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Enacted the "Sewage Cleaning Law"

Enacted the "Pollution Prevention Act" (the first environmental law)

Enacted subsidiary legislation to the  "Pollution Prevention Act"; Established the Environmental 
Sanitation and Pollution Department under the Minstry of Health and Social Affairs 

Introduced the Green Belt System

Enacted the "Environmental Conservation Act" and "Marine Pollution Prevention Act"

Proclaimed the Charter of the Conservation of Nature

Opened the Environmental Office

Revised the "Environmental Conservation Act"; Expanded target organizations of the Environmental 
Impact Assessment

Organized the "Central Pollution Map Inspection Team" (interim mechanism for the Environmental 
Office)

Re-revised the "Environmental Conservation Act"; Enacted the "Waste Control Act" and the 
"Environmental Management Corporation Act"; Revised the "Marine Pollution Prevention Act"; 
Designated Ulsan and Onsan as "Areas of Special Measures for Air Pollution" 

Completed 19 sewage treatment plants; Planned the construction of a sanitary metropolitan landfill 
in Gimpo; Established the 1st Comprehensive Plan for Clear Water Supply

Divided the "Environmental Conservation Act" into the "Framework Act on Environmental Policy," 
"Clean Air Conservation Act," "Noise and Vibration Control Act," "Water Quality  Conservation Act," 
"Toxic Chemicals Control Act," "Pollution Damage Dispute Mediation Act"; Promoted the Environ-
ment Office to the Environment Department

Established the "Natural Environment Conservation Act," "Law on Livestock Manure and Sewage 
Water Treatment," "Act on Special Measures for the Punishment of Environmental Offenses," 
"Environment Improvement Expenses Liability Act"

Enacted the "Environmental Impact Assessment Act"

Promoted the Environment Department to the Ministry of Environment; Revised the "Water Service 
Act" and the "Sewerage Act"; Enacted the "Act on Special Accounts for Environmental Improve-
ment" and the "Environmental Technology Development and Promotion Act" 

Established the Long-term Environmental Conservation Master Plan (1996 – 2005) and Environmen-
tal Vision 21; Enacted the "Soil Environment Conservation Act"

Established comprehensive water management measures; Enacted the "Indoor Air Quality Control 
in Public Use Facilities, etc. Act"

Enacted the "Lake Water Management Act" and the "Special Act on the Preservation of the Ecosys-
tems in Island Areas Including Dokdo"

Established special measures for the conservation of Paldang drinking water

Enacted the "Act on the Improvement of Water Quality and Support for Residents of the Riverhead 

of the Han River System" and the "Wetlands Conservation Act"; Established comprehensive mea-

sures for Nakdonggang water management

Declared the Millennium National Environmental Vision; Established the  Hazardous Chemicals 

Management Plan

Enacted the "Special Act on the Improvement of Air and Environment for Seoul Metropolitan Area"

Introduced a system for confirming and handling chemicals and identifying banned substances; 

Enacted Comprehensive Measures for National Bio-resource Conservation (2005 – 2014); Estab-

lished a 10-year Metropolitan Air Quality Improvement Master Plan (2005 – 2014); Established the 

Metropolitan Atmosphere Environment Office

Proclaimed the National Sustainable Development Vision; Introduced a system of restricted materi-

als; Strengthened the protection scheme of endangered wild fauna and flora

Established the 10-Year Comprehensive Plan for Environmental Health; Declared the First Year of 

Environmental Health; Established a restoration plan for endangered wildlife; Established the 10 

year Comprehensive Plan (2006 – 2015) to Improve Air Quality 

Established the Basic Comprehensive Climate Change Plan (2008 – 2012)

Launched a health impact assessment (HIA) system and Stage 1 of the National Environmental 

Health Survey; Prepared comprehensive asbestos management measures

Established the Greenhouse Gas Information Center 

Enacted the "Asbestos Damage Relief Act" and the "Asbestos Safety Management Act"; Introduced 

a geological park system and the 1st Primary Resource Recycling Plan (2011 – 2015); Held the 10th 

Conference of the Parties on UNCCD

Established comprehensive chemical safety management measures and chemical safety facilities; 

Opened the Nation Institute of Ecology; Enacted the "Registration and Evaluation on Chemicals 

Act"; Revised the "Chemicals Control Act"

