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Abstract 

Global climate change affects the Pacific region severely, yet measures to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions remain controversial as they are likely to impact on economic growth and standards of 
living. This paper looks at South Korea and Australia, two countries critical of the Kyoto Protocol 
which set broad outlines of emission reductions. The two countries share a dependence on energy-
intensive industries for economic growth, so measures to reduce emissions without damage to the 
established economic model are sought. Such an approach falls in line with the ecological 
modernization model. Rather than promoting radical changes, ecological modernization combines 
economic development with the limitation of environmental damage through technological 
advances. Such ideas are reflected in emissions trading schemes, which take a market approach to 
offer incentives to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. This paper compares the development of 
emissions trading schemes in Australia and South Korea to explore the factors that contribute to the 
adaptation of ecological modernization policies. The debate on emission policies is dominated by 
different actors, offering alternative scenarios for the adaptation of ecological modernization in 
domestic policies. The role of business interests and civil society as well as priorities on the political 
agenda also differentiate the two cases, highlighting the role of political networks in the process of 
ecological modernization and the depth of such policies. A first assessment of the recently 
implemented schemes and its effect of the economic will complete the paper. 
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Combating Climate Change in the Pacific Region: the Development of 

Emission Trading Schemes in South Korea and Australia 
 

Since the industrial revolution in the 19th century, the increasing concentration of greenhouse 

gases (GHG) in the atmosphere has been affecting the global climate negatively. While the 

origins and exact effects of these changes remain under debate, irregular weather patterns and 

more intense weather phenomena such as super-typhoons and extended periods of drought 

are observed in many countries. One major contributor to global climate change is the use of 

fossil fuels to generate energy for industry, transport, construction and agriculture, while land 

clearing and deforestation also play a role. In order to prevent further climate change, 

discussions are held at national, regional and global level to find measures to reduce 

greenhouse gas-emissions. The diffuse nature of climate change origins and outcomes often 

leads to apathy and resistance, while at the same time, nation states cannot solve such 

problems alone and need to cooperate on an international level. The UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UN FCCC) was negotiated at the Earth Summit in Rio de 

Janeiro in June 1992. In December 1997, the Kyoto Protocol on Climate Change set binding 

targets to reduce the GHG-emissions of participating countries. The Protocol came into force 

in 2005 and was renegotiated at the 2009-Climate Summit in Copenhagen. But the Kyoto 

Protocol was hampered by criticism, and several important countries did not ratify the 

Protocol, including the United States of America and Australia. Several large, but 

economically underdeveloped polluters, in particular China and India, were exempt, leading 

to criticism of this ‘unfair advantage.’ 1  Under US-leadership, a ‘Kyoto alternative’ was 

established, the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate (APP; 2005-

2011).2 Members include the USA, Australia, Japan, India, China and South Korea as well as 

Canada. In later years, however, both Australia and South Korea proposed ambitious 

regulatory frameworks to reduce GHG-emissions to support the shift towards a low-carbon 

economy. Both countries are also signatories to the Paris Climate Agreement, finalized in 

December 2015.  

The mainstream debate on climate change mitigation measures is embedded in the logic of 

ecological modernization (EM), focusing on technological advances to solve environmental 

problems. Such an approach favors the greening of capitalism, moving away from the far-

reaching demands for changes in the economic system made by radical environmentalists. 

EM aims to overcome environmental challenges with technological and institutional changes. 

Emission trading schemes are an example for such policies; they are market-based and 

encourage measures to reduce emissions with financial rewards. Under a cap and trade 

scheme, a national government sets an overall limit of emissions and tenders emission 

permits that companies are required to hold in line with their emissions. These permits can be 

traded, giving companies an incentive to reduce emissions and sell them to companies with 

higher emissions. Rather than setting targets or intervening with emission taxes, governments 

leave the scheme to market forces. This scheme allows states to reduce the overall emissions 

in an economically efficient manner and at relatively low direct cost for society. Citizens are 

paying for such changes indirectly, by the way of higher prices for goods and electricity. A 

variety of emissions trading initiatives have emerged over the last few years. The largest 
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system is operated by the European Union, which in 2005 replaced national registries with 

the EU Emissions Trading System that now applies to all of its 28 members as well as 

Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway. 3  The necessity and price of permits, the method of 

allocation and other minutiae of such schemes are highly disputed and subject to pressure 

from various actors, both domestic and transnational.4  

The debates on emission control measures shed light on the structural and procedural 

challenges to realizing EM. Since many of the theoretical and policy studies of EM are based 

on European experiences, cases studies from outside the region contribute to a deeper 

understanding of EM. Although at similar levels of economic development as key European 

countries, EM policies have led to different outcomes in the two cases presented here, 

Australia and South Korea (hereafter Korea). The two countries are both developed 

economies and members of the OECD, but their economic profile is dominated by energy-

intensive industries. Such structural differences to Europe lead to a different approach to EM, 

exemplified by the lukewarm responses to the Kyoto Protocol and the slow and intricate path 

towards emission reduction measures. During the initial negotiations of the Kyoto Protocol in 

the early 1990s, Korea had been classified as a developing country and was thus exempt from 

reduction targets.  

