
Vol. 6, núm. 18 / septiembre-diciembre de 2017. Análisis   65 

Mexico and South Korea: 
The Participatory Approach 
in the Field of International 
Development Cooperation1

México y Corea del Sur: enfoque participativo en el campo 
de la cooperación internacional para el desarrollo

Sanghee Jung2

Abstract

This research analyzes practical approaches to enhancing the partnership 
between South Korea and Mexico, by focusing on a participatory approach 
that is regarded as an important component in development cooperation. 
In this regard, the objective of this research is to establish a new method 
of cooperation between South Korea and Mexico, based on a participatory 
approach newly discussed in the evolving development cooperation system.

Finally, based on the participatory approach as a strategy for coopera-
tion between South Korea and Mexico, the research suggested joint training 
programs to expand existing partnerships in the first stage, joint support to 
programs promoted by both countries in the framework of bilateral coopera-
tion in the second stage, and further financial support by allocating funding 
in the third stage.
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Resumen

En esta investigación se analiza la relación entre México y Corea del Sur, 
enfocándose en el área de cooperación internacional para el desarrollo. En la 
investigación se examina así una variedad de cambios que tienen lugar en la 
cooperación para el desarrollo de acuerdo con la tendencia de la globalización, 
y se evalúan las características típicas y las relaciones cooperativas entre Corea 
del Sur y México.

Sobre la base del enfoque participativo, como estrategia de cooperación 
entre Corea y México, este estudio sugiere la necesidad de implementar pro-
gramas conjuntos de capacitación que, en una primera etapa, amplíen la aso-
ciación ya existente. En una segunda etapa podrían crearse apoyos conjuntos 
para programas promovidos por ambos países en el marco de la cooperación 
bilateral. Asimismo, en una tercera etapa se verificaría la posibilidad de crear 
e implementar fondos conjuntos.

Palabras clave: México, Corea del Sur, cooperación internacional para el 
desarrollo, enfoque participativo, relaciones cooperativas.

1. Introduction

There are various changes coming to international relations stemming from 
the conversion of global politics, which, in turn, influence international de-
velopment cooperation working to reduce the gap between developing and 
developed countries since the Second World War. The Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (oecd) established the Development 
Assistance Committee (dac) to help facilitate funding from traditional donor 
countries to developing countries to encourage economic growth.

More recently, a variety of new actors have emerged in several areas such 
as the private sector and newly established donor countries such as Mexico, 
as well as non-dac donors and non-governmental organizations (ngos). Such 
increase is leading to the formation of a more diversified system. Moreover, 
because of the growing effects of interdependence and interconnectedness, 
the role of organizations such as the dac have expanded and are now working 
to resolve global issues such as environmental problems and climate change, 
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as well as food and financial crises (Jung, 2015). Such a trend is reflected in 
the Sustainable Development Goals (sdgs), included in the post-2015 pro-
cess of the Millennium Development Goals (mdgs), that are developing a 
comprehensive approach to social, economic, and environmental goals from 
a diversified perspective. In this sense, global tasks, which require cooperation 
of all the countries around the world including recipients as well as donors, 
are considered the key to the development issues.

Likewise, international development cooperation has already transcended 
the goal of “development” in developing countries and now incorporates the 
desire to help achieve both social and economic improvements. As such, its 
changing role now includes the establishment of comprehensive partnerships 
between developed and developing countries to jointly achieve sustainable 
development and global initiatives.

This research analyzes practical approaches to enhancing the partnership 
between South Korea and Mexico, by focusing on a participatory approach 
that is regarded as an important component in development cooperation. 
Therefore, this study draws mostly from interviews with relevant experts 
and documents provided by bilateral implementation agencies, such as koica 
and amexid.

As Professor Alfredo Romero pointed out, previous research on the rela-
tionship between South Korea and Mexico has been conducted by researchers 
from both countries and covers diverse areas including politics, economics, 
social issues, and culture (Romero, 2012). This research focuses on a more 
limited area of international development cooperation than previous research, 
and aims to present practical methods of cooperation by analyzing the rela-
tionship between both countries 
through a participatory approach.

South Korea transformed 
from a recipient country to a 
member of the oecd dac donor 
list beginning in 2010 by adopting 
current dac norms and standards.

