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CHAPTER 36  

North Korean Slavery and Forced Labor 
in Present-Day Europe 

Remco E. Breuker 

Introduction 

This chapter deals with the practice of exploiting North Korean workers in the 
European Union through human trafficking, forced labor, and the suspension 
of most personal liberties. As a form of state-driven contemporary slavery, it 
starts from legal premises: the workers arrive with valid visas, residence permits, 
and work permits. They then find themselves in a miniaturized reproduction 
of North Korean society: with their minder came the entire socio-ideological 
structure of constraint—daily compulsory meetings, confession and criticism 
sessions, ideology instruction lectures, etc.—, which is recreated in situ in 
order to legitimize and make practically possible the extraction of labor and 
the removal of personal freedoms. The focus of this chapter is on the structure 
of the system that enslaves DPRK workers—not on the specific characteris-
tics of the cases that have been researched. For specific details of place, time, 
number, and so forth I refer to the appropriate research.1 For this chapter I 
specifically but not exclusively looked at the DPRK workers in Polish ship-
yards in the mid-2010s. The presence of DPRK labor in Poland, or in Eastern 
Europe for that matter, has a long history, but that falls without the scope 
of this paper; mainly because the circumstances before the 2000s were signifi-
cantly different.2 This chapter offers a predominantly empirical description and
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analysis of the phenomenon, as there is yet hardly any empirically grounded 
academic literature on the topic. 

The number of DPRK citizens working abroad has consistently risen over 
the past two decades. Increasingly strict international sanctions notwith-
standing, hundreds of thousands of DPRK workers have worked or are 
working in tens of different countries, most notably in terms of absolute 
numbers China, Russia, and Mongolia, but also in Middle Eastern states, 
African states, and a number of EU countries. The exploitative and abusive 
treatment of these workers by the state that dispatches them and the compa-
nies that employ them has resulted in media attention, research by NGOs and 
academics, and criminal complaints in two EU jurisdictions. Concerns that the 
money earned was funneled into weapons development programs convinced 
the UN to include a gradually imposed ban on overseas DPRK labor in its 
sanctions on North Korea. On December 22, 2019, all UN member states 
were expected to have sent home all DPRK workers remaining in their terri-
tories, although evidence suggests this sanction was complied with only slowly 
and in some territories incompletely or marginally.3 

This volume defines slavery as “as a practice by which human beings were 
held captive for indefinite periods of time; treated as property that could be 
bought and sold; coerced into extremely dependent and exploitive power rela-
tionships; denied rights (including potentially rights over their labor, lives, and 
bodies); subjected to forced migration by various means; and compelled to 
labor against their will.” DPRK overseas labor conforms to this definition, 
with the possible exception of being treated as property that could be bought 
or sold. While an argument can be made that this is what happened in certain 
cases and while another argument can be made that instead of buying and 
selling again in some cases “leasing” seems to have been an appropriate char-
acterization of the forced movement of laborers, generally speaking this has 
not been the case with DPRK overseas workers. The fear of being sold is effec-
tively replaced by the fear of being punished (or having loved ones punished), 
and in particular of being sent to the kind of political camps that only admit 
new inmates but—almost—never release them.4 

Overseas DPRK labor fits the pattern of slavery observed elsewhere in the 
world—in its past and present. It is also very much a globalizing phenomenon. 
As a form of state-led human trafficking which in situ results in forced labor 
and labor exploitation, it also serves as a convenient and reliable indication 
of North Korea’s place in the global economy. Due to the state-led nature of 
overseas DPRK labor it does not always show a good fit with studies done 
on migrant labor—it does however show similar patterns to those found in 
human trafficking. 

