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Objective of the delegation: From 31 October to 4 November, an ad hoc delegation of six 
IMCO Members visited Seoul, South Korea to gather evidence in the area of the Digital Single 
Market. In the context of substantial legislative work carried out by IMCO, including on Digital 
Services Act, Digital Markets Act, Artificial Intelligence Act, safety of consumer products in 
the light of emerging digital technologies, this visit provided an opportunity for an exchange 
with local stakeholders of an important world player and a frontrunner in e-government, use of 
data, research and digitalisation. The delegation visit was also aimed at gathering information 
about the influence of exports of Korean goods on the internal EU market and about 
opportunities for further strengthening the cooperation between the EU and Korea in the digital 
realm.

Topics covered: During the three-day programme, IMCO Members met with the Trade, 
Industry, Energy, SMEs and Start-ups Committee of the National Assembly, Ministry of 
Science and ICT, Korea Fair Trade Commission, Korea Consumer Agency, and a number of 
technological companies (such as SungEel HiTech, Samsung Electronics, Coupang, and Netflix 
Korea). To introduce the delegation visit, the EU Ambassador to the Republic of Korea H.E. 
María Castillo Fernández debriefed IMCO Members on South Korea and EU - Korea relations, 
while a French entrepreneur with 20 years of experience in Korea made a presentation of the 
Korean digital ecosystem. In addition, a leading Korean law firm outlined the legal aspects of 
digital market in Korea and EU-Korea cooperation in the digital domain.

The main topics covered during the delegation visit include:

 Digital markets and digital policies in Korea and EU,

 Fairness and competition in digital markets, including for SMEs,

 Social networks,

 Korea as a world leader in chips / semiconductors,

 Korean battery industry, including battery recycling,

 Korean e-commerce market, SMEs and start-ups,

 Consumer protection and empowerment in the digital environment,

 Legislative developments in the EU and Korea (EU’s Digital Market Act, Digital Services 
Act, Artificial Intelligence Act, Raw Materials Act),

 EU – Korea trade and cooperation, in particular in the digital domain.

Key Findings:
South Korea is regarded as one of the most technologically advanced and digitally connected 
countries in the world, with the world’s best digital infrastructure, fastest internet connection 
and one of the highest mobile phone penetration rates. Armed with innovative, talented citizens, 
and investing early on the R&D of cutting-edge technologies, it has become one of the leading 
countries in ICT and innovator in electronics, digital displays, semiconductor devices, and 
mobile phones. Many companies take Korea as a test market.

South Korea was first in the world to launch commercial 5G service in April 2019, and is 
already planning a pilot testing of 6G in 2026, to be followed by the role out in 2028. 

However, it wasn't until the 1960s where South Korea's economy rapidly grew from 
industrialisation and the Chaebol corporations such as Samsung and LG. As it never stopped 
investing in digital, South Korea has developed its own digital ecosystem and is one of four 
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countries (and outside the US, the only democracy) in the world with own digital ecosystems. 
This is underpinned by D.N.A. (data, network and artificial intelligence) technologies, digital 
transformation in education and transition to a contact-free economy in the post-Covid-19 era. 

Part of the digital ecosystem is a very unique social media environment with homegrown 
domestic platforms such as KakaoTalk (a free mobile messaging app), KakaoStory (a social 
networking platform launched by Kakao), and Naver Band (a private group sharing app). These, 
in addition to the Naver browser, Amazon-like Coupang, and KakaoTaxi make part of everyday 
life of South Koreans. Unlike most countries in the world, where Apple, Google, Facebook, 
and Amazon dominate, South Koreans have developed their own digital economic giants.

You pay access to Naver per hour, they control the quality and there are no fake news (the 
concept doesn’t exist in the country). 

It’s been only 30 years since Korean people can travel, but Korean authorities give a lot of 
liberty to young people to have access which has made them early adopters and very open to 
all types of technology. 

Seoul is ranked as the world's leading digital city and a tech capital of the world. It enjoys a 
convergence of a dense and prosperous population, excellent infrastructure, and a strong 
cultural identity. As South Korea is also the most secure country in the world, and, in Seoul, 
any product can be delivered in one hour, all this enables the booming of the e-commerce. 

