
THE CHANGING KOREAN ECONOMY 
 
 
GRADES: High School  
 
SUBJECT: Social Studies, Economics 
 
TIME REQUIRED: Three class periods 
  
OBJECTIVES:  

1. Investigate the food and dietary needs of the Korean population.  
2. Identify major influences on Korean agricultural policy.  
3. To learn the meaning of GATT and WTO.  
4. Assess the impact of western food on Korean society.  
5. Discuss the importance of agricultural trade policy in Korea.  
6. Work with graphs and charts to analyze data.  

 
MATERIALS REQUIRED:  

• Handouts of tables (attached) 
• Maps of Korea and East Asia  

 
BACKGROUND:  
Korea’s population has been shifting from the rural sector to the urban sector since the late 1960s. 
This shift is due to three factors: the rapid industrialization of the country, the decrease in farm 
size (by acreage) due to urban sprawl, and dietary changes because of western influence and 
because of the effects of the first two factors listed.  

The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trades (GATT) resulted in a shift of Korean agriculture 
from rice and grain to vegetables and flowers. This change facilitated urban sprawl. As a result, 
the land under cultivation in the rural regions that for centuries served Korea’s food needs and 
provided employment to 44% of the population diminished. In compliance with the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), Korea implemented market-openings and reductions of tariffs on 
agricultural products to other countries. This resulted in expansion of capitalistic ventures in 
Korea but at the expense of their farmers.  

Korea is attempting to remain self-sufficient in its rice production, and the increase in meat 
consumption from imported beef is changing the Korean composition of diet. As long as rice 
production is maintained at its current level, demands will be met. Since the early 1970s, 
employment in the industrial segment has grown in Korea. With less than 22% of arable land, 
Korea is working toward a trade policy that will embrace its farmers’ concerns while continuing 
to feed Korea's population of 43 million. The question now looms as to whether this directional 
change will enable Korea to feed its people, and if it cannot, what the impact will be.  

PROCEDURE:  
1.  Distribute handouts with tables and references to introduce students to some basic    
     information about Korean agriculture, GATT and the WTO that will assist and motivate them  



     in their investigation into Korea's food market.  
2.  Explain to the students how Korea's economy was devastated because of the Korean 
     War (1950-53). Ask the students to consider how the transition from an agrarian to an 
      industrial economy would affect population shifts, labor demands, personal wealth,  
      agricultural self-sufficiency and governmental trade policies.  
3. Utilizing the tables provided, have the students work in groups of four to formulate a 

statement about Korea's agricultural policy development.  
4. Locate Korea on a relief map of the world. Determine how the geographical features of the 

country influences the agricultural products that are produced. Utilizing tables 7, 8, 11 and 12, 
identify the foods consumed by Koreans. Have the students compare their findings with the 
chart “Exports and Imports by Commodity Group” to assist them in understanding Korea's 
dependency upon imported food products.  Each group should write out a series of 
conclusions based on their reading of the charts and share these with the class. 

5. Using tables 3, 4, 5, 14 and 18, create a hypothesis about the correlation between agricultural 
imports and exports and the dietary changes of the Koreans from the 1960s through the 
1990s.  How did the number of Korean farms affect agricultural imports? Compare the 
Korean diet with the diet of U.S. citizens based upon the students’ responses to what Korean 
dietary references are.  

6. Use tables 18 and 28.5 to assess how the figures reflect the agricultural exportation policy 
and changing diet of Koreans. The “Indicators” graphs provided can be used to support the 

concern of the Korean government and economists with regards to meeting their 21
st 

century 
food demands and the impact of GATT and WTO.  

 
EVALUATION:  
Grades should be based on the conclusions each group arrives at after studying the tables 
provided and completing the activities. Students should evaluate the importance of farming in the 
Korean culture, the plight of the farmer, and whether or not agriculture can be self-sustaining in 
Korea.  

FOLLOW-UP ACTIVITY: 
Have students investigate the major imports and exports of South Korea today and compare to 
the 1990s.  How has the economy of the Republic of Korea continued to evolve?  
 
RESOURCES:  
Ban, S. H. Growth of the Korean Agriculture (1918-1971). Seoul: Korea Development Institute, 

1974.  

Korean Overseas Information Service. Facts about Korea. Seoul: Samhwa Printing Company. 
1993.  

Kim, Jong Moo. Economics of Sustainable Agriculture and Linear Programming Method. Seoul: 
Sung Kyun Kwan University Press, 1997.  

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. Agricultural Policy Issues in Korea. Seoul, 1996.  

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. Korean Agriculture. Seoul, 1996.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 



INDICATORS (Source: Asian Development Bank) 

 


