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Editor’s Introduction 

이학술회의는2013년도한국학중앙연구원의해외한국학지
원사업에의하여수행되었음(AKS-2013-C-04). 

This workshop was supported by the Academy of Korean 
Studies Grant (AKS-2013-C-04). 

It is a great honour for the SIU Research Centre to be selected 
for support for a workshop on Korean trade and investment in 
the Greater Mekong Subregion by a grant from the Academy 
of Korean Studies (AKS-2013-C04). The workshop took 
place on November 1st-2nd, 2013 at the graduate campus of 
Shinawatra University in Bangkok.  

I first became involved in Korean studies when I moved into 
the academic field in the mod-1990s to conduct my doctoral 
research. East Asia as a whole had always fascinated me but 
even 20 years ago still seemed to be very far away and 
difficult to access. More information was staring to become 
available via the internet but the amount was still quite 
limited, especially in comparison with what is available now. 
Consequently, once I had settled on my topic – the market 
entry decision and success of British companies in Korea, 
Japan and Taiwan – my initiation into Korean studies was an 
entirely surprising and enlightening one. Instead of just 
focusing on management decisions, as I had somewhat 
naively assumed would be the basis of my studies, I found 
myself immersed in the study of history, politics, culture, 
religion, cuisine, literature, philosophy and a whole host of 
other factors. I struggled for a while to identify the correct 
balance between universal or transboundary factors and 
location-specific factors in managerial decision-making and 
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had recourse to a wide range of theoretical approaches and 
conceptual frameworks to guide my thinking. 

When my attention switched to the Greater Mekong 
Subregion – Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam 
and Yunnan province of China – Korea and Korean 
organizations again took leading roles in determining how 
managers in the region made their decisions. Korean 
companies had followed Japanese trailblazers into the 
Mekong area to establish low labour cost, export-oriented 
manufacturing concerns. The difference from Japan was that 
Korea had been not just a poor country but one that had been 
colonized – the country seemed to offer a potential model for 
those Southeast Asian countries which had suffered from 
poverty and colonization and were looking for ways to 
promote rapid economic development while also balancing 
the demands for greater democracy on the one hand and the 
danger of societal divisions and violence on the other hand. 
The situation then was symbolized by the possibly apocryphal 
or at least embellished tory of the meeting between the 
Malaysian Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad and 
representatives of the Korean companies which were seeking 
to establish themselves in the country. Dr. Mahathir asked 
them for access to what appeared to be the magic ingredient at 
that time – technology. Somewhat bemused, the Korean 
representatives answered that they could not share any new 
high technology with Malaysian partners because they did not 
have any. Instead, they had reached their goals through 
discipline, diligence and the willingness to borrow good ideas 
from wherever they may be found. 

That situation too has changed as Korean companies invested 
in their own brands and in creativity and innovation. Now, 
supported by the Hallyu – the government–supported wave of 
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cultural production – everything Korean has become exciting 
and beguiling to Mekong Region citizens. This has occurred 
within the space of little more than a decade. At the end of the 
twentieth century, when I was living in Seoul, Korean 
television dramas were worthy but dull, Korean pop music 
staid and derivative and Korean food almost unknown outside 
of the country. Now the situation has been transformed and it 
has been achieved while Korean people have obtained 
enormously greater freedoms for themselves in terms of this 
ability to make political and personal decisions about their 
lives and their futures. Korea has become one of the most 
heavily internet-connected countries in the world and it 
appears to outsiders that the Korean government has made the 
decision to give the people the opportunity to communicate 
and to create and to trust them to do so. This approach 
represents a considerable difference from that employed by 
just about all the governments in the Mekong Region and 
Southeast Asia as a whole. Those people who would like 
similar changes to be made in the region, therefore, often hold 
up Korea as an example of what might be achieved. In 
Thailand, in particular, the trajectory of the Korean economy 
offers a possible means of escaping upwards from the Middle 
Income Trap. Since the 1980s, Thai governments have sought 
rapid economic development through bringing about the 
factory age, that is encouraging domestic and international 
investment into factories, often located within one or other 
form of special economic zone, in which agricultural workers 
could be drawn for low labour market cost manufacturing, 
primarily in import-substituting and export-promoting 
markets. This has been successful in helping the country rise 
up from low income to upper middle income status but the 
limits to that model have been reached. Competitors such as 
China, Vietnam and Bangladesh offer factories with much 
lower costs than can be enforced in Thailand – and such low 
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costs can only be enforced through the use of force in one 
form or another. 

Consequently, the Korean case offers several examples of 
how Mekong Region countries might approach the next steps 
of economic development: 

- The use of joined-up government to promote cultural 
activities around the world to assist al export sectors; 

- Government has also promoted the social aspects of 
online videogames-playing so as to promote the 
industry as a whole; 

- Urban design and improvements, particularly in 
Seoul, has been used to promote good neighbourly 
social relations and personal connectivity; 

- Many companies have moved from old-fashioned, 
authoritarian and hierarchical management systems 
that rewarded loyalty and discipline to more modern 
approaches which favoured self-development and 
creativity; 

- Korean companies are active in helping local 
companies improve their own production and quality 
processes so as to become part of regional and even 
global value chains; 

-  Labour market planning has facilitated the 
movement of young people from education into the 
labour force and beyond. 

These issues are among those which have been investigated in 
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the papers presented at this workshop. There were three 
keynote speakers and nice academic paper presentations. 

The theme of this conference was Korean Trade and 
Investment in the Greater Mekong Sub-Region (Cambodia, 
Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam and Yunnan and Guanxi 
provinces of China) (GMSR). Since the 1980s, Korean 
companies have taken an important role not just as trading 
partners but also in investing in GMSR states, largely for the 
creation of manufacturing facilities (Byun & Walsh, 1998); 
Korean firms were mostly welcomed in the region in the hope 
that their investment would lead to technology transfer and 
the development of local suppliers. These hopes were not at 
first fully satisfied as many manufacturing facilities created 
operated according to low labour cost competitiveness 
provided in part by policies of the host government. Although 
Korean influence in the region has increased, it tends to have 
been crowded out by the long-term, large-scale investments of 
Japanese companies and by the arrival of Chinese investment 
and presence (Walsh, 2007, 2009). 

Since then, there have been two developments that have 
reinvigorated the Korean presence in the GMSR. The first has 
been the recognition of the Korean government’s efforts both 
to develop new industries (e.g. the online computer games 
industry) as a means of moving into the upper income level of 
nations and also to use cultural production (i.e. the Hallyu 
movement) to change perceptions of the country and to 
improve its ability to deploy soft power to obtain new 
objectives. The second development was the increased ability 
and willingness of Korean companies to invest in large-scale 
infrastructure projects in the GMSR. For example, in the 
recently announced water management development plans 
from the Thai government, aimed at preventing floods such as 
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those in 2011 from causing such loss of life and damage 
again, the K Water consortium was a notable presence and has 
been named one of the three preferred bidders in each of the 
categories. 

There is a need, therefore, to take stock of the nature and 
extent of Korean involvement in the GMSR, to map its 
investments of various kinds and to understand the impact of 
promoting cultural production in the region, combined with 
understanding the responses of people to the Hallyu 
movement. This will be attempted at this proposed 
conference, which will gather together academics from across 
the GMSR to report on different aspects of Korean 
engagement in their own countries. Other academics will 
provide different approaches to understanding the impact of 
Korean engagement and how its different modes and 
developments interact.  

The International Workshop on Korean Trade and Investment 
in the Mekong Region, supported by the Academy of Korean 
Studies, has been successfully held at Shinawatra University 
on November 1st and 2nd. The session was opened by the 
Provost, Assistant Prof. Dr. Chanchai Bunchapattanasakda 
and then the three keynote speakers gave their presentations.  

The three keynote speakers explored the relationship between 
Korean and the Mekong Region from a number of different 
perspectives. The first was Group Captain Surapol 
Navamavadhana, who is an advisor to Thailand’s Minister of 
Information Communications and Technology (ICT). The 
Group Captain spoke about his experiences with helping to 
improve Thailand’s policies and processes concerning internet 
security. This is considered by some elements of the 
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government and the established to be an important issue in the 
Kingdom because of possible threats to public order and 
morals. The problem lies, for the ICT, in the lack of resources 
available and the complexity of the issues involved. Unable to 
create policies and processes to the extent required, therefore, 
the Thai government looks to its Korean counterpart to 
provide a model which can be adapted to local needs and to 
help bring about the necessary adaptation. 

The second keynote speaker was Mrs. Suwatana 
Kmolwatananisa, the Assistant Governor of the Industrial 
Estates Authority of Thailand (IEAT), which is the principal 
public sector agency charged with constructing and regulating 
industrial estates of different types in which domestic and 
international investors can place their factories and other 
facilities. Industrial estates play a leading role across the 
Mekong Region in attracting investment and, thereby, 
providing jobs and revenues from various sources. However, 
this is a competitive business and so the IEAT takes steps to 
ensure that estates in Thailand offer superior infrastructure 
and connectivity to those areas available in competitor 
countries. The IEAT is also taking a lead in promoting green 
or eco-friendly estates which can help investors take steps 
towards a zero carbon footprint. 

The third keynote speaker was Mr. Thanaphon 
Charawanitwong, the Plan and Policy Analyst for the 
Department of Traffic at the Ministry of Transport. His topic 
was the role of transportation infrastructure development in 
Thailand, how it will link with the Asian Highway Network 
being coordinated by the Asian Development Bank and some 
of the likely implications resulting from this for Thailand’s 
future economic development. The construction of roads and 
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railways across the Mekong Region now enables goods to 
move from Singapore in the south to Kunming and Shanghai 
and beyond in the north. This form of connectivity makes 
possible a wide range of profitable new activities for 
producers that can make use of the network. Some of the 
papers in the academic section subsequently explored some of 
the issues related to the creative destruction unleashed by 
capitalism as a result of these changes. 

The academic papers session was introduced by the editor and 
workshop organizer, who provided an overview of Korean 
economic development and its impact on the Mekong Region. 
Reference was made to the progress of Korean companies and 
organizations described elsewhere with a view to exploring 
what kind of an example Korean development might represent 
for those who might wish to follow it. 

The next paper was given by Associate Professor Dr. 
Suravuth Pratisththananda, who is a leading water engineer 
and consultant of longstanding. Water management has 
become a particularly important element in Thailand’s 
economic development as a result of the Great Floods of 
2011, which caused the loss of more than 800 lives and was 
considered to be the third worst economic disaster of the year. 
Flooding has been a perennial problem in Thailand but is 
brought into sharper focus by deforestation and climate 
change and, from the economic perspective, because of the 
flooding and closure of many of the industrial estates to the 
north of Bangkok. To prevent any further loss of confidence, 
among investors as well as citizens, the government has 
created and introduced an extensive set of water management 
projects including floodways, dam construction and real-time 
condition monitoring and the contracts for those modules 
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were opened for bidding by the private sector. As a result of 
this, the Korean consortium K Water has become a leading 
player in the bidding process and was awarded a number of 
contracts. This has raised the question of how important 
infrastructure projects of this sort might be in joining 
economies together and whether it would provide 
opportunities for other Korean companies to enter the markets 
concerned. 

The next paper was presented jointly by Phramaha Min 
Phutthithanasombat and Dr. Petcharat Lovichakorntikul. This 
paper examined the growth of Korean tourism in Siem Reap 
in Cambodia and, hence, the prospects of opening a Korean 
restaurant there. One of the principal problems involved in 
such a venture is in the differences in standards in local 
facilities (for example, quality control and sanitation) and 
those standards that might be expected by what is now a 
sophisticated and experienced set of international travelers. 

The next speaker was Ms. Nancy Huyen Nguyen, who is a 
researcher into Southeast Asian-Latin American links at the 
University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce. She spoke of 
the two decades of Korean trade and investment in Vietnam 
and the prospects for the future. Korean-Vietnamese links 
have been problematic as a result of the behaviour of some 
Korean troops in Vietnam during the Second Indochinese War 
and the fact that Korean corporations had benefited from 
contracts awarded during that conflict in the same way that 
Japanese corporations had benefited from the Korean Civil 
War. Subsequently, Korean companies which opened in 
Vietnam were subject to some criticism as a result of the 
treatment of the workers in those factories. Ms. Nguyen 
explained how these problems have, at least to some extent, 
been overcome. 
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Associate Professor Dr. Teresita Del Cruz-Rosario, formerly 
of the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, National 
University of Singapore, who spoke next, presented a paper 
on her research into land grabs in the Mekong Region. One of 
the most notable phenomena in the region in recent years has 
been the way in which foreign capital has been used to buy 
land and concessions for personal use and, in some cases, to 
convert those areas into what have been described as ‘para-
statal areas’ which are effectively beyond the reach of the 
state. In these areas, it has become common for a form of 
cowboy or wild west capitalism to be unleashed which is red 
in tooth and claw. Although Korean interests have not always 
been in the forefront of these activities, there certainly has 
been a presence and Dr. Del Cruz-Rosario helped to outline 
some of the contours of the developments that have taken 
place. 

The last speaker of the first day of the workshop was 
Assistant Professor Dr. Lavanchawee Sujarittanonta, from I-
Shou University in Kaohsiung, Taiwan. She took as her topic 
he impact of the Korean Hallyu on young people in societies 
across the Greater Mekong Sub-Region. Adopting a broad 
definition of the Hallyu that included popular music, 
television, film, dance and other forms of cultural production, 
Dr. Lavanchawee described the differential impacts of the 
phenomenon across the different societies and how this 
reflected differences in connectivity and infrastructure, as well 
as cultural and location-specific factors. 

The second day began with a paper from Dr. Nittana 
Southiseng, who is an SME Development Specialist at the 
Mekong Institute in Khon Kaen. Her paper concerned the 
reality and prospects for Korean trade and investment in her 
home country of Laos, which she defined as the Land of 
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Ample OpportunitieS. The Lao government has walked a 
difficult path in recent years and tried to navigate between 
encouraging external investment to boost the economy with 
the need to maintain social and political control Nevertheless, 
there are many reasons why investors would be interested in 
establishing facilities in the country. 

The next speaker was Mr. Ye Tun Min, who is a doctoral 
candidate at the Mandalay campus of Shinawatra University. 
He spoke about the efforts of some Korean organizations to 
improve the quality and consistency of companies in 
Myanmar to grow, harvest and distribute high quality 
products in the health food categories so that they can be 
marketed in Korea and, indeed, around the world. It is 
possible, as some observers suggested, that this can – at this 
stage of development of the Myanmar economy – only be 
effected through a form of vertical integration. 

The workshop’s final speaker was Dr. Sittichai Anantarangsi, 
who presented a paper on his research into employees of 
Korean companies in Thailand. Drawing from a diverse set of 
qualitative interviewing transcripts, Dr. Sittichai commented 
on the distinctions between Korean people working for 
Korean companies and overseas employees. In general, even 
though many if not all Korean companies have embraced 
more modern management styles, the benefits of that 
modernity do not always apply to the employees considered in 
this study. 

There was a good turnout for the opening session, with more 
than 50 guests and as many as 20 attendants for the second 
day as well. We are planning a second event on these lines 
and hope to use the model for workshops and conferences on 
other themes – the combination of a focused theme and giving 
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extended time to speakers (45 minutes each) was I think 
successful in promoting interest and discussion.  
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Abstracts 

Overview of Korean Trade and Investment in 
the Mekong Region 

The Republic of Korea offers an example of a country that, 
largely through its own efforts, rose from being one of the 
world’s poorest to being a member of the OECD and a leader 
among Asian nations. Not only does the means by which it 
used to reach middle income status through rapid economic 
development and industrialization bear examination but, 
perhaps even more important, is the means by which it has 
broken through the Middle Income Trap to reach high income 
status. Korea has now become well-known not just for its 
exports of goods but also because of its services – particularly 
the cultural productions of the Hallyu or Korean wave of 
cinema, television, music and fashion. This new phase of 
development owes as much to the guiding hand of the 
government as did earlier phases, although the relationships 
between the public and private sectors and the population as a 
whole have significantly changed. The role of Korean trade 
and investment in the Mekong Region (i.e. Cambodia, Laos, 
Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam and Yunnan province of China) 
is, therefore, important not just as a phenomenon in its own 
right but as a means of trying to understand how the trajectory 
of future development of regional economies might take 
place. This paper examines the progress of Korean trade and 
investment across the Mekong region in the past and the 
present and also considers what future changes might take 
place. The purpose of the paper is to provide a baseline of 
data and knowledge about the Korean model so that 
subsequent presentations can penetrate more deeply into the 
important issues considered. 
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Keywords: Hallyu, Korea, Mekong Region, Trade and 
Investment 

Korean Engagement in Water Resources 
Infrastructure Development 

John Walsh 

Abstract 

The Korean connection started with MOU between (Korea 
Water Resources Co. Ltd. (K-Water) and Metropolitan 
Waterworks Authority (MWA) in 1985 on exchange of 
personal and knowledge in water supply system operation and 
maintenance; followed by similar MOU between K-Water and 
Provincial Waterworks Authority (PWA) in 2009.  Yannawa 
Wastewater Treatment System, later rename to Chong 
Nonsee, was designed and constructed by Samsung-Lotte and 
CEC jointed venture (Samsung Engineering & Construction 
Co Ltd (Korea), Lotte Engineering & Machinery MFG Co Ltd 
(Korea), and the Civil Engineering Co. Ltd (Thailand)) with 
budget of 4,552 million baht. The project commenced on July 
1995 and completed on December 1999. Being the first of its 
kind there were number of legal entanglements in the process. 
After megaflood in Greater Chao Praya Riverbasin in 2011, 
where losses estimated at 1.4 million million baths, the 
government proposed a 350,000 million baths water resources 
management megaproject in which Korean engagement 
became talk of the town. K-Water is the only company with 
no Thai or other counterparts. K-Water was the only company 
that was qualified for all modules. However K-Water was 
awarded 2 modules worth approximately 163,000 million 
baths. All projects are under public participation process.         
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Keywords: floods, K Water, Thailand, water management 

A Case Study of a Korean Restaurant in 
Cambodia 

Suravuth Pratishthananda 

In 2012, economic growth in Cambodia increased to 7.3%, 
which was the second rank in Asia behind only Laos. Low 
labour costs were combined with increases in inward 
investment, trade and the industrial production base for 
promoting further exports. Last year, Korean investment in 
Cambodia was the highest of any country. A total of US$287 
million was invested by Korean companies, mostly in the 
textile and tourism industries. There were also several joint 
ventures between the Cambodian government and Korean 
companies, Lees A&A and Cmko Airport, to build a new 
international airport in Siem Reap, as part of a development 
that will cost more than US$30 billion. To promote further 
Korean investment, the Cambodian government has issued a 
Memorandum of Understanding to provide privileged rights 
to Korean investors. More than 3.6 million visitors came to 
Cambodia in 2012, which represents an increase of 24.4% 
from 2011. Although the highest cohort of visitors came from 
Vietnam, Korea was second with some 400,000 tourists 
travelling from there. The tourism business is, therefore, 
booming, in terms of accommodation (hotels, guest houses 
and homestays), travel (rented buses, cars and boats), food 
and beverages and other service sector operations (restaurants, 
coffee shop, spa and massage) and other businesses (tourism 
and tourist guide training schools). There are, therefore, good 
opportunities for Korean investors to expand their business in 
Cambodia in these areas. Investment in the tourism sector will 
appeal not just to other Koreans but international visitors from 
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around the world, as well as the emerging Cambodian middle 
class. In this paper, the prospects for opening Korean 
restaurants in Cambodia will be explored and assessment 
made of the opportunities and threats of doing business there. 
There are some hidden costs, problems with the largely 
unskilled labour force, complicated operational processes 
involved in dealing with government bureau and support 
services. 

Keywords: Cambodia, Korean restaurant, investment 

Korean Firms in Vietnam: Two Decades of 
South Korea-Vietnam Bilateral Cooperation 

Pramaha   Min   Putthithanasombat   and   Petcharat 
Lovichakorntikul 

It has been two decades (1992-2012) since South Korea 
nomalised diplomatic relations with Vietnam, thus paving the 
way for Korean chaebol rapidly extending their production 
bases in this emerging economy. Chaebol have been investing 
intensively across Vietnam, both extending their investments 
in various fields and increasing capital value. South Korea 
always ranks among the top five largest countries investing 
directly in Vietnam. This research paper sets out to examine 
how Korean chaebol have been performing in Vietnam over 
the last twenty years. Primarily using secondary data from 
online databases, the research has shown that Korean chaebol 
in Vietnam have not changed much in their investment modes 
over the past two decades. They still pursue mixed courses, 
with firms involved in a range of high and low commitment 
activities. They mostly focus on light industry and limit their 
investment in R&D and technology transfer. The paper then 
moves to discuss what chaebol need to do to effectively 
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operate in Vietnam. The paper also discusses how Vietnam 
can encourage deeper commitments from Korean chaebol for 
the sake of national economic development. 

