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Special Remarks 
Barry Devolin, Member of Parliament, Canada 

 

 

10:30 ï 12:30 Part 1 

Human Rights in North Korea: Obstacle & Opportunity  
 Moderator: Erich Weingartner, Editor of the CanKor Report, Canada       

 
 Panelists: 
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Opening Remarks 

 
 

Benjamin H. Yoon 
Founder & Chairman, Citizensô Alliance for North Korean Human Rights, ROK 

 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, your Excellencies, distinguished guests, and friends from all around the world 

making tremendous efforts in our united cause towards the protection of North Korean refugees and 

establishment of human rights, 

 

In December 1999, the first international conference on North Korean Human Rights and Refugees was 

held in Seoul. This year, the conference reaches its 10
th
 session in Toronto following previously successful 

conferences hosted in Tokyo, Prague, Warsaw, Bergen, London, and Melbourne. On behalf of the 

organizing committee, I would like to thank all of you who are present here today. I would also like to use 

this opportunity to look back on our past achievements and discuss the great significance this conference 

will take on this year.     

 

The first conference in Seoul was held with three major goals in mind. The first was to gauge the attention 

of the International community on the violation of North Korean human rights. The second was the 

establishment of an international network allowing for the strengthening of such joint efforts and continued 

global cooperation. Lastly was the goal of global promotion of study and research on the issues of North 

Korean human rights. I say with confidence that these targets have been steadily achieved over the past 10 

years.   

 

Firstly, the international cooperation network newly established and steadily expanding through annual 

conferences, has been playing an active role in lobbying activities and campaigns to the United Nations 

(UN), the European Unions (EU) and the governments of various countries. The network has significantly 

contributed to the adoption of the resolution of North Korean Human Rights at the UN Human Rights 

Council and the UN General Assembly since its first adoption in 2003 and 2005, respectively. It has also 

contributed to the 33
rd
 Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 

2005, the periodic meeting on North Korea of the 50
th
 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and the 

Universal Periodic Review (UPR) on North Korea under the UN Human Rights Council in 2009. Through 

this process, issues of systematic and structural human rights abuses under the North Korean regime and 

difficulties of North Korean refugees along with the massive proliferation of political camps has received 

enormous international attention; not as an issue of solely North Korea or East Asiaôs responsibility, but as 

one in which the world community can no longer stand complacent against.  

 

Meanwhile, various politicians at the Korean, Australian and here Canadian assembly followed by the 

American and Japanese assemblies have made continuous efforts on related legislation at a governmental 

level. There has also been an increase in the presence of human rights issues on national agendas as 

countries are appointing special envoys of North Korea and contributing to bilateral talks with North Korea. 

Moreover, like Canada, more and more countries along with NGOs have given refugee status to North 

Korean defectors. Numerous research institutes and researchers with extensive backgrounds also continue 

studies to reveal the conditions and reformation of North Korean human rights. 

 

However, despite these accomplishments, the most important task remains before us. The North Korean 

regime still fails to assume its responsible to protect and respect the human rights owed upon its people as 

violations against international human rights standards continue and a any signals for the will to improve 

such realities fall short. Human rights violations in any specific country have systematically occurred 

repeatedly throughout history. We are all well aware that such wrongs have never been improved without 

internal resistances and external criticisms. Yet, when we consider the history of North Korea and the 

absence of a self-regulating civil society, it seems unlikely the North Korean regime will  voluntarily take 

any action towards the improvement of the peopleôs conditions. 
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I assume that it would take much time for North Korea to make even the most minimal improvements to its 

international human rights track record, like the abolishment of political camps. Thus, I believe the role of 

young people to be significant in order to broaden the North Korean human rights movement as a global 

citizensô campaign steadily moving forwards. In this context, I would like to thank the passion and 

excellent efforts of HanVoice and the young volunteers that has made this conference possible in North 

American for the first timeðmore specifically, in the cosmopolitan city of Toronto.  

 

Canada has played a leading role as an exemplary country of not only human rights protection and social 

welfare, but also protection of refugees and migrants from all over the world. I especially appreciate the 

support of various politicians, regardless of their political parties, and citizens for their sincere efforts to 

protect North Korean refugees especially in the resettlement process. Lastly, I would like to thank 

participating experts, citizens and journalists from all over the world for coming today to share their valued 

wisdom with us all. Finally, I would like to declare the opening of the 10
th
 International Conference on 

North Korean Human Rights and Refugees.  
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Welcoming Speech 

 
Randall Baran-Chong 

Executive Board Member, HanVoice, Canada 

 

 

Mr. Devolin, Reverend Yoon, President Gershman, honoured guests, fellow HanVoice members, and 

concerned citizens, we gather together for the 10
th
 time under the auspices of the International Conference 

on North Korean Human Rights and Refugees.  

 

While there is reason to celebrate 10 sustained years of this gathering ï a long-term commitment of 

policymakers, NGOs, academics, activist s and concerned citizens to renew their devotion to relieving the 

crisis in North Korea - it would be far better if this conference would not have lasted over a decade. 

 

In a country where you suffer in starvation or live in constant fear, you measure your life not in decades or 

years but from second-to-second. Since the last conference in March of 2009, North Koreans have endured 

an ever-difficult year in an already difficult life with currency reform reducing their savings to 1% of their 

former value. International aid came up short or was stifled due to political tensions; borders tightened; 

punishments intensified, and the firm grip of the regime was felt throughout.   

 

Yet the world continues to respond in vain ï with reports on the crisis piling just as high as the death toll 

escalates every day in North Korea. With the looming uncertainty of succession and heightened military 

and political threats, there seems to no horizon in sight of a better day for the North Korean people. 

 

Yet amid the apparent gloom of the situation, one needs look no further than this room to find the promise 

of a better future for the North Korean people. Among us are a generation of those who lived in a unified 

Korea, and next to those are a generation who only know of a unified Korea through textbooks or a distant 

ambition. Yet between generations with an age and technological gap larger than the distance from Toronto 

to Pyongyang, we are here together to learn more, to equip ourselves better so we may more swiftly deliver 

that promise of a better future to the North Korean people.  

 

Now more than ever are we endowed with the ability to deliver on that promise of a better future. Where in 

the past activism meant a soap box and a public protest, tools like the internet have made laptop activists of 

us all. What once was described by the CIA as an ñintelligence black holeò is suddenly exposed by any PC 

with Google Earth or a simple internet search. Yet technology is not a tool reserved for the developed 

world either ï North Koreans and others are using cell phones and the internet to share insider knowledge, 

leak information and ultimately erode the façade of the regime.  This flow of information not only peels 

back the shroud of secrecy of the regime, but also welcomes people from around the world to take action 

on the cause.  

 

Toronto is almost exactly sixty-five hundred miles from Pyongyang. Toronto - a city of multiculturalism in 

a country renowned for its espousal of human rights. Toronto - a city of over one-hundred thousand 

Koreans, and amongst them, a population of close to two hundred North Koreans. Toronto a city home to 

HanVoice, our organization who has taken up the charge to co-host this conference. We are an organization 

which started as a spark with three law students, has grown exponentially to claim over 200 members, 

spanning chapters at 3 universities and people ranging from high school students to retirees. What started 

from the frustrations of a few students distant from the crisis grew to a grassroots movement here in 

Toronto, and from there grew to an organization who matured enough to host a conference of this calibre, 

understanding that this effort does not end with this conference but only represents the beginning. We act 

now because for many North Koreans, tomorrow is too late.  

 

They say a journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step. And while Pyongyang is a much longer 

journey, I thank you all for taking that first step by being here at the conference today. I sincerely hope you 

enjoy this conference, because I hope it to be one of the last.
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Welcoming Speech 

 

A New Hope for Human Rights in North Korea 
 

 

Carl Gershman,  
President, the National Endowment for Democracy, USA 

 

 

I want to begin by thanking HanVoice for hosting this 10
th
 International Conference on North Korean 

Human Rights and Refugees. This is the first time we are meeting on the continent of North America, and 

so itôs also the first time that I have not had to cross an ocean to take part in this important annual gathering. 

Iôm grateful for the convenience, of course, but I appreciate far more the fact that we are meeting in 

Canada, which has been a consistent and immensely respected defender of human rights throughout the 

world for many decades. It was a Canadian legal scholar, John Peters Humphrey, who was the principal 

drafter of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Today the tradition of Canadian leadership on 

human rights is being carried forward by such world-renowned figures as Louise Arbour, who was the 

Chief Prosecutor of the International Criminal Tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, and Irwin 

Cotler, the former Canadian Justice Minister who has been counsel to Nelson Mandela and many other 

courageous prisoners of conscience. 

I also want to congratulate the Citizens Alliance for North Korean Human Rights and its leader Benjamin 

Yoon, for whom this 10
th
 conference is a significant milestone. When the first meeting was held in 

December 1999, the terrible suffering of the people of North Korea was hidden from the world behind an 

impenetrable wall of total silence. Today there is a United Nations Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in 

North Korea ï and we congratulate Vitit Muntarbhorn for his tremendous contribution in that role ï and 

numerous reports have been issued on the prison camp system and other horrendous abuses. This is due in 

no small measure to the light of truth that Rev. Yoon and the Citizensô Alliance have shined on the dark 

landscape of North Korea. 

 

These conferences have served many important purposes. They bring together many of the key people 

from around the world who are working on the issue of human rights in North Korea. They provide a 

public platform to air the critical issues and to hear testimony from victims and witnesses. They provide a 

forum for strategizing together about the major challenges we face in the period ahead. They enable us to 

broaden the coalition of support by meeting in different countries ï first in South Korea and Japan, then in 

the Czech Republic, Poland, Norway, the United Kingdom, and Australia, and now in Canada. Not least, 

they have provided an occasion to identify new targets of opportunity where international support should 

be directed. 

 

Itôs this last point that I wish to address this morning. Since we first met at the end of 1999, there have 

been many new developments that affect the struggle for human rights in North Korea, including the 

growing international awareness of the issue.  But none has been more important, in my view, than the 

steady growth of the number of defectors from North Korea living in South Korea. Just a decade ago there 

were virtually no defectors at all, which is one of the reasons North Korea was so isolated from the outside 

world and so little was known about it. Today they number some 20,000. There are many reasons for this 

exodus ï the famine that has forced people to flee in search of food, the increased porousness of the border 

with China, the slow erosion of the regimeôs instruments of totalitarian control, and the breakdown of the 

information blockade. Taken together, they have increased the incentives to leave North Korea while 

reducing, albeit still modestly, the impediments preventing such flight. 

 

The result is that there is now in South Korea a substantial and steadily growing population of defectors, 

many of them still in their twenties and even younger, who have the potential to open up and change North 

Korea in ways that are highly effective, if not yet well understood or adequately supported by South Korea 

and the international community. Already these defectors have established NGOs of various kinds, among 

them radio broadcasting operations that target North Korean elites as well as grassroots people; a magazine 
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circulated in North Korea containing articles on culture and current events, many of them based on 

information gathered from inside the country; and even an incipient think tank connected to internal 

networks that is trying to encourage the development of a North Korean civil society. 

 

Last February when I visited Seoul to attend a conference, I had a roundtable discussion with about twenty 

of these defectors, some of them young people who had developed a defector network linking college 

students on campuses throughout South Korea and encouraging them to become active in human rights 

work. The leader of this network was a young man who received training in a Citizensô Alliance program 

and is now working on a degree in international relations at Sokang University in Seoul. He said he had 

been able to overcome his anger against the North Korean regime only by channeling it into work for 

human rights; and that while he was tempted to leave school to devote himself full-time to human rights 

work, he had decided to finish his degree program so that he could set a good example for other defector 

students. Another student was studying philosophy because he wanted to better understand how he could 

help North Korea make the transition from Juche ideology to democracy. There were also two young 

women, one working on a degree in police administration so that she might help a new North Korea train 

police who would protect people and not oppress them; and another majoring in international relations so 

that she could learn more about democracy and human rights.  

 

Also taking part in the roundtable were leaders of the think tank I just mentioned, called North Korea 

Intellectual Solidarity. It produces a digital magazine sent into North Korea on flash-drives containing 

information that defectors have told them they wished they had when they were still living in North Korea.  

There was also someone from a group called the Economic Association of North Korean Defectors who 

wants to give micro-loans to defectors to help them become entrepreneurs, and eventually to provide such 

loans to people inside North Korea. 

 

The intellectual and operational capacity that is developing among North Korean defectors deserves 

recognition as a significant new asset in the struggle for human rights in North Korea. There are many 

ways this new capacity can be nurtured and supported.  For example, as the defectors expand their 

networks inside North Korea, enabling them to gather more information about the society; they will need 

help in developing their analytical and reporting capabilities so that they can use this information 

effectively to promote change. Sponsoring internships for the defectors with NGOs in new democracies is 

a way to satisfy their great hunger to learn more about the experience others have had in trying to build 

democracy after dictatorship. Another priority is helping defectors develop their writing and 

communication skills. 

 

International democracy assistance organizations are beginning to explore new ways to become involved. 

For example, the Center for International Private Enterprise, one of the NEDôs four core institutes, is 

planning to study the informal markets in North Korea, called Jangmadang, to learn how they function and 

how the participants in such markets can be given tailored educational materials on entrepreneurship and 

free markets.  The National Democratic Institute, another NED core group, is hoping to mentor defector 

activists by sharing with them the lessons it has learned in scores of countries undergoing democratic 

transition. The European Union is providing support to defector radio broadcasting through Reporters 

without Borders, and a number of European countries are showing a new interest in providing help. 

Hopefully this conference will spur Canadaôs involvement as well.  

 

Developing new ways to support change in North Korea is just one of the vital roles that defectors can play.  

Of equal importance is their ability to function as a ñbridge populationò linking what are, after six decades 

of separation, enmity and suspicion, two profoundly different Korean societies. So far South Koreans, with 

the exception of the Citizensô Alliance and a few other far-sighted groups, have not seen the advantage of 

having a sector of the population with real access to North Korean society. They have preferred to deal 

with North Korea  through official political contacts, such as those initiated as part of the Sunshine Policy, 

and costly economic experiments like the Kaesong Industrial Park. But the defectors offer something 

different and potentially much more valuable ï authentic people-to-people contacts that can end the 

isolation of the North Korean people and also enable South Koreans to overcome their own isolation from 

an alien Korean society that they may one day have to live with. As a population acculturated to the South 

but with roots in the North, the defector community is an invaluable resource that can facilitate the 
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eventual integration of the now destitute and closed society of the North into a dynamic, open, and united 

Korean peninsula. 

 
This is especially true of the so-called 1.5 generation of young defectors. They are still malleable and open 

to new ideas. They want to learn how people in South Korea and other countries respect and defend human 

rights and democracy, how political parties organize and campaign, how workers fight for their rights and 

entrepreneurs compete in the marketplace, how journalists report the news and NGOs educate, defend and 

give voice to civil society. And they want the knowledge and professional skills they will need to become 

productive and participating citizens. They are, in other words, a resource that needs to be developed by 

investing in their education and training, with the goal of producing what Andrei Lankov, the Russian 

scholar who himself grew up in a communist society, calls ñthe first generation of modern North Korean 

professionals.ò Having such a core of proficient and highly motivated professionals will be an 

indispensable asset when the time for the rebuilding of North Korea comes, as someday it surely will. 

 

The fact that such people could have emerged out of the nightmare of North Korea is a small miracle.  Itôs 

also a significant opportunity for liberalizing and ultimately liberating North Korea. Given the human and 

security interests that are at stake, we would be foolish not to seize it.  
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Special Remarks 

 

Barry Devolin 
 Co-chair, Canada Korea Inter-Parliamentary Group 

Assistant Deputy Speaker, The Canadian House of Commons 

 

Welcome to the 10
th
 International Conference on North Korean Human Rights in Toronto, Canada. It is an 

honor to gather with you to do what we can to eliminate the living hell that so many North Koreans endure 
each day. 

 I stand before you as a Member of Canadaôs Parliament, and as Co-chair of the Canada Korea Inter-

parliamentary Friendship Group. But more importantly, I stand before you as someone who cares about a 
better future for all our brothers and sisters in North Korea. 

 In the late 1990ôs, my wife Ursula and I lived in Busan, South Korea for a year and a half where we taught 

English as a second language. During that time, we learned much about Koreaôs past and present, and 
made many dear friends. In some ways, we still consider Korea as a second home. 

 However, it was only in the past few years that I really began to understand the horror that millions of 
North Koreans ï whether within their country or outside as refugees ï face on a daily basis. 

 I am not an expert on North Korea. I am not an expert on human rights issues. I am not an attorney dealing 

with international law. But I am a citizen of the world, and I believe that by working together, we can 
make things better for the people of North Korea. 

 Next week, I will host the 7
th
 General Meeting of the International Parliamentariansô Coalition for North 

Korea and Human Rights in Ottawa. At that meeting, members of national legislatures from more than 15 

countries will gather to discuss these same issues. I know that some of those members are here this 
weekend in Toronto. 

 As such, I look forward to listening and learning. I also look forward to sharing some of my ideas for 
action. I hope you enjoy the conference. 
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Pervasive State of Fear in North Korea 
 

 

 

HEO, Man-ho 
Professor at Kyungpook National University, ROK 

Board Member of the NKHR 
 

 

. Introduction  

 

For the last ten years, a wide variety of contending views on North Koreaôs human rights issue and 

improvement measures have taken place. Furthermore, radical theories based on ideologically narrow-

mindedness ideas or óidealized generosityô has been rampant. However, through information collected 

from the testimonies of 20,000 North Korean defectors in South Korea, the Western media reports and 

investigations executed by the UN and INGOs have achieved almost unanimous recognition of the human 

rights crises in North Korea. Therefore, the discussion of brutal North Korean human rights violations 

seems unnecessary. However, some may raise a question of how North Koreaôs serious inhumane 

condition has lasted for this many years. Understanding the current state requires consideration of the fact 

that it is the interrelationship of human rights to democracy and the rule of law, along with the existence of 

efficient monitoring/controlling/repressing mechanism that infringes on human rights and continues the 

system.   

 

Horizontal and vertical surveillance/control system that operate within the entire North Korean society 

have becomes practices categorized by mere deviations such as, escaping North Korea and stealing wires 

or cows as ópolitical crime.ô This has caused death penalty sentences and the punishment of trivial political 

and social freedom to become ñdeviationsò forcing North Koreans to live in ósilence in the dark.ô 

Furthermore, as Stanley Milgramôs experiment exemplifies, enforcers of an authoritarian government are 

prone to commit ócrimes of obedience.ô  

 

 

. Social Control System 

 

Within three years after the great flood in August 1995, approximately 2.1 to 3.5 million North Koreans 

out of a population of 22 million died from starvation or various malnourishment-related diseases (the 

North Korean government had reported 220,000 deaths of famine at the APEC Ministerial Meeting on 15 

May 2002), while more than 300,000 people had escaped out of North Korea.
1
 In spite of North Koreaôs 

dissolution stage, a single incident of organized protest or a sign of diminishing regime has not been 

reported.  

 

This is an outcome of the effective and efficient governmentôs control mechanism in repressing social 

unrest at its initial state. These mechanisms include constant control and monitoring mechanism through 

the National Security Agency, Ministry of Peopleôs Safety (formerly known as Department of Public 

Security), Ministry of State Inspection (formerly known as Sate Inspection Commission), Socialist Law-

abiding Life Guidance Committee, and Inminban (neighborhood units); six political prison camps which 

will be described in Chapter III, Rodonggyoyangso (Prison for Education through Labor) and Gwalliso 
(Political Penal-labor Colony), Jipgyeolso (Detention Center) and Rodongdanryeondae (Labor Re-

education Facility); ad hoc control mechanism such as 9.27 Committee.  

 

 

1. National Security & Integrity Agency (NSIA) 

                                           
1 Robinson, W. Courtland et al.."Famine, Mortality, and Migration: A Study of North Korean Migrants in China." In Forced 

Migration and Mortality. 2001. pp.69-84. http://books.nap.edu/books/0309073340/html/69.html (Search Date: November 25, 

2003); Goodfriends, Dumankangeul gunneoon saramdel (People who crossed the Tuman River), (Korean edition), vto 

Publication, 1999. 
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North Koreaôs secret police, the National Security & Integrity Agency currently known as Bowibu (NSIA, 

Gukgaanjeon bowibu,) was launched in February of 1947 as the Security Bureau of North Korean Peopleôs 
Committee. After the establishment of the North Korean government in 1948, the duty of the Security 

Bureau was transferred to the cabinet and Special Security Department took charge of responsibilities. The 

Special Security Department was renamed ñState Political Security Affairs Bureauò and became a part of 

the Ministry of Public Security in 1951. This secret police tasks were transferred back to the cabinet in 

October 1952, but were returned to the Ministry of Public Security in October 1962.  

 

Even after the Ministry of Public Security was renamed ñPeopleôs Safety Agency (PSA)ò in 1972, secret 

police tasks were under the control of the PSA. However, after Kim Jong-il was appointed successor under 

Kim Il -sungôs orders, political securities were separated and established as an independent body in May 

1953ðamong other various functions of the PSA already under the State Administration Council,  

 

In order to maintain Kimôs succession of dictatorship, the NSIA was placed in charge of tracking down 

dissidents and investigating slandering incidents of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il while monitoring 

peopleôs ideology and trends. The NSIA also manages political prison camps where dissidents are detained. 

In addition, they conduct tasks of anti-espionage, gathering information from the outside, overseas 

maneuvering, border security and management of the immigration bureau.  

 

The NSIA, in cooperation with the Escort Bureau guards Kim Jong-il and party cadres. Under one head of 

the agency, several deputy heads are responsible for organization, propaganda, cadres, monitoring, 

logistics, and the railway. The agency has branches in every city and province. It also dispatches agents for 

surveillance to other organizations, enterprises, and military forces under the Ministry of the Peopleôs 

Armed Forces.  

 

When Kim Il-sung was alive, the agency was under the direct order of the State President. Today, it is 

under the direct supervision of Kim Jong-il. It has established ô10 Principles to Establish the Monolithic 

Ideological Systemô for the worship of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il and is actively involved in securing 

Kim Jong-ilôs regime.  

 

The NSIA has great power in arresting suspects without due legal process and punishing them without trial. 

Furthermore, the NSIA has been exempted from reorganizations while other governmental organizations 

have at annual meetings of the Supreme Peopleôs Assembly. Any changes in personnel within the agency 

are shrouded in secrecy.
2
 

 

 

2. Peopleôs Safety Agency (PSA) 

 

North Korea has been using the USSRôs Police System as a reference model in establishing and developing 

its own system. The agencyôs tasks were numerously dismembered, transferred and integrated. Its 

organization was downsized, expanded and restructured. Thus the agencyôs name has changed several 

times. This is partially because it has been reformed under unique circumstances like the birth of the nation 

and the Korean War, but mostly because the rule of North Korea runs not by stated rules but rather by the 

wills of the dictators Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il. In the 1
st
 Session of the 7

th
 Supreme Peopleôs Assembly 

(SPA) in April 1982, the PSA, with the NSA and Ministry of the Peopleôs Armed Forces was transferred 

from an affiliate of the State Administration Council to that of the Secretariat. Later in the 1
st
 Session of the 

8
th
 SPA of the Supreme Peopleôs Assembly in December 1986, it was retransferred to the State 

Administration Council. The PSA was transferred to the cabinet and renamed as the Ministry of Public 

Security in September 1998 and renamed again as PSA in April 2000.
3
 

 

The objective of the PSA is to maintain and strengthen the safety of society and to protect the life and 

wealth of the people and the country. However, its primary duties are to strengthen the dictatorship of the 

                                           
2 Doosan encyclopedia & EnCyber.com 
3 http://www.kplibrary.com/nkterm/read.aspx?num=519 ( Search Date: July, 20, 2010) 
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Workersô Party of Korea (WPK), to find and eliminate everything that hinders the socialist construction 

and to oppress the public to obey the regime of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il.  

