
Europe Wants More Fish 
Farms. Is Greece Ready?

North Korea 
Defector  
Explains  
Cyber Scam

Farmers Are Aging.  
The Family Business Is in Peril.

An aerial 
image  
of the Lamar 
fish farm off  
the coast  
of Rhodes, in 
the south east 
Aegean.

SEOUL—On a California-
based company’s internal 
directory, he was just anoth-
er face in the grid of remote 
workers—a prolific software 
developer with a polished 
LinkedIn profile and an IP 
address tracing back to the 
Midwest. 

In reality, the man be-
hind the coding lived in a 
state-run dormitory in Chi-
na. His name was Anton 
Koh. And he wasn’t Chinese.

Koh belonged to a pipe-
line of elite North Korean 
cyber operatives , identified, 
trained and dispatched over-
seas by the Kim regime. 
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Millions Face  
Starvation  
in Congo. Their 
New Rulers  
Are to Blame.

KAMPALA, Uganda—Ten 
million people face hunger in 
the Democratic Republic of 
Congo’s east, and it isn’t be-
cause there is no food to be 
had. It is largely because peo-
ple can’t get what food there is.

The M23 rebel group 
that one year ago seized 
Goma, eastern Congo’s larg-
est city, has tried to estab-
lish itself as the prevailing 
government in the area and 
consolidate control. Instead, 
it has driven farmers from 
their land, left produce to rot 
at roadblocks and blocked 
food imports except those 
from its allies in neighboring 
Rwanda, according to local 
traders and activists.
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MARSHALL, Ill.—Don Guin-
nip is running out of time.

The fifth-generation 
farmer still wakes early each 
morning to tend to roughly 
1,000 acres of corn and soy-
beans and 40 cattle. But four 

decades of grueling work, a 
bout with prostate cancer and 
surgery to replace both of his 
hips with titanium implants 
have taken their toll. The 
74-year-old estimates he can 
maintain the current work-
load for a couple more years.

Under the gaze of gen-
erations of Guinnips in black-
and-white photos, he gathers 
his four siblings to chart the 

By Patrick Thomas

future of their family’s farm—
and contemplates a day when 
a Guinnip no longer cares for 
the land that runs along Guin-
nip Road.

The natural choice to 
take over, his son and daugh-
ter, left for college and now 
work in corporate fields. His 
siblings made the same deci-
sion years earlier. 

Please turn to Page 2

Nestled off the western coast 
of Rhodes inside a protected 
Natura 2000 marine zone, 
a cluster of floating cages 
marks one of Greece’s small-
est commercial fish farms- 
Lamar SA. The company 

produces roughly 320 tons 
of fish a year from just 10 
hectares of leased sea space- 
the smallest size of rentable 
space allowed by the Greek 
government. The farm raises 
four species, including sea 
bass and sea bream, and in a 
fish farm-to- fork approach, 
supplies hotels and restau-
rants on Rhodes and sur-
rounding islands throughout 
Greece’s long tourist season.

By Cheryl Novak  
and Myrto Polymili

Talking to TO BHMA 
International Edition in his 
bright office on Rhodes, its 
CEO, Savvas Chatzinikolaou, 
describes the family opera-
tion as deliberately small-
scale and sustainability-fo-
cused. It aims to “flip the 
coin” on traditional fish 
farming through what he 
calls sustainable aquacul-
ture tourism.

In an effort to dispel 

misconceptions about the 
compatibility of fish farms 
with Natura 2000 sites, 
Lamar opens its commer-
cial operations to the public 
through a sister company 
called Blutopia, which ena-
bles visitors to examine wa-
ter quality, fish health and 
local biodiversity up close. 
“We want people to see how 
this works, not just read re-
ports.”

But Lamar’s future 
isn’t only constrained by 
environmental preconcep-
tions; there are bureaucrat-
ic constraints, too. Because 
the company operates out-
side a designated aquacul-
ture zone (known in Greece 
as a POAY), it cannot ex-
pand its leased area until 
that zoning framework is 
in place.

Please turn to Page 4

Don Guinnip walking on his farm in Marshall, Ilinois
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Farmer Don Guinnip inspects his aging combine harvester.

Millions Face Starvation in Congo. 
Their New Rulers Are to Blame.

Farmers Are Aging. Their Kids Don’t 
Want to Be in the Family Business.

Continued from Page One

“It’s disappointing to me,” 
Guinnip says, holding back 
tears. “That’s the way the 
dice were rolled, and you 
have to accept what life gives 
you.”

The number of farmers 
in America has been shrink-
ing for years, but rising costs 
and weak commodity prices 
are pushing more families 
out at a faster rate. In 2025, 
315 farms filed for bankrupt-
cy, up 46% from 2024, U.S. 
court data shows.

Those left are aging; 
there are more farmers 75 
and older than under the age 
of 35, according to the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture.

“Family agriculture is in 
crisis, and American farmers 
and ranchers are fighting for 
their livelihoods,” says Na-
tional Farmers Union Presi-
dent Rob Larew.

Many farmers already 
rely on government bailouts 
to stay afloat. In 2024, Con-
gress approved $10 billion 
in bailout funds and $21 bil-
lion in natural disaster re-
lief for growers and ranchers. 
The Trump administration’s 
trade policies exacerbated 
the situation, pushing more 
families and communities to 
the brink. In December, the 
White House pledged $12 

Continued from Page One

The result is empty shelves 
in most stores and sky-high 
prices for meat, milk, grain 
and vegetables in stores that 
do manage to stock up, resi-
dents and activists report.

Noella Amisi, a nurse in 
Goma, rushed out for baby 
formula, sugar and other 
groceries as soon as she re-
ceived a $30 mobile-money 
transfer from her husband in 
government-held Kinsha-
sa, Congo’s capital city. For 
hours, she crisscrossed the 
city looking for a stocked su-
permarket. She found noth-
ing to buy.

“I am just trying my best 
to ensure that my children 
don’t starve, but every day 

the situation gets worse,” 
said 28-year-old Amisi.

The United Nations 
projects three million peo-
ple in eastern Congo will 
likely slip into a food emer-
gency by the end of June—
its term for life-threatening 
hunger.

After years of insur-
gencies, residents in east-
ern Congo are accustomed 
to food shortages, inflation 
and destitution. But since 
the Rwandan-backed M23 
stormed through the miner-
al-rich region and seized Go-
ma and Bukavu, the region’s 
No. 2 city, people have had 
to comb looted markets for 
scraps of food. Some locals 
sell clothes and other per-
sonal items to raise cash to 

Rising costs, weak prices and a trade hit are pushing more farms to the brink,  
and making the search for their successors harder than ever
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buy what high-priced food 
they can find.

Rwanda’s quest to so-
lidify its influence in east-
ern Congo has prompted it 
to deploy its military, which 
fought alongside the rebels 
and is now helping M23 
create what is de facto an 
autonomous region in the 
country’s mining heartlands, 
according to U.N. investi-
gators.

Rwanda’s economy has 
become one of Africa’s fast-
est-growing, thanks in part 
to smuggled Congolese min-
erals, according to econo-
mists.

But by choking off agri-
cultural production, trans-
port and markets, Rwanda’s 
M23 allies are aggravating 
Congo’s hunger crisis.

