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ABSTRACT

Environmental aid has become a major component of foreign aid, as environ-
mental degradation and climate change have arisen as global concerns. Japan 
contends it has committed itself to the protection of the global environment 
since the 90s, and environmental aid has been an important part of that effort. 
South Korea has recently become an emerging actor in the development aid 
community and has also started to market its green diplomacy through pro-
grams such as the Global Green Growth Institute. Meanwhile, both Japanese 
aid and Korean aid have been criticized for being driven by their economic in-
terests rather than altruism and that they focus too strongly on infrastructure 
projects.

Against this background, we aim to analyze and compare Japanese and Ko-
rean environmental aid to shed light on the influence that emerging agents of 
aid such as South Korea can bring to the political dynamics and the overall 
governance of environmental aid. In our analysis, we refer to the definition of 
Williams (2002), which regards aid policy as an ‘autobiography’ of donor coun-
tries. Using an ‘autobiography’ approach we examine five elements of Japanese 
and Korean environmental aid: The bureaucratic and institutional imperatives, 
the internal procedures and processes, the stated policies, the practices and 
particular attitude that underlie them, and the broader impulse behind aid. By 
moving away from an altruistic/self-interest dichotomy, this analysis seeks to 
understand autobiographic trajectories of Japanese and Korean environmental 
aid rather than to evaluate them.
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INTRODUCTION

Environmental aid has become a major com-
ponent of  foreign aid as environmental deg-
radation and climate change have emerged as 
global concerns. Japan contends it has com-
mitted itself  to the protection of  the global 
environment since the 1990s and environ-
mental aid has been an important part of  that 
effort. South Korea has recently become an 
emerging actor in the development aid com-
munity. South Korea, said to be following in 
the footsteps of  Japan in designing and man-
aging its aid, has also started to market its 
green diplomacy through programs such as 
the Global Green Growth Institute and the 
East Asian Climate Partnership. Meanwhile, 
both Japanese aid and South Korean aid 
have been criticized for being driven by their 
economic interests rather than altruism and 
that they focus too strongly on infrastruc-
ture projects (Alesina & Dollar, 2000; Hirata, 
2002; Kalinowski & Cho, 2012; OECD-DAC, 
2008; Watson, 2011).

Against this background, we aim to ana-
lyze and compare Japanese and South Ko-
rean environmental aid to shed light on 
the influence that emerging agents of  aid, 
such as South Korea, can bring to the po-
litical dynamics and the overall governance 
of  environmental aid. In our analysis, we 
refer to the definition of  Williams (2002),  
which regards aid policy as ‘autobiography’ 
of  donor countries. Using an ‘autobiogra-
phy’ approach, we examine five elements of  
Japanese and South Korean environmental 
aid: The bureaucratic and institutional im-
peratives, the internal procedures and proc-
esses, the stated policies, the practices and 
particular attitudes that underlie them, and 
the broader impulses behind aid. By mov-
ing away from an altruistic or self-interest 
dichotomy, this analysis seeks to understand 

autobiographic trajectories of  Japanese and 
South Korean environmental aid rather than 
to evaluate them. There are of  course limita-
tions to such an approach. Autobiographi-
cal analysis does little to understand the 
outcomes of  environmental aid policies or 
how these policies are negotiated and rene-
gotiated in specific projects, where a variety 
of  other actors such as NGOs and recipi-
ent country governments may influence ac-
tual implementation. We acknowledge these 
limitations, but find it useful to delve deeper 
into the processes of  environmental aid 
policy formulation as a reflection of  the do-
nors’ stories about themselves.

AID AS AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Much analysis and policy formulation of  
Official Development Aid (ODA) centers 
on issues regarding its effectiveness and 
ownership. Meanwhile, these arguments 
explicitly or implicitly express normative 
concerns; they both seek to say something 
about what ought to be and done. From a 
policy perspective these concerns are of  
course highly relevant, however, in this pa-
per we attempt to explore how aid policies 
in the case of  Japanese and South Korean 
environmental aid are guided by reflections 
of  trends in these countries’ own devel-
opmental trajectories. As previously men-
tioned, both countries have been criticized 
for pursuing economic and political self-in-
terest through their aid. But the question we 
raise here is whether political and econom-
ic self-interest stands in opposition to, for 
example, humanitarian objectives? In a re-
view article from 2002 David Williams asks 
whether it is possible to say that the work 
of  aid agencies may not be grounded in any 
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well-established claim about the effective-
ness of  their work at all, but rather about 
the desirability of  particular policies or aid 
projects (Williams, 2002, p. 167). Proposing 
that aid most often is autobiographical of  
the donor rather than a well-thought assess-
ment of  the needs of  the recipient, opens 
opportunities for understanding the under-
lying dynamics of  aid policies and practices. 
Whether humanitarian impulses, economic 
interests, or political concerns actually guide 
aid is no longer in opposition to each other, 
but rather a reflection of  the donor. An au-
tobiographical approach to understanding 
the impulses behind aid moves away from 
a normative analysis of  what aid ought to 
do. It also moves the focus of  aid effective-
ness away from recipient ‘deficiencies’ (poor 
governance, corruption, etc.) to an analysis 
of  the aid donors, and how their values and 
institutional imperatives may guide aid. Our 
approach to Japanese and South Korean aid 
thus seeks to identify the socially and histor-
ically contingent character of  environmental 
aid priorities in both countries. 

Williams identifies five areas that may help 
shed light on how a donor’s aid policies and 
priorities are shaped by the donor, whether 
they are of  economic, political, or humanitar-
ian interest. Firstly, aid agencies face bureau-
cratic and institutional imperatives or ‘hard 
humanitarian interests’ (Williams, 2002, p. 
159). These hard interests include the ability 
to earn money, spend money and avoid criti-
cism that may impede the agencies’ ability to 
raise further funds. Secondly, aid agencies 
tend to adopt programming systems similar 
to the ones preferred by those in control of  
fund allocation. Williams here highlights the 
proliferation of  an evaluation and auditing 
culture that may affect the aid agency’s op-
erations. Evaluation and auditing procedures 
may operate as control systems that define 

and confine the aid agency’s operational 
processes. Thirdly, the agency’s policies may 
not be a learning-from-experience approach, 
but driven by changing political concerns in 
donor countries. Fourthly, Williams identifies 
the expert culture of  aid agencies and profes-
sionals that dictates that they know best, or 
at least they know best how to identify what 
the recipient needs. This expert knowledge 
justifies the existence of  the aid agency and 
programs. Finally, Williams proposes as a 
fifth dimension, the broader impulses in do-
nor countries that drive aid and humanitarian 
activity. These include a more fundamental 
question regarding what drives our concern 
for helping the poor.

In this paper we apply the above frame-
work of  aid as autobiography. Our initial as-
sumption is that Japanese and South Korean 
aid is contingent upon changing balances 
of  economic interest, foreign relations and 
humanitarian concerns. In other words, we 
seek to examine the socially and historically 
contingent character of  environmental aid as 
an outcome of  the countries’ interpretation 
of  their own development history and posi-
tion in world politics. These may be applied 
simultaneously with certain biases, they may 
change over time, and they may change ac-
cording to recipient countries. Understanding 
changing aid priorities, policies, and politics 
by situating these processes within a domestic 
and international political institutional frame-
work is the main purpose of  this paper. 

