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Inside-out & Outside-in of the Korea-U.S. FTA

Bae Chul-Soo’s Illumination & Insight 
on Communication Content 

Background of the Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement

The Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (KORUS FTA) has been actively negotiated for the

past two years. However, it is in reality an extension of the long history of trade  negotiations

between the two countries. A good understanding of the history of the FTA is vital to the

development of related steps toward creating economic benefits not just for Korea but also for

the U.S. The FTA is not an end in itself but a tool for mutual benefit. Looking back, this reporter

first wrote about an FTA between Korea and the United States on November 6, 1984, in an

article entitled “U.S. Bids Free-Trade Accord with Korea.”  The U.S. proposal for an FTA at this

point was part of its external trade strategies to maintain the dominion of “Great America,”

along with Section 301 of the U.S. Trade Act, promotion of the WTO system, etc.

Global Standard: A Twin to U.S. Rules

The present KORUS FTA is widely viewed as a practical tool to enhance trade relations via

tariff reductions and the lowering of non-tariff barriers. Behind the pact is the fundamental

concept that the world should travel the path of global standards. However, the de facto author of

global standards is the United States. From this perspective, it is not surprising that American

trade negotiators have consistently emphasized the adoption of global standards. Meanwhile, the

real power behind the push for global standards are U.S.-based multinational companies, which

have a network of connections and influence with U.S. legislators and administration officials.

Leverage Against China

In the 1970s and 80s, the United States struggled to defend its leadership of the global

economy against a stiff Japanese challenge. Now China is emerging as the most formidable

threat to U.S. economic dominance. The KORUS FTA is one of the basic U.S. strategies in

dealing with competition from China, seeing in Korea a valuable partner in the booming East

Asian economy. The bilateral trade agreement could provide for greater U.S. access to East

Asian markets and create new opportunities for American businesses. At the same time, Korea
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can capitalize on its geographical position and other advantages as a hub of Northeast Asia.

However, to do this, it has to be mindful of its triangular relationship with Japan, China and the

United States. 

Korean Content is One Thing, English is Another

Communication has been critical to the advance of human civilization throughout history. In

attempting to write a new chapter in history with the Korea-U.S. FTA, Koreans face a decided

communication barrier, more specifically an English language barrier. Going “all-out” to learn

English means losing time in the study of other important and critical subjects. Furthermore, due

to differences in practices and culture, the direct translation of Korean press materials into

English many times results in a loss of meaning and misunderstandings.  

For example, during the recent FTA negotiations, Korean government officials publicized the

potential benefits of the trade deal for domestic purposes. Their published comments were

literally translated into English as “only praise for the FTA.” A Korean press release is one thing

and an English press release is quite another.

Korea’s Challenge in the Era of Googlization

The theme of the 2006 Davos Forum was that the era of globalization is evolving into the era

of googlization. Google is recognized as one of the most influential phenomenons in the global

economy today. Google’s advance should be understood not only from its successful

development of hardware-oriented computer technology but also from its sophisticated culture-

related software approach. This has serious consequences for Korea because of the significant

distortions of Korean-language content associated with Google’s automated translation of search

results. Lost in translation has taken on a whole new meaning, subjecting Korean content, and

consequently its image, to sometimes misleading, nonsensical and inaccurate translations. 

English Content Standardization Strategy

With the inevitability of globalization and the arrival of the FTA era, voices proposing that

English be adopted as the nation’s official language are growing louder. But this is not a

practical solution. All Korean schoolchildren already receive English education from an early

age. But even with this familiarity with the language, they remain woefully incapable of

developing adequate English content. Communication content is the fusion of language

capability, knowledge and experience. Therefore, Korea must emphasize the skill to develop
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communication content rather than just language capability. In this regard, it is desirable that the

government establish a Board of English Content Standardization (BECS) to be responsible for

devising solutions to English language barriers in the FTA era. 