Key words: Korean chaebol, foreign investment 

The Influence of the Korean Hallyu on the 
Young People of the Mekong Region 

Nancy Huyen Nguyen 

The Korean Hallyu is a government-inspired campaign of 
media production aimed both at promoting exports levels but 
also at repositioning the country as being at the centre of 
Asian cultural production. This enhances its soft power. As 
part of the movement of the country into high income status at 
a rapid pace, the government has recognized the need to 
highlight intellectual property creation and advanced services 
as a means of moving society and economy forward. This has 
resulted in the wave (Hallyu) of television drama, film, pop 
music, dance, style and fashion, cosmetics and food which has 
become so popular in East Asia and further afield. The Hallyu 
has become particularly prominent in parts of the Mekong 
region, where it has helped recreate the perception of Korea 
inspired by its historical role in the Second Indochinese War 
and as a purveyor of Fordist factory labour with a reputation 
for strict management. This paper explores the perceptions of 
the Hallyu among the young people of the region through 
content analysis of popular media and online sites. The 
variations in preferences and modes of consumption are 
explored and related to deeper social and cultural traits in the 
places investigated. The progress of the Hallyu is also 
analysed, since there is an inevitable ephemerality in the 
popular media being used and a need, therefore, constantly to 
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recreate the offerings made and the range of sectors within 
popular culture being used. This helps shape concluding 
predictions for the future of the phenomenon. 

Keywords: Hallyu, Korea, Mekong Region, Young People  

Lavanchawee Sujarittanonta 

Land Grabs in the Mekong Region 

In the Greater Mekong Subregion, land grabs form part of a 
comprehensive agro-food-feed-fuel complex, one which 
underlies much of the relationships today between states, 
corporations, and communities.  At the apex of this 
relationship are states and corporations who, in alliance with 
local capital and local political agents, promote global 
strategies to address food and energy insecurities through 
large-scale land acquisition.  These land deals are mostly 
happening in Southeast Asia, with Cambodia, Laos and 
Myanmar as favored sites by transnational capital to secure 
land rights.  The “usual suspects” in this global “race for 
arable lands” (Olivier de Schutter) are countries with rapid 
economic growth faced with increasing shortages of food for 
their expanding populations and shrinking land acreage for 
agriculture production.  Most notable are China, Korea, 
Vietnam, and the Gulf countries (especially Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, Dubai, Kuwait, and the UAE ). A second feature 
about land grabs is the speed and scale with which this 
phenomenon is happening.  According to the Netherlands-
based Transnational Institute, land deals have risen from 20 
million hectares to about 227 million hectares during the 
period 2005-2009 ---- a 100 percent increase in land 
acquisition over a short period of 4 years.  Third, the TNI 
study argued that investments in land have replaced the flow 
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of international capital in the aftermath of the collapse of 
housing markets in the West.   A phenomenon of “land-capital 
switching” is occurring at a rapid pace in Southeast Asia, with 
land substituting for capital resources with which to further 
business development in developing countries.  Wittingly or 
unwittingly, a fourth pillar in the land grab triangle is the 
multilateral institutions (World Bank, Asian Development 
Bank, etc.) whose preference for large-scale infrastructure 
projects in these countries promote land acquisition under 
private-public partnership (PPP) schemes. This presentation 
seeks to further investigate this phenomenon in the GMS 
specifically the role of Korean investments in the agricultural 
sector as part of a broader strategy to address food insecurity 
issues in Korea.  

Key  Words:  Agro - Food  - Feed - Fuel  Complex, Land 
Acquisition,  Multilateral  Institutions, Public - Private 
Partnerships, Southeast Asia, State-Transnational Capital-
Local Capital Alliance 

Teresita Cruz-del Rosario 

Korean Wave in Laos: Trade and Investment 

LAOS, the Land of Ample Opportunities and Success, is 
abundant in natural resources, including coal, hardwood 
timber, hydropower, gypsum, tin, gold and gemstones. It is 
the fifth lowest labour cost country in Asia with a daily 
minimum wage of 3USD$. These all play significant roles in 
inducing foreign investment into the country. This study uses 
information drawn from secondary sources aiming to review 
the situation and prospects for Korean trade and investment in 
Laos, and cooperation areas for trade and investment 
promotion between the two countries. Korea ranked fourth 
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most important investment partner for Laos in 2010 after 
Thailand, Vietnam and China (The Ministry of Planning and 
Investment of Laos, 2010). From 1989-2012, Korea’s FDI 
inflow to Laos included 287 projects with a value of US$748 
million. The Government of Laos (GoL) sees that the 
prosperity and welfare of Lao people can be enhanced through 
prosper trade facilitation and promotion policies to attract 
foreign businesses to boost the domestic market and increase 
exports. Korea has been targeted as a source of investments in 
Laos. The GoL has made efforts to enhance bilateral 
economic ties with Korea and extend larger cooperation with 
Korean institutions to increase Korean investment in the 
country. By July 2012, more than 18 Korean firms have 
opened in the capital Vientiane capital to seek business 
opportunities and expand their business operations. The 
Korean automobile industry is one of the success stories and it 
has 37% of the market share in Laos. Laos seeks the support 
of advanced technology and wishes to learn more the 
experience of Korea’s development to maximize an 
exploitation of resources and jointly conduct various trade 
promotion activities and industrial cooperation projects for 
sustainable economic growth.  

Keywords: Investment, Korea, Laos, Trade 

Nittana Southiseng 

Potential Korean Investment in Myanmar’s 
Health Food Market: Issues and Prospects 

Korea is the fourth largest investor in Myanmar and 
represents an important export market for gas, hydropower 
and tourism. As the Myanmar economy has been opened, 
large Korean companies such as POSCO and SK Group have 
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entered the market. There are now also efforts to encourage 
the production of healthy food products in Myanmar, 
including organic tea and coffee, with technical advice 
provided in the areas of packaging and distribution, R&D and 
purchasing trends in Korea. This paper explores the current 
nature of health food production in Myanmar with a view to 
examining what else needs to be achieved in order to prepare 
goods for entry into the Korean market successfully. Various 
expert interviews have been conducted and the information 
obtained has been integrated with that found in reputable 
secondary sources. The paper indicates that there are still 
significant gaps in quality to be bridged before Myanmar-
grown products can be fully incorporated into international 
supply and value chains. 

Keywords: Health Food, Korea, Myanmar, Packaging, R&D 

Ye Tun Min 

Bees and Butterflies: Thai Workers in 
Korean Companies in Thailand 

Korean management style had a reputation for being 
paternalistic, militaristic and even a little fierce. This 
management style was reported to have changed in line with 
the changing business environment and the different 
relationships between the public and private sectors in Korea. 
Yet when Korean firms come to Thailand, they appear to very 
focused on fostering efficient operations and ensuring a high 
level of profitability through dedication to work, refusal to 
tolerate lack of application and general attention to detail. 
This has resulted in some issues for Thai workers in those 
Korean companies who find that demands on their time and 
efforts are more than they may be comfortable with meeting. 
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A programme of qualitative research among Thai workers in 
Korean companies in Thailand indicates not only the high 
standards required but also the different cultural assumptions 
at play. To remedy the gap in expectations, it is possible that 
encouraging a corporate culture of organizational citizenship 
behaviour (OCB) would be helpful. In a workplace which 
lacks the ability of workers to organize for effective collective 
bargaining and representation, negotiating the conditions 
under which OCB can be implemented must be managed on 
an individual or small group level, which may appear to the 
workers to be another unilaterally imposed requirement that 
may be resented. These issues are discussed through 
exploration and analysis of the interviews conducted. 

Keywords: Korea, Labour Relations, Thailand, Workplace 
Conditions 

Sittichai Anantarangsi 
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Korean Engagement in Water 
Resources Infrastructure Development 

Suravuth Pratishthananda PhD 

Abstract 

The Korean connection started with MOU between (Korea 
Water Resources Co. Ltd. (K-Water) and Metropolitan 
Waterworks Authority (MWA) in 1985 on exchange of 
personal and knowledge in water supply system operation and 
maintenance; followed by similar MOU between K-Water and 
Provincial Waterworks Authority (PWA) in 2009.  Yannawa 
Wastewater Treatment System, later rename to Chong 
Nonsee, was designed and constructed by Samsung-Lotte and 
CEC jointed venture (Samsung Engineering & Construction 
Co Ltd (Korea), Lotte Engineering & Machinery MFG Co Ltd 
(Korea), and the Civil Engineering Co. Ltd (Thailand)) with 
budget of 4,552 million baht. The project commenced on July 
1995 and completed on December 1999. Being the first of its 
kind there were number of legal entanglements in the process. 
After megaflood in Greater Chao Praya Riverbasin in 2011, 
where losses estimated at 1.4 million million baths, the 
government proposed a 350,000 million baths water resources 
management megaproject in which Korean engagement 
became talk of the town. K-Water is the only company with 
no Thai or other counterparts. K-Water was the only company 
that was qualified for all modules. However K-Water was 
awarded 2 modules worth approximately 163,000 million 
baths. All projects are under public participation process. 

Keywords: floods, K Water, water management 
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1. Introduction 

There are two main water resources related problems exist 
since dawn of civilisation, namely, flood and drought. Various 
infrastructures were implanted to alleviate and combat the 
problems. Dams, barrages, levees, floodwalls, drainage 
systems were used to alleviate flood. With available water 
resources, water is allocated to various mankind activities, 
namely, municipality, agriculture, industry, environmental 
and recreation. Water required for hydroelectricity and inland 
transportation with appropriate management could be non-
consumptive. To satisfy these requirements, various 
infrastructures needed for example, water supply systems to 
serve municipality and industry requirements, irrigation 
distribution system to assist farming activities, storage and 
control structures to properly distribute water to their 
allocated volume and flow. Under flood environment excess 
water needed to be in appropriate storages, be in designed 
reservoirs, detention basins to minimize damages. When 
encounter drought condition water needed to be allocated to 
various users to maximize water utilities worth.  

To alleviate environmental degradation from excess 
discharged water, for example, return flow from irrigation, 
municipal and industrial wastewater, certain volume water 
required for dilution, even though there may be wastewater 
treatment system. In addition, certain volume of water 
required to control salt water intrusion. 

2. Water Resources Infrastructures 

It is quite obvious that most of water resources infrastructures 
are public utilities where investment is likely to be public 
investment with limited public-private investment 
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opportunities in term of concession for example water supply 
system. However these water resources infrastructures 
implementation required extensive feasibility studies included 
public participation in EIA (Environmental Impacts 
Assessment) or EIA and HIA (Health Impacts Assessment) 
(EHIA). However if the project impact regional wise, a 
strategic environmental impact assessment (SEIA) is required 
prior to EIHA study. Therefore consultants need to have 
experience not only in typical feasibility study, where 
contents are mainly technical, but also in socioeconomics, 
politics, and local legal framework.    

3. The Korea Connection 

MOU between K-Water and MWA is probably the first 
venture to show Korean expertise in Water Resources 
Infrastructures. Unfortunately MWA offers no concession and 
much under French influence so the next connection is MOU 
with PWA where limited and complicated concessions are 
available. However, so far apart from technical and personal 
exchange no concrete development occurred. 

Samsung-Lotte-CEC jointed venture successes in bidding the 
design and built the Yanawa Treatment System project 
showed strength (and weakness) of Korean expertise in 
construction. The system comprised of wastewater collection 
system and treatment plant with budget of 4,552 million baht. 
The project commenced on July 1995 and completed on 
December 1999. During construction there were number of 
failures leading to number of legal actions. Therefore the 
project was completed acidly with number legal 
entanglements afterward. 
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Along arrive a megaflood in Greater Chow Praya Riverbasin 
in 2011 where damages were valued around 1.4 million 
million baths. Then a water resources management 
megaproject was proposed to combat flood and drought 
problems of the country. The country 25 rivers basins were 
separated into 2 groups. The first group called The Greater 
Chow Praya Riverbasin comprised of 8 riverbasins, namely, 
Ping, Wong, Yom, Nan, Sakae Krung, Pasak, Tha Chin and 
Chow Praya. The second group called the Rest comprised the 
other 17 riverbasins. The megaproject comprised of 10 
modules, 6 for the Greater Chow Praya Riverbasin and 4 for 
the Rest with estimated 350,000 million baths budget. The 
tender called for 2 stages bidding, namely, the conceptual 
proposal and detail proposal. A large number of conceptual 
proposals were submitted by various consortiums mainly 
jointed venture between Thai consultants and foreign 
consultants with the exception of K-Water. Result of first 
stage screening K-Water was the only one that proposals were 
appeared in all 10 modules. However on second stage where 
detail and budget required for each modules needed to be 
submitted. K-Water won 2 modules namely module A3 and 
A5 worth 163,000 million baths, almost half of the budget. 

Module A3 activities included renovation and rehabilitation of 
irrigation areas above Nakon Sawan and Ayutthaya for 
detention purpose. Module 5 activities included design and 
construction of floodway to divert flood water.   

Interestingly, prior to bidding of the water resources 
management megaproject, the former prime minister Taksin 
Shinawatra visit K-Water headquarter to observe the 
operation of K-Water Command Center. Then the concept of 
a single command center for country water resources 
management was floating around. After bidding was finalized, 
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the current prime minister Yingluk Shinawatra also visit K-
Water headquarter to observed the operation of the same K-
Water Command Center. Even though the command center 2 
modules were awarded to Loxley jointed venture. 

4. The Future  

If the past points to the future, the Korean engagement may 
not be that happy ending. K-Water, with no prior water 
resources infrastructures experience in Thailand, success 
could be limited. It could be fortunate if no serious legal 
matters would occur. 
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A  Case  Study  of  a  Korean 
Restaurant  in  Cambodia. 

Phramaha  Min  Putthithanasombat  and  Petcharat 
Lovichakorntikul 

Abstract 

In 2012, economic growth in Cambodia increased to 7.3%, 
which was the second rank in Asia behind only Laos. Low 
labour costs were combined with increases in inward 
investment, trade and the industrial production base for 
promoting further exports. Last year, Korean investment in 
Cambodia was the highest of any country. A total of US$287 
million was invested by Korean companies, mostly in the 
textile and tourism industries. There were also several joint 
ventures between the Cambodian government and Korean 
companies, Lees A&A and Cmko Airport, to build a new 
international airport in Siem Reap, as part of a development 
that will cost more than US$30 billion. To promote further 
Korean investment, the Cambodian government has issued a 
Memorandum of Understanding to provide privileged rights 
to Korean investors. More than 3.6 million visitors came to 
Cambodia in 2012, which represents an increase of 24.4% 
from 2011. Although the highest cohort of visitors came from 
Vietnam, Korea was second with some 400,000 tourists 
travelling from there. The tourism business is, therefore, 
booming, in terms of accommodation (hotels, guest houses 
and homestays), travel (rented buses, cars and boats), food 
and beverages and other service sector operations (restaurants, 
coffee shop, spa and massage) and other businesses (tourism 
and tourist guide training schools). There are, therefore, good 
opportunities for Korean investors to expand their business in 
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Cambodia in these areas. Investment in the tourism sector will 
appeal not just to other Koreans but international visitors from 
around the world, as well as the emerging Cambodian middle 
class. In this paper, the prospects for opening Korean 
restaurants in Cambodia will be explored and assessment 
made of the opportunities and threats of doing business there. 
There are some hidden costs, problems with the largely 
unskilled labour force, complicated operational processes 
involved in dealing with government bureau and support 
services. 

Keywords: Cambodia, investment, Korean restaurant 

1. Introduction 

Cambodia is one of the countries in Southeast Asia which is 
connected to Thailand on the southeast direction. Also some 
Thai words were derived from Cambodian language 
especially in the high class society of royal family members. 
In other words, most Cambodian can speak and understand 
Thai language because of the Thai Television broadcasting to 
the border area. These two countries conduct their businesses, 
particularly consumer products, across the boundary for a 
long time. However, in 2012, Korean business was the highest 
investment company in Cambodia. In addition, Cambodia and 
Korea have a good relationship in terms of … according to the 
most attractive of the seven world wonders, Angkor Wat and 
Angkor Thom are located in Cambodia which bring hundreds 
of thousands tourists to visit yearly and Korean tourists was 
the second rank behind only Vietnamese tourists in 2012. 
Subsequently, the economic growth in Cambodia also 
increased to 7.3% which was, again, the second rank in Asia 
behind only Laos. 
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Nowadays the rapid interchange of views, products, ideas and 
cultures has been all over the world according to 
globalization. Consuming another cultures and information 
becomes a common practice as information technology is a 
mean of delivering and conservative is not a mindset for this 
generation anymore. Cambodia, a new rising star from 
Southeast Asia, had reopened the country in October 1991 
after signing the Paris Peace agreement. After two decades of 
conflict and civil war, the agreement had led Cambodia in a 
process of reconstruction. The process of reconstruction leads 
to an involvement of many foreign countries, which bring 
advanced technology and knowledge to develop the country. 
Opening country leads to an induction of cultural, knowledge 
and capital interchange with foreign nations. As a result of 
globalization, this could be an advantage to newly opening 
country in enjoying new innovation, technology and cultures. 
In 1997, Cambodia had made one of the most significant 
diplomatic agreements with South Korea, which cause a great 
impact to its culture, lifestyle and economy.  

Korean Wave, a new term of culture spreading all over the 
world, is a significant increase in the popularity of Korean 
culture; Korean music, Korean series (soap opera), foods and 
etc. Korean Wave, in fact, has existed in East Asian countries 
since the mid-1990s. In Northeast Asia, the Korean 
contemporary cultural products gained popularity in China 
and Taiwan in the late 1990s and then in Japan in the early 
2000. In Southeast Asia, trend started in Vietnam in the late 
1990s and spread to other countries such as Thailand, 
Malaysia and Indonesia (Chung-SokSuh, Young-Dal Cho and 
Seung-Ho Kwon, 2012). And lately it has penetrated to the 
rest of the world. Among these, Southeast Asia undoubtedly 
has a great impact from this wave.  
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Korea has an influence on South East Asian countries not only 
on culture but also economic. According to statistical data 
from Royal Thai embassy in Seoul, it shows the amount of 
investment from Korean on Southeast Asian countries that is 
up to USD 4,454 million in 2012, ranked the third of its 
foreign investment. There might be some disadvantages of 
non-limiting flowing of foreign investment and culture; some 
might not be able to adjust with newly adopted culture well so 
that it will ruin the root understanding of the old one or 
foreign investment might create some negative impact to the 
society as they may only think about their own benefit 
without concerning about a burden from investment. These 
leave the Cambodia government a turmoil if there is no 
regulations implemented beforehand. 

2. Overview and Background 

2.1. Background 

Cambodia locates in the southern portion of the Indochinese 
Peninsula in Southeast Asia. Total population of Cambodia is 
approximately 14 million. Its GDP per capita at PPP is USD 
2,216 (OECD Development Centre, 2013), a significant 
increase of over 40% from 2005 but still lower than average 
GDP per capita at PPP of ASEAN which is approximately 
USD 15,000 (ACIF, 2011). Cambodia’s economy depends on 
agriculture as a primary sector, which occupies 32% of total 
economy. Major agriculture products are rice, rubber, maize, 
cassava.  Secondary and tertiary sector which is industrial and 
service sector account for 22% and 38% of the total economy 
respectively (Ministry of Economic and Finance, Cambodia). 
Based on 1998 census, there was 4,909,100 active labour 
force. Approximately 76.8 percent of labour force was in 
agriculture sector, only 3.4 percent in industrial sector and 
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19.8 percent in service sector. Although most Cambodian and 
the portion of Cambodia economy are still involved in 
agriculture sector, the direction of Cambodia economy has 
moved towards industrial and service sector already. The 
growth rate of agricultural, industrial and service sectors, 
which were 3.6%, 8.5% and 6.3% respectively in 2011, has 
indeed warranted the fact of this transition (Ministry of 
Economic and Finance, Cambodia). 

Among industries in industrial sector, “Textile, Apparel & 
Footwear” and “Construction”, which occupied 76% share in 
2007, have been the driven engine for fast growth of the 
sector. On the other hand, services sector, which shared 38% 
of GDP in 2011, depended substantially on “Trade” and 
“Transport & Communication”. “Hotel & Restaurant”, which 
have been benefited from tourism and infrastructure 
development, remained high growth ratio constantly until 
2011, except for 2009 (Council of the Development of 
Cambodia). 

2.2. Relationship between Cambodia and Korea 

The bilateral agreement between Cambodia and Korea was 
established for the first time in 1970, however, it went down 
afterward because of some political and security reasons. 
Nevertheless, the bilateral diplomatic relation has been 
reestablished in 1997. 