While Mexico is currently 
included as a recipient country 
of the oecd dac and classified as 
one of the upper-middle-income 
countries, it is expanding its role 

Mexico could establish a 
method of cooperation 
with South Korea using 
development cooperation, 
while continuing to play an 
emerging role as a donor 
country in Central and South 
America.
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as an emerging actor. Mexico is not one of South Korea’s Official Develop-
ment Assistance (oda) priority partner countries nor is it currently receiving 
any assistance in the form of a project-based intervention from the Korean 
government. However, Mexico could establish a method of cooperation with 
South Korea using development cooperation, while continuing to play an 
emerging role as a donor country in Central and South America.

In this regard, the objective of this research is to establish a new method 
of cooperation between South Korea and Mexico, based on a participatory 
approach newly discussed in the evolving development cooperation system.

As such, this research includes the following contents. Section 2 defines 
the approach of development cooperation system, using the concept of the 
expert-led and participatory approach. From a traditional perspective of 
development cooperation, it is possible to analyze the act of assistance as 
the expert-led and donor-oriented structure of South-North cooperation. 
However, due to the emergence of the various actors mentioned above and the 
increased effectiveness of the aid, the focus is moving towards horizontal coo-
peration and participatory approach between donor and recipient countries.

Section 3 analyzes the typical features and the position of South Korea 
and Mexico in accordance with the standards defined by the international 
community, from the perspective of international development cooperation 
and discusses the relationship between the two countries. Section 4 presents 
step-by-step, feasible strategy for both countries to facilitate collaboration by 
considering policy directions and methods of assistance in the cooperative 
development of South Korea and Mexico. The Conclusion establishes policy 
implications for expanding the future relationship in the area of develop-
ment cooperation and considers its role in the partnership between the two 
countries.

2. Theoretical Framework and Background

With the increasing importance of new actors and global issues in the inter-
national development cooperation system, the relationship between donor 
and recipient countries is becoming horizontal rather than vertical (Jung, 
2015). Meaning, in the previous system, the donor countries referred to the 
member countries of the oecd dac, while recipient developing countries 
were included in the list of oda recipients. Such recipient countries were 
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considered to have relatively low levels of social development compared to 
developed ones (koica, 2013).

The emergence of new donors and global tasks, however, is altering the 
structure of development cooperation from South-North cooperation into 
that of the participatory approach that emphasizes South-South cooperation 
based on “cooperation” and “reciprocity” and the participation of recipient 
countries. In this way, development cooperation is becoming a new method of 
exchanging knowledge and enhancing the capability of developing countries 
by horizontal interactions between actors, rather than a one-sided transfer 
of knowledge through the vertical process (Morris, 2003).

This type of development cooperation may be divided into expert-led 
and participatory approaches, according to the different actors and the type 
of interaction between them. These concepts have distinct theoretical roots 
and differing emphases in terms of program orientation, objectives, and 
outcomes (Morris, 2003).

Table 1
Approach to international developmental cooperation: 

expert-led and participatory approach

Classification Expert-led approach Expert-led approach Participatory approach
Mode & 
orientation

Hierarchical, sender-
receiver model, vertical 
and top-down system

Hierarchical, sender-
receiver model, vertical 
and top-down system

Democratic, horizontal 
and empowerment 
model

Objectives Message delivery and 
participation are often 
rhetoric, non-practiced 
or implemented in top-
down ways

Message delivery and 
participation are often 
rhetoric, non-practiced 
or implemented in top-
down ways

Shared knowledge and 
capability enhancement 
model,
Participation and 
ownerships are seen as 
vital for sustainability

Problem Lack of knowledge Lack of knowledge Lack of participation
Outcome One-sided transfer 

of knowledge, 
information 
transmission

One-sided transfer 
of knowledge, 
information 
transmission

Community 
empowerment, 
information exchange 

Source: Servaes, 2011; Morris, 2003; Lennie & Tacchi, 2013.

 
The expert-led approach is a vertical and top-down system, which also 

refers to a “sender-receiver model”. The participatory approach is an act of 
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assistance with a horizontal structure. This method utilizes the concept of 
shared knowledge and a capability enhancement model, rather than the 
one-sided transfer of knowledge. In the expert-led approach, the lack of 
knowledge may be pointed out as an issue of recipient countries, whereas 
the lack of participation may be the issue in the participatory approach. In 
this sense, the information transmission and education may be regarded as 
the result of development cooperation projects in the expert-led approach. 
However, in the participatory approach, the focus shall be the “process” itself 
of such projects, information exchange and the capability enhancement of 
individuals, local communities and organizations in recipient countries. As 
such, the participation of local communities in the process of designing, 
implementing and evaluating the programs reflecting their needs, is more 
emphasized, rather than on outside intervention.

