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Introduction

Agriculture is both vulnerable to climate change and a significant emitter 
of greenhouse gases, such as nitrous oxide, methane, and carbon dioxide, 
which have resulted in the warming of the atmosphere. On one hand, this 
sector is the most vulnerable to climate shifts and extreme weather events, 
such as drought, floods, storms, and temperature fluctuations. On the 
other hand, agriculture contributes directly and indirectly up to 15% of the 
total anthropogenic Green House Gases (GHG) on a global scale (IPCC 
2007). Because climate change poses a risk to the livelihood of farmers 
and consumers, a public call for action to develop and implement mitiga-
tion and adaptation strategies by political actors can be heard. Based on 
scientific projections of climatic shifts, strategies for coping with climate 
change in agriculture are being developed in many countries around the 
world. 

Mitigation aims at reducing emissions of GHG in different sectors, as 
agreed in 1997 in the Kyoto Protocol, which has now expired. During the 
following COPs in Copenhagen, Cancún, and Durham, the negotiations 
did not lead to a binding commitment to GHG emission reduction. Adap-
tation, on the other hand, defined as “adjustment in natural or human 
systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli or their effects, 
which moderates harm or exploits beneficial opportunities” (IPCC TAR, 
2001 a), focuses on behavioral change by affected social actors, such as 
farmers in agriculture, and changes in governance structures. Due to the 
high sensitiveness of farming to climatic shifts, the urgency for action in 
agriculture seems to be higher than in other realms. 

However, the economic significance of agriculture in developed coun-
tries is often little compared to the industry and service sectors. Over the 
last decades, the share of agriculture in most developed countries has dec-
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lined to a value lower than 5% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and 
the number of employees in agriculture has decreased as well. 

In South Korea, the share of agriculture, including farming, forestry, 
and fishing, in the GDP has dropped from 26% in 1970 to 2.3% in 2010 
(KOSIS 2013). This sharp fall can be explained by the rapid industrializa-
tion in South Korea. In Germany, this indicator also shows a decline, but 
only from 3.3% (1970, West Germany) to 0.7% in 2010 (Statistisches Bun-
desamt 2013). The low relevance of agriculture for national prosperity in 
developed countries means low urgency for political action in this sector, 
and instead other sectors are favored, such as health or major branches of 
industry.

South Korean meteorological scientists argue that the Korean penin-
sula will be highly affected by climate change (Chung YS et al. 2004, Lee 
MH et al. 2012) and therefore farming patterns will change, and farmers 
will have to adapt to climate change. Extreme weather events, such as the 
heavy snowfall and typhoons in 2010, have raised awareness of possible 
future climate shifts. Despite the low importance of agriculture in terms 
of the national economy, agriculture in rural areas has functions that go 
beyond economic purposes. It has “many roles on the national level, such as 
food security, conservation of the national territory and the environment, 
and many social functions, including the maintenance of farm villages, 
prevention of city congestion, providing employment in the agricultural 
industry, and support of aged populations” (KREI 2010: 488). The central 
question in this book is how the government of a developed country, South 
Korea, deals with the situation of agriculture, a sector which has a low 
economic output but other important functions, and which will be highly 
affected by climate change. The subject of this case study, South Korea, 
is an interesting example, given that industrialization and the decreased 
importance of agriculture have changed within a few decades. Whereas in 
1960, the GDP per capita was $79 in South Korea, this value has increased 
to $31,753, which matches to the $31,607 of the European Union. This fun-
damental change from an agriculture-based rural society to an urban 
industry- and service-focused society challenges the agricultural popula-
tion, the importance of its business, and the rural space. These issues are 
important not only in the South Korean case, but also in many developed 
countries which are confronted with similar challenges. 

Studies on adaptation to climate change in agriculture tend to focus on 
developing countries because of the economic relevance of this sector for 
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the development of the country and the high vulnerability of the affected 
farmers (Dinar et al. 2012). The literature on adaptation to climate change 
in developed countries has stressed the perception of climate change and 
the individual coping strategies of farmers (Reidsma et al. 2010, Leclère et 
al. 2013, Arbuckle Jr. et al. 2013). 