BACKGROUND ON 
JAPANESE AID

In 2011, Japan was the fifth largest aid do-
nor, providing 10.6 billion USD in Official 
Development Aid (ODA) (OECD, 2012). 
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Japan is so far the only major aid donor 
not located in Western Europe or North 
America. Japanese aid can be characterized 
in many ways; Japanese aid has always de-
manded fewer conditionalities, its terms 
have been harder, and it has focused much 
more on the hardware side of  aid, such as 
building infrastructure, rather than software, 
such as policy and institutional change. In 
addition, Japan has been more supportive of  
a leading role for the state in development 
(Lancaster, 2010).

Japanese aid started from 1954 as repara-
tions to 13 Asian countries after WWII. In 
the same year, Japan joined the Colombo 
Plan and started to provide a small amount 
of  technical assistance to its Asian member 
states. This trend – aid as reparations – con-
tinued until 1977. In 1958, a negotiation 
with India on Yen loans started. Similarly, 
Yen loans with Paraguay, to where many 
Japanese emigrated before WWII, and South 
Vietnam were launched in 1958. In 1960, the 
Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund was 
established to take care of  development aid 
finance due to pressures from the business 
sector and politicians. In the same year, Ja-
pan joined DAC, and in 1961 the Overseas 
Technical Cooperation Agency, which han-
dled technical assistance, was established. 
Japan later joined the OECD in 1965 but 
remained a relatively small donor until much 
later. 

From the mid-1970s, mainly due to ex-
ternal pressures including from the US, the 
amount of  Japanese aid began to increase 
dramatically. From 1975, several events af-
fecting Japan’s resource security also con-
vinced Japan to use aid for diplomatic pur-
poses. Meanwhile, the Japanese government 
announced that it would untie aid in 1978, 
which was considered by other Western gov-
ernments as a major step to align Japanese 

aid with DAC standards. Japan made an of-
ficial announcement to make aid more con-
sistent with DAC norms in 1981, and the 
effort to untie its aid continued during the 
1980s. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Ja-
pan enjoyed its position as the first or sec-
ond largest aid donor amongst DAC donor 
countries.

The start of  economic decline in 1991 
gradually changed Japan’s aid. After its peak 
in 1995, except for a few hikes in 2000 and 
2005, aid has been on a downward trend. On 
the other hand, related to a relative decline 
in power of  the government and business 
due to economic problems, Japanese NGOs 
started to exert more influence over devel-
opment aid policy during the 1990s. Also 
starting from the 1990s, the institutional 
aspect of  Japanese aid became much more 
coordinated and organized. The first ODA 
Charter was introduced in 1992, which 
stated four philosophical underpinnings: 1) 
The imperative of  humanitarian considera-
tions, 2) Recognition of  the interdependent 
relationships among member nations of  the 
international community, 3) The necessity 
for conserving the environment, and 4) The 
necessity for supporting self-help efforts of  
developing countries (MoFA, 1997). 

In 1999, the Japanese government made 
a distinct announcement for the first time 
that it intended to improve the quality of  
overseas assistance rather than its quantity, 
which was a dramatic change of  direction in 
the country’s aid policy. In 2003, the ODA 
Charter was revised and the government 
declared that it would adopt the concept of  
‘human security’. In its charter, Japan stat-
ed that the basic policies of  its ODA are: 1) 
Supporting self-help efforts of  developing 
countries, 2) Perspective of  ‘human secu-
rity’, 3) Assurance of  fairness, 4) Utiliza-
tion of  Japan’s experience and expertise, 
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and 5) Partnership and collaboration with 
the international community (MoFA 2003). 
These new priorities reflect the on-going 
discussions on development aid at the time; 
the Japanese tax payers considered ODA 
should not only be beneficial for recipient 
countries but also for Japan in the midst of  
a prolonged recession and demanded much 
more visible effects of  their aid abroad.

In 2006, based on the Koizumi Admin-
istration’s effort to slim down and fur-
ther streamline the system of  ODA, the 
Overseas Economic Cooperation Council 
(OECC) was launched. In 2008, a new JICA 
was established, merging JBIC and JICA, 
changing the role and resources of  related 
ministries and JICA. Nonetheless, the Japa-
nese development aid system involves over 
13 ministries and agencies, though the sys-
tem is coordinated around a central hub: 
the International Cooperation Bureau of  
the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs (MoFA). 
MoFA is given the central coordinating 
role by the ODA Charter, and around two-
thirds of  Japanese official development 
assistance is managed through MoFA and 
the new Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA). JICA is an independent ad-
ministrative agency, and is held accountable 
by MoFA through a multi-year perform-
ance plan. JICA is responsible for techni-
cal cooperation, ODA loans, and Grants 
Aid. The Overseas Economic Cooperation 
Council (OECC), which is chaired by the 
Prime Minister and composed of  the Chief  
Cabinet Secretary and Ministers of  MoFA, 
Ministry of  Finance (MoF) and Ministry 
of  Economy, Trade and Industry (METI), 
helps to coordinate ODA policy issues. In 
addition to MoFA, MoF is responsible for 
Japan’s contributions to the World Bank, 
IMF and regional development banks. 
JICA loans also have to be approved by the 

METI. MoFA, MoF, and METI are respon-
sible for around 92 percent of  Japanese of-
ficial assistance (OECD, 2010). 

At field level, country-based ODA task 
forces work together to ensure that policies 
are executed coherently. Task forces are also 
responsible for facilitating donor coordina-
tion and consulting with other stakeholders, 
such as NGOs and business. Country-based 
ODA task forces are composed of  staff  
from embassies, JICA offices and other Jap-
anese government organs.

Japan’s ODA project budget consists 
of  the ODA general account budget (the 
budget allocated for ODA from the general 
account budget for one fiscal year), ODA 
special account budget (the budget allocated 
for ODA from the special account budget), 
fiscal loan fund, which becomes the source 
of  Yen loans, and delivery bonds in order 
to contribute to international development 
finance organizations. Each ministry that 
has ODA-related projects (the biggest be-
ing MoFA) submits a request for budgetary 
appropriations to the Ministry of  Finance 
based on appropriations standards, called 
‘ceilings’, set by MoF and approved by the 
Cabinet. MoF summarizes the requests and 
report to the Cabinet, starts the process of  
hearing of  explanations from each ministry, 
requesting of  further documents, or assess-
ing individual expenses. MoF makes an ap-
proximate assessment plan, which will then 
be discussed at the Ministry and becomes a 
draft MoF budget, which then will be sub-
mitted to the Diet after much discussion 
with various ministries. The draft budget 
will have to be approved in both the House 
of  Representatives and the House of  Coun-
cilors. Once approved, the budget is dis-
tributed from MoF (Bank of  Japan) to each 
ministry’s account.
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JAPANESE ENVIRONMENTAL AID

Environmental aid has been increasing at a 
steady pace reaching 8.6 billion USD in 2010 
(MoFA, 2012). Japan has given environmental 
aid1 since the 1980s, but this was given greater 
emphasis around the start of  1990s, particu-
larly after the country’s participation in the Rio 
Earth Summit in 1992. Around this period, 
solving environmental problems came to be 
highlighted by a wide range of  actors in Japan 
as one of  the key ways in which Japan could 
contribute to the international society. In the 
1990s and 2000s, environmental aid became a 
central component of  Japanese efforts in the 
field of  ‘human security’ (Hall, 2010).

