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1. The Korean Transnational Corporations Watch (KTNC Watch) is a coalition of human rights, labour, environmental and public interest law organizations working to monitor and address human rights and environmental harm linked to the activities of Korean business enterprises. We raise awareness about cases of corporate harm through media advocacy and public campaigns, advocate for legal and policy reform to strengthen responsible business conduct, and support victims of corporate harm in accessing remedial mechanisms.

Major cases of human rights and environmental harm by Korean business enteprises
2. During the reporting period, the State party failed to prevent business enterprises under its jurisdiction (including state-owned enterprises) from causing or contributing to negative impact on the enjoyment of Covenant rights, through their business activites at home and abroad. The State party also failed to provide access to adequate remedy for the victims of corporate harm.
3. On 23 July 2018, the Xe Pian-Xe Namnoy Hydropower Dam in southern Laos collapsed, killing 71 people and displacing some 14,440 residents.[footnoteRef:1] The dam was constructed by a Korean company (SK Ecoplant) in a joint venture including a Korean state-owned enterprise (Korea Western Power) with Korean government development financing (Economic Development Cooperation Fund).[footnoteRef:2] While an independent expert committee found faulty construction as the cause of the collapse, SK Ecoplant has continued to deny responsibility, alleging force majeure, and filed an arbitration claim against the joint venture.[footnoteRef:3] The companies and the State party failed to provide adequate remedy for victims, who spent years in unsanitary temporary shelters without access to basic services and still face inadequate standards of living in resettlement villages (art. 10).[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Radio Free Asia, “Five years on, compensation yet to arrive for Lao dam collapse survivors” (21 July 2023), https://www.rfa.org/english/news/laos/dam-07212023101019.html. ]  [2:  Human Rights Now et. al., “Labour, Environment and Asian Transnational Corporations – Toward an East Asian Business and Human Rights Movement: Cases from Japan, South Korea and Taiwan” (November 2024), https://hrn.or.jp/wpHN/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/East-Asia-Report-final.pdf, pp. 57-58.]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Radio Free Asia article, supra note 1.] 

4. Samsung Electronics, the largest corporation in the Republic of Korea and one of the largest consumer electronics companies in the world, has repeatedly failed to address serious human rights and environmental harm related to its operations in Vietnam, where about half of Samsung’s mobile phones are produced.[footnoteRef:5] In 2023, one worker died and 37 were hospitalized due to methanol poisoning at a Samsung supplier in Bac Ninh, Vietnam,[footnoteRef:6] while a whistleblower testified that Samsung knowingly exposed Vietnamese workers to highly toxic chemicals for years.[footnoteRef:7] Workers at Samsung factories also revealed excessive working hours, labour contract violations, and lack of safety training.[footnoteRef:8] However, neither Samsung nor the State party has acknowledged the problem or took steps to address and remedy this harm (arts. 7, 12). [5:  Human Rights Now et. al., “Labour, Environment and Asian Transnational Corporations – Toward an East Asian Business and Human Rights Movement: Cases from Japan, South Korea and Taiwan” (November 2024), https://hrn.or.jp/wpHN/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/East-Asia-Report-final.pdf, p. 53.]  [6:  Busines & Human Rights Resources Centre, “Vietnam: One worker died and 36 hospitalized due to methanol poisoning at Samsung Electronics supplier, CSOs connect incident to long-standing mismanagement of toxic chemicals, co. response included” (24 April 2023), https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/vietnam-report-alleges-methanol-poisoning-death-and-injuries-a-result-of-chronic-mismanagement-of-toxic-chemicals-in-samsung-supply-chain/. ]  [7:  SHARPS, “Samsung Whistleblower Reveals Toxic Chemical Use and Violations at Samsung Vietnam” (20 March 2023), https://sharps.or.kr/news/?bmode=view&idx=15163857. ]  [8:  Id.] 