 

Their duties are as follows: 

 

1) To monitor, seek and punish anti-governmental activities; 

2) To monitor, seek and punish anti-revolutionary activities; 

3) To seek and eliminate any ñunhealthyò elements such as wobblers, malcontents, factionalists and 
parochialists;  

4) Background and identity checks of residents; 

5) Identity checks for immigration/emigration; 

6) Surveillance of foreign visitors; 

7) Security maintenance in local regions; 

8) Crackdown on crimes; 

9) Escorting state organizations and cadres and security of the region; 

10) Traffic control and fire prevention; 

11) Population census to grasp floating population and missing persons ; 

12) Observation of persons who needs surveillance; 

13) General registration work such as birth registration, death registration, marriage registration and 

movement of residence; 

14) Storage and maintenance of classified files; 

15) Maintenance and operation of Gyohwaso and Rodonggyoyangso; 

16) Maintaining security of the railways; 

17) Protection of national and personal properties; 

18) Control of naval entrance; 

19) Maintaining security of anti-aircraft
4
; 

 

 

3. State Inspection Commission / Ministry of State Inspection  

 

Under the supervision of the cabinet, the State Inspection Commissionôs main duty is to inspect and censor 

the work of state administrative organizations and  ideology to expose administrative officersô anti-

governmental, anti-revolutionary or illegal activities. 

 

From the 1
st
 to the 4

th
 Cabinet (September 9

th
, 1948 to December 28

th
, 1972) it was called the Ministry of 

State Inspection and later changed to the State Inspection Commission when the Central Peopleôs 

Committee was formed based on the revised Socialist Constitution in December of 1972. On 5 September 

1998, as the Central Peopleôs Commission was dissolved under the new Socialist Constitution (the Kim Il-

sung Constitution), it was renamed back to the Ministry of State Inspection.
 5
 

 

 

4. Socialist Law-abiding Life Guidance Committee  

 

Socialist Law-abiding Life Guidance Committee is a quasi-legal system that directs and supervises 

residents lives so that they are in compliance with legal norms and regulations. Unlike law and 

investigative organizations, it operates under the Central Peopleôs Committee with the State Inspection 

Commission. Its main duties include legal control and law-abiding education to residents. 

 

The Committeeôs launch was first announced in Kim Il-sungôs address in the 1
st
 Session of the 6

th
 SPA in 

December of 1977. Each region has five or six leading officials including the chief secretary of the 

Party/chairman of the peopleôs committee and director of social security and vice-chairman in judicial 

                                           
4 Communist Bloc Research Institute, North Korean Dictionary , 1976, pp. 577-578. 
5 http://www.kplibrary.com/nkterm/read.aspx?num=184 (Search Date: July 22, 2010) 
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affairs in the peopleôs committee. Main duties are judicial rulings against social and economical offenders 

and interpretation and communication of legal terms including the orders of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il.
6
 

 

 

5. Inminban (neighborhood units) 

 

ñInminbanò is the basic administrative-assistance organization of North Korea similar to South Koreaôs 

Tong or Ban (neighbourhood unit). It is controlled by the peopleôs committee of dong (village), ri  (village), 

eub (town/semiurban), and rodongjagu (workers district). Each dong, ri , eub, and rodongjagu has 30 to 40 

Inminbans and each has the lowest organization of the Korean Workersô Party (KWP).  

 

Similarly to South Korean neighbourhood meeting, Inminbans meet once or twice per week and most of 

the attendants are housewives. Head of the Inminban is appointed by the peopleôs committee after 
gathering Inminban membersô opinions and evaluation. Under Head of the Inminban is the Deputy Head of 

Sanitary and Deputy Head of Householder.
7
 

 

Recently, the North Korean government publicized that residents should further strengthen the 

participation of Inminban in order to sustain stronger socialism. 

 

Moreover, according to the ólecture materialsô that óFree North Korea Radioô acquired recently, the North 

Korean government refers to the Inminban system as the fundamental basis of the regime.  

 

From the article that the KWP issued this May, it was quoted that ñEspecially when all the imperialists are 

isolating the Republic, we should strengthen our participation of Inminban and exclude all hostile 

elements.ò It also insisted that ñstrengthening Inminban system is an important political matter and 

everyone should participate so that we can carry on óourô socialism.ò The article also emphasized that 

residents should strengthen Inminban life by denying and fighing against anti-socialism actions. The North 

Korean government warns that all anti-socialism actions, such as illegal merchant services and illegal 

lodging, can be prevented in a well organized Inminban. After all, in order to strengthen the Inminban, 
everyone should take responsibility and participate proactively rather than just overlooking abnormal 

activities. Moreover, people are asked to report to the authorities any cases of anti-socialism actions so that 

such actions may be prevented in the future.
8
 

 

The main reason why North Korea does not have organized resistance or show signs of collapse is because 

the country has a well organized controlling and monitoring system. Unlike Eastern European communist 

countries, North Korean residents cannot develop a social network which can gather all the dissidents, 

pressure political system, and promote political change. 

 

A unique characteristic of North Korean society is that the governmentôs controlling mechanism is deeply 

rooted in every aspects of North Koreans and even the lowest officers has strong power to control residents 

though governmental authority. For example, a person who causes contentions with party cadres through 

objection or refutation or a person who loses favour from a senior member are treated similarly as 

criminals of robbery or rape and are sent to Rodongdanryeondae. 

 

 

. Socio-Political Punishment System 

 

As aforementioned, there are various punishment mechanisms against North Korean peopleôs political and 

social deviation. Among those mechanisms, the most serious human rights abuses occur in the political 

prison camps. Their official name is ñManagement Center Number OO (OO Ho Gwalliso).ò North 
Koreans call them ñDistricts under Special Dictatorship (Teukbyeol dokje daesang guyeok),ò 

                                           
6 http://www.kplibrary.com/nkterm/read.aspx?num=526 (Search Date: July 15, 2010) 
7 LEE woo-young, http://kr.blog.yahoo.com/jirosama17%40ymail.com/3 (Search Date: July 17, 2010) 
8 Reporter, KIM Dae-sung lstarkim@naver.com, source: Free North Korea Radio www.freenk.net 
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ñConcentration Camps for Political Detainees (Jeongchibeom jipdan suyongso),ò ñThe Land of Exile 
(Yubaeso),ò ñCaves for Factionalists (Jongpagul),ò ñDistricts for Removed Residents (Ijuguyeok),ò etc. 

 

The North Korean political prison camps are located at Yodeok, Dancheon, and Deokseong-gun in South 

Hamgyeong; plus two camps in Onseong, Hoeryeong, and Hwaseong Buryeong-gun in North Hamgyeong, 

Gaecheon, Bukchang-gun in South Pyeongan, Cheonma-gun in North Pyeongan, and Dongsin-gun in 

Jakang Province. These camps include ñDistricts under Special Dictatorship,ò in other words ñAbsolutely 

Controlled Districts (Wanjeon tongje guyeok),ò and ñDistricts under Edification for Revolution 

(Hyeokmyeonghwa daesang guyeok)ò.  

 

Among these camps, some limited information is known about the following camps. 

 

Gwalliso No.14: belongs to the Bowibu (National Security Agency), located at Bobong-ri, Gaecheon-gun, 

in South Pyeongan, and holds about 15,000 prisoners. According to Shin Dong-Hyuk who was born and 

raised in Gaecheon Gwalliso, it is located at Eodong-ri, Gaecheon-si, South Pyeongan and it had been 

located in Gaecheon and Bongchang before it was relocated in 1983. The first generation of detainees were 

high-ranking Party and Government bureaucrats and military officers who opposed to Kim Il-sungôs 

regime from the end of the 1950s to the end of the 1960s, plus their families and friends.  

 

Relatively recent information is available on this camp based on the testimony of Mr. Kim Yong who 

escaped from there in December 1999 and took refuge in South Korea via China. Mr. Kim Yongôs father 

was executed in 1957 for ñthe crime of espionage.ò To protect her sonôs future, Kim Yongôs mother forged 

their family register so Kim Yong would become an orphan of the Korean War. However, when the 

forgery of his family register was revealed, he was sent to Gwalliso No.14 in May 1993.  

 

Shin Dong-Hyuk mentions that the camp is made of a main village and 5 different valleys. When people 

are sent to the camp, first they are detained in the 4
th
 or 5

th
 valleys and have to live by themselves. But if 

they work hard, they are sent to the 1
st
, 2

nd
, and 3

rd
 valleys. Even though they cannot have normal married 

life, they can have órewarded marriage,ô have children and those children can attend school. However, 

prisoners in the 4
th
 and 5

th
 valleys are unable to get out of the valleys or attend school. Shin also mentioned 

that until the date he escaped the camp in year of 2005, he saw a lot of people coming into the camp but 

saw no one getting released. 

 

Gwalliso No.15: belongs to the Bowibu, located at Yodeok-gun, in the province of South Hamgyeong and 

holds about 20,000 detainees including families of defectors to South Korea, landlords, capitalists, and 

Korean Japanese who returned to North Korea and fell out of favour with the Party and government. Mr. 

Kang Cheol-hwan, a North Korean defector and prisoner at this Camp from 1977 to 1987, and Mr. An 

Hyeok, a North Korean defector and prisoner at the Camp from 1987 to 1989 both provided information 

on the human rights situation there. Further information on this camp was also made available from 

refugees recently released from the ñDistricts under Edification for Revolution.ò 

 

Gwalliso No.16: belongs to the Bowibu, located at Gochang-ri, Hwaseong-gun, in the province of South 

Hamgyeong, and holds about 10,000 detainees classified as ñanti-revolutionary and anti-Party elementsò 

based on charges of opposing the power succession of Kim Jong-il in the 1970s and early 1980s. Kim 

Dong-gyu, former Vice-Chairman of State, is one such example. 

 

Gwalliso No.21: belongs to the Bowibu, located at Changpyeong-ri, Gyeongseong-gun in the province of 

South Hamgyeong. Approximately 15,000 detainees are said to be mostly high-ranking bureaucrats and 

their supporters. Detainees include Bak Geum-cheol, Kim Do-man, Choe Chang-ik, and Kim Gwang-

hyeop who were opposed to Kim Il-sungôs regime from the end of the 1950ôs to the early 1970s. Rumor 

has it that these detainees are no longer at the camp, yet no recent information is available. 

 

Suseong Edification Center in Cheongjin City: belongs to the Bowibu, located in Sunam District in 

Cheongjin City, and holds about 3,000 detainees including religious leaders and their families, dissident 

Korean Japanese and their families, and individuals expelled from Pyongyang and their families etc. One 
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known example is Mr. Kang Hoe-taek, a Korean-Japanese who returned to North Korea with his family, 

and pastors and presbyters from the province of South Hwanghae. 

 

Gwalliso No.18: belongs to the Department (Ministry) of Public Security [ñSahoe anjeon bu (seong),ò 
recently changed to ñInmin boan seongò], located at Deukjang-ri, Bukchang-gun, in the province of South 

Pyeongan, and holds about 25,000 detainees that include families of defectors to South Korea, people of 

faith, and other persons judged as requiring edification for revolution, such as the medical doctor Hwang 

Sun-il. These detainees are allowed to keep their citizenship and can be released. 

 

Ms. Kim who was released from the facility testifies the process of imprisonment. 

 

ñI was living in Pyongyang. One day in 1970, my parents were arrested in 1970 at our house. I did not 

comprehend anything about what was going on. In February of 1978, I was arrested and spent 28 years at 

the Gwalliso without knowing why. I was thirteen at the time. The camp was called Gwalliso No.18 and 

was situated in Seoksan-ri, South Pyeongan. My family had been confined since October 1970 while I 

lived with my grandmother for the next five years until I got arrested as well. One time I followed my aunt 

to Gwalliso No.18 where my parents were. My aunt could not accompany me through the procedure and I 

waited 16 hour alone to see my mother. The mother I had remembered five years ago was no longer there, 

I could hardly recognize her. I was still very young and the situation was very difficult for me to grasp. 

However, I began to understand when I walked many miles home with my grandmother. I was not able to 

see my father whom I had been separated from 5 years ago as he had already passed away on December 7, 

1974.ò  

 

Mr. Kang Myeong-do estimates that about 300,000 detainees are currently being held at Gwallisos Nos. 17, 

19, 22, and 23. Except for Camp No.18 and the ñDistricts under Edification for Revolutionò at some of the 

other Camps, all remaining detainees are deprived of their citizenship and lead lives more miserably than 

slaves. 

 

Yet, since the mid 1990s it would seem that the ñDistricts under Special Dictatorshipò are expanding while 

the ñDistricts under Edification for Revolutionò are diminishing. According to witness accounts from 

North Korean refugees who recently entered South Korea, another important change occurred in the mid-

1990s as the majority of the families of detainees in the ñDistricts under Edification for Revolutionò were 

either released or moved to a ñDistrict under Special Dictatorship.ò According to Mr. Kang Cheol-hwanôs 

explanation, before 1987, half of the Yodeok Detention Camps (Gwalliso No.15), including Gueup-ri, 

Lipseok-ri, and Daesuk-ri were ñDistricts under Edification for Revolution,ò while the other half of the 

Camp, including Ryongpyeong-ri and Pyeongjeon-ri was part of the  ñDistrict under Special Dictatorshipò. 

However in 1987, 80% of the Camp became a ñDistrict under Special Dictatorshipò based on the 

transformation of Gueup-ri and Lipseok-ri. This leaves only Daesuk-ri as a ñDistrict under Edification for 

Revolution.ò 

 

According to Mr. Yi Yeong-hui (pseudonym, 38 years old an the time of release in 1995 from ñGwalliso 

No.15ò), numerous detainees from the ñDistricts under Edification for Revolutionò were released since 

1987; the families of returned Korean-Japanese were released first, followed by other families. For 

example, Mrs. Yi Chun-ok, detained along with her children in 1984 when visiting North Korea from 

Japan to meet her husband, was released with her family. However, the families of Kim Dae-in and Bak 

Sun-ok (her mother was Japanese and died in the Camp) were referred to as the ñimmobile fortunes of the 

Campò and were moved to a ñDistrict under Special Dictatorshipò even after more than 20 years of 

detention, along with other families labeled as ñreactionaries of the worst type.ò They were moved using 

trucks from the State Safety and Protection Agency and told that they would be released. This method was 

also used to move Mrs. Sin Suk-ja and her two daughters, Hye-won and Gyu-won, the remaining family 

members of the South Korean economic scholar Oh Gil-nam who took refuge in North Korea after gaining 

his Ph.D. in West Germany and then returned to South Korea after he was dispatched to Europe as a 

translator for the North Korean delegation. Other examples of this kind of transfer include Mr. Kim 

Hyeong-rak, a former pilot of Kim Il -sungôs presidential plane who was placed in detention in 1978 as a 

result of the discord between Kim Jong-il and his half brother Kim Pyong-il in the so-called ñIncident of 

Side Branches (Gyeotgaji sageon),ò along with his son and daughter, and the parents and brothers of Mr. 
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Yi Yeong-seon, who defected to South Korea in 1978. The 800 to 1,000 bachelors remaining in the 

ñDistrict under Edification for Revolutionò in Gwalliso No.15 would appear to be mostly former envoys to 

foreign countries, defectors who were arrested, or attempted defectors. 

 

Eight pilots were detained in the Camp in 1996 after they joked about crashing into the Presidential Palace 

when training with three other pilots in Russia for the purpose of introducing new Russian aircraft to North 

Korea. A group of about 200 young people was detained in the Camp in 1998 after an anti-government 

incident. According to the witness account of Mr. Yi Baekryong (Yi Yeong-guk), a large group of purged 

military officers, including various generals, was held in the Camp in 1997 after a North Korean submarine 

was discovered near Kangreung City off the South Korean east coast. 

 

As mentioned above, the North Korean government has clearly violated óextermination,ô ópersecution,ô and 

of the óenforced disappearance of peopleô stipulated in the Article 7 of the Rome Statute. Even when 

disregarding the jurisdiction of Article 7 in North Korea, the top political leaders are still guilty of óCrimes 

Against Humanity.ô Furthermore, even without the Rome Statute, the North Korean government clearly 

violates the óInternational Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights,ô óInternational Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights,ô óConvention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide,ô 

óConvention on the Rights of the Child,ô and óConvention on the Elimination of the Discrimination against 

Women,ô which they ratified.  

 

Insofar as the effects of the food shortages on the entire North Korean society, the detainees in the Yodeok 

Camp (Gwalliso No.15) experienced some of the worst conditions. Mr. Yi Baek-ryong reported, ñ200 

among the 800 bachelor detainees died within one year due to malnutrition and forced hard labor. The 

detainees were only allowed 80 grams of corn a day, plus soup made from dried radish leaves. Yet the 

number of detainees in the Camp never decreased as there were always new arrivals. One winter, after a 

rumor was disseminated about a visit from international NGOs to Yodeok Camp, the detaineesô shacks 

were deliberately destroyed and they were forced to shiver in the cold for 20 days.ò 

 

This treatment of prisoners is a violation of the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 

Prisoners.  

 

Currently, although much is known of the six camps (camps No.14, No.15, No.16, No.18, No. 22, No. 25 

and Suseong Edification Center in Cheongjin City), no current information is available on the following 

Gwallisos after they were displaced: No.11 (Gyeongseong ófamilyô camp, displaced in October, 1989), 
No.12 (Onseong-Changpyeong ófamilyô camp, displaced in May, 1987), No.13 (Jong-seong ófamilyô camp, 

displaced in December, 1990), No.26 (Detention camp for just ópolitical criminalsô in Hwajeon-dong, 

Pyongyang, displaced in January, 1990), No. 27 (Cheonma ófamilyô camp, displaced in November, 1990). 

Based on the case of Mr. Yi Yeong-guk (former bodyguard of Kim Jong-il, and known with his 

pseudonym Yi Baek-ryong), who was a detainee in the Yodeok Camp from April 25, 1995 to January 5, 

1999 and entered South Korea in May 2000, it would appear that the guilt-by association system among 

family members has been mitigated to some extent. Plus, cases like Mr. An Hyeok who was classified as a 

felon and held in a political prison camp on the charge of traveling around border regions in China without 

permission have seemingly reduced in number. 

 

However, such developments can hardly be defined as an improvement of human rights in North Korea as 

they do not stem from the North Korean authoritiesô awareness of human rights but rather from the reality 

caused by economic disaster and food shortages preventing the punishment of all defectors and the 

protection of the social order by way of the past. The increasing number of imprisonment indicates the 

growth of the political deviation phenomenon. Therefore, it would be plausible to assume that on the verge 

of collapse due to social changes, social regulation is not fully efficient in its existing social regulatory 

mechanism. 

 

 

IV. Political -Social Effects 
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The estimated number of the prisoners in North Koreaôs prison camps is less than 1 percent of the total 

population. However, the percentage is fearful enough to silence the remaining 99 percent of the general 

public. 

 

In its periodic report to the ICCPR submitted to the UN Committee on Civil and Political Rights, North 

Korea emphasizes that freedom of opinion and expression is specified in Article 67 of 1998 Constitution 

("Kim Il -sung Constitution"), the Publication Law, and other relevant laws, and that North Koreans enjoy 

these rights. However, Article 10 of Kim Il-sung Constitution stipulates, "The Democratic People's 

Republic of Korea (DPRK) bases itself on the political and ideological unity of the entire people based on 

the worker-peasant alliance in which the working class plays a leading role." Article 63, 81 and 85 stress 

"all," "political and ideological unity and solidarity of people," "revolutionary vigilance" and "security of 

the State." Therefore, "the freedom of opinion and expression" of individuals is well guaranteed by the 

system. And the 'Ten principles to Establish the Monolithic Ideological System' which stand above the 

constitution in real life of the public does not allow the freedom of expression and speech of individuals, 

and even goes so far as to regulate that a person is a "political criminal" if the person fails to actively 

comply with these principles. 

 

Various controlling tools to suppress an individual's freedom of expression and speech are developed and 

deeply penetrate into the lives of citizens. Yoon Dae-il, former agent of the NSA also testifies that 

Northern authorities renew the handwriting of people aged 17 or older every year and use the data in 

investigating scribbling or leaflets against the Kim family or the authorities. 

 

The result of North Korean governmentôs control and suppression over its people is demonstrated in the 

Interview Survey of North Korean defectors conducted by the Korean Bar Association (KBA) in 2006, 

2008, and 2010. 

 

<Table 1> Have you ever seen people punished based on charges of criticizing Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il, 

the Korean Workers' Party, or remarks that the South Korean economy is in good condition and the 

country is good to live in? 

Choices Frequency (No.) Percentage (%) 
Effective Percentage 

(%) 

Yes 46 46.0 46.0 

No 54 54.0 54.0 

Total 100 100.0 100.0 

 

<Table 2> Are there any neighbors who inform the authorities on a person that says anything good about 

South Korea, or criticizes Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il, or Korean Workers' Party? 

 

Choices Frequency (No.) Percentage (%) 
Effective Percentage 

(%) 

Yes 88 88.0 88.9 

No 11 11.0 11.1 

Total 99 99.0 100.0 

No response 1 1.0  

Grand Total 100 100.0  
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<Table 3> Have you ever witnessed people being punished for listening to Korean radio programs or of 

other foreign countries? 

 

Choices Frequency (No.) Percentage (%) 
Effective Percentage 

(%) 

Yes 46 46.0 46.0 

No 54 54.0 54.0 

Total 100 100.0 100.0 

 

<Table 4> Can North Korean residents freely discuss domestic and international politics and economic 

news that the government allowed to be broadcasted or printed?  

 

 Response Percentage (%) 
Cumulative Percentage 

(%) 

Valid 

Response 

Yes 61 31.4 31.4 

No 133 68.6 100.0 

Total 194 100.0   

Missing 

values 
No Response 6     

Total 200     

 

In terms of "improvement of opinion and expression," there seems to have been a desirable progress after 

the North's food crisis. In a 2006 interview among 100 defectors, when asked "How well do you comply 

with the 'Ten principles to Establish the Monolithic Ideological System'?" some respondents said little or 

none, while quite a few said "partly or formally." In 2008, the same question was not asked but there were 

similar testimonies from respondents. 

 

Such developments seem to result from the failure of the state controlling tools in addressing the "deviant 

phenomenon" that greatly increased after the food crisis rather than due to progress made in the 

"improvement of freedom for opinion and expression." 'Ten principles' are still observed by public officials, 

and still binds the ordinary people as a reference of control through life assessment meetings, even though 

the principle fails to win voluntary consent from them. 

 

The 2008 interview among 100 defectors told us how strongly a life assessment meeting binds people in 

the course of a regular education program. 