These two countries’ relationship rapidly develops from time 
to time until Korean has become one of the top three 
developing partners with Cambodia.  
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  2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011e 

Agriculture, 
Fisheries & Forestry 

15.7 5.5 5 5.7 5.4 4 3.6 

Crops 27.6 5.3 8.2 6.6 5.8 5.7 3.7 

Livestock & 
Poultry 

5.6 8.2 3.7 3.8 5 5.6 3.9 

Fisheries 5.6 3.8 0.8 6.5 6 0.4 3.8 

Forestry & 
Logging 

5.1 7 1.1 0.9 1.1 0.2 1.1 

Industry 12.7 18.3 8.4 4 -9.5 13.6 8.5 

Manufacturing 9.7 17.4 8.9 3.1 -15.5 29.6 9 

Textiles, Apparel 
& Footwear 

9.2 20.4 10 2.2 -9 18.5 10.4 

Construction 22.1 20 6.7 5.8 5 -25.5 6.4 

Services 13.1 10.1 10.1 9 2.3 3.3 6.3 

Trade 8.5 7.1 9.5 9.4 4.2 7.5 6 

Hotel & 
Restaurant 

22.3 13.7 10.2 9.8 1.8 11.2 10.7 

Transport & 
Communication 

14.5 2.1 7.2 7.1 3.9 8 6.8 

Real Estate & 
Business 

  7.8 10.9 10.7 5 -2.5 -15.8 5.1 

Other Services 18.3 17.2 12.1 12 2.9 4.2 4.6 

Taxes on Products   6.1 7.6 45.7 9.1 6.1 0.1 4.1 

GDP 13.3 10.8 10.2 6.7 0.1 6 6 

Table 1: GDP Growth in Cambodia; Source: Ministry of Economics 
and Finance, Cambodia 

Note: Figures of 2011 are the estimated value.  

In terms of economics relation, Korea has been enhancing 
economic environment through providing job opportunities. 
They consistently increase their investment in Cambodia from 
time to time. From 1996 to 2007, the amount of investment 
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from Korea to Cambodia reached USD 1,508 million. In case 
of trade relation, volume of trade between Cambodia and 
Korea remarkably rose from only USD 77 million in 2000 to 
USD 236 million in 2008 due to stronger bilateral 
relationship.  However, trade balance of Cambodia to South 
Korea always remains in red from 2000 to 2008 as shown in 
table below.  

Unit: USD000 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 

Exports 777.5 1,449.3 25,048.3 3,195.2 7,397.9 

Imports 76,255.4 94,743.5 99,427.3 146,087.8 229,234.8 

Balance -75,477.9 -93,294.2 -74,379.1 -142,892.6 -221,836.9 

Total Trade 77,032.9 96,192.8 124,475.6 149,282.9 236,632.7 

Table 2: Cambodian-Korean Trade; Source: Chap Sotharith, 2010. 
“Trade, FDI, and ODA between Cambodia and China/Japan/Korea.” 
 

In addition, Korea has also agreed to provide official 
development assistance (ODA) to Cambodia. From 2001 to 
2009, Korea has provided USD 39.5 million of grants, and a 
loan of USD 220 million. Projects of ODA are for 
Cambodia’s road rehabilitation, water resource development, 
Siem Reap River development and cooperation in the field of 
construction, health care and information system. 

Cambodia and Korea cooperation concentrates on 8 areas, 
which are FDI, information communication technology (ICT), 
tourism, cultural exchange, financial service, air service and 
vocational training (Chap Sotharith, 2010).   
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2.3. Tourism 

Tourism is a key industry for development of Cambodia as it 
continues growing and booming as international destination 
for travelers. Cambodia becomes one of the most attractive 
countries in Southeast Asia for nature and culture-oriented 
tourism. Tourists from all over the world once come to 
Southeast Asia, have to visit the 7th wonder of the world, 
Angkor Wat, located in Siem Reap province northwestern city 
of Cambodia. Every year, from November to April, number of 
visitors increases, as a result, a rapid growth in many 
industries such as hotel, restaurant, casino, tourist agency and 
business in general. 

 

Figure 1: Tourist Arrivals; Source: Ministry of Tourism, Annual 
Report 2012 

According to chart above, from year 2000 there were 466,365 
visitors from around the world travelling to Cambodia, on the 
other hand, there were 2,508,289 visitors travelling to 
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Cambodia in 2010. A number of visitors have jumped up 
more than 400% in a decade. Moreover, the trend of number 
of tourist arrival in the past three years is shown as an 
increasing in increasing rate. This can confirm the fact that 
tourism has become one of the leading industries of Cambodia 
economy. In the case of Korean to Cambodia tourism 
industry, Korean tourists play an important role to Cambodia 
tourism. In 2006 and 2007, number of Korean visiting 
Cambodia is ranked as the highest from all over the world and 
ranked as the second highest from 2008 to 2012 behind only 
Vietnamese. 

Year 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Tourist N/A 315,721 249,845 183,491 273,817 327,294 392,373 

Business N/A   12,173   15,069   12,260   13,052   13,608   15,938 

Others N/A     2,015     1,611    1,974     1,833     1,908     3,180 

Total 285,353 329,909 266,525 197,725 289,702 342,810 411,491 
Table 3: Statistical Data of Korean Visitors from 2006-2012.  

According to statistical data of Korean visitors table above, 
number of Korean visitors slightly increase from 2006 to 
2012. Even though there was a sharp drop in 2008 and 2009 
according to global crisis, the increasing trend has rebounded 
after the recovery. In addition, chart beside shows the 
proportion of travelling purpose of Korean visitors. It is 
obvious that main purpose of visiting Cambodia for Korean is 
for sightseeing or holiday. From the chart, purpose of 
travelling as a tourist line runs parallel with the total number 
of Korean visitors line. In brief, it implies that Korean tourist 
is the main factor that indicates the overall number of Korean 
visitors to Cambodia. 



45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Korean Visitors to Cambodia 

Nevertheless, not only Cambodia is a favourite place for 
Korean to visit but Korea is also a destination that Cambodian 
wishes to go. According to the fact that Korean culture is 
flowing to Cambodian very quickly especially among the new 
generation, many young people start to follow whatever is 
Korean. What it means is Korean wave has been drastically 
blended into Cambodian lifestyle. Many Cambodian are really 
into Korean culture such as Korean fashion, food, music and 
drama (series) so much that they set Korea as their higher 
education and career destination. Furthermore, some 
universities, such as Royal University of Phnom Penh and 
Shihanoukville College, have founded Korean department in 
response to current Korean trend, which supports career 
opportunities for new generation of Cambodian.  

In brief, the development of both countries’ relationship has 
induced to a cultural interchange, creating more investment 
opportunities, as well as, expanding employment, hence, this 
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leads to a further increase in economic growth of both 
Cambodia and Korea.  

3. Literature Review 

This research analyzed the economy and market of Cambodia 
for South Korean investors by SWOT analysis, analysing 
information on the macro level (macro economy), of the 
international market for trade and investment in Cambodia.  
Corporate Social Responsibility - CSR and development 
environment and community get ready for investment. 
Including how to use the principle of the good as well as 
universal to improve the quality of the people. 

3.1 The Policy of the Cambodian Government on 
Trade and Investment 

At present, the Cambodian government action follow National 
Strategic Development Plan Update 2009 - 2013 : NSDP 
outlines the actions, programs and projects that  Ministries 
and Agencies will carry out during the Fourth Legislature 
(2008-2013) of the National assembly to implement the key 
policy priorities of the Royal Government that are laid out in 
Rectangular Strategy Phase II. The actions, programs and 
projects that concerned Ministries and/or Agencies will carry 
out to implement these policies. The  Important policy 
consists of : 

1. Good Governance: The Core of the Rectangular Strategy 
Good Governance. 
2. Overarching Environment for the Implementation of the 
Rectangular Strategy. 
3.  Enhancement of the Agriculture Sector. 
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4. Further  Rehabilitation  and  construction  of  Physical 
Infrastructure  Private  Sector. 
5. Private Sector Development and Employment. 
6. Capacity  Building  and  Human  Resource  Development. 
 
During this period, Cambodia was one of the countries that 
can attract foreign investors to invest in many huge industries, 
with an investment of a large amount of money.  However, 
the problem of corruption in many sectors are issues for 
foreign investors in many countries to fully invest in 
Cambodia. Including system in official correspondence in 
each unit is also not the same standard. This causes the lag 
problem and confusing in coordination. 

Although the past, National Strategic Development Plan were 
clearly. As the country was ranked on the corruption reduced 
from the original number 164 in 2011 was ranked 157 in 2012 
(Transparency International) but in practice to achieve the 
objective of this strategy is also the main problem which 
Cambodian government also featured continuously. 

From the policy of investment of the Cambodian government. 
Amount of investment in the country increased rapidly. The 
government is promoting the stability of politics, security 
policy using the principles of "Rule of Law", and economic 
development together with environmental care. In addition, 
the government also focus on labour standards and  
developing  environment in the farming industry and the 
quality of agricultural products export to world markets. 

The Cambodian government's main goal in agricultural 
production with a variety. And promote agriculture in various 
aspects, such as land, fishing industry, forestry rural 
infrastructure development and the modern agricultural 
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technology used for quality of manufacturing process. Also 
the government remains focused on infrastructure 
construction of physical sector. The whole system of water 
resources management, further rehabilitation and construction 
of transport infrastructure  including information and 
communication technology (ICT), which these joint projects 
between the Cambodian government and the private sector 
from abroad, which is still developing continuously. 

However, the Cambodian government continues to promote 
private investment continuously by providing the right 
services, free tax for trading, and sign the agreement with 
abroad. The management skill development up to 
international standards which a promoting quality education 
and development  health service quality. 

3.2 The Potential of Siem Reap 

From the policy of the Cambodian government was resulted 
in the prosperity with many sectors. As well as the major 
attraction, Siem Reap town of Angkor Wat, which attract 
tourists to visit several million people per year. 

An overview of the market in Siem Reap, it has an 
outstanding tourism. The major destinations such as Angor 
Wat for attracting numbers of foreign tourists and the local 
people to accept cultural diversity, as well as international 
standards. The Cambodian government policy to support 
tourism in Siem Reap are resulting in a communication 
system is connected to international both land and air is 
convenient to travel. As well as shipping greatly. (Office of 
Small and Medium Enterprises Promotion (OSMEP)) 
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Because the Siem Reap, as a tourist town, it has a good 
infrastructure, such as the transportation, the whole of land, 
water and air, the Cambodian government began to use the 
open sky policy of free. (Open Sky Policy) allow foreign 
airlines fly direct to Siem Reap province. To promote the 
growth of business hotels, restaurants and services related to 
tourism. By Siem Reap-Angkor International. This airport is 
the 2nd International Airport of the country. It also has the 
electric high speed internet and 3 referral hospital of the 
province, and more than 50 health centers spread across the 
province. 

From such information from both the government and the 
province, the opportunity in the investment for investors in 
Siem Reap, is a famous tourist attraction of international 
level, transportation is convenient, the planes, cars and boats, 
the environment is still in good, the cultural tourism is more 
popular and the economic cooperation of various forms with 
foreign countries.  

3.3 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

The title corporate social responsibility has two meanings. 
First, it’s a general name for any theory of the corporation that 
emphasizes both the responsibility to make money and the 
responsibility to interact ethically with the surrounding 
community. Second, corporate social responsibility is also a 
specific conception of that responsibility to profit while 
playing a role in broader questions of community welfare. 
(James: 2012) 

As a specific theory of the way corporations interact with the 
surrounding community and larger world, corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) is composed of four obligations: 
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1. The economic responsibility to make money.  

2. The legal responsibility to adhere to rules and regulations.  

3. The ethical responsibility to do what’s right even when not 
required by the letter or spirit of the law. 

4. The philanthropic responsibility to contribute to society’s 
projects even when they are independent of the particular 
business.  

From the policy of the Cambodian government in developing 
countries. In addition to focus on good governance and 
investment promotion, also in line with the principle CSR 
observed by improving policy environment have been 
identified in the Cambodian. Government action follow 
National Strategic Development Plan Update 2009–2013. 
Because production development by focusing on the output 
only will result in troubles, as happened in many countries. 

Investors who business in Cambodia mainly private sector. 
The goal is the business that aims at the maximize profit. It 
may cause problems that affect the community and the 
environment. The Cambodian government and pay attention 
to CSR increase, although not clearly stated but carries with 
several major policy. Therefore, entrepreneurs to invest in 
Cambodia. Therefore, it is necessary to study the regulations 
carefully  and taking into account social responsibility and 
environment. In order to be able to continue sustainable 
enterprises. 

 
 



51 

 

4. Methodology 

This research project originated in Cambodia, where it was 
created and coordinated by the members of CAVAC – a non-
government organization (NGO) specializing in 
understanding and improving agricultural conditions in all 
areas of the country. CAVAC is funded by the Australian 
government through AusAID and maintains an office in 
Phnom Penh. With reference to the literature, through face-to-
face interviewing with relevant individuals and through field 
testing, a questionnaire was developed which was eventually 
used in two distinct regions of Cambodia – the north-east and 
the west, with two provinces in each region and a number of 
different villages in each province. This spread of 
interviewing helped to ensure that diverse practices in 
agricultural households were appropriately recognized and 
incorporated in the results. It also ensured that the sub-groups, 
four groups of 50 responses each, were sufficiently large to be 
used in cross-tabulation analyses. Permission was 
subsequently sought and received by the research team from 
CAVAC, through the good offices of Mr. Peter Roggiekamp, 
to replicate the study in Thailand using the same methodology 
as far as possible (please see below for variations in rice 
growing patterns). 

1. The questionnaires were originally written in English and 
then interpreted into Khmer for the fieldwork. Responses 
were then converted back into English for data analysis. The 
original English language version of the questionnaire was 
used for interpretation into Thai, which was the language of 
the research reported on in this paper. Again, completed 
responses were interpreted into English as required for the 
statistical analysis. 
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2. Interviewers were instructed to interview women in rural 
households in the identified areas and, preferably, women 
who were heads of the household. The questionnaire included 
sections on the demographic structure of the household 
concerned, on the extent and type of rice-farming conducted, 
on the nature of decision-making in the household as a result 
of changes in inputs and for other issues. The original 
questionnaire included a concluding section enabling the 
interviewer to calculate a poverty index for the household 
involved, although this section is not reported on in this paper. 
The Cambodian fieldwork team included undergraduate 
students, who were overseen by supervisors, quality 
controllers and an overall teamwork leader. Field workers 
were part of two person teams, directly supervised by a senior 
member of the team. In Thailand, this approach was 
simplified by using PhD candidates as the field team, meaning 
they were able to work alone. 

The Case Study Approach: Analysis Korean restaurant 
management in Cambodia to guide the investment of Korean 
investors to invest in Cambodia. 

The Sample: Siem Reap Province in northwestern Cambodia, 
and a popular resort town as the gateway to Angkor region. 
Each year tourist arrivals to Cambodia about 3.6 million 
people that have number of  Koreans tourist more than 
411,491 people in 2012 (Ministry of Tourism of 
Cambodia),which a half of tourist visit Angkor Wat. Siem 
Reap has a large number of hotels, resorts, restaurants and 
businesses closely related to tourism. Now Siem Reap is the 
city's tourism industry is one factor that will attract investors. 

The scope of study: It has the populations from list of 55 
Korean restaurants in Cambodia and  16 Korean restaurants in 
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Siem Reap.(Ministry of Tourism of Cambodia) From 
observed we found more than 30 Korean restaurants Siem 
Reap. Therefore researcher selected the most popular Korean 
restaurants at the center of tourism location. We also find 
information from Web site the restaurant guide, and from 
commentator. “Dae Bak,” a Korean restaurant, which is in the 
best location in Siem Reap form convenient transportation and 
center of tourism. 

Research methods: The primary data,Researcher had observed 
customer behavior in many Korean restaurant. In addition to 
the personal, in-depth interviews owners of “Dae Bak” 
Korean restaurant in October 22-23, 2013 which were 
considered part of a database along with collated secondary 
sources, academic journal papers and official reports. 

The Research Sites: For the case studies, Korean restaurant in 
Siem reap, Cambodia was selected: “Dae Bak” Korean 
restaurant. 
5. Findings 

From the observation of Korean restaurant in Siem Reap 
Cambodia, found that those who ate the most Korean tourists 
who travel to Siem Reap, foreign tourists to eat Korean food, 
but only a few and the Cambodian people have moderate 
economic level or above who want to learn Korean culture 
from eating or the influence of Korean culture, published 
through various media. 

5.1 Overall Management of Korean Restaurants in 
Cambodia 

From the observation and in-depth interview entrepreneurs 
“Dae Bak” Korean restaurant in Cambodia, found that 
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investment on Korean restaurant in Cambodia easier than in 
Thailand because are influential. Korean restaurant operator 
can set and work comfortably. Without worry of issues such 
as the work of an alien and taxes.Wages of Cambodia in a 
Korean restaurant, the present labor cost is 3,000 baht per 
person per month, or about 100 dollars per person per month, 
which is labor is cheaper than wages in the service sector. 

In the part of the client is the Korean tourists, it was found 
that the Korean customers like pork.said that pork in 
Cambodia is the most delicious in the world it’s may be the 
pig house by nature. The pig that taste sweet, no smell, which 
is like a Korean who visited Cambodia. In the addition travel 
between accommodation and restaurants, conveniently take a 
little time which satisfy. During the high season between 
November and February, there are many tourists at this time 

5.2 Definition of a Korean restaurant 

1. The owner or a cook (Chef) is a Korean. 

2. A manufacturing, process and raw materials, full option 
traditional food (rice, meat, vegetables, snacks,/desserts). 

3. A restaurant that has been recognized by the Korean. The 
Korean customers eats and guarantee that eats in the 
restaurant like eat their home. 

5.3 Significant Criteria 

1) Language: communication language and the workers are 
very important. 
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The survey found that Korean Restaurant A Korean restaurant 
there is no obstacle on the use of language, "Pyongyang 
restaurant" is a North Korean Restaurant from the policy of 
the North Korea that establishment restaurants around the 
world. Every female Employee in "Pyongyang restaurant" 
came from North Korea. 

From observation. It was expected that may be a Korean 
restaurant one shop in Siem Reap that no problem to 
communicate with the employees. 

The service is an important job to use words in 
communication. If the carrier can communicate with the 
language to satisfy customers, it will make the customer 
dissatisfaction in the service. 

2) Skills of workers in Cambodia 

Most Cambodian workers lack of skills. The operator must be 
teach a new skill is very hard so the operators will be feeling 
tired of training and the teaching task, which requires a lot of 
time and effort. 

3) The transportation cost 

In a Korean restaurant, materials to be used to cook that can 
be ordered from Korea. Because the Korean airport has to 
send food on the plane with the tour all the time but the 
freight will make the raw material price is more expensive 
from transportation. 
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4) Sanitary 

Hygienic condition is important. The basic architecture caused 
by unfavorable in cooking. The restaurant is not clean enough. 
The cause may be no good universal culture. Which is one of 
the weaknesses of a Korean restaurant . The bathroom is not 
clean and with less volume. 

In some areas the construction to improve the shops and open 
to sell food. Result in a restaurant that serves customers not 
sanitary enough. 

5) The quantity of raw materials such as vegetables 

Korean people eat fresh vegetables. Like eating and non-toxic. 
Vegetables are the main ingredient of Korean food. 

From the enterprises, hotels and restaurants throughout the 
city of Siem Reap, one interesting conclusion is, there want 
vegetables one ton per day but today they are imported from 
Thailand and Vietnam, so vegetables in Cambodia is not 
enough for consumption. 

6) Connection 

In Siem Reap, the  Korean restaurant will rely on tourism to 
bring a group tour to theur places. Therefore, the most 
important  thing of the Korean restaurant  is to relate to 
coordination and public relations. The tourists feel that "When 
it comes to Siem Reap and eating delicious Korean Original 
surgical." 
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6. Conclusions  

Although the environment and government policy and market 
condition of Siem Reap is conducive to investment much. But 
the issue of people or labor outlawry, and corruption in the 
country are still the main problems for the foreign investors 
and the Cambodian government. Because the population in 
Cambodia, mainly the lack of development. In terms of the 
quality of life skills and workplace regulations also not a 
single standard and conduct of personnel in government 
agencies that are not shown as the transparency and the good 
governance. It also lacks the standard behavior in many 
respects. 

However the government has the policy about people 
development. If still can't develop the habit that the important 
basis of the people.It is difficult that the country will develop 
sustainably. Moreover there are other factors affecting the 
development and prosperity of the country very much. 

The main issues that the Cambodian government and 
enterprises need to solve the problem now, will find that 
match the main Sequential development. Of personality which 
consists of the main four basic goodnesses: 1) Cleanliness; 2) 
Orderliness; 3) Politeness; and 4) Timliness 
(Phrabhavanaviriyakhun, 2012). A basic principle in 
developing the habit is necessary to human development. 