 

Figure 1: CO2 emissions (metric tons per capita), 1960-2013  

 

 Source: data compiled from The World Bank Data Base, at 

<http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.CO2E.PC> (date searched: 29 May 2017). 

 

Korean CO2 emissions doubled from 1990 to 2010, while many other industrialized countries 

limited further growth or reduced emissions (Figure 1). Australian GHG-emissions grew 

slightly over the same period and remain among the highest in the world when calculated on 

a per capita basis.5 International norms thus expect some changes in both countries to reduce 

GHG-emissions. The two countries also offer interesting insights in the EM policy-making 
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process, in particular the inclusion of domestic and international concerns and debates in 

national policies. The following section briefly summarizes the main points of EM theory. 

Section two then tracks the history of Australian climate policy and the debate on carbon 

reduction measures since 2007.The next section turns to South Korean policies, in particular 

the Green Growth Strategy and the development of the emissions trading scheme, while the 

final section discusses the findings. 

 

Ecological modernization 

Ecological modernization refers to both theoretical and policy discourses. The term emerged 

in Germany in the late 1980s as a policy approach and entered the canon of social sciences, in 

particular in Europe, in the early 1990s. EM emerged as a counter narrative to the radical 

demands of ecological restructuring, often rooted in ‘deep ecology’ or Marxist ideas.6 As a 

theoretical approach, authors such as Arthur Mol and Gerd Spaargaren grounded EM in 

social theory, where studies are often based on discourses. 7  EM analyses focus on how 

various social actors attempt to integrate concerns for the environment in their activities. On 

the policy level, EM takes an anthropocentric view, aiming to reform the economy along 

ecological lines, quite in contrast to demands for a drastic restructuring of the economic 

system to protect the environment. 8  EM proposes to end the zero-sum game between 

environmental protection and economic development by creating a mutually beneficial 

framework of environmentally sensitive management of technological change. It assumes 

that the protection of the environment, the decrease of resource use and the reduction of 

pollution can be good for both business and planet. EM offers a win-win scenario, focusing 

on economic development as well as the limitation of environmental damage through 

technological advances. Environmental problems are approached as concerns of inefficiency 

that can be mitigated by technological advances and changes in institutional design. Although, 

for instance, modifications in production facilities such as emission filters may initially lead 

to higher cost, the greater efficiency of new installations will reduce waste and gradually 

bring benefits to the company. Smart investment in resource efficient innovation may 

minimize industrial inefficiency and wastage, as well as the ecological footprint of a 

company.  

A broader approach to EM moves beyond resource efficiency to include anticipatory 

measures, such as the expansion of public transport system to reduce private vehicle usage.9 

EM interprets governments and economic markets not as a disturbance of the environment 

but as agents that potentially work for the benefit of the environment. The protection of 

public goods is thus no longer the sole responsibility of the state but becomes more inclusive, 

incorporating scientists and economic elites. EM policies demand long-term commitment 

rather than a focus on short-term outcomes. In politics, this ideally implies broad support for 

EM across party lines, while businesses should concentrate on the long-term outlook rather 

than short-term profit. Successful models of EM are likely to be found in corporatist systems, 

where the government works closely with other societal actors, business and labor 

representatives. 10  In countries without such a consensual and interventionist political 

approach, EM is more likely to face an uphill battle.11  
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There are also suggestions to expand EM to become a tool for changes in political and 

economic organization. One of the key authors on EM, Martin Jänicke, proposes a paradigm 

change to political modernization, a shift from reactive, bureaucratic and hierarchical state 

institutions to a more flexible, decentralized structure that diversifies its approaches and 

instruments.12 Such restructuring of state institutions and decision-making processes could 

address the shortcomings of the state in the provision of environmental protection. 

Restructured institutions should be more responsive to environmental concerns and 

encourage the inclusion of other societal actors, such as environmental groups and 

independent think tanks.13 As environmental problems affect society as a whole, the decision-

making process should also be inclusive and open to debate. This expanded version of EM 

promotes participatory measures and public deliberation, encouraging the inclusion of 

movement activism.14 The inclusion of diverse societal actors in the decision-making process 

prevents powerful economic interest from dominating such debates and creates an alternative 

feedback mechanism beyond expert circles. 15  Several factors have been identified as 

conducive to such inclusiveness: the openness of the information system, the party system 

and the decision-making process; a decentralized administrative structure and a flexible and 

innovative-friendly economic system.16 In later work, Jänicke also points out that the uptake 

of EM depends on a country’s economic structure: some sectors find it more difficult to 

modernize, in particular energy-intensive industry sectors.17  

In a discussion of the various approaches to EM, Christoff identifies ‘weak’, technocratic and 