Enacted "Laws on Environment Pollution Damage Liability and Redress"; Held the 12th Conference 

of the Parties on Biological Diversity

Implemented the National Greenhouse Gas Emissions Trading System

Environm
ental Issues and Actions

Environm
ental Issues and Actions

Environmental Issues and Actions

The natural environment of Korea was massive-
ly destroyed under Japanese colonial policy due to 
the reckless exploitation of Korean resources. Soil 
erosion and floods caused by the imprudent de-
struction of forests remained as serious issues after 
the independence, and the Korean War brought 
about the further devastation of life, property, and 

land environment. Following the 1970s, the rapid 
growth and development of Korea only worsened 
environmental problems on national territory. In 
1969, rice plants on the Samsan Plain withered due 
to poor conditions, and in 1978, residents around 
the Yeocheon industrial complex suffered from eye 
diseases and dermatosis caused by environmental 

pollutants. During the 1960 – 70s, some local ef-
forts were made to receive compensation for such 
damage.

As environmental destruction and damage pro-
liferated in the aftermath of growth-oriented land 
development, citizens gradually became aware of 
environmental issues. Consequently, civic environ-

mental groups such as the Korea Institute of Pollu-
tion Research and Antipollution Civic Movement 
Council emerged to combat environmental deg-
radation. The Korean government has also been 
actively working towards environmental improve-
ment by constructing and implementing various 
policies.

Environmental Perception and Policy Changes
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History of Korean Civic Environmental Groups

⁎      Private Organizations 

1991.9.25

Environment and 
Pollution Research 
Society

Christian Environmental 
Movement Solidarity

Environmental 
Movement Coalition

Green Korea United 

Environment Justice 
Corp. 

Hansalim Corp.

Citizens' Association 
for Consumers to 
Research Issues

Yeongsanho Water Pollution Prevention Committee
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1988.8.8

1988.9.10
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1984.9

1988.6.25

Pollution Research Society Environment and Pollution Research Society

Council of Anti-Pollution 
Youth Movement 

Anti-Pollution Civic Movement Council

Korea Institute of Pollution Busan Branch

Yeongsan Lake Preservation Association

Citizens' Association for Consumers to Research Issues

Busan Anti-Pollution Civic Movement Council

Ulsan Anti-Pollution Movement Council

Daegu Anti-Pollution Movement 
Coalition

Citizens’ Association to Regain Green Korea 

Hansalim Agri-
cultural Products

Hansalim Research 
Preparatory Committee 

Preparatory Commission for the Green Political Party 

Baedal Environment Research Institute

Environmental Development Center

Citizens' Association for Keeping 
Jinju Namgang

Masan, Changwon Anti-Pollution 
Civic Movement Council

Gwangju Environment 
and Pollution Research

Gwangju Citizens' 
Coalition for Environ-
mental Movement

Mokpo Green Research Society

Anti-Pollution Campaign Coalition

Korea's Church Environment 
Research Institute

Korea's Anti-Nuclear 
Anti-Pollution Research 
Institute

Korea's Anti-Nuclear 
Anti-Pollution Peace 
Research Institute

Korea Institute of Pollution Research

Council of Anti-Pol-
lution Movement

1989.10.29

Korea Green Foundation (2012)

Chronological Table of Environmental Issues

Year Major Environmental issues

1969 Ulsan Samsan Plain: Crop damage

1979 Ulsan Yeocheon-dong: Outbreak of skin disease 

1985 Outbreak of the Onsan disease

1987 Hwaseong-si: Outflow of pollutants from industrial waste landfill 

1989 Seoul Metropolitan Area: Heavy metals in drinking water

1991 Wonjin Rayon occupational disease

1991 Gunsan: Dongyang Chemical TDI spill

1991 Nakdonggang: Phenol spill incident

1993 Anmyeondo: Nullification of nuclear waste disposal site

1994 Sihwaho incident

1994 Model implementation of a volume-rate system for waste disposal

1995 National implementation of a volume-rate system for waste disposal

1995 Sinking of the Sea Prince

1998 Maehyangli Shooting Range issue

2000 Donggang Dam annulled 

2001 Campaign against construction of road through Bukhansan

2003 Buan-gun nuclear waste site annulled

2007 Hebei Spirit oil spill accident

2012 Gumi: Hydrofluoric gas leakage 

Nakdonggang Phenol Spill Incident
The first phenol pollution occurred on March 16, 1991 

when underground pipes ruptured and spilled 30 tons 

of crude phenol at a Doosan Electronics plant in Gu-

mi-si, Gyeongsangbuk-do. The leaked phenol was dis-

charged into Dasa intake station, which served as the 

source of drinking water for almost all areas of Daegu. 