Entry into Slavery (How People Became Enslaved) 

The DPRK is widely known as an extremely repressive state in which not 
much is left for its citizens to decide for themselves.5 Structural human rights
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infringements by the DPRK state have been described as “without parallel.”6 

The DPRK tops the Global Slavery Index, which measures and compares the 
prevalence of modern slavery in a society.7 While it would go too far to charac-
terize all North Koreans as living in modern slavery, state coercion is extremely 
strong. As such, corvee labor (unpaid and forced) is part and parcel of the 
average North Korean citizen’s life.8 State organs decide in the stead of the 
individual what profession he or she will enter (de facto hereditary profes-
sions are widespread) and it is illegal not to hold a job for North Korean 
males between the ages of 18 and 65 and unmarried adult females—the possi-
bility of punishment for being unemployed also acts as a strong motivation to 
accept the state’s directions in this regard. An extensive and intrusive system 
that guides and monitors ideological, social, and political loyalty and sanctions 
breaches thereof is an obligatory and ever-present part of the lives of all North 
Koreans with the exception of the supreme ruler himself and the inmates of 
the political annihilation camps (whom the state does not count as human 
beings and as such no longer in need of ideological guidance) restrict freedom 
even further and structure and repurpose that freedom which is left.9 Humans 
being human beings, even within this structure, designed to be totalitarian, 
omnipresent, and ambitiously omniscient, the room is found to demur, be 
inconspicuously different, and find freedom in unexpected places.10 Still, the 
template the North Korean state forces upon its citizens is singularly coercive. 
This is important for the present discussion in two manners. First, the strong 
coercive nature of state involvement shapes attitudes, patterns, and expecta-
tions among North Korean citizens. And second, this system travels with those 
who are sent abroad—in fact, it would not be much of an exaggeration to 
state that the defining characteristic of North Korean civil life is participation 
in Party Organisational Life (POL).11 

Perhaps the only structural exception to the immediate and coercive pres-
ence of the state is the realm of economic activities, in which, even if the state 
(or its representatives) always takes their share, individual initiative, if prof-
itable, is condoned. Sending workers overseas at first sight points at strong 
direct state involvement. The history of DPRK overseas labor also suggests as 
much.12 Local practices at the overseas sites where DPRK workers reside and 
work, however, indicate a certain variety in hiring, employing, and sheltering 
workers. In Vladivostok, workers seem to be fairly self-reliant and relatively free 
to move around in the city. Vladiwostok-based workers, for example, seem to 
work at least one other job next to the work they do for the North Korean 
state.13 In Poland, on the other hand, individual movements were extremely 
restricted and few of the workers there seem to have had an opportunity to 
do work outside of what was expected from them by the regime.14 Construc-
tion workers in St. Petersburg were infamously locked in shipping contained 
surrounded by barbed wire fences when they were not at work.15 While the 
shipyards in Poland were filled with male Pyongyang citizens in good standing 
with spouses and children,16 Chinese textile factories or Czech shoe factories 
preferred young female workers, even when they had not yet started a family of
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themselves. Among the workers sent abroad, an increasing number is in fact 
active-duty (which in the context of North Korea means conscripted) army 
personnel.17 Paradoxically, this last example points to private initiatives rather 
than state-led efforts. Across the board, however, there are a number of factors 
that strongly suggest that the prime mover behind DPRK overseas labor is the 
state, even if local execution is leading and varied. 

First, there is the selection process: prospective overseas workers need 
permission from the state, both locally and centrally, to be able to even apply 
to go abroad. Such permission is then given by the central department that 
arranges everything, but locally, confirmation of one’s good standing is also 
needed from one’s (former) place of work and from the blockhead (inminban-
jang). Having received this permission, there are then the centrally ran labor 
camps, the second indication of the state being in charge of this process. The 
prospective laborer is inducted into a training camp, run by one of the central 
facilities that have specialized in sending laborers abroad. Here, the wait can 
extend to one year, depending on the bribes paid by the worker. A noteworthy 
aspect that emerged from interviews done with former North Korean overseas 
laborers is that generally no one in these training centers was told where they 
were going to be sent or what they would be doing there for what kind of 
salary. While waiting to be sent overseas, the workers’ visas and work permits 
are arranged and negotiated by local North Korean diplomats. This is the third 
indication of state sponsorship of overseas labor. Fourth, the travel to the place 
of destination is routed through embassies: usually the first overnight stop is 
the DPRK embassy in China. From Beijing, workers, who travel in groups, 
travel to the DPRK embassy nearest to their final destination. For a long 
time, this was the embassy in Sophia, Bulgaria, for those workers dispatched to 
Europe, Russia, and Africa: from there, cheap flights were booked to the final 
destinations. A fifth indication of state involvement is offered by the treaties 
and agreements the DPRK state with foreign governments to be able to send 
(an increased number) of laborers abroad.18 And finally, sixth, as soon as the 
workers arrived, passports would be collected by their managers and kept for 
safekeeping at local embassies or consulates.19 In the cases this did not happen, 
the embassy was too remote or passports were needed intermittently, making 
this an inconvenient arrangement. Instead, passports were then kept in the 
safe of the manager of the workers. 

