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Korea has experienced rapid changes in population and socio-economic
conditions since the industrialization period began in the 1960s. As the population
migration to major cities accelerated along with the industrialization, the rural
population continuously decreased until around 2010. As of 2018, while the total
population of Korea was 51.7 million people, the rural population was 9.7 million,
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 hange of Rural and Farm Household Population in Korea
(1970-2018)

영문

Unit: million people, %

59.0
51.6
42.7
34.7
30.8

40.4

43.4

44.6

46.1

47.3

48.6

51.1

51.6

34.6
37.4
25.6

18.2

14.4

1970

17.9

13.2

1975

21.5
16.0

10.8

1980

Ratio(B/A)

14.0

8.5
1985

11.1

9.6

6.7

4.9

1990

1995

Total Population(A)

20.3

18.5

18.0

18.4

18.8

9.4

8.8

8.8

9.4

9.7

4.0

3.4

3.1

2.6

2.3

2000

2005

2010

2015

2018

Rural Population(B)

Farming Population(C)

Data: Statistics Korea, Restructured from Annual National Census and Agricultural Census.

01 Current Status of Rural Areas in Korea

01 

Current Status of Rural Areas in
Korea

4

Rural Policy Overview in Korea

18.8% of total population. In 1970, the rural population was about 18 million, 59%
of the Korean population, but now 50 years later, the rural population has fallen to
nearly half.
The rural economic structure which had been dominated by agricultural sector
also dramatically changed in a short period. The farming population decreased
from 14.4 million people in 1970 to 2.3 million people in 2018. The proportion of
agriculture in the national economy in Korea has also decreased rapidly. The share
of the agricultural sector in the total GDP was around 30% until the 1960s and
then decreased to less than 3% forty years later in 2000s. The agricultural share in
the total farm income also decreased greatly from 79% in 1960 to 27% in 2016.
However, the rural regions are recently changing as more people move
to countryside or start farming activities. The number of people moved to
countryside or started farming activities increased from 420,000 people in 2013 to
영문
/ Figure 2 / Added Value of Agriculture and its share in GDP (1955-2018)
Reference year: 2010
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/ Figure 4 / Change of Rural Areas in Korea

New Village Movement by rural residents (1970’s)

Roof improvement project by rural residents (1970’s)

Pyeongsa-ri, Hadong-gun (2018, Lee Jong-su,
14th Agricultural Landscape Photography Contest)

Cultural Landscape in Cheongsan Island, Wandogun (2017, Shin Jun-shik, 13th Agricultural
Landscape Photography Contest)
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520,000 people in 2017. Although newcomers in rural areas tended to be retired
baby boomers in their 50s and 60s, the recent trend shows that the proportion
of younger generations moving to rural areas or starting farming activities is
increasing. In the past, cities and counties showing a net increase of population
as more people moved in than out were geographically concentrated in the
Seoul metropolitan region, but now have spread nationwide. There are 71 city
and county areas (51.8%) out of 137 areas of the country, where a net population
increased as more people moved in than out, between 2015 and 2018. In many
cases, such areas are located in major rural regions unlike the past.

02 

Changes of Korean Rural Policy by
Period

The main framework of current rural policy in Korea consists of rural
development policy targeting the “eup” and “myeon” areas1 that are classified as
rural areas by law and policies for improving the quality of rural life. There have
been various changes at different times until the current rural policies were
established.

1 In Korea, dong districts are termed urban areas while eup and myeon districts are classified as rural areas.
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Korea’s rural policy began with the community development (CD) program that
started at the end of the 1950s. Most of the rural residents in Korea in the 1950s
and 1960s lived below the absolute poverty line, and also agricultural productivity
was low. Therefore, the government at that time set eradication of poverty as
the core policy objective and carried out pilot CD programs in some rural areas.
Those programs were based on the community development project model that
was adopted by the UN and ICA (International Cooperation Administration) in
developing countries after World War II.
In the 1970s, the Saemaeul Movement(New Village Movement) was carried
out nationwide as the new rural development program. The initial objective of
the Saemaeul Movement was to upgrade the poor infrastructure in rural areas

