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Introduction

In the Republic of Korea (hereon Korea) gender and demography meet politics like in no other places. Since 2000, Korean government substantially increased its support for and public investments in child and elderly care. Reasons for this are primarily demographic and economic, but different political actors also saw within the framework of such social investment policy answers to different social and economic problems. 
Social investment policy in Korea is framed in terms of a win-win proposition: it builds human and social capitals that contribute to social cohesion; and it creates demand and jobs that contribute to economic growth. It is argued that public investment in child and elderly care would not only relieve women of care burden, enabling them to reconcile work and family responsibilities, but also result in better use of women’s human capital and encourage fertility. 
In this paper I focus on recent child care policy reforms in Korea, and discuss how they were motivated by a combination of concerns about fertility decline and low economic growth, and how political actors sought to address these problems through child care. I argue, first, that the Korean case illustrates how economic crisis can open a door to positive changes, and second, investing in social care can create conditions for economic growth. The first part of the paper provides an overview of trends and patterns in women’s labour market status and gender division of labour and their interaction in Korea. The second part will describe the care regime in Korea, particularly in terms of time, services, and money. This will be followed by a discussion of recent policy changes, focusing in particular policymaking process involving childcare reform. Finally, the last part assesses the effectiveness of policies implemented.
1. Context: A different kind of North-South dilemma

Korea faces many problems associated with advanced industrial nations, while at the same time it struggles to overcome some of its developing nation legacies. Like many advanced industrial countries, there has been an erosion of male breadwinner model households due to de-familialization and labour market restructuring, and a growing care crisis resulting from a combination of increased women’s labour market participation, low fertility, rapid population ageing, and lack of non-familial sources of care. The erosion of the male breadwinner households is caused by employment insecurity and decline in male family wages. The trend towards greater household income equality achieved during the second half of the 1980s as a result of strong economic growth and political democratization was reversed after the Asian economic crisis of 1997 and led to a relative widening of the household income gap (Lee, 2002; KLI, 2008b). The post-1997 economic reforms weakened the employment protection and expanded non-standard or non-regular employment, i.e. workers on temporary, daily, part-time contingent work arrangements with limited or no access to social security schemes and variety of rights and benefits enjoyed by standard or regular employees.
 

In 2000, 52 per cent of all waged workers in Korea was in non-standard employment (KLI, 2005). Wage gap between standard and non-standard workers, and between workers in large and small-and-medium size companies increased and continue to remain large (KLI, 2008; Grubb, Lee and Tergeist, 2007). Women’s employment rate has been increasing steadily: married women’s employment rate rose from 41.0 per cent in 1985 to 49.9 per cent in 2007, while unmarried women’s rate increased from 44.7 per cent to 51.3 per cent, respectively (KWDI, 2008).


Total fertility rate in Korea dropped from approximately 4.5 in 1970 to 1.08 in 2005, making it the lowest fertility nation amongst the OECD today (KNSO, 2008; KWDI, 2008; also see Figure 1). Assuming the current rate of fertility, demographic projections suggests an increase in the proportion of 65+ population from 7 per cent in 2000 to 20 per cent by 2026 (KNSO, 2008), and labour shortage of 4.8 million workers by 2020, particularly in the low wage and service sector employment (Ministry of Labor, 2006). Moreover, beginning in 2030, the total population will begin to decline (Kim, 2000). Unlike many other OECD countries, demographic shifts present an additional policy problem in Korea because of its longstanding national narrative of population homogeneity. Korea has never regarded itself as an immigrant receiving nation; but instead, an immigrant sending nation. Therefore, until very recently, public and policy debates surrounding the issues of low fertility and labour shortage have focused on the two pronged strategy of pronatalism and mobilization of women and the elderly. The current demographic condition, however, has made the issues of immigration and foreign workers unavoidable (Seol, 2006; Lee, Seol, and Cho, 2006). Even so, policies so far have been limited to accepting immigrants through marriage and to allowing specific kinds of foreign workers to enter the country on a time limited work visas.

At the same time Korea struggles with advanced industrial nation problems, it also continues to face a number of developing nation legacies, particularly the large informal sector economy and underdeveloped welfare state. Although the proportion of informal sector employment (for most part in the form of unpaid family workers and own account workers) has declined since 1980, it still comprised 27 per cent of all employment in 2007 (OECD, 2008) (Table 1).
 Unsurprisingly, informal employment in Korea is more prevalent in small businesses. It is estimated that informal employees in Korea make up approximately 70 per cent of employees in firms with less than 10 people, and that 58 per cent of all informal employees are employed in small businesses (OECD, 2008: 14). Women are also significantly more likely to be in informal work compared to men. 

Despite the significant expansion since 1990, Korean welfare state is still one of the smallest amongst the OECD, with total social expenditure to GDP of 2.9 per cent in 1990 and 6.9 per cent in 2005 as compared to the OECD average of 20.6 per cent in 2005 (OECD, 2008c). Because pension was universalized as late as in 1999, only 45 per cent of men and 6 per cent of women over the age of 65 are currently in receipt of the National Pension benefits (KIHASA, 2007). Moreover, there also remains a remarkable lack of gender equality in the Korean labour market, despite the noticeable social and normative changes over the last few decades. For example, given Korean women’s high educational attainment and the increase in public opinion support for women’s life-time employment, women’s overall employment rate could potentially be much higher than the current level of 50.2 per cent.
 Korean women’s economic activity by age group also remains sharply M-shaped, suggesting high drop-out during childbearing/childrearing period. In fact, it looks much more “traditional” even compared to other East and South East Asian countries, including Japan (Figure 2). 