If the Cambodian government, or investors to operate in 
Cambodia, can create four basic habits to people, as a result of 
the Cambodian population are ready to support knowledge 
transfer. Skills and new technology both are good for the 
people themselves and for the enterprises. As a result, it will 
be the sustainable development. 
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Opportunity 

□ Investment in Cambodia more convenient & 
easier than in Thailand 
□  No obstacles with the overseas labour & 
working permit 
□ Low labour cost especially in the service 
industry only US $ 100/mth  
□ Fresh and soft pork due to natural farming 
which was impressed by Koreans in Cambodia 
□ Convenient transportation between restaurant 
and housing 
□ November – February is the high season for 
Korean tourists  

 
Obstacle 

□ Language efficiency -  it creates problem in 
communication but at the “Pyongyang Restaurant” 
where the staff all came from North Korea 
□ Lack of Labour skill 
□ High cost on importing ingredient  
□ Hygienic deficiency – unclean restroom and 
infrastructure system  
□ Lack of fresh vegetable 
□ Korean people like fresh vegetable and 
organic food.  
□ Need one ton of fresh vegetable daily but in 
reality importing from Thailand and Vietnam 
□ Business network 
□ Increasing numbers of Korean tourists 
□ Public relations necessity 
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7. Suggestions 

□ Siam Reap – the place for a good start 
business in Cambodia (a well-known city) 
□ Cleanliness (Basic Universal Goodness) 
□ Senior-oriented 
□ 
□ Fresh & organic vegetable & food 
□  Good network & connection 
□  Create more awareness 
□  Souvenir & Gift Shop 

If investors want to invest open Korean restaurant with Brand 
belongs to yourself and to expand the business, restaurants all 
over the world. Need to start Siem Reap. Because Siem Reap 
is a source of tourists from all over the world to travel to visit. 

If you can contact Group Tour famous or the likes, eat at the 
store. Feeling. 

- The place clean. 

- Take care of the elderly - well. 

- Food has a suitable organic vegetables. 

- The restaurant has a good connection. 

- Good public relations. 

- Restaurants have the gift for customers who can 
make customers feel special. 
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If investors can build restaurants with appropriate feature with 
all aspects such. The opportunity to open a Korean restaurant 
in Cambodia and expand business. Both ASEAN and/or all 
over the world to start doing business here. 
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Korean  Firms  in  Vietnam :  Two 
Decades of South Korean-Vietnamese 
Cooperation 
Nancy Huyen Nguyen 

Abstract 

It has been two decades (1992-2012) since South Korea 
nomalised diplomatic relations with Vietnam, thus paving the 
way for Korean chaebol rapidly extending their production 
bases in this emerging economy. Chaebol have been investing 
intensively across Vietnam, both extending their investments 
in various fields and increasing capital value. South Korea 
always ranks among the top five largest countries investing 
directly in Vietnam. This research paper sets out to examine 
how Korean chaebol have been performing in Vietnam over 
the last twenty years. Primarily using secondary data from 
online databases, the research has shown that Korean chaebol 
in Vietnam have not changed much in their investment modes 
over the past two decades. They still pursue mixed courses, 
with firms involved in a range of high and low commitment 
activities. They mostly focus on light industry and limit their 
investment in R&D and technology transfer. The paper then 
moves to discuss what chaebol need to do to effectively 
operate in Vietnam. The paper also discusses how Vietnam 
can encourage deeper commitments from Korean chaebol for 
the sake of the national economic development. 

Key words: Korean chaebol, foreign investment. 
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1. Introduction 

Korean chaebol were among first foreign companies arriving 
Vietnam as soon as the Vietnamese Government decided to 
open up its economy to the outside world through 
implementing the economic reforms-Doi Moi-with a goal of 
creating a socialist oriented market economy. The number of 
Korean enterprises investing in Vietnam has risen 
dramatically over years, especially since the normalizing of 
diplomatic relations in 1992 between the two countries. The 
increase of chaebol has been a topic for many research papers 
and surveys to evaluate their performance in Vietnam. For 
example, the survey of 217 Korean enterprises doing business 
in Vietnam in 2006 by the Embassy of South Korea, Korea 
Investment-Trade Promotion Agency in Hanoi and Ho Chi 
Minh city (KOTRA, 2006). Two years later, in November 
2008, the Korean Chamber of Commerce and Industry also 
interviewed 250 Korean firms currently operating in Vietnam 
(Vietnam Economics Times, 2010). The results from those 
studies show that most of the Korean companies were 
satisfied with their performance in Vietnam and plan to 
increase their investment. Despite positive results and an 
optimistic outlook, the reality of the overall picture of direct 
Korean investment in Vietnam is, to some extent, rather 
disappointing, especially since the Vietnamese government 
and its people set a high expectation of the benefits of inward 
investment and the possibility of technology transfer.  

The research by Hyun-Young Byun and John Walsh in 1998, 
during early years of Korean chaebol in Vietnam, concluded 
that Korean firms seem to be pursuing mixed courses in 
Vietnam, with chaebol involved in a range of high and low 
commitment activities to a greater extent than firms from 
other countries. Using data collected from 822 foreign 
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invested enterprises, the study revealed that the presence of 
Korean enterprises in industrial manufacturing and in apparel 
manufacturing was particularly high and they tended to 
choose 100% foreign owned ventures. Such an investment in 
low value added products and the mode of cooperation, the 
research pointed out, did not lead to permanent, advanced 
technology transfer, thus subsequently fostering long-term 
relationships between the Korean firms and the domestic state 
(Byun & Walsh, 1998). The world economy and the economic 
and political landscapes between Vietnam and South Korea 
have changed considerably since the two nations normalized 
the official diplomatic relations in 1992. Vietnam has become 
more open and competitive. The Foreign Investment Law 
promulgated in 1987 was revised several times since then 
aiming to construct confidence of foreign investors. South 
Korea at the same time has passed it awkward transitional 
stage and transformed into a high-income developed country 
with a developed market and is a member of the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development. Within this 
context, the paper attempts to re-exam the business strategies 
of Korean chaebol in Vietnam over the past twenty years, 
primarily using secondary data from online databases and 
publications. The next section continues with a brief on 
diplomat relations and bilateral economic cooperation 
between South Korea and Vietnam since 1992. It follows with 
an overview on the Vietnam business and investment 
environment. The third section describes the situation of 
Korean chaebol in Vietnam and provides an analysis on the 
entry mode strategies and investment sectors currently 
pursued by chaebol. The final section concludes the paper and 
provides recommendations for the future. 
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2. South Korea-Vietnam: Two Decades of Diplomatic 
Relations and Bilateral Economic Cooperation 

Between the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, Korea’s relationship 
with Vietnam used to be characterized as “distant” since ties 
were for a long time limited as a result of political realities. 
However, such a situation has changed dramatically over 
years since Vietnam reappeared as a huge pool of motivated 
but very low-cost labor to Korean giant manufactures at the 
end of the Cold War. A visit of the Republic of Korean (RoK) 
President Park Geun Hye on September 09 2013 to Vietnam 
marked the 20th anniversary of bilateral ties and mutual trust 
between the two nations. Since 1992, Korea and Vietnam 
have maintained a reciprocal and cooperative relationship and 
grew together in the economic exchange area including trade 
and investment. The two countries upgraded their 
relationships to the “comprehensive partnership in the 21st 
century” in 2001 and then to the “strategic cooperative 
partnership” in 2009. The cultural and people-to-people 
exchanges between Vietnam and Korea have been 
continuously promoted given their geographic proximity and 
cultural similarities, especially with the introduction of the 
Korean wave since the late 1990s. There are large 
communities of 130.000 Koreans living, working and 
studying in Vietnam and 123.000 Vietnamese in Korea, 
including around 70,000 workers, 50,000 Vietnamese bride 
immigrants and 5,000 students. Korean tourists account for 
12.6% of the total foreign tourists coming to Viet Nam and 
3.62% of the total Korean tourists going abroad (Ji-Hye, 
2013). 
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 Unit Korea to 
Vietnam 

Vietnam to 
Korea 

Total trade $US 
million 21,665,221 21,665,221 

Investment    

- FDI $US 
million 24,800 8.4 

- ODA $US 
million 1,580 - 

Visitors Person 701,000 200,000 
Residents Person 130,000 123,000 
Table 1: Korea-Vietnam relationship: Main indicators-2012: 
Source: GSO, 2012; Ji-Hye, 2013; Phan & Jeong, 2013.  

Over the past two decades, the bilateral trade volumes 
between the two nations, which totaled $US 493 million in 
1992, have grown 44 times to 21.6 billion in 2012 (see Table 
2). This record was reached three years ahead of the 
scheduled plan of US$20 billion by 2015. The scale of the 
bilateral trade relations was noted to expand significantly, 
both in volume and product variety, especially in 2007 when 
the Korea-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement (FTA) was put into 
effect. The increase in value of Korea’s merchandise trade 
with Vietnam has consistently achieved about 19% annually 
on average. Vietnam is the 9th largest export market for 
Korea following China and India among the developing 
countries. The country takes up 18% of Korea's export to 
ASEAN and 70% of trade surplus (KITA, 2012).  
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Year Export ($US mil) Import ($US mil) 
1992           436,182           57,333 
1997        1,603,126         238,558 
2002        2,240,187         470,309 
2007        5,760,054      1,391,588 
2012      15,945,975      5,719,246 

Table 2: Korea-Vietnam Bilateral Trade Volume: 1992-2012: 
Source: Korea International Trade Association-KITA, 2012 

Korea’s exports to Vietnam are mainly composed of 
manufactured items such as textile yarn, road vehicles, and 
machinery. Meanwhile, Vietnam’s major export products to 
Korea are primary products including agricultural 
commodities, minerals and energy resources (Phan & Jeong, 
2012). Over years, Korea has always been one of Vietnam’s 
top 10 trading partners. The existing growth rate between the 
two countries is encouraging leaders of Korea and Vietnam to 
complete talks on a free trade agreement next year to further 
boost bilateral trade, which was confirmed by President Park 
Geun Hye during her visit to Vietnam in September, 2013. 
The agreement is expected to help bring trade between the 
two countries to US$70 billion annually by 2020 from 
US$21.6 billion in 2012 (Ji-Hye, 2013). The bilateral 
cooperation between Korea and Vietnam has also progressed 
through the Korean Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
to Vietnam. Vietnam is one of the prioritized countries under 
the RoK’s ODA policy, together with Indonesia, Cambodia, 
Laos and the Philippines. It is also the largest recipient of 
Korean ODA among ASEAN countries (see Table 3).  

The annual amount of ODA capital approved by the RoK 
Government for Vietnam was US$300 million, of which 
US$150-200 million was disbursed each year. In partnership 
with the Export-Import Bank of Korea (Korea Eximbank), 
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since 1992, the Korea International Cooperation Agency 
(KOICA) has provided Vietnam with ODA loans totaling 
US$1.58 billion. 

2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 

Afghanistan Afghanistan Afghanistan Cambodia Sri Lanka 
Mongolia Mongolia Vietnam Mongolia Vietnam 
Vietnam Vietnam Indonesia Vietnam Indonesia 
Philippines Philippines Mongolia Sri Lanka Cambodia 
Cambodia Cambodia Philipines Indonesia Lao PDR 

Table 3: Top 5 Aid Recipients in Asia: Source: KOICA, 
2007-2011 

Korea’s free aid to Vietnam primarily focuses on 
socioeconomic development and poverty reduction based on a 
ten-year strategy and a five-year plan (see Table 4). Korean 
ODA in Vietnam is used for the construction of development 
infrastructure projects such as roads, hospitals, railways, 
waste treatment facilities, water supply and sanitation and 
vocational training colleges, training of industrial workers and 
supporting volunteer activities. In the following period, 2012-
2015, RoK pledged to raise ODA for Vietnam to US$1.2 
billion. According to the Ministry of Planning and Investment 
(MPI) in Vietnam, 70% of the funding will be used for green 
growth, infrastructure system and human resource 
development. The priority for these three fields is expected to 
help Vietnam become a modern industrial country in 2020 
(MPI, 2012). 
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Sectors Amount ($USm) 
 Vietnam Asia 
Health            6.27   29.9 
Education          10.77   56.9 
Governance            3.75   39.48 
Industry and Energy            2.29   29.5 

Table 4: Aid Disbursement in 2011 by sectors: Source: 
KOICA, 2011. *Data on Agricultural, Forestry & Fishery not 
available during the study 

3. Vietnamese Investment and Business Environment 

By December 2012, the total capital of foreign direct 
investment (FDI) registered in Vietnam was US$ 210.52 
billion; 11 times higher than the period from 1991-1996 when 
Vietnam started revising its Foreign Investment Law, thus 
receiving a massive flow of FDI into the country (see Chart 2) 
(GSO, 2012; FIA, 2008). Such an increase has shown that a 
wealth of emerging opportunities does exist in the country and 
Vietnam continues to be an important investment destination 
in Asia. 

 
Figure 2: FDI inflow in Vietnam: 1991-2012 (US$ billion); 
Source: FIA, 2012; GSO, 2012 
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With abundant national resources and a favorable geographic 
position, Vietnam is indeed increasingly appearing attractive 
to foreign investors. As be seen in the Table 6, the GDP 
annual growth rate of Vietnam has been 7% on average since 
1992. Although the annual growth rate was 5% in 2012, 
Vietnam is projected to record a higher economic growth rate 
than Brazil or Russia in 2013 as trade surplus is growing, 
foreign exchange reserves and the inflation is kept below 7% 
(Song, 2013). 

  
1992 

 
1997 

 
2002 

 
2007 

 
2012 

      
Population 

 
68,450,100 

 
74,306,900 

 
79,538,700 

 
84,221,100 

 
88,775,500 

 
Population ages  

15-64 (% of total) 
      
     57.4      59.7      63.7        68        70 

 
GDP  

(US$ bil) 
       9.8       26.8      35        71       141.6 

 
GDP growth 
(annual %) 

       8.6         8.2        7.1          8.5           5 

 
Household Final 

consumption 
expenditure  

(US$ mil) 

       7.9       19.2      22.8        45.9         89.1 

 
Goods imports  

(US$ mil) 
2,540 11,592 19,745 62,764 104,688 

 
Goods exports  

(US$ mil) 
2,580 91,855 16,706 48,561 114,573 

Table 6. Vietnam Major economic indicators: Source: World 
Bank; GSO 
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In addition, Vietnam’s population has reached almost 90 
million people (see Table 6). The proportion of the 15-64 age 
group (the main labor force group) increased from 57.4 % in 
1992 to 70 % in 2012. Another 20.1 % of the total population 
are in their 20s and 30s, passing India (19.0 %) and China 
(17.8 %) (Song, 2013). This growing young population offers 
a large workforce and a huge consumer market. Despite the 
slow recovery of the world economy from the financial crisis 
of 2007-2008, Vietnam is considered as having one of the 
fastest expanding middle classes in the region (FTI 
Consulting 2013). In 2012, household final consumption 
expenditure stood at US$ 89 billion, accounting for 2 % of the 
national GDP. By 2030, it is forecasted that there will be 
almost no segment of the population spending less than 2 
dollars a day (Song, 2013).This attracts foreign investment in 
the retail industry for reasons of both access and supply.  

Moreover, restrictions to foreign investment are significantly 
relaxed and investment incentives are offered with more 
competitive packages. Soon after the announcement of the 
reform policy known as Doi Moi, the Vietnamese government 
passed the Law on Foreign Direct Investment in 1987. Since 
then the Law had been revised 4 times in 1990, 1992, 1996, 
and 2000 (FIA, 2008). Various measures have been taken to 
increase the attractiveness of Vietnam for FDI such as the 
private sector is allowed to participate in FDI projects, 
licenses for FDI are simplified, and various restrictions for 
FDI are reduced.  

In 2005, the Law on Foreign Direct Investment was replaced 
by the Law on Investment. With the new law, Vietnam opens 
FDI to all economic sectors. No restrictions on minimal 
capital investment requirement and no restriction on the share 
of ownership for foreigners are required. License granting 
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procedures are simplified together with the implementation of 
“one-stop” agencies, a single agency acting as intermediary 
between investors and authorities. There are also no 
restrictions on repatriation of profits or dividends and the 
Vietnamese government guarantees not to nationalize foreign 
assets or place restrictions on the control and management of 
enterprises.  

Within the framework of the Law on Investment, foreign 
investors are presented with a myriad of investment incentives 
and schemes. The exemption of import tax will be applied up 
to 5 years on raw materials, materials, components of projects 
that are categorized in the list of the special investment 
encouragement sector. For preferential sectors and locations, 
tax exemption is up to 4 years and a tax reduction of 50% can 
last up to 9 years. In special cases, corporate income tax (CPI) 
is lowered to 10-20% within 10-15 years. Land lease 
exemption is also up to 15 years (MPI, 2012). The survey 
conducted in 21 cities in 15 Asian countries by the Japan 
External Trade Organization (JETRO) in 2012 showed CPI 
rate in Vietnam was the lowest in the region (Tuan Anh, 
2013). 

Along with the introduction of the new law, the Vietnamese 
government has also rapidly opened economic zones and 
industrial parks to further attract FDI. Currently, there are 289 
IPs occupying over 81,000 hectares with 4,665 FDI projects 
worth US$70 billion. Next to that are 15 coastal EZs spanning 
over 698,000 hectares, plus 28 border economic zones. They 
both account for US$ 40.7 billion worth of investment 
(Vietnam Briefing, 2013). 
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 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
Starting  
a Business         
-Procedures 
(number) 11 11 11 11 11 10 10 10 
- Time (days) 45 45 39 39 39 38 38 34 
Dealing   with 
Construction 
permits 

        

-Procedures 
(number) 

 
11 

 
11 

 
11 

 
11 

 
11 

 
11 

 
11 

 
11 

 
-Time (days) 

 
 120 

 
 110 

  
 110 

 
 110 

 
 110 

 
 110 

 
 110 

 
 110 

Table 6. Doing Business Indicators: 2005-2012 

Vietnam has also conducted numerous administrative reforms. 
Start-up procedures to register a business or procedures to 
obtain construction permits have reduced in number. Time 
required to start up a business or to obtain construction 
permits have also shortened (see Table 5). Since 2011, 
Vietnam has implemented a one-stop service that combines 
the processes for obtaining a business license, tax license and 
stamp acquisition. The need for a seal for company licensing 
was eliminated. The government has also reduced the cost to 
register newly completed buildings by 50 % and transferred 
the authority to register buildings from local authorities to the 
Department of National Resources and Environment. This 
leads to reduced time and monetary costs related to a firm’s 
entry into market. Consequently, the turnaround time for 
completing those procedures has currently dropped to around 
10 working days or even 3-5 days in most localities (Dinh, 
2010). By 2012, Vietnam has become very competitive with 
China in assisting companies in dealing with paper work (see 
Table 7). 
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Indicators Vietnam China Indonesia Lao 
PDR 

Malaysia Philippines Thailand 

Starting a 
Business (rank)  

108 151 166 81 54 161 85 

-Procedures 
(number)  

10 13 9 6 3 16 4 

-Time (days) 34 33 47 92 6 36 29 
Dealing with 
Construction 
Permits (rank)  

28 181 75 87 96 100 16 

-Procedures 
(number)  

11 28 13 23 37 29 8 

-Time (days)  110 270 158 108 140 84 157 
Table 7. Doing Business Indicators: 2012; Source: World 
Bank, 2012 

Thanks to those efforts, Vietnam ranked at 99th in ease of 
doing business in 2012, according to the World Bank, before 
Indonesia and Philippines (see Chart 1).   

 
Figuret 1. Ease of doing business: 2012; Source: World Bank, 
2012 

Vietnam in fact is increasingly viewed as a viable alternative 
to reliance on China where the currency is strengthening and 
the wage costs are rising rapidly. According to recent surveys 
provided by the World Bank, foreign investors continued 
expressing their interests toward Vietnam; in both categories-
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locations for investment expansion and popular overseas 
investment destination (see Chart 2 and 3). 

 
Chart 3. Top 10 popular investment destinations in Asia by 
Singaporean investors in 2012; Source: World Bank, 2013 

 

Figure 4. Location of expansion in ASEAN; Source: World 
Bank, 2013 

Despite numerous attractions, some structural problems have 
remained unsolved, which could harm the national investment 
and business environment. There is currently limited 
transparency and predictability with regards to bureaucracy, 
customs, investment requirements and legal rights in Vietnam. 
Regulations and procedures for investment, in particular, are 
unclear, inconsistent, and even contradictory. The Global 
Competitiveness Report of 2012-2013 stated that some of the 
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top ten most problematic factors for doing business in 
Vietnam, according to business executives, included policy 
instability (5th), tax regulation (6th), tax rates (8th), corruption 
(9th), and inefficient government bureaucracy (10th) (see Table 
8). Vietnam is also slipping behind other economies in having 
appropriate regulations to protect investors. Globally, 
Vietnam stood at 169 in the ranking of 185 economies on the 
strength of investor protection index whereas Malaysia ranked 
4, Thailand 14 and Indonesia 49 according to the World Bank 
survey in 2012. 

