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English Summary 

Aim  

The Korean CSOs Report of SDGs Progress in Korea 2021 is published not only to evaluate the 

implementation of UN SDGs and Korean SDGs in Korea but also to raise the awareness of government and 

civil society on the SDGs as an international norm and policy.  

The report focuses on a total of 22 targets of UN SDGs, which are categorized 5 themes: ‘Zero hunger and 

food security(SDG 2 & SDG 12)’, ‘Sustainable management of drinking water quality(SDG 6)’, ‘Low carbon 

energy based circular economy(SDG 7 & SDG 12 & SDG 13)’, ‘Integrated and participatory governance & 

Supportive system for civil society engagement(SDG 16 & SDG 17), ‘International Cooperation for 

Sustainable Development(SDG 17)’. The category is referred to the 6 entry points for transformation of the 

Global Sustainable Development Report 2019. 

 

Table1. UN SDGs targets monitored in the Korean CSOs report of SDGs Progress in Korea 2021 

Key Transformation Area UN SDGs targets monitored in the report 

1. End hunger and achieve food 

security (9) 

2.1(Access to healthy food) 

2.2(Nutrition) 

2.3(Incomes of small-scale farmers) 

2.4(Sustainable agriculture) 

2.5/2.a(Genetic diversity and investment in gene banks) 

2.b/2.c(Elimination of agricultural subsidies and stable food price) 

12.3(Reduction of food waste) 

2. Sustainable management of 

drinking water quality (1) 

6.3(water pollution management) 

3. Low carbon energy based 

circular economy (6) 

7.3(Energy efficiency) 

8.1/8.2(GDP and labor productivity) 

12.5(Recycling/Reusing of resources) 

12.8/13.3(Raise Awareness of responsible consumption/production & climate change) 

4. Integrated and participatory 

governance & Supportive system 

for civil society engagement (5) 

16.7/16.10(Inclusive and participatory decision-making & Access to information) 

17.14/17.15(Policy consistency & Implementation of the National SD Policy) 

17.17(Partnership) 

5. International cooperation for 

sustainable development (2) 

17.2(ODA) 

17.15(Respect national leadership for the SDGs implementation) 
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Process 

A total of 10NGOs in the field of food & agriculture, drinking water, climate change, participatory 

governance, and international cooperation have joined to write the report. The first coordination meeting 

was organized on March 5, 2021, and by June 30 the collaboration has gone on for 3.5 months. The 

indicators have been reviewed with the integrated approach under the 5 categories that were referred to 

in the Global Sustainable Development Report 2019.  

Considering the data reliability, the analysis was based on the data and statistics from the national 

statistics office and national institutions. If necessary, the data from the public or private institutes were 

referred to either for better analysis. In addition, several national data and statistics have also been 

reviewed that are not directly link to the UN SDGs indicators but can be used for evaluation of the targets 

intend to. It is because the data availability for the UN SDGs is only 58.9% in Korea according to the SDGs in 

the ROK: Progress Report 2021 by the Korea Statistics Research Institute. Particularly, the progress of SDG 

5, 11, 13, and 16 are hardly reviewed due to less than 40% data availability. 

The analysis was based on the time series analysis(10 years) and comparative analysis(OECD average) 

in order to figure out if we take a step forward to the achievement of SDGs and where we stand in the globe 

for further urgent action.  

 

Difference from the SDGs progress report by the government 

Two national reports on the SDGs progress have been published recently: the SDGs in the ROK: Progress 

Report 2021 by the Korea Statistics Research Institute, and the National Sustainability Report 2020 by the 

Ministry of Environment. The former report is to monitor the UN SDGs indicators in Korea, while the latter 

one is to evaluate the Korean SDGs that are different from the UN SDGs.  

The ROK progress report 2021 covers 136(58.9%) of the total 231 UN SDGs indicators. The National 

Sustainability Report 2020 covers 99(46.3%) of the total of 214 K-SDGs indicators. 

The Korean CSOs Report covers 34 indicators of 22 targets of UN SDG 2, 6, 7, 8, 12, 13, 16, and 17. 