While these two approaches share complementary factors rather than 
conflicting ones, the focus has been moving from the expert-led structure to 
the participatory one in the current development cooperation system. Ac-
cordingly, development programs adopt participatory approaches, adapting 
to local contexts, promote sharing of information, mutual education, and 
work to build strategic partnerships with various stakeholders, including 
governmental bodies, the private sector, and international and local ngos 
(Servaes, 2011). In this context, the purpose of development is to empower 
people to have control over the decisions that affect them and, in this way, 
foster social equity and democratic practices (Morris, 2013). Therefore, the 
participatory approach is an inclusive process and participation is regarded 
as not only the means of cooperation, but also the goal it (Lee, 2015).

3. The Relationship between South Korea and Mexico: International 
Development Cooperation

Mexico’s Development Cooperation

As mentioned previously, Mexico has been a recipient country and, as such, 
has received Official Development Assistance (oda) in the past from the in-
ternational community. In addition, it is currently listed as an upper-middle-
income country on the list of recipient countries of the oecd dac. However, 
Mexico achieved stable economic growth in 1990s and has emerged as a new 
donor country.
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In 2011, Mexico3 established the Mexican International Development 
Cooperation Agency (Agencia Mexicana de Cooperación Internacional para el 
Desarrollo, or amexcid) and enacted the Law on International Development 
Cooperation (Ley de Cooperación Internacional para el Desarrollo, or lcid), 
which provides legal certainty to the system. Amexid, the institutional agency 
in which the affairs of the Mexican oda reside, coordinates with relevant de-
partments, designs policy, and conducts management tasks for international 
development cooperation.

This agency consists of an advisory body, a directive and administrative 
body, and a technical and financial body. Under the directive and administra-
tive body, there are five executive departments, including General Direction of 
Education and Cultural Cooperation (dgcec), General Direction of Internatio-
nal Cooperation and Economic Development (dgcpei), General Direction of 
Bilateral Cooperation and Economic Relations (dgcreb), General Direction 
of Technical and Scientific Cooperation (dgctc), and General Direction for 
the Mesoamerican Integration and Development Project (dgpidm). The 
dgcpei and dgcreb are openly dedicated to the promotion of Mexican trade 
and are tasked with efforts to reduce the possibility that amexid’s policies, 
strategies, and actions are dedicated exclusively to international development 
cooperation (Prado, 2014).

While the agency is responsible for the maintenance of the system, it 
appears to lacks explicit strategies and functions at the agency level and is 
influenced by political change as well as external factors, such as foreign po-
licy in the framework of government to government interaction. To address 
these issues, the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (bmz) is implementing the Institutional Strengthening Project 
for amexid, which includes four fields of action: widening of the Mexican 
cooperation policy, intra-agency coordination, inter-agency coordination, and 
the development of cooperative tools and training for amexid’s specialists, 
directors, interlocutors and other stakeholders (Lázaro and Peláez, 2015).

Aside from amexid, there are other agencies in Mexico geared towards 
international cooperative development. For example, the Mexican System 
for International Development Cooperation, housed in the Programme for 
International Development Cooperation (Procid), and develops strategies 
for the international cooperation of Mexico. The National Registration and 

3. On oda policy of Mexico and its status, Jung (2014), which cited amexid (2012), is available.
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Information System for International Cooperation for Development (rencid) 
represents the statistical branch of cooperation. In addition, the National 
Fund for International Development Cooperation is the financial instrument 
that serves as a vehicle for financing the activities of the Mexican idc (Lázaro 
and Peláez, 2015).

The special feature of Mexico’s development cooperation is that it sup-
ports low-income countries in Central and South America, or South-South 
cooperation, serving as a bridge between North and South countries (Prado, 
2015). It is also enhancing its partnership with upper-middle-income coun-
tries in Central and South America, such as Brazil, Argentina and Chile, and 
other dac donor countries like Japan and Germany.

According to the oecd dac statistics, Mexico received a total of usd 807 
million from the oda as a recipient country in 2014, which was 4% of total 
aid and the fourth largest amount, after Colombia (12%), Haiti (11%) and 
Brazil (9%) (oecd dac, 2016a).

