South Korea’s President-elect Yoon Suk-yeol’s Stance on the Energy

Transition

The March 9™ election in South Korea saw political newcomer and right-wing candidate Yoon
Suk-yeol claim victory by the narrowest of margins. Yoon earned 48.6% of the popular vote
while his rival, Lee Jae-myung, conceded defeat with 47.8% of the vote.

One of the most hotly contested and fierce election campaigns in South Korean memory signals

the changing of the guard from a liberal presidential office to the conservative politics of Yoon
Suk-yeol.

Vowing to unite the country after an election that divided the country almost right down the
middle, Yoon’s politics bring an air of uncertainty to South Korean energy transition.

Yoon has made it clear that he sees reaching 100% renewable energy sources by 2050 as
impossible.

As Asia is in the midst of an energy transition, it remains to be seen exactly what direction
South Korea and its new head of state will take things.

What Is South Korea’s Current Stance on the Energy Transition?

The outgoing administration didn’t have the cleanest track record for energy use, but they were
beginning to take strides in the right direction.

South Korea’s energy mix in 2019 consisted of 87% fossil fuels (43% petroleum, 28% coal, and

16% natural gas). 10% of the remaining mix comes from nuclear power, and the remaining 3%
was renewables.


https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/9/south-korean-opposition-candidate-yoon-wins-presidential-election
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20220203000944
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20220203000944
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/countries_long/South_Korea/south_korea.pdf

Figure 1. South Korea's total primary energy consumption by fuel type, 2019
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In February 2021, that mix was slightly less reliant on fossil fuels at 82.5%. The change saw

substantial decreases in petroleum and coal, with a notable increase of natural gas to 23.7%.
Renewable energy in the grid doubled but is still the lowest among OECD members.

The country passed a bill in September 2021 that mandated climate neutrality by 2050. Part of
the bill requires South Korea to cut GHG emissions by at least 35% from its 2018 levels by 2030.

However, climate analysts and critics have noted that to step in line with the commitments
made in the Paris Agreement, South Korea should be cutting its emissions by 59% by 2030.

While by no means a golden climate child, South Korea was beginning to find its way towards
carbon neutrality under the old administration.


https://www.eia.gov/international/analysis/country/KOR?pa=12&u=0&f=A&v=none&y=01%2F01%2F2019
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690693/EPRS_BRI(2021)690693_EN.pdf
https://cleanenergynews.ihsmarkit.com/research-analysis/south-korea-passes-bill-to-mandate-carbon-neutrality-by-2050.html
https://climateanalytics.org/publications/2020/transitioning-towards-a-zero-carbon-society-science-based-emissions-reduction-pathways-for-south-korea-under-the-paris-agreement/
https://climateanalytics.org/publications/2020/transitioning-towards-a-zero-carbon-society-science-based-emissions-reduction-pathways-for-south-korea-under-the-paris-agreement/

What are President-elect Yoon’s Climate Philosophies?

As mentioned earlier, Yoon has already stated his disagreement with the notion of reaching
net-zero carbon emissions by 2050. He adds that traditional energy sources must be maintained

while working toward sustainable growth.

Yoon, holding office for the first time in his career, is a strong proponent of nuclear energy and
has announced plans to increase nuclear production. He also vows to resume the construction

of nuclear power plants that were halted due to the current administration’s stance on phasing
them out.

Yoon agrees on the importance of increasing the share of renewable energy in the domestic
energy mix and that South Korea should increase its climate target to cut 40% of emissions by
2030.
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http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20220203000944
https://brussels-school.be/publications/other-publications/climate-change-what-lee-jae-myung-and-yoon-suk-yeol-think
https://climateanalytics.org/latest/south-korea-must-double-carbon-cuts-to-live-up-to-its-international-climate-obligations-report/

While not entirely against the idea of renewable energy, Yoon seems likely to slow the
country’s transition to clean energy sources when climate agencies are sounding the alarm over
the Earth’s current trajectory.

The Uncertainty of Yoon’s Allegiance to Big Business

Incoming president Yoon Suk-yeol finds himself in a peculiar place when it comes to big
business in South Korea. The former prosecutor general has had major run-ins with the bigwigs

of South Korean business but is vowing now to develop amicable relations with Korea’s largest

companies.

Yoon indicted the Vice Chairman of Samsung, Lee Jae-yong, in 2017 on bribery charges. Lee was

found guilty and given two and a half years in prison for his crimes.

Source: International Finance Magazine

Honorary Chairman of Hyundai, Chung Mong-koo, was put behind bars for embezzlement in
2007 when Yoon was working at the prosecutor’s office.

Yoon also indited the S.K. Group Chairman Chey Tae-won, in 2012 on embezzlement charges for
which he was handed a sentence of four years in prison.


https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2022/03/12/business/economy/Yoon-Sukyeol-Samsung-SK/20220312070106503.html
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2022/03/12/business/economy/Yoon-Sukyeol-Samsung-SK/20220312070106503.html
https://internationalfinance.com/high-profile-business-leader-lee-jae-yong-dismissed-5-year-imprisonment/

Yoon has a tricky relationship with South Korean business but has promised to be helpful to
their causes. This likely signals he is willing to provide them leniency regarding climate
regulations.

Samsung, arguably the economic engine of South Korea, has been less than stellar on its

transition to green energy. With Yoon at the helm, it appears unlikely that they will be pressed

to clean up their act.

Can Joe Biden Influence Yoon to Be More Climate Friendly?

Although it looks bleak for an accelerated energy transition in South Korea, perhaps there is
one saving grace. Yoon Suk-yeol has repeatedly stated the importance of having a good
relationship with the United States.

While the U.S. is by no means the shining example of a clean energy economy, they are taking
the need to transition seriously. President Joe Biden has had conversations with Yoon and
voiced the importance of the climate issue with his South Korean colleague.

Perhaps the importance of a good relationship with the U.S. will influence South Korea’'s
incoming administration to ensure that the country cleans up its energy grid.

South Korea’s Energy Transition Is At a Fork in the Road

It remains to be seen whether South Korea will be a leader or a hindrance in Asia’s energy
transition. Early signs point to the president-elect being very lenient with Korean polluters and
pushing for increased nuclear production. While better than fossil fuels, nuclear energy will
only prolong the transition to renewable sources.

If his campaign promises are anything to go by, we should expect South Korea to be lagging in
the Asian energy transition. We'll have to wait and see what Yoon brings to the table, though.
What a politician says to get elected is hardly representative of their actual work while in office.


https://energytracker.asia/south-koreas-industrial-giants-respond-to-governments-net-zero-goals/
https://energytracker.asia/south-koreas-industrial-giants-respond-to-governments-net-zero-goals/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/03/09/readout-of-joseph-r-biden-jr-s-call-with-president-elect-yoon-suk-yeol-of-the-republic-of-korea/

