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South Korea as a global actor: The emergence of
a middle-ranking power?
Although relatively recent, South Korea's engagement in the activities of the main international
political and economic governance institutions has helped to forge and enhance the country's
profile as a more influential player in global affairs.

Growing influence in international security and humanitarian cooperation
In the decades following the armistice agreement which put an end to the war between North and South
Korea (1953), the partition of the Korean peninsula remained a highly controversial issue within the United
Nations (UN), as Russia and China, taking Pyongyang's side, consistently opposed South Korea's (Republic of
Korea) requests to join the organisation. It was only in 1991, at the end of the Cold War, that it was admitted
to the UN, at the same time as North Korea (the Democratic People's Republic of Korea, DPRK). South Korea
has since served twice as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council. During the country's first
term (1996-97), its activity focused on the protection of humanitarian assistance to refugees and on
enhancing the UNSC's capacity to deal with regional conflicts – its main goal being to acquire legitimacy in
the international arena a decade after having become a full-fledged democracy. Two important
developments took place during South Korea's recently concluded second term (2013-14). The first was in
May 2014, when the South Korean Foreign Affairs Minister, who was chairing a UNSC-hosted open debate
commemorating the 10th anniversary of its resolution 1540 on the proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction, pointed to the threat posed by North Korea's nuclear weapons programme to international
security and called for more effective implementation of the resolution. The second was at the end of
December 2014, when a UNSC meeting debated for the first time the issue of human rights abuses in the
DPRK, based on the conclusions of a UN inquiry commission which documented 'unspeakable atrocities'
committed by North Korean authorities. These examples underline its aim to use UNSC membership to
counter its neighbour's menace – a strategy which must be considered in the light of DPRK's continuing
nuclear tests and threats of cyber-attacks targeting South Korean nuclear power plants.
Currently, South Korea is contributing a total of 620 personnel – essentially troops but also a few military
observers and advisors – to UN peacekeeping operations, and ranks 39th on the UN's list of peacekeeping
contributors. Most of this military force is deployed in the framework of two missions, UNIFIL in Lebanon
(since 2007) and UNMISS in South Sudan (since 2013), providing not only protection but also services to the
local populations such as delivery of medical care and repair or construction of roads, schools and other
infrastructure. After the devastating 2010 earthquake in Haiti, South Korea deployed a 240-person unit to
the MINUSTAH mission in the country, which remained in charge, among other things, of repairing roads,
assisting refugees and orphanages, clearing waterways and offering healthcare, education and vocational
training for a period of two years. Beyond the UN framework, South Korea's military forces have been taking
part with nearly 300 troops in counter-piracy missions off the coasts of Somalia since March 2009. They also
provided security in Afghanistan for five years from July 2010 as part of the UNAMA mission, in line with the
South Korean Defence Ministry's recent commitment also to contribute to global security outside the Korean
peninsula.
Moreover, since 2009 South Korea has combined various overseas volunteer initiatives on development
assistance and international cooperation under the 'World Friends Korea' brand – the second largest
programme of this kind after the US Peace Corps – sending more than 4 000 volunteers all over the world
every year to work in education, healthcare, rural development and information and communication
technologies.
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A partner in international trade, finance and development
Matching its phenomenal economic rise in the last decades, South Korea has evolved from a beneficiary to a
provider of global development aid. In half a century, one of the world's poorest countries, which used to
rely on international assistance for its economic development, has become the first recipient-turned donor
since the foundation of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). In 2010, not
long after joining the OECD in 1996, South Korea became a member of the Development Assistance
Committee (DAC), the OECD's group of biggest development aid providers. Its official development
assistance (ODA) for 2013 amounted to US$1.9 billion. Although some observers point out that these aid
levels are not yet commensurate with its economic power, Seoul is doing its best, considering also the global
recession, to achieve the ODA/gross national income (GNI) ratio target of 0.25% by 2015.
South Korea has been a member of the World Trade Organization (WTO) since its creation in January 1995.
In a recent speech, WTO Director-General, Roberto Azevêdo, commented on the extraordinary progress
made by Seoul over the past 50 years: today, South Korea is the seventh largest exporter worldwide – the
first in shipbuilding, the third in electronic products and the fifth in the automotive sector – as well as home
to the world's second biggest smartphone-maker. He also urged Seoul to act as a bridge between developed
and developing economies, setting an example with the long-awaited opening of its rice market, due in
2015. However, South Korea belongs to a number of 'coalitions' formed by developing countries within the
WTO (such as the G-10 and G-33), which are lobbying to obtain, among other objectives, only limited market
opening for their agricultural products in the current Doha Round. Finally, the country's accession to both
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank dates back to 1955. While it holds only modest
shares and voting powers in the World Bank Group's organisations, South Korea is now a key development
partner and an important contributor to the International Development Association (IDA), the Bank’s fund
supporting the world’s poorest countries through loans and grants for programmes that boost economic
growth, reduce inequalities and improve people’s living conditions.

A rising profile in global governance
South Korea is a member of the Group of Twenty (G20), launched in 1999 by the most powerful nations,
until then united in the G7, in order to associate key emerging economies in addressing the financial crises in
Latin America and Asia. The G20's role increased with the global recession, and since 2008 summits of its
member countries' leaders have been organised on a regular basis. Seoul hosted the Leaders' Summit in
November 2010, when it held the group's presidency. On that occasion G20 members agreed on the Seoul
Action Plan, committing to support green growth strategies in order to promote environmentally sustainable
global growth. Within South Korea, low-carbon green growth has been at the heart of a new national vision,
proposed in 2008 by ex-President Lee Myung-bak as a way to transform the country's high-carbon society
and economy through innovative consumption patterns, increased use of renewable energies and energy
efficiency. Taking the lead in the dissemination of this new socio-economic model, South Korea played a
pivotal role in establishing the Global Green Growth Institute (GGGI). Initially a small non-profit foundation
under Korean civil law, in October 2012 it converted into an international organisation providing technical
and policy assistance to emerging or developing countries in their efforts to design and implement their own
green-growth plans. The GGGI has its seat in Seoul and comprises 18 founding member states, including
Denmark and the United Kingdom and some medium-power nations such as Australia and Indonesia. Six
more countries have joined since its inauguration. As a further token of its long-term commitment to
environmental issues, in 2013 South Korea was chosen as the host country of the Green Climate Fund, which
provides financial support to developing countries to help them achieve the adaptation and mitigation
objectives set out under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).

The eighth UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, is the most internationally renowned top-level political figure
from South Korea. After he was re-elected for a second term (2012-16), Ban launched a five-year action agenda
emphasising, among other issues, the need to conclude a comprehensive and legally binding climate change
agreement. Although some criticise Ban's low-key profile and lack of charisma, stressing in particular the
disappointing outcome of the Copenhagen Climate Change Conference in 2009, he has won praise for his
commitment to environmental concerns and his support to recent pro-democracy movements in Arab-speaking
regions. He was also instrumental in creating UN Women, a new agency promoting a more-coordinated action by
the UN on gender equality and women's empowerment.
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