However, as displayed in Table 2, as a donor country, Mexico’s interna-
tional development cooperation reached usd 288.6 million in 2014. Mexico 
channeled 78% of its total funding cooperation through multilateral orga-
nizations. This amount includes technical cooperation offered through the 
exchange of experts including; scholarships to foreigners to carry out studies 
within Mexico, contributions to international organizations, humanitarian 
aid, the operation of amexcid, and non-refundable financial cooperation 
(amexid, 2016).

Table 2
Volume of Mexico’s oda (2014)

Contributions to International Organizations 225,629,584.62 (usd) 78.2(%)
Scholarship 21,428,760.92 7.4
Technical cooperation 8,900,960.19 3.1
Operation amexid 9,285,295.84 3.2
Humanitarian aid 6,850,000.00 2.4
Financial cooperation 16,560,748.95 5.7
Total 288,655,350.52 100

Source: amexid, 2016.
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The amexid statistics of 2014 also indicate that Mexico conducted 330 
technical cooperation initiatives, of which 196 (59%) were conducted through 
bilateral cooperation, with another 68 (21%) in multilateral cooperation, 39 
(12%) in regional cooperation and 27 (8%) went to triangular cooperation 
schemes (amexid, 2016). The types of cooperation include short-term human 
resource exchanges, such as the invitation and dispatch of experts, as well as 
other forms including granting scholarships, hosting seminars, evaluating 
validity, and conducting joint research. The limits identified in the type of 
support appear in the dispatching of a small number of government officials 
or promoting organizations for only a short amount of time (1~2 weeks). As 
such, in the future, it is necessary to train human resources to send experts 
as well as secure a budget capable of supporting long-term commitments.

Until recently, Mexico promoted cooperative programs similar to those 
conducted by South Korea in its early stages of cooperative development. 
While Mexico’s priority partner countries were mostly the countries in Cen-
tral and South America, Mexico plays both roles of a recipient and a donor 
country, thereby maintaining partnership with both groups.

According to the National Development Plan 2013-2018, international 
development cooperation is considered an effective diplomatic means to en-
hance Mexico’s integration and participation in the international community. 
In addition, it helps to establish efficient partnerships with developed coun-
tries and international organizations and improves political and diplomatic 
relationships with other countries in Central and South America (Presidencia 
de la República, 2013). Moreover, Mexico is focusing on sharing or exchanging 
resources, knowledge, and experience with other countries and international 
organizations in the areas of education, culture, science technology, economy, 
and finance, within the framework of sustainable human development.

South Korea’s Development Cooperation

South Korea’s oda has generally been described as a strategic tool for main-
taining diplomatic relations with other countries and for achieving its po-
litical and economic objectives implicitly and explicitly (Jung, 2013). From 
the 1970s to the 1990s, South Korea was actively engaged as a donor in the 
international community, but the objective of its oda was closely related to 
its economic interests. Therefore, the oda was used as a method to promote 
exports and to expand its economic relations with other countries. As such, 
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considerably more than half of the volume of its oda funding was directed 
towards Asian countries (Jung, 2013).

South Korea was removed from the dac List of oda Recipients in 2000 and 
has been playing a role as a donor in the oecd dac since 2010 (Jung, 2012; 
and López-Aymes, 2016). Recently, its oda policies and strategies have been 
changing, as it is attempting to respect the needs of each partner country and 
complying with dac standards, while the volume has expanded quantitatively.

The primary objectives of South Korea’s oda towards Latin America were 
motivated by a specific political factor. In the process of achieving indepen-
dence from Japan within the context of the Cold War, South Korea sought to 
gain support from Latin American countries on issues related to North Korea 
within the un (Jung, 2013). Beginning in the 1970s, however, its objectives 
began to focus more on economic aspects. Moreover, the oda’s attention on 
Latin America was insufficient and, as such, its policies changed in accordance 
to the new direction of the government.

Table 3
Volume of South Korea’s oda (2014)

Contributions to International Organizations 461 (usd million) 24.9(%)
Bilateral core support & pooled programmes & funds 143.0 7.7
Project-type intervention 883.4 47.6
Expert and other technical assistance 227.5 12.3
Scholarships and student costs in donor countries 66.7 3.6
Administrative costs 56.7 3.0
Other in-door expenditure 18.6 1.0
Total 1856.7 100

Source: oda Korea, 2016b.

