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A Study on Foreign Worker Acceptance Policy of Korea

-Focusing on Shipbuilding-

Yuichi Takayasu Daito Bunka University

Abstract

This paper considers whether employment opportunities for Korean workers decreased due to the
intake of foreign workers after the downturn in the shipbuilding industry starting in 2015. The paper
clarifies the following points.

First, no notable trend toward a decrease in Korean workers was identified in technical positions in
the shipbuilders’ in-house partner companies, which were the target of employment adjustment in the
industry. Between 2015 and 2017 the slump in the industry deepened, with a 53.9% decrease in such
positions, and a large decrease was also seen in foreign workers: a 48.8% decrease in foreign workers,
versus a 54.3% decrease in Korean workers. Even when examined for each individual shipbuilding firm,
a greater decrease in Korean workers than in foreign workers was not observed.

Second, a survey of shipbuilding sites showed no decrease in employment opportunities for Korean
workers due to competition between them and foreign workers when the shipbuilding industry slumped.
Results of this survey of shipbuilding sites showed that 58.0% of total foreign workers at shipbuilding
sites were engaged in work that did not bring them into competition with Korean workers. In addition,
25.4% of total foreign workers at shipbuilding sites were working with visas that made it easy for the
government to place them in positions. In other words, judging from the numbers coming from
shipbuilding sites surveyed, more than 80% of total foreign workers were in positions that do not
compete with Korean workers.

Third, it was found that, at a local level, most foreign workers that had left the shipbuilding industry
also left the region of the shipbuilding sites and went to work in other industries. Between 2015 and 2017,
there was a greater decline in the number of foreigners living in regions with a high percentage of workers
in the shipbuilding industry than in the number of foreigners that left the shipbuilding industry. Most
foreigners that left these regions had visas that enabled the government to place them in appropriate
positions. Thus, it is thought that foreign workers no longer able to work at shipbuilding sites shifted to
other industries in other regions through government-run employment centers.

Judging from these results, although the shipbuilding industry took a downturn from 2015, no decline
in employment opportunities for Korean workers due to competition with foreign workers could be
identified. Further, considering that foreign workers are doing work for which it is hard to employ
Koreans and in positions that are complementary to Korean workers, we can determine that Korean
government policies to take in foreign workers are working well in the shipbuilding industry.
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