The persistence of gender inequality in Korea is also evident from the fact that 40.1 per cent of women workers were working in non-standard employment as compared to 28.7 per cent in standard employment in 2007, while 42.7 per cent and 23.1 per cent of male workers were standard and non-standard employees, respectively (KWDI, 2008; Table 1).
 The extent of gender inequality is made even more clear by the Table 2, which shows that despite having nearly identical work hours, women’s wages are less than two third that of men, and their turnover rate is nearly 40 percent higher than men. Cho (1999) and Lee and Cho (2005) argue that the decline in women’s regular employment, immediately after 1997, is a result of employer practice of privileging and protecting male workers. Cho (1999) notes specifically a higher rate of involuntary unemployment among women as compared to men in 1998. Lee et. al.’s (2001) survey also found that the majority of employers continue to hold either gender stereotypic attitudes and/or aversion towards hiring women even after the end of the economic crisis. In sum, social and institutional changes in Korea have been incongruous: whereas some institutions have moved forward to adapt to the new social realities; other institutions have remained stubbornly “traditional”, unwilling to accept changes in family and gender relations. 

2. Care Regime

The Korean care regime can probably be described as highly “familialistic” (Esping-Andersen, 1999: 45) and strongly male breadwinner (Lewis, 1992), in that the state oblige care responsibilities to the family (e.g. women) by providing almost no alternatives to family-based care. In Korea, wives, daughters and daughters-in-law have traditionally performed much of the care work within the family in an un-commodified form. Such gender division of labour was often rationalized by the idea of Confucian values that glorified the acts of filial piety and separate gender roles, and furthermore reinforced by social policies that assumed the family as the primary site of personal care. As a result, until very recently, very little or no care provision was available through the public or the private market sectors for either the elderly or children. This arrangement, however, has changed somewhat since 2000. While maintaining its basic familialistic focus, the state is taking a greater share of care responsibilities by financing and regulating elderly and childcare, delivered by for- and not-for-profit providers in the market, as well as through improvement of maternity and parental leave. In other words, Korea’s care regime is shifting from what may be considered as an extensive familialism to a modified familialism, and from strong to modified male breadwinner model through the partial commodification women’s care work by social care policies (Peng, 2009).
 The following summarizes Korea’s current care regime using three indicators: time, services, and money. 

A. TIME

Care Leave 

Since 2001, all women workers, including those who are in non-standard employment, are entitled to 60 days of fully paid maternity leave immediately after the childbirth with the right to return to the same job afterwards. This was extended to 90 day in 2006. The take up rate for maternity, though increasing, is still very low. While the number of women taking the leave increased from 22,711 in 2002 to 49,539 in 2006 (KWDI, 2008), only 31.2 per cent of all eligible women took the leave in 2004 (Kim, 2007). This can be attributed to the combination of employer pressure on women to quit after childbirth, and the pervasive societal norms on women to exit the labour market after childbirth. The Ministry of Gender Equality and Family also encourages fathers’ participation in childrearing through such programs as “no over-time on the 6th of every month” campaign and the “daddy quota” system within parental leave in 2006 (Choi, 2008). Unfortunately, the “daddy quota” within parental leave,, so far, only grants up to 3 days of non-transferable leave for fathers under the Equality Employment Act.

Following the 90 day maternity leave, parents can take 9 months of flexible parental leave (to make up to an equivalent of one year) with 500,000 won flat monthly allowance (approximately $500 USD) on full or part-time basis up to when the child reaches the age of 3. The parental leave provision is, however, limited to workers in regular employment, and hence a much lower take up rate compared to the maternity leave. In 2004 only 7.5 per cent of all working women took parental leave (Kim, 2007).
 The ratio of fathers to mothers taking parental leave in Korea was less than 2 per cent in 2007 (OECD, 2008b). 

Flexible Working for Reconciliation

The recent work and family reconciliation policies in Korea are increasingly focused on flexible and part-time employment. The 2007 revision of the Equal Employment legislation obliged employers to provide new parents with the right to claim part-time childcare leave with shorter working hours and flexible working hours, and to restrict overtime work. This is particularly important because Korean workers have the highest average hours actually worked per year amongst all the OECD countries, at 2,357 hours in 2006 as compared to the OECD and EU-15 averages of 1,777 and 1,625 hours, respectively (OECD, 2008). Both OECD and the Korean government consider long working hours as a contributing to Korea’s low fertility rate (Adema, 2008; Ministry of Labor, 2007). Employers are also encouraged through financial incentives and policy directives by the government to provide additional support, such as family and medical leave, childcare benefits and workplace childcare facilities (Korea International Labour Foundation, 2007; Ministry of Labor, 2007).

Despite recent policy changes, Korea is unique among the OECD in the low level of part-time employment. The incidence of part-time employment amongst temporary and permanent workers in Korea in 2005 was 14.0 per cent and 4.1 per cent, respectively (Grubb, Lee and Tergeist, 2007). Along with Turkey and Greece, Korea had one of the six lowest part-time employment rate in 2005 among OECD-31 nations (OECD, 2007). The total share of women’ part-time employment in Korea in 2005 was 12 per cent in 2005. This is considerably lower compared to countries like the Netherlands, Switzerland and Japan where shares of part-time employment among women were 60 per cent, 45 per cent, and 43 per cent, respectively, and to the OECD-31 average of 30 per cent (OECD, 2007). In sum, most Korean women either work full-time (on standard or temporary employment) or they drop out of the labour market.

B.  SERVICES

In Korea institutionalized services in childcare and early childhood education  is provided to children under 6-years old through either childcare centers or early child education (ECE) institutions. The public and private for- and not-for-profit childcare centres are subsidized by the government (see Peng, 2009), and they differ from ECE institutions in that their main purpose is “care”, not education. For children under 3, childcare services is extended primarily through childcare centers while for children between the ages of 3 to 6, institutionalized services are available either through childcare centers or ECE institutions, depending on families’ preferences. Childcare legislation falls under Ministry of Gender Equality and Family (MOGEF) jurisdiction, while ECE falls under Ministry of Education. 