 

[ID46] You have to attend a life assessment meeting, even if you do not go to school. Even if a child is 

sick and cannot go to school, other children would come to the child's home to bring him to school if 

there is an afternoon life assessment meeting. So you must attend the meeting. In particular, if there is an 

instruction about Kim Jong-il's policy, the child must go attend the meeting. If a child fails to go, the 

child's mother, father (and everyone) are called to school. If a little child fails to attend the meeting, a 

notice is sent to the parents and the child cleans the school. In the case of high school students, however, 

the punishment is severer because he is considered to have undesirable ideologies. 

 

As in the 2006 interview, the 2008 interview also revealed detailed testimonies from almost all the 

respondents in the question, "Have you witnessed, or heard of people who were punished on charge of 

taking ill care of or destroying portraits?" 

 

[ID11] I am not sure which year it was. Somebody laid the portrait of Rodong Shinmun underneath the 

paper floor. In other words, somebody spread the portrait of Rodong Shinmun as a first layer of the floor 
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paper, and a floor heating system repairer came to saw it, and reported this to the authorities. Another 

rumor I heard was that there was someone who was punished for hiding money behind the portrait on 

the wall. You are also punished if you break the frame glass of portrait: you are usually exiled to a local 

province or rural area.  

 

[ID14] In the public execution site, people who sold various types of glass and those who even sold 

frame glass of portraits or big portraits were arrested and executed publicly. I remember it was in 2000. 

The authorities probably did so to make examples of such cases. 

 

However, it seems that things have greatly changed since the late 1990s. For example, in Saebyeol-gun 

(SaebyȀl county), Hamgyeongbuk-do, father-in-law of Kim was sent to the prison camp in Jeonggeo-ri when 

he was caught exchanging a portrait screen of Kim Il-sung for drinks. In 1986, a friend (born in 1976 in **-ri, 

Musan-gun) of interviewee ID01 from the train vocation school was sentenced to four years in a corrections 

facility for charges of rolling a cigar with the newspaper photo of Kim Il-sung. In 1993, when mother of 

ID03 had an argument with her neighbor and pushed her to the wall, the neighbor's neck was pushed 

backwards to touch and drop the portrait of Kim Il-sung to the floor. The neighbor had to spend three years 

in a long-term corrective labor camp along with charges of verbal reactionary. Such cases have started to 

decrease in the late 1990s. 

 

In North Korea, "a reactionary word" is a good example of means of suppressing the freedom of 

expression and speech. "A reactionary word" refers to arbitrary self-expression for unallowable speech and 

behaviors of criticizing Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il, or the state policy and regime. The 2006 and 2008 

interviews are a source of many of such examples from several respondents. Various cases were 

introduced by respondents. ID75 testified in a 2006 survey that there were executions twice a month in 

1994 and 1995 for people who had made wrong remarks or committed murder. However, the executions 

were stopped due to negative public sentiment. They were allegedly caught and shot to death for saying, "I 

can't live here anymore." And ID88 said that all three complaints in his hometown were sent to a political 

prison camp after they had drunk together and said "We can't live anymore." There was no one who came 

back. According to the testimony of ID04, the husband of Lee (born in 1949, **-ban, **-gu, Musan-gun) 

was arrested by the Bowibu for saying, "Kim Pyong-il is told to be very bright" in 1993 and Lee and her 

children were expelled to Seoho-ri. And ID023's testimony was that in 2000 the Agency dug up the tomb 

of Choi (deceased, but would be over 60 years of age, an assistant manager of a mine post shop) when his 

1988 graffiti saying, "Until when does the world remain as it is" was discovered after his death. ID48 

testified that Kim (then 56) was arrested by a Bowibu agent for criticizing Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il 

and disappeared in 2000. And he said that Jeon (49), a manager of Gyeongpo TV Brokerage talked about 

South Korean politics in a drinking place after watching South Korean TV programs. His friend reported 

him and he was sent secretly to a camp. 

 

In the 2008 survey, when asked "Give three examples to be punished for making wrong remarks." ID9 

answered, "People should not say that South Korea is a better place, that South Korea is better off and that 

China is getting rich due to its "Open and Reform Policy." Of course, remarks on Kim Jong-il's family are 

prohibited." In addition, ID3 said, "If people talk about the South Korean president, the Workers' Party and 

Kim Jong-il's private life, they are caught within the hour." 

 

But a respondent (ID66) in the 2006 survey maintained that as ideas of the leader have not been realized in 

the recent decade and the event of the food shortage in North Korea had worsened, people want to leave 

the country. So, only people who behaved improperly were caught while people who made wrong remarks 

were left intact. Similar arguments are proposed in the 2008 survey. 

 

[ID76] As I have been caught by the Bowibu, now I know that people are being punished lightly for 

simple wrong remarks. The punishment gets tougher when people say bad words. The rules have been 

changed as more and more people are doing that. Now it is recognized that people can't help 

complaining about the situation as they are starved and experience difficult times. But blunt criticism 

against Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il is considered an act of terrorism. If people do that, they are sent 

directly to the camp. They are called No. 7 and No. 9 case. No. 7 is about Kim Il-sung and No. 9 is about 

Kim Jong-il. So when people just say No. 7 or No. 9 case to a judge or a party officer, they understand 
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without further explanation necessary.  

 

The testimonies collected from the KBAôs interview survey with 200 North Korean refugees in 2010 

indicate this change. As shown in Table 4, when asked ñCan North Korean residents freely discuss 

domestic and international politics and economic news that the government allowed to be broadcasted or 

printed?ò 31.4% of the people answered it is possible. However, it meant it is partially possible in limited 

situations. [ID17] What they meant by ñfree discussedò was only limited to such report as óSouth Koreaôs 

attempt to attack North Korea.ô Therefore, North Koreans can talk about the news along those lines and 

when they do, it highly considered as revolutionary elements. Additionally, [ID21] says, ñeven if the North 

Korean government allows it, we cannot really discuss domestic or international politics and economy. 

When you do, there might be spies in the group and they can report you to the authorities by picking on 

anything I said. Thus, you canôt really talk freely about the politics and economics.ò  

 

The oppression of freedom of speech in North Korea is a violation of Article 19 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, Article 19 and 20 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 

Article 4 (a) and (c) and Article 5 (d- ), of the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 

of Racial Discrimination and Article 12 and 13 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

 

Article 6 of the North Korean Publication Law (DPRK Law on Publication, revised on January 21, 1999) 

stipulates, "A citizen can write or create works freely. The state is obliged to make the public participate in 

writing or creative works." However, Article 47 of the law states, "A publication organization and its 

supervisor should prevent confidential information from being leaked through publication and keep 

reactionary ideology, culture and trend from spreading. They should register printing equipment and 

regulate the use." Article 48 stipulates, "If publications leak confidential information and spread 

reactionary ideology, culture and trend, production, publication, distribution and shipment of them should 

be suspended and withdrawn." Article 49 stipulates, "If unregistered printing equipment is used, it should 

be seized." Article 50 states, "If an organization or a group violates this law and causes serious results, they 

should take administrative or criminal responsibility based on the circumstances." Those articles oppress 

freedom of speech and publication to prevent the North Korean people from engaging in creative works 

freely. 

 

Under the law, fax machines and computer printers are to be registered and the number of printed pages 

controlled. So it is virtually impossible for the public to use the equipment. This goes against Article 6 of 

the Publication Law of North Korea as well as international norms. 

 

 

V.  Concluding Propositions 

 

The human rights problems in North Korea are not only limited to those who are detained in political 

prison camps. However, the dissolution of North Korean political prison camps could bring changes in 

North Koreaôs human rights policies and can also serve as the pivotal measuring stick for estimating 

reform/liberalization movement and improvement of civic autonomy. 

 

Considering the fact that fundamental measures the international community employ to change human 

rights policies in human rights-suppressing nations involve constantly criticizing and pressing specific 

facts that are violating the international human rights norms to make these nations oblige in its own 

wordsðthis is also known as óboomerang effectôðhuman rights violations that take place in North Korean 

political prison camps should be continuously emphasized.  

 

The fundamental factors of North Korean human rights problems lie in totalitarian control and the 

inefficiency of the regime. Therefore, such efforts to improve human rights in North Korea has certain 

limitations unless political democratization and changes in the regime are preceded. However, certain 

human rights violations can be improved even without political reform. According to óFive-Phase Spiral 

Model,ô North Korean government, without political reform partly shows phase 4, which is the 

óprescriptive status.ô     
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The most urgent step for the countries in directly relating to North Korea is to start discussing North 

Korean human rights issues. Holding a multilateral forum in regional level to encourage participation and 

building ground to talk about human rights issues along with topics including cooperation in science and 

education, economy and trade. Also, we need to inform the member of Northeast Asian countries about the 

possibility of the multilateral forum serving as an opportunity to activate the human contacts to further 

serve as a stepping stone to build active regional human rights protection policies. 

 

Considering that nationalism is pervasive in Northeast Asia and solving and discussing human rights 

problems is realistically time-consuming, a mid-long term solution is to have a North Korean government-

built National Human Rights Commission like the United Nations Commission on Human Rights 

suggested in the past and let the Commission be the main agent of activity, and NGOs can supervise and 

record, keep and provide all the information needed so that everyone can cooperate and complement each 

other.  

 

If a multilateral forum on the North Korean human rights issue were to form, then the first priority is to 

create the technical index that can measure what and how much North Korea is trying in order to keep up 

to the public promises and reality. Of course the ótechnical cooperationô stated above is what the United 

Nations has aimed to achieve through the resolution on North Korea human rights. However, under Kim 

Jong-ilôs regime, the UN was unable to see the effect. Therefore, in order for the multilateral forum to be 

effective we have to urge the North Korean government to improve weaknesses and correct contradictions 

in its laws and to comply with UN Economics and Social Council accompanying on-site observation.  

 

Additionally, human rights monitoring is necessary. This is one of the UN requests that seems almost 

impossible to implement since North Korea is continues to refuse. However, even in the case of 

CSCE/OSCE, they seemed to provoke arguments but eventually reached a mutual agreement that make 

monitoring possible. Therefore, continuing requesting for monitoring access and including so in 

negotiations are crucial in spite of the fact that the process would take a long period of time. 

 

Considering that democracy, human rights and rule of law are interrelated, demanding rule of law as 

leverage for improvement of North Korean human rights would be a moderate approach. As 

aforementioned, North Korean authorities may keep refusing improvement of plural democracy but it 

would be hard for them to refuse rule of law. It would be core elements for dialogue on human rights 

among Northeast Asian nations and approach of security issues like it was for nations in CSCE/OSCE. 

Therefore, at this point, more active measures should be taken to collect and accumulate information on 

North Korean governmentôs illegal and arbitrary punishments and relate countermeasures with 

humanitarian aid for North Korea.  

 

Furthermore, North Korean human rights issues should be regarded as part of security issues. The North 

Korean defectors problem in particular caused the relocation of quite an amount of military forces in both 

China and North Korea. Similar to CSCE/OSCE, concerned countries should comprehensively approach 

security issues and recognize that security issues are related to politics, economy, environment and human 

rights issues and that all these issues are closely interrelated. Furthermore, it is necessary to allow other 

countries to fairly engage in discussing the pending human rights issues in certain member countries in the 

Asia-Pacific Human Rights Mechanism and/or Forum China, North Korea and Vietnam might be against 

the idea, but ócooperative approach on securityô in Europe made it possible to create permanent system. As 

a result of that, it strengthened activities of the CSCE/OSCE while human rights issues significantly 

contributed to conflict prevention efforts in CSCE/OSCE. Therefore, we need to persuade opposing 

countries to show the positive effect of ócooperative approach on security.ô  

 

International and domestic norms which regulate North Korean human rights problems are already 

established. However, as these norms are not observed, the key of this problem is to make them abide by 

the norms through political compromise. Considering this actuality, it should be approached case by case. 

Through this approach, it is desirable to accumulate individual agreements and solutions and secure 

general binding force. 

 

Above all, rather than condemning politicians of human rights violating countries including North Korea, 
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we should seek problem solving strategies, create constructive measures and develop common projects or 

programs for settlement of pending issues.  
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The Changing Perceptions of the North Korean People 

 

Kongdan Oh 
Institute for Defense Analyses and the Brookings Institute, Washington D.C, USA 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Kim Il -sung Era (1955-1987) 

 
 ̋ People believed the Big Lie:  Socialism and juche [national self-reliance] are the best 

national policies 

 ̋ North Korea is a "paradise on earthñ 

 ̋ If we blindly obey the Korean Workers Party, we will succeed 

 ̋ The South Koreans are slaves of the American imperialists 

 ̋ Kim Il -sung is respected by all the world's leaders; every nation envies North Korea 

 ̋ Even by the 1980s, when the economy was faltering, people still counted on their 

leader 

 

 

The fall of Communism (1988-1989) 

 

 ̋ North Koreans began to doubt that they lived in a paradise on earth 

 ̋ They learned that South Korea would host the summer Olympics in 1988 

 ̋ The Kim regime showed its frustration by bombing a Korean Airlines plane in 

November 1987 as a warning to future visitors to Korea 

 ̋ The bombing only served to put North Korea on the US terrorism list;  the Olympics 

were a great success 

 ̋ In July 1989 North Korea spent $1.2 billion to stage its answer to the Olympics: the 

13th World (Socialist) Festival of Youth and Students 

 ̋ Big mistake:  The Festival was a wake-up call for the North Korean people, who 

observed that their socialist visitors were better dressed, better fed, and more free 

than they were 
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The fall of Communism (1988-1989)-continued 

 

 ̋ The Festival also helped bankrupt the government, which had stopped repaying its 

international debts a decade before  

 ̋ Meanwhile, a few people heard rumors that "poor" South Korea was being hailed by 

the global community as the land of the "Economic Miracle on the Han Riverñ 

 ̋ Politically, the world was changing: the Soviet Union adopted more openness and 

reform; China's leaders cautiously welcomed capitalism 

 ̋ The leaders of all the Eastern European Communist states were either expelled or 

killed 

 ̋ The two Germanys were reunified under democratic capitalism in October 1990 

 ̋ North Korea was left standing in the dust 

 

 

The Rise of South Korea Is Confirmed (1990-1992) 

 
 ̋ North Koreans learned even more about the outside world 

 ̋ The Soviet Union established diplomatic relations with South Korea in September 

1991, and received much needed trade, investment, and loans 

 ̋ North Korea's national media screamed that the Soviets were selling themselves like 

prostitutes 

 ̋ Then China established diplomatic relations in August 1992; the North Korean media 

were silent 

 ̋ Against North Korea's wishes, the two Koreas entered the United Nations in August 

1991 

 ̋ North Korean diplomats and officials were coming into contact with the outside 

world 

 ̋ They were beginning to realize that they lived in a hell on earth, not a paradise on 

earth 
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The Death of Kim Il-sung and the Arduous March (1994-1997) 

 
 ̋ Kim Il -sung's sudden death in July 1994 shocked the people, who wondered if the 

son, Kim Jong-il, could fill his father's shoes (they didn't realize that Kim Il-sung had 

already let them down) 

 ̋ The son immediately disappeared from public view, declaring a three-year "mourning 

period"  

 ̋ The economy crashed from its own weakness and because of the collapse of aid and 

trade with the communist world and severe floods in 1995 and 1996 

 ̋ The government stopped feeding the people 

 ̋ As many as 5 percent died; the survivors were those who rejected socialism and 

struck out on their own  

 ̋ Kim Jong-il blamed party cadres and government officials for the disastrous economy 

 ̋ The people did not blame Kim Jong-il or his recently deceased father, who were 

ultimately responsible; they simply ignored the government and the Party and the 

leader 

 ̋ The regime redoubled its efforts to gain the peopleôs loyalty with propaganda 

promoting the Kim cult, which only children and the feeble-minded believed 

 

 

 

Kim Jong-ilôs Military-First Politics (1998-2001) 
 

 ̋ Kim Jong-il needed to establish a reputation for himself 

 ̋ Among the three legs of the power (the Party, the military, and the government 

bureaucracy), Kim decided to rely on the military 

 ̋ Military-first politics: the military is to be the model of society and the most powerful 

institution 

 ̋ Kim ruled as head of the National Defense Committee and General Secretary of the 

Korean Workers Party 

 ̋ The ñpresidentò of the government took orders from Kim 

 ̋ Kim also boosted his personal security unit and created special Party organizations to 

run things under his personal control 

 ̋ The Korean Peopleôs Army was now ñKimôs armyò 

 



 

The 10
th
 International Conference on North Korean Human Rights & Refugees 

37 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Economic Reform and Major Disappointment (2002-2009) 

 
 ̋ In the summer of 2002, new economic management measures were introduced, 

raising people's expectation toward better living conditions 

 ̋ The economic measures gave a bit more economic freedom to the people, but did not 

solve basic economic problems 

 ̋ The government still wanted to control the economy, although it was forced to reduce 

social welfare contributions 

 ̋ Kim made frequent visits to farms and factories to show his interest, but his 

suggestions were weak: raise rabbits to feed people (no food to feed the rabbits, 

which hungry people quickly ate before they could multiply); raise catfish, goats, 

ostriches, turtles 

 ̋ Since the Arduous March, North Koreans had been sneaking across the border into 

China to work, and when they returned, they told about how much better life was in 

China 

 ̋ Over 100,000 were living in China 

 ̋ By 2002, over 1,000 defectors reached Korea from China annually; by 2005, over 

2,000 annually 

 ̋ The people who stayed home learned how to make a bare living for themselves 

through trading and cottage industries 

 ̋ High quality South Korean goods (ñgoods from the lower villageò) became available 
through China 

 ̋ Formerly, these goods were illegal; now people proudly show them off 

 

 

 

Currency Revaluation and Succession Politics  

(Since November 2009) 
 

 

 ̋ In December 2009, the government tried to take control of the economy and stop 

inflation (which made Korean currency almost worthless) by replacing the currency 

 ̋ 100 won of the old currency 100 could buy 1 won of the new currency 

 ̋ Overnight, everyone got poorer 

 ̋ The currency reform, like the economic reform of 2002, was a failure 

 ̋ It was designed to take economic power away from the people and give it back to the 

government 

 ̋ The result was more inflation (no one trusted the new currency) and widespread 

public dissatisfaction (but no riots) 

 ̋ Again, Kim blamed bureaucrats for the economic mess and had at least one scapegoat 

executed 
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Currency Revaluation and Succession Politics  

(Since November 2009) 

 
 ̋ In August 2008, Kim had a serious stroke 

 ̋ He appeared haggard, and people began to wonder if he was dying 

 ̋ Meanwhile, a third Kim (Kimôs youngest son, Kim Jong-un) was cautiously promoted 

as the next leader, although no one knew anything about him 

 ̋ The people were disgusted, but realizing they could do nothing and continued to ignore 

the government as much as possible 

 ̋ Songs and dances were promulgated to educate people about the almost mythical 

crown prince, but nobody saw him up close and no photos of him as an adult have ever 

been seen 

 ̋ The people are pessimistic about their future, but they are powerless to influence 

politics 

 ̋ So they try to mind their own business and wait for further developments over which 

they have no control 

 

 

After Kim Jong -il  

 
 ̋ Kim is 68 and has numerous health problems 

 ̋ Foreign analysts expect him to die in a few years 

 ̋ Kim Jong-un, at 28, is too young to run the country 

 ̋ He apparently has no independent power base and little experience 

 ̋ When Jong-il was named successor, he was almost 40 and had another 24 years of 

tutelage under his father before taking over 

 ̋ The political and economic elites, numbering a million or more, will support a 

continuation of the Kim regime 

 ̋ Kim Jong-un is likely to be a figurehead ruler under the guidance of a few top Party and 

military officials 

 ̋ The North Korean people are not prepared unprepared to take responsibility for their 

own government (consider the situation of defectors in South Korea) 

 ̋ They will probably continue to accept the rule of the Kim dynasty 
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Testimony 

 

North Koreaôs Control Over its People and the Peopleôs Safety Agency
1
 

 

Kim Young-Cheol 

Former officer, Peopleôs Safety Agency in North Korea 

Escaped from North Korea and Entered South Korea in February 2008 

 

 

I earned two degrees in North Korea. I first studied in North Koreaôs technical college from 1986 to 1992. 

After I graduated, I started working in the Inspection Bureau of the Peopleôs Safety Agency (PSA) as so-

called elite. I was a lieutenant in the PSA. Later, I studied in the Political College of PSA. I became a 

major and worked as the Chief of Inspection Bureau until I fled to South Korea. The reason why I was 

successful within the North Korean government was due to my family background. My father and uncle 

were both honored elites in North Korea. My uncleôs primary job was to turn Korean businessmen in 

China or Southeast Asia into North Korean spies. One day Kim Jong-Il executed my uncle, who worked in 

the Central Party, due to a disgraceful event. Afterwards, our family was denounced as a family of a traitor. 

As a result, my uncleôs family was imprisoned in Yodok Prison Camp and my father was forced to retire 

from the military. I was forcefully discharged and was relocated to the countryside. This signified a fall 

from the elite class to the working class and I could not stand such treatment. This was when decided to 

escape from North Korea, to seek revenge against Kim Jong-Il regime. 

 

Dynamics of National Security Agency and Peopleôs Safety Agency ï Revolving Around Shimhwajo 

Incident  

 

Under the Central Party, there are National Security Agency (NSA) and the PSA. To be clear, the latter 

operates as a police while the former is in charge of catching spies. Basically, PSA is in charge of 

regulating criminals that damage the country or the people. The North Koreans are afraid of the PSA but 

not of the NSA. This is because the PSA can legally punish people without just reason, using excuses like 

their income and expenditure. However, after the óShimhwajoô incident turned out to be false, the former 
Ministry of Public Security became PSA in April 2000. 

 

The Shimhwajo incident lasted from 1996 to 2000 and was carried out in two states, causing the death of 

over 20,000 innocent North Koreans. This incident started when the responsibility of the Arduous March 

(great food shortage in the 1990s) shifted to Seo Gwan-hi, the former Secretary of Agriculture in the 

Central Committee of the Party. The incident concerned a group from PSA centering on Chang Seong-

Taek attacking the Central Party officers of supreme power, including some of Kim Jong-Ilôs key 

personnel. Afterwards, North Koreans increasingly complained about the PSA, causing its status to decline. 

