonal winds are generally stronger than the southwesterly

winds and especially from December to February, northwesterly winds are

strong. The months of September and October are in the fall season when

southwesterly winds change into northwesterly winds. Normally winds are

weak and the effect of land and sea breezes becomes clear in coastal

The Climate and Distribution of Vegetation in KoreaFigure 1-2
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regions. Humidity is the highest in July. The humidity nationwide ranges

from 80% to 90%. The months with the lowest humidity are January and

April during which humidity ranges from about 30% to 50%. September

and October are pleasant with humidity around 75%.

The torrential rain during the rainy season starts from the south coastal

region in late June, gradually reaches the central region, and continues for

about 30 days. Occasionally the fall rainy season comes in early September.

The typhoons from outside of Korea are mainly created between June and

October, and about two or three of them directly or indirectly affect Korea.

1.3. Population

In 2009, the population of South Korea was 48.75 million, or 0.7% of

the world’s 6.83 billion. South Korea’s population has multiplied 2.3 times

during the 60 years since the country’s founding in 1948. The population

growth rate had gradually declined from about 2% in 1970 to 0.5% after

1990. In terms of population density, Korea ranked third in the world in

2005 with a population density of 490 persons/㎡. 

According to the population census of 2005, those aged less than 14

(children) accounted for 19.1%, those aged between 15 and 64 (youths and

the middle-aged) accounted for 71.6%, and those aged 65 or older (the

elderly) accounted for 9.3%. In terms of population structure, one of the

main characteristics that have appeared recently is the aging population.

The aging index (the elder-child ratio) has steadily been rising from 6.9%

in 1960 to 48.6% in 2005. During the same period, the cost of supporting

the old (old population/youth and middle-aged population) has increased

from 5.3% to 13.0%. The difference between the aging indices of cities and

rural areas has been widening greatly. In 2005, the aging indices of cities
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(Dong) and rural areas (Eup and Myeon) were 36.7% and 108.2%,

respectively.

The farm population in 2009 was 3.12 million, which accounted for

6.4% of the total population. And the number of farm households was 1.2

million. Although the number of farm households had increased to 2.6

million in the latter half of the 1960s, it started to decrease afterwards and

became quickly reduced. The main causes were the industrialization and

urbanization that had taken place in the process of rapid economic

development. The ratio of farm household population has gradually been

shifting to that of advanced countries, such as the United States, Japan,

France, Germany, and Australia, where the ratio of farm households stands

between 2% and 4% 

The economically active population accounted for 61.5% of the total

population in 2008. The number of people working in agriculture and

forestry was 1.63 million, or 6.9% of the total population. Although the

ratio of economically active population has been increasing little by little,

the number of those working in agriculture and forestry has steadily been

falling like the farm household population.

The Population Trends of South KoreaFigure 1-3
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Section 2. The National Economy and
Agriculture

2.1. An Overview of Korean Economy

The modern era of Korea began in a depressing way. In the beginning

of the 20th century, when Korea had sought a change from a feudalistic

system to a western-style economic system, the country had to cry out loud

about the colonial rule of the imperialist Japan. Afterward, the country had

to experience the Korean War that began in 1950. The country had to

rebuild the economic foundation that had been ruined.

Korea pursued economic growth in the 1960s led by the government

and established the Economic Planning Board in 1961. The government

established an agency to formulate five-year economic development plans

for advancement of industrial structure and increase in exports. It increased

domestic industrial investment to support economic development and

improve export financing and the export supporting system to increase

Korean exports.

The high growth in the 1960s and 70s supported both the government’s

intervention in the market and the leadership role in efficiently distributing

resources. There had been much room for the government to play a positive

role during the initial phase of economic development, when market

competition had not been intensive. However, the government intervened

heavily due to inefficient distribution of resources and economic instability.

At the end of the 1970s, the Korean economy did not show the ripple

effects that should have followed the heavy chemical industry. Instead, the

second oil shock and the death of former President Park Chung-Hee

induced the Korean economy to go through a crisis of unstable commodity
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price and negative growth. Taking this crisis experienced during the high

growth period as an opportunity, the government had emphasized

economic stability, financial market reform, and industrial restructuring.

Thanks to the successful implementation of such policy, the increase rate of

commodity prices was lowered from 21% in 1981 to 2% in 1984, and

economic growth rate rose from 6% to 9%.