If we put these six indicators of state involvement together, it becomes 
clear that the export of overseas laborers in the DPRK is an affair initiated, 
mediated, and largely executed by the state. This is not to say that it is a 
centralized affair, or that the volition of the workers does not play a role in 
the process of being sent and working abroad. There is agency on the part 
of the workers, albeit limited, and there seems to be little to no central coor-
dination, once the initial decision to permit a North Korean entity (e.g. a 
business, a Party department, or an Army enterprise) to send laborers overseas 
is made. Interviews with recent refugees from North Korea seem to indicate
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that males serving out their mandatory military service have been occupying 
an increasingly large share of the people sent out to work abroad.20 

One important takeaway from the level of state involvement in the selection 
and dispatch of workers shown by the DPRK is that it reflects a difference in 
the social background of workers selected to be sent abroad compared to when 
the system started in the late 1940s. Then, being sent abroad (as a lumber-
jack in Siberia) signified that the state had its doubts about the persons sent.21 

North Koreans who had worked in Siberia however returned not merely with 
tales of hardship, but also with tangible fruits of their labor, such as refrigera-
tors and other goods difficult to get hold of in North Korea. Such economic 
opportunity gradually caused citizens in good standing with the regime to 
volunteer for being sent abroad. It is a well-known fact that one needs to 
bribe the authorities in order to be considered for being sent abroad to work 
there.22 As a result, the authorities have come to prefer, if possible, sending 
Party members abroad (roughly 15 percent of the DPRK population is a 
member of the Korean Workers’ Party), a clear break with previous policy. 
The analysis of the workforce of a shipyard in Poland in 2015 yielded an unex-
pectedly high percentage of Party members: over 75 percent of the workers 
there was a member.23 The fact that now citizens in good standing with the 
state have been dispatched to work abroad signals a broad shift in policy on 
several levels. First, being sent abroad to work is no longer used as a tool of 
punishment. As a result of workers abroad returning with cash and/or with 
desirable goods hard to obtain in North Korea, going abroad to work changed 
from being seen as a sanction to being regarded as an opportunity. The need 
for bribery even to be considered to be sent abroad shows just how desirable 
working abroad came to be (even though there are indications that this has 
been changing over the last few years).24 Second, this indirectly also shows 
that DPRK workers were increasingly being sent to places from where defec-
tion was not only easier but also more to be expected. For the average North 
Korean sent to a Siberian logging camp in the seventies, life in the Soviet 
Union on his own would not necessarily have been a better option than life 
in North Korea, even if North Korean living standards were lower. But in 
the case of workers spending a number of years in countries like Poland, the 
Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Austria, or Malta, the DPRK author-
ities became more apprehensive about the flight potential. Sending groups 
of workers to such high-risk countries that consisted predominantly of Party 
members living in Pyongyang (which is a hard-earned favor in North Korea) 
alleviated some of the concerns the authorities had. Nonetheless, the risk that 
workers would flee while overseas was something to be taken much more seri-
ously than in earlier decades, because the number of DPRK citizens escaping 
the country became much higher from the late nineties onward. As a result 
networks to flee the country and to help one’s family escape had come into 
being, which created the possibility of a worker fleeing while working abroad 
and then relying on those networks to get his or her family also out of the 
country. Consequently, there were two additional measures the DPRK state
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took to ensure the flight-risk was kept at a minimum. Potential candidates to 
be sent abroad were screened, not just whether they were a Party member 
or not, but also with regard to their family. Only people with a family to be 
left behind while they were going abroad, were considered safe to send. The 
second measure is taken I will go into more detail later: the Party Organization 
Life-system that structures the life of a North Korean citizen accompanied the 
workers to wherever they would be sent to work. 