The  most  problematic  factors  for 
doing business  

% of 
Responses Rank  

Access to financing  18.2 1 

Inflation  14.5 2 

Inadequate supply of infrastructure  13.3 3 

Inadequately educated workforce  11.3 4 

Policy instability  8.8 5 

Tax regulations  6.0 6 

Poor work ethic in national labor force  5.9 7 

Tax rates  5.5 8 

Corruption  5.0 9 

Inefficient government bureaucracy  4.7 10 
Table 8. The most problematic factors for doing business; 
Source: World Economic Forum, Global Competitiveness 
Report of 2012-2013 

Poor infrastructure services pose another hindrance to 
business. In the Global Competitiveness Report of 2012-2013, 
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Vietnam ranked 144 out of 199 on overall quality of 
infrastructure. Vietnam scores low compared to other ASEAN 
countries, such as Malaysia (29), Thailand (49), Cambodia 
(72), Indonesia (92), and the Philippines (98). In particular, 
the roads and ports are cited in the report as being 
underdeveloped (FTI Consulting, 2013). Similarly, the survey 
conducted in 21 cities in 15 Asian countries by JETRO in 
2012 concluded Vietnam’s transportation cost is the least 
competitive in the region (Tuan Anh, 2013). According to the 
United Nations Development Programme, density of ground 
traffic/km is equal to 1 % of the world average and the 
average speed of communication transmission in Vietnam is 
30 times slower than the world rate. This adds up to higher 
production costs (Quynh Chi, 2011). 

The technical and professional capabilities of the national 
workforce remain weak despite the fact that Vietnam is well-
known for having a disciplined, hard-working, and fast-
learning population. The rate of trained labor in Vietnam 
remains as low as 40 % of the national workforce. Workforce 
productivity is equal to just 42.2 % of Thailand and 17 % of 
Malaysia (Quynh Chi, 2011). The scarcity of technical 
workers and engineers is increasingly clear, not only in newly 
established economic zones but also in industrial centers like 
Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, Dong Nai and Binh Duong. 
According to the Ministry of Education and Training, the 
Vietnamese education system is largely inadequate, 
impractical and irrelevant to the demands of the national 
economy. It is not linked with either industry needs or 
employment opportunities. In addition, teaching capacity is 
limited and infrastructure is insufficient. Many investors, 
particularly investors interested in low-cost labor in Vietnam 
say they are struggling with an insufficiently skilled work 
force (World Bank, 2012). 
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4. Korean Chaebol in Vietnam 

Korean chaebol such as Hyundai, Daewoo, Samsung, LG, 
Lotte and POSCO were among first groups of foreign 
investors from Taiwan, Singapore and Japan arriving in 
Vietnam soon after the country opened its economy. These 
conglomerate family-controlled firms together have been the 
key to driving the Korean economy for more than four 
decades, helping place South Korea as one of the Four Asian 
Tigers. The total sales of the top ten largest chaebol are equal 
to about 80 % of Korea’s GDP (see table 9) (Eun-jung, 2012).  

During the past twenty years of South Korea-Vietnam 
cooperation, the direct investments from chaebol account the 
average of 7% of the total FDI capital to Vietnam and 5 % of 
Korean overseas investment. Vietnam has been a favorite 
investment destination among chaebol, after China and Hong 
Kong.  

The first wave of Korean investment began in 1995-2005. At 
that time, Korean chaebol, like many other investors in the 
world, flocked to Vietnam after the US lifted its embargo 
against Vietnam.  Especially for Korean conglomerates, the 
Vietnam-Korea bilateral investment treaty concluded in 1993 
created favorable conditions for investments. 
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Top 10 Korean Chaebol Top 10 companies in Vietnam 
Company Business area Company Business area 

Samsung 
Group 

Electronics, Insurance,  
Credit card, 
Constructions, & 
Shipbuilding 

PetroVietnam Oil & Gas 

Hyundai Kia 
Automotive 
Group 

Motors, Steel & Stock Petrolimex Oil & Gas 

SK Group Energy, Telecom, 
Trade, Construction & 
Semiconductors 

VNPT Telecommunications 

Hanwha Explosive, Chem, 
Insurance 

Samsung 
Electronics 

Vietnam 

Electronics 

LG Group Electronics, Insurance, 
Chemicals, 
Telecom&Trade 

Vietsovpetro Oil & Gas 

Lotte Construction, Food, 
Energi,  Hospitality & 
Shopping 

Viettel Group Telecommunications 

Kumbo Asiana 
Group 

Asiana Air, Air Busan, 
Construction, Petrol, 
Chemical, Tire 

Saigon Jewelry 
Company 

Gold & gems 

Hyundai 
Heavy 
Industries 
Group 

Heavy Industry Vietnam 
Electricity 

(EVN) 

Utilities 

CS Group Energy, Shopping & 
Construction 

Vinacomin Mining 

Doosan Heavy industry, Atomic 
Energy 

Agribank Finance 

  Table 9: List of Korean Chaebol; Source: Jee, 2013; VNS, 2012 

In those early days of the Vietnamese economic reform, 
foreign investors were required to enter joint venture with 
mostly with State Owned Enterprises or State agencies who 
almost always contribute their capital in the form of land or 
rather land-use right (Pham, 1999),  Korean chaebol was also 
obligated to comply with the regulation. Lotte was one of the 
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first South Korean investors in Vietnam when it joined forces 
with Vietnamese Thien Nhan Company to set up a joint 
venture firm in 1996. At that time, Lotte brought Lotteria, the 
fast food brand, to Vietnam. Next was Samsung in a jointed 
venture with TIE to produce T.V. and computer screens and 
established its first premiere in Vietnam in 1996 with the total 
capital of US$ 36.5 million. Joining later was CheilJedang, 
previous name of CJ. It established a limited company to 
produce food for livestock (VnExpress, 2012).  

During this period, Korean investment in Vietnam was 
predominantly of the resource-seeking type in which chaebol 
attempted to expand their production base overseas for export. 
The primary determinants in the selection of Vietnam were 
low labor costs and political stability as investors valued the 
consistency of the one-party state and the clear mechanisms 
for leadership transition. Most of the projects in the first wave 
were medium and small with the average capital of US$ 6.186 
million. In comparison with Taiwanese and Singaporean 
investors investing more in sectors of tourism and services 
such as hotel and restaurants, Korean chaebol primarily 
located their capital in light industries such as consumer 
electronics, footwear, and textile and garment. Some invested 
in construction projects for a short-term period of 10 to 30 
years. For example, Daewoo Group opened the 18-story 
Hanoi Daewoo Hotel in 1996 when there was no building 
taller than 10 stories in the city (Jin-seo, 2007). By December 
2006, 81.7 % of the total projects concentrated in those 
sectors. The service sector only accounted for 11.2 % (FIA, 
2016). 

A number of factors lied behind the limitation in scale and 
capital value of oversea chaebol investment during this 
period. The Asian financial crisis and regional economic 
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downturn of 1997-1998 forced the Korean government to 
revise the government-chaebol cooperation, which used to be 
essential to the miracle economic growth and astounding 
successes that began in the early 1960s. The government no 
longer acted as a guarantor to companies to get loan or repay 
their foreign creditors if companies could not pay. President 
Kim Dae-Jung made it clear that the link between political 
and economic goals was broken and firms must look to 
develop their strategies without government assistance. With 
limited capital and experience in emerging markets while 
being forced to compete internationally, chaebol, 
understandably, took cautious measures. In addition, the 
reform in Vietnam had come too little and too late in 
responding with increasing demands on the ground. 
Vietnam’s unstable legal framework and regulatory 
impediments in fact made some big-named companies, such 
as Chrysler, Hyundai, and the French Oil Company Total, 
pulled out of Vietnam (Pham, 1999). 

The second wave occurred in 2006-2007, when Vietnam 
officially joined WTO. Several other events happening in this 
period had changed the nature of Korean FDI to Vietnam. The 
first was when the ASEAN-South Korea FTA came into 
effect. After this agreement, South Korea and ASEAN 
countries (except Thailand) removed their tariff barrier toward 
more than 92 % of export and import commodities. The 
second was the introduction of the Investment Law to replace 
the Law on Foreign Investment thanks to Vietnam’s 
continuous efforts in improving the investment environment. 
A more favorable investment climate for foreign investors 
was created. The regulation to strictly require foreign 
investors’ joint venture with local partners had become more 
relaxed in the new law. For the cautious chaebol, the new 
regulations did help to ease their reluctance on making 
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investment decision. In addition, back in Korea, the country 
had now passed an awkward transitional stage and become a 
high-income developed country.  Chaebol had become more 
independent and compete well in oversea markets, thereby 
eliminating the need for further government-sponsored credit 
and assistance. 

South Korea became the biggest foreign direct investor in 
Vietnam during that period with US$4.58 billion worth of 
registered investment capital in 2007 and US$2.7 billion in 
2006, increasing four-fold compared to 2005. Chaebol 
invested vigorously in Vietnam, just after China and the 
United States of America (USA). Their investment primarily 
focused on heavy industries such as iron, steel, electronics and 
car assembly, accounting for 55 % of the total investment 
(Tran, 2007), followed by new urban area construction (20 
%), hotels and apartment building (10 %) (see Chart 6). This 
shift in the investment structure of chaebol was in line with 
the Korean government strategies to urgently turn the national 
economy away from consumer goods and light industries 
toward heavy, chemical industries. 

 
Figure 6: Korean Investment in 2006-2007 
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Big names such as POSCO, Kaengnam, Doosan, Kumho, GS 
E&C with larger and longer construction projects made their 
ways to Vietnam. Among the 10 biggest FDI projects in 
Vietnam between 2006 and 2007, Korean chaebol accounted 
for 4 projects. POSCO surpassed the USA’s Intel to become 
the biggest investor in Vietnam in 2006 with the capital of 
US$ 1,126 billion to build steel factory in Phu Sy II industrial 
park (Ba Ria-Vung Tau). This project alone created 
approximately 10,000 jobs for Vietnamese people. A series of 
big real estate deals were also kicked off at time. POSCO 
jointed venture with VINACONEX to construct An Khanh 
area in Ha Tay province, in a northeastern part of Vietnam. 
Keangnam injected US$ 1.05 billion to build a 70-story tower 
in Hanoi, the highest building in Vietnam thus far (Jin-seo, 
2007). The Korean House Construction Company Booyung 
invested US$ 171 million for a new urban development 
project in the period of 50 years (VCCI, 2007). 

The third wave is from 2008 till now, the newly and 
additionally registered capital has constantly been on the rise. 
As of May, 2012, there were 3020 projects in effect with the 
registered capital of US$ 23.9 billion, ranking 2nd within 95 
nations and territories currently investing in Vietnam, after 
Japan (see Table 9). This is the highest amount in all three 
periods.  

The third wave has continued seeing a shift in investment 
structure among Korean chaebol, from light industries like 
textile and footwear production to capitalize on low-paid labor 
and low-valued investment to its advantageous heavy 
industries like steel, energy, chemical, electronics and 
petrochemical which require less manpower but more 
investment. It has noticed some investments in information 
and technology, law services and real estate consulting. 
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However, the manufacturing industry still takes up the largest 
portion with 48.6 % of the total registered capital, followed by 
real estate (28.26 %) and development of new towns and large 
plants (8.77 %) (see Table 10). The investment in the 
manufacturing industry is concentrated in primary metal and 
apparel manufacturing. The third wave has also seen further 
commitment in investment length and capital value. Samsung 
pledged to inject US$ 4.5 billion to build Vietnam into one of 
the South Korean company's largest offshore production 
bases. So did LG with the commitment to invest US$ 1.2 
billion. 
 

Rank Partner Project 
     Total  registered                                           
    investment capital  
           (US$ mil) 

1 Japan 1636 27,485 
2 S. Korea 3020 23,927 
3 Chinese Taipei 2233 23,653 
4 Singapore 1031 23,013 
5 British Virgin Islands   507 15,461 
6 Hong Kong   667 11,709 
7 Malaysia   410 11,096 
8 USA   621 10,440 
9 Cayman Islands     53    7,501 

   10 Netherlands   167   5,923 
 
Table 9: Top 10 Investors in Vietnam; Source: MPI, 2012 
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Table 10: FDI in Vietnam by Sectors and Partners; Source: FIA-
MPI, 2012. 
 
 
 
 

Sector Korea Others 

 Project Registered  
Capital Project Registered  

Capital 
Manufacturing  and  processing 
industry 1,844 11,620 7,790 85,543 

Real estate     77   6,763   379 42,592 
Construction   389   2,098   326 8,426 
Accommodation  and  restaurant 
business     22      930   879 9,452 

Electricity,  gas,  water  and   
air  conditioning  business     48      908     77 6,494 

Information and telecommunication      76      482    751 5,235 
Art  and  entertainment    104       271   133 3,332 
Transportation and storage       19       218   325 3,221 
Agricultural,  forestry  &  fishing     196       121   500 3,163 
Mining  and  quarrying         2      112     73 2,907 
Whole  sale  &  retail  business         7        96     30 2,314 
Banking,  Finance  &  Insurance       93        91    738 2,048 
Health  Care       43        89     75 1,232 
Professional,  scientific & technical 
activities      22           46.5      77 1,037 

Other services      33        28 1,195    967 
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Regarding choices of investment modes, Korean chaebol 
seems to favor 100 % ownership over other forms such as 
joint venture (JV), business cooperation contract, build-
operate-transfer (BOT), build-transfer-operate (BTO), build-
transfer (BT) and private-public partnership (PPP). The new 
investment law which has no discrimination between JV and 
wholly-owned affiliates does encourage this kind of 
investment choice, even though in theory the 100 % foreign 
ownership option is always the more expensive one. In the 
period between 2006 and 2007, the 100 % foreign ownership 
took the majority (176 out of 200 projects of Korean 
enterprises in Vietnam, equivalent to 88%). The percentage of 
the 100 % foreign ownership has remained mostly unchanged 
over the years despite the increase in capital value and the 
more diversity of investment fields. As of May, 2012, within 
3020 projects, the 100 % ownership account for 85.7 %, 
followed by JV (12.83 %), business cooperation contract 
(1.38 %) and BOT, BTO, and BT (0.076 %) (FIA, 2012) 

Many chaebol even leave their joint venture mode to become 
wholly-owned affiliates after a certain amount of time of their 
operations in Vietnam. Recently, Samsung, for example, 
bought 20 % of the charter capital from TIE, its Vietnamese 
partner to become the full owned enterprise (Nguyen Duc, 
2013). Similarly, Lotte took over the share in capital of Minh 
Van, its Vietnamese counterpart in Lotte Vietnam Shopping 
Co., Ltd and registered as a 100% foreign-invested firm 
(VnExpress, 2012). Before Samsung and Lotte was LG, who 
merged LG Electronics Viet Nam and LG-MECA Electronics 
Hai Phong Inc., and transformed to 100% ownership in 1995. 
Such a move of Korean chaebol in Vietnam has no difference 
from those from Japan such as Toshiba or European such as 
Aventis and Sanofi-Synthelabo. In 2006, Toshiba concluded 
the joint venture contract with Thu Duc Vietronics after 10 
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years operating in Vietnam and took 100% control over the 
company business (VnExpress, 2012). Aventis and Sanofi-
Synthelabo set up two joint-ventures Aventis Vietnam, 
formerly known as Vinaspecia, and Sanofi-Pharma Vietnam 
in 1992. However after 10 years in partnership, Aventis ended 
its joint-venture with its Vietnamese partner, i.e. Sapharco to 
set up a wholly foreign-owned company in Vietnam in 2002 
(Simonet, 2012). 

Previous studies suggest that firms try to reduce the exposure 
of investment risk by entering foreign markets with joint 
venture investment in order to obtain and utilize the necessary 
local knowledge (Lee et.al, 2009). However, when local 
market conditions are imperfect, they will attempt to counter 
risk and uncertainty by pursuing higher equity ownership in 
order to protect their patents and knowledge from local 
partners (Park et.al, 2011). The lack of confidence in the 
ambiguous business and investment environment in Vietnam, 
as discussed early, in combination with the better knowledge 
and experience obtaining after years operating in Vietnam 
could be among factors influencing decisions of chaebol to 
seek a more aggressive level of equity ownership. These 
observations contradict the findings in the literature associated 
with Japanese firms in which they were described to apply 
different patterns of ownership strategies with those of 
chaebol (Yiu & Makino, 2002). 

Internal factors could also be used to explain such a 
phenomenon among chaebol. Chaebol are still largely 
controlled by their founding families and typically centralized 
in ownership. According to the report on ‘Korean companies 
going global’ by the Korea International Trade Association 
Institute for International Trade, the level of globalization 
among Korean companies is relatively low. Particularly, the 
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Transnationality Index-TNI shows the limited proportion of 
foreign employees working in Korean firms. Korean 
companies also fall behind in Cross-border M & A leverage, 
global R & D strategy, international perspective of executives 
and globalization of corporate culture (KITA 2013). 

The choice of 100 percent ownership as opposed to JV, to 
some extent, has limited positive spillovers from chaebol to 
local partners. These spillovers generally refer to productivity 
improvements resulting from knowledge diffusion achieving 
through JV, partnership and strategic alliances (Havranek and 
Irsova, 2011; Javorcik, 2004; Javorcik and Spatareanu, 2008). 
The knowledge diffusion encompasses both technology and 
all forms of codified and ‘tacit knowledge’ related to 
production, including management and organizational 
practices (Winkler, 2013). Samsung Electronics Vietnam 
(SEV) now deploys 60 part suppliers for its mobile phone, 
home appliances, and camera productions, 55 of which are 
100 % South Korean invested businesses that are also based 
in the high-tech park. The five Vietnamese businesses in the 
chain are in charge of simple production stages such as 
packing or wrapping (Tuoitrenews, 2013). 

Besides Korean chaebol do not utilize local materials. They 
import up to 70-80 % of materials to maintain production and 
exportation. Samsung and other manufacturers largely 
assemble products from components made elsewhere 
(TuoitreNews, 2013). This devalues the positive impacts of 
FDI on domestic industries, particularly on the development 
of local supporting industries. It also reduces the value added 
gaining from export. For example, DoosanVina in the first 6 
months of 2013 exported US$ 196.347 million but imported 
more than US$ 88.7 million. Similarly, Samsung exported 
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US$ 11 billion while imported US$ 9.3 billion (Nguyen Duc, 
2013). 

In addition, chaebol are not especially willing to engage in 
capacity building activities at their production bases in 
Vietnam. Although Samsung has launched a couple of 
Samsung Electronics Engineering Academy in South Africa, 
Indonesia and Turkey to offer technical skills education and 
vocational education on electronic products (Samsung, 2013), 
it does not have any long term strategy to invest in human 
resource development in Vietnam. Among 33,000 employees 
working at its factory, there are only 5.5 % having a college 
degree.  

The situation is however quite different from Japanese 
investors. Nissan Techno Vietnam-NTV, for example, 
collaborates with a technical school within Hanoi City for its 
pre-training, and language instruction is continued after 
employment. The company established effective education 
and training systems through collaboration with universities 
and have hired optimal human resource portfolios. This both 
minimizes management costs and promotes human resource 
stability. NTV also invest to upgrade infrastructure services to 
meet production requirements (Jin, 2007). Similarly, Toyota 
Motor Vietnam (TMV) has implemented the Toyota 
Technical Education Program (TTEP) since 2000 in order to 
produce high skilled technicians. In partnerships with 
numerous technical colleges, TTEP has trained more than 
5000 technicians, many of them later worked for TMV (TMV 
Website).  

The unwillingness of Korean firms to make long-term 
investment relationship through knowledge and technology 
diffusion with local partners, to some extent, disappoints the 
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host country. When Samsung Electronics put its Vietnamese 
facility into operation in 2009, the domestic supporting 
industries held great hope that they could partake in the spare 
part supplying chain for the world’s leading mobile phone 
manufacturer. However the reality has turned out a bit sour 
since most of the current part suppliers for SEV, based in the 
Yen Phong High-tech Park in the northern province of Bac 
Ninh, are those operated by its home investors (Tuoitrenews, 
2013). The frustration has also been exaggerated by the 
tension between Korean managers and local workers due to 
cultural differences and language barriers.  The Vietnamese 
mass media has recorded almost one strike taking place in 
Korean invested factories. The latest one was in September 6 
2013 when 3,000 workers at the Wondo Vina wholly owned 
by Korean Wondo Apparel Corporation stopped working and 
requested for payment of overtime allowances (VTC News, 
2013). In addition, many Korean chaebol are accused of using 
backward, energy-prohibitive and environment-polluting 
technologies, causing negative impacts on people's lives and 
poverty reduction in Vietnam (Quynh Chi, 2011). 

5. Conclusion and recommendations 

This paper has investigated the investment situation of Korean 
firms in Vietnam over the course of two decades. It appears 
that chaebol have not changed much in their investment and 
business strategies since 1992 when they first sought to 
expand their production base in Vietnam. Their activities 
range between low and high commitments in regard to 
investment duration, capital value, investment fields and 
investment modes. It has noted some small changes in which 
chaebol invest in high-tech industries and high value added 
manufacturing. However, the scale remains relatively small 
and most of the investments are located in primary metal and 
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apparel manufacturing which are at the further end of the 
value-added spectrum. The investigation also reveals that 
many chaebol have a stronger tendency to exercise centrally 
control over their operations in Vietnam and they are 
unwilling to encourage knowledge and technology diffusion 
through funding for capacity building activities. This, to some 
extent, has switched off the positive spillovers of 
technological capacity and management sophistication. 

