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ABSTRACT

Foreign Labor Policy in Korea

Hyun-Chin Lim,* and Dong-Hoon Seol:x*

In this paper, we discuss various problems of Korea's current foreign labor
policy instituted in such systems as the ‘Industrial and Technical Training
Program for Foreigners’ (ITTP) and the ‘Working After Training Program for
Foreigners’ (WATP). As an alternative to these current systems, we suggest an
the ‘Employment Permit Program for Foreigners’ (EPP) and illustrate how this
new system with public employment security organizations as labor importing
agencies would help solve such problems as the rising number of
undocumented workers in Korea.

The ITTP, Korea’s first foreign labor import scheme, prevents foreign workers
— so-called industrial trainees — from acquiring proper working status and
accompanying benefits. As such, industrial trainees and other undocumented
migrant workers lack the means to protect themselves from abuses of
employers and routine threats to deport them. In 1998, the WATP was
introduced as an improvement to the ITTP. In this new system, trainees who
pass certain skills tests after a two-year of industrial traineeship are allowed to
enjoy workers rights under the Labor Standards Act and the Minimum Wages
Act. However, the problems resulting from the ITTP remain as (1) industrial

trainees continue to be abused and are still only de facto laborers; (2) the
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number of undocumented (or illegal) migrant workers has not been reduced
with the WATP; (3) migrant workers basic human rights continue to be
violated; and (4) undocumented migrants are better paid than the legal
industrial trainees, which further encourages the trainees to leave their
designated work places.

We propose the EPP as a solution to the above problems and discuss a
detailed implementation plan of the system. This new system is based on the
principles of local labor market complementarity and of non-discrimination of
migrant workers. Once the Korean government passes and implements the
Employment of Foreign Workers Act, as we propose in this paper, public
employment agencies would be able to import foreign workers as legitimate
“laborers” to Korea. This way, it would become possible for the Korean society
to reap the maximum economic benefits from the inflow of unskilled migrant
workers without depriving the migrant workers of their social and economic

rights.
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