Some residents suffered from headaches and vomiting 

due to the contamination. The second phenol pollution 

incident happened on April 22 of the same year, mere-

ly five days after Doosan resumed operations. Poor 

construction caused phenol tanks to burst and crude 

phenol was leaked into Nakdonggang. Not only did the 

crisis disrupt the supply of drinking water in Daegu, 

it affected all areas of Yeongnam including Milyang, 

Haman, Busan, and Masan. Concerns were raised over 

the effectiveness of inspection criteria for drinking 

water standards and consequently triggered the enact-

ment of the Act on Special Measures for the Control of 

Environmental Offenses.

Hebei Spirit Oil Spill Accident
The Heibei Spirit oil spill (also known as the Taean oil 

spill) occurred on December 7, 2007 when the Heibei 

Spirit, a Hong-Kong-registered oil tanker, collided 

with a barge owned by Samsung C&T Corporation off 

the coast of Taean-gun, Chungcheongnam-do. 78,918 

barrels of crude oil leaked into the waters as a result, 

spreading out across the entire western coastal area. 

The Korea government declared six regions in Chungc-

heongnam-do as special disaster areas along with the 

enactment of a Special Act. Meanwhile, about 2 million 

volunteers took part in the efforts to clean up the crude 

oil spillage.

Ulleungdo

Dokdo

Ieodo
(Ocean Research

Station)

Hebei Sprit Oil Spill Accident (2007)

Implementation of a Meter-Rate System for Waste Disposal (1994)

Gunsan Dongyang Chemical TDI Spill (1991)

Donggang Dam Annulled (2000)

Sea Prince Oil Spill Accident (1995)

Nakdonggang Phenol Spill Incident
Gumi: Hydrofluoric Gas Leakage (1991)

Onsan Disease Incident (1985)
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Sea Prince Oil Spill Accident 
The Sea Prince oil spill occurred on July 23, 1995 at a 

point 8 km east of Nam-myeon, Yeocheon-gun, Jeol-

lanam-do. While attempting to evade the A-class ty-

phoon Faye, the Sea Prince (a Cypriot crude oil tanker) 

collided with Jakdo Island, causing consecutive explo-

sions that damaged the engine room, the engine, and 

the bridge. The tanker eventually ran aground on Sora-

do, about 8 km west of Jakdo. The accident resulted in 

5,000 tons of bunker A/C oil and crude oil being spilled, 

polluting an area of 32.95 km2 and 204 km at sea and 

73 km of shoreline. This incident called attention to the 

grave repercussions of marine pollution and served as 

a turning point for developing preventive action on a 

national scale.

The Advancement of Environmental Policies
As a departure from the 1980s policies of post-manage-
ment and direct regulation, the government introduced a 
new paradigm for environmental policy that included a 
preventative management system and economic incen-
tives. Following the Rio Conference in 1992, business 
organizations such as the Federation of Korean Industries 
proclaimed environmental management strategies. This 
elevated environmental conservation awareness and 
related activities in the industry, and led a trend for envi-
ronmentally friendly business management practices.

1990's

The Beginning of Environment Management
The constitution of the Fifth Republic of Korea in the 1980s 
defined "Environmental Rights" as fundamental rights of 
the people to live in a healthy and pleasant environment. 
Thus, the environmental sector plan was established for 
the first time, breaking away from previous national devel-
opment policies that focused solely on economic growth. 
In the 6th Five-Year Economic Development Plan (1987 
– 1991), the objectives for environmental policy were 
set to "improve the achievement ratio of environmental 
standards." The main policies were  strengthening envi-
ronmental management in areas with a high possibility of 
pollution and improving urban living conditions in order to 
prepare for the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games.