Such a strategy of pursuing mixed courses among Korean 
chaebol does not help differentiate Korean investors from 
those of other countries such as Japanese and Singaporean 
companies who balance their investment structure with more 
various activities to develop strong and durable links with 
local partners. In order to enhance their competition positions 
in Vietnam, chaebol needs to lay out new strategies for 
change soon, especially now that Vietnam is no longer able to 
offer low wage rate and long overtime hours as it did in 1992.  

Indeed, chaebol should consider diversifying modes of 
investment, employing sophisticated technology and 
management, sourcing broadly from the domestic economy. 
They should forge partnerships and build long-term 
relationships with the qualified Vietnamese partners. 
Relationship construction should go with enabling greater 
local autonomy, developing talent pools so as to reduce 
reliance on expatriate managers and utilize well trained 
individuals. The increased expenditure in R&D to improve the 
quality of labour, raw materials for production and 
infrastructure will definitely outweigh the cost advantages of 
production in their utility functions. 

ASEAN Economic Community is scheduled to launch by late 
2015 when goods and services, capitals and people will flow 
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freely between member nations. The market size therefore 
will not be limited within 90 millions of Vietnamese but will 
expand to another 600 million people with the increasing size 
of middle class. ASEAN countries will soon be linked to 
South Asia bringing together 1.3 billion people - 21 percent of 
the world population, a combined GDP of US$750 billion, 
and a considerable amount of complementarities. The 
dynamic of those emerging and lucrative markets requires 
chaebol to adopt a long-term perspective to integrate 
resource-seeking activities with in-depth marketing strategies 
and advanced manufacturing technologies.  

As discussed in the previous section, the business and 
investment environment in Vietnam remains problematic in 
some areas such as labor quality, adequate infrastructure and 
transparency. All these combined have decreased commitment 
and increased control among Korean chaebol over their 
complexes in Vietnam. MPI in Vietnam has confirmed that 
the country needs an amount of US$ 110-115 billion for the 
period of 2011-2015 and US$ 185-190 billion for the period 
of 2016-2020 in order to escape the middle-income trap and 
become an industrialized country. Over the years, FDI no 
doubts has made a remarkable contribution to the national 
economic restructuring in the direction of industrialization 
and modernization. In order to achieve its cause and attract 
higher technology and value-added investment, Vietnam also 
needs to systematically conduct fundamental reforms. Higher 
literacy rates, solid tertiary education and vocation training 
will be a necessary complement to the national youthful labor 
force. To do so, the State must be determined to implement a 
comprehensive reform on the national education system on 
the basis of ensuring the quality of teachers, educational 
conditions and market-oriented education. 
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Enhancing infrastructure also requires special attention. 
Vietnam needs to develop policies to construct, operate and 
maintain good infrastructure services and accelerate site 
clearance for investors.  Sufficient supplies of water, 
electricity and power, telecommunications and transportation 
all must be in place for foreign investors to pursue any kind of 
sophisticated business and manufacturing activities.  

To encourage foreign investors to engage in local service 
contracts and knowledge diffusion, the country is required to 
strengthen measures for investment protection and 
effectiveness of the dispute settlement mechanism. It can be 
achieved through contract enforcement, control of corruption, 
intellectual property protection, as well as improving local 
dynamism and accountability in managing FDI projects. 
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Abstract 

The Korean Hallyu is a government-inspired campaign of 
media production aimed both at promoting exports levels but 
also at repositioning the country as being at the centre of 
Asian cultural production. This enhances its soft power. As 
part of the movement of the country into high income status at 
a rapid pace, the government has recognized the need to 
highlight intellectual property creation and advanced services 
as a means of moving society and economy forward. This has 
resulted in the wave (Hallyu) of television drama, film, pop 
music, dance, style and fashion, cosmetics and food which has 
become so popular in East Asia and further afield. The Hallyu 
has become particularly prominent in parts of the Mekong 
region, where it has helped recreate the perception of Korea 
inspired by its historical role in the Second Indochinese War 
and as a purveyor of Fordist factory labour with a reputation 
for strict management. This paper explores the perceptions of 
the Hallyu among the young people of the region through 
content analysis of popular media and online sites. The 
variations in preferences and modes of consumption are 
explored and related to deeper social and cultural traits in the 
places investigated. The progress of the Hallyu is also 
analysed, since there is an inevitable ephemerality in the 
popular media being used and a need, therefore, constantly to 
recreate the offerings made and the range of sectors within 
popular culture being used. This helps shape concluding 
predictions for the future of the phenomenon. 
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1. Introduction 

Thanks to Hallyu, Korea has provided a template for modern 
Asian glamour, e.g. skin, lips, airbrushing, and surgery for 
cuteness. According to Yu (2012), if one were to ask 10 
Korean language learners why they’re learning Korean, 9 out 
of 10 of them would say K-pop or K-dramas. The number of 
views on youtube for K-pop all over the world (Figure 1: 
World Map of Youtube hits for K-pop) shows that K-pop is 
well received globally. 

This paper explores the perceptions of the Hallyu among the 
young people of the region through content analysis of 
popular media and online sites, particularly focusing on K-
pop. Thus, internet accessibility may also be a variable that 
affects K-pop’s popularity in each GMS country. In addition 
to nuances in their cultures, GMS countries are not uniform in 
terms of economic development.  

1.1. The Hallyu Phenomenon 

The Korean Hallyu is a phenomenon of creative, cultural 
production that promotes Korean interests overseas, and in 
Southeast Asia, K-pop is aimed particularly at young people. 

According to Walsh (2013), Hallyu has helped to create a 
highly positive perception of Korea, which is in part inspired 
by its historical role in the Second Indochinese War and as a 
purveyor of Fordist factory labour with a reputation for strict 
management. 
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Moreover, the conditions for its development were established 
and managed by the South Korean government, with intense 
campaigns to promote not only exports, but also to enhance 
South Korea’s soft power in penetrating its target markets 
(Walsh, 2013). The forms of creative media used mainly 
focus on entertainment and aesthetics, and ranges from drama, 
film, pop music and dance, fashion, cosmetics and food.  

For the GMS region, Hallyu has been well received overall. 
This may be attributable to the Asian cultural preference for 
cleanliness and fair skin, as well as behavior that Asians 
consider as indicative of good upbringing. The clean and 
youthful good looks of K-pop boy band members, and the off-
stage chasteness of K-pop girl band members contrast with 
the hyper-sexualized Western stars (Charles, 2012, as taken 
from Walsh, 2013). 

1.2. K-Pop 

K-pop is popular because of the catchy music, simple dance 
moves, the beautiful face and fashion of the talented K-pop 
stars. The way K-pop stars dress when they arrive at a new 
destination is called Airport Fashion, e.g. as featured in 
Kfashionista.com website. Such fashion style of baggy shirts 
and tight pants, are considered by Taiwanese youths in this 
study as especially flattering. 

Although it is in Korean language, they have ‘hooks’ that are 
easy to memorize, and oftentimes include English words and 
refrains. This makes K-pop tunes fun and catchy. Another 
feature is a sequence of repetitive dance moves that people 
can easily imitate with fun, e.g. PSY’s infectious Gangnam 
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style dance moves, Wonder Girls’ Nobody. The combination 
is unique and Korean, but also amusing yet cool at the same 
time. This may be one of the influences, besides the cute 
appeal of the performers, that help to make K-pop globally 
accepted.  

In some cases but not all, the presentation package downplays 
the individual performer’s personality, such that each 
performer can be displaced by others in the group at any time, 
without affecting the entire group’s appeal. E.g. Girl group T-
ara has recently kicked yet another member (Lee, 2013). 
However it is important to note that K-pop girls do not always 
have the image of good girls, although their costumes would 
not be considered revealing by Western standards, but in Asia, 
their moves can be too provocative for the society to accept, 
such as how So Nyeo Shi Dae members were criticized for 
their top hit Gee as being demeaning for women (Townhawk, 
2010). 

In fact, K-pop has been very successful in helping to promote 
the sales of Korean cosmetics. There is official data from the 
Korea Cosmetics Association that was reported by the Korea 
Herald, confirming that it was thanks to Hallyu and the 
companies' aggressive marketing that Korea’s cosmetics 
exports increased by 80% in 2010 (Kim 2012). Korean 
cosmetics have been gaining popularity in the Asian market, 
with the largest export market being China and Japan. 
However, Korean cosmetic products are so popular that it is 
beginning to penetrate even the Myanmar market as well 
(Kim, 2012). This is impressive, since Myanmar has long 
been a closed market that is the most difficult to penetrate of 
all the GMS countries. 
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2. Literature Review 

Past empirical studies found that Hallyu has been very 
successful tool for exerting South Korea’s soft power. The 
economic effects of Hallyu for South Korea are concrete and 
astounding. In Asia, Hallyu has been very successfully 
accepted and assimilated, perhaps because Asian admirers can 
culturally identify themselves better with Korean celebrities 
(Lee, 2005). According to Han & Lee’s study (2008), it is 
believed that Hallyu also holds great promise further beyond 
to other cultures of the World, even to the Islamic regions.  

Scholars in the field of Tourism and Hospitality have even 
coined the term “Hallyu tourists”, which can be classified into 
three types based on their preferences, namely “low 
involvement type,” “consumption seeking type” and the 
“active film-induced tourism seeking type” (Kim, Lee & 
Chon, 2010). 

The power of Hallyu can even transcend politics, and has 
created a positive image of Koreans among the Taiwanese. In 
the past, when South Korea broke diplomatic relationship 
with Taiwan for China in 1992, Taiwanese people developed 
a negative view of South Korea (Sung, 2010). But Hallyu has 
astonishingly converted the distaste towards Koreans into a 
strongly favorable perception, with the result that the younger 
generation of Taiwanese today has developed an admiration 
for South Korea’s culture. Taiwanese youths want to copy K-
pop stars and Korean movie stars, wear Korean fashion and 
cosmetics, find it cool to eat at Korean restaurants, and want 
to go to South Korea to shop. This admiration has evolved to 
the point where South Korea can even be seen as a model 
nation for Taiwan, according to Sung (2010). 
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2.1. Economic Imbalance among the GMS Countries 

Economic prosperity directly impacts the purchasing power of 
markets in the GMS. Although songs and music videos can be 
downloaded or viewed online for free, other Korean products 
such as Korean food imports, cosmetics, cars, travel 
arrangements etc. all cost money and have to be purchased. 
Thus, it would be expected that countries with lower GDP per 
capita would consumer lower priced Korean products, and 
higher income countries would consume more pricey 
products. 

The levels of economic development in the GMS are 
unbalanced, judging from the per capita income and social 
services. According to a report by the Asian Development 
Bank (2012), per capita gross domestic product (GDP) among 
the 6 GMS countries for 2010 ranged from $742 to $5,000, 
and in 2011, the Human Development Index ranged from 
0.483 to 0.682 in 2011. Thus, the buying power of each GMS 
country for Korean products, be it consumer goods or 
entertainment related products, are vastly different. This 
imbalance also extends to internet infrastructure and 
accessibility, which strongly determines the spread of K-pop 
in each GMS country. A song or music video that could be 
viewed for free in Vietnam, which has the highest internet 
user 

2.2. Cultural Openness to Innovation 

In addition to having varying levels of economic 
development, as measured by GDP per capita, the GMS 
countries also have variations in terms of culture and 
openness to foreign influences. The adoption of new products 
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also varies according to socio-cultural factors, not just 
economic factors alone. 

K-pop is a form of creative innovation, and can be considered 
as a new or innovative entertainment product. Literature 
suggests that the acceptance and diffusion of innovation and 
new products can be examined in relation to culture. Past 
empirical studies have looked at culture for explanations for 
the extent to which a country can accept new products (e.g. 
Yeniyurt & Townsend, 2003), how culture influences the 
diffusion of new products (Yaverogly & Donthu, 2002; 
Dwyer, Mesak, & Hsu, 2005), and Singh’s (2006) study found 
that culture affects consumers’ propensity to adopt 
innovations. 

In several countries where Hallyu proliferates, K-pop was not 
only warmly welcomed, but also imitated and adjusted to 
local styles. The assimilation of K-pop into the national music 
industry led to the development of T-pop, for example. 
Innovation literature considers this adaptation of new products 
as a form of innovation, called product development.  

Studies have also investigated consumer innovativeness in 
relation to product development. According to Midgley and 
Dowling (1978), central to new product adoption and 
diffusion is the construct of “consumer innovativeness”, also 
known as consumption of newness or tendency to buy new 
products, whereby innovative consumers are those who buy 
new products more often and more quickly than other people. 
These innovative customers exhibit a behavior that is dynamic 
and different from the routine, they are creative and seek 
novelty (Hirschman, 1980).  
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Consumer innovativeness is influenced by personal values. In 
an empirical study by Steenkamp, Hofstede & Wedel (1999) 
on 11 countries of the European Union, it was found that 
personal values and consumer-context-specific dispositions 
were found to affect consumer innovativeness. Given that 
personal values are highly shaped by the social and cultural 
environment, Daghfous, Petrof & Pons (1999) found that 
individual values have a significant impact on consumers’ 
inclinations to adopt new products. Recent studies on how 
culture affects personal values show that personal values such 
as consumer desires, needs, attitudes, and behaviors (Kim et 
al., 2002; Ledden et al., 2007) 

2.3. Internet and Web Accessibility 

K-pop is driven by the internet, which helps K-pop to go viral 
globally, as was the success of PSY, and also helps to sell 
Korean beauty products, especially Korean cosmetics, e.g. 
The high technology compact BB powder, and now the CC 
powder. 

The internet also helps with the application of these Korean 
cosmetic brands, which have now opened several shops and 
counters all over Asia. Some of the most popular brands 
include House of Etude skin care and cosmetics, and Skin 
Food. Online, there are a lot of makeup techniques available 
to help customers achieve the Korean K-pop look, including 
numerous professional and amateur step-by-step guides on 
youtube. 

However, internet and web access in the GMS region is 
unbalanced. For example, Yunan (China) and Myanmar do 
not have Facebook. The extent to which internet and web 
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access affects K-pop’s popularity in each GMS country also 
needs to be examined in relation to K-pop acceptance. 

3. Methodology 

This paper explores the perceptions of the Hallyu among the 
young people of the region through content analysis of 
popular media and online sites, in combination with internet 
and web accessibility, and comparative approximations of 
cultural variations and personal values of each GMS country. 

Youths aged between 20-22 years old were recruited to scour 
the internet for K-pop highlights in each GMS country. This is 
because the author is a middle-aged Asian lady from the GMS 
region, who no longer has the energy of youths to develop a 
penchant for high energy dance moves and become totally 
mesmerized in K-pop music. Admittedly, middle-aged Asian 
females like watching Korean TV series, and have quickly 
adopted the innovative Korean BB face powder as an 
indispensable part of their lives, without which they now have 
no confidence to go out of the house to face the world. 

The research assistants recruited to collected online K-pop 
data for this study are 73 sophomores and juniors enrolled in 
the course “Creativity, Innovation and Change” at an 
international college in Taiwan. The students are mainly from 
East Asia and South East Asia, namely from Taiwan, 
Malaysia, Thailand. There are a few from France, a few from 
Pakistan (they grew up in Hong Kong and can speak 
Cantonese), Mongolian and Indian. This generation of youth 
is not only consistently connected to the internet for every 
waking hour, not surprisingly all of them are obsessed with K-
pop, and are excited and extremely enthusiastic about going 
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online to adeptly explore more about the topic of their 
obsession. 

To help provide direction for their search, the students are 
divided into groups based on their preference for 2 GMS 
countries. Each group had to find K-pop information on a pair 
of GMS country that must be different pairing from other 
groups. In addition, every group was also required to include 
Taiwan as the base country to help them familiarize with 
Taiwan’s plethora of K-pop activities, and also serving as a 
basis for comparison in their research on GMS countries. 
Every student has been living in Taiwan for at least 2 years, 
surrounded by the local K-pop scene and its characteristics in 
Taiwan. Therefore, their group reports compared Taiwan and 
2 GMS countries. 

Besides Taiwan, of the 6 GMS countries that the students 
have researched K-pop for are Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, 
Laos and Myanmar. The groups that chose Yunnan have not 
turned out any data. Only two student groups had previously 
chosen Yunnan, and both asked to change to another country. 
Hence the author had to find out about Yunnan without the 
help of the youths, and found that there is very little 
information online for K-pop in Yunnan. 

Given that the research assistants are themselves Asian 
youths, their perception of K-pop and their extensive 
involvement in real life meant that the data they provided had 
high content validity and reliability. They were involved 
consumers of K-pop, who could distinguish important data 
from random ones amidst the sea of data in the virtual world. 

The preferences, variations and modes of consumption of K-
pop among the GMS countries are presented in the following 
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section, in relation to deeper social and cultural traits of the 
countries being investigated. The progress of the Hallyu is 
also analyzed, since there is an inevitable ephemerality in the 
popular media being used and a need, therefore, constantly to 
recreate the offerings made and the range of sectors within 
popular culture being used. This helps to shape concluding 
predictions for the future of the phenomenon. 

The information obtained from students’ research 
presentations is categorized. While it presented the 
perspective of youths, additional research had to be conducted 
by the author, not only to double check their reports, but also 
to enrich the students’ findings to provide a more complete 
and balanced picture of K-pop’s activities in the GMS 
countries. For example, the students claimed they could not 
find online information of K-pop in Yunnan, but the reality 
might be that youths are less interested in Yunnan compared 
to other GMS countries. The entire data from all six GMS 
countries are then compared.  

The highlights of K-pop’s impact are presented in the 
following section by country, from high influence to lowest 
influence, i.e. Taiwan, Thailand & Vietnam, Cambodia & 
Laos, and Burma & Yunnan. 

4. Findings 

Data on internet and web accessibility in the GMS is 
presented, followed by highlights of K-pop in each country. 
Finally, comparative cultural description is provided for the 
GMS countries. 
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4.1. Internet and Web Accessibility 

According to the Internet World Stats Usage and Population 
Statistics, among the GMS countries, Vietnam has the highest 
internet penetration at 33.9% in 2011, which is still less than 
half that of Taiwan (75.4%). Thailand comes in second with 
30.0%. Internet penetration for the remaining GMS countries 
are less than a third that of Thailand’s, at 9.0% for Laos, 4.4% 
for Cambodia, and extremely low at 1.0% for Myanmar. This 
is presented below in Table 1: Internet penetration in the GMS 
(2011). 

The phenomenal success of PSY’s Gangnam Style going viral 
attests to the importance of internet infrastructure in 
promulgating K-pop. Without fast internet connection, large 
files such as movies cannot be viewed smoothly on youtube. 
However, the Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) direct 
financial support for the GMS information superhighway 
project ended in 2010, and GMS members were asked to use 
their own funds to set up the GMS ICT office (Kanchanasut, 
2012). This may not have strongly adversely affected 
countries like Thailand and Vietnam as much as Laos and 
Cambodia. But for Yunnan, and even more magnified for 
Myanmar, the government has strict censorship and strongly 
limits web accessibility. 
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GMS 

member 

 
Population 
(2012 Est.) 

 
Internet Users 

(Year 2000) 

 
Internet Users 
30-June-2012 

 
Penetration  

(%Population) 

 
Users 

% Asia 

 
Facebook  

31-Dec-2012 

Taiwan 23,234,936 6,260,000 17,530,000 75.4 % 1.6 % 13,240,660 

Vietnam 91,519,289    200,000 31,034,900 33.9 % 2.9 % 10,669,880 

Thailand 67,091,089 2,300,000 20,100,000 30.0 % 1.9 % 17,721,480 

Laos   6,586,266        6,000      592,764  9.0 % 0.1 %       255,880 

Cambodia 14,952,665        6,000       662,840  4.4 % 0.1 %       742,220 
Myanmar 54,584,650        1,000      534,930  1.0 % 0.0 % n/a 

Yunnan 
(2011)* 

    46.7 m        11.4 m      11,400,000        24.8% n/a n/a  
(Facebook is 

banned in China) 

Table 1: Internet penetration in the GMS (2011); Sources: 
Internet World Stats Usage and Population Statistics 
http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats3.htm (accessed 1st 
November 2013); Source for Yunnan is the China Internet 
Network Information Center (2012) 

Social media is also an important factor in internet marketing, 
especially among youths who are connected practically 24/7. 
Facebook is a very powerful social media that is very popular 
among youths, helping to promote products, music and all 
kinds of trends and fad very rapidly. Being blocked from 
Facebook is thus a major obstacle for K-pop’s survival, 
especially in Yunnan, and even more so in Myanmar prior to 
2010. Unfortunately, statistics after Myanmar’s opening up 
for the past two years (2011-2013) is not available online yet. 
Nevertheless, at the time of data collecting, the latest findings 
online about K-pop in Myanmar as of November 2013 were 
presented in this study. 

While Yunnan’s statistics are close to that of Thailand, at 
24.8% internet penetration, but because China bans Facebook, 
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Yunnan is effectively blocked from Facebook and youtube as 
well. In Myanmar, both Google and Facebook are still 
hesitant to expand to Myanmar because of government 
censorship and the lack of infrastructure (Myers, 2013). 

