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What are eprs?

OECD Environmental Performance Reviews (EPRs) 

provide evidence-based analysis and assessment 

of countries’ progress towards their environmental 

policy objectives.

They promote peer learning, enhance 

government accountability and provide targeted 

recommendations to help countries improve their 

environmental performance. They are supported by 

a broad range of economic and environmental data. 

Each EPR cycle covers all OECD member countries 

and selected partner countries.

All reports, and more information, are available on 

the EPR website: http://oe.cd/epr.

the third epr of korea

Korea joined the OECD in 1996. The previous 

Environmental Performance Reviews of Korea were 

published in 1997 and 2006. The report reviews Korea’s 

environmental performance since 2006. The process 

involved a constructive and mutually beneficial policy 

dialogue between Korea and the countries participating 

in the OECD Working Party on Environmental 

Performance (WPEP). The OECD is grateful to the two 

examining countries: Japan and Sweden, and to the 

United States for its contribution.

The EPR provides 45 recommendations, approved 

by the WPEP on 8 November 2016. They aim to 

help Korea green its economy and improve its 

environmental governance and management. 

Particular emphasis is on waste, materials 

management and circular economy, as well as 

environmental justice. 

“Korea has championed a  

green growth model on the 

international stage.   

Its future prosperity 

rests on implementing an 

ambitious transition to a 

low-carbon economy.”

Simon Upton 
oeCd environment director

http://oe.cd/epr
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Overview

Korea, the eighth-largest OECD economy, has few natural 

resources. Over the past decade, its rapid economic 

growth has been accompanied by significant pollution 

and consumption of resources. Increased investment has 

improved access to environmental services, but disparities 

remain between rural and urban areas. High population 

density is exacerbating environmental challenges. 

Exports of goods manufactured by large firms have driven 

Korea’s economic success. In recent years, however, this 

economic model has become less effective. The country 

has created a strong green growth policy framework. Its 

future prosperity rests on implementing this ambitious 

transition to a green, low-carbon economy.

opportunities

 z an exemplary policy framework supporting green growth

 z the world’s second-largest emission trading scheme covering 
about two-thirds of national greenhouse gas (ghg) emissions

 z a world-leading position in climate change mitigation technology

 z a solid waste management track record, and a new law to 
pursue a circular economy

 z an enhanced liability regime for compensating environmental 
damage to health, property and welfare.

challenges

 z a carbon-intensive energy mix, with the lowest share of 
renewables in the OeCD

 z air pollution from fine particulate matter that threatens health 

 z rapid urbanisation and expansion of built-up areas that threaten 
ecosystems

 z ensuring sustainable financing of water services 

 z weak co-operation among ministries on environmental issues

 z limited public participation in environmental decisions. 

kOrea 2015

population 
50.6 million

gDp/capita
(current purchasing power parity) 
USd 34 500 
(oeCd average is 40 100)

total area 
100 280 km2

population density
505 inhabitants/km² 
(oeCd average is 35)

Currency
korean won (krW)  
in 2015, USd 1 = krW 1 131

k
or

ea
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korea is a relatively small, mountainous peninsula with more than 3 200 islands. it hosts 

a rich biodiversity, but has scarce mineral, energy and freshwater resources. Since 2000, 

korea has decoupled emissions of many pollutants from economic growth. however, 

industrial production continues to emit significant greenhouse gases. air pollution remains 

a major health concern and rapid urbanisation and infrastructure development are putting 

considerable pressure on ecosystems.

OeCD environmental performanCe revieW of korea

environmental performance | key trends
 

climate change and energy
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figure 1. Climate targets appear hard to achieve on current trends

figure 2. Fossil fuels dominate korea’s energy mix

in 2016, the 2020 target was 
replaced by the 2030 target 
in the framework act on low 
Carbon, Green Growth.