Semiconductors is one of South Korea’s core industries. Korea is home to two memory chip 
giants – Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix. The rapidly growing AI and cloud computing 
markets are key growth factors for semiconductors. Market demand is driven further by 
increasing connectivity through innovative technologies such as next-gen network, connected 
car, and IoT. 

However, there are drawbacks and vulnerabilities. Putting the good of the collective before the 
individual in a society that has suffered in the history, South Koreans invest all energy into what 
they do. There is a fierce competition among all, especially the youth during their studies, and 
the culture of efficiency and speed. The society that sees itself in a race with its neighbours also 
has the highest suicide rate among developed countries, which is frequently attributed to 
academic pressure, work pressure, the stigma around mental health, and the absence of social 
welfare for the elderly.

The country is in a state of constant war with its neighbour North Korea. The tensions in the 
peninsula are increasing and North Korea is present in all policies.

In addition, during the weekend of 15 October 2022, nearly all services by Kakao - a tech giant 
with a vast business portfolio ranging from mobile messenger KakaoTalk to online banking 
KakaoPay and ride-hailing services Kakao T- suffered a massive disruption due to a fire at its 
data centre near Seoul. The system breakdown caused massive inconvenience and virtually 
stopped the country’s communication network, and lasted longer than a few days. The accident 
laid bare the vulnerability of a super-connected South Korean society where 43 million out of 
the country's 51 million people use KakaoTalk. Consequently, the South Korea's antitrust 
regulator announced to come up with measures to build grounds for fair competition in the 
online platform market amid growing criticism that the government has failed to properly 
monitor Kakao’s dominant position in the market.

In respect of legislative trends related to online platforms and e-commerce in South Korea, it 
should be noted that the general trend is directed toward tightening the regulation of online 
platforms. The digital economy in Korea is taking shape so that tech companies operating in 
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Korea cannot evade regulations. 

There are two distinct sets of laws: the Fair Online Platform Intermediary Transactions Act 
(Online Platform Act) proposed by the Korea Free Trade Commission (KFTC) and the Online 
Platform User Protection Act proposed by the Korea Communications Commission (KCC), in 
addition to several laws proposed by the members of the National Assembly. The KFTC also 
proposed amendment of the Act on the Consumer Protection in Electronic Commerce 
(Electronic Commerce Act).

The KFTC’s proposed Online Platform Act broadly applies to open market operators, app 
market operators, app service providers such as delivery, hotel, rental car brokerage sites, price 
comparison sites, real property and used car information service sites. The proposed act 
mandates executing a written contract containing provisions related to the services provided 
between the online platform intermediary and the online platform business users, and prohibits 
the online platform intermediary from abusing superior bargaining power.

The KCC’s Online Platform User Protection Act, among others, prohibits online platform 
operators from (i) refusing to perform contracts or provide services without any justifiable 
reason, (ii) refusing or restricting appropriate sharing of profits, and (iii) imposing unreasonable 
or discriminatory conditions or restrictions.

The proposed amendment to the Electronic Commerce Act newly introduces the term “online 
seller” and reclassifies regulated businesses into platform operators, platform-using business 
operators, and independent online mall operators. It also provides measures that platform 
operators and online sellers must take to protect consumers.

Although the passage of the laws has been delayed due to various issues, such as the need for 
regulation, adequacy of regulatory content, and issues of overlapping regulations among 
domestic ministries, they are expected to pass soon as a slight change in the overall tone towards 
digital economy can be observed under the current administration.

Finally, with regard to the economic and trade developments and relations between the EU 
and South Korea, it should be noted that South Korea is one of the most dynamic economies 
in the world. In 2021, the country ranked the 10th largest economy in the world and the 4th 
largest economy in Asia. 

The EU - Korea FTA remains the bedrock of the bilateral economic relationship. It was the first 
of a series of ‘new-generation FTAs’ negotiated by the EU. It remains one of the most ambitious 
and comprehensive trade deals put in place by the EU. Over the past decade, the FTA has 
provided an outstanding economic results. Since it entered into force in 2011, bilateral trade in 
goods and services between the EU and South Korea has been constantly growing.

Further opportunities to strengthen the relations will be provided by the adoption of a 
comprehensive bilateral cooperation agenda in the digital realm under the future EU - Republic 
of Korea Digital Partnership. In the area of research and innovation, the Korea’s decision to 
start discussions to become an associated member of the framework programme Horizon 
Europe 2021-2027 is a welcome development.