5. Highlights   from   the   Students’   Data 
Collection 

The students had a very enjoyable time presenting highlights 
of what they found online about K-pop in the GMS countries 
and Taiwan. 

5.1.Taiwan 

While Taiwan was assigned to the students with the purpose 
of initiating them to the varied manifestations of K-pop, it is 
also important not to ignore Taiwan’s “Friendemy” 
relationship with Korea. 

Taiwan allied with Korea since 1949, and there were a lot of 
Taiwanese interests in Korea. Kaoshiung and Taipei were 
once sister cities with Seoul. But after the China boom, Korea 
decided to break up with Taiwan in 1992 to side with China 
instead. Even in the service and agro industry, there is anti-
South Korean sentiment in Taiwan. Korea’s decision for 
China over Taiwan has caused great resentment between the 
Taiwanese and Korean government, with the result that 
Taiwan decided to impose a high tax on the Korean 
entertainment industry. 

However, this Taiwan resistance was in vain when K-pop 
arrived. K-pop soon proved that it has the resilient power to 
transcend international political strife. Although the older 
generation of Taiwanese still harbors a strong dislike for 
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Korea and have bias against Koreans, the Taiwanese youths 
are crazy over K-pop, and no tax regime can stop the youths 
from indulging in their energetic passion for K-pop dance 
moves and their objects of desire that are handsome and pretty 
singers. 

In Taiwan, K-pop is the epitome of popularity, to the point 
where Taiwan music charts are of Korea’s concern at the level 
of urgent importance. In fact, Taiwan’s music charts are 
important concerns to the Korean media. CN Blue’s first stop 
on their World Tour is Taiwan. There is also a K-pop radio 
station dedicated to Korean pop music. This goes to show that 
Taiwan is a very important market to Korea’s music industry.  

There is covert K-pop in Taipei. Basically, K-pop in Taiwan 
usually copies Korea’s original versions. Some Taiwan 
Chinese groups simply imitate K-pop and come up with their 
own adaptations. Taiwan music band copied the dance style of 
K-pop, which has a lot of repetitions. The repetitiveness 
makes it easy to copy, and usually the moves related to the 
meaning, helping to make the songs easier to understand. For 
example, Pop Lady, or the Taiwanese star Lotus Wang Yao 
Yao’s top hit Bobee 保庇, which is sung in local Taiwanese 
dialect and accompanied by its own Bobee dance moves, is a 
copy of K-pop song from girl group T-ara's dance track Bo 
Peep Bo Peep (Pauli, 2010). 

There are a lot of K-pop idol activities in Taiwan. The K-pop 
groups hold press conference in Taiwan to interact with the 
Taiwan media. Online advertising in Taiwan also prominently 
features K-pop, be it on Facebook or the mainstream news 
media about K-pop. K-pop concerts in Taiwan are very 
warmly welcomed, e.g. K-pop group Teen Top, Galaxy Note 
3 in Taipei, M Countdown concert 
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K-pop has startlingly beautiful girls and guys, lots of make-up 
and plastic (surgery). Korean drama is also very popular in 
Taiwan, e.g. the classic Da Chang Jin, making more 
Taiwanese want to learn Korean. 

The night markets of Taiwan also offer a lot of Korean 
fashion at different price range, so that Many people imitate 
Korean dressing style. Those who have more disposable 
income would fly to Korea for authentic Korean cosmetic 
surgery, while many Taiwanese surgeons offer K-pop style 
makeovers. 

There are several Korean restaurants in Taiwan, and Korean 
BBQ is popular too, and copied in different ways as 
Taiwanese versions. Korea’s cosmetics brands Etude House 
and The Face shop has a uniquely cute style of shop décor, 
and is very popular among the youths. Middle aged women 
would go for Korea’s LaNeige and Hou brands of skin care. 

5.2.Thailand 

According to the Korea Times, Thai visitors to Korea has 
doubled to 200,000, making Thais rank the largest tourist 
group form the GMS region visiting Korea, and 6th largest 
after the Japanese, Chinese, Americans, Taiwanese and 
Filipinos (Lee, 2011). More interestingly, the Korea Times 
also noted that Thai tourists are the biggest spender, with per-
capita-spending reaching $1,392 in 2010, even higher than the 
Japanese who are the largest group but spends only $1,070 per 
person (Lee, 2011). 

Korean companies also have a brilliant market penetration 
strategy, coming to Thailand to recruit potential K-pop stars. 
And when it comes to K-pop in Thailand, it is necessary to 



116 

 

include the Thai ambassador of K-pop. The most famous is 
Nichkhun, the Thai member of the Korean boy band 2PM. 
The ability of Nichkhun to communicate directly in Thai with 
the Thai population greatly warms 2PM to the hearts of Thai 
people, opening the door to greater acceptance of other K-pop 
groups. Consequently, Nichkhun also helps to promote 
Thailand in South Korea. 

It can be said that Thailand has already become the global K-
pop stage of Asia. The Bangkok press calls it Korean Fever. 
The culture of K-pop is growing tremendously in Thailand, 
and shows young Asians worshipping K-pop stars. Thailand is 
a big market to promote K-pop and Korean culture. Thailand 
organizes K-pop star hunt competitions, where all aspiring 
youths from S.E. Asia are given a chance to take part in. The 
winners of the past 2 seasons were both Thais. Thai pop stars 
also copies K-pop’s style, for example, the group “Deventeen 
Days” is K-popish. K-pop festival in Thailand, such as the 
KBS Music Festival in Bangkok on 17th August 2013. In 
Thailand, there are also many K-pop festivals, e.g. SBS K-pop 
festival on 20th October 2013 at the Rajamangala National 
Stadium , Thailand hosts the K-pop music festival 2013. 

K-pop stars often come to Thailand to perform, and are 
increasingly becoming an important part of the Thai music 
industry, for example EXO’s album dominates on charts not 
only in Taiwan but also in Thailand. K-pop stars also 
participate in Thai television programs, including game shows 
and talk shows, e.g. stars of 2PM boy band were in popular 
Thai game shows, going around Bangkok as part of the game, 
and the popular Rising Man show. “Music Bank” is a music 
program that is Thailand, as well as other countries. It is held 
so often to the point that several K-pop concerts that had been 
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slated to take place in Southeast Asia were cancelled (Kim, 
2013). 

Like other cities of the World, where K-pop is copied and 
parodied, e.g. Kiyomi’s Kill Me. Korea’s original versions of 
K-pop are also copied in Thailand, even with youtube 
postings of ladyboys copying K-pop. In Thailand, there is also 
T-pop, which sometimes can be very funny, e.g. Splash out by 
Kamikaze which copies K-pop style, or Kamikaze music 
video (MV) by 3-2-1, a Thai pop group, is also very much 
influenced by K-pop. 

Thai television airs 100 minutes of Korean soap everyday. 
The Korean drama “Yes or No”, which features a lesbian 
couple, is also popular in Thailand. This increases the already 
liberal Thai society to be even more open to female 
homosexuality. 

Thai companies hire Korean stars to be their presenters in 
their advertisements, therefore Korean stars also have many 
opportunities in Thailand, e.g. Taeyeon from Girls’ 
Generation advertises Bling beauty drink, and takes her 
endorsement earnings back to Korea. Moreover, the Thai 
entertainment industry also makes more profit from events 
and sells more K-pop related products. Other products 
promoted by K-pop stars such as Samsung electronics, 
Korean food such as kim-chi, and the overall country image 
of Korea. Korean BBQ is popular in Thailand too, and is 
copied at many price levels, from nice restaurants in the 
shopping malls to inexpensive Moo Krata (Pan Pork) on the 
streets. 
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5.3.Laos 

In Laos, there is J-Pop as well as K-pop for young people to 
emulate and shape their personal dressing styles too. To attest 
the critical role of Facebook for K-pop’s extraordinary 
phenomenon, Laos’ K-pop Facebook page has 26,256 likes, 
which is a big number considering the internet connectivity 
limitations in Laos.  

K-pop has stimulated an increased activity in the music 
industry of Laos too, even though it is much milder compared 
to Thailand and Vietnam. Nia (2011), a Laos blogger posted 
“we don't even understand what they are singing about. So it 
doesn't make sense to us to listen to something gibberish.”  

Due to the strong ethno-cultural similarities and geographical 
proximity of Laos to Thailand, the Laos look to Thailand. The 
youths borrow their styles mainly from Thailand, and receive 
all Thai TV and radio channels. They watch Thai news, Thai 
soap opera, and other entertainment on the Thai media. But 
having K-pop and J-Pop available is also good, because it 
opens the minds of Laotian population, mainly the youths, to 
multiculturalism. 

5.4.Vietnam 

K-pop in Vietnam is a mix of many US styles. Vietnamese 
bands also like to copy Korean boy bands. The older 
generation is concerned that K-pop can change the behavior 
of young people, who are now also copying Korea, not just 
copying the Western world only.  

In Vietnam, K-pop is also used for fund-raising. Vietnam also 
has K-pop sites to download music. They also organize big k-
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pop events, and as a result, K-pop creates new trends among 
Vietnam youths with slangs from K-pop (Yu, 2012). Just like 
in Thailand, Girls’ Generation (SNSD) is also very popular in 
Vietnam. There are also K-pop festivals in Vietnam, e.g. K-
pop festival 2012 at http://kwave.com.vn/home.php  

It was noted that the Korean documentary “I AM.” [sic] about 
K-pop artists’ joint concert "SMTOWN LIVE WORLD 
TOUR” in Madison Square Garden, New York was released 
in Vietnam (22 June 2012), even before Thailand (7–8 July 
2012) and USA (13–19 July, 2012) (Hong, 2012). 

Korean drama is very popular in Ho Chi Minh city too. The 
Korean director and actresses can have cultural exchanges by 
promoting themselves in Vietnam. Korean food is popular in 
Vietnam too. 

5.5.Cambodia 

The students complained that it is difficult to find information 
about K-pop in Cambodia. This must be caused by the limited 
internet and web access of Cambodia. Nevertheless, the 
students found out that there are also Cambodia K-pop 
concert, e.g. the K-pop World Festival 2013 is held in 
Cambodia, and imitations in the form of Cambodia’s girl 
group. For Cambodia, the image of K-pop stars may be more 
admirable beyond singing, e.g. Korean skater Kim Yuna who 
joined the K-pop boy band Super Junior was mentioned in an 
ASEAN weblog. 

In Cambodia, K-pop music is enjoyed together with rap, 
classic pop and traditional Cambodian music. In the 
conservative and traditional Cambodian society, one of the 
gentlest society that has survived horrific genocide in its 
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history, people have become creative and used pop music as a 
style of individual protestation. For example, over 300 people 
travelled from the provinces to take part in a Gangnam Style-
inspired dance and rap dancing outside the National Assembly 
to resolve a spate of human-rights and land issues (Thitthara, 
2012). 

Nevertheless, K-pop also works hard to maintain a positive 
image in Cambodia. For example, last June, the K-pop stars 
U-KISS volunteered with an NGO in Phnom Penh, using their 
star power to do good things for the Cambodian society and 
taking this opportunity to hold fan meetings at the same time 
(Hong, 2012). There is also Korea-Cambodia cooperation in 
basic education and teacher education, where Korean teachers 
travel to teach kids in Cambodia. South Korea is also a big 
grant donor to developing countries like Cambodia. 

The good looks of K-pop stars and the benevolence Korean 
teachers may have created a hyper favorable image of Korean 
men among Cambodian ladies. In 2008, Cambodia banned 
marriages to foreigners after the International Organisation for 
Migration said human traffickers were profiting from 
supplying poor Cambodian brides to South Korean men 
(London Evening Standard, 2010). Nevertheless as of 2010, 
The Asia Foundation reported that 60 percent of all 
international marriages in Cambodia are with Korean men, 
increasing from 551 in 2008 to 1,352 in 2009 (Lee, 2010). In 
2010, Cambodia has temporarily put a stop to marriages 
between its women and South Korean men altogether (The 
Associated Press, 2010). 

Korean language is also taught in Cambodia. There are 
Korean restaurants in Cambodia too. 
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5.6.Myanmar 

Students complained that K-pop information on Myanmar is 
even more difficult to find than Cambodia. It is important to 
note that while online information is limited, Myanmese 
participants at the Shinawatra International University 
conference on Korean Investment in the GMS (1-2 November 
2013) confirm that K-pop is very popular in Myanmar across 
all age groups, where PSY’s Gangnam style is a part of 
physical education activity in Myanmese kindergartens. 
Hopefully when this study is replicated again in 2015 or 2020 
with the AEC 2015, there will be richer and more interesting 
findings about developments of K-pop’s influence in the 
region. 

But thanks to K-pop, Korean cosmetics are beginning to 
penetrate even Myanmar, where the traditional tanaka plant is 
strongly believed to be the best skin care and is widely used 
all over Myanmar. The brand of Korean cosmetics Holika 
Holika use Korean actors to promote their products in 
Myanmar, e.g. Jung Il Woo, is the very first male K-pop star 
to visit Myanmar, and the purpose of his visit was the Holika 
Holika event in February 2013 to meet his fans. 

Korean drama is also shown in Myanmar. The presence of 
Korean films also influences Myanmar’s drama and movies, 
serving to stimulate the film industry of Myanmar.  

5.7.Yunnan 

In trying to follow a youth’s behavior and mindset, by using 
google for any question on their minds, a google search on “k-
pop Yunnan” was done. There are no Yunnan sites for K-pop, 
which could be due to This turned up only 3 links that led to 
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only 2 blog sites related to K-pop. None of the sites were 
based in Yunnan. The first blog site is based in the USA, and 
the second blog site is based in Taiwan. The first two links led 
to the USA blog sites CloudUSA (2013a and b), the first link 
features the K-pop singer Rain arriving in Yunnan to receive 
the 1st Qian YouZi (千游子) award, which is Yunnan’s 
“Most Influential Awards in China”, and the second link led 
to the video on this same site. The remaining link was a 
Taiwan K-pop blog lastk-pop (2010) featuring news about 
another K-pop star Han Geng donating 100,000 RMB for 
Yunnan drought relief effort, through the "Sweet Rain 
Action" group. 

There was no result for a google search on “Korean cosmetics 
Yunnan”. 

6. Culture 

A more liberal mindset may also be influenced by the 
country’s past experience with foreigners. Thai people’s 
openness may be unique in the region, having never been 
colonized. Hence xenophobia, the fear and suspicion on 
foreigners need to be studied further. 

Comparatively speaking, Thailand is the most liberated 
culture in the GMS, followed by Vietnam, then Laos and 
Cambodia, and finally Myanmar and Yunnan. Thai society 
has been termed as loosely structured even as far back as 
1950’s by American Antropologist John F. Embree (Embree, 
1950). 

K-pop is so popular that the Thai government is concerned 
that it will compromise Thai culture (Wynn, 2010). Thai 
culture is open and relaxed, allowing people to transcend to 
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the Korean culture without much social restraint. It is socially 
acceptable for young Thai males to be coquettish and 
effeminate in their behavior, voice, grooming and composure. 
The older generation of aunties and grannies view this 
phenomenon with a mix of fondness and amusement, and 
parents may even persuade their children towards emulating 
K-pop stars, even to the point of funding their sons and 
daughter’s cosmetic surgery trips in Thailand and Korea. 

The way of life in Laos is strongly influenced by Buddhism, 
at a greater intensity than Thailand. So it is possible that while 
the Buddhist philosophy of living bless Laotian people more 
patience and greater acceptance of others, this same way of 
life around them also makes Laotian youths more traditional 
than their neighbors in the region. 

One similarity that benefits the Korean cosmetics industry in 
the GMS is the Asian ideal of beauty for fair skin. In Asia, the 
sun factor predominantly affecting only the mode choice of 
women, not men (Sujarittanonta, 2012). Other studies such as 
Li et al. (2008) also found that a fair complexion in Asian 
cultures had ‘meaning’, whereby whiteness embodies 
traditional Asian values and beliefs, and can be empowering. 
Other studies found that skin lightness affects how an Asian 
woman’s beauty is perceived, and subsequently influencing 
her quality of life, e.g. social status, marital prospects, job 
prospects and earning potential (Ashikari 2003; Goon and 
Craven 2003; Leslie 2004). 

7. Conclusion and Discussion 

Findings from this study suggest that the roles of K-pop stars 
as culture ambassadors of the country are taken seriously, 
because it has proven to be very powerful in promoting 
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Korean interests internationally. In Thailand, contrary to the 
stereotype of entertainers as being irresponsible and 
undependable, K-popstars’ image as worthy role models can 
be attributed Nichkhun’s endearing personality, his 
friendliness and concerns for society, and his good family 
background creates an impression that all other K-pop stars 
are just as equally well brought up and well-rounded. 
Although they had extensive cosmetic surgery, dance and 
dress provocatively, thanks to Nichkhun, the image of K-pop 
stars for Thai people is that of polite boys and girls who do 
not misbehave, do not drink or do drugs. 

The Korean government could consider a strategy of creating 
K-pop ambassadors. This may well be the most effective way 
to promote K-pop in internet challenged GMS countries like 
Laos, Myanmar and Yunnan. Having local nationalities as K-
pop stars seem to be effective in creating the link to the local 
population, as Thailand’s Nichkhun has proven. 

Compared to other countries such as Thailand and Vietnam, 
K-pop is not a big social phenomenon in Cambodia and Laos. 
However, people in Cambodia would follow the Korean style, 
use Korean products, watch Korean TV programs, movies, 
drama and songs. Laos follows Thailand more than Korea. 

Given the importance of internet and web accessibility, 
especially social media like Facebook, Korean investments in 
internet infrastructure in the GMS countries has bright 
business prospects, not only because of profits from internet 
service provision, but also from other Hallyu related products 
and services, be it K-pop, Korean cosmetics, food and tours. 

Every Asian youth’s ideal of handsome and beautiful is now 
based on K-pop stars, not on Western Hollywood stars and 
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pop stars. On this issue, there are many parts of GMS 
countries’ cultures that South Korea has complementary 
similarities, benefiting the relationship with Laos and Taiwan. 
However, this is an opportunity for further exploratory 
research. 

Moreover Korean K-pop stars can take advantage of the 
coming AEC 2015 to explore other Asian countries to endorse 
many products related to beauty, fashion and food too. Thus, 
the Korean government would have to re-strategize towards 
the new GMS plus AEC business and cultural environment. 
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Potential Korean Investment in 
Myanmar’s Health Food Market: Issues 
and Prospects 

Ye Tun Min 

Abstract 

Korea is the fourth largest investor in Myanmar and 
represents an important export market for gas, hydropower 
and tourism. As the Myanmar economy has been opened, 
large Korean companies such as POSCO and SK Group have 
entered the market. There are now also efforts to encourage 
the production of healthy food products in Myanmar, 
including organic tea and coffee, with technical advice 
provided in the areas of packaging and distribution, R&D and 
purchasing trends in Korea. This paper explores the current 
nature of health food production in Myanmar with a view to 
examining what else needs to be achieved in order to prepare 
goods for entry into the Korean market successfully. Various 
expert interviews have been conducted and the information 
obtained has been integrated with that found in reputable 
secondary sources. The paper indicates that there are still 
significant gaps in quality to be bridged before Myanmar-
grown products can be fully incorporated into international 
supply and value chains. 

The seminar has been organized to enhance the product 
development capacity of health food companies in Myanmar, 
thereby creating opportunities for the companies to enter 
overseas markets including Korea. For this purpose experts 
from Korea’s representative enterprises in food, packaging 
and distribution fields will be dispatched to provide lectures 
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on the latest trends in the health food market and on new 
product development skills to the participating local business 
people of the seminar.  

The lectures have been especially designed to provide 
participants with practical information and knowledge that is 
applicable to their work, covering topics such as developing 
health food using Myanmar’s indigenous herbs and spices, 
R&D procedures for health food and its example cases, 
package development procedures for health food products and 
purchasing trends and distribution status of health food in 
Korea and so on.  

The global demand for health foods is continuously on the 
rise - the size of the Korean health food market alone is 
estimated to be approximately 2.8 trillion won. Ginger and 
allium hookerei (ju myit) which are largely produced in 
Myanmar, are some of the spices well recognized as health 
foods in Korea. Therefore should products using such 
ingredients be developed in a form that satisfies Korean 
consumers’ tastes, they could have a competitive edge in the 
Korean market.  

Executive Summary 

Due to political reform in Myanmar, FDIs are booming and 
new investors are rushing into Myanmar. South Korea, the 
fourth largest investor in Myanmar, wants to take care of 
whole supply chain of Myanmar Health foods “Herbs and 
Spices” from farmers to consumers and exporters.  Therefore, 
this paper is conducted for finding  Korea health food 
markets, Myanmar tropical herbs and spices which can be 
developed health food, procedure of R & D for health food, 
health functional food packaging, and Functional foods trends 
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in south Korea for gaining an opportunity for entering Korean 
health food market to develop Myanmar economy effectively 
in the near future.  

