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There was a lot at stake for the Korean Congress in August 2011, and one of them was the Korea-U.S. Free Trade 

Agreement (KORUS FTA). Regarding this bill, the two main parties have been pitted against one another. The 

Grand National Party (GNP) asserts that the FTA bill has at least to be submitted to the Standing Committee; while 

the Democratic Party (DP) suggests the 10+2 renegotiation proposal (see Appendix 1) for the KORUS FTA that 

impose restrictions on the arrangement. If the DP's proposal is agreed upon by the National Congress, ratification 

becomes impossible, since the proposal will allow the negotiation of the FTA, in progress for more than four years 

(2006 to February 2011), to be taken back to square one. It is true that the KORUS FTA has a lot to offer when it 

comes to economic aspects, as the Ministry of Strategy and Finance (MOSF) pointed out in its analysis (see Ap-

pendix 2). With that in mind, the GNP risks its political position, as public opinion displays distrust and dissatis-

faction over the imbalance between Korea and the United States shown during the progress of the negotiation (see 

Appendix 3). 

 

Results of the May 2011 survey 

 

Figure 1 shows the public opinion percentages for when ratification should occur or if opposed to ratification. It 

relates the time of ratification both to the August date and after renegotiation, as well as in relation to ratification 

by the U.S. Congress. 

  

                                          
The views and ideas in this material are those of the author and do not represent official standpoints of the East Asia Institute (EAI). 
This Issue Briefing has been translated from the original on October 17, 2011 by Chaerin Jung. 
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Figure 1. Opinion on the KORUS FTA and Its Point of Ratification 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In examining Figure 1, only 25.8 percent of the respondents were positive about ratification in August; while those 

in favor of ratification after further negotiations were 20.5 percentage points higher, at 40.3 percent. Those entirely 

against the ratification itself represented a clear minority on the issue (9.4 percent). It is notable that 18.4 percent of 

the respondents did not answer at all or answered that they were unsure, a clear indicator that the public did not 

receive sufficient information about the issue.  

Among the respondents who weren't negatively positioned against the ratification itself, 41.5 percent re-

sponded that the ratification should occur at the same time as the U.S. Congress vote on it; 21.5 percent were in 

favor of waiting until after that vote; and 26.2 percent said Korea should vote before the U.S. Congress. Those un-

sure when the right time for a vote would be were 20.8 percent. Judging from that, 63 percent were in favor of Ko-

rean ratification on or after the U.S. Congress. 

Although some of the respondents answered that the KORUS FTA should be ratified during the August session, 

this did not imply that the bill had to be ratified before the U.S. Congress ratifies it. 

Figure 2 compares those who favor August ratification and those who favor ratification after renegotia-

tion in relation to action by the U.S. Congress. 

 

  

Opinion on the Time of Ratification Opinion on August Ratification of KORUS FTA 
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Figure 2. Preference Between August Ratification and Ratification After Renegotiation Relative to Action by 

the U.S. Congress 

 

 
 

In reference to Figure 2, of those who supported the August ratification, 30.3 percent agreed that the bill should be 

ratified in Korea before the U.S. ratification. Among the respondents in favor of ratification by National Congress, 

46.4 percent answered that it should be at about the same time as the U.S. Congress passed the bill, and 14.4 per-

cent said it should be after that. In other words, even if respondents agreed to ratify the bill in August, 61 percent of 

them still thought it should be ratified about the same time as or after the U.S. Congress. The answers tended to be 

similar to those who answered that it should be ratified after further renegotiations. In this case, 24.0 percent ans-

wered that it should be passed before the decision by the U.S. Congress, and 38.5 percent said it should happen at 

the same time, thus with 63.8 percent agreeing that ratification should be about the same time as or after the U.S. 

Congress. Only 25.3 percent favored ratification after ratification by the U.S. Congress. 