02 Changes of Korean Rural Policy by Period

<Figure 5 > Change of Policy Environment and Rural
Development over Time
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by organizing the community-level group activities by residents to pave roads,
construct village centers, and maintaining small rivers. It has gradually expanded
to economic activities such as developing farm income sources.
As the development gap between the urban and rural areas widened, and the
rural population rapidly decreased, a lot of local communities lost vitality, and the
settlement environment deteriorated in the 1980s. It was argued that in order to
revitalize rural economy and rebuild community, a place-based and integrated
approach was needed to replace the preceding village-based rural development
method. Since the Korea Rural Economic Institute (KREI) proposed the
“Comprehensive Development in Rural Areas” in 1984 with an integrated concept
as a regional policy by local authorities, the comprehensive rural development
plans for complementary linkage between rural town and hinterland, urbanrural linkage at regional level, local economy and everyday life environment, and
comprehensive development linked with social welfare were carried out as pilot
projects.
In the 1990s, national investments in agriculture and rural areas expanded greatly
as the crisis in the farming sector increased following the conclusion of the UR
negotiation. The implementation level of rural development was changed from
the “gun(county)-level” to the “myeon(community)-level” , and the settlement
development projects in myeon -level were carried out. As such, hardware
infrastructure projects such as road and village maintenance increased significantly.
For some myeons in remoter areas where the settlement conditions were even
poorer, the Ministry of Home Affairs carried out ‘remoter area development projects’
in a similar approach.
Around 2000, the government ministries and municipalities began carrying
out the village-level rural development projects after reflecting the fact that the
existing myeon -level rural development projects led by the public sector showed
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government adopted the balanced regional development strategy to disperse
the socio-economic functions and infrastructure, which had been concentrated
in Seoul metropolitan region, into other provincial regions and supported various
local development projects.
Moreover, the Korean government established the “Comprehensive Measures
for Agriculture and Rural Areas” and enacted “the Special Act on Improvement
of Quality of Life of Farmers and Fishermen and Promotion of Development in
Rural Areas” in 2004. The objective was to overcome the worsening conditions
in rural areas due to the expanded opening of the domestic agricultural market
and the declining prices of agricultural products by improving the poor public
services such as welfare and education and promoting the integrated regional
development. Therefore, the Korean government carried out the “policy to
improve the quality of life” in rural areas linking various sectoral policies by
government departments for welfare, health, education, regional development,
etc.
As the rural development projects with block grant subsidy programme were
introduced in 2010, the need for the territorial integrated rural development
policies linked with various sectors arose. Since its inauguration, the current
government administration has improved the system to reduce the intervention
of the central government and increase the autonomy of regional or local
municipalities, and a significant portion of the central government’s budget for
local development projects will be transferred to local governments beginning in
2020. As such, rural policies in Korea are expected to face a new turning point.

02 Changes of Korean Rural Policy by Period

the significant decline of resident participation. After the 2000s, the Korean
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/ Table 1 / Paradigm Shift of Agricultural and Rural Policy in Korea
Time
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rural settlements

Improvement of quality of
rural life,

To upgrade
the poor
infrastructure in
rural areas
Rural Policy
means
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Current Rural Policy in Korea

Rural Development Policy

The central government provides budget support to help the municipalities to
carry out a wide range of rural development projects. Eup and myeon areas are the
objects for these projects, and the MAFRA is carrying out the following projects.

Promotion of Rural Central Places 
The project to promote rural central places intends to improve rural market towns or
community hubs as the competitive foothold for development by reflecting its potential
and characteristics, and to form the mutually dependent relationship between the
center and the hinterland. To achieve the objectives of this project, it constructs facilities
to support spatial integration of life services and strengthen service delivery, improve
accessibility to remoter villages, and revitalize economic activity and supports various
community programs.

Development of Rural Villages 
The project to build villages provides the support depending on the growth stage
of community activities with consideration to the characteristics of each village and
the capacity of its residents, aiming to construct villages where residents can live well.
It constructs facilities or supports activity programs to enhance living infrastructure,
increase residents’ income, preserve village landscape, and strengthen capability.

03 Current Rural Policy in Korea
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Upgrading Infrastructure for Living Environment 
The project to upgrade infrastructure provides selective support to improve poor living
facilities in rural villages and develop agricultural facilities including farm roads, etc.

Strengthening Regional Capability 
The project to strengthen the capability of local districts provides supports to form
the cooperative partnerships among stakeholders such as the local government,
business, NGOs, and resident organizations and mobilize local assets efficiently to
help communities to develop creatively. It includes various projects that help local
partnerships to create economic values or carry out programs for public interests.