However, in some areas, challenges remain. In particular, the EU keeps calling on Korea to 
remove persistent obstacles to imports of EU animal products (the IE and FR applications for 
market access for beef to Korea, requesting to lift the BSE ban, not advancing) and for 
ratification of the pending ILO convention 105 on forced labour. 
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Summary Report on Main Meetings:
The meeting with the Committee on 
Trade, Industry, Energy, SMEs and Start-
ups of the National Assembly, with the 
Committee Chairman Kwan-suk YOUN as 
host and a number of parliamentarians 
participating, hailed the EU - Korea 
friendship, shared values and cross-
economic trade and cooperation under the 
FTA. 

The discussion focussed on topics such as, 
how did Korea become a powerhouse in 
semiconductors and disruptions currently 

faced in the global value chain; how to decrease our dependency on countries, like Russia, in 
row materials; the success of the Korean tech sector and e-commerce; support to the SMEs 
ecosystem and start-ups in the context of Korean large companies; how is Korea dealing with 
secondary row material recycling and electric vehicle batteries; cooperation with South-East 
Asia; US - China relations.

Chairman Youn specifically raised the future EU Raw Materials Act (RMA). He expressed 
concerns that the RMA might harm Korean companies like the US Inflation Reduction Act 
(IRA). He asked the European Parliament to ensure that the RMA is in line with international 
norms, without discriminatory factors for foreign companies.

The two sides stressed the need to deepen economic cooperation based on the Korea-EU FTA, 
which celebrated its 10th anniversary last year, adding that we must form partnerships and work 
together for strategic autonomy and diversification. The parliamentarians on both sides 
expressed hope that the meeting will further invigorate cooperation between Korea and the EU, 
and engaged to spare no support at the committee level for this.

At the meeting with the Ministry of 
Science and ICT (MSIT), the Korean 
interlocutors were led by Second Vice-
Minister Yun Kyu PARK. The Vice-
Minister introduced the “New York 
Initiative” announced by President Seok-
Yeol Yoon in September 2022, and 
mentioned that Korea had established a 
digital strategy to digitally innovate all 
economic and social sectors. The New 
York Initiative reveals the prospects for 
Korea's digital innovation and proposes a 
plan for a digital order that citizens of the 

world should pursue together in order to realize the universal human values of freedom, human 
rights, and solidarity.

IMCO Members and Korean interlocutors engaged in discussion of Korea’s digital 
environment, and of policies and market conditions that both partners are pursuing to establish 
a global digital market order. Koreans expressed a lot of interest in the EU trends and contents 
of digital-related legislation such as the DMA, DSA and Artificial Intelligence Act. 
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Vice-Minister Park also expressed interest in cooperation with the European Parliament so that 
the digital partnership being discussed between Korea and the EU could be signed without delay 
and cooperation between the two partners could be further vitalized.

The Korea Fair Trade Committee (KFTC) is a ministerial-level central administrative 
organisation under the authority of the Prime Minister and also functions as a quasi-judicial 
body. The KFTC formulates and administers competition policies, and deliberates, decides, and 
handles antitrust cases. The KFTC performs its roles and duties independently. Its main tasks 
include promoting competition, strengthening consumers' rights, creating a competitive 
environment for SMEs and restraining concentration of economic power.

IMCO Members met with the Chairperson Ki-Jeong HAN and other KFTC representatives to 
discuss the direction of the platform policies of the EU and Korea. While the main interest of 
the Korean interlocutors was placed on the DMA and DSA, both sides expressed hope that 
creativity and innovation in the online platform market will continue to emerge. In order to do 
so, a fair competitive basis must be established in the market, consensus was shared. Regarding 
normal business activities of the private sector, Koreans explained that the government needs 
to provide support so that autonomy and creativity can be fully exercised, adding that the review 
of the online platform guidelines will be completed before the end of this year. 

Regarding consumer protection issues, discussion focused on self-regulation, on how to achieve 
balance between business and consumer interests in policies and on the importance of 
international cooperation. IMCO Members also enquired about the effectiveness of sanctions 
against large platforms, how Korea deals with misleading information, especially in the health 
and food sectors, and whether there are any efforts to limit third-country influence, such as in 
political advertising.

It was agreed to maintain and further develop the cooperative relationship in respect of overall 
competition and consumer policies, including platform policies, in the future.