21(61.8%) of the total 34 indicators are reviewed with national statistic indicators that can be indirectly 

monitored, but the government does not consider. This led to a big difference in reports by governments 

and civil society, particularly, in the evaluation of governance and partnership. Government has little 

reference to SDG 16 but the civil society report traces the good governance with national data that exist 

already. 

The following table is the indicators that Korean governments and civil society used for its analysis. The 

indicators in Orange color are the indicators that Korean CSOs used and recommend for the review of SDGs 

implementation in Korea. 
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Table2. Indicators that used in the reports of Korean governments and CSOs 

Key 
Transformation 

Area 

Global SDGs 
monitored 

CSOs Report Government Report 

Statistics Research 
Institute(SRI)(2021) 

The Ministry of 
Environment(MoE)(2020) 

1. Zero hunger & 
Food security 

2.1 Access to healthy 
food 

 Households capable of 
ensuring food stability 

 Households incapable of 
ensuring food stability  

 Low-income households 
ensuring food stability (%) 

2.2 Nutrition 
- 

 Population with 
malnutrition (gender/age) 

- 

2.3 Incomes of small-
scale farmers 

 Agricultural income and others 
 Aged farmers 
 Agricultural disaster 
insurance 

 Agricultural productivity 
(by farmland size) 
 Household income (by 
farmland size) 

 Farmers’ income (unit: 
KRW1000)  
 Agricultural disaster 
insurance (%) 

2.4 Sustainable 
agriculture 

 Size of and production 
quantity from eco-friendly 
farming areas 
 Pesticides, fertilizers 

- 

 Soil acidity (pH) 
 Average quantity of reserved rice 
by the government (10,000 tons) 
 Eco-friendly farmland (%) 

2.5/2.a Genetic 
diversity and 
investment in gene 
banks 

 Proportion in the global 
seed market 
 Native genetic resources 
 Loss of native seeds 

- - 

2.b/2.c Elimination of 
agricultural subsidies 
and stable food price 

 Value-added agriculture out of GDP 
 ODA proportion in agriculture of 
recipient countries 
 Agriculture export subsidies 
 Food price index 

 Price-index increase or 
decrease of  agricultural, 
livestock and fisheries 
products 

- 

12.3 Reduction of food 
waste 

 Food loss 
 Per capita food waste 

- 
 Food waste indicators 

2. Sustainable 
management of 
drinking water quality 

6.3 water pollution 
management 

 BOD and TOC of domestic 
main water system 
 Water contaminant list 

 Korea’s four main rivers’ 
BOD 

 Achievement rate of BOD in 
water quality class (%) 

3. Low carbon 
energy based 
circular economy 

8.1/8.2 GDP and labor 
productivity 

 Real GDP growth rate 
 Real GDP per employed person 

 Real GDP growth rate  Real GDP growth rate 
per capita 

7.3 Energy efficiency  Energy intensity 
 Renewable energy generation 
rate compared to primary energy 
 University’s final energy 
consumption 

 Energy intensity 
 Renewable energy rate 
compared to primary 
energy 

 Renewable energy rate 
compared to primary 
energy 

12.5 Resources 
recycling/reusing 

 Waste recycling 
ratio(categories) 
 Real recycling rate of daily waste 

 Waste recycling 
ratio(categories) 

 Waste recycling 
ratio(categories) 

12.8/13.3 
Consumption/Producti
vity and climate 
change education 

 Level of Public 
environmental awareness  
 Environmental education 
classes in University(the 
Green Campus Initiative) 

- 

 Level of Public 
environmental awareness (%) 

4. Integrated and 
participatory 
governance & 
Supportive 
system for civil 
society 
engagement 

17.14/17.15 Policy consistency 
& Implementation of the 
National SD Policy 

 Status of legal institution 
for SDGs implementation - - 

16.7/16.10 Inclusive and 
participatory decision-
making & Access to 
information 

 Member composition of 
government committees 
(gender/disability) 
 Establishment of multi-
stakeholder engagement 
mechanism in the SDGs 
implementation 

- - 
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 Access to government 
committee meeting notes 

17.17 Partnership  CSOs Partnership projects 
by the Ministry of Public 
Administration and 
Security(Korean won, ratio) 
 CSOs Partnership project 
by KOICA(Korean won, ratio) 