1980's

The Era of Practicing Sustainable 
Development Principles
In the 21st century, global management philosophies and 
development strategies have shifted away from economic 
growth to sustainable development. In particular, the 
World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) held 
in Johannesburg in 2002 emphasized the need for the 
balanced development of environmental conservation, 
economic growth, and social development (the 3 major 
axes). Korea has also been pursuing a better quality of 
life and environment, accompanied by an increase of 
public interest and concern regarding new environmental 
diseases and safety control of hazardous chemicals. 
Moreover, the nation is accelerating the transition into a 
sustainable resource circulation society.

2000's

The Era of Increasing Environmental 
Pollution and Environmental Awareness
In 1967, the average concentration of bacteria and colon 
bacillus in Hangang was about 150 times higher than 
that of 1963. Deformed fish were caught in the river and 
the BOD level downstream of Jungnangcheon reached 
374.9 mg/L in 1974.  The first industrial pollution incident 
occurred in 1967 when sulfuric acid gas leaked from Yeo-
ngnam Chemical in the Ulsan Industrial Complex, causing 
respiratory diseases among local residents and a destruc-
tion of surrounding forests. In 1969, Korea Aluminum Co., 
Ltd. in the Ulsan Industrial Complex discharged fluorine 
and sulfuric acid gas, which devastated the rice crops of 
the Samsan Plain. The heavy chemical industry developed 
in the Yeocheon and Gwangyang regions resulted in the 
contamination of Gwangyangman along with mass deaths 
of fish and shellfish. In 1978, children living in this area 
suffered from skin diseases of unknown causes. Victims 
of such environmental pollution incidents began to gain 
awareness of environmental issues.

1970's

The Era of Emerging Environmental 
Problems and Initial Responses
Poverty was still rampant in Korea at the start of the 
1960s. Heavy rainfalls and floods only heightened en-
vironmental destruction, and the use of coal briquettes 
(the main heating fuel in cities) caused carbon monoxide 
poisoning and pollution from coal dust. From the 1960s, 
Korea enjoyed rapid economic growth based on the five-
year plan for economic development, and achieved the 
"Miracle of Hangang." However, the surge in urban popu-
lation concentration caused environmental management 
problems in cities, while the increased use of pesticides 
and chemical fertilizers led to agricultural pollution in 
rural areas.

1960's
Implementation of a Volume-Rate Garbage Disposal System
The volume-rate garbage disposal system was imple-

mented in January 1995 as part of a waste minimi-

zation policy. It was introduced to reduce the amount 

of garbage generation and to promote the separate 

discharge of recyclable wastes. The system was based 

on the polluter-pays principle, under which liabilities 

are proportional to the amount of waste that is dis-

charged. Although the system has managed to achieve 

the desired outcomes—reduced garbage discharge and 

increased recycling rates—problems such as illegal in-

cineration and dumping of wastes have also emerged.

Donggang Dam Annulled
The government officially designated the proposed 

site for the construction of Donggang Dam in Sep-

tember 1997, which received public objection with 

environmental movement organizations at its center. 

The Ministry of Construction and Transportation and 

Korea Water Resources Corporation (K-water) strongly 

addressed the inevitability of the construction, and the 

rift between local residents, municipalities, and envi-

ronmental movement groups only deepened through 

pros-cons debates. In August 1998, the Ministry of 

Environment expressed concerns about the potential 

degradation of water quality due to the construction 

of the dam. It became a global environmental issue, 

wherein Greenpeace and the Sierra Club sent a clear 

message of objection to the Korean government. Con-

sequently, a special investigation unit was organized to 

examine the validity of the Yeongwol Dam (Donggang 

Dam) construction. The unit split up into subgroups 

and led research on water supply and demand, floods, 

dam security, environment, and culture. The conclusion 

drawn from the research was in favor of preservation, 

and in August, 1999, even the President made a dec-

laration against the construction. As a result, the plan 

for Donggang Dam was annulled, and the Donggang 

watershed was designated as an ecosystem reserve. 

This paved the way for the transition from controlling 

and using water to managing water at an ecosystem/

environmental conservation level. 

Gunsan Dongyang Chemical TDI Spill
On September 7, 1991, concentrated waste fluids were 

leaked from Dongyang Chemical plants located in 

Gunsan-si due to the inexperienced operation of water 

sealing tanks. Substances assumed to be TDA and 

TAR were discharged along with hydrogen and water 

vapor. The leak resulted in the pollution of surrounding 

areas, thus triggering an environmental movement for 

the demolition of the chemical plants. Along with the 

Nakdonggang phenol spill, this incident was the driving 

force behind an early settlement in policies concerning 

hazardous substance management.

