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GREEN GROWTH

KOREAN GREEN GROWTH IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT

By Han Seung-soo

Green growth is a new, revolutionary paradigm that sustains economic growth and at the same time ensures climatic 
and environmental sustainability. Although economic activities and environmental protection are conventionally 
perceived as two separate domains adversely affecting each other, green growth calls for a system change to 
recognize that, while both are inevitable for human existence, they can be achieved in parallel. Under this new 
paradigm, challenges such as climate change and energy crisis are no longer considered as problems that need to 
be addressed, but as opportunities for new growth and job creation. Unlike the past labor- and capital-intensive 
methods of production, the driving factors of green growth are new ideas, transformational innovations, and 
state-of-art technology.

Green growth was put into policy actions by the Korean government in January 2009. Having adopted “low car-
bon, green growth” as the new national vision put forward by President Lee Myung-bak on the occasion of the 
60th anniversary on 15 August 2008 of the founding of the Republic of Korea, the government announced the 
Green New Deal on 6 January 2009. The Green New Deal adopted in the aftermath of the global financial crisis 
of 2008 was an amalgam of a long-term policy of expanding growth potentiality through a green strategy and 
a short-term policy of creating jobs and revitalizing the economy through fiscal stimulus. A total budget of 50 
trillion won (approximately $40 billion) was allocated for the period 2009–12, and 960,000 jobs were estimated 
to be created in consequence.

In addition to various policy measures, an institutional framework was also established to facilitate implementa-
tion of green growth. An expert group of government officials and professionals devoted to guiding Korea’s green 
growth were gathered to constitute the Presidential Council on Green Growth. In addition, the prime minister 
instructed the cabinet to formulate the Five-Year Green Growth Plan, a revival of the practice of the five-year plans 
that had been effective in mobilizing and allocating resources during the early developmental era of the Korean 
economy, so as to drive green growth in a more systematic and consistent manner. The first Five-Year Green 
Growth Plan (2009–13) is a reconfirmation of the political commitments as well as a blueprint for government 
actions; it contains specific budget earmarks and detailed tasks assigned to line ministries and local governing 
entities. Under this plan, the government is to spend about 2 percent of annual GDP on green growth projects, 
including the construction of green infrastructure and research and development on green technologies.

In terms of the legal foundation for green growth, the Framework Act on Low Carbon, Green Growth was enacted 
by the National Assembly in 2010 as the first of its kind in the world. It outlined three comprehensive Korean 
national strategies for green growth: (1) mitigating climate change and promoting energy independence, (2) cre-
ating new engines of growth, and (3) improving the quality of life and enhancing Korea’s international standing. 
It is reinforced by 10 specific policy directions.

Although started as a national initiative, achievements and progress of green growth made by Korea have had 
significant implications in the global context. More important, green growth is a first attempt to change the 
dominant global paradigm of growth through the initiative and leadership of a developing country. Although it 
has often been witnessed that many global agendas are frustrated by competing interests between developing 
and developed countries, green growth is an innovative way of compromising on the differences between these 
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seemingly irreconcilable groups and also on two global issues—climate change and economic growth—perceived 
as incompatible.

It is a solution honestly and firmly based on the experience of a country that once was one of the poorest in the 
world, but that has managed to achieve its current economic status through the so-called brown or gray model 
of growth and that is now realizing the need for a sustainable way to maintain growth for future generations. 
By embracing the growth aspirations of developing countries and at the same time taking into consideration the 
environmental concerns of all, green growth will contribute to help overcome the disputes over the extent of 
environmental responsibility by promoting voluntary and proactive actions by each country.

As the problem of climate change vis-à-vis development transcends national boundaries, cooperation at the in-
ternational level is vital if truly meaningful results are to be achieved. Therefore, in June 2010 Korea embarked 
on soliciting global cooperation on green growth by establishing an international platform for cooperation—the 
Global Green Growth Institute (GGGI). GGGI is based on an interactive partnership and collaboration with devel-
oping countries, local institutions, and other stakeholders to provide analytical support for green growth strategies, 
build capacity, and help countries share with each other the best practices in green growth. Since its launch in 
2010, GGGI has already conducted three country programs—in Ethiopia, Indonesia, and Brazil in 2010—and in 
2011 will engage with more countries, including Cambodia, Kazakhstan, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). 
GGGI’s effort is also joined by many donor countries such as Denmark, Japan, the UAE, and Australia and by 
international organizations including the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, World Bank, 
Asian Development Bank, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, and several more.

It is hoped that the growth paradigm shift now being carried out in Korea will turn the global climate crisis into 
a positive opportunity for promoting stronger economic growth and, at the same time, guaranteeing climatic and 
environmental sustainability for all.

Former Prime Minister Han Seung-soo is currently Chairman of the Board of Directors, Global Green Growth 
Institute (GGGI).
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