Korea’s oda volume has increased for five consecutive years, from usd 
1.17 billion in 2010 to over usd 1.85 billion in 2014 (oda Korea, 2016a). 
Further, it has developed close ties with Asian countries, given its geographic 
proximity and cultural familiarity. Therefore, Asia received the largest por-
tion of bilateral oda funding (approximately 53%) during the past ten years 
(oda Korea, 2016a). However, Korea has increased its allocations for Africa 
(to approximately 23.8%), while Central and South America received 7.8% 
of bilateral oda funds in 2014 (oda Korea, 2016a).
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In this regard, Korea’s oda to Latin America has focused on reducing poverty 
and inequality, as well as support for sustainable socio-economic development. 
It has also proposed a principle of “selection and concentration,” designated four 
priority countries, and formulated a Country Partnership Strategy (cps). One 
of the South Korean government’s oda core policy efforts is directed towards 
the priority countries of Bolivia, Colombia, Paraguay, and Peru.

Table 4
Focus Sectors of Priority Partner Countries in Latin America

Country Focus Sectors
Bolivia Transportation / Agriculture / Health and Medical Care
Colombia Rural Community Development / Productivity and Competitiveness of 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises / Public Administration
Paraguay Basic Social Services / Productivity Improvement and Capacity Building 

for Vulnerable Social Groups / Transportation
Peru Health and Medical Care / Rural Development / Information and 

Communication

Source: oda Korea, 2016c.

While Mexico is not one of Korea’s priority partner countries, its go-
vernment provided approximately usd 2.2 million to Mexico between 1991 
and 2014, according to the Korea International Cooperation Agency (koica) 
statistics. The types of support provided included technical cooperation, such 
as the invitation of trainees and the dispatch of experts, as well as emergen-
cy aid programs. Korea implemented only one project in the intervention 
category in Mexico. The project for constructing the Medical Center (Korea-
Mexico Friendship hospital) in Yucatan was established by the South Korean 
government, with it investing about one million dollars, to commemorate the 
centenary of the arrival of Korean immigrants to this region (koica, 2004).

More recently the two countries are promoting a joint-training program 
in the field of climate change and green growth within the framework of 
facilitating a system of horizontal development cooperation. South Korea 
has also introduced some reform and systematic measures to improve the 
effectiveness of its oda. Further, as it is necessary for Korea to establish a 
comprehensive partnership with upper-middle-income countries or emerging 
donor countries such as Mexico, it is possible to enhance the effectiveness 
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of assistance through a new support-based method using the participatory 
approach.

To generate more and better aid, the basic orientation of South Korea’s 
oda includes integrated strategy and coordinating system among stakehol-
ders. The oda is doing this through more frequent local level meetings, in an 
attempt to overcome the sender-receiver model, to share knowledge, enhance 
the capability of individuals and systems, as well as building a partnership 
with Mexico.

South Korea and Mexico: Development Cooperation and the Comparative Approach

The table 5 illustrates several aspects of the oda cooperation between South 
Korea and Mexico from the perspective of development cooperation. It 
focuses on information concerning the position of the agency and the legal 
and systematic structures concerning the oda. It also displays the motives 
of support as well as the major forms of cooperation. Lastly, it conveys the 
amount of support, the priority partner countries, and priority areas of coo-
peration between South Korea and Mexico.4

Table 5
Mexico and South Korea from the perspective 

of international development cooperation

Classification Mexico South Korea
Position Oecd dac observer oecd dac member
Legal & 
systematic 
structure

International Development 
Cooperation Law, 
amexid

International Development 
Cooperation Law, Committee 
for International Development 
Cooperation, koica, edcf

4. While a previous research on the positions, policy and types of cooperation of Mexico and 
South Korea is available, this research developed it with new statistics (Jung, 2014).
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Classification Mexico South Korea
Motives An effective means to enhance 

Mexico’s integration and 
participation in international 
society, to establish an efficient 
partnership with developed 
countries and international 
organizations and to improve 
political and diplomatic 
relationships with other countries 
in Central and South America

After joining dac in political and 
diplomatic purposes during the 
Cold War, endeavoring to provide 
cooperation by adopting current 
dac norms and standards

Types Contributions to international 
organizations, scholarship,
technical cooperation

Bilateral cooperation (75%), 
various types of support including 
projects and technical cooperation

Amount 288.6 (usd million) 1,856 (usd million)
Priority 
partner 
countries

Japan, Germany, Spain (dac 
donors)
Central & South America,
Caribbean countries

Asia (48%), Africa (24%),
Central & South America (8%)

Priority areas Eradication of poverty, prevention 
of natural disaster, elimination of 
inequality and social exclusion, 
culture and education, environment 
and climate change, science 
technology, public safety, 9 priority 
fields of healthcare, gender, human 
rights and cross-cutting fields

Transportation, education, 
healthcare,
water resource, agriculture 

Source: amexid, 2016; oda Korea, 2016a; oecd dac statistics, 2016b; Jung, 2014.