‘strong’, sociocratic types, which result in different policy outcomes.18 In the weaker form, 

EM policies prioritize the economy and focus on innovations, technological instruments and 

market mechanisms. Policies are aimed at the national level. They tend to take a bureaucratic 

and technocratic approach and are relatively closed to public input. Stronger EM perspectives 

emphasize the environment and a move towards ecological democracy, as they focus on the 

inclusion of a diverse group of actors, including civil society.19 In this model, the debate 

shifts to institutional restructuring and the public deliberation of major changes. For 

proponents of strong EM, democratic participation in the form of environmental movements 

and political actors, such as Green Parties, is a key driver of ecological change.20 Strong EM 

versions are more aware of the transboundary and temporal nature of environmental problems 

and thus often aim at the international level and cooperation among states. This includes the 

proliferation of technological innovations as well as measures to avoid the simple relocation 

of ‘dirty’ industries from richer countries to the global south. Table 1 illustrates the criteria 

used here to clarify each country’s approach to EM. 

 

Table 1: Types of Ecological Modernization 

Weak EM Strong EM 

Economy Environment 

Innovation, technology  Restructuring  
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Closed to public, corporatist Open, deliberative democratic 

National outlook International outlook 

Source: adapted from Peter Christoff, “Ecological Modernisation, Ecological Modernities,” 

Environmental Politics, 5-3 (1996), p. 490. 

 

The flexibility of EM and its focus on reform rather than radical changes make it an attractive 

governance solution in the early 21st century. The adaptation of EM allows states to reclaim 

some control over the environmental agenda that previously has been dominated by 

environmental groups, in particular in the 1970s and 1980s.21 Although EM takes a market-

based approach, government institutions can direct activities through taxes, standards, 

incentives and punishments. Governments can reward eco-friendly improvements and 

penalize activities that result in environmental damage, thus correcting market failures. 

Government-led emissions trading schemes, for instance, use regulatory frameworks to 

reduce GHG-emissions with the long-term goal of encouraging the shift to a low-carbon 

economy. Another important role for governments is the collection of information about the 

environment and support research and deployment of improved technologies.  

In the academic literature, EM theory has been criticized on a number of grounds. Given its 

focus on technological solutions, it has been described as a discourse for engineers and 

accountants, rather than all social actors.22 Hannigan notes that EM has been ‘cursed with an 

unflappable sense of technological optimism’, but in recent years, EM theory has moved 

towards a more balanced view of technology.23 Langhelle underlines EM’s lack of criteria to 

distinguish the level of importance of environmental problems, ranging from local pollution 

to global concerns like climate change.24 Writers like Christoff point to the Eurocentric nature 

of the theory building in its early stages, but the exchange with scholars beyond European 

countries has diversified and refined the theoretical debate. 25  While the academic and 

normative debate continues to evolve, this paper uses EM descriptively and analytically, 

focusing on the connection of EM with one particular policy, the establishment of emission 

trading systems (ETS) to mitigate global climate change. The following outlines the debates 

on ETS in Australia and South Korea and places them in the EM framework. Each section 

begins with the structural influences on such policies and then turns to the policy networks 

and political strategies. 

 

Australia 

The Australian public is aware of the international global climate change discourse, but 

reports on climate change often focus on the direct effects in the country. The prolonged 

period of drought between 2003 and 2012 and unusually heavy rainfalls have highlighted 

climate change. In the early years of the 21st century, many Australians (86%) favored 

aggressive forms of action against global warming, leading to the debate over the policy 

changes discussed in detail below.26 By 2012, public opinion had shifted, with only 36% 

agreeing that Australia “should begin taking steps now even if this involves significant 
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costs.”27 In 2013, 81% of Australians concurred that the global climate was changing, but 

their views were divided over the reasons: 47.3% thought this was due to human influences, 

while 38.8% blamed natural fluctuations. Although environmentally-friendly behavior such 

as saving electricity has increased, this is often done for financial reasons rather than 

environmental concerns.28 The biggest worries about climate change relate to the cost for 

Australians to combat the negative effects of such changes. The mobilization of political 

support for emission reduction measures on environmental grounds was less successful than 

in other campaigns in the past, such as the opposition against dams and logging in natural 

preservation areas.  

Australia is an outlier among industrialized developed countries, as its economic structure 

and wealth are highly dependent on energy and commodity exports.29 In 2013, coal exports 

accounted for 12.5% of export revenue, meaning that Australia is also indirectly contributing 

to other countries’ emissions. 30  Agriculture, another substantial contributor to carbon 

emissions, also provides an important part of Australian export income. Energy production is 

dominated by oil, coal and gas, while only 4% of energy are derived from renewable 

sources.31 As cheap coal is available in abundance, there are few incentives to develop and 

invest in renewable energy sources. The transport sector has the highest share of final energy 

consumption, a result of the size of the country and the population distribution along its 

shores. Electricity production is dominated by domestically-produced coal (69%). Electricity 

prices are therefore relatively low, placing Australia in rank 20 among the thirty OECD-

members, reducing incentives for energy-efficiency. These low electricity prices help energy-

intensive industries such as steel-production and aluminum smelters that produce mainly for 

export.32 Low energy prices thus guarantee export competitiveness and secure employment, 

safeguarding key national interests. These factors combined result in high and growing GHG-

emissions.  