From the mid-1980s, the so-called era of “triple lows” began with a

drastic fall in the value of US dollar, oil prices, and international interest

rates. In this environment, the Korean economy enjoyed a prosperous time

by seizing the ‘three rabbits’ of large-scale current account surplus, high

levels of growth, and stabilization of commodity prices for the first time

since the founding of the country. Nevertheless, the demand for economic

democratization by social echelons who had been alienated during the

economic development started to grow fierce. In 1987, the government

Main Indices of National AccountsTable 1-1

Source: National Accounts, the Bank of Korea.

Year
Nominal GDP
(US$1 billion)

per capita GNI
(US$)

Growth Rates (%) The exchange
rate against the

US dollar
(won/US dollar)

Gross Domestic
Product (GDP)

Gross National
Income (GNI)

1970 8.1 254 - - 311

1975 21.5 602 5.9 4.1 484

1980 63.8 1,645 -1.5 -4.2 607

1985 96.6 2,309 6.8 6.3 871

1990 263.7 6,147 9.2 8.9 708

1995 517.3 11,432 9.2 9.5 771

2000 511.8 10,841 8.5 5.5 1,131

2005 791.9 16,413 4.2 0.7 1,024
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began to emphasize the importance of fairness and welfare together with

efficiency and growth. Due to the increasingly vocal demands by the

Korean society for democracy, large-scale labor-management disputes

occurred frequently and wages rose sharply. In 1990, the current account

balance turned to a deficit.

In the presidential election of 1992, a civilian government took power.

In order to differentiate itself from the military regime of the past, the

civilian government announced ‘The Five-Year Plan for a New Economy,’

and had emphasized participation and creativity of citizens instead of

governmental control. It closed down the Economic Planning Board, which

had been a symbol of economic development, and pursued market

economy through economic reforms and liberalization. Korea became a

member of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the Organization for

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). However, despite such

efforts, Korea had gone through a financial crisis at the end of 1997.

Consequently, it requested a financial bailout from the International

Monetary Fund (IMF), and the foundation of Korea’s  high levels of

economic growth was fundamentally changed.

A new government was installed in 1998 and it sought to restructure

the overall society aggressively. Thanks to such effort by the new

government, the Korean economy quickly escaped the shock of the

financial crisis. In August 2001, Korea completely came out of the IMF’s

bailout program. Unlike the situation in which Korea’s foreign currency

reserves were nearly exhausted 10 years ago, the amount of foreign

currency reserves in 2007 rose to be the world’s fourth largest.

After the financial crisis, the Korean government abolished the

economic management practice of the industrialization period and followed
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a path of simultaneously achieving market competition, economic

democratization, growth, and distribution. With the world economy in

recession recently, the Korean economy, too, has slowed down. As a result,

recovery of growth potential and creation of employment have arisen as

policy tasks.

In April 2007, the World Bank unveiled the ‘World Development

Indicators 2007.’ According to this report, the nominal gross domestic

product (GDP) of Korea in 2005 was approximately US$791.3 billion. It

ranked 12th among 184 countries surveyed. The size of nominal gross

national income (GNI) was approximately US$765 billion, placing the

country at the 11th rank among 208 countries surveyed. Furthermore, GDP

growth rate in 2005 was approximately 4.2% (world average: 3.5%),

placing Korea at the 25th rank among 50 largest economies (based on the

GDP in US dollars in 2005). Korea’s  per capita GNI in 2005 was

US$15,840, 49th among 208 countries surveyed. 

2.2. Economic Development and Role of Agriculture

Korea has walked the path of modernization and industrialization in

the past 60 years, and it has grown to become an economic power that

ranks approximately 10th in the world. When we look at the economic

structure of Korea, we can briefly describe it as having grown through

primary, secondary, and tertiary industries. Although there were not enough

statistics available at the time of the country’s establishment, the working

population in the primary industry, which includes agriculture, must have

reached at least 80 to 90%. However, the population of workers in

agriculture, forestry, and fisheries in 2008 was about 1.69 million, which

was merely about 7% of the total economically active population.
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The reduction in agricultural workforce resulting from economic

advancement is a common phenomenon among advanced countries. Korea

had experienced changes in its industrial structure at a speed that had been

two to five times quicker than those of advanced countries. For example,

the advanced countries of Europe and America had gone through a

industrialization process that lasted about 100 years. However, in Korea,

the transformation of industrial structure had taken place over merely 30

years. The average time needed for the ratio of agricultural GDP to total

GDP to be reduced from 40% to 5% were as follows: 120 years for the 5

European countries of Great Britain, Germany, France, the Netherlands,

and Denmark; 95 years for the United States; 75 years for Japan; and 30

years for Korea.