The total number of children enrolled in childcare centres in 2006 was 1,062,415, over 22-fold increase since 1990; while the total number of childcare centres was 29,823, an increase of over 15-fold from 1990 (Ministry of Gender Equality and Family, 2007). The enrolment figures also show a rapid increase the proportions of preschool age children attending childcare facilities and kindergartens, from 21.5 and 14.8 per cent, respectively, in 2002 to 32.9 and 18.1 per cent, respectively, in 2006. In total, the per centage of public expenditure on childcare and ECE to GDP rose from 0.12 to 0.35 between 2002 and 2006. The expansion of state support for childcare is carried out through both public and private childcare centres. Most childcare centres are private, but a significant proportion of “private” childcare centres are run by not-for-profit organizations, such as religious groups, NGOs, and other registered non-profit corporations. Both public and private childcare centres are regulated by the Child Care Act. They are government inspected, and must pass government license to receive public subsidies. Childcare fees, for both private and public childcare centres, are regulated and standardized. Parents can choose either public or private childcare centre and pay pre-set childcare fee according to income levels. The government reimburses childcare centres for the cost of childcare on per capita basis. In sum, Korean government regulates and subsidizes childcare services provided by public and private childcare centres. Public support for ECEs is more limited as early child education is in Korea largely falls under the private sector. There are wide range of ECE services in the market for families wishing to provide extra early education for preschool age children, ranging from arts and sports focused education to English language focused playgroups for middle and higher income families.

There is a plan to institute a one-year free pre-school education for all 5-year olds by 2010 under the Second Scheme for National Childcare Support Policy in 2006. The enrolment rate of children under 3 years old in childcare centres in 2004 was 19.9 per cent, and the combined enrolment rate of children in childcare centres and pre-schools were 59.5 per cent, 66.4 per cent, and 88.7 per cent, for 3, 4, and 5 year-old, respectively (OECD, 2008d). The national government budgets for ECE rose from 356 billion won (0.3 per cent of total government expenditure) in 2002 to 886 billion won (0.6 per cent) in 2006, while that for childcare increased from 435 billion (0.4 per cent of total government expenditure) to 2,038 billion (1.4 per cent), respectively (Ministry of Budget and Planning, 2010). Korean government estimates a significant increase in children’s enrolment rate in childcare and ECE institutions over the next 15 years as a result of the public investment. 

The current childcare delivery strategy in Korea is mainly through institutions and there is hardly any use of privately employed home-based care labor. The reasons for this are, first, path-dependency. Historically, government provided public childcare centres for children of low income and single mother families. The current childcare system was simply built on this original institutionally based childcare regime template. Second, the government also sees in the public investment in childcare services an opportunity to activate the service economy and create jobs. Institutional based childcare services, particularly within the private sector, are therefore regarded as an effective way to achieve labour market activation (Peng, 2009). Finally, the focus on institutionalized childcare model is also a reflection of the lack of paid own home-based childcare. In Korea care of children and the elderly was always done by women within the family: there is no popular practice of nannies or hired family care workers. Furthermore, although the very aim of public investment in childcare is to promote women’s labour market participation, political and societal resistance to the idea of opening the country to foreign migrant workers has also restricted the use of foreign domestic labour for now. In lieu of access for cheap migrant care workers, there is little or no option of paid own home-based care at the moment.

C.  MONEY

Aside from the income replacements for maternity and parental leaves, no additional public child or family allowance is provided in Korea. However, family allowance is often provided by employers – particularly large firms – along with housing and educational assistance, as a part of the employment benefit. Childcare and kindergarten subsidies are however provided by the government for both public and private childcare based on income scale (Tables 3 and 4).

3. The Process of Change

The above description of policy changes shows a noticeable increase in government support for and investment in work-family reconciliation. Together they suggest a change in care regime. But how did it happen? What compelled the Korean government to undertake such reforms, particularly at a time of increasing fiscal constraints? In the first instance, such a move towards more state support for reconciliation appears counterintuitive given the country’s familialistic welfare roots and the neoliberal pressure towards more labour market liberalization and smaller government. The institutional path-dependency argument also posits that a dramatic policy change would be difficult because of high transactional costs and of constituency effect. For example, Pierson (1994) argues that a radical welfare policy reform, especially if it involves welfare retrenchment, is very difficult because the cost associated with changing the system in the first place. Moreover, the political cost of welfare reform is also high because constituents of the current system will likely to resist any changes that will adversely affect them. True, we can argue that politics of welfare state expansion is qualitatively different from that of welfare state retrenchment because of politicians’ blame avoidance and credit seeking behaviours. Even so, welfare state expansion in a time of economic constraint, such was the case of Korea in post-1997, would very likely be resisted by the business and government bureaucrats. If any social policy expansion were to be done, more logical sector would be in areas such as unemployment and income support, sectors that would have much broader voter appeal than gender specific sectors like childcare and parental leave. Simply put, given Korea’s social policy template and the post-crisis economic climate, there is no obvious and compelling reason for the government to initiate social care expansion. 

I argue that contrary to the expectation, the Roh Moo-Hyun administration (2003-2008) managed to undertake social care expansion because, first, women, and particularly women’s groups, constituted an important political base for this administration and therefore the government needed to respond to their demands, and second, because it was able to convince the business and economic ministries – the most likely opponents to social welfare expansion - about the benefits of childcare support. It was able to package social care expansion  as a social investment policy, an idea that framed social care as sine qua non for fertility recovery and as a new engine of economic growth. In other words, the government was able to argue that social care was not just another social policy, but rather, an innovative economic policy that would bring positive returns. The government implemented two important social care policies between 2003 and 2008: childcare and elderly care (through Elderly Care Insurance Scheme). To fully understand how the government managed this, we would need to look at both the structural and political factors. Here, I focus on the process of childcare policy reform. 