The facts that North Korean overseas forced labor is an initiative of the 
DPRK state, that it is undertaken by organizations that are part of that 
state, and that state involvement is a necessary element of the phenomenon 
would seem to suggest that the many different concrete instances of DPRK 
overseas forced labor that have occurred across the world were centrally coor-
dinated. Perhaps surprisingly, this however does not seem to have ever been 
the case. Interviews with former workers, former managers, and former diplo-
mats tasked with the supervision of overseas work sites in their area suggest 
that there is no central coordination for sending workers overseas and then 
managing them there. Central coordination seems mainly to exist on the level 
of planning and the setting of financial quota. Also, parts of the profits made 
by the entities that send out and manage the overseas workers are collected 
on a central level.25 

Experiences of Slavery 

Generally, workers were only told where they were going to work and what 
kind of work they were expected to perform once they were on their way 
there. In some cases, workers only found out after arriving at their overseas 
work site. Again, it needs to be stressed here that since there was no factual 
central coordination for workers being sent overseas, but that each group was 
sent and managed by the particular company, army department, or state or 
Party bureau, circumstances could differ greatly. Also, due to their proximity 
to North Korea and the well-established labor migration from North Korea 
to there, workers traveling to China or Russia generally did know where they 
were going and what kind of tasks they were going to perform. But a group 
traveling to for example the Middle East might only find out on arrival what 
country they found themselves in. 

In the case of an EU Member State as a final destination, workers tell 
of being immediately taken to their site of work and immediately being put 
to work there. Then their lives abroad start, characterized by isolation from 
the society in which they now live and work, as well as by exploitation and 
unfreedom. 

The experiences of the DPRK workers in Polish shipyards have been rela-
tively well documented, due to efforts by the Polish Labor Inspectorate 
to regulate work done by third-country nationals (i.e. workers who possess 
neither the Polish nationality nor that of another EU Member State),26 to two 
investigative documentaries precisely on this topic,27 to two detailed reports
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mentioned above, and to one North Korean worker who fled the shipyards to 
start a life elsewhere. These sources have chronicled some of the experiences 
of DPRK workers at Polish shipyards, which are reproduced below. 

These experiences may be set against the definition of slavery this volume 
used. For the sake of convenience, I have used the constitutive elements of the 
definition as subject headers. 

A Practice by Which Human Beings Were Held Captive for Indefinite 
Periods of Time 

DPRK workers sent to the EU did not know how long they would stay there. 
It was assumed before they went that it would be about three years and this 
seems to have been the case for a large number of workers. Other workers 
stayed in the EU for a longer period, but as far as studies have shown, not 
indefinitely. Once the workers arrived at their destination, they were quickly 
familiarized with their surroundings and their new way of life. They were 
instructed not to socialize with the local population and only work together 
with local workers if absolutely necessary. In Gdansk, for example, 35 workers 
stayed in the same house (meant for one family), traveling to and from work 
as a group. At the Partner Shipyards in Stettin, housing facilities had been 
arranged on the shipyard. Special permission was needed in all cases to leave 
the compound. A former worker testified that such permission was given if a 
doctor’s visit was absolutely necessary (in which case one’s passport was also 
returned temporarily); for doing groceries; or for buying beer and cigarettes 
on the rare occasion when one was free from work and ideological training. 
Access to internet, radio, TV, and newspaper was forbidden.28 So was leaving 
the house. Infractions would be punished by physical violence, but more often 
by levying a fine.29 In severe cases, the perpetrator could be sent home for trial 
and punishment. Contact with one’s family at home was not allowed. 

The way this regime was maintained was not through violence and also 
not through the threat of violence, although having left one’s family at home, 
there was a very strong implicit threat there. On the ground, this regime was 
maintained by reproducing part of the North Korean authoritarian structure: 
by holding regular compulsory ideological meetings, self and mutual criticism 
sessions, Party lectures, donations, and the like. These meetings were strictly 
attended, and detailed notes were taken to be sent to Pyongyang in order 
to file them with the individual files of the workers.30 A worker in the EU 
stated the following: “I take a rest on Sundays. First, we clean after break-
fast on Sunday morning. And then from 9:30 am until 10:30 am we hold a 
meeting. It’s usually about watching seminar video clips, propaganda films, 
or discussing the weekly settlement.”31 POL comes at a price: “The reason 
why our second wage was 100 zloty less than the first wage was because the 
manager provided 100 zloty as a donation to the Kŭmsusan Palace Fund. 
All North Koreans are virtually obligated to pay to the government 30 dollar 
every quarter as a contribution to the Kŭmsusan Palace Fund. This also applies
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when you work abroad.”32 Ideological hierarchies overlap with those on the 
work floor, creating structures that effectively trap the worker in place: “In 
our system, the director of the company is no.1, the party secretary is no.2, 
and the no.3 is the security officer from the State Security Department. In 
practice, no.3 wields all real authority. The manager (Mr. K.) is party secretary 
for the company and our team leader functions as cell party secretary.”33 