It is believed that Japan bases her environ-
mental aid on the experience of  environmen-
tal problems that brought serious pollution 
diseases with Japan’s rapid economic devel-
opment in the 1950s to 1970s (Gomez, 2008). 
Combined with Japan’s relative preference for 
giving aid on infrastructure projects, Japanese 
environmental aid has also been concentrated 
around building facilities for water and sew-
age, energy and transportation, using Japan’s 
advanced technology on environment conser-
vation (MoFA, 2010). In addition, Japan has 
advocated the importance of  human capac-
ity to cope with environmental problems, i.e. 

capacity development for the environmental 
management. This manifests itself  as training 
programs for government officers of  recipi-
ent countries (Mori, 2009). As previously men-
tioned, the Japanese development aid system 
involves over 13 ministries and agencies, but 
the system is coordinated around MoFA, and 
MoFA and JICA are the main actors for the 
implementation of  environmental aid, while 
the Ministry of  Environment has a relatively 
small budget for international environmental 
cooperation as well.

According to Hall (2010), the rise of  envi-
ronmental aid in overall Japanese aid can be 
explained by three factors: 1) The meeting of  a 
new set of  transnational norms and networks 
and a remarkable convergence of  interests at 
the domestic level, 2) Substantial leeway for 
Japanese actors to frame the nature of  the 
contribution that Japan could make to the 
environment at the global level, because the 
new norms that helped make these projects 
were very vague, and 3) Dominant frame that 
emerged drew on existing narratives of  Ja-
pan’s own earlier pollution crisis, and of  the 
nature of  the Japanese political economy, to 
help shape the directions that environmental 
aid took.

ANALYSIS: 
JAPANESE ENVIRONMENTAL AID

Williams cites five areas through which the 
notion of  aid as autobiography can be exam-
ined. In this section, we will attempt to apply 
the five areas to Japanese environmental aid 
and assess the nature of  Japanese environ-
mental aid when looked upon autobiographi-
cally. First, according to Williams, aid is auto-
biographical of  a donor country in terms of  
the bureaucratic and institutional imperatives 

1 The Japanese government defines environmental aid fol-
lowing the definition of DAC_CRS statistics (MoFA, 2012). 
OECD-DAC defines environmental aid as ‘aid targeting en-
vironmental sustainability’, which includes activities that spe-
cifically aim at improving the environment (e.g. biodiversity 
conservation, biosphere protection, environmental policy and 
planning), and others that are environment-oriented activi-
ties, such as infrastructure projects designed with integrated 
environmental protection components, water resources pro-
tection or sustainable forest management programs (OECD-
DAC). The Authors acknowledge the work of Hicks, Parks, 
Roberts, and Tierney (2008), which redefined and reconsid-
ered the content of effective environmental aid, however, in 
this paper, we will conduct our analysis based on both gov-
ernments’ definitions of environmental aid as the authors are 
interested in their own narratives about aid.
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facing aid agencies; they are ‘hard interests’ 
rather than ‘soft interests’ that are usually 
stated in the agencies’ aims (p.159). Of  such 
hard interests, at least three are described as: 
a) the necessity to obtain money, b) the pres-
sure to spend money, c) the desire to avoid or 
be insulated from criticism. In the Japanese 
budgetary system, a competition among min-
istries (bureaucrats) to secure budget alloca-
tion to their own ministry or department is 
fierce, accelerated by the vertically fragment-
ed and pluralistic decision-making system of  
the country’s bureaucracy (Kadono & Taki-
zawa, 2008). Naturally, the necessity to obtain 
money is high for aid-related agencies, even at 
least to maintain the level of  budget allocation 
at the status quo. An increase in aid budget is 
generally welcomed among related officials, 
both in terms of  their capacity to provide aid 
to recipient countries as well as securing their 
influence inside the ministry and beyond2. 
Based on the Japanese Constitution Article 
No. 86, which states that ‘the Cabinet shall 
prepare and submit to the Diet for its consid-
eration and decision a budget for each fiscal 
year’, the Japanese budgetary system runs on 
a singular-year basis. This, combined with the 
fierce budgetary competitions, adds a strong 
pressure to aid-related agencies to spend the 
money they have obtained. JICA was given 
an exception for appropriate projects that 
run over multiple fiscal years since 2008. 
This is because it was widely criticized that 
the single-year budget system often did not 
fit the demand of  development aid projects 
that require multiple years of  commitment. 
Meanwhile, as for Japanese public finance 
as a whole, which includes aid finance, there 
remains a pressure to spend available money 
within the fiscal year.

Japanese aid agencies are not an exception 
in that they want to avoid or insulate them-
selves from criticism. In 1991, Japan became 
the biggest bilateral aid donor; in the same 
year, however, an OECD report heavily criti-
cized Japanese aid for being tied to Japanese 
businesses (Jempa, 1991). In reaction to this 
criticism, Japanese aid agencies proceeded 
to further ‘untie’ Japanese aid. This eventu-
ally aroused domestic criticism that aid did 
not circulate benefits to Japanese business or 
society; this criticism led to a consensus that 
Japanese aid to developing countries should 
bring economic benefits not only to the re-
cipient, but also to Japanese tax payers if  it 
is to fulfill accountability3. The Revised ODA 
Charter (2003) reflects this criticism well; in 
its introduction it states: 

In line with the spirit of  the Japanese 
Constitution, Japan will vigorously ad-
dress these new challenges to fulfill its 
responsibilities commensurate with its 
national strength and its standing in the 
international community. In this regard, 
it is important to have public support 
for ODA. It is essential to effectively 
implement ODA, fully taking into ac-
count the domestic economic and fis-
cal situation as well as the views of  the 
Japanese people.

Against this background, the Government 
of  Japan has revised the ODA Charter, with 
the aim of  enhancing the strategic value, flex-
ibility, transparency, and efficiency of  ODA. 
The revision also has the aim of  encouraging 
wide public participation and of  deepening 
the understanding of  Japan’s ODA policies 
both within Japan and abroad.