- - 

5. International 
Cooperation for 
Sustainable 
Development 

17.2 ODA   ODA to GNI ratio  ODA to GNI ratio  ODA to GNI ratio 

17.15 Respect national 
leadership for the 
SDGs implementation 

Extent of use of country-
owned results frameworks 
and planning tools by 
providers of development 
cooperation 

Extent of use of country-
owned results 
frameworks and planning 
tools by providers of 
development cooperation 

- 

 

 

Summary of Evaluation Results 

 

In general, the sustainability of Korea in the area of ①food production and consumption, ②water 

pollution, ③low carbon energy and education for climate change, ④sustainable development 

governance, and ⑤partnerships that civil society groups assessed is quite negative or stagnant. 

The low food self-sufficiency rate, the rising use of pesticide, and the increase of food wastes make Korea 

vulnerable to the food security, which is estimated to undermine the long term economic and social 

sustainability of Korea. 

Still the environmental policies look quite weak in reality because the water pollution and energy 

consumption have increased despite the policies. It seems little link or integration with economic policies 

for growth because the CO2 emissions has increased while GDP has increased.  

For the time being there is little advance in the education for sustainable development and climate 

change even though more people demand systemic education on it. 

The primary and fundamental action for the SDGs implementation, that is, transformation of 

governance is not yet done. Still no comprehensive coordination governance system in the government and 

no place to equip the multi-stakeholder engagement mechanism to follow up on the SDGs implementation. 

It looks dark to achieve the SDGs 2030 as well as the carbon neutrality 2050.  

Even low interest and investment in partnership with civil society domestically and internationally is 

quite worrisome to undermine the social infrastructure for public value in the long term. 

Global leadership or partnership to achieve the SDGs is also rarely seen in ODA due to its standstill at 

the half level of OECD average for the last 5 years despite the rise of GDP growth and CO2 emission in Korea 

at the same time. 
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1. Zero hunger & Food security 

Undermining economic sustainability due to structural vulnerability  

in the aspect of food supply and demand including  

low food self-sufficiency rate, rising use of pesticide, and food waste increase  

The long-term economic sustainability in Korea is likely to be undermined because its import-

dependent food supply structure makes it difficult to establish policies to stabilize the food price in 

response to the rising trend. 

The foundation to ensure food security is not robust because of aging farmers, declining investment in 

agriculture and decreasing eco-friendly farming. 

Agricultural productivity is expected to be lowered because of the following: declining investment in 

eco-friendly farming, rising use of pesticides and fertilizers, soil pollution and loss of endemic seeds. 

With regard to food security, the food supply and demand system is assessed as structurally vulnerable 

because the use of food resources is not efficient as can be seen from increasing food waste. 

Global SDGs monitored Data Check in Korea 

2.1 Access to healthy food  Households capable of ensuring food stability is 96.5%. Citizens’ access to food has been improved 
steadily over the past 10 years. 

 However, low-income households capable of ensuring food stability is 87%, lower than general 
average which shows a gap in food access. 

2.3 Incomes of small-
scale farmers 

 Agricultural income was stagnant from 2003 to 2019 while other incomes increased every year. It 
means farmers had to be involved in the activities other than farming to increase their income. 

 Low-income farmers’ economic instability due to fluctuating incomes  
 The number of farmers and agricultural households tends to decline, and the proportion of aged 

farmers over 65 increased to a large extent to 42.9% in 2019, 
 70% of households are not buying Agricultural disaster insurance, which makes low income farmers 

economically vulnerable to the disasters. 

2.4 Sustainable 
agriculture 

 Area of eco-friendly farmland and its production quantity has greatly decreased since the low-
pesticide certificate was revoked in 2019. 

 Heavy use of pesticides and fertilizers per unit area in Korea compared to other countries. 

2.5/2.a Genetic diversity 
and investment in gene 
banks 

 Korea accounts for 1.3% of the global seed market. 
 Public-private partnership for collection, preservation and management of native genetic resources. 

As of 2021, seeds (and tropohsomes) are secured for 3,083 kinds and 266,649 resources. 
 Heavily overlapped items, weak-seed management, constraint on for-profit activities by cultivation 

other than research. 
 According to the survey on the status of native seeds, 88% of endemic seeds were extinct in 2000 

compared to that in 1985. 