The Changes in the National Economic Status of Agriculture

unit: %

Table 1-2

Source: National Statistics, the Bank of Korea.

Classification

The relative ratios in GDP The relative ratios of employment

Agriculture,
forestry, and

fisheries
Agriculture Forestry Fisheries

Agriculture,
forestry, and

fisheries

Agricul
ture and
forestry

Fisheries

1970 29.2 25.5 2.0 1.7 50.4 49.5 0.9

1975 27.1 24.0 1.5 1.7 45.7 43.1 2.5

1980 16.2 13.8 1.1 1.2 34.0 32.4 1.6

1985 13.5 11.6 0.8 1.7 24.9 23.7 1.2

1990 8.9 7.8 0.4 0.8 17.9 17.1 0.8

1995 6.3 5.5 0.2 0.6 11.8 11.2 0.6

2000 4.9 4.2 0.2 0.4 10.6 10.2 0.4

2005 3.4 3.0 0.2 0.2 7.9 7.6 0.3
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The Korean economy is often said to be on the level of advanced

countries, but its agriculture is in fact on the level of developing countries.

If the relative ratio of agriculture in OECD countries is considered, which

was about 1% in 2005, Korea’s figure shows a level that is about two times

higher. And the same is true for the relative ratio of number of farmers to

total population, which was about 2 to 3 percent in OECD countries. 

The ratio of agricultural GDP to total GDP decreased over time, from

25.5% in 1970 to 13.8% in 1980, 7.8% in 1990, and 2.9% in 2005. The

average annual reduction rate from 1970 to 2005 was 6.0%. With respect to

agricultural workforce, the ratio of number of farmers to total population

decreased from 49.5% in 1970 to 32.4% in 1980, 17.1% in 1990, 10.2% in

2000, and to 7.6% in 2005. Agricultural employment fell by 5.2% on

average annually from 1970 to 2005. In this way, the agricultural GDP ratio

was reduced quickly, whereas the ratio of those employed in the

agricultural sector was reduced relatively slowly. For that reason,

overemployment became apparent in the agricultural sector. 

Such changes in industrial structure can be considered a decline of

agriculture. But these are industrial changes in a comparative sense, and

there is no need to stretch the meaning to indicate a definite reduction in

industrial scale. 

In most countries, the dynamic force for industrialization was found

in agriculture during the initial phase of economic development regardless

of type of national system. The ground for capital formation was laid

through the dissolution of pre-modern land ownership, which had been the

production base for agriculture. And the high levels of growth had been

achieved through the supply of cheap labor from rural villages. Such cases

are the empirical facts experienced by a number of countries, including the
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U.K., which had gone through the Industrial Revolution in earlier days,

and Japan that had emerged as an industrially advanced country in the

20th century. 

The roles of agriculture in the Korean economy can be summarized as

follows: 

First, agriculture plays the role of producing and supplying food. The

fact that Korea achieved self-sufficiency in rice production in 1978 through

Green Revolution was a big achievement considering that the staple grain

of Korea is rice. Although self-sufficiency rate of the staple crop has

continued to fall since then, stable supply of food has been firmly

established as an important role to be played by agriculture.   

Second, agriculture contributes to the development of other industries.

It brought forth the advancement of commerce and transportation through

the exchange of agricultural products with other daily necessities, and

industrial crops and livestock products have been supplied as industrial raw

materials, thus forming a part of the manufacturing industry. The

agricultural materials industry, which is related with the production of

fertilizer, agricultural chemicals, machinery, etc., has been developed as an

upstream industry, while the food industry has been developed as a

downstream industry where agricultural produce is processed. 

Third, agriculture plays the role of preserving the natural environment

and the national territory. Agriculture is basically an environment-friendly

industry. In the modern times, agriculture has caused some pollution

problems with the use of synthetic chemicals. Even so, there are more

positive functions in agriculture in terms of environmental preservation.