5. The State party also failed to take any measures regarding POSCO International’s gas project off the coast of Rakhine State, Myanmar in a joint venture including the junta’s state-owned gas company.[footnoteRef:9] The project provided the Myanmar junta with crucial revenue during the Rohingya genocide and continues even after the coup in 2021, when many other companies withdrew from Myanmar.[footnoteRef:10] The State party has failed to take any action against POSCO and other Korean businesses who continue to bankroll the grave human rights violations perpetrated by the junta in Myanmar.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  POSCO International, “Myanmar Shwe Project”, https://poscointl.com/eng/controversies02. ]  [10:  Upstream, “Posco defends Myanmar operations as security situation deteriorates: South Korean operator forging ahead with exploration and field development work while peers walk away” (14 April 2021), https://www.upstreamonline.com/politics/posco-defends-myanmar-operations-as-security-situation-deteriorates/2-1-994625. ]  [11:  POSCO International also sold a warship to the junta in 2017, when the Rohingya genocide was ongoing. Korea Exposé , “Will South Korea stop bankrolling Myanmar’s military?” (2 May 2022), https://koreaexpose.com/will-south-korea-stop-bankrolling-myanmars-military/. ] 


Failure to establish a legal obligation for corporate human rights due diligence (HRDD)
6. In its concluding observations on the State party’s fourth periodic report, the Committee recommended that the State party “establish a legal obligation for companies […] to exercise due diligence in order to identify, prevent and mitigate the risks of violations of the Covenant rights” (para. 18(a)).
7. However, the State party made no effort to establish a legal obligation for companies under its jurisdiction to conduct HRDD during the reporting period. Rather, the government opposed the mandatory corporate due diligence bill tabled by opposition lawmakers in September 2023, claiming its “premature” legislation would put “excessive burden” on companies and put domestic industries at a “strategic disadvantage”.[footnoteRef:12] The State party continues to emphasize the “voluntary” nature of due diligence despite the failure of voluntary measures to prevent serious violations of Covenant rights by its business enterprises, as illustrated in the previous section. [12:  National Assembly of the Republic of Korea, Report of the Expert Advisor on the Legislative Bill for the Act on the Protection of Human Rights and the Environment for Sustainable Business Management (Bill No. 24147, proposed by Member Jung Taeho et al.), 410th Session of the National Assembly, Third Session of the Strategy and Finance Committee (November 2023), https://likms.assembly.go.kr/bill/billDetail.do?billId=PRC_N2L3M0K8S2T3R1R1Q1R0P1P3X9W9W4. ] 

8. The bill on the Framework Act on Human Rights Policy, mentioned in the State party report (para. 119), failed to receive support from the government after the change in administration in 2022 and expired at the end of the National Assembly term in May 2024. The State party also failed to include measures towards mandatory HRDD in the business and human rights chapter of the Fourth National Action Plan for the Protection and Promotion of Human Rights (2023-2027).[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ministry of Justice, Fourth National Action Plan for the Protection and Promotion of Human Rights (27 March 2024), https://www.moj.go.kr/bbs/moj/121/581423/artclView.do.] 

9. In response to the recommendations by the National Human Rights Commission of Korea, most public institutions have introduced human rights management practices, including the the implementation of human rights impact assessments (HRIAs). establishment of grievance mechanisms. However, in practice, many institutions conduct HRIAs not to identify and address human rights risks arising in the course of their operations, but rather to obtain favorable evaluations in government-led performance assessments. As a result, they often assess only low-risk projects, leading to a superficial and ineffective implementation of HRIAs.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Advocates for Public Interest Law, “[Executive Summary] Status Survey on Human Rights Impact Assessment of Public Institutions/Public Enterprises and Research on Improvement Measures” (May 18, 2021), https://apil.or.kr/news/19817. ] 