2.b/2.c Elimination of 
agricultural subsidies 
and stable food price 

 The proportion of value-added agriculture out of GDP is declining: 1.82% in 2018. 
 From 2000 to 2018, official assistance in the agricultural area of recipient countries is rising in general. 
 From 2000 to 2017, 93.2% of agriculture export subsidies were from advanced nations but all of them 

were eliminated in 2018. As of 2017, Korea accounted for 1.8% of subsidies. 
 Amid the global trend of the rising consumer food price index, the price index and food price index in 

Korea have been rising stiffly above the OECD average since 2012. 

12.3 Reduction of food waste  From 2007 to 2017, the food loss increased by 4.7%. Per capita loss is 0.27kg.  

Comprehensive Assessment 

 The long-term economic sustainability in Korea is likely to be undermined because its import-dependent food supply structure 
makes it difficult to establish policies to stabilize the food price in response to the rising trend. 

 The foundation to ensure food security is not robust because of aging farmers, declining investment in agriculture and decreasing 
eco-friendly farming. 

 Agricultural productivity is expected to be lowered because of the following: declining investment in eco-friendly farming, rising use 
of pesticides and fertilizers, soil pollution and loss of endemic seeds. 

 With regard to food security, the food supply and demand system is assessed as structurally vulnerable because the use of food 
resources is not efficient as can be seen from increasing food waste. 
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2. Sustainable management of drinking water quality 

Increasing the risk of water pollution 

For the last ten years since 2011, the water pollution risk has increased.  Total organic carbon(TOC) in 

4 major river basins(Han river, Nakdong river, Geum river, Yeongsan river) has risen to 36.7% in 2019 from 

32.7% in 2018. According to the data, one of the reasons is the increase in the number of water pollutants 

since 2011. The other reason is the increase of companies that release industrial wastewater. 

Global SDGs monitored Data Check in Korea 

6.3 water pollution 
management 

 Reduction of BOD (Biological Oxygen demand) for the last ten years. 
 TOC (Total Organic Carbon) increased to 36.7% in 2019 from 32.7% in 2018. 
 Water pollutants lists increased to 61 pollutants from 48 pollutants in 2011. 
 The number of companies which releases industrial wastewater and emissions of industrial 

wastewater increased 10% for the last ten years.  
 New harmful chemical substance from company increased. 

 

3. Low-carbon energy based circular economy  

Economic systems (GDP growth and the energy consumption) against climate action. 

Lack of education on climate change and energy usage efficiency 

Since 2000, not only real GDP of the Republic of Korea has increased twice than the OECD average but 

also the energy intensity of the Republic of Korea is 15% higher than the OECD average. This can be 

evaluated that the Republic of Korea’s economic growth and policies contribute to the climate crisis. Energy 

and resources efficiency needs to be increased to reduce energy consumption. The energy usage of 

universities that use the most energy after apartments increases steadily by an average of 3.54 percent 

every year. Only 35.8% of the real recycling rate reveals that energy and resource efficiency is still low. While 

public awareness of the climate crisis is high, systematic, and comprehensive education of sustainable 

development and climate crisis is absent that leads to superficial knowledge of these. 

Global SDGs monitored Data Check in Korea 

8.1/8.2 GDP and labor 
productivity 

 The real GDP growth rate of Republic of Korea remained at an annual average of 4.1 percent between 
2000 and 2020. It is twice as high as the OECD GDP growth rate which is 2 percent. 

 The real GDP growth rate per employee is 2.8 percent and it is higher than the OECD average which is 1.5 percent. 

7.3 Energy efficiency  While Republic of Korea’s energy intensity decreased 25 percent in 2018 compared to 2000, it is still 
15 percent higher than the OECD average in 2018.  

 Republic of Korea’s renewable energy ratio compared to primary energy is 1.9 percent, and it is very 
low compared to OECD countries such as Italy (17.8%), Germany (14.1%), UK (11.5%). 

 University’s final energy usage has been rapidly growing annual average 3.54 percent. University is 
using 12.5 percent (364 toe) of energy among buildings, and it has the second highest proportion 
following apartment which is 18.5% (541 toe) 

12.5 Resources recycling/reusing  In 2016, real recycling rate of daily waste is 35.8 percent, and it is only half of recycling rate.   