Structural Factors

The changes in care regime we see in Korea have their roots in a number of structural changes dating back to the early 1990s. The first are the changes in employment conditions. Korean employers have been demanding more labour market flexibilization since the mid-1980s because the of increased global economic competition and rising labour costs. Throughout the 1990s, employers pressured the government to relax the employment regulation. Using Korea’s ascension to the OECD as an excuse, the conservative Kim Young-Sam government (1993-1998) began to introduce employment legislation reform in 1996. Kim Young-sam government's employment reform was modest because of fierce opposition from the labour unions and the opposition political parties. A much more significant deregulation happened, however, after the Asian economic crisis of 1997. Under the IMF economic bailout conditions, the left of centre Kim Dae-Jung government (1998-2003) forged a tenuous social pact with employers and labour. The reform enabled employers to more easily lay off workers and hire non-standard employees; in return, social insurance coverage was extended to informal and non-standard workers and labour unions gained rights to politically organize. Pension scheme was universalized in 1999, unemployment insurance expanded exponentially, and workers accident insurance was extended to non-standard workers. 

Welfare state expansion, however, was not a sufficient remedy to the employment insecurity. Jung and Cheon (2006), for example, note that overall dismissal rate (percentage of people out of all workers who left their jobs involuntarily because of contract expiration, work place closing, suspension of business, layoffs or managerial reasons) amongst those working in companies with 30 or more workers rose from 1.5 per cent in 1996 to 10.2 per cent in 1998, while for firms with 1,000 or more employees it increased from 11.4 per cent to 21.1 per cent, respectively. So extensive was the labour market shake up that the total number of non-standard employees (temporary and daily workers) outnumbered standard employees between 1999 and 2003 (KLI, 2005). The employment deregulation had both push-and-pull effect on women. As younger women exited the labour market, middle aged and married women entered. The total number of employed women in their twenties declined from 2.215 million in 2001 to 2.128 million in 2006, while those in forties and fifties rose from 3,423 million to 4,114 million, respectively (Ministry of Labor, 2007). By 2006, about 74 per cent of non-regular female wage workers were married.

The expansion of women’s non-standard employment was not just because of employment deregulation. It was also driven by some fundamental changes in Korea’s industrial structure from manufacturing to services. By the mid-1990s, about two thirds of employment was in the service sector (Table 5).  The new economy pulled women into service employment as employers were laying off women in other sectors. The simultaneous decline of manufacturing employment and the expansion of service economy thus contributed to the shrinking family-wage work for men, increased employment insecurity for both men and women, and increased employment opportunities for women. In sum, these changes constituted significant disruption to the household functions and organization, most importantly, accelerating the decline of the male breadwinner household, and creating new social risks and needs. For example, the crude divorce rate rose from 1.5 to 3.0 between 1995 and 2002 (KWDI, 2008), resulting in a noticeable increase in single mother families (Park, 2005). The rise of non-standard employment also intensified income gap between standard and non-standard workers, thus widening economic polarization. Similarly, the rise in married women’s employment also led to a surge in demand for childcare (Yoo, 2003). 

Political Factor

Notwithstanding the structural changes, social policies introduced by the two successive Presidents – Kim Dae-Jung (1998-2003) and Roh Moo-Hyun (2003-2008) –also played an important role in care regime reconfiguration. The Kim Dae-Jun government (popularly known as DJ government) paved the way to some major political and institutional changes, which was further specified by the Roh Moo-Hyun administration.
 The most important changes made by DJ government were the inclusion of feminists in the government bureaucracy and their voices in social policymaking, and the introduction of what is called the “productive welfare”, a set of active social investment policies focused on the labour market (Korea, 2000; Peng and Wong, 2008). The DJ government came into power with a mandate to reform the conservative politics that had dominated the post-democratic era in Korea. The DJ government established a Presidential Committee on Gender Equality in 1998, and then the Ministry of Gender Equality (MOGE) in 2001 to institutionalize its gender equality agenda.
 The creation of the new ministry was followed by migration of feminists and women civil society leaders into the state bureaucracy. For example, the three successive MOGE ministers since 2001 were all well known feminists with grassroots backgrounds: the first two ministers, Han Myong-Sook and Ji Eun-hee, were both previously the leaders of Korean Women’s Association United (KWAU), Korea’s largest and leading women’s group, and the current minister, Chang Hajin, was a professor at the Chungnam University who also served as the president of Korean Women’s Development Institute. Soon after its establishment, MOGE expanded its policy portfolio from gender specific issues, such as anti-domestic violence and anti-sexual assault policies, to family policy sector, including work-family harmonization and childcare. Paik (2002) and Yoon (2003) note that increased political engagements by feminists and women’s groups in the 1990s, and particularly since the Kim Dae-Jung period, has led to the enactment of important gender related legislations and revisions, such as the Gender Equality Employment Act, Mother and Child Welfare Act, and the Framework Act on Women’s Development. The incorporation of women in policymaking processes is also evident from the increase in the percentage of women in all government committees (8.3 per cent in 1998 to 29.6 per cent in 2006); in the ratio of female civil servants (27.3 per cent in 1995 to 38.7 per cent in 2006); and in the number of female politicians elected to national assembly (9 in 1996 to 39 in 2004, representing a change in women’s political representation from 3 per cent to 13 per cent) (KWDI, 2008). 