The current situation seems to imply that the GNP does not have sufficient public support for its position 

on the KORUS FTA; and the people of Korea do not agree that the KORUS FTA should be ratified in the month of 

August. Instead, the public wants the discussion and negotiations about the FTA to be conducted in a prudent and 

well-informed manner. The general opinion seems to be that there is no need to rush toward a ratification of the 

KORUS FTA. 

Figure 3 demonstrates that the public favors exercising prudence regardless of their political views. Wide-

ly used political variables such as ideological tendency, level of support for the current administration, partisanship, 

and support of the presidential candidate were considered in the analysis. 
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Figure 3. Political Background related to Opinion on KORUS FTA Ratification 
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There were no significant differences in any of the political variables in terms of the patterns of the public’s opi-

nions. 

Among supporters of the Liberal Party, 19.1 percent approved August ratification, significantly lower 

than the 34.4 percent among supporters of the GNP, Nevertheless, 41.1 percent of the conservative spectrum sup-

ported a renegotiation of the bill, and the overall opinion among all supporters of the GNP was not in favor of Au-

gust ratification. The results were the same if the groups were divided by the level of support for the current ad-

ministration and the presidential candidates. 
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As illustrated in Figure 4, public opinion does not vary much for the factors of age, education, income, or the use of 

social networking systems (SNS). 

 

Figure 4. Demographic Background and Opinion on KORUS FTA Ratification 
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The negative view on the ratification of the KORUS FTA during the August term did not vary based on the indi-

viduals' political, social, or demographic background. The analysis compared the rate of approval on ratifying the 
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FTA according to the age, education, income and the use of SNS. Results showed that people in their 50s were most 

supportive of the August ratification, with 40.6 percent in favor of passing the bill then. Those in their 60s came in 

second, with a 30.2 percent support rate. Among all other age groups less than 20 percent favored ratification in 

August. The majority of those under 50 believed that the bill should be ratified after renegotiation. Even for those 

in the 50s and 60s categories, it was almost even whether it should be ratified in August or after renegotiation. 

Thus, most groups, regardless of whether they were divided by education, income, or use of SNS, favored ratifica-

tion after renegotiation instead of August ratification. 

Figure 5 relates the public’s preference for ratification relative to timing based on what administration is 

in power in the Korean government. 

 

Figure 5. Preference to Timing of Ratification Based on Korean Administrations 

 

 
This demonstrates that 23.9 percent support the KORUS FTA ratification during the August congressional term; 

34.5 percent support it during the remainder of the Lee administration; and 8.8 percent vote to postpone the issue 

until the next administration takes office. 

 

Changes in Public Opinion from Earlier Surveys 

 

There have been changes in public opinion since the October 2010 and February 2011 surveys compared to the 

May 2011 survey that indicate the public wants a more prudent approach. The reasons for the public's demand for 

prudence lies in the so far insufficient investigation into the use of defoliants by the U.S. military on the Korean 

peninsula, and the delay of the ratification of the KORUS FTA in the U.S. Congress. In the May survey, which was 

carried out after the discovery of the use of defoliants, opinions demanding a fast ratification in the Korean Con-

gress decreased. The numbers fell from 63.8 percent in October 2010 and 65.8 percent in February 2011 to 57.8 
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percent in May 2011. The change in the public's opinion can be seen even more clearly in the replies concerning 

the timing of ratification. As shown in Figure 5, the May survey showed 23.9 percent in support of ratification dur-

ing the June term; 27.9 percent favored the latter half of 2011; 34.5 percent favored for ratification within this ad-

ministration's legislative period; and 8.8 percent for postponing it until the next administration would take office. 

 

Figure 6 demonstrates that there was little change in the public attitude toward favoring the agreement between 

2006 and 2008, although the percentages were different with a greater number favoring it in 2008. 