Green plants refine air, and the green space has been providing amenities.

Recently, non-economic functions of agriculture, such as flood control,
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water resource development, air purification, and land preservation, have

been emphasized. Evidence has also been found repeatedly that the

economic values of such “public good” functions are much greater than the

amount of agricultural production.   

Fourth, agriculture promotes the preservation of genetic resources. At

present, there are over one million species living on Earth. Such a diversity

of biological species plays an important role both in maintaining the

harmony of nature and in achieving the serenity of the natural world. In the

case of Korea, in particular, it can be said that the country with its four

distinct seasons is blessed by heaven. The country has the world’s sixth

largest genetic resources of plants. The potential of advancing bio-

industries by utilizing agricultural genetic resources is very high.

Fifth, agriculture promotes economic and social stability. Food is an

indispensable element for humans to live. Therefore, a decline of

agriculture will soon bring about a decline of related industries and thus

make the nation’s economic and social life unstable. In addition, agriculture

maintains the population of rural villages through the creation of income by

employing the labor force of rural villages. When a regional society in rural

areas collapses, urban problems will be more serious accordingly, and it is a

matter of course that the traditional culture of rural villages disappears. The

natural scenery, which provides rest to citizens, can only be maintained

through the continued existence of agriculture, forestry, and fisheries.
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Section 3. Transition of Agriculture and
Agricultural Policy

3.1. Changes in Food Consumption and Agricultural

Production 

Ever since Korea achieved rice self-sufficiency in 1978, rice

consumption has been decreasing quickly due to westernization of eating

habits, and the consumption of fruits and meat has been increasing

gradually. As has been said, Korea has entered an era of commercial

agriculture since the 1980s, and agricultural production is showing the

propensity to react sensitively to market demand.

In terms of consumption trends of major agricultural crops, the annual

amount of rice consumption has continuously been on a decreasing trend

since reaching the peak of 197kg per person in 1967. Consumption amount

per person had quickly declined from 135.6kg in 1979 to 75.8kg in 2008,

which was an annual decline rate of 2% on average. As for the

consumption amount of other grains in 2008, wheat was consumed the

most with 33.7kg, followed by soy bean (8kg), corn (5kg), potatoes (3.6kg)

and barley (1.1kg).

Although consumption of vegetables, fruits, and livestock products has

been increasing continuously, their rates of increase, except for meat, have

been stagnant recently. In the case of vegetables, consumption increased

from 120kg in 1980 to 154kg in 2009. In the case of fruits, consumption

increased from 22kg in 1980 to 68kg in 2009. In the case of meat,

consumption increased from 11kg in 1980 to 37kg in 2009.

If agricultural production trends in the past half century are examined,

it can be seen that there have been large changes twice, one in the 1970s
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and the other in the 1990s (Figure 1-4). In other words, with the mid-1970s

as the turning point, production of food crops had changed its trend to be

either stagnant or decreasing. The relative weights of fruits, vegetables, and

livestock products, on the other hand, had begun to increase, but a new

situation emerged as the production of fruits and livestock products, the so-

called growth crops, levelled off since the mid-1990s.

Especially since the 1990s, agricultural production started to react

sensitively to market demand, and a division of agricultural crops began to

emerge gradually between those growth crops, the production of which

increases according to market demand, and non-growth crops, the

production of which does not increase according to market demand. In the

2000s, growth and decline by item were shown clearly while the total

amount of agricultural production did not increase very much (Figure 1-5),

and it looks like such a trend will continue for some time in the future.

Specialization of agriculture by region, along with the exposure of

production growth and decline by item, is an important feature of the

change in the production structure. If we look at the production ratios of

cities and counties that ranked high with respect to specialization

coefficients of major items, the regional concentration of production and

the tendency to form main production areas have been evident since 1990.

Also in the case of rice that has low specialization coefficients, the ratio of

rice cultivation in the top 20 cities and counties had increased from 17% in

1990 to 32.7% in 2005. In the case of apple, which has high specialization

coefficients, the ratio of apple cultivation in major production areas had

increased from 57.5% to 79.6% during the same period.
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Production Trends of Cultivated Crops (1951~2003, 1951/53=100)Figure 1-4

Agricultural Production Trends by Product Category (1990~2008)Figure 1-5

Source: Agricultural and Forestry Statistical Yearbook, Ministry of Agriculture & Forestry.