Structural factors affect the attitudes of political actors towards EM, although in the debate, 

the term is rarely mentioned. Together with the mining industry, industrial producers form a 

powerful lobby group in Australia. The Liberal Party ties its economic credentials on the 

success of these industries. As they are important for local communities and employment, 

unions often also support industry-friendly policies, which then feed in the policy positions of 

the Labor Party. 33  State governments depend on the tax income from the big industrial 

companies and are therefore reluctant to directly challenge such powerful players. The main 

political parties place high priority of economic development to appeal to their voters. In 

order to protect employment, policy makers are reluctant to modernize policies and envisage 

a process of ecological restructuring. Structural factors thus also impact on political strategies, 

reducing the incentives for ecological restructuring.34 Despite this, EM policies became an 

important political issue in the 2007 election campaign and dominated the political debate in 

the following years. Initial proposals of an emissions trading scheme showed characteristics 

of strong EM policies but as the implementation failed due resistance highlighting the 

structural constraints as well as mistakes in the government’s political strategies. ETS and 

other measures to mitigate climate changes have become one of the most divisive topics in 

Australian politics. While EM was not completely abandoned, the measures in effect in late 

2014 can be described as a weak form of EM.  
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Climate change policies 

Australia developed its first national climate strategy and signed the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change with the first wave of signatories in 1992, but 

support for climate change measures waned in the following years. Beyond the establishment 

of the Australia Greenhouse Office in 1998, the Liberal-National coalition led by John 

Howard (1996-2007) resisted an active climate change policy. The Prime Minister refused to 

ratify the Kyoto Protocol as it would place “‘unfair fetters’ on Australia’s minerals and 

energy export industries.”35 The government prioritized the protection of Australian business 

interests and jobs in the context of responsible economic management. Howard explained his 

decision not to sign the Protocol as due to his belief it would cost jobs and “do very great 

damage to the resource sector of Australia, which is not in the national interests of this 

country.”36 The Kyoto Protocol was also criticized as ‘Eurocentric’ as it did not factor in the 

structural differences in countries outside that region.37 In this spirit, the federal government 

favored voluntary actions and did not support ecological restructuring. Australia joined the 

US-led APP which highlighted the lack of restrictions for other large-scale emitters such as 

China and India. The federal government prioritized economic interests over international 

agreements and climate protection. At the state level, (mostly Labor Party-led) governments 

introduced some programs to mitigate carbon emissions, indicating differences in approaches 

to international climate norms.38  

As the Australian public became more aware of the effects of climate change, carbon 

emissions entered the election campaign agenda in 2007.39 John Howard belatedly proposed 

some measures for emissions trading in early 2007, while his opponent Kevin Rudd from the 

Labor Party played up his support for the Kyoto Protocol and the increase in international 

prestige after ratification. Rudd’s election victory in November 2007 opened a policy window 

for the introduction of EM policies. Symbolically, Rudd’s first act in office was the 

government’s signature to ratify the Kyoto Protocol. The Prime Minister hoped to improve 

the international standing of Australia with environmental initiatives, demonstrated by a 

speech at the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Bali in the week after his 

inauguration. 40  In order to mitigate GHG-emissions, Rudd proposed a far-reaching ETS 

which would challenge the established economic structures in Australia while setting a 

benchmark for other countries. Such measures correspond to a stronger version of EM, 

representing a substantial change in policy approaches for Australia. In July 2008, Rudd 

introduced a Policy Green Paper, proposing a Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme that was 

further elaborated in a White Paper in December 2008.41 It outlined the government’s ETS 

that was set to begin in 2010 and committed Australia to an emissions reduction of 5-15% by 

2020 and 60% by 2050 (using the year 2000 as baseline). The scheme targeted several GHG 

and covered 75% of emissions, including the main industries, coal and mining, steel, 

aluminum and cement. In order to remain competitive under the scheme, substantial changes 

in key industrial sectors were required, including energy production and the main industries. 

The plan proposed to offer a share of free permits to reduce the impact of the most strongly 

affected industries. Consumers were to adjust to higher cost and changes in consumption, 
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including, for instance, the use of cars and air conditioners. The ambitious targets prescribed 

far-reaching structural changes for Australian industry and consumer behavior that were 

unprecedented in other countries. 