Following Kim Dae-Jung, Roh Moo-Hyun took the Presidency in 2003 with the mandate to deepen civil society engagement in policymaking. The new administration, however, also inherited a post-crisis economic condition mired with slow economic recovery and what is referred to as the state of “jobless economic growth”. After plunging from near 10 per cent in 1996 to -6.8 per cent in 1998, Korea’s economic growth rate bounced back momentarily to10 per cent in 1999, only to slide down to 3 per cent in 2003, where it remained more or less unchanged until 2008. By the time Roh government was installed, the initial public euphoria over the economic recovery had already dissipated. Two most pressing issues for the government were high unemployment rate and increasing income inequalities. The Roh government attempted to deepen the state-civil society partnership by using presidential committees and task forces made up of experts, employers, civil society leaders, and government bureaucrats to countervail the traditional bureaucratic policymaking processes. The president’s use of commissions and task forces, however, made bureaucrats suspicious; neither did it satisfy all the different interest group demands. The lack of visible economic stimulus also gave the business a ground to openly criticize the government. In addition to the Presidential committees and taskforces, Roh also attempted to strengthen femocrat presence in the senior political administration by appointing them to key government positions. The appointments of well known feminist activists, Ji Eun-hee, and Chang Hajin, as Ministers of Gender Equality, and Han Myong-Sook as the Minister of Environment in 2003, and as the first female Prime Minister in 2006, are cases in point.
 The growing number and profile of femocrats and increasing migration of civil society leaders into the Roh administration did shore up some civil society support; but it also led to divisions within civil society and women’s groups as, some feared that they were becoming too closely allied to the state. Other segments of the civil society also became increasingly suspicious of the President’s political partisanship through selective engagement with civil society groups.

 It is within these political and economic contexts that the main focus of social policy shifted after 2003, from establishing and institutionalizing women’s interests within the state bureaucracy to delivering more concrete measures to address immediate problems. It is also within this increasingly partisan political context that fertility decline and demographic ageing emerged as a catch all social problem in Korea. To be sure, there was very little public or policy debate on fertility and population change in Korea prior to 2003; but within a few years, the issue had become the focal point of public and policy debates. There was no doubt that fertility decline and population ageing were important policy issues as these changes have been happening at an alarming rate in Korea. But more importantly, as social issues, fertility decline and population ageing served as a useful organizing framework for the government to reframe policy problems, and to address several immediate and different problems at hand. Simply put, fertility decline and population ageing was an important policy framework for the government to address competing agendas and to bring together dissenting policy actors to agree on a number of concrete measures. 

The childcare reform is a good example of multi-purpose policy that satisfies multiple and even contradictory interests. The Roh government was coming under increasing pressure from the business and the public to deal with problems of low economic growth and rising income gap – both suggested an urgent need for government intervention, particularly in the forms of economic stimulus and job creation. At the same time, there was also a strong feminist demand from within and outside of the government for more gender equality. They wanted the government to tackle issues such as gender inequality in the labour market, increased representation of women in politics, and women’s care burden. The MOGE was also becoming increasingly unsatisfied with its initial limited policy portfolio dealing with domestic violence and sexual exploitation issues. It wanted to take on more family issues that were important to women, such as childcare. Fertility decline and population ageing, which was gaining increasing international policy attention, for example, through the OECD, EU, and UNESCO’s policy forums, thus captured these two very different concerns.
 Policy remedy for low fertility offered by international organizations favoured increased state support to family-work reconciliation, including childcare. This option cohered well with feminists’ gender equality agenda. It also provided an opening for the MOGE to argue for childcare portfolio under its gender equality mandate. On the other hand, public investment in childcare, particularly in creating more childcare spaces and institutions within the private sector, also won business and labour support, as it addressed the issues of economic stimulus, job creation, and effective mobilization of women’s human capital. The alignment of interests under low fertility and ageing society issue therefore made childcare reform acceptable for all parties. 

The actual policymaking process was far from smooth; it took over a year and a half, and involved several key ministries (MOGE, Ministry of Health and Welfare (MOHW), Ministry of Education, Ministry of Labour, and Ministry of Planning and Budget - MOPB), two different Presidential committees (Committee on Ageing Society and Population Policy, and Committee on Social Inclusion ), and a number of civil society organisations (such as Private Childcare Providers Association, Private Childcare Teachers Union, and parents groups). Using both the EU and OECD research that showed positive correlation between total fertility rate and family supportive policies, both the MOHW and MOGE endorsed increased state support for childcare as a proactive measure to avert a future demographic crisis. MOHW was interested in expansion of childcare because it held the childcare policy portfolio at the time. It was also genuinely concerned about the issue of rapid population ageing, as it was also the ministry responsible for elderly care, health care, and social welfare. Pronatalism was a genuine interest for most actors because it saw increased fertility rate as a solution to the problem of demographic ageing. Both MOGE and women’s groups argued for universal public childcare, which they saw as a tool to achieve gender equality. From their point of view, the expansion of social care would enable women to reconcile work and family responsibilities, thus lessening women’s care burden and encouraging women's social and economic participation. 

From a different standpoint, the Ministry of Labour and the Ministry for Planning and Budget (MOPB) were also open to the idea of childcare expansion. Both ministries saw childcare expansion as a potential policy tool for economic stimulus and job creation. They supported MOHW and MOGE's childcare proposal, but disagreed on the idea of universal public childcare. Instead, MOPB proposed support for childcare through expansion of private childcare market. Non-government actors were also brought into the childcare policy debate. In particular, Private Childcare Providers Association, Childcare Teachers Union, parents groups, and women’s groups contested over the format of childcare policy reform. While supporting the notion of childcare expansion, Private Childcare Providers Association and Childcare Teachers Union also strongly opposed the MOGE proposal of universal public childcare. The Private Childcare Providers feared that they would be squeezed out the market with the introduction of the universal public childcare, while the Childcare Teachers Union worried about the possibility of stricter licensing and tougher certification under the public system. They therefore allied with the MOPB in support of state supported childcare through provision of childcare subsidies to parents and incentives for childcare operators, such as capital grants and government loans. 

