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Google's YouTube Music deal avoids sanctions, shakes S. Korean
streaming market
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Updated 2025.05.23.09:10 ~

FriEn
i

South Korea’s antitrust watchdog has opted to settle with Google over its alleged
bundling of YouTube Music with YouTube Premium, a move that critics say
legitimizes the tech giant’s dominance in the local streaming market. /Yonhap
NEws

South Korea’s Fair Trade Commission said on May 22 that it has decided to initiate
consent decree proceedings in a case involving Google’s alleged bundling of YouTube
Music with its ad-free YouTube Premium service.

A consent decree is a legal mechanism that allows an antitrust investigation to be swiftly
closed without imposing penalties such as fines, provided that the company under
scrutiny proposes corrective measures deemed appropriate by the commission.
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Google introduced YouTube Premium in 2018, offering ad-free video streaming bundled
with YouTube Music. The move quickly reshaped the South Korean music streaming
market, allowing the U.S. tech giant to overtake long-standing domestic leaders such as
Melon and Genie Music. In February 2023, the Fair Trade Commission launched a probe
into Google’s practices, citing concerns that the bundling may have restricted consumer
choice and constituted coercive sales tactics.

After more than two years of investigation, the commission has now opted for a
negotiated resolution rather than formal sanctions.

That decision has drawn criticism in some quarters. Observers point out that the United
States has consistently pushed back against overseas regulations targeting American tech
firms like Google and Microsoft. Under former President Donald Trump, the U.S.
government had warned it would treat such measures as non-tariff barriers and respond
with retaliatory tariffs. Against this backdrop, critics say the commission may have chosen
the easier path to avoid trade friction.

An official from South Korea’s music industry echoed that sentiment, saying the regulator
had long overlooked Google’s growing grip on the domestic market and was now
effectively granting the company immunity.

The controversy began in earnest in June 2018, when Google Korea launched YouTube
Premium in South Korea. The service, which combined ad-free video streaming with
YouTube Music, immediately disrupted the existing market. Local platforms—some of
which had been operating for more than a decade—saw their market shares erode
rapidly. Melon, for instance, had launched in 2004, followed by Genie Musicin 2011.

According to mobile analytics firm WiseApp Retail, YouTube Music recorded 9.79 million
monthly active users last month—far outpacing Melon’s 6.01 million, Genie Music’s 2.60
million, and Flo’s 1.76 million. Just two years ago in 2021, YouTube Music trailed Melon,
with 4.03 million users compared to Melon’s 6.89 million. However, the surge in YouTube
Premium subscriptions has helped YouTube Music overtake its rivals, claiming the top
spot by 2023.
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Faced with mounting pressure from local competitors, Google submitted a consent
decree application in April. The commission accepted the proposal within a month—a
relatively swift decision that reflects growing concern about the need to protect domestic
platforms from further harm.

“Compared to traditional sanctions, a consent decree enables us to implement corrective
measures more quickly, without the need for protracted legal battles,” said Kim Moon-sik,
director of market surveillance at the Fair Trade Commission. He added that had the
commission pursued penalties, the resulting litigation could have dragged on for years—
potentially allowing YouTube Music to tighten its market grip and drive out more
domestic players in the meantime.

To address the issue, Google proposed several remedies. Among them was the launch of a
new subscription tier—YouTube Premium Lite—that would exclude YouTube Music and
offer only ad-free video viewing at a lower price. This plan is already available in countries
such as the United States, Thailand and Mexico.

In the U.S., YouTube Premium currently costs $13.99 per month, while the Lite version is
priced at $7.99—a roughly 43% discount. In South Korea, the standard planis priced at
14,900 won, or about $10.92.

Google also pledged to establish a 30 billion won (approximately $22 million) fund to
support the local music industry and artists. In exchange, the company would not face
any fines or further sanctions.

Despite these measures, many in the domestic music sector remain unsatisfied. They
argue that the commission not only failed to stop Google’s rise in the market but is now
effectively legitimizing it. Even if a cheaper, music-free subscription is introduced, they
say, YouTube Music has already cemented its dominance—and reversing that trend will
be difficult.

- This article has been translated by Upstage Solar Al.
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