Notes. GhG emissions exclude 
emissions/removals from land-
use, land-use change and forestry 
(lUlUCf). Gdp at 2010 prices.  
Source: oeCd (2016), oeCd 
environment Statistics (database); 
moe (2015), “intended nationally 
determined Contribution of korea” 
to the UnfCCC; oeCd (2016), 
oeCd national accounts Statistics 
(database).
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 z With the second-highest greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions growth since 2000, Korea became the fifth-
largest GHG emitter in the OECD.

 z In 2015, Korea committed to reduce GHG emissions by 
37% below business as usual (BAU) levels by 2030. This 
decision delays efforts to reduce emissions in relation 
to the 2020 target (30% below BAU levels) set in 2009 
(Figure 1). 

 z Coal is set to remain a core part of the energy mix 
(Figure 2). Steep topography, contested and militarised 
waters, and high population density all challenge the 
development of renewable energy. Yet there remain 
opportunities to exploit. 

 z Unlike most OECD countries, industry is the largest 
energy consumer. 

Source: iea (2016), iea World energy 
Statistics and Balances (database).
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 z revise energy plans to ensure consistency with 

international climate change commitments. 

 z tighten caps for air pollutant emissions in Seoul 

metropolitan area and replicate the system 

in other cities; strengthen vehicle emission 

standards; pursue regional co operation to 

tackle transboundary air pollution; improve 

knowledge of air pollution sources and their 

impact on health.

next steps | air and climate

air quality

 z Air pollution is a major health concern (Figure  3). 
Population exposure to fine particulate matter 
(PM2.5) and ground-level ozone is particularly severe. 
Industry, road transport and transboundary particles 
from the People’s Republic of China (hereafter China) 
and Mongolia are the primary sources.

 z Korea has decoupled emissions of all major air 
pollutants (except for PM10) from economic growth. 
This achievement is due to air quality improvement 
plans at national and subnational levels, tightened 
fuel and vehicle emissions standards, and the 
Air Pollutant Emission Cap Management System 
introduced in the Seoul Metropolitan Area in 2008 
(read more on page 8).

natural resources

 z Korea possesses a rich variety of terrestrial, coastal 
and marine ecosystems. However, land development 
is destroying and fragmenting habitats. Wetlands 
have declined by about 20%, farmlands by 16% and 
forests by 2% over the last two decades. By 2050, 
the abundance of terrestrial species is expected to 
decline by 36%, far above the global average of 10%.

 z The 2012 Act on the Conservation and Use of 
Biodiversity strengthened and streamlined 
biodiversity management. Efforts to protect species 
have borne fruit (read more on page 9).

 z Built-up areas have expanded 51% since 2002, far 
above the population growth rate of 6%. This reflects 
government efforts to reduce concentration in the 
Seoul Metropolitan Area, home to nearly half the 
nation’s population.

 z Terrestrial and marine protected areas have been 
expanded, but have not yet reached international 
targets.

 z The intensities of livestock farming and of 
commercial fertiliser and pesticide use are among 
the highest in the OECD. This contributes to rising 
levels of diffuse water pollution.

figure 3. premature deaths from outdoor air 
pollution are expected to triple by 2060 in korea
premature deaths from exposure to particulate matter 
and ozone, per year per million people.
Source: oeCd (2016), The Economic Consequences of Outdoor Air Pollution.  
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 z Support a whole-of-government approach to 

water resource management; pursue greater 

co-operation among agencies and adopt 

a framework act on Water management; 

establish a comprehensive and coherent water 

information system.

 z raise water supply and sewerage charges and 

the water effluent tax; strengthen enforcement; 

remove water charge exemptions for agriculture.
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 z Korea has relatively abundant rainfall. However, due to high 
population density, it has the second-lowest renewable 
freshwater resources per capita in the OECD. The concentration 
of the rainy season and large variation between years and 
regions is a major challenge. Mountainous terrain and rapid 
urbanisation exacerbate the impact of frequent floods and 
droughts.