Onsan Disease Incident
Onsan disease, the first pollution-related disease out-

break in Korea, stems from the Onsan National Indus-

trial Complex constructed near Onsan-eup, Ulju-gun, 

Ulsan-si in 1974. Local residents living near the com-

plex of refinement plants for nonferrous metals began 

to show unusual health symptoms in the early 1980s. 

The incident gained public attention through media 

coverage in 1985, and vigorous local environmental 

movements led the government to officially recognize 

the harmful consequences of pollution. Beginning in 

1986, the government designated the complex and its 

surrounding areas as a special countermeasure area to 

pollution and relocated the residents.

Gumi: Hydrofluoric Gas Leakage
On September 27, 2012, hydrofluoric gas was leaked 

from Hube Global plants located in the 4th National 

Industrial Complex in Gumi-si, Gyeongsanbuk-do. The 

accident resulted in 23 casualties and also caused 

extensive damage to humans, animals, and plants in 

neighboring towns. The incident highlighted the lack of 

national response capacity for chemical accidents or 

disasters.

Hansalim 
Meeting
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International Cooperation
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Vietnam
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Asia
Water, Environment, Yellow Dust and Overall Environmental 
Agreements among China, Japan, and Other Countries

Australia
Overall Environmental Agreements and 
the Convention on Biological Diversity

South America
Overall Environmental Agreements and Environmental 
Agreements related to Water Master Plan among Peru, 
Chile, Colombia, and so forth.

North America
Water Quality and Environmental Cooperation 
Agreements among USA, Canada, and so forth.

Africa
General Environmental Agreements 
with Mozambique and 10 Other Countries

Europe
General Environmental Conventions 
with Major EU Countries

Middle East
Egypt, UAE, Kuwait, and so forth.
Water and Environmental Agreements

Major Environmental Cooperation with Europe and North America

Major Environmental Cooperation with Northeast Asia

Major Environmental Cooperation with Southeast Asia

Other Major Environmental Cooperation

International Cooperation

Sustainable development is the most frequently 
cited term at international conferences in the 21st 
century. As humans and the planet became at risk 
due to excessive development, global leaders, 
governmental representatives, international orga-
nizations, and NGOs gathered together under the 
supervision of the UN to discuss sustainable de-

velopment. This meeting, coined the Earth Sum-
mit (United Nations Conference on Environment 
on Development), was held in Rio de Janeiro in 
1992. The agenda was to find measures to contin-
ue development without damaging the environ-
ment of the earth.

Countries that formerly prioritized economic 

growth-oriented development and competition 
adopted the “Rio Declaration on Environment and 
Development” and “Agenda 21” as a step toward 
the peaceful coexistence of humans and nature. 
The Korean government is continuing its efforts 
to implement sustainable development through 
national laws and policies such as the “Frame-

work Act on Sustainable Development” and the 
“Framework Act on Low Carbon Green Growth.” 
It is also flexibly responding to changes in inter-
national discussions through opportunities such as 
the subsequent “Sustainable Development Goals” 
and the “High-Level-Political Forum.”

Every country in Northeast Asia faces different 
environmental challenges according to their natu-
ral environmental conditions and socio-economic 
factors. Korea and Japan share environmental 
problems that can generally be seen in developed 
countries; their advanced industrial structures 
have led to increases in energy consumption and 
the number of private vehicles. On the other hand, 
countries such as North Korea and Mongolia ex-
perience environmental problems that are brought 
about by poverty. In particular, North Korea is 
undergoing serious environmental damage as a 
consequence of forest degradation due to food 
and energy shortages. Mongolia and western Chi-
na are affected by desertification and aridity due 
to their dry climate, while recent rapid industrial 
development in eastern China has caused serious 
air and water pollution.

Such environmental problems in Northeast Asia 

are linked in diverse ways, and their consequenc-
es are influential across countries. For instance, 
yellow dust originating from the Gobi Desert and 
the Loess Plateau picks up pollutants such as fine 
dust and nitrogenous compounds as it crosses the 
rapidly industrialized east coast of China. It then 
rides the westerly winds and reaches Korea and 
Japan. The pollution of international seas and 
streams such as the Yellow Sea and Dumangang 
is also being discussed as one of the most import-
ant environmental issues in this region.