 

Figure 6. Public Opinion on KORUS FTA in 2006 and 2008 

 

 
 

Negative responses against early ratification seemed unrelated to the general opinion about the ratification itself. In 

the surveys conducted in July 2006 and February 2008, the majority supported the KORUS FTA. The recent survey 

displayed similar results, with only 9.4 percent replying that they were against ratification. The 2006 survey took 

place right after the second round of FTA negotiations in Seoul. At that time, 54.4 percent were supportive of the 

FTA, while 42.1 percent were against it. In 2008, when the initial agreement was signed in Washington, the public 

discussion calmed down, and those welcoming the FTA outnumbered those against it by a ratio of 3:1 at an ap-

proval rate of 75.4 percent. 

The surveys of 2006 and 2008 and the recent survey all show a consistent inclination toward support of 

the KORUS FTA. This comparison also implies that the social consensus on KORUS FTA can be traced back to 

2006, when the negotiation was underway. 

 
Table 1 reflects that the social background of the respondents did not seem to have any effect on their opinion 

about the FTA. Every aspect that respondents agreed on in the 2006 survey gained further support in the 2008 sur-

vey.  
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Table 1. Public Opinion on KORUS FTA in 2006 and 2008 Depending on Age, Income and Political Views 

 

 

 

  Favors Opposes 

  Jul. 2007 (A) Feb. 2008 (B) (B) - (A) Jul. 2007 (A) Feb. 2008 (B) (B) - (A)

Age 

       

20s 51.9 67.1 15.2 43.2 32.0 -11.2 

30s 51.5 74.1 22.6 45.6 25.1 -20.5 

40s 49.1 77.3 28.2 48.1 22.3 -25.8 

50s and over 62.1 80.1 18.0 34.3 14.5 -19.8 

Household Income 

       

Less than 1million KRW 

 
58.2 69.1 10.9 41.8 24.0 -17.8 

1 million- 

2 million KRW 

 

54.5 74.5 20 42.6 24.9 -17.7 

2 million- 

3 million KRW 

 

57.7 74.0 16.3 38.5 24.6 -13.9 

3 million- 

4 million KRW 

 

51.0 78.8 27.8 46.1 18.2 -27.9 

4 million KRW and over 52.9 75.3 22.4 42.9 23 -19.9 

Ideological  

background 

 
      

Liberal 51.9 70.0 18.1 45.1 28.9 -16.2 

Moderate 55.4 76.6 21.2 40.4 21.3 -19.1 

Conservative 56.5 77.6 21.1 41.0 19.5 -21.5 
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The positive reaction towards KORUS FTA continued throughout 2006 and 2008 and even after 2010. The four 

public opinion surveys conducted in 2010 and 2011 regarding the KORUS FTA display how the general public in 

Korea thinks of the Free Trade Agreement and are shown in Figure 7. 

 

Figure 7. Correlation of Four Public Opinion Surveys on KORUS FTA 

 

 
 

In the two surveys conducted in 2010, the questionnaires were dealing with the negotiations about the KORUS 

FTA, while the February and May 2011 surveys focused on the opinion on the timing of the ratification. In all of 

the four surveys, a clear majority favored the FTA. Those against it peaked at 35.8 percent in December 2010 and 

continued to stay between 20 to 30 percent. 

It seems clear that the public sentiment of Koreans is in favor of the FTA. The hesitancy toward a swift ra-

tification of the KORUS FTA seems to stem from the feeling of imbalance between Korea and the United States 

regarding the benefits that the FTA will generate for each country, and from what is perceived as the government 

moving too quickly toward ratification. In order to ratify the KORUS FTA in August, it would be necessary to im-

prove the general public's understanding of the issues, including awareness of the contents of the agreement, rather 

than putting too much effort into further debates among the political parties. 
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Appendix 1. ‘10+2 Renegotiation Proposal’ suggested by the Democratic Party on July 19, 2011 

 

1. Items needing renegotiation 

1) Abolishment of duties on beef should be delayed for ten years.  

2) Protective devices for small and medium-sized merchants should be secured. (Special law on protecting 

business items benefitting such merchants, a distribution law and a win-win partnership law.) 