 z Responsibilities for water are fragmented across multiple 
ministries. To date, attempts to set an overarching legal 
framework have been unsuccessful. However, after the country 
experienced extensive droughts in 2015, the government 
created a Water Management Committee.

 z Point-source pollution has decreased thanks to improved 
treatment of wastewater. However, diffuse pollution has 
worsened, partly due to increased livestock production and 
land development.

 z Water quality targets were achieved in 75% of rivers thanks to 
the Total Water Pollution Load Management System (see box), 
but in only 8% of lakes. 

 z High investment in infrastructure has improved access to 
water services. In 2014, 96% of the population was connected 
to public water supply. During the same year, 93% of people 
had access to wastewater treatment plants. 

 z Ageing infrastructure and declining cost recovery rates are 
threatening the sector’s financial sustainability (Figure 4). 
Water prices in Korea are significantly lower than in other 
OECD countries.

 z Urban areas have better access to water and higher quality 
service than rural areas. In remote rural areas, it may be more 
cost effective to improve the service quality of small-scale 

independent facilities than to extend the national network.

next steps | water

figure 4. Declining cost recovery rates threaten  
the financial sustainability of the water sector
public expenditure (left axis), access to services and cost recovery (right axis)

limiting pollution in river basins

the total Water pollution load management System, which sets 

water quality goals for each river basin, allocates discharge levels to 

each local government. the system aims to keep the total volume 

of organic pollution (measured in terms of biochemical oxygen 

demand), and more recently of phosphorus, under permissible 

levels. as of June 2015, 122 local governments had implemented 

the system in the four major river basins: nakdong, Geum, 

Yeongsan-Seomjin and han and in other severely polluted areas.

pollution load is allocated from the watershed to each local 

government, then to a group of pollution sources, then to individual 

facilities. the system factors in feasibility, equity, cost of pollution 

reduction and local policies. it has helped improve water quality in 

many previously polluted areas. 

environmental performance | water management
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 z Build subnational governments’ capacity to carry 

out their environmental responsibilities, including 

the necessary financial resources. Strengthen 

co-ordination among ministries.

 z make hazardous industrial facilities subject to 

eia independently of their size; require Sea for 

a wider range of policies and programmes with 

potential impact on the environment, including 

all local land-use plans.

 z ensure coherent introduction of integrated 

environmental permitting reform for major 

industrial polluters on the basis of best available 

techniques. Consider replacing multiple permits 

for low-risk installations with general binding 

rules specific to each sector. focus inspections 

on higher-risk facilities. 
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next steps | governance

figure 5.  
targeted inspections are becoming more effective
total detected violations and inspections by central government.

Source: Country submission.

environmental governance and management
 

korea has made substantial progress in implementing recommendations of the 

2006 environmental performance review. it has strengthened environmental standards, 

and begun to reform the permitting regime in line with international best practices. it 

has also reinforced compliance assurance. however, insufficient co-operation among 

ministries and lack of capacity at subnational levels have held back further improvements. 

multi-level governance

 z The central government has transferred many 
environmental responsibilities to lower levels of 
government. However, subnational governments 
do not always have enough capacity or financial 
resources for these tasks. Sometimes the central 
government has taken back responsibilities, as in 
the case of chemical safety.

 z Several ministries have responsibilities for 
environmental issues (environment, finance, 
infrastructure, transport, industry, energy and 
agriculture). Competition among these ministries 
has hampered efforts to improve governance.

assessment and permitting

 z Korea has broadened its systems of environmental 
impact assessment (EIA) and strategic environmental 
assessment (SEA). However, industrial facilities 
are subject to EIA based on site size rather than 
environmental impact. Further, SEA does not cover 
sector policies or a significant share of local land-use 
plans. This raises concerns about uncontrolled 
development in environmentally sensitive areas.

 z Beginning in 2017, integrated permits for 
19  industrial sectors will be gradually introduced. 
This will significantly streamline the permitting 
process for large installations. Small and medium-
sized enterprises, however, remain subject to 
complex medium-specific standards.

compliance

 z Central and local governments have improved 
detection of non-compliance thanks to more effective 
inspections (Figure 5). Compliance and adoption of 
green business practices are also promoted through 
voluntary agreements, certification and awards.