Not only is Northeast Asia located on the same 
plate boundary, it also shares various disasters 
through westerly winds, currents, and typhoons. 
With an increase in risk factors such as the grow-
ing number of nuclear power plants in eastern 
China, the future of Northeast Asia is projected to 
be even more vulnerable to environmental disas-
ters.

Key Environmental Causes and Issues in Northeast Asia

Westerlies

Loess Plateau

Gobi Desert

Mainland China
In-land desert dust, fine dust

China's East Coast
- Air pollution due to industrialization, source of fine dust
- Up to 50 nuclear power plants under construction

Origin of
Typhoons

North Korea-China Border
Dumangang pollution

Japan
Continuing impact of 
Fukushima Nuclear 
Power Plant

Yellow Sea Pollution
One of the most polluted seas in the world

China

Mongolia

Japan

Dust Origins

Ring of Fire

Marine Pollution

River Pollution

Industrial Pollution

Asia Center, Seoul National University (2015), Chosun Ilbo (2014) Asia Center, Seoul National University (2013)

Environmental Issues in Northeast Asia

Countries Under Environmental Agreements

Yellow Dust

Air Pollution, Fine Dust

Marine Pollution
(Yellow Sea, Pacific Ocean)

River Pollution
(Yellow Sea, Pacific Ocean)

Causes Key Environmental Issues at the National Level Key Environmental Issues of East Asia

Ministry of Environment (2015)

International Cooperation

Environment-Related International Cooperation

Rio Declaration and Agenda 21; Adopted 
the Convention on Climate Change and the 
Convention on Biodiversity; Developed the 

Convention to Combat Desertification

United Nations Conference on
 Environment and Development
(Rio Environmental Conference, 

1992, Rio, Brazil)

Adopted the Johannesburg 
Declaration and the Johannesburg 

Plan of Implementation

World Summit 
on Sustainable Development

(Rio+10, 1992, Johannesburg, South Africa)

Agreed on the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) and the establishment of a 
high-level political forum on sustainable 

development

UN Sustainable Development Summit
(Rio+20, 2012, Rio, Brazil)

Joined on June 13, 1992
(Effective from March 21, 1994)

UN Convention on Climate Change

Joined on October 3, 1992
(Effective from January 1, 1995)

Held the 12th Conference of the Parties in 
Pyeongchang on October 6 – 17, 2014

UN Convention on Biodiversity

Joined on August 17, 1999
(Effective from November 15, 1999)

Held the 10th Conference of the Parties in 
Changwon on October 10 – 21, 2011 

Established the UN Convention 
to Combat Desertification

Ministry of Environment (2015)

Environmental Cooperation with Europe and North America Environmental Cooperation with Southeast Asia

In order to improve national environmental sta-
tus, Korea has been promoting cooperation with 
Europe and North America to adopt advanced 
environmental policy, systems, and technology. 
Countries such as the United States, Canada, the 
United Kingdom, France, Denmark, the Nether-
lands, Germany, and Norway have signed MOUs 
with Korea, and exchanges have been conducted in 

the form of joint seminars, collaborative projects, 
and the interchange of personnel. Since the signing 
of an MOU with the United States in March 1987, 
nine environmental technology cooperation tasks 
have been carried out, including a United States - 
Asia Environmental Partnership (US-AEP) project 
on the causes of poor visibility in large cities.

The environmental market of Southeast Asia 
has been increasing due to rapid industrialization 
and urbanization. As such, its importance has 
surged accordingly, and the Ministry of Environ-
ment has reinforced a cooperative relationship 
with countries in the region. The fundamental 
directions of such cooperation are firstly, to con-
tribute to the environmental conservation of part-
ner-countries in Southeast Asia; secondly, to pro-
mote the expansion of the Korean environmental 

industry into the region; and thirdly, to pursue 
practical environmental diplomacy by establish-
ing a support system for Korea on the internation-
al stage. Korea has been discussing sustainable 
development and environmental matters through 
the ASEAN+3 Environment Ministers Meeting, 
the Tripartite Environment Ministers Meeting 
among Korea, China, and Japan, and other coop-
eration initiatives with Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Indonesia.