The legislation was criticized by both sides of the climate change debate. Supporters of 

emission reduction plans decried that the legislation’s targets were lower than those stated in 

the earlier reports. At the same time, compensation terms for electricity producers had been 

increased, highlighting the influence of business lobbying during the preparation of the 

legislation.42 Opponents found numerous points to condemn, including the early introduction 

ahead of global competitors, the lack of a guarantee of bipartisan support for the scheme, and 

the relatively high price of carbon credits which would create higher costs for households and 

affect living standards.43 The lack of support from the opposition Liberal Party proved to be a 

problem when the relevant legislation reached the Senate (upper house) in June 2009. 

Although Liberal Party-leader Malcolm Turnbull had expressed his support of climate change 

legislation, other party members did not follow his line. As Labor did not have a majority in 

the Senate, the legislation’s passage failed in August 2009. Due to the global financial crisis, 

the government then announced, that the start of the trading scheme would be postponed until 

late 2011. A second, revised legislative proposal also failed to pass in December 2009. The 

Liberal Party again rejected the legislation against the advice of their leader, who was then 

replaced by climate-sceptic Tony Abbott. The new leader of the opposition criticized the 

legislation as a ‘giant new tax on everything‘ that would place heavy burdens on Australian 

households.44 Climate change measures became a highly divisive topic in Australian politics. 

There was little pressure from below to change party positions. Supporters of the Liberal and 

National Party respectively are far less likely to take positive attitudes towards progressive 

climate change policies while Labor and Green Party supporters are on the other side of the 

divide.45  

Rudd further weakened his case by political maneuvering. After the second rejection of a 

legislation, Australian legislative rules allow the government to call for new elections for 

both chambers, House of Representatives and Senate.46 The Prime Minister declined to do so, 

since it was widely believed that new elections would not have brought any electoral benefits 

to the Labor Party.47 Instead, Rudd decided to postpone the legislation until 2013, thereby 

conceding the legislation’s defeat, the change in opposition leadership, and the slow progress 

on a global emissions scheme. The postponement was interpreted as a radical change in 

position on an important topic, leading to a decline in public support for the Rudd-

administration. 48  Within the Labor Party, resistance against Rudd’s leadership style and 

decisions grew. In June 2010, Julia Gillard replaced Rudd as Prime Minister. In the August 

2010 general elections, Labor failed to gain a majority while the Green Party gained votes, 

indicating that Labor Party supporters in favor of emissions control had shifted their vote to 

the Green Party.49 In November 2011, the Labor-government managed to pass a revised 

Clean Energy Future Bill which aimed to reduce GHG-emissions in Australia by 5% by 2020 

and 80% by 2050 (compared to 2000 baseline). The Bill established a carbon pricing scheme, 

commonly referred to as carbon tax. Under the scheme, large-scale emitters of CO2 had to 

buy emission permits at a set price, with exceptions for agriculture and transport.50 Overall, 

about 60% of carbon emissions were covered. The number of permits had no cap and 
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numerous companies were granted free permits under ‘industry assistance’ programs so that 

the government’s income from the permits was limited. The scheme was a compromise 

between the main political parties and the business community, in the spirit of weak EM.  

In the September 2013 elections, the opposition campaigned on the abolition of the carbon 

tax to reduce the financial burden on households and to increase the international 

competitiveness of Australian companies. After its victory, the new Liberal-National 

coalition under Prime Minister Tony Abbott reversed environmental policies. The rhetoric 

shifted back to a job-versus-environment dichotomy, although some concessions to emission 

reduction are kept in place. The carbon tax was abolished in July 2014, to be replaced by an 

“Emissions Reduction Fund.” 51  This fund allocates money to pay for carbon abatement 

projects, such as paying farmers for regrowth and businesses for energy efficiency measures, 

but excludes the energy sector. The fund thus rewards increased efficiency but not emission 

reductions or punishment for polluters.52 Since late 2016, an “Emissions Intensity Scheme” 

with a wider remit is under discussion, yet another economic instrument to reduce emissions 

by the power industry. Large scale blackouts in South Australia in 2016 and high electricity 

prices in other states reduce the ruling coalition’s interest in introducing tougher measures.53 

The current government is also facing substantial opposition against its plans to allow 

opening a new coal mine and the construction of related infrastructure in Northern 

Queensland, with the output largely destined for the Indian market.  