Beyond Knowledge: A Wisdom Kingdom

As urged in the foregoing discussion, change is necessary to overcome the English-language

bottleneck to achieving full integration into the global village. The current language

disadvantage can be used as momentum to realize Korea’s potential to join the leading countries

of the world by turning the language barrier into a cultural movement with the goal of creating a

wisdom kingdom.

Some 200 years ago, King Chongchong led the Korean version of a cultural renaissance,

based on the spirit of “ongojisin” ( ), learning from history and creating a new future,

which is similar in concept to value networking in today’s digital era. “Ongojisin” was facilitated

by the establishment of Kyujang-gak, a history and policy research center, which today is the

library of Seoul National University. We need to learn from the pages of history in establishing

BECS as a data and research center along the lines of the Kyujang-gak. This body would be part

of a comprehensive content-oriented policy to develop the communication content industry into

a next-generation growth engine in the age of the Korea-U.S. FTA. The communication content

industry would generate an enormous number of job opportunities as a knowledge industry that

combines language capability, writing skills, related experience, knowledge, information, etc.

This new industry would provide the means to overcome language barriers, build a patented

Korean wisdom kingdom and surpass the U.S.-originated knowledge society.

Leadership Tailored to Need in the FTA Era

In Korea’s modern history, national leaders have been elected to address the dominant issue of

the time - Korea’s presidents in recent years have championed freedom fighters, democracy and

the Internet. The next cause could very well be free trade agreements. The individual elected to

be Korea’s president in 2008 should be capable of utilizing FTAs to build Korea into a wisdom

kingdom. He or she should take on the mission of reviving King Chongchong’s ongojisin,

maintaining the spirit of President Roh Moo-hyun’s innovation  spirit, updating Park Chung-

Hee’s outward-looking policy, reprising King Sejong’s creativity and benchmarking King

Kwagato, who oversaw the expansion of Korea’s kingdom to an area larger than China today. 
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Seoul Reserves Answering

US Bids Free-Trade Accord With Korea

The Unites States has suggested a free-trade agreement

with Korea, under which the two nations would exempt

each other’s goods from import duties, highly-placed

government sources said yesterday.

The duty-free agreement has been a bilateral topic of

the Korean and U.S. economic policymakers, especially

since Amb. William E. Brock, U.S. Trade Representative,

raised the issue to Deputy Premier-Economic Planning

Minister Shin Byong-hyun this spring.

The government, however, has reserved its answering to the U.S. bid, which was expounded

privately by Amb. Brock when he visited Seoul in April to attend an international trade forum.

Officials at the Economic Planning Board (EPB) said: “We can not give an immediate ‘yes’ or

‘no’ to the free trade proposal due to its unmeasured sensitivity to the Korean economy as a

whole.”

The positive effect of the agreement is the total suspension of the U.S. protective measures

against the Korean products, an enormous chance to boost Korean exports on the U.S. market.

Increasingly, exports of some Korean products including color TV sets have hit a snag

because of anti-dumping acts and other American trade protective measures.

However, the duty-free agreement is certain to threaten the survival of the Korean agricultural

industries. A tally shows that Korean farm products’ prices are three times higher than those of

American goods on average.
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For this reason, the government is not expected to enter a duty-free accord with the United

States, the nation’s biggest trade partner, in the future.

“The unprecedented arrangement, however, deserves Korean consideration so long as Korea

supports the free-trade principle,” said a ranking official at the EPB, who refused to be

identified.

“In particular,” he went on, “it seems desirable for the two nations to enforce the free-trade

arrangement on a gradual basis.”  

His remarks may indicate the Korean willingness to negotiate with the United States on the

arrangement on the condition that farm products and other ‘sensitive’ products are excluded in

the list for free trade.

The United States will soon enter its first duty-free pact with Israel. To this direction, the U.S.

Congress gave final approval on Oct. 9 to a trade bill. President Ronald Reagan has signed it

into law, authorizing the president to negotiate with Israel the free-trade arrangement.