Tripartite Environment Ministers Meeting 
among Korea, China, and Japan

Northeast Asian International Cooperation for 
Yellow Dust

The Tripartite Environment Ministers Meeting 
among Korea, China, and Japan (TEMM) is an 
annual meeting that was first proposed by the 
Korean government in 1992. Its objective is to 
devise cooperative measures to tackle East Asian 
environmental issues such as yellow dust, acid 
rain, atmospheric pollution and hazardous waste 
management, and to raise a sense of environmen-
tal community among the three countries. This 
meeting is the only minister-level conference in 
the East Asian region and has served as the high-
est-level coordination mechanism on environmen-
tal cooperation. A total of 18 meetings have been 
held as of May 2016.

Responding to yellow dust is an important 
environmental task for not only the nation, but 
also the entire Northeast Asian region. Korea has 
actively pushed for a collective response to this 
issue, regarding it as a major agenda in national 
summits such as the Tripartite Environment Min-
isters Meeting among Korea, China, and Japan 
and the Environmental Cooperation Channel in 
Northeast Asia. Experts from Korea, China, and 
Japan have gathered together to conduct collab-
orative research in two areas of Hulunbuir, Inner 
Mongolia, China. The first round of research was 
conducted from late of July to early August 2013, 
with a follow up in July 2014. This research will 
be used as a foundation for ecological restoration 
efforts in areas undergoing desertification.

Environmental Cooperation with Africa

As environmental management in Africa is now 
in its infancy, investments in the environmental 
sector remain limited. Consequently, large-scale 
investments in infrastructure facilities are being 
requested, and people are accepting that the key 
to resolving regional poverty-related issues is to 
curtail economic growth in order to control envi-
ronmental destruction.

The Ministry of Environment of Korea has been 
holding the Korea-Africa Environmental Cooper-
ation Forum every year since the groundwork for 
discussions on environmental cooperation between 
the two countries was laid in November 2010. In 
May 2014, Korea hosted a joint workshop with 
Tunisia along with the 5th Korea-Africa Forum, 

in which the vice-minister and director of the Tu-
nisian Ministry of Environment, officials from Ni-
geria and Côte d’Ivoire, and Water and Sanitation 
for Africa discussed ways to share environmental 
policy and technology for atmospheric and waste 
management sectors.

Bilateral cooperation with individual countries is 
gradually extending as well. As of May 2015, the 
Korean government has signed MOUs on environ-
mental cooperation with 11 African countries. Ko-
rea has also been working on a variety of projects 
—such as an environmental improvement program 
—in order to strengthen bilateral cooperation with  
African countries.

Participation in International Environmental Conventions and Treaties

Classification Total Air Climate Clean Water 
Protection Marine Fishery Animal & Plant 

Conservation
Nuclear 
Security

Toxic 
Substances Other

Adopted 57 8 - 23 9 7 3 7

Enforced 57 8 - 23 9 7 3 7

Joined 57 8 - 23 9 7 3 7

Ministry of Environment (2015)

Korea

- Unsustainable energy consumption
- Lack of emission reduction efforts
- Increase in private vehicles
- Habitat destruction

- Air pollution, acid rain
- Water pollution
- Decrease in fish catch

- �Nuclear power plant location in disaster 
risk areas

- Unsustainable energy consumption
- Lack of emission reduction efforts
- Increase in private vehicles
- Habitat destruction

Japan
- Radioactive contamination (marine pollution)
- Air pollution, acid rain
- Acidification of surface waters

- Relying on low-quality coal
- Lack of emission reduction efforts
- Dry climate in Northern China
- Increase in private vehicles
- Poverty

China

- Air pollution, acid rain
- Water scarcity in Northern China
- Water pollution
- Deforestation
- Desertification
- Trading of endangered species
- Ineffective environmental laws

- Mountainous environment
- Lack of emission reduction efforts
- Habitat destruction
- Poverty

North 
Korea

- Water pollution
- Lack of available water resources 
- Water-borne diseases
- Deforestation

- Dry climate
- Excessive grazing
- Deforestation
- Reliance on low-quality coal

Mon-
golia

- Lack of available water resources
- Air pollution
- Deforestation
- Soil erosion and degradation, desertification
- Pollution caused by mining