Workers were also expected to inform one another. The coercive power of 
this system (Party-Organizational Life) that is aimed at ceaselessly correcting 
and censoring North Koreans into becoming a model citizen can hardly be 
overstated: model behavior in these meetings is necessary to find or keep work, 
to obtain a house, to marry, and generally to not get into trouble with the 
regime. By bringing the threat inherent to the POL system with them, the 
managers were capable of controlling a much larger group of workers by them-
selves, because the entire weight of the DPRK politico-social and ideological 
structure is encapsulated by the POL system. 

Treated as Property that Could Be Bought and Sold 

Here again, a perfect fit cannot be found. Studies of the circumstances under 
which DPRK workers worked in the EU have not found instances of the 
person being bought or sold.34 During the time workers were under contract 
with the North Korean state through its intermediary that had brought them 
to the EU they had no say in where they stayed, where they worked, how 
much they earned, or how long they stayed in the EU. Interviews with former 
workers in Poland made it clear that the groups of North Korean workers 
could be moved from one place to another overnight, which in one case 
meant moving from a shipyard with relatively lucrative work for which the 
workers were qualified to a building site where the work was both unfamiliar 
and paid worse.35 The opaque constructions that tied the workers, on paper 
self-employed contractors, to the joint ventures of Polish and North Korean 
operators, and to the temp agencies that managed the workers’ assignments, 
constructions that were kept wholly outside the knowledge of the workers 
themselves, further increased their isolation and absence of self-determination. 
As such, it can be argued that for the duration of their stay in the Euro-
pean Union DPRK workers were for all practical purposes the property of the 
joint venture that hired them out to the companies where they would work.36 

Their input was not only not asked for, giving input could be seen as being 
subversive.37 

Coerced into Extremely Dependent and Exploitative Power Relationships 

Extremely dependent and exploitative power relationships that are entered 
under coercion and/or deception are at the very heart of the system of slavery 
(and of human trafficking). The situation in which North Korean workers in 
the EU find themselves after arrival reads like a textbook case.38 After having
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been taken to their place of work in the EU without their prior knowledge, 
DPRK workers are bound hand-to-foot to the structure in place. They rely for 
their job on their manager, often a North Korean who also doubles as an inter-
preter and who resides in the country of work.39 The manager/interpreter had 
access to the workers’ passports (kept in the DPRK embassy if nearby, other-
wise in the safe of the temp agency employing them). Housing, food, and 
clothing were arranged for by the manager (but paid for by the workers),40 

as were the work permits and residence permits. In clear violation of EU 
rules, the workers did not have individual bank accounts in their own name 
(they have none at all), which meant that for their salaries they were also 
completely dependent on the goodwill of the manager/interpreter.41 Contact 
with one’s family back home was impossible and actively blocked. Combined 
with the presence of the coercive ideological straight-jacket of the POL, it is 
no exaggeration to state that DPRK workers in the EU were kept completely 
dependent on the very same people that managed their exploitation.42 

Denied Rights (Including Potential Rights Over Their Labor, Lives, 
and Bodies) 

Reports by the Polish Labor Inspectorate confirm what interviews with DPRK 
workers also pointed out: the workers were kept completely ignorant of their 
rights.43 They did not know they were entitled to an employment contract 
which specified the kind of employment, renumeration, working conditions, 
et cetera. Denial of rights largely came down to keeping the workers in isola-
tion (itself a rights violation). As a result, none of the workers was aware of 
the following rights (which were all violated): liberty of movement and the 
freedom to choose one’s residence,44 the right not to be subjected to arbitrary 
and unlawful interference with privacy, family, home, or correspondence,45 

freedom of thought, conscience, and religion,46 freedom of expression, the 
right to hold opinions without interference,47 and the right to adequate stan-
dard of living, food, clothing, and housing,48 the right of peaceful assembly; 
and the right of freedom of association. 