2 Interview with a government official, February 2012.

3 Interview with a researcher at JICA Research Institute, Feb-
ruary 2012.
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Secondly, Williams contends aid is autobio-
graphical in terms of  the internal procedures 
and processes the aid agencies use. Japanese 
aid agencies have also tended to adopt pro-
gramming systems similar to those that are 
used in other government agencies. For in-
stance, Japanese aid has experienced an up-
surge in ‘evaluation’ and ‘audit’ requirements. 
In 2001, JICA released its first Guide to Project 
Evaluation (JICA, 2004). This coincided with 
the Japanese government’s enation of  Gov-
ernment Policy Evaluations Act (Act No. 86 
of  June 29, 2001). The Act aimed at promot-
ing the implementation of  policy evaluation 
in the planning and development of  policy 
among the Japanese administrative bodies. 
The influence of  internal procedures and 
processes on aid policy was also seen prior to 
this. The Basic Environmental Law of  Japan 
(1993), which merged the Environmental Pol-
lution Prevention Act (1967) and the Nature 
Conservation Act (1972), was enacted when 
environmental aid started to increase around 
the start of  1990s. In 1994, the framework for 
environmental cooperation was concluded 
between Japan and China, the largest recipi-
ent of  Japanese environmental aid since then. 
Using internal procedures for aid projects can 
create frustration between donor and recipi-
ent. Wajjwalku and Tasarika (2008) described 
such frustration from the Japanese aid agency 
side and the Thai officials, who were the re-
cipients of  Japanese environmental aid. Dur-
ing the Reforestation and Extension Project in 
the Northeast of  Thailand (the REX Project), 
the relations of  both sides were not smooth 
to begin with, and the culture gap and the lan-
guage barrier added to the problem (p. 213). 
Budget management was another aspect that 
frustrated cooperation, mainly because of  the 
failure of  the Thai government to meet the fi-
nancial obligations requested by the Japanese 
aid agency (p. 214).

Thirdly, aid is autobiographical in that the 
stated policies of  aid agencies often reflect 
changing political concerns among donor state 
and society. In the Japanese case, it is not just 
a reflection, but also an embodiment of  the 
political concerns of  the Japanese government 
and society. As a ‘developmental state’, where 
an interventionist government guides and sup-
ports social-economic development through 
industrial growth in a capitalist environment 
(Johnson, 1982), development aid has been 
one of  two central tools of  Japan’s economic 
diplomacy, the other one being trade and in-
vestment. The Japanese government and pri-
vate sector have made cooperative efforts to 
sell technologies where Japanese businesses 
have a strong competitive advantage (Okano-
Haijmans, 2012). The Japanese government 
considers it almost as its mission to introduce 
Japanese environmental technology to devel-
oping countries4 as part of  environmental aid, 
because of  its own experience with environ-
mental problems that brought serious pollu-
tion problems in the wake of  rapid economic 
development in the 1950s to 1970s (Gomez, 
2008; Hall, 2010). The Ministry of  Environ-
ment (2011) explains this logic as follows:

During its period of  high economic growth, 
Japan experienced heavy industrial pollu-
tion and other environmental problems. 
Through all-out efforts by the national and 
local governments, business corporations, 
and citizens’ groups, pollution has abated 
dramatically. In addition, the country has 
achieved economic growth while improv-
ing efficiency in use of  resources and en-
ergy. Today, Japan is working on waste 
disposal and other pollution issues related 
to everyday living, global warming and 
conservation of  nature. Backed by experi-

4 Interview with a ministry official, February 2012.
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ences and technologies developed through 
its own development, Japan is cooperating 
with countries around the world, particu-
larly developing countries in protection of  
the environment.

As previously mentioned, after Japanese aid 
agencies were criticized that aid did not ben-
efit the Japanese tax payers at all, it became im-
portant to make Japanese aid more ‘visible’ to 
both Japanese tax payers and the citizens of  re-
cipient countries (Potter, 1994). The Japanese 
ODA Charter, first enacted in 1992 and modi-
fied in 2003, repeatedly emphasizes the ben-
efit it will bring to Japan: “Such efforts will in 
turn benefit Japan itself  in a number of  ways, 
including by promoting friendly relations and 
people-to-people exchanges with other coun-
tries, and by strengthening Japan’s standing in 
the international arena.” (MoFA, 2003).

Fourthly, Williams indicated that aid activity 
is often shaped by a set of  attitudes towards 
people and societies of  developing countries. 
As previously mentioned, the Japanese ODA 
Charter describes the basic policies of  Japa-
nese aid: supporting self-help efforts of  de-
veloping countries, a perspective of  ‘human 
security’, assurance of  fairness, utilization of  
Japan’s experience and expertise, and partner-
ship and collaboration with the international 
community. Japan places central importance 
on support for the ‘self-help efforts’ of  de-
veloping countries. This belief  in ‘self-help 
efforts’ comes from its own recent develop-
ment experience after the defeat in WWII, 
when the country achieved rapid economic 
growth through its own efforts while at the 
same time receiving development aid (Sawa-
mura, 2004). Rix (1993) pointed out that the 
connection between Japanese development 
aid philosophy and Japan’s historical and cul-
tural characteristics goes further back to its 
experience in the 19th century: 

Japan is quick to remind others of  its 
own rapid modernisation process from 
the Meiji period (1868-1912) onwards, 
based on deliberate adaptation and 
learning from the West, strong internal 
leadership and control, conscious poli-
cies to promote education and national 
awareness, and imperial expansion to 
support domestic economic growth. It 
was a successful formula, and as a result 
the principle of  self-reliance among re-
cipients has been entrenched in Japan’s 
current aid policies (p. 15-16).

The strong economic growth achieved by 
East Asian countries, which have been the 
main recipients of  Japanese aid, strengthened 
Japan’s belief  in self-help. On the other hand, 
this notion of  self-help is criticized for putting 
too much faith in a country’s own ability to 
make efforts for development and weakens 
the sense of  charity towards the less fortu-
nate (Rix, 1993). In addition, many countries 
lack the administrative capacity necessary to 
act on their own initiatives (in other words, 
self-help), and this makes Japan’s develop-
ment aid policy less successful in some cases 
(Sawamura, 2004, p. 34). In environmental 
aid, administrative capacity is of  particular 
importance, as environmental management is 
considered most effective if  done at a local 
administrative level, based on the subsidiarity 
principle (Tonami & Mori, 2007).

Lastly, aid is autobiographical in terms of  
where the broader impulse for a donor coun-
try to engage in development comes from. 
The Japanese ODA Charter declares the ob-
jectives of  Japan’s ODA as: “to contribute to 
the peace and development of  the interna-
tional community, and thereby to help ensure 
Japan’s own security and prosperity.” Williams 
criticized foreign aid for being an expression 
of  the particular moral outlook of  West-
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ern societies, and Japan does not hesitate to 
clearly express that Japan’s development aid, 
including environmental aid, is (or should be) 
related to promoting Japan’s interests, such as 
security and trade and investment promotion. 
In doing so, Japan developed the philosophy 
of  ‘self-help efforts’ based on its own devel-
opment experience, which is believed to func-
tion in recipient countries. Japanese aid, for 
these reasons, can be said to be a reflection of  
the Japanese history and autobiography.