“The M23 rebel group 
is inflicting deeper suffer-
ing on civilians through bru-
tal tax collection and tight 
controls over food trade and 
property ownership,” said 
Richard Moncrieff, an ana-
lyst with the International 
Crisis Group.

Rebels block dairy and 

Rebels seized Goma a 
year ago and have set up 
a de facto autonomous 
region in Congo’s mining 
heartlands.

The M23 militia has failed to assert itself as the government in and 
around Goma. War-pummeled residents are suffering the cost.

Susan, Sallie and Dan. Every 
year, Guinnip pays his siblings 
rent based on the farm’s per-
formance.

The profits aren’t much 
these days, but it could be 
worse.

One thing that helps: 
Guinnip is frugal. He still lives 
in the more than century-old 
house his grandfather built. 
His truck, which recently lost 
power steering, is from the 
1990s. Instead of buying new 
equipment and hiring help, 
he uses an aging tractor and 
combine.

On Guinnip Road
With calls of “sook calf,” 
Guinnip starts the day the 
same way his father and 
grandfather did before him. 
He treks the gravel path 
behind the farmhouse to 
a small pasture tucked be-
tween rows of corn and soy-
beans. One by one, cattle fall 
behind him single file to con-
sume a breakfast of ground 
corn and hay.

Guinnip handles just 
about every task around the 
farm. With the hip replace-
ments, he’s limber enough 
to climb into the large ma-
chinery needed to harvest 
crops, spray pesticides, plant 
seeds and move hay bales 
that weigh roughly 1,000 
pounds each.

billion in aid to farmers. Even 
with that money, corn grow-
ers are expected to be in the 
red again in 2026, industry 
estimates show.

Thousands across the 
U.S. are closing the book on 
farms that have been in their 
families for generations, ei-
ther by selling to a larger en-

tity or declaring bankruptcy. 
Critics of farm consolidation 
say it’s also led to less crop 
diversity, presenting risks for 
the broader food system.

The disappearance 
of small farms has carried 
steep consequences for rural 
America, upending the trans-
fer of wealth—long attached 

to the land—between gen-
erations. Children of farmers 
today have more opportuni-
ties to work beyond agricul-
ture than they did decades 
ago, and families are typically 
smaller, shrinking the pool of 
possible candidates.

Seated around the living 
room, Guinnip and his sib-

lings dig into packets filled 
with appraisals and farm his-
tory as they discuss plans for 
land potentially worth mil-
lions of dollars.

While Guinnip has sole 
oversight of the acres and ani-
mals, his parents left the family 
farm in trusts that split own-
ership between him, David, 

beef from entering Con-
go—except if it comes from 
Rwanda, traders and resi-
dents say. In some areas they 
control, rebels allow mer-
chants to import cooking oil, 
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functions as the armed exten-
sion of Rwanda’s influence.”

Early last month, Ami-
si, a mother of three, sold 
most of her clothes, her tel-
evision and other personal 
belongings, but could still 
only afford a 66-pound bag 
of corn flour, enough to feed 
her family porridge once a 
day for three weeks. She 
couldn’t raise enough to 
buy a 44-pound bucket of 
rice. The price for rice had 
doubled—to the equivalent 
of $25—in just a few days at 
stores that had any to sell.

President Trump says 
he ended the war last year 
with a Congo-Rwanda peace 
agreement. The rebels, how-
ever, weren’t part of that ac-
cord, and so violence contin-
ues. The war has uprooted 
more than three million peo-
ple across Congo over the 
past year.

After rebels seized the 
region, Congo’s central bank 
suspended banking there. 
The government used to 
collect up to $900 million 
in taxes each year, accord-
ing to government data. 

M23 has struggled to 
obtain fuel and food for its 
own fighters because the re-
bels can’t extract taxes from 
residents who can’t access 
cash.

To plug the shortfall, 
M23 relies on Rwanda for 
operational funding, accord-
ing to U.N. investigators. In 
exchange, Rwandan prod-
ucts are granted a monop-
oly in markets in rebel-held 
areas.

Rwanda denies support-
ing M23 and says its troops 
are in eastern Congo for “de-
fensive measures” against a 
rebel group formed by Hutu 
extremists who orchestrated 
the 1994 genocide in Rwan-
da before fleeing to Congo.

Patrick Muyaya, Con-
go’s communications min-
ister, says Rwanda is in-
tentionally squeezing the 
Congolese people by restrict-
ing aid and food flows.

“This campaign cannot 
be justified as self-defense,” 
Muyaya said in an interview. 
“It is an effort to secure eco-
nomic control through a 
proxy armed group.”

A few miles north of 
Goma, M23 rebels allegedly 
killed 300 farmers last year, 
leading to an exodus from 
key potato- and vegetable-
growing lands, according to 
U.N. investigators. Most vic-
tims were camping in their 
fields during planting season 
when M23 targeted people 
they suspected of support-
ing pro-government militias, 
torching homes, the investi-
gators reported.

Some 70,000 residents 
from Rutshuru District fled 
to Uganda because of the 
September attack, accord-
ing to the U.N.

“Insecurity has result-
ed in the loss of access to 
productive land and local 
food production,” said Pat-
rick Andrey, Congo country 
director at Action Against 
Hunger, a New York-based 
charity. “The high risk of vi-
olence makes it extremely 
challenging for humanitar-
ian workers to reach people 
who need support.”

M23 rebels have since 
taken over farmlands and 
prevented locals from har-

vesting any crops, according 
to Twizere Sebashitsi, who 
heads a Congolese activist 
group, Rutshuru Territory 
Youth Council.

Sebashitsi recalls how 
his 25-year-old neighbor, 
Samuel Mukanda, defied 
a rebel order to vacate his 
5-acre potato and cassava 
farm. Mukanda, whose wife 
had given birth weeks ear-
lier, ignored the rebel ulti-
matum and instead tried 
to harvest his crops. When 
the rebels returned the fol-
lowing day, they beat him 
and three other workers, Se-
bashitsi said. Mukanda lost 
his front teeth.

Many Goma residents 
previously relied on relief 
supplies delivered through 
the city’s international air-
port, but the rebels have shut 
the airport down, hobbling 
aid groups’ efforts to replen-
ish depleted stocks.

The U.N. says it urgently 
needs $350 million to keep 
aid efforts running in Congo 
over the next six months but 
has so far raised less than 
20% of the required funds.

rice and wheat from other 
neighboring countries only 
if cleared by the Rwandans.

For several weeks, a su-
permarket owner in Goma 
hasn’t been able to restock the 
cold-storage section, where 
he normally keeps perisha-
bles. The trader said he lost 
$60,000 last month after a 
container he imported from 
Kenya was impounded at the 

Congolese border for several 
weeks, rendering milk, cheese 
and sausages inedible.

“Eastern DRC has long 
been a covert economic en-
gine for Rwanda through its 
illicit networks and proxies,” 
said Zobel Behalal, senior ex-
pert at the Global Initiative 
Against Transnational Organ-
ized Crime, a Washington-
based think tank. “M23 now 
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Reminders of his line-
age dot the land, starting 
with the sign in front of the 
farm pointing to the start: 
1837.

Family patriarch Joseph 
Guinnip joined the throngs 
of people who headed west 
to take hold of America’s 
Manifest Destiny, leaving 
Steuben County, N.Y., in the 
1830s. He eventually settled 
40 acres of land in south-
eastern Illinois, where he 
built a log cabin, the fam-
ily’s first farmhouse.

