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Jeju Island is a Special Self-governing Province located off the southern shore of
South Korea.
It is a popular tourist destination, known for its mild climate, geological features, and
scenic beauty and has been recognized as a UNESCO World Natural Heritage site.
In the last two decades, the central Korean government and Jeju’s provincial
government have worked to develop Jeju as a popular tourist destination. While the
cost of living in Jeju has traditionally been low, the influx of foreign investment,
namely from mainland China, has boosted the local economy and driven up costs
of living.
This article explores how immigration policy can encourage and discourage
migration and the impact of foreign investment on tourism economies.
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1998: President Kim Dae-jung announced plans to develop Jeju Island as a “Free
International City” after Hong Kong and Singapore.
2010: The Jeju provincial government passed an immigration policy that offers
residency to a foreign investor who invests $500,000 in Jeju. This was created to
attract foreign investment. The provision grants the investor an F-2 visa eligible for
2 years and extensions after. After 5 years, the investor may become a permanent
resident of Korea.
Many investors are Europeans and North Americans of Korean descent, but the
largest group comes from the Chinese mainland. Chinese ownership of Jeju real
estate increased by 483.7% between December 2011 and 2014.
While Jeju residents initially welcomed foreign interest and capital, the unintended
consequences have aroused discontent, resentment, and opposition from local Jeju
residents.
The rest of the article looks at three projects, collaborations between Chinese
investors and the Jeju provincial government: Baozen-ro, Raon Private Town and
Resort, and Jeju Healthcare Town.
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Jeju Street, renamed Baozen-ro, in Jeju City, the northern part of the island, was
once a hub for local shopping.
In 2011, the Chinese Baozen Cosmetics Company rewarded employees with a
vacation to Jeju City. While the company may not have invested in real estate, their
trip sparked interest among other tourists and was instrumental in turning Jeju
tourism into a trend.
Shops began to feature Chinese products, cosmetics, ginseng, and specialty
Korean pharmaceutical products. Shops catering to Chinese tourists also appeared:
banks, tea wholesale and retail stores, Chinese karaoke, driving schools with
Chinese instructors, grocery stores, medicine.
The neighborhood benefited greatly but the rest of the island was largely unaffected
by the influx of tourists and capital.
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The 2010 provision for investment immigration led to the construction of large,
luxury condo projects. One of the earliest projects was the Raon Private Town and
Resort.
The private town includes rows of seven-story condominiums, a private hospital
(clinic and wellness center), nine-hole golf course, high-end shopping mall, coffee
shop, Chinese restaurant, and separate building for the Raon Hotel and Resort, and
a visa service office. Half of all foreign owned condos in the project are owned by
Chinese nationals.
However, not all of these units are occupied. Chinese owners visit for vacation and
to fulfill their presence on Jeju Island as required by their visa.
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Jeju Healthcare Town and resort is located two miles north of the city Seogwipo,
the second largest city on Jeju Island on its south central shore.
The Greenland Conglomerate Group, a Chinese state-run developer, the Jeju
provincial government, and the Korean central government collaborated to make
this an international hub for “medical tourism.”
The campus includes a hospital specializing in wellness, relaxation, cosmetics, skin
care, and plastic surgery. The hospital also has a research and development
center.
The development also features 400 condominium units sold on a time-share basis.
On-site advertisements promote wellness activities, like fishing cruises, art
galleries, and museums. There is also a Chinese bank on site.
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The 2010 visa policy brought in $60 billion won in just the first six months of 2014.
However, there have been many negative consequences.
○
(1) Only 10% of Chinese investors reside in the property they purchased,
bringing only limited benefit to the local economy.
○
(2) Increased cost of living and the price of land has evicted my local
tenants and businesses.
○
(3) Environmental deterioration. Focus on wellness activities have also
shifted resources from local mainstream medical care to resources and
support for medical tourism.
The Dream Tower Project, developed by China’s Greenland Company, is a large,
aggressive development project. They are estimated to invest 606 million USD for a
condo/hotel complex complete with a resort and “foreigner only” casino. The
benefits to the local economy and possibilities of job creation are unclear.
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In spring 2017, the United States government installed the Terminal High-Altitude
Area Defense (THAAD) in South Korea. The Chinese government feared it would
be used to spy on China and subsequently discouraged and prohibited Chinese
investment in Korea and stopped all commercial flights.
At the end of October 2017, China renewed diplomatic relationships with South
Korea despite the presence of THAAD.
In April 2018, the Korean central government and Jeju provincial government
decided to renew the 2010 immigration provision allowing permanent residency for
500,000 USD.
Canada has a similar model to encourage foreign investments. However, they
require a higher initial investment and more requirements for physical presence and
explicit taxation policies.
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In May 2018, more than 500 Yemeni refugees entered Jeju Island through
Malaysia, when Air Asia opened a direct route from Kuala Lumpur to Jeju. Korea
quickly removed Yemen as a nation for visa-waiver.
Jeju residents have been accommodating and hospitable, but more than 500,000
Koreans have signed a petition calling for the removal of Yemeni refugees.

●

●

Immigration policy is a complex issue. Questions of economic success or failure,
benefits local residents, humanitarian aids, environmental degradation, resource
sustainability, cultural acceptance, population homogeneity or diversity, community
harmony, and other factors all must play different roles for policy to work.
Regulations inspiring foreign investments should also take into consideration the
needs and livelihoods of local residents in order for such a partnership to flourish.