2010 2014

7 594
inspections7 682

inspections

1 274
detections

2 128
detections



case studies 
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a Cap FOr air pOllUtiOn 

industry is the largest emitter of 
many pollutants in korea, which 
is among the countries most 
affected by air pollution. in 2008, 
the Seoul metropolitan area put 
in place a management system 
to cap air pollutant emissions. 
each year, it allocates emission 
allowances for nitrogen oxides 
(nox) and sulphur oxides (Sox) 
to large facilities, which can 
trade them. facilities are fined 
if they exceed their allocations. 

the system initially covered 117 of the largest-emitting installations. five years later, by the end 
of 2013, 295 facilities were participating. allocations have been continuously reduced although 
they exceeded emissions in 2013. estimates show a decrease of nox emissions by 16% and of 
Sox emissions by 41% for companies under the system. Given this success, the system could 
be expanded to other parts of the country with large industrial complexes. nevertheless, total 
emissions are projected to increase over 2012-25: pm10 by 4%, pm2.5 by 5%, nox by 9% and 
volatile organic compounds by 18%. 

FrOm lanDFill 

tO “Dream park”

the world’s largest landfill, in 
incheon, covers 20 square 
kilometres. established in 1990 
on land reclaimed from the sea, 
the site treats about 20  000 
tonnes of waste every day 
from households, construction 
sites and businesses from the 
Seoul metropolitan area. in 
2000, the Sudokwon landfill 
Site management Corporation, 
a public-private partnership, 
converted used landfill sites to create “dreampark”, a leisure and education centre for local 
residents that features space for sports and cultural activities. 

the complex also houses a “Waste-to-energy town” that brings together recycling facilities 
and the landfill’s gas power plant. Sludge is recycled to create solid fuel, which is then sold to 
thermal power generation plants. visitors can learn both about nature and waste management 
during the annual dreampark festival. in partnership with local residents, 5.3 million trees have 
been planted at the site. a horse riding centre, swimming pool and golf course, constructed for 
the 2014 asian Games, are now open to residents.

Seoul
incheon

jirisan 
national park
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lithiUm batterieS tO regUlate the energy griD

Balancing supply and demand is an important issue for 
electricity providers. When demand exceeds capacity, 
there is a risk of blackout. When supply exceeds demand, 
there can be short-circuits or over-heating. the dilemma 
is usually solved with spinning reserves in power stations. 
But kepCo, korea’s largest power utility, commissioned 
another system: the world’s largest battery energy storage, 
made of lithium batteries stored in 12 containers. 

the system, which began operations in January 2016, 
costs less than spinning reserves. it also reduces fuel use, 
as well as wear and tear on power plants. in addition, it will 
help develop renewable energy by solving storage issues of 

solar and wind energy, which are intermittent by nature. the 
government plans to build on this system to create markets 
that can reward those who provide electricity capacity and 
develop energy efficiency measures. 

“green” CreDit CarD

more than 10 million people have 
used the “Green” credit card since 
its introduction in 2011. it works like 
a normal credit card, but also awards 
“eco-money points” (equivalent to 
3-24% of the product price) for the 
purchase of eco-friendly products, 
for electricity, water and gas savings 
and for the use of public transport. 
the points can be converted into 
cash rebates to buy other products 
(not only green) or to pay fares on 
public transport and telephone bills, or to donate to environmental associations. Cardholders can 
also receive free admission to certain public facilities such as national parks and museums. the 
system is attracting international attention as a low-cost, convenient way to encourage green 
behaviour among consumers. the government is looking to extend use of the card to more retailers 
and services, and to online shopping.

the retUrn OF aSiatiC blaCk bearS tO JiriSan

on 13 november 2002, an animal monitoring camera in the 

deep woods of Jirisan national park captured an image of 

an asiatic black bear in the wild. this was the first living 

proof of this species in korea since the mid-1980s. 

asiatic black bears are threatened by widespread poaching, 

conflicts with farmers, capture for circus training and habitat 

loss. to restore the species, the government released 

imported asiatic bears into the wild, initiated a breeding 

programme and designated a special preservation area in 

Jirisan national park. in 2016, about 40 asiatic black bears 

were living in the wild in the park. 