The land has passed 
through every generation 
since, including those who 
fought in the Civil War and 
survived a buzz-saw acci-
dent. Guinnip’s father, Rob-
ert, and mother, Rose, even-
tually took their turn at the 
helm.

With Guinnip being the 
eldest child, there wasn’t 
much question who would 
take over the farm. “Dad just 
really groomed him to take 
over,” says Dan, a former 
cruise-line accounting chief 
who lives in California.

Before Robert Guinnip 
died in the 1990s, he and his 
wife put the farm into two 
trusts that would be shared 
equally between their five 
children when they died. His 
vision, Don Guinnip says, 
was that whoever stayed on 
the farm would buy out the 
others.

The land was worth 
about $1,000 to $2,000 an 
acre back then. It’s 10 times 
that now, making it impos-
sible for Guinnip to buy out 
all his siblings.

The farmer isn’t one 
to complain, his daughter 
says, and he’s never asked 
for help. “It’s just the way 
it is,” he’ll say when asked 
about the structure.

When their mother 
died in 2024, Guinnip and 
his siblings agreed to keep 
the trust as is and figure out 
the rest later.

Heir not apparent
Guinnip’s son, Andy, was 
raised to be the farm’s sixth-
generation operator.

“It was always assumed 
since I was the boy,” Andy 
says. “I don’t think we ever 
had conversations about it.” 

He learned the ropes 
early and spent his childhood 
cleaning grain bins, baling 
hay and feeding the livestock. 
But farm work was a bore. 
Andy was more drawn to the 
animals than to the crops.

After graduating from 
college, he spent a year help-
ing out on the farm while 
his father recovered from 
surgery for prostate can-
cer. Once Don Guinnip was 
able to return to work, Andy 
headed west for a pharma-
ceutical job in St. Louis.

His sister, Molly Wed-
ding, a lawyer for an insurer, 
lives in Indianapolis with her 
husband and three children. 
She had no interest in living 
her life out in a small town.

As she’s grown older, 
she’s developed a greater 
interest in the farm’s busi-
ness operations. 

“Could I run it? Yes. Do 
I see myself doing the labor 
myself? No.”

The five shareholders
Don Guinnip convenes his 
siblings at the farm in mid-
October. It’s peak harvest 
season, but the only time all 
five of them could get togeth-
er. It’s the first time they’ve 
met since the blur of weeks 
around their mother’s death.

“We’ve had three good 
years on the farm,” Guinnip 

tells his siblings, sounding 
like a chairman talking to his 
board. “Can’t say that about 
this year. Prices are bad, and 
the crops are bad. So your 
income this year is going to 
be down.”

Going into the meet-
ing, everyone thought Da-
vid was close to selling his 
stake. They had agreed that 
if a sibling wants to cash out, 
the remaining owners would 
buy their share to prevent 
the farm from being sold to 
outsiders.

But when Guinnip asks 
David if he still wants to sell 
his share, David shakes his 
head no.

Don Guinnip spends 
most of the back-and-
forth listening. He hardly 
interrupts, chiming in only 
when his siblings are done 
talking. But when he does 
speak, his family listens. 
Especially when Guinnip 
tells them he thinks he can 
keep farming for about two 
more years.

“I’m healthy, I like do-
ing what I’m doing,” he says. 
“But I’m not going to live for-
ever.”

He suggests they look at 
putting 40 acres into a US-
DA program that removes 
it from production and pro-
vides growers with a fixed 
payment for the farmland. 
They agree.

After two hours, it’s 
clear that will be the on-
ly decision today. They’re 
at an impasse. No succes-
sor is named. No one sells 
their share. No agreement 
is reached on the trust struc-
ture.

The siblings acknowl-
edge they should meet twice 
a year, as they break for a 
lunch featuring pulled-pork 
sandwiches.

The farm calls
At the local grain elevator, 
Guinnip is offered about $10 
a bushel for his soybeans. It 
isn’t enough to make a large 
profit, but he knows it’s bet-
ter than what some growers 
are getting. His 600 bushels 
will likely end up in poultry 
feed in the South.

On the drive back to 
the farm, he reflects on the 
meeting. He says the family 
usually reaches the right de-
cision after they’ve had time 
to think about it.

The future of American 
farming isn’t pretty in Guin-
nip’s view. He predicts it will 
resemble a contract mod-
el, in which farmers work 
the land for someone else, 
pay rent and are personal-
ly responsible for the debt 
incurred to keep the farm 
running. Fewer family farm-
ers will exist. The pride they 
brought will be lost, too.

“When farmers owned 
the land and lived on the 
land, they took care of the 
land and they formed com-
munities that worked to-
gether and solved problems 
and took care of everybody,” 
he says. “You’re not going 
to have that in the future.”

The future preoccupy-
ing him right now, though, 
is the 2026 harvest.

He managed to earn 
a profit in 2025, but sold 
his soybean crop for about 
$60,000 less than last year. 
He’s applying for some of 
the bailout money prom-
ised by the Trump admin-
istration.

The government funds 
will help cover fertilizer, 
pesticides and seeds to 
help plant new crops in the 
spring. New equipment isn’t 
on the list.
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The farm has been run by a Guinnip since 1837.



Europe Wants More Fish Farms.  
Is Greece Ready?

Continued from Page One

The regional study to estab-
lish a POAY has been pend-
ing for six years. “We can only 
wait,” Chatzinikolaou says. 
Even minor modifications to 
his cages require consulta-
tions with nearly 20 public 
authorities, he says brandish-
ing a pile of documents and 
applications the company 
needed to complete. Despite 
the mountains of paperwork 
they have already submitted, 
an application submitted last 
spring remains unresolved.

Lamar is not an isolated 
case. It sits at the center of 
a broader national tension: 
The EU is pushing for more 
aquaculture and providing 
the subsidies to back it. But 
while Greece has the coastline 
and the ambition to deliver, 
governmental processes are 
long and bureaucratic, while 
the public country remains 
divided on the topic, wary 
of potential environmental, 
social and economic impacts.

The environmental 
fault line
Across Europe, fish farming is 
being promoted as a solution 
to food security and overfish-
ing. With few exceptions, the 
productivity of the world’s 
wild fisheries has plateaued, 
while global demand for sea-
food continues to rise. Aqua-
culture now represents one 
of the EU’s fastest-growing 
food sectors.

But expansion comes 
with environmental trade-offs 
that remain fiercely debated. 
Scientists and environmental 
groups warn that dense clus-
ters of farms can pollute en-
closed waters, spread disease 
and place pressure on marine 
ecosystems—risks that are 
amplified in semi-enclosed 
Mediterranean gulfs with lim-
ited water circulation.

In Greece, where aqua-
culture has expanded steadily 
for more than three decades, 
the argument is no longer the-
oretical. Supporters describe 
the industry as a strategic 
export pillar. Critics counter 
that the cumulative ecological 
impacts are underestimated, 
particularly in regions host-
ing multiple farms. Some 
also question the long-term 
sustainability of carnivorous 
finfish production, which 
depends on fish-based feed 
sourced from wild stocks.

At the same time, recent 
marine protection experi-
ments—including “no-take” 
zones such as the reserve es-
tablished off Amorgos—have 

As the European Union pushes for the expansion of aquaculture across its waters,  
Greece confronts a deeper question: can industrial fish farming expand along its iconic shores  

without destroying the ecosystems and coastal communities that depend on them?