Throughout the process, debates were coordinated by the two different Presidential committees, Committee on Ageing Society and Population Policy and Committee on Social Inclusion. Although these committees’ interests were not solely focused on childcare, in both cases childcare constituted an important intersecting part of their policy agenda. The Committee on Ageing Society and Population Planning was mandated to coordinate and review policies regarding low fertility and ageing society. It saw childcare and early child education support as a way to enhance the fertility rate and women’s economic participation. It therefore had much incentive to bring together stakeholders to debate on childcare policy reform. The other coordinating body, the Presidential Committee on Social Inclusion, was mandated to deal with the issues of economic polarization and social exclusion. It saw childcare as a way to reduce barriers to women’s employment and to promote human and social capital development. From their perspective, childcare was important not only for addressing childcare demands but also serving economic development purposes. It saw, by investing in childcare, opportunities “to expand investment in human and social capital, thereby facilitating social participation and integration and ultimately contributing to the development both in the economy and welfare” (Ministry of Health, Welfare and Family Affairs, 2009).  As the former Chair of the Committee pointed out in her keynote speech at an international conference on welfare reform in 2007, the committee saw social investment policies as the new engine for economic growth (Lee, 2007). 

 The childcare policy debate took place between the beginning of 2005 to the end of 2006, and resulted in the Seromazi Plan 2010 . It included plans to increase public childcare centres by 30 per cent, to introduce a basic subsidy for infants and increase income-related childcare fee subsidies, and to achieve universal free childcare service for 5-year olds by 2010. The Plan was hailed for both its purpose to achieve social and economic objectives. The Ministry of Gender Equality and Family and women’s groups saw the Plan as a positive step towards work and family reconciliation and gender equality,
 while Ministry of Labor and MOHW understood it as a key social investment policy. The idea of positive economic return to social investment was further reinforced by the national social and economic plan, Vision 2030, introduced in the same year by the President’s Office. Building on the idea of economic growth through social investment, Vision 2030 claims to raising the per capita income to US$49,000 (from the 2006 level of US$14,000) and the total social expenditure to 21 per cent of GDP (from the 2007 level of 8.6 per cent) by 2030. These objectives are premised on the ideas of increased public investment in human and social capitals creating a virtuous cycle of positive returns between economic growth and social welfare development. In sum, it attempts to counterbalance neoliberal policies of increased business competitiveness and labour market flexibility with social welfare expansion (Ministry of Planning and Budget, 2007; Lee, 2007). 

 The Seromazi Plan 2010 and the Vision 2030 was followed by the government pledge to create 800,000 jobs through development of social service sector, and the enforcement of Social Enterprise Promotion Law in 2007. The Social Enterprise Promotion Law formalized the state support for social enterprises and opened the door for any business that qualifies to apply for the certification as a social enterprise (Korea Foundation for Working Together, 2008). Before the enforcement of the Social Enterprise Promotion Law the Ministry of Labour had initiated a project to create social service jobs by providing grants to NGOs. This project, which began as the Ministry of Labour’s social service job creation project with the annual budget of 7.3 billion Won in 2003, rapidly expanded into a multi-ministerial collaboration with a total budget of approximately 1.3 trillion Won in 2007 (Ministry of Labour, 2008). Much of the new social service job creations were focused on child and elderly care. As underscored by the Ministry of Labor:


Creating social service jobs has boosted our economy’s growth potential as it has helped the not economically active population, including housewives and the aged, to be brought into the economically active population. In particular, providing social services, such as child caring, housekeeping and patient caring, have liberated women from domestic work, which in turn, has increased employment. The project to create social service jobs has not only created jobs for vulnerable groups of workers, …(but) has also played the role of providing social services which are in short supply, thereby largely contributing to supplying social services for low-income lower middle classes who want to get such services but have little purchasing power. The project has a great significance in that it has opened up new horizons by creating jobs in the social service sector, which is often called the third sector beyond the private and public sectors and need to expand its share of employment, through cooperation between NGOs and the government.

(Ministry of Labour, 2008, http://english.molab.go.kr/english/Employment/ print.jsp - accessed, 17 June 2008).

The Effectiveness of Childcare Expansion

The recent social policy reform in Korea has no doubt led to a noticeable expansion of child care. Most indicators - total public expenditure on childcare, number of childcare space, and enrolment numbers and rates of pre-school children in childcare – show remarkable increases since 2002. There have been also significant changes in employment policies related to work-family reconciliation, such as extension of maternity and parental leaves, and the introduction of flexible work hours for working parents. 

However, despite these, a number of measures also indicate little change. First,  the economic participation rate among married women has risen only modestly, from 47.6 per cent in 1995 to 49.9 per cent in 2007 (KWDI, 2008), despite the increase in the public support for childcare. The rise in the number of children enrolled in childcare thus far may simply indicate that the increase is only addressing the backlog of demands for childcare. Or it may also be that the labour market discrimination against women is effectively neutralizing positive effects of social policy. Women also continue to occupy non-standard employment, which are often insecure. In addition, most of the non-standard workers are not covered by Employment Insurance, which provides the income replacement for parental leave (not to be confused with maternity leave, which covers all working women). This further reduces the potential of married women staying in the labour market. Moreover, despite very similar average hours of work between men and women, significant gender wage gap exists. Modest employment rate amongst married women may be therefore a result of labour market discouragement working against social policy encouragement. 

Second, despite the welfare state expansion, social welfare support in Korea is still limited. For example, despite the increase in social spending since 1990, the proportion of that going to the family as percentage of total government expenditure in Korea was 0.9 per cent in 2005, which is a noticeable increase from 0.16 per cent in 1990 (OECD, 2008)
, but far from that of Japan, Sweden, and the UK, which were, respectively, 1.7 per cent, 5.7 per cent, and 6.6 per cent in 2000, and 2.8 per cent, 5.7 per cent, and 9.6 per cent, respectively, in 2005 (OECD, 2008). This suggests that Korea has a long way to go before it can adequately address both the family support and gender equality issues. Third, despite the apparent cultural and normative changes, there is still a persistence of cultural norms about maternal based child rearing. For example, studies show pervasive media images of women as dependent and maternal. The dominant image of women is still “stay at home mothers” (Kim and Lowry, 2005). Finally, and most telling, despite the policy effort, the total fertility rate in Korea remains extremely low. These suggest that the policy objectives of gender equality and fertility increase, have not been achieved thus far. 