Seoul

jirisan 
national park
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although gDp growth has slowed since 2011, korea has been one of the fastest-growing 

OeCD economies over the past decade. the country has set up an exemplary policy 

framework for green growth and has been a leader on the international stage. korea has 

increased spending on green infrastructure and r&D, but it has not yet fully translated its 

green growth leadership and vision into action. Successfully transitioning to a low-carbon 

economy will require sustained political commitment and stronger price signals. 

OeCD environmental performanCe revieW of korea

green growth
 

action framework

 z Korea adopted a national strategy for green growth 
in 2009 with five-year implementation plans. A year 
later, it passed the Framework Act on Low Carbon, 
Green Growth. This policy has stimulated investment 
in green infrastructure. However, green growth is no 
longer the top political priority (see page 4).

 z Korea has championed green growth on the 
international stage, establishing the Global Green 
Growth Institute, hosting the Green Climate Fund 
and providing finance and know-how through the 
East Asia Climate Partnership.

greening price signals

 z Korea launched a national emissions trading 
scheme in 2015. It covers a large share of GHG 
emissions, but permit prices are low. Several factors 
hamper the effectiveness of Korea’s system. These 
include a large amount of free allocations, changes 
in governance and uncertainty regarding future 

caps, imperfect transparency and the availability 
of other mitigation instruments.

 z Korea has made progress to make electricity prices 
better reflect system costs. However, low, regulated 
prices impede the development of renewables and 
hampers efforts to reduce energy demand.

 z Petrol is taxed more heavily than diesel. This has led 
to a rising share of diesel vehicles, which pollute more. 
In real terms (considering inflation), road transport 
fuels have been taxed less and less since 2009.

 z More effort is needed to ensure that environmentally 
related taxes and charges cover externalities, 
encourage reduction of pollution and promote 
efficient use of resources. Korea introduced a tax on 
bituminous coal used in power generation in 2014. 
Although the tax has a modest rate, it is positive step.

 z Korea subsidises fossil fuels, both at home and 
abroad, to a significant degree. It provides one of the 
largest levels of support for agricultural producers 
within the OECD. It should phase out this support, 
which encourages the use of fossil fuels, commercial 
fertilisers and pesticides. 

USD (PPP)/kWh
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figure 6. korea’s electricity prices are below OeCD averages
electricity prices for households and industry, 2015, oeCd G20 members

Source: Country submission; iea (2016), iea energy prices and taxes Statistics (database).



investing in clean energy and transport

 z Renewable power capacity increased steadily over 
the past decade. This growth was spurred by higher 
oil prices, a feed-in tariff programme, R&D support, 
preferential loans and tax incentives for producers 
and installers, and subsidies for households. In 2012, 
a renewable portfolio standard replaced the feed-in 
tariff to ease the burden on the budget. The new 
standard obliges large producers to generate or buy 
a share of their electricity from renewables.  

 z In global renewable markets, Korea faces competition 
on two levels: China offers lower prices, while 
advanced economies have cutting-edge technology. 
Developing the domestic renewables market is a 
stepping stone to succeed on foreign markets. Korea 
recently became home to the world’s largest battery 
energy storage system (see page 9). 

 z Korea has stepped up investment in rail, but this 
remains well below that of money spent on roads. 
Further, train stations are difficult to access and 
poorly connected with other modes of transport. As 
a result, the desired modal shift has not happened. 