Failure to provide access to adequate remedy
10. In the previous concluding observations, the Committee also recommended that the State party “act upon allegations and violations of human rights resulting from Korean companies […] that are brought to its attention and ensure that victims can claim reparations through the State party’s judicial and non-judicial mechanisms” (para. 18(b)).
11. The State party has repeatedly failed to act upon allegations of human rights violations by Korean companies, especially when such violations occurred outside Korea. KTNC Watch is not aware of a single case where the State party took active measures to investigate, punish and redress human rights violations occurring from the activities of Korean companies aboard. 
12. Even for domestic cases, the State party not only failed to act upon such allegations of harm, but on the contrary, attempted to protect the perpetrating business enterprise from sanctions. In 2014, investigations revealed severe forms of forced labour in salt farms in Sinan County, where persons with mental disabilities were fradulently recruited and faced horrific exploitation.[footnoteRef:15] However, similar practices continued for many years while State party failed to take adequate measures to sanction responsible individuals and enterprises, and victims did not receive compensation.[footnoteRef:16] In April 2025, the United States imposed a withhold release order (WRO) on salt produced by one of the major salt farms using forced labour, but the State party, rather than investigating and sanctioning the farm, pledged to support the farm in lifting the import ban.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, “S. Korea: Investigation uncovers forced labour in Sinui Island salt farms that supply to major food companies” (29 March 2014), https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/south-korea-investigation-uncovers-forced-labour-in-sinui-island-salt-farms-that-supply-to-major-food-companies/. ]  [16:  One victim rescued in 2021 had been subjected to forced labour since 2014. APIL, “[Joint Statement] Following the import ban on salt, what the government must devote its utmost efforts to is eliminating forced labor and ensuring full reparation for the victims” (28 April 2025), https://apil.or.kr/press-releases/2804917597. ]  [17:  Yonhap News Agency, “S. Korea says Taepyung Salt Farm cleared of forced labor after U.S. import ban” (7 April 2025), https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20250407005700315. ] 

13. While the State party report suggests that victims of corporate harm may access judicial remedy through provisions in the Civil Act and the Act on Private International Law (para. 121), there has not been a single case where a foreign victim of corporate harm received remedy through Korean courts. Previous cases brought by foreign victims were rejected on the grounds of lack of jurisdiction or forum non conveniens.
14. Under the Serious Accidents Punishment Act (enacted in 2022), “responsible management personnel” are obligated to ensure occupational safety and health, and may be criminally liable if a serious accident occurs due to failure to fulfill these obligations. However, as of January 2025, only approximately 14.3% (5 cases) of the prosecuted responsible managers have received actual prison sentences, while 74.2% (26 cases) were given suspended sentences.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Labour Today, “[Three Years of the Serious Accident Punishment Act ⓛ] 101 people lost their lives, but only five employers received prison sentences.” (2025. 1. 22). https://www.labortoday.co.kr/news/articleView.html?idxno=225886 [in Korean].] 


Rights violations linked to public procurement, loans, grants, and subsidies
15. The Committee recommended that the State party “link public procurement and the provision of loans, grants, and subsidies with the observance of [Covenant rights] domestically and abroad” (para. 18(c)).
16. However, the State party has failed to introduce effective human rights due diligence practices in the government’s supply chain through public procurement. A tragic consequence of the lack of due diligence in public procurement was the Aricell lithium battery factory fire disaster in Hwaseong, where 23 workers, 18 of whom were migrants, lost their lives.[footnoteRef:19] Aricell supplied batteries to the Ministry of National Defense, which failed to identify the unsafe working conditions (there were 4 previous fires in the same factory) and numerous labour violations within its supply chain.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Hankyoreh, “Aricell battery plant fire was Korea’s deadliest industrial disaster for migrant workers, experts say” (23 July 2024), https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_national/1150350.html. ]  [20:  Yonhap News, “[One year since the Aricell disaster] ① Safety neglected due to greed for military contracts... A predictable disaster that claimed 23 lives” (21 June 2025), https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20250620061300061 [in Korean].] 

17. Also, the State party contributed public funds to overseas projects linked to rights abuses and environmental harm, due to the lack of effective human rights impact assessment for development assistance and financing. For example, the Economic Development Cooperation Fund (EDCF) operated by the Export-Import Bank of Korea (KEXIM) provided financing for the Jalaur Mega Dam project in the Philippines, which proceeded without the free, prior and informed consent of the indigenous communities opposing the construction which would displace them from their ancestral lands.[footnoteRef:21] In December 2020, the Filipino authorities attacked unarmed members of the indigenous community opposing the dam, killing 9 members and arresting at least 17 others.[footnoteRef:22] Even though the project was the first to be subjected to EDCF’s Safeguard Policy (which still has not been translated into Korean),[footnoteRef:23] KEXIM and the government failed to take any action to investigate the violations or provide remedy to the victims. [21:  Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, “Philippines: Groups allege that Jaluar mega dam will displace indigenous peoples; gov't assures consent from IPs” (2 September 2018), https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/philippines-groups-allege-that-jaluar-mega-dam-will-displace-indigenous-peoples-govt-assures-consent-from-ips/. ]  [22:  Business & Human Rights Resource Centre, “Philippines: Civil society condemns Panay massacre of Indigenous leaders resisting Jalaur Mega Dam; bank financing the dam responds” (23 March 2021), https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/philippines-civil-society-condemns-panay-massacre-of-indigenous-leaders-resisting-jalaur-mega-dam-bank-financing-the-dam-responds/. ]  [23:  People’s Solidarity for Participatory Democracy (PSPD), “[Statement] We condemn the Export-Import Bank of Korea for enforcing the construction of the Jalaur Mega Dam, regardless of the opposition of the indigenous people and the concerns over safety issues
Project Phase II (JRMP II),” (10 September 2018), https://www.peoplepower21.org/english/1586425. ] 