Some trade experts predicted that the agreement will be the forerunner of a series of

multilateral duty-free arrangements with other U.S. trading partners such as Korea, Taiwan and

Canada.

U.S. Commerce Secretary Malcolm Baldrige expressed the positive American stand for the

prospective Korea-U.S. free-trade arrangement for their mutual benefit in the unprecedented

teleconference between Seoul and Washington.
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No. Top Story Title / Kicker Publication Date

1
Listen to the Voices of Global Players

2005/12/22
- Accelerating the Global Hub Initiative-

2
Strategic Dialogue for  ‘Stronger Alliance’

2005/12/8
- Korea-U.S. Summit Meeting During APEC-

3
‘Towards Co-Prosperity Through Partnership’

2005/11/22
- APEC Investment Opportunities 2005-

4
A Global Milestone for Free & Open Trade

2005/10/22
- APEC 2005 Korea-

5
Various Peace Benefits Taking Shape

2005/10/12
- A Breakthrough for a Nuke-Free Peninsula-

6
Targeting 1 Percentage Point Increase in Potential GDP

2005/9/21
- 2015 Industrial Development Strategy-

7
Cultural Industry Enriching Korean Competitiveness

2005/9/10
- C-Korea 2010-

8
Focus on Market Economy & Global Standards

2005/8/24
- 2004 Korean White Paper on Regulatory Reform-

9
Target: Balanced Development and Northeast Asia Hub

2005/7/25
- Relocation of 176 Public Agencies-

10
Confirming a “Very Strong Alliance”

2005/7/10
- Korea-U.S. Summit on June 10-

11
Moving Toward a Broader Bilateral Relationship

2005/6/14
- Upgrading Korea-U.S. Industrial Ties-

12
Korean Goal: Advanced Trading Nation Status

2005/6/7
- The Value of Global Standards Emphasized-

13
U.S. Visa System & Problems for Koreans

2005/1/5
- Improvement Asked for Closer Ties-

14
Korea’s Monthly Imports Exceed US$20 Bil in 2004

2004/12/28
- U.S. Economic Upturn Seen to Continue-

15
New Milestone for Korea -U.S. Relations

2004/12/15
- Closer Trade & Economic Tie-Ups Expected-

16
Upgraded IPR Protection to Bolster the Economy

2004/12/5
- Innovating Technological Development-

17
e-Trade Transformation in Full Swing in Korea

2004/11/12
- Comprehensive Platform Due in 2007-

18
Sound & Balanced Growth for Korea Inc.

2004/10/12
- Fostering Small, Medium and Venture Enterprises-
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No. Top Story Title / Kicker Publication Date

