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Apple faces criminal charges for obstructing probe

in Korea

Julie Masson

31 March 2021

Korea’s antitrust watchdog has fined Apple’s local subsidiary for interfering with an

abuse of dominance investigation, while referring the iPhone-maker and one of its

executives for criminal prosecution. 

Korea’s Fair Trade Commission said today that Apple Korea intentionally disconnected

internet access during on-site investigations at the company’s Seoul headquarters in

June 2016. The authority noted that this is the first time it has sanctioned a company

for obstructing access to server-stored data during an office probe. 

It fined Apple 200 million won (€226,631) for disconnecting the company’s internet to

impede the investigation and 100 million won (€75,542) for refusing to hand over

documents to the enforcer explaining the network disruption. 

The enforcer also accused an Apple executive – who has only been identified by the

surname Ryu – of deliberately stalling the authority’s access to the company’s
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headquarters for roughly 30 minutes during a second series of on-site investigations in

November 2017. 

Apple and its executive have been referred to the Supreme Prosecutor's Office, where

they face additional criminal fines for interfering with the KFTC’s investigation in

violation of the country’s competition law.

The KFTC began investigating Apple in 2016 over allegations it abused its dominant

position by forcing the country’s three main mobile carriers – SK Telecom, KT and LG

Uplus – to shoulder advertising and warranty repairs costs on iPhones. 

It began a nine-day on-site inspection of the company’s premises on 16 June 2016 and

ordered Apple not to tamper, delete, damage or conceal any computer data and e-

mails for the duration of the search. 

However, the enforcer said the company’s internet network was disconnected as it

searched an Apple sales manager’s office. This blocked access to the iPhone maker’s

marketing funds data and other relevant information stored on the company’s server, it

said.

Apple refused to comply with requests to quickly repair the network disruption and

allow access to the server, the KFTC added.

A spokesperson from Apple told GCR that the company has “fully cooperated” with

the KFTC and that neither Apple nor any of its employees “did anything wrong”.

“We follow the law wherever we operate and strongly disagree with [the] KFTC in this

case,” the spokesperson said. 

The competition enforcer closed its abuse of dominance probe into the iPhone-maker in

February after accepting Apple’s third package of commitments. The company agreed

to invest €74.5 million in support programmes for small businesses and consumers,

share advertising costs and amend certain contractual terms applied to mobile

carriers. 
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