A growing 
environmental 
critique
Among those questioning 
the system is Eva Douzinas, 
president of the US-based 
Rauch Foundation, who be-
came involved in Greek aq-
uaculture debates after ex-
pansion plans surfaced near 
the island of Poros, where 
her family hails from.

Douzinas’s methodical, 
data-driven approach is al-
most forensic. Concentrat-
ing exclusively on open-net-
pen finfish farming, she has 
commissioned independent 
technical reviews of environ-
mental impact assessments 
(EIAs) to examine whether 
the modeling methods and 
biodiversity metrics used in 
Greece accurately capture 
cumulative ecological risk.

The studies, backed by 
expert testimony, argue that 
Greek EIAs routinely down-
play ecological damage, ob-
scure projections indicating 
that development plans will 
exceed safe environmental 
thresholds, and apply open-
sea fish-farming models to 
semi-enclosed gulfs like 
Amvrakikos, to which they 
should not be applied.

As Douzinas puts it, 
talking to TO BHMA, an 
EIA is a critical step before 
approval is given for a fish 
farm or POAY, but “What’s 
the point of running a test 
if you don’t respect the re-
sults? The tests themselves 
are telling you there’s going 
to be severe damage.”

She argues that pro-
jects are approved nonethe-
less, because degradation is 
framed as occurring with-

in a “small area,” without 
considering or clearly com-
municating “the cumulative 
impact of all of the farms in 
one place.”  What the EIAs’ 
she has looked at say “with 
absolute certainty, is that if 
you go ahead with this pro-
duction level, it’s going to 
be destructive. It’s going to 
create so much solid waste 
on the sea floor that it’s go-
ing to create an anoxic envi-
ronment.”  Yet the “EIAs are 
treated like an administra-
tive checklist,” she tells TO 
BHMA, “not a tool to really 
assess if there’s going to be 
an environmental impact.”

Monitoring and 
accountability
Once a POAY is established, 
it is overseen by a manag-
ing body composed largely 
of representatives from the 
fish-farming companies that 
are already operating in the 
zone. “The people admin-
istering the POAY are the 
selfsame fish farmers who 
operate within it,” notes 
Anthi Giannoulou, a lawyer 
who has worked on the is-
sue since 2020, while talking 
to TO BHMA. In most cas-
es—with Evia representing 
a notable exception—local 
authorities have no formal 
role in POAY management.

This same managing  
body is also responsible 
for approving expansions 
and modifications, as well 
as overseeing environmen-
tal compliance. In addition, 
as Giannoulou points out 
“This governing body has 
the power to approve or deny 
the installation of other fish-
farming operators within the 
zone,” creating an inherent 
conflict of interest and raising 
questions about competition 
and accountability.

An additional layer of 
complexity stems from Eu-
ropean financial incentives. 
Under the European Mari-
time, Fisheries and Aquacul-
ture Fund (EMFAF) 2021–
2027, Greece is set to receive 
approximately €519.6 mil-
lion, of which €363.7 mil-
lion comes directly from the 
EU. A significant portion of 
the program is earmarked 
for sustainable aquaculture 
and marine environmental 
protection.

Beyond formal monitor-
ing, the long-term environ-
mental footprint of aquacul-
ture is visible in abandoned 
infrastructure and fish farm 
waste carried by currents to 
nearby beaches.

Nonprofit organizations 

mally aligns with EU environ-
mental directives. In an effort 
to cluster farms, reduce spa-
tial conflict and impose co-
ordinated oversight, the law 
introduced 25 large POAYs 
nationwide.

More than a decade lat-
er, only half or so have been 
approved or are partially 
operational. Others, like the 
POAY around Rhodes, re-
main stalled in administra-
tive review.

“There is nothing wrong 
with the law,” Greece’s Gen-
eral Secretary for the Environ-
ment Petros Varelidis tells TO 
BHMA International Edition 
“The issue lies in implemen-
tation.”

As licensing shifts from 
individual sites to zonal 
planning, questions emerge 
about oversight capacity: who 
monitors the environmen-
tal thresholds, who enforces 
compliance, and who deter-
mines whether administrative 
systems can keep pace with 
expansion?

shown that fish populations 
can rebound when pressure 
is reduced, strengthening the 
livelihoods of local fisheries.

This is not simply a ques-
tion of production targets or 
industrial growth, it concerns 
coastal governance. Mean-
ing the development model 
implemented will determine 
what hundreds of kilometers 
of coastline will come to look 
like, and what kind of waters 
locals and visitors will swim 
in, fish from, and build their 
lives beside in the decades 
ahead.

Europe’s push  
for expansion
The European Union is ex-
plicit about its ambitions. Aq-
uaculture production reached 
nearly 1.1 million tons in 
2023, generating €4.8 billion 
in value. Greece accounts for 
roughly 13% of that output, 
ranking among the bloc’s 
leading producers of Medi-
terranean species.

Yet Europe still imports 
more than 70% of the seafood 
it consumes. Viewing aqua-
culture as both an economic 
opportunity and a food secu-
rity priority, Brussels has sup-
ported the sector with billions 
in EU funding earmarked for 
“sustainable” growth.

European Commissioner 
for Environment Jessika Ros-
wall tells TO BHMA Interna-
tional Edition that “Aquacul-
ture presents a high-growth 
investment opportunity driv-
en by rising global demand 
for seafood,” but says expan-
sion must remain within en-
vironmental limits.

“EU environmental laws 
already set clear rules to en-

sure that aquaculture devel-
ops in a responsible way. 
These rules protect marine 
ecosystems and biodiversi-
ty and make sure that aqua-
culture activities stay within 
safe environmental limits,” 
she adds.

Roswall informed TO 
BHMA that the Commis-
sion is now preparing ad-
ditional practical guidance 
on fish farming, “with clear 
recommendations and real-
life examples, including from 
Greece”, aimed at improving 
environmental performance 
and streamlining implemen-
tation.

On paper, the legisla-
tive and policy architecture 
is clear: raise production, 
protect biodiversity, simplify 
procedures. In practice, much 
depends on how national sys-
tems apply those rules.

Law versus 
implementation
Greece’s aquaculture frame-
work dates to 2011 and for-

Swedish EU Minister Jessika Roswall is proposed  
as Sweden’s nomination for new EU Commissioner,  

during a press coference in Stockholm.

MI
KA

EL
A L

AN
DE

ST
RO

M/
RE

UT
ER

S

CO
R 

KU
YV

EH
OV

EN
/R

EU
TE

RS

Divers of the 
environmental 
group Ghost Diving 
work next to ghost 
fishing nets, off the 
island of Ithaca,  
in the Ionian sea.
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have stepped in to remove 
lost cages and industrial nets 
left behind after farms close 
or relocate. In a 2024 clean-
up, the international group 
Healthy Seas recovered more 
than 42.7 tons of aquaculture 
debris from Greek waters, 
including plastic cages, floats 
and industrial nets linked to 
abandoned fish farms. The 
Greek nonprofit Aegean Re-
breath has conducted par-
allel cleanups of ghost gear 
around former farm sites.

These operations are 
privately funded and vol-
unteer-driven rather than 
embedded into regulatory 
obligations, highlighting 
a system where scientific 
monitoring exists but the 
restoration responsibilities 
for failed farms remain less 
clearly institutionalized.

