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Introduction

Citizens have not taken an active part in city planning in S. Korea up to the present.
The typical form of citizen involvement in city planning and administration is either the
legal form of citizen petition, or various paralegal, or illegal, forms of protest. This
section of the report will give a brief historical background on why citizen action has been
mainly conflictual over the past twenty years, rclate some of the ill effects of this
circumstance through case studies and make suggestions for future improvement. In brief,
the mode of development in S. Korea has been heavily top-down and centralized, politics
have been under the shadow of ideological conflict between North and South Korea,
authoritarian governments have utilized anti-communism to - quell opposition, and
government-business relations have involved huge secret payments and granting of favors.
Therefore, citizen action was always regarded as a threat to the status quo, and pushed into
an anti-government stance. With the coming of civilian government and local government

autonomy in the 90s these circumstances have begun to change. But a cooperative,
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positive relationship between government and citizen action groups has still not developed.
This section will argue for adopting various types of direct citizen participation in

government decision-making and administration.

A History of Authoritarian Rule

Korea entered into the “first development decade” after the 2nd World War having
recently gained liberation from colonial rule., just as did so many other nations of the
world. In addition, Korea became divided into a communist north and capitalist south, and
suffered a devastating war. Behit'lg a hot spot during the long years of the Cold War,
Korea’s governments have been heavily influenced by the military, and have been strongly
authoritarian.  Anti-communism has been strong in S. Korea, not only as government
policy, but also in the beliefs and values of almost all of the citizens. Beyond this policy
and belief, however, the anti-communist stance has been employed as a weapon against
opposing opinions and all forms of citizen action not directly instigated by the government.
All such groups have been under constant government surveillance. This has engendered a
sense among 'many government officials and ordinary citizens that opposition to government
policy is a threat to the political and economic system. For example, an official of the
Korean National Housing Authority claimed in 1988 that allowing renters a right to
participate in decisions on urban redevelopment projects would be contrary to the capitalist
system. And a police officer assigned to an urban redevelopment project in 1993 claimed
that since the Korean Coalition of Housing Rights was not a legally recognized
organization it was therefore an anti-government organization.

The Types of Citizen Action Groups and their Legacy

In this report “citizen action groups” refers to all groups of citizens which form
themselves independently of the government, and of the government-industrial complex, and
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which act to influence public policy. By “government-industrial complex” is meant the
mutual dependence among holders of large capital and powerful decision-makers. Labor
unions would belong to the category of “citizen action groups”, but another section of this
report will discuss labor unmions. This section limits itself to citizen action groups
concerned with local political autonomy, clections, human rights, consumer issues,
environmental issues, and housing, health, and welfare issues. The issue of national
unification is immensely important, of course, but is intentionally lcft out in order to focus
more on issues connected with “the sustainable city”.

In the 1970s and 1980s citizen action focused on the problem of exploiting labor,
infringement of human rights such as illegal arrest and torture, lack of freedom of thought
and freedom of the press. The leaders of these action groups were under constant
surveillance. They would not accept the conditions for participating in the official politics
of the time, and were referred to as "leaders on the outside”. University students were
active in these issues and formed student organizations in coalition with the citizen action
groups. Much protest concerned the continual refusal to deal justly with the citizens of
Kwangju, who suffered a massacre by military troops in 1980, upon their demands for
democratization. In 1987 the "leaders on the outside” joined with religious leaders,
students, and many other citizens to form a grand coalition demanding the direct election
of the president, and other democratic reforms. This was partially successful, but actual
democratization has been implemented only little by little, and is still incomplete at present.
The legacy of these years is that citizen action is often considered to be “on the outside”,
under suspicion, and a thorn in the side of the government and the police.

In the 1990s there have been two major changes in the history of citizen action in
S. Korea.--local political autonomy, and the rise of consumer and environmental action
groups. Local political autonomy has been implemented in two stages, the election of
representatives to local assemblies in 1993(?), and the election of local government heads

in 1995. Local government is still weak in 1996, but as local government gains skill and
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financial autonomy in the future, more and more important decisions will be made at the
local level, and much citizen action can take place locally.

Consumer and environmental action groups have taken root throughout the country.
Some of the salient issues have been the dumping of nuclear wastes, air and water
pollution by industries, decisions on where to locate garbage incinerators, the environmental
impact of consumer goods, use of locally grown products rather than imports, organic
farming, and many more. According to data gathered by the Chosun Tbo, over 175 groups

nationwide take some interest in environment issues, as of 1993.