12.8/13.3 
Consumption/Productivity 
and climate change 
education 

 Ineffective climate change and circulation economy education which does not align with recognition and practice. 
 According to the poll by the Ministry of Environment(MoE), 71.9 percent answered they are interested 

in environmental issues, and 61.8 percent answered they need more information for the protection of 
the environment which is quite high. 

 While climate change education is provided by the local government and civil training program, it is 
not included in regular course of formal education like school and university. 

 Only 54.5 percent of green campus which assigned by Korean Ministry of Environment (KMOE) open 
environment and sustainability related curriculum. 

Comprehensive assessment 

 Economic system such as GDP growth and increase of energy consumption is against climate crisis response. 
 Low energy and resource efficiency is the main cause.  
 Lack of systematic approach of environment and climate change education limits the public awareness. 
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4. Integrated and participatory governance & Supportive system for civil society engagement 

Gloomy in guaranteeing policy consistency, inclusiveness, accountability, and effectiveness  
due to absence of the comprehensive coordination and review system for SDGs implementation 

Vulnerable to social infrastructure for public/common value 
due to reduction of public investment in the civil society capacity building and  

the partnership of government and civil society 

Regarding national governance for sustainable development in Korea, the governance system has no 

changed since the revision of the Sustainable Development Law in 2012. Still, the Ministry of 

Environment(MoE) is responsible for the SDGs follow-up, which is quite different from the world trend like 

Europe where the coordination and review of SDGs have moved to under the president or prime minister 

from the MoE. Due to structural limits, it is difficult to coordinate 17 SDGs and their implementations, which 

leads to policy inconsistency. In addition, it is hard to attract diverse stakeholders to engage the SDGs 

implementation. Due to a failure to establish a comprehensive governance review system, it is gloomy to 

achieve carbon neutrality 2050 and the reduction of inequality. 

In the case of multi-stakeholder engagement, a government committee, one of the important 

participation systems of administration, has been criticized for its formal and closed management based 

on a small number of experts from largely academic and professional groups. The government committee 

system has a limit to realize the inclusiveness, representativeness, transparency, and accountability in 

structure. It is because there is no legal condition to disclose the meeting notes of the committees. In 

addition, no legal penalty to abuse the claim of information disclosure makes it difficult for the government 

to perform properly to ensure transparency and accountability of its decision-making. 

Meanwhile, the amount of assistance for NGO & NPO, a type of the government-civil society partnership 

has decreased since 2014, which means that the institutional support to expand and strengthen civil society 

base and its capacity building for long term national social resilience has weakened.  

Global SDGs monitored Data Check in Korea 

17.14/17.15 Policy consistency & 
Implementation of the National 
SD Policy 

 The law of Sustainable Development and follow-up of the SDGs implementation is under the 
jurisdiction of the Ministry of Environment. On the other hand, the national focal point of the UN 
SDGs implementation is the Ministry of Foreign Affairs(MoFA), and the National Statistical Office in 
relation to the SDGs indicators. 

 No comprehensive coordination control tower in the government for the SDGs implementation 
gives it impossible to keep policy consistency and achieve the carbon neutrality 2050 and the 
reduction of inequality. 

16.7/16.10 Inclusive and 
participatory decision-
making & Access to 
information 

 In the case of commissioned civilian members of the Government Committee, it is difficult to secure 
the inclusiveness, representation, transparency, and accountability of decision-making due to the 
formal and closed operation centered on a small number of academic and vocational experts. 

 The composition of the government committee: men account for more than 60%, and disabled only 
for 0.1% despite more than 5% of the entire population in Korea, which means virtually excluded 
from the government committee. 

 No legal duty to open the meeting notes of the government committee and no legal penalty to abuse the claim 
of information disclosure make it difficult to ensure transparency and accountability of decision-making. 

17.17 Partnership  The assistance amount for the NGOs & NPOs by the Ministry of Public Administration and Security 
has decreased since 2014. In addition, the assistance has focused primarily on activities in social 
welfare and national security. 