Communities  
under pressure
For coastal communities, aq-
uaculture is not an abstract 
policy debate. In Xiromero, 
western Greece, fish farms 
have been operating for 
over three decades. This rel-
atively small municipality “is 
the fourth largest producer 
of farmed fish in Europe,” 
Douzinas tells TO BHMA. 
“With the proposed POAY 
expansion, this region will be 
second only to the whole of 
Spain.”

For Elina Makri, a repre-
sentative of Aktaia, the issue 
is personal, too, as her father 
was from the area. Having 
grown up with its coastline 
as a constant reference point, 
she has seen the changes 
first-hand. And what indus-
try representatives describe 

as growth has often felt like 
displacement for small-scale 
fishermen, she says.

This same imbalance 
gave rise to Aktaia, a na-
tional network linking lo-
cal action committees from 
aquaculture-affected regions. 
“We realized that we were all 
running around separately,” 
she says, “so we united forc-
es.” The group pools legal 
resources, dissects EIAs and 
campaigns. “We speak about 
the environmental damage 
and the social costs in ways 
local officials often cannot.”

Makri acknowledges the 
human stakes, as around 300 
people in Xiromero work in 
aquaculture. “You can’t just 
say people will lose their jobs.” 
If the industry is not sustain-
able, she argues, retraining 
and credible alternatives must 
follow.

What frustrates her most 
is the facade of participation. 
Consultations take place, but 
EIAs often run to hundreds of 
highly technical pages. Res-

idents attend hearings and 
submit comments, yet feel 
sidelined. One interim solu-
tion, she suggests, would be 
to relocate cages further from 
the shore, allowing the region 
to pursue tourism and small-
scale enterprise in place of 
permanent industrialization.

Industry at scale  
and a governance test
Greek aquaculture is not a 
niche coastal activity. It is one 
of the country’s most export-
oriented food industries and a 
cornerstone of Mediterranean 
fish production. According to 
the Hellenic Aquaculture Pro-
ducers Organization’s 2025 
annual report, Greece pro-
duced roughly 114,500 tons 
of seabass and seabream in 
2024, generating €721 mil-
lion in sales despite a slight 
decline in overall volume. 
About 82% of production—
more than 94,000 tons—was 
exported to 38 foreign mar-
kets, underscoring the sector’s 
outward focus and its align-

ment with the EU’s ambition 
to strengthen Europe’s global 
aquaculture footprint.

However, industry an-
alysts warn that regulatory 
uncertainty threatens long-
term investment planning. 
The sector’s own report high-
lights delays in completing 
spatial planning frameworks, 
including POAY zones, as a 
constraint that “undermines 
the development goals set by 
the Government itself.” For 
major companies operating 
export-driven supply chains, 
this lack of predictable zoning 
and environmental govern-
ance constitute core finan-
cial risks.

For the industry, sea-
bream and seabass aquacul-
ture is framed as a strategic 
asset; “products of high nu-
tritional value and export im-
portance,” embedded in what 
it describes as a “modern, sus-
tainable, and internationally 
competitive model of devel-
opment, one that serves the 
national economy, consum-
ers, and local communities 
alike.” For its critics, howev-
er, the scale of the proposed 
expansion magnifies exist-
ing risks: ecological strain in 
semi-enclosed seas, govern-
ance structures they view as 
opaque or self-policing, con-
sultations that feel procedural 
rather than participatory, and 
decisions made far from the 
communities that live with 
their consequences.

Yet beyond the govern-
ance complexities, technical 
analysis and administrative 
details lies a broader yet sim-
pler question: what kind of 
coastline does Greece want to 
shape in the decades ahead?

Organized Aquaculture Zones (POAYs) in Greece:  
Location, Status and Planned Growth

# Area Name 
Proposed 
Increase 
(Area)

Status

1 Thermaikos Gulf Χ 30 Pending

2  Pieria Χ 8 APPROVED  
Presidential Decree

3 North & South 
Euboean Gulf Χ 23 APPROVED  

Presidential Decree

4 Oxia, Ithaca Χ 16 APPROVED  
Presidential Decree

5 Kefalonia Χ 8 APPROVED  
Presidential Decree

6 Thesprotia Χ 41 Pending

7 Echinades – 
Aetoloakarnania Χ 21 APPROVED  

Presidential Decree

8
Corinthia, Argolis, 
Western Saronic Gulf, 
Korfos-Epidaurus

Χ 33 Pending

9 Salamina Diaporia Χ 25 Pending
10 Poros Χ 28 CANCELLED
11 Leros Χ 17 Pending

12

Arcadia (Kynouria) 
Argolis (Vourlia, 
Korakia, Plateia), 
Methana

Χ 35 Pending

13 Chios Χ 30 Pending
14 Larymna - Atalanti Χ 23 Pending

15 Oreoi of Maliakos 
Canal Χ 41 Pending

16 Boeotia Χ 61 Pending

17 Chalkidiki Χ 7 APPROVED  
Presidential Decree

18 Megara Χ 41 APPROVED  
Presidential Decree

19
Galaxidi, Agios 
Nikolaos Eratini, 
Antikyra

Χ 48 Pending

20 Lesbos Χ 47 Pending
21 Rhodes - Chalki Χ 24 Pending

22 Pserimos - Pending

23 Kalymnos Χ 9 Pending
24 Agathonisi Χ 44 Pending
25 Ambracian Gulf Χ 12 Pending

�Source: Data from a document provided by YPEN to Mayor of Poros  
in 2021 and AKTAIA
�Note: The majority of the POAYs focus on fish-farming, rather than bivalve 
farming. Only Thermaikos Gulf, Pieria, North & South Euboen Gulf, Kefalonia, 
Thesprotia and Amvrakikos POAYs have bivalve farms.

An aerial drone photo of self feeding fish farming unit  
of sea bass and sea bream with round net cages  

in the Anemokambi bay area near Galaxidi, Greece.
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Bluetopia enables 
visitors to examine 

water quality, fish 
health and local 

biodiversity up close.

Aerial view of aquaculture fish 
farms  in Sithonia, Greece.
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Greece-Cyprus-Israel Strategic  
Ties: It’s Not all About Turkey

Wh e n  t h e 
most recent 
(10th) tri-
lateral sum-

mit between Greek Prime 
Minister Kyriakos Mitsota-
kis, Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu, and 
Cyprus’s President Nikos 
Christodoulides was held in 
Jerusalem in late December, 
the three leaders stressed the 
multi-faceted nature of their 
3+1 partnership (the US is 
the +1) and their determina-
tion to further deepen and 
expand a relationship which 
has clearly remained entirely 
unaffected by the bloodshed 
of the Gaza war.

The strategic partner-
ship, which developed under 
the auspices of the United 
States, is clearly intended in 
part to curb Turkey’s hegem-
onic aspirations in the Medi-
terranean, though the parties 
are careful to underline that 
is not directed against any 
third country.

Its expansive strategic 
ties include close defense 
cooperation—Hellenic Air 
Force pilot training, joint 
military exercises annually, 
and major Greek procure-
ment of advanced Israeli 
weaponry (in December, 
parliament approved the 
purchase of 36 Elbit Sys-
tems PULS (Precise & Uni-
versal Launching System) 
multiple rocket launchers 
with a 650mn euro price 
tag)—, rapidly growing trade 
and commercial ties, criti-
cal energy sector coopera-
tion, massive purchases of 
Greek real estate by Israeli 
investors, and cooperation 
in the technology and R&D 
sectors.