BACKGROUND ON 
SOUTH KOREAN AID

In 2011 South Korean ODA amounted to 
1.3 billion USD, of  which grants account-
ed for 57.5 percent while loans accounted 
for the remaining 42.5 percent (Ministry 
of  Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2012). The 
ODA budget for 2011 makes South Korea 
a lower middle donor among OECD-DAC 
member countries, but its ODA/GNI ratio 
stands at 0.10 percent significantly lower 
than the 0.31 percent DAC average (Smart, 
2011). Historically, aid projects were char-
acterized by many smaller projects with a 
wide geographical spread and covering a 
broad range of  sectors. A phenomenon that 
some have observed as an indication of  a 
wish to maximize political influence on a 
limited budget (Smart, 2011). South Kore-
an ODA has always had a strong focus on 
Asia. This can be related to three major fac-
tors: 1) Geographical proximity, 2) Greater 
perceived compatibility between the South 
Korean Development experience and social, 
economic, political, and cultural proximity, 
and 3) Closer economic and political ties to 
Asian developing countries. South Korea has 
recently begun to restructure aid to focus on 

a fewer number of  priority countries, mainly 
in Asia and Africa (KOICA, 2011b).

South Korean ODA goes back to the 
early 1960’s when the government be-
gan to invite trainees from other develop-
ing countries to Korea. In the initial years, 
these training programs were financed by 
USAID, but by 1965 South Korea took over 
financial responsibility. Initially ODA was 
driven primarily by strategic political con-
siderations to counter North Korean aid di-
plomacy (KOICA, 2011a). By the 1980’s as 
South Korea’s economic power rose, its aid 
began to focus on economic development 
to strengthen economic ties and to share its 
own experience (KOICA, 2011a). In 1987, 
the Economic Development Cooperation 
Fund (ECDF) was established to provide 
concessional loans under the Ministry of  
Strategy and Finance (MOSF). In 1991 the 
Korea International Cooperation Agency 
(KOICA) was founded to administer grant 
aid under the Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 
and Trade (MOFAT). By 1995 South Korea 
was removed from the World Bank lend-
ing list and in 1996 the country joined the 
OECD and became a net donor of  ODA 
(KOICA, 2012b; Smart, 2011). In 2007 the 
government began to prepare for entrance 
into the OECD-DAC, joining the group 
in 2010 as the first so-called ‘Third World’ 
country. In January 2010, the government 
passed the Framework Act on International 
Development Cooperation (FAIDC), the 
first comprehensive and overarching legisla-
tion on ODA to address ODA inefficiencies 
and fragmentation (KOICA, 2011a).

The South Korean aid budget has in-
creased steadily from 1990 until today, with 
a slump following the 1997 financial crisis. 
The ODA/GNI ratio has also risen from 
a little above 0.02 percent in 1990 to above 
0.10 by 2010. 
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South Korea’s own experience as an aid re-
ceiving country is a major constitutive ele-
ment in successive formulations of  South 
Korean aid policy. Firstly, there is a sense 
of  pride of  moving from aid recipient to a 
major aid donor (Watson, 2011).  It marks 
the ‘completion’ of  the post-war develop-
ment project. Secondly, South Korean aid 
has a moral component that emphasizes 
‘giving back’ to the global community that 
supported South Korea in its efforts to de-
velop. Thirdly, South Korean aid is guided 
by a wish (or imperative) to transfer the 
South Korean development experience and 
development model(s) (ECDF, 2008; S. 
Kim, 2011; KOICA, 2011a). Fourthly, the 
‘Miracle on the Han River’ referring to the 
country’s rapid economic ascent is used to 
position South Korea apart from the rest 
of  the DAC members. The government has 
sought to place South Korea as a ‘bridge-
builder’ between donor countries and re-
cipient countries, while also emphasizing a 
particular ‘South Korean’ model of  develop-
ment based on its own experience (KOICA, 
2011a). Fifthly, aid plays a significant role 
in strengthening economic ties to countries 
of  significance either because of  trade in-
terests or resource interests. Finally, ODA 
policy formulation also increasingly mirrors 
a political wish to increase the status, recog-
nition, and position of  Korea as a signifi-
cant player in global politics. This element 
became particular prevalent under the Roh 
Moo-Hun and has been further strength-
ened under the Lee Myung-Bak administra-
tions, which is also reflected in the relatively 
higher increase of  ODA budgets since the 
mid 2000’s (Kalinowski & Cho, 2012; E. M. 
Kim & Oh, 2012; Watson, 2011). 

ECDF and KOICA were established under 
separate laws and are under the jurisdiction 
of  two different ministries. Historically there 

has been no overarching management of  the 
two programs. The two institutions often 
consult with each other but lack coordination 
(OECD-DAC, 2008). Today, approximately 
80 percent of  South Korean ODA is admin-
istered by KOICA and ECDF. The remaining 
20 percent is managed independently by 30 
ministries, central government organizations, 
and local municipalities (ODA Watch, 2012). 
The government allows some ministries and 
agencies to administer their aid budgets, leav-
ing significant room to spend aid according 
to individual strategies and interests, caus-
ing inefficiencies and overlapping projects 
(ODA Watch, 2012). The system also cre-
ates significant competition over aid funds. 
However, the structure of  ODA seems dif-
ficult to change as the various agencies and 
ministries have significant interests vested 
in keeping control and even expanding their 
ODA funds5. To counter the inefficiencies 
and uncoordinated activities resulting from 
ODA fragmentation, the 2010 Framework 
on International Development Cooperation 
established the Committee for International 
Development Cooperation under the Prime 
Minister’s Office. So far, however, it appears 
that further fragmentation has occurred since 
2010 as several new ministries were assigned 
ODA budgets. An investigation in 2010 re-
vealed that 71 implementation agencies, un-
der 32 ministries, were carrying out 1,073 
projects (ODA Watch, 2012). 

Tied ODA in the South Korea portfolio re-
mains much higher than allowed under DAC 
recommendations. South Korea is not im-
mune to these criticisms and has committed to 
further align with DAC recommendations by 
untying 100 percent of  its grant aid by 2015. 

5 Interviews with Professor Eun Mee Kim, Ewha Womans 
University and Lee Tae Joo, Chair ODA Watch, during August 
and September 2012.
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In 2010, KOICA announced that untied aid 
had increased to 45.3 percent6, a significant in-
crease since the early 2000’s when untied aid 
only accounted for a couple of  percent of  to-
tal aid. This, however, is still much lower than 
the DAC average and also quite far away from 
South Korea’s own target of  100 percent by 
2015 (KOICA, 2011a). Another significant 
feature of  Korean ODA is the high propor-
tion of  concessional loans in its ODA budget, 
explained and defended by the government as 
a result of  South Korea’s own experience with 
high levels of  foreign borrowing during its 
own development in the 1960’s to 1980’s (Ka-
linowski & Cho, 2012; E. M. Kim & Oh, 2012; 
Watson, 2011). It is argued that loans provide 
greater fiscal responsibility and motivate loan 
recipients to take ownership of  their own de-
velopment (S. Kim, 2011).  The final feature 
of  South Korean ODA to be pointed out here 
is the fact that it tends to have a strong bias 
in favour of  Lower Middle Income Countries 
(LMIC’s) rather than Least Developed Coun-
tries (LDC’s), a phenomenon that can be ex-
plained by stronger economic ties to LMIC´s 
(E. M. Kim & Oh, 2012), and a notion that 
South Korea’s experience is more compatible 
with a certain stage of  economic development 
(Smart, 2011). 