In the meeting with the Korea Consumer 
Agency (KCA), IMCO Members were 
informed of the leading role that KCA 
plays in ensuring consumer safety. This is 
done by conducting surveys and 
investigations on the quality and safety of 
the daily products. They lead advancement 
of consumer policy by introducing 
research on systems and policies to 
improve consumer’s rights, including 
when it comes to the protection of 
consumers from unfair business practices 

in transactions of goods and services. KCA also addresses consumers directly by empowering 
them through educational programmes and by providing consumer counselling, damage 
redress, and dispute settlement. KCA also work with overseas consumer protection agencies to 
address international consumer issues.

The discussion focused on the resolution of international consumer disputes and cross-border 
dispute resolution through ADR, and on the protection of consumer rights in the digital 
environment. IMCO Members and the KCA leadership exchanged in particular on consumer 
rights and new technologies.

South Korean Tech Companies
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One of the first tech companies that the IMCO delegation visited was Samsung Electronics, 
the South Korean multinational electronics corporation with headquarters in Yeongtong-gu, 
Suwon. IMCO Members and company representatives exchanged on the Common Charger and 
other legislative developments in the EU. The needs of consumers in the future and how 
Samsung can help, recycling (where reference was made to the EU work on empowering 
consumers for the green transition), due diligence and the question of how to make sure that 
suppliers and contractors comply with environmental and social standards were also discussed. 
To conclude the visit to the company, the IMCO delegation toured the Samsung Innovation 
Museum.

Another tech company that the IMCO 
delegation visited was Coupang - a South 
Korean e-commerce based in Seoul. 
Founded in 2010, Coupang expanded to 
become the largest online marketplace in 
South Korea. The company sells a wide 
range of products including apparel, 
cosmetics, electronics, footwear, toys, food 
products, and furniture, many of which are 
made in the EU. Its expansion has also led 
the company into the market of video 
streaming distribution with the launch of the 
service Coupang Play.

Following a presentation of what Coupang has done in the Korean retail market in the past 12 
years and what services it provides to the customers and providers, with a stress on its support 
to SMEs, the discussion with IMCO Members focused on particular aspects of their e-
commerce business. It was explained that Coupang uses its own infrastructure which reduces 
delivery costs. The use of AI to predict the expected order in each region also helps manage the 
logistics and infrastructure, and so do their own data centre and cloud services.

The third example of a tech company met in Seoul was SungEel HiTech, which operates as a 
leading secondary battery recycling company. The company succeeded in recovery of raw 
materials from lithium-ion batteries after use and mass production. It is promoting the 
enhancement of global eco-friendly technology leadership, and significant expansion of the 
production scale of battery recycling materials in line with the high-growth electric vehicle 
market.

After the presentation of the company and its activities by its representatives, IMCO Members 
learned about the company’s global green factory plan, which includes a Euro Hydro Centre 
(with currently 5 EU countries on a short-list). The SungEel HiTech representatives also 
stressed the importance that the black mass (battery powder) is regarded as a product, rather 
than waste, because of its own value. They asked the EU to define it in its legislation as such. 

Conclusion:

This delegation visit provided an opportunity for IMCO Members to gain information about the 
digital ecosystem in South Korea and Korean digital agenda, including, on how Korea became 
a lead world player in e-commerce, battery industry, recycling, semiconductors, social 
networks, use of digital technologies in government service delivery, use of data, research, and 
spread of new technologies, such as artificial intelligence. Opportunities for Korea and the EU 
from the adoption of a comprehensive bilateral cooperation agenda in the digital realm under 
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the future EU - Republic of Korea Digital Partnership were also addressed in exchanges with 
Korean interlocutors.

The exchanges held with Korean parliamentarians and business leaders, as well as 
representatives of ministries, government agencies and consumer protection organisations 
provided valuable input for the committee’s work on digital single market, emerging digital 
technologies and the safety of consumer products, and form an excellent basis for further 
cooperation and opportunity to learn from each other. 

Unfortunately, two developments affected the delegation visit: the tragic crowd crush in central 
Seoul, just before the delegation visit, which killed more than 150 people, as well as the North 
Korean missile launches near South Korean territorial waters. These developments reminded 
the interlocutors of how important it is to strengthen cooperation with like-minded partners in 
the face of such threats.