Strategic defense 
partnership  
front-and-center
for most observers, the de-
fense aspect of the Greece-Is-
rael-Cyprus strategic collab-
oration is the most critical, 
and its potential impact on 
geostrategic balances in 
the Mediterranean, where 
Ankara is forcefully disput-
ing the rights of Greece and 
Cyprus under international 
law, is an area of particular 
focus.

“I believe that this mil-
itary cooperation seeks to 
raise the level of two partner 
countries in a specific area, 
and cooperative projects 
can be upgraded. Most im-
portantly, the two militaries 
[Greek and Israeli] become 

By George Gilson

Whether the trilateral strategic military, economic partnership can affect geopolitical  
balances in the Mediterranean is unclear

F-16, Mirage 2000-5, and the 
French Rafale.

Moreover, the training 
center is already being used 
by military pilots from Ita-
ly, Germany and elsewhere, 
which pay by flight training 
hours. Other countries have 
also shown an interest.

“This is an advanced 
course, the final stage in our 
pilots’ training. The aim of 
this training school is in the 
first instance commercial. 
Israel’s Elbit must recoup the 
money that it invests.”

“From the standpoint 
of operational performance, 
the [Leonardo] aircraft is 
very good. In the past I had 
cooperated with the com-
pany and am familiar with 
it. Within the framework of 
its capabilities, Greek pilots 
and others who may receive 
training can only gain from 

the experience,” Georgousis 
says.

Critically, they will re-
quire less training time in 
fighter jets, because they will 
have gained a good knowl-
edge of switch technology 
and other areas from the M-
346s. “The pilots can carry 
out many exercises with 
this plane, and it is the ini-
tial stage for starting flights 
in fighters with better per-
formance and efficiency,” 
he adds.

Trilateral partnership 
as an obstacle to 
Turkish revisionism
Turkey expressed conster-
nation over the last trilateral 
Greece-Israel-Cyprus sum-
mit, which the pro-govern-
ment Turkish press viewed 
as evidence of an Israeli mili-
tary threat to Ankara.

“Let’s not kid ourselves. 
Turkey has convinced itself 
that it is a regional power. It 
does not want other coun-
tries to impede its revision-
ist [geopolitical] plans in any 
way,” Georgousis notes.

“The tighter the Israel-Cy-
prus-Greece relationship is, 
not only in defense, but also in 
the areas of commerce and en-
ergy, the more difficult it will 
be for Ankara to implement its 
revisionist plans. Turkey has 
clearly stated that it wants to 
craft its own Law of the Sea 
based on its [expansionist] 
vision of a “Blue Homeland” 
(Mavi Vatan),” he underlines, 
referring to Turkey’s claims in 
the Aegean, Eastern Mediter-
ranean and Black Sea.

“Neither Greece, nor 
Cyprus, nor Israel by exten-
sion are willing to tolerate 
such designs.”

Greece defends  
its own interests  
in the Mediterranean
Greece does not expect di-
rect assistance from Israel 
in the event of a Turkish-
Greek clash in the Mediter-
ranean, as their partnership 
is not that sort of alliance, 
and Greece is fully prepared 
to defend its own interests.

“There could conceiv-
ably be ancillary assistance, 
however, what we call ‘in-
direct strategy’,” Georgousis 
notes, which includes shar-
ing intelligence, know-how, 
and various other systems in 
which Israel has expertise.

What’s in it for Israel?
Participation in bilateral and 
multilateral military exer-
cises on terrain different 
from its own, and includ-
ing mountain ranges, are a 
key benefit for Israel.

In particular, the annu-
al multi-national “Iniochos” 
(Charioteer) exercises cen-
tered on the Andravida Hel-
lenic Air Force base stress 
complex air operations and 
interoperability. Fighter jets, 
transport planes and helicop-
ters participate in the maneu-
vers in a coordinated manner.

Greece-Israel  
air force exercises  
south of Crete
There are also more frequent 
bilateral air-to-air refueling 
exercises in the Mediterra-
nean, south of Crete. Crucial 
for long-distance operations, 
they help build inter-opera-
bility for prospective future 
missions, while also under-
lining the two countries’ 
presence in the area.

“There is a benefit, be-
cause their [Israeli Air Force] 

acquainted with one anoth-
er, so that when they want 
to serve common interests, 
there will be no barriers to 
mutual military understand-
ing,” retired Hellenic Air 
Force Major General Evan-
gelos Georgousis tells TO 
BHMA International Edition.

“It leads to sharing 
knowledge of particular 
military dogmas in various 
operations, and especially 
in the area of naval and air 
force operations, in which 
the two countries are par-
ticularly interested.”

Kalamata air force 
training center
a crucial element of the 
strategic partnership has 
been the creation of an Air 
Force training school in Kal-
amata. Established with the 
core participation of the Is-
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Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu (center), Cyprus President Nikos Christodoulides (left)  
and Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis hold a joint press conference after a trilateral meeting  

at the Citadel of David Hotel in Jerusalem, December 22, 2025.
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‘The tighter 
the Israel-

Cyprus-Greece 
relationship 
is, not only in 

defense, but also 
in the areas of 
commerce and 

energy, the more 
difficult it will 

be for Ankara to 
implement its 

revisionist plans’

Evangelos Georgousis,  
Air Force Major 

General

raeli defense contractor El-
bit Systems, the school uti-
lizes the M-346 Leonardo 
aircraft to bridge the gap for 
Greek pilots transitioning to 
advanced fighters like the 

A PULS rocket 
laucher.



extensive experience in air 
operations mainly involves 
bombing missions. Their 
opponents to date have not 
had great experience in air 
battles and their perfor-
mance reflects this. Greece, 
on the other hand, has faced 
a strong Turkish Air Force 
which has staged provoca-
tions in the Aegean over the 
last 50 years, and developed 
considerable sophistication 
in confronting such situa-
tions,” Georgousis says.

Israeli experts say it is of 
substantial benefit to the Is-
raeli Air Force to become ac-
quainted with, and to adopt 
elements from, the experi-
ence of the Greek Air Force.

Cooperation between 
defense industries
The bilateral cooperation 
that has developed between 
the Hellenic defense industry 
and its Israeli counterpart 
alongside the collaboration 
between the respective de-
fense ministries is also con-
sidered positive.

“Defense industry re-
search in Israel is at a very 
high level, and the Greek 
defense industry needs that. 
Many Greek firms collaborate 
in joint programs in modern 
technologies in various sec-
tors. The Israeli defense in-
dustry has made investments 
in Greece. Intracom Defense 
(IDE) was bought out by Isra-
el Aerospace Industries (IAI),” 
Georgousis notes.

IDE continues to oper-
ate as a Greek defense com-
pany specializing in missile 
launchers, missile subsys-
tems, tactical land and sea 
communications, and hybrid 
power systems.

The objective now is to 
develop more joint defense 
programs.