Figure 1: Map of South Korea
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Political interventions in the adaptation process of farmers have rarely 
been examined in previous studies, given that most governments of devel-
oped countries have started to develop and implement adaptation strat-
egies only recently, mostly around 2009-2010 (for example, EU White 
Paper “Adapting to climate change: Towards a European framework for 
action” 2009). They have shown how farmers adapt to climate change 
without political intervention and how they try to cope with climatic shifts 
as well as they can. The purpose of political interventions can be to initiate 
or to facilitate adaptation to climate change by farmers. The interventions 
address different scales because there are national, regional, and local 
actors who are involved in the development and realization of adaptation 
strategies. Previous studies have focused on one scale but have neglected 
the interrelations between these scales. This study tries to fill this gap.

In the literature corpus on adaptation to climate change, the concept 
of adaptation is widely understood as a “good” agenda which benefits all 
involved actors. This concept has hardly been criticized by social scien-
tists, so that it has almost a paradigmatic standing in social-science-rela-
ted climate change research. It is a shortcoming of the current adaptation 
literature not to examine the adaptation concept critically and not to un-
derstand adaptation to climate change as an instrument through which 
political actors accomplish their interests and exert power. Adaptation 
to climate change, understood as a political agenda, has two distinctive 
features: first, it is closely entangled with scientific research on climate 
change, so that the border between science and policy is blurry; second, 
the adaptation concept is a political agenda which is discussed by actors on 
a global scale (global climate politics) and implemented by national actors 
(national governments, ministries) and local actors (NGOs, local govern-
ments). In this sense, one can understand adaptation to climate change 
as a mobile policy that has a common message (mostly referring to IPCC) 
and specific local implementation characteristics. This study understands 
adaptation to climate change as a mobile policy. In the light of the abo-
ve-mentioned problems and shortcomings of the existing literature, this 
study examines the political adaptation process in the agricultural sector 
in South Korea on the national, regional, and local scales and aims to un-
derstand how political activities on these different scales are interrelated. 
The national scale refers to national actors in the capital city, Seoul, the 
regional scale is represented by Gangwon Province in the North East of 



South Korea, and the villages in Inje County constitute the local level (Fig. 
1). Gangwon Province is the least populated province in South Korea and 
has witnessed a decline of agriculture in the Gross Regional Domestic 
Product (GRDP) and massive emigration. 

For each scale, there are specific research questions (Fig. 2). On the 
national scale, the most important governmental actor in terms of climate 
change adaptation is the Korean Adaptation Center for Climate Change 
(KACCC) founded in 2009. The purpose of this center, which is attached 
to the Korean Environmental Institute (KEI), is to conduct research on 
adaptation strategies, adaptive capacity, and vulnerability. This adaptation 
“think tank” is intended to prepare, organize and channel South Kore-
an adaptation to climate change. In 2010, researchers from the Korean 
Adaptation Center for Climate Change supervised the formulation of a 
basic adaptation plan in which 20 governmental agencies, independent 
institutes, and universities were involved and shared their expertise. The 
research question for this scale is: How do KACCC actors negotiate and 
justify adaptation to climate change? And, what is the role of agriculture? 
Justifications given by the national actors are meaningful because they 
show which rationalities lie behind national adaptation strategies. This ge-
neral perspective on the national scale was chosen in order to understand 
the relevance of agriculture compared to other sectors.

On the regional scale, the focus of this study was confined to adapta-
tion in agriculture. The leading question is: What are the regional adap-
tation strategies in agriculture for Gangwon Province and which actors 
are involved here? The main actor on this scale is the Climate Change 
Research Institute for Korea (CRIK) in Chuncheon, a governmental actor 
that prepares and organizes regional adaptation strategies. Interestingly, 
CRIK published its regional adaptation plan earlier than the national ad-
aptation plan (supervised by KACCC), although one would expect the 
implementation of adaptation to climate change to be highly regulated 
by the state, moving top-down from national actors to regional level of-
fices, and further down to the local population in cities and villages. Here 
the relation between national (KACCC, RDA) and regional (CRIK) actors 
was of interests for understanding the relevance of scale in the process 
of implementing adaptation in agriculture. During the study it became 
clear that adaptation strategies in agriculture were not implemented in 
Gangwon Province or Inje County. This means that adaptation-related 
connections between the regional and the local scales did not exist. This 
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led to two shifts of the research focus. On the local scale, therefore, it was 
asked how do farmers deal with climatic changes (anyway) and what role 
does climate change play for the future of agriculture in this region. The 
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second shift was to ask why the implementation of adaptation strategies in 
the agricultural sector has been delayed. This leads in turn to questions 
concerning the general standing of agriculture and the purpose of the 
adaptation concept for central actors. The various connections between 
national, regional, and local actors constitute an “adaptation-network”.

