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In 2010, the European Union (EU) and Korea began a new 
era of engagement by establishing a strategic partnership, 

which intends to strengthen bilateral dialogue and cooperation 
in regional and global affairs. The EU-South Korea Framework 
Agreement specifically commits the two parties to ‘strengthening 
cooperation in the area of […] development assistance’.1 As a 
new development donor and recent member of the Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), Korea is reforming and 
scaling up its development assistance and establishing cooperation 
initiatives with traditional donors, including some EU member 
states. In this context, cooperation on international development 
appears to be a promising issue for the future agenda of the Korea-
EU partnership. 

Korea’s emergence as  
a development donor 

Korea provides a rare example of a state that has successfully 
transformed itself from a poverty-stricken country to a flourishing 
industrialised nation within just a few decades.2 While in 1962 
Korea’s per-capita income was around US$80, by 2013 it had 
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increased to more than US$23,000. This 
experience has contributed to shaping the 
country’s commitment and approach to 
development cooperation, including its 
interest in sharing lessons from its own 
development progress. 

Korea first began to provide international 
development assistance in the 1980s. In 1987, 
it established the Economic Development 
and Cooperation Fund (EDCF) and in 
1991, the Korea International Cooperation 
Agency (KOICA).3 During the period 1987-
2000, Korea was a ‘Janus’ in international 
development cooperation, as it increasingly 
provided funds as a donor, while receiving 
itself development assistance from Western 
countries.4 

development assistance committee 
membership and related reforms
Korea became a DAC member in 2009. An 
important factor that motivated the Korean 
government to seek membership was the 
fact that Korea had received huge amounts 
of development aid from the international 
community in the early stages of its economic 
development. Korea’s political leadership saw 
this as a means to pay back the international 
community for its support, while fulfilling 
its international responsibilities as a newly 
industrialised country.5 Korea’s more 
proactive involvement in development 
cooperation can also be seen as an attempt 
to increase its profile and strategic position 
in East Asia, taking advantage of the current 
leadership vacuum in the region that has 
been created by growing rivalry between 
China and Japan.

DAC membership has triggered a number of 
important reforms in Korea’s development 

cooperation policy. In line with commitments 
undertaken during the membership 
negotiations, the overall development 
assistance budget has been increased;6 there 
is now greater emphasis on grants rather 
than on loans; the ratio of untied loans has 
been raised relative to tied loans;7 and the 
policy governance structure has undergone 
significant reforms.8 Among the measures 
taken, the adoption of the Framework Act 
on International Development Cooperation 
(hereafter Framework Act) in 2010 was 
particularly noteworthy. This provided 
the basis for the establishment, also in 
2010, of the Committee of International 
Development Cooperation (CIDC) under 
the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) as a 
control centre for all development-related 
policies.9 

But Korea’s international development 
cooperation still faces a number of challenges 
and there is a long way ahead to reach the 
standards of other DAC members.10 Despite 
increases, in 2013 Korea’s international 
development cooperation budget represented 
around 0.15 per cent of GNI, which is 
one of the lowest among DAC members. 
The DAC has recommended that Korea 
consistently increase its official development 
assistance (ODA) to reach 0.25 per cent 
of GNI by 2015.11 Furthermore, Korean 
aid is highly fragmented, which reduces its 
impact. In 2012, the DAC recommended 
that Korea concentrate on fewer sectors and 
countries.12 Korea’s ODA also overly focuses 
on Asia, overlooking development needs in 
Africa and Latin America.13 Finally, despite 
reforms, Korea’s aid governance system is 
still in need of improvements, particularly 
in terms of the division of competences for 
grant-type and loan-type ODA. 
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Korea’s multilateral role and international 
partnerships 
In recent years, Korea has assumed an 
increasingly prominent role in multilateral 
discussions on development.14 For example, 
during the 2010 G20 Seoul Summit, held 
under Korea’s G20 presidency, the country 
played an instrumental role in bringing 
‘development’ onto the official summit 
programme and promoting the adoption 
of the ‘Seoul Consensus on Development’. 
The consensus, with its strong focus on 
economic growth, represented a change 
from the traditional OECD DAC ‘pro-
poor’ agenda and was championed by 
G20 emerging powers.15 In the run-up to 
the summit, Korean diplomats conducted 
extensive negotiations with leading G20 
countries, as well as with the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 
Bank, in order to secure an agreement.16 
Likewise, as host of the Fourth High-
Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness in 2011, 
Korea played a significant role in helping 
achieve an agreement among traditional 
donors and emerging economies on the 
language of ‘common goals’ but ‘differential 
commitments’, as well as promoting the 
inclusion of gender empowerment in the 
Busan Outcome Document.17