Trilateral cooperation 
not hostile toward 
Turkey
“One should note here that 
the trilateral strategic de-
fense collaboration, as well 
as the related cooperation 
with Egypt, does not aim 
to diminish the power of 
any other regional country. 
These democracies seek to 
defend their interests in the 
framework of their rights 
under international law and 
the Law of the Sea [UNC-
LOS]. For example, both Is-
rael and Cyprus reached an 
agreement with Lebanon 
through joint acceptance 
of the principles of inter-
national law. The country 
that is projecting a different 
stance is Turkey, which must 
adjust so that we can have 
good neighborly relations, 
which all three countries are 
seeking in energy and other 
sectors,” Georgousis says.

Mutual geostrategic 
benefits for Greece, 
Israel
The Greece-Israel strategic 
partnership entails geopo-
litical benefits for both coun-
tries, but also requires cau-
tion, according to Ioannis 

Grigoriadis, Associate Pro-
fessor of Political Science at 
Ankara’s Bilkent University.

“Following the sharp de-
terioration of Israeli-Turkish 
relations, Israel has found in 
Greece a strategic alternative 
offering substantial security 
and economic benefits. For 
its part, Greece has managed 
to reassert itself in the Mid-
dle East and strengthen its 
position in the Eastern Medi-
terranean through deepen-
ing its relations with Israel,” 
he told TO BHMA Interna-
tional Edition in a statement.

Soldiers stand in line at the Ministry of National Defense in Athens, Greece, January 20, 2026.

Ankara’s concerns 
over ‘anti-Turkish’ 
parameter
As for Turkey’s reaction to the 
December meeting of the Is-
raeli, Greek and Cypriot lead-
ers in Jerusalem, Grigoriadis 
notes that Ankara has long-
standing concerns, which he 
considers grounded at times.

“Encirclement concerns 
have been a recurrent theme 
in Turkish foreign and security 
policy. Some trilateral initia-
tives over the last decade have 
made such normally exagger-
ated interpretations look plau-
sible, as an “anti-Turkish” ele-
ment could be traced,” he says.

“Trilateral or multilateral 
partnerships could be open-
ended, as long as they serve 
the regional interests of all lit-
toral states and promote re-
gional dialogue and conflict 
resolution,” he asserts.

Grigoriadis discerns that 
the Greece-Cyprus-Israel stra-
tegic partnership is already 
affecting balances in the East-
ern Mediterranean, but notes 
that the duration of any shift 
is unclear.

“While this partner-
ship has already helped shift 
the strategic balance in the 

Mediterranean, its medium- 
and long-term prospects will 
hinge upon Turkey’s posi-
tion in the Western securi-
ty architecture as well as on 
whether Israeli-Turkish rap-
prochement is possible in a 
post-Erdogan and post-Ne-
tanyahu era,” he says.

US Factor in Greece-
Israel ties: relations 
with Turkey paramount
Pavlos Apostolidis, a prom-
inent retired ambassador 
who has served as Minis-
ter Counselor at the Greek 

embassy in Ankara, Gen-
eral Secretary of the Hel-
lenic Foreign Ministry, and 
later Director-General of 
Greece’s National Intelli-
gence Service (1999-2004), 
views the Greece-Israel stra-
tegic partnership as relat-
ing to Greece’s relations with 
both the United States and 
Turkey.

“We seek good rela-
tions with the US, and 
Israel is related to that 
framework. By maintaining 
good relations with Israel, 
we improve our ties with 
the US. Beyond that, good 
relations with Israel help 
us handle the difficulties 
we have with Turkey, espe-
cially at sea, in the Aegean 
and the Mediterranean,” 
Apostolidis tells TO BHMA 
International Edition.

Caution over impact 
on Greek-Turkish 
relations
“I’m not certain that until 
now this has helped us vis a 
vis Turkey in particular. If it 
regards Greece-Cyprus-Isra-
el mutual assistance, that au-
tomatically creates a greater 
opposition with Turkey. It 
indicates that we are taking 

a clear stance against them,” 
he asserts.

Apostolidis says that 
Turkey’s annoyance over last 
December’s Greece-Cyprus-
Israel summit was because 
“it was obvious that an alli-
ance against them was being 
exhibited.”

“It’s quite simple. I un-
derstand why they reacted. 
Having worked for many 
years either in Turkey or in 
foreign ministry directorates 
related to Cyprus, I believe 
firstly we should be pursu-
ing a good relationship with 
Turkey.”

Growth  
of Greece-Israel trade, 
economic ties
one area of Greece-Israel re-
lations that is undoubtedly 
a win-win situation is the 
expansion and deepening 
of trade ties, as Konstanti-
nos Kostopoulos, the legal 
counsel of the Greek-Israeli 
Chamber of Commerce and 
Technology, explains.

“Trade relations be-
tween Greece and Israel to-
day cover a wide range of 
sectors, reflecting the overall 
deepening of bilateral eco-
nomic ties. Trade in goods 
continues to play a central 
role, with particular empha-
sis on energy products and 
petroleum derivatives, in-
dustrial and chemical prod-
ucts, as well as food and bev-
erages,” says Kostopoulos.

There has also been a 
notable increase in Israe-
li investments in Greece, 
mainly in tourism real es-
tate, infrastructure, and 
technology.

Over the past five years, 
the overall volume of bilat-
eral trade has increased, with 
steady growth in both Greek 
exports and imports from 
Israel.

“Cooperation has grad-
ually shifted from tradition-
al sectors of lower added 
value toward more com-
plex and specialized goods 
and services,” Kostopoulos 
notes, adding that ties in the 
defense sector have devel-
oped at all levels through 
mutual agreements, pos-
itively affecting growth 
through companies oper-
ating in both states.

Future vistas  
for economic ties
he also sees many future op-
portunities for collaboration 
with Israel’s strong research 
and startup ecosystem, dove-
tailing with Greece’s position 
within the European Union 
and its highly skilled human 
capital.

“This creates condi-
tions for cooperation in ar-
eas such as cybersecurity, 
artificial intelligence, digital 
health, financial technolo-
gies, and agrotechnology. 
At the same time, there is 
strong growth potential in 
energy, the green transi-
tion, and sustainable agri-
culture,” the Greek-Israeli 
Chamber counsel concludes.
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‘We seek good 
relations with the 

US, and Israel  
is related  

to that  
framework.  

By maintaining 
good relations 
with Israel, we 

improve our ties 
with the US’

 Pavlos Apostolidis,  
former Greek 
ambassador  

to Turkey

‘Trade relations 
between Greece 
and Israel today 

cover a wide 
range of sectors, 

reflecting the 
overall deepening 

of bilateral 
economic  

ties’

 Konstantinos 
Kostopoulos,  

legal counsel of the 
Greek-Israeli Chamber 

of Commerce and 
Technology

Turkish marines on board the 
TCG Bayraktar (L-402) take part 
in a landing drill during the “Blue 
Homeland” naval exercise off 
the Aegean coastal town  
of Foca in Izmir Bay, Turkey, 
March 5, 2019.
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A Defector Explains the Remote-Work 
Scam Helping North Korea Pay for Nukes

Continued from Page One

Their mission: generate hard 
currency for Pyongyang by 
stealing foreigners’ identities 
to land remote IT jobs—with 
no gig more coveted than 
those from the U.S.

“I’m a software engineer 
and I have a great opportuni-
ty for you,” Koh said he mes-
saged dozens of Americans 
daily, when remote working 
peaked during the pandemic. 
“It could be a lot of money 
for you too.”

