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OFAC Sanctions North Korean Shipping 
Companies and Vessels 

On February 23, 2018, the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) 

sanctioned 56 vessels and shipping and trading companies for their support of the North Korean regime 

and evasion of sanctions.  Also, OFAC, along with the U.S. Department of State and the U.S. Coast 

Guard, issued an advisory on North Korea’s use of deceptive shipping practices to evade sanctions.  The 

sanctioned parties include one individual, 27 shipping and trading companies, and 28 vessels from North 

Korea, China, and seven other countries.  U.S. persons are forbidden from transacting business with 

specially designated nationals (SDN), and U.S. entities such as banks that are in possession of assets 

belonging to SDNs must freeze them.  In addition, non-U.S. companies that engage in certain significant 

transactions with desginated persons may themselves become subject to secondary sanctions. 

These designations are being touted as the largest round of North Korea-related sanctions yet, and target 

its use of the shipping industry to evade sanctions.  In particular, these companies and vessels are 

believed to have conducted coal and fuel transactions and transfers in violation of U.S. and UN sanctions.  

The designations continue a trend of actions consistent with the Countering America’s Adversaries 

Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), on which we previously reported, which broadly authorizes sanctions 

on North Korea’s shipping sector. 

This round of sanctions will have little effect on U.S. companies, which are already subject to a 

comprehensive embargo against North Korea.  However, these designations provide a basis for potential 

secondary sanctions against third-country entities, including foreign financial institutions, that conduct or 

facilitate certain transactions with sanctioned persons.  In fact, Treasury Secretary Mnuchin said in a 

press release accompanying the sanctions that “[t]he President has made it clear to companies worldwide 

that if they choose to help fund North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, they will not do business with the United 

States.” 

The advisory is intended to notify parties involved in the shipping sector of the sanctions risk posed by 

North Korea’s deceptive practices.  For example, it describes tactics such as obfuscating the identity of 

vessels, goods, and the origin or destination of the cargo.  In addition, North Korea has been using ship-

to-ship transfers to transport coal and fuel without entering ports, in violation of UN sanctions.  The 

advisory suggests risk mitigation measures for monitoring and avoiding unknowing involvement in these 

schemes in order to ensure compliance with U.S. and UN sanctions. 

https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/OFAC-Enforcement/Pages/20180223.aspx
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/OFAC-Enforcement/Documents/dprk_vessel_advisory_02232018.pdf
http://www.friedfrank.com/siteFiles/Publications/v2FINAL-07-31-17-ITI-Congress%20Overwhelmingly%20Passes%20New%20Sanctions%20Against%20Iran,%20Russia,%20North%20Korea.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm0297


 

Fried Frank International Trade and Investment Alert™ No. 18/02/26 

02/26/18 2 

While OFAC continues to expand its North Korea sanctions, the utility of unilateral U.S. sanctions is 

limited.  Pressure on North Korea will have to come from its main trading partners, China and Russia.  

Accordingly, OFAC has designated third-country SDNs and extended the use and threat of secondary 

sanctions against third-country parties (as it did most notably under the Iran sanctions program) in order 

to pressure these third-country parties to terminate transactions with North Korea.  Companies worldwide 

that are involved in or support the shipping sector should review this advisory and consider whether any 

additional compliance measures may be warranted. 

If you have any questions regarding the North Korea sanctions program or how it may affect your 

business, please reach out to the contacts listed below. 
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To unsubscribe from all Fried Frank E-mail Alerts and electronic mailings, send a blank E-mail to unsubscribe@friedfrank.com. 

This alert is not intended to provide legal advice, and no legal or business decision should be based on its 

content. If you have any questions about the contents of this alert, please call your regular Fried Frank 

contact or the attorneys listed below: 

Contacts: 

Washington, D.C. 

Michael T. Gershberg + 1.202.639.7085 michael.gershberg@friedfrank.com  

London 

Dr. Tobias Caspary +44.20.7972.9618 tobias.caspary@friedfrank.com  

Fried Frank’s International Trade and Investment Group regularly represents clients in international 

mergers and acquisitions, joint ventures, principal investments, and sensitive corporate investigations, 

particularly in relation to matters that implicate the U.S. government's regulation of international business 

activities, such as the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS), economic 

sanctions, export controls, and anti-corruption and anti-bribery. 

For decades, our international trade and investment practitioners have been consistently recognized for 

their legal and policy-based contributions. Today, our practice is unique among its kind: it draws upon the 

Firm’s long tradition of senior U.S. government and diplomatic service, combines policy insight with deep 

technical expertise and business judgment, is fully integrated with Fried Frank’s preeminent Corporate 
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