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political will.

This study analyzes the political factors that have facilitated the decentralization of public
administration in the Republic of Korea. Following its democratic transition in the late
1980s, Korea has steadily advanced in enhancing local self-governance and delegating
administrative powers from the central government to local authorities. The research
investigates the institutional, legal, administrative, and fiscal structures that have supported
this transformation, highlighting their roles in deepening democratic engagement,
enhancing governance quality, and fostering balanced regional growth. The results indicate
that Korea’s case demonstrates how a unitary state can successfully implement
decentralization through consistent legal frameworks, responsible leadership, and enduring
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Decentralization has emerged as a central
characteristic of modern public administration,
mirroring a global movement toward
empowering local authorities and encouraging
participatory forms of governance. In essence, it
involves the delegation of power, duties, and
financial resources from national to local
government bodies. South Korea provides a
remarkable example of this trend, having
transitioned from a highly centralized system to
one that prioritizes local independence and civic
engagement. Before the 1990s, Korea's
administrative model was predominantly
centralized, shaped by the demands of rapid
industrialization and state-driven economic
development. However, the democratic
transition of the late 1980s marked a critical
shift, positioning decentralization as a
cornerstone of political and administrative
reform. In the decades that followed, successive
administrations = implemented  numerous
initiatives designed to reinforce local
governance structures, boost bureaucratic
efficiency, and enhance the quality of public
services. This paper seeks to examine the

political dynamics that enabled this
transformation. It focuses on three main areas:
(1) the institutional and legal foundations that
established the basis for local self-governance,
(2) the organizational and administrative
reforms that advanced decentralization, and (3)
the fiscal arrangements that provided local
governments with adequate financial capacity.
In addition, the study considers the wider
implications of Korea’s decentralization for
democratic  consolidation and regional
development. A significant body of scholarship
has analyzed Korea’s decentralization
experience, particularly its interconnection
with democratization. Han (2022) highlights
that both processes have progressed
simultaneously, with local elections playing a
pivotal role in fostering participatory
governance. Likewise, Bae and Kim (2019) find
that the development of local autonomy
improved administrative effectiveness and
spurred economic growth by aligning
governance more closely with regional
needs.Further research has addressed the
institutional and fiscal dimensions of this
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evolution. According to Yoo (2018), reallocating
budgetary authority has enhanced the ability of
local governments to independently manage
development initiatives. Koo and Kim (2018)
further argue that decentralization has
diminished Seoul’s concentration of power by
relocating key institutions and encouraging
balanced regional development, which in turn
has helped reduce socioeconomic inequality.
Collectively, the literature depicts Korea’s
decentralization as a complex, multifaceted
reform that has fundamentally transformed the
nation’s political, administrative, and economic
structures. Political = Mechanisms  of
Decentralization in Korea Institutional and
Legal Mechanisms

The cornerstone of Korea’s decentralization
process is its strong legal and institutional
foundation. The Local Autonomy Act, originally
enacted in 1949 and extensively amended in the
early 1990s, enshrines the principles of local
self-governance and administrative
independence. A significant breakthrough
occurred in 1995 with the introduction of direct
local elections, enabling citizens to choose
mayors, governors, and local council members.
This reform strengthened political
accountability and fostered a closer relationship
between local officials and the communities
they serve. In 1999, the creation of the
Presidential Committee on Decentralization
marked another critical step in
institutionalizing the reform agenda. The
committee’s role included drafting legislative
recommendations, coordinating
intergovernmental efforts, and overseeing the
progress of decentralization initiatives. These
developments underscored the government’s
long-term political commitment to
decentralization, aligning with its broader goals
of advancing democratic governance and
enhancing administrative efficiency.
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Administrative and Structural Mechanisms
Administrative decentralization in South Korea
encompassed not only the transfer of authority
but also a comprehensive restructuring of
institutional arrangements. Among the most
notable initiatives was the relocation of central
government agencies and public organizations
from Seoul to various regional areas, leading to
the establishment of so-called “innovation
cities.” This policy contributed to a more
balanced distribution of administrative
functions, invigorated regional economies, and
created new employment opportunities beyond
the capital area.

Concurrently, the adoption of digital
governance systems enhanced both efficiency
and transparency in public administration. The
implementation of e-government platforms and
integrated service networks streamlined
bureaucratic processes and improved citizens’
access to governmental information. These
advancements  minimized administrative
inefficiencies and strengthened the connection
between local governments and citizens,
thereby fostering greater public trust in state
institutions.

Fiscal Mechanisms

Fiscal decentralization constitutes the third
core component of South Korea’s reform efforts.
Over the past thirty years, local governments
have progressively gained greater authority in
budget formulation and expenditure control. To
promote a fairer allocation of financial
resources, the central government has
restructured the intergovernmental fiscal
system by introducing tax-sharing mechanisms
and general-purpose grants.

More recent reforms have focused on
broadening local revenue sources, particularly
through the increased use of property and
consumption taxes. These initiatives have
strengthened the financial independence of
local administrations and fostered more
prudent fiscal management. By granting local
governments the ability to plan and fund their
own development programs, fiscal
decentralization has played a crucial role in
improving  both  the efficiency and
responsiveness of public service delivery.

Furasian Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences

www.geniusjournals.org
Page | 15



Volume 48| October 2025

ISSN: 2795-7683

Strengths of Decentralization in South
Korea

Democratic Participation: The reintroduction of
local elections has empowered citizens to take
an active role in governance, thereby deepening
democratic involvement and fostering a
stronger sense of civic responsibility.
Accountability and Transparency: With local
officials chosen through direct elections, leaders
are more answerable to their constituents,
resulting in governance that is both more
transparent and performance-driven.

Balanced  Regional = Development:  The
decentralization of institutions and the
implementation of region-specific development
initiatives have helped reduce Seoul’s excessive
concentration of resources and encouraged
more balanced economic growth across
different regions.

Improved Public Service Delivery: Granting
decision-making authority to local governments
enables them to address community-specific
issues more efficiently, enhancing both the
quality and timeliness of public services.
Institutional Stability: A  well-established
constitutional and legal system provides a solid
foundation for maintaining local autonomy over
time, even amid shifts in national political
leadership.

Conclusion

South Korea’s model of
decentralization represents a gradual yet highly
effective reform achieved within the framework
of a unitary state. By combining a solid legal
basis with institutional innovation and fiscal
restructuring, the nation has evolved from a
centrally controlled bureaucracy into a
governance system characterized by greater
participation and accountability.

This transformation has strengthened
democratic governance, promoted more
balanced regional growth, and enhanced the
quality of public service delivery. Despite
ongoing challenges—such as maintaining fiscal
equity and addressing regional disparities—the
Korean experience illustrates that successful
decentralization depends on continuous
political commitment, effective institutional
collaboration, and active public engagement.
Ultimately, it affirms that decentralization is not
simply the delegation of administrative
authority, but an enduring process of redefining
the interaction between government and
society.
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