Table 1. Distribution of Workers by Employment Status and Gender






 Own
    Unpaid

Sex
Year
Total
Employer       account
  family        Regular
Temporary
Daily





            workers    workers







  1980
   100.0
        1.8

  21.5
       37.4
30.9

      
      8.3


  1985       100.0
        2.3

  19.0
       30.6
37.2

    
    10.9


  1990
   100.0
        2.7

  16.0
       24.5
21.4

22.5
    12.9

Female    1995
   100.0
        3.3

  16.0
       21.1
25.5

24.2
      9.8


  2000
   100.0
        3.0
 
  16.2
       19.2
19.1

28.5
    13.9


  2007
   100.0
        3.5

  15.0
       12.7
28.7

29.9
    10.2

  1980
   100.0
        6.5
 
  34.1
         7.3
41.9

                  10.2


  1985
   100.0
        7.8

  29.8
         4.4
49.7

      
      8.2

  1990
   100.0
        9.0

  25.4
         2.5
40.7

14.1
      8.3

Male
  1995
   100.0
      10.2

  22.4
         1.7
44.4

13.1
      8.1


  2000       100.0         9.6

  24.1
         2.0
38.1

17.1
      9.1


  2007
   100.0
        8.9

  22.2
         1.2
42.7

16.4
      8.7

 Source: Korean Women’s Development Institute (KWDI) (2008) Statistical Handbook 2008: Women in Korea
Figure 1: Total Fertility Rate among OECD Countries, 1970-2005
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 SF4: F ertility rates 



Definitions and methodology 



The total fertility rate (TFR) is defined as the average number of children born to women who are currently 



in their reproductive years. The completed fertility rate presents the number of children that women who 



have reached the end of their childbearing years have actually had in the course of their reproductive life. It 



is measured by cumulating age-specific fertility rates in a given cohort aged from 15 to 49 years.  



 
To ensure replacement of the previous generation and therefore population stability, a total fertility 



rate of 2.1 children per woman is required to replace the woman, her partner and allow for 0.1 percentage 



points to counteract infant mortality. This replacement rate therefore does not take into account either 



migration flows or changes in present mortality rates. As is illustrated in figure SF4.1 below, the TFRs 



registered in 2005 were well below the replacement rate in most OECD countries. 



 



Figure SF4.1: Total fertility rates in 1970, 1995 and 2005 
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TFRs are the most common way of internationally comparing fertility rates in OECD countries (and 



on a world-wide basis) as these data are widely available. However, a more accurate way of comparing and 



calculating fertility rates is to use specific age cohorts. In this method, the number of births occurring is 
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two birth cohorts of mothers, comparing the number of births that occurred - and at what time in their 



reproductive cycle - of women born between 1951 and 1955 with women born 20 years later between 1970 



and 1975. Figure SF4.1 shows that many parents in the OECD decide to have fewer children and 



frequently have them later in life. 



Other relevant indicators: Family size and composition (SF1); Mean age of mother at first childbirth (SF5); Share of 
births outside marriage (SF6) and Marriage and Divorce rates (SF9). 











Source: OECD, 2009.          

Figure 2: Women’s Labour Market Participation Rate by Age in Six Asian Countries, 2008
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Source: ILO, LABORSTA, (http://laborsta.ilo.org/)

* Korea data is from 2007 
Table 2: Wage, Work Hour, and Turnover Rates of Men and Women, 1995-2003

	[Men = 100.0] 

	Year
 

Hourly Wage Ratio
Work Hour Ratio
Turnover rate
Women
Men
Women
Men
Women
Men
1995

59.9

100.0

97.2

100.0

130.0

100.0

2000

64.8

100.0

97.5

100.0

139.4

100.0

2002

64.8

100.0

97.2

100.0

135.3

100.0

2003

64.2

100.0

97.0

100.0

138.1

100.0



	Source: Ministry of Labor 「Monthly labor statistics report 」 December issue of each year 
Note: surveyed on companies with 10 or more employees, wages are based on salary balance. 


Source: Ministry of Labor, 2006.
Table 3: Childcare Subsidies Formula

1 USD = Approx. 950 Won

1 EURO = Approx. 1,250 Won
	Age of 

the child
	Childcare fee support for low-income 

families on a sliding scale
	Childcare fee support for

Families with 

Two or more children
	Childcare fee support for 

Farmers and fishermen
	Free childcare for children with disability

	>1 yr
	Income level 1 & 2: 361,000 won  

Level 3: 288,800 won

Level 4: 180,500 won

Level 5: 72,200 won
	50% of childcare fees

(181,000 won)
	70% of childcare fees

(253,000 won)
	361,000 won

	1 yr
	Income level 1 & 2: 317,000 won

Level 3: 253,600 won

Level 4: 158,500 won

Level 5: 63,400 won
	50% of childcare fees

(159,000 won)
	70% of childcare fees

(222,000 won)
	

	2 yrs
	Income level 1 &2: 262,000 won

Level 3: 209,600 won

Level 4: 131,000 won

Level 5: 36,000 won
	50% of child care fees

(131,000 won)
	70% of childcare fees
	

	3 yrs
	Income level 1 &2: 180,000 won

Level 3: 144,000 won

Level 4: 90,000 won

Level 5: 36 ,000 won
	50% of child care fees

(90,000 won)
	70% of childcare fees

(126,000 won)
	

	4 yrs
	Income level 1 & 2: 162,000 won

Level 3: 129,600 won

Level 4: 81,000 won

Level 5: 32,400 won
	50% of child care fees

(81,000 won)
	70% of childcare fees

(113,000 won)
	

	5 yrs
	Free childcare: 162,000 won

(for families of income level 1 through 5)
	100% of childcare fees

(162,000 won)

(for families with less than 5 ha of land)
	


Source: Korea Institute of Child Care and Education. 2008. Child Rearing Support Policies in Korea, 2007.  Seoul: KICCHE, pp. 10.