 Korea's total expenditure through NGOs, NPOs, and business companies is an average of 2%, well 
below the OECD DAC average of 13%. In addition, the share of civil society partnership in KOICA, the 
biggest partner for civil society among governments, is only 6~8% of its total expenditure. 

Comprehensive assessment 

 Absence of the comprehensive coordination and review system for the SDGs implementation gives a gloomy prospect to ensure 
policy consistency, inclusiveness, accountability, and effectiveness, which results in difficulty in the achievement of the SDGs. 

 The decrease in public investment in the civil society capacity building and partnership initiatives with CSOs creates to weaken the 
social infrastructure for public value. 
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5. International Cooperation for Sustainable Development 

Lack of responsibility and leadership for global society due to  

low ODA and lack of respecting the national policy performance system of the recipient country 

The Korean ODA is only less than 0.16% of the Gross National Income(GNI) that is just a half of the OECD 

average even though Korea is one of the top 10 countries that burden highly on the global environment 

through CO2 emission. In addition, the extent to use the project performance system of the recipient 

country when its ODA execution is lower than the OECD average according to the assessment of the Global 

Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation(GPEDC). In conclusion, Korea is lacking responsibility 

for global society and less respect for the policy-making and evaluation system of the recipient country. 

Global SDGs monitored Data Check in Korea 

17.2/17.15 ODA & Respect 
national leadership for 
the SDGs implementation 

 The proportion of ODA to GNI has slowed steadily since reaching its highest level of 0.16% in 2017, only 
half of the OECD average of 0.3%. 

 When South Korea implements ODA, the use of recipient country-led performance systems and 
planning measures is 52%, which is lower than the OECD average of 56%. 

 

 

Policy Recommendations 

 

1. Zero hunger & Food security 

 Need for active social policies to improve low-income people’s food access and the transformation 

into healthy diets including a vegetarian diet to prevent lifestyle diseases and mitigate climate change 

 Need to expand direct payments to farmers to sustain the local farming and increase their income 

and to secure stable sales channels by using local food and public procurement (meal service) 

 Need to expand ecological agriculture by 30% and to support by government for eco-friendly 

farming to increase sustainable food production  

 Need for more active polices and investment to preserve seed resources in response to the 

continuing loss of native seeds 

 Need for active policies to enhance food autonomy, and to maintain and protect the agricultural 

production base under the uncertain circumstance caused by climate change 

 Need to strengthen the management of supply and demand, and the production capacity at the 

national level to minimize the loss of agricultural products and food, and to transform the expiry date 

from the shelf life to the use date not to waste food which can be consumed 

 

2. Sustainable management of drinking water quality 

 Need to differentiate TOC standards considering the different conditions of each river basin and 

improve its policy 

 Strengthen the control of increasing of the harmful chemical substance from the business 
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3. Transition to low-carbon energy based circulation economy 

 Urgently promote the improvement of energy efficiency and transit to renewable energy. 

 Establish a waste management system centered on recycling and the reduction of waste. 

 Expand the Green Campus Initiatives in the area of energy and waste management: increase the 

period of project and funds, designation of person in charge of green campus initiatives in the 

university administration, and establish a database of green campus initiatives 

 Establish data and statistics related to education for sustainability and climate change 

 Institutionalize the education for sustainable development and climate change as a formal 

education from elementary to high school 

 Include indicators related to SDGs and climate change in the university assessment accreditation 

 

4. Establish integrated and participatory governance and supportive system for 

civil society engagement 

 [SDGs Legislation] Need to pass <the Framework Act on Sustainable Development> in 2021. 

 [Subjects of Decision making] Need to establish the disaggregated data of government officials 

and government committee members by gender/ages/disability/nationality/other occupational 

groups 

 [Participation System] Institutionalize the multi-stakeholder engagement mechanism when the 

government plan legally required are established and assessed. Multi-stakeholder mechanism 

requires the timely and enough information disclosure including the committee meeting notes for 

stakeholder groups to submit their own position papers in order to ensure the transparency, 

inclusiveness, and accountability. 

 [Partnership of Government and Civil Society] Establish the law to support CSOs and increase 

the budget for the partnership with civil society 

 

5. International Cooperation for Sustainable Development 

 Increase Korean ODA to 0.3% and strengthen ODA enforcement led by the recipient countries 