A Case Study of an Urban Redevelopment Area

Although government officials have not had positive attitudes toward citizelf action
the conflictual relationship shows some promise of developing into a more cooperative one.
Events over two years in a redevelopment district in Seoul can illustrate this theme. This
case has been chosen because it shows many of the typical events of urban redevclopmcnt
in Seoul, but at the same time had highly experienced community organizers to facilitate
the renters’ conscientization, organization, and strategy. e

The area chosen, Muak-dong, is very close to downtown Seoul. Transportation is
convenient, and informal sector employment is readily available. In the section designated
for redevelopment 60% of the homeowners had less than 30m’ of land, and over 50% of
the houses were located on publicly-owned land. In spite of the fact that most of the
homeowners could not afford to buy into the new, large apartments which were to be
built, they agreed to participate in the redevelopment project because they believed they
would get good compensation for their home when they moved out. The renters wcl:e
given the option of either $5000 in moving expenses, or the right to move into public
rental housing after the project was completed.

The main issue for the renters was the difficulty of trusting the city government’s
promise of public rental housing. The city of Seoul had very little budget provided for

public rental housing, and had been refusing to give renters in other projects any legal
document promising public housing. Few renters had ever succeeded in getting public l
rental housing. The legal standing of the city’s promise to the renters was not a law or
an ordinance, but only a directive to city eniployees. Also, the city appeared to be in
league with the construction companies to deccive the renters. It was Scoul city which
would buy and administer the public rental housing, but the homeowners association (under
the influence of the construction company) carricd out the survey of renters’ options, and
gave the impression that the association, not the city, was providing the public housing.
Many renters believed the homeowners’ promiscs, which had no legal force, and moved out
without any legal assurance that they would get into public rental housing. The second
issue was that, due to redevelopment projects in the area, rental housing was already
overcrowded, and rental rates had skyrocketed, so renters wanted temporary on-site housing.

With the help of community organizers, the renters formed an association with the
purpose of building temporary housing on the redevelopment site, where they could live
until the city actualized its promise of public rental housing. This is a case study, then,
of how renters got organized around their demand for temporary housing and legal
assurance of public rental housing, and lhé relationship that developed between the
government, the legally recognized homeowners association, and the renters association,
which had no legal status.

In the type of urban redevelopment project carried out in Muak-dong, the city
government and local government set the standards for the project, and approve the project
plans. The construction company (in this case Hyundai Construction) provides the capital
and construction expertise. The homeowners’ association, which has legal responsibility for
the project, makes a contract with the construction company, but, in fact, is usually quite
dependent on the construction company in organizing and in forming policies. This type
of project was created as a way to spur urban development without using government
funds, even though the homeowners lack capital. It has been carried out mainly in areas
where there is hope of large returns on investment. Since renters have usually resisted
eviction, while the other parties are all expecting profits from the project, there has been
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much violence connected with such projects. « Therefore, several NGOs have been formed,
and specialize in conscientization, organization, and support for renters. In Muak-dong, the
Korean Coalition for Housing Rights (KCHR) had a live-in community organization expert
in the area for five years preceeding the start of the urban redevelopment project. In
collaboration with some other voluntary assdcialions, the KCHR carried out education
programs for the renters, developed leadership among them, and then withdrew into
advisory and support positions.

There are many types of conflict of interest involved in urban redevelopment projects
of this type, but this study focuses on the role of the NGOs in organizing the renters, and
then on the relationship of the-renters organization with the homeowners association and
with the government, NGOs began their conscientization work early, but renters didn’t
participate actively until the local government announced the formal beginning of the
project in Sept. of 1993. The homeowners association belicved that renters’ demands
would reduce their benefits, so they tried from the beginning to prevent formation of a
renters’ association, using various kinds of threats and insults. On two occasions there was
danger of greater violence, and the police were called in by an NGO member. The police
took the position that even though a renters’ association was not legal, its formation was
inevitable, and the homeowners should compromise peacefully. By December of 1993 the
renters had a strong enough organization to open an office, and, somewhat later, elect
officers. Renters would join the association by declaring their willingness to work together

to achieve temporary housing on the project site, and by submitting a copy of their citizen

registration, proving that they were legal residents of the area. Of the 500 households of
renters who said they opted for public rental housing, approximately 200 joined the
association demanding temporary housing.

The renters from the start knew that the government alone could give permission for
temporary on-site housing, so they focused their movement on the government. However,
the government’s official position was to try ‘not to recognize the existence of a renters’
association, and would therefore ot enter negotiations with the association. On the other

'h'and, the homeowners 'tricd to get renters to move out through use of threats. The renters
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responded to the threats by group protest, and by sit-in demonstrations at the homeowners
association office. Despite the conflicts, the homeowners and the renters reached certain
compromises on the process of tearing down houses that were already abandoned, or on
the use of some abandoned houses for study rooms for the renters’ primary school
children, or for use as a sewing factory for a production (;oopcrativc which the renters
formed.