The emission policies of both the Abbott- and the Turnbull-administration focus on the 

national level with short-term goals to benefit humans while global environmental concerns 

are given lower priority. Voluntary participation is favored, with minimal guidance by the 

state, reducing incentives for ecological modernization, let alone restructuring. The changes 

in carbon reduction schemes over the last decade reflect the short electoral cycle of three 

years in Australia. EM policies are influenced by electoral considerations, as the public is 

split along party lines on the issue with no clear majority on either side.54 Beyond party 

politics, other actors such as environmental groups and specialists have fewer opportunities to 

affect the legislative process. The quick introduction of expansive EM policies reflected the 

changes in the public mood during the election campaign in 2007, but these policies were 

challenged by the structural constraints of the Australian economy. The corporate political 

culture that carried EM in Europe is much weaker in Australia, so the translation of the 

concept to the Australian policy-making context is limited.55  

 

Korea 

There is widespread awareness of global climate change in South Korea.56 The effects of 

climate changes are felt in the increase in severe weather patterns like intense and extended 

rainfall resulting in floods and longer periods of extremely high temperatures. A vast majority 

of Koreans also believes that climate change is a result of human activities.57 Korea’s CO2 

emissions and their connection to energy consumption are also debated, as citizens become 

more aware of the rising costs of energy imports and the environmental effects of some 

methods of energy production (including resistance against the construction of new nuclear 

power plants). Korean newspapers are actively reporting on scientific findings and the 
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seriousness of the associated problems. 58  Policy makers also engage in the international 

discourse to bolster Korea’s international standing with the goal to become a leader in the 

global discourse on climate change. The Lee Myung-bak government (2008-2013), for 

instance, campaigned vigorously to be chosen as the host of the offices of the UN Green 

Climate Fund. In election campaigns, however, environmental concerns play only a minor 

role, as both politicians and voters focus on the economy.59 The 2017 presidential election 

were the first to include environmental topics as main points of debate, since air pollution 

during the campaign period reached new heights.  

In sharp contrast to Australia, South Korea has very limited resources and imports 97% of its 

energy sources. Given the high dependency on oil and gas imports, consecutive governments 

have prioritized nuclear power, which is currently producing around 26% of the electricity 

supply. Despite the lack of natural resources, energy-intensive industries such as 

petrochemicals and steel, but also semi-conductors and display technologies, play an 

important role in Korean economic growth. In addition to the export-driven industrial 

expansion, transport is another contributor to emissions. This goes hand in hand with growing 

prosperity and consumerism among the Korean public; many people now own a car and 

electric appliances such as air conditioning units. The promotion of renewable energy sources 

faces opposition by key policy makers on economic grounds: they fear a reduction in 

competitiveness in the global market due to rising electricity prices; effectively expecting 

Korean tax payers to keep Korean companies profitable. Moreover, the lack of technological 

knowledge as well as limited space are cited as reasons against the promotion of 

renewables.60 The government controls the retail price for electricity to keep it at a low level. 

Electricity prices are highly subsidized, in particular for the industrial sector, reducing the 

incentive to save electricity.61 Consequently, Korean energy efficiency is comparatively low; 

energy consumption per unit of GDP in 2009 was 1.7 times higher than the OECD average.62 

Korean economic growth is highly dependent on energy-intensive industries, as the 

continuous increase in GHG-emissions since the 1990s demonstrates (Figure 1). The Korean 

economy is dominated by a handful of large companies; Samsung and Hyundai Motors alone 

constitute around one third of the GDP. They are therefore powerful players in the policy-

making process, as their economic well-being affects the Korean economy as a whole. 

Ecological modernization appeals to Korean policy makers because it fits with the 

dominating growth-paradigm of the key actors. Ecological restructuring, in contrast, is rarely 

discussed. The process focuses on the economic effects and is government-driven with little 

citizen participation, corresponding with the weak form of EM.  

 

Climate change policies 

During the negotiations of the Kyoto Protocol in the 1990s, South Korea was treated as a 

developing country and thus classed as non-Annex I-country with no emission-reduction 

targets. As the Korean economy continued to expand, emissions increased at an even faster 

rate, and by 2006, had more than doubled from the 1990-level (see Figure 1 above). While 

Korea ratified the Kyoto Protocol, the country also joined the Kyoto-alternative APP (2005-

2011). Despite the exemption from emission targets in the Kyoto Protocol, President Kim 
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Dae-jung (1998-2003) introduced a “Target Management System” (TMS) in 1998, a 

voluntary scheme to reduce energy consumption. The project did not include a mechanism to 

evaluate the activities undertaken by participating companies, so there was no penalty system 

for non-compliance. As Korean companies showed little interest, the TMS had limited 

success. 

In August 2008, conservative President Lee Myung-bak announced a new policy paradigm, 

the “Green Growth Strategy”, which aimed to combine economic growth with environmental 

protection.63 Lee’s proposal shared similarities with EM goals, as they favored economic 

growth over environmental concerns. The “Green Growth Strategy” presented an industrial 

strategy to decouple economic growth from raw material use and GHG-emissions through 

technological and regulatory means. Nuclear power, for instance, was highlighted as a means 

to mitigate carbon emissions, while renewable energy sources and usage reduction measures 

such as a reassessment of electricity prices played only a minor role in the plans. Research 

into renewables was included in the “Green Growth Strategy” but received far less funding 

than measures supporting the construction industry, for instance. The government’s strategy 

also included incentive mechanisms for businesses to develop green technologies and 

products to open new export markets. However, many companies are reluctant to invest in 

such research; most R&D is funded by government sources.64 The “Green Growth Strategy” 

focused on new construction such as dams on the main rivers and new green homes instead of 

retrofitting the existing housing stock. The focus on construction (sometimes dubbed ‘grey 

growth’) benefitted the influential construction companies that have been the recipients of 

preferential treatment for decades and are supporters of Lee and his conservative party.  