Diversification of Rural Economy 
The project promotes the multifaceted development of rural industries by developing
local agricultural products and rural tourism utilizing local resources. The main purpose
of this project is to support starting a business or attracting businesses by diversifying
local economic activities to increase the opportunities for income and employment. The
targets include farmers, fishermen, the employees in food processing companies, and rural
tourism actors. The project provides the costs needed for production and distribution of
agricultural products, manufacturing of food products, and construction and operation of
infrastructure related to rural tourism. The Korean government has recently launched the
New Vitality Plus project to promote local vitality using rural resources and developing local
actors in rural areas.

The regional development projects above aim to form the self-sufficient “Rural
3·6·5 Living Zone” that is mutually complementary between the rural village
center and hinterland. The concept of the Rural 3·6·5 Living Zone is to strengthen
the basic function of eup and myeon centers and improve the accessibility of
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Secure selfsufficiency by
strengthening basic
function

A eup life zone
Eup Area (Good living base)

Satisfy the National
Minimum
Standards

C myeon life zone
Myeon Area

Myeon Area

(Basic living base)

(Basic living base)

B myeon life zone
- Expand transportation
service
- Provide mobile public
service

Eup Area (Good living base)
Myeon Area (Basic living base)
Villages
Community Bus(30mins-driving distance)
Rural Bus (60mins-driving distance)

(30 min.) Retail, health, and childcare basic life service
(60 min.) Composite services to support culture, lifelong education, business startup, etc.
(5 min.) Safety and emergency contact system for emergency management of senior citizens living alone,
health monitoring, emergency bell, wireless broadcasting, etc.

surrounding villages to guarantee that residents can use the basic life services in
health and childcare within 30 minutes, access the higher level services in culture,
education, and medicine within 60 minutes, and connect to emergency contact
network such as emergency bell and wireless broadcasting within 5 minutes.

2

Policy to Improve Quality of Life in Rural Areas

The policy to improve the quality of life in rural areas which is the crossministerial policy is implemented to guarantee the rights to basic daily life, to
residents in rural areas all across the country.

03 Current Rural Policy in Korea

/ Figure 6 / Concept of Fostering of Self-Sufficient 3·6·5 Living Zone
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The Basic Plan for Improving Quality of Life of Farmers and Fishermen and
Developing Rural Area is a government-wide plan established every five years.
It sets the goal to improve the quality of life in rural areas by consulting with
relevant ministries gathering opinions of rural stakeholders and establishes the
comprehensive implementation measures. The Plan is finalized through the
review and resolution by the inter-ministry Quality of Life Committee chaired by
the Prime Minister and the Committee monitors its implementation every year.
Moreover, 14 ministries and 6 administrative agencies of the central government
establish the annual implementation plan and report the outcomes of the policy
implementation to the National Assembly each year.

/ Figure 7 / Implementation

of Government-wide Basic Plan to Improve
Quality of Life
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the service levels have improved, and the gap of quality of life between urban and
rural areas have mitigated. As the government continued to identify and expand
measures to improve the quality of life in rural villages, the budget increased
from KRW 22.8 trillion for 133 programs in the first planning period to KRW 51.9
trillion for 185 programs in the third. The scope of the policy has been expanded
from basic services to cover more various sectors such as culture and leisure,
environment and landscape, and safety of rural residents.
In 2010, the government introduced rural services standard. It is the national
minimum level of pubic service to which the rural residents are entitled as citizens

/ Figure 8 / Vision and Implementation Strategy of the 3rd Basic Plan to
Improve Quality of Life (2015 - 2019)

03 Current Rural Policy in Korea

The policy has been continuously carried out for 15 years since 2004. As a result,
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and is the sets of objectives for the national policy. The government currently
suggested 17 items in 7 sectors, including the health/welfare, education, living
condition, economic activities/jobs, culture/leisure, environment/landscape, and
safety.
The government has been upgrading the policy implementation system to
strengthen the policy coordination and linkage among the government ministries,
assuring the participation of research institutes, academia, and activists, and provide
the support for field activities by local communities and organizations.