Since its accession to the DAC, Korea has 
increased its cooperation with other bilateral 
donors and has established development 
partnerships with a number of countries, 
including the United States, Japan and 
some EU member states. These partnerships 
have served to both upgrade Korea’s own 
development policy framework and increase 
the effectiveness of its aid. The partnerships 
with some EU countries, such as Germany, 
are among the most far-reaching.

Korea’s flagship Knowledge sharing 
programme 
Among the various elements of Korea’s 
international development cooperation, 
the Knowledge Sharing Programme (KSP) 
stands out as a unique policy instrument. 
Established in 2004, it is funded by the 
Ministry of Strategy and Finance (MOSF) 
and administered by the Korea Development 
Institute (KDI). It aims to share lessons 
from Korea’s development experience – both 
successes and failures – with developing 
countries. The MOSF has designated around 
50 developing countries in Asia, Africa and 
Latin America as partner countries and 
since its inauguration KSP has implemented 
around 135 projects. It encompasses a wide 
range of policy areas, ranging from trade and 
investment to infrastructure development, 
agricultural sector competitiveness and 
industrial policy. 

In 2012, the Korean government launched 
under the KSP umbrella the ‘Joint Consulting 
with International Organisations (IO)’ 
initiative. It includes cooperation projects 
with international organisations, primarily 
regional and multilateral development 
banks such as the World Bank and the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB). The initiative 
is currently managed by the Korea EXIM 
Bank and aims to combine ‘lessons drawn 
from Korea’s development experience with 
IOs’ development consulting expertise’.18 

Korea-eU engagement on development
Korea-EU engagement on development 
has not yet gone beyond the high-level 
commitments established in the strategic 
partnership framework agreement. While 
Korea has engaged in policy dialogue and 
practical collaboration on development 
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with various EU member states – including 
through Memoranda of Understanding 
(MOUs) and joint project implementation– 
so far there has been no concrete collaboration 
with EU institutions. 

This is due to two main factors. First, in 
recent years Korea has focused more on the 
internal policy reforms required for DAC 
membership than on the need and potential 
for cooperation with the EU. Second, the 
size and importance of the EU as a donor 
has often not been sufficiently recognised in 
Korean policy circles.19

Korean collaboration with  
eU member states
Korea’s collaboration with other donors, 
including EU member states, began mainly 
after Korea’s DAC membership. Since 
then, Korea has developed a wide portfolio 
of cooperation activities with a number 
of EU countries, including Germany 
(2006), Denmark (2010), France (2011), 
and Spain (2012). The collaboration with 
Germany is the oldest and most advanced, 
and covers a wide range of areas, including 
Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training (TVET), trilateral cooperation, 
regional development and environment, 
Aid for Trade (AfT), research cooperation, 
and staff exchange. Both Germany and 
Spain are keen on strengthening trilateral 
cooperation programmes with Korea. For 
its part, cooperation with France focuses 
on basic human development goals, such 
as education, health, sanitation, poverty 
reduction and food security.

Korea also cooperates with some EU 
member states on sustainable development, 
climate change and environment. Together 

with Denmark, Korea played an important 
role in setting up the Global Green Growth 
Institute (GGGI) as an inter-governmental 
organisation in 2011. 

In 2010 German, French, Korean and 
Japanese development agencies formed a 
network for cooperation on development. 
This could be seen as part of European efforts 
to deepen partnerships with Asian regional 
actors in order to increase their collective 
impact both regionally and globally. 

Korea’s partnerships with EU member states 
have evolved from workshops and MOU-
type declaration of intent to include pioneer 
cooperation projects in the areas of project/
programme evaluation, human resource 
development and capacity building. These 
are sectors where EU member states and 
Korea have strong experience and can work 
in synergy, drawing on their respective 
expertise. Programme and project evaluation 
is also a sector where Korea can learn from 
European actors. 

Korean engagement with eU institutions
There appears to be significant potential 
for greater Korean collaboration with EU 
institutions in the area of development, 
although the recent dialogue between the 
two partners on development (launched 
in 2012) has not translated into concrete 
action so far. 