Mexico has been an observer of the dac since 1994 and is a pivotal country 
in Central and South America. It is enhancing its influence in the region by 
expanding its cooperation with low-income countries as an emerging donor. 
Establishing the International Development Cooperation Law and amexid 
in 2011, Mexico created the legal and systematic structures for development 
cooperation. In addition, it considers development cooperation to be a diplo-
matic investment and seeks to establish partnerships with the international 
community and developed countries to strengthen its political and diploma-
tic influence in Central and South America. Mexico promotes development 
cooperation based on three types of partnership, including partnership with 
DAC donors, emerging donors, and recipient countries.
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Meanwhile, South Korea established the Economic Development Coope-
ration Fund (edcf) in 1987, koica in 1991, and enacted the International 
Development Cooperation Law and joined dac in 2010. The Committee for 
International Development Cooperation (cidc) was also founded for coor-
dination purposes in 2006.

The oda in South Korea is directly related to the U. S. policy toward East 
Asia during the Cold War. Development cooperation after the Cold War took 
on an important role in the economic growth of South Korea. Since joining 
the dac in 2010, South Korea has promoted a wide range of reforms and, in 
an effort to abandon previous political and economic motivations of support, 
provides support for the economic and social advancement of developing 
countries (Jung, 2012).

In 2014, Korea provided usd 1.85 billion, which is 0.13% of its gni (oda 
Korea, 2016). While not as robust, as an emerging donor country, Mexico’s 
international development cooperation reached usd 288.6 million in the 
same year. While most of the priority partner countries of Mexico are in 
Central and South America, South Korea’s are in Asia (48%) and Africa (24%) 
(oda Korea, 2016). Mexico’s priority fields include eradication of poverty, 
prevention of natural disaster, elimination of inequality and social exclusion, 
culture and education, environment and climate change, science technology, 
public safety, healthcare, gender, human rights, and other cross-cutting fields 
(amexid, 2012). In comparison, South Korea supports social and economic 
development, such as transportation, education, healthcare, water resourcing, 
and agriculture.

As established above, Mexico has the capability of mitigating the limits 
that may occur from the development gap between low-income countries in 
Central and South America and developed donor countries, as well as provi-
ding expertise in various project-promotion organizations, technology, and 
human resources. At the same time, Mexico also accumulates the experience 
of support in South-South cooperation and triangular cooperation, in which 
it may support other developing countries based on bilateral cooperation 
with Germany or Japan.

The previous support was limited, however, to short-term cooperation, 
such as dispatching experts, joint training programs, and workshops and 
seminars. The two countries are currently seeking to establish a legal and 
systematic foundation to create medium- and long-term partnerships by 
drafting Memorandums of Understanding (mou). However, as there exists 
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no branch or office dedicated to this kind of development in Mexico, like the 
koica, it is necessary to create a local-level system to promote, direct, and 
coordinate communications, projects, and funds. Even though no such office 
exists in Mexico, the two countries have implemented joint training sessions 
through on-line training and workshops in areas such as environmental is-
sues like green growth and climate change. In addition, they are working on 
a proposal for triangular cooperation to support 10 countries in Central and 
South America, including Belize, Columbia, Panama, and Costa Rica.