 z Thanks to tax incentives and subsidies, Korea 
switched its bus fleet from diesel to natural gas. 
Fiscal tools also encouraged purchases of electric 
and hybrid cars, although their share remains 
marginal (1%). 

 z In 2014, Korea was the fourth largest provider of 
funds for R&D on energy and the environment in the 
OECD, and ranked first relative to GDP (Figure 7).  

 z Korea is one of the world’s most innovative countries 
in climate change mitigation technology such as 
solar photovoltaic, batteries and fuel cells, energy-
efficiency lighting and electric vehicles. It has given 
less attention, however, to basic research, the service 
sector and non-technological innovation.
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 z raise electricity prices progressively to reflect system 
costs, and raise taxes on electricity generation fuels to 
reflect environmental and health costs.

 z increase the share of permits auctioned and the 
stringency of the total emission cap of the emissions 
trading system; increase transparency, stability and long-
term visibility of the system. 

 z raise the excise tax on diesel to at least match that on petrol 
and index rates to inflation; better link transport modes and 
integrate public transport and land-use planning.

 z increase the share of basic research in energy- 
and environment-related r&d; regularly assess the 
consistency between environmental and innovation 
policies; scale up development and deployment of 
carbon capture and storage.

next steps | green growth

figure 7. in 2014, korea had the highest public energy 
r&D budget as a share of gDp. 
Government r&d budgets or appropriations for energy (blue) and 
environment (green), oeCd G20 members. 

tax exemptions on fossil fuels for agriculture and 

fishing fell by almost half between 2007 and 2014. 

however, the exemptions still cost the country 

USD 1.7 billion (krw 1.8 trillion) in 2014 in 

lost revenue. eliminating the exemptions would free 

up substantial resources for policies that could benefit 

both workers and the environment. 
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Statistics (database).
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korea has a good track record in integrated waste management. its fast development, 

dependence on external markets and high number of small businesses, as well as lack 

of landfill space and cheap public services create particular challenges. korea is now 

focused on moving towards a circular economy.

OeCD environmental performanCe revieW of korea

waste, materials management and circular economy
 

preventing and reducing waste

 z Korea is among the OECD’s most resource-intense 
economies. However, domestic material consumption 
(amount of materials used in the economy) increased 
at a slower pace than GDP. The country is highly 
dependent on imports for fossil fuels, metals and 
wood.

 z Total waste generation has been closely linked to 
economic growth. 

 z Big enterprises are subject to mandatory waste 
reduction targets. Small and medium-sized 
enterprises, however, are exempt from many 
requirements. Regulations and targets are often 
perceived as a burden, and government support 
appears to be the key driver of action.

 z Households are charged for waste collection according 
to the volume of waste they dispose; this system 
was recently extended to the entire country. For this 
reason, municipal waste generation has increased at 
a much slower pace than private consumption.     

 z Korea’s policy on reducing food waste is among the 
world’s most advanced. It includes targets, bans on 

direct landfilling and on ocean dumping, a volume-
based waste fee and mandatory separate collection. 
The country has succeeded in curbing the upward 
trend in food waste generation.

promoting recycling

 z The country recovers more than 80% of its generated 
waste. Recycling rates are higher than in many other 
OECD countries (Figure 8). In recent years, policy 
has been shifting focus from material recycling to 
incineration with energy recovery.

 z Korea was an early adopter of the extended producer 
responsibility system (wherein producers are 
responsible for a product even after consumers have 
finished with it). This system has been instrumental 
in the country’s recycling achievements. Over the 
past decade, Korea has broadened the scope of the 
system considerably.

 z Korea has a large informal recycling sector, composed 
of small family-type firms traditionally involved in 
scrap collecting and recycling. Some waste electrical 
and electronic equipment escapes the official system 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