Promoting
and Adopting Innovative Service Delivery Models
for Rural Residents 
The policy to improve the quality of life in rural areas continues to experience with
various innovative ideas to fulfill the requirements for rural residents while reflecting
particular conditions in welfare, culture, and education of rural areas, which are different
from those of urban areas. It has identified the following rural service business models
that helped to meet specific service requirements of residents.
A leading example is to construct a small movie theater, library, and public sauna in
the rural village center to provide the cultural, leisure, and basic life services that meet
the requirements of residents. Small movie theaters are constructed to provide more
opportunities of cultural and art performances for residents in rural areas. Small libraries
are constructed by renovating unused facilities such as resident centers and welfare
centers to provide opportunities for liberal arts or lifelong education for rural residents.
Small public saunas are constructed in public buildings located in rural central places to
meet the requirements of rural residents who do not have easy access to such services
facilities. The rural development projects by the MAFRA provide the support so that the
existing small movie theaters, libraries, and public saunas can continue to operate.
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transportation services such as demand responsive transport(call bus, taxi, etc.) and
routes for small buses to provide the convenience of transportation for residents in areas
where the existing transportation service is poor. Although the project launched by the
MAFRA launched in 2014 was limited to 10-20 municipalities in each year, the Ministry
expanded the service to all 82 gun s in 2018 and greatly broadened the scope of the
project in each municipality.
The MAFRA cooperates closely with the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, and Transport to
build the collaboration system by jointly preparing the Guidelines for Project Execution
so that the rural areas in rural/urban composite regions are not excluded from the
project scope.

03 Current Rural Policy in Korea

Another case is the rural transportation model project. It provides the alternative
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Case of a small movie theater in Ganghwa-gun
●

Residents in Ganghwa-gun had to go to distant metropolitan cities like Seoul or

Incheon to see a movie for 26 years since a local cinema has been closed in 1989.
●

●

The MAFRA provided support to
construct a small cinema to help
residents in Ganghwa-gun to have
more opportunities to experience
the culture.
The cinema has been successful
as more than half of the residents
visited it in 6 months since it opened.

▲ A small movie theater in Ganghwa-gun

Case of 1004 Bus (Angel Bus) in Shinan-gun, Jeollanam-do
●

●

●

T he project provides alternative transportation service to guarantee the right of movement
of residents in small islands and night time services when public transportation is not
readily available.

Village
communities operate 1004
Bus in transportation blind spots
and unprofitable routes.
 received high satisfaction from
It
residents as it helped to create jobs,
improve the accessibility to islands,
guarantee the right to move for
the residents, and strengthen the
village community.
▲ 1004 Bus in Shinan-gun
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Achievements so far and New Challenges

/ Improving Settlement Condition in Rural Areas
The quality of life of rural residents has steadily improved as a results of the
governmental policies over the past years. First of all, the investment in rural
infrastructure has improved the major living condition such as water supply and
sewage service. For example, the coverage of wide-area water supply in myeon
area increased from 35.2% in 2004 to 45.3% in 2007 and 62.2% in 2012. The
sewage service ratio in rural areas also increased from 32.0% in 2004 to 45.7% in
2007 and 62.1% in 2012. Overall, improvement of the public service conditions in
rural areas is another important achievements owing to the continued expansion
of the scope of rural policy. During the 3rd Basic Plan period of 2015 through 2018,
in particular, the essential indicator of rural service criteria such as the emergency
service (98.4 → 98.6), welfare service for senior citizens (71.8 → 73.3), water supply
(67.8 → 72.9), heating (53.1 → 63.1), broadband convergence network (85.8 →
100), and cultural programs (91.3 → 93.5) have been steadily improved.

04 Achievements and Future Challenges
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/ Expansion of Rural Policy Covering Multi-sectoral Issues
In addition, the expansion of the coverage of rural policies is another crucial
outcome. In the 1970s, the rural policy played a limited role assisting agricultural
policies such as increasing food production, managing agricultural facilities,
and constructing related infrastructures. However, its coverage has gradually
expanded to the upgrading of the living environment, fostering of local economic
diversification such as the rural tourism and food production, and enhancement
of accessibility to public services.
The role and responsibility of municipalities as the main actors of the
implementation of rural policies have also strengthened gradually. While the
municipalities had the limited role of executing the guidelines of the central
government and carrying out the administrative office work in the past, they
are now playing more active roles as they are able to plan various development
projects and initiatives. For example, the municipalities have had more active roles
in the rural innovation projects such as the Local Food Movement in Wanju-gun
and local organic farming projects in Hongdong-myeon, Hongseong-gun. They
are managing the program operation and actively cooperating with various actors
from private sector.