Eventually, those involved in the óShimhwajoô incident, including the Director of Political Bureau were 
executed after the thorough investigations of the PSA. Afterwards, Chang Seong-Taekôs 35 Bureau 

Incident broke out in 2005. To summarize this incident, in North Korea, Article 4 of the ó10 Principles to 

Establish the Monolithic Ideological System (Article higher than Criminal Code)ô states that Kim Il-Sung 

is to be honored like a God. The article states that people should carry true zealous faith, recognizing no 

one other than Kim Il-Sung and Kim Jung-Il. One day, a guard at Kim Jong-Ilôs summer house stopped a 

group of officers, when they had been sent there by Kim Jong-Il to rest. The guard denied their entrance, 

claiming that they could not enter without Chang Seong-Taekôs permission. It so happened that Chang 

Seong-Taek, Kim Jong-Ilôs brother in law, and Choi Ryong-Soo were having a party in the villa with 

óGippemjo (Pleasure Team)ô. The guards considered Chang and Choiôs order to be more valuable than that 

                                           
1
 Peopleôs Safety Agency has changed to Ministry of Peopleôs Safety since 2010. 
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of Kim Jong-Ilôs. The guard was executed for having violated the ó10 Principles to Establish the 

Monolithic Ideological System.ô 

  

Kim Jong-Il was furious and the people involved were fired the next day. Some of them were even sent to 

coal mines. The PSA, which held a lot of political power, was relocated under the cabinet and Chang 

Seong-Taek was demoted for 2 years. He was sent to Kim Il-Sung College of Advanced Courses for 

Cadres and the Central Partyôs Administration Office was dissolved. However, seeing the disorder in the 

country, they decided to make it a óDepartmentô and turned it into a separate organization. Chang Seong-

Taek was reinstated and the Administration Office was put back into place. Afterwards the PSA was 

relocated under the Central Partyôs direct control (separate from the Cabinet), and received a status 

equivalent to the NSA. In North Korea, like a fish without water, individuals are known to be incapable of 

functioning without orders coming from the Central Party. The analogy is that the North Korean 

administration offices, including the Cabinet, function as a propeller with the Central Party as rudder.  

 

Interrogation Process in Inspection Bureau 

 

The officers in PSA must memorize all of the Criminal Code and Criminal Procedure Code in college. In 

North Korea, the judges are punished if they do not follow the Criminal Procedure Code. During 

interrogation, a suspect must be confined for less than 48 hours. Since human rights violations may occur 

if a security agency confines a suspect out of their own convictions, they must receive the permission from 

Chief Persecutorôs office before confining anyone. Thatôs when the investigation starts. Constructing the 

suspectôs statement is also defined in the Code. For example, according to the Article 120 of the Criminal 

Procedure Code, they receive an oath from the suspect that they will assume the responsibility if their 

statements turn out to be false. 

 

Where I used to work, all investigation documents dealt only with macroscopic issues. The microscopic 

investigations are carried out in pretrial section where the appropriate sentence is determined. Afterwards, 

the pretrial on the suspect can last up to six months. If the suspect does not admit to his crime, the process 

can be extended up to a year. At this period, a ñPretrial Extension Decision Paperò must to be submitted to 

the prosecutorsô office. If the pretrial officer finds it a burden to write the document, and skip this process 

before extending the pretrial, the officer will be severely punished for violating human rights. (Fired, sent 

out of the party) 

  

Before the Shimhwajo incident in 1999, beating used to take place during interrogations. Nowadays, 

physical beatings rarely occur. However, the political prisoners who are sent to the NSA for execution are 

treated lower than dogs or pigs. Yet, a common criminal, dealt within the PSA, is investigated with 

óscientific,ô óobjectiveô and óevidence-firstô rules, not with forcible torture. When the government asks 

ñWhy do you beat people so harshly?ò the interrogators used to reply ñAre criminals considered human 

beings?ò If the Central Party answered in affirmation, the interrogators would respond ñThen why did you 

take away their identification cards before sending them to prison?ò The Central Party had no valid 

response to the questions. For your information, before sending suspects to Gyohwaso (Long-term Prison 

Labor Camp), there is something called inspection of suspectsô background. If any member of their 

families or relatives is a pilot, a submarine worker, or worked in an anti-South Korean sector, they may be 

sentenced just to probation.  

 

The Restricted Lifestyles of North Korean Residents 

 

I am often asked why rebellion never occurs in North Korea. This is because they are monitored through 

two or three stages. North Koreans are monitored in all social aspects by informers of the NSA and PSA 

and members of Party organization. Agents of the NSA and PSA monitor around 200 people each. If the 

population of North Korea is about 20 million, this indicates that there are around one hundred-thousand 

agents of the NSA and PSA, about 1/20 of the population. In addition, these agents have about 30 

informers working for them. This indicates that 60 out of 200 North Koreans are spies. So even if South 

Koreans infiltrated North Korea, they still would not be able to hold protests against the government. Not 

even those who were involved in the 5.18 Gwangju Democratization Movement would succeed in North 

Korea.  
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Along with the double and triple surveillance system, North Korean residences were controlled by the 

ñSelf and Mutual Criticizing Meetings.ò Under this system, people criticize themselves as well as others, 

causing lack of cooperation and unity among North Koreans. For example, I was unable to make a single 

friend even though I had worked in the military for 12 years. Demonstrations or protests can only take 

place when the people come together. This is very difficult in North Korea.  

 

Lastly, in North Korean society, there are two separate people in charge as an administrative officer and as 

a Party officer. They are taught to be suspicious of each other and to evaluate one another. This is a 

violation of human rights and that is why there can be no freedom of press in North Korea.  

 

Punishment Culture as a Tool in a Reign of Terror 

 

In North Korea, a public execution can be easily observed. Most of the 18,000 North Korean defectors in 

the South have witnessed it. It can be said that the North Korean government is running a reign of terror. 

There was a time when there was one execution per week. Even if the condemned had committed a grave 

offense such as murder, this fact is not released to the public. This is to make people believe that anyone 

can face execution, regardless of the severity of their crimes. The corpses of the executed cannot be taken 

away by their family. They just bury them in a level ground. Additionally, it seems to me that there has 

been some false information about executions provided by North Korean refugees. For example, some said 

that they have seen criminals burned alive. However, according to the PSA, criminals have been hung, 

never burned alive.  

 

Environment of Prisons 

 

Although North Korea itself could be considered as a huge prison, prisons do exist in North Korea and 

those who have been imprisoned in South Korea would be shocked by its condition. An unconverted long-

term political prisoner (for 34 years) in South Korea once visited the prison in North Korea. He said he 

would not be able to last a day in a North Korean prison.  

 

A room in a North Korean prison is about 16m². It has steel-barred windows and prison guards constantly 

patrol by the rooms. A hole on the corner functions as a toilet. However, it is not a flush toilet but one with 

a vile stench where excretion is visible right below the cover. Sometimes, people happen to see others use 

the bathroom while eating their meal. A meal consists of a rice ball made of corn and bean. Itôs practically 

thrown at the prisoners and the rice ball often breaks apart. This meal is extremely deficient. Unless the 

families of the prisoners provide food from outside, once a week, the prisoners die soon of malnutrition.  

 

During the Arduous March in 1997, around 20 prisoners died every day. At the time, they had to get rid of 

the corpse. However, these prisoners are considered to be traitors, not yet cleansed of their sins. Therefore, 

they were not handed over to the family but buried in the mountains behind the prison. The prisoners did 

not have enough strength to dig a deep hole for the corpsesðthe holes would be only 20~30cm deep. If it 

rained heavily in monsoon season, the arms and legs of the corpse would reappear through ground. Then 

the prison guards would order the prisoners to rebury them again. Although I have never been to Yodok 

Prison Camp, I suspect that the situation there is even worse. From what I have heard, only three thousand 

out of six thousand prisoners that were placed in the prison camp due to Shimhwajo incident came out 

alive after two years of imprisonment. According to what I have heard, there is a method of coal mining 

borrowed from the Japanese occupation period where they dig a hole just deep enough for their body to fit 

into. Later, they would just crawl out backwards unable to turn around. I have heard that this method is 

still employed in Yodok Prison Camp.  

 

Children on the street - Khotjebi 
 

Many children died during the Arduous March and many perished three years ago 3 (when I was still in 

North Korea). I am sure some of you have seen images in the media of kids living on the streets. Why do 

you think they are wandering the streets instead of attending government-operated kindergartens? In 

kindergartens, they try to brainwash children to make them loyal to the regime while barely giving them 
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anything to eat. They also exercise strict control and force them to chop wood as well as wash clothes in 

the stream. The children do not like living under such forced regulations. As a result, they run forced way 

of living. So they run away from the kindergartens and live on the streets, sometimes even freezing to 

death.  

 

Processing North Korean Escapees after Forced Repatriation 

 

In year 2000, I believe that there were about 20 people sent back to the security bureau that I used to work 

in. The lowest ranking security agents bring in the captured escapees from Shinuiju, Haesan or Onsong 

Jipgyeolso (Detention Center). Once the escapees are brought in, interrogation begins. The problem is that 

there is no legal basis for punishing the escapees because there are no articles on how to treat them. As a 

result, even so social discipline had deteriorated in North Korea, there is no way to punish someone 

without any legal basis. Up to the year 2004, the Criminal Code consisted of 160 Articles. During Supreme 

Peopleôs Assembly in September 2004, the Criminal Code was expanded to 320 Articles. Before, the 

defectors were not subjected to legal punishment; they were sent to the PSA or each cityôs 

Rodongdanryeondae (Labour Re-education Facility) instead. There is a something called óIllegal Border 

Crossingô where criminals forced into harsh labor for a period less than a year without any just reason. 

Because there was a justifiable reason for defecting, hunger, and the security agent usually forced them 

into labor rather than to imprisonment. Afterwards, they are sent to Jeungsan Rodongdanryeondae, which is 

believed to be worse than prisons. There are some people who have been to the Rodongdanryeondae up to 

four times. Sometimes, they are sent to Kaechon womenôs Rodongdanryeondae. If they are sent there for 

the second time, they must stay three years, third time was punishable for five years, and the fourth time 

back usually resulted in death.  

 

As for those who came back to North Korea after spending time in South Korea, they were punished by the 

Article 28 of the Criminal Code as traitors. They were handed over to the NSA and were executed. 

Otherwise, they would be sent over to Yodok Prison Camp and sentenced to live like animals.  

 

North Koreaôs Use of Wireless Phones and Phone Tapping 

 

In 2000, North Korea used Samsung cell phones made in China and Japan. While there was no such thing 

as a phone bill, the phone itself is sold $700 USD each. Considering that North Koreaôs GDP is $ 30~50 

USD, this is exceedingly expensive. I used a Samsung cell phone but it was difficult to get service in the 

mountains. This is because there needs to be a telephone pole every 40 km for optimal service. I believe 

that great Yongcheon explosion which killed a lot of people including the fire fighters was caused by cell 

phones.  

 

It was difficult for the North Korean government to wiretap cell phones at first so they had looked around 

for four years until they decided to use Egyptian Communication Company for tapping. Radio Regulatory 

Monitoring Bureau (27 Bureau) of the NSA is in charge of tapping cell phones. As soon as they overhear 

something suspicious, investigations take place almost right away.  

 

North Korean Peopleôs Awareness of Human Rights Violation and Ways for Improvements  

 

I believe that around 60~70% of the North Korean residents are aware of the fact that their human rights 

are being severely violated compared to other countries. This is because the North Korean leadership is 

corrupted and probably less than 50 people in the government sincerely trust Kim Jung-Il. The reason why 

the North Korean regime can maintain its status is because the political leaders can enjoy the benefits 

provided by Kim Jung-Il and can exercise their powers freely. For example, the high-ranking officers 

watch South Korean TV programs and movies at home. They use their private generators to produce 

electricity if it is not well provided. Itôs not just the high level officers; there are many members of the 

working class that watch Korean TV. Although they clap for the Party and the government on the streets, 

they know the reality through South Korean movies and TV programs.  

 

Yet, many peasants remain brainwashed. They are still unaware of the realities because they are too busy 

farming and do not have the time and space to think about their situations. The North Korean authorities 
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want all North Koreans to live like the peasants. Kim Jung-Ilôs basic policy is to make people focus on 

their everyday lives so that they become too busy to pay attention to other aspects of life.  

 

Although the South Korean government and the international society are trying their best to improve the 

human rights situation in North Korea, all Kim Jung-Il cares for no opinions other than Chinaôs. What Kim 

Jung-Il fears more than anything is China cutting off its aid to North Korea. However, Kim Jung-Il would 

not care even if China cuts off its aid and North Koreans starve to death.  
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Legal Grounds for Protection of North Korean Refugees 

 

 
 

Roberta Cohen  
Non-Resident Senior Fellow, the Brookings Institution and  

Board member, Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, USA 

 

 

Several years ago, a senior Chinese diplomat told me that his government does not consider North Koreans 

who cross into China to be refugees. They are like the Mexicans, he said, who illegally enter the United 

States, ñeconomic migrantsò seeking to better their lives. When such people illegally enter other countries, 

they can be deported, he said.  

The representative of China should check the international law to which his country is bound. He will find 

three important reasons why North Koreans who leave their country can be considered persons in need of 

international refugee protection. The first relates directly to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of 

Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, to which 144 states, including China, are party. Under the Refugee 

Convention, a person is deemed a refugee when he or she is outside her country of origin because of ña 

well-founded fear of being persecutedò in that country ñfor reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political opinionò and therefore is unable or unwilling to avail 

himself of the protection of that country.
1
 That means that North Koreans who cross into China with a well 

founded fear of persecution on political, religious or other grounds should be considered refugees under 

the Refugee Convention and not be forcibly returned to North Korea where their lives or freedom would be 

threatened by such persecution. The Convention specifically prohibits their expulsion or refoulement 
except on grounds of national security or public order. Because China has no refugee adjudication process 

to determine who is a refugee and gives the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) limited or no 

access to North Koreans crossing into China, it has not been possible to ascertain how many North 

Koreans are seeking asylum in China because of a well-founded fear of political or other persecution. 

Chinese officials presume that all North Koreans who enter their country are doing so for economic 

reasons, but without screening them to verify whether such is the case. Even some Chinese academics and 

experts question their governmentôs presumption. At an international symposium in October 2008, the 

Dean of the Political Science Department at Yanbian University in Jilin province gave a lecture entitled 

ñChinese Policy on the Korean Peninsula and the North Korean Defector Issue,ò in which he publicly 

acknowledged that, ñIt is clear that there are a number of refugees among those defecting from North 
Korea.ò

2
 

Second, even North Koreans crossing into China for reasons of economic hardship may be refugees if they 

have been compelled to leave because of government economic policies tantamount to political 

persecution. North Koreans crossing into China or other countries may have had insufficient access to food 

and material supplies because they were not part of the privileged political elite in the country.
 
In times of 

distress in particular, food is distributed by the government first to the army and Party based on political 

loyalty. Many of the North Koreans crossing into China during periods of famine are reported to come 

from the unprivileged classes, in particular, the ñimpure,ò ñwaveringò or ñhostileò classes under the 

sungboon ñcaste system.ò
3
 Their quest for economic survival could well be based on political persecution. 

Examining such cases in a refugee determination process might establish that certain numbers of North 

Koreans crossing into China for economic survival merit refugee status under the terms of the 1951 

                                           
1 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees.  
2 ñChina May Recognize Some NK Refugees,ò quoting Professor Gan Il Kim, NorthKoreanRefugees.com, March 15, 2009, 

at http://www.northkoreanrefugees.com/2009-03-China-change.htm 
3 See, for example, Committee for Human rights in North Korea, Lives for Sale: Personal Accounts of Women Fleeing North 

Korea to China, 2010, p. 12; and Joshua Kurlantzick & Jana Mason, ñNorth Korean Refugees: The Chinese Dimension,ò in 

The North Korean Refugee Crisis: Human Rights and International Response, eds. Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland, 

U.S. Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, 2006, pp. 16, 41, 43. 
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Convention.   

 

Third -- and this by far is the most pertinent and compelling reason -- many of the North Koreans outside 

their country fit the category of refugees sur place. As defined by UNHCR, are not persons who are 

refugees when they leave their country. They become refugees at a later date because of a valid fear of 

persecution upon return.
4
 Thus, the North Koreans who leave their country for economic reasons can 

become refugees sur place if they have valid fears of persecution and harsh punishment upon return. In the 

case of North Koreans, this will not be difficult to prove. Their government deems it a criminal offense to 

leave the country without permission, so that when they are returned, they can expect to undergo arrest and 

detention and may also undergo beatings, sexual violence, forced labor, forced abortion, torture and in 

some cases death. Stringent punishment is in particular meted out to North Koreans who have associated 

abroad with foreigners (e.g. missionaries, aid workers or journalists), have sought ñpolitical asylumò in 

foreign countries, have tried to obtain entry into South Korea, or in the case of North Korean women, have 

married and became pregnant by foreign men. When the UN High Commissioner Antonio Guterres visited 

China in 2006, he raised the concept of refugees sur place with Chinese officials in discussing the forced 

return of North Koreans; he told them that forcibly repatriating North Koreans without any determination 

process stands in violation of the Refugee Convention.
5
 To UNHCR, since 2004, North Koreans in China 

are ñpersons of concern,ò
 6
 who should not be returned to their country without establishing their status and 

being assured that they will not be harmed.  

 

Other UN bodies have also called on China to cease deportations of North Koreans as a violation of 

international law. China, for example, is a party to the Convention against Torture, which provides that 

ñNo state party shall expel, return or extradite a person to another state where there are substantial grounds 

for believing that he or she would be in danger of being subjected to torture.ò
7
  Since North Koreans who 

are returned to their country are known to face stringent punishment, the Committee against Torture, the 

body monitoring the Conventionôs implementation, has called upon China to establish a screening process 

to examine whether North Koreans will face the risk of torture on return, to provide UNHCR access to all 

North Korean persons of concern, and to adopt legislation incorporating Chinaôs obligations under the 

Convention with regard to deportations.
8
     

 

To date, China has not enacted legislation to codify its obligations under international refugee and human 

rights law even though it has been a party to the Refugee Convention since1982, a party to the Torture 

Convention since 1988, and a member of the Executive Committee of the High Commissioner for 

Refugeesô Program (ExCom) since 1958.  Indeed, China told the UN Committee against Torture that North 

Koreans are illegal migrants or ñsnakeheads.ò
9
 It also signed a Protocol with North Korea that allows for 

deportations by providing cooperation between China and North Korea in ñpreventing the illegal border 

crossing of residents.ò
 10

 A local law in Jilin province further requires the return of North Koreans who 

enter the province illegally. Both the Chinese-North Korean agreement and the Jilin law stand in violation 

of the Refugee Convention.  

 

China, however, cannot be taken to court on this. On ratifying the Refugee Convention, China reserved its 

position on the use of the International Court of Justice. But even if it hadnôt, no state has yet been willing 

                                           
4 See Handbook on Procedures and Criteria for Determining Refugee Status Under the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 

1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees, Geneva, 1979, para. 94. For a discussion of refugees sur place in the 

Handbook, see Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, Lives for Sale, pp. 56-9. 
5 Interview with UNHCR staff, 2010; and Statement to media by UN High Commissioner for Refugees Antonio Guterres on 

conclusion of his mission to the Peopleôs Republic of China, Beijing, 23 March 2006.  
6 In September 2004, the High Commissioner announced before EXCOM, UNHCRôs Executive Committee, that North 

Koreans in China are ñpersons of concern.ò One reason why UNHCR used this term was that it had no access to the North 

Koreans; another was that North Koreans could be said to be dual nationals who could avail themselves of the protection of 

South Korea (under the Refugee Convention, persons who can avail themselves of the protection of a country of which they 

are also nationals are to be excluded from refugee status). 
7 Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, 1984, Article 3.  
8 Concluding Observations of the Committee against Torture: China, CAT/C/CHN/CO/4, 12 December 2008.  
9 The term snakehead has been said to connote a slithering from point to point and/or human traffickers or smugglers. 
10 Mutual Cooperation Protocol for the Work of Maintaining National Security and Social Order in the Border Areas, 1986, 

Article 4. 
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to take to the International Court a dispute with another state about the interpretation or application of the 

Refugee Convention. 

 

In practice, China has allowed large numbers of North Koreans to reside illegally in its country although 

they have no rights and are vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking as well as to forced returns where 

they will face persecution and punishment. By contrast, China has allowed refugees from other countries to 

integrate in China or resettle elsewhere and has cooperated with UNHCR in these arrangements. But North 

Koreans have been exempted from such a process. To improve Chinaôs understanding of asylum and 

refugee law, UNHCR has been holding workshops in China on the rights of refugees and the obligations of 

states to provide protection for them. UNHCR has also proposed to China, a special humanitarian status 

for North Koreans, which would enable them to obtain temporary documentation, access to services, and 

protection from forced return. China to date has refused any sort of temporary protected status for them. 

Some local Chinese officials, however, have begun to provide documents to some married North Korean 

women and their children which give them some form of protection.
11

 This should be encouraged.  

 

UN human rights treaty bodies have urged China to extend protection to North Korean women and 

children in line with its obligations under human rights law. The Committee on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women, for example, has called on China ñto review the situation of North Korean 

women refugees and asylum-seekersò and ñensure that they do not become victims of trafficking and 

marriage enslavement because of their status as illegal aliens.ò 
12

 Similarly, the UN body which monitors 

compliance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child, has called on China to ensure that no 

unaccompanied child from North Korea is returned to a country ñwhere there is substantial grounds for 

believing that there is a real risk of irreparable harm to the child.ò
13

  The Committee has also called for 

access of North Korean children in China to health, education and other basic services.   

 

Overall, it is important to point out that North Koreans outside their country are increasingly being seen by 

international bodies as persons in need of international refugee and human rights protection. Their forced 

return to North Korea is uniformly opposed by UNHCR and other UN bodies as a violation of international 

law. Today, with declining food reserves and shortages of medicine being reported once again in North 

Korea, it is critical that North Koreansô right to leave their country and be protected from forced returns be 

internationally defended. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           
11 See Committee for Human Rights, Lives for Sale, p. 60. 
12 Concluding Comments, Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women: China, with regard to the 

Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination against Women, CEDAW C/CHN/CO/6, 25 August 2006. 
13 Concluding Observations: China, Committee on the Rights of the Child, CRC/C/CHN/CO/2, 24 November 2005, paras. 

80-82. 
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North Korean Refugee Women in China:  

Causes of Flows and Current Situation 

 
 

Won-Woong Lee 
Professor, Kwandong University, ROK 

 

 

Introduction  

The flux of North Korean refugees into China has continued on. Even though the current scale of the 

inflow is reportedly smaller than that of last decadeôs, it needs to attract much more international attention 

and call for an immediate response. At least 70% of North Korean defectors are presumed to be female, 

and most of them become victims of human trafficking as well as forced labor. Many of them are sold as 

brides to farmers in inland China because the villages there suffer from a shortage of marriageable women. 

A considerable number of North Korean women are reportedly working as sex slaves in Chinese cities 

under horrible situations.
1
 As information about this phenomenon is largely unknown and hidden, the 

plight of North Korean female refugees is especially alarming.  UNHCR officially recognizes only 1,010 

North Koreans as persons of concern, 881 of which were recognized as refugees in 2010.
2
 This figure, 

however, does not reflect the fact that South Korea has hosted more than 20,000 North Korean refugees via 

China since 1998 and the numbers continue to grow at a rate of 3,000 a year. In 2009, 78% of North 
Korean settlers in South Korea were women. 

What is the main cause of the North Korean refugee women flux into China? What is the situation of 
refugee women or asylum seekers in Northeast China? How can we help cope with these problems?  

The far most important push factor of the refugee flux is the chronic famine in North Korea. The starvation 

in North Korea has become prominent primarily due to a mixture of several major external elements: the 

collapse of the Soviet Union; the end of the socialist energy trade system worldwide; the Chinese reform 

policy; a natural disaster, unprecedented flooding in the late 1990s, and so on. Though these external 

factors might be counted as the root of the domestic economic crisis, improper policy responses to the 

crisis and state failure in a broader sense could be claimed as the structural origin of the North Korean 

famine. In other words, the North Korean famine is a system-induced catastrophe mainly caused by its 

political inadequacy or state failure. North Korea exhibits deteriorating economic, social, and political 
infrastructure to supply basic public goods and human security to its population, especially women.  