SOUTH KOREAN 
ENVIRONMENTAL AID

In this paper, we only focus on environmental 
aid from the South Korean government fall-
ing under the jurisdiction of  either the Korea 

International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) 
or the Korean Economic Development Fund 
(ECDF). KOICA administers approximately 
80 percent of  total grant aid while ECDF, 
operated by the Export-Import Bank of  Ko-
rea (KEXIM) provides concessional loans 
to developing countries. Approximately 20 
percent of  grant aid is administered by other 
ministries and agencies and thus not under 
the control of  KOICA. Historically, the pa-
per limits itself  to aid since the inception of  
KOICA in 1991, acknowledging that modest 
amounts of  environmental aid was provided 
before this date and that the ECDF goes fur-
ther back to 1987. This section will highlight 
major shifts in the past decade from which 
data is more reliable.

From the inception of  KOICA in 1991, 
environmental aid has increased from a few 
hundred thousand USD per year to 135 mil-
lion USD in 2010 (KOICA, 2011a, 2011b). 
While there has been an upward trend in aid 
allocated to environmental issues during the 
years where English language information is 
available, a major increase occurred around 
2004 (a year for which data was unavailable at 
the time of  writing). In 2003, environmental 
grant aid stood at 780,000 USD, but in 2005 
the number had increased to over 27 mil-
lion USD and by 2010 this number had in-
creased to over 135 million USD or 29.9 per-
cent of  the total budget allocated to KOICA 
(KOICA, 2004, 2006, 2007, 2009, 2011b). 
The increase in grant aid for environmental 
projects has been followed by increases in 
concessional loans as well, but it is difficult 
to assess exactly to what extent, since conces-
sional loans for environmental projects are 
not reported separately in the annual reports 
from the ECDF (ECDF, 2008, 2009, 2011). 
By reading through major loan financing 
projects, it can be assessed that an increas-
ing number of  loans are given to projects re-

6 OECD statistics report an increase of bilaterial untied aid 
from approximately 2 percent to approximately 35 percent 
in 2010, thus the numbers from KOICA and OECD do not 
correspond. (OECD Stat, accessed October 24, 2012)
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lated to renewable energy and climate change 
(ECDF, 2011).

Environmental aid from South Korea in 
the early years was quite scattered and small-
scale. Projects seemed to be selected on the 
basis of  South Korean comparative advan-
tage of  expertise from its own development 
history as well as on the basis of  regional 
environmental concerns that directly affect-
ed South Korea. Reforestation and forest 
management activities in China and Mon-
golia have been a long-term area of  activity 
because desertification in Northern China 
and Mongolia causes dust storms during 
the spring season throughout the Korean 
Peninsula, with significant implications for 
public health and agriculture in South Korea 
(KOICA, 2002, 2003). Another area that has 
experienced a long-term, sustained focus has 
been research on seed selection and plant 
nurseries for reforestation efforts in Indo-
nesian rain forests (KOICA, 2006).  South 
Korea built significant expertise in this sec-
tor during its own reforestation efforts dur-
ing the decades following the Korean War. 
Remaining aid covered a wide range of  ar-
eas, but most funds were used for training 
and education of  government officials from 
Developing Countries, and supporting the 
overseas volunteer corps. By the early 2000’s 
environmental aid received increasing atten-
tion and South Korean expertise in areas 
such as waste management, water manage-
ment and industrial pollution prevention 
became central components in development 
activities overseas, however with a contin-
ued emphasis on Asia (KOICA, 2011b). 
The increase in environmental aid coincided 
with domestic ambitions to improve South 
Korea’s global standing that would reflect 
South Korea’s economic wealth under then 
President Roh Moo-Hyun (Kalinowski & 
Cho, 2012). During Roo Moo-Hyun’s presi-

dency, environmental aid as a share of  to-
tal aid allocations remained relatively low, 
reaching 15 percent of  total aid in 2007, the 
final year of  his term. However, the amount 
of  environmental aid increased as the total 
aid budget grew along with South Korea’s 
increased global engagement. 

The biggest surge in environmental aid 
and loans can be traced to the current gov-
ernment led by Lee Myung-Bak, who came 
to power in late 2007 at the onset of  the glo-
bal economic recession. Lee Myung-Bak was 
elected in a landslide victory promising to 
revive economic growth, but his popularity 
was hit early and hard by the global econom-
ic recession. In August 2008, President Lee 
announced his new ‘Low Carbon, Green 
Growth’ vision7 for South Korea’s economic 
future as a way to get the economy back on 
track. The following year, the government 
introduced the National Strategy for Green 
Growth, the first five year national econom-
ic development plan since 1996 (Korea Eco-
nomic Institute, 2011).  The ‘Green New 
Deal’ that allocated 38.1 billion USD over 
four years to stimulate the domestic economy 
by fostering new green growth engines such 
as renewable energy, green building, and low 
carbon vehicles (UNEP, 2010). At the same 
time President Lee also attempted new strat-
egies for establishing South Korea as a truly 
global player with clout (Kalinowski & Cho, 
2012; Watson, 2011). The ‘Global Korea’ 
marketing initiative to elevate South Korea’s 
recognition and standing was announced 

7 The national Green Growth strategy has received wide-
spread international recognition, but domestic criticism has 
been fierce. Controversial elements of the plan such as the 
CO2 emissions targets, the expansion of nuclear power, over-
seas resource diplomacy and the controversial Four River 
Restoration projects are central elements of the strategy, 
but also the elements under heavy criticism for their limited 
or potentially damaging impact (Green Korea United, 2010a, 
2010b; S. Yun, Cho, & Hippel, 2011; S. J. Yun, 2010).
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on January 22, 2009, almost simultaneously 
with the Green New Deal. The Low Carbon 
Green Growth paradigm has become a de-
fining element of  a Global Korea. One pil-
lar in President Lee’s 10-point strategy for 
establishing South Korea as a global brand 
is an increase of  ODA (Watson, 2011). In 
addition, as part of  the country’s entry into 
DAC, South Korea aims to increase its ODA 
budget to 0.25 percent of  GNI by 2015, 
and to increase ‘Green ODA’ to 30 percent 
of  the total aid budget by 2020 (KOICA, 
2011b). The most significant initiative un-
der Green ODA so far is the East Asian 
Climate Partnership (EACP) proposed at 
the 2008 G8 summit in Seoul. South Korea 
committed 200 million USD to the initiative 
between 2008 and 2012 (KOICA, 2011b). 
The EACP is managed by KOICA and has 
resulted in a dramatic increase in total South 
Korean ODA committed to environmental 
issues (KOICA, 2011b). 