/ Upcoming Challenges Facing Rural Policy in Korea
Rural areas are experiencing the shortage of human resources for vitalization
of rural areas due to the ageing issue and excessive population loss for several
decades. Under the situation, one of the critical challenges for the future rural
policy in Korea is how to secure talents who can participate in and lead local
community activities for improvement of residents’ quality of life.
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among the regions is another crucial consideration for future rural policies. Cases of
rural innovation such as circulation economy projects based on local food activities
and the development of specialized industries using local resources have recently
been introduced. However, many areas still lack of the capability to implement the
rural policy due to the shortage of field staff and internal capacity. It is time to seek
ways to spread the successful cases described above to other regions with the
insufficient capability to implement rural policies.
There are also improvements to be done in the content and methods of rural
policies. Most of all, it is important to consider the fact that the public expectation
for rural areas’ role for leisure and recreation and preservation of nature and
landscape has increased. Regarding such expectation, however, there has been
insufficient development of policy means to preserve and improve multifaceted
values of agriculture and rural areas.
While the approach of rural policy has focused on supplier-centered resource
input to improve the settlement conditions and infrastructure in rural areas, it is
now the time to transform the policy to be centered on residents and final users.
Lastly, it needs to be aware of the criticism that the projects invested with the
central government budget tended not to have sustainability.

2

What to do from now on

As the current administration has a strong drive for decentralization, the national
administration and budget are scheduled to be handed over to local governments
by beginning in 2020. Since the significant part of the government budget related
to rural development is planned to be transferred to municipalities, one can expect

04 Achievements and Future Challenges

The fact that there are large gaps in the rural policy implementation capability
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many changes in rural policies. As the municipalities have the leading role in policy
implementation, the room for the central government to guide a policy process by
directly engaging in regional development projects has decreased. As such, drastic
changes in the type and details of rural policies are necessary.

/ Institutionalization of Rural Spatial Plans
It is necessary for the central government to improve the current system by
breaking away from “project-based rural policy” to “mid- or long term plan-based
rural policy.” It means establishing spatial rural plans containing the long-term
development vision and goals for the central government and municipalities and
identify ways to implement it before providing the project support to municipalities.
Moreover, there should be efforts to support the implementation of rural plans
made by local
authorities
by establishing
the ‘Ruralof Agreement’
between central
<Figure
9> Design
for Institutionalization
Rural
Plans and Rural Agreements

/ Figure 9 / D
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time. It is necessary to establish rural policies based on the cooperation between
the central government and local authorities instead of the unilateral or top-down
budget support.

/ Preservation of Rurality and Utilization of Local Resources
Building a public consensus is another task needed to ensure the justification
for rural policy. While rural areas have been considered as falling behind cities
so far, they should be transformed into areas in the future, where the public
regard to preserving the environment, landscape, and traditional culture. For
it, it is necessary to greatly expand the policy measures to preserve rurality, i.e.,
multifaceted values of rural areas. Diversifying the rural policies that had the
priority on improving living condition and vitalizing rural economy until now and
identifying local tangible and intangible assets to use them as the resources for
rural development would be the foundation for creating the sustainable rural
areas.

/ Fostering Field Partners for Rural Policy
It is necessary to nurture human resources to become rural policy partners
working in the field. Although many rural development projects have encouraged
resident participation, they failed to train independent private partners as the
project implementation was mainly led by public sector or few partners. Since
the devolution is expected to accelerate in the near future, supporting various
local actors and organizations as partners in the rural communities will be the
deterministic factor for the success of rural policies in Korea.

04 Achievements and Future Challenges

and local governments to achieve the goals of the national rural policy at the same

24

Rural Policy Overview in Korea

/ Reinforcing Rural-Urban Partnership for Vitalizing Rural Areas 
It is necessary to identify cooperative projects between cities and rural areas in
various regions. In addition to rural-urban interaction projects like rural experience
programs, the projects that promote rural-urban partnership in various areas
like service delivery, job linkage, and local food can vitalize rural areas. The
systematic cooperation between cities and rural areas can help to recruit people
who have moved to rural areas or started farming activities to contribute to the
local community and encourage the participation of the creative group in rural
community activities.

/ Support of Vulnerable Regions through Strengthening Governmentwide Collaboration
Rural regions, including many vulnerable areas that have difficulties in finding
vitalization factors due to low population density and a higher proportion of
senior citizens with poor mobility. It is the responsibility of the central government
for its people to manage a specific level of quality of life and the basic life service
as the minimum wherever they live. Therefore, the central government must
implement policy specifically for less-favored and vulnerable regions so that
it fulfills its role despite the devolution. It is necessary for the Quality of Life
Committee, chaired by Prime Minister, to play the central role for cooperation and
coordination of ministries to ensure that the government-wide policies are carried
out effectively, including assuring the effectiveness of rural services standard.
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