Rights are further violated by the arbitrary punishment that managers are 
free to meet out: “I thought that I needed to obey their [DPRK officials] 
commands in order to come out alive. I did imagine what it would be like to 
escape and run, but if I got caught I would have been punished by death. So 
I tried to find an opportune moment to escape, but it never came.”49 Punish-
ment ranged from beatings to the withholding of payment, which could take 
on quite extreme forms: “There was an incident in October 2014 in X, where 
two young welders (35 years old) stole electronics from stores and one was 
arrested. He was taken to the police station, but the manager negotiated with 
the storeowner and covered up the case. After that case, all North Koreans in Y 
were grounded for a while. The person directly involved was transferred from 
Z to A and didn’t receive even one penny for an entire year. […] He wasn’t 
given his wages for an entire year even though he had to keep working.”50
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A Czech employee of a factory that employed DPRK workers testified 
that physical violence was used as a tool of discipline, signaling the DPRK 
manager’s abrogation of the right to physical integrity: “Mr. Kim was prob-
ably the head or the boss. If I can talk about my own company, we forbade 
him from accessing the factory because he behaved extremely roughly with 
the workers. Once, he even wanted to beat one of them because her work 
performance was not as he imagined.”51 

Physical violence was also used as a way by the managers of channeling frus-
trations and anger about the difficult situation workers were in, the grinding 
work, not being paid, and being isolated from society and their families for 
years on end: fights between workers were allowed to go on as a release 
valve. This happened both among female tomato-pluckers in Poland and male 
welders at Polish shipyards.52 

Subjected to Forced Migration by Various Means 

This is a condition that is not entirely met by DPRK workers in the EU. 
As described above, many DPRK workers volunteered to go abroad, even if 
they had not been told where they would go and what kind of work awaited 
them there. Bribery was a common phenomenon in order to be able to go 
abroad. At the same, it should be noted since the Treaty of Palermo (2000) 
voluntary participation in human trafficking on the part of the trafficked is seen 
as unvoluntary coercion, because of the deception involved. This certainly is a 
factor in the selection of workers in North Korea also and deception was one 
of the factors that persuaded people to volunteer for going abroad.53 The most 
important factor in the forced migration of the workers is the state apparatus— 
as such, this analysis should ideally be extended to how that apparatus coerces 
DPRK citizens, both at home and abroad. 

Compelled to Labor Against Their Will 

DPRK overseas labor is, predictably, all about its citizens’ capacity to work 
that the North Korean state sells, parcelled out over more than forty countries 
worldwide. Between 150,000 and 200,000 workers are thought to have been 
mobilized before the 2019 sanctions took effect.54 The strict regime that trav-
eled with them from North Korea to their place of destination meant that to 
not work when told to was not a viable option: the worker would place himself 
or herself in danger—and possibly endanger his family remaining behind in 
North Korea as well. As described above, the absence of rights, of informa-
tion, of identity papers, of employment contracts and the presence of threats, 
isolation, and the POL structure cemented the workers within their exploita-
tive environment. Intimidation and threats, withholding of wages, frequent 
excessive (and unpaid) overtime, isolation from other non-DPRK workers, 
and other violations of international laws and treaties have been written up in 
detail in the reports of the Polish Labor Inspectorate. Interviews with (former)
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DPRK workers sketch the same picture of the impossibility to not work, even 
when one was ill (if a worker was too ill to work, more wages would be 
withheld). 

A worker who worked in Poland testified the following: “I woke up at 
6am, made up my bed and washed until 7, had breakfast and went to work 
by 8 o’clock. I worked until 12 o’clock and had lunch for an hour, worked 
again until 6 o’clock and dinnertime was from 6 to 7 o’clock. Excluding 
lunchtime, I usually worked 11-12 hours per day. There were extended work 
hours every two or three days. There wasn’t any policy about it, but low-level 
executives encouraged us to bring glory to the Party by working more. They 
encouraged us to finish the task earlier and report good news to the Party. 
[…] Extended working hours every 2-3 days made daily average work hours 
increase to 14, since three hours were added every time. Usually (I worked) 
from 7 am to 7 pm. On Saturdays it was until 5 pm. But later on they made us 
work until 7 pm on Saturdays as well. […] Sometimes I worked until 11 pm. 
Usually when the work was not finished, they made us work nights as well, 
but once neighbours complained about the noise, so we had to stop working 
at night.”55 