A theoretical framework for analysing the South Korean adaptation-
network is provided by Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Justification 
Theory. A basic premise of ANT is that the categories “nature” and “so-
ciety” are not two separate realms but that our knowledge of natural phe-
nomena, such as climate change, is a product of scientific practices and 
therefore inextricable from social processes. However, many studies on 
climate change and adaptation treat the environment as an entity outside 
of the social realm. Swyngedouw argues that the blurry line between sci-
ence and politics in the climate-change debate leads to the acceptance of 
scientific “truths” in the political realm, what he calls “matters of fact”, 
which turn without political discussion into “matters of concern”. The 
paradigmatic status of the adaptation concept in the social sciences is a 
major reason why it has become such an important concept in the gover-
nance of the environment. In order to examine the development and the 
implementation of adaptation critically, it is suggested that this concept 
should be seen as a political agenda, because this stresses its appropriati-
on of different actors in the light of their particular interests. 

The chapter “A mobile political agenda” describes how the appropri-
ation of adaptation on different scales can be examined. The notion of a 
“mobile policy” underlines the movement of the policy. For tracing this 
movement and for seeing how actors develop and implement this policy, 
a theoretical approach that respects the mobility of the research object is 
needed. ANT is a suitable approach for such an examination, because it 
includes both the notion of actors, human and non-human, and the notion 
of a network that is created through the scalar interactions between the 
involved actors. Justification Theory adds the notion of rationality of actors 
in the network. It is a valuable aid to understanding the actors’ beliefs and 
actions. In the network, actors work on, negotiate, justify, and give me-
aning to adaptation policy, which results in a “translation”, a mutation, of 
this policy in South Korea. In order to understand this translation process 
in detail, it is necessary to examine the following steps structuring the 
process: problematization, interessement, enrolement, mobilization, and 
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propagation. The first four steps have been developed by Michael Callon, 
whiles the fifth step is added in this thesis to illustrate the propagation of 
adaptation from the national to the global scale. These five steps and the 
research questions can be combined. The problematization step is crucial 
to understanding how the political adaptation process in agriculture is 
realized on different scales. All actors problematize climate change and 
this is a necessity for any adaptation policy. However, the problematization 
of climate change differs according to the actors. Farmers have a different 
image of climate change from the political actors in KACCC and CRIK. 
The translation process of adaptation policy has its starting point on the 
national scale, at KACCC, and follows the actors’ activities on the national 
and the regional scales. Since KACCC is the starting point of this study, 
a kind of “anchor actor”, the empirical part starts with a chapter on the 
activities and processes within KACCC. 

The chapter focuses on the problematization of climate change by 
national actors and the justifications they provide for adaptation policy. 
The next two steps, interessement and enrolement, describe how KACCC, 
as the central actor, involves other governmental actors in the implemen-
tation of sectoral adaptation strategies, such as the Rural Development 
Administration (RDA) in the agricultural sector. Interessement and enro-
lement occur not only on the national scale, among central governmental 
actors, but also between national and regional actors, for instance between 
KACCC, CRIK in Chuncheon, and RDA. These chapters illustrate regio-
nal adaptation strategies and explain the connection between the national 
and regional scales.

The fourth step, mobilization of farmers through political interven-
tions (laws, regulations, subsidies, information service), seemed not to 
exist, although a change in farming practices and land use based on po-
litical interventions is the goal of adaptation policy. Therefore, one may 
speak of “distant mobilization” in the South Korean case because of the 
lack of implementation of political strategies. Despite the lack of political 
interventions with regard to adaptation to climate change, some farmers 
cope individually with climate change, but their adjustments are due not 
only to environmental changes, but also and foremost to economic and 
social changes. The regional case study is focused on Gangwon Province, 
and a comparison with other provinces has shows that Gangwon is a lone 
mover and the only province with a regional governmental actor (CRIK) 
focussing on climate change adaptation. This thesis seeks to understand 
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the reasons why the implementation of adaptation strategies in agricul-
ture is stagnant. One reason is the different purpose of adaptation seen 
by national actors in this concept. The argument of the propagation of 
adaptation, or “adaptation boosterism”, is explained in the last empirical 
chapter, “Continued way of traveling: Boosting adaptation”, which focuses 
again on the national scale.