3) Gaeseong Industrial Complex in North Korea should be recognized as Korean-made products. 

4) Local governments and offices of education should be able to act as organizations for procurement in the 

school meal program to secure the stability of the eco-friendly free school meal policy.  

5) System to connect permits and patents in the drug sector should be abolished. 

6) Effectiveness of financial safeguards should be strengthened. 

7) The conditions for invoking automobile safeguards should be strengthened. 

8) Investor-State Dispute should be abolished. 

9) Change from a negative list to positive list system of opening of the service market should be made. 

10) The Ratchet system should be abolished. 

 

2. Items that involve supplementary measures 

1) Law regarding the procedure in trade agreement 

2) Strengthening Trade Adjustment Assistance 
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Appendix 2. Summary of the “Analysis of Supplemental Agreement of KORUS FTA” Published by the Ministry 

of Strategy and Finance on July 22, 2011  

 

1. Automobile 

1) Contents of the supplemental agreement 

- Both countries shall eliminate tariff in 4 years from the effective date. 

- In the case of Korea, tariff will be lowered from 8 percent to 4 percent, and complete elimination of tariff 

will take place in 5 years. 

- In the case of the United States, elimination of tariff will be suspended for 4 years and executed in the fifth 

year. 

2) Effects 

- Korea’s export to the United States is expected to increase continuously, but the trade surplus in the new 

agreement will be less compared to that of the original agreement. 

 

2. Pork products 

1) Contents of the supplemental agreement 

- The elimination of tariff in pork products is postponed to 2016. 

2) Effects 

- As the elimination of tariff is delayed for 2 years from the original plan, there will be decrease in pork 

production. 

 

3. Medicine 

1) Contents of the supplemental agreement 

- Implementation of the permit/patient connection system is delayed for the next 3 years. 

2) Effects 

- Decrease in annual sales loss of roughly 4 to 9 billion KRW. 

 

4. Overall analysis 

- Renegotiation risked decrease of income in automobile industry to protect livestock industry and phar-

maceutical industry. 

- Small and medium sized enterprise manufacturing auto component will benefit from tariff elimination. 
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- Both the automobile industry and the overall trade balance will benefit from the FTA in the long term. 

- The Korea Chamber of Commerce estimates newly generated opportunity costs of 15 trillion KRW. 
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Appendix 3. Chronology of Progress and Major Issues of the KORUS FTA Negotiations 

 

2006 

February    South Korea and the United States announced their intention to negotiate FTA in Washington 

May    First round of official KORUS FTA talks held in Washington 

July    Second round of official KORUS FTA talks held in Seoul 

September   Third round of official KORUS FTA talks held in Seattle 

October    Fourth round of official KORUS FTA talks held in Jeju Island 

December   Fifth round of official KORUS FTA talks held in Montana 

 

2007 

January    Sixth round of official KORUS FTA talks held in Seoul 

February   Seventh round of official KORUS FTA talks held in Washington 

March    Eighth round of official KORUS FTA talks held in Seoul 

April    FTA negotiations settled 

May    FTA documents made public 

June    KORUS FTA signed in Washington 

 

2008 

April    Beef negotiation reached a settlement 

July    Ministerial meeting on KORUS FTA 

October    Korean government resubmits FTA bill to the 18th National Assembly 

 

2009 

April   Foreign Affairs, Trade and Unification Committee passes the FTA bill 

 

2010 

June    President Obama introduces new discussion on KORUS FTA during Korea-U.S. Summit  

meeting held in Toronto, Canada 

October    Ministerial meeting on KORUS FTA in San Francisco 

November  Korea-U.S. Summit meeting held in Seoul, failed to reach agreement 

December   Korea-U.S. Summit meeting held in Columbia, Maryland 
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2011 

January   Finalized the text of the free trade agreement 

February  Korean Cabinet council starts the procedure of FTA bill 

 

 