The “Green Growth Strategy” fell under the responsibility of the newly created “Presidential 

Committee on Green Growth” (PCGG; January 2009) which was directly responsible to the 

President. The PCGG oversaw policy implementation and negotiated conflicts of interest 

among different actors, including pro-growth agencies like the Ministry of Knowledge 

Economy and pro-environment offices such as the Ministry of Environment. While his 

predecessors had aimed at participatory governments with advisors from civil society groups, 

President Lee prioritized efficiency over participation and democratic processes. The “Green 

Growth Strategy” was announced without consultation with key environmental actors, and 

the “Presidential Committee for Green Growth” was dominated by members from business 

groups and academics with management and business backgrounds, while only one member 

came from a civic group.65 Following her inauguration in February 2013, President Park 

Geun-hye downgraded the PCGG to an office under the Prime Minister, demoting the 

Committee from the Cabinet table. Park criticized her predecessor’s approach as too focused 

on economic growth and distanced herself from the more controversial projects under the 

Green Growth Strategy such as the redevelopment of the major rivers. 

With regard to emissions, the Green Growth Strategy reflected growing awareness among 

policy makers that as one of the leading economies in the world, Korea could no longer claim 

exemptions from emission reduction targets on the grounds of lack of development. At the 

2009 UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen, President Lee described Korea as an 

‘early mover’ in climate change policies, with an eye on Korea’s position in the global 
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climate change regime. Lee pledged to reduce GHG-emissions by 30% relative to the 

country’s projected levels (business as usual-levels) by 2020, a goal that equates to a 4% 

reduction below 2005-levels.66 This pledge was transferred to policy by the ‘Framework Act 

on Low Carbon, Green Growth’, which came in force in April 2010. The framework 

integrated GHG-reduction targets into the existing TMS, and shifted the responsibility for the 

Emission Trading Scheme (ETS) from the Ministry of Knowledge Economy to Ministry of 

Environment. 67  The allocation of emission allowances, however, was placed under the 

control of the Ministry of Strategy and Finance, indicating a conflict of responsibilities. 

Initially intended to start in 2013, the ETS was postponed twice and began in January 2015. 

The cap and trade scheme was among the most ambitious proposals globally.68 The ETS was 

set to cover 60-70% of GHG-output from over 450 entities and included financial penalties 

for non-compliance. In the first stage, emission allowances were distributed for free, but in 

the second and third stage (2018-2025), an increasing share was to be auctioned off as an 

incentive to reduce emissions. There was strong resistance against the ETS by Korean 

business groups, the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Knowledge Economy (since 

2013, Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy). The opposition focused on the cost of the 

scheme and the lack of similar projects among key competitors, namely China and the 

USA.69 The additional Enforcement Degree of November 2012 addressed some of these 

issues and provided special allocation rules for ‘energy-intensive and trade-exposed’ sectors. 

Following the change in administration in early 2013, the plans for the ETS remained in place 

but the introduction of a car emissions tax was postponed. 70  

When the ETS began operating in early 2015, free allocations were awarded to energy-

intensive industries. In reflection of the continued resistance, these allocations were 

challenged in numerous law-suits. 71  Although the idea behind an ETS is that surplus 

allowances can be traded, participants were reluctant to do so. Since only 2.3% of caps were 

traded, there was very limited liquidity, countering the market-principle of the ETS. 72 In June 

2016, the government implemented market stability measures by issuing additional 

allowances, further distorting the market. Consequently, many believed the carbon price was 

set by the government rather than the market. 73  At the same time, the “Presidential Decree to 

the Framework Act on Low Carbon Green Growth“ was amended, setting a new, delayed 

target of carbon emission reduction: 37% below BAU levels by 2030. Moreover, the 

administration of the ETS was redistributed from the auspices of the Ministry of Environment 

to four different ministries, according to the source of emission. Since the change in 

administration in May 2017, President Moon has promised measures such as phasing out 

nuclear power and reducing the dependence on coal for energy production but detailed plans, 

including those on the ETS, have not been made public yet. 