South Korea’s Green Growth strategy also 
extends into environmental aid through the 
establishment of  the Global Green Growth 
Institute (GGGI).  The GGGI was estab-
lished in June 2010 at the order of  President 
Lee in order to share the green growth ex-
perience of  South Korea with developing 
countries and diffuse Green Growth as a 
new model of  economic development (Glo-
bal Green Growth Institute, 2012).  The 
President and the South Korean diplomat-
ic apparatus have been actively involved in 
building partnerships with strong environ-
mental credentials that can legitimize GGGI 
as an influential international organization, 
most notably countries such as Denmark, 
Norway, and Qatar as well as notable aca-
demic ‘celebrities’ such as Jeffrey D. Sachs 
and Sir Nicholas Stern. 

ANALYSIS: 
KOREAN ENVIRONMENTAL AID

Using Williams’ five areas of  aid as autobi-
ography, we will try to analyse the historical 
and contingent character of  South Korean 
environmental aid in this section. Aid budget 
allocation among a plethora of  ministries, 
agencies and local governments create fierce 
inter-institutional competition each year. De-
spite official commitment to improve overall 
coordination though the Committee of  Inter-
national Development Cooperation in 2010, 
further fragmentation has occurred. South 
Korean government bureaucracies are hier-
archically ordered, which means certain min-
istries have much better leverage in access-
ing aid funds. Therefore, one way that ‘hard 
humanitarian interests’ guide South Korean 
ODA is through competition over aid alloca-
tions in a hierarchical structure of  favoured 
or less favoured ministries, agencies and lo-
cal governments. This funding competition is 
not only about funding. It is also about main-
taining the governmental hierarchy, hence a 
competition for recognition, influence and 
maintenance of  the inter-institutional gov-
ernment hierarchy.8

Sheltering the government from outside 
criticism is an issue that is of  concern, leading 
to some changes in South Korean aid policy, 
especially since the entry into DAC. South 
Korea is keenly aware of  its international po-
sition as a wealthy but small country. Its in-
ternational standing depends much on build-
ing a reputation as a balancing middle power. 
South Korea is using multiple strategies to ac-
commodate and sometimes deflect criticism. 
For example, the government has commit-
ted itself  to untying its aid by 2015 (KOICA, 
2011b). There is visible progress, however in 

8 Interview with KOICA official, September 17, 2012.
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2010, 64 percent of  aid remained tied, which 
is far away from the 2015 target. South Korea 
is also deflecting criticism by emphasizing its 
early stage of  ODA experience, accommo-
dating some structural changes to aid policies, 
while stressing South Korea’s unique position 
as an aid-recipient-turned-donor. The latter 
argument is used to defend a particular South 
Korean approach to development. Insulation 
from domestic criticism is done in various 
ways. The government has actively promoted 
ODA to the public through media campaigns 
to emphasize the importance of  ODA for 
South Korea’s international reputation, eco-
nomic interest, and to share the South Ko-
rean miracle with the less fortunate countries 
of  the World. A significant part of  ODA crit-
icism comes from civil society groups such 
as ODA Watch, which is repeatedly denied 
access to detailed data on the ODA budget 
on the grounds of  confidentiality and other 
non-disclosure of  information (ODA Watch, 
2012).9 

Williams’ second area of  interest is the in-
ternal procedures and processes that the agen-
cies use. The South Korean agency in charge 
of  a major share of  grant aid set up internal 
evaluation principles and guidelines based on 
the evaluation from the OECD-DAC recom-
mendations (KOICA, 2011a). Projects are 
evaluated based on five standards: appropri-
ateness, effectiveness, efficiency, influence, 
and sustainability. In 2006, KOICA expanded 
evaluation procedures to include policy, strat-
egy, sectors, and topics. The organization 
also adopted a rating system. The evaluation 
guidelines were completely revised as part of  

the preparation of  entry into OECD-DAC 
(KOICA, 2011a), and at the time of  this 
writing a unified evaluation process was un-
derway to further streamline evaluation and 
auditing of  ODA. However, critics have al-
ready pointed out the lack of  a feedback loop 
on evaluation results and the quality of  in-
dependent evaluation (ODA Watch, 2012). 
While KOICA and ECDF are taking steps to 
improve external evaluation, many other min-
istries do not delegate evaluation to external 
auditors, which makes it very difficult to as-
sess ODA procedures and processes. It has 
not been possible to obtain information on 
evaluation and auditing guidelines from other 
agencies and ministries with ODA activities. 
What we can derive from this is that inter-
nal procedures and processes are not coher-
ent due to the fragmented nature of  South 
Korean ODA across many ministries, agen-
cies, and local governments, although certain 
actions are in place to streamline ECDF and 
KOICA procedures and processes. The con-
fusing array of  implementing agencies has 
also been criticized for putting unnecessary 
administrative strains on recipient countries 
who have to deal with many different agen-
cies with different application procedures and 
reporting requirements (ODA Watch, 2012). 

Thirdly, the stated policies of  South Korean 
environmental aid clearly reflect the changing 
political concerns of  the government and so-
ciety. In the past decades environmental aid 
has moved from small projects providing aid 
based on the comparative advantages derived 
from South Korea’s development experience 
and domestic environmental concerns, such 
as yellow dust storms. Today a more forward-
oriented approach is taken, in which environ-
mental aid is defined by South Korea’s global 
diplomatic ambitions and domestic econom-
ic priorities. The environment and climate 
changes have major components for a ‘Glo-

9 This lack of access to information is not an issue particular 
to ODA. Civil society groups and the government tend to 
have adversarial relationships and the government often limits 
access on the grounds of national security and confidentiality, 
which also shelters the government and agencies from civil 
society scrutiny and criticism.
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bal Korea’. Two major initiatives highlight the 
strategy of  combining economic interest and 
political ambitions for international recogni-
tion as an environmental leader. Proposed at 
the G8 Summit in 2008, South Korea com-
mitted 200 million USD between 2008-2012 
to the East Asia Climate Partnership (KOICA, 
2012b). The stated goal of  the EACP is to 
“successfully realize a ‘win-win’ strategy that 
pursues both to deal with climate change and 
to continue economic development by re-
searching a new sustainable economic para-
digm and by creating ‘East Asia Low Carbon 
Development path’”(KOICA, 2012a). The 
EACP has helped South Korea’s Low Carbon 
Green Growth development model establish 
a regional leadership position through envi-
ronmental aid activities while disseminating 
South Korean technology and expertise. The 
Global Green Growth Institute founded in 
2009 by the President has become the spear-
head initiative in advancing South Korea’s 
national development strategy to the front 
stage of  global environmental governance. 
Recently GGGI was recognized as an inter-
national organization, thus achieving global 
acknowledgement not only for the institution 
itself, but for South Korea’s Green Growth 
development model. 

