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Abstract

In order to aleviate the population pressure at home, South Korea established the
Immigration Law in 1962 and encouraged migration abroad. About four decades since
the early 1960s, the number of South Korean permanent emigrants numbered nearly
900,000; among these, about 80% was linked migration or marriage migration, and over
70% chose America as their destination. However, since the late 1990s, the trend of
South Korean migration has reversed, and the phenomenon of counter stream has
appeared.

Several decades of industrial development, together with the improvement in South
Korean economic standards, have gradually increased the country’s domestic wages. In
particular, in the mid-1980s, the domestic labor movement was unprecedently strong



and wages subsequently increased sharply. The result was that South Korean firms
progressively invested abroad, and the small and medium-size enterprises in South
Korea suffered from a great labor shortage. The phenomenon of South Korean foreign
workers came into being in these circumstances.

Since the mid-1980s, there has been a massive influx of foreign labor into South
Korea. These foreign workers came for financial reasons through employment, mostly
from Asian countries where the income level is much lower than that in South Korea,
and entered South Korea by various legal as well asillegal channels. The main reasons
for this increase in number of foreign workers have been the severe labor shortage in
South Korean companies and the wide disparity in income standards between South
Korea and the countries of the foreign workers. The substantial increase in the number
of foreign workers has aroused much attention by the accompanying problems. In
order to solve the labor shortage in the country’s companies, especially some small and
medium-size enterprises, the South Korean government established the Foreign
Industrial Training Program in 1991. This was an expedient measure because, although
foreign trainees are not employees in the real sense, the foreign trainees can be
employed as non-experienced workers. The South Korean government then set up the
Foreign Industrial Training Employment Permit System in 1998 to support the program.

Not many foreign workers in South Korea are employed legally, and most of those
that are academics and workers with high skills such as university professors,
researchers, language instructors and others engaged in special professions. Although
such people are foreign workers, the problem has mainly stemmed from foreign
industrial trainees and so-called illegal sojourners.

The so-called illegal foreign workers constitute a large proportion of all foreign
workers, and their number has been continuously increasing. These illegal foreign
workers mainly involve those who have overstayed their legal period in South Korea
and those who entered the country by various illegal channels. This increase in the
number of illegal foreign workers has resulted in many social and economic problemsin
South Korea.
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