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A Study on the Current Status of North Korean

Workers in the Russian Primorsky Territory:
After the 2017 UN Sanctions

Lee, Aelia(Waseda University):
Park, Soo Sung (University of North Korean Studies)

In this study I examine the impact of UN sanctions against North
Korea and the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic on the activities of
North Korean workers in the Primorye (Primorsky) region of Russia.
Russia's participation in sanctions against North Korea was a decision
that would have serious repercussions for both North Korea, which is in
dire need of foreign currency, and the Russian Far East, which is in
high demand for low-wage labor force. In line with the withdrawal
deadline for North Korean workers announced in the 2017 UN
resolution on sanctions against North Korea, Moscow has reduced
North Korean worker visa quotas and urged the return of the majority
of North Korean workers, refusing to extend existing visas beyond their
expiration dates.

North Korea continued to request Russia's cooperation and explored
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ways to allow the existing North Korean labor force to remain. Those
workers that remained after the withdrawal deadline continue to work
expediently. They were forced to respond quickly to the changing
conditions in foreign worker policies and local labor markets after the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The activities of the remaining
North Korean workers show signs of a drastic reduction in the scale of
local working groups and a change to a dispersed form of collective
labor.

The COVID-19 situation is being exploited as a tool for tighter
controls on individual workers. Daily lives and working environments
of North Korean workers are not much different from the collective
labor situation before December 2019. Amidst the conditions of the
regional labor market created under extraordinary circumstances,
North Korean workers in Primorye are still welcomed as a
“high-quality labor force despite the high costs,” but they are
experiencing a change in daily life and consciousness in a greatly

reduced space for individual activities.
Keywords: UN sanctions against North Korea, North Korean labor,

North Korean worker, dispatch to Russia, repatriation of

workers, COVID-19.
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