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Introduction

In recent years, growing attention has been paid to the increasing presence of
emerging economies in the global “development cooperation market.” Driven by
expanding economic strength, non-OECD countries have consistently strengthened
their role in the field. From the perspective of partner countries, the range of
potential development partners is expanding. In order to be selected as a preferred
development partner, it is essential to enhance the attractiveness of development
cooperation. This presents a new challenge for OECD countries, which have
traditionally been the principal donors.

One of the effective approaches to addressing this challenge is to improve the
effectiveness of assistance through enhanced collaboration among development
cooperation agencies. While various initiatives have been undertaken under the
framework of “donor coordination”, it is worth re-emphasizing the significance of
collaboration between Korea and Japan. Given their institutional similarities and
ease of coordination, such collaboration is likely to yield highly effective outcomes
and contribute to enhancing the overall attractiveness of development cooperation.

This paper first examines the close institutional relationships between major
development cooperation agencies in Korea and Japan. It then reviews their past
records of collaboration and explores potential areas and modalities for future
cooperation. The views expressed in this paper are solely those of the author and
do not represent those of any affiliated organization.



Institutional Relationships among Development Cooperation Agencies
The relationships among Korea's major development cooperation agencies—the
Economic Development Cooperation Fund (EDCF), administered by the Export-
Import Bank of Korea, and the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA)—
and Japan's primary development agency, the Japan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA), are notably close. This is largely attributable to the fact that, since
the late 1980s, Korea has built its development cooperation system with reference
to Japan’s experience.

Following the establishment of EDCF in 1987, Japan's Overseas Economic
Cooperation Fund (OECF), and subsequently the Japan Bank for International
Cooperation (JBIC), which integrated OECF's functions in 1999, provided
continuous support to EDCF, including information sharing and advisory services
on institutional arrangements and operational procedures. Building on this
foundation, EDCF and JBIC signed a Memorandum of Understanding in 2006 to
promote operational cooperation and knowledge sharing. This relationship has
remained unchanged even after JBIC's ODA operations were integrated into JICA in
2008, and this MOU(Memorandum of Understanding) was updated in 2023. Since
2010, annual meetings among Asian donor agencies—including the EDCF, the
Export-Import Bank of China, the Neighbouring Countries Economic Development
Cooperation Agency of Thailand, and JICA—have been held to exchange views and
share expertise on development cooperation.

In the field of technical cooperation and grant aid, KOICA has also maintained close
ties with JICA. During the 1990s, KOICA officials participated in on-the-job training
programs at JICA, typically for periods of three to six months, facilitating the
transfer of knowledge on institutional structures and operational procedures. High-
level regular consultations between KOICA and JICA were launched in 2010 and
continued annually until 2017.

These institutional linkages reflect broader historical and structural commonalities.
Both countries transitioned from developing to advanced economies and effectively
utilized foreign assistance in their development processes. Moreover, Korea's
utilization of Japanese development assistance from the 1960s to the 1980s for
industrial development and infrastructure building is widely recognized. As a result,
the development models of the two countries exhibit significant similarities.

Given that development cooperation often involves the transfer of development
experiences, these shared characteristics enable Korea and Japan to implement
cooperation efficiently through compatible institutional frameworks and operational
procedures. This, in turn, enhances the effectiveness of their joint efforts.

Track Records of Bilateral Collaboration

In addition to policy dialogue and knowledge sharing, Korea and Japan have
accumulated substantial experiences in collaborative development projects. Notable
examples include co-financing arrangements and joint capacity-building programs.

In terms of co-financing between EDCF and JICA, representative projects include
the Nampula—Cuamba Road Project in Mozambique (signed in March 2010, co-



financed with the African Development Bank), the Climate Change Program Loans
(I-V) for Vietnam (signed in March 2013, 2014, and 2015), the COVID-19 Crisis
Response Emergency Support Loan for Indonesia (signed in February 2023), and
the Development Policy Loan for Strengthening Public Financial Management in
Bangladesh (signed in June 2023).

In technical cooperation, KOICA and JICA jointly conducted training programs
between 2000 and 2010, covering areas such as water quality management,
economic development policy, and air pollution control. They also collaborated on
projects in Cambodia (agricultural extension), Laos (rural development), Ethiopia
and Kenya (maternal and child health), Mongolia (education administration), and
the Philippines (local governance capacity development).

Furthermore, cooperation between the two agencies continues through exchanges
among departments responsible for volunteer programs and joint activities in
partner countries. More recently, trilateral cooperation among the United States,
Korea, and Japan—through the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID), KOICA, and JICA—supported projects in the health sector in Ghana and in
agriculture in Ukraine. However, following significant restructuring of USAID in July
2025, this trilateral framework has been suspended.

Future Areas and Modalities of Cooperation

Strengthening Korea-Japan bilateral collaboration in development cooperation
is critically important for deepening bilateral ties, sustaining influence in the
development landscape, enhancing aid effectiveness, and building strong
relationships with partner countries. Given recent changes in U.S. development
cooperation policies, this is an especially opportune moment to revisit the
modalities of such collaboration.

The two countries share several strengths, including their successful transitions
to advanced economies, effective utilization of foreign aid, and membership in the
OECD. As model cases of development success, they are well-positioned to share
their experiences with partner countries. Presenting both the commonalities and
differences in their development trajectories can further enhance the effectiveness
of their support.

Looking ahead, potential areas for cooperation include climate change mitigation,
infrastructure development utilizing artificial intelligence, e-governance, and
supply chain resilience. In particular, securing critical resources—such as rare
earth elements and energy—has emerged as a shared priority, and development
cooperation that contributes to economic security warrants further exploration.

Specific initiatives may include co-financing for transport infrastructure such as port
development, technical assistance in resource development, maritime safety measures,
and joint preparation of industrial master plans. Collaboration between research
institutions, such as the JICA Ogata Research Institute and the Korea Development
Institute (KDI), could also facilitate joint studies on supply chain resilience.

KDI administers programs such as the Knowledge Sharing Program (KSP) and
the Economic Innovation Partnership Program (EIPP), which provide intellectual



cooperation based on Korea's development experience. When JICA implements
related technical cooperation projects in partner countries, opportunities arise for
collaboration among experts and the sharing of best practices.

In technical cooperation, both KOICA and JICA can further promote joint training
programs and collaborative initiatives in areas such as climate change, industrial
development, health, and education. Emerging fields such as digitalization and the
application of artificial intelligence also offer opportunities for joint seminars and
capacity-building activities. Moreover, KOICA's efforts to strengthen the capacities
of emerging donors present additional opportunities for collaboration involving
Japanese experts.

Both agencies are also increasingly engaging with the private sector. Potential
areas of collaboration include joint financing for private sector projects, information
sharing on impact investment, cooperation with corporate social responsibility (CSR)
initiatives, and engagement with philanthropic organizations.

To advance such collaboration, it is essential to increase the frequency of interactions
between the agencies and enhance communication channels. In addition, strong
commitments from central governments are necessary, including policy dialogues
and regular consultations among relevant ministries.

Conclusion

In a rapidly changing international environment, the most reliable assets for
countries and institutions are the trust and track record they have built over time.
The development cooperation agencies of Korea and Japan have successfully
established and maintained such a relationship.

As both sides have matured into experienced and capable organizations, the
time has come to explore how they can collaborate as equal partners for the
benefit of both their own countries and developing partners. Leveraging their
unique relationship, Korea and Japan are well positioned to advance new forms of
development cooperation through joint efforts. ®

—m Signing ceremony of the MOU between JICA and EDCF(Nov 2023)
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