We used to work 10-12 hours a day. A regular working day is eight hours, but 
the manager or the foreman would encourage extending the shifts. On a rare 
occasion it could happen, if we received special instructions, that I’d have to 
work 24 hours, then rest some 30 minutes, and then continue again the next 
day. That happened twice to me. Of course, you would do that, expecting to be 
able to earn more money, but you would never get paid the hours you actually 
worked. It was physically very hard, I couldn’t do that anymore. We were told 
that we could have a rest on Sundays, but that would depend on the foreman. 
If  he  said  we  had to work overtime, we’d have to do it.56 

DPRK Overseas Labor as Globalizing Factor 

There are several remarkable characteristics that make DPRK overseas labor in 
the EU (and elsewhere). First, in many aspects it is a hybrid phenomenon with 
fluid boundaries. It is hybrid in its combination of (the remnants of) a socialist 
authoritarian state structure’s supply of labor with the demands of a globalized 
capitalist economy. A concrete manifestation of this hybridity, and of the mean-
inglessness of hard boundaries between different—ideological—systems such 
as socialism and capitalism and between state and private, is the way DPRK 
overseas labor roots in foreign soil. The smaller entities within the DPRK 
state prepare and effectuate the dispatch of the workers to the EU, local joint 
ventures owned by Polish businesspeople and North Korean managers help 
arrange contracts with local intermediary companies that take care of all prac-
tical matters involved with shuttling the workers from workplace to workplace,
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and with the local companies, some of which (like Polish shipbuilding giant 
Christ) are big international players, where the workers are actually placed.57 

Among the customers of shipyards like Christ on whose ships North Korean 
welders had worked, were big Dutch shipbuilders and the NATO, weaving 
North Korean forced labor into the very fabric of EU economic life. It is 
important to note that the visual aspects of this phenomenon (the fact that it 
looks North Korean) only partly overlap with its real structure—the fact that 
it is a diversified, globalized structure of which North Korea only forms one 
part. 

Second, similar hybridity can be found in the status of the workers, who 
during their time abroad in the EU live lives virtually without personal 
freedom, but whose status changes when they return to the DPRK—even 
if an argument could also be made that the life of an average DPRK worker 
shares fundamental similarities with that of someone living under conditions of 
modern slavery. It is therefore possible (and has happened) that workers who 
had a measure of personal freedom in the DPRK were relegated to captivity 
and forced labor when they were sent abroad to work. Upon return, the 
meager earnings they were allowed to keep (often less than 10 percent of 
their real wages) helped them in ameliorating their lives in North Korea. A 
second trip abroad returned them to a state of slavery—the second return 
home helped them to better their circumstances. Such changes in relative 
unfreedom show the fluid and impermanent boundaries of the status of slavery 
among DPRK workers sent abroad. 

The DPRK is popularly known as the most isolated country in the world, 
but its practice of sending groups of workers abroad to earn money for 
the state connects it not only to over forty countries worldwide, but it also 
connects it firmly to the global economy. The global movement of DPRK 
workers integrates their experiences of unfreedom and the particular power-
based relationship peculiar to the DPRK system with EU economic activities 
and legal structures. 
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Moranbong, Songhwa, Yangyak and 15 other training centres (20 in total). 
There are many training centres, but they are having trouble by having not 
that many applicants. It is the job of the executives from the training centre 
to recruit as many applicants as possible to dispatch them overseas. They can

https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights#article-12
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights#article-12
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights#article-17
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights#article-17
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights#article-11
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights#article-11


36 NORTH KOREAN SLAVERY AND FORCED LABOR … 659

easily become the target of criticism if they don’t meet certain performance 
targets by the evaluative work meeting at the end of the year.” Breuker and 
van Gardingen, Slaves to the System, 46. 

54. Marieke Meurs, “Addressing North Korean Forced Labour by Means of Inter-
nationale Economic Sanctions,” in Tightening Belts: Two Regional Case Studies 
on Corporate Social Responsibility, ed. Remco E. Breuker and Imke B. L. H. 
van Gardingen, Asser Institute Series (The Hague: T.M.C. Asser Press, 2019), 
181–92. 