If we look at crop production trends in major production areas, the

formation of major production areas based on the benefits of nature was

evident in the case of fruits and vegetables, and the formation of major

production areas is increasing for greenhouse horticulture and livestock

farming as large farms are formed in the industries based on technology and

capital. In addition, the economic functions of major production areas, i.e.

organizational power and marketing capability rather than natural
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conditions and market location, have become important elements in the

formation of major production areas. In particular, the major production

areas that heighten negotiating ability or brand power through

systematization of individual farms have continued to grow, and it is judged

that the formation of major production areas by item and regional

specialization will accelerate in the future, too. 

3.2. Transition and Characteristics of Korea’’s

Agricultural Policy

This section presents a brief outline of the time periods and

characteristics of the government’s agricultural policy before the year 2008,

the year when Korea marked its 60th anniversary of founding. The criteria

used to distinguish the policy time periods are based on changes of

economic conditions, policies, and agricultural structure. If the time periods

are classified by applying these criteria, the following five policy periods

can be distinguished: first, system organization period from 1948 to 1967;

second, production expansion period from 1968 to 1977; third, policy
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Major production 
areas of Apple

Figure 1-7Major production 
areas of Rice

Figure 1-6
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conflict period from 1978 to 1985; fourth, transition period from 1986 to

1994; and fifth, policy reform period from 1995 until now. The

characteristics of the policy time periods are summarized as below.

The first period (1948~1967) was a system organization period for

firmly building up the foundation of the country after the launch of Korea’s

first government. However, due to the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950,

social confusion continued until the mid-1950s. Farmland reform was

implemented from 1950 to 1957, and it thus contributed to both the

abolition of the landlord-tenant relationship and the establishment of self-

employed farmers. The national economy, in short, was an agricultural

economy prior to industrialization, and it required the supply and

accumulation of capital for industrialization. Since agriculture had

contributed to alleviating potential unemployment, the ratio of those

employed in the industries of agriculture, forestry, and fisheries stood high

at around 80%, and agriculture continued to wield an overwhelming

influence in the national economy. 

The role of agriculture was focused on solving food shortage. Some

of the major policies were centered around government procurement of

rice, the U.S. assistance of surplus grains according to the U.S. Public Law

480 (PL480, introduced in 1956), and the food production expansion plan.

Although the U.S. assistance of surplus agricultural products had greatly

contributed to solving the immediate problem of food shortage, it had the

effect of lowering the prices of Korea’s agricultural products, thus

worsening the economy of farm households. Moreover, the government’s

plan to increase grain production did not bring tangible results because of

lack of necessary means of support (i.e., technological development and

farmland expansion).
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Policy-wise, it was a period of establishing an institutional base to

carry out modern agricultural policies. The Rural Development

Administration, the Maritime Affairs Office, and the Korea Forest Service

were inaugurated, and a comprehensive agricultural cooperative system

was founded through the enactment of the Agricultural Cooperative Law

(1961). At the industrial level, discussions were held to improve the

agricultural structure, and ‘The Basic Agricultural Law (1967)’ was

Transition of Korea’s Agricultural PolicyFigure 1-8

1-김정호  2011.2.11 4:33 PM  페이지37   Mac-1가나출력2272-1145 



Agriculture in Korea  38

enacted to foster self-employed farmers.

The second period (1968~1977) can be characterized as the

agricultural production expansion period. The number of farms and farmers

that had been increasing ever since the establishment of the republic had

reversed its course to a decline from 1968, and the total area of farmland

began to decrease from 1969. With the rapid progress of industrialization,

great amounts of land and labor started to be utilized for industrial purposes

rather than for agriculture. The main focus of the agricultural policy in this

period was how to maintain the self-employed farming system that had

been created through farmland reform in the process of urbanization and

industrialization. To this end, a proposal was made to enact a farmland law,

but it fell apart due to the public opinion against the bill. 

