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DP Sweeps Local Elections but Falls
Short in Key Battlegrounds:
Winners and Their Industry Agenda

June 2026
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The 2026 local elections set a record with a 61% turnout,
demonstrating the dynamism of Korea's post-martial law
political landscape. While the Democratic Party (DP) won
12 of the 16 metropolitan positions and 9 of the 14 open
parliament seats, it lost in the most-watched races. The
People Power Party (PPP) has pulled off surprise wins, but
mostly by the candidates who had distanced themselves
from the party leadership.

The election was also marred by a shortage of paper ballots
in more than 50 districts, leading to protests blocking
voting booths in Seoul's Songpa District for several days to
demand a recount.

This edition explores what the results mean for Korea's
political landscape.



Democratic Party

The DP’s landslide wins indicate confidence in the Lee President Lee and
administration DP’s nationwide
mandate

Backed by President Lee's approval rating of around 60%,
the DP secured victories in most metropolitan areas,
including Gyeonggi, Busan, and Jeonnam-Gwangjul.

The DP's Choo Mi-ae's defeat of the PPP’s Yang Hyang-ja in
Gyeonggi province illustrates strong support for the party.
Gyeonggi is Korea's technological hub, home to Samsung
Electronics and SK Hynix's manufacturing bases, as well as ‘
several IT software companies. Although Yang is a former Source: Yonhap
Samsung executive, the province is also where Lee once

served as a popular governor. Choo's victory by a wide

margin solidifies trust in her alignment with Lee’s agenda

of “K-Semiconductor Cluster,” which encompasses the

manufacturing process from chip design to back-end

processes.

The DP’s Jeon Jae-soo, who previously served as Minister of
Oceans and Fisheries under Lee, defeated the incumbent
PPP mayor Park Hyeong-joon and is likely to pursue a close
coordination with the administration to turn Busan into
“Global Maritime Capital.” Jeon has pushed for the
relocation of the Hyundai Merchant Marine to Busan, the
establishment of a new Maritime International Commercial
Court, the development of new Arctic shipping route
strategies, and a 50 trillion won regional investment
corporation, which may all attract new opportunities for
international firms.

The DP's victory in Jeonnam-Gwangju was Nno surprise
since it's been a traditional stronghold. Since the
metropolitan merger in March this year, the new DP mayor
Min Hyung-bae now has the opportunity to harness a 20
trillion won incentive package for various industries.

These victories provide the Lee administration with a
strong network of aligned local governments, potentially
facilitating the implementation of its industrial,
infrastructure, and regional development priorities in the
years ahead.



Ballot shortage controversy fuels calls for accountability

However, the DP's surprise defeat in the Seoul mayoral
race marks a significant setback. Despite the Lee
administration's strong economic record and pragmatic
diplomacy, PPP incumbent Oh Se-hoon's campaign—
centered on housing reform and a checks-and-balances
narrative against "one-party rule'—resonated with younger
voters, ultimately dampening the DP's triumphant mood.
The party has begun scrambling for internal alignment
ahead of the National Assembly's upcoming audit of state
affairs.

The ballot paper shortage has added further turbulence. A
total of 50 polling stations nationwide ran out of ballots on
election day, with 22 temporarily suspending voting. The
National Election Commission, which had pre-printed
ballots for only 50% of registered voters, faced immediate
calls for accountability. The controversy escalated into
physical standoffs, with protesters blocking polling stations
and temporarily preventing ballot boxes from being
transferred to counting centers. Both parties have since
agreed on the need for a special parliamentary
investigation.

The ballot shortage scandal has also become a catalyst for
amplifying the political voice of voters in their 20s and 30s.
The protest grew organically and drew about 20,000
people for three days in the Seoul Olympic Park. Moreover,
student organizations in universities across the nation have
released statements condemning the ballot shortage as a
violation of democratic rights and institutional trust.

Both the defeat in the Seoul mayoral election and the
ballot shortage scandal have intensified pressure on the
DP's leadership. Calls for accountability have been pinned
on the DP leader Jeong Cheong-rae, while the potential
return of Prime Minister Kim Min-seok and the political
positioning of Song Young-gil signal a broader reshuffling
ahead of the next political cycle.

Seoul setback and
ballot controversy

Source: Newsl



2026 Local election at a glance

The new political map:

party wins & key local leaders

B Democratic Party
B People Power Party

49% / 48%

39%/55 %

48%/ 51%

4.

12%/'79%

Profile

Oh Se-hoon
Seoul Mayor

Fifth term as Seoul
mayor, former lawyer

and National Assembly
member.

Choo Mi-ae
Gyeonggi Governor

First ever female governor,
six-term National Assembly

member, and former
Minister of Justice.

Jeon Jae-soo
Busan Mayor
Three-term NA member

and former Minister of
Oceans and Fisheries.

Choo Kyung-ho
Daegu Mayor
Three-term National

Assembly member and
former Finance Minister.

Min Hyung-bae

Jeonnam-Gwangju Mayor

First mayor of the
Jeonnam-Gwangju Special
City; former reporter and
Blue House secretary.