TurkeyMexicoJapanCanadaUSAFranceUKAustraliaItalyKoreaGermany

Landfill

Recycling
and 

composting

Incineration 
with 

energy 
recovery

Incineration Other

Source: oeCd (2016), oeCd environment Statistics (database).

figure 8. korea’s recycling rates are higher than many OeCD countries  
municipal waste management by type of treatment, 2014 or latest available year. 
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 z improve the recycling system; consider formalising the 
informal recycling sector; improve separate collection 
of waste electrical and electronic equipment; develop 
innovative solutions to achieve non-toxic material cycles.

 z Strengthen markets for recycled goods; provide 
incentives to properly value recycled products and 
information on their quality and benefits. 

 z promote waste prevention, circular business models 
and resource productivity in industry; encourage the 

establishment of materials flow cost accounts to identify 
opportunities for efficiency improvements; develop 
specific guidance for Smes.

 z raise the volume-based waste fee progressively to better 
cover management costs and encourage consumers to 
reduce waste.  

 z integrate waste and materials flow data to support decision 
making; set targets to improve materials productivity.

next steps | waste

through this sector, however. This can pose a risk of 
pollution and illegal exports.

 z The green public procurement system encourages 
markets for recycled products as does an online 
trading system open to businesses, waste operators 
and households. However, many consumers lack 
confidence in the quality of products for sale in these 
markets. In recent years, these markets have also 
suffered from low prices for oil and raw materials.

 z Korea is moving from a waste- and pollution-oriented 
strategy towards an integrated “circular economy”. 
This approach promotes greater recycling and re-use, 
that contributes to raw material and energy supply 
security. The Framework Act on Resource Circulation, 
adopted in May 2016, is a step in this direction.

improving waste and materials management

 z Korea has a wealth of data on waste management (see 
box) and on material flows, but they are not integrated. 
This makes it difficult to get a complete picture of 
material flows through the economy and how they 
relate to waste streams and recycling efforts. 

 z Substandard landfills have been closed or upgraded. 
Small incinerators are regularly monitored and 
inspected. However, direct landfilling still exists, 
and very small incinerators raise concerns. Illegal 
dumping remains an issue. 

 z The polluter pays principle is more widely applied. 
Korea is one of the few countries where manufacturers 
and importers must pay a charge for products that are 
hard to recycle or that contain hazardous substances. 
It has broadened the volume-based waste-fee system. 
However, revenue from the system only covers one-
third of waste management costs.

allbaro: managing waste online

the allbaro system monitors waste flows at various 

processing stages. it digitises and processes the 

waste transfer certificates that circulate between waste 

producers, transport and processing agents and 

administrations. allbaro was implemented in September 

2002, to track the transport of hazardous waste. it has 

been gradually expanded to cover other waste streams. 

the system is used by over  

340 000 businesses, representing about 

128 million tonnes of waste,  

i.e. most of the waste generated by business operations 

in korea. 

Government administrators oversee the entire process of 

waste management in real time, and can check whether 

waste is transferred in a legal and transparent manner to 

prevent illegal disposal. 

the data are used to produce statistical reports, to track 

waste reduction efforts in the business sector, and to 

encourage co-operation and sharing of best practices 

among enterprises. the information on processing 

results is used in combination with an online platform for 

the exchange of reusable and recyclable products. 
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korea has made remarkable progress in corrective justice by strengthening its liability 

regime for compensating environmental damage to health, property and welfare. 

however, not everyone has the same access to environmental goods and services 

and some are more exposed than others to environmental harm. there is potential to 

improve environmental democracy. Clarifying korea’s environmental justice objectives 

would help strengthening progress made in these areas.