Wiliams’ fourth area of  inquiry is that aid 
often is shaped by a set of  attitudes towards 
people and societies in developing countries. 
The significant emphasis that South Korea 
puts on highlighting its own former status as 
a poor Third World country seeks to set the 
country apart from other OECD-DAC donors 
by highlighting the emotional and historical 
ties to the developing world. Yet the notion 
of  being a development success also seeks to 
establish South Korea’s development model 
as an empirical model for other countries to 
follow. Sharing South Korea’s own develop-
ment experience has been a central feature of  

aid for decades. In the meanwhile, it estab-
lishes South Korea as the ‘ultimate’ expert on 
development and that by following its model 
of  development, other countries can replicate 
its success. In the environmental area this has 
been expressed in the strong focus on spe-
cific areas where South Korea has expertise, 
such as reforestation, water management and 
pollution management. However, the Green 
Growth paradigm, which is now the center 
of  South Korean domestic economic policy, 
is also the central guiding light of  environ-
mental aid, and ‘green’ aid is planned to make 
up 30 percent of  total aid by 2020 (KOICA, 
2011b). What is interesting to note, however, 
is that, while earlier environmental projects 
were implemented in areas where South Ko-
rea did have long-term experience, areas such 
as climate adaption, mitigation and renewable 
energy are relatively new to South Korea. At 
the time of  writing, significant improvements 
of  South Korean technology in these areas 
remain to be seen. This is often overlooked 
because environmental aid is incorporated 
into the development success narrative. This 
attitude to the ‘universal applicability’ of  the 
South Korean development experience, with 
modifications, may make South Korean aid 
less responsive to local needs and circum-
stances.

This also leads us to the final area of  Wil-
liams’ framework; Where does the broader 
impulse for aid come from? As previously 
mentioned, South Korean aid is guided by 
a combination of  moral obligation to share 
its own experience with other Third World 
countries, domestic political and economic 
interests, and a strong drive for global recog-
nition in global politics. These three impulses 
may interact, conflict, and complement each 
other in various ways. In the case of  environ-
mental aid, the heavy focus on disseminat-
ing the Green Growth paradigm combines 
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the impulses in particular ways. The ability 
to establish Green Growth as an internation-
ally recognized development paradigm has 
opened new opportunities both politically 
and economically. It has enhanced the status 
of  the country in the eyes of  the international 
community. This recognition in turn enables 
environmental aid to become a central aspect 
of  strengthening economic and political ties 
to resource-rich developing countries. In the 
process, South Korea’s own understanding of  
itself  has also changed from that of  a country 
catching up with the rich developed world to 
a country taking the lead on global govern-
ance issues. It appears that specifically within 
environmental aid, South Korea has found a 
domain in which all three impulses become 
mutually constitutive.

 
CONCLUSION

In this paper, we attempted to analyze and 
compare Japanese and South Korean envi-
ronmental aid using David Williams’ theory 
of  ‘aid as autobiography’. Our aim was to il-
luminate the contingent characters of  envi-
ronmental aid of  Japan and South Korea as 
the outcome of  the interpretation of  their 
own development history and position in the 
global politics. A comparison of  the Japanese 
and South Korean environmental aid was 
particularly useful to highlight the character-
istics of  South Korea, an emerging actor in 
the environmental aid sector, as well as glo-
bal environmental governance. Based on our 
analysis that used the five elements of  Wil-
liams’ theory, we have found the following.

First, both Japanese and South Korean aid 
systems incorporate the budgetary need to ob-
tain and spend money, which is based on bu-
reaucratic and institutional imperatives. Both 

countries are sensitive to external criticism, 
particularly from OECD-DAC. The Japanese 
have a relatively longer history of  giving aid 
and therefore a longer history of  the involve-
ment of  the public. As a result, Japanese aid, 
including environmental aid, seems to reflect 
more the opinions of  domestic business and 
the public. Secondly, the internal procedures 
and processes are well reflected in Japanese 
and South Korean aid, seen from the per-
spective of  ‘evaluation’ and ‘audit’ (or lack 
thereof) and related laws.

Thirdly, the stated policies of  Japan and 
Korea demonstrate the changing political 
and economic concerns of  the two countries. 
Both countries consider development aid as 
an important tool of  their diplomacy, and in 
environmental aid, promoting their domestic 
environmental technologies abroad is consid-
ered an important mission, backed by their 
stories of  success. This experience of  once 
being a developing country and rags-to-riches 
drama is embedded in Japan’s ‘self-help ef-
forts’ philosophy and in South Korea’s ‘Ko-
rea model’. This belief  is what underlies their 
aid practices and attitudes towards develop-
ing countries. While the manner in which 
numerous actors are involved in providing 
aid is similar in both countries, it is observed 
that much stronger power revolves around 
the President in South Korea. This suggests 
that aid policy is very much determined by 
the type of  vision the President has for the 
future of  South Korea. As a result, changing 
international or domestic political concerns 
are much more vividly expressed in the case 
of  South Korea.

Lastly, the broader impulses behind the aid 
of  Japan and South Korea are a combination 
of  a moral obligation, domestic, international 
political and economic interests. What dis-
tinguishes them from other Western donors 
is that both Japan and South Korea empha-
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size their past as developing countries; Japan 
considers itself  as having a role to lead other 
developing countries, because it can under-
stand what it means to make ‘self-help’ ef-
forts, whereas South Korea positions itself  
as a ‘bridge’ between so-called developed na-
tions and developing countries. Both Japan 
and South Korea clearly indicate that aid is 
not only altruistic, but also about mutual ben-
efits, global recognition and economic inter-
ests. This does not necessarily make Japanese 
and Korean environmental aid less altruis-
tic than Western donors, but rather that the 
non-altruistic motives are explicitly stated. In 
this regard, Japan and South Korea appear to 
distance themselves from the so-called West; 
they try to promote their experience-based 
development models, yet these also tend to 
make universal claims about development. 
Both Japan and South Korea are relative late-
comers in the aid industry. Their environmen-
tal aid started off  as a reaction to an existing 
situation (e.g. pollution), and environmental 
aid was a natural category for them to special-
ize in, taking advantage of  their technological 
expertise. For both countries, environmental 
aid became the opportunity to play a signifi-
cant role in the global aid community; for Ja-
pan this occurred in the 1990’s and for Korea 
took place in the 2010’s.

There are remaining aspects to be ana-
lyzed in the future. By using William’s 
theory, we were able to give narratives 
of  environmental aid policies of  Japan 
and South Korea a structure. These nar-
ratives were based on the countries’ un-
derstandings of  their own development 
trajectories and positions in the global 
order. Meanwhile, this study did not ad-
dress an understanding of  their narra-
tives; in other words, it does not address 
how these narratives are used in actual 

environmental aid projects or programs 
and how they enforce or undermine 
their belief  in the prescribed narrative. 
Furthermore, in this paper, we have lim-
ited our analysis to Japan and South Ko-
rea’s bilateral environmental aid. With 
new financial mechanisms becoming 
more prominent in aiding developing 
countries with environmental issues and 
climate change issues, we look forward 
to giving attention to this aspect of  Jap-
anese and South Korean environmental 
aid in the future.
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