The 2010 Framework Agreement20 and the 
2012 Summit Declaration could provide 
strong institutional and administrative un-
derpinnings for such collaboration. The 
Joint Press Statement of the 2012 Korea-EU 
Summit Meeting identified international 
development as an important area for fu-
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ture bilateral cooperation, stating that ‘[…] 
the leaders agreed to conduct regular policy 
dialogue and to exchange information on 
their respective programmes and, where ap-
propriate, to coordinate their engagement 
in-country to increase their impact on pov-
erty eradication’. Since 2008, Korea and the 
EU have held three director-general-level 
policy consultations on development co-

operation. During the 
third such meeting held 
in March 2014, the two 
parties shared their expe-
riences in development 
cooperation, explored 
synergies between their 
cooperation projects in 
developing countries, 
and discussed ways to 
cooperate on key inter-
national development is-
sues, including the Busan 
Global Partnership and 
the post-2015 develop-
ment agenda.21 

Commitments to strengthen the Korea-
EU partnership on development must be 
understood in the context of the upgrading 
of bilateral economic relations through 
the 2011 Korea-EU Free Trade Agreement 
(FTA). In fact, Korea was the EU’s first 
Asian FTA partner and is so far the only 
country in the world to have signed both a 
Strategic Partnership Framework Agreement 
and an FTA with the EU. This unique status 
provides a strong foundation for deepening 
bilateral cooperation in a variety of fields, 
including in international development 
cooperation. ‘Korea could have a special role 
on acting as a bridge between the traditional 
and the new emerging donors’.22 Adopting 

such a mediating role is a strategic aim of the 
Korean government in relation to both the 
East Asian regional architecture (mediating 
between developed and developing Asia) and 
the global trade policy agenda (mediating 
between developed and developing trading 
nations). 

an agenda for the fUtUre

High-level commitments, together with 
several MOUs between Korea and individual 
EU member states, are important foundations 
for strengthening Korea-EU cooperation 
in international development. The two 
partners must now identify how to work in 
complementary ways to avoid overlaps and 
duplications. 

Trilateral cooperation could be an important 
modality for collaboration. Trilateral 
engagement in Asia, Latin America and 
Africa has the potential to combine the 
two partners’ respective regional expertise. 
Existing pilot projects being undertaken by 
Korea and Germany in Nepal and Mongolia 
could offer some useful lessons for future 
EU-Korea trilateral cooperation. 

Given Korea’s own development experience 
through export promotion and the expertise 
of some EU member states in TVET, the EU 
and Korea could consider the development 
of trade-related infrastructure and human 
resources as a priority area for collaboration. 
Trade promotion, TVET and human 
resource development are among the most 
popular areas for support within Korea’s 
KSP. KSP benefits around 30 countries every 
year, with an average of 3-5 subject areas per 
project. KSP could thus provide a promising 

There appears  
to be significant 
potential for 
greater Korean 
collaboration with 
EU institutions 
in the area of 
development
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framework for EU-Korea engagement. EU 
participation could be carried out in a format 
similar to that of the Joint Consulting with 
International Organisations initiative and 
could take various forms. For example, EU 
institutions could participate in already 
existing country projects by sharing budgets, 
sending their own experts and providing 
regional expertise. Alternatively, the two 
parties could develop new joint projects. 
 
Green growth and climate change, which 
are core issues of the post-2015 sustainable 
development agenda, could be another area 
for Korea-EU engagement on development. 
The EU and its member states have an 
excellent track-record in environmental 
protection. They also possess some of the 
most advanced green technologies. In 
contrast, Korea has only recently begun 
to develop its interest in this field. Korea’s 
green growth initiative in the G20 Summit 
Meeting was well received and resulted in the 

establishment of the Global Green Growth 
Institute (GGGI). The Green Growth 
Planning and Implementation (GGP&I), 
which constitutes one of core activities of 
the GGGI,23 could be an excellent candidate 
for Korea-EU partnership in these fields.24 

Korea-EU engagement on development 
has so far been largely limited to working 
with individual member states. However, 
there appears to be significant potential 
for increased collaboration with EU 
institutions, building on Korea’s experiences 
with EU member states. In order to realise 
this potential, policy commitments to 
dialogue and cooperation must be translated 
into action. This will require identifying a 
few strategic projects on which the EU and 
Korea can begin concrete collaboration.

Sung-Hoon Park is Professor at Korea 
University.
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