OeCD environmental performanCe revieW of korea

environmental Justice
 

liable without fault

the liability and relief act, in force since January 2016, 

stipulates the legal principle of liability without fault (strict 

liability) for damage to human life, health and property arising 

from pollution cases related to defined facilities. 

the facility becomes liable if the evidence (its production 

process, time and place, damage, etc.) suggests it is highly 

probable that its activity caused the pollution. 

the act requires 17 000 businesses posing significant 

environmental risk to buy adequate insurance to receive 

or renew an environmental permit. these include waste 

processing facilities, as well as companies handling toxic 

chemicals or discharging hazardous air or water pollutants, 

etc. this requirement serves as an incentive to take preventive 

measures and thus lower their insurance premiums. 

the government manages a pollution indemnification account, 

funded primarily by reinsurance premiums and government 

contributions, to cover for unknown or incompetent offenders. 

a fund for victims of asbestos

the asbestos injury relief act came into effect on 1 January 

2011. the act laid the legal foundation for a fund, financed by 

industry and local governments, to compensate the medical 

and funeral expenses of ordinary people (as opposed to 

workplace victims) made ill by asbestos. 

in addition, it funds projects to prevent asbestos damage, as 

well as studies on the health impact of asbestos. Between 

2011 and end-march 2016, 2 966 cases were handled and 

krW 37.5 billion disbursed.

distributive Justice

 z Korea’s income inequality and relative poverty 
have declined in recent years, but remain high. 
The rate of relative poverty among the elderly is 
the highest in the OECD. Public social spending as 
a share of GDP is less than half the OECD average.

 z Access to environmental goods and services (such 
as water services and green space) and exposure to 
environmental harm (such as air pollution) varies 
significantly between regions, between cities and 
between urban and rural areas (Figure 9). 

 z Korea has made progress in analysing 
environmental health issues. The Environmental 
Health Survey has revealed high levels of exposure 
to metals and pesticides nationwide. Other 
surveys have shown elevated levels of pollutants 
in industrial complexes and abandoned mines 
with health implications.

 z There is little information on the incidence of 
polluting facilities in rural vs. urban areas, nor on 
where polluting facilities are situated in relation to 
vulnerable households.

corrective Justice

 z Responding to a sharp increase in chemical 
incidents, Korea made it easier for victims to access 
compensation for environmental damage to health, 
property and welfare. The Liability and Relief Act 
in 2016 shifted the burden of proof from victims to 
polluters (see box).

 z Korea has a robust liability regime for soil 
contamination targeted at environmental 
remediation. It could serve as an example for 
assigning responsibility for past damage to water 
bodies and ecosystems.
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 z expand analysis of exposure to environmental risk in 
rural versus urban areas and with respect to vulnerable 
households. take distributive impact into account in 
policy making.

 z involve the public in environmental permitting decisions. 
open the eia process to the general public and nGos.

 z introduce a strict liability regime to assign responsibility 
for past damage to water bodies and ecosystems. 

 z Broaden legal standing rights in environmental 
proceedings, including for environmental nGos.

 z Broaden disclosure of records on environmental 
behaviour of economic entities.

next steps | environmental justice

15

 z The country has strengthened chemical safety 
regulations. Since 2015, the Act on the Registration 
and Evaluation of Chemicals (Korea REACH) imposes 
reporting and registration requirements on chemical 
manufacturers, importers or sellers. A 2015 amendment 
to the Chemicals Control Act expands the number of 
workplaces required to report to government on types 
and quantities of chemicals treated.

procedural Justice

 z There is potential to improve public participation 
and access to information on environmental matters. 
This is illustrated by the controversy over some high-
profile development projects such as the Four Rivers 

Restoration Project and high voltage transmission 
lines in Milang.

 z Disclosure of environmental information is growing, 
but some remains classified to protect private 
economic interests.

 z While non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are 
involved in strategic policy planning, there is no 
public participation in environmental permitting. 
Further, public engagement in EIA remains limited to 
local residents.

 z The long-standing alternative dispute resolution 
system has been successful at handing individual 
disputes. However, it is not designed to address major 
environmental conflicts.

Administrative 
district Mean exposure to PM2.5, 

µg/m3, 2014
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figure 9. environmental quality of life varies between regions
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