Since the food problem resulting from industrialization remained

serious, the goals of the government’s agricultural policy were aimed at

increasing food production and modernizing the production process. The

means to achieve this were development and dissemination of agricultural

technologies, provision of guidance to farming villages, creation and

consolidation of farmland, development of agricultural water resources,

seed improvement, and mechanization of agriculture. In addition to these,

various policies were adopted: rural development through supply of

electricity and expansion of roads, farm income assistance through a

special project to increase farmers’ and fishermen’s income, and price

support through a high-rice-price policy and a barley price forecasting

procurement system to stabilize its price. A new, high-yield rice variety

called Tongil Byeo was developed and supplied from 1971. As a result, rice

yields increased greatly and made self-sufficiency of rice possible in 1977.

Also, a new village development movement called ‘Saemaul Undong’
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began in 1970, giving rise to a boom in rural development. During this

period, farm household income increased significantly, and the farm

economy became more stable than any other period thanks to increased

production of and the price support for rice. Because of Saemaul Undong,

the daily living environment in rural villages and farmers’ understanding of

the economy started to change immensely. However, farmland leasing

started to increase without improvement of the agricultural structure that is

based on poor self-employed farming. 

It can be said that the third period (1978~1985) was a period of

conflicting interests for agricultural policy. This is because the Korean

agriculture had experienced a lot of conflicting interests while making a

transition to commercial farming after achieving food self-sufficiency. The

direction of economic policy during this period shifted from high growth to

stable growth and from government-led protectionist policy to private

sector-led open market policy. The direction of agricultural policy, too,

shifted from a policy of increasing agricultural income through increased

production of staple grains and price support to a policy of increasing farm

income through non-farm earnings, diversified agriculture, and cultivation

of cash crops and products such as meat, fruits, and vegetables. As a result,

rural industrial development began with the formation of agricultural

industrial complexes, and cultivation of seasoning vegetables and animal

husbandry were greatly expanded. And in 1978, the government liberalized

the domestic market for agricultural imports. 

Unfortunately, in 1980, rice production fell 36% from the previous due

to damage from cold weather. In the following year, Korea had to import

rice. Furthermore, the increase in beef imports caused a sharp price drop of

beef in 1984. As the prices of seasoning vegetables and livestock products
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became extremely volatile, farm household economy worsened and debts

increased significantly. Food self-sufficiency rate fell, and agricultural

imports increased sharply. The so-called open market policy, which aimed

to stabilize agricultural commodity prices through imports and compensate

reduced income through non-farm earnings and diversified agriculture,

caused harm to the economy of farm households.

Under such a background, a comprehensive plan was put together in

March, 1986 to revive the rural economy. The main contents of the plan

were expansion of agricultural industry zones to increase non-farm income,

provision of more tax benefits to factories in farming regions, supply

expansion of agricultural assistance funds to increase farm income, and

strengthening of the project to foster future farmers.

The fourth period (1986~1994) can be called policy transition period.

The year 1986 saw the start of the Uruguay Round (UR) negotiations,

which determined the course of global trade liberalization. South Korea

graduated from the GATT-sanctioned balance of payments protection after

the country posted trade surplus from 1986 to 1989. At the same time, the

pressure to open the agricultural products market started to become more

intense. With the conclusion of Uruguay Round negotiations at the end of

1993, Korean agriculture could not but adopt an open market policy. As a

result, it became an impending task to improve the industry structure of

agriculture in step with the progress of market opening and increase the

industry’s international competitiveness.  

Having examined measures to improve the agricultural structure in

response to market opening, the government announced three

comprehensive plans during the period from 1989 to 1994. The first plan

was the Comprehensive Plan to Develop Farming and Fishing Villages,
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which was announced in April 1989. The plan called for the creation of a

farmland management fund to help finance purchase of farmland and

accelerate the structural improvement of agriculture. In addition, the plan

introduced an agricultural corporation system. Other key policy goals

included in the plan were development of non-farm income sources,

development of residential zones, and development of the agricultural

products processing industry and export businesses. As the second phase of

the comprehensive plans, the Plan for Structural Improvement of Farming

and Fishing Villages was announced in 1991. As a more specific version of

the 1989 comprehensive plan, the second-phase plan has set the goal of

investing 42 trillion won for structural improvement of farming and fishing

villages during the 10-year period from 1992 to 2001. Succeeding the two

comprehensive plans announced since 1989 was the Plan for Agricultural

Policy Reform and Development of Farming and Fishing Villages of 1994.

The plan set the goal of completing the 42-trillion-won structural

improvement project for agriculture and fisheries by 1998, ahead of the

original completion year of 2001, and expanded the investment fund by

creating a 15-trillion-won special tax for rural development.