By October of 1995 only a few hundred renter houscholds were still living in the
area, and the homeowners began to heighten the level of their threats. The renters decided
to stage a showdown, and held a sit-in demonstration at the homeowners association office.
This time no compromise was reached. The eviction thugs hired by the construction
company began to get more violent. The people threw waste matter. Finally, the thugs
staged a full-scale attack, and twenty of the renters had to be hospitalized with injuries.
The NGO advisors knetw that the renters would lose confidence in themselves unless they
struck back. Since the police had stood by and watched when the thugs attacked, the
renters staged a sit-down demonstration in front of the local police station. Finally, near
midnight, the police chief came out and personally apologized to the people. Within a few
days the renters also staged a sit-in demonstration at the local government office. They
were given a promise that they could put up temporary on-site housing for themselves. At
present this promise still stands, but an actual site has not yet been approved by the city
government.  Ninety-nine renter households have stayed with the association up to this
point.

This case shows citizens organizing with the help of NGOs in order to demand
government response to their desperate need. It also shows the government unwilling to
negotiate with citizens’ action groups, but ‘finally having to do so when lives are
threatened. It would certainly contribute more to peace in the local community to allow
legal ways for the NGOs and the renters to take an active part in the decisions on urban
development projects that directly touch the renters basic housing right.
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- decisions on the location of garbage incinerators require good administration and leadership,

An Environmental Case: Garbage Incinerator Location

Garbage incinerators are one type of technological contribution to solving one of th.e
basic problems of human settlements, disposal of waste. Since the a.ssociatcd tetfhnology- is
undergoing rapid development it is important in such projects to obtain accurate mfonnaufm
and make it public. Also, such projects may provide benefit to all, but may very easily
cause inconvenience or harm to those nearby the site selected for location. Therefore,

cooperation of professionals and . technicians, maintenance of a trusting relationship among
the partles involved, participation of the citizens to be affected, and an adequate procedure
carned out publicly. Two cases in the Seoul region, one successful, one controverted,
illustrate these themes.

The controversial case took place in the city of Kunpo, south of Seoul, but well
within the metropolitan area. The controversy got started because the residents who bought
into a large apartment development complex were not informed in advance that a garbage
incinerator had been scheduled to be located near their apartments. The resident.? nearest
the site began a protest movement, and with the help of a local religious leadf:r, increased
their organizational level through signature campaigns, informatory meetmg.s among
neighbors, song and bammer protests, visits to public authorities, and ll.le hkc;:. ' All
candidates for city mayor in the 1995 local elections promised to give high priority to
setiling the issue. The issue was extremely controverted because selection of alternate
locations pitted the mew apartment dwellers against the residents of the old sectlot.l of fhe
city, or pitted the city dwellers against rural residents. A rural site under consideration
also had opposition from a large developer planning a golf driving range nearby. The
controversy is still not settled at present. Hindsight shows that uneven dc.velopment of the
region aroused antagohisms among residents, that it was unfair not to inform .apamnent
buyers of the project, and that the public did not have confidence in the environmental
impact statement of the location decision. |

The successful case took place in ome of the easternmost sections of Seoul City,

Chungrang-ku. The ku government publicly announced in Sept. of 1994 the need for a
600 ton capacity incinerator, and that the location decision would be made by December of
that year. The ku government formed a location selection committee composed of 19
residents recommended by neighborhood officials, 3 members of the ku assembly,

university professors, and 5 administrative officials. They held a series of meetings and
on-site visits at which they considered 6 locations, narrowed the list to 4, demanded the
addition of one more site, debated, and finally voted. Of 17 voting members, 14 selected
onc particular site, showing a great deal of unity of opinion and heightening public
confidence in the selection process. :

In 1995 the Ministry of Environment formulated and passed through the national
legislature a new law on waste disposal units which stipulates that citizens’ opinions be
consulted in the location decision, and that affected citizens be adequately compensated, and

that adequate measures be taken to reduce environmental damage to below accepted
standards.

Conclusion: New Forms of Government-Resident Collaboration at the
Local Level

The above examples have illustrated the lack of good customary procedures for
government-resident collaboration in South Korea. On the positive side, however, is the
tradition of the government redressing the citizens’ grievances when put under enough
pressure.  Also, the above examples have shown that some of the recurring citizen
grievances are being addressed by new laws. Furthermore, the election of local heads of
government in 1995 provides a new opportunity for instituting citizen-government
collaboration at the local level. Several new forms of collaboration should be undertaken,
and institutionalized through practice. First of all, it is necessary to have more detailed
information and analysis of government-citizen contact. Government officials should
cooperate with professional researchers who wish to study such contact through observation,

interviews, and the like. So far there has been very little research in the area of public
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administration which focuses on government-citizen contact.
processes with severe conflict of interes
should be tried out experimentally, and imp
should be more various and uncomplicated ways for citizen ac
recognition, and then to participate as

process.  Fourth, the citizen action groups should themselve

recognition and official collaboration with the government, and in preparation,

heighten their professional knowledge and skills.
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