4. The Mexico-South Korea Strategy: The Participatory 
Approach in Development Cooperation

Utilizing the participatory approach, this section identifies a step-by-step stra-
tegy for cooperation between South Korea and Mexico. In the first step, both 
countries should promote projects within the framework of bilateral, inter-
governmental consultations or existing cooperative agreements. In doing so, 
each country could utilize technical cooperation, such as international training 
conducted by amexid and establish a Korea-Mexico joint training model 
promoted by koica. For example, Korea could expand its support to other 
recipient countries in Central and South America by fostering joint training 
with Mexico. This type of cooperation could reduce the difficulties surrounding 
administrative efforts as well as save time in the early stages of development, 
while still utilizing the previously established promotion system. It should 
also create opportunities to introduce South Korea’s development cooperation 
support models to other countries in Central and South America. It would 
then be possible to expand the current focus on environmental areas such 
as climate change and green growth, toward other areas such as healthcare, 
agriculture, water resource management, and education. It would also pos-
sible to offer innovative training sessions and courses through analyzing 
the demand of Mexico’s priority partner countries, as well as Korea’s oda 
partner countries in Central and South America. In doing so, experts from 
Mexico and Korea could promote training programs for experts from recipient 
countries in Central and South America to promote organizations in Mexico. 
Specifically, the participatory approach could produce medium- to long-term 
training programs designed to enhance capabilities and facilitate the sharing 
of knowledge. In addition, by holding local-level, working seminars and policy 
conversations on a regular basis, horizontal interactions may be utilized.
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This kind of empowerment process tends to support training and educa-
tional programs, which have focused not simply on technical skills, but also 
on establishing institutional changes in the relationship between stakeholders 
(Oswald and Ruedin, 2012). Table 6 emphasizes the need to consider holis-
tically the capacity of individuals and organizations to build relationships 
through system and network development.

Table 6
Planning framework for suitable support to empowerment

Individual competencies Development of the system:
relationship building

• Access to information.
• Access to services.
• Knowledge and skills development.
• Learning and self-reflection.
• Independent thought and action.

• Development of normative parameters 
and relationships between actors.

• Creating an institutional “enabling envi-
ronment” for empowerment processes by 
promoting social and political inclusion 
and equal access to market.

Capacity building: organizational development Development of networks
• Performance improvement (efficiency, ef-

fectiveness).
• Good governance of organizations.
• Adaptation to change.
• Collective learning processes and knowl-

edge.
• Management.

• Strengthening of collaboration between 
actors.

• Collective action and mobilization around 
an issue.

• Informal and formal networking.
• Learning and self-reflection.
• Good governance of network.

Source: Oswald and Ruedin, 2012.

For the second step of participatory development, South Korea should 
promote direct, bilateral programs within Mexico. South Korea has suc-
cessfully supported the construction of medical center in Yucatan through 
the Ministry of Healthcare of Mexico in 2003-2004 (koica, 2016). As such, 
it is possible for the country to provide direct support to Mexico for bilate-
ral programs in the future. Experts from Mexico, rather than South Korea, 
could work for the program or the program could work to enhance their own 
capabilities and empowerment. In addition, Korea should support current 
Mexican cooperative programs in Central America for recipient countries by 
supplying knowledge, technology and guidance, as well as financial support. 
Moreover, experts from Mexico could, in turn, work to develop programs for 
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Korean partnerships in countries such as Guatemala, El Salvador, Bolivia, and 
Paraguay to enhance the effectiveness of developing cooperation programs.

Table 7
Mexican cooperation programs with Central America

Country Program 
period

Performance 
(%)

Number 
of projects

Sectors of collaboration

Belize 2014-2016 - 19 Agriculture, environment, energy, 
health, technical education and 
others.

Costa Rica 2013-2015 62% 24 Productive agriculture, environment, 
sustainable tourism and public 
management.

Guatemala 2012-2014 53% 30 Social development, agricultural 
development, environment, science 
and technology, and security.

El Salvador 2012-2014 - 17 Agro-productive, environment and 
climate change, citizen security 
and democratic governance, among 
others.

Honduras 2013-2015 54% 11 Agricultural development; 
environment and climate change, and 
social development.

Nicaragua 2010-2012 48% 23 Environment and human 
development, science and technology, 
and productivity and economic 
development.

Panama 2010-2012 38% 13 Agroindustry and environment, 
institutional strengthening and 
human capital development and fight 
against poverty.

Total 137

Source: Internal documents of amexid, 2014.

In the third step, Korea should solely or jointly sponsor funding for re-
gional development in Central and South America, thus expanding the part-
nership between the two countries. Additionally, amexid manages various 
types of bilateral and regional funds, such as the Mexico-Spain Joint Fund, 
the Mexico-Chile Joint Fund and the Regional Fund for the Promotion of 
Triangular Cooperation in Latin America and the Caribbean. The majority of 
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them are dedicated to mobilizing financial resources to boost socio-economic 
development, enhance human resources, coordinate multi-stakeholders, etc. 
(Lázaro-Ruther and Peláez-Jara, 2015).