1. Introduction 

For over five decades, Myanmar suffered from the effects of 
international isolation and economic stagnation. Having been 
one of Asia’s wealthiest nations at the time of its 
independence in 1948, by 2011 Myanmar had slumped to one 
of Asia’s poorest. During the time of misleading economy and 
politics by military government (1989 -2010) in Myanmar, 
unofficial and illegal forms of cross-border movement and 
economic activities were spreading throughout the whole 
country such as corruption, drug smuggling, human 
trafficking, illegal logging of scarce hardwoods crossing 
borders were increased. Moreover in 2002, international 
sanctions hit Myanmar's economy hard. As a result, it has 
created Myanmar to be poor country until now.  

Nevertheless, starting from 2011 March, the new Myanmar 
democratic government started to float the currency. This 
move, economically at least, breaks with a half century of 
false policy. In 2012, the Asian Development Bank gave the 
$512 loan for infrastructure, banking services, road, energy, 
irrigation, and education projects. In March 2012, a draft 
foreign investment law came out emerged and this law could 
bring greater transparency to the process of issuing investment  

1.1. Current Situation of Myanmar Economy  

 Myanmar’s today economic prospects has been changed from 
a centrally planned economy into a market oriented system 
and in early 2103 Myanmar Government has updated its 
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Foreign Investment Law for generating more investor interest 
and providing more business opportunity to the world market. 
The Ministry of Commerce (MOC) in Myanmar states that the 
basis principle of export policy is to penetrate into the global 
market by using our existing natural and human resources and 
to produce value added products more than normal export 
items.  Exports in Myanmar increased to 860.10 USD Million 
in March of 2013 from 637.80 USD Million in February of 
2013. From 2010 until 2013, Myanmar Exports averaged 
763.3 USD Million reaching an all time high of 1256.6 USD 
Million in August of 2011 and a record low of 502.6 USD 
Million in April of 2011. Oil and natural gas dominate 
Myanmar's exports. Other exports include vegetables, wood, 
fish, clothing, rubber and fruits. Myanmar's main exports 
partners are China, India, Japan, South Korea, Germany, 
Indonesia and Hong Kong (Trading Economic, 2013). The 
following Figure (1.1) shows Myanmar export values in USD 
Million from April of 2011 to March of 2013 which is 
reported by the Central Statistics Organization, Myanmar. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Myanmar Export values in USD Million 

Additionally, MOC in Myanmar describes that the basic 
principle of import policy is priority import the capital goods, 
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construction materials, other essential goods, hygienic 
materials for people’s health, supporting products for export 
promotion and support the import substitute production. 
According to Trading Economic (2013), Imports in Myanmar 
increased to 678.40 USD Million in March of 2013 from 
607.90 USD Million in February of 2013. From 2010 until 
2013, Myanmar Imports averaged 729.8 USD Million 
reaching an all time high of 1248.0 USD Million in June of 
2011 and a record low of 334.2 USD Million in October of 
2010. Myanmar mainly imports fuel, vegetable oil, vehicles, 
pharmaceutical products, construction equipment, polymers, 
tires and machinery. Myanmar's main imports partners are 
China, Japan, India, Indonesia, Germany, France and Hong 
Kong. The following Figure (1.2) shows Myanmar import 
values in USD Million from April of 2011 to March of 2013 
which is reported by the Central Statistics Organization, 
Myanmar. 

 

 

 

1.1. Thesis Statement 
1.2.  Purpose of research paper 

 

                          

Figure 2: Myanmar Import values in USD Million 
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2. Methodology  

This paper involved exploration of Myanmar – Korea trade 
and potential export health products  of Myanmar such as 
Herbs and Spices to South Korea. Various frameworks of 
planning have been proposed for presenting my paper. The 
framework for talking my research has designed based on the 
various frameworks proposed by researches of Myanmar 
ministry of commerce and University professors and business 
experts from The Republic of Korea.  

2.1. Myanmar   and   South   Korea   Economic 
Cooperation  

Myanmar and South Korea (S. Korea) have established 
diplomatic relations since 1975. But after it practiced 
democratic system in 1980s, a new democratic Government in 
Seoul joined international efforts to encourage reform in 
Myanmar.  In response to the process of political and 
economic reform since 2011, South Korean investment in 
Myanmar around $2.979 billion in 77 projects in 2013 and it 
becomes the fourth largest foreign investor and the trade 
between Myanmar and South Korea reached $573.4 million in 
2012, of which Myanmar's export accounted for $237.58 
million while its import stood at $335.82 million. According 
to the Ministry of Ecommerce (2013),  in January of 2012, S. 
Korea offered more duty-free quota-free tariff to total 5,135 
exporting items of Myanmar under its preferential tariff 
scheme for least-developed countries. 

Moreover, the Korean government has agreed to provide $500 
million' loan to Myanmar for the year 2013 to 2017 from its 
Economic Development Cooperation Funds to develop some 
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following projects (Myanmar Business Network/ Source: 
Xinhua, 2013):  

 South Korea’s state-run airport operator to build a 
new international airport near Myanmar main city Yangon 
  South Korea’s Daewoo International started 
production at the “Shwe” natural gas field with a pilot 
operation of its onshore pipeline and sales to Chinese and 
Myanmar buyers beginning  and the firm estimates there are 
4.5 trillion cubic feet of gas from it  
  South Korean multinational steelmaker POSCO starts 
to plan to invest in Myanmar’s construction industry 
 Long Luck Group of Companies of Myanmar and 
HANBAEK ITC Co., Ltd of South Korea signed a 
memorandum of understanding on economic cooperation in 
May ranging from manufacturing to energy projects 
 South Korea launched an information access center 
(IAC) in Nay Pyi Taw in order to support the country's ICT 
development and infrastructure development for introduction 
of an e-government system 
 The South Korean International Cooperation Agency 
(KOICA) is helping Myanmar develop road network and it 
also promise to grant $2.3 million for the fourth phase of a dry 
zone project for the greening of central Myanmar 
 Reforestation and water access will be implemented 
in Nyaung Oo township in the Mandalay region 
 An industrial park is planned in Dala where there is 
plenty of land and work force to enable South Korean 
companies to make investment in the industrial park 
 Under the supervision of Myanmar Foodstuff 
Manufacturers Association, the Myanmar Foodstuff 
Exhibition 2013 was held in Yangon involving 76 Korean 
companies 
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2.2. Potential Korean Investment in Myanmar’s 
Health Food Market 

On 12 July (2013), The ASEAN-Korea Centre managed a 
Seminar training for Myanmar food businessmen called 
“Korean Market Access Seminar on health foods” in 
cooperation with the Myanmar Ministry of Commerce in 
Myanmar. It said “the seminar was organized to enhance the 
product development capacity of health food companies in 
Myanmar, thereby creating opportunities for the companies to 
enter overseas markets including Korea. For this purpose 
experts from Korea’s representative enterprises in food, 
packaging and distribution fields were dispatched to provide 
lectures on the latest trends in the health food market and on 
new product development skills to the participating local 
business people of training. Addition to this, the lectures were 
especially designed to provide participants with practical 
information and knowledge that is applicable to their work, 
covering topics such as developing health food using 
Myanmar’s indigenous herbs and spices, R&D procedures for 
health food and its example cases, package development 
procedures for health food products and purchasing trends and 
distribution status of health food in Korea”. In my paper, The 
aim of this paper is to review raw Herbs and Spices of health 
food in Myanmar and health functional food across some 
different Asian countries.This will be followed by an 
overview of the Herbs and Spices for health functional food 
growth potential in Myanmar and a discussion on factors that 
might influence the export market of Herbs and Spices for 
health functional foods to The Republic of Korea (South 
Korea).  
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3. Research Findings 

The main discussion question the study aims to address is: 

 What can be done for gaining an opportunity for 
entering Korean health food market to develop Myanmar 
economy effectively in the near future?  

The study aims to investigate the different aspects of Korean 
Involvement in Myanmar (it belongs to the Mekong Region) 
from perspectives of management and economics. The 
findings will also help us better understand how to penetrate 
The South Korean Health Food Market effectively by using 
Myanmar Herbs and Spices to make better progress of 
Myanmar Economy. Able to achieve my finding, I will 
mainly focus on the following facts that are related to health 
food market in Korea. They are: 

 1.  Types of our tropical herbs and spices which can 
be developed health food for The Republic of Korean Market  
 2. Procedure of Research and Development for health 
food 
 3. Health Functional Food Packaging 
 4. Functional Foods Trends in South Korea 

Types of our tropical herbs and spices which can be 
developed health food for The Republic of Korean Market  
 

3.1. Market Prospects of Herbs and Spices in 
Myanmar  

In recent years, around the world the usage of herbs and 
spices by consumer is increasing because they are appreciated 
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as completely natural, rather than artificial and additives. 
Besides, South Korea is looking more and more for some 
Herbs and Spices outside of their country such as leaves, 
roots, flowers, seeds, and resin for traditional medicine, 
natural medicine, functional foods, general goods, functional 
cosmetic, and personal care products. This is because 
consumption of natural medicine and functional foods are 
expected to increase and more and more South Korean are 
eager to consume varied type of those things.   

In Myanmar, most of the rural people still produce their 
health –care medicines by using age old methods which 
can affect their quality, stability and efficacy. On the 
other hand, as more people in South Korea are interested 
in green products, the country has created an expanding 
market for plant based products that could be produced 
by Myanmar to be competitive provided the quality and 
safety specifications. Therefore, South Korean is trade is for 
their suitable tropical Herbs and Spices in Myanmar, raw, 
dried and in crude form, cleaned but not further processed. 
The following Figure (2.1) is the some Myanmar Herbs and 
Spices are interesting by South Korea.  

Beyond their direct use in Herbs and Spices as medicinal 
plants, South Korea use them as industrial scale to produce 
added value of natural medicines. The following Figure (2.2) 
shows added value of medicinal herb.  

Beyond their direct use in Herbs and Spices as medicinal 
Plants, South Korea use them as industrial scale to produce 
added value of natural medicines. The following Figure (2.2) 
shows added value of medicinal herb. 
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3.2. Study Black Ginger for Industrial Products  

Nowadays, one of spices or herbs is caught Korean 
business people attention is Black Ginger is a plant of 
rare variation on Ginger and scientifically it is called 
Kaempferia Parviflora. It is naturally used in traditional 
medicine to enhance sexual performance contains large 
amounts of low affinity PDE5 inhibitors (drugs help the 
smooth muscles of the penis to relax and increase blood 
flow). Basically, it can be found in three countries in 
Asia; Myanmar, Thailand, and Bangladesh. It is known 
as Gamon-Ni in Myanmar, Kra-Chai-Dam in Thailand, 
and Chakma in Bangladesh. It is widely used in Thailand 
for not only Traditional Herbs and Spices, but also for 
Functional food and Natural medicine.  

3.2.1. Traditional Uses  

People believe that Black Ginger is effective traditional 
medicines for Anti-stomachache, Anti-flatulence, 
Digestive disorders, Tonic, Balance blood pressure, 
Treatment of allergy, Treatment of impotence, Nerve 
stimulation, and so on. 

3.2.2. Functional Food Uses 

People in Thailand accept Kaempferia Parviflora is 
functional food for anti-malaria, anti-fungal properties, 
and having sexual enhancing activities. The following 
Figure (2.4) illustrates Black Ginger Tea from RAKSA 
Thai Herb Co., Ltd. 
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3.2.3. Natural Medicine Uses  

Males in Thailand use Black Ginger Natural Medicine as 
supplement for their vigor enhancer and believe that it 
gives their bodies for new power and vigor. The 
following Figure (2.5) demonstrates Kaempferia 
Parviflora capsule from RAKSA Thai Herb Co., Ltd. 

3.2.4. Added Value of Black Ginger  

People in South Korea understand that industrial 
application of tropical herbs and spices is to transform its 
bioactive compounds into human care products on the 
basis of scientific evidences. Moreover they are also 
aware that producing Black Ginger to the state of 
Natural Medicine is added value process. The following 
Figure (2.6) shows added value of Black Ginger.  

Food can not only fill humans’ stomach, but also they 
can promote and protect our health. Some food contains 
bioactive components that are beneficial to health and 
are able to reduce risks of chronic diseases. These foods 
are known as “health functional foods”.  

Health functional foods are foods manufactured or 
processed with material or components that functions on 
human body. Here, function means useful and healthy 
impact on human body structure and functions that could 
be gained by controlling nutrition or physiological effect. 
There are 3 functions of health foods. The following 
Figure (2.7) illustrates 3 functions of health foods. 
(Korea Institute of Industrial Technology, 2013) 
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3.2.5. Myanmar Herbs and Spices with Academic 
Science Information 

In South Korea, the rising demand for food low in sugar 
and salt has motivated the development of specific Herbs 
and Spices and food manufactures are using Herbs and 
Spices as natural preservatives and anti-oxidants. In 
general, there is a noticeable move away from artificial 
flavoring and coloruings. Therefore, The food processing 
industry in South Korea is interested in importing some 
of Myanmar Herbs and Spices because Myanmar can 
provide a wider landscape, variety of flavours with a 
relative low increase in production costs. The following 
table (2.8) shows some Myanmar Herbs and Spices with 
Academic Science Information. 

3.2.6. Market overview of Functional Foods in South 
Korea  

Korea’s health and functional food market was estimated 
at $ 1.15 billion in 2010, $ 1.35 billion in 2011, and $ 
1.37 billion in 2012 respectively. The United States has 
long been the most important exporter of functional food 
to South Korea and its share is expected to grow. 
Amount of production of functional foods has shown 
increase over $ 0.2 billion in 2004 to around $ 1.37 
billion in 2012 (Graph: 2.9). The Graph (2.9) illustrates 
the growing diversity of functional foods in South Korea 
market  
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3.3. Material Used In Health Food Packaging In 
Korea  

Health Functional food packaging in South Korea 
requires protection, tampering resistance, and special 
physical, chemical, or biological needs. It also shows the 
product that is labeled to show any nutrition information 
on the food being consumed. The Korea Packaging 
Center (KOPACK), a state-run research and 
development centre for packaging, offers technological 
and management advice to mid-sized packaging 
companies and educate young designers on packaging. It 
also works in standardization of various measures used 
in packaging with international organizations. To 
enhance the product development capacity of health food 
companies in Myanmar, KOPACK has shared the 
environmental responsibility of material used packages 
standards of Korean Food and Drug Administration 
(KFDA) to meet the environmental responsibility of 
material used in food packaging 

3.3.1. General Standards of Packages  

The following are standards of packages from KFDA:  

1. Packages must be designed to protect food against the 
chemical and physical contaminations. 

2. The non-volatile residue may be waived with the 
standards for  packages having the food-contacting 
surface which is composed of food-grade materials such 
as starch and glycerin. 
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3. Solder shall not be used in manufacture or repair of 
packages for food products. 

4. Electrode made of materials other than iron, 
aluminum, platinum, titanium, and stainless steel shall 
not be permitted for food-contact use. 

5. Food-contacting surface of  packages which are made 
of copper or copper alloy, must be properly treated with 
tin coating or its polishing to ensure hygiene safety. 
Exemption for materials having glossy and non-
corrosive characteristics. 

6. Synthetic coloring agents used in the manufacture of  
packages must be permitted as food-approved additives, 
except in cases where the colorants are added to glazes, 
glass enamels and porcelain enamels or when the 
colorants are not mixed into foods. 

7. Printing inks must be sufficiently dried when they are 
used in the manufacture of packages and the printed 
surfaces shall not come into direct contact with food. 

3.3.2. Material Standards of Packages  

Packaging used for food is often different from non-food 
product or industrial packaging. Packaging for food has 
to be compatible with the food product packed within, 
and food standards and regulations must be met. For 
instance, the migration of harmful substances from 
packaging material in direct contact with food must be 
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avoided. Thus, materials used for food packaging, 
handling and storage must be chosen accordingly. 

Paper is made from wood as a main pulp material 
through the manufacturing process, and processed paper 
is made from a paper treated by substances to achieve 
proper technical purpose. 

Packaging made from steel or aluminum offers a 
combination of excellent physical protection and barrier 
properties, formability and decorative potential. Metal 
packaging also contains a significant amount of recycled 
scrap material and can be recycled many times without 
loss of quality. The following Picture (2.11) illustrates 
Steel/ Aluminum packaging for functional food. 

Timber is one of the earliest packaging materials and still 
remains useful. Being a natural material, it is not very uniform 
in its physical characteristics, therefore, it is necessary to 
select and treat it in a manner that will make it useful as a 
packaging material. The following picture shows Wood 
packaging for functional food.  

Glass is used in rigid packaging form. Glass is inert, does not 
taint foodstuffs or affect taste, is impervious to gasses, has 
transparency and is liked by consumers. It is a trusted and 
environmentally friendly packaging material because of its 
recyclability.  

Plastics can be chemical-resistant, inexpensive and 
lightweight with a wide range of properties. The specific 
properties of the packaging are determined by the nature of 
the particular polymers used. The major disadvantages of 
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plastics are their variable permeability to light, gas, vapour, 
and low molecular weight molecules as well as a high risk 
that substances will migrate into the food product. The 
following Picture (2.14) shows Plastic packaging for 
functional food. 

3.3. Functional Foods Trends in South Korea 

Modern living in Korea brings about health problems 
such as hypertension, diabetes, cancer, heart disease to 
people. As more Koreans are exposed to various health 
threats, the demands for health enhancing foods are 
growing. Moreover, the increased health concerns 
among Koreans have made available more health-
promoting products in the market. A better informed 
Koreans and increased purchase of functional foods and 
organic foods. Products that are considered functional 
foods in other countries are not necessarily considered 
functional foods in Korea, unless they have received 
product specific recognition from KFDA. Herbal 
ingredients are often considered more trustworthy among 
Koreans, as Korean traditional medicine utilizes only 
natural ingredients. The growth of product-specific 
functional food ingredients suggests the increasing 
consumer preference for products issuing health claims. 
The following table (2.15) and table (2.16) show top 10 
ranking Health functional foods and Health functional 
food distributors in South Korea, and graph (2.17) 
illustrates the trend of Korean Health functional food 
market.  
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4. Discussion 

According to International Trade Promotion Department 
of Myanmar, There are 9 potential export products of 
Myanmar to Korea. They are  

1. Pulses and beans 
2. Sesame seed 
3. Prawn and Fish 
4. Garment 
5. Gems 
6. Wood 
7. Rubber 
8. Fruits and Vegetable 
9. Process Foods  

However, based on above findings, it is obvious to see 
that the lifestyle in Korea is becoming busier, resulting 
in an increase in lifestyle related diseases. The increase 
in stressful, sedentary workplace environments has 
sparked an increase in the incidence of lifestyle related 
disease, especially cancer and cardio-vascular disease, 
among Koreans. Therefore, functional foods aimed at 
preventing or alleviating such diseases will grow in 
popularity.  

As Korean traditional medicine and food use only 
natural ingredients, today more Korean functional food 
and drug distributors look for natural Herbs , Spices, and 
leaves from outside of their country. In Myanmar, they 
want to import the following leaves to their country 
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because those leaves are able to protect some diseases 
effectively 

Moreover, all exporters of traditional leaves to South 
Korea must follow the Health Functional Food Act and 
all food and agricultural imports must list the following 
information on their label in legible Korean. 

1. Product name 
2. Content 
3. Information on nutrition and functionality 
4. Ingredient 
5. Sell by date 
6. Storage condition 
7. Name and address of manufacturing factory 
8. Usage 
9. Description  on  use  and  caution 

 
5. Conclusion  

After many decades of an isolated military dictatorship, 
Myanmar is open for economy and political reforms. As 
a result, more and more international businesses from 
many countries including South Korea are seeking for 
new opportunities and emerging markets in Myanmar. 
As South Korea is the fourth largest investor in 
Myanmar, it wants to help Myanmar to improve their 
trade volume. Therefore, this year (2013), The ASEAN-
Korea Centre based on Seoul organized the seminar 
training for Myanmar food Businessmen to be aware of 
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exporting their unique Herbs and Spices to South Korea 
for producing health functional foods. 

Be able to involve in Korea health food markets, 
Myanmar food businessmen should know of types of 
Myanmar tropical herbs and spices which can be 
developed health food, procedure of R & D for health 
food, health functional food packaging, and Functional 
foods trends in south Korea. The findings show that 
Some Myanmar herbs and spices are interesting by 
South Korea for producing their natural medicine and 
health functional foods such as Bharangi, False Daisy, 
Onion, Black Pepper, Sand Ginger, and so on. Addition 
to this, the findings illustrate that consuming health 
functional food market is growing up year by year and 
Korean Food and Drug Administration (KFDA) is strict 
with food packaging standards and materials. Moreover, 
the findings describe that the increased health concerns 
among Koreans have made available more health-
promotion products in the market. For that reasons of the 
above findings, the following factors can be concluded 
for gaining an opportunity for entering Korean health 
food market to develop Myanmar economy effectively in 
the near future. They are  

 Producing high quality of health products to 
Korea Market 
 Producing Myanmar unique Herbs and Spices 
with standard quality of South Korea 
 Applying advanced technology in Health foods to 
move forward 
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 Welcoming any suggestion from Korean existing 
trade procedure and ready to improve them. 
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