18. Furthermore, the State parties continues to provide subsidies to businesses operating in high-risk industries without requiring any form of human rights or environmental due diligence. For instance, one company that destroyed 27,000 hectares of primary forest in Indonesia and violated the rights of indigenous peoples received approximately KRW 42.9 billion (approximately USD 31 million) in biofuel-related loans from the Korean government.[footnoteRef:24] Despite this, the government has not required human rights or environmental due diligence as a condition for financial support.  [24:  Newstapa, “[Forest Destruction Inc. ③] South Korean government grants preferential financing to large corporations destroying the environment overseas” (2023. 3. 9.), https://newstapa.org/article/fbMxc [in Korean]. ] 


Failure to enhance the effectiveness of the OECD National Contact Point (NCP)
19. The Committee recommended that the State party “enhance the impact, transparency, inclusiveness and effectiveness of the national contact point, including through promotional activities and proactive mediation in accordance with human rights standards” (para. 18(d)).
20. However, the State party has failed to take adequate measures to improve the composition or operations of the Korean NCP, which in turn has failed to provide remedy to victims of corporate harm. 
21. The Korean NCP still consists of 8 Commissioners, 4 of whom are government officials and 4 of whom are appointed by the Minister of Trade, Industry and Energy without adequate consultation or participation of CSOs and trade unions.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Korean National Contact Point, “Status”, http://ncp.or.kr/koreancp/condition.do. ] 

22. As a result, the Korean NCP has interpreted the scope of its mandate narrowly and have taken arguments from business enterprises at face value, dismissing most cases (“specific instances”) at the preliminary assessment stage and refusing to make determinations on the businesses’ compliance with the OECD Guidelines on Multinational Enterprises. KTNC Watch is not aware of a single case where a foreign victim of corporate harm accessed remedy through the Korean NCP procedures.
23. For example, regarding the specific instance brought by KTNC Watch and partners on the collapse of the Xe Pian-Xe Namnoy Dam, the Korean NCP terminated the proceedings simply because SK Ecoplant and Korea Western Power “did not join the mediation procedure” and refused to make a determination on whether the multinational enterprises breached the OECD Guidelines.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Korean National Contact Point, “Final Statement of the Korean NCP for the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises: Complaint regarding the Xe-Pian Xe-Namnoy Saddle Dam Collapse in Laos” (23 July 2020).] 


Recommended List of Issues
· Please provide information on measures taken to establish a legal obligation for business enterprises under the State party’s jurisdiction to conduct human rights and environmental due diligence.
· Please provide information on measures taken to address allegations of violations of human rights resulting from the activities of Korean companies, domestically and abroad. Please provide data on the number of such allegations brought to the State party’s attention during the reporting period. Please inform what measures were taken in response to these allegations.
· Please provide information on measures taken to strengthen judicial and non-judicial remedial mechanisms. Please provide data on the number of claims brought by victims of corporate harm in Korean courts under the Civil Act and the Act on Private International Law in the reporting period. Please inform the results of those proceedings.
· Please provide information on steps taken to strengthen human rights due diligence and access to remedy in the public procurement process.
· Please provide information on efforts to strengthen the link between loans, grants, and subsidies, including ODA and development financing, with the observance of Covenant rights.
· Please provide information on measures taken to enhance inclusiveness in the composition of the Korean NCP, including information on the process of appointing non-government NCP Commissioners.
· Please provide data on the number of specific instances handled by the Korean NCP during the reporting period. Please inform the outcomes of the specific instances and whether they resulted in the provision of remedy to victims.
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