However, to generate bilateral funding, a legal and systematic foundation 
must be created to provide funding in Korea to facilitate projects promoted 
by amexid. For example, in the Central and South American and Caribbean 
fund, promoted by the German Agency for International Cooperation (giz), 
the recipient countries in Central and South America would design the pro-
jects, and then be required to have detailed discussions with a branch office 
of the giz, which will in turn provide consultation on outlines and standards 
of the project. Subsequently, the plan for the project must be submitted to 
the Embassy of Germany and bmz will review and approve projects in ac-
cordance with validity and effectiveness. Finally, bmz would notify the local 
office of giz of the decision on the project and giz, the donor country and 
the recipient country would then work together to promote the project based 
on the discussions (giz, 2014).

In this context, both South Korea and Mexico would be required to esta-
blish a foundation on which to conduct such procedures. If a legal system is 
established in Mexico to create such bilateral funding with South Korea, Korea 
would then be in a position to support Mesoamerican projects and regional 
programs promoted by amexid for the medium-to long-term by committing 
needed funding to amexid. At a later stage, work plans specifying activities, 
intermediated objectives, and outcome indicators can be negotiated at the 
project level. Accordingly, funding must ensure connectivity and constant 
communication between stakeholder-groups. More specifically, high-level 
political commitment is crucial to help ensure visibility and establish the 
necessary support for transforming such funding into a strong and strategic 
international development cooperative tool (Lázaro and Peláez, 2015). As 
such, the program should promote an open, dialogue-oriented organizational 
culture, and establish information exchange as an integral part of human 
resource development.

5. Conclusion

This research analyzed the relationship between Mexico and South Korea, 
focusing on the area of international development cooperation. The research 
thus examined a variety of changes taking place in development cooperation 
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resulting from the trend towards globalization, and evaluated the traditional 
features and relationship between South Korea and Mexico.

Finally, based on the participatory approach as a strategy for coopera-
tion between South Korea and Mexico, the research suggested joint training 
programs to expand existing partnerships in the first stage, joint support to 
programs promoted by both countries in the framework of bilateral coopera-
tion in the second stage, and further financial support by allocating funding 
in the third stage.

As mentioned previously, amexid, the organization in charge of develo-
pment cooperation in Mexico, plays the dual role of donating and receiving 
funding, as well as maintaining a systematic structure. However, amexid 
is still in an early stage of development and shows a lack of experience and 
systematic competence. As such, it is charged with coordinating between 
departments, while executive departments promote the actual projects. In 
addition, since branch offices have not been established in partner countries, 
its officials usually work in embassies and are sometimes criticized for slow 
responses, lack of expertise and bureaucracy. Further, because the budgets for 
each project have not been allocated, it is difficult to maintain stability and 
consistency with funding. Moreover, the short-term technical cooperation 
such as short-term training, granting of scholarships, dispatching experts 
and hosting workshops and seminars, made it difficult to establish long-term 
policy directions for competency development.

Meanwhile, Korea has recently worked to organize a legal and systematic 
structure for the oda as a donor and has endeavored to implement a wide 
range of reforms in accordance with the dac regulations and policy directions. 
Still, it lacks a foundation from which it could promote actual cooperation 
between the two countries. Therefore, it is important to establish one to 
improve participation and discussion among various actors to utilize the 
participatory approach. It is especially important that Korea play the role of 
facilitator rather than an active actor in its relationship with Mexico, focusing 
on the relationship between the other actors and the implementation of pro-
jects. Likewise, the most important aspect of the relationship between two 
countries engaged in the participatory approach is to develop a procedural 
and a communication system to enhance the long-term relationship between 
the two. Unlike the Korean government, from President Felipe Calderon’s 
administration to President Enrique Peña Nieto’s, it has been argued that 
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the Mexican international development cooperation was not politically 
supported, and thus the institutionalization process was slow (Prado, 2014).

To conclude, international development cooperation has traditionally 
been considered a relationship between developed and underdeveloped 
counties, stemming from the South-North cooperation framework. More 
recently, the South-South role of international development cooperation 
has become increasingly important. Therefore, it is necessary facilitate coo-
perative development to promote and coordinate bilateral cooperation and 
communication concerning global issues. In addition, efforts to increase and 
strengthen the capacity of sustainable development between established and 
emerging donors such as South Korea and Mexico are needed.
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