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A YouTube video that surfaced in August 2012 seemed to show patrons of a restaurant in
Pyongyang, North Korea, drinking Coca-Cola in October 2011. This sparked controversy
because a US trade embargo has banned the sale of Coca-Cola in North Korea since 1950 -
but ongoing sales there seem to be an open secret outside the United States.

The pizza restaurant where the video was filmed is owned by Cortial, a joint venture
between North Korea and Italy. Customers allegedly were told the soft drink was “Italian
Coke,” but a screenshot from the video clearly shows Coca-Cola’s distinctive can and logo.

North Korea is one of only two countries where the sale of Coca-Cola is unauthorized, the
other being Cuba (since 1962). Coca-Cola representatives have denied consent to sell their
product in North Korea: “Any products sold in the market have been purchased by
unauthorized third parties and imported into the country from other markets where they
were sold.”

EAccording to Lee Suk-Yong, a North Korean defector, China has been shipping Coca-Cola
across the Korean border since 2002. He also claims that Coke is available in special shops
in Pyongyang but is very expensive and accessible only to the elite and foreigners. If these
sales are common knowledge among defectors, why has Coca-Cola not taken steps to end
them?

Corporate media coverage of this controversy has been limited. Most news outlets that have
reported it have been Korean or otherwise based outside the United States. Yahoo! Finance
ran a piece on the story on Aug 31, 2012 but has not reported on it since. This story is
particularly interesting considering that around the same time the video controversy began,
Coca-Cola’s income began to slip thanks to sagging overseas expansion.
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