Despite the dangers and difficulties that lie ahead in China, a significantly large number of women are 

trying to cross the Chinese border.  The prominent push factor might be womenôs relative weakness in 

terms of social and economic status in North Korea, a state that combines a mixture of East Asian 

patriarchy and muscular militarism. There are pull factors, as well, such as the demand of the sex industry 
market in boosting Chinese economy and demographical change in Chinese rural society.  

There is another parameter, like a newly established illegal smuggling ring between Chinese and North 

Korean border guards after the collapse of North Korean state-run economy. Human trafficking must be a 

new bonanza for both parties as they live in scarcity and human trafficking contributes to cost-free 
economic gains.  

Let me analyze these push factors in more detail by describing the situation of North Korean women in 

China, by focusing on human trafficking cases, and by making conclusive suggestions for the international 
community and human rights NGOs. 

Structural Causes of North Korean Refugee Women Flows 

Economic Dimension: Famine  

                                           

1  Committee for Human Rights in North Korea (2009) Lives for Sale: Personal Accounts of Women Fleeing North Korea to 

China, p. 25-7. 

2 UNHCR (2010) statistical snapshot http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e488f56, data accessed 8 July 20

10. 

http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e488f56
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Famine still prevails in North Korea.
3
 Over 2 million people reportedly died during the famine in the mid-

90s and more than several thousand North Koreans have migrated illegally to China.
4
  

The North Korean government argues that the economic crisis was caused by natural disasters and U.S. 

economic sanctions. However, it cannot be denied that the North Korean famine mainly resulted from its 

collective system of agriculture as well as its political isolation. The international community, including 

the U.S., the EU and South Korea, has provided essential amounts of food, medicine and fertilizer in past 

years. But monitoring activities for donor institutions have been severely restricted and insufficient. Most 

of the population is extremely isolated and cut off from the outside world, as well as from a social security 

net which is essential for their lives in the totalitarian political system. It causes international worry and 

criticism because the óright to foodô in North Korea cannot be fully guaranteed without transparency in 

distribution system.
5
 Some defectors, most of whom came from the lowest social strata in North Korea, 

stated that they had never received foreign food aid until they crossed the border and saw the food aid 

being sold in the farmersô market.
6
 Nobody knows who is selling food aid and to whom the money goes. 

Some argued that the North Korean military sold the food to gain hard currency for purchasing necessities. 

The North Korean economy is based on three tiers: the privilege economy sector, the PDS/ people 

economy sector, and the private/market economy sector. The privilege economy is constantly exploiting 

the other two economy tiers. The privilege sector encompasses óthe royal court economyô and óthe 2
nd

 

economy,ô which includes the military-run industry and trading companies.  The North Korean PDS or 

people economy is now almost dead because of excessive exploitation and predation of scarce recourses by 

both the privilege economy and the private sector. The private/market sector is now burgeoning 

everywhere voluntarily. When North Korea's ration system collapsed during the famine in the mid-1990s, 

markets sprang up across the country as desperately hungry people bartered whatever valuable possessions 

they owned for food. But gradually, the markets have become places where people buy and sell whatever 

is available. In North Korea today, where the vast majority of the population, especially women, almost 

completely depend on this market system to earn a living and bring food home, a woman losing a day's 

wages due to a fine or the confiscation of a bicycle may lead to her entire family going hungry. Traders or 

petit-merchants in a rural market are basically women as merchants are traditionally and culturally 

considered as an inferior job. But participation in the rural market is óawakeningô North Korean women to 

self-confidence, making them independent of the male-dominant family system and giving them courage 
to seek another way of life. 

7
 

However the market sector is very weak and volatile because of the stateôs tight control for security 

reasons. And the privilege economy also exploits the market economy for seeking its surplus or rent. It 

implies that political cleavage might occur due to these tensions between the market economy and the 

privilege economy, as the latter tries to suppress the former while it also depends on the former for its 

surplus flow. It is also worth noting that the majority of female settlers in South Korea recently have 
experienced petit-merchants and traders in North Korean rural markets.  

This structured famine, hopeless poverty and the inability of their state to secure their óright to foodô 

collectively caused the flux of North Korean women refugees into China. More than 60% of the North 

Korean refugee population in China, rough
8
ly estimated at 30,000-50,000 in total, identified economic 

difficulty as the reason of their voluntary displacement. Approximately two thirds of the North Korean 

                                           

3 Andrew S. Nartsios (2002) The Great North Korean Famine (US Institute of Peace). 

4 The number of famine-related casualties has not been proved because the North Korean regime did not release any reliable 

data. Its óquasi-officialô statistics estimated it at 220,000. Regarding the estimated numbers in this phrase, see the following; 

Stephan Haggard & Marcus Norland (2005) Hunger and Human Rights: The Politics of Famine in North Korea, Korean 

version (The U.S. Committee for Human Rights in North Korea), p.45-6. 

5 óRight to foodô, in this context refers as one of the basic human rights that are internationally recognized in Human Rights 

Covenants. See the following for more specific definition of the term; Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

(1995) óGeneral Comment 12: Substantive Issues Arising in the Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, The right to adequate food (Art. 11),ô E/C.12/1995/5, General Comments. 

6 Yong-ku Jin, who fled from North Korea on May 2002, witnessed and confirmed the fact again. Chosun Ilbo (daily), Sep. 

15, 2003. 

7 Jeong, Ji-Young, ñA Study on Value System of North Korean Women after óthe Great Famineôò (in Korean), dissertation at 

Graduate School of Seoul National University, 2009. 

8 However, a refugee is not someone who fled his/her home country because of economic difficulty. Clearly, North Korean 

asylum seekers have a sur place refugee claim, but I donôt mean that economic migrants fall under the Refugee Convention.  
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refugee population settled in South Korea, is sending money illegally to their family members in North 
Korea via Chinese border smuggling brokers.  

Social Dimension: Fragmentation and Discrimination 

Chronic famines in North Korea, deconstructing the basic social security system, are accompanied by other 

social problems, i.e., fragmentation of families and structural discrimination. More than one-third of North 

Korean families have been severely affected by the economic crisis. The divorce rate and the number of 

broken families have been rising rapidly. Family fragmentation might exert a far-reaching baneful effect 

on the status of childrenôs rights, as well as womenôs rights, in North Korea. This family devolution 

prevents lower-class children from gaining parental guidance necessary for childhood and threatens their 
physical and mental growth. 

Widespread population movements, as people attempt to cope with hunger, might be attributable to family 

fragmentation.
9
 The key factor in the breaking up of North Korean families, especially in the northern 

industrial provinces, is the role of women in the Korean family structure and the burden they carry of being 

expected to hold a family together under extremely difficult situations.
10

 One of the most striking 

phenomena is a relatively high ratio of females among North Korean asylum-seekers in China.
11

 Most of 

them are believed to have married and have children in North Korea. There seems to be quite a few 

deserted orphans, a so-called Kotzebi, or beggar child, as their parents were driven to leave their family in 
search of food.  

The structural discrimination in North Korea is being magnified and legitimized by the military-first 

ideology.
12

 Introducing the ómilitary-firstô political campaign and strengthening the value of partisan spirit, 

the North Korean regime asks its people to take their misery for granted. This also contributes to 

strengthening the culturally imbedded patriarchal system, which results in the discrimination of women in 
society.  

On the other hand the military dominance distorts the national distribution system of scarce resources. The 

KPA (North Korean Peopleôs Army), provided with huge work forces and equipment free of charge, has 

controlled a significant portion of the national economy through trade business, farming, munitions factory 

and the energy industry. The KPA, with its full capacity of transportation and fuel, has taken charge of 

distributing foreign aid.
13

  North Korean soldiers have been used as public workers mainly in construction 

and mining projects. The KPA also plays an important role in domestic security, intelligence and border 
control. As a matter of fact, the military is the most privileged and roaring enterprise in North Korea.  

Corruption also prevails in every corner of peopleôs lives from education to business.
14

 Corruption is a 

necessary and rational means for living in North Korea. Some even note that prostitution and sexual 
services also prevail in North Korea as means for living. 

15
 

All these social factors ï the disintegration of the family structure and the uneven allocation of resources to 
the military ï push some strata of women in North Korea to leave the country to search for better lives.  

Political Dimension: Coercion & State Terror 

Failed states provide only very limited quantities of essential political goods. North Korea is a hollow 

polity that is no longer willing or able to perform the fundamental tasks of a nation-state in the modern 

world. Its institutions are flawed. The bureaucracy of the state has long ago lost its sense of professional 
responsibility and helps to oppress citizens. 

16
 

                                           

9 Natsios (2002), p.11-2. 

10 Korea Institute for National Unification (2002) White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea, p.142-3. 

11 A Korean humanitarian NGO estimated female population ratio among North Korean asylum-seekers in China up to 

75.5%. Good Friends (1999) Field Report: People Who Crossed the Tuman River, Korean version. (Jungto Publishing) p.21. 

12 Seong-Chang Cheong (2001) óKim Jong-ilôs Military-first Politics: The existing conditions and the essence.ô Vantage 

Point. Vol. 24, No. 8 (Aug) 25-6. 

13 Kongdan Oh and Ralph C. Hassig. North Korea: Through the Looking Glass (Brookings Institution) p.115. 

14 There are many testimonies by eyewitnesses on widespread corruption phenomena ritualized in North Korea. Norbert 

Vollertsen (2003) Inside North Korea (Encounter Books). 

15 North Korean National Security Agency (NSA) issued a special document insisting on reporting prostitution and illegal 

lodging in 2005, http://blog.naver.com/pakhll?Redirect=Log&logNo=18120651, data accessed 20 July 2010. 

16 Robert I. Rotberg (2003) óNation-State Failure: A Recurring Phenomenon?ô NIC Report 2020 

http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/cia/nic2020/panel2_nov6.pdf, data accessed 7 March 2010. 

http://blog.naver.com/pakhll?Redirect=Log&logNo=18120651
http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/cia/nic2020/panel2_nov6.pdf
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The increasing political coercion is geared to control and oppress the population. The National Security 

Agency (NSA) is the key control mechanism of its population. Its power is increasing due to growing 

crime rates and social unrest as a result of the deepening economic crisis. Many criminals, robbers, and 

traffickers were publicly executed in many local areas since the Great Famine in the late 90s, and charged 

for ócrimes against people.ô Public execution has been used as a political means to keep people from 
deviation and disorder during the economic crisis.

17
  

At least seven political prisonerôs camps have been identified so far.
18

 Political criminals are usually forced 

to divorce or their families should follow him or her to the camp. The government considers critics of the 

regime to be political criminals. Reports from past years described political offenses as including sitting on 

newspapers bearing Kim Il Sung's picture, mentioning Kim Il Sung's limited formal education, or defacing 
photographs of the Kims.

19
 

Many pregnant women who are forcefully repatriated by China are reportedly subjected to forced 

abortions in a detention center. Torture, beatings and ill-treatment in police and detention centers are 

widely reported by North Korean defectors.
20

 One of the most serious problems regarding political rights 
abuses in North Korea is that they do not observe their own laws, including the criminal code.  

One of the most serious consequences of North Koreaôs chronic economic crisis and political structure is a 

selective marginalization of its population. Controlling the public distribution system (PDS) tightly to feed 

and take care of the key groups such as the military, the security police, and the labor party members who 

are loyal to the regime, the government discriminates against the underprivileged and the ordinary 

industrial labor force. The disabled, the old, the inmates, and the óhostile classô are totally and structurally 

discriminated against in terms of residence, job placement, education benefits, medical services, and so 

on.
21

 Women, in general, are considered as an underprivileged group in the sense of military-first politics. 

The periodic shutdown of a rural market, the only lifeline, and coercive control of freedom of trade 
contributes to the decision taken by women to flee from North Korea.   

Current Situation in China  

The situation in China is horrible. Thousands of North Korean female settlers in South Korea speak about 

inhumane living conditions and hardships in China.  These hardships include living in secrecy, fearing 

arrest from and experiencing brutal treatment by the Chinese police, and being exploited and subjected to 

sexual slavery, human trafficking, hunger, and disease. Above all, they fear forced repatriation by the 
Chinese authorities and being punished by the North Korean NSA upon return.  

Most of the refugee women in China suffer from major psychiatric disorder, such as post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), as a result of their ordeal. A survey result illustrates that two-thirds of North Korean 

refugees in China have anxiety about being arrested and sent back to North Korea, while another 15% are 

anxious over the uncertainty of their residence (See Table 2). The second most reported reason for their 

anxiety is for their familyôs safety in North Korea (16%). These results are echoed by the responses 

obtained by Jeon from refugees in a clinical setting in Seoul (2005).
22

 Among this sample, the most 

frequently cited fears while in China was the ñfear of risk to life if discovered while in hidingò (83%), 

anxiety about being in a strange place (81%), with family-related concerns also prominent. It shows how 

terrified and fearful North Koreans have become of the North Korean law enforcement system and the 
regimeôs cruel treatment of returnees. 

Table 1. Reason for Anxiety 

                                           

17 Amnesty International (1997) Democratic Peopleôs Republic of Korea- Public Executions: Converging Testimonies, AI 

INDEX: ASA 24/001/1997. 

18 Apart from Yodok (no.15), political prisonerôs camps are known to exist in Hoeryong (no. 22), Chongjin (no. 25), and 

Hwasong (no. 16) in North Ham-gyong Province, in Kaechon (no. 14) in South Pyong-an Province, and in Huichon, Cha-

gang Province, and Chonma, in North Pyongan Province. 

19 The U.S. Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor (2006) Country Reports of Human Rights Practice: Korea, 

Democratic Peopleôs Republic of (8 March). 

20 David Hawk (2003) The Hidden Gulag: Exposing North Koreaôs Prison Camps (The U.S. Committee for Human Rights 

in North Korea). 

21 Korea Institute for National Unification (2002) p.82-99. 

22 Jeon, Woo Taek et al. (2005), ñCorrelation Between Traumatic Events and Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Among north 

Korean Defectors in South Korea,ò Journal of Traumatic Stress. 18:2, 147-54. 
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 number percent 

Fear of Arrest 826 67 

Concern about Family in North Korea 197 16 

Concern about Residence 189 15 

Hunger 11 1 

Other Reason 4 - 

Total 1,227  

Source: The U.S. Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, The North Korean Refugee Crisis 

(2006), p.25. 

Let me focus on the trafficking of North Korean women. The following nicely briefs the conditions and the 
reality that North Korean women face in China:

23
 

ñéAlmost from the moment they cross the border - and sometimes beginning in North 

Korea - refugee women are targeted by marriage brokers and pimps involved in human 

trafficking. Marriage brokers provide North Korea women as wives, particularly in the 

rural areaséHaving a Chinese husband, however, does not guarantee a North Korean 

womanôs safety, as she is still subject to repatriation. Moreover, women sold into 

Chinese families where they suffer physical, sexual, mental, and emotional abuse have 

very little recourse because of their status. Some women resort to prostitution as a 

source of income. In addition, North Korean women reportedly suffer abuse from 
Chinese guards along the border and North Korean officials upon repatriation.ò

24
 

The prices that were paid for a North Korean woman varied depending on the age of the woman and 

whether she was accompanied by her dependents; young and single women fetched the highest prices (See 

Table 2). Most North Korean brides are sold under 2,000 RMB, which is approximately $250. Anecdotal 

reports suggest that the price has been raised recently to as much as 5,000 to 10,000 RMB for a single 

woman in her 20s in response to dwindling supply.
25

 A North Korean trafficker in his late 20s who sold 

more than 80 North Korean women at the Chinese border said ñthe price could go up 10 times while a 
bride transmitted into inland China.ò

26
 

Considering that the GDP per capita in the rural area of Heilungjang Province and Jilin Province is 

respectively 5,000-8,000RMB ($642-$1,027) and 4,000-5,000RMB ($514-$642),
27

 the amounts of money 

are high for poor Chinese husbands in rural area in China. They had to borrow the money to buy their 

brides. This sometimes causes another problem of exploitative work and forced labor of North Korean 
women in compensation for the large sum of money paid by a husbandôs family.  

 Table 2. Reported Price of North Korean Brides in China 

Price Number Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

500-1,000 164 29 29 

1,001-1,500 122 21 50 

1,501-2,000 165 29 79 

                                           

23 Committee for Human Rights in North Korea (2009), p.16. 

24 Anthony Faiola, ñNorth Korean Women Find Life of Abuse Waiting in China,ò Washington Post, March 3, 2004. 

25 Hiroshi Kato (2006), Remarks before meeting hosted by the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom 

(Washington D.C., May 25). 

26 Ho Young Kim(2007), ñChina: a Report on Trafficking in North Korean Women(in Korean),ò Citizenôs Alliance for 

Human Rights in North Korea, Special Seminar on North Korean Refugee, July 2, p.11. 

27 The figure is based on Committee for Human Rights in North Korea (2009), p.21. Exchange rate in 2005. 
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2,001-2,500 20 3 82 

2,501-3,000 72 13 95 

3,001-4,000 18 3 98 

4,000+ 14 2 100 

Source; U.S. Committee for Human Rights in North Korea, The North Korean Refugee Crisis (2006), 

p.23. 

Another field survey conducted by a South Korean female scholar in 1999 shows that almost 60% of the 

female respondents live with a Chinese husband through a marriage broker.
28

 They seemed to be in a 

relatively uninterrupted condition at that time when the ethnic Korean-Chinese community had sympathy 

to help them.
29

 The current situation has changed mainly due to harsh roundups of Chinese policemen after 

óa planned intruding and collective asylum applicationô in the Spanish embassy in 2002. China has made 

helping North Koreans illegal and punishable with heavy fines. A report found that North Korean women 

(and their husbands) in rural areas should pay 3,000-8,000RMB to the local police not to be repatriated to 

North Korea.
30

 Few hold fake Hukou (residency certification), paying bribes of more than 10,000 RMB to 
local authorities. 

Many of the refugee residents cannot but hide themselves in heavily populated cities or seek safer places 

farther away in inland China where the local police and neighbors hardly know who they are. It means that 

many North Korean refugee women put themselves at risk of victimization of human trafficking again. 

Many of them are reportedly working as sex workers in the ever-booming sex industry in Chinese big 
cities.   

Research reports that North Korean women take two paths to end up working as sex workers in Qingdao, a 

fast-growing industrialized city in East China.
31

 The first is being sold into marriage in Shandong Province. 

After a few years of isolated life, sometimes with hard labor and abusive treatment, they hear about 

opportunities to earn money and run away to Qingdao. A second path involves being trafficked into forced 

marriages in other provinces in Northeast China. After they learn about better opportunities and the hope 

of going eventually to South Korea, they decide to move to Qingdao and turn to the sex industry to earn 

money. On average, they can save 3,000-4,000 RMB per month in brothels, karaoke bars and up-scale 

bathhouses, which is quite an attractive amount of money. Along their way, a well-established network of 

traffickers or pimps, including Korean-Chinese local gangsters and North Korean money-seeking 
intermediaries, would be engaged.   

Conclusion 

The devastating scene of North Korean refugee women in China and their serious human rights situation 

urge the international community to draw more attention on the issue and take unified actions. The North 

Korean women flux into China has been created by three dimensions of state failure in North Korea, which 
push women to leave the country.  

The UN Human Rights Council as well as the UN General Assembly has passed North Korean Human 

Rights Resolutions every year since 2003. In the resolutions, the international community confirms the 

ónon-refoulement principleô of the Refugee Convention against the forced repatriation policy of China. 

Additionally, the resolutions  suggest not to give North Korean returnees any severe corporal punishment, 

including capital one, if they contact South Korean missionary by North Korean regime. There has been no 
evidence of acceptance of these international suggestions in North Korea. 

The international human rights NGO network on the North Korean refugee issue could play a more 

substantive role to promote international concern and to make a difference in North Korea. Many of them 

are providing shelters and guiding the passage route to South Korea. More than 20 countries accept North 

                                           

28 Suk Jae Moon (2000), ñReason of defection and lives of North Korean Refugee Women (in Korean),ò Korean Journal of 

Domestic Science, Vol. 38 No. 5, p.147. 

29 The sympathy and patience get thinner because of misbehavior of North Koreans. 

30 Lives for Sale (2009), p.24. 

31 Lives for Sale (2009), p.26-7. 
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Korean refugees and the number of settlers is increasing worldwide. Thailand and Mongolia have allowed 
North Korean asylum seekers passage to these host countries.  

China is the most important international party to be concerned. As China considers North Korean asylum 

seekers as just illegal economic migrants, the matter is dealt with under the bilateral agreement on 

extradition of criminals. And China worries that the flux of them might shatter the political stability of 

North Korean regime as well as Northeast China stimulating a sence of Korean Nationalism among the 

Korean-Chinese in the region. Though Chinaôs ruthless and constant repatriation policy has some reasons 

for it, it continuously threatens the lives of hundreds of thousands of refugees, most of them women and 
children, who do not wish to return to the failed state that they fled from. 

International pressure and diplomatic negotiations utilizing multilateral and bilateral means are needed to 

change Chinese domestic rules in dealing with North Korean refugee women. It is also needed for China to 

mitigate its security concerns and improve its international prestige. The international community and 

human rights NGOs need to focus on several urgent issues regarding Chinaôs policy, such as the ñnon-

refoulment principle,ò victims of human trafficking, status legalization of children born to North Korean 

women in China as Chinese nationals, and allowance of accessibility of international human rights NGOs 
as well as UN agencies to the victims of human trafficking.   

To cope with the push factors generating the refugee population, North Korea needs to fix a broken 

economic and social system. This means that a political resolution by the ruling party is needed to 

transform the failed system or it might be confronted with angered people who are deprived of any means 
to live in the future.  

Then what should North Korean leadership take to redress its failed state system other than oppress 

underprivileged people? Vitit Muntarbhorn, a UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in the DPRK tells 
us as follows: 

ñIt is important to underline the need to generate food security in the country, for which 

no foreign aid could be a substitute. This is very much linked with the need for a 

sustainable development process based on broad peopleôs participation in income and 
food generation, conservation and regeneration.ò 

South Korea is surely another important actor to help North Korean women in China.  More than 20,000 

North Korean refugees, who settled down after their life-endangering passages to South Korea, are 

contacting with and supporting their family members and friends in China and North Korea. It needs to be 

seen whether these human contacts and information supply could help North Korean women in China and 

prevent them from being trafficked. The internet and radio broadcasting might be very useful means to 

access the refugee population in China as well as provide information to would-be asylum seekers in North 
Korea.   

The essential solution to the North Korean refugee women issue in China might be related to a peaceful 

transition of North Korean failed state system. In the meantime, the international support network for 

North Korean refugees in China needs to throw more efforts into protecting women from victimization of 

human trafficking and sex slavery. Facilitating self-help forms of lifeline and human contacts among the 

North Korean refugee community, especially between settlers (or survivors) in other host countries and 

asylum-seekers in China, could help them gain information. The North Korean settlers can also provide 
passage to the Free World based on their own experiences. 