Table 4: ECE Subsidies Formula
	Age of the child
	Tuition support on a sliding scale
	Tuition support for families with two or more children
	Tuition support for children of farmers and fishermen
	Free education for children with special needs

	3 yrs
	Income level 1 &2: up to 180,000 won in private K; up to 53,000 won in Ntl/public K

Level 3: up to 144,000 won in private K

up to 42,000 won in Ntl/public K

Level 4: up to 90,000 won in private K

up to 26,5000 won in Ntl/public K

Level 5: up to 36,000 won in private K

Up to 10,600 won in Ntl/public K 
	Up to 90,000 won in private K

53,000 won in National/public K
	126,000 won in private K

39,000 won in National/public K
	

	4 yrs
	Income level 1 & 2: up to 162,000 in private K; up to 53,000 won in Ntl/public K

Level 3: up to 129,000 won in private K

Up to 42,400 won in Ntl/public K

Level 4: up to 81,000 in private K

Up to 26,500 won in Ntl/public K

Level 5: up to 32,400 won in private K

Up to 10,600 won in Ntl/public K
	Up to 81,000 won in private K

53,000 won in Ntl/public K
	113,000 won in private K

39,000 won in Ntl/private K
	Up to 361,000 won in private K

90,000 won in national/public K

	5 yrs
	Free education: 162,000 won 

Up to 162,000 won in Private K; up to 53,000 won in national/public K

(for families of income levels 1 through 5)
	162,000 won in private K

56,000 won in Ntl/public K

(for families with less than 5ha of land)
	


Source: Korea Institute of Child Care and Education. 2008. Child Rearing Support Policies in Korea, 2007.  Seoul: KICCHE, pp. 11.

Table 5: Total Employment by Economic Sectors (1960-2006)

	
	1960
	1980
	1996
	2006

	Agriculture/forestry/

fisheries
	79.5
	34.0
	11.1
	7.7

	Industry
	5.4
	22.5
	32.6
	26.3

	Services
	15.1
	43.5
	56.2
	66.0


Source: Korea National Statistics Office
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� This paper is belongs to a series of five working papers that focus on work-family balance and gender equality in Spain, the Netherlands, South Korea, Turkey and Mexico. These papers emerged from country case studies originally undertaken in 2009-2010 under the auspices of a research program by Women for Women’s Human Rights – New Ways, an autonomous women’s NGO in Istanbul Turkey in collaboration with Istanbul Technical University Women’s Studies Center. The original country case studies also included France and Sweden (see: www.wwhr.org).


� Ito Peng is a Professor of Sociology at the University of Toronto, Canada.


� It is important to point out here that there has been a longstanding dispute amongst researchers over the definition of non-standard and non-regular work in Korea with different definitions used by different authors. The Economically Active Persons Surveys (EAPS) defines “standard” employment as one and the same thing as “regular employees”, i.e. wage and salary workers, with employment contract for 1 year or more and/or workers who have worked for 1 year or more and are entitled to fringe benefits, such as legal retirement allowance and bonuses. Temporary employees (workers with employment contract of less than 1 year but more than 1 month) and daily workers (workers with employment contract of shorter than 1 month) are considered non-standard workers. For further discussion on standard and non-standard work in Korea, see Ahn (2006). 


� OECD uses proxy measure based on registration for mandatory social security for middle income countries to measure informal employment. In the case of Korea, informal employment is measured as percentage of employees not registered in the National Pension scheme.


� Korean women’s “high school” and “college and higher” education attainments rose from 20.2 per cent to 37.0 per cent, and 5.2 per cent to 25.4 per cent, between 1985 and 2005 (KWDI, 2008). Public opinion polls show that the percentage of people believing that women should be devoting themselves only to housekeeping dropped from 21.1 per cent in 1991 to 8.1 per cent in 2002, while those who believe that women should work throughout their lives increased from 13.7 per cent to 35.4 per cent during the same period (KNSO, 2002).


� The rest were divided into 3.5 per cent employers, 15.0 per cent own account workers, and 12.7 per cent unpaid family workers for women, and 8.9 per cent, 22.2 per cent, and 1.2 per cent, respectively, for men.


�  See Leitner (2003) for a further discussion on different forms of familialism


� 61.3 per cent of all women workers were in temporary employment at the end of 2005, and hence not eligible for parental leave (Kim, 2007).


� Although the Kim Young-Sam administration began to engage women and other civil society groups in policymaking by providing public funding for civil society organizations, the gesture was largely met with suspicion. Women’s groups such as Korean Women’s Association United maintained distance from direct engagement with that government. It was under the DJ government that women’s groups really began to engage directly with the state, including directly endorsing Kim Dae-Jung and Roh Moo-hyun, and other political candidates running on pro-welfare mandates.


� MOGE was renamed Ministry of Gender Equality and Family (MOGEF) in 2005.


� Han Myong-Sook was initially appointed as the first Minister of Gender Equality by Kim Dae-Jung in 2001.


� For OECD, see Babies and Bosses series, for which Korea joined in 2005; for EU, see EU Childcare network; and UNESCO, report on ECCE, 2005. 


� MOGE took over the childcare portfolio from MOHW  in 2006, thus changing the name to Ministry of Gender Equality and Family. Unfortunately, after the political regime shift to Lee Myung-bak administration in 2009, the childcare portfolio was returned to the MOHW, with Ministry of Gender Equality and Family reverting back to MOGE and the Ministry of Health and Welfare renamed as Ministry of Health, Welfare and Family Affairs.


� The OECD defines social spending on family in terms 3 types of public expenditures: 1) child-related cash transfers to families, including child allowances, income replacements for parental leave, income support for single parent families, and public child care support through payments to parents; 2) financing and delivery of services for families with children, including child care and early education, residential facilities for young people and family services, and centre-based facilities and home help services for families; and 3) financial support to families through tax system, including tax exemptions for families, child tax allowances and child tax credits.