The measures taken under the “Green Growth Strategy” and the process of conceiving and 

implementing the ETS indicate that Korea is following a weak form of EM.74 The ETS was 

introduced by the government in a top-down approach reflecting established strategies of the 

developmental state that dominated policy making over the last decades.75 There is a focus 

firmly on economic growth and the reduction of negative effects on economic activities 

rather than citizens’ benefits or environmental protection. The interests of businesses were 

represented well by the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Knowledge Economy/Trade, 
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Industry and Energy which have, like the ruling party, close contacts to business groups. The 

contributions of other participants were limited to the PCGG, which in itself was not 

conducive to give civil groups a voice. Environmental groups had to use measures outside the 

established political channels to initiate public debate, but focused on other parts of the 

“Green Growth Strategy” rather than emissions trading. In contrast to Australia, climate 

change is not high on the public agenda, so there are few efforts to reach a social consensus 

and it did not play a role in the presidential election campaigns of 2012 and 2017. A general 

agreement on the economic imperatives for Korea leaves a debate on ecological restructuring 

on the sidelines, in the realms of radical environmental groups. It remains to be seen if the 

change in government to progressive President Moon Jae-in in 2017 brings changes to the 

general debate on the decoupling of economic growth and environmental damage.  

 

In conclusion 

Over the last three decades, policy makers across the globe have turned to EM policies as a 

way to combine economic growth with environmental credentials. With regard to global 

climate change, ETS schemes can be placed in the EM framework, as they use a market 

approach and voluntary measures to reduce emissions. It is therefore hardly surprising that 

the largest emission trading scheme currently in practice is operated by European states, the 

same region, where EM originates. But other countries have proposed more ambitious 

schemes, with varying success. In Australia, the promise of an emission trading scheme and 

ecological modernization led to a governmental change in 2007, but the ETS fell victim to 

political wrangling. In Korea, an ETS was introduced as a part of a larger program of EM and 

survived a change in government. While emission trading is a major topic on the public 

agenda in Australia, the debate in Korea is far less vocal and restricted to policy makers. 

The economic profile of a country has been suggested as a factor in the success of EM. This 

comparison serves as a reminder that a number of factors beyond economic imperatives 

affect EM policies. Australia and Korea, while very different in terms of possession of natural 

resources, share an economic model that is highly dependent on cheap energy. Yet, the 

popularity of EM is vastly different, as institutional factors and political strategies influence 

EM policies in different ways.  

One big difference between the two countries lies in the political system. In Korea, the 

policy-making process is dominated by the president who is directly elected for five years. 

Political parties play a minor role in the political process. Moreover, environmental interests 

are represented by civic groups, outside the political process. Australia, in contrast has a 

parliamentary system which allows the replacement of the Prime Minister during their term. 

Political parties thus play a bigger role in the policy-making process. Although the Green 

Party is growing, its influence is relatively limited. In Australia, EM was introduced as a 

campaign promise in the 2007 election campaign, focusing on carbon trading. Given the short 

electoral cycle in Australia, the debate was conducted with an eye to the next election, so the 

carbon tax became a highly contentious political topic in party politics. The debate on the 

scheme was reduced to simplification, expressed in the cost to individual households, 

dividing voters along party lines. The ETS was part of the Korean Green Growth Strategy, 
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but not the major focus. The public debate concentrated on other plans, keeping emissions 

trading low on the public agenda. The potential costs are felt indirectly by citizens but such 

inconveniences have not become a major political topic. One potential explanation for this is 

the dominant belief in anthropocentric origin of climate change among Koreans, while many 

Australians are more skeptical. When the Korean ETS was discussed in detail, the 

participation by diverse players, such as social movement groups and environmental think 

tanks, was not sought on a meaningful level. Although the Rudd-government started with a 

more inclusive, participatory approach, the implementation was pushed by bureaucrats. In 

Korea, a technocratic approach prevails, revealing that in both countries, the participatory and 

democratic credentials of their EM approach are weak.  

In both countries, the climate change debate is informed by the international discourse under 

the leadership of the UNFCCC. Both EM approaches reflect this in their stated ambition to 

become regional leaders. This worked to the advantage of Lee, as Koreans are keen to see 

their country’s international profile growing. Rudd’s advances were perceived as secondary 

to Australian concerns. A strong approach to EM highlights the international outlook of such 

policies, but neither approach fulfils that criteria: both countries look at the domestic benefits, 

while global environmental concerns are secondary. A further indicator for the prevalence of 

weak approaches to EM in both countries is the focus on ecological modernization rather than 

restructuring. The Australian ETS collapsed when it became clear that it could only succeed 

with substantial restricting, an approach that attracted opposition from business organizations 

and politicians. The Korean scheme has not yet been implemented, but key economic players 

continue their protests about cost and potential negative effects on economic growth. The 

scheme also distracts from other measures the government could take to reduce energy 

consumption. The more difficult and expensive task of ecological restructuring remains a 

challenge in Korea.  

Currently, only a small number of ETS are working, while the debate on such programs 

continues. This paper places such debates in the wider context of ecological modernization 

and the factors that promote such policies and their success. The introduction of ETS does not 

depend on the economic profile of a country, or the level of democratic decision-making but 

far more nuanced models of political networks and discourses. As the number of states with 

ETS increases, future research should illuminate these connections further. 
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