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their historical experience and cultural context. Therefore, understand-
ing the social context in conservation is the first step to establishing a 
working partnership between government and the private sector.

Korea’s three-year research project to establish a code of ethics for 
conservation (2010–2012) was initiated to codify a rational decision-
making process in a written text, in order to provide a set of guide-
lines for conservators who face dilemmas and daily questions when 
choosing materials and techniques. The National Research Institute 
of Cultural Heritage of Korea, a government-based institute which 
is conducting the project, has recognized the need to establish a 
 government-private sector partnership for setting out an applicable 
set of guidelines. This is because these guidelines will be used by con-
servators in both public and private institutes. The project shows how 
the research team has considered cultural and historical context in the 
process of establishing such a partnership. The methodology for the 
ongoing project of establishing a code of ethics will be a reference for 
other institutes with similar projects in future.

Government-led decision-making: pros and cons 

Since gaining independence from Japanese rule 60 years ago, the 
Korean Government has played a leading role in conservation. This 
includes setting out a heritage policy and endorsing acts and regula-
tions, implementing them in practice and managing conservation 
projects for nationally- and locally-valued heritage, providing public 
funds and technical and scientific knowledge. The reason why the 
government has been the leading actor for heritage research and man-
agement can be explained by the role imposed on the government by 
society. After the Japanese Colonial Period (1910–1945) and the 
Korean War (1950–1953), public interest was focused on economic 
development, leaving the responsibility for restoring material evi-
dence of the nation’s long-lost dignity and identity on the govern-
ment’s shoulders. Repairing damaged heritage, reconstructing 
destroyed buildings and devising legal frameworks to designate and 
conserve was the government’s priority, because material heritage is a 
visible sign of the richness of culture and proof of a long history.

For Korean heritage, which had experienced a dark age of colonial-
ism and war for almost 50 years, it was more urgent to develop scien-
tific knowledge and conservation treatment skills, rather than to set 
out philosophical and theoretical principles. In developing scientific 
knowledge and conservation techniques, which demand human 
resources and financial support, government-led conservation has 
been an efficient model in Korea.

Government-led heritage management has made it possible to develop 
systematic frameworks in various areas of need; setting out legal 
frameworks and implementation procedures, making a list of tangible 
and intangible heritage and establishing academic foundations for 