In the meantime, Korea experienced a financial crisis in November

1997, only one year after it became a member of the Organization for

Economic Cooperation and Development. Because of this, the country’s

whole economy was placed in a dire situation. In order to actively cope

with the financial crisis, the government made a request to the

International Monetary Fund (IMF) for capital support and so began the

so-called “IMF managed system.” The IMF provided bailout fund and, at

the same time, requested Korea an intense social and economic reform. In

response, the government launched intense organizational restructuring of
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the society at large.

The fifth period (1998~present) can be called the period of agricultural

policy reform. Korean agriculture, which had already entered a period of

great transition with the inauguration of the World Trade Organization

(WTO), experienced difficulties again at home and abroad. Due to the

financial crisis of 1997, agricultural material prices had rapidly been rising

since the beginning of 1998. Consequently, the circumstances for

agriculture greatly worsened, and farms went bankrupt. The government,

therefore, put highest priority on stabilizing the economy of farm

households and recovering the rural economy. To do so, the government

enacted the Special Law on the Reduction of the Debts Owed by Farmers

and Fishermen and postponed the reimbursement of debts owed by farm

households and reduced or exempted the interest. 

The basic direction of agricultural policy made a turn from the

previous government’s  farm scale expansion to fostering of environment-

friendly agriculture based on small and mid-sized farming and

enhancement of quality. In particular, the government forcefully carried out

measures to reform the distribution of agricultural products. This included

expansion of direct transaction, diversification of transaction methods at

public wholesale markets, and introduction of a distribution ordering

system. In 1998, the government enacted the Agriculture and Rural

Communities Basic Act and embarked on reforming agriculture related

organizations. In 2000, the government merged the National Agricultural

Cooperative Federation, the National Livestock Cooperatives Federation,

the Korea Ginseng Cooperative Federation, the Rural Development

Corporation, which manages water supply facilities, and the Farmland

Improvement Association. The fact that a solidarity was formed among
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farmers, consumers, and the government was also an important change as

farmers and consumers could participate in the making of agricultural

policies.

With the beginning of 2000, negotiations for free trade agreement

(FTA) started to make progress amid a global wave of trade liberalization.

Although Korea was passive about FTA initially, the country saw a turning

point with the conclusion of an FTA with Chile in 2002. From the

following year on, Korea actively took part in the negotiations. As of 2010,

the number of countries with which Korea has signed a free trade

agreement that went into effect stands at 16. These include 10 ASEAN

countries, 4 EFTA countries, and Chile and Singapore. If the countries that

have either signed or concluded negotiations with Korea are included (that

is, US, 27 EU countries, and Peru), the number rises to 45. Negotiations are

also underway with 12 countries, which include Canada, Mexico, Australia

and Turkey.

In order to cope with the changing market situation, the basic direction

of agricultural policy has shifted to one that is oriented towards consumers.

The government raised the trust and satisfaction level of consumers by

building up the production and distribution base for safe and high-quality

agricultural products and by greatly improving the safety examination,

labeling of product origins, and the quality assurance system of agricultural

products. The updating of the policies on farmers’ income and rural

communites was also a big change in agricultural policy. The government

introduced a direct payment system for rice farming in 2000 after

examining similar direct payment schemes adopted in advanced countries.

In 2002, it introduced a direct payment system to complement the income

of rice farmers. In 2005, the government enacted the Special Law for the
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Improvement of Quality of Life to improve the welfare in rural villages by

updating related policies. To revive the stagnant rural economy, the

government improved related rules and systems so that urban capital can

flow into rural areas. The government also aggressively pursued policies

aimed at promoting rural-urban exchanges and green tourism.

The fact that exchanges between South and North Korea advanced

quickly with the beginning of 2000 was also a big change. South Korea’s

assistance to North Korea in the agricultural sector, too, increased after the

two countries signed the June 15th Joint Declaration in 2000 regarding

cooperation and peace on the Korean Peninsula. In the private sector, too,

many kinds of exchanges and cooperation projects were carried out to help

North Korea restore its agricultural production capacity. Humanitarian aid

of rice was also provided to North Korea which had been suffering from

chronic food shortage. However, exchanges at the government and private

sector level came to a standstill with the deterioration of the bilateral

relations since 2008. 
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