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A Survey Research on Migrant Workers in Korea and
Policy Alternatives

Su-Dol Kang*

ABSTRACT

The increasing internationalization of the labor market in Korea is, let
alone the inequal socio—economic development of different nation-states,
primarily a result of democratic and independent labor movement, which,
in turn, reflects immanent problems in the process of rapid economic
growth in Korea.

There are in general three types of migrant workers in Korea: legal,
mostly professional workers, technical trainees, and undocumented,
so—called illegal workers. All types of migrant workers are reviewed briefly
at first, but in the survey reasearch the first type had been excluded,
because it has little social problems. So in the survey the other two types
had been analyzed in detail, with regard to various aspects such as their
quantitative size, legal status, skill level and treatment in terms of
employment. In other words, all the processes of Human Resources
Management regarding migrant workers were included in the analysis.
Additionally the roles of contractors and other middlemen in the migration
process in Korea, including government’s policy, are critically discussed.

From the viewpoint that the reality consists not only of objective structure
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or conditions but also of subjective action or behavior, the living and
working realities of migrant workers in Korea are also included in the
discussion,

This survey research had relied extensively on comprehensive
questionnaire of employers of technical trainees and various interviews
with undocumented workers as well.

Most important findings are to be summarized as follows:

- first, the technical trainee system itself is one of the sources of great

seocial cost, it is focused only on the economic interests of companies.

- second, the employers of the technical trainees are not satisfied with
the current trainee system, because they feel that the system is not
efficient enough in supplying the requested labor.

- third, the technical trainees from abroad don't get any technical
training in Korea, instead they are working in the same way as their
Korean colleagues. In spite of this fact they are not recognized as
"workers”. so they have no legal status as workers, accordingly no
workers’ right, while they get wage which is at most 50 percent of
Korean workers.

- fourth, the undocumented workers can get about 80 percent of Korean
wage, so many of trainees are greatly motivated to flee from their
original working site. But those undocumented have substantially no
workers’ right because of legal status.

Finally it is argued that, in order to realize a really globalized world
society ("democratic  multicultural  society”), four dimensions of
discrimination concerning migrant workers - by nationality or race,
legal status, skill level and by gender - should be eliminated through

diversified efforts both at the national and at the international level.