55. Breuker and van Gardingen, Slaves to the System, 54–55. 
56. Van Gardingen, “Accountability,” 18. 
57. For details what such arrangements look like, see van Gardingen, “Account-

ability.” 

Further Readings 

Blinka, Jan. “Employing North Korean Workers in the Czech Republic.” In People 
for Profit: North Korean Forced Labour on a Global Scale, 84–117. Leiden: 
LeidenAsiaCentre, 2018. 

Blom, Britt C. H., and Rosa Brandse. “Surveillance and Long Hours: North Korean 
Workers in Russia.” In People for Profit: North Korean Forced Labour on a Global 
Scale, edited by Remco E. Breuker and Imke B. L. H. van Gardingen, 43–66. 
Leiden: LeidenAsiaCentre, 2018. 

Breuker, Remco E. “Non-Enforcement: The Conscious Choice Not to Enforce.” In 
People for Profit: North Korean Forced Labour on a Global Scale, edited by Remco  
E. Breuker and Imke B. L. H. van Gardingen, 159–75. Leiden: LeidenAsiaCentre, 
2018. 

Breuker, Remco E., and Imke B. L. H. van Gardingen, eds. People for Profit: North 
Korean Forced Labour on a Global Scale. Leiden: LeidenAsiaCentre, 2018. 

———. “Pervasive, Punitive, and Prevalent: Understanding Modern Slavery in North 
Korea.” Global Slavery Index 2018. Walk Free Foundation, 2018. 

———, eds. Slaves to the System: North Korean Forced Labour in the European Union, 
the Polish Case. How the Supply of a Captive DPRK Workforce Fits Our Demand for 
Cheap Labour. Leiden: LeidenAsiaCentre, 2017. 

Fahy, Sandra. Dying for Rights: Putting North Korea’s Human Rights Abuses on the 
Record. New York: Columbia University Press, 2019. 

Gardingen, Imke B. L. H. van. “Accountability for DPRK Workers in the Value Chain: 
The Case of Partner Shipyard, a Polish Shipbuilder and Its Dutch Partners.” In 
People for Profit: North Korean Forced Labour on a Global Scale, edited by Remco  
E. Breuker and Imke B. L. H. van Gardingen, 12–42. Leiden: LeidenAsiaCentre, 
2018. 

Gyupchanova, Teodora. “Labor and Human Rights Conditions of North Korean 
Workers Dispatched Overseas: A Look at the DPRK’s Exploitative Practices in 
Russia, Poland, and Mongolia.” Cornell International Law Journal 51 (2018): 183. 

Lankov, Andrei Nikolaevich, In-ok Kwak, and Choong-Bin Cho. “The Organizational 
Life: Daily Surveillance and Daily Resistance in North Korea.” Journal of East Asian 
Studies 12, no. 2 (2012): 193–214. 

Lukin, Artyom, and Liudmila Zakharova. “Russia-North Korea Economic Ties: Is 
There More than Meets the Eye?” Orbis 62, no. 2 (2018): 244–61.



660 R. E. BREUKER

Meurs, Marieke. “Addressing North Korean Forced Labour by Means of Interna-
tionale Economic Sanctions.” In Tightening Belts: Two Regional Case Studies on 
Corporate Social Responsibility, edited by Remco E. Breuker and Imke B. L. H. van 
Gardingen, 181–92. Asser Institute Series. The Hague: T.M.C. Asser Press, 2019. 

Zakharova, Liudmila. “Russia-North Korea Economic Relations.” Joint US-Korea 
Academic Studies 27 (2016). 

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium 
or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were 
made. 

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s 
Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the mate-
rial. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your 
intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, 
you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	36 North Korean Slavery and Forced Labor in Present-Day Europe
	Introduction
	Entry into Slavery (How People Became Enslaved)
	Experiences of Slavery
	A Practice by Which Human Beings Were Held Captive for Indefinite Periods of Time
	Treated as Property that Could Be Bought and Sold
	Coerced into Extremely Dependent and Exploitative Power Relationships
	Denied Rights (Including Potential Rights Over Their Labor, Lives, and Bodies)
	Subjected to Forced Migration by Various Means
	Compelled to Labor Against Their Will

	DPRK Overseas Labor as Globalizing Factor
	Notes
	Further Readings


