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We have had an open and informative discussion of Korea's trade policies.  Members were  impressed by Korea's strong and swift recovery from the 1997 crisis and recognized that this recovery was largely the result of prudent macroeconomic policies and far-reaching structural reforms.  In addressing the crisis, Korea had, by and large, eschewed protectionist measures and had instead taken steps to further improve the competitive environment both through domestic reform, particularly in the corporate, financial and labour spheres, and through trade and investment liberalization.  Members also recognized that the multilateral trading system had contributed to Korea's recovery, by ensuring that export markets remained open.  Members pointed to the role played by Korea's social protection policies in mitigating the effects of the crisis and in facilitating reforms.  Members took note of the extent of the involvement of the State and the chaebols in the economy as well as their impact on domestic competition.  Members urged Korea to reduce state involvement and facilitate foreign participation in several sectors.


Members expressed their appreciation for Korea's active participation in the work of  the WTO.  Many Members underlined that their bilateral trade and investment ties with Korea had been strengthened over the recent period.  They noted Korea's increased willingness to explore bilateral trade agreements and its involvement in regional groups such as APEC and ASEAN+3.  In the light of Korea's interest in such arrangements, Members sought and were given reassurance about Korea's commitment to multilateralism.  Certain Members applauded Korea's initiative in providing for duty free treatment of certain items originating in Least-Developed Countries.


Members commended Korea's efforts to enhance the transparency of its trade regulations, including their publication in English.  However, concern was expressed on persistent administrative delays in customs clearance and certification procedures.  Members noted both Korea's complex tariff structure and its use of adjustment duties, both of which reduced the predictability of the applied rates.  Members acknowledged the decline in average tariff levels in line with improving Korea's binding commitments.  Members noted that indirect taxes were borne disproportionately by imports of luxury items.  In the light of the size of the Korean government procurement and the implementation of the WTO Agreement on Government Procurement, certain Members considered that the share of foreign suppliers could have been expected to be higher.


On sectoral policies, Members noted the wide range of measures used to protect and assist agriculture as well as the increasing level of spending on domestic support.  Some sympathized with Korea's high and increasing level of agricultural support on the grounds of multifunctionality and food security.  However, other Members expressed concern over the adverse impact of these policies on domestic efficiency and consumers as well as on developing countries; they encouraged Korea to reduce market distortions in agriculture.  Members recognized that weaknesses in the financial system had contributed to the 1997 crisis and unanimously welcomed the remarkable opening of this and other service sectors.  Nevertheless, they believed that further action to open up the markets in non‑life insurance, telecommunications and transportation was needed.


Members also sought additional details in a number of areas, including:

- 
plans to restructure and privatize state-owned firms (e.g., steel, energy);

- 
competition policy issues (notably mergers and acquisitions, illegal intra-group transactions);

- 
plans to change investment incentives and liberalise foreign direct investment across sectors;

- 
FTA negotiations and prospects for the coverage of substantially all trade in goods, and trade in services;

- 
matters concerning the different types of rates and plans for simplifying the customs tariff;

- 
commitments under the Agreement on Government Procurement;

- 
alignment of national standards with international standards;

- 
the phase-out of export and production assistance programmes;

- 
the protection and enforcement of intellectual property rights;

- 
impediments to market access, and domestic support for items, such as beef, rice, fruit;

- 
standards, taxes and consumer-related impediments to imported automobiles;

- 
support provided to the shipbuilding industry and to shipping companies;  and

- 
plans for, and costs and difficulties in undertaking further financial and corporate reforms.


Members expressed their appreciation of the written and oral responses provided by the Korean delegation and its undertaking to provide additional written responses as soon as possible.


In conclusion, it is my view that this Review has provided Members with a much better understanding of Korea's trade and related policies, particularly the far-reaching reforms undertaken to address long-standing structural weaknesses exposed by the crisis.  Members have been impressed by the speed and strength of Korea's economic recovery from the crisis.  Notwithstanding this recovery,  in our Review we have not seen complacency on the part of Korea regarding structural reform. Members urged Korea to maintain the momentum of these reforms so as to ensure that the recovery is sustained.  It is my sense that Members were reassured by Korea's reiteration of its strong attachment to the multilateral trading system, but they did urge Korea to make sure that plans concerning bilateral and regional arrangements were WTO-consistent.  This would not only be in Korea's long term economic interests but also to the benefit of the multilateral trading system.
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