Koh, who defect-
ed to South Korea in re-
cent years, provides a ra-
re window into Kim Jong 
Un’s digital warriors, who 
have managed to infiltrate 
hundreds of Fortune 500 
companies, according to 
estimates from Google’s 
Mandiant division.

More than 40 coun-
tries have been targeted or 
involved in North Korea’s 
cyber work, according to 
a U.S.-led consortium of 
11 nations documenting 
Pyongyang’s sanctions vi-
olations. The cyber agents 
are largely based in China 
and Russia, where the in-
ternet connection is strong-
er and won’t trace back to 
North Korea. They gener-
ated up to $800 million for 
the Kim regime in 2024, the 
group said.

American companies sit 
atop the list of targets be-
cause of the high pay and 
intelligence-gathering value. 
But the North Koreans don’t 
just work alone.

They seek to appear 
more credible to employers 
by paying Americans to host 
so-called “laptop farms,” 
where company-issued 
computers can be shipped 
and then used remotely by 
the North Koreans to appear 
online as if they were U.S.-
based personnel. In Novem-
ber, the Justice Department 
said four Americans pleaded 
guilty to helping North Ko-
rean IT workers hold work 
at more than 136 American 
firms.

These overseas IT work-
ers are the cash cows among 
North Korea’s illicit overseas 
labor, which helps funnel 
resources to Pyongyang’s 
nuclear program. The Kim 
regime is known to seize up 
to 90% of a given worker’s 
earnings, said Nam Bada, 
who interviewed defectors 
including Koh and other for-
mer IT workers for a report 

on Pyongyang’s cyber op-
erations.

“A few IT workers can 
easily fund a missile,” said 
Nam, head of a Seoul-based 
North Korean human-rights 
group called People for Suc-
cessful Corean Reunification, 
or PSCORE.

Due to their elevated 
roles in society, only a hand-
ful of North Korea’s hack-
ers or cyber operatives are 
known to have defected 
over the decades. Just a few 
have ever spoken to the me-
dia. Koh’s account has been 
verified by South Korean of-
ficials and mirrors broader 
findings outlined in reports 
from the United Nations and 
third-party cybersecurity re-
searchers.

Koh said his overseas 
posting afforded him luxu-
ries nearly impossible to find 
at home: steady electricity, 
nutritious meals and inter-
net access.

“It was like watching 
color TV for the first time 
after a lifetime of black-and-
white,” Koh said of his first 
days in China.

Paralyzing pressure
Koh was seen as a child 
prodigy by North Korean 
authorities. They placed 
him on a track for software 
development after he aced 
the exams to get into an elite 
middle school that fed to a 
top university. He went over-
seas shortly after graduating 
college.

Upon arriving in China, 

Koh worked up to 16 hours 
a day. About 10 North Ko-
reans crowded into a two-
bedroom dormitory space 
containing little more than 
bunk beds and computers. 
Portraits of the ruling Kim 
leaders hung on the wall.

The revenue Koh and 
each of his colleagues gen-
erated was tracked in detail. 
At a monthly review ses-
sion, the manager would 
hand out envelopes con-
taining the workers’ 10% 
cut. Koh felt humiliated if 
his envelope was thinner 
than the others.

“The pressure and em-
barrassment could be para-
lyzing,” he said.

Koh admits he lived a 
life unattainable to most 
North Koreans. On Sun-
days, a day off for IT work-
ers who met their monthly 

revenue quota of at least 
$5,000, Koh and his co-
workers went shopping for 
American brands like Nike 
and the North Face. They 
dined on famed North Ko-
rean cold noodles or grilled 
lamb skewers washed down 
with cold beers.

Hitting the quotas 
got harder over the years, 
though, as North Korea’s op-
erations became more well-
known. Some clients started 
demanding live-camera in-
terviews to land a job.

Koh found a worka-
round by enlisting willing 
Western software develop-
ers to apply for jobs in their 
own names and even show 
up for video meetings. With-
out having to do any actual 
work, the Westerners typi-
cally received a lump payout 
of $500 or ongoing commis-

cybersecurity firm Genians 
Security Center.

Internet freedom
The North Korean IT work-
ers face constant surveillance, 
a lack of sleep and pressure 
to perform, according to de-
fector testimonies published 
in a 2025 PSCORE report on 
North Korea’s cyber threats. 
During their workweek they 
are only allowed outdoors for 
short daily walks.

Yet handing over 90% 
or more of their earnings to 
the regime was considered 
an act of “patriotic duty,” 
the report said. IT workers, 
including Koh, were gener-
ally sent back to Pyongyang 
every two or three years for 
roughly a month of “re-ed-
ucation,” to reinstate loyalty 
after being exposed to foreign 
information.

“In that environment 
we were being abused,” Koh 
said, “but we were also the 
perpetrators.”

Koh’s manager installed 
monitoring software to track 
the IT workers’ browsing his-
tories. But to a group of soft-
ware experts, workarounds 
were easily found. Koh said 
he surfed the web when the 
others slept.

His loyalty to the Kim 
regime faded not long af-
ter his first Google searches. 
He searched for “Kim Jong 
Il,” who was North Korea’s 
leader at the time and died 
in 2011.

He read news articles 
about the “Dear Leader” 
drinking expensive whisky 
during North Korea’s massive 
famine in the late 1990s. “At 
first I thought, ‘This is a fab-
ricated lie,’” Koh said.

But he kept seeing news 
articles in which portrayals of 
North Korea differed greatly 
from those in Pyongyang’s 
state-run media. He learned 
tens of thousands of North 
Koreans had escaped to the 
South. He later came to see all 
of the Kim regime’s promises 
as deceptions.

Following his escape, 
Koh’s life in South Korea is 
also demanding. His IT job 
limits his free time, but he 
finds happiness in the quiet 
of his own home. Sometimes 
he finds himself staring at his 
computer screen wondering 
how his old friends are doing. 
And how they feel about him.

“Maybe they think of me 
as a dirty traitor,” Koh said. 
“But maybe there’s a chance 
they understand me on a hu-
man level.”

Kim Jong Un’s cyber operatives have faked their way into IT jobs at American firms  
and elsewhere, pocketing big revenue for regime
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sions of 30% or more. Koh 
handled all the coding or 
debugging work.

Some were so enticed 
by Koh they forked over cop-
ies of their ID cards, which 
then got used by other North 
Korean IT workers to grab 
more work.

The Covid-19 pandemic, 
coupled with better AI tools, 
turned into a breakthrough 
for workers like Koh. Remote 
working became common. 
Résumés could be written 
with native-level English 
proficiency. In recent years, 
video-filtering software has 
allowed IT workers to mask 
their identity.

The Kim regime recog-
nized that remote job op-
portunities were plentiful 
abroad, and raised the quo-
ta for IT workers to $8,000 
during the pandemic, Koh 
said. The IT workers took on 
more jobs, translating mes-
sages into English and man-
aging collaborators.

Koh’s account echoes 
those heard by Mun Chong-
hyun, a South Korean cy-
bersecurity expert who has 
engaged with former North 
Korean IT workers online 
and tracked their behavior 
for more than two decades. 
Most hail from elite insti-
tutions, speak foreign lan-
guages and want U.S.-based 
work.

“They are online on 
weekends and at night, 
generating significant cash 
that helps maintain the re-
gime,” said Mun, director of 
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