19
National Innovation System (NIS) Born

2004/9/22
- Private Sector in Driver’s Seat-

20
Continuous Path of Reform & Innovation

2004/8/25
- Korea’s Second Half Economic Policy-

21
U-Korea Leads Second IT Revolution

2004/7/9
- Attracting Multinational R&D Centers Vital-

22
Innovation & Integration Lift Korean Economy

2004/6/18
- Needs Closer Cooperation With the U.S.-

23
A Springboard for Change & Renovation in Korea

2004/5/17
- Upgrade in Korea-U.S. Ties-

24
Korea-US Relationship Growing Broader, Closer

2003/12/22
- Progress in 2003 & Prospects for 2004-

25
U.S. Companies Help Build Free Economic Zones

2003/12/16
- Excellent Business Opportunities in New Era-

26
US IT Giants Plan R&D Centers in Korea

2003/11/20
- A Win-Win Game for Both Countries-

27
Korea Focuses on 10 Next-Generation Growth Engines

2003/10/24
- Requiring Closer Cooperation With U.S.-

28
Private Channels Beef Up Korea-U.S. Ties

2003/8/25
- Tailoring Solutions to Meet Specific Needs-

29
Reinforcing a Comprehensive & Dynamic Alliance

2003/7/7
- Korea-U.S. Summit-

30
We Need a Better Way

2003/6/11
- The DRAM Trade Case-

31
Upgrading the Alliance & Ties

2003/5/6
- Korea-U.S. Summit-

32
Bright Prospects on Horizon for 2003

2002/12/20
- Korea - U.S. Relations-

33
Landmark of Free Trade Voyage

2002/12/2
- Korea - Chile FTA-

34
Angels Crossing the Pacific

2002/11/6
- Korea Investment in U.S. Rising-

35
Creating Challenge + Chance

2002/8/28
- Korea-U.S. FTA-

36
Hub of Asia Project Taking Shape

2002/6/17
- Full Globalization of Korea, Inc.-

37
Focusing on a Global Partnership

2002/3/17
- Summit in Seoul-
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THE TIME IS RIPE FOR A KOREA-U.S. 

FREE TRADE AGREEMENT

Executive Summary 

For more than two decades, the idea of a Korea-

U.S. free trade agreement (KUFTA) has been the

subject of much discussion within the academic

world and within industry on both sides of the

Pacific Ocean. 

Korea’s FTA policy comes from the firm conviction that FTAs will not only liberalize trade

in goods and services, but will also serve to upgrade its economic system. Such an upgrade

involves enhancing transparency, increasing flexibility, and embracing global standards. 

The economic benefits of KUFTA, as have been extolled by economists at both the

government level and within the private sector, are enormous. These include substantial

increases in two-way trade and investment and in per capita GDP, etc. Furthermore,

KUFTA could be an excellent vehicle to resolve bilateral trade issues, improving mutually-

beneficial business cooperation.

With a regional integration effort in full swing, the economic landscape of the Asia Pacific

region has significantly altered recently. Against this backdrop, the visualized KUFTA

could provide the U.S. with added leverage for its advance into Asian markets.

In addition to the economic benefits, by further strengthening Korea-U.S. ties, KUFTA

would significantly enhance the bilateral security relationship.  A stronger security

relationship between the U.S. and Korea will bring greater stability to both the Korean

Peninsula and the Asia Pacific region.
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Race for Success on a Level Playing Field

Given the commitment of the nation and the potential of the market,

there is every reason to believe that Korea represents a great potential for

import cars. The nation wants and needs a level international playing

field to sell its cars in the world's markets as well as in its domestic

market. In order to achieve a level playing field, it is necessary to have a

twin strategy of cooperation and competition, in which the capability of

the local auto industry is raised to international standards. As a result, the

attitude of the corporate and government leadership is to build

international partnerships for mutual prosperity.

As Korea has been one of the world's greatest beneficiaries of free trade, it is only natural that

it is a strong supporter of the WTO's Doha Development Agenda (DDA), which is designed to

promote freer trade and open new markets around the world.

As Hwang Doo-Yeon, Minister for Trade at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, recently

stated, “As one of the major trading nations, Korea takes its global responsibilities very seriously.

Now more than ever, we are doing our best to be a strong partner in the global trade system.” In

addition to its commitment to the multilateral approach, Korea includes pursuit of free trade via

bilateral channels. For example, it recently concluded the successful negotiation of a free trade

agreement (FTA) with Chile and is talking with Japan to define issues to be agreed in a Korea-

Japan FTA.

Korea also is interested in concluding a free trade agreement with the United States. Following the

fifth Korea-U.S. Business Council meeting in Seoul on June 4 of this year, both the Korea Chamber

of Commerce and Industry and AmCham called for the early launch of FTA discussions. “A Korea-

U.S. FTA would expand the exports of both countries,” noted AmCham Korea President Jeffrey

Jones. Korean automakers are also rallying behind the drive for a Korea-U.S. FTA.

The Doha Development Agenda and FTAs have significant implications for the auto sector. In

particular, as a member of the global trade network, Korea is solidly behind the principles of fair

competition, open markets and a level playing field.
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