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1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s 2020s

Democratization (1987) 

Seoul Olympic (1988) Entry of the OECD (1996)

World Cup (2002) 

Financial Crisis (2008)

Nakdong river water pollution 
Accident (1991, 1994)

Chemical accident (2012)
Onsan Disease(1985) 

Closing of Nanjido Landfill 
site (1993)

Rising Concern on Fine 
Particle in Seoul (2002)

Key events since 1980s in Korea



source : ‘Environmental Kuznets Curve’, Tejvan Pettinger (2019)   

Economic growth vs Environmental quality



source : Korea net   



source : Korea Joongang Daily   

1987 June Uprising for Democratization



Explosion of NGOs after Democratization



1980s : River Basins Comprehensive Plan 

- Han River Basin Environmental Conservation Comprehensive Plan(1982)

*  Loan Project of the Asia Development Bank

- Nakdong River Basin Environmental Conservation Comprehensive Plan(1984) 

- Southwestern Region Environmental Conservation Comprehensive Plan(1985)  

for Geum River and Yeongsan River Basins   

- Comprehensive Plan on Clean Water Supply (1989)  

⊳ Lack of Financial Resources and Effectiveness  

Water Quality Management 



Nakdong River Pollution accident

Protest of Environmental NGOs against the Polluting Company (1991)



Significant Changes of Water management (1998-2002) 

- Holding a total of 420 Public debates and hearings with local residents, civil 

organizations, experts, and local governments to address conflicts between 

upstream and downstream

- Formulating Comprehensive Water Management Plan for the Four Major 

Rivers

a. Total Water Pollution Load Management System

b. Riparian Zone Designation

c. Water Use Charge System

d. Land purchase system for water supply areas



Total Water Pollution Load Management System(TPLMS)

Source : OECD Environmental Performance Reviews:  Korea 2017   



Increased Investment in waste-water treatment facilities



Source : ‘Ecorea’, Ministry of Environment, Korea (2017)   



Change of water quality



Source : ‘Ecorea’, Ministry of Environment, Korea (2017)   



Source : ‘Ecorea’, Ministry of Environment, Korea (2017)   

Air Quality Management 



‘Onsan Disease’ : the first pollution-related disease in Korea

Health damage caused by heavy metals in Onsan

Air Quality Management 



Government Response toward the Onsan Disease 

- Designated the Ulsan Heavy Industrial Complex as a Special 

Countermeasure area in 1986

a. Set local allowable emission limits for some air pollutants

b. Regulated the use of Low Sulfur B-C oil

c. Obliged air pollutant emitting facilities to install TMS  

- Evacuated the local residents out of the polluted area



Air Quality Management in 1980s

- Compulsory Use of Low Sulfur Oil in 1981

- Prohibition of the Use of Solid fuel (such as coal) in 1985

- Compulsory Use of Clean Fuel (such as LNG) in 1988

* after the Seoul Olympic Games

⊳ Targeted Air Pollutant : Sulfur Dioxides  



Air Quality Management in Metropolitan area (1990s) 

- Designated the Area of not attaining the National Air Quality Standard as a 

Air Quality Regulation Area (1997, 1999)

a. Mandated Local Governments to establish the Implementation Plan for 

reducing Air Pollutants

b. Set a stringent emission limits for point sources

c. Regulated the VOCs emission

d. Introduced Inspection and Maintenance Program for In-Use Vehicle

⊳ Targeted Air Pollutants : NOx and VOCs  



2002 World Cup and Supply of CNG Buses 

2002 World cup (source : Segye-ilbo)



Seoul Metropolitan Air Quality Improvement Plan

- Enacted the Special Act on the Improvement of the Air Quality in the 
Seoul Metropolitan Area (2003)

- 1st Seoul Metropolitan Air Pollution Control Master Plan (2005-2014)
* Targeted Air Pollutants : PM10, NOx, SOx, VOCs

a. total load management of air pollutants for large scale facilities with 
emission trading scheme

b. promotion of low emission vehicles and early scrapping of old 
vehicles

- 2nd Seoul Metropolitan Air Pollution Control Master Plan (2015-2024)
* Targeted Air Pollutants : PM10, PM2.5, NOx, SOx, VOCs, O3



Source : ‘Ecorea’, Ministry of Environment, Korea (2017)   



Special Measures for Reduction of Fine Particles since 2016

- Stronger Control on Diesel Vehicles and Construction Equipment

- Supply of Environmentally Friendly Vehicles such as Hybrid car

- Stronger Control of Point Sources (especially coal power plant)

- Innovation of the Fine Particles Forecasting and Warning System

- Close Cooperation with neighboring countries



Source : ‘Ecorea’, Ministry of Environment, Korea (2017)   

Resource Circulation 



Treatment-focused waste management before 1990s

Nanjido landfill site was closed in 1993

Resource Circulation 



Waste Reduction and Recycling in 1990s  

- introduced the waste deposit system in 1991 

- enacted the Act on promotion of saving and recycling of resources in 1992 

- implemented the system of volume-based waste fee in 1995



Unsuccessful in decoupling the waste generation from economic growth in early 2000s



Development of Waste Recycling in 2000s  

- introduced the Extended Producer Responsibility(EPR) program in 2003

- enacted the act on resources circulation of electrical and electronic equipment and 

vehicles in 2007

source : IASToppers   





Paradigm shift in waste management in 2010s  

Source : ‘Ecorea’, Ministry of Environment, Korea (2017)   



Source : ‘Ecorea’, Ministry of Environment, Korea (2017)   



Implication of  the Environmental Policy Change

- Impact of Economic Growth

- Political Democratization

- Environmental Movement



Degradation of Physical Environment

- Environmental Accidents as a Triggering Point for Enhancing 

Environmental Awareness

Class Structure Change

- Emergence of  a Middle Class

- Role of  a Middle Class in Growth of Environmentalism

Impact of Economic Growth



Political Change : Democratization

Openness of the Political Opportunity Structure

- Necessary Condition for Environmental Movement

Erosion of “Issue Hegemony”

- Diversification of Political Goals and Values

Limits of Democratic Transition

- Economic Growth-Oriented Political Ideology

- Inherent Dilemma of Collective Action



Environmental Movement : Performance and Limits

Facilitating Environmentalism and Providing Significant Political Support for the 

Environmental Agency

- Challenging Against Market Force

- Dramatizing Environmental Accidents and Enhancing Environmental Awareness

of General Public

Limits of Environmental Movement

- Lack of Necessary Resources

- Insufficient  Citizen Engagement