Local election outcomes by Party: Seats won, 2022 vs 2026
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Metropolitan Mayors &
Provincial Governors
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Key priority

310,000 new homes by 2031 (Rapid
Integrated Planning 2.0)
500,000 jobs annually

Major infrastructure projects to
strengthen Seoul's global
competitiveness

Fast-track the development of the K-
Semiconductor Cluster to drive
regional growth and attract
investment.

Build Busan into a “Global Maritime
Capital” — anchoring HMM
headquarters, expanding Arctic
shipping routes, and strengthening
maritime finance.

Revive the regional economy by
developing Daegu-North
Gyeongsang regional airport,
attracting major investors, and
revitalizing commercial districts to
curb youth out-migration.

Channel the integration's incentives
and special-city benefits — ¥#20
trillion over four years — into regional
growth engines to revive the
economy and counter population
decline.

B Democratic Party
B People Power Party
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322 540 587 322

1384 1435 1568 1267

Note: Excludes minor-party and independent winners. Metropolitan/provincial and municipal council figures include proportional-representation seats.
Source: National Election Commission
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People Power Party

PPP holds key
battlegrounds

Source: Yonhap

Oh Se-hoon's re-election positions Seoul as a key policy
counterweight to the Lee administration

The PPP has defied expectations by winning in the most-
watched races and keeping Daegu, a traditional
stronghold.

In Seoul, Oh Se-hoon will serve an unprecedented fifth
term. Oh has pushed for a “Shut Up and Just Supply”
approach to housing driven by the market and private
sector, which challenges the Lee administration’s
approach, led by the public sector, to stabilize the markets.
Oh has pledged to provide 310,000 new units by 203],
which may still require coordination with the central
government on regulation, taxation, and other areas. Oh
and Lee share a common goal of increasing the supply of
affordable housing, but their clash over approaches will
likely play out on the national stage.

Seoul could also open up mMmore opportunities for private
capital and foreign direct investment. Oh is likely to push
ahead with the $2.7 billion Next Economy Seoul Fund,
which is a public-private partnership that organizes the city
into five industrial zones and encourages investments in
each cluster: biotech in the northeast, K-contents in the
northwest, finance and culture in downtown, physical Al in
the southeast, and advanced manufacturing in the
southwest. Oh also had pledged to provide 500,000 young
Seoul residents with subscriptions for generative Al
platforms, including ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude. Foreign
firms can watch for new investment opportunities across
various sectors in Seoul.

The PPP’'s Choo Kyung-ho managed to defeat the DP’'s Kim
Bu-kyum in Daegu despite the former's current criminal
charges for allegedly obstructing the NA vote to lift Yoon's
martial law. Choo's pledge to revive manufacturing by
attracting a second national semiconductor industry
complex could provide new business incentives for
companies like Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix.



Upcoming
leadership conflicts
within PPP

Source: Yonhap

The PPP's surprise victories foreshadow an internal
feud over leadership

The election results have exacerbated the PPP's internal
fault lines. Most of the winners had explicitly distanced
themselves from PPP leader Jang Dong-hyuk and
disavowed the legitimacy of Yoon's martial law. Oh Se-
hoon ran on a localized policy platform with little reference
to the party leadership, and Choo Kyung-ho won in Daegu
despite active criminal charges, reflecting a regional
mandate rather than a party-wide endorsement. The
success of PPP candidates was determined by the
assertion of individual identities over party affiliation.

Han Dong-hoon's win in Busan's vacated Bukgu district
parliamentary seat as an independent sharpens this
dynamic further. Having been expelled from the PPP, Han
defeated both DP and PPP rivals to demonstrate his
personal political capital even outside the party structure.
His anticipated return to the PPP—and the terms on which
he negotiates it—will be a key variable in the next
leadership race, directly bearing on Jang Dong-hyuk's hold
on the party.

The leadership question is now at the center of the PPP's
post-election agenda. The implicit verdict is that the party's
post-Yoon realignment remains incomplete, and the
candidates who had moved fastest to dissociate
themselves from the martial law fared best. At the same
time, Oh's confrontational stance toward the Lee
administration on housing and investment gives the PPP a
visible platform on the national stage, but its most
prominent figure would largely operate on an autonomous
agenda. Meanwhile, Han's reclamation of PPP leadership
as an NA member could face strong resistance from the
current party leaders who orchestrated his expulsion.

The party's ability to unify under legitimate leadership
ahead of the next national election cycle will be the
defining test of its political recovery.



The elections reinforced the DP's dominant position across
national and local politics, but they also exposed new areas
of vulnerability. The party's loss in Seoul, setbacks in key
battlegrounds, and the fallout from the ballot paper
shortage controversy have imposed new pressures on the
leadership at a time when concerns over the economy and
exchange-rate volatility are beginning to weigh on public
sentiment.

As attention shifts away from the ballot box, the next phase
of political competition will unfold through a series of key
milestones, including the National Assembly committee
restructuring, party conventions, the regular session, and
the Audit. These developments will provide early
indications of whether the Lee administration can
Mmaintain the momentum and how each party can position
itself for the next political cycle, including the 2028 general
elections.
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