It must be shameful for all of us, living in a civilized and free world, not to do anything to protect the basic 

rights of women living in fear of being returned to North Korea, where they can expect incarceration, 
brutal punishment, torture and possibly death.   
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A Long Way Towards Acceptance: 

                  Children of North Korean W omen in China 

 
 

Kay Seok 

Researcher, Asia Division, Human Rights Watch, ROK 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1. Famine in 1990s and exodus of North Korean refugees 
 

 

ü Natural disasters, mismanagement of agricultural industry and other factors started 

a famine in the early 1990s  

ü State rations stopped and about 5% of population (about one million) perished in 

the famine 

ü Many North Korean women have crossed border (Tumen & Yalu rivers) to 

Yanbian, China to escape starvation 

ü Yanbian has a large ethnic Korean population with many bachelor farmers as 

women have left for other places 

ü Some were trafficked to brothels and other sexual exploitation  

ü Many North Korean women ñmarriedò Chinese men as trafficking victims or 
voluntarily -- some have lived with their Chinese ñhusbandsò for over a decade 

ü Many of their children reached school age or beyond since 

ü Crackdowns continue, and even women with teenage children have been deported 

to North Korea even recently  

 

 

2. Children from North Korea  
 

ü Some girls as young as 15 have been trafficked as brides 

 

ü Younger children are often sold together with their mothers 

 

ü In some cases, young children, especially boys, are simply abandoned by 

traffickers and later sent to orphanage never to see their mother again 

 

ü Unlike half-Chinese children, they have no chance of obtaining legal identity or 

legal access to elementary education even after their mothers have been arrested 

and repatriated to North Korea  

 

ü Some are unofficially adopted by local residents without children, sometimes as 

bonded labor  
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3. Children born to Chinese father and North Korean 

mother 

 
ü Under Chinese nationality law, children with one Chinese parent born in China are 

entitled to Chinese citizenship.  

ü Under Chinese education law, all children, regardless of their background, are 

entitled to nine years of free education 

ü In reality, schools demand hukou registration for entry and continued schooling for 

children 

ü Those whose mother still live with them often donôt have hukou registration as the 

father fears exposing the mother 

ü Those whose mother has been repatriated or left often do have hukou as there is no 

longer a risk  

ü As a result, there are many half-North Korean children who have neither a legal 

identity nor legal access to education 

ü Parents are forced to bribe officials or use other means to give their children 

education  

 

 
 

4. What changed and what has not, since 2009  

  
ü In most cases, when North Korean women are deported, the authorities do not 

deport their children 

ü Chinese fathers are often unwilling or incapable of taking care of the children, 

often abandon them to orphanage 

ü Orphanages run by ethnic Korean Chinese or South Koreans shelter, feed and 

education North Korean and half-North Korean orphans 

ü As population in Yanbian has shrunk rapidly, local authorities have become more 

lenient in hukou registration since 2009 

ü In some border cities, it has become possible for some half-North Korean orphans, 

although very small in number, to obtain hukou status with little cost 

ü A lack of students force schools to shut down, schools are more receptive of 

children without legal identity 

ü For majority of half-North Korean children, hukou registration is extremely 

difficult and costly (about $1,000)  

ü What about those who ñgraduatedò from the orphanage?    
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5. Recommendations 

 
China 

 
ü Grant all children access to education without preconditions  

ü Allow hukou (household registration for Chinese citizens) for children with one 

Chinese parent, without requiring verification of identity of the other parent  

ü Stop arresting and summarily repatriating North Koreans, especially children, and 

women who have children with Chinese men  

ü Allow the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees access to 

the North Koreans to determine their refugee status 

 

North Korea  

 
ü Stop punishing North Koreans who leave, or attempt to leave, North Korea without 

state permission, including North Koreans who are repatriated to North Korea. 

ü Repeal all laws that criminalize leaving the country without state permission, 

especially the criminal law provision that defines such travel as treason. 

Acknowledge the right to leave the country as a basic human right. 

  

International Community  

 
ü Raise the issue of legal identity and access to education for North Korean and half-

North Korean children as a top priority in discussion with China 

ü Raise the issue of the punishment of North Koreans forcibly repatriated as a top 

priority in any dialogue with North Korea  
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Testimony  

My Life in Bowibu and Gyohwaso 

 

Kim Mi -ran 
 Hair Dresser in North Korea 

Escaped North Korea in April 2007 

Entered South Korea in March 2008 

 

 

<Before Escaping North Korea> 

 

I entered the army after graduating from high school at 17. Only three students from my grade including 

myself could enter the army because of our good family background and allegiance to the Korean Workerôs 

Party. I worked as a military escort transporting munitions. I had risen to the rank of sergeant when I was 

finally discharged from military service. After that, I became a party member. From business school, I learned 

how to trim hair and became a hairdresser, then a barber. At aged 24, I married my husband and he had a 

decent job because he was also a party member. Shortly after our marriage, I became pregnant. One doesn't get 

prenatal care in North Korea. To give birth, either we would go to hospital or take care of it at home. I had my 

first child in the hospital and the second in the house. We moved to Bukchang where I lived a good life with 

my two sons and daughter. Before leaving for China, I had never heard anything about South Korea.  

 

 

<First Escape> 

 

There were a lot of difficulties after Kim Il-sung's death in 1994. Although there was almost no supply 

distribution, my husband and I received our allocation of food. However, after 1997 we didn't receive any food 

allocation at all. The first time I made it across the Chinese border was in July of 1998. I was 36 years old and 

had decided to go see a relative of mine in China after suffering from chronic hunger. An older woman from 

Sooncheon, South Pyeongan province and I crossed by ourselves without a middlemen. But once we made it 

across the river, I was sold off by someone who had been waiting on the Chinese side of the border. I went 

with him for the simple reason that I needed a change of clothing but ended up being sold away. I fetched quite 

a decent sum, 7,000 yuan. I heard that the highest price went up to about 10,000 yuan. Until now I had kept 

this part of my past a secret because I was ashamed of having been sold.  

 

I was sold to a Korean-Chinese man living in Antu region. He stuttered, was physically disabled, and had an 

abnormally big head. I was 36 years old at the time and he was 55. It was not the age gap that bothered me but 

the fact that he was a simpleton. My head spun at the thought of having to spend the rest of my life with that 

man. So I stood my ground and declared that I just could not live with him even if I were to be apprehended by 

the Chinese police. When I announced this to the man's family on the night I was sold there and demanded the 

middleman to go to the police hand in hand, he backed down and returned the money to the relatives. I was 

able to speak my mind this way because I had a relative of my own in China, a woman who was older than me. 

From there I went to Shenyang, passed by Changchun in August of 1998, and returned to North Korea. I had 

stayed about a month in China during my first defection.  

 

 

<Life in China> 

 

On my second try, I went directly to Shenyang. Once in China, I started to support myself by selling bean 

sprouts. I lived in the countryside at quite a distance from Shenyang but came out to the Xita neighborhood of 
the city to sell the vegetables. Sometimes I could not catch a ride and had to walk all the way home. Shenyang 

is home to a countless number of ethnic Koreans and also Korean companies. This meant an equally large 
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number of Korean restaurants, and thus a high demand for bean sprouts. I could not say "Bean sprouts for 

sale," and sit there silently without a word. The women selling pickled turnips next to me knew I had defected 

from North Korea and did their best to help, taking pity on me. They introduced me to restaurant owners who 

bought my bean sprouts. Individual customers also bought a lot to help me out when they found out I was from 

North Korea.  

 

One day I had not managed to sell the 1.8kg of bean sprouts I had brought with me, so I went to another 

village nearby. There I met a kind-hearted elderly couple who helped me set up a hair salon when I told them I 

used to be a hairdresser in North Korea. For a haircut I charged 3 yuan for children, 5 yuan for adults, and 5 

yuan for a perm. Hair salons in ethnic Chinese neighborhoods charged between 10 and 15 yuan, but the village 

chief told me to charge less since I could not speak the language. I did not mind charging a lower fee and 

enjoyed the work.  

 

In 2001, I made it into the Korean consulates in Guangzhou and Qingdao, seizing my chance while some 

Koreans were visiting with paper work. The Korean embassy or consulates in China did not take in defectors at 

that time. The consul said he could not arrange for me to go to Korea, but that he would help in other ways. I 

told him I had planned to go to Hong Kong but had given up and wanted to go back to Shenyang. He bought 

me a train ticket and gave me 1,000 yuan as well. So I went back to Shenyang and started working as a 

hairdresser again but was caught this time and repatriated to North Korea. I was sent home after being 

interrogated for about a month because it was Kim Jong-il's policy at the time not to be too harsh on those who 

were sent back from China and to let most of them go. I was beaten while undergoing interrogations by the 

Bowibu (National Security Agency, NSA), but not too much.  

 

After my release from a month of interrogations, I escaped to Shenyang once again via Onsong in November 

2001. In July 2003, I went back to North Korea and escaped with my children to China using the same path. I 

sent my three children to study at a seminary, but within a month they were all arrested and were repatriated to 

North Korea. When I went back to North Korea, I met my children. My eldest son was beaten so severely that 

his front teeth were gone and his ribs were broken. Thinking about it now makes me shudder. My sons were 

afraid to go back to China because of the severe beating, so I came back with my daughter. Later, I was 

repatriated again.  

 

I lost touch with my daughter when I was repatriated but heard that she was in China. I found out that some 

church deacons in China also engaged in human trafficking. It is beyond my comprehension how men of faith 

can be involved in the selling of human beings. Selling off a child one has been raising still counts as human 

trafficking. It is cruel. I think my daughter was such a case. I heard that a minister knew my daughter. He said 

that many ministers wanted to take her under their wings since she was a smart and good-looking girl, but that 

the person who had been taking care of her had demanded 20,000 yuan. Apparently an American missionary 

wanted to take her to the U.S. but could not because he could not afford the 20,000 yuan, so she seems to be in 

China still. I know defection is illegal but it is truly heartless to treat people that way when all we want is to 

survive. Every day I wonder if I should go to China to bring my daughter back with me. You need money to go 

through a broker. If I get arrested again in China, that will be the end for me. It is still dangerous although I 

possess a South Korean passport now.  

 

 

<Arrest by the Chinese Police and Repatriation> 

 

Since I lived in China for a long time, there were many people that I knew and the church people were 

especially helpful. I rang people who assisted me previously, and one of the women had asked me to visit her 

house since she was alone. After staying there for a while, I decided to return back home during the evening. 

On the 1st of January, 2004, when returning home, I saw a black car. Had it been a police car, I would have 

run away but I assumed it was somebody else. When I opened the door and turned the light on, three Chinese 
officials appeared and asked for my identification. When I told them that I had no identification, a Chinese-

Korean appeared and put handcuffs on me and said, "You are North Korean, right?" I was taken right away in 

my underclothing.  



 

The 10
th
 International Conference on North Korean Human Rights & Refugees 

61 

 

When I was held up by the Chinese police, I was interrogated for 3 days. The foreign affairs personnel had me 

photographed holding something up, probably a number plate. Chinese-Koreans provided interpretation and 

asked me questions such as ñWhere did you live in China and North Korea?ò, ñWho assisted in the escape?ò, 

ñWho provided the money?ò, and ñDid you participate in prostitution?ò, but I answered no to everything. The 

interrogation was very simple. When I got on the train to be transferred to Dandong, there were two other 

female refugees with me. Our legs were strapped with chains to prevent escape and two officers from the 

Department of Foreign Affairs escorted us. Since I was the weakest, we decided to run in different directions 

as soon as our hands were removed from the chains in front of the Shenyang train station. But the other two 

just stood still when I ran away, so I was recaptured and was beaten severely with shoe heels. They didn't even 

let us go to the bathroom on the trip. I gave up trying to escape since the windows on the train were double 

glazed. When we arrived at the Dandong border area, the Department of Foreign Affairs kept us there for less 

than a week before sending us to Sinuiju in North Korea.  

 

There were 11 refugees when we were repatriated to North Korea, along with a van driver and two escorts. 

One of the escorts took care of the documents. In the middle of the bridge, North Koreans came to check the 

people and the documents. We were then sent to the North Korean Bowibu and the chains were replaced with 

ropes. From there we walked to the Sinuiju office of the Bowibu.  
 

 

<At Sinuiju Bowibu> 

 

As soon as we arrived, we had a body check-up and they took our blood to test to check for diseases. Females 

and males were separated, and a female officer came to the female section with a plastic glove and stuck her 

hands in our uteruses. It didn't matter whether the person was pregnant or not. She even stuck her hand in our 

anuses. They told us to start "pumping" (sit and stand up repeatedly while naked) 100 times, so that any money 

that was hidden could be taken away. After all our clothes and pockets were checked for any hidden money, 

we were sent to the prison cell. Although there weren't any pregnant woman among the people that I went with, 

there was a pregnant person in the other group. She was taken outside the Bowibu to abort the child.  

 

Eleven people were assigned to each prison cell. Inside of each cell, there was a bathroom and a space where 

food came in, but there were no steel bars on the door. However, there was a barred window on the outside 

wall. With my hands tied up, I was sent to a solitary room in the first floor. The room had a single window; the 

room was just large enough for one person to lie down in. During the afternoon, I had to sit still and put my 

hands on my legs and was not even allowed to open my fist. 

 

I was curious as to why I was sent to a solitary room, but the next day, the Bowibu told me that I was sent there 

because I believed in God. I told them that I did not believe in God. When I was arrested, I was held with a 

woman from Chongjin who sold alcohol in Shenyang in China. The woman had told the officers that I went to 

church in China and she was released because her Chinese husband helped her, but I was sent to the solitary 

room.  

 

I was interrogated for three days in the Sinuiju Bowibu. After eating breakfast, I was interrogated from 8am till 

12pm. They asked me ñWhen did you go to China and how did you get there?ò, ñWhat did you do in China?ò, 

ñDid you meet any South Korean people?ò, ñDid you meet any foreigners?ò and ñDid you meet any South 

Korean National Intelligence Service officers?ò If I told them I didn't meet any South Koreans, they might 

assume I was lying so I told them instead that I met Canadian and American pastors, but couldn't talk to them. 

I told them that they just bought me some food. After interrogation, I was ordered to sit still. In the Sinuiju 

Bowibu, they didn't hit me. For meals they gave us either grinded corn with rice bran powders or whole corn. I 

didn't feel like eating, so I just gave it away. Water was given on a regular basis into a hole that they dug in the 

floor. They also gave us time to catch lice, but in the Bowibu, there were no lice.  
 

 

<Continuous torture in Bowibu> 
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Within a week of being at the Sinuiju NSA, two men came from Pyongsong Bowibu (my hometown is 

Bukchang County, South Hamgyong Province) to pick me up. In case I tried to escape, they chained me to 

them. It took two days to reach Pyongsong. On the way, we had to spend a night in a motel. I was appalled to 

find that I had to share a room with one of the male workers.  

 

We reached the Pyongsong Bowibu at around one in the afternoon. When we arrived, I didn't eat the food they 

gave me. As soon as we arrived at the train station, a combat vehicle came to pick us up since there was quite a 

distance from the Pyongsong station to the Bowibu. I was confined in a solitary room for a year until February 

2005. The size of the room was very tiny, but there was a bathroom and a place to wash my face. I was ordered 

to sit up straight, as I had been in Sinuiju Bowibu. I had been made completely naked for uterus and clothes 

check-up. Every possession, including toothbrush and clothes, were checked and if a person has a long hair, 

they took the hair band away. On the day of arrival, they gave us food which included corn-rice and thin soup 

which was boiled with the ends of cucumber and eggplant for dinner. Although the food in Pyongsong was 

better than Sinuiju, I couldn't eat anything for two days. At five in the morning, we woke up and washed our 

face and sat up straight. We had breakfast at 7am, lunch at 12pm, and dinner at 6pm. The meals were always 

the same. They gave us two military blankets; I used the thicker one as a mattress and the thinner one for a 

blanket, but regardless the cement floor was too cold. At 10pm in the evening, we had to sleep, but in case we 

tried to commit suicide, we had to lay our hands on top of our blankets. Cells were located on the first floor, 

whereas the interrogation room was on the third floor. 

 

When we entered the Bowibu, our names were replaced with numbers. I was No.42. Even though I could not 

see peoples' faces, I knew there were a lot of us because I could hear their voices. Every morning at 8, they 

called us and started interrogation. I do not remember how many people there were. If I ever left the prison, 

then the next person replacing me would be 42. If the prison guard opened the door and say, "42, come out," 

we were to avoid the guardôs eye, look at the floor, and walk outside with our hands behind our back and then 

sit. If we tried to look, they slapped our faces. In the interrogation room, which was located on the third floor, 

they asked simple questions. The interrogation room was big and there were a table, chair, and separate 

portraits of Kim Jong-Il and Kim Il-Sung. I sat in the chair in the corner with my hands handcuffed behind my 

back. There was a long stick right next to where I was sitting. A person sat in front of the table and read the 

documents that came from the Sinuiju Bowibu and asked "Why did you go to China?" and "Do you believe in 

God?" When I answered "No, I don't believe in God," they would reply, "You are in trouble" and continue 

interrogation for three to four hours and finish at 12pm. On the first day, they only asked questions without any 

beating and sent me to my prison cell. The following day, for a week, they interrogated during the afternoon. 

On the following week, they interrogated me in the evening half past 9 till 10 - 11.30pm, and from midnight 

till 3am. It was very tiresome since the interrogation went on without sleep. One year in Pyongsong Bowibu 
felt like 10 years. After the first day, I was beaten during each interrogation. I was overwhelmed with 

indescribable anxiety each time I was called for interrogation. Although I sat on the chair while talking, they 

would order me to kneel. While my hands were tied behind my back, they kicked my sides and breasts. I 

couldn't even feel the pain because I was losing my mind. They didn't hit all the time, but only when I denied 

something; they kicked wherever they wanted to. When they slapped my ears, all I could hear were siren 

sounds. My ears would start to swell during the evening. I am deaf in one ear now. When they hit my head, I 

could see stars from my eyes. What made things more difficult was the dark prison cell that I had to stay in 

after the beating. I did not agree to the reasons that they were accusing me of. Had I agreed, they would have 

sent me to a political prison camp.  

 

The person who interrogated and beat me was Kim Chang-nam. He was over 50 year-old back then, so he must 

be over 60 now. As five months passed since the interrogation started, I tried to kill myself by starving to death 

because I thought I was never going to get out of there alive. At first, I even refused to drink, but it was 

difficult to pass three days without water. After one week, I had no energy to think about food or even to eat it. 

Half a month passed and when it reached about the 20th day, I went in to shock. When I opened my eyes, I 
found myself chained to the hospital bed with insulin attached. Although I wanted to, there was no way to 

escape. Two guards were positioned outside the room. I thought about jumping off the window, but the chains 

prevented me from doing anything.  
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As soon as I opened my eyes in the hospital, I was sent to the Bowibu right away. My body was swollen and 

they did not treat my ears or head injuries. Back then I couldn't feel any pain because of mental distress, but I 

gradually felt the ear pains. Since then, they started giving me soup. It was corn soup, thin rice gruel, and I 

started to eat.  

 

Every day I received a beating and they would only release me from the chains when I wrote my confessions. I 

had to write the confessions exactly identical to the previous one I had written. If there was any slightest 

change, I received a beating and had to write it again. (In Sinuiju we had to write the confessions) In the 

Bowibu, confessions were already written and we were told to stamp our fingerprints. It was very difficult as I 

continuously received beating and interrogation. During those times, I always prayed to God and sang the song 

that I later wrote into words when I had been sent to Gyohwaso, a long-term prison characteristic of reform 

through labor).  

 

ñMy heart longs for my Father in a prison 

Although the road to truth is steep and narrow 

A bright future will be revealed when I continue  

Without faith, calamity will strike in this road 

Allow me to go forth towards the fortress 

Although there may be much grief and complications 

How could I follow in the footsteps of my God? 

With tears my heart longs for my Father in a prison 

Father please accept this sinful daughter  

Please protect me with mountain fortress and shield 

Take me under your wings of peace 

Father's voice that comes from the sky  

Guide me to your blessings dailyò 

 

 

<From Bowibu to Anjeonbu> 

 

Visiting was allowed in the Anjeonbu (Peopleôs Safety Agency, PSA), but not in the Bowibu since the 

detainees are usually there for political reasons. My family did not even know I was captured. Because I kept 

insisting that I did not believe in God, they transferred me to the Anjeonbu on February 10, 2005. Since most 

of my information was handed over from the Bowibu, the interrogation in the Anjeonbu was simple. A man 

interrogated me and they didn't check my body. I wasn't sent to a solitary room, but a room full of 15 people. 

There was a single Chinese woman. Everyone else had been arrested for economic (stolen food) reasons. There 

was a barred window in the room, similar to the size of my room in my house.  

 

Among the 15 people, there was a child. It was forbidden for us to give food to the child as the child was being 

punished. There was a CCTV camera but I didn't know this and I gave my food mixed with the soup to the 

child. The child wouldnôt eat it, but I insisted. The guards then started looking for me after the child had 

finished eating. I put my hands behind me and walked forward. There was a sill on the window. They told me 

to kneel on the sill. And they hit my hands with a small stick. Then they told me to stand on a smaller sill. It 

was difficult to stand so I held unto the barred window, but they again hit my hands because I wasn't supposed 

to touch anything. I stood on the sill for an hour with my hands behind my back. Everyone in the room cried.  

 

We slept piled up against each other. There were 19 and 20 year-olds who were arrested because they ate a dog 

and stole some vegetables. Sometimes the guards called out the younger ones and touched their body. When it 

was dark, the guards called them out to the back door. Although they didn't say anything, we knew through 

their eyes. Since visiting was allowed, sometimes when the guard told us to strip off, we took our clothes off 
and gathered it in one corner. If the blanket covered the pile, then the male guards came in the room and 

searched around the room and the clothes.  
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When we wanted to go to the bathroom, we asked, "Can No.42 ask a question?" If they said: "What?" I replied, 

"May I go to the bathroom?" If they said no, then we couldn't go. When they were giving out punishments, we 

were not allowed to go to the bathroom. When I came to the Anjeonbu, it smelled bad whenever I went to the 

bathroom. There was a separate time to use the bathroom. Young ones who had diarrhea needed to use 

frequently, and they were the busiest. We sat with the same posture in the Anjeonbu. My kids didn't know that 

I had been detained in the Anjeonbu so they didn't come. I didn't get interrogated so I just sat down. As soon as 

one arrives, they go through interrogation for three days and write confessions just as before.  

 

There was a public execution in the Anjeonbu. A group was executed because they stole copper wire and sold 

it to China. They were 21, 20 and 22 year-olds and they were gunned down. They made us stand in the first 

row and told us that we had to watch them. During the trial they called out all the crimes they had committed, 

but the people who were being accused had gags in their mouths. The prison guards put up a post in the field, 

tied them up to the post, and shot them three times. The last time I saw the public execution was February 

2005.  

 

 

<Receiving a Trial> 

 

Within 20 days of being transferred to the Anjeonbu, I received my trial. During the trial, they allow family 

members to attend, and my husband came on the day. They chained my hands when I sat down but during the 

trial they took them off. The trial lasted for about 20 minutes. The trial could be either public or non-public. 

Mine was non-public. There was a panel of 6 judges, 1 recorder, 1 lawyer, 1 prosecutor and 2 jury members. 

My husband sat behind with the auditors.  

 

They only asked a couple of questions during the trial like when did I go to China and based on that, made 

their verdict. The defense lawyer is able to argue on behalf of the defendant, but it doesn't affect the decision of 

the court. The lawyer told me to accept the punishment of the crimes as written in the confessions. Since I was 

in the Bowibu for a year, they sentenced me to three years in long-term reform through labor (Gyohwahyeong). 
When the final judgment was made, the judge allowed the lawyer to speak and he said, 'for crimes of escaping' 

she is sentenced to long-term reform through labor. The judge told me that I was sentenced according to the 

Article of the related law but I cannot remember which law and Article they were referring to.  

 

When the final judgment was made, the judge asked my husband whether he wanted to divorce and he nodded 

his head saying yes. He wasn't left with much choice since if he disagreed to a divorce, the rest of the family 

members would face many difficulties. I couldn't talk to my husband even after the trial. My husband just 

looked at me with tears in his eyes. For three days I stayed in the Anjeonbu and I was then transferred to 

Jeungsan Gyohwaso. 
 

 

<Inhumane Life in Jeungsan Gyohwaso> 

 

Five people were in the prison van and three people, including the driver escorted us to Jeungsan Gyohwaso. It 
only took a day to arrive. The people who were with me were children who had also received a 3-year sentence 

for visiting China. If the crimes are petty, then the person is sentenced to 1~2 years in a short-term labor re-

education facility in Rodong-danryendae. Jeungsan Gyohwaso is located next to the ocean. 

 

As we got out of the van, our handcuffs were released and we were led to a room. Stripped naked, we were 

told to perform 50 'pumping.' Afterwards, they stuck their hands in our uteruses, just in case the visitors gave 

us something. As a person who sat in the Bowibu prison for a long time, I fainted while pumping. I said, "You 

guys are not human." When a guard passed by we had to stand still with our heads down. We got beaten if we 

walked instead of stopping.  
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My head was shaved and I wore the same clothes I came in with. I had to get some clothes from the warehouse 

since I had nothing else to wear. Visitors can give us clothes for changing. The newbies received training for a 

month, which consisted of studying the Gyohwaso rules and group training sessions. 

 

The day would start off with major cleaning at 5am. Afterwards, we sat still and memorized the rules until we 

had meals. During the evening, each person had to stand up and recite the rules in order to pass a test. The 

young ones were good at memorizing but older adults had difficulty and they often got beaten. From 9 to 10 in 

the evening we got training sessions then went to bed. For a month this repeated and then we were placed in 

different classes.  

 

Gyohwaso was a one-story building and there were rooms on either side of the hallway. There were 11 prison 

cells, 14 medical rooms, a guard room, sewing room and a separate lunchroom. Within the Gyohwaso there 

were 5 different groups including farming, livestock, sewing groups. 45 prisoners were placed in each group, 

except for the livestock group where there were sometimes 35 prisoners. People who committed petty crimes 

or those with power were placed in the livestock group.  

 

For meals we received one pound of corn-rice with broth. Small pieces of beans were also included. When we 

ate, we were separated into groups. Sometimes we ate altogether. There must have been about 200~300 people 

in total. Even though there were so many people, there was only one lamplight. I wouldn't even know if 

somebody snatched my food from me. We were separated by gender at meal times. Females and males were 

separated in the Gyohwaso.  
 

To change clothes, we had to exchange with 5 pounds of rice. It was impossible to work without a meal. I 

exchanged clothes by skipping dinner. There were almost no towels, and no toothbrushes. Towels were cut 

into small pieces in order to prevent suicide.  

 

There were many people who died in the Gyohwaso. I closed the eyes of a 26 year-old that died next to me. 

There was a mountain there called Flower Valley used to bury the dead. During winter, they couldn't dig the 

ground too deep so if the person was too big to bury, they broke their legs and arms and left the grave 

unmarked. If prisoners died in the Gyohwaso, the guards didnôt give any notification to their families as they 
were not regarded as citizens.  

 

If anyone tried to escape from the Gyohwaso, the entire prisoners in the cell received punishment. Initially they 

told us that they would shoot us if we are caught trying to escape, but instead they just extended the period we 

had to be there. I had seen two incidences in which people tried to escape. Escape was difficult: the walls were 

high and had electric wires on top. There were also guards on top of the tower.  

 

In the Gyohwaso, we woke up at 5 am and ate breakfast at 5.30 am. After breakfast, we lined up and started to 

work. At around 9 am, they gave us seaweed for brunch. They gave us a basket with a handful of seaweed 

mixed with flour. At 12 pm we returned to Gyohwaso and ate lunch then went back to work at 1 pm. We 

worked at the field until 8 pm in the evening. Again, we had dinner inside and sat down until 10 pm for group 

training sessions.  

 

Inside the prison cell, the floor was cement. If we had winter clothes, we used them as a blanket since we 

weren't given any. We weren't given anything other than the ones we brought. We didn't even have pillows. 

The bathroom was located in Gyohwaso on sides of the hallway. There was a guard in the middle of the 

hallway, but just in case we tried to escape, we had to report continuously that we needed to use the bathroom. 

Nobody followed us. We could go anytime we wanted to. We were allowed to take baths once a week and 

there was a separate place to take baths. People who had visitors used soaps.  

 

In there, I used to trim hair and work on the farm. We went out in groups when we farmed. Each group 
consisted of 6~7 people and a leader. There was a leader and a vice-leader. We stood in a line and walked 

while singing singing Kim Jong-Ilôs song. Two teachers who were about 21 or 22 years old followed us with 

guns around their shoulders. All the guards were male. We got crazy and ran after food since we didn't get to 
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eat much. Even if it was a frog or rat, if it passed by, they caught it and ate it. During the fall, we went out to 

pick either cucumber or eggplants. If the guards caught us eating, they would check our mouths and make us 

skip a meal.  

 

The medical room did not have a bed, only a cement floor like all the other rooms. There were no doctors, but 

if there was a nurse among the prisoners, then that person did the work. All that person needed to know was 

how to give shots. If a person got injured, they just applied medicine. There were two such people. But if a 

person got very sick, then they had to die. Gyohwaso provided everything including the needles. Medicine was 

only a temporary measure. They had medicine for anti-indigestion and diarrhea, but it didn't work. Parathyroid 

fever spread inside the Gyohwaso once and we were isolated. I was infected as well. I suffered a high fever and 

couldn't eat or control my bladder. Many people died daily. In August 2006, I was sick for about a month. For 

treatment, they inserted a hose through my nose and throat to give me water. 

 

In February 5, 2007, the guards gathered everyone in front of the Gyohwaso and called out "1445!" My 

number was 1445. They didn't say anything other than "release" and on February 8th, I received my release 

document and was freed from Jeungsan Gyohwaso. There were many others who were released also. I was 

supposed to go back to my hometown and report with my release document to receive the identity of a citizen, 

but I walked from Hyesan City for a month and escaped to China.  

 

 

<Freedom Found> 

 

After my escape, I stayed in China to get some rest. During March 2008, I crossed through Myanmar and 

Thailand to South Korea. I didn't want to be repatriated to North Korea again. South Korea is a better place 

than I had imagined and I am happy now. But I still havenôt been able to since the day I arrived to South Korea. 

I wake up in the middle of my sleep, shocked with the memory of life in the Bowibu. Although in Gyohwaso I 
was able to talk with people and feel sunshine, living 1 year in the Bowibu prison cell felt like 10 years. It is a 

miracle to be out here.  

 

I still suffer from Bowibu and Gyohwaso side effects with chest and ear pains. I can't breathe deeply. The place 

where they beat me (my back) is still uncomfortable, but it's manageable. I can't eat any oily food since my 

digestive system is not used to taking in too much food. I suffer from diarrhea right after eating. Rice, Kimchi 

and boiled fish are all I can eat. I used to eat well, but not anymore.  

 

Even though I'm in a very happy place now, my heart aches when I think of my children back in North Korea. 

Two of my sons were left in the North and I heard my daughter went to the States in August 2008, but I can't 

contact her. I just want to meet my children.  

 

I really want to visit a South Korean prison. I heard they were good, but I cannot believe it. I would like to see 

how it is. I have no regrets about leaving the North. 

 

My father was born in China and my mother in North Jeolla province in South Korea. She had been sold to 

China at the age of 9, and came to North Korea when she met my father. Right up to her death, she hid the fact 

that she was from the South. She had paperwork which showed that she was born in Sariwon, Hwanghae 

province of North Korea and when I was young I thought that was her hometown. Just before passing away, 

she told me that she was really born in South Korea, not Sariwon, and that she had never revealed it for fear 

that our whole family would be purged.  

 

I did not ask about my mother's relations because I had not thought about going to China back then. I asked her 

no questions, which I now regret. If I had asked her, I would now be able to find uncles and other relatives 

living in South Korea. It angers me when I think of how I have been deceived for most of my life by the 
Communist regime. Because of them, I am separated from my own flesh and blood.  
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<Situation of Women in North Korea> 

 

Compared to their counterparts in the North, South Korean women are living a life of comfort and luxury. 

They probably would not be able to stand the life in North Korea even for a day. Women going around to sell 

various things in North Korea lug around backpacks as tall as themselves. So all you can see of these women 

from the back are their feet. You can catch a ride if you pay, but who can afford the fare when you do not 

know how to feed yourself at the next meal? Finding not only food but also firewood is a huge burden for 

women in North Korea. North Korean men do no housework at all and do not even bother to cook a meal no 

matter how hungry they may be.  

 

When I was growing up, sex education was non-existent. People who worked in the military were subjected to 

discharge if it was discovered they were dating. Both the man and the woman in question were punished but 

once the rumors started to spread, the level of discrimination that the woman and the man face differs. When a 

couple is childless, the woman is blamed most of the time as being barren was accepted as justification for a 

divorce.  

 

 

<North Korean women: Victims of Human Trafficking>  

 

Almost all the women who defect from North Korea experience human trafficking. North Korean women in 

China are not sold to smart, normal men. Unless it is a case of having fallen in love, they are mostly sold to 

people with disabilities. Once sold this way the women are sent to isolated parts of the country where they live 

in shackles to keep them from running away. The husbands follow them everywhere, even when going to the 

toilet. Many of these women are also physically abused. Those sold to the Shandong region work for years 

without getting a bowl of rice to eat, subsisting on corn cake, and are worked to the bone day after day on the 

fields. Their stories are heartbreaking to hear.  

 

When I was living near Shenyang, there was a young and beautiful North Korean woman in the same 

neighborhood who was from the town of Haesan in Yangang province. She was 24 years old and had grown up 

in Gapsan, a village where those deported from Pyongyang are sent to. She had been banished there with her 

mother and two siblings when her father was executed for some offense. She told me that the hunger was so 

terrible that she even resorted to drinking salt water (it gives energy to the body temporarily). But still she was 

so weak that one day she slipped on a rock on the earthen floor, scarring her face. That was when she finally 

made up her mind to risk death and go to China. She traveled over the border from Haesan is the Changbaishan 

region of China. As soon as she made it across, she was sold to a Chinese man for 8,000 yuan. It must have 

been 10 or 15 years ago. Her husband was a simpleton who was unable to have sex, so they had no children. 

He did not care if she went out to work and he did not beat her. She confided in me that she did not know 

whether to stay with him or not, and that at least her mind was at ease there. Compared to living on a few 

grains of salt in North Korea, she was eating well and his family was good to her. I think she was able to live 

that way because she had been a naive girl in her 20s. I wanted to bring her with me but her husband's family 

thought highly of her, and bought them a house much deeper in the countryside so that she would not be able 

to run away. So we lost touch. I believe she is still living in China.  

 

North Korean women are good-looking and take care of their appearances. Thus the pretty ones are often sold 

to drinking houses and karaoke bars. They start working in the sex trade this way and sometimes continue 

prostitution when they come to South Korea. There are many of these women in Shenyang because of the large 

number of karaoke bars. Age determines their price, with younger women sold for more. Even at the age of 36, 

I was sold at a quite high price when I first arrived since I had no wrinkles and did not look like a woman with 

a child. Older women are sold for 2,000 or 3,000 yuan. Having been married is not important. I heard that 

traffickers lie about a woman being single and charge more, making sure she does not tell the truth. They had 

also told me to say that I had never been married.  
 

One of the reasons that women who defect from North Korean live such miserable lives is that many of them 

suffer uterine damage. When sold in China, they often undergo several abortions and sometimes contract 
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syphilis from prostitution. In a North Korean prison, such women are left to die. Before going to Pyongsong, I 

saw a woman with syphilis in prison near the Sinuiju-Dandong border and I could hardly bear to look at her. 

Her uterus was rotting away, and she stank badly. The Bowibu gave her no medical treatment whatsoever, just 

leaving her to her fate. Pregnant women in prison are taken to an outside hospital and forced to abort their 

babies. When the women are sold in China, they have no knowledge of contraception and naturally become 

pregnant. The women prisoners who undergo abortions are in no condition to do any work because they bleed 

a lot and have so little to eat. But I was the squad leader in a prison and I found that even these women are 

made to work.  

 

 

 

<Words to the International Community> 

 

I hope that the Chinese government will put a stop to forced repatriations, and at the very least allow North 

Korean defectors to make a living in China. If China would recognize and accept them as refugees, the 

defectors would not be subject to such hardships and would no longer face the risk of death when sent back to 

North Korea. It is my sincere wish to let these facts be known to the international society. Even if we are from 

different nations, I cannot understand how the Chinese can be so cold-hearted as to arrest defectors when all 

they want is a bowl of rice gruel to eat. I hope there will soon be an end to cases such as offering 500 yuan to 

people reporting North Korean defectors.  
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¸ North Korean Defector Lives; International and Domestic Issues

¸The lives North Korean defectors lead are determined by South -North relations, the position and 

condition of  third countries, and international situations. 

¸The issue of North Korean defectors/refugees is an important one which should not be discussed solely 

on the Korean peninsula but also in the international society.

North Korea

ÁBetrayers of the fatherland

ÁCruel punishment to those 

repatriated

Int. 

Community

ÁUN Human Rights Commission 

appointed a special rapporteur 

to improve North Korea human 

rights conditions

ÁUS congress enacted North 

Korea Human Rights Act

ÁDefection incidents in Russia, 

Mongolia, Thailand, Vietnam, 

Myanmar etc. 

South 

Korea

Á20,000  North Korean defectors 

entered

ÁDifficulties in adapting to South 

Korean society

ÁSouth Koreansô skewed look

ÁTrials in connecting to family 

members remaining in North 

Korea or China

ÁTransfer of living expenses and 

support in entering South Korea

ÁReproached South Korean 

government for creating terror in 

broad daylight as they  accepted 

468 North Korean refugees in 

Vietnam in July 2004

ÁIn North Korea, people who have 

a family member in South Korea 

are object of envy

ÁTransferred money from South 

Korea support defection and 

entrance into South Korea

ÁCommunication through kinship 

has been constantly continued 

regardless of the strained South-

North relations caused by 

various incidents such as the 

sinking of the Navy corvette 

Cheonan 

1. Introduction

ÁTracking down and forced 

deportation of North Korean 

refugees in China

ÁTrespassing events in embassies, 

consulates and schools
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¸ Fqtcfd ŚG`m'(ś ne chuhrhnm

¸ There are many people who still suffer from family separation, some due to forceful abduction to the North during the 

Korean War 

¸Oppression from the government and inferior food supply drive North Korean defectors into a corner of human rights free 

zone that generates newly dispersed families

¸However, North Korean defectors in South Korea overcome sublimely through life tragedies.  

¸South Korean government is willing to accept all North Korean refugees in third countries and assist in their resettlement 

Tragic Cases 

of Family 

Separation

A mother died from a disease

A young man witnessed his ill 
motherŚs death as she was not 
given a single treatment at any 
clinic. 

He is in medical school . 

A mother who left her 7 years old 
son alone
After the whole family died from 
hunger, she promised her son to 
come back in five days and defected 
eventually entering South Korea. She 
b`mŝs fn a`bj sn gdq rnm-

She takes care of orphans in South 
Korea. 

A mother swept away by the 
waves of the Tuman river

A girl who could not save her 
mother who was swept away by 
the river wave. 

She is currently a college student

1. Introduction

Lost a daughter in China

A woman who defected from North Korea along 
with three daughters, one lost in China. After 
sending two daughters to South Korea first, she 
remained in China to search for her lost daughter. 

For more than three years, she has been 
traveling back and forth between China and 
South Korea in search of her lost daughter.   
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1) Transition of systems

¸North Korean defectors have been recognized and assisted differently depending on South -North 
relations and the point of view of the South Korean government. 

2. Transition of systems for North Korean defectors and their entrance tendency

Special treatment relative 

to the peopleôs state merit 
óBrave Returnees' 

Treatment relative to 

the  indigent 
Preparing Unification Road Map

[Act on the Protection of 

Distinguished Services to 

the State and North 

Korean Repatriates]

Enacted in April 1962

[ Act on the Special 

Compensation to 

Defecting North Korean 

Soldiers]

Enacted in January 1979

[Act on the Protection of 

North Korean Repatriates]

Enacted in December 1993

[Act on the Protection 

and Settlement Support 
of Residents Escaping 

from North Korea]

Enacted in July 1997

How will it 

develop? 

1 2 3 4 5

ÁThe military or public 

security organizations 

protected them whenever 

they entered the South

ÁThey were the main 

providers of information 

on North Korea while the  

North and South were 

engaged in the Cold War

ÁThey warranted 

distinguished service 

status because of their 

crucial role in 

anticommunist education 

efforts

ÁThe act was established 

for North Korean 

defectors and the pivotal 

role they had in 

propagating the 

superiority of the liberal 

democratic system

ÁThe act significantly 

increased the material aid 

provided to defectors 

ÁThe collapse of 

communism in Eastern 

Europe during the 1990s 

led to the superiority of 

liberal democracy over 

the Communist bloc. 

ÁCompetition between 

North and South Korea 

was now unnecessary. 

ÁAs the number of North 

Korean defectors 

increased, the 

government reduced aid 

for them, in consideration 

of the needs of 

underprivileged South 

Koreans

ÁThe 1994 death of Kim Il-

sung led to the 

deterioration of economic 

downturn and food 

shortages in North Korea

ÁAs the number of 

defectors increased, the 

government approached 

North Korean defector 

issues as a matter of 

policy on unification

ÁThe act recognized the 

issues of integration 

between South and North 

Korean societies and the 

need of preparation for 

such a unification

ÁEstablished independent 

and self-supportive 

systems for defectors to 

settle in South Korea as 

healthy citizens

Ministry of Patriots and 

Veterans Affairs 

(Ministry of National Defense)

Ministry of Patriots and 

Veterans Affairs 

(Ministry of National Defense) Ministry of Health & Welfare Ministry of Unification
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1( Mnqsg Jnqd`m Cdedbsnqrŝ Dmsq`mbd Sdmcdmbhdr 
and Characteristics

2. Transition of Systems for North Korean 

Defectors and Their Entrance Tendencies

ÁSum total of the North Korean defectors in South Korea : 17,984(2009.12)

ÁSex Ratio of Defectors: Female 67%  / Male 33%

ÁAges of Defectors : 20-29: 27%(2) / 30 -39: 33%(1)

ÁFormer Occupations of Defectors: Not Employed or Family Supporters: 48% (1) / 

Worker: 40%(2)

ÁEducation Levels of Defectors obtained in North Korea: Secondary School 70%(1) 

/ College 9%(2)

¸ 20,000 North Korean defectors have entered South Korea

¸The number of chain defections has increased

¸Dmsq`mbd b`rdr a`rdc nm sgd Ŝ@bs nm Cdbhrhnm ne Oqnsdbshnm enq Odqrnmr Vgn Rs`x hm ` Enqdhfm Bntmsqx 

enq ` Knmf Sdqlŝ g`ud `krn hmbqd`rdc
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2) Entrance Tendency and Characteristics of 
North Korean defectors (Sex Ratio)

2. Transition of Systems for North Korean 

Defectors and their Entrance Tendencies
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2) Entrance tendencies and Characteristics 
of North Korean defectors (Age)

2. Transition of Systems for North Korean 

Defectors and their Entrance Tendencies

ÁSum total of the North Korean defectors in South Korea : 

17,984(2009.12)

ÁSex Ratio of Defectors: Female 67%  / Male 33%

ÁAges of Defectors : 20-29: 27%(2) / 30 -39: 33%(1)

ÁFormer Occupations of Defectors: Not Employed or Family 

Supporters: 48% (1) / Worker: 40%(2)

ÁEducation Levels of Defectors obtained in North Korea: 

Secondary School 70%(1) / College 9%(2)

¸ 20,000 North Korean defectors have entered South Korea

¸The number of chain defections has increased

¸Dmsq`mbd b`rdr a`rdc nm sgd Ŝ@bs nm Cdbhrhnm ne Oqnsdbshnm enq Odqrnmr Vgn Rs`x hm ` Enqdhfm Bntmsqx 

enq ` Knmf Sdqlŝ g`ud `krn hmbqd`rdc
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ÁSum total of the North Korean defectors in South 

Korea : 17,984(2009.12)

ÁSex Ratio of Defectors: Female 67%  / Male 33%

ÁAges of Defectors : 20-29: 27%(2) / 30 -39: 33%(1)

ÁFormer Occupations of Defectors: Not Employed or 

Family Supporters: 48% (1) / Worker: 40%(2)

ÁEducation Levels of Defectors obtained in North 

Korea: Secondary School 70%(1) / College 9%(2)

2) Entrance Tendencies and Characteristics of North 
Korean Defectors (Occupation)

2. Transition of Systems for North Korean 

Defectors and Their Entrance Tendencies

¸ 20,000 North Korean defectors have entered South Korea

¸The number of chain defections has increased

¸Dmsq`mbd b`rdr a`rdc nm sgd Ŝ@bs nm Cdbhrhnm ne Oqnsdbshnm enq Odqrnmr Vgn Rs`x hm ` Enqdhfm Bntmsqx 

enq ` Knmf Sdqlŝ g`ud `krn hmbqd`rdc
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ÁSum total of the North Korean defectors in South Korea : 

17,984(2009.12)

ÁSex Ratio of Defectors: Female 67%  / Male 33%

ÁAges of Defectors : 20-29: 27%(2) / 30 -39: 33%(1)

ÁFormer Occupations of Defectors: Not Employed or Family 

Supporters: 48% (1) / Worker: 40%(2)

ÁEducation Levels of Defectors obtained in North Korea: 

Secondary School 70%(1) / College 9%(2)

¸ 20,000 North Korean defectors have entered South Korea

¸The number of chain defections has increased

¸Dmsq`mbd b`rdr a`rdc nm sgd Ŝ@bs nm Cdbhrhnm ne Oqnsdbshnm enq Odqrnmr Vgn Rs`x hm ` Enqdhfm Bntmsqx 

enq ` Knmf Sdqlŝ g`ud `krn hmbqd`rdc

2. Transition of Systems for North Korean 

Defectors and Their Entrance Tendencies

2) Entrance Tendencies and Characteristics of 
North Korean Defectors (Education in NK)
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¸ Characteristics of North Korean defectors recently entering South Korea 

ÁThe number of defectors who stayed in third countries for a 

long time increased

ÁThe number of defectors who entered South Korea for 

economic purposes increased

ÁThe number of defectors who entered as a family unit 

increased, and this increased the age diversity of defectors 

ÁThe number of female defectors and of cases similar to 

international marriage both increased 

2. Transition of Systems for North Korean 

Defectors and Their Entrance Tendencies

2) Entrance Tendencies and Characteristics of North 
Korean Defectors (Continued)
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¸ Domestic Management Systems for 
North Korean Defectors

Residential step(5 years)/employment 
protection/physical protection

-Housing exchange, medical, and livelihood 
protection

-Job training, placement, and employment 
protection

-Occupation support and farming 
resettlement support

-Various kinds of problem -solving support

-Grasp of resettlement condition and data 
collection

Investigation Organization 
(Collaborative interrogation )

Placement of residence support

-Registration of name and issuance of 
social security number

-Qualification and career 
acknowledgment, special appointment

-Resettlement fund, housing support 

-Academic acknowledgement, schooling, 
and educational support

*Establishment of sisterhood 
relationships and household goods 
support

Assistance by private sector

-Support Center for North Korean 
Defectors (research assistance center)

-Community adaptation center ( Hanacenter)

-Professional counselors

-All sorts of private support programs 

* Scholarships programs, resettlement 
support, sisterhood relationships, overall 
counseling

Facility protection ( Hanawon )

Minister of Unification (Exceptional, Director 
of NIS)

-Interrogation/Investigation ( Daesung General 

Company , Additional investigation)

-Career guide, living guidance, psychiatric counseling

-Social adaptation education, basic job training

* Private assistance programs and volunteer 
activities

The Minister of Unification  

Decision on protection (Consultative 
Council for North Korean Defectors)

Decision on protection (special 
interrogator)

Temporary protection measures

Acceptance of application for 
protection

(Foreign embassies and heads of each 
administrative unit )

Generation of North Korean 
Defectors (in/outside of the country)

Notice

Decision Notice Notice

Notice

Exceptions

Report

Request

Decision Notice

3. Current Policies and Services for 

North Korean Defectors
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1) Support from Central and Local Governments

¸Central governmental supports are as follows:

Consultative Council 

for North Korean 

Defectors

Á19 government departments participate in making decisions on protection

ÁConsulting and modifying policies for North Korean defectors

ÁVice-Minister of Unification is the Chairman of the Council as the Ministry of 

Unification is the main authority in charge of North Korean defectors

Social Adaptation 

Education

ÁEstablished a Center of Support for North Korean defectors in July 1997 and 

provided education for them

ÁObjectives of education: reduce sense of cultural differences and foster sound citizen 

consciousness, develop a sense of socio-economic self-reliance, reduce psychological 

insecurities, and prevent mal -adaptation (420 hours total)

ÁHanaclinic management : internal, oriental, dental medicine, building up of individual 

treatment  plans, implementation of health care education

Resettlement fund 

&  Support for 

Residency

ÁBasic resettlement fund: 19,000,000 KRW in sum (6,000,000 KRW of basic 

resettlement fund+ 13,000,000 KRW of housing support fund)

ÁAdditional resettlement fund : The elderly (60 years old and above) receive 7,200,000 

KRW, the disabled receive 3,600,000 KRW~15,400,000 KRW

ÁLong term patient additional fund: 800,000 KRW per number of months of 

hospitalization (single parent family: 3,600,000 KRW per month)

ÁEmployment support fund: 22,400,000 in sum ( job training, certificate acquisition, a 

bounty on employment), 

ÁA bounty on residence outside of the Metropolitan area (Megalopolises 1,300,000 

KRW, other regions 2,600,000 KRW)

3. Current Policies and Services for 

North Korean Defectors
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Housing Support

ÁRental housing support, special and priority provision on public housing 

application

ÁSupport in housing deposit (13, 000,000 KRWper capita)

Employment Support

ÁJob training (Ministry of Labor ): free job training, provide allowance during 

training

ÁJob recommendation (Ministry of Labor): appointed officers for protection of 

employment at 55 Employment Information Centers

ÁEmployment fund (Ministry of Unification):  provide employers with half of the 

salaries of North Korean employees 

ÁAcknowledgement of schooling and certification (offices in charge): schooling 

and certification achieved in North Korea are acknowledged in South Korea

Educational Support

ÁSecondary education: remit tuition for 25 years old and below, assist alternative 

schools for North Korean students

ÁCollege: remit tuition for 35 years old and below 

ÁApplication on special treatment upon entrance into college

1) Support from Central and Local G overnments
3. Current Policies and Services for 

North Korean Defectors. 

¸Central governmental supports are as follows:
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Social Security 

Support

ÁNational Basic Living Security (Living allowance): exception periods of 5 years 

for persons able to work, 3 years for persons unable to work

ÁHeath care: check ups, examinations, medicine, treatment, surgery, prevention, 

rehabilitation, nursing, transfer, etc.

ÁNational pension: application on special cases for senior pensions, disability 

pension, bereaved familyŚs pension, lump sum refund, lump sum for death, etc.

Protection manager 

system

ÁResidential protection manager: 211 autonomous entities are in charge of 

residential resettlement assistance and administration

ÁEmployment protection manager/Employment Information Centers: career 

guide, job training, employment recommendation , counseling and etc.  

ÁPhysical protection manager: diminish threats to physical security and physically 

protect and understand their difficulties

Local Consultative 

Council for North 

Korean Defectors

ÁBuild a network to assist North Korean defectorsŚ community resettlement 

ÁEstablish efficient supporting system between local government and private 

bodies

ÁSearch for community -based specialized programs 

ÁConstitute and manage 26 national local committees ( support more than 100 

autonomous entities) 

1) Support from C entral and Local Governments
3. Current Policies and Services for 

North Korean Defectors

¸Central governmental supports are as follows:

 



 

The 10
th
 International Conference on North Korean Human Rights & Refugees 

76 

 

 

 

16

¸Financial -centered support from the central government and support systems from local governments

Association for 

Supporting North 

Korean Defectors

ÁDirect Services : Support to lead a stable life and adjust to South Korean 

society, support for North Korean children and youth, employment support, 

scholarship services, support for medical treatment, operations to raise 

awareness of North Korean defectors, management of professional counselors

ÁPublic participation project, commissioned project, counseling center, 

employment support project, NGOsŚ solidarity reinforcement project, etc.

ÁExpected to expand into a center for supporting research on North Korean 

defectors and a Foundation for North Korean defectors (September, 2010) 

3. Current Policies and Services for 

North Korean Defectors

1) Support from C entral and Local Governments
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2) Private Organizations

¸Services and operations carried out by private & local organizations 

Resettlement guide 

system

ÁHas been operated since 2005, around 2,000 guides in 24 organizations are assisting North Koreans in 

their successful resettlement. 

ÁThe Korean National Red Cross, local settlement houses, and private organizations operate the guide 

programs under contracts with the government.  

ÁThe service lasts for one year after the decision of their residence (guide from Hanawon to the new 

residence, home visit, phone counseling, support for family occasions, introduction to local organizations 

and public transportation, becoming close neighbors, (ex. spending holidays together))

Local Center for the 

resettlement

(Hana Center) 

ÁAfter completing Hanawon, guidance to local areas for 3 weeks and further support for a year

ÁBuilding the environment for fast self -reliance and self-support

Á30 centers (2010), 29 are presently operational

ÁTask: Capacity building is required in case of influx of North Koreans to South Korea

Professional 

Counseling Service

ÁProvide counseling services to meet the needs of defectors

ÁRecruit professional counselors (South Koreans & defectors who have completed the 

necessary education )

3. Current Policies and Services for 

North Korean Defectors
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2) Private Organizations (Continued) 

¸Services and operations carried by private & local organizations

Civil Organizations

ÁAssociation of Private Organizations for North Korea Defectors was established in 

1999; currently there are around 67 organizations in the association

ÁSince the early 2000s, those organizations have passionately assisted North Korean 

defectors in spite of their inferior situation (lack of human and financial resources)

Á4 subcommittees: subcommittee for NK refugees (8); local social welfare (29); children 

& juveniles (13); resettlement support (16)

Local Settlement 

House

ÁProvide welfare services to meet their welfare needs and enhance living standards. 

ÁProvide ŗspecial case servicesŘ to troubled families with complicated problems

ÁPromote local integration by encouraging defectors to participate in local community 

programs

ÁCurrently around 25 local settlement houses provide services to defectors

3. Current Policies and Services for 

North Korean Defectors

 
 

 

 

19

1) Common difficulties

¸Though they gain legal status and freedom, defectors have faced difficulties adjusting to life in South 

Korea

¸The longstanding ideological divide between North and South Korea and their societies complicates the 

defection and adjustment process

4. Problems North Korean defectors

facd in South Korea

ÁSending money to North Korea or China to support remaining 

family members and assist them in coming to the South

ÁHealth problems

ÁA lack of employable skills and difficulty in keeping a job

ÁFinancial issues

ÁA difficulty in adjusting to daily life
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2) Difficulties by groups

¸According to the age, gender, or other groups, the difficulties North Korean defectors experience varies. 

ÁNorth Korean children and juveniles face difficulties in school. 

ÁNorth Korea juveniles ( in their late teens or early 20s) without family 

members in South Korea

ÁDefectors who have complicated family problems

ÁSingle parents, especially North Korean women

ÁNorth Koreans with rigid and male centric (Confucian) mind -set

ÁElderly who has difficulties in earning a living 

4. Problems North Korean defectors

facing in South Korea
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¸ Further Tasks 5. Conclusion

¸The South Korean central and provincial government has built policies, systems and services to support 

North Korean defectors for their resettlement

¸Private organizations provide direct services for the defectors conducting various programs

¸Gnvdudq+ sgdqd `qd rshkk ` edv s`rjr Œ-

ÁEffective policy for self -reliance and self -support

- Reinforce the System of Employment and Health Care

- Only 7.8% receive employment information through public employment agencies

- 87.5% have difficulties working due to health conditions

1

ÁPolicy and services according to their characteristics and types

- Defectors who stayed in third countries for a long time, Defectors who have 
known of South Korea before leaving the North

- Defectors who entered South Korea with the help of other family members who 
have already entered

- Develop and provide services according to the need of different groups like 
children,  juveniles, late juveniles, and various families. 

2
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¸ Further Tasks (Continued) 5. Conclusion

¸The South Korean central and provincial government has built policies, systems and services to support 

North Korean defectors intheir resettlement

¸Private organizations provide direct services for the defectors conducting various programs

¸Gnvdudq+ sgdqd `qd rshkk ` edv s`rjr Œ-

ÁProvide opportunities for S. Koreans to understand defectors

- There exists a misunderstanding and prejudice toward defectors

- Such prejudice and disregard disturbs the adjustment process ofdefectors

- Enhance their image by finding successful cases and showing them

3

ÁSelf-reliance and self -support of NK defectors are required

- Leading their lives actively

- For the family members remaining in the North and China

- Gaining the trust of S. Koreans will lead to integration

4
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¸ Further Tasks (Continued) 5. Conclusion

¸The South Korean central and provincial government has built policies, systems and services to support 

North Korean defectors in their resettlement

¸Private organizations provide direct services for the defectors conducting various programs

¸Gnvdudq+ sgdqd `qd rshkk ` edv s`rjrŒ-

ÁBuilding a total support system by gathering the capacities of local communities for defectors

- Cooperation of Local Councils, adjustment centers, resettlement houses, private organizations. 

- Develop services for defectors considering the specific characteristics of the community and 
organizations involved. 

- Form a social networking to increase the number of South Koreans who can assist the defectors as 
neighbors and an alternative family. 

5
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¸ Further Tasks 5. Conclusion

ÅBoth South and North Korean should be helpful towards one another and unite to lead Korea to become a 

more active democratic country. 

1

ÁReasons to welcome and support NK defectors

- Pride of S. Korean society where human rights are fully respected.

- Prepares National Unification through unity of the Two peoples. 

- Labor force (75% are between 20 and 49 years old). 

- Touchstone of Integration of the two people reduces the 
confusion after unification.

- It is in the spirit of brotherhood and sisterhood. 

2

ÁBuild a society where human rights are fully respected through 

S. Korean and NK defector unity. 

- Personal efforts of NK defectors coupled with S. Koreansô will 

towards tolerance. 

- Understand NK defectors and their historical background in that they 

have lived in a different society where there was a different mind set 

and life styles have created two generations. 

- Until they fully experience S. Korean society and lead themselves 

towards a positive direction, there is a need for tolerance. 

1
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Resettlement Process and Experiences of Countries  

Accepting North Korean Refugees:  

Issues with Resettlement and Integration in Their Final Destination 

 

 
Younglee Ha 

Executive Director 

KCWA Family and Social Services, Canada 
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Introduction: Eligibility for Resettlement in Japan  

 

In contrast with Canada, the U.S., and the EU countries, Japan accepts relatively few refugees. The 

asylum-seekers that it does accept tend to fall within special categories created by the Japanese 

government, for example the so-called boat people from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia during the period 

1978-2005, and more recently, refugees from Myanmar. The basic requirement for defectors from North 

Korea is that they can prove a connection to Japan. In practice, this means that those eligible for 

resettlement in Japan are former Korean residents of Japan, as well as their Japanese spouses, their 

children and grandchildren. In other words, North Koreans born and raised in North Korea do not fall 

within this framework and are thus not eligible for resettlement. The basic policy of the Japanese 

government toward those from North Korea seeking asylum is that they are accepted on a humanitarian 

basis and not as refugees.  

 

The responsibility for North Korean defectors seeking resettlement falls to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

up to the moment of their arrival in Japan. As soon as they touch down at Narita Airport, it is up to NGOs, 

other civil society organizations, and relatives to take up the slack. However, these organizations are very 

few in number and are often chronically short of funds. In addition, there is no nationally-coordinated and 

consistent programme of support for defectors at this time. This means that defectors generally do not 

receive a sufficient level of support to help them adjust to their life in Japan. The main organizations that I 

am aware of that are involved with some aspect of resettlement support for defectors from North Korea are 

my organization, Life Funds for North Korean Refugees, Mindan (the pro-Seoul Korean Residents Union 

in Japan), and the Society to Help Returnees to North Korea. 

 

The resettlement and support of North Korean defectors is not officially part of LFNKR's mandate, and 

because of resource limitations, it is not a major part of our work, but something that we do on an ad-hoc 

basis. Typically, a representative from our organization will meet the person or the family resettling in 

Japan at the airport and bring them to our office for a consultation. In some cases they will then stay for a 

month or two in an apartment we have the use of, and then we provide support on an ad-hoc basis. This is 

of course insufficient to meet the needs of defectors, but because we are a very small organization that is 

chronically lacking in funds, even to hire paid staff, we have to prioritize and focus all of our resources on 

people on their way to Japan, helping them to get here in the first place. One of the areas in which we are 

able to help North Korean defectors is with the necessary paperwork. We act as an intermediary between 

defectors and the authorities to assist them to obtain a resident visa, resident registration and permission, 

for example. 

 

Korean Residents in Japan (zainichi Koreans) 

Ethnic Koreans in Japan, or Korean residents, are the descendants of those who came to Japan, either 

willingly or unwillingly, during the Japanese colonial period. The exact circumstances surrounding their 

coming to Japan vary; some came as forced labour, especially during the Second World War when able-

bodied Japanese males were scarce, some were conscripted to fight for Japan, while others came to Japan 

for economic reasons or for study. However, with the 1952 San Francisco Peace Treaty, ethnic Koreans in 

Japan, who had formerly enjoyed Japanese citizenship and the benefits thereof, lost their citizenship 

overnight. 

 

The Korean community in Japan has historically faced a number of obstacles, including discrimination in 

employment, in education, and in marriage. Zainichi Koreans were not permitted to join the civil service or 
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to become teachers, and a disproportionate number worked in the restaurant, massage, and gambling 

industries as these were often the only avenues open to them. Those who adopted Japanese "pass" names 

and were subsequently discovered by an employer to be Korean were often dismissed from their positions. 

Parents of a potential marriage partner who learned of their ethnic background more often than not put a 

stop to the engagement. And ethnic Korean schools were not accepted as a qualification to enter university, 

forcing children to choose between the two. 

 

Against this backdrop, North Korea began an active programme to encourage zainichi Koreans to 

immigrate to North Korea. They were actively assisted in this by the Japanese government, which was 

eager to rid itself of a troublesome ethnic minority, some of whom were communist and many of whom 

relied on welfare support; as well as by the Japanese Red Cross and the pro-Pyongyang Chongryon, or 

General Association of Korean Residents in Japan. As a result in 1959 the first Korean residents began 

sailing from Japan to North Korea, a land most of them had never been to, to begin their lives in the so-

called Paradise on Earth. The motivation for many zainichi parents was simple: to have what they thought 

would be a better life for themselves and their children by taking advantage of the free housing, education, 

and healthcare promised by the North Korean government and by expanding their opportunities for their 

familyôs future. By the time they learned how they had been misled, it was too late to return to Japan and, 

in many cases, to contact relatives to warn them not to come. It is these people and their descendants who 

are now seeking resettlement in Japan.  

 

The Long Path to Japan 

 

These former ethnic Koreans from Japan and their families learn about the possibility of resettling in Japan 

in different ways after they reach China, including through Radio Free Asia and KBS news. They then 

contact the Japanese embassy in Beijing or the general consulate in Shenyang; once they do that, they are 

placed under the protection of the Japanese authorities. This means living in the consulate, embassy, or in 

some cases in a local hotel for up to a year while their identities are verified and their paperwork processed. 

Once this is completed, they are given travel documents and a ticket to Japan, and are met at Narita airport 

by Foreign Ministry officials. 

 

As is to be expected, proving their identity can often be a daunting process for these defectors. In the most 

straightforward cases, they prepare a written statement for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stating on which 

vessel they or their parents sailed to North Korea, records of which are kept by the Japanese authorities. 

They must then prove they are who they say they are, which can be done through the presentation of letters, 

photos, records of cash transfers to North Korea by family members, and testimony by former teachers, 

classmates, and friends. Starting from last year, DNA evidence is also used due to a recent case in which a 

North Korean spy entered the country using the ID of a Japanese national. 

 

In less than ideal cases, proving a defector's identity can be complicated by the fact that the family 

members whose testimony they need are still active in Chongryon, the pro-Pyongyang zainichi Korean 

organization which was active in promoting the emigration of ethnic Koreans to North Korea in the first 

place. In this regard, the availability of DNA testing is a welcome development. 

 

Until 2008, this process moved forward relatively smoothly, even though it was time-consuming. However, 

we have seen an alarming development on the part of the Chinese government. In the run up to the Beijing 

Olympics, the government stopped issuing exit visas for defectors waiting in the Shenyang consulate, with 

the result that there are, at present, four people still living in the Shenyang consulate, caught in limbo. One 

person has been there since September 2007--nearly three years. The others have been there two years. The 

Chinese government recently demanded that Japan pledge not to accept any more North Korean defectors 

as a condition for the release of those trapped in the Shenyang consulate. At present the situation is 

deadlocked, with Japan unwilling to refuse to accept defectors, and China refusing to issue exit visas until 

it does. 

 

Resettlement in Japan 

 

North Korean defectors wishing to resettle in Japan are the responsibility of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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until the moment they touch down on Japanese soil. From that moment onward, though, they are largely 

left to fend for themselves, depending on the limited resources of a few NGOs for assistance.  

 

These defectors arrive in Japan without any kind of accommodation, without money, and more often than 

not, without any ability in the Japanese language. Our organization, Life Funds, helps them with the basic 

paperwork necessary to get an apartment, to apply for welfare assistance, health care and a limited amount 

of free public transportation. They may also receive a small stipend (about $1000) from Mindan and about 

$800 from the city office to help defray some of the start-up costs of renting an apartment, which can 

typically cost up to six months' rent upfront. They are also eligible for a small sum to be used for essentials 

like a refrigerator, rice cooker, and some basic furnishings.  

 

As may be imagined, despite these resources, finding suitable accommodation poses a major problem for 

North Korean defectors arriving from China unable to speak enough Japanese to find any kind of 

employment. The start-up costs for renting accommodation anywhere in Japan are considerable. In 

addition, no provision is made to accommodate defectors when they first arrive: in effect, they are brought 

to Japan and then left to their own devices from the moment they land at Narita Airport.  

 

Competence in the Japanese language is a major prerequisite for successful integration into Japanese 

society. The situation of each defector varies depending on their age and whether they spent enough of 

their childhood in Japan to have at least a base of the spoken language. Those in the best situation are of 

course those who went to North Korea as adults, as well as those who were born in North Korea but who 

arrive in Japan in their 20s. The most significant difficulties are faced by those who went to North Korea as 

very young children and returned to Japan in their 60s. The written language, consisting of Chinese 

characters, poses a unique difficulty for people who know only the phonetic Korean alphabet.  

 

Defectors have some limited options for learning the Japanese language once they arrive in Japan. One 

option is an evening junior high school, which also provides the first basic educational qualification 

necessary in Japan, as North Korean educational qualifications are not recognized in Japan. Another option 

is a small stipend provided by some local governments for Japanese education. However, there is no 

comprehensive language-learning option or funds available to North Korean defectors. They are told by 

the Japanese government to take advantage of volunteer lessons offered at community centers by retirees; 

however, it should be noted that these are not structured lessons, are not conducted by qualified Japanese 

teachers, and have been of limited use to defectors. 

 

Many of the other difficulties faced by North Korean defectors resettling in Japan do not differ much from 

those resettling elsewhere: they are unfamiliar with the customs of the host society and find obtaining 

employment a challenge. Some also find Japanese society very cold and reserved in comparison to either 

Korean or Chinese society. And they worry incessantly about making ends meet. They worry not only 

about how they themselves will manage, but about how they will manage to scrape together a little extra to 

send to their relatives in North Korea. Worrying about how their relatives in the North are faring is 

something they cannot escape: as one person told me, "I don't think any defector from North Korea is 

really able to sleep at night".  
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Conclusion and Recommendations  

 

The defectors I have spoken to emphasize their gratitude to the Japanese government for extending its 

protection to them in China, and for bringing them safely to Japan. There is no question that without the efforts 

of the Japanese government and in particular the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, none of the 200 defectors now 

living in Japan would have been able to resettle in Japan.  

 

However, it is clear that current levels of support for defectors are wholly inadequate. In essence, defectors 

from North Korea are deposited on Japanese soil and simply left to fend for themselves. This is neither an 

effective way to ensure the successful integration of North Korean defectors into Japanese society, nor is it a 

particularly humane one. New arrivals lack the most basic tools to survive and adapt to their new environment, 

and to become independent.  

 

When asked for their recommendations for the Japanese government, defectors identified housing and 

language-learning support as the most crucial elements for successfully integrating into Japanese society. They 

all expressed frustration at how much longer it took to pull themselves up and become independent than it 

would have if they had had adequate support. Free Japanese-language education for a year, for example, would 

provide them with a strong foundation on which to build. And subsidized or free housing, at least for a few 

years, could allow them to save enough to rent accommodation at normal rates.  

 

The resettlement in Japan of defectors from North Korea has not been easy, and continues to pose significant 

difficulties for those involved. However, there are concrete steps the Japanese government can take to 

ameliorate the situation of defectors and help them to lead